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Abstract. Modern scholars agree that a true modernization of the current education system 
in Russia is impossible, unless sufficient attention is paid to the educational plans of high 
school students. This research aims to analyse the influence of social factors on the formation 
of educational plans for students of senior classes of secondary educational institutions. The 
objectives of the study also include a) the study of the entire system of interaction of the 
recorded factors, b) the determination of their potential, and c) the identification of the main 
consequences of the impact of individual factors on the educational plans of schoolchildren. 
The article presents the results of an empirical sociological study of high school students, 
conducted in 2018. There were interviewed 268 people who, at the time of the study, were all 
students of the 11th grade at Barnaul educational schools. The results show that the process of 
formation educational plans occurs under the influence of a variety of factors: the social status 
of parents or guardians of children; the opinions of members of their inner circle; indicators of 
academic performance at school, etc. The authors conclude that the parents’ position and the 
opinion of the friends of a high school student plays a significant role on the child’s future. 
It seems appropriate to carry out such studies in the monitoring mode, not only in the city of 
Barnaul, but also in the Altai Krai as a whole.
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INTRODUCTION

Today, no one can achieve a higher social status without having proper education. 
Education is essential for the society in shaping its human, intellectual, and pro-
fessional potential. Education enables a person to improve a social position. 
Having received good education, a person has more chances to be promoted in 
a successful company, to guarantee a desired level of income, etc. Generally, 
Social Philosophy interprets the problem of choosing educational paths by high 
school students in the context of the search for the meaning of life.

The modern society stipulates its conditions, and young people face the insta-
bility in the socio-economic and political systems, both in Russia and globally, 
when defining their professional activity on the way to choose their educational 
paths. Since it is a complicated task to forecast the further development of Rus-
sia’s international relations and overcome the ongoing consequences of the 2008 
global financial and economic crisis, most young people undergo stress. It is 
extremely difficult for them to answer the question of how they will live in the 
future and what profession they want to choose now. For this reason, the need to 
identify the key factors affecting the process of choosing educational paths by 
high school students, and the peculiarities of their choice regarding their future 
profession are becoming more relevant now.

MAIN PART
The educational path is directly related to the way it is followed, often being 

adjusted throughout the entire process. Accordingly, it is possible to give the 
following definition to the concept of “high school students’ educational paths”—
this is the system of actions taken by high school students, which determine the 
institution to study at and help to choose future professions. The process of form-
ing high school students’ educational paths implies a certain level of their social 
activity, awareness of their interests and abilities from the point of view of further 
education. High school students’ educational paths are formed by a variety of 
social and other factors—the parents’ social status, their education, and the im-
mediate social environment (family members, close relatives, classmates, friends, 
acquaintances, teachers, tutors, etc.), the interests of high school students in 
certain academic subjects and sciences, their level of academic progress in the 
disciplines of the school curriculum, etc.

High school graduates, by virtue of their special, “marginal” social position 
in the social structure of any society, have long attracted keen interest among 
representatives of many social sciences, both abroad and in Russia. Numerous 
sociological researches in the second half of the 20th century resulted in a rather 
painstaking analysis of high school students’ educational paths, nationwide and 
globally. Researchers studied the real possibilities for the practical use of high 
school students’ educational paths. For example, it is now generally accepted that 
a sociological concept developed by A. G. Zdravomyslov is about the triad of a 
young person’s needs, interests and values. Accordingly, these links form a sol-
id unity of subsequent plans for their life [18].
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Speaking of the first Russian sociological works on the subject of high school 

