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Abstract
Access to quality career advice is important for economic, personal and equity rea-
sons, yet, in many countries around the world, career-education provision is of vary-
ing quality and quantity within school settings. Given the inconsistencies in career-
education resourcing and provision, what is not clearly understood is how students 
from low socioeconomic status (low SES) backgrounds experience career-education 
provision and the extent to which it shapes their post-school futures. Drawing on 
Australian research, this paper explores the career-education experiences of high-
school students from low SES backgrounds. Bourdieu’s tools of field, habitus and 
capital are used as a theoretical framework to understand how career education can 
influence students’ imagining and achieving their career goals. The findings reported 
in this paper contribute nuanced understandings of career education to students from 
low SES backgrounds and recommends how all students can benefit from an embed-
ded approach to career education in schools.
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Introduction

Transitioning from school to work can be a challenging process for young people (Edu-
cation Council, 2019; Foundation for Young Australians (FYA), 2018; OECD, 2016). 
In addition to complexities brought about by a new work reality, and developments in 
post-school education, the COVID-19 pandemic has further complicated this process. 
The short-and long-term career experiences, opportunities and trajectories of individu-
als continue to be directly impacted by COVID-19 (Akkermans et al., 2020). Young 
people have been disproportionally affected (Foundation for Young Australians, 2020) 
and those with lower levels of education even more so (Chinn et al., 2020). The “career 
shock” of the pandemic may have “significant career consequences for several years” 
and “long-term psychological effects” on young people (Akkermans et al., 2020, p. 3). 
Thus, COVID-19 has increased the challenge of moving from education into employ-
ment and exacerbated existing social inequalities (Chinn et al., 2020).

Internationally, it is recognised that countries need to work proactively to ensure 
that individuals reach their career goals, not only because of economic benefit but for 
personal and ethical reasons (Education Council, 2020; OECD, ILO, UNESCO, & 
The European Commission, 2019). Quality career guidance or advice should be rec-
ognised as a basic human right (Career Development Association of Australia, 2012) 
as it shapes the society we live in and the wellbeing of individuals within it (Yates 
& Bruce, 2017). From a neo-liberal perspective, career advice “can help to make the 
best use of human resources in the labour market as well as in education by allowing 
better matches between skills and interests and opportunities for work and learning” 
(OECD, 2019, n.p.). Thus, career advice is important for workforce participation and 
national productivity (Australian Government, 2013). Ensuring that all citizens have 
access to quality career advice is also important for equity (Mann et al., 2020). This is 
because traditionally, shifts in skills demands have disproportionately affected work-
ers with lower levels of skills and education, and the rewards of the new work reality 
are unlikely to be bestowed evenly among the workforce (Torii, 2018). Quality career 
advice becomes a “social compensatory measure” which enables people “to participate 
effectively in society” (International Centre for Career Development and Public Policy 
(ICCDPP), 2019, n.p.). However, what is not well understood is to what extent the cur-
rent career provision addresses societal inequities in education and employment.

The aim of this paper is to explore how career advice is experienced by students 
from low SES backgrounds and how current approaches to the provision of careers 
can shape educational and employment outcomes for this cohort. This paper begins by 
introducing what is meant by career education.

Current approaches to career education

There are a wide range of terms and definitions which determine the scope and 
nature of career-education provision in schools. For clarity, this paper uses the 
term ‘career education’ to refer to “development of knowledge, skills and atti-
tudes through a planned program of learning experiences in education and 
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training settings to assist students to make informed decisions about their study 
and work options to enable effective participation in working life” (Australian 
Government, 2019, p. 3).

The current and most prevalent approach to the provision of career education 
in schools is through the appointment of a career adviser or career counsellor. The 
function of the school career adviser is to assist young people in conceptualising 
their interests and skills whilst also providing information about career pathways and 
options (NSW Government, 2019). It is also expected that career advisers develop 
career programmes, organise work-experience placements and host career-related 
events (Aspden et al., 2015; Brown et al., 2019; Gore et al., 2015). Studies such as 
Christie’s (2016) highlight how career advisers often have a strong sense of respon-
sibility for their students and seek to positively influence their post-school education 
and employment opportunities.

