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There is growing concern that many American teenagers hold unrealistic educational plans.

This may indicate a detachment from reality, which could be detrimental to well-being in later

life. But is this problem specific to certain countries like the United States, or is it common

among young people from across the developed world? This article uses data from the Trends in

Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and Programme for International Student Assessment

(PISA) to investigate this issue. It shows how expected and actual college graduation rates differ

across a number of countries but also that this gap is particularly large in the United States.

Additional analysis suggests that this is being driven, at least in part, by the large proportion of

low-achieving American children who believe they will go on to obtain a bachelor’s degree. The

implications of these findings are discussed in reference to educational policy and contemporary

sociological debates.

INTRODUCTION

American teenagers tend to hold very ambitious educational goals (Schneider and
Stevenson 1999). In fact, the expectations of many young people are now so high that
they are often deemed to be unrealistic (Reynolds et al. 2006). But is such ambitious-
ness apparent among young people from across the developed world or is the United
States exceptional in this respect? In this article, I show that children from several (but
by no means all) countries tend to overestimate their chances of completing college,
but also that this problem is particularly pronounced in the United States. This is being
driven, at least in part, by the large number of American children who expect to com-
plete college when they are ill-equipped to do so. I thus argue that raising the academic
skills of disadvantaged young people and providing more information on alternative
educational pathways should be considered policy priorities in the United States.

The motivation for this article stems from the long and illustrious history of young
people’s educational expectations in sociological research. Much of the early work in
this area stressed the important role that aspirations and expectations play in young
people’s motivation at school (Wigfield 1994), and their eventual educational and
occupational attainment (Sewell, Haller, and Ohlendorf 1970; Duncan, Featherman,
and Duncan 1972; Sewell and Hauser 1975). Jacob and Linkow (2011) provide an over-
view of how the link between educational intentions and later attainment works.
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It is hypothesized that if a young person expects to complete college, then s/he will be
more likely to take the steps needed to reach this ambitious goal. These include taking
advanced college preparation programs in high school, completing a college entrance
exam (e.g., SAT), and applying for financial aid. Taking these steps in turn increases
the prospects of an individual graduating from college and reaping the associated
labor market rewards. Although firmly establishing causality in this process has proven
tricky (Morgan 2005), empirical research from a variety of disciplines has shown that
a strong link between expectations and later educational and occupational attainment
does indeed exist (Thomas 1979; Reynolds and Pemberton 2001; Morgan 2004, 2005;
Khoo and Ainley 2005; Schoon 2010; Brown, Ortiz-Nunez, and Taylor 2011; Cowan
2011). Hence, many now believe that high educational ambition during adolescence is
a prerequisite for future success.

Yet there has been growing concern, at least in the United States, that teenagers’
educational and occupational plans have become detached from reality; that high
school pupils’ ambitions are now unrealistic (Schneider and Stevenson 1999; Reynolds
et al. 2006). Thus, rather than being an advantageous platform upon which to build,
unrealistically high expectations have become seen by some to be detrimental to
chances in later life. Rosenbaum (2001) argues that the “college for all” ethos in the
United States may cause some young people to believe that they can postpone exerting
effort until after high school. A follow-up article (Rosenbaum 2011) argues that this
may result in demoralized students, and that encouraging ambitious plans (e.g., to
enter college) without also providing information may lead some groups to undertake
inappropriate educational pathways. Reynolds et al. (2006) also discuss the problem of
unrealistic expectations leading to “lost talent,” where teenagers follow educational and
occupational pathways that are misaligned with their actual abilities. Schneider and
Stevenson (1999) describe how such misaligned ambitions, and the decision to under-
take an inappropriate educational course, may have negative labor market conse-
quences. Other work has hypothesized that unrealized expectations could lead to stress
and anxiety (Wrosch et al. 2007), long-term mental health problems (Reynolds and
Baird 2010), lower lifetime earnings (Kerckhoff 2003), and an increased risk of sub-
stance abuse (Reynolds et al. 2006).

It is therefore clear that excessive or misaligned ambitions could be a serious problem
in the United States. But are American teenagers really that detached from reality? One
might argue that ambitious educational plans are simply a reflection of the enthusiasm
and exuberance of youth, which is not an “American problem” per se, but rather some-
thing common among young people from across the developed world. Put in such a
comparative context, the college expectation–attainment gap in the United States
may not be such a concern, with there being little obvious scope and perhaps need for
policymakers to intervene. On the other hand, given the “college for all” ethos that has
emerged in the United States, unrealistic educational expectations may be more apparent
in this country than elsewhere. This should cause academics and policymakers much
more unease, as it would imply that the potential negative consequences of unmet ambi-
tions are likely to be particularly prevalent within American society.
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Generating a better understanding of this issue is thus of great importance from an
American perspective. For instance, if the “college for all” ethos has led to lower school
motivation, then, by comparing the expectations of American youth with those of
their peers elsewhere in the world, one may develop a better understanding of why
recent educational outcomes have been rather disappointing for the United States
(e.g., the comparatively low position in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development Programme for International Student Assessment [OECD PISA]
rankings of school children’s achievement). Similarly, if American children are particu-
larly unrealistic, and if this does indeed lead to inappropriate educational choices, then
this may explain why certain issues (e.g., high college dropout rates) are more prevalent
in this country than elsewhere.

Comparative studies of this type also hold important lessons for international
readers. A significant proportion of the empirical work exploring the link between
expectations and attainment has been based upon American-led theories developed
in reference to American society. Yet academics and government officials from other
countries have drawn upon such studies to guide their own public policy and
research. For instance, Schneider and Stevenson (1999) developed the concept of mis-
aligned expectations in reference to American school children. They then tested this
concept empirically using U.S. data. Yet, this idea has since spread to other parts of
the developed world (Gutman and Akerman 2008; Sabates, Harris, and Staff 2011).
For instance, in England, concern over misaligned expectations has led the govern-
ment to increase provision of information, advice, and guidance to young people
who are choosing their educational pathways and possible future careers. But is such
misalignment really a problem in other developed countries or is this actually some-
thing quite specific to the United States? Evidence I shall present below in this article
suggests that, despite the concerns of British policymakers, children in the United
Kingdom (UK) actually hold quite realistic educational expectations that are reason-
ably well aligned with their actual academic abilities, particularly in comparison with
their American peers.

Despite the importance of these issues, no other research, to my knowledge, has
considered whether American teenagers are less realistic about their prospects of com-
pleting college than young people in other parts of the developed world. This article
draws upon two cross-nationally comparable data sources, containing information on
the educational expectations of young people from up to 25 countries to make this
important contribution to the existing literature.

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Why might young people in the United States hold particularly unrealistic or mis-
aligned goals? In this section, I discuss one possible explanation based upon social
reproduction theory and the work of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. I then set out
three research questions.
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Social Reproduction Theory and the Misaligned Expectations of American Youth
For many, education has the potential to equalize opportunities between socioeco-
nomic groups. Most assume that the schooling system is designed to provide oppor-
tunities for all and helps to promote social mobility. This view is flatly rejected in the
seminal works of Pierre Bourdieu (1974, 1977). Rather than enabling the brightest
pupils from all backgrounds to succeed, Bourdieu (1974:32) suggests that education
“is in fact one of the most effective means of perpetuating the existing social pattern,
as it both provides an apparent justification for social inequalities and gives recogni-
tion to the cultural heritage, that is, to a social gift treated as a natural one.” In other
words, Bourdieu believes that the schooling system is dominated by “elites” who have
the “power to impose meanings and to impose them as legitimate” (Van Krieken
et al. 2000:207). These meanings are then taught to children in schools, with those
from affluent backgrounds having a hidden, implicit advantage because of their
habitus and cultural capital.1 They are thus much more likely to succeed in exams
than their disadvantaged peers, increasing the likelihood that only children from
the dominant class enter college and obtain high-status, professional jobs. The educa-
tion system therefore plays a vital role in the intergenerational transmission of social
status.

Central and eastern European countries (e.g., Germany, Austria, the Netherlands,
Hungary, the Czech Republic) perhaps provide the most obvious examples of how the
schooling system entrenches social advantage, as Bourdieu claims. In these countries,
children are tested at a young age (e.g., at age 10 in Germany) and segregated (tracked)
into different types of secondary schools. From a social reproduction theory perspec-
tive, the tests used are likely to favor those from affluent backgrounds, resulting
in school tracks that are very different in terms of social composition (Jenkins,
Micklewright, and Schnepf 2008). Children from affluent backgrounds typically enter
academic schools that provide entry to college and well-paid professional jobs
(Dustmann 2004). On the other hand, those from less privileged homes are typically
assigned to vocational tracks leading directly to the labor market (Jenkins et al. 2008).
Young people are likely to adapt their educational expectations to such institutional
possibilities (Turner 1960; Buchmann and Dalton 2002) and understand from a young
age the educational and occupational paths that are open to them. Children in these
countries therefore have clearly defined futures, which should ensure that their educa-
tional and occupational expectations remain realistic and well aligned.