students’ educational paths and their further professional preferences, it is nec-
essary to mention the studies that were conducted by a group of well-known 
sociologists from Novosibirsk supervised by V.N. Shubkin. The scientists con-
ducted annual sociological surveys of high school graduates on the territory of 
the Siberian region during 1961-1991. These empirical studies have provided 
very interesting information about the social phenomenon under study. The au-
thors recorded the results of the questionnaire given to young people over that 
period, concerning the attractiveness of various majors and professions. Unfor-
tunately, the obtained empirical data was analyzed only in the context of the 
dependence of the high school students’ educational paths on the gender and the 
typological characteristics of the settlement. The influence of other factors was 
not studied [11]. Anyway, it was Siberian sociologists who launched the whole 
trend of domestic sociological research of high school students’ educational paths 
in different regions of the country. Thus, M.N. Rutkevich from the Institute of 
Social Sciences of the USSR Academy of Sciences, led a group of young scien-
tists to conduct a sociological study called “School as a factor in changing the 
social structure of the society”. The scientists interviewed more than 10 thousand 
high school graduates from different regions of the country. As a result of the 
study, the authors found that 45% of young respondents at that time were deter-
mined to enter a higher educational institution [8].

The process of studying high school students’ educational paths makes soci-
ologists perform a very special form of sociological research—long-term longi-
tudinal projects. Longitudinal sociological research involves a careful analysis 
of the behaviour of the targeted social group of people when they reach certain 
age lines. The first sociological survey of the kind was conducted in 1966 by 
Estonian scientists supervised by Professor M. Titma. The targeted social group 
was high school graduates of the region under study. The purpose of that project 
was to study the main social strata reproduction processes in the Soviet society 
when high school graduates joined it gradually. The project led to several impor-
tant conclusions. First of all, the researchers found that each social stratum of 
the society forms its own degree of openness for young people with different 
social backgrounds to enter it. Also it turned out that young people fall into a 
certain social stratum of the society as a result of exposure to various factors, in 
particular, the place of residence, the regional differences, and the range of in-
stitutions offered by the existing educational system. In our opinion, a significant 
shortcoming of the longitudinal research project conducted in Estonia by M. 
Titma,  was the fact that the targeted group of young people who graduated from 
high schools did not include all the social groups and strata of young people of 
the same generation in the then existing socialist country [15].

Further, the longitudinal methodology for conducting a sociological study was 
used in the Generation Paths large-scale interregional sociological project. The 
main goal of that sociological research was to study in detail the process of 
choosing higher educational institutions by high school graduates in throughout 
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the country. The results of the conducted sociological research observed the reg-
ularities in the main social strata reproduction processes in the Soviet society 
when high school graduates joined it gradually. The sociologists who conducted 
the research found that higher and secondary educational institutions of the So-
viet Union acted as the main channel through which the outflow of young people 
from the countryside to the city actually took place. In addition, the researchers 
found that young people could not give strong arguments in favour of their future 
profession [13, 14].

Sociological studies of high school students’ educational paths have been con-
ducted for a long time abroad as well (for example, in the works by such authors 
as R. Becker, H. White, A. Thomas, E. Erickson, R. Holton, H. Marsh, J. Wilks, 
and others [1,2,5,7,12,16,17]. The works by these authors destroy the myth of 
equality in the countries of Western democracy. Educational opportunities are 
not equal for young people from different social strata. Moreover, intelligence 
does not play a crucial role in obtaining good education. These studies show that 
a variety of factors influence high school students’ educational paths.

As shown by our analysis of the scientific literature on this issue, a large num-
ber of foreign sociological studies of high school students’ educational paths are 
devoted to studying the influence of the social environment on the creation of 
such paths. A classic example of a typical sociological study is the Wisconsin 
concept of youth’s educational behaviour in the state, developed by the American 
sociologist W. H. Sewell in the 1990s. [9, 10]. The main explanatory category of 
this concept is the term “ my mirror self”: young people make a decision on their 
further education, relying not only on their own ideas about their abilities and 
hobbies, but, above all, on the expectations of the certain social group, i.e. on the 
opinion of individuals who are important for them (“significant others”). In ad-
dition to their opinions, young people are guided by some other spheres of life 
that they consider important in this situation. Thus, a very significant role in 
forming high school students’ educational paths is played by their progress in 
the main subjects of the school curriculum.

