
 
 

 

Secondary Publication 

Schmaus, Miriam; Olczyk, Melanie; Neumeyer, Sebastian; Will, Gisela

High realistic aspirations : Do normative pressures overthrow rational 
calculations? ; Applying the model of frame selection to the educational 
aspirations of immigrant and majority students in Germany

Date of secondary publication:   22.03.2024

Version of Record (Published Version), 

urn:nbn:de:bvb:473-irb-944442Persistent identifier: 

Article

Primary publication 
Schmaus, Miriam; Olczyk, Melanie; Neumeyer, Sebastian; Will, Gisela (2024): „High realistic 
aspirations : Do normative pressures overthrow rational calculations? ; Applying the model of 
frame selection to the educational aspirations of immigrant and majority students in Germany“. 
In: Rationality and society, Vol. 36, Nr. 1, pp. 34-65, London [u.a.]: Sage, doi: 
10.1177/10434631231208989.

Legal Notice 
This work is protected by copyright and/or the indication of a licence. You are 
free to use this work in any way permitted by the copyright and/or the licence 
that applies to your usage. For other uses, you must obtain permission from 
the rights-holders. 

This document is made available under a Creative Commons license.

The license information is available online:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode

https://doi.org/10.1177/10434631231208989
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode


Article 

Rationality and Society 
2024, Vol. 36(1) 34–65 
© The Author(s) 2023 High realistic 

aspirations – Do Article reuse guidelines: 
sagepub.com/journals-permissions 
DOI: 10.1177/10434631231208989 normative pressures 
journals.sagepub.com/home/rss 

overthrow rational 
calculations? Applying 
the model of frame 
selection to the 
educational 
aspirations of 
immigrant and 
majority students in 
Germany 

Miriam Schmaus 
Western Norway University of Applied Sciences (HVL), Bergen 

Melanie Olczyk 
Martin-Luther-Universitat¨ Halle-Wittenberg, Germany 

Sebastian Neumeyer and Gisela Will 
Leibniz Institute for Educational Trajectories, Germany 

Corresponding author: 
Miriam Schmaus, Western Norway University of Applied Sciences, Inndalsveien 28, 5063 
Bergen. 
Email: misc@hvl.no 

https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/10434631231208989
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/rss
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8192-6953
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5320-9076
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4861-2263
mailto:misc@hvl.no
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F10434631231208989&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-11-01


35 Schmaus et al. 

Abstract 
Educational aspirations are of interest to scholars in several disciplines. They 
can affect multiple aspects of educational success and have been shown to 
differ between major social groups. Explanations for educational aspirations 
typically link to two main models of aspiration formation: the Wisconsin 
model (WM) and rational choice theory (RCT). Whereas the WM highlights 
significant others’ educational norms, RCT cites cost-benefit calculations to 
explain how aspirations are formed. As it is still unclear how the two ap-
proaches interrelate, we apply a third model, namely the model of frame 
selection (MFS), which allows the integration of both WM and RCT ar-
guments. In short, it suggests that the importance of others’ educational 
norms moderates the relevance of own cost-benefit calculations. We as-
sume that considering this interrelation is fruitful when explaining aspirations 
in general, and specifically when explaining immigrant students’ aspirations, 
who often perceive high educational obligations by their parents. Using data 
from the German National Educational Panel Study (NEPS), we test 
prognoses derived from the three theoretical models for their relevance 
when explaining the aspirations of Turkish and German students. Results 
indicate that the processes suggested by both WM and RCT shape aspi-
rations. Consistent with the MFS, these processes also interrelate in that 
parents’ educational norms reduce the relevance of students’ own cost-
benefit calculations. This interrelation does not only apply to Turkish 
students but holds for all students in the sample. 

Keywords 
Education, aspirations, immigrants, Wisconsin model, rational choice, 
model of frame selection, Ethnic inequalities 

Introduction 
Educational aspirations are of interest to scholars in several disciplines, 
including social sciences, psychology, and economics. They can affect 
multiple aspects of educational success, such as school performance, track 
allocation, and completion (e.g., Kristen and Dollmann, 2009; Seginer and 
Vermulst, 2002), and have been shown to differ between major social 
groups. Next to aspirational differences related to social origin (e.g., 
Zimmermann, 2020), numerous studies indicate diverging educational as-
pirations between immigrant and majority students: Comparing majority and 
immigrant students with the same academic performance and social origin, it 
is the immigrant students who are more likely to have higher aspirations 
(e.g., Jackson, 2012; Salikutluk, 2016). 
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To understand the formation of educational aspirations and to explain group 
differences in aspirations, two theoretical models are often applied: The Wis-
consin model (WM), which suggests that educational aspirations are formed by 
internalizing significant others’ educational norms (e.g., Sewell et al., 1969); and 
the rational choice theory (RCT), which suggests that educational aspirations 
can be understood as anticipated educational decisions (Kleine et al., 2009; 
Stocke,´ 2014) and formed based on cost-benefit calculations (e.g., Breen and 
Goldthorpe, 1997; Erikson and Jonsson, 1996; Esser, 1999). While commonly 
applied, both approaches faced criticisms and it is still unclear how the two 
models interrelate and under which conditions the main mechanisms of each 
model are more or less relevant for the formation of educational aspirations 
(Barone et al., 2021; Morgan, 1998, 2002; Stocke,´ 2007). 

Against this backdrop, we propose the application of a third, overarching, 
model – the model of frame selection (MFS; Esser, 1999; Kroneberg, 2014), 
which is able to integrate the main ideas of the two previous models (see also 
Morgan, 1998, for early integrative approaches). The MFS thereby, in es-
sence, postulates that individuals can make deliberate rational choices but 
can also ignore certain alternatives if intense emotions, normative ideas, or 
routines have been activated (e.g., Kroneberg, 2014). With regard to the 
formation of educational aspirations, this implies that undertaking cost-
benefit calculations – as suggested by RCT – is less likely when prevalent 
educational norms and expectations of significant others – as suggested by 
the WM – are strongly internalized (see also Stocke,´ 2013). 

Drawing upon data from the National Educational Panel Study1 (NEPS; 
Blossfeld and Roßbach, 2019), we empirically test the prognoses that are derived 
from all three theoretical models of aspiration formation (WM, RCT, MFS). We 
thereby focus on realistic educational aspirations (or expectations) which consider 
crucial constraints, such as financial limitations or academic performance; ide-
alistic aspirations, by contrast, represent educational wishes or hopes, which 
disregard the restrictions posed by an individual’s educational realities. Con-
sidering constraints has been explicitly linked to rational aspiration formation in 
terms of cost-benefit calculations (e.g., Becker, 2010: 5;  Salikutluk, 2016: 584;  
Zimmermann, 2020: 68). If internalized norms truly override cost-benefit cal-
culations, this might have implications for the formation of realistic aspirations. 