Whilst the role of career advisers is acknowledged in terms of the significant 
impact these individuals can make on students’ choice of school subjects and 
careers (Aspden et al., 2015; Whiston et al., 2017), there are structural and institu-
tional issues associated with the provision of career education in countries such as 
Australia, New Zealand, the United Kingdom and the United States (Brown, 2015; 
Moote & Archer, 2018; Parliament of Victoria, 2018; Yates & Bruce, 2017). The 
recent Australian review of senior secondary pathways into work, further education 
and training states that “career advice nationally is inadequate” (Education Council, 
2020, p. 18). Specifically, concerns have been raised about career education’s qual-
ity, equitable provision and policy.

First, traditional career advice focusses on supporting students’ transition out of 
school into work or further study, but career education needs to do more than this; 
it needs to equip students with the skills to navigate the world of work over their 
lifetime (Parliament of Victoria, 2018). As a result, stakeholders suggest that current 
career provision does not meet the needs of students (Parliament of Victoria, 2018). 
Students also suggest that they are not getting their needs met, wishing that they 
had received more information about all of the options available to them (Skillsroad, 
2018).

Second, the quantity of career education varies significantly between schools, 
with not all schools having equal careers provision. One Victorian study found that 
10% of schools spent 45 min or less on career education per student per year and 
10% spent 12 h or more per student per year (Parliament of Victoria, 2018). Argu-
ably, such differences would likely have a profound impact on students’ career aspi-
rations and knowledge, and therefore, outcomes. This pattern is echoed internation-
ally too, with a recent large-scale OECD analysis finding that young people from 
‘disadvantaged’ backgrounds had less access to career development activities (Mann 
et al., 2020). The reason for such variations in quantity of delivery can be a result 
of the availability of resources which is frequently cited as a problem for the provi-
sion of career education in schools in Australia as well as those in England (Career 
Development Association of Australia, 2012; Career Industry Council of Australia 
(CICA), 2015; Hooley & Dodd, 2015; Moote & Archer, 2018; Youth Action, 2017). 
In some schools, the central resource in the traditional provision of career educa-
tion, the career adviser, is often a part-time staff member with additional classroom 
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teaching responsibilities (CICA, 2017a). This is a situation which contributes to low 
quantities of career-education provision in those schools.

Third, the policy framework for career education in Australian schools is frag-
mented and ineffectual (Australian Government, 2019; Parliament of Victoria, 2018; 
Patton, 2019) with neither the Australian Blueprint for Career Development (Min-
isterial Council on Education, 2010), nor professional standards and benchmarking 
resources (CICA, 2014) being compulsory. Patton (2019) observes that careers strat-
egies and policies are politically driven—researched, developed and implemented in 
response to political agendas in “repeating cycle of decades of reports, ineffective 
policy action and even more ineffective practice implementation” (Patton, 2019, p. 
264). Andrews and Hooley (2017) suggest that a lack of nationally agreed standards 
and regulation of career work in the United Kingdom may result in unequal out-
comes for young people (Andrews & Hooley, 2017).

Within this imperfect context of career education, it is not surprising that career 
advisers are not sufficiently supported to do their work and that not all students are 
achieving equitable outcomes from their schooling and careers. The following sec-
tion examines the outcomes of one group of students, those from low SES back-
grounds, and what we know about how they aspire to and make decisions about their 
educational and vocational futures.

