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Abstract: There are prominent gaps in educational opportunities and academic outcomes in the Australian education sys-
tem. The government has made efforts to narrow the gaps and increase the proportion of Australians with higher education 
qualifications. However, disadvantaged students still lack access to educational opportunities and resources, and are under-
represented in university populations. This essay explores the influential factors that can affect young people's academic 
and transition outcomes, which involve students' socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds, engagement in extra-curricular 
activities and geographical locations. This essay also mainly draws on Bourdieu's theory on social and cultural capital to 
explain the associations between those factors and students' transitions to university in Australia.  
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1. Introduction
In Australia, educational inequality is greatly measured in relation to early school leaving and the rate of transitions to

higher education. Although there has been a growing rate of transitions to university, educational inequality still exists that 
not all individuals have access to educational resources and opportunities to pursue a university degree (Cuervo et al., 2019). 

There are some influential factors that tend to impact students' academic performance and their transitions to higher 
education. In this essay, Bourdieu's theory regarding social and cultural capital will be introduced before exploring the factors 
that can affect young people's transitions to university, which includes students' socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds, 
participation in extra-curricular activities, geographical differences, school resources, and school climate.  

In this essay, I argue that having higher SES backgrounds and more participation in extracurricular activities and living 
in urban areas, can exert positive influences on young people's transitions to university. These factors can help young people 
to have higher aspirations for higher education, academic achievement, and more opportunities to pursue higher education 
qualification.  

2. Bourdieu's theory: social and cultural capital
Social capital refers to “the aggregate of the actual or virtual resources related to possession of a durable network of

more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition” (Bourdieu, 1986). Bourdieu (1986) 
regards individuals' possession of social capital as a function that involves the size of social networks and each individual's 
volume of cultural and economic capital within the social networks. 

Cultural capital refers to “the expression of ‘taste' and display of lifestyle” (Hage, 2013). This concept is often used 
as a method to differentiate or create the distinction between individuals' social status in society and others (Hage, 2013). 
According to Bourdieu (1986), cultural capital can be accumulated and passed between families and within communities, 
which can exert great influence on children's language, knowledge and mannerisms. 

3. Students' socioeconomic (SES) backgrounds
There is a strong link between students' transitions to higher education and their socioeconomic status (SES). Young

people from high socioeconomic backgrounds tend to acquire opportunities to enter university, achieve academic success, 
and place much emphasis on obtaining higher education qualifications (Vernon et al., 2019). By contrast, socioeconomically 
disadvantaged students are more likely to obtain substantially lower academic outcomes and drop out of school early.

Socio-disadvantaged backgrounds have been consistently and closely linked to lower confidence, aspirations to higher 
education as well as academic outcomes (Lamb et al., 2020). High-SES parents are more likely to have high educational 
aspirations for young people to obtain academic success, which can significantly encourage them to acquire high levels of 
education (Chesters, 2015; Vernon et al., 2019).  The social gaps are apparent that young people from disadvantaged SES 
families obtain higher education qualifications at a much lower rate than those from advantaged SES families.
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Drawing on the theory of Bourdieu (1973), there is a strong link between the possession of cultural capital and social 
class. Cultural capital can be transmitted from parents to their children through the socialisation process, in which children 
are inculcated with the attitudes, preferences, behaviours and habits of their social class (Bourdieu, 1973). Students from 
advantaged SES backgrounds tend to acquire more cultural capital and class advantage from their parents and thus gain more 
aspirations and educational opportunities to enter universities. 

From a social capital perspective, it is common that young people make use of the resources available in their social 
networks, which help them to form their educational aspirations and negotiate the transitions to higher education (Briggs et 
al., 2012; Chesters, 2015). The interaction with parents greatly influences shaping students' developing orientations towards 
education (Holland et al., 2007). Young people's learning and socialisation heavily rely on collaboration within the family, 
such as interaction with parents, which can help to maintain and transmit important advantages and disadvantages across 
generations, including in the sphere of higher education (Chesters, 2015). Students from high SES backgrounds tend to 
benefit from parental social capital and have university aspirations compared to their peers from low SES backgrounds.

