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Abstract

Education is identified as very critical to the achievement of the goals that were specified as 
strategic to Qatar’s socio-economic progress and development. At the core of the country’s policy 
plans is the need to develop human capacity as is highlighted in the Qatar National Vision (QNV) 
2030. Not surprisingly, education has been identified as a strategic key to achieving the goals 
outlined in the QNV 2030. The present exploratory study employed a quantitative research design 
in order to investigate the factors that are likely to influence the educational aspirations of Qatari 
students. Drawing on Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) and Attribution Theory (AT), this study 
sought to examine students’ aspirations for post-secondary education in Qatar. Data for this study 
were collected using the Qatar Education Study (QES) survey, which is a nationally representative 
survey involving K-12 students in the State of Qatar. The analysis of this study’s data revealed that 
personal and household characteristics play an important role in shaping post-secondary educational 
aspirations of student participants, including age, nationality, education and employment status, as 
well as parental influence. Based on the study’s results, statistically significant associations were 
observed between personal and household variables and students’ aspirations for higher education. 
This study concludes with relevant recommendations and proposes future studies to explore the 
potential impact of individual aptitude and contextual factors on student future academic plans.
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عين على المستقبل: خطط الطلبة للتعليم العالي في قطر

عبد اللطيف سلامي
مدير مركز البحوث التربوية، أستاذ مشارك، كلية التربية، جامعة قطر-قطر

asellami@qu.edu.qa
يُُمن شعبان1، سبأ منصور القاضي2

ملخص

يعدّ التعليم أمرًا في غاية الأ همية لتحقيق الأهداف التي حُُددت على أنها استراتيجية للتقدم والتنم ية الاجتماعية 
والاقتصادية في دولة قطر. ويكمن جوهر خطط السياسات الوطنية في الحاجة إلى تطوير القدرات البشرية على النحو 
الذي سُلّط الضوء عليه في رؤية قطر الوطنية 2030. وليس من المستغرب أن يُُحدّد التعليم كمفتاح استراتيجي لتحقيق 
الأهداف المحددة في رؤية قطر الوطنية 2030. استخدمت الدراسة الإستطلاعية الحالية منهج البحث الكمي من أجل 
الدراسة  اعتمدت  وقد  القطريين.  للطلبة  التعليمية  التطلعات  على  تؤثر  أن  المحتمل  من  التي  العوامل  عن  الكشف 
على النظرية المعرفية الاجتماعية ونظرية الإسناد، كما سعت هذه الدراسة إلى التعرف على تطلعات الطلبة للتعليم ما 
بعد الثانوي في قطر. جُُمعت بيانات هذه الدراسة باستخدام استطلاع مسحي تمثيلي شمل طلبة المدارس )K-12( في 
بيانات هذه الدراسة بأن الخصائص  نتائج تحليل  التعليم في قطر؛ حُيث كشفت  دولة قطر، وذلك كجزء من دراسة 
الشخصية والأسرية للطلبة الذين شاركوا في المسح تلعب دورًا مهمًا في تشكيل تطلعاتهم التعليمية بعد المرحُلة الثانوية، 
بما في ذلك عوامل الخاصة بعمر وجنسية الطلبة والمستوى التعليمي والوضعية الوظيفية لأولياء أمورهم، فضلا عن 
تأثير الوالدين. واستنادًا إلى نتائج الدراسة، لوحُظت علاقات ذات دلالة إحُصائية بين المتغيرات الشخصية والأسرية 
وتطلعات الطلبة لمتابعة دراساتهم بمرحُلة التعليم العالي. وتختتم هذه الدراسة بتوصيات ذات الصلة وتقترح دراسة 

مستقبلية لاستكشاف التأثير المحتمل للقدرات الفردية والعوامل السياقية.
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Introduction

The Qatar National Vision 2030 (QNV 2030), which outlines the country’s long-term development 
policy plans, identifies human capacity development as a fundamental goal for the future growth 
and prosperity of Qatar’s economy and society. The QNV 2030 Vision rests on the key principle of 
moving from reliance on carbon-based resources to a knowledge-based economy (QGSDP, 2008, 
2011). Education is identified as critical to attaining the goals specified as strategic to Qatar’s social 
and economic progress. Unsurprisingly, the need for the provision of a system of education that meets 
international standards has driven successive governments in Qatar to launch several reform initiatives. 

To achieve the goals outlined in QNV 2030, Qatar has invested significant funds in education in 
order to improve the quality of educational services and ensure the provision of “high-quality educational 
and training opportunities appropriate to each individual’s aspirations and abilities” (GSDP, 2008, 16). 
Towards the beginning of the new millennium, the country adopted reform initiatives in an attempt to 
revamp its education system at both pre-college and post-secondary levels. Prominent among these 
reform plans is the Education for a New Era (EFNE) (Stasz et al., 2007), an initiative intended to enable 
Qatar’s youth to play an active role in the knowledge society.

