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1 Summary 

This report examines the expectations of prospective students with different socio-economic back-
grounds with regard to what kind of higher education they expect to complete in their lives.  
 
Even though education is free for everyone in Denmark and students are entitled to financial sup-
port, significant social class inequalities still exist in education. One of the mechanisms that may 
explain why this social inequality exists in education is the differences in education expectations of 
students, and thus also the choices they make in the educational system. This report examines the 
importance of socio-economic background with regard to the education expectations of students 
and their choice of study.   
 

Relevance, academic context and target group 

Relevance  
Education is often considered the road to a good life with high job security and a good salary, and 
also to a healthier life and longer life expectancy. Many people believe that the state educational 
grants in Denmark and the offer of free education all the way through the education system serve 
to promote social mobility and break with social heritage from generation to generation. However, 
previous studies have shown that social inequality is still very real in Denmark. Children whose par-
ents have a high level of educational attainment are still significantly more likely to complete a 
long education than children whose parents have a low level of educational attainment. This also 
holds true for children with comparable cognitive and academic abilities (Holm, 2019; Karlson, 
2014; Thomsen & Bom, 2019; Thomsen, De Montgomery, & Vernstrøm, 2016).  
 
With this report, the Danish Evaluation Institute hopes to contribute to the understanding of what 
causes this continued social inequality in education in Denmark and how far it reaches by focusing 
on the individual’s education expectations when entering into higher education. 
 

Academic context and focus 
Research shows that differences exist between young people from different socio-economic back-
grounds with regard to their education expectations when they leave compulsory school and 
throughout upper secondary school. These differences seem to be one of several factors that ex-
plain the continued social class inequality in education (Karlson, 2014; Thomsen & Bom, 2019; 
Thomsen, De Montgomery, & Vernstrøm, 2016). Moreover, education expectations are one of the 
factors that hold a potential for change, for example through student counselling, and maybe par-
ticularly so for young individuals whose parents have a low educational attainment level. These 
same studies also show that young people whose parents have a low educational attainment level 
or no education report that guidance counsellors or other professionals were instrumental in their 
choice of education at the time of completing lower secondary school. 
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Existing research focuses on the education expectations of young people when they complete 
lower secondary school and throughout upper secondary school. This report supplements this re-
search with knowledge about the education expectations of young people at the time of transi-
tioning to higher education. 
 
In the report we focus on the segment of a youth cohort that has applied to and been accepted to 
a higher education study programme. This group is a highly selected subset of an entire youth co-
hort, and we know that a significant part of the overall social class inequality in education is ex-
pressed at an earlier stage, for example the fact that children whose parents have a low level of ed-
ucational attainment are less likely to apply to a higher education study programme.  
 
The question is, can we identify social class inequality with regard to education expectations for 
this highly selected group? Here, we examine whether socio-economic background1 influences the 
education expectations and study choices of this group overall, and when controlling for the influ-
ence of their grade point average from upper secondary school.  
 

Target group 
The primary target group of this report is individuals who work with educational guidance of 
youths. This target group can benefit from the knowledge presented here about guidance for 
youths who are considering what type of education they should apply for, and youths who are con-
sidering whether they should continue with a long-cycle higher education programme after com-
pleting a short- or medium-cycle higher education programme. The results presented here may 
also be relevant for politicians and other stakeholders in the education system, as well as research-
ers and anyone else interested in the political debate about social inequality in education and so-
cial mobility in general. 
 

Main results 

Students’ expectations regarding higher education are linked to their 
socio-economic background 
Social inequality exists in the education expectations of youths who have been accepted to a 
higher education study programme. For prospective students, a strong correlation exists between 
having highly educated parents and having high expectations of completing a higher education 
study programme.  
 
A total of 78% of prospective students who have at least one parent with a long-cycle higher edu-
cation qualification aim for a master’s degree or a PhD qualification. In comparison, only 51% of 
prospective students whose parents have only completed compulsory school or a vocational edu-
cation and training programme set the same aim.  
 

 

1 In general, in this report socio-economic background refers to the education background of parents, which is very common in the 
literature (Danish Evaluation Institute, 2015, p. 8). 
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Youths who have good grades and parents with a low level of 
educational attainment have lower education expectations than 
youths who have comparable grades and highly educated parents 
In general, the higher a student’s upper secondary school leaving grades are, the higher the expec-
tations of attaining a higher education degree. Moreover, social inequality also exists with regard to 
education expectations when comparing prospective students who have the same upper second-
ary school leaving grades. Overall, this means that when we compare prospective students with 
good grades from upper secondary school, that is with a grade point average of 10 or above, 
youths with highly educated parents have higher education expectations than youths whose par-
ents have a low level of educational attainment. 
 
Whereas only 82% of prospective students who have good grades and parents who have only com-
pleted a vocational education aim for a long-cycle higher education qualification, as many as 92% 
of prospective students whose parents have completed a long-cycle higher education qualification 
set the same aim.  
 
These figures are noteworthy because they show that even when students whose parents have a 
low level of educational attainment have good grades – and are therefore equally eligible for ad-
mission to higher education2 and have the same opportunities with regard to choice of education – 
they are more likely to apply to short-cycle higher education and to have lower expectations of 
their own level of educational attainment than comparable students with at least one parent with 
a long-cycle higher education qualification.  
 