In contrast, the United States is often considered to be the land of opportunity,
where humble social origins do not stop a person from becoming rich and successful.
Many believe this is what makes the United States different from other countries, and
thatthis remains one of the key foundations upon which American society is built.
Thus, rather than being a mechanism that entrenches social advantage, education and
the schooling system are typically seen as facilitating social mobility and the “American
Dream” (Haveman and Smeeding 2006; Blanden, Gregg, and Macmillan 2007). Yet, in
reality, access to a good education in the United States is extremely unequal (Reardon,
Yun, and Kurlaender 2006). Geographic dispersion of schools leads to widespread
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segregation of advantaged and disadvantaged pupils (Reardon and Bischoff 2011).
Educational institutions serving disadvantaged communities are often poorly
resourced (Biddle and Berliner 2002; OECD 2011a). Even where schools are socially
mixed, the use of between-class tracking means that advantaged and disadvantaged
pupils receive very different types of education (Betts 2011; Chmielewski, Dumont,
and Trautwein, forthcoming). Hence, despite the still widely held belief that the United
States is the “land of opportunity,” there are actually vast socioeconomic differences in
the quantity and quality of education children receive. Indeed, cross-country research
has recently shown that the United States is one of the most socially unequal nations in
the developed world, both in terms of educational achievement (Jerrim 2012) and in
terms of economic measures of social mobility (Blanden 2013).

Social reproduction is just as big and perhaps even a bigger problem in the United
States compared with other countries. But, whereas young people elsewhere in the
developed world typically understand that not everyone will have the opportunity to
complete college (e.g., most German teenagers on a vocational track understand their
chances of entering college are slim), the same is not true in the United States. Because
of the unusually open college system, the historical context of being the “land of
opportunity” and the “college for all” ethos, young people from all backgrounds con-
tinue to believe that they will obtain a bachelor’s degree even when they have little
chance of actually doing so. As Grodsky and Riegle-Crumb (2010:17) explain, in the
United States, “schools legitimate social inequality by nurturing what some call the
myth of meritocracy: everyone (or at least almost everyone) can succeed if that indi-
vidual only tries.” Because of this, the realities of social reproduction are not as appar-
ent to teenagers in the United States as they are to young people elsewhere in the world.
American teenagers therefore do not fully recognize or incorporate the constraints that
they face into their expectations for the future. Consequently, misalignment between
educational expectations, academic ability, and educational attainment is likely to be
much more pronounced in the United States than in other countries.

Research Questions
The primary aim of this article is to establish whether the educational expectations of
American teenagers are indeed particularly unrealistic and poorly aligned. To establish
whether educational plans are in touch with reality at the population level, several
researchers have compared the proportion of young people expecting to complete
college and the proportion who actually do (Schneider and Stevenson 1999; Reynolds
et al. 2006). I follow this analytic strategy to generate estimates of the size of the college
expectation–attainment gap for a wide selection of OECD countries. These estimates
will help establish whether young people in the United States hold particularly ambi-
tious, and unrealistic, educational goals.

Hypothesis 1: The difference between the proportion of young people expecting to
complete college and the actual graduation rate will be greater in the United States
than in other developed countries.
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I recognize that if the expectation–attainment gap does stand out as atypically large in
the United States, this does not automatically mean that there is a problem that
policymakers need to address. On the one hand, such expectations may have negative
consequences if they are not realistic. But on the other, many believe that a high level of
teenage ambition should be actively encouraged as such plans are an important deter-
minant of later lifetime success. Thus, as argued by Schneider and Stevenson (1999),
the critical point seems to be that expectations need to be properly aligned. In particu-
lar, there would seem to be little benefit to children expecting to go to college if they
have little chance of actually reaching this goal.

My second objective is to establish whether misalignment between college expecta-
tions and academic ability is particularly large in the United States. Note that I am
defining “alignment” as the match between educational expectations and actual aca-
demic ability. This is in contrast to Schneider and Stevenson (1999), who investigated
whether teenagers’ educational expectations were consistent with the occupation they
wished to pursue. To test my hypothesis, I shall examine whether the United States
stands out as a country where college intentions remain very high, even among low
academic achievers.

Hypothesis 2: More low academic achievers will expect to complete college in the
United States than in other countries.

Of course, the fact that low achievers have high educational ambitions is not by
definition a problem. Rather, it depends upon how the potential benefits of this high
ambition (e.g., increased motivation to reach ambitious goals) compare with the pos-
sible negative consequences of these expectations being unrealistic (e.g., choice of an
inappropriate educational pathway) and going unfulfilled (e.g., lacking the appropriate
skills to be competitive in the labor market). I nevertheless argue that this type of mis-
alignment is particularly important, as young people within this high-expectation–
low-achievement group will be particularly at risk of their expectations being unmet.
Negative consequences that are likely to be associated with this include young people
choosing inappropriate educational pathways, “lost talent” from vocational occupa-
tions, and the misallocation of financial support to college students who are academi-
cally ill-prepared.

Finally, I turn to the issue of socioeconomic inequality in educational plans. Jerrim
(2012) illustrates that the rich–poor gap in children’s cognitive skills is bigger in the
United States than in most other developed countries. Consequently, one would also
anticipate socioeconomic differences in educational expectations to stand out as atypi-
cally large. Yet, if disadvantaged children in the United States are particularly unrealistic
about their prospects of completing college, this may not be the case. Specifically, the
United States may be an outlier, where socioeconomic inequality in educational expecta-
tions is smaller than one would predict for a country with its level of academic inequality.

Hypothesis 3: The socioeconomic gap in college plans will be smaller in the United
States than one would predict for a country with its level of academic inequality.
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One may argue that this will be a particularly big problem if a large proportion
of low-achieving children from disadvantaged backgrounds believe that they will
obtain a four-year bachelor’s degree when they clearly do not have the academic or
financial means to do so.2 I therefore also test this hypothesis in this piece of research.

DATA AND METHODS

Two data sources are used in this article:
1. The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA);
2. The Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS).

The former (PISA) is a study of the cognitive achievement of 15-year-old children held
every three years. It includes young people from all countries within the OECD. Data
are drawn from 2003 as this was the most recent wave to contain information on
American children’s educational expectations. The latter data source (TIMSS) exam-
ines the math and science skills of eighth-grade children (13- to 14-year-olds), with the
2007 wave used in this analysis. The motivation for using both of these studies, rather
than focusing on just one, is to ensure that any apparent American “exceptionalism”
holds across children of different ages and in different data sets. Information on sample
design, countries included and measurement of key concepts (educational expecta-
tions, cognitive achievement, and family background) is provided below.

Sample Design
PISA 2003 included all members of the OECD. In each country, a two-stage sample
design was used. Schools (a minimum of 150 up to a maximum of 1,124) were first
selected with probability proportional to size. Thirty-five pupils were then chosen ran-
domly from within each school. Average response rates of both schools (90 percent)
and pupils (90 percent) were high, though they vary moderately between countries.
Sampling weights are provided by the survey organizers in an attempt to correct for
unit nonresponse. Table 1 provides information on sample sizes for each of the partici-
pating countries. A total of 5,456 children included in the study were from the United
States.

Only a selection of OECD countries took part in TIMSS 2007. It also used a two-
stage sample design, with schools selected as the primary sampling unit and then one
or two classes randomly chosen from within. All pupils in these classes then took part.
Response rates were generally high; school and pupil response rates in the United
States were 89 and 95 percent, respectively. As in PISA, sampling weights have been
provided by the survey organizers to adjust for nonresponse. A total of 7,377 children
taking part in TIMSS 2007 were from the United States.

Country Selection
The aim of this article is to establish whether educational expectations in the United
States are “exceptional.” It is therefore important to compare the United States with a
reasonably large number of other developed countries to provide a strong test of the
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exceptionality hypothesis. Yet a certain degree of homogeneity, in terms of the coun-
tries included, is also needed to ensure that the comparisons made are meaningful. For
instance, one could use the TIMSS data to compare the expectations of American chil-
dren with those of children from Jordan—but would this really be a sensible thing to
do? To strike an appropriate balance, I restrict the PISA and TIMSS data sets to a group
of westernized countries that were all members of the OECD when the respective
surveys were conducted. The analysis thus includes 11 developed countries in TIMSS
and 25 in PISA. Table 1 provides further details. Appendix A provides some key infor-
mation about the higher education system in each country.

Educational Expectations
In both PISA and TIMSS, children were asked to complete a background question-
naire. In PISA 2003, this included a question about educational expectations (see
Appendix B). Country-specific response options were provided. The primary outcome

TABLE 1. Sample Sizes in PISA 2003 and TIMSS 2007 Data Sets

Country PISA TIMSS

Scotland (Sco) 2,723 4,070
Northern Ireland (NI) 2,853 —
Iceland (Ice) 3,350 —
Ireland (Ire) 3,880 —
England (Eng) 3,959 4,025
Netherlands (Nld) 3,992 3,065
Norway (Nor) 4,064 4,627
Denmark (Den) 4,218 —
France (Fra) 4,300 —
Poland (Pol) 4,383 —
New Zealand (NZ) 4,511 3,801
Austria (Aut) 4,597 —
Portugal (Port) 4,608 —
Sweden (Swe) 4,624 5,215
Germany (Ger) 4,660 —
Hungary (Hun) 4,765 4,111
United States (USA) 5,456 7,377
Finland (Fin) 5,796 —
Czech Republic (Cze) 6,320 4,845
Slovakia (Slov) 7,346 —
Switzerland (Swz) 8,420 —
Spain (Esp) 10,791 —
Italy (Ita) 11,639 4,408
Australia (Aus) 12,551 4,069
Canada (Can) 27,953 —

Notes: 1 Source: PISA 2003 and TIMSS 2007 data sets.
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I analyze in this article is whether the child ticked the top category (bachelor’s degree
or higher). Response rates to this question were very high—99 percent in the United
States and over 98 percent for the OECD as a whole. I thus exclude the few observa-
tions with missing values.