We are also interested in the results of American sociological studies of social 
networking where modern young people are involved (works by Joseph Davis, 
Richard Sennett, Frederick Corney, and others). Social networks, as a rule, show 
a very high level of social homogeneity—modern young people often tend to 
communicate with people like themselves. At school, the homogeneity of small 
social groups is observed according to such characteristics as gender, socio-eco-
nomic status, and academic performance. Schoolchildren with “excellent” and 
“good” grades make friends with each other, whereas not very successful students 
also form their own social group, a group of “losers”. The question of the influ-
ence of the social environment on high school students’ educational paths is quite 
traditional for modern sociology. Numerous studies show that if the parents of 
high school students have a high social status and level of education, these stu-
dents are more likely to have high academic performance, they want to achieve 
an education level not lower than that of their parents, and have a profession that 
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gives an appropriate social status. There are many arguments explaining why 
young people from higher social strata “inherit” their parents’ education: their 
large social capital, substantial material resources, diverse connections in edu-
cational institutions of the appropriate level, favourable social and psychological 
situation in the family, etc.

In the beginning of the 21st century, sociologists are returning to the problems 
under study, i.e. how to form high school students’ educational paths. These are 
becoming increasingly interesting from the point of view of sociology as such, 
but not social philosophy or social psychology. Moreover, the subject of research 
is not the nature and individual characteristics of modern young people, but the 
social factors forming high school students’ educational paths.

As mentioned above, the research on high school students’ educational paths in 
Russian sociology is still ongoing. Modern sociologists analyze high school stu-
dents’ educational paths mainly in the context of studying their individual charac-
teristics, the impact of the dominant culture, the existing social norms, etc. The 
concept of “high school students’ educational paths” is viewed today in the context 
of becoming a successful manager, etc., the entry of young people into various 
social and professional spheres of modern Russian society (O. I. Karpukhin, E. A. 
Latuha, T. V. Masharova, I. V. Shiryaeva, and others). The issues of professional 
choice by high school students are studied by such authors as E. M. Borisova, E. 
A. Klimov, L. A. Kravchuk, S. A. Sidorenko, and others. The problems of forming 
high school students’ educational paths are considered by A. E. Golonshtok, E. N. 
Vasilyeva, I. V. Nikanorova, V. A. Polyakova, O. S. Rantsevich, V. S. Sobkina, N. 
A. Sukhanova, and others. Having compared the obtained results with the empir-
ical data from the 1960-1990s studies, a number of authors now talk of the evolv-
ing content of high school students’ educational paths. Today, the majority of high 
school students (about 75%) strive for higher education [6].

Below are the empirical results of studying the influence of various social factors 
forming high school students’ educational paths in the city of Barnaul in 2018. The 
research was carried out among 12 secondary schools of the city. The object of so-
ciological research was eleventh-graders of the indicated schools. The sample size 
is 268 students, including 147 girls and 121 boys. The sample type is a focused 
(non-random, targeted) group, the method of selecting observation units is sponta-
neous. The researchers interviewed all available respondents. The method is a for-
malized interview. The purpose of this study was to analyze the system of social 
factors forming modern high school students’ educational paths, the peculiar influence 
of individual factors on high school students’ educational paths, etc. The researchers 
also conducted an in-depth interview with the experts (42 respondents)—parents, 
teachers, university professors, and representatives of local authorities (target sample). 
High school students’ educational paths, in their most general form, became clear 
after the question: What did you decide to do after school?

As Table 1 shows most high school students of the city of Barnaul (92% of 
respondents) are going to continue to study after school, 6% have not yet decid-
ed what they will do, and only 2% are not going to study further (see Fig. 1). 
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This can be explained as follows. The survey was conducted in the 11th grade, 
whereas students who are focused on vocational education leave school after the 
9th grade. Another explanation of this situation is a relative accessibility (when 
you can pay for education in higher education institutions) and at the same time 
the prestige of higher education in the modern Russian society. It is noteworthy 
that there are few people who want to study at the correspondence department 
of the university and at the same time work immediately after graduating from 
high school—2% of the respondents.

