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Abstract. Life and career trajectories are becoming ever more unpredictable
in modern liquid societies. As a result, a new paradigm, implicit within the
constructivist and narrative methods for career intervention, is currently
emerging. The constructs of identity, adaptability, intentionality, and narratability
contribute to the formulation of a new model for comprehending vocational
behaviour, namely, career construction theory. Guidance throughout life is
important to strengthen attention/support for pupils at all times in their lives and
not only at critical moments. The personal, academic and career goals of the life
design and the perception of family support of the immigrant pupils of
compulsory secondary school need to be studied in order to guide them properly.
The research aims to analyze: a) the academic and career options of the
immigrant pupils at the end of compulsory secondary education, b) the academic
expectations that they perceive in their parents, c) the goals which they prioritize
in their life design and d) the differences in their decisions, perceived family
support and the goals of their life design according to area of origin. The sample
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in the research work consisted of 803 immigrant students enrolled in secondary
schools in the Canary Islands (Spain). We designed ad hoc the Academic-
Employment Guidance Questionnaire to collect the data. The results show that:
1) Europeans and Latin Americans perceive more family support, prioritize
academic goals and base their career choices on their interests and job
opportunities; 2) Africans perceive less family support, prioritize career goals and
base their career choice based on the ease and lower economic cost of the
studies. The implications of socio-cultural factors in shaping the life design of
immigrant students are discussed. Guidance programs should address the
decision-making processes from an intercultural and socio-economic perspective
which would favour a critical review of the life design.

Keywords. Family Support, Life Design, Guidance, Immigrants, Secondary
Education.

Resumen. Las trayectorias vitales y profesionales cada vez son más
impredecibles en sociedades regidas por la modernidad líquida. Bajo el paraguas
del constructivismo y los métodos narrativos está surgiendo un nuevo paradigma.
Los constructos de identidad, adaptabilidad, intencionalidad y narrabilidad
sustentan un nuevo modelo para comprender la conducta vocacional denominada
teoría de la construcción de la carrera. La orientación a lo largo de la vida enfatiza
la atención/apoyo al alumnado no solo en los momentos críticos sino en todo el
ciclo vital Las metas del diseño de vida, así como la percepción de apoyo familiar
de los alumnos inmigrantes de educación secundaria obligatoria necesitan ser
analizadas para poder orientarles de manera adecuada. Nuestra investigación tiene
como objetivos explorar: a) las decisiones académico-profesionales de e los
alumnos inmigrantes, b) las expectativas académicas percibidas en sus padres, c)
los objetivos que priorizan en su diseño la vida y d) las diferencias en las
decisiones, el apoyo percibido y los objetivos priorizados según la zona de
procedencia. En el estudio participaron un total de 803 estudiantes inmigrantes
matriculados en centros de secundaria de las Islas Canarias (España). Para la
recogida de la información se diseñó ad hoc el Cuestionario de Orientación
Académico-Laboral. Los resultados muestran que: 1) los alumnos europeos y los
latinoamericanos perciben más apoyo familiar, priorizan metas académicas y basan
sus decisiones académico-laborales en sus intereses y en las oportunidades de
trabajo; 2) los alumnos africanos perciben menos apoyo familiar, priorizan metas
laborales y basan sus decisiones en la facilidad y menor coste económico de los
estudios. Los factores socio-culturales tienen consecuencias para la conformación
del diseño de la vida de los alumnos inmigrantes. Los programas de orientación
deben abordar los procesos de toma de decisiones desde una perspectiva
intercultural y social que contribuya a una revisión crítica del diseño de vida. 