At the heart of the EFNE is the emphasis placed on the importance of developing the critical 
skill sets and knowledge citizens require to join a job market that has become fiercely competitive 
and is increasingly seeking to recruit and retain talent. However, despite Qatar’s ambitious plans and 
lofty investments in the education sector, the country is still facing the crucial challenge of attracting 
citizens to pursue a post-secondary degree, particularly in STEM-related fields of study. This problem is 
alarming because of the imbalance characterizing Qatar’s demographic profile, which displays a plain 
under-representation of citizens in the labor market (Mitchell & Gengler, 2015; Ridge, 2014). 

As Qatar aspires to turn into a knowledge-based society, the shortage of Qatari citizens who 
are actively participating in the job market remains a serious challenge to the country’s leadership. 
Demonstrably, the demand for professionals possessing critical knowledge economy skill sets is on 
the rise in Qatar. Exacerbating the situation is the reluctance of citizens willing to accept private sector 
jobs, a trend that has had and will continue to have detrimental effects on employment in Qatar and 
consequential developmental implications for the country’s progress and development, as was p ointed 
out by Stasz et al. (2007) and Al-Misnad (2010).

The bulk of research on students’ aspirations for continuing education has been conducted in 
Western settings, especially in Europe and the United States (Barhate & Dirani, 2021; DeWitt, Archer, 
& Osborne, 2014; Vryonides & Gouvias, 2012). The present study aimed to offer an alternative, non-
Western perspective, focusing on the context of an Arabian Gulf country. Research in this socio-cultural 
context differs significantly from Western settings, given its diverse student population, a demography 
where expatriates outnumber locals, and an economy that places high value and expectations from 
education, yet struggles to increase local students’ interest in higher education and diverse career paths 
(Madeeha et al., 2022). As such, it helps to understand the extent to which factors that determine students’ 
future educational aspirations in other societies apply in the Qatari context and the Arab region more 
broadly. In doing so, the study contributes to our understanding of students’ educational aspirations and 
their background attributes, i.e., personal and contextual characteristics.
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Drawing on past research in extant literature, this study aimed to unpack the individual and 
contextual factors that are likely to predict the educational paths high school students in Qatar aspire 
for once they complete their degree. Personal and contextual attributes were expected to shape the 
researchers’ expectations concerning these aspirations. Based on data from the Qatar Education Study 
2018, the current study presents an analysis of the determinants of student aspirations, with data gathered 
from schools that represent a broad spectrum of public and private high schools in Qatar.

This paper is structured as follows. The next section presents the theoretical considerations which 
guided the data collection and analysis in this study. Section Three documents the research questions, 
hypotheses and methodology adopted in this study. Section Four presents the results based on the 
outcomes of several statistical analyses. Section Five discusses these results in light of the theoretical 
considerations, offers recommendations and proposes future research directions. 

Theoretical considerations

The concept of educational “aspirations”

While there is no clear or consensual definition of educational aspirations in the existing 
scholarship, they are depicted as the goals and plans a person has in an academic context (Trebbels, 
2015; Widlund, Tuominen, & Korhonen, 2018). Terms such as ‘aspirations’, ‘expectations’, ‘goals’ 
and/or ‘plans’ are frequently employed interchangeably (Madeeha et al., 2022; Trebbels 2014). Recent 
and past educational research has drawn a distinction between educational aspirations and expectations 
(Beal & Crockett, 2010; Boxer et al., 2011; Khattab et al., 2021); whereas educational expectations 
denote what people expect to achieve, educational aspirations refer to what they desire and hope to 
accomplish (Khattab, 2015; Madeeha et al., 2022). 

The constructs of “aspirations” and “expectations” are used in educational literature to tap into 
the goals and ambitions of an individual (Schmitt-Wilson & Faas, 2016). Although the concepts are 
sometimes treated as indivisible, previous studies have shown strong links between the two (Beal & 
Crockett, 2010; Boxer et al., 2011; Madeeha et al., 2022). Within the field of education, scholars have 
identified two broad types of aspirations. According to Gölz and Wohlkinger, (2019), for example, while 
realistic aspirations are the “perceived likelihood of successfully attaining a desired outcome,” idealistic 
aspirations “are usually understood as expressions of a person’s motivation towards educational 
attainment, independent from the individual’s chances to realize this goal” (p. 1399).