Career aspiration and decision making of students from low SES 
backgrounds

In Australia, there are six1 groups of students that are recognised as having ineq-
uitable academic and employment outcomes in comparison to the broader popula-
tion (Department of Education, 2018), one of these being students from low SES 
backgrounds. As a result of structural and societal barriers, students from low SES 
backgrounds can experience lower achievement levels, non-completion of schooling 
(Education Council, 2019; McLachlan et  al., 2013), and are under-represented in 
further and higher education (Brett, 2018; Cunninghame, 2017; Li & Carroll, 2017; 
Ranasinghe et al., 2019). Furthermore, rates of participation in the workforce, over-
all employment, and full-time employment for people from economically disadvan-
taged backgrounds are significantly lower than the rest of the population (Cunning-
ham et al., 2014; Lamb et al., 2015).

Arguably the causes of inequitable academic and employment outcomes for stu-
dents from low SES backgrounds are complex; however, large-scale research by the 
OECD found that educational and vocational aspirations and decision making are 
linked to the social inequities experienced by individuals from diverse socioeco-
nomic backgrounds, as well as other factors such as gender and familial background 

1 Australia has six identified equity groups which include students with a disability; regional, rural 
and remote (RRR) students; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) students; students from low 
socioeconomic (low SES) backgrounds; students from non-English speaking backgrounds (NESB); and 
women in non-traditional areas (WINTA).
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(Mann et  al., 2020). The following discussion explores how the aspirations and 
decision-making processes of students from low SES backgrounds are influenced by 
social and cultural inequalities.

There are distinctions in the ways in which people from different socioeconomic 
backgrounds access information regarding education and career decision making 
(Archer et al., 2014; Smith, 2011). There is evidence that young people from low 
SES backgrounds are more likely to rely on informal, ‘word-of-mouth’ knowledge 
about careers from social sources such as family, friends and teachers (Ball & Vin-
cent, 1998; Greenbank, 2011; Smith, 2011; Vernon & Drane, 2021) than from for-
mal sources produced by governments, institutions and schools; and communicated 
via websites, enrolment information, and statistical data (Smith, 2011). Given that 
students from low SES backgrounds may not have ready access to informed sources 
or to those who have direct experience, it is perhaps unsurprising that decisions 
about futures are made with limited or incorrect information resulting in more dif-
ficult transitions (Mann et al., 2020).

As a result of embedded social inequities, students from low SES backgrounds 
also draw upon social, economic and cultural capitals in diverse ways, when aspir-
ing and making decisions about their future careers (Greenbank, 2009). For exam-
ple, in order to enact one’s aspiration, an individual needs to draw upon knowledge, 
skills, networks and resources to successfully manoeuvre between complex educa-
tional institutions and vocational structures (Smith, 2011). Navigating this process 
requires a specific understanding of the ways in which large institutions and path-
ways into and through education and work operate. Often, students from low SES 
backgrounds have not experienced or been exposed to these understandings in order 
to successfully direct themselves through this journey (Irving, 2009).

Formation of aspirations are also shaped by socioeconomic background. 
Although research has shown that students from low SES backgrounds have similar 
career aspirations to those from higher SES backgrounds (Gore et al., 2017), Smith 
(2011, p. 166) argues that those aspirations can be more ‘brittle’ as a result of having 
fewer concrete experiences, opportunities and resources to draw on when navigating 
pathways. What students from low SES backgrounds perceive to be both desirable 
and realistically achievable, may be a result of their limited access to social, cultural 
and economic resources (Smith, 2011) as well as prior achievement, gender and year 
level (Gore et  al., 2017). Aspirations and educational decision making are also a 
product of students’ own ‘risk-tolerance’ (Raciti, 2019, p. 13). For example, sec-
ondary students from low SES backgrounds respond differently to the dilemma of 
deciding whether or not to go to university, being more likely to be risk averse, and 
slower and more careful in their decision-making process (Raciti, 2019). In these 
ways, education and employment outcomes for students from low SES backgrounds 
are shaped by their and their families’ experiences, as well as the resources available 
to them.

