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Abstract  

 

The recruitment of quality students to teacher training programmes and entering the teaching 

profession is an important ongoing concern in many countries including the UK. This paper 

presents the results of a mixed methods study on the motivations for and perceptions of teaching 

as a career choice from the perspective of student teachers in Scotland. Results showed that most 

participants were positively attracted to the teaching profession, although there appeared to be a 

perceived mismatch between the demands of, and the returns to, teaching, which may be related 

to the presence of common myths and stereotypes related to teaching and propagated in the media 

that are not always grounded in objective reality. 

 

Keywords: pre-service teacher; motivation; perception; expectation; teaching profession; teaching 

choice 
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1. Introduction  

The importance of encouraging talented individuals to train as teachers; and, of making teaching 

an attractive career choice for qualified teacher candidates have become international concerns 

over recent years (Watt & Richardson, 2012). However, a focus on these issues may not necessarily 

mean that the problem has been successfully addressed. The OECD (Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development) revealed that many OECD countries including the United 

Kingdom, United States, Australia, New Zealand, Netherlands, and Turkey are experiencing 

challenges in attracting and retaining qualified teachers, exacerbated by an aging teaching 

workforce, alongside high levels of early career burnout and attrition (OECD 2005, 2014).  

Scotland is not facing an acute teacher shortage over recent years but there are still vacancies to 

fill and a need to increase teacher education numbers and encourage talented people to consider 

teaching as a profession; and, more importantly, to select the most able and high-quality applicants 

into teaching, especially in STEM subjects (i.e. science, technology, engineer, math) (Scottish 

Government, 2019). If policy makers, local authorities as employers and schools wish to encourage 

qualified graduates into teaching or to retain experienced teachers in the profession, it is arguably 

important and helpful to understand what attracted or inspired these teacher candidates to join the 

teaching profession in the first place.  

Over the recent decades, research exploring the motivation for becoming a teacher conducted in 

many countries suggested that the main motivations or reasons for choosing a career in teaching 

generally fell into intrinsic, altruistic, and extrinsic (Struyven et al., 2013; Moses et al., 2017). The 

intrinsic and altruisitic reasons, for example, an interest in teaching or a desire to influence children, 

may be more frequently cited as the key in developed countries than in developing countries where 

extrinsic reasons (salary, job security) are likely more prominent (Watt et al., 2012). Klassen et al. 
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(2011) note that the structure of teaching motivations is very likely shaped and influenced by the 

issues which are cultural and contextual. On the other hand, teachers may hesitate to highlight 

extrinsic rewards of teaching and this orientation could be attributed to the fact that teachers had 

received inadequate extrinsic rewards but also the pressure, coming from a common preconception 

that extrinsic rewards are potentially in tension with the professional values of altruism in the 

teaching profession (Lortie, 2002). In addition, a number of other potentially influential factors 

such as the influence of other people (e.g. previous teachers, mentors, family members, friends) 

and previous teaching and learning experiences have been identified in the literature as important 

in the decision to teach (O’Sullivan et al., 2009; Hennessy & Lynch, 2017).  

 

Researchers have also sought to explain teaching motivations by stressing the role of perceptions 

of the teaching profession in forming the fundamental basis for the decision to teach. The 

preconceptions, expectations, and values student teachers attached to the teaching profession play 

a critical part in developing their identity as a teacher, motivations for becoming a teacher, and 

their future teaching roles. As found in Bergmark et al.’s study (2018), students’ decision to train 

as a teacher was bound up with their personal interest in teaching subjects and but also the belief 

that young learners would benefit from learning that subject. According to Malderez et al. (2007), 

with growing development of teaching knowledge and skills in the teacher education course, 

students might establish a sense of identity that they have the capacity to manage a teaching job 

and teaching may then become a part of individual’s “Me” or “self”. In other words, students’ 

beliefs and assessments about the competence to successfully perform teaching activities as part 

of identity formation might prompt students to choose or wish to constantly get involved in 

teaching or to decide to pursue teaching as a career. 
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Although research has been undertaken to examine student teachers’ motivations for becoming a  

teacher (Bergmark et al., 2018; Malmberg, 2006), research with a specific focus on how these 

motives intereact with their beliefs, values and career aspirations to shape the decision-making 

process of becoming a teacher is currently not well understood, particularly in the Scottish context. 

It is within this context that this research aims to investigate what attract Scottish students to 

teaching and what perceptions and expectations they held towards the teaching profession, and 

how these motivate or deter them to pursue a teaching career. The research was undertaken at one 

Scottish higher education institution but it is suggested that some of the findings might be relevant 

to other stakeholders (providers of teacher education, policy makers and those involved in 

operating schools in both public and private sectors) to better understand teacher motivations and 

inform practices surrounding recruiting and retaining teachers.  

2. The FIT-Choice framework  

 

This research is located within the Factors Influencing Teaching Choice (FIT-Choice) framework, 

developed by Watt and Richardson (2007). The FIT-Choice framework is strongly rooted in the 

work of Eccles and Wigfield’s expectancy-value theory (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000) that has proven 

to be valuable in theorising and developing a measure of motivational patterns for career choice 

(Eccles, 2009; Watt, 2006). Expectancy-value theory suggests that individuals’ occupational and 

educational choice(s) are influenced by their beliefs in how well they can/will do the task and the 

extent to which they value the task (Wigfield & Eccles, 2000). Expectancy-value theory provides 

an important basis for the development of the factors or constructs of the FIT-Choice model. The 

FIT-Choice model encompasses “socialisation influences”, including “prior teaching and learning 

experiences, social influences and social discussion”, complemented by the more proximal 

influences of “tasks perceptions (task demand and task return)”; “self-perceptions”; “values 
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(intrinsic values, personal utility value, social utility value)”; and, “fallback career” (Watt & 

Richardson, 2007, p. 176).  