In TIMSS, children were asked a similar question (see Appendix B). Again,
country-specific response options were provided, which resulted in very little missing
information (less than 1 percent in the United States).3 As with PISA, children who did
not answer this question have been excluded. Note that separate response options were
provided for the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) level 5A
(bachelor’s degree) and ISCED level 6 (beyond bachelor’s degree) categories. For the
majority of the article, my interest is in whether children expect to obtain at least a
bachelor’s degree, and thus I combine the ISCED 5A and ISCED 6 categories into a
single group. Combining these two categories may, however, result in some informa-
tion loss. For instance, the United States may stand out even more from other countries
in terms of the proportion of children expecting to complete a postgraduate qualifica-
tion. Additional analysis of the TIMSS data, treating the ISCED level 5A and ISCED
level 6 categories as two distinct response options, can be found in Appendix C.

It is important to recognize some of the difficulties with the questions above. First,
one must consider whether they capture expectations or aspirations. Gutman and
Akerman (2008:5) suggest that “whereas aspirations involve desired ambitions and
goals, expectations connote a more realistic assessment of how much an individual
believes he or she will actually achieve based on their own abilities and society’s oppor-
tunity structures.” Educational aspirations are therefore the level of schooling young
people would ideally like to complete if there were no academic, financial, or social
barriers standing in their way. On the other hand, teenagers form their educational
expectations through rational assessment of their own abilities (e.g., whether they will
be able to cope with the demands of college), the opportunities that are available
within society, and the external constraints that they face (e.g., whether they can realis-
tically finance their studies). In other words, expectations differ from aspirations in
that they are tempered by reality, so if a child expects to obtain a college qualification,
they truly believe that this is the level of education they will go on to complete.

Gottfredson (2002) notes that it is only around age 14 (i.e., the age of children in
TIMSS) that children begin to recognize the educational and occupational constraints
that they face. Thus, it is around this age that young people begin to understand the
need for compromise in their goals and that firm educational expectations are formed.
The word “expect” is emphasized, at least in PISA, which should guide young people
toward reporting what they realistically believe they will obtain. However, one implica-
tion of this is that there may be some differences in the magnitude of the expectation–
attainment gap seen when using the TIMSS and PISA data sets. Specifically, as children
in TIMSS tend to be younger—approaching age 14 rather than approaching age
16—they may report more ambitious educational goals. A second issue is language.
Although the PISA and TIMSS survey organizers place great emphasis on cross-
national comparability, and spend a great deal of time and energy trying to ensure this,
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it is still possible that these questions may have slightly different meanings in different
languages. However, both PISA and TIMSS include a number of English-speaking
nations other than the United States (e.g., England, Scotland, Australia), where this is
unlikely to be a significant issue. It will therefore be particularly interesting to compare
the United States with these countries.

Information on Actual College Graduation Rates
To compare expected and actual college graduation rates, information on the propor-
tion of children who successfully complete college is required. It is drawn from the
2009 Education at a Glance report (OECD 2009), which is produced by the OECD, the
same organization that conducts the PISA study. This ensures that the information on
expected and actual graduation rates is as comparable as possible. The 2009 report has
been chosen over more recent editions as it refers to approximately the time when
the PISA 2003 cohort were completing college (i.e., the 15-year-olds in the 2003 PISA
study will be approaching age 22 in 2009). For a small number of countries where the
data are unavailable, information has been drawn from the relevant national statistics
authorities. See the notes to Figure 1 for further details.

Measurement of Children’s Academic Achievement
Numerous authors have used PISA and TIMSS test scores as measures of academic
ability (Lynn and Vanhanen 2006; Lynn and Meisenberg 2010). Indeed, as noted by
Weiss (2008:134), “all sub-tests of PISA are heavily loaded with general cognitive
ability.” I therefore use children’s scores on these tests as a proxy for academic skill.

As part of the PISA and TIMSS studies, children completed a two-hour exam, in
which all questions were designed with cross-national comparability in mind. Math
was the major focus of the PISA 2003 study, with roughly two thirds of questions
assessing competency in this domain.4 TIMSS 2007 covered both science and math,
with equal assessment time devoted to each. In this article, I focus upon children’s
math test scores as they are the best measure of academic achievement available in both
data sets. Children’s answers to the PISA and TIMSS tests were summarized by the
survey organizers into five “plausible values” via an item-response model. These are
five different estimates of children’s ability in math at either the end of eighth grade
(TIMSS) or at age 15 (PISA), and have each been scaled to have a mean of 500 points
and a standard deviation of 100 points. The first of these plausible values is used
throughout.5

One concern of this article is whether low-achieving children expect to obtain a
bachelor’s degree. In other words, to what extent do children who are ill-equipped for
college still expect to go? Low achievers are defined here as all children with PISA/
TIMSS test scores in the bottom quartile of the national population (i.e., the lowest 25
percent of achievers within each country). For the United States, this means scoring
below 456 (417) on the TIMSS (PISA) math test. To put this into context, the average
American within this low-achievement group has roughly the same math ability as a
typical child from Jordan, Indonesia, or Iran. I recognize that this strategy implicitly
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assumes that it is the academic skill of an individual relative to that of their peers that
determines their suitability for college. However, the results presented in the following
section are robust to various alternatives, such as using an “absolute” skill threshold
instead.6 Substantive findings also remain intact when defining the low-achievement
group using a subject other than math.

Measurement of Family Background
Unfortunately, very little information on socioeconomic background is collected
as part of TIMSS.7 I shall therefore focus on socioeconomic inequalities using the
PISA data set. The preferred measure of family background is social class, defined by
parental occupation, because of its frequent use in social stratification research. It
is also likely to suffer less measurement error than the possible alternatives (Schulz
2006).

PISA TIMSS

FIGURE 1. The Percentage of Children Expecting to Complete College versus Actual Gradua-

tion Rates.

Notes: Country names corresponding to abbreviations can be found in the first column of

Table 1.

Source: Data on the percentage of school leavers who obtain a degree (x-axis) have been drawn

from OECD (2009:74, table A3.2). This refers to net graduation rates (i.e., as the sum of age-

specific graduation rates). Data on college participation rates are only available for the UK as

a whole in OECD (2009). Therefore, college participation rates are drawn from http://www

.education.gov.uk/rsgateway/DB/SFR/s000716/index.shtml for England, http://www.scotland.gov

.uk/Publications/2009/11/20112425/4 for Scotland, and http://www.delni.gov.uk/he-api0607.pdf

for Northern Ireland. No data are available for France. Data on the percentage of children who

expect to obtain a degree (y-axis) are based on author’s calculations from the Programme for

International Student Assessment (PISA) 2003 or Trends in Mathematics and Science Study

(TIMSS) 2007 data set.
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Information on parental occupation was captured in PISA from the sampled chil-
dren via a questionnaire, which is then linked by the survey organizers to their PISA
test scores.8 Specifically, they were asked the title of the main job of their mother and
father, along with a description of the type of work this involves. Responses are coded
by the survey organizers into four-digit ISCO codes, the International Labour Organi-
zation’s occupational classification, which places the reported occupation into one of
over 300 categories. These four-digit ISCO codes are then converted into the Erickson
and Goldthorpe three-class schema using the “ISKO” user-written STATA command
developed by Hendrickx (2004). This leads to the child’s mother and the child’s
father being placed into one of three social class groups (professional, intermediate, or
working class).9 The higher of the two is then used to define children’s socioeconomic
status.10 One limitation of this approach is that a broad range of occupations are
included in each of the three social class groups. Yet an important advantage is that the
number of parameter estimates is reduced, simplifying the interpretation and presenta-
tion of results in this cross-national analysis. Similar models have been estimated using
alternative measures of family background, including a combination of household pos-
sessions, parental education, and parental occupation. These additional models have
produced broadly similar results (available from the author upon request).

The parental occupation variable is then entered into a logistic regression model
of children’s educational expectations. Controls are also included for gender and
immigrant status, defined as whether the child, their mother, or their father was born
outside the country. This model is estimated separately for each country, and param-
eter estimates compared.11
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where:

Π(Eij) = probability of the child expecting to graduate from college, where E = 1 if
the child expects to complete college, 0 otherwise.
Sex = a binary indicator of the child’s gender (0 = female, 1 = male).
I = whether the child is a first- or second-generation immigrant (0 = native,
1 = immigrant).

SES = a set of two dummy variables reflecting children’s social class (reference =
working class).
i = child i
j = school j

Similar models have been widely used to study socioeconomic inequalities in educa-
tional achievement across developed countries (Schütz, Ursprung, and Wößmann
2008). The focus of this article will be on the difference in college plans between the
most advantaged (“professional”) and least advantaged (“working class”) groups. This
is captured by the parameter on the “professional” dummy variable. All estimates from
this model will be presented in terms of log-odds, a metric commonly used in cross-
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national comparisons with categorical outcome data (e.g., Breen 2005; Altheimer 2008;
Nevitte et al. 2009; Yaish and Stier 2009; Jackson 2013).12 Substantive conclusions
remain intact when using the odds ratio instead.