Palabras clave. Apoyo Familiar, Diseño de Vida, Orientación, Inmigrantes,
Educación Secundaria.
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Introduction

According to OECD data (2014) more than half the increase in the foreign
population of the European Union during the past decade is concentrated
in Southern European countries. Spain has long been a magnet for
immigration where the exorbitant growth of economic sectors such as
construction and services produced a «pull factor»; the expectation of a
better life fostered the influx of Latin American, European (especially
from Eastern Europe), North African, sub-Saharan and Asian immigrants.
As a consequence of the present economic situation, the migration into
Spain has gone down. However, this migration is still high, with about
200,000 immigrants arriving in Spain every year. Despite the reduced
inflows of economic immigrants, the number of family members
accompanying the immigrant workers is higher than it was in 2007
(OECD, 2014).

The growing presence of immigrant students in the classroom and the
development of intercultural education in Spain has led to the creation of
numerous studies on: a) educational intervention models; b) learning the
vernacular language; c) the schooling of immigrant students; d) immigrant
families; e) the attitudes of educators towards cultural diversity; f) teachers
and their initial and continuing training; g) the role of educational agents
(García Rubio and Bouachra, 2008). However, there has been little research
on academic-work expectations, perceived family support, the decision
making process and the life design of immigrant students. 

The Canary archipelago is a strategic location between three
continents: America, Africa and Europe. The number of foreign residents
in the Canary Islands in January 2013 was 396,170, i.e., 18.74% of the
population (National Statistics Institute, 2013). Europeans account for
44.07% of these immigrants, 41.73% are Latin American, 9.06% are African
and 5.06% are Asian. According to data from the National Statistics
Institute (2013) 40,602 migrants residing in the Canary Islands are aged
between 0 and 19 years. 

The family reunification of immigrants has led to an increase in the
number of children of school age. Most immigrant students (89.04%) are
enrolled in state schools and a minority (11.06%) attends private schools
(Canary Institute of Statistics, 2013). This circumstance has influenced the
nature of schooling in the Canary archipelago where it has been necessary
to strengthen educational measures to take diversity into account. 
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State educational centres have to meet the needs of an increasingly
pluralistic student population. The growing presence of immigrant pupils
in compulsory and non-compulsory education requires a perspective of
education to be adopted which: a) gives answers to an increasingly
ethnically and culturally diverse society; b) goes beyond the purely school
setting to connect with the socioeconomic and cultural reality; c) assumes
the challenge of educating for cultural diversity (UNESCO, 2006; Osuna,
2012). School, and society as a whole, must be governed by the logic of
cultural mix; this is the only way to achieve, as Morin (2001) says, the
«ethics of understanding» between people from different cultures. The
mono-cultural teaching-learning materials have not helped to promote
intercultural education; the intercultural approach aims to integrate
contents relating to cultures which are different to the majority in the
school into the curriculum.

Our research aims to analyze the personal, academic and career goals
of the life design of immigrant students. In particular the following
specific goals are addressed: 

To analyze the students’ decisions at the end of compulsory
secondary education. 
To examine the reasons which lead to students to opt for a particular
career
To study the academic expectations which students perceive in their
parents.
To study the goals which students prioritize in their life design.
To analyze the differences in the decisions, perceived family support
and goals of the life design of students according to the area of
origin.

Antecedents

Our lives and careers are becoming ever more unpredictable in modern
liquid societies characterized by uncertainty (Bauman, 2000; Giddens,
1991; Savickas et al. 2009). According to Castells (1998) in order to
successfully navigate our journey through life we need to know who we
are and where we came from in order not to get lost on the way to our
destination; i.e., we need to build our identities and design our life. 
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The theories of career development face a crisis. A new paradigm,
implicit within the constructivist and narrative methods for career
intervention, is currently emerging (Savickas, 2012). According to this
paradigm, life design should concentrate on identity rather than
personality, adaptability rather than maturity, intentionality rather than
decidedness, and stories rather than scores. The constructs of identity,
adaptability, intentionality, and narratability contribute to the formulation
of a new model for comprehending vocational behaviour, namely, career
construction theory. According to Savickas et al. (2009) the psychological
theory of vocational behaviour follows from an epistemological position
called life designing, which concentrates on contextual possibilities,
dynamic processes, nonlinear progression, multiple perspectives, and
personal patterns in relation to career. This constructionist perspective
highlights flexibility, employability, commitment, emotional intelligence,
and lifelong learning.

