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ABSTRACT

The paper deals with the transition of Czech students of lower secondary school (ISCED 2A) and vocationally oriented upper
secondary schools (ISCED 3A and 3C) between educational levels and to the labour market. The theoretical introduction
describes the specifics of career decision-making of Czech pupils and synthesizes important empirical findings on social
influences on this decision. The core lies in a survey designed by the National Institute of Education, School Counselling Centre
and Centre for Further Education of Teachers. The instrument of data collection was questionnaires for students of final years of
lower secondary and upper secondary schools. Data collection took place in 2011 at 40 lower secondary (n=779) and 20
vocationally oriented upper secondary schools (n=442). The paper compares the views of these groups of respondents on
student’s autonomy in the choice of further education and occupation, and social influences on students’ career decision-making.
Keywords: Students, Educational Level, Labour Market

Introduction

Education is one of the key factors which, through the study program completed (Teichler, 2007),
field of study (Reimer, Noelke, & Kucel, 2008) and the corresponding range of professions available
(Velden & Wolbers, 2007; Heijke & Meng, 2006) co-determines the social status of an individual on the
social ladder. The chosen educational path also affects to a large extent the success in the labour market
and the possibility to continue in tertiary education. Career decision-making determines not only the
individual educational trajectories, but can also pose a potential risk of exclusion at the economic,
individual, social, group or spatial level. Whether the chosen course of education and career corresponds
to the possibilities and interests of an individual is also important in terms of healthy personality
development, individual satisfaction, success and use of his or her social potential (cf. Holland, 1997).

Career decision-making has therefore long been receiving great attention abroad. This is evidenced
by a number of studies, mainly in the United States, Great Britain, Germany, Switzerland, Austria, France,
etc. (cf. White, 2007; Gortz-Brose & Hiiser, 2006; Whiston & Keller, 2004; Schulenberg, Vondracek, &
Crouter, 1984). Similar trends can be seen recently also in the Czech Republic (e.g. Walterova, Greger, &
Novotna, 2009; Walterova et al,, 2009; Trhlikova, Vojtéch, & Ulovcova, 2008; Smetackova, 2005;
Katriidk, 2004 and others).

Specifics of career decision-making of Czech students of lower and upper secondary schools

The first group in focus is students of the 9" grades of lower secondary schools (in the Czech
Republic known as basic school, zdkladni skola) who are completing compulsory school attendance.
These students are usually aged 14—15 years. In their decision-making, students of lower secondary
schools (ISCED 2A) have to answer an important question whether to continue in further education at
upper secondary school or enter the labour market. Only a minor part of lower secondary school students
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leave for the labour market. After finishing ISCED 2A, most Czech students choose branch-oriented
secondary education completed by a school-leaving examination or a vocational/apprenticeship certificate
(ISCED 3C). This is also evidenced by the current statistical data (Czech Statistical Office, 2011). The
data indicates that the choice of secondary school also means for the majority of Czech students a choice
of a profession which is carried through the choice of a specific field of study. This trend is different from
other countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) where a greater
part of the population than in the Czech Republic goes through general education at the
upper-secondary-school level (see Organisation for Economic..., 2009).

The other group is students of graduate years of branch-oriented upper secondary schools completed
by a school-leaving examination (ISCED 3A) or a vocational/apprenticeship certificate (ISCED 3C).
Studies at a branch-oriented upper secondary school significantly affect an individual and influence his or
her further course of education and career perspective. Field of studies at secondary vocational schools are
designed primarily to prepare graduates for profession and in contrast to more general education at
secondary general schools (gymndzium in Czech), the vocational component is present to a larger extent
(Kletihova & Vojtéch, 2011). Students of these types of upper secondary schools who are leaving the
educational system have a sufficient professional qualification for entering the labour market. Students of
fields of studies both with and without a school-leaving examination have to decide at the end of upper
secondary school whether to remain in the initial education (tertiary education after upper secondary
school is only accessible for graduates of fields of studies with a school-leaving examination) or enter the
labour market and look for their first job.