We are specifically interested in whether the integrative MFS approach 
can contribute to an explanation of immigrant students’ higher educational 
aspirations. We thereby focus on immigrants from Turkey, as they make up 
one of the largest immigrant group in Western Europe (Guveli et al., 2016) 
and seem to have particularly high educational aspirations (e.g., Salikutluk, 
2016), which persist across generations (Acar, 2018). Moreover, the in-
tergenerational transmission of educational norms and other values seems to 
be a central aspect within the socialization process (Nauck, 1994; Phalet and 
Schönpflug, 2001), and Turkish students have been shown to internalize 
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their parents’ educational goals and strive for intergenerational upward 
mobility (Salikutluk, 2016). Turkish students thus experience normative 
pressures, which may override cost-benefit calculations when forming ed-
ucational aspirations. The integrative approach suggested by the MFS might 
thus be particularly fruitful to explain the higher aspirations of this group. 

In sum, the article contributes to the literature on educational aspirations in 
the following ways: First, building on previous approaches (Morgan, 1998, 
2002; Stocke,´ 2013), it presents a theoretical framework that allows for the 
integration of the main mechanisms of both, the WM and RCT. The main 
strength of the proposed theoretical framework (MFS) thereby lies in the 
modeling of interrelations between the two previous theoretical models (WM, 
RCT). Second, the proposed theoretical framework (i.e., MFS) allows an in-
clusion of the available individual arguments that have been brought forth to 
explain immigrants’ higher educational aspirations (e.g., immigrant optimism; 
Kao and Tienda, 1995) and based on these arguments enables concrete pre-
dictions when educational aspirations are more likely to be formed in terms of 
cost-benefit calculations (RCT) and when they are more likely to be norm-driven 
(WM). Third, the article empirically assesses the explanatory potential of all 
three theoretical models for educational aspirations (WM, RCT, MFS) and 
examines which of the three models is most relevant in the explanation of 
Turkish students’ educational aspirations in Germany. 

The article is organized as follows: firstly, we present the three main 
theoretical models that explain the formation of educational aspirations 
(WM, RCT, MFS) in more detail. In this context, we also discuss why we 
propose the MFS as an integrative model. We then apply the three models to 
the situation of Turkish students in Germany and integrate the arguments that 
have commonly been brought forth to explain their higher educational 
aspirations. In line with these considerations, we then derive our hypotheses. 
Secondly, we describe the dataset we use to empirically test these hy-
potheses, alongside the specification of variables and the applied empirical 
strategy. Lastly, we present and discuss the main results, and lay out lim-
itations to and conclusions from our study. 

Theoretical considerations 

Explaining educational aspirations 
When explaining the formation of aspirations at a general level,2 scholars 
typically refer to two main models, namely, the Wisconsin model of status 
attainment and rational choice theory.3 

The Wisconsin model of status attainment. Within the WM, educational norms 
and expectations of significant others are seen as core factors in shaping 
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aspirations (e.g., Sewell et al., 1969, 1970). For students, the WM cites 
parents, peers, and teachers as relevant significant others (Sewell et al., 
1969). Students are then assumed to either imitate the educational norms or 
behaviors of their relevant others (called models) or adapt to the educational 
expectations communicated to them (by definers; e.g., Woelfel and Haller, 
1971: 76). Own educational aspirations are thus formed by attaching im-
portance to others’ educational norms and subsequently internalizing them. 
While early model versions proposed that student aspirations are solely 
shaped by internalizing their significant others’ educational norms, later 
modifications suggest that students also self-reflect and consider their past 
performance (Sewell et al., 1970). Interrelations between norm internali-
zation and self-reflection, however, are generally not explicitly considered. 
For this endeavor an additional, integrative model is necessary. 

Moreover, the WM requires additional arguments to explain how sig-
nificant others’ educational norms come to exist. The original version 
suggests that status maintenance motives are relevant here, with higher 
socioeconomic groups striving to keep their position in society through the 
attainment of academic credentials (Sewell et al., 1969). For immigrant 
families, however, further arguments are necessary to adequately explain 
how educational norms of significant others come to exist. 

Rational choice theory. RCT, in turn, highlights the relevance of students’ 
own reflections when forming educational aspirations. The key as-
sumption here is that educational aspirations reflect anticipated educa-
tional decisions (Kleine et al., 2009; Stocke,´ 2014) and are the result of 
active calculations applied by individuals to maximize their own utility 
(e.g., Breen and Goldthorpe, 1997; Breen and Yaish, 2006; Erikson and 
Jonsson, 1996). In these active calculations, the costs and benefits of 
different school tracks are compared. Potential benefits are thereby as-
sumed to be conditional on the perceived probability of success. The 
perception of costs, for instance, can depend on the economic resources 
available within a family; benefits  may  be shaped by the  status  seen  as  
obtainable through different school tracks and associated career paths. 
The anticipated success probability may, for example, be linked to grades 
and specific skills and abilities. 

In principle, educational expectations of significant others can also be 
included in this framework. Fulfilling others’ educational expectations can 
produce well-being (e.g., Stavrova, 2014), which may increase the perceived 
benefits of attending a certain track. However, the notion of passively 
adapting to others’ educational norms is not directly compatible with the 
rational choice approach. Similarly, this approach cannot explain students’ 
conformity to educational norms that contradict their own cost-benefit 
calculations. Here, too, an integrative model is necessary to explain the 
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conditions and interrelations of automatic norm-driven processes of aspi-
ration formation and reflexively calculated aspirations. 

Moreover, rational choice models also rely on additional arguments to 
explain why the perceptions of costs, benefits, and probability of success 
differ across societal groups. Thus, arguments considering the particular 
situation of immigrants are of specific relevance. 

An integrative approach: Combining assumptions of both the WM and 
RCT. Throughout literature in multiple disciplines, scholars devised different 
theoretical models to integrate aspects of rational decision-making and 
norm-driven motivators, when trying to predict individual action. Social 
psychologists, for instance, famously introduced the theory of planned 
behavior (e.g., Ajzen, 1985, 1988, 1991). The main idea here is that people’s 
intention of taking a certain action is shaped by (a) people’s attitude toward 
that action, meaning people’s favorable or unfavorable evaluation of the 
action in question (Ajzen, 1991: 188) and (b) a social factor termed sub-
jective norm, which refers to perceived social pressures to take up that action 
or not (ibid). Lastly, it includes (c) the degree of behavioral control people 
perceive, which refers to the estimated ease or difficulty of taking that action 
and which is assumed to reflect past experience as well as anticipated 
obstacles (ibid.). In this way, the theory includes aspects of “rational” 
calculations as well as norm-driven motivators that are based on social 
pressures. The theory of planned behavior thereby assumes an additive 
relationship, in which all factors simultaneously contribute to the selection of 
action. 