Pupils in secondary education have to make their first academic and
career decisions. The decision to further their education or to enter the
labour market has implications for the future of indigenous and
immigrant pupils (Santana & Feliciano, 2006; 2009). In order to make
appropriate decisions pupils must: a) know themselves; b) have good
self-esteem; c) look for information on the different academic and career
options, d) realistically weigh up what they want and can be or do
(Bryant, Zvonkovic & Reynolds, 2006; Santana, Feliciano & Cruz, 2010).
The goals which people intend to reach at a certain age and in a given
context influence their future life. The degree of satisfaction in different
areas of their lives will be modulated by how they approach those goals
(Castro & Díaz, 2002).

Confidence in education and family support are critical to the
academic expectations and achievement motivation of children (Cheng
& Starks, 2002; Glick & White, 2004; Davis-Kean, 2005; Yamamoto &
Holloway, 2010). Guidance throughout life is also important to strengthen
attention/support to pupils at all times in their lives and not only at critical
moments. Watts, Sultana & McCarthy (2010) point out that since 2000
lifelong guidance activities have increased in the European Union to meet
European guidelines on guidance. In another work, Watts & Sultana
(2004) mention the idea that career guidance is considered a public good,
associated with policies related to learning, the labour market and social
equity. Guidance activities integrated into the curriculum are being
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reconsidered in the policy framework of lifelong learning, active labour
market policies and the concept of sustained development. 

Several investigations have focused on the construction of ethnic
identity, performance, the academic backgrounds and expectations of
social promotion of immigrant students (Aguado, Ballesteros, Malik, &
Sánchez, 2003; Marjoribanks, 2003; Buendía, González, Pozo & Sánchez,
2004; Briones, Arena & Tabernero, 2005; Feliciano, 2006; Feliciano &
Rumbaut, 2005; Esteve, Ruiz & Rascón, 2008; Portes, Aparicio, Haller &
Vickstrom, 2010; Bang, 2011; Minello & Barban, 2012; Alonso & Simón,
2012; Azolini, Schnell and Palmer, 2012; Meunier, de Coulon, Marcerano
& Vignoles, 2013). The results of these works show that: a) There are
differences between the academic expectations of students by region of
origin and family socioeconomic status. b) The integration of students in
the school context is associated with high social self-efficacy, beliefs about
their academic ability and positive expectations of the future. c) The
pupils have difficulties building their identities when they come across
differences between the cultural values of their community of origin and
the values of the host society. d) Pupils with a culture similar to that of
the host society opt for the strategy of acculturation or assimilation. e)
Immigrant pupils have difficulties in the promotion between educational
stages; this is especially the case in the North African and sub-Saharan
pupils, as well as those from lower socio-cultural levels. f) The pupils
who are most involved in school activities are those who feel more
supported by their parents. g) The satisfaction and academic performance
of the pupils, as well as their disruptive behaviour, are related to family
attitudes towards schoolwork and perception of the motivational
atmosphere of the class. 

The differences between the academic expectations of immigrant
pupils are reported in the study of Buendía et al. (2004). The North
African pupils aspire to find employment and value education as the way
to enter the labour market. There is a high level of motivation to pursue
further studies in the group of Latin American pupils. Pupils from Eastern
Europe aspire to gain training before entering the labour market by
attending technical college, non compulsory secondary education or
university. According to authors such as Portes & MacLeod (1996), Vaillet
& Caille (1999), Levels & Dronkers (2008) or Cebolla (2011), performance
and academic expectations of immigrant pupils are more related to the
immigration status of the pupils than with ethnicity.
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The employment and academic trajectories of immigrant pupils are
plotted in compulsory secondary education. Decisions at this stage of
education are linked to the social and economic situation of their families,
academic performance, personal expectations and perceived family support.
The purpose of going on to further study or entering the labour market can
only be understood within the overall goals of the personal life plan. The
personal, academic and career goals of the life plan and the perception of
support of the immigrant pupils of compulsory secondary school need to
be studied in order to guide them properly in their choices.