Theoretical Framework

Two theories informed the theoretical framework for this study: the Social Cognitive Theory 
(Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1997) and the Attribution Theory (Weiner, 1972, 1985). The Social Cognitive 
Theory (SCT) provided a lens through which individual and environmental (contextual or school-
related) factors were investigated. This lens helped in exploring individual characteristics, including 
self-efficacy, which is a core concept of SCT (Bandura, 1997). For instance, past work on students’ 
self-efficacy beliefs has emphasized the importance of self-confidence in students’ learning of certain 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11618-019-00916-x#ref-CR44
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subjects in a classroom setting (Albion & Spence, 2013; Bursal, 2012; McDonnough & Matkins, 2010). 
Attribution Theory (AT), a prominent model used in social psychology, aids in understanding the reasons 
certain behaviors or events occur. As such, AT helps to make sense of the world and elucidates how 
individuals perceive the causes of their experiences in daily life. For the purpose of our study, AT was 
used to delve into the predictors of students’ future educational aspirations.

The purpose of this study was to explore the predictors of the educational aspirations of Qatar’s 
students. The extant literature has identified myriad factors that shape students’ aspirations to pursue 
a post-secondary degree, ultimately impacting their future career paths (Barhate & Dirani, 2021). 
Prominent among the key influences predicting students’ future educational trajectories are students’ 
individual (nationality and gender) and contextual (family and school) factors (Agger, Meece, & Byun, 
2018; Barhate & Dirani, 2021; Poynton & Lapan, 2017).

Several researchers have gained interest in understanding these associations in order to better guide 
students towards achieving their potential through education (Agger, Meece, & Byun, 2018; Barhate & 
Dirani, 2021; Gutman & Schoon, 2018). Another reason for exploring education aspirations and their 
influential factors lies in the association found between academic aspirations and academic achievement 
(Khattab, 2015). Studies have found that students who are uncertain about continuing their education 
have a lower academic achievement (Gutman & Schoon, 2018). These aspirations are shaped by multiple 
factors including students’ individual characteristics (gender and nationality), as well as characteristics 
of the household (parent education, parent employment status) (Barhate & Dirani, 2021). Specifically, 
these factors have been shown to wield a crucial impact on how children form their future educational 
aspirations (Fang, 2016; Maltais, Duchesne, Ratelle, & Feng, 2015). 

While students’ educational aspirations are not static and are subject to a changing and evolving 
process (Gutman & Schoon, 2018), the study of educational aspirations remains worthy for their 
predictive power in supporting students to set goals, persevere and increase their academic achievement.

Research questions and hypotheses 

Since its independence, education has always topped the list of Qatar’s national priorities agenda. 
Although significant investments have been allocated to the education of Qatari nationals by successive 
governments, a real challenge that continues to worry decision makers in the country is the shortage of 
Qatari students, especially males, who are interested in pursuing further education (Al-Misnad, 2015). 
To gain an informed insight into the educational credentials that students in Qatar aspire to in the future, 
we focus in this study on personal and contextual factors expected to predict students’ educational 
aspirations. Significant relationships were also expected to hold among students’ personal characteristics 
and household demographics, and their educational aspirations. Drawing on previous research in 
the extant literature, the researchers aimed to unpack salient predictors of students’ aspirations, both 
individual and contextual, bearing in mind that students’ aspirations are not viewed as an “either/or” 
choice. In particular, answers were sought to address two main research questions guiding this study: 
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1. What are the factors likely to influence students’ post-secondary educational aspirations in Qatar?

2. Are there any significant relationships between students’ personal and household characteristics, 
and their educational aspirations in Qatar? 

These questions formed the basis of this study’s objectives and research hypotheses, which are 
formulated as follows:

 - H0 (Null hypothesis): there is no association between students’ personal and household 
characteristics, and their educational aspirations (i.e., the two are independent).

 - H1 (Alternate hypothesis): there is a correlation between students’ personal and household 
characteristics, and their educational aspirations (i.e., the two are associated).

Methodology 

Research Design

For the purpose of this present study, data originating from the Qatar Education Study 2018 (QES 
2018) – a nationally representative survey of K-12 students in Qatar – was used to explore students’ 
future educational aspirations. The QES 2018 is a large-scale survey implemented in November 2018 
by the Social and Economic Survey Research Institute (SESRI) at Qatar University. The validity of the 
questionnaire instrument was established through the use of the same questionnaire administered twice 
previously in the 2012 (QES 2012) and 2015 (QES 2015) survey rounds. In addition, a pre-test was then 
conducted in four randomly-selected schools, following which the final revision of the questionnaire 
was carried out.

Participants 

The survey used in the QES 2018 involved students in 8th and 9th grades (preparatory schools) 
and 11th and 12th grades (secondary schools). The Ministry of Education and Higher Education in Qatar 
prepared a sampling frame, which comprised a list including public and private schools in the country. 
The list classified Qatar’s schools into four types of schools (government-funded public schools, Arabic 
private schools, private international schools, and community schools) and contained information about 
school gender (e.g., male, female, or co-ed) and the grade level (preparatory or secondary). 