Also, students from high SES backgrounds tend to benefit from parental education, gaining more cultural and social 
capital from well-educated parents.  Parental education plays an important role in young people's levels of education. Having 
a university-educated parent, young people are more likely to graduate from university (Chesters & Watson, 2013). The 
findings indicated that having a university-educated father, male students were almost three times more likely to have 
acquired a university degree than their male peers, and female students were nearly four times more likely to study in 
university than other female peers (Chesters & Watson, 2013). Mother's education also exerted a positive influence on young 
people's education, although it is slightly less influential than father's (Chesters & Watson, 2013).  

4. Participation in extra-curricular activities
There is a positive correlation between participation in structured extra-curricular activities and adolescent development, 

including increased higher education aspirations, academic achievement, and improved self-esteem (Chesters, 2015). 
According to Marsh and Kleitman (2002), out-of-school leisure activities, such as watching television and hanging out with 
friends, is closely linked to lower post-secondary aspirations, whereas out-of-school and in-school structured activities, 
including recreational programmes and school sports day, is inextricably associated with higher aspirations and educational 
attainment.  

These findings are consistent with the research by Bloomfield and Barber (2011) that young people's participation in 
a variety of structured extra-curricular activities could exert a positive impact on their social and academic self-concept. 
In particular, the results present that young people from lower SES backgrounds were more likely to benefit from such 
activities, as they are provided with opportunities to interact and cooperate with their peers, experience success, and reflect 
on their future educational aspirations (Bloomfield & Barber, 2011).  

The structured extra-curricular activities enable young people to have peer relationships and friendships, which may 
increase their educational aspirations and encourage them to acquire high levels of education qualifications. Through 
participation in extra-curricular activities, young people can connect with their peers from diverse backgrounds with different 
kinds of skills, resources, interests, and connections, which can enhance the development of youth-derived social capital 
(Chesters, 2015). Peers can be an important source of information and support. The social capital networks based on peer 
relationships can provide students with not only a sense of belonging to school but also motivate them to chart their post-
secondary transitions and pursue higher levels of educational qualifications (Chesters, 2015).  

5. Geographical differences 
The locational differences can exert a great impact on young people's educational aspirations and transitions to higher 

education. When rural and regional students consider their post-secondary education, they are more likely to think about 
the spatial and economic challenges, which can limit their choices and decrease their aspirations to pursue higher education 
(Cuervo et al., 2019). According to statistics, urban young people who aspire to enrol in the university account for 58%, 
compared to 50% for high access rural peers and 46% for low access peers (James, 2001). 

The geographical location is a significant factor that differs young people's attitudes towards higher education 
qualifications. Students who live in urban areas emphasise more on acquiring a university degree as an important factor to 
have high-status careers and earn a high income, while students living in rural and regional areas have fewer interests in 
pursuing higher education (Abbott-Chapman, 2011; James, 2001). Also, urban students tend to concern more about their 
parents' expectations. They are more likely to believe that they are expected to enrol in a university course. However, 
families in rural and regional areas have lower expectations of young people in relation to higher education qualifications, 
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compared with families living in major city areas (Abbott-Chapman, 2011). 

6. Conclusion
In Australia's education system, inequality still persists and exerts a great impact on young people's educational 

opportunities and levels of education. In this essay, some factors that may impact Australian students' transitions to university 
have been discussed, which include students' socioeconomic status (SES) backgrounds, participation in extra-curricular 
activities, geographical differences, school resources, and school climate.  

I argue that factors, including higher SES backgrounds, frequent participation in extra-curricular activities, and living in 
urban areas can positively impact students' academic aspirations and opportunities to acquire higher education qualifications. 
Although there is an increasing proportion of young people with a university degree, the government and schools should pay 
more attention to disadvantaged students. Young people who come from lower SES families, live in rural and regional areas 
tend to be vulnerable to educational disadvantages and drop out of schools early. 
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