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Abstract: Outcome indicators such as employment status, earnings and study—job match capture realised destinations
but may obscure the unequal opportunities shaping Chinese higher vocational students’ career transitions. This
conceptual article develops a capability-informed framework for assessing transition quality alongside, rather than
instead of, conventional outcomes. Drawing on Sen’s distinction between capabilities and functionings, Hart’s account
of aspiring and realising aspirations, and Career Construction Theory, we distinguish two proposed evaluative
dimensions: the opportunity to formulate a valued career direction and the opportunity to pursue it. Career aspiration,
career engagement and career decision-making difficulty are proposed as indirect, context-dependent observations, not
direct measures of substantive freedom. Career adaptability is treated as a personal conversion resource; family,
institutional and labour-market conditions as social conversion conditions; and regional economic and industrial
conditions as environmental conversion conditions. The framework derives three provisional propositions and three
principles for assessment design. It requires longitudinal measurement, documentation of available and blocked options,
and student accounts to guard against mistaking constrained choices for freely chosen preferences. Its conceptual
mappings and measurement properties have not been empirically validated. The framework offers an equity-sensitive
complement to outcome measures and a specific agenda for participatory and empirical testing.
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metric cannot accommodate the heterogeneity of their
1. Introduction post-graduation destinations (see Section 2).

The capability approach furnishes a conceptual basis
for redefining transition quality. By distinguishing
capabilities from functionings, it redirects the
evaluative focus from what students ultimately do to
the valuable paths that are genuinely open to their
choice, and it provides a critical lens on discourses that
equate successful transition with absorption into the
labour market [5,6]. The two capabilities advanced by
Hart [7]—the capability to aspire and the capability to
realise aspirations—lend this evaluative reorientation
concrete, empirically approachable content.

Existing work has introduced the capability approach
to carecer development, yet a population-specific
assessment architecture that connects the capabilities to
aspire and to realise aspirations with conversion
conditions and an explicit observation strategy for
Chinese  higher  vocational students remains
insufficiently specified [5,8,9]. This is a conceptual gap
identified from the literature discussed here, not a claim
based on an exhaustive systematic search. Robertson
and Egdell [5] call for career-relevant resources and a
temporal perspective. We therefore explore whether
Career Construction Theory can contribute a
developmental account and career adaptability as a
possible conversion resource, while retaining the
capability approach’s distinct evaluative focus on

The transition from higher vocational education into
employment or continued study constitutes a pivotal
developmental passage for a substantial student
population. In Chinese higher vocational education,
progression to further study and entry into work are
distinct possible routes, rather than two transitions
necessarily experienced by every student [1-3]. The
manner in which the quality of these transitions is
conceptualised and assessed bears directly upon
institutional practice and the forms of support available
to students.

Prevailing approaches to transition assessment rely
predominantly on episodic  outcomes—whether
graduates secure employment, the salaries they obtain,
the satisfaction they report, or the degree of alignment
between their occupation and field of study [4]. Such
indicators are intuitively accessible, suitable for cross-
cohort comparison, and congruent with institutional
accountability ~ imperatives, and they feature
prominently in graduate evaluation. These outcome-
oriented approaches are, however, insufficient when
used alone for vocational college students. Under the
structural constraints confronting this population,
realised outcomes can reflect opportunity structures as
well as students’ development, and a single outcome
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substantive opportunities. The paper does not claim that
career adaptability alone captures opportunity sets or
that prior capability-based career frameworks do not
exist.

This study develops a conceptual framework for
Chinese higher vocational students’ transitions by
asking three questions: (1) Why are outcome indicators
insufficient to assess transition quality? (2) Which
capability dimensions should inform assessment? (3)
How do conversion conditions shape these dimensions,
which observations are informative, and how should the
observations be interpreted?

The study advances three contributions. First, it
reconstructs the criterion of transition quality from
realised outcomes to capabilities, and proposes an
additional evaluative perspective for structurally
disadvantaged students. Second, it integrates the
capability approach (incorporating Hart’s two
capabilities) with Career Construction Theory,
responding to the operational needs identified by
Robertson and Egdell [S]—namely a conception of
resources and a temporal dimension—and, by
positioning career adaptability as a conversion factor,
addressing a proposed gap in conversion-factor analysis
noted in the literature [9]. Third, it proposes observed
concepts, three assessment propositions, and
assessment design principles, informed by an explicit
equity orientation.

2. Background: Vocational College
Students’ Career Transitions and the
Assessment Dilemma

2.1 The challenges of vocational college

students’ career transitions

Vocational students may face divergent transition
routes, including work, further study and periods of
uncertainty. Educational credentials can function as
recruitment signals: a Chinese résumé field experiment
demonstrated differentiated treatment by educational
background, although its applicant comparison did not
directly isolate vocational versus bachelor’s graduates
[10]. A survey of 983 Chinese higher vocational
students reported intentions to pursue a bachelor’s
degree, enter work or remain undecided, illustrating
why a single employment indicator can conceal
different trajectories [11]. Among 893 higher
vocational students, perceived discrimination was
negatively associated with career exploration in a cross-
sectional survey; this evidence does not establish that
discrimination caused lower adaptability [12]. Research
on career decision-making in Chinese higher vocational
colleges describes relevant decision processes [13]. A
qualitative study of students in two Chinese vocational
colleges describes the intersection of educational
hierarchies, stigma and students’ aspirations and agency;
findings from these institutions do not establish
nationwide  prevalence [14]. Together, these

observations motivate assessment of opportunities
available to individual students without assuming that
all vocational students experience the same
disadvantage.