In a similar way, sociological scholars consider alternative dual-process 
models (e.g., Petty and Cacioppo, 1986; Chaiken, 1980; Kahnemann, 2003, 
see also Miles et al., 2023: 119, for examples of applications) which in-
corporate two ways of processing information – a more automatic or in-
tuitive mode and a deliberate or reflective mode of processing. The current 
debate thereby focuses on the relative weight of each of these two modes 
when selecting an action (Miles et al., 2023: 118). 

Building on these approaches, scholars proposed the model of frame 
selection (Esser, 1999; Kroneberg, 2005, 2014; see also Lindenberg 2008, 
2009, for elaborations of an alternative frame selection mechanism). Just like 
the models stated above, the MFS offers an integrative framework, which 
considers aspects of rational decision-making and norm-driven motivators, 
when trying to predict individual action. We apply this model to integrate the 
two key assumptions put forth by the WM (norm-driven motivators) and 
RCT (reflective calculations) for the following reasons: First, the MFS 
contains a precise rule of how the two modes of reflection interrelate and 
proposes concrete conditions within the “reflection threshold” of when each 
of these modes should be more relevant (e.g., Kroneberg, 2014). Second, 
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while the MFS ultimately aims to explain the selection of an action, it 
explicitly models and formalizes all steps of preceding cognition, which 
allows us to derive concrete assumptions about the formation of aspirations, 
which are a cognitive construct in nature. Last, the MFS proved fruitful in 
applications that explained the generation of educational aspirations for 
different social origins (Stocke,´ 2013) and is compatible with theoretical 
developments in the sociological literature, while having been built against 
the backdrop of (social-)psychological models, such as the theory of planned 
behavior or dual-process models (Esser, 2001). 

The model of frame selection. In essence, the MFS suggests that people can 
make deliberate reflected choices by undertaking cost-benefit calculations, 
referred to as the rc mode (reflecting-calculating mode). However, when 
emotions, important values or norms are activated, information is more 
likely to be processed in an automatic or spontaneous manner, referred to as 
the as mode (automatic-spontaneous mode; Esser, 1999; Kroneberg, 2014). 
Behind that is the idea of variable rationality in individuals, which is rooted 
in the dual-process theories of cognition (Esser, 1999; Kroneberg, 2014). 
The distinction between reflective and automatic information processing is 
not strictly binary but seen as a continuum, where people have different 
levels of reflection or automaticity in their processing or decision making 
(Kroneberg, 2014). 

Decision-making and the selection of an appropriate action are thereby 
modeled as a three-step process. First, individuals define the situation. Here, 
they choose a mental model for what is currently going on around them 
(called frame selection). Within this situational frame, they then choose the 
most appropriate set of behaviors (called script selection). Out of this be-
havioral set, they choose their final action (called action selection). Each of 
these steps is modeled separately. Later steps, however, include the results of 
the previous processes, so that the selection of any action reflects a path-
dependent process. 

Within this framework, educational aspirations can be understood as 
situational frames (e.g., Stocke,´ 2013), representing mental models of ed-
ucational paths or educational goals between which people can choose. 
Accordingly, we focus on this step of the model. The model here specifies 
concrete conditions under which people are more likely to reflect and 
consciously choose between different frames and under which they are more 
likely to automatically follow internalized norms (Kroneberg, 2014), all 
formalized in the reflection threshold:4 

m > 1  – 
Crc * ðUrc þ CwÞ Popp 
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Applied to the formation of educational aspirations, parameter m then 
represents the initial match of how well the educational path actors initially 
automatically aspire to match their objective realities or their actual life path. 
The model assumes that this match (m), among other things, is shaped by 
how mentally accessible an alternative is or, in our case, how mentally 
accessible a certain educational path is. The right side of the formula captures 
the motivation to overthink the educational path to which people, and in our 
case, students, intuitively and automatically aspire. This motivation is 
shaped by four factors: first, the benefits (Urc) they perceive to gain from 
reconsidering and potentially adjusting the educational paths they initially 
aspired to, for example completing an alternative educational degree or 
entering a different career path. Second, the costs (Cw) students perceive for 
taking a wrong educational path, like psychological stress, family conflict or 
potentially failing in obtaining the aspired degree. These perceived benefits 
and costs are weighted by the opportunities that people have to reflect (popp) 
and the costs associated with reflecting itself (Crc), such as the time and 
energy they have to spend. Put shortly, when applied to the formation of 
educational aspirations, the model suggests that students have an initial 
educational path to which they automatically aspire and reconsider this path 
only if it does not seem to fit their realities very well, if they perceive large 
benefits from other credentials or fear to fail in their current track and have 
the capacity to reflect on their current situation. It also implies that students 
are less likely to consciously reflect upon their initially selected educational 
path, if this path is chronically activated in their environment and thus easily 
accessible, if they perceive large benefits from following this educational 
path and see the costs of being wrong as small. 

Based on the relationship of the parameters as formalized in the reflection 
threshold, the two modes of information processing are theoretically con-
ceptualized as having a moderating effect on each other (e.g., Kroneberg, 
2009: 175ff). Broadly speaking, the more mentally accessible an educational 
path is (m ↑), the lower the perceived gains of reconsidering this path (Urc ↓) 
and the lower the costs for taking a wrong educational path (Cw ↓) the less 
likely students are to “cross-over” into the rc mode and undertake their own 
cost-benefit calculations. Normative pressures of parents to pursue a certain 
educational track thereby can shape all of these parameters that make it less 
likely to cross over into the rc mode, as we will sketch out in more detail in 
the sections below. Empirically this theoretical moderation translates into an 
interaction effect in regression models (ibid.). In these specifications vari-
ables that indicate the normative pressures, which can determine the pa-
rameters in the reflection threshold, are interacted with variables that capture 
factors of rational decision-making, such as costs or the probability of 
success (ibid.; Stocke,´ 2013). 



42 Rationality and Society 36(1) 

As with the other theoretical approaches, the model requires additional 
arguments that explain what affects the model parameters for different social 
groups. In our case, arguments that consider the distinct situation of im-
migrants are of specific relevance. In the following sections we lay out how 
these arguments can be integrated into WM, RCT, and the MFS. 

The case of forming realistic educational aspirations. Conceptually, aspirations 
reflect attitudes towards different goals (Dembo, 1931). Scholars addi-
tionally distinguish between idealistic aspirations, which reflect educational 
hopes that disregard any potential constraints, and realistic aspirations (or 
expectations), which take external restrictions, such as financial burdens or 
school performance, into account (Haller, 1968). Both, WM and RCT have 
been applied to explain the formation of idealistic and realistic aspirations in 
the past (e.g., Andrew and Hauser, 2012; Salikutluk, 2016; Stocke,´ 2013), 
but the models themselves do not explicitly distinguish between different 
aspiration types. However, several scholars have linked the formation of 
realistic educational aspirations to rational aspiration formation in terms of 
cost-benefit calculations, as proposed by RCT (e.g., Becker, 2010: 5;  
Salikutluk, 2016: 584; Zimmermann, 2020: 68). Empirically, however, this 
link has not yet been fully investigated. If internalized norms can override 
cost-benefit calculations under certain conditions – as proposed by the 
MFS – then this should have implications for the way in which the formation 
of realistic educational aspirations is theorized. We are thus particularly 
interested in the process of realistic aspiration formation. 