Methods

Sample

The sample in the research work consisted of 803 pupils in compulsory
secondary education attending four state schools in the Canary Islands
which were selected according to the following criteria: a) The schools
agreed to participate in a publicly funded research project; b) twenty
percent of their pupils were immigrants and; c) they were in rapidly
expanding peripheral urban areas. The distribution of the sample
according to sex was 52.7% male and 47.3% female; 54.7% were enrolled
in the first and second years of compulsory secondary education and
45.3% are in the third and forth years. The pupils’ ages ranged between
11 and 19 (X

–––

: 14.27; S: 1.48); 81.1% are in the 13-16 age interval. The
distribution of the sample according to the origin of the participants was
71.7% Latin Americans, 18.9% Europeans, 6.6% Africans and 2.7% Asians.

Instruments

The Academic-Employment Guidance Questionnaire (AEGQ) was
designed ad hoc. The questionnaire consisted of 15 multiple choice
questions. Information dimensions from the AEGQ are: a) Personal
Characteristics; b) Decision making at the end of compulsory education;
c) Career expectations; d) Perceived academic-employment expectations
of the parents; e) Academic performance; f) Perceived family support; g)
Life plan goals; h) Clarity of the life plan.
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The AEGQ includes a question to examine the importance of different
reasons for career choice. The question contains 19 items with 4 response
alternatives scoring 1 (not important) to 4 (very important). The nineteen
reasons were selected based on the results of several focus groups
conducted with immigrant and non-immigrant students in compulsory
secondary education. Applying a Cronbach á gave a coefficient of internal
consistency of 0.63. As regards the internal structure, the KMO test gave
a value of 0.845 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (p <0.000).
Extraction of the matrix components generated 5 dimensions that explain
48% of the total variance and that group reasons concerning: F1) money,
prestige and stability; F2) innovation; F3) altruism; F4) ease/accessibility
of the studies; F5) career interests. 

An adaptation of the Figuera, Darias & Forner Scale (2003) is used for
the analysis of perceived emotional family support. The scale contains 4
items with 4 response alternatives scoring 1(strongly disagree) to 4
(totally agree). The application of Cronbach’s á gave a coefficient of 0.72.
The KMO test yielded a value of 0.749 and test of sphericity was
significant (p <0.000). Principal component analysis produced a single
factor explaining 54.96% of the total variance. 

A scale to study the degree of priority for the life design of academic,
personal and professional goals was included in the AEGQ. The scale
contains 33 goals, with 4 scoring options from 1 (no priority) to 4 (high
priority). The targets were selected from the results of several discussion
groups with immigrant and indigenous secondary school pupils. The
application of the Cronbach á gave a coefficient of 0.811. The KMO test
gave a value of 0.840 and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (p
<0.000). The extraction of the component matrix generated 9 factors
accounting for 56.37% of the total variance and grouped the goals as
follows: 1) Ideal life model, 2) family, 3) prestige, 4) altruism, 5)
employment, 6) leaving home, 7) migration, 8) studies and 9)
entrepreneurship. 

Procedure

The questionnaires were handed out in the schools by their counsellors
and applied in each group by the teachers in the timetabled tutorial
sessions. All questionnaires were completed anonymously. Data
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collection was conducted during the 2011–2012 academic year.
Permission to conduct the research at secondary schools was obtained
from the competent authority. The data reported in this study forms a
part of a larger study, which is tracking the career development of
children in the Canary Islands.