2.2 Existing outcome-oriented assessment

and its limitations

Outcome-oriented assessments commonly use
employment rates, starting salaries and study—job match
[15-17]. These indicators facilitate comparison but
have three limitations for vocational students. First,
observed destinations reflect both educational
development and unequal opportunities, potentially
conflating institutional contributions with labour-
market constraints [15]. Second, a single employment
metric cannot represent transitions into work, further
study or other valued routes. Third, a realised
destination is a functioning, not evidence of the
complete set of feasible alternatives. Identical
unemployment outcomes may reflect a freely chosen
period of study, blocked job applications or both. The
task is therefore to supplement outcome measurement
with contextualised evidence about opportunities
students have reason to value, rather than infer
transition quality from destinations alone.

3. Methods

This is a conceptual article that adapts and
synthesises two theoretical traditions to propose an
assessment framework; it is not a systematic or scoping
review and reports no primary empirical data. In line
with guidance on conceptual articles [18,19,20], its
logic proceeds through three analytical tasks: defining
an evaluative object, mapping proposed constructs and
conversion conditions, and deriving propositions with
explicit validity limits. The sources cited serve as
theoretical and illustrative support rather than an
exhaustively identified evidence corpus; no systematic
database search, screening protocol or formal quality
appraisal was undertaken. Consequently, absence-of-
prior-work claims and empirical generalisations are
deliberately qualified, and the propositions in Section 5
are not presented as tested findings.

3.1 Theoretical clarification

The first step entails theoretical clarification,
establishing shared terminology and delineating the role
of each theory within the subsequent analysis. The
paper draws upon two theoretical traditions. The first is
the capability approach, encompassing both Sen’s
overarching evaluative framework and Hart’s
interpretation of aspiring and realising aspirations. The
two belong to a single intellectual lineage, although
Hart’s  developmental  interpretation is  not
interchangeable with Sen’s capability set. The second is
Career Construction Theory, employed here to
supplement the capability approach’s treatment of
agency and process mechanisms. The specific rationale
for incorporating Career Construction Theory, together
with the points of convergence and divergence between
the two theories, is elaborated in Section 4.

3.2 Conceptual integration and criteria for

selecting observed concepts

The integration assigns separate analytical tasks to
the theories: the capability approach defines what
should count as valuable freedom, whereas Career
Construction Theory suggests developmental resources
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and responses that may affect access to valued
pathways. Candidate observations were judged
conceptually against three criteria: whether they relate
to aspiration formation or pursuit, whether they are
relevant to the vocational transition, and whether they
add distinct information about direction, action or
decision obstacles. These criteria justify a provisional
selection, not a demonstrated optimal set of indicators.
Alternatives, including directly elicited feasible options,
student-defined valued goals and institutional
opportunity records, remain necessary for interpreting
the psychological observations; their omission from a
numerical model would be a validity threat.

3.3 Framework construction and

proposition generation

The resulting framework separates the evaluative
dimensions  (aspiring and  pursuing), indirect
observations, conversion conditions and realised
destinations. The correspondence is discussed in
Sections 4-5 and summarised in Figure 1 and Table 1;
the propositions express claims to be challenged by
future empirical and participatory research. A central
internal check is that an observation can take the same
value under different opportunity structures: low
engagement may reflect either disengagement or
restricted access, and low decision difficulty may
reflect either informed choice or prematurely foreclosed
options. This check rules out treating a psychological
score as an unqualified capability score. Because the
analysis is conceptual, the proposed mapping should be
considered transparent and revisable rather than
empirically reproducible.

4. Theoretical Foundations

4.1 The capability approach

The capability approach was formulated by Sen
within welfare economics and development studies as
an alternative to evaluative traditions premised on
utility or resource holdings [21]. Its foundational claim
holds that the evaluation of individual well-being
should take as-its informational basis the substantive
freedoms individuals actually enjoy—that is, whether
they are able to lead the kind of lives they have reason
to value—rather than resting solely on realised
outcomes or possessed resources [21]. The approach
has since been applied extensively across the domains
of development, education, health, equality and human
rights, and employment activation, establishing itself as
a major analytical framework for evaluating individual
well-being and opportunity [5,22]. Its conceptual
architecture comprises several interlocking building
blocks. Commodities (the material and non-material
conditions at a person’s disposal) are converted, via
conversion factors, into functionings (the states and
activities a person actually achieves); capabilities
denote the substantive freedoms a person possesses to
achieve the functionings he or she has reason to value.
Functionings thus represent what has been done and
been; capabilities represent the freedom to do and to be.

A concrete illustration makes the distinction intuitive.

Consider two vocational graduates, both unemployed
six months after graduation. The first may be

deliberately preparing for a feasible progression
examination, whereas the second may have applied
extensively without receiving an offer. Their
employment statuses are identical, but information on
available routes, financial feasibility, refusals and the
students’ own priorities is needed to determine whether
their substantive opportunities differ. An assessment
confined to outcomes would treat the two as equivalent;
the capability approach would not.