Applying the general models to the situation of Turkish immigrants 
in Germany 
The country context. The German context is characterized by a highly 
stratified educational system. Students are channeled into different tracks 
based on their school performance at a relatively young age (e.g., Kerckhoff, 
2001). They can thereby enter either upper-level secondary school 
(“Gymnasium”), which aims to qualify students for higher tertiary educa-
tion, or intermediate-level secondary school (“Realschule”) or lower-level 
secondary school (“Hauptschule”), which prepare students mainly for vo-
cational education. In recent years, there has also been a growing share of 
integrative schools that either contain all three tracks (“Integrierte Ge-
samtschule”) or only the intermediate and lower tracks (multitrack schools). 

In Germany, students from immigrant families tend, on average, to be 
disadvantaged with regard to various educational outcomes, like achieve-
ment or attended school types, when compared to their majority peers (e.g., 
Diehl et al., 2016). Overall, there is variation across immigrant groups, 
whereby students of Turkish descent – the largest immigrant group in 
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Germany – are among the lowest achieving groups (e.g., Olczyk et al., 
2016a). A large part of these findings can be traced back to social origin 
(Heath and Brinbaum, 2007). Considering their disadvantages due to social 
origin and academic performance, families of Turkish origin, in particular, 
have been shown to make more ambitious transitional choices and to prefer 
the academic track (e.g., Kristen et al., 2008; Kristen and Dollmann, 2009). 
These tendencies are often assumed to be linked to the particularly high 
educational aspirations of this group (Kristen and Dollmann, 2009). Realistic 
educational aspirations of Turkish immigrants are thereby considerably 
higher than those of other origins (Salikutluk, 2016). 

Throughout literature, there are several arguments that specifically 
relate to the aspiration formation of immigrants, which have also been 
applied to the Turkish group (Neumeyer et al., 2022). For Turkish 
children particularly, prior research demonstrated the relevance of so-
called immigrant optimism when forming realistic aspirations (e.g., 
Salikutluk, 2016). Having largely immigrated as labor migrants, one of 
the main migration motives for Turkish immigrants in Germany should 
be a desire for upward mobility (Relikowski et al., 2012). For many first-
and sometimes second-generation Turks, this goal cannot be fulfilled 
(e.g., Heath et al., 2008); thus, this aim is passed on to future gener-
ations, along with the notion that educational success is key to obtaining 
this social mobility. Prior research suggests that parents’ expectations 
towards their children regarding educational achievement and inter-
generational mobility seem to be an important factor in the socialization 
process within Turkish families in Germany (Nauck, 1994; Phalet and 
Schönpflug, 2001; Stanat et al., 2010). Turkish children can feel ob-
ligated to their parents (e.g., Vedder and Oortwijn, 2009), internalize 
their parents’ high educational goals, and strive for intergenerational 
upward mobility. 

Arguments on embeddedness in co-ethnic networks have also been 
suggested (e.g., Bankston, 2014; Coleman, 1988). The ethnic networks 
surrounding a family may reinforce high educational goals through shared 
values, social control, and the provision of resources (Zhou, 1997). The latter 
is seen as particularly relevant when forming realistic aspirations. Since 
Turkish migrants form the largest immigrant group in Germany, and of-
tentimes concentrate in West German urban centers due to the specific 
recruitment processes in the course of guest worker immigration (e.g., 
Drever, 2004), ethnic embedding could play a role for Turkish immigrants 
when forming realistic aspirations. 

In addition, arguments on information deficits about the education system 
of a receiving country have been brought forth (e.g., Relikowski et al., 2012). 
It has been suggested that immigrant families may have incomplete or 
inaccurate perceptions of the prerequisites that are required in different 



44 Rationality and Society 36(1) 

school tracks and that they may be less familiar with alternative educational 
paths, such as vocational education. Turkish immigrants, specifically, have 
been shown to be less familiar with the vocational education system in 
Germany, as dual education is less prevalent in Turkey and thus seen as less 
prestigious (Kristen et al., 2008), which could contribute to the formation of 
realistic aspiration within Turkish families. 

Further arguments relate to the anticipation of blocked opportunities. 
Immigrant families might fear discrimination on the labor market, which can 
bring about educational overcompensation and an increased hope for the 
protective effects of higher education (e.g., Jackson, 2012; Sue and Okazaki, 
2009). For Turkish families, such fears may contribute to the formation of 
realistic aspirations, as the Turkish group is exposed to actual discrimination 
(e.g., Kaas and Manger, 2012) and negative attitudes in the German context 
(e.g., Steinbach, 2004). 

Lastly, relative status maintenance motives have been suggested, 
meaning parents’ wish for intergenerational mobility in regard to their 
relative socioeconomic position in their origin country (e.g., Engzell, 
2019). Despite the low absolute level of education of the former 
Turkish guest workers compared to the German majority population, 
recent research has shown that this immigrant group holds higher 
educational degrees than a large part of the remaining population in 
Turkey (Schmidt et al., 2021). The relative status maintenance motive 
may thus matter for Turkish immigrants in Germany when forming 
realistic aspirations. 

While empirical evidence has suggested that arguments regarding im-
migrant optimism help to explain the higher aspirations of ethnic minorities,5 

specifically of Turkish descent, evidence on other mechanisms is mixed and 
partly inconclusive (e.g., Salikutluk, 2016; Teney et al., 2013). The existing 
studies, however, sometimes struggle to adequately measure the main 
mechanisms of all proposed arguments. 

In sum, these arguments explain separate, individual aspects of why 
Turkish immigrants have high realistic educational aspirations. To under-
stand how these processes translate into systematic differences in realistic 
aspiration formation between Turkish and majority students in Germany, 
they have to be integrated into the three general models of aspiration 
formation. 

Integrating arguments about the situation of Turkish students into the 
WM. Within the WM framework, arguments on the specific situation of 
Turkish students are relevant only for explaining why the educational norms 
of students’ significant others may be different from those of the majority 
population. For Turkish parents, immigrant optimism should particularly 
foster high realistic aspirations (see above); other arguments, such as relative 
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status maintenance, anticipated discrimination, network structures, or in-
formation deficits may additionally corroborate this tendency. The WM 
suggests that students attach importance to the educational norms of their 
significant others, like their parents and form their own aspirations by 
imitating or adapting to these educational goals. We thus expect that if 
students predominantly form their realistic aspirations as proposed by the 
WM, parents’ aspirations for their children explain most of Turkish students’ 
(high) realistic aspirations (H1). 