The data analysis consists of the following: descriptive statistics;
Cronbach α; Principal Component Analysis; contingency tables; χ2 and
Contingency coefficients; the Mann-Whitney U test, and Kruskal-Wallis H
test. These analyzes were performed using the SPSS.21 program.

Results

Decision making

Nearly two thirds (62.9%) of the immigrant students chose to do non
compulsory secondary education; vocational training (intermediate level)
were only chosen by 10.7%. Table I shows the distribution of the pupils’
decisions according to their continent of origin. The χ2 and Contingency
coefficients show a significant association between both variables (χ2

27.804, Contingency coefficient 0.183, sig.=0.006). The European and
Latin American pupils prefer to do non compulsory secondary education;
whereas a larger percentage of Asian and African pupils chose to work
or do technical training or do not have a clear idea in this respect.

TABLE I. Pupils’ decisions at the end of compulsory secondary education

The pupils’ decisions tend to coincide with their parents expectations.
Most pupils perceive a preference for non compulsory secondary
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education in both parents. The χ2 and Contingency coefficients show a
significant association between both variables (paternal expectations: χ2

32.393, Contingency coefficient 0.206, sig. < 0.006; maternal expectations:
χ2 49.865, Contingency coefficient 0.245, sig. < 0.000).

A high percentage of European, Latin American and Asian pupils think
their parents prefer non compulsory secondary education; a large
percentage of African pupils perceive a preference, in their parents, for
vocational training, employment or other alternatives, as private
academies or studying for civil service entrance exams etc. (see Table II). 

TABLE II. Perceived paternal and maternal expectations

Career choice

The European (78.4%) and Latin American (79.5%) pupils have a clearer
idea about their future careers than the African (66.7%) and Asian (47.1%)
pupils The χ2 and Contingency coefficients show a significant association
between both variables (χ2 13.093, Contingency Coefficient: 0.133, sig.
<0.004).

More than 60% of the pupils considered personal interests and
abilities, economic gains, helping others, family guidance, enjoying new
challenges and avoiding monotony as quite or very important reasons
when justifying their career choice. A lower percentage of students
considered that social prestige, advice of the counsellor and the ease/low
cost of the training and study courses were quite or very important
reasons (see Table III).
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TABLE III. Quite or very important reasons for career choice 

The Kruskal-Wallis test shows significant differences in the following
reasons between the groups: 1) It is connected to my career interests (χ2

11.2181, sig.<0.010); 2) There are a lot of job opportunities (χ2 12.156,
sig.<0.007); 3) The training or study courses do not require a lot of money
(χ2 10.421, sig.< 0.015); 4) I think I am able to do the courses for this
career (χ2 13.450, sig.=0.004); 5) The training or study courses are easy
to pass (χ2 10.823, sig.< 0.0013); 6) I will be able to work in innovative
activities (χ2 11.007, sig.< 0.012). 

The contrasts between groups using the Mann-Whitney test showed
significant differences (see Table IV): a) the Latin Americans considered
the interests and career opportunities, the ability to pursue studies and
the innovative nature of the career to be more relevant than other groups;
b) the Europeans put more weight on professional interests than the
Africans; c) the Africans put more weight on the ease and lower cost of
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the studies than the other groups; d) the Africans thought the innovative
nature of the profession and the ability to do the courses were more
important than the Asians. 

TABLE IV. Reasons for career choice (Significant Contrasts. Mann-Whitney test)

Perceived emotional family support

The Kruskal-Wallis test shows significant differences between group
regarding the perceived support in the family (χ2 33.375, sig.< 0.000). The
contrasts between groups using the Mann-Whitney test showed significant
differences. The degree of perceived support is highest in the Latin
American students (Europeans/Latin Americans: AR 293.21–332.29; Z -
2.155; sig.< 0.03); (Latin Americans/Asians: AR 278.10–87.84; Z -4.982;
sig.< 0.000); (Latin Americans/Africans: AR 284.21–283.34; Z -2.658; sig.
< 0.01). Perceived support is progressively lower in the European, African
and Asian students (Europeans/Asians: AR 74.00–31.22; Z -4.126; sig.
< 0.000); (Asians/Africans: AR 18.06–27.06; Z -2.160; sig.< 0.031).
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Personal life design