Understanding how capabilities are formed requires
two further core elements [21,22]. The first is
conversion factors. Resources do not translate into
capabilities automatically; the degree of conversion is
mediated by conversion factors. Robeyns [22]
distinguishes three types—personal factors, such as
health and psychological states; social factors, such as
institutions, norms, and  discrimination;  and
environmental factors, such as geography, transport,
and infrastructure. Two individuals possessing identical
resources may - therefore diverge substantially in
capability. The second is adaptive preference. Sen [21]
observes that individuals in persistently disadvantaged
circumstances tend to adjust their desires and
expectations downward to align with their situation;
evaluating their well-being solely through self-reported
aspirations or satisfaction therefore systematically
understates the extent of their deprivation. This concept
is directly relevant to the present framework, as it
implies that students’ self-reported career aspirations
cannot be taken at face value, since low aspirations may
be artefacts of restricted opportunity rather than
expressions of genuine preference, and this provides
one of the theoretical foundations for the aspiration
interpretation rule advanced in Section 5 (Proposition
3). Finally, the position of agency requires clarification.
It belongs to neither of the foregoing elements but
stands as a further foundational concept alongside
substantive freedom, referring to an individual’s
capacity, as an actor, to pursue actively the goals he or
she has reason to value [21]; the discussion of the
action facet in Section 5.2 connects to this concept.

Although Sen developed the approach as a general
framework, its relevance to the career domain has been
argued by several scholars [5,8]. A satisfactory career
outcome cannot be reduced to employment or income
but concerns an individual’s freedom to pursue work he
or she has reason to value. The approach has
simultaneously been critiqued as insufficiently
specified for career applications—it does not prescribe
which capabilities should be prioritised in assessment,
capabilities themselves resist direct measurement, and it
lacks the temporal dimension career development
requires [5]; the conversion factors shaping career-
related capabilities also remain under-analysed [9]. The
present paper responds directly to these critiques.

It is also necessary to make explicit how capabilities
can be assessed at all, as this constraint determines the
observation strategy that follows. A major measurement
challenge is that the full set of substantively feasible
options cannot be read directly from observed
behaviour [5,23]. The present framework accepts this
constraint. Capability is a freedom rather than an
observable behaviour, and it can be inferred partly from
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observed concepts, corroborated by evidence about
feasible and foreclosed alternatives and students’ stated
values. Throughout this paper, observed concepts are
empirically assessable constructs selected as indirect
traces of capability; outcome indicators denote
conventional outcome metrics, whereas measures,
instruments, and items refer to  empirical
operationalisation. Such inference is not guaranteed, as
an identical observed value may correspond to more
than one capability state, and Sen cautions that
subjective indicators deployed in isolation can mislead,
because individuals in deprivation adjust their
expectations to match their circumstances [21]. For this
reason, an explicit and appropriately cautious
observation strategy is required—and this is what
Hart’s work, presented next, provides.

4.2 Hart’s two capabilities

Working within the capability approach, Hart has
sought to operationalise the abstract concept of
capability for concrete analyses in education and social
justice. Building on Sen’s capability approach and
Bourdieu’s sociology, she attends specifically to how
aspirations are formed within unequal social structures
[7,24]. On this basis, Hart [7] proposes two capabilities,
the capability to aspire and the capability to realise
aspirations. The capability to aspire takes up the
concept of the same name advanced by Appadurai
[25]—a developed ability to envisage a valued future
and to apprehend the steps required to move towards it.
Appadurai observes that this ability is unevenly
distributed—the more opportunities individuals have to
witness how aspirations are progressively realised, the
more fully this capacity develops. The capability to
realise aspirations, in turn, refers to the substantive
freedom and ability, given one’s resources,
opportunities, and social position, to translate a valued
future into action and to pursue it.

Hart’s work links the formation and pursuit of
aspirations with unequal social circumstances [7,24],
offering a developmental lens for this article. However,
a developed ability to envisage a future and Sen’s
capability set—the genuinely achievable combinations
of functionings—are not equivalent. We therefore use
“capability to aspire” and “capability to realise
aspirations” as proposed evaluative dimensions
informed by Hart, not as directly measurable
psychological traits or a complete representation of
Sen’s option set. The selected psychological constructs
describe possible manifestations of those dimensions;
they do not establish freedom without contextual
corroboration.  Adaptive preferences may alter
aspiration reports, but a low aspiration cannot alone
demonstrate that adaptation has occurred [7,21,26].

The developmental reading is adopted for three
reasons. First, the object of assessment is an unfolding
educational and career transition, in which the ability to
envisage and navigate towards valued futures is itself
developable rather than a fixed endowment [7,24,25].
Second, a strict option-set formulation would require
identifying the counterfactual functionings genuinely
open to each student. These opportunity sets cannot be
inferred from an observed destination and may change
as progression routes, credential requirements, and

regional labour markets change [5,23]. Third, the Hart—
Appadurai reading makes a practice-oriented,
longitudinal assessment analytically tractable without
equating psychological scores with capability. Career
aspiration, career engagement, and career decision-
making difficulty are therefore treated only as indirect
empirical traces, to be interpreted alongside conversion
conditions and information on realised and foreclosed
options. This is a context-specific operational
adaptation of Sen’s evaluative framework, not a claim
that the observed concepts exhaust capability.