Moreover, social inequality also exists with regard to education expectations when comparing pro-
spective students who have poor upper secondary school leaving grades. A total of 56% of pro-
spective students with an upper secondary grade point average of 4 or less and who have highly 
educated parents expect to complete a master’s degree. In comparison, only 32-39% of youths 
with the same grade point average and whose parents are not highly educated have the same ex-
pectations. 
 

Youths with high grades and whose parents have no education have 
higher education expectations than comparable youths whose parents 
have completed a vocational education 
There is one exception to the tendency that the higher the educational attainment level of parents, 
the higher expectations youths have about their educational attainment level, and this exception is 
found among the group of prospective students who have high grades and parents with no educa-
tion. 
 
A high percentage of these youths expect to complete a master’s degree or a PhD qualification 
(89%). The corresponding figures for youths with a high grade point average and parents who have 
completed a vocational education, or who have either a short-cycle or a medium-cycle higher edu-
cation qualification are 82% and 86%, respectively. 
 

 

2  See Danish Evaluation Institute (2016). 
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Zooming in on prospective students with high grades whose parents have no education, and who 
have been accepted to a university programme, we see these students actually have slightly higher 
expectations than students with comparable grades and highly educated parents.  
 
Research describes how some children of parents with a low educational attainment level have 
high education expectations for themselves as a reaction to their parents’ financial situation, job 
situation or social status. This trend may be reflected in our results. However, it is important to re-
member that the group of students whose parents have no education is very small and is therefore 
a highly selected group. 
 

Social class inequality in education expectations among youths with 
low grades enrolled in the same education 
If we look more specifically at students who have the same grade point average and have been ac-
cepted to the same type of further education programme, that is at one of the business academies, 
university colleges or universities, no social class inequality exists in general with regard to educa-
tion expectations. 
 
However, there is one exception. When we zoom in on the relatively few students who have an up-
per secondary grade point average of 4 or less, and who have been accepted to the same type of 
higher education programme, we still see a correlation between parents’ level of education and 
the students’ own education expectations.  
 
For university programmes, 89% of students with a grade point average of 4 or less expect as a 
minimum to complete a graduate programme if at least one of their parents has a long-cycle 
higher education qualification, whereas this figure is only 67% for prospective university students 
with the same upper secondary grade point average and whose parents have no education. 
 
Youths with highly educated parents and low grades who have been accepted to a business acad-
emy or a university college are more likely to expect to achieve a long-cycle higher education quali-
fication than youths whose parents have a low level of educational attainment.  
 
Analyses also show that social class inequality between youths with low grades also exists when 
comparing the education expectations of youths who have been accepted to the exact same edu-
cation programme.  
 

One in four students accepted to a university college or a business 
academy expect to complete a long-cycle higher education programme 
A relatively large share of prospective students at university colleges and business academies ex-
pect to complete at least one graduate programme in their lives: 28% of prospective university col-
lege students and 25% of prospective business academy students. The share is even higher for pro-
spective university college students and business academy students who have high upper second-
ary school grades and highly educated parents. 
 
This indicates that these prospective students not only see education as the road to a professional 
career within their field, but also as a springboard to a graduate programme or a professional mas-
ter's programme. 
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Perspectives 

This report supplements the existing knowledge about the impact of young people’s education ex-
pectations on social class inequality. It is particularly relevant to deal with the education expecta-
tions of youths in the transition from primary and lower secondary education to upper secondary 
education. However, this report also shows that socio-economic background affects the precon-
ceptions and expectations young people have about their education opportunities in the transition 
from upper secondary education to higher education. It also affects their expectations while they 
are enrolled in the higher education system. As such, the findings indicate that there is a need to 
help some of these young people change their education expectations. Providing prospective stu-
dents with targetted support and guidance with regard to choosing higher education, and inform-
ing them about their options for adding a long-cycle higher education programme to a short-cycle 
or medium-cycle higher education qualification at a later stage could potentially reduce the social 
class inequality in education. 
 
As mentioned above, research indicates that differences in education expectations are one of the 
factors leading to inequality in education that we might be able to change, for example through 
guidance offers. Young individuals whose parents have a low level of educational attainment might 
benefit in particular from such guidance in that they report that student counsellors and other pro-
fessionals have been instrumental in helping them make educational choices (Thomsen and Bom, 
2019).  
 
However, neither the findings of this report or the research referred to here can tell us to what de-
gree guidance can affect the expectations of young individuals, nor how to best design a meaning-
ful guidance programme. It could be relevant to further develop the guidance offered to young in-
dividuals and focus on how to challenge or disrupt their expectations while at the same time in-
forming them about the possibility to add a long-cycle higher education programme to a short-cy-
cle or medium-cycle higher education programme and encourage young people to think about 
further and higher education from a life-long perspective. Future evaluations could then focus on 
the effect of these interventions with regard to how to help change young people’s education ex-
pectations and education choices in general. 
 

About the data basis 

The analyses in this report are based on two data sources: Survey data from a longitudinal 
study of higher education carried out by the Danish Evaluation Institute and register data 
from Statistics Denmark. 

The cohort in this report comprises all students accepted through the coordinated enrol-
ment system to a higher education programme in the summer of 2016 who started in the 
summer and were still active on 1 October 2016. The cohort comprises a total of 44,294 stu-
dents. The sub-cohort comprises the 24,674 students accepted to the education who com-
pleted the first questionnaire in the Danish Evaluation Institute longitudinal study in August 
2016. The response rate was 55.7. The analyses in this report that do not use survey data are 
based on the entire cohort, whereas the analyses that include survey data are based on the 
sub-cohert. Register data and survey data are coupled together at individual student level. 
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