As the research and literature demonstrates, career education is important for 
educational and career outcomes, but in some schools the provision of this type of 
support is inconsistently resourced and implemented. At the same time, students 
from low SES backgrounds aspire, access career-related knowledge, and make deci-
sions in different ways from their peers. What remains unclear however, is exactly 
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how SES background interacts with current careers provision in shaping the educa-
tional and employment outcomes for this cohort. This paper aims to show how some 
career-education practices continue to disadvantage some groups of students and 
makes specific recommendations as to how strong education and career outcomes 
for students from low SES backgrounds can be best achieved. The following sec-
tion provides an overview of how Bourdieu’s methodological tools were used in the 
study and are applied in this paper to explore the problem.

Theoretical framework

Bourdieu’s (1986) perspectives on social reproduction and the tools of field, hab-
itus and capital were used in this study as a theoretical framework to understand 
the structures within society that can shape how students imagine and achieve their 
career goals. Specifically, Bourdieu’s tools of ‘field’, ‘habitus’ and ‘capital’ were 
used as a lens to provide a richer understanding of how career education can operate 
to open up and support individuals’ educational and career aspirations. This theo-
retical framing was also used to explore the social context in which career education 
exists by identifying the structural barriers that prevent students from fully realising 
their career goals.

‘Field’ describes the setting in which agents and their social positions are located 
(Bourdieu, 1979). ‘Field’ was used to explore deeply how the different contexts that 
family, educational providers, industry bodies, and students themselves occupy, 
influence their understanding of how career education is provided. The blurring of 
fields (Kaiserfeld, 2013; Powell & Solga, 2010) or bridges between fields (Colley 
et  al., 2014), such as the intersection between school and family, allowed for the 
construction of new rules, dispositions and languages in relation to career education 
and identified new ways of working to emerge in the provision of career education.

‘Habitus’ relates to the set of culturally learned dispositions, skills and ways 
of knowing that explain how social and cultural messages shape an individual’s 
thoughts and actions, and how that individual will operate in the field or in society 
(Bourdieu, 1979). This study drew on a diverse group of stakeholders, including stu-
dents, parents, staff in schools, other education providers, industry and community 
groups, who each brought varied values, dispositions and practices to the conversa-
tions around effective career education. This provided rich and unique data sets that 
could be explored in the analysis phase of this study in shaping how career educa-
tion should evolve to enable these stakeholder groups to meet the needs of students 
from low SES backgrounds.

A person’s economic, cultural and social ‘capital’ is linked to their habitus and 
their field. ‘Cultural capital’ is the accumulation of knowledge, skills and behav-
iours through socialisation and education (Bourdieu, 1979). ‘Social capital’ refers 
to the networks, knowledge and resources to which individuals have access. These 
networks significantly contribute to the bank of knowledge that individuals acquire 
around communication, culture and power in society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). 
In this paper, the concepts of social and cultural capital are considered in explor-
ing how knowledge, resources and networks are transmitted to students through 
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effective career-education provision to inhibit or support student’s imagining and 
achievement of their long-term career goals.

Methodology

The research reported on in this paper is part of a larger project which explored best-
practice career advice for students from low SES backgrounds funded by the Depart-
ment of Education, Skills and Employment (DESE), and managed by the National 
Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE). Approval to undertake 
the research was received from the appropriate university Human Research Ethics 
Committees (HREC). A mixed-methods approach was implemented across four col-
laborative and iterative stages of the project. This paper reports on the qualitative 
data collection which sought to understand how young people from low SES back-
grounds make decisions about their educational and vocational futures.

Participants

This article draws on data collection with three groups of participants: current uni-
versity students from low SES backgrounds (n = 72), parents of students from low 
SES backgrounds (n = 41), and key stakeholders (n = 16). University students were 
recruited via an email targeted at those who had participated in widening partici-
pation activities. Parents were invited to participate via advertisements in univer-
sity newsletters and on social media platforms. Key stakeholders were recruited 
via email invitation from investigator/practitioner contact lists and included career 
advisers, school leaders, equity practitioners, career-service providers and members 
of industry bodies.