An example situated in the vocational college context
serves to differentiate the two capabilities. Two
students both aspire to become preschool teachers and
have each formulated a clear goal (both report an
aspiration, without this alone proving an equal
capability to aspire). One is able to enrol in the relevant
courses, obtain the requisite qualification, and secure an
internship, thereby acting concretely towards the goal;
the other, constrained by family financial pressure,
must commence paid work immediately, and relevant
positions are scarce locally, rendering the same
aspiration virtually impossible to pursue. The example
suggests potentially different opportunities to pursue
the same goal, but neither dimension can be established
from aspirations and destination alone. Maintaining the
distinction prevents having an aspiration from being
conflated with possessing the freedom to realise it.

The capability approach is reluctant to prescribe a
fixed list of capabilities and maintains that capability
selection should be a participatory rather than an
imposed process [5]. As regards the selection of
capabilities, multiple viable combinations exist. For
example, Egdell and McQuaid [27] identified three
capabilities among disadvantaged young people—
capability for work, capability for learning, and
capability for voice. The present paper adopts the
capability to aspire and the capability to realise
aspirations on the basis of a reasoned judgement. The
core of the career transition resides in two questions—
whether a valued direction can be formed and whether
there is freedom to pursue it—which correspond to
Hart’s [7] two capabilities and echo the distinction in
the school-to-work transition literature between
aspiration formation and aspiration attainment [2]. They
are therefore advanced as an analytically grounded,
revisable proposal amenable to participatory validation
with students and institutions, rather than as a closed or
value-laden prescription; the two capabilities concern
the freedom to form and pursue paths that students
themselves have reason to value, and remain neutral as
to which path that should be.

4.3 Career Construction Theory and career
adaptability

Section 4.2 established the object of assessment—the
capability to aspire and the capability to realise
aspirations. The ensuing question concerns how these
two capabilities are formed, which directs attention to
conversion factors and, in particular, to career
adaptability as a personal conversion factor. The
incorporation of Career Construction Theory into the
capability framework rests on two grounds. First,
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proponents of the capability approach contend that it
cannot function in isolation and must be hybridised
with complementary perspectives, specifying in
particular that its application to careers requires the
addition of a career-relevant conception of resources
and a temporal dimension [5]; career adaptability can
supply the former, and the developmental, process-
oriented account of Career Construction Theory can
supply the latter. Second, Career Construction Theory
and its core concept, carcer adaptability, have been
studied among Chinese undergraduates and vocational
students, but the evidence cited covers different
populations and must not be treated as uniformly
representative of higher vocational students [28—30].
The fundamental premise of Career Construction
Theory is that a career is not predetermined but is
progressively constructed by the individual through
meaning-making in continuous interaction with the
environment [31]. Within this process, individuals
require a set of self-regulatory psychosocial resources
to navigate transitions and challenges; this set of
resources constitutes career adaptability.

Career Construction Theory conceptualises career
adaptability as a set of self-regulatory psychosocial
resources [31] comprising four dimensions—concern,
control, curiosity, and confidence—and embeds it
within an adaptation model running from adaptive
readiness, through adaptability resources and adapting
responses, to adaptation results. Within this account,
adaptability is not a fixed trait but a resource that
develops through experience and mediates between an
individual’s circumstances and his or her responses. In
the adaptation model, adaptability resources are
positioned upstream of adapting responses and
adaptation results; this structural position motivates, but
does not validate, positioning adaptability as a personal
conversion resource rather than the evaluative endpoint.

The present study positions career adaptability as the
core personal conversion factor within the capability
framework. Adaptability is the psychosocial resource
through which students convert available resources into
the two capabilities. This positioning accords with the
internal architecture of Career Construction Theory, in
which contextual and structural factors are treated as
conditions shaping the adaptation process rather than as
components of adaptability itself. Treating adaptability
as a conversion factor rather than as the focal outcome
distinguishes the present framework from studies that
examine adaptability as a dependent or focal variable.

Positioning adaptability as a conversion factor
necessitates its differentiation from the capabilities it
enables. Career adaptability is a self-regulatory
psychosocial resource available for managing a
transition, whereas career aspiration concerns
orientation towards a valued future, career engagement
concerns enacted career behaviours, and career
decision-making  difficulty  concerns  obstacles

experienced in choosing and committing. At the
proposed explanatory level, adaptability has a nested
rather than contradictory role: social conditions may
shape adaptability and capability observations through
distinct paths on those observations. A resource and its
exercise are therefore not equivalent—a student may

possess adaptability resources yet, under constraint, fail
to convert them into enacted pursuit. At the operational
level, studies should use non-overlapping item wording
and distinct temporal frames, compare correlated-factor
models with alternatives that collapse adjacent
constructs, and inspect cross-loadings and heterotrait—
monotrait ratios if structural relationships are
subsequently tested. Recent evidence indicates that
career adaptability and career engagement can be
modelled as empirically distinct constructs [32],
although this distinction should be re-examined among
Chinese vocational college students.