Proportionate sampling was adopted in this research in order to ascertain a proportionate similarity 
between the frame and the sample. Within each of the strata, schools were selected randomly following 
a two-stage sampling procedure. Stage one involved a random selection of schools, with a probability 
that is proportionate to the size of each school (PPS). The second stage involved a random selection 
of one class representing grades 8, 9, 11 and 12. To avert biased estimates, weights were developed to 
explain the probability of selection. Weight trimming was employed to avert undesirable variability in 
the estimates. In total, 39 schools participated in this study, and 1,639 students completed the survey. 
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Procedure 

Necessary approvals were secured from both the Ministry of Education in Qatar and Qatar 
University’s Internal Review Board, following which letters were dispatched to the relevant schools, 
asking for permission to conduct the survey in their premises. Students were informed about the purpose 
of the study and were told that their participation was voluntary. They were also informed that their 
identity would not be disclosed and that the responses they provide would be kept strictly confidential. 

Measures 

Students’ educational aspirations: This is the main dependent variable for this study. In the 
questionnaire, students were asked: “How far in education do you think you will go?” and they were 
also instructed to choose an answer from a list of 6 options as follows: 1) Will not finish secondary/
high school; 2) Will graduate from secondary or high school, but will not go any further; 3) Will join the 
community college/or similar; 4) Will join a BA program at a university but will not graduate; 5) Will 
graduate from a university (with a BA); and 6) Will finish postgraduate studies with an advanced degree 
(MA, PhD, etc.). The list also included an “Other” option, with an open-ended, “Please specify” space 
as well as an “I do not know” option. 

Individual-level factors: Gender, nationality, the father’s and the mother’s level of education and 
employment status at the time the survey was conducted were examined as individual-level predictors 
of the educational aspirations of students. 

Gender: This was used in the analysis as a dichotomous variable, where female=1 and male=0. 

Nationality: The questionnaire required students to indicate their nationality as either Qatari or 
non-Qatari, as variations may exist depending on whether the students were Qatari or expatriates, whose 
parents may be on temporary work visas. An open-ended “Please specify” response option was also 
included.

Contextual (Household) factors: Parents’ education and employment were the two household 
attributes that were used in the analysis of the data.

Parents’ education: Students were asked to select one of the following options: 1) Primary (1-6); 2) 
Preparatory; 3) Secondary; 4) Post-secondary (Diploma); 5) University Graduate or Bachelor’s degree; 
6) Master’s degree; 7) PhD; 8) Never attended any school. The list also comprised an “Other” option, 
with an open-ended, “Please specify” space) and an “I do not know” option.

Parent Employment: In the questionnaire, students were asked two separate questions, one for 
the father and the other for the mother: “What is your father’s [or: mother’s] main occupation?” and 
were instructed to choose one out of 6 options: 1) Full-time employee; 2) Part-time employee; 3) 
Unemployed, seeking a job; 4) Retired; 5) Unable to work; 6). Additionally, the list also contained 
an “Other” option, with an open-ended, “Please specify” space and an “I do not know” option. In the 
analysis, the employment options were collapsed into two categories for fathers (Employed/Other) and 
three for mothers (Employed /Housewife/Other). The sample characteristics are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Sample Characteristics

Variable Variables Values % Observations
Students’ characteristics

Nationality 
Qatari
Non-Qatari

23.7
76.3

389
1250

Gender
Male 41.4 678
Female 58.6 961

Household characteristics

Father’s highest education 
level

Pre-college
University graduate/B.A. 
Post-graduate

26.5
54.0
19.5

434
885
320

Father’s current employment 
status

Employed 86.8 1422
Other 13.2 217

Mother’s highest education 
level

Pre-college
Undergraduate
Post-graduate

33.9
53.6
12.5

555
879
205

Mother’s current employment 
status

Employed
Housewife
Other

36.4
44.4
19.3

596
727
316

Student educational aspirations

How far in education
students will go

High school
University diploma/Bachelor’s
Post-graduate degree

5.2
31.7
63.1

85
519
1035

Likelihood to go to
university/college

Very unlikely
Somewhat unlikely
Somewhat likely
Very likely
Don’t know

0.5
1.7
15.8
75.5
6.5

9
28
259
1237
106

Type of work expected in the 
future

Military/Police
Academic/Research
Health sector
Business person
Engineer
Other 

5.1
6.3
24.2
7.0
14.3
43.1

84
103
398
114
234
706

N 100 1,639

Mode of analysis

In analyzing the data, the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used. Besides 
descriptive statistics, different analytical tools were used in analyzing the data. For the purpose of this 
study, Pearson’s chi-square and the Gamma statistics test were employed to assess potential associations 
between students’ personal characteristics and household demographics and educational aspirations. As a 
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first step, Pearson’s Chi-Square Test was used to see if there is an association between the present study’s 
nominal/categorical variables. Second, the Gamma statistics test was used to see if an association exists 
between two ordinal variables. The two tests provide information on the significance of any observed 
differences and the specific groups or categories responsible for the differences observed. Where an 
association was observed, Cramer’s V was employed to determine the strength of the association 
between those variables, interpreted as follows:

> 0.25 = Very strong

> 0.15 = Strong

> 0.10 = Moderate

> 0.05 = Weak

> 0 = Not or very weak

The second step involved using Goodman and Kruskal’s Gamma to examine possible associations 
between points and determine the strength of these associations. Accordingly, Gamma tests were 
calculated for ordinal (ordered) variables (for example, “High School” “Bachelor’s Degree” and “Post-
graduate”). Gamma tests were also utilized as measures of the strength of association, with the gamma 
coefficient ranging from −1 and 1 as follows:

  1 = there is a positive correlation (if one value goes up, so does the other). 

–1 = there is an inverse correlation (as one value goes up, the other goes down).

  0 = there is no association between the variables

Results

The results derived based on Gamma test calculations were interpreted as is indicated in Table 2.

Table 2: Gamma test results

Strength of Association Value of Lambda, Gamma, Pearson’s r

None 0.00

Weak association + 0.01- 0.09

Moderate Association + 0.10 – 0.29

Evidence of strong association + 0.30 – 0.99

Perfect association, strongest possible + 1.00

Nationality and students’ educational aspirations

As Table 3 demonstrates, results support the rejection of the null hypothesis, suggesting that there 
is an association between students’ nationality and their educational aspirations (p < .001).
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Table 3: Chi-Square Tests

Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided)
Pearson Chi-Square 14.538a 2 0.001
Likelihood Ratio 14.189 2 0.001
Linear-by-Linear Association 14.353 1 0.000
N of Valid Cases 1639
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 20.17.

As is shown in Table 4, results from Cramer’s V indicated a weak association between students’ 
nationality and their educational aspirations (Cramer’s V = 0.094).

Table 4: Symmetric Measures

Value Approximate Significance
Nominal by Nominal Phi 0.094 0.001

Cramer’s V 0.094 0.001
N of Valid Cases 1639

The results displayed in Table 5 reveal that slightly more than half (55.3%) of Qatari students 
aspire to pursue postgraduate or advanced studies, as compared to 65.6% non-Qataris who plan on 
completing a postgraduate or advanced degree. Of the students aspiring to finishing a Bachelor’s degree, 
37.5% were Qataris and 29.8% non-Qataris. A mere 7.2% of Qatari students pointed out they aspire to 
get a high school degree only.

Table 5: Cross-tabulation

How far in education do you think you will go?
TotalSecondary/

High school
Higher Diploma/

Bachelor
Post-

graduate

What 
is your 
nationality?

Qatari
Count 28 146 215 389
% within What is 
your nationality? 7.2% 37.5% 55.3% 100.0%

Non-
Qatari

Count 57 373 820 1250
% within What is 
your nationality? 4.6% 29.8% 65.6% 100.0%

Total
Count 85 519 1035 1639
% within What is 
your nationality? 5.2% 31.7% 63.1% 100.0%

Gender and students’ educational aspirations

Table 6 demonstrates results that provide evidence rejecting the null hypothesis. This suggests 
that there is an association between students’ gender and their educational aspirations (p < .001). As is 



An Eye on the Future: Student Plans for Higher Education in Qatar

205Journal of Educational Sciences, Qatar University, 24(2), 2024

shown in Table 6, results from Cramer’s V revealed a strong association between student gender and the 
aspirations they hold for future education (Cramer’s V = 0.151).

Table 6: Chi-Square Tests

Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided)
Pearson Chi-Square 37.575a 2 0.000
Likelihood Ratio 37.368 2 0.000
Linear-by-Linear Association 26.039 1 0.000
N of Valid Cases 1639

0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 35.16.

As is shown in Table 7, results from Cramer’s V indicated a strong association between students’ 
gender and their educational aspirations (Cramer’s V = 0.151).

Table 7: Symmetric Measures

Value Approximate Significance
Nominal by Nominal Phi 0.151 0.000

Cramer’s V 0.151 0.000
N of Valid Cases 1639

The results illustrated in Table 8 reveal that the percentage of female students (66.7%) aspiring 
to pursue a postgraduate or advanced degree is higher than that of their male counterparts (58.1%). 
Interestingly, a low 9.0% of male students aim to complete high school, compared to only 2.5% of their 
female counterparts. 

Table 8: Cross-tabulation

How far in education do you think you will go?
Secondary/High 

school
Higher Diploma/ 

Bachelor
Postgraduate

What is your
gender?

Male
Count 61 223 394 678
% within What 
is your gender?