Integrating arguments about the situation of Turkish students into RCT. Within 
the rational choice framework, arguments about the specific situation of 
Turkish students explain why the results of cost-benefit calculations for 
different school tracks may differ between Turkish and majority stu-
dents. For Turkish students, being able to achieve the upward mobility 
desired by their parents (immigrant optimism) should increase their 
perception of the benefits associated with higher school tracks. Con-
versely, it may also increase the perceived psychological costs for 
entering lower school tracks, by deviating from their parents’ ideals. 
Other arguments, when relevant,  should also work by affecting the  
different model parameters. Information deficits regarding the standards 
required for higher school tracks, or the resources and role models 
available through ethnic networks should increase the perceived 
probability of success in higher tracks; relative status maintenance and 
anticipated discrimination should increase the perceived benefits as-
sociated with higher school tracks. 

Based on the main assumptions of RCT, all aspects of individual realities gain 
relevance only by shaping one or more of the model parameters. In our case, they 
become relevant for the perception of the costs, benefits, and probability of 
success associated with different school tracks. If students, thus, predominantly 
form their realistic aspirations as proposed by RCT, we expect that the result of 
students’ own cost-benefit calculations for different school tracks explain most of 
Turkish students’ (high) realistic aspirations (H2). Additional normative pressures 
that go beyond the model parameters are not expected based on RCT. 

Integrating arguments about the situation of Turkish students into the 
MFS. Arguments of both the WM and RCT can be integrated in the MFS. In this 
case, the existing, individual arguments on the specific situation of Turkish 
students  are linked to the  reflection threshold within the MFS. With this, they can 
explain the conditions under which Turkish students are more likely to attach 
importance to the educational norms of parents when forming realistic educational 
aspirations (WM) and when they are more likely to consciously reflect upon their 
educational paths (RCT). The conditions within the reflection threshold thereby 
suggests an interdependent relationship - the more importance students attach to 
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the educational norms of parents, the less likely they are to cross the reflection 
threshold and enter the reflective-calculating mode, where they apply their own 
cost-benefit calculations. In sum, the existing individual arguments on the specific 
situation of Turkish origin students reduce the likelihood to cross over into the 
reflective-calculating mode, and instead increase the likelihood of forming norm-
driven aspirations for Turkish origin students: 

As mentioned above, striving for upward mobility seems to be prominent 
within the socialization process of Turkish families (Nauck, 1994; Phalet and 
Schönpflug, 2001). The importance of high educational credentials and 
school success should therefore be very present in verbal and nonverbal 
interactions of Turkish families. Consequently, higher educational paths 
should be chronically activated and hence easily accessible for Turkish 
students and be perceived as a part of their future realities (m ↑). In addition, 
compliance with or fulfillment of their parents’ expectations may be con-
sidered so important that the benefits of considering other educational paths 
seem small (Urc ↓). Similarly, the costs of being wrong when pursuing this 
path may be perceived as negligible (Cw ↓). 

Other arguments specific to the situation of Turkish immigrants should 
corroborate this tendency: Information deficits, for instance, can decrease the 
notion of being wrong when choosing higher tracks (Cw ↓); relative status 
maintenance, anticipated labor market discrimination and embeddedness in 
co-ethnic networks that share high educational goals can increase the chronic 
accessibility of higher school tracks (m ↑). In addition, embeddedness in 
these networks should decrease the benefits of educational paths that deviate 
from the educational norms in these networks (Cw ↓). 

The MFS thus provides three main implications: 

First, it suggests that the mechanisms of the WM and RCT are both relevant to 
explain Turkish students’ (high) realistic aspirations on aggregate (H3a). 

Second, it suggests that the mechanisms of the WM and RCT are interde-
pendent, in that the importance that students attach to significant others’ 
educational aspirations moderates the likelihood of applying their own cost-
benefit analyses for different school tracks (two-way interaction, H3b). 

Third, as Turkish children seem to perceive a particularly strong obligation to 
fulfil their parents’ educational expectations, we, lastly, assume that parental 
educational norms are more likely to overthrow students’ own cost-benefit 
calculations for Turkish compared to majority students (three-way interaction, 
H3c). 

Table 1 summarizes the central ideas of all described approaches and the 
associated methodological implications. 
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Table 1. Overview of theoretical approaches and methodological implications. 

Theoretical Explanation of aspiration 
approach formation Methodological implication 

Wisconsin 
model 

Rational choice 
theory 

Model of frame 
selection 

Adoption or imitation of 
aspirations of significant 
others 

Cost-benefit calculations 

Significant others’ 
expectations shape the 
relevance of SEU 
calculations 

The high and important 
educational expectations of 
significant others mediate the 
gap in realistic aspirations 
between Turkish and majority 
students. 

Subjective expected utility (SEU) 
parameters mediate the gap in 
realistic aspirations between 
Turkish and majority students. 

The high and important 
educational expectations of 
significant others moderate the 
effect of SEU parameters on the 
gap in realistic aspirations 
between Turkish and majority 
students. 

Source. Own compilation. 

Methods 

Data 
The National Educational Panel Study. To examine the prognoses derived 
from the three theoretical approaches, we relied on the National Edu-
cational Panel Study, a large-scale multicohort panel study in Germany 
(Blossfeld and Roßbach, 2019). Thus far, NEPS data are the only data 
within the German context that contain comprehensive information on 
students’ significant others and their educational norms as well as direct 
measures of rational choice parameters. We analyzed the data of Starting 
Cohort 3 (NEPS-SC3), wave 4 (Grade 8), which is the only wave that 
contains information on all relevant constructs and has a sufficient 
number of immigrant respondents based on the previous refreshment 
sample. In addition, Grade 8 data are fruitful for examining our theo-
retical assumptions. It is close to the end of compulsory education, so that 
students should have developed concrete plans on whether they will leave 
school after this period or whether they can and want to complete higher 
school tracks. Where necessary, we complemented these data with in-
formation from prior waves or collected upon panel entry (see Table 2, for  
a complete overview). 
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Sample selection. We excluded students from special needs institutions 
(“F¨ =orderschule”), as educational paths can differ for this population (n 
587); thus, their process of aspiration formation may not be fully comparable 
to that of other students in the sample. 

Variables 
Outcome: Realistic educational aspirations. Students were asked about the 
educational degree that they assume they can obtain given all current 
restrictions [Original item: Considering everything you know now: 
What qualification will you actually leave school with?]. Answer  
categories ranged from no degree and lower degrees (e.g., “Haupt-
schulabschluss”) through intermediate degrees (e.g., “Realschulabs-
chluss”) to the highest degree (“Abitur”). As aspirations for no degree or 
lower degrees were overall rare (12.2% when taken together), we di-
chotomized aspirations and distinguished only between aspirations 
towards the highest degree (1 = “Abitur”) and aspirations towards the 
degrees below (0 = else). 