4.4 Compatibility of the capability

approach and Career Construction Theory

The two theories share substantial common ground.
Both conceptualise development as a process rather
than a fixed endowment, and both situate agency within,
rather than outside, social and structural contexts.
Career Construction Theory’s view of careers as jointly
constructed through person—environment interaction
parallels the capability approach’s concern with the
conversion of resources under specific conditions, and
career adaptability maps naturally onto the role of a
personal conversion factor. The two are moreover
complementary in what they provide. Career
Construction Theory offers a mature account of the
agency and self-regulatory mechanisms through which
individuals engage transitions, while the capability
approach provides an evaluative space (the capability—
functioning distinction) and a structural perspective that
career theories frequently leave implicit.

One divergence must nonetheless be acknowledged.
The capability approach explicitly critiques accounts
that individualise responsibility for outcomes, whereas
Career Construction Theory, with its emphasis on
individual adaptability, is susceptible to an individual-
centred reading. The framework seeks to address this
tension by treating career adaptability as merely one of
three parallel types of conversion factor and stipulating
that social and environmental factors shape capabilities
independently of personal adaptability. As a result,
irrespective of a student’s level of adaptability, the
conceptual role of structural conditions remains visible,
and constrained capabilities are not attributed solely to
the individual. This preserves the capability approach’s
stance against individualisation while retaining Career
Construction Theory’s account of agency. The
resolution is developed in Section 5.

5. A Capability-Based Framework for
Assessing Career Transition Quality

On the foundations established in Section 4, this
study proposes career transition capability as the
criterion for gauging the quality of vocational college
students’ career transitions—students’ substantive
opportunities to formulate and pursue career paths they
have reason to value. The object of assessment is
therefore  students’  capabilities, not realised
functionings alone (employment or further study); the
insufficiency of the latter was demonstrated in Section
2. The proposed evaluative framework distinguishes
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two capability dimensions [7], the capability to aspire
and the capability to realise aspirations. Personal, social
and environmental conversion conditions provide
context for interpreting indirect observations, while
documented feasible and blocked options remain
necessary to judge substantive freedom. Figure 1
presents the framework in summary.

. Conversion Factors

i Personal conversion factors - ~

Career Adaptability Capability to Aspire

i e . . Career Aspiration
Social conversion factors
jointly shape L J
Family, School, Labour Market -
! Factors Capability to Realise A
AN Aspirations
e N N
i [ Environmental conversion
1 factors Career Engagement, Career

Decision-making Difficulty

Regional Conditions

Figure 1. Conceptual map of proposed capability
dimensions, indirect observations and conversion
conditions. The arrows are theoretical propositions, not
empirically estimated effects; observations alone do not
identify feasible opportunity sets.

The framework exhibits two defining features. First,
the three types of conversion factor denote distinct
domains; social and environmental conditions may
affect observations directly or partly through
adaptability, so “parallel” does not imply statistical
independence (Section 5.3). Second, the framework is
developmental and non-deterministic, attending to the
freedoms students have developed rather than to
outcomes that must materialise; identical observed
scores may coexist with different opportunity sets and
eventual destinations. The remainder of Section 5
develops these elements in turn.

5.1 The capability to aspire

The capability to aspire refers to the developed
ability to form a vision of a valued future and to
navigate towards it [7,25]. Outcome-oriented
assessment records only what graduates ultimately do;
it captures neither which futures students regard as
open to them and worth pursuing, nor the conditions
under which aspirations are formed, and it readily treats
low or narrow aspirations as indicative of insufficient
motivation. As established in Section 4.2, Hart [7]
treats aspiration as a capability rather than an
accomplished wish or result, and notes that adaptive
preference shapes the formation and transformation of
aspirations. A low aspiration may therefore signal a
constrained capability rather than the absence of valued
goals [21].

The present paper selects career aspiration as the
observed concept for this capability [33,34]. Career
aspiration refers to students’ articulation of a valued
occupational future. It indicates a reported orientation
towards a future but neither its genuine valuing nor the
set of feasible alternatives can be established from a
scale response alone. The revised Career Aspiration
Scale distinguishes achievement, leadership and
educational aspirations; the original and revised
instruments should not be treated as interchangeable
[33,34]. Because these instruments were developed

Career Transition Capability '

largely with women in Western educational settings,
their domains and wording require contextual
validation before they are applied to Chinese vocational
college students.

Aspiration reports require interpretation rather than a
simple high—low score. Limited exposure and strong
constraint may narrow stated ambitions, yet neither
constraint nor a low reported aspiration proves adaptive
preference; similarly, apparent opportunities do not
certify that a low aspiration is freely chosen.
Assessment should ask students which options they
value, what alternatives they regard as genuinely
attainable and what evidence corroborates or challenges
that judgement. Interviews, opportunity records and
repeated observations can examine competing
interpretations without assigning a student’s “true”
preferences from a single score [7,21]. This cautious
interpretation underlies Proposition 3 and the design
principles in Section 6.

Research with Chinese higher vocational students
documents variation in intended destinations and
decision-making processes [11,13,14]. Work on
adolescent aspirations and later attainment offers
relevant background but cannot establish the validity of
an aspiration-based capability measure for this
population [35,36]. The suitability of instruments,
interpretation of aspiration levels and relation to
genuine opportunities therefore remain empirical
questions.