Table V shows the objectives prioritized by the pupils in their life design
according to continent of origin. The first set of objectives includes the
most important goals for a higher percentage of pupils: work-related
(being a good professional, working in what I like), academic
(completion of secondary education), family (get along with my parents,
help my family), relationships with others (keep my friends) and
consumption (buying a house or a car). In this block of goals, less than
66% of African pupils prioritize the completion of secondary education.
Only work-related objectives are prioritized by more than 80% of Asian
pupils. 

The second block prioritizes altruistic goals (helping the poorest),
academic goals (college completion), social goals (being someone
important) consumption goals (buying everything that I like) or
entrepreneurial goals (having my own business). This block highlights
the fact that over 80% of African pupils prioritize bringing up the children
and helping the poorest, having your own business and being somebody
important.

The third block consists of goals which have the less priority for the
pupils. This block includes independence goals (leaving home or getting
a job as soon as possible), family goals (having a partner, getting married
or having children) and social goals (becoming famous). The African
pupils prioritize the goals most in the third block.
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TABLE V. Priority of personal goals

The results of the Kruskal-Wallis test show significant differences
between the groups of pupils in 18 out off 33 analyzed goals: a) Finishing
secondary school (χ2 28.595, sig.<0.000); b) Having a partner (χ2 17.181,
sig.<0.001); c) Helping my partner get a job (χ2 11.331, sig.<0.01); d)
Having children (χ2 22.275 sig.<0.000); e) Finishing a university degree
(χ2 10.140, sig.<0.01); f) Bringing up my children (χ2 16.454, sig.<0.001);
g) Buying a house (χ2 18.631, sig.<0.000); h) Being someone important
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(χ2 21.353, sig.<0.000); i) Getting married (χ2 19.366, sig.<0.000); j) Having
time for my hobbies (χ2 14.481, sig.<0.002); k) Working in something
where the people get on well (χ2 8.013, sig.<0.05); l) Working in anything
(χ2 10.098, sig.<0.02); m) Being a good professional (χ2 14.036,
sig.<0.003); n) Having a permanent job (χ2 15.530, sig.<0.001); ñ) Getting
on well with my parents (χ2 9.973, sig.<0.02); o) Helping the family
economically (χ2 8.067, sig.<0.05); p) Helping the poorest (χ2 11.753,
sig.<0.01); q) Buying everything I like (χ2 17.240, sig.<0.001).

The contrasts between groups using the Mann-Whitney test showed
significant differences (see Table VI). Academic goals like finish
secondary education and university are more relevant for the European
and Latin American pupils. Family goals (having children, getting
married) are a priority for the African and European pupils. Goals related
to consumption and prestige (buying everything I like, being someone
important) are a priority for the African and Latin American pupils. 
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TABLE VI. Life plan goals (Significant contrasts. Mann-Whitney test)
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As table VI shows goals such as “working in anything” or “helping the
poorest” are more relevant for the African pupils. The Asian pupils place
a low priority on the goals discussed in comparison to the other three
groups.

Discussion and conclusions

Decision making and family expectations

The results of this research are consistent with other studies on non-
immigrant pupils of secondary education. The immigrant pupils share
with their non-immigrant peers a preference to pursue the more socially
valued studies such as non-compulsory secondary education (Santana,
Feliciano & Jiménez 2012; Santana, Feliciano & Santana, 2012). The
decision of attending non-compulsory secondary education, as opposed
to vocational training, is a reflection of the opinion of their parents.
According to Figuera, Torrado, Llanes & Pol (2012), this option
demonstrates the value families place on education as a part of social
promotion. Academic education leading to university is especially valued.
Our results are consistent with those of other studies in which the career
interests of parents modulate the career interests of their children
(Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2005; Wong, Wong & Pen, 2011; Sawitri, Creed &
Zimmer-Gembeck, 2014). The counsellor should design guidance
activities so that the pupils are aware of the influence which the parents’
wishes have on their decision making. 