The majority (72%) of the interviewed high school students plan to stay in Barnaul 
after school, 6% want to go to Novosibirsk, 5%—to Moscow, St. Petersburg and 
other major cities of the Russian Federation, 1%—abroad, and 16% cannot say.

Table 1. Distribution of answers to the question What did you decide to do after school? 
(% of the respondents)

Answers %% 

I’m going to enrol in university 76

I’m going to go to college, technical school, secondary vocational 
school 11

I’m going to study in professional school, vocational school, 
professional lyceum 2

I’m going to go work, start my own business 0

I’m going to take short courses and go to work 1

I am going to go to work and study in correspondence department of 
university or vocational school 2

I’m going to go to serve in the army 1

Other answers (going to be a housewife, etc.) 1

I do not know, hard to answer, have not decided yet 6

Total 100

Fig. 1. High school students’ educational paths in Barnaul

Not going to study further

Have not decided yet

Going to study further

2%

6%

92%
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The interview showed that high school students in the city of Barnaul are de-

termined to receive higher education, to enrol in universities majoring in trade 
and services (managers, economists, lawyers, accountants, translators, advertis-
ers, psychologists, freelancers, etc.). The respondents are less focused on blue-col-
lar jobs, not a single respondent expressed any intention to have a blue-collar 
occupation in the near future (see Table 2).

Next, the researchers studied the influence of other factors (academic perfor-
mance, social status and education of parents, opinions of closest social environ-
ment) on high school students’ educational paths. As Table 3 shows, high school 
students’ educational paths are formed under the following significant factors (by 
degree of influence): recommendations by parents and relatives (78%); advice from 
best friends and acquaintances (64%); the same level of the chosen education com-
pared to the parents’ education (62%); high academic performance in the school 
subjects related to the chosen major (61%); the proximity of the chosen major to 
the parents’ profession (60%). Then come the factors such as: the major is inter-
esting for a high school student (47%); the major is recommended by teach-

Table 2. Professional choice of high school students (% of the respondents)*

Desired Profession %%

Teacher 2

Economist, financier, manager, sales representative 24

Lawyer 17

Engineer, technician, technologist, mechanic 12

Architect, construction engineer, designer 5

Journalist, advertiser, PR, translator, linguist 9

Doctor, nurse, medical examiner 10

Specialist in State administration 5

Agricuture 1

Psychologist, social worker 8

Military, police officer, ER 16

Tourism and services 4

Culture, Art, Design 2

Coach 2

Other profession 17

Uncertain yet 5
* The sum of answers is more than 100%, since respondents could choose several professions 

(no more than three).
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ers (36%); the major is supported by the state budget (33%) and is definitely taught 
in Barnaul universities (28%); the major is now one of the most prestigious areas 
(25%); graduates majoring in this field can find a job easily (16%); it is very inter-
esting to study in this area (15%); high school students liked the meeting with 
university representatives (10%); high school students read information about this 
major on the Internet (9%). The research proved that the most insignificant factors 
that have little effect on high school students’ educational paths are the adver-
tisements of the major on the university website (8%); the opportunity to get 

Table 3. Distribution of answers to the question Why do you want to learn exactly this 
field of study (specialty, profession), who or what influenced the formation of your 
plans? (the question was asked to the respondents who intended to continue their educa-
tion; as a percentage of the number of respondents)*