However, psychologists and career theorists agree that adolescents are not sufficiently mature for a
responsible career decision-making (e.g. Hirschi & Lige, 2007; Nilsson & Akerblom, 2001; Super, 1990).
Young people lack information about educational possibilities and the world of work and due to their low
level of self-knowledge they do not know how high their individual potential is (cf. Gati, Krausz,
& Osipow, 1996). They are incapable of fully embracing and understanding all important objective
determinants of such decision-making and do not know themselves very well. The result is that in the
transition between educational levels and when entering the labour market they often do not make an
optimal choice and soon recognize that their decision was not correct, and in many cases they have to
change their previous decision.

Although career decision-making which students of lower secondary and upper secondary schools
in the Czech Republic have to make is not an irreversible act, any revision or change of the original
decision is associated with expenditure of considerable effort. This situation is described in a textbook for
basic school students as an analogy of a train station and a train for the choice of course of education and
career is similar to the train station. “Once you get on a certain train, you can change during the journey,
and thus decide on your further route, but the basic direction of your journey is already set. The more you
want to change it, the more effort it will cost you.” (Stradal, 2001, p. 153).

Empirical findings on the influence of social environment on career decision-making

It follows from an analysis of Czech and foreign empirical studies that career decision-making is
influenced in particular by social environment in which students live. In this decision-making process, the
role of parents is particularly important (ft. Hlad’o, 2010; Gortz-Brose & Hiiser, 2006; Whiston & Keller,
2004; Schulenberg, Vondracek, & Crouter, 1984, etc). It appears the main stimuli of career
decision-making are parents (Foskett & Hesketh, 1997). However, the role of parents is far more
important. In Anderson’s (2004) view, parents are not only the most sought consultants of students but
they are also considered the most effective source of advice and information. Furthermore, students list
parents as the most important factors influencing their career decision-making (Walterova, Greger, &
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Novotna, 2009; White, 2007).

Another issue that appears in studies of career decision-making is the influence of peers, peer
groups and friends. Evidence of their influence is represented to a lesser extent than with parents and
family (cf. White, 2007). On the basis of an analysis of studies we can conclude that peers play a primary
role in career decision-making mainly in providing information (cf. Taylor, 1992).

A frequently discussed issue within career decision-making is the role of teachers and career
advisers. Several studies emphasized the marginal role of teachers (Harris, 1992), career advisers
(Lawrence, 1992) and career education and counselling in general (Bates, 1990). Students usually place
the influence of teachers and counselling staff on their career decision-making behind their families of
peers and evaluate their help as less beneficial (Metheny, McWhirter, & O’Neil, 2008).

Career decision-making is a specific and unique process that takes place in given circumstances in
which an individual lives. Although empirical evidence suggests a significant influence of family, research
findings are often inconsistent. This situation complicates not only a clarification of the issue but also a
synthesis of research findings which could be further built upon.

Empirical survey objectives and methodology

The empirical survey is focused on finding up-to-date information about career decision-making of
students of lower secondary schools and fields of studies of branch-oriented upper secondary schools with
and without a school-leaving examination. It was designed by the National Institute of Education, School
Counselling Centre and Centre for Further Education of Teachers within the VIP Career II project. The
following partial objectives were set in the empirical survey: to evaluate and compare opinions of students
as to who in the family should decide on the course of education and career and to evaluate the influence
of social environment on the decision-making process.

The instrument of data collection was questionnaires: (1) for students of the 9™ grade in the given
academic year (in case of lower secondary school students—ISCED 2A); (2) for students of final years of
branch-oriented upper secondary schools studying in fields of studies providing full secondary vocational
education with a school-leaving examination (ISCED 3A) or in three-year fields of studies whose
graduates receive secondary vocational education with a vocational/apprenticeship certificate (ISCED
30).

779 students of lower secondary schools and 442 students of upper secondary schools took part in
the research. Of the total number of respondents of upper secondary schools, 244 were students of fields
of studies with a school-leaving examination (55%) and 198 students of fields of studies without a
school-leaving examination (45%). Data collection took place in March and April 2011 (academic year
2010/2011) at forty lower secondary schools and twenty upper secondary schools in four of fourteen
regions in the Czech Republic.