One must also consider whether the size of the estimated socioeconomic gap in
young people’s educational expectations is “realistic.” Thus, the model presented above
will be estimated a second time, but now via ordinary least squares (OLS) estimation
with children’s academic achievement (PISA math test scores) as the dependent vari-
able. This will enable comparison of the socioeconomic gap in educational expecta-
tions and the socioeconomic gap in academic ability, and an assessment of whether
the United States stands out in the relationship between the two. As noted above,
I hypothesize that socioeconomic differences in children’s college plans will be smaller
in the United States than one would predict for a country with its level of inequality in
educational achievement (Hypothesis 3).

RESULTS

The Difference between Expected and Actual College Graduation Rates
Figure 1 compares the percentage of children expecting to complete college with actual
graduation rates. The left-hand panel refers to PISA and the right-hand panel to TIMSS.
Running along the x-axis is the percentage of children who obtain at least a bachelor’s
degree (“actual” graduation rates). The y-axis, on the other hand, refers to the percentage
of children who expect to graduate from college (“expected” graduation rates). The 45°
line is where these two proportions are equal. Countries above this line are where expec-
tations exceed, on average, actual levels of attainment. The United States is highlighted
using a square. A list of country abbreviations can be found in Table 1.

Before discussing the position of the United States relative to other countries, it
is worth considering the broad cross-national pattern seen in Figure 1. First, in most
countries, children’s expectations are not out of touch with reality (on average). In
PISA, 45 percent of children expect to complete college compared to average actual
graduation rates of roughly 40 percent (across all the countries considered). Indeed,
in both PISA and TIMSS, many countries sit quite close to or even below the 45° line.
This suggests that college expectations vastly exceeding actual graduation rates are not
the “norm” in most developed countries. However, the United States is not unique in
having an expectation–attainment gap; there are several other countries where the pro-
portion of children expecting to complete college exceeds the proportion who actually
do (e.g., Scotland, Hungary, Italy). Second, it is interesting to note that there is essen-
tially no association between expected and actual graduation rates at the international
level. The correlation is negative in TIMSS (–0.44 with the United States and −0.51
without) and almost nonexistent in PISA (0.02). Clearly, countries where many
children expect to complete college are not necessarily the ones where the most
actually do.

Moving to the primary question of interest, one can see that the United States is
substantially above the 45° line in both the left- and right-hand panels. In the latter,
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around 76 percent of eighth-grade children expect to obtain a degree against actual
graduation rates of 37 percent, an expectation–attainment gap of 39 percentage points.
The proportion of American children expecting to obtain a bachelor’s degree is notably
lower in PISA (64 percent) but nevertheless remains well above the proportion who
actually graduate; the college expectation–attainment gap is still 27 percentage points.
This is different from the situation in most other developed countries, where the
two proportions are roughly equal. Indeed, in both the left- and right-hand panels of
Figure 1, the United States is one of the furthest points from the 45° line. This provides
strong support for Hypotheses 1.

The uniqueness of the United States is further illustrated in Table 2. This ranks
each country in terms of the difference between expected and actual graduation
rates. The United States is at the top of the TIMSS league table (i.e., it has the largest
expectation–attainment gap), with a two-sample t-test, assuming independence
between countries, suggesting it is significantly different at the 1 percent level from all
the other OECD nations included. In PISA, the United States is ranked second only to
Canada, with the expectation–attainment gap significantly bigger than in the 22 other
countries considered. The fact that Canada also stands out in such international com-
parisons perhaps suggests that overly ambitious plans may be a more general North
American phenomenon, rather than something that only occurs in the United States.
Nevertheless, there remains strong support for Hypothesis 1: American teenagers are
less realistic about their prospects of obtaining a bachelor’s degree than young people
in most other developed countries.

Socioeconomic Differences in Educational Expectations
The United States is a country where educational opportunities differ markedly
between children from rich and poor backgrounds (Schütz et al. 2008). If young people
are “realistic” about the future, this should be reflected in their educational goals. Spe-
cifically, the socioeconomic gap in children’s educational expectations should be con-
sistent with the difference in their academic skill. Is there any evidence of this in the
PISA data set?

Table 3 presents parameter estimates from the logistic regression model presented
above. The “beta” columns provide parameter estimates in terms of log-odds (i.e.,
the logarithm of the odds ratio), while “SE” stands for the standard error. Log-odds
measure the strength of association between a predictor and a binary outcome, with
larger values indicating a stronger relationship. To convert these figures into odds
ratios, one simply has to exponentiate the values provided. The columns of interest are
highlighted in gray. These figures refer to the difference in college intentions between
children from professional and working-class backgrounds (i.e., the socioeconomic gap
in 15-year-old school pupils’ educational expectations). Positive beta values indicate
that children with professional parents are much more likely to expect to go to univer-
sity than children from working-class backgrounds.

In all countries, disadvantaged children are less likely to expect to complete college
than their more affluent peers. This gap is generally big (around two log-odds) and is
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always significantly different from 0 at the 1 percent level. To put this into perspective,
a typical child from a professional background is around 40 percentage points more
likely to expect to complete college than a child from a working-class background in
most OECD countries. The United States is, however, an interesting outlier. The socio-
economic gap is just 1.03 on the log-odds scale, the second smallest out of all the coun-
tries considered. In other words, the socioeconomic gap in educational expectations in
the United States is just half of that in the typical OECD country. This result is not just

TABLE 2. The Percentage Point Difference between Expected and Actual Graduation Rates

across Developed Countries

PISA TIMSS

Canada 33*** —
United States 27 39
Hungary 23*** 26***
Spain 18*** —
Scotland 16*** 5***
Italy 12*** 19***
Australia 11*** –20***
Czech Republic 9*** 0***
Ireland 8*** —
Portugal 7*** —
Slovakia 6*** —
Austria 3*** —
Finland 2*** —
Netherlands 0*** –17***
Germany –4*** —
England –5*** –4***
Sweden –7*** –5***
New Zealand –8*** –18***
Northern Ireland –13*** —
Switzerland –15*** —
Norway –18*** 7***
Poland –19*** —
Denmark –23*** —
Iceland –27*** —

Notes: Positive figures refer to countries where the proportion of children expecting to complete

college is greater than the proportion who actually complete college. ***Illustrates whether the

expectation–attainment gap is significantly bigger in the United States than in that particular

country at the 1 percent level. These significance tests have been calculated using a two-sample

t-test assuming independence between countries. No adjustment has been made to these signifi-

cance levels for multiple comparisons. France has been excluded from the table as information

on actual graduation rates is not available.

Source: Author’s calculations using the Programme for International Student Assessment

(PISA) 2003 data set.

John Jerrim Unrealistic Educational Expectations

The Sociological Quarterly •• (2013) ••–•• © 2013 Midwest Sociological Society 15



a matter of sampling variation; Table 3 shows that results for the United States are sta-
tistically different from 20 of the other countries included at the 5 percent significance
level. One could, of course, argue that this finding is simply because of differences in
academic achievement between socioeconomic groups. However, in additional analysis
not presented for brevity, I find that socioeconomic differences in educational expecta-

TABLE 3. Estimated Coefficients for the Logistic Regression Model of Educational Expectations

(Log-Odds)