Bringing together the perspectives of three groups of participants was a purpose-
ful component of the research design, as informed by the theoretical framework, 
intended to challenge the concepts of traditional models of career education, based 
on participants’ own dispositions, values and experiences. Indeed, this recruitment 
strategy brought to the project students and parents from diverse backgrounds. 
Table  1 provides an overview of the equity markers with which participants self-
identified which speaks to the diversity of participants in this study.

Qualitative research acknowledges the researchers as participants in it. This is 
particularly the case for interviews/focus groups in which meaning is socially co-
constructed by interviewees and interviewers (Berger, 2015). The four (female) 
authors of this paper comprise the research team: the first a post-doctoral researcher 
in educational equity; the second a higher-education equity manager and PhD stu-
dent; the third a professor of equity in higher education; and the fourth, a PhD stu-
dent in education. In combination, the researchers brought to the project experience 
in school teaching, equity and outreach work, research skills, as well as their own 
experiences as students from identified equity groups.
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Data collection

Student and parent participants were offered the choice between participating in a 
focus group/interview (n = 27 and 3 respectively) or completing an online survey 
(n = 45 and 38 respectively). Student focus groups (n = 7 groups) were conducted 
face-to-face, and student and parent interviews via phone (n = 4 and 3 respectively). 
Stakeholders (n = 16) were interviewed via telephone. Authors one, two and four 
conducted all interviews and focus groups.

The overarching purpose of questions asked of participants was similar across 
each mode of engagement but did vary according to participant type. Students and 
parents were asked to describe their (child’s) educational and career journey; the 
career advice that they (their child) had received whilst at school; key decision 
points; and conversations or experiences which had been influential on their (child’s) 
journey. Stakeholders were also asked to comment on the quality of career advice 
given in schools; key decision points for students; key influencers of students’ edu-
cational and career journeys; as well as how their organisation delivers career advice 
or supports school students’ career-education activities.

Data analysis

The analysis of the data was informed by social constructivist grounded theory. 
Social constructivist grounded theory “assumes the relativism of multiple social 
realities, recognises the mutual creation of knowledge by the viewer and the viewed, 
and aims toward interpretative understanding of subjects’ meanings” (Charmaz, 
2000, p. 510). The use of social constructivist grounded theory embraced an emer-
gent design, as it allowed for both the researchers and the participants to create new 
meaning and understandings of career education for students from low SES back-
grounds through the data analysis (Charmaz, 2000).

The transcripts were uploaded into the NVivo software and analysed using axial 
coding—specifically, a two phased inductive and deductive data analysis approach 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Firstly, inductive open coding was undertaken by three of 
the researchers. Then the emerging codes were reviewed and interrogated by all four 

Table 1  Parent and student demographics

More female students (n = 55) were recruited to the project than male (n = 17). Student participants 
ranged in age from 17 to 50 years of age
low SES student from low socioeconomic status background, FiF first in family to attend university, RRR  
from a regional, rural or remote location, disability student with disability, ATSI Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander background, Refugee from a refugee background, NESB Non-English-speaking back-
ground

Participant type Low SES FiF RRR Disability ATSI Refugee NESB

University students 21 30 44 8 5 3 10
Parents 12 n/a 4 3 2 0 3
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members of the research team, each writing up reflective commentary based on the 
initial coding. The initial themes and notes were discussed as a team and the com-
bined insights from all team members formed an exploratory framework. Deduc-
tive coding then followed, whereby the data were re-coded utilising the exploratory 
framework. This resulted in a set of five themes, each deeply embedded in the data 
but conceptually dense. This paper delves deeper into one of those themes to pro-
vide further insight into the current provision of career education for students from 
low SES backgrounds and its impact on equity and student outcomes of education.