Central explanatory variables. We captured the relevance of parental educa-
tional norms in the following way: First, we considered information on the 
level of parents’ idealistic educational aspirations, as perceived by the 
students [Original item: The following questions concern what your parents 
expect of you in school. Which highest school-leaving qualification do your 
parents wish you obtained? Highest school track (Abitur) vs. lower tracks]. 
Second, we considered the importance that students attach to parents’ ed-
ucational expectations [Original item: How important is it to you overall 
what your parents expect of you in school? Response categories ranged from 
1 very unimportant to 5 very important]. 

Based on this information, we generated a dichotomous variable that 
takes the value of 1 if children perceive that their parents wish them to 
complete the highest school track and this expectation is (rather or very) 
important to the student. In all other instances, it took the value of 0. We 
opted for this combined measure, as the associated theoretical approaches 
WM and MFS state that students’ own aspirations should increase only when 
both conditions (high and important expectations of others) are met (see the 
robustness section below for a discussion on this measure and alternative 
specifications). 

We choose to construct this indicator based on the parents’ aspirations as 
perceived by the children, rather than using the parent’s own reports of their 
educational aspirations for their children. This is because we assume that the 
parental aspirations that children themselves perceive are more relevant in 
shaping their own realistic aspirations than their parents’ self-reported 
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aspirations, which children may not always perceive as such. For a dis-
cussion of this approach, please refer to the discussion section. 

To capture the results of the cost-benefit calculations for different school 
tracks, we calculated the difference between the subjective expected utility 
(SEU) weights for the highest school track (“Abitur”) and the SEU weight 
for the following lower track (“Realschule”), formally written as SEU = 
(pAbitur × UAbitur – CAbitur/2) – (pRealschule × URealschule – CRealschule/2). 

Students were asked about each individual parameter. The utility pa-
rameter was measured with the following question: “How favorable would 
you judge your prospects of obtaining a good job if you were to pass the 
Abitur examination [to obtain the leaving certificate of the Realschule]?” 
The response options ranged from 1 not very favorable to 5 very favorable. 
To measure success probability, students were asked the following: “Re-
gardless of the qualifications that you can actually obtain at your school, 
how likely do you think it is that you can pass the Abitur examination [obtain 
the leaving certificate of the Realschule]?” Answers ranged again from 1 
very unlikely to 5 very likely. Finally, costs in terms of effort were measured 
by the question: “Different school-leaving qualifications require different 
amounts of effort. How much effort would it take you to acquire the Abitur [a 
certificate of intermediate secondary education]?” The answer options 
ranged from 1 very low to 5 very high. 

To generate our measure, we first transformed the values on the three 
main variables—utility, success probability, and costs—from 1 to 5 into 0.1 
to 0.9, to ease the interpretability of the final measure. Second, we generated 
the SEU weights for the two different school tracks. In the last step, we then 
calculated the difference between the two SEU weights, as specified in the 
formula above. Values of the final measure ranged from +1 to –1, where 0 
indicated that the SEU weights were identical for the two tracks in question, 
values above 0 indicated a higher SEU weight for the highest track, and 
values below 0 indicated a higher SEU weight for the lower track.6 

Ethnic origin. Immigrant origin was identified through the country of birth of 
students, their parents, and grandparents (see Olczyk et al., 2016b, for an 
overview). We considered Turkish students up to the 2.75th generation and 
students of the majority population. Third generation students with one 
grandparent born abroad (10.1% of Turkish adolescents) were assigned as 
majority students. 

Controls. In all analyses, we considered the kind of school children attended 
in Grade 8 and distinguished between five main school tracks (Bayer et al., 
2014). Additionally, we controlled for school grades in math and German as 
well as students’ gender. To cover the social origin of students, we con-
sidered parents’ highest EGP class (Erikson et al., 1979), differentiating 
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between service class (I, II), mixed class (IIIa, IVa c, V), and working class 
(EGP IIIb, VI, VIIa, VIIb, including persons who have never been em-
ployed). We did not report the effects of these control variables in our main 
results table (Table 3), yet we provided a full overview of their effects in the 
online appendix (Supplementary, Table S.1). 

Empirical strategy 
To test our theoretical assumptions, we conducted logistic regression ana-
lyses. We thereby regressed students’ realistic aspirations on the perceived 
relevance of their parents’ educational norms (WM, H1; Model 2), on 
students’ own SEU difference between the highest and lower tracks (RCT, 
H2; Model 3), on the additive effects between these two measures (MFS, 
H3a; Model 4), as well as their two-way interaction (MFS, H3b; Model 5) 
and three-way interaction with students’ ethnic origin (MFS, H3c; Model 6). 
To ensure the comparability of coefficients between nested models, we 
compared average marginal effects (AME; see Mood, 2010). 

Missing values. To include cases with missing information, we used multiple 
imputation with iterated chained equations (White et al., 2011). Based on a 
quadratic rule and the highest fraction of missing information in our data, we 
generated 30 datasets (Von Hippel, 2020). We deleted imputations of the 
dependent variable after imputation (Von Hippel, 2007). 

Results 
According to the results presented in Table 3, the probability of aspiring 
towards the highest degree was 10.7 percentage points higher for Turkish-
origin students than for majority students when controlling for current 
academic achievement and background characteristics (see Table 3, Model 
1). This finding corresponded to results of other studies (e.g., Salikutluk, 
2016). 

In the following models, we examined how the three approaches of 
aspiration formation (i.e., WM, RCT, MFS) related to realistic aspirations 
and to the gap in realistic aspirations between Turkish and majority 
students. When considered separately, the indicators for both WM and 
RCT were individually relevant (Models 2 and 3). High idealistic as-
pirations of parents that were seen as important by their child were as-
sociated with significantly higher realistic aspirations of students 
themselves (Model 2). Similarly, SEU calculations favoring the highest 
educational degree also increased realistic aspirations (Model 3). In each 
of these specifications, the aspiration gap between Turkish and majority 
students decreased. Yet, it did not fully disappear. When simultaneously 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/10434631231208989
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considering students’ perceptions of their parents’ aspirations for them 
and students’ own SEU calculations, results indicated that both processes 
were jointly relevant in forming realistic aspirations (Model 4). While the 
SEU calculations seemed to have a larger effect, the perceived aspirations 
of parents significantly shaped students’ realistic aspirations beyond 
students’ own SEU calculations. We take this as a first indication that an 
integrative model might be fruitful to fully capture the processes that are 
shaping realistic aspirations. To test this possibility in more detail, we 
added an interaction effect that modeled an interdependent relationship 
between WM and RCT indicators, as suggested by the MFS (Model 5). In 
line with this, Model 5 indicated that high educational aspirations of 
parents which are seen as important by their children significantly de-
creased the effect of students’ own SEU calculations on their realistic 
aspirations. Figure 1 illustrates the interaction in more detail. Figure 1(a) 
shows that the predicted probabilities of high realistic aspirations in-
creased with the SEU calculations in favor of the Abitur. Further, the 
increase was steeper when perceived parents’ aspirations were low and/or 
unimportant to their child, and it was less steep when perceived parents’ 
aspirations were high and important. In Figure 1(b), we depict the  AMEs  
of SEU calculations separately for both conditions. Note that we esti-
mated effects of smaller SEU changes by 0.1 points as changes of SEU 
calculations by one unit were comparatively large and uncommon. Again, 