9.0% 32.9% 58.1% 100.0%

Female
Count 24 296 641 961
% within What 
is your gender?

2.5% 30.8% 66.7% 100.0%

Total
Count 85 519 1035 1639
% within What 
is your gender?

5.2% 31.7% 63.1% 100.0%
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Father’s level of education and students’ educational aspirations

Table 9 demonstrates Gamma test results revealed a strong positive relationship (0.310) between 
the father’s education level and the child’s educational aspirations: the higher the father’s education 
level, the higher the child’s aspirations to pursue a higher education degree. Furthermore, the “Approx. 
Sig.” column shows a high statistical significance value of .000 (i.e., p<.0005). Therefore, the association 
between the father’s education and the child’s aspirations is statistically significant.

Table 9: Symmetric Measures

Value
Asymptotic 

Standard Errora Approximate Tb Approximate 
Significance

Ordinal by Ordinal Gamma 0.310 0.040 7.426 0.000
N of Valid Cases 1639
a. Not assuming the null hypothesis.
b. Using the asymptotic standard error assuming the null hypothesis.

Father’s employment status and students’ educational aspirations

 The results presented in Table 10 offer evidence to reject the study’s null hypothesis. Accordingly, 
it can be concluded that there is an association between the father’s employment status and the child’s 
educational aspirations (p < .001).

Table 10: Chi-Square Tests

Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided)
Pearson Chi-Square 12.052a 2 0.002
Likelihood Ratio 11.194 2 0.004
Linear-by-Linear Association 11.791 1 0.001
N of Valid Cases 1639
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 11.25.

As is displayed in Table 11, results concluded from Cramer’s V revealed a weak positive association 
between the father’s employment status and the child’s educational aspirations (Cramer’s V = 0.086).

Table 11: Symmetric Measures

Value Approximate Significance

Nominal by Nominal
Phi .086 .002
Cramer’s V .086 .002

N of Valid Cases 1639

The results from this study further showed that 64.6% of the students whose father is employed 
aspire to complete a postgraduate or advanced degree, in comparison to those with unemployed parents 
(53.9%) (see Table 12).
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Table 12: Cross-tabulation

How far in education do you think you will go?
Secondary/
High school

Higher Diploma/
Bachelor

Postgraduate Total

What is your 
father/male 
guardian’s 
current 
employment 
status?

Employed

Count 66 438 918 1422
% within What is 
your father/male 
guardian’s current 
employment 
status?

4.6% 30.8% 64.6% 100.0%

Other

Count 19 81 117 217
% within What is 
your father/male 
guardian’s current 
employment 
status?

8.8% 37.3% 53.9% 100.0%

Total

Count 85 519 1035 1639
% within What is 
your father/male 
guardian’s current 
employment 
status?

5.2% 31.7% 63.1% 100.0%

Mother’s highest education degree and students’ educational aspirations 

Results from Gamma tests presented in Table 13 indicate a moderate relationship (0.269) between 
the mother’s level of education and the child’s educational aspirations (Table 12). Thus, the higher the 
mother’s education level, the higher the educational aspirations of her child. The analyses for the study 
also yielded a statistically significant association between the mother’s education level and the child’s 
educational aspirations. Moreover, the “Approx. Sig.” column shows a strong association between the 
mother’s employment and her child’s educational aspirations, with a statistically significance value 
(p-value) of .000, (i.e., p < .0005).

Table 13: Symmetric Measures

Value
Asymptotic 

Standard Errora Approximate Tb Approximate 
Significance

Ordinal by Ordinal Gamma 0.269 0.041 6.300 0.000
N of Valid Cases 1639
a. Not assuming the null hypothesis.
b. Using the asymptotic standard error assuming the null hypothesis.

Mother’s current employment and students’ educational aspirations

The results presented in Table 14 lend clear support for rejecting the null hypothesis, suggesting that 
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there is an association between the mother’s employment status and the child’s educational aspirations 
(p < .001).

Table 14: Cross-tabulation

Chi-Square Tests
Value df Asymptotic Significance (2-sided)

Pearson Chi-Square 16.413a 4 0.003
Likelihood Ratio 15.189 4 0.004
Linear-by-Linear Association 7.262 1 0.007
N of Valid Cases 16.39
a. 0 cells (.0%) have expected count less than 5. The minimum expected count is 16.39.

Cramer’s V results presented in Table 15 indicated a weak positive association (0.071) between the 
mother’s employment and the educational aspirations of the student (Cramer’s V = 0.094). As can be 
seen from the table below, it is clear that there is a weak association between the mother’s employment 
status and the child’s educational aspirations.

Table 15: Symmetric Measures

Value Approximate Significance
Nominal by Nominal Phi 0.100 0.003

Cramer’s V 0.071 0.003
N of Valid Cases 1639

The results presented in Table 16 further showed that 64.1% of the students whose mother is 
employed aspire to complete a postgraduate or advanced degree, in comparison to those with unemployed 
parents (57.6%).