Intermediate

class

Professional

class Gender (male) Immigrant

Intermediate*

Imm

Professional*

Imm

Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE

Fin 0.29 0.09 1.02 0.11 –0.17 0.06 0.37 0.43 0.02 0.44 –0.31 0.51

USA 0.60 0.12 1.03 0.14 –0.27 0.07 0.10 0.21 0.11 0.24 0.18 0.25

Ice 0.56 0.15 1.23 0.18 –0.55 0.08 0.03 0.49 0.18 0.50 0.39 0.54

NZ 0.61 0.16 1.34 0.17 –0.17 0.09 1.00 0.23 –0.48 0.24 –0.53 0.25

Ire 0.80 0.12 1.37* 0.15 –0.71 0.08 0.29 0.25 –0.08 0.27 –0.11 0.33

Can 0.65 0.07 1.45*** 0.09 –0.60 0.05 1.30 0.18 –0.61 0.18 –0.47 0.21

Swe 0.44 0.15 1.52** 0.16 –0.42 0.07 0.39 0.24 0.16 0.24 –0.26 0.33

Sco 0.73 0.17 1.57** 0.22 –0.51 0.09 0.28 0.45 0.25 0.48 0.42 0.55

Aus 0.79 0.09 1.69*** 0.12 –0.60 0.06 0.80 0.14 –0.31 0.15 –0.39 0.19

NI 0.96 0.19 1.72*** 0.21 –0.45 0.11 0.86 0.44 –0.26 0.46 0.01 0.50

Den 0.70 0.18 1.73*** 0.19 –0.15 0.07 1.06 0.28 –0.63 0.30 –0.86 0.37

Aut 0.85 0.16 1.75*** 0.19 –0.17 0.14 0.35 0.28 –0.24 0.28 0.10 0.35

Fra 0.81 0.17 1.78*** 0.19 –0.50 0.09 0.72 0.24 –0.58 0.24 –0.71 0.31

Nor 0.86 0.22 1.79*** 0.23 –0.42 0.08 0.81 0.40 –0.53 0.43 –0.50 0.44

Esp 0.94 0.07 2.01*** 0.13 –0.69 0.07 0.32 0.25 –0.26 0.27 –0.47 0.39

Eng 1.22 0.22 2.04*** 0.21 –0.43 0.10 1.90 0.33 –0.99 0.34 –1.66 0.34

Nld 1.33 0.18 2.08*** 0.22 –0.21 0.08 1.23 0.26 –1.21 0.26 –1.16 0.32

Swz 1.21 0.29 2.13*** 0.32 –0.13 0.11 0.71 0.35 –0.58 0.37 –0.45 0.38

Port 0.92 0.09 2.28*** 0.17 –0.75 0.06 –0.13 0.26 0.05 0.23 –0.31 0.35

Ger 0.86 0.22 2.30*** 0.23 –0.23 0.10 0.00 0.37 0.00 0.38 –0.18 0.42

Slov 1.29 0.14 2.35*** 0.17 –0.50 0.09 –0.07 0.38 –0.04 0.41 –0.08 0.44

Pol 1.14 0.13 2.41*** 0.17 –0.70 0.07 — — — — — —

Ita 0.68 0.08 2.50*** 0.14 –0.72 0.09 0.14 0.27 –0.18 0.30 –1.13 0.39

Cze 1.40 0.19 2.72*** 0.21 –0.51 0.09 0.44 0.53 –0.70 0.55 –0.48 0.68

Hun 1.23 0.14 2.96*** 0.21 –0.77 0.11 0.88 0.51 –0.77 0.56 –0.92 0.75

Notes: *, **, and ***indicate statistically significant differences compared with the United States at the 10, 5,

and 1 percent levels. The highlighted column illustrates differences in educational expectations between chil-

dren from working-class and professional backgrounds. “Beta” refers to the parameter estimates (in log-

odds) and “SE” the standard errors. Reference groups are as follows: social class = working class; immigrant

status = country native; gender = female. Statistical significance has been calculated using a two-sample t-test

assuming independence between countries. No adjustment has been made to significance levels for multiple

comparisons. Immigrant coefficients not estimated for Poland because of the small number of observations.

A list of country abbreviations can be found in Table 1.

Source: Author’s calculations using the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2003 data

set.
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tions still stand out as atypically small even once children’s PISA reading, math, and
science test scores have been controlled for. This is consistent with Hypothesis 3.

How does socioeconomic inequality in educational expectations compare with the
level of inequality in academic achievement? The answer to this question can be found
in Figure 2. In this, I have re-estimated the same model used to measure socioeconomic
differences in children’s educational expectations—but now using OLS with age 15
math test scores as the dependent variable. A full set of parameter estimates can be
found in Appendix D. The difference in test scores between the professional and
working-class groups is presented along the x-axis, with the socioeconomic gap in
children’s college plans, as has just been presented in Table 3, on the y-axis. Running
through the center of the graph is a regression line. This represents the socioeconomic
difference in educational expectations one would predict for a country given its level of
educational inequality.

One of the most notable features of Figure 2 is the relatively strong cross-national
correlation (approximately 0.7) between socioeconomic differences in expectations

FIGURE 2. Estimated Difference between Professional and Working-Class Children’s Plans to

Complete College versus the Difference in Their PISA Math Test Scores.

Notes: Figures on the y-axis refer to the difference in educational expectations between “profes-

sional” and “working-class” groups (and refer to log-odds). These are based upon estimates from

the logistic regression model presented in Table 3. Results on the x-axis are estimates from an

OLS regression model of children’s PISA math test scores (see Appendix D). Figures refer to the

test point difference between “professional” and “working-class” groups. For example, profes-

sional children score roughly 80 points more (on average) than working-class children in the

United States (100 PISA test points = 1 standard deviation). Country names corresponding to

abbreviations can be found in the first column of Table 1. The United States has been high-

lighted with a square.

Source: Author’s calculations based upon the Programme for International Student Assessment

(PISA) 2003 data set.
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and socioeconomic differences in achievement; inequality in academic skill is generally
reflected in inequality in college plans. Yet, despite this strong pattern, the United States
is again an outlier, and is in fact the point furthest below the fitted regression line out of
all the countries considered. In other words, the difference between advantaged and
disadvantaged children’s educational expectations is much lower in the United States
than one would predict for a country with its level of educational inequality. This sup-
ports the notion that there is something quite unusual about the expectations of young
people in the United States, and provides further evidence in favor of Hypothesis 3.

To What Extent Do Low Achievers Expect to Obtain at Least a Bachelor’s Degree?
Although the college expectation–attainment gap is bigger in the United States than
in other countries and socioeconomic differences are smaller, it is unclear thus far
whether this necessarily represents a problem that American policymakers should
seek to address. Indeed, one could argue that the comparatively small gap in expecta-
tions between rich and poor may actually help disadvantaged children’s prospects of
future upward social mobility. The findings from previous subsections may generate
more concern, however, if they are associated with high expectations of young people
who are ill-equipped to cope with college demands. Indeed, as Kalogrides and Grodsky
(2011:854) note, “high school students increasingly expect to attend college and to
complete a bachelor’s degree, regardless of their prior academic achievements.” Table 4
thus presents the percentage of low-achieving children who expect to obtain at least
a bachelor’s degree. Recall that low achievement is defined as scoring in the bottom
national PISA/TIMSS test quartile.

The United States is again at the top of the international league table. Sixty-one
percent of low-achieving children in TIMSS, and 44 percent in PISA, expect to obtain
at least a bachelor’s degree. These percentages are higher than in every other country
included in the analysis, with the analogous figures for several other English-speaking
nations standing at less than half this amount (e.g., 20 percent in Scotland and 9
percent in England). Indeed, the United States is significantly different from every
other country in both PISA and TIMSS at the 1 percent level, with the exception of
Canada in PISA for which the difference is significant at only the 10 percent level.
Clearly, the United States is a country where many children who are ill-equipped to
complete college nevertheless expect to reach this ambitious goal. This is consistent
with Hypothesis 2.

How do the expectations of this low-achieving group compare with actual gradua-
tion rates? Unfortunately, as PISA and TIMSS are only cross-sectional studies, I am
unable to investigate this issue across a wide set of nations. In the United States,
however, there is a panel data set (the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002)
that does include information on children’s estimated PISA math test scores and
enrollment into four-year bachelor’s degree courses by age 20. My exploration of the
Educational Longitudinal Study data suggests that just 15 percent of U.S. children
scoring in the bottom math test quartile have pursued this academic route. This is
roughly 30 percentage points lower than the number expecting to do so in the PISA
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2003 cohort, and thus suggests that there is likely to be a substantial expectation–
attainment gap. Moreover, judging by the figures in Table 4, it seems unlikely that such
a big absolute difference will occur in most of the other countries considered.

To conclude, I investigate whether the United States has a particularly high propor-
tion of “vulnerable” children (low achievers from poor backgrounds) expecting to
complete college and who thus have clearly misaligned plans. Estimates are not pre-
sented in the text, for the sake of brevity, but can be found in Appendix E. I find that

TABLE 4. The Percentage of Low-Achieving Children Expecting to Complete College across

Developed Countries

PISA TIMSS

United States 44 61
Canada 40* —
Australia 38*** 12***
Finland 37*** —
Italy 32*** 27***
Ireland 27*** —
Scotland 20*** 15***
New Zealand 20*** 16***
Sweden 20*** 20***
Portugal 17*** —
Hungary 16*** 18***
Iceland 15*** —
Spain 15*** —
Norway 12*** 35***
Slovakia 11*** —
Netherlands 11*** 7***
Denmark 10*** —
Northern Ireland 10*** —
England 9*** 10***
Czech Republic 9*** 9***
France 8*** —
Poland 8*** —
Austria 6*** —
Switzerland 4*** —
Germany 3*** —

Notes: *, **, and ***illustrate whether the expectation–attainment gap is significantly bigger in

the United States than in that particular country at the 10 percent, 5 percent, and 1 percent

levels. These significance tests have been calculated using a two-sample t-test assuming indepen-

dence between countries. No adjustment has been made to these significance levels for multiple

comparisons. Low achievement is defined as PISA/TIMSS test scores in the bottom national

quartile.

Source: Author’s calculations using the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA)

2003 and Trends in Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS) 2007 data sets.
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this misalignment exists in several developed countries, though again standing out
as a particular issue in the United States. In this country, around 40 percent of low-
achieving children from working-class backgrounds believe they will obtain a bach-
elor’s degree, compared with around one in ten in most of the other OECD nations.
Clearly, the ambitious nature of American teenagers’ educational plans highlighted
in Figure 1, along with the comparatively small socioeconomic gap in expectations
shown in Figure 2, is being driven at least in part by the overly ambitious plans of vul-
nerable youth.13 This finding is consistent with Hypotheses 2 and 3 and is supported
by Agnew and Jones (1988), who argue that disadvantaged young people in the United
States inflate their educational expectations to unrealistic levels in order to adapt to
the deprivation they face.