 

In addition, the FIT-Choice model has been empirically validated across various sociocultural 

contexts including Australia, Ireland, Turkey, Germany, Croatia, Switzerland, the United States, 

China, and Norway with sound evidence of reliability and construct validity (Watt & Richardson, 

2012; Eren & Tezel, 2010; Watt et al., 2012; Hennessy & Lynch, 2017). However, it should be 

noted that there are some variations in the final models in terms of item inclusion and exclusion in 

papers cited above. Overall though it is suggested that the FIT-Choice framework can arguably 

provide a theoretically robust and empirically reliable approach to understand why people decide 

to pursue a teaching career. While some previous research indicated that motivations or reasons 

for choosing a teaching career could be categorised as having intrinsic, extrinsic and altruistic 

elements (Struyven et al., 2013; Kyriacou & Coulthard, 2000), Watt and Richardson (2007, 2012) 

argue that these traditional categorisations have been variously interpreted and applied, resulting 

in an absence of conceptual agreement and inconsistencies across empirical research; making it 

problematic when attempting to compare results across existing studies. The design of the FIT-

Choice framework was a response to the perceived lack of a systematic and holistic framework to 

address the issue of why teaching is chosen as a career choice (Richardson & Watt, 2016). It is 

suggested that this provides a justification for the application of the FIT-Choice model as a suitable 

theoretical framework to guide the inquiry of this study regarding the factors influencing the 

decision to teach.  

3. Methodology  
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3.1 Research design and methods 

This study chooses an explanatory sequential mixed methods design with initial quantitative data 

informing the subsequent qualitative phase (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). Considering the extant 

literature on career motivations for entering the teaching profession, from one perspective, the 

reasons for choosing a teaching career can be seen as an objective “truth” to be directly measured 

and quantified, i.e. quantitative; from another, teaching as a career can be a personal choice that is 

related to a participant’ subjective perspectives and interpretations, i.e. qualitative. Each 

perspective can contribute to a meaningful layer in understanding the factors influencing the 

decision to teach. These contribute to the rationale for choosing a mixed methods approach.  

The instruments employed were questionnaires followed by semi-structured individual interviews. 

The questionnaire was based on a standardised inventory called “FIT-Choice scale”. It consists of 

56 items, which comprise 13 motivation factors, 6 factors for perceptions about the profession, 

and 1 factor for career choice satisfaction (see Table 1). Permission to use the FIT-Choice scale in 

a Scottish context was granted by the developers of the scale for this study.  
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Table 1: FIT-Choice scale constructs, scales, number of items and example items 

 

Considering the FIT-Choice scale has not been tested for its utility in the Scottish context and as 

noted above there have been variations in the exact composition of the FIT-Choice scale in 

different contexts (Watt et al., 2012), this study attempts to address these voids by offering insights 

into 1) whether the FIT-Choice scale is suitable for use within the Scottish context; and, 2) 
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motivational constructs that influence a career choice of teaching from the perspective of Scottish 

pre-service teachers. With the questionnaire data complemented and in some instances triangulated 

against the interview data to provide deeper understanding of a career choice in teaching. The 

interview questions were personalised based on participants’ questionnaire responses. For instance, 

by looking at highly rated factors influencing teaching as a career, the results suggested that 

wanting to work with young people and shape the future of young people were dominant in one’s 

choice of teaching. The interview question was then, expected to gain greater details on this highly 

influencing factor and constructed as “you indicated in the survey, your main reasons for teaching 

were wanting to work with young people and shape future of young people work with young 

people, could you tell me more about it ?” In addition, the questionnaire results suggested that 

there was a statistically significant difference in relation to intrinsic career value across different 

age groups, and between PGDE and MEduc student, and between those who had full-time working 

experience and those who had no full-time working experience. In interviews, questions focused 

on further investigations and clarifications of the intrinsic career value for given cohour of students 

were included, for example, a) What are the things that you like most about teaching in general? 

b) How did you find out about these aspects that you like most about teaching?  

3.2 Participants 

 

The participants consisted of first year students on Master in Education (MEduc) and students 

undertaking a one-year Postgraduate Diploma in Education (PGDE) degree programmes at one 

Scottish University in academic year 2015-2016. In Scotland, the completion of either a MEduc 

or PGDE is a required qualification for teachers in the state school system. All teacher education 

programmes in Scotland are university-led. Ninety-two students completed the online 

questionnaire. The questionnaire was distributed to the entire sample population (n = 465) and 111 
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were returned, representing a response rate of 24%. Of them, 19 were excluded from the 

quantitative analysis due to the number of missing or incomplete items.  

 

Potential interviewees were chosen via the questionnaire in which they indicated a willingness to 

participate in the interviews by giving their contact details. Eleven participants finally took part in 

the interviews. Demographic information and some background characteristics for the respondents 

who completed the survey and participated in the follow-up interview is presented in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: Demographics for the respondents who participate in the questionnaire and interview 

 

3.3 Data analysis 
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Given an explanatory sequential mixed-methods approach, the procedure for data analysis was 

undertaken sequentially in three stages, 1) quantitative data analysis 2) qualitative data analysis 3) 

synthesising and triangulating quantitative and qualitative findings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

The quantitative data was analysed using IBM SPSS software (IBM Corp, 2016). Statistical 

operations using SPSS included descriptive analyses (i.e.: calculating means, sums and 

percentage), an independent-sample t-test or a one-way ANOVA and inferential analyses - mainly 

Principal Component Analysis (PCA) were applied to the FIT-Choice scale. In order to ascertain 

questionnaire reliability, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was calculated using