Permanent job and entrepreneurship in a scrambled time

Job security and comfort at work or stability in social relationships are
priority goals for the pupils. However, in modern liquid societies such
goals are utopian (Bauman, 2000). In a society subject to constant change
where uncertainty prevails in different spheres of life of the people, it is
necessary to review their life goals with students in light of the socio-
economic and cultural reality. As Savikas et al (2009) point out, “today
occupational prospects seem far less definable and predictable, with job
transition more frequent and difficult […] Insecure workers in the
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information era must […] embrace flexibility rather than stability and
create their own opportunities” (p. 2).

Starting up a business is a priority objective for a high percentage of
immigrant students; this entrepreneurial spirit represents new
opportunities for the future. Spain has had a high rate of youth
unemployment and low economic growth after the «housing bubble»
burst, hence the alternative of self-employment is the way many young
people have been able to find paid work. Several authors (Kalantaridis &
Bika, 2006; Neupert & Baughn 2013) report that immigrants have more
initiative to create companies than locals of a country. As mentioned by
Mancilla, Viladomiu & Guallarte (2010) foreigners in Spain show a greater
capacity for entrepreneurship than the Spaniards; therefore being an
immigrant increases the chances of developing a business activity. The
schools should have a relevant role in promoting autonomy and personal
initiative in both immigrant and local students. The teachers and
counsellors should help pupils to foster a spirit of initiative through
curriculum and guidance programs. 

Decision making and family support

The African and Asian pupils perceive less family support than the Latin
American and European pupils. A lower level of family support leads to
pupils having not very ambitious academic and career goals, as well as
an early entrance into the labour market with a low level of education.
According to Figuera & Massot (2013) early entry into the labour market
makes it difficult for young people to return to the classroom. The
problem is not the kind of life design itself, but that of precipitation in
decisions that can condition the pupil’s career trajectory. 

Differences in perceived support are matched by the motivation of
pupils to justify their career choice. The European and Latin American
pupils point to personal interest and their ability to pursue their studies.
They do not perceive the need for rapid incorporation into the labour
market and, therefore, see an avenue to gaining access to better job
opportunities in studies which suit their interests and abilities. The
African pupils consider the ease and lower cost of the studies to justify
their career choice. In the case of these students, the value of the studies
lies in the potential for immediate access to a profession. Although
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education is positively valued by immigrant families, social and economic
circumstances weigh in the decision to enter the labour market. According
to Cardoso & Ferreira Marques (2008), the academic and professional
barriers perceived by these pupils and their families contribute to
impoverishing their vocational aspirations. It is necessary, therefore, to
design guidance activities that enable pupils to analyze the nature of the
academic and professional barriers and to develop strategies to overcome
such barriers. 

Life Design and social status

The perceived support and motivation of the pupils are reflected in the
relevant goals for their life designs. The Asian and African pupils prioritize
“working in whatever” more than other groups and less of them prioritize
“finishing secondary education”. The Latin American and European pupils
consider it important to go to university. These results show how the
groups of immigrant students prioritize different goals in their life
projects; this results in the development of different academic and career
trajectories. Authors such Levels & Dronkers (2008) or Cebolla (2011)
contend that these differences in performance and academic expectations
of immigrant pupils are related with the social status of their families. 

Our results confirm the findings of studies where the immigrant
students’ families usually have high expectations regardless of their origin
(Aguado et al., 2003; Terrén & Carrasco, 2007). As Intxausti, Etxeberria,
& Joaristi (2014:13) state, family expectations may point to hopes and
wishes for a possible social and intergenerational advance and/or
adaptation to the host country. However, the unfavorable socio-economic
conditions of certain immigrant families lead to lower expectations about
academic and career trajectories (Goldenberg, Gallimore, Reese & Garnier,
2001; Buendía et al. 2004; Márquez, 2010).