DISCUSSION—WHY ARE EDUCATIONAL EXPECTATIONS SO HIGH IN THE
UNITED STATES?

The previous section illustrated how educational expectations in the United States
are particularly poorly aligned. Earlier, I discussed social reproduction theory and
how the unrealistic expectations of American youth could attributed to schools in
the United States nurturing “the myth of meritocracy” (Grodsky and Riegle-Crumb
2010:17). I now build upon this argument while also offering alternative explanations
for my findings.

First, the United States has a large immigrant and African-American population,
especially in comparison with many of its European counterparts. Such minority
groups are particularly likely to overestimate their chances of later educational success
and are known to suffer from a large expectation–attainment gap (Beutel and
Anderson 2008; Gutman and Akerman 2008). This could, in turn, help explain why
the difference between expected and actual graduation rates is unusually large in the
United States. Moreover, as such minority groups tend to be overrepresented within
the lower social classes, this also potentially explains why the socioeconomic gap in
educational expectations is comparatively small.

Second, an “education for all” ethos has emerged in the United States over the last
30 years (Rosenbaum 2001). Government policy has explicitly encouraged more and
more young people to consider college over this period, with a bachelor’s degree or
higher being constantly promoted as the path to a good job and long-run labor market
success. For instance, Morgan (2005) discusses how the Gaining Early Awareness and
Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR-UP) program was designed to raise
educational expectations, particularly among children from disadvantaged and minor-
ity groups; even President Obama, in his first speech to Congress, actively encouraged
all young people to strive toward this goal. Such views are often reinforced in the home,
where parents and families stress the importance of a college education from a very
early age. For instance, Kim, Sherraden, and Clancy (2012) find that 93 percent of
American mothers expect their child to complete college when asked during the first
two years of the child’s life. Vocational training such as apprenticeships is much more
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widely respected in other countries, including the “tracking” countries (e.g., Germany,
Austria, the Netherlands) discussed earlier. This difference in status of vocational path-
ways is likely to influence educational expectations; young people will be more inclined
to consider vocational training if it is held in high regard. It is thus clear that active
promotion of college is not so extensive in other countries, particularly those with a
strong vocational sector, which could plausibly lead the United States to stand out from
the crowd.

In contrast, it may be that young people can hold out hope of completing college
longer in the United States than in other countries, and that this is driving the appar-
ently large expectation–attainment gap. In particular, the United States still has a rela-
tively open college system, which easily and frequently allows older students to enter.
The TIMSS and PISA respondents are between 14 and 16 years old, and it is not
unusual in the United States for young people performing poorly in high school to
undertake a college course later in life (e.g., in their late 20s). This is less common
in many other countries, where the structure of the education system does not allow
easy access to college at older ages. Thus, it may be quite reasonable that non-U.S. chil-
dren who are not performing well in school, and who are potentially in curriculum
tracks that do not allow access to college, may be much less likely to expect to complete
a bachelor’s degree than their peers in the United States. Indeed, a rich literature,
perhaps best represented by work on sponsored and contest mobility (Turner 1960;
Morgan 1990; Buchmann and Dalton 2002; Miller, Glick, and Cardinal 2005), has
noted that young people adapt to institutional possibilities; it seems likely that this is
playing at least some role here.

The United States is also somewhat unusual in having an extensive two-tier higher
education system, with a large number of community colleges offering two-year associ-
ate degrees. Such institutions are meant to improve access to four-year colleges, par-
ticularly among underrepresented and vulnerable groups but suffer from relatively low
upgrade rates. In other words, disadvantaged children’s expectations “cool out” during
this period (Reynolds et al. 2006), with relatively few completing a four-year qualifica-
tion. This then leads to a gap between educational plans and actual achievement
(although, as Kalogrides and Grodsky 2011 note, community college also acts as a
“safety net” for disadvantaged young people who may otherwise drop out after starting
a four-year degree). The fact that other countries do not have a similar two-tier college
structure, or not one that is nearly as well developed, could thus also potentially
explain why educational ambition seems to be higher in the United States than
elsewhere.

Finally, the proportion of children who drop out of college before graduation
is very high in the United States by international standards. This is demonstrated in
Figure 3. Almost half (44 percent) of those who enter college in the United States leave
without a bachelor’s degree. The only country with a higher noncompletion rate is
Italy, with the cross-country average standing at 32 percent. This is perhaps not sur-
prising, given the high cost of college in the United States (see Appendix A) but may
also have important implications for the accuracy of young people’s educational plans.
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In particular, it may be that many teenagers who expect to obtain a four-year bach-
elor’s degree in the United States do actually enroll upon such a course. Indeed,
Reynolds and Pemberton (2001) find that the proportion of U.S. children expecting to
complete college is roughly in line with actual college entrance rates. But many then
leave college without a formal qualification, leading to the large gap between educa-
tional expectations and eventual attainment. This will cause the United States to stand
out as a country where many young people’s educational ambitions are not met.

Unfortunately, PISA and TIMSS contain limited information on children’s back-
ground (e.g., there is no information on ethnicity), making it difficult to establish
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empirically the reasons why American children hold less realistic educational expecta-
tions than young people in other developed countries. Similarly, as TIMSS and PISA
are cross-sectional rather than longitudinal studies, one can only speculate as to the
long-run implications of American children having particularly misaligned educa-
tional goals. However, trying to explain why the educational plans of American teenag-
ers are less realistic than those of young people elsewhere in the world, and developing
a better understanding of the long-run consequences of this for American society, is an
important direction for future research. This may draw upon more detailed panel data
sets from a smaller number of strategically selected countries, in an attempt to isolate
the causal contextual factors behind what I have found.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS

What do these findings imply for public policy? Answering this question involves
weighing the social benefits of young people holding ambitious educational plans
against the potential harm that misaligned expectations may cause. As noted in the
introduction, many sociologists believe that high expectations have a positive effect
upon children’s lives (Sewell et al. 1970; Wigfield 1994). Arguably, the results presented
in this article could thus be interpreted as positive for the United States, with little
need for policymakers to intervene. Yet, Schneider and Stevenson (1999), Reynolds
et al. (2006), and Wrosch et al. (2007) have all argued that high expectations may be
counterproductive if they are not properly aligned. The large discrepancy between edu-
cational expectations and academic achievement may therefore have negative conse-
quences for American society, and hence is something that policymakers should seek to
address.

For example, a great deal of government money is currently being spent on young
people who are academically ill-prepared to cope with the demands of college. This
includes the provision of financial aid, mainly to disadvantaged groups, and remedial
courses to all low-achieving children regardless of their socioeconomic background.
Indeed, $237 billion of college aid was distributed in the 2011/12 academic year alone
(College Board 2012), while one in three first-year undergraduate students took a
remedial course (National Center for Education Statistics 2012:table 243). Many
of these teenagers may enter college in order to fulfill their ambitious educational
expectations—even though their inadequate academic preparation means they are
highly likely to drop out. In increasingly austere times, policymakers must consider
whether financial aid and remedial education for students with little chance of
completing college is the best use of financial and human resources. I thus advise
policymakers to heed the call of the OECD (2011b:49) and consider “whether the
current balance between support for basic skills in school as opposed to developmental
postsecondary education represents an optimal use of resources.”

Recent studies have also shown that employers are not satisfied with the quality
of vocational trainees in the United States (OECD 2011b). The short supply of voca-
tionally educated, technically skilled high-school graduates is a particular problem
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in certain geographical areas; the OECD (2011c) highlights South Carolina as an
example. This may be because many young people who are well equipped to undertake
vocational training are reluctant to do so because of its low prestige, and so turn to
college education instead. Yet, college may not be appropriate for these individuals,
leading to regret later (Reynolds et al. 2006). The widespread misalignment found in
this article suggests that such “lost talent” from the vocational sector could be a par-
ticularly big problem in the United States compared with other developed countries.
Policymakers should therefore consider strategies to raise the prestige of vocational
training, so that young people see it as a viable alternative to college. Unfortunately,
funding for high school vocational training programs, which have typically served as a
conduit to postsecondary vocational training and work placements, is being cut (The
Economist 2010; Education Insider 2011; Rich 2011). Without government interven-
tion to change this situation, it is unlikely that the status of vocational education will
improve within the foreseeable future.

How do policymakers bring children’s educational expectations into closer
alignment with their actual academic abilities? One option is to raise academic skills
and better prepare young people for college—particularly those from less fortunate
backgrounds. This will improve alignment without reducing ambition, which may
have important benefits, as previously noted. This would be both an equitable and
efficient solution, helping disadvantaged children to achieve more in school while
also raising productive capacity in the U.S. economy via boosting the aggregate level
of skill.