The following analysis and discussion are guided by the research question: How 
does socioeconomic status and current career-education provision interact to shape 
educational and employment outcomes?

Findings

Currently, career provision in schools is centred on the work of a career adviser who 
implements career-focussed activities such as individual consultations and work 
experience. The research revealed both benefits and challenges for this model of 
career education. The key issues found will be explored under the headings:

• “She simply did not click with me”: Career adviser support and connecting with 
students

• “They just don’t have the time”: Career adviser time and resourcing of career 
education

“She simply did not click with me”: career adviser support and connecting 
with students

In this study, the need for individual career support was emphasised by both stake-
holders and students. Nicola (career adviser, rural low SES high school) explained 
having “one-on-one interviews where I can narrow down exactly what they’re think-
ing of” allowed her to “source more information that’s relevant to what they want 
to do rather than set them off on one of the websites to explore”. Equally, Cheryl 
(career adviser, outer regional low SES high school) highlighted that individual 
interviews were the most appropriate environment to provide effective guidance, as 
“they feel special because it’s a one-on-one thing—I take the time to spend a whole 
period with them on their own and there’s no interference from other people”.

Data from the students revealed that the personal qualities of the career adviser 
were key to these interactions. Students spoke positively of advisers who were avail-
able, helpful and accommodating, and reflected negatively on those who were not 
perceived in this way. “The school did have a career counsellor however, I remember 
them being very unhelpful and regularly unavailable” (student, F, 21–25 years, B. 
Law, #31). Sustaining a personal connection seemed key in student-adviser relation-
ships, and this characteristic influenced the extent that students would seek help. 
Two students reflected on needing an adviser whom they ‘clicked with’; that is, 
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someone who was personable and worked to develop a connection with students. “I 
was unlikely to ask the careers officer at school, as I did not think much of her. This 
doesn’t mean she was not good, but she simply did not click with me” (student, M, 
18–20 years, B. Science/B. Engineering, #1). Other students referred to how their 
relationship with their career adviser influenced their engagement with the career 
provision at their school. One student stated that, “due to the distanced relationship 
[the career adviser] maintained with my cohort throughout year 12, [it made] me 
feel as if they didn’t have any idea as to how to guide students to make informed 
decisions” (student, F, 18–20 years B. Applied Science, #39). In contrast, Jennifer, 
university student equity project officer, has seen the difference a career adviser who 
had developed close relationships with students can make:

it wasn’t just about handing out those manuals and doing those structured, 
really dry sessions, but it was more about learning what motivates the student 
as an individual and kind of walking alongside them in that journey. (Jennifer, 
university student equity project officer)

 Clearly, rapport building and getting to know students is an important quality of a 
career adviser that was valued by students who participated in this study. Resourc-
ing and strategies that provide the time to allow career advisers to build rapport and 
accessibility to the students within their school is an important consideration for 
future career provision.

“They just don’t have the time”: career adviser time and resourcing of career 
education

An issue for career education in schools, particularly schools with high propor-
tions of equity students enrolled, is insufficient resourcing, resulting in inconsist-
ent provision across schools. Stakeholders in career education highlighted time as 
a fundamental resource in providing career education, but time constraints meant 
that some areas of provision or groups of students missed out. In schools where a 
career adviser is not allocated enough time, students are denied much-needed con-
tact or engagement with a career adviser. Lucy, CEO of a work-placement provider, 
described the situation of career advisers in small rural schools, where they might 
only be allocated two periods a week to undertake their work:

They… don’t get to spend any time at all with the students…. They get exactly 
the same mail, exactly the same emails as a full-time career adviser in a high 
school, they’ve got the same sorts of jobs to do, albeit with a smaller cohort, 
but they still have all of the career adviser roles to take on. But they just don’t 
have the time to devote to it. (Lucy, work-placement provider CEO)

 A lack of time might mean that a career adviser must make limiting deci-
sions. One such constraint, as Lucy (work-placement provider CEO) identi-
fied, might be not having individual consultations with students, or delivering 
career-focussed lessons. William, a career adviser in a large regional high school 
of over 1200 students highlighted the challenges that the limited resources 



529

1 3

‘One student might get one opportunity and then the next student…

presented for him as he only has time to work with students initially to ‘generate 
ideas’, leaving them to continue their journeys independently. Another implica-
tion might be the need to focus primarily on senior students, with younger stu-
dents receiving no, or limited, career education.