Life Design, altruism and family responsibilities

Altruistic goals are present in the life design of the immigrant pupils, yet
they have more weight in the African pupils. The socio-economic
difficulties experienced by African pupils may give them a greater
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awareness of the problems of people at risk of exclusion. The analysis of
social exclusion and its consequences in guidance programs should
enable the pupils to understand other realities and reflect on the value of
altruism in their career trajectories. In the same way, the relationship with
their partner and parental responsibilities are more relevant for African
pupils than for other pupils. The medium-term effect of this type of
objectives in the life design of men and women should be reflected upon.
The analysis of the impact that family goals have on academic and career
decisions of boys and girls should be performed from a gender
perspective.

The results highlight the need to develop in pupils the self-analysis,
the creation of realistic life projects and autonomous decision-making.
By means of the « life-long learning» approach pupils will acquire: a)
greater autonomy to set and question their life project, linking past and
present experiences with the future, and b) a better understanding of
their environment and the changes they must make to create an optimal
planning of their life design (Romero et al., 2012). Guidance programs
should address the decision-making processes from an intercultural and
socio-economic perspective which would favour a critical review of the
life design. According to Osuna (2012), the experience of cultural and
social difference is a source of educational enrichment. 

Counsellors can help reduce inequalities and promote social justice
by being aware of the importance of socio-cultural factors (Müller, 2014).
State education, where most immigrant pupils go to school, has the
responsibility and the challenge of helping them to clarify their life
design. The personalized attention/support that pupils receive in tutoring
and counselling is a good way to give a fitting educational response to
the needs of immigrant pupils.

Limitations and prospects 

The findings of the study should be considered in light of several
limitations. The low percentage of Asian and African participants does
not allow the generalization of the results; it is necessary to perform
further studies with larger samples of immigrant pupils from the said
areas. Such studies could be used to confirm the trends observed in the
priority goals of the life designs and to go deeper into the factors that

Santana Vega, L. E., Feliciano García, L. and Jiménez Llanos, A. B. PERCEIVED FAMILY SUPPORT AND THE LIFE DESIGN OF IMMIGRANT PUPILS IN SECONDARY EDUCATION

Revista de Educación, 372. April-Jun 2016, pp. 32-58
Received: 30-07-2015    Accepted: 26-11-2015

51



contribute to model these designs. The present work has some limitations
such as those identified by Sovet & Metz (2014): Western career theories
and guidance strategies generally promote individualistic Western values,
such as self-development, self-determination and the setting of personal
goals; on the other hand these theories do not incorporate more
collectivist values, which are typical of other cultures. The Asian pupils
give a low priority to most of the goals analyzed in the study compared
to the other three groups. One should be cautious when a Western frame
of reference is used to interpret the career decision process of teenagers
brought up in an Eastern culture. The particular profile of this group
should be more carefully considered in light of their social and family
characteristics (Sovet & Metz, 2014). 

The research work reported here opens new avenues to study the life
designs of immigrant pupils. It would be advisable to approach the
following questions with this kind of pupil from a quantitative and
qualitative perspective: 1) Are there differences in the life designs of
immigrant pupils who have gone back to school and pupils doing
technical training courses or non compulsory secondary education? 2)
How do immigrant pupils defend how they prioritize the goals in their
life plan? 3) Are there gender differences in the configuration of the
immigrants’ life design? and if there are differences, what are the factors
underlying them? 5) How can the perspective of intercultural education
be incorporated into the processes of educational and vocational
guidance? Understanding the process of career decision-making in
immigrant pupils and setting guidelines for educational and vocational
guidance, which incorporate the intercultural dimension of education, is
a promising field for future research.
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