Figure 1. Interaction between SEU difference and perceived parents’ aspirations. 
Notes: Predictions and conditional effects based on logistic regressions with 
interaction effects (Table 3, M5). Source: own calculations based on NEPS-SC3. (a) 
Difference of SEU: values above zero indicate a higher SEU of the highest degree 
(Abitur). Values below zero indicate a higher SEU of the lower (intermediate) 
degree. The value 0 indicates identical SEU weights for both degrees. The depicted 
range of SEU values from 0.5 to 0.4 covers about 98% of the sample (predictions for 
the lowest and highest percent are not depicted). 
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we found a significantly decreased effect of SEU calculations when 
perceived parents’ aspirations were high and important (0.052 or 5.2 
percentage points for an increase in SEU calculations by 0.1), compared 
to low and/or unimportant perceived parental aspirations (0.072 or 7.2 
percentage points). The three-way interaction indicated that this tendency 
held true for both majority and Turkish minority students (Model 6, 
Figure 2). While this ran counter to our last prediction (H3c), it also 
suggested that the theoretical specification proposed by the MFS may 
include a general process of aspiration formation that stretches across 
ethnicities. 

In sum, the results suggested that the processes proposed by both the 
WM and RCT were relevant in the explanation of Turkish students’ high 

Figure 2. Interaction between SEU difference, ethnic origin, and perceived parents’ 
educational aspirations. Notes: Predictions and conditional effects based on logistic 
regressions with interaction effects (Table 3, M6). Source: own calculations based on 
NEPS-SC3. (a, c) Difference of SEU: values above zero indicate a higher SEU of the 
highest degree (Abitur). Values below zero indicate a higher SEU of the lower 
(intermediate) degree. The value 0 indicates identical SEU weights for both degrees. 
The depicted range of SEU values from 0.5 to 0.4 covers about 98% of the sample 
(predictions for the lowest and highest percent are not depicted). 
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educational aspirations (Models 2–4). The core contribution of the MFS 
was that it allowed a theoretical specification on how the two processes 
were conceptually interrelated and that it offered concrete predictions on 
whether one or the other mechanism was more or less likely to shape 
realistic aspirations given different external conditions. The interaction 
effect (Model 5) thereby highlighted the main MFS contribution by 
capturing the interdependent nature between parents’ educational aspi-
rations and students’ own cost-benefit calculations in the formation of 
realistic aspirations. Our results also suggested that this interdependence 
applied to majority  and (Turkish)  minority students alike, suggesting a 
more general process of aspiration formation. 

Robustness of the main results 
One point of concern related to the measures that we applied to capture 
the educational norms of significant others. To capture the educational 
norms of parents, we employed a dummy variable that took a value of 1 if 
parents’ educational aspirations are high and parental educational 
expectations in general important to the child and a value of 0 in all other 
cases. While rooted in our theoretical assumptions, the indicator com-
bined information on two different constructs. On the one hand, it may be 
that only one of the two constructs was truly relevant and driving results. 
On the other hand, both constructs may bring about contrasting processes 
that cancel each other out, and, hence, reduce effects of the combined 
variable. To examine these possibilities more closely, we reconducted our 
main analyses and separately considered both constructs that captured 
parents’ educational norms. While the level of perceived parental as-
pirations seemed to be more relevant in shaping students’ realistic as-
pirations, on its own, it did not suffice to alter the relevance of students’ 
own SEU calculations as substantially as when both constructs were 
combined (Online appendix, Table S.2). 

A second point of concern related to the cross-sectional nature of our 
data, as this can allow for effects of reverse causality. In our case, it may 
be that the educational aspirations of parents may not shape student 
aspirations, but students’ own aspirations may influence the educational 
aspirations of their parents. To examine this possibility, we drew upon 
indicators of parents’ educational aspirations from an earlier panel wave 
(wave 2/Grade 6) that chronologically preceded the measurement of the 
dependent variable (i.e., students’ realistic aspirations) by 2 years. While 
effect sizes slightly decreased in this specification, results – by and 
large – remained comparable (Online appendix, Table S.3, Figures S.1 
and S.2). In addition, while – on a conceptual level – reverse causality 
may be plausible in regard to the main effect of parents’ aspirations, it 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/10434631231208989
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/10434631231208989
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/10434631231208989
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may be less likely regarding the main MFS test, namely, the interaction 
between parents’ educational norms and students’ own SEU calculations. 
It seemed less plausible that students’ own SEU calculations moderated 
the extent to which their realistic aspirations affected the aspirations of 
their parents. In addition, the tendency we found in our models, namely, 
that norms seemed to shape the relevance of SEU calculations, was in line 
with previous experimental findings, which struggled less with reverse 
causality (e.g., Kroneberg et al., 2010). 

Against this backdrop, we assumed that our results were not solely driven 
by reverse causality; however, we were unable to rule out such effects 
altogether, so that the cross-sectional nature of our data represented one of 
our limitations. 

Discussion and conclusions 
We tested the empirical relevance of three models of aspiration formation, the 
WM, RCT, and the MFS. We were particularly interested in whether the MFS, 
as an integrative framework, is fruitful to theorize interrelations between the 
WM and RCT and in whether these interrelations help to explain the higher 
realistic aspirations of Turkish immigrants. The hypotheses derived from the 
three approaches have been addressed by analyses using NEPS data. We found 
that the processes suggested by both the WM and RCTseparately shape realistic 
aspirations. Our most striking finding was that the importance that students 
attached to their parents’ educational norms (WM) moderated the relevance of 
students’ own SEU calculations (RCT) for their realistic educational aspirations. 
We take that as an indication that an integrative framework, such as the one 
provided by the MFS, can be fruitful to adequately model (the formation of) 
realistic aspirations. Our results also suggest that the identified interrelations do 
not specifically apply to Turkish origin students but hold true for Turkish 
minority and majority students alike, suggesting that the MFS may capture a 
more general process of aspiration formation. 

Nevertheless, there are limits to our conclusions, which we want to 
mention. Ideally, the propositions of the MFS would have been examined 
within experimental settings. Such designs can be tailored to specifically 
capture the conditions that shape both reflexive and automatic decision-
making processes, for instance, by varying the response time or stakes 
associated with a decision. A survey setting, such as the one implemented in 
the NEPS, allows only a less clear-cut distinction between the two modes of 
reflection. This is because respondents (here, students) are asked about both 
their normative pressures, and their SEU calculations of different school 
tracks. This is not ideal, as the strictest interpretation of the MFS suggests 
that individuals who are facing strong normative pressures (and thus are in as 
mode), do not cross over into the reflective mode and thus should not have 
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undertaken their own SEU calculations. In the extreme, this could mean that 
respondents who are in as mode are “forced” to undertake SEU calculations 
on the spot based on the survey questions they are asked, giving ad hoc or 
biased answers. 