Similarly, the availability of work-experience opportunities is affected by 
resourcing of the career adviser position, requiring careers advisers to make 
challenging decisions about the priorities of the career provision in their school. 
The time-consuming nature of organising work placements means that students 
in some schools have limited or no access to them. Stakeholders reported that 
some schools are offering work experience on a “needs basis” (Cheryl, career 
adviser, outer regional low SES high school), and that “if kids want to do it, they 
have to go and find their own work experience” (Tia, Chamber of Commerce 
and industry HR business partner), a challenging task for many young people 
but particularly those students who do not have access to the social and eco-
nomic capitals necessary to do so. A few students expressed regret at the una-
vailability of work experience. This situation exists despite “stacks of employers 
being ‘happy to host students for work placement’”, according to Lucy, (work-
placement provider CEO). She added, “it’s just become a bit too hard for career 
advisers to organise anymore; it’s very time-consuming”.

Another result of having to prioritise aspects of the career provision in schools 
was that student cohorts were targeted for career education. For example, some 
schools focussed on “university entry, preparing students for university”, which 
meant that students not following this pathway were “left out” (Lucy, work-
placement provider CEO). In another school, information was provided to some 
students and not others. Justine (20, B. Science, Medical Biotech) reported that 
she was not provided with information about potentially highly valuable univer-
sity access programmes: “a lot of the programs…they would provide that infor-
mation to the top-graded students; I don’t remember doing a [University Out-
reach Program], never given the opportunity to do summer [University Access 
Program], or stuff like that” (Justine, 20, B. Science, Medical Biotech).

Whilst grants and funding for low SES schools can be obtained, they are not 
always available and take considerable time and skill to apply for. When they are 
not available, schools cannot provide access to a wide variety of career-educa-
tion activities. Arielle (university outreach officer) described the ad-hoc nature 
of career interventions that result from provision that depends on opportunity 
rather than strategy.

Often what will happen is [that] as government funding will come in and 
out and one year there’ll be a huge science fair…and then you’ll get a few 
students who are lucky enough to be in the right year groups or whatever 
for that year. (Arielle, university outreach officer)

Arguably, career education is inequitably available and prioritised across schools 
with some students from low SES backgrounds experiencing limited provision 
because of constraints on careers resourcing and time.
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Discussion and conclusion

In many schools, according to the current model of career provision, career advis-
ers are often the sole provider of career education to students (Education Council, 
2020; NSW Government, 2019). Although career advisers can be highly effective 
and valuable (Aspden et al., 2015; Career Industry Council of Australia (CICA), 
2017; Christie, 2016), some students in this study did not avail of individual con-
sultations because a personal connection had not been formed. At the same time, 
stakeholders reported that insufficient resourcing of careers meant that some areas 
of provision or some groups of students missed out on career-education experi-
ences such as individual consultations and work experience.