Table 16: Cross-tabulation

How far in education do you think you will go?
Secondary/

High 
school

Higher 
Diploma/
Bachelor

Postgraduate

What is your 
mother’s 
current 
employment 
status?

Employed

Count 20 194 382 596
% within What is 
your mother’s current 
employment status?

3.4% 32.6% 64.1% 100.0%

Housewife

Count 36 220 471 727
% within What is 
your mother’s current 
employment status?

5.0% 30.3% 64.8% 100.0%

Other

Count 29 105 182 316
% within What is 
your mother’s current 
employment status?

9.2% 33.2% 57.6% 100.0%
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How far in education do you think you will go?
Secondary/

High 
school

Higher 
Diploma/
Bachelor

Postgraduate

Total

Count 85 519 1035 1639
% within What is 
your mother’s current 
employment status?

5.2% 31.7% 63.1% 100.0%

Discussion 

The main aim of this study was to identify the most salient predictors of Qatari students’ educational 
aspirations. Using a representative sample of students from grades 8, 9, 11 and 12; the study used 
Social Cognitive Theory and Attribution Theory as a framework to assess the influence of personal 
and contextual factors on students’ educational aspirations. Hypotheses relevant to this study included 
assessing the direct relationship between students’ nationality and gender as personal factors, and their 
parents’ educational and employment status as contextual factors. Relationships between these personal 
factors and educational aspirations were supported across all grade levels. 

First, educational aspirations were associated with students’ nationality in such a way that non-
Qatari students were more significantly likely to pursue postgraduate or advanced studies than their 
Qatar counterparts, whereas they were less significantly likely to finish a Bachelor’s degree. Second, 
there is an association between students’ gender and their educational aspirations, with females 
reporting a significantly higher aspiration to pursue a postgraduate or advanced degree than their male 
counterparts. Additionally, significantly less females aspire to complete high school, compared to their 
male counterparts. 

In regards to contextual factors, this study found a strong positive relationship between the father’s 
education level and his child’s educational aspirations. That is, the higher the father’s education level, 
the higher the child’s aspirations to pursue a post-secondary education degree. Therefore, the association 
between the father’s education and the child’s aspirations is statistically significant, while this same 
association did not hold as strongly between the mother’s education level and her child’s educational 
aspirations. Furthermore, there is a weak positive association between the father’s employment status 
and his child’s educational aspirations. Similarly, a weak positive association was found between the 
mother’s employment status and her child’s educational aspirations. 

The importance of exploring education aspirations stems from the fact that they encompass the 
educational goals students set for themselves and their perseverance to pursue these goals. These goals 
are further associated with students’ self-efficacy beliefs, or their self-appraisal of ability (Ansong et al., 
2019; Bandura, 1997). Previous studies have also found a strong association between students’ academic 
aspirations and academic achievement (Gutman & Schoon, 2018; Khattab, 2015). Drawing on the role 
that self-efficacy plays in organizing incoming information and translating it into behavior (Bandura, 
1997), it may be postulated that self-efficacy beliefs are associated with educational aspirations, which 
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are further linked to academic achievement (Ansong et al., 2019). Future studies in the Qatari context are 
needed to confirm this association between educational aspirations and academic achievement, which 
will support a more comprehensive understanding of the factors influencing academic aspirations. 

Similar to previous research, several factors influencing students’ academic aspirations, are 
compounded by personal and contextual dimensions. The difference between Qatari and non-Qatari 
students corroborates with previous studies that propose a contextual approach is needed to account for 
the many possible influences of the environment upon students, including their educational aspirations 
(Agger, Meece, & Byun, 2018; Madeeha et al., 2022; Poynton & Lapan, 2017). Cultural influences were 
found in the form of family background and nationality. As Qatari families enjoy higher socio-economic 
status in comparison to non-Qatari families, the aspirations of Qatari students to pursue a postgraduate 
or advanced degree seem to diminish, comparatively speaking (Khattab et al., 2021). 

Non-Qatari students may be cognizant of the need to obtain a postgraduate or advanced degree in 
order to secure future employment in Qatar or back home. The fact that they cannot remain in Qatar 
unless they have some form of employment may exacerbate this need, and further motivate them 
to have higher academic aspirations. It must be noted that this association between nationality and 
academic aspirations was relatively weak, which points to a positive outlook for Qatari students who 
also indicated their aspirations to pursue a postgraduate or advanced degree. According to QNV 2030, 
the large investments in education aimed to improve the quality of educational services, as well as the 
reform initiatives aimed to revamp its education system may be changing the outlook of many Qatari 
students towards education. There may be a shift in the way future Qatari generation perceives the 
importance of education, which emphasizes the need for continued efforts in this direction. Sustainable 
investments in education may lead to further shifts in perspectives among Qatari students, and perhaps 
translate into actions, whereby they take adavantage of these privilages in choosing from a variety of 
possible careers, and even consider non-traditional, exploratory career paths (Khattab et al., 2021). 
Policymakers are, therefore, encouraged to take these results into consideration in planning for future 
investments in education. 