Answers %%

This major is recommended to me by parents, relatives. 78

This major is recommended to me by my best friends and acquaintances. 64

This kind of education matches the education of my parents. 62

I have high academic performance in subjects close to this major. 61

This major is close to the profession of my parents. 60

This major corresponds to my interests. 47

This major is recommended to me by my teachers. 36

There are quite a lot of budgeted places in this area. 33

I choose majors that are taught in universities of the city of Barnaul. 28

This is now one of the most prestigious areas. 25

Graduates of this major are in demand in the job market. 16

It is very interesting to study in this area. 15

I liked the meeting with representatives of the university. 10

I read information about this major on the Internet. 9

I liked the advertisement of this major on the university website. 8

In this area I will be able to get fundamental knowledge. 7

I chose this major according to the results of career guidance tests. 4

Many representatives of my nationality are studying in this area. 3

Other reasons. 34

I do not know, hard to answer. 17

* The sum of answers is more than 100%, since respondents (high school students) could 
choose several answer options (any number).
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fundamental knowledge (7%); the results of tests for vocational guidance (4%); 
the presence of the same nationality (3%). Among other reasons, high school 
students noted “the university is close to the home”; “it is a matter of chance”; 
“they called from the university and invited”; “the major has a nice name”; “I 
want to try myself in this”; “In spite of the parents’ insistence”; “It is easy to 
study there”; “I need a diploma in this area;. 17% of the interviewed high school 
students could not say.

Participating in extracurricular activities and obtaining additional education 
outside school also affects high school students’ educational paths. The most 
“essential” are extra classes in foreign languages, then come clubs (mathemat-
ics, physics, Russian, social studies, and history) and personal interests (tech-
nology, art, sports, etc.). The study showed that participating in extracurricular 
activities contributes to the improvement of academic performance in various 
school subjects.

The family, its composition, is one of the most significant factors determining 
high school students’ educational paths. According to the results of our sociolog-
ical research, the family plays a decisive role in forming high school students’ 
educational paths. The family is the primary social group where young people 
get ideas about worthy life goals and values. The analysis shows that the family, 
in terms of forming high school students’ educational paths, is ahead of the teach-
ers’ councils, the media, advertising, etc.

The parents’ education influences high school students’ educational paths to 
the same extent as the social and professional status of the older generation. Most 
high school students whose parents also have only secondary vocational educa-
tion still aspire to get education in vocational colleges or technical schools. If 
the mother has a higher education, it is likely that a high school student will also 
express a desire to go to university. In particular, 84% of high school students 
whose parents have higher education also seek admission to university. And only 
8% of high school students expressing a desire to study at a university have par-
ents with vocational diplomas or school certificates, 22% of high school students 
have parents with secondary vocational diplomas.

The results of the study show that the parents’ educational level, socio-profes-
sional status, and position have a direct impact on forming high school students’ 
educational paths. Another result of the study was that high school students 
equally take into account the point of view of their friends and the opinion of 
their parents. Moreover, when choosing the path to get higher education, high 
school students are more influenced by their friends who plan to enter a univer-
sity than by their parents’ social and professional status.

The opinion of friends also has a greater influence in comparison with other 
factors, in particular in comparison with academic performance; the gender of 
the respondent and the level of extracurricular activity are less important. Ac-
cording to the data, 50% of eleventh-graders, whose parents have a low social 
status, are unlikely to express a desire to enrol in a university if their friends do 
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not do that; 75% of eleventh-graders may go to university if all their friends are 
willing to do that.

If most friends want to study at a technical school or a vocational college, high 
school students will not go to university even though their parents have higher 
education.

High school students’ educational paths are influenced by their best friends’ 
choices much more than the social status of their relatives. Besides, it can work 
both ways, either concerning studying at a university or a vocational school. 
The results of the study show that high school students in Barnaul think it im-
portant to continue studying. Despite the fact that the respondents had vague 
ideas about the area of   their future professional activity (over 75% of them did 
not work and did not receive a salary), the research showed that high school 
students pay special attention to such facts as the possibility of obtaining a 
higher social status, applying for a prestigious and well-paid job, the possibil-
ity of starting their own business, etc.