The implications of these weaknesses in the current system of career educa-
tion are more profound for low SES students than for their counterparts. This 
is due to the differences in the ways students from low SES backgrounds access 
information and make decisions about their careers, and their access to the capi-
tals required to self-navigate the school to work transition. Successful navigation 
of post-school pathways requires specific capitals which students from low SES 
backgrounds might not have access to (Bok, 2010; Cuervo et  al., 2019). Social 
capital might include personal contacts and networks of people who know about 
preferred pathways and careers (Cuervo et al., 2019; Smith, 2011). Economic cap-
ital might include access to reliable transport and time off work to attend external 
information days. Cultural capital might include knowledge about careers; skill in 
accessing and interpreting career information; job searching and application abil-
ity; and personal experiences of different jobs, institutions, and geographic loca-
tions. Quality career education has the potential to enable access to cultural, eco-
nomic and social capital required for educational and career success (Chesters & 
Smith, 2015; Patton, 2019). For example, career education which includes work 
experience, industry visits, open days, career expos, networking, and mentoring 
builds the cultural and social capital of students and enables students from low 
SES backgrounds to access such opportunities (Chesters & Smith, 2015; Cuervo 
et al., 2019; Smith, 2011). It can contribute to increased education and employ-
ment outcomes for students from low SES backgrounds (Australian Government, 
2013; Bajada & Trayler, 2014; Chesters & Smith, 2015). However, when limita-
tions in career education are combined with aspects of students’ backgrounds, 
disadvantage is promoted, rather than alleviated.

The findings reported in this paper highlight the need for adequate resourcing 
to be provided to career advisers to build personal relationships with students. 
Given that students from low SES backgrounds tend to access career-related 
information from informal, social sources rather than formal ones (Greenbank, 
2011; Smith, 2011), a career adviser who has the time to build personal rela-
tionships is a powerful bridge. Specifically, a career adviser can mediate between 
the student and formal knowledge, providing the student with accurate informa-
tion in a form which they trust and can readily take up. A career adviser can 
mitigate disadvantage caused by limited- and mis-information which can be prob-
lematic with socially received knowledge (Greenbank, 2009; Smith, 2011). Thus, 
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relationship-building with students, the largely ‘invisible’ work of career advis-
ers, needs to be made explicit and recognised for the time commitment it requires.

Stemming from this research, it is recommended to expand career provi-
sion beyond the responsibility of the career adviser to improve educational and 
employment outcomes for students from low SES backgrounds. A model which 
takes a whole-school approach to career education values the expertise of the 
career adviser but spreads obligations for career support amongst all members 
of the school, particularly classroom and subject specialist teachers (Parlia-
ment of Victoria, 2018; Yates & Bruce, 2017). Within this model, all teachers 
embed career knowledge and linkages in their lessons and curriculum and are 
available to students for career conversations (Furbish & Reid, 2013; Yates & 
Bruce, 2017). In this way, students can build on existing relationships that they 
have already developed with their classroom teachers to further develop their 
understanding of the post-school education and employment pathways available 
to them. A whole-school approach which increases a student’s network expands 
the social connections and social capital of the student allows them to access the 
knowledges, experiences and cultural capital of the broader school staff, and pro-
motes educational aspiration and attainment (Chesters & Smith, 2015; Vernon & 
Drane, 2021).

A second recommendation which might assist in overcoming limited career 
provision caused by inadequate resourcing is to develop collaborative multi-stake-
holder partnerships. The inclusion of multiple stakeholders such as universities, 
vocational-education providers, industry and community, in career education pro-
vides overburdened schools and career advisers with additional expertise, time and 
resources (Torii, 2018). Multi-stakeholder, whole-of-community partnerships pro-
vide increased opportunities for students to explore a range of career options and 
pathways (Torii, 2018) thereby expanding the capitals of students involved. Further, 
such approaches to career partnerships allow career education to be tailored to the 
needs of the local region and reflect the differing needs and goals of diverse learn-
ers (Education Council, 2019; Torii, 2018). Established according to best practice 
(Austin et al., 2020), multi-stakeholder partnerships have the potential to alleviate 
inequities and support the consistent, quality provision of career education (Office 
for Students, 2019; Torii, 2018).

This article has drawn on the experiences of students who either initially or even-
tually pursued a university education. Further research which explores the career-
education experiences of those who pursued other educational or vocational path-
ways would enrich our knowledge of the provision of career education and is an area 
for further research.
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