5.2 The capability to realise aspirations

The capability to realise aspirations refers to the
substantive  freedom, given one’s  resources,
opportunities, and social position, to translate valued
aspirations into action and to pursue them [6,7].
Outcome-oriented assessment equates absorption by the
labour market with the ability to pursue valued
aspirations. Yet under credential-based and labour
market discrimination, some graduates may face
blocked opportunities, whereas others may reach a
similar destination through different supports. These
scenarios illustrate why outcomes may fail to capture
the processes constituting this capability—namely
active engagement and the unimpeded freedom to
choose and commit. The capability therefore comprises
two facets of observation, action and choice.

The action facet is provisionally represented by
career engagement: behaviours such as planning,
exploration and skills development [37]. However, low
engagement may reflect blocked access, care
responsibilities or a considered decision not to pursue a
particular route, rather than limited capability. The
choice facet is provisionally represented by career
decision-making difficulty, including lack of readiness,
information and consistency of information [38,39].
Lower difficulty cannot automatically be interpreted as
greater freedom: constrained choice sets, premature
foreclosure and adaptive preferences can also produce
apparent certainty. These two observations should
therefore be interpreted jointly with students’ stated
goals, verified options, barriers and longitudinal
trajectories, rather than combined into a mechanically
scored measure.
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The mapping is functional rather than numerically
symmetrical. The capability to aspire concerns the
formation of a valued direction, for which career
aspiration supplies one coherent observed concept; the
capability to realise aspirations encompasses two
analytically distinct facets—enacted pursuit and
freedom from  decision  obstacles—approached
provisionally through career engagement and decision-
making difficulty. Equal numbers of observed concepts
are therefore neither theoretically required nor assumed
to imply equal weighting, and career aspiration remains
a parsimonious trace rather than an exhaustive
representation of the proposed capability-to-aspire
dimension.

Evidence from Chinese higher vocational students
has examined career decision-making and its
association with adaptability [11,13,30], but the studies
cited do not establish a population-wide level of career
engagement or a valid comparison of decision difficulty
with university undergraduates. Perceived
discrimination has been associated with career
exploration among vocational students [12], and
recruitment signalling has been documented in a
different applicant comparison [10]. Accordingly, these
sources motivate attention to context; they do not
justify a generalised prevalence claim. Aspiration,
engagement and decision difficulty are complementary
candidate observations, and their distinctiveness must
be established in the intended sample.

5.3 Conversion conditions: personal, social,
and environmental factors

The two capabilities do not emerge from resources
automatically. Within the capability approach, the
degree to which resources are converted into
capabilities is determined by conversion factors [21].
This departs slightly from the standard formulation. In
the canonical account, conversion factors convert
resources into functionings, and the capability set
comprises the range of functionings a person can
achieve [5,22]; the present framework, following
Section 4.2, treats the two capabilities as developable
capacities, so that what conversion factors shape is how
these capabilities are formed. The framework
incorporates three domains of conversion conditions.
The personal conversion factor is career adaptability;
the social conversion factors correspond to the family,
the school, and the labour market; and the
environmental conversion factors correspond to
regional economic and industrial conditions. These
domains may jointly and interactively shape feasible
opportunities and the development of the two proposed
dimensions; the assessable aspects of each are set out
below.

According to Career Construction Theory, career
adaptability is proposed as one personal conversion
resource—a possible psychosocial channel through
which students convert available resources into the two
capabilities. It supports exploration and the
maintenance of valued goals, bearing on the capability
to aspire [40], and has been linked with proactive
behaviour and decision-related processes, bearing on
the capability to realise aspirations [29,30,41,42]. It

should also be noted that adaptability is itself shaped by
social conditions; associations between family
conditions and adaptability have been reported
[43,44,45]. Accordingly, although the three types of
factor are treated in parallel, adaptability should not be
interpreted as a purely personal endowment unrelated to
social origin.

The social conversion factors correspond to the
principal social settings in which vocational college
students are situated—the family, the school, and the
labour market—and assessment can - accordingly
examine three aspects. The first is family
socioeconomic status. The association between family
conditions and students’ career development and
adaptability is well established [43,44,45] and provides
baseline information for interpreting the conditions
under which capabilities are formed. The second is
specific institutional opportunities, including access to
guidance, internships, progression pathways and
employment support, rather than an unspecified circular
“school quality” score. These conditions may influence
vocational - graduates’ transition opportunities and
employment quality [46]. The third is labour market
discrimination, separately documented recruitment
practices and perceived discrimination. A field
experiment on education-background signalling did not
isolate vocational graduates [10], whereas a study of
vocational students linked perceived discrimination
with career exploration [12] and a junior-college study
examined perceived educational discrimination and
employment anxiety [47]. Subjective experiences of
one’s situation, such as perceived discrimination, may
depress students’ aspirations through the mechanism of
adaptive  preference; however, the downward
adjustment of preferences and the constraint of
capability are not identical concepts, the former being
only one possible sign and mechanism of the latter
[5,7,21]—and this is precisely the basis of the
aspiration interpretation rule  (Proposition  3).
Concurrently, irrespective of a student’s level of
adaptability, these social conditions may shape
capability-relevant observations independently;
constrained capabilities should therefore not be
attributed solely to the individual (Proposition 2) [5,9].