While plausible, we still see merit in this way of testing our main as-
sumptions for three main reasons: First, the arguments above most strongly 
apply to the “ends of the spectrum” of each mode, or, when the two modes of 
reflection are seen as strictly binary. The MFS, however, is based on the idea 
that the distinction between reflective and automatic information processing 
represents a continuum, where people have different levels of reflection or 
automaticity in their processing and decision making (Kroneberg, 2014). We 
thus assume that the majority of people in as mode, who build their aspi-
rations mainly due to normative pressures, still have a rudimentary idea 
about SEU parameters (e.g., how likely it is that they succeed in a certain 
track), these ideas may just be latent, biased, and in sum less relevant for their 
aspiration formation. So, while not ideal, especially at the “ends of the 
spectrum”, we assume that this way of testing, still taps into the interrelations 
assumed in the MFS. 

Second, interactions between indicators of normative pressures and SEU 
parameters based on survey data have been used in prior empirical appli-
cations of the MFS (e.g., Stocke,´ 2013; see also Kroneberg, 2009). 
Moreover, our findings are in line with those of other studies that provided 
indirect evidence for the MFS regarding other societal groups and other areas 
of society (see, e.g., Kroneberg, 2014, for a summary). They also coincide 
with studies indicating that while immigrants often have a higher value of 
education, this value does not shape the formation of idealistic and realistic 
aspirations substantially differently compared to the majority populations 
(Hadjar and Scharf, 2018). 

Third, the placement of survey questions within the NEPS questionnaire 
is conducive to our way of testing. Within the NEPS questionnaire, items 
about normative pressures and educational aspirations precede the items that 
ask about the SEU weights of different school tracks. This should mean that 
even if students in as mode were “forced” by the survey setting to generate 
“ad hoc” SEU weights for different tracks, these newly generated SEU 
weights would not shape their answers about educational aspirations, as 
these items had already been asked. 

Nevertheless, we cannot fully rule out that our findings also partly capture 
some sort of ad hoc effect that was due to the survey setting. Models of 
shifting salience, such as goal-framing theory (e.g., Lindenberg and Steg, 
2007) or accessibility theory (e.g., Higgins, 2012), might be well suited 
when trying to explain which of the two aspects of decision-making (nor-
mative pressures or SEU calculations) is more salient when being interviewed in 
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a survey setting and might also be applied in future specifications. Furthermore, 
our analyses are cross-sectional, foreclosing strong causal claims. 

In addition, we choose to construct our indicator for parental educational 
norms based on the parents’ aspirations as perceived by the children, as we 
assume that children’s own perceptions are more relevant in shaping their 
realistic aspirations than their parents’ self-reported aspirations, which 
children may not always perceive as such. However, children’s perceptions 
may be biased through their own aspirations, as students project their own 
expectations onto their parents. To rule out that this is shaping our results, we 
re-conducted our analyses using parents’ self-reported aspirations. Results 
for the two-way interactions (parental educational norms and students’ own 
SEU calculations) were comparable to the results from our analyses. The 
three-way interactions (including ethnic origin) could not be reliably esti-
mated due to data restrictions, that is very low case numbers of self-reported 
aspirations for Turkish parents. 

Yet, when taken together, our results provide first, tentative indications that 
the MFS may be a useful framework to theorize interrelations between the WM 
and RCT when explaining realistic aspirations and that this process may apply to 
different ethnic groups alike. However, at least two open questions remain. 
While we examine realistic educational aspirations, additional questions related 
to the formation of idealistic aspirations remain unaddressed. Future research 
might, for instance, examine the conditions under which parents and students 
adapt their idealistic aspirations to educational realities. Furthermore, while we 
find indications that parents’ aspirations can shape students’ realistic aspirations, 
it remains open as to why parents themselves showed higher aspirations. This 
path dependency should be considered more thoroughly in future applications. 
In sum however, our results show that the formation of aspirations is a complex 
process that involves, to varying degrees, norms and values as well as rational 
calculations. Research that applies and tests integrative models that theorize 
interrelations between these aspects explicitly should be fruitful to fully explain 
the formation of educational aspirations and group differences in this process. 
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Notes 
1. This paper uses data from the National Educational Panel Study (NEPS): 

Starting Cohort Grade 5, doi: 10.5157/NEPS:SC3:8.0.1. From 2008 to 2013, 
NEPS data were collected as part of the Framework Program for the Pro-
motion of Empirical Educational Research, funded by the German Federal 
Ministry of Education and Research (BMBF). Since 2014, the NEPS is 
carried out by the Leibniz Institute for Educational Trajectories (LIfBi) at the 
University of Bamberg in cooperation with a nationwide network. 

2. On a theoretical level, we are most interested in the process of aspiration formation 
and all associated explanatory models. Due to data availability, however, em-
pirically we were only able to examine students’ actual aspirations and indirect 
indicators for each empirical approach (see also the discussion section). We thus 
cannot directly test the arguments that relate to the formation process itself. 

3. Please note that there is no one WM but rather various path models with growing 
complexity over the years. Similarly, rational choice models vary in their 
specification (e.g., Hoenig, 2019). As key statements and underlying principles do 
not strongly differ across variations for both approaches, we use the umbrella 
terms “Wisconsin model” and “rational choice approach”. 

4. Please note that while explicitly formalized, the mode selection, as captured in the 
reflection threshold, represents a subconscious process (e.g., Kroneberg, 2014). 

5. It must be noted that immigrant optimism cannot be measured directly in most 
existing studies and is usually measured via the aspirations of the parents. As it is 
unclear what parental aspirations actually capture (immigrant optimism and other 
potential explanatory factors) the “true relevance” of arguments related to im-
migrant optimism can thus not be fully inferred from these studies. 

6. Please note that in the employed formula, we divided the costs by two because all 
parameters were rescaled below one, so that when two indicators are multiplied, as 
is the case for p and U, the product’s value decreases. As an example, consider the 
following values: pAbitur = 0.5, UAbitur = 0.7, and CAbitur = 0.5. If p and U are 
multiplied, the result is 0.35. In consequence, costs will (often) have a higher 
weight compared to the multiplied p and U terms if no corrections are considered. 
To counteract such effects, we half-weighted the costs. The results for the SEU 
term remained robust during alternative weighting procedures. 
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Stocké V (2013) Bildungsaspirationen soziale Netzwerke und Rationalitat.¨ In: 
Becker R and Schulze A (eds), Bildungskontexte: Strukturelle Voraussetzungen 
und Ursachen ungleicher Bildungschancen. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für So-
zialwissenschaften, pp. 269–298. 

Stocké V (2014) Realistische bildungsaspiration. In: Danner D and Glöckner-Rist A 
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