Alternatively, one could take the view that young people, particularly disadvantaged
low achievers, are simply unrealistically ambitious and that educational expectations
therefore need to be altered. Consequently, policymakers may seek to help young
people better understand the realities of their educational and occupational options, so
that they can develop the appropriate skills for the future. This includes providing
higher quality career guidance (OECD 2011b) and promoting the benefits of alterna-
tive educational routes in schools, such as vocational training. Although this may be an
efficient solution, in that young people may choose more appropriate educational
pathways, it may not lead to greater equity between socioeconomic groups. One danger
is that by tempering expectations during secondary school, social reproduction via
the American education system becomes further entrenched. Policies designed to alter
educational plans therefore need to be handled with care. Disadvantaged young people
in particular need to understand that they are able to access college, but also that there
are other possible routes to success.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

For almost half a century, a substantial body of sociological research has focused on
children’s educational expectations as a key causal determinant of academic and labor
market attainment. Yet, more recently, some preeminent sociologists have argued that
American teenagers may have become detached from reality—that their expectations
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are now so high that they are unrealistic. This has led some to question whether it will
lead to inappropriate educational choices and have a negative impact upon later labor
market success. There has, however, been little attempt to put these problems into a
comparative context. Do American children overestimate their chances of completing
college by more, on average, than their peers in other developed countries?

I have addressed this issue throughout the course of this article. My results suggest
that although the college expectation–attainment gap is not unique to the United
States, it does seem to be bigger in this country than elsewhere. Even more worryingly,
the United States has a particularly high proportion of vulnerable children (low achiev-
ers from working-class backgrounds) who believe that they will obtain a bachelor’s
degree. This group is among the most at risk of holding expectations that are not later
met, and thus of the negative consequences that this may entail. This should concern
policymakers, as it may mean that a particularly large number of disillusioned youth
emerge in the United States who have been unable to fulfill their ambitious educational
goals.

It is important to recognize, however, that at least some of my results could be
interpreted in a rather different way. For instance, one might argue that the high ambi-
tion of American youth demonstrates a willingness to work hard at school and to reach
for challenging goals. Similarly, in the context of status attainment research, the com-
paratively small gap in expectations between advantaged and disadvantaged groups
could be taken as an indication that the United States is doing particularly well at
limiting one of the key factors behind intergenerational persistence of social status.
Thus, based on the results of this article, one is unable to definitively conclude that the
high and unrealistic expectations of American youth are necessarily a bad thing. But
the article has demonstrated how important it is for the academic community to build
a better understanding of such issues, as any problems that are caused by unmet or
unrealistic expectations are likely to be particularly prevalent in the United States.
Indeed, the unrealistic expectations of American youth may help to explain the recent
disappointing performance of this country in terms of educational outcomes, such as
the moderate position in the OECD PISA rankings and the high college dropout rate.
Further work along the lines of Reynolds and Baird (2010); Rosenbaum (2011); and
Domina, Conley, and Farkas (2011) should thus be considered a priority for American
sociological research.

The other important point to draw from this study, particularly for international
readers, is that the social and economic relationships that hold in the United States
do not necessarily generalize to other parts of the developed world. A significant pro-
portion of the theoretical and empirical work exploring the link between expecta-
tions and attainment has been based upon the experiences of American children.
Yet this research has illustrated that the expectations of American youth are system-
atically different from those held by young people in other countries. Thus a cross-
national study, exploring how the link between expectations and attainment varies
across developed nations, is an important and largely neglected topic that is ripe for
future work.
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NOTES

1Bruce and Yearley (2006:130) describe habitus as “a set of acquired principles of thought,

behaviour and taste that generates social practices and is particularly associated with a certain

social class. It is described as a person’s own knowledge and understanding of the world.”
2Low-achieving children with parents from professional backgrounds expecting to complete

college may also be a problem; although this group may be able to afford to attend college, they

are just as unlikely to keep up with the academic demands. However, I choose to focus on low-

achieving children from disadvantaged backgrounds because they face two significant barriers

to entry (lack of adequate academic preparation and lack of finances) rather than just one.
3Around one in ten children picked the “don’t know” category in the United States. In this

article, I do not consider this as missing data. Rather, I view it as a legitimate substantive answer

for children to provide, indicating that they have not committed to the educational path they

are going to take.
4Reading and science were also covered in the PISA 2003 study but in a lot less detail than math.

All of the results presented are robust to the use of reading or science test scores instead of

math test scores. Results are available from the author upon request.
5I experimented using the other plausible values and by running five separate models and aver-

aging the estimated coefficients and standard errors. Results are very similar to those presented.
6An absolute skill threshold refers to children scoring below a certain number of points on the

test. In PISA, for instance, the survey organizers define any child scoring below 420 test points

as in achievement “level one.” The implication of using such an absolute threshold is that the

proportion of children defined as low achievers will vary across countries. Results using this

absolute skill threshold are available from the author upon request.
7In TIMSS, the only information available on family background are children’s reports of

parental education and only in a selection of countries. On the other hand, PISA contains

detailed information on parental occupation in all participating nations.
8As this information is based upon children’s reports, measurement error may be a concern.

However, Jerrim and Micklewright (2012) have investigated this issue with specific reference to

the PISA data set. They find a strong correlation between child and parent reports of father’s

occupational status in the 10 countries with data available.
9Approximately 10 percent of the U.S. sample is defined as working class, 60 percent as interme-

diate, and 30 percent as professional class. Figures for the OECD as a whole are approximately

15 percent working class, 65 percent intermediate, and 20 percent professional class. The social

class distribution in England, Canada, and Australia is comparable to that in the United States,

perhaps because of the similar labor market structures.
10Maternal and paternal occupation may have independent influences upon children’s educa-

tional expectations, and the relative importance of each parent may also depend upon the
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gender of the child. Here, I use the higher of the two to create a broad measure of socioeco-

nomic background, though note that distinguishing between the impact of mothers and fathers

is an important issue worthy of further research.
11There has been some debate as to whether comparing logit coefficients across groups is

an appropriate empirical strategy (Allison 1999; Hauser and Andrew 2006). A few alternative

approaches have been suggested, although none has been universally accepted (Williams 2009).

Consequently, I have used a nonparametric approach to test the robustness of my results. The

main conclusions drawn remain largely intact (results available from the author upon request).
12This measure is more attractive than alternatives such as the odds ratio and marginal effect

(predicted probabilities), as it is linear, can take values at any point along the real number line,

and is not sensitive to the point on the logistic distribution at which estimates are produced.

Log-odds are therefore not influenced by differences between countries in the absolute propor-

tion of children who expect to complete college.
13It is also interesting to note that 50 percent of low-achieving children from the professional

group expect to obtain a bachelor’s degree in the United States—a greater proportion than in

most other developed countries. Although these young people may be able to afford to attend

college, they are still unlikely to have the academic ability to do so. This group may therefore

also undertake inappropriate educational pathways (potentially leading to a waste of human

and financial resources).
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APPENDIX A. KEY FEATURES OF THE TERTIARY EDUCATION SYSTEM
ACROSS A SELECTION OF OECD COUNTRIES

TABLE A1. Key Statistics of College across Countries

Factors considered for entry

Average annual

tuition fee

(US$ PPP)

Odds of entering

higher education by

parental education

Internal

rate of

return

Grades Ethnicity

Family

income

Applicant

letter Public Private Low Medium High %

Australia No Yes Yes Yes 4,222 9,112 0.47 1.12 1.85 9.8

Austria — — — — 859 235–

11,735

0.40 0.80 2.04 10.6

Canada — — — — 3,774 — 0.22 0.69 1.57 10.8

Czech Republic Yes No No No 0 — 0.32 1.11 2.43 19.7

Denmark Yes No No Yes 0 — 0.59 0.76 1.26 7.9

Finland Yes No No Yes 0 — 0.43 0.64 1.47 10.9

France Yes No Yes Yes 1,127–

8,339

1,127–

8,339

0.38 0.93 1.99 9.9

Germany Yes Yes No Yes — — 0.42 0.70 1.69 9.6

Hungary Yes No Yes No — — 0.33 1.23 2.41 24.8

Iceland — No No No 0 8,433–

12,650

0.73 0.83 1.36 —

Ireland No No Yes No 2,800–

10,000

— 0.62 1.17 1.77 12.8

Italy Yes Yes No No 1,289 4,741 0.46 1.52 2.54 8.1

Netherlands Yes No No No 1,861 — 0.50 0.88 1.51 7.9

New Zealand — — — — 3,031 — 0.21 0.41 1.94 6.1

Norway Yes Yes No No 0 5,503 0.39 0.79 1.39 6.1

Poland Yes No No No — 1,889–

2,537

0.43 1.34 1.97 23.4

Portugal Yes No No No 1,259 — 0.65 1.92 3.28 18.5

Slovakia — — — — 2,707 — — 0.82 2.40 24.2

Spain Yes No No No 1,052 — 0.51 1.41 2.26 9.3

Sweden Yes No No Yes 0 — 0.52 0.98 1.43 6.4

Switzerland — — — — 889 7,342 0.34 0.85 1.59 —

United Kingdom Yes No No Yes 4,731 — 0.61 0.91 1.59 7.4

United States Yes No No Yes 6,312 22,852 0.29 0.74 1.58 11.5

Notes:

1 All tuition fees reported in U.S. dollars (converted by the OECD using an index of purchasing power parity [PPP]).

2 Odds greater than 1 correspond to an above-average chance of entering higher education. Odds below 1 correspond to

a below-average chance of entering higher education.

3 Higher values of the internal rate of return suggest higher economic value (this includes both private and social costs

and returns).

4 Data for England, Scotland, and Northern Ireland are not available separately. Information is therefore presented for

the United Kingdom as a whole.