The environmental conversion factors correspond to
the economic and industrial conditions of the region in
which students are located. Research demonstrates that
graduates’ employment opportunities and employment
quality vary systematically with region and industrial
structure [48,49]; for vocational college students, the
level of local industrial development additionally
affects the availability of internships and field-matched
positions. Assessment can therefore employ regional
economic development and industrial development as
environmental-level  reference  information  for
interpreting cross-regional differences in students’
capability observations, without treating them as
measurement items applied to individual students.

The Chinese context is not merely an empirical
setting but a theoretically revealing configuration of
conversion conditions. Formal progression from higher
vocational education to undergraduate-level vocational
programmes expands students’ nominal option sets [50],
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whereas credential hierarchies may condition access to
routes, although the particular vocational-group effect
cannot be inferred from the recruitment experiment
cited here [10]. Regional variation in economic and
industrial development further changes the availability
of internships and field-matched employment [48,49].
The framework therefore treats progression pathways,
credential regimes, and place-based opportunity
structures as interacting conversion conditions. Their
configuration may alter the relationship between
personal adaptability and capability observations and
constitutes a boundary condition for transferring the
framework to other education systems.

Finally, because career adaptability is a dynamic
resource rather than a stable trait [31], both the
capabilities and their conversion conditions evolve over
the course of the transition. Assessment should
therefore be conducted at multiple time points within
the transition period rather than at a single juncture.
This also addresses a recognised limitation of the
capability approach, namely its absence of a temporal
dimension, even though careers unfold in time [5].

5.4 Assessment propositions

Proposition 1. The capability to aspire and the
capability to pursue valued aspirations are distinct
proposed evaluative dimensions; aspiration,
engagement and decision difficulty provide partial
observations whose interpretation requires direct
evidence of feasible and foreclosed options.

Proposition 2. Personal, social and environmental
conversion conditions are distinct analytical domains;
social and environmental conditions may be related to
capability-relevant observations directly and through
career adaptability, subject to longitudinal empirical
testing.

Proposition 3. Under constrained opportunity structures,
a low reported aspiration is compatible with both
adaptive preference and genuinely valued choice;
repeated observation, opportunity evidence and student
accounts are needed to distinguish these competing
interpretations.

Table 1 consolidates the relationships among the two
capabilities, their observed concepts, the conversion
factors,  the assessment propositions, and the
corresponding design implications.

Table 1. Summary of the capability-based
assessment framework.

Component Proposed observation and use
Career aspiration: reported direction and
Y iring valued goals. Interpret with student

accounts, accessible routes and barriers.
Propositions 1-3.

Career engagement: planning, exploration
and skills investment. Compare across
waves and investigate barriers to action.
Propositions 1-2.

Career decision-making difficulty:
information, readiness and conflict. Low
difficulty alone does not establish freedom.
Propositions 1-3.

Pursuit: action

Pursuit: choice

Note. All three observations require personal adaptability and
contextual information about family, institutional support, labour-
market conditions and regional opportunities. None is a direct
capability score.

6. Implications for Assessment Design

Capability-informed assessment requires three
changes:  broadening the evidence collected,
interpreting observations in context and separating
educational contributions from external constraints. The
three principles below concern assessment rather than
intervention; the framework is intended to evaluate
transitions, not to prescribe a programme for changing
them.

6.1 From outcome indicators to capability

observations

Prevailing institutional assessment relies on outcome
indicators—graduate = employment rates, starting
salaries, and study—job match—whose limitations were
demonstrated in Section 2. Capability-based assessment
does not discard these administratively valuable
indicators but supplements them with -capability
observations—career aspiration for the capability to
aspire, and career engagement together with
contextually interpreted career decision-making
difficulty for the capability to realise aspirations
(Proposition 1). Because capability pertains to
development rather than to a single endpoint, these
observations should ideally be collected at multiple
time points within the transition period, enabling
assessment to capture developmental trajectories rather
than merely terminal states.

In practice, established instruments, such as the
Career Aspiration Scale, the Career Engagement Scale,
and the Career Decision-making Difficulties
Questionnaire may support quantitative observation
after linguistic, cultural and population-specific
validation, complemented by process-oriented tools
such as reflective portfolios and structured self-
assessment to document the development of capabilities.
Any psychometric data from these scales constitute,
however, only a partial informational basis.
Consistently with the capability approach, they should
be situated within the richer, contextualised information
the approach demands, rather than substituting for it,
because narrowly defined psychometric constructs
cannot, by themselves, capture the breadth of an
individual’s situation [5]. Assessment reports should
accordingly present the developmental quality afforded
by the institution separately from the outcomes
determined by the labour market, and should not
adjudge a transition to have failed solely on the basis of
non-employment—this is the central claim of the paper.

6.2 Incorporating conversion conditions

into assessment

The measurement of capability observations alone is
insufficient. In the absence of information on the
conditions under which capabilities are formed and
exercised, a constrained capability is liable to be
misconstrued as an inadequate one. Capability-based
assessment therefore reads capability observations in
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conjunction with conversion conditions. The personal
conversion factor is career adaptability; the social
conversion factors can be examined through family
socioeconomic status, access to institutional guidance,
internships and progression pathways, and labour
market discrimination (including both objective
differential treatment and perceived discrimination);
and the environmental conversion factors can be
referenced through regional economic and industrial
development. The question assessment must answer is
therefore not merely what the observations suggest, but
under what conditions their capabilities were achieved.

In practice, assessors should collect conversion
conditions alongside capability-related observations,
examine whether constraints explain  apparent
differences and identify barriers relevant to support
provision. These conditions are interpretive evidence,
not deficits to be scored against individual students
(Proposition 2). Structural disadvantage must not be
converted into an individual failure score.

6.3 Interpretation rules and equity

Two interpretation rules follow from the framework.
First, career aspirations must be interpreted in
conjunction with the opportunity structure. Under
strong constraint, a low aspiration may be compatible
with constrained opportunities and adaptive preference,
but the evidence may also support a freely chosen
preference, and should therefore not be construed as
insufficient motivation [7,21] (Proposition 3). Second,
because social conversion conditions can constrain
opportunities independently of adaptability, constrained
capabilities should not be attributed solely to the
individual. Capability-based assessment is therefore a
complement to structural reform, not a substitute for it,
as it redirects the function of assessment from holding
individuals to account towards identifying constraints
and allocating support, and it must not degenerate into a
new instrument of individual accountability.

Together, the three principles translate the conceptual
framework of Section 5 into operational assessment
practice and give effect to the paper’s central claim—
the quality of wvocational college students’ career
transitions is more comprehensively assessed by
considering capability-relevant evidence alongside
realised outcomes.

7. Conclusion

This paper has proposed a conceptual, capability-
based framework to reconceptualise the assessment of
career transition quality among vocational college
students in China. The framework takes career
transition capability—the substantive freedom to pursue
valued career paths—as the additional evaluative focus
for transition quality. This capability comprises two
constituent capabilities, the capability to aspire and the
capability to realise aspirations, inferred cautiously
from aspirations, engagement, decision difficulty and
direct evidence of attainable and blocked alternatives.
The framework incorporates three types of conversion
factor in parallel—career adaptability as the personal
conversion factor; family, school, and labour market
conditions as the social conversion factors; and

environmental factors such as regional economic and
industrial development. Among these, social factors
(such as labour market discrimination) are not reducible
to personal adaptability. On this basis, three assessment
propositions and three assessment design principles
have been derived.

The article contributes an evaluative distinction
between destinations and opportunities, a theoretical
integration that treats adaptability as one conversion
resource, and an assessment strategy linking indirect
observations with opportunity evidence. These
contributions remain conceptual: neither the proposed
dimensions nor their relationships have been validated
in Chinese higher vocational samples.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. As a
conceptual analysis, the framework provides no
empirical evidence regarding the strength or variability
of the relationships it describes; its propositions are
theoretically derived and await empirical testing. Its
provisional observation strategy adopts the Hart—
Appadurai developmental reading rather than the strict
Senian formulation; this choice motivates indirect
observations but departs from treating capability as an
option set; and readers adhering to the stricter
formulation may interpret the observations differently.
The framework was developed for, and applies most
directly to, Chinese higher vocational education; its
transferability to other systems therefore remains to be
examined. Nor does the framework exhaust individual-
level differences—such as emotional and psychological
states, cultural norms, and differential access to
support—all of which may affect how conversion
conditions operate in practice. The literature was used
for conceptual synthesis rather than identified through a
reproducible systematic search; omission of relevant
work remains possible. The cited recruitment
experiment does not specifically estimate a vocational-
versus-bachelor credential effect.

These limitations point to a proposition-specific
empirical agenda. Proposition 1 may be examined
through a multi-wave measurement study comparing a
correlated three-construct model with alternatives that
collapse conceptually adjacent constructs. Measurement
invariance across gender, transition destination, and
region should be established before group comparisons
are undertaken. Capability-related observations should
initially be reported as a theory-informed profile
alongside independently collected feasible-option
evidence, not assumed to constitute a validated
composite or single reflective latent factor.

Proposition 2 may be tested using longitudinal
multilevel structural equation modelling, with students
nested within institutions and regions. Direct paths
from family, school, labour-market, and regional
conditions to each capability observation should be
estimated after baseline observations and career
adaptability are controlled, alongside indirect paths
through adaptability. Such a model could estimate
whether social and environmental conversion factors
show residual associations after adjusting for
adaptability; observational paths would not by
themselves identify causal effects.
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Proposition 3 requires repeated measures of career
aspiration and opportunity constraints. Latent-growth or
interaction models can examine whether aspirations
remain low or decline under sustained constraints,
while trajectory-based interviews can explore accounts
consistent with adaptive preference or a genuinely
chosen low aspiration without presuming that
interviews provide an infallible classification. Further

work may also examine boundary conditions, including
counsellor and institutional support and the cultural
shaping of aspirations.

The resulting framework provides a provisional basis
for assessing valued opportunities alongside outcomes,
and for testing its conceptual and measurement
assumptions in future research.
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