The data was first analyzed using basic statistic techniques. With scale items, relative frequencies
were calculated and with social influences, the arithmetic mean was determined, which expresses
coefficient of the influence on career decision-making. Subsequently, hypotheses were tested.
Dependencies between variables were determined by a goodness of fit chi-square test. Selected data was
grouped into four-field tables and odds ratio was calculated for it. The differences between variables were
tested using a test of differences between two ratios.

Views of students on their own autonomy in career decision-making

In connection with career decision-making we aimed at finding out who, in students’ views, should
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decide on the choice of school and profession. In the questionnaire, students were to express their opinions
on two statements. In the first one, on a four-point scale they had to mark their opinions whether choice of
school should be influenced mainly by parents or whether choice of school is only their concern and
parents should not interfere. The second scale question focused on the role of parents in deciding on the
choice of further profession (occupation). Students could either mark a view that the choice of future
profession should be influenced mainly by parents or that decision-making was only their concern.

Students of lower secondary schools stated in their answers that it is them who should decide on the
future school. 87% of surveyed students believe that school choice is mainly their concern and parents
should not interfere. Only 13% of students thought that school choice should be influenced particularly by
parents. Even more radical views were expressed by students in case of deciding on the future profession
(occupation). 91% of lower secondary school students were inclined to believe that the choice of future
profession is their issue and parents should not interfere. Only 9% supported the opposite view that the
choice of future profession should be influenced mainly by parents.

91% of surveyed upper secondary school students stated that school choice was mainly their
“business” and parents should not or should rather not interfere. In other words, school should be chosen
mainly by themselves. Only 9% of students were inclined to the view that parents should influence school
choice partially or fully. Similarly to students of lower secondary schools, students of upper secondary
schools are quite radical in their views on career choice. 94% of upper secondary school students believed
that career choice was only their concern. Mere 6% of students believed to a greater or lesser extent that
the decision on a future profession should be influenced by parents.

The goodness of fit test has showed that there are statistically significant differences in the answers
of lower secondary school students regarding autonomy in school choice (x*(3) = 53.035, p < .000, Cram.
¥ =0.210) and in career choice (x*(3) = 39.243, p < .000, Cram. ¥ = 0.181). A comparison of students’
views on the basis of descriptive statistics shows that students of upper secondary schools have stronger
believes than students of lower secondary schools that choice of school and choice of future career is
solely their concern in which parents should not interfere. This fact is understandable since during
adolescence a gradual emancipation from the family occurs in students, which is reflected in the students’
views on their own autonomy in the choice of further course of education and career. On the basis of the
test performed we reject the hypothesis that students of upper secondary schools believe more strongly
than students of lower secondary schools that the choice of school (OR = 1.467, p =.066) and the choice
of future career (OR = 1.598, p = .063) is only their concern in which parents should not interfere.

The influence of the student’s social environment on the decision on further course of education and
career

In order to find out what influences are reflected in the students’ career decision-making, we
presented them with a scale question in the questionnaire: “Who, what and to what extent influenced you
in the decision where to go after completing school?” In each source of influence (own decision, parents,
siblings, other relatives, friends, friends from social networks, teachers, form teacher, educational
consultant, school psychologist, pedagogical-psychological consultant, employment office expert), the
students could choose from the following scale options: great influence, little influence, and no influence.
We calculated relative frequencies and influence coefficients (see Tab. 1). It is true that the lower the
coefficient is, the higher the perceived degree of influence of the social source is.
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Table 1: Social sources of influence on career decision-making as seen by students of lower- and upper
secondary schools

Answers of lower secondary school students Answers of upper secondary school students