The study revealed a controversy about forming high school students’ edu-
cational paths in Barnaul. On the one hand, the majority of the respondents say 
that further education is of high importance for them and express a desire to 
go to university after school. On the other hand, the majority of the interviewed 
students are not at all motivated to study in order to obtain fundamental, 
best-quality knowledge and professional competence. In particular, only 20% 
of the respondents say they are really interested in the school subjects, and only 
10% say they enjoy studying hard. The main goal of every high school student 
when studying at a higher educational institution is to acquire higher social 
positions, but obtaining best-quality knowledge comes second for them.

The study fully confirmed the following hypotheses:
1. The parents’ social status, their level of education, their profession, and their 

opinion are the leading factors in forming high school students’ educational 
paths. In particular, the higher is the status of both parents, the more ambi-
tious are high school students’ educational paths. Thus, when choosing the 
form and level of their further education, high school students strive to 
achieve the socio-professional and educational level of their parents.

2. Forming high school students’ educational paths largely depends on the 
progress in the main academic disciplines of the school curriculum. Extra-
curricular activities help high school students to improve their academic 
performance in the main subjects of the school curriculum, to motivate them 
to continue their education, determining the students’ choice of the major, 
the form and the level of their further education.

3. Extracurricular activities give high school students the opportunity to im-
prove academic performance both directly, by attending tutorials, various 
academic clubs, and indirectly, by increasing their self-confidence in the 
ability to enter a university to receive chosen professions.
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4. Friends’ opinions and advice on further education are other important factors 

in forming high school students’ educational paths. They seriously influence 
the choice of the form and level of further education.

The present study revealed the key role of the parents’ opinion and the closest 
social environment (best friends and good acquaintances) in forming high school 
students’ educational paths. Although high school students’ social background re-
mains important, the social environment can either significantly strengthen this 
factor or change the entire educational path. With a significant divergence of po-
sitions, opinions and plans of friends, and social affiliation of parents, there is a 
great possibility that high school students will follow their friends. This may lead 
to both upward and downward social mobility.

CONCLUSION
The main conclusions are as follows:
1. High school students of the city of Barnaul have a rather high motivation to 

receive higher education and further levels of education (Master’s Degree, 
second higher education and other levels).

2. Eleventh-graders in Barnaul are not at all determined to have blue-collar jobs.
3. A rather large part of high school students postpone the choice of a certain 

major (specialty, profession) and leave “for later”.
4. High school students’ educational paths in the city of Barnaul are influenced 

by many factors. The leading ones are the social status and level of education 
of the parents and other family members.

The study revealed that the process of forming high school students’ education-
al paths is a key moment in their lives, but it is not fully realized. Forming high 
school students’ educational paths is, in fact, a process based on activities related 
to the analysis of their abilities, interests, performance indicators in various school 
subjects, points of view of people who are in the group of “significant others”. The 
main goal of forming high school students’ educational paths is to develop their 
conscious readiness to identify promising areas of their life prospects (personal, 
educational, and professional).

To improve the management of the process forming high school students’ edu-
cational paths, it is important:

1. To develop students’ ability to forecast their future prospects of modern pro-
fessions; to develop skills to abandon the influence of fashion on certain types 
of professional activity (legal, economic, managerial, psychological, etc.).

2. To assist students in understanding their own motives for choosing a pro-
fessional activity, since this choice is made most often contrary to the 
original desire.

The main factor that has the maximum influence on the process of forming high 
school students’ educational paths should still be their willingness to make a con-
scious and independent choice of their education and profession, starting from 
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individual traits of their character, interests, and orientations for the immediate 
prospects of professional growth. We believe that high school students’ education-
al paths are the result of conscious personal activity, with the goals and preferenc-
es specified. Such forms of joint school work as gathering and presenting the most 
complete information about the peculiarities of certain professions and the ways 
high school students can continue their education in the future have the greatest 
relevance in forming high school students’ educational paths.
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