Another personal factor found to influence students’ educational aspirations is gender. Similar to 
other studies (Ansong et al., 2019), female students had significantly higher educational aspirations than 
their male counterparts. As self-efficacy influences boys’ and girls’ educational aspirations differently, 
then each could benefit from different intervention programs that address their psychosocial needs. 
It remains consistent that both genders would benefit from a school environment that offers them 
opportunities for career guidance activities and a place where they may begin to consider their future 
educational aspirations (Ansong et al., 2019). Accordingly, schools can play an active role in fostering 
greater interest and involvement of students in career-related activities and increasing their awareness of 
university degrees and diverse career pathways (Madeeha et al., 2022).

Additionally, our hypothesis that parents’ social background affects the child’s academic aspirations 
was accepted. When parents have a higher education level, they will be more familiar with schooling, 
which may allow them to offer their children more school-related support, thus influencing their 
academic aspirations. Accordingly, these parents would not only place a higher value on education but 
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would also exert more demand on their children to follow in a similar path. Further, highly educated 
parents tend to place greater emphasis on education and instill in their children the belief that education 
is necessary and important. Noteworthy in this study is the greater influence of the father’s education 
level, in comparison to the mother’s education level.

Therefore, school leaders and career counselors can benefit from taking this result into 
consideration when preparaing career-related activities and events, specifically catering to the needs 
of students whose parents may not be highly educated or may be uncertain on ways to support their 
children into successful career pathways. They are also encouraged to strengthen their career programs 
by proactively coordinating their efforts with parents in order to assist students who require guidance on 
their educational and career plans (Ansong et al., 2019).

Given their crucial role in the teaching process and the role they play as “important significant 
others” (Van den Broeck et al., 2020) and the influence they exert on student’s academic achievement 
(Hanson, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2016), teachers stand to benefit from the findings derived from this 
study. They can use these results and draw on their expectations to enhance their teaching practices and 
accommodate the needs of students from different social, economic and cultural backgrounds. In doing 
so, they can develop a better understanding of students’ demographic composition and can therefore 
be well informed to encourage them pursue their educational aspirations to attend higher education 
(Hanson, Paulsen, & Pascarella, 2016).

 Limitations and future directions

This study sought to identify the factors that shape students’ educational aspirations using data 
from the 2018 QES student survey. The QES survey was developed through a careful process involving 
focus groups and interviews with key educational stakeholders in Qatar (Sellami et al., 2017; Sellami, 
2019). However, the factors explored in this study were limited and further analyses could be used 
to enhance our understanding of students’ educational experiences. Given the quantitative nature of 
this study, the interpretation of the results could benefit from a qualitative follow-up with a sample of 
students who had high and low academic aspirations.

With regard to the analyses, it may have been possible to examine the contribution of other factors 
related to school type and academic achievement. This is a limitation because the predominant school 
type in this study is the publicly funded government school, which comprises the majority of the Qatari 
students in this sample. Finally, it may be difficult to compare the results of this study to those carried 
out in non-Arab countries, for a nation’s social and cultural norms and values influence its education 
system (Barbour, Barbour, & Scully, 2008). 

Nonetheless, the results of this study have provided important insights into the factors influencing 
Qatar students’ academic aspirations. These results are important as they help to unveil and understand 
the individual and contextual factors that influence students’ educational aspirations in Qatar. As such, 
they can be used to  enhance student plans for higher education in this and similar other contexts. This 
study also raises several important questions that should be addressed by future research. For one, the 
cross-cultural factor needs to be re-examined. Although only a weak association was found between 
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Qatari and non-Qatari students’ academic aspirations, future mixed methods studies may further explain 
these differences and provide a nuanced understanding of the cultural differences existing in Qatar. Other 
studies using case study methodology may further add to our understanding of the career aspirations of 
Qatari and non-Qatari students who attend the same schools. 

In addition, other research methodologies, including qualitative designs and Q methodology, may 
also help explain the differences between male and female students. There has been some indication 
in the literature of the presence of a “boy problem” when it comes to academic success. However, 
whether there is a boy problem in educational aspirations requires further investigation. Lastly, there is 
a need for further studies which explore the difference between fathers’ and mothers’ education levels 
and employment status. While this study has found an association between these factors and students’ 
academic aspirations, future studies could delve into the reasons behind the stronger influence of the 
fathers’ education level and employment status in comparison to those of mothers. 
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