Social source of (in %) (in %)
influence on career Great Little No Influence Great Little No Influence
decision-making influenc influenc influenc coefficien influenc influenc influenc coefficien
e (1) e(2) e(3) t (M)’ e (1) e (2) e(3) t (M)’
(Student’s) own decision 91.2 8.2 0.5 1.09 63.0 27.8 9.3 1.46
Parents 40.3 55.5 4.1 1.64 27.6 55.1 17.3 1.90
Siblings 7.4 27.5 65.1 2.58 8.2 28.5 63.3 2.55
Friends 9.6 48.5 41.9 2.32 12.1 46.0 41.8 2.30
Friends from social 2.0 11.2 86.9 2.85 2.1 10.8 87.1 2.85
networks
Teachers (other than form 42 313 64.5 2.60 4.0 19.6 76.5 2.72
teacher)
Form teacher 2.3 339 63.8 2.62 4.0 22.0 74.0 2.70
Educational consultant 52 26.4 68.4 2.63 33 12.1 84.6 2.80
School psychologist 1.6 7.1 91.3 2.90 23 5.8 91.8 2.89
Pedagogical-psychologica 59 18.1 76.0 2.70 2.6 6.3 91.1 2.89
1 consultant
Employment office expert 2.6 19.8 77.6 2.75 3.0 13.8 83.2 2.80
Other relatives 7.1 43.5 49.4 2.42 5.9 24.6 69.5 2.64

" The lower the coefficient, the higher the perceived degree of influence of the social source on career
decision-making

Students of both lower secondary schools (M = 1.09) and upper secondary schools (M = 1.46)
attributed the greatest influence on decision-making to their own decision. In both groups of respondents,
their “own decision” placed first, based on the influence coefficient.

91% of lower secondary school students stated that they had a great influence in the decision
“where to go after school”, 8% had little influence and only 1% had no influence. 63% of surveyed upper
secondary school students believed that it was them who had a great influence on the decision, 28% were
inclined to little influence and 9% of students said they had no influence in the decision what to do after
completing upper secondary school. Since the goodness of fit test proved statistically significant
differences (x*(2) = 155.090, p < .000, Cram. ¥ = 0.358) in answers of both groups of respondents, we
calculated the odds ratio for the aggregated values in the four-field table. It appeared that students of lower
secondary schools attribute to themselves almost 6 times greater influence in the decision “where to go
after school” than students of upper secondary school do (OR = 6.124, p <.000).

The influence of parents on the students’ career decision-making ranked second. It follows from the
values of the influence coefficient that students of both lower secondary schools (M = 1.64) and upper
secondary schools (M = 1.90) attribute to parents, on average, fairly little influence. Approximately 40%
of lower secondary school students attribute a great influence to parents. Almost 56% of students attribute
little influence to parents and 4% attribute no influence. Only 28% of upper secondary school students
attribute a great influence to parents. 55 % of students admit little influence of parents and 17 % attributed
them no influence.

Students of lower (OR = 15.207, p <.000) and upper secondary schools (OR = 2.047, p < .001) are,
as they believe, influenced by their own decision more strongly than by the influence of parents, which
corresponds with the findings of Czech as well as foreign studies (cf. Walterova, Greger, & Novotna,
2009; Beinke, 2006; Smyth, 1993; Forster, 1992; Walford, 1991; Thomas & Dennison, 1991). It follows
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from a more detailed analysis that a greater influence is attributed to parents by lower secondary school
students (OR = 1.769, p < .05).

Although students tend to disparage the influence of parents on career decision-making, our
empirical study showed that in fact they do use their advice in their decision-making. Approximately 20%
of lower secondary school students use their parents’ advice “where to go after school” fully and 69% use
their advice in part. Only 8% of lower secondary school students do not use their parents’ advice at all.
Remaining 3% of students either did not receive any advice from their parents or were not able to answer
this question. Approximately 12% of upper secondary school students use their parents’ advice in their
career decision-making fully and 72% use their advice in part. Only 8% of upper secondary school
students do not use their parents’ advice at all. The remaining students either did not receive any advice
from their parents or were not able to answer this question.

Other social sources had a smaller influence on students’ career decision-making. Parents were
followed by friends (the influence coefficient being M = 2.32 in lower secondary school students and M =
2.30 in upper secondary school students). No statistically significant differences between lower- and upper
secondary school students have been proven in the evaluation of the friends’ influence on career
decision-making (¥*(2) = 155.090, p=.364, Cram. V = 0.041). The fact that, based on the influence
coefficient, friends ranked third is understandable. In this development period, students separate gradually
from their parents. More and more important role in their lives are played by peers. They are the source of
social learning and serve as a support in the process of creating one’s own identity. Students try to find
someone among peers who they could absolutely trust and with whom they could share their inner
feelings. Friend relationships become an important source of emotional support, understanding, they help
develop social skills and provide corrective experience.