5 Source: OECD 2012 (http://www.oecd.org/edu/eag2012.htm).
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APPENDIX B. EDUCATIONAL EXPECTATION QUESTION IN THE PISA AND
TIMSS DATA SETS

PISA
“Which of the following do you expect to complete?” [emphasis in original question]
Lower secondary education (middle or junior high school)
Upper secondary education (high school)
Post-secondary non-tertiary (vocational/technical certificate after high school)
Tertiary “type b” education (associate degree)
Tertiary “type a” education or higher (bachelor’s degree or higher)

TIMSS
“How far in school do you expect to go?”
ISCED level 3 (finish high school)
ISCED level 4 (finish vocational/technical education after high school)
ISCED level 5B (finish community or junior college)
ISCED level 5A (complete a bachelor’s degree at a college or university)
ISCED level 6 (beyond a bachelor’s degree)
I don’t know

APPENDIX C. DO YOUNG PEOPLE EXPECT TO OBTAIN A POSTGRADUATE
QUALIFICATION?

In TIMSS, children were asked what level of education they expect to complete.
Response options included (i) a bachelor’s degree and (ii) a qualification beyond a
bachelor’s degree. In the main body of the article, I combined these two response
options into a single category (bachelor’s degree or higher) for consistency with the
PISA data set. However, this strategy has its limitations, including the loss of potentially
interesting information. For instance, it could be that children in the United States are
particularly likely to expect to obtain a qualification beyond a bachelor’s degree (e.g.,
an MSc or PhD), thus causing the expectation–attainment gap to be even bigger.

Table C1 presents the percentage of children who expect to obtain (i) a bachelor’s
degree only and (ii) a postgraduate qualification. Results are stratified by academic
ability, with low achievement defined as scoring in the bottom national quartile of
the TIMSS math test. Low achievers can be considered to hold particularly misaligned
expectations—despite struggling at high school, they nevertheless believe that they will
obtain a postgraduate qualification. Educational expectations are again extremely high
in the United States. Almost 30 percent of the low-achievement group expect to com-
plete a postgraduate degree compared with 13 percent in Norway, the country ranked
second in the table, and a cross-country average of just 7 percent. This supports one of
the main conclusions reached in this article—educational expectations are particularly
poorly aligned with actual academic ability in the United States, and more so than in
other developed countries.

John Jerrim Unrealistic Educational Expectations

The Sociological Quarterly •• (2013) ••–•• © 2013 Midwest Sociological Society 33



TABLE C1. The Percentage of Children Expecting to Obtain a Postgraduate Qualification

Bachelor’s degree

(ISCED 5A)

Postgraduate qualification

(ISCED 6)

Low

achievers

Not low

achievers

Low

achievers

Not low

achievers

United States 32 35 29 45
Norway 22 32 13 22
New Zealand 5 12 12 22
Sweden 12 22 8 17
Italy 20 40 8 22
Czech Republic 3 13 7 30
Hungary 11 28 7 36
England 4 15 6 23
Australia 7 19 5 17
Scotland 13 37 2 9

Notes:

1 “Low achievers” are defined as those children scoring in the bottom national
quartile of the PISA math test.

2 Data sorted by the postgraduate qualification, low achievers column.
3 In the Netherlands, separate information was not collected for the “bachelor’s

degree” and “beyond bachelor’s degree” categories. This country has therefore been
excluded.

4 Source: Author’s calculation based upon the TIMSS 2007 data.
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APPENDIX D. PARAMETER ESTIMATES FOR THE OLS REGRESSION MODEL
OF CHILDREN’S PISA MATH TEST SCORES

Table D1 provides parameter estimates from the OLS regression model of children’s
PISA math test scores. The column labeled “professional class” reflects the difference in
test performance between children from working-class and professional backgrounds.
These figures are used as the x-axis coordinates in Figure 2.

TABLE D1. Parameter Estimates from the OLS Regression Model of PISA Math Test Scores

Intermediate

class

Professional

class

Gender

(male) Immigrant

Intermediate*

Imm

Professional*

Imm

Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE Beta SE

US 40.6 6.3 76.8 7.3 7.6 2.6 –17.1 11.7 1.3 12.2 13.0 13.5

NI 46.2 5.6 88.0 7.3 6.0 6.9 13.7 11.3 –16.6 13.6 –11.0 14.3

Sco 34.6 6.1 69.0 7.2 5.3 3.5 –0.3 17.5 18.3 18.1 22.5 18.9

Eng 42.1 5.2 87.9 6.8 5.9 4.9 1.6 12.2 3.9 13.6 –6.7 14.6

Swz 21.8 5.6 49.0 6.3 17.2 3.9 –65.9 7.5 18.4 8.8 43.9 9.0

Swe 26.6 6.1 72.5 6.9 6.4 2.8 –27.5 13.8 –9.8 13.8 16.4 15.6

Esp 31.9 3.3 62.1 5.5 8.9 2.7 –36.0 9.4 16.4 9.9 31.9 14.6

Slov 45.9 5.0 92.1 6.8 15.9 4.0 7.1 13.1 –8.7 14.6 –16.5 16.4

Port 39.2 3.9 100.2 7.5 8.2 2.8 –20.3 11.7 –1.1 8.6 –2.0 15.9

Pol 37.7 3.9 102.2 6.1 4.5 2.9 — — — — — —

Nor 21.1 5.7 61.9 6.2 8.2 3.1 –16.7 14.8 –8.6 15.9 0.9 16.7

NZ 30.4 6.2 72.1 7.4 11.9 4.5 –12.8 11.2 9.4 11.0 13.1 12.7

Nld 42.8 5.4 79.8 7.5 5.1 3.7 –34.4 13.1 –5.8 12.9 8.8 15.7

Ita 34.1 4.2 86.0 7.3 19.7 5.5 23.5 11.3 –21.0 11.6 –64.9 19.9

Ire 39.1 4.4 74.5 6.0 15.8 4.1 2.4 9.7 –2.0 10.9 –2.9 12.0

Ice 16.8 7.0 40.2 7.4 –15.1 4.2 –9.7 17.5 –5.8 18.2 24.4 20.0

Hun 38.6 6.2 104.5 8.8 5.7 4.0 –11.4 18.8 4.3 20.4 41.2 25.4

Ger 42.8 5.7 90.6 7.3 12.0 3.7 –54.8 8.4 1.9 8.9 21.0 13.6

Fra 40.7 5.9 79.0 8.1 7.1 3.6 –34.5 9.5 10.4 8.6 18.9 12.0

Fin 16.7 3.8 56.5 4.2 5.0 2.2 –21.9 18.9 –10.3 19.5 –30.4 20.3

Den 31.8 5.2 69.9 6.4 15.8 2.7 –29.7 11.5 –1.6 12.1 –1.7 14.7

Cze 49.4 5.7 99.6 7.9 14.3 3.9 –5.2 14.9 –16.8 15.6 2.4 19.5

Can 27.8 3.1 58.8 4.5 11.1 2.1 0.2 6.7 0.4 7.0 3.1 7.7

Aut 27.2 4.6 59.7 6.5 10.2 5.9 –41.7 8.9 –2.2 9.0 29.4 12.3

Aus 40.4 4.2 78.1 4.8 7.1 3.1 –1.7 6.4 1.9 6.8 7.2 7.4

Notes:

1 Reference groups are as follows: social class = working class; immigrant status = country native; gender =
female.

2 “Beta” refers to the parameter estimates (in log-odds) and “SE” the standard errors.

3 Immigrant coefficients not estimated for Poland due to small number of observations.

4 A list of country abbreviations can be found in Table 1.

5 Figures refer to differences in terms of PISA math test scores.

6 Source: Author’s calculations based upon the PISA 2003 data set.
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APPENDIX E. COLLEGE EXPECTATIONS FOR DIFFERENT CLASS AND
ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT GROUPS

TABLE E1. The Percentage of Children Who Expect to Obtain a Bachelor’s Degree—Stratified

by Social Class and Academic Achievement (PISA)

Low achievement Not low achievement

Working

class

Intermediate

class

Professional

class

Working

class

Intermediate

class

Professional

class

United States 39 45 50 55 69 76
Canada 34 38 53 56 65 81
Finland 32 34 50 45 53 68
Australia 32 39 54 55 68 83
Italy 23 35 70 42 57 86
Ireland 22 28 41 45 62 71
New Zealand 17 19 26 31 41 57
Sweden 17 19 35 25 34 55
Scotland 15 20 33 43 59 75
Netherlands 12 10 17 27 48 63
Portugal 10 21 40 46 63 81
Spain 9 17 29 41 61 81
Denmark 8 9 18 20 28 49
England 7 9 14 20 33 46
France 7 8 19 32 39 59
Norway 6 10 24 14 26 43
Northern Ireland 6 10 22 21 38 54
Slovakia 5 12 24 25 52 73
Hungary 5 17 40 39 63 89
Austria 4 5 12 15 27 47
Germany 4 3 5 9 19 46
Iceland 4 14 22 30 39 55
Poland 4 10 26 18 37 62
Switzerland 4 4 7 9 19 36
Czech Republic 3 8 24 19 41 71

Notes:

1 “Low achievement” is defined as the bottom national quartile of the PISA math test
distribution.

2 Data sorted by the low achievement, working class column.
3 Source: Author’s calculation based upon the PISA 2003 data set.
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