In case of lower secondary school students, friends were followed by other relatives (M = 2.42),
siblings (M = 2.58), teachers (M = 2.60), form teachers (M =2.62), educational consultant (M = 2.63),
pedagogical-psychological consultant (M =2.70), employment office expert (M =2.75), friends from
social networks (M = 2.85), and school psychologist (M = 2.90).

In case of upper secondary school students, friends were followed by siblings (M = 2.55), other
relatives (M =2.64), form teachers (M =2.70), teachers (M = 2.72), educational consultant (M = 2.80),
friends from social networks (M = 2.85), school psychologist and pedagogical-psychological consultant
(both M = 2.89).

Testing of the students’ answers using the goodness of fit test did not prove any statistically
significant differences between the evaluation of influence of relatives, siblings, teachers, form teachers,
educational consultants, pedagogical-psychological consultants, employment office experts, friends from
social network and school psychologist on career decision-making of lower- and upper secondary school
students.

Discussion and conclusion

Although students of lower- and upper secondary schools tend to believe that career
decision-making in the transition between educational levels and to the labour market should be mainly an
autonomous concern of a student, our findings show a considerable influence of the family. We have
found out that students at both levels of education are in their career decision-making influenced more
strongly by parents than they are by siblings, other relatives, teachers and career consultants. Previously
conducted research studies show that the form of influence is set by the family environment and its
characteristics, but also by the functionality of the family, emotional support, interactions,
communications, models in family and overall support from parents (cf. Whiston & Keller, 2004;
Schulenberg, Vondracek, & Crouter, 1984).
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Despite the mentioned importance of friends, relationship with parents is still in the first place.
Especially in the case of emotional problems, relationship conflicts and solving of important life steps
they first contact their parents and only in the second place they seek friends, classmates and other peers
(Langmeier & Krejéirova, 2006).

We have found out that the influence of siblings and broad family (grandparents, aunts, uncles,
cousins, etc.) on students’ career decision-making is rather negligible. Despite this finding their role in
students’ career decision-making is significant. Siblings are a source of challenge and competition, a
means for comparing capabilities and forming professional identity (Altman, 1997). Older siblings are an
important source of information about schools and a factor influencing formation of future plans related to
education and profession (Tucker, Barber, & Eccles, 2001). The effect of other relatives rests mainly in
indirect influence. Relatives who carry out an interesting profession become models for some students
(Kucera, 2005). It is common to share work stories within broad family, which inspire and influence
students in their career decision-making. Students may be influenced by how the relatives talk about work
or education, or members of broad family form students” attitudes towards education, work and individual
occupations (Lankard, 1995).

In terms of teaching and counselling practice we have to point out the very low influence of
teachers and counsellors. Teachers and counselling staff also play a specific role in career
decision-making. Teachers assess the student in each subject. A qualified teacher is able to diagnose not
only the level of knowledge and skills, but also manifestations of talent, interests and possible learning
difficulties of the student. Teachers along with parents also act in shaping educational and professional
aspirations. Teachers help individuals with formation of their real professional goal and perspective, and
equip them with competences necessary for self-knowledge, planning and decision-making. Since students
spend a lot of time at school, teachers have a considerable potential to become a key source of
information, advice and help. Moreover, school subjects provide enough space for quality influence from
the part of teachers, because they can systematically develop students’ interest in the field, provide
qualified information on fields of education, content and perspectives of individual professions.

The finding that students and parents attribute a lower degree of influence to counselling staff does
not probably stem from poor quality of counselling services but rather from their infrequent use by
students. We see causes of this trend in students’ insufficient knowledge about information and
counselling possibilities of the career counselling subjects, little experience with their use, and their
unsatisfactory accessibility.

Although it is not possible to unambiguously determine how the roles of each actor in career
decision-making change in time, parents, friends, siblings and broad family are directly as well as
indirectly involved in the whole decision-making process. Despite evidence of a significant influence of
the family we still know very little about the role of parents in career decision-making. An important
question for further research is how parents affect the decision-making process in the transition between
educational levels or to the labour market and influence the students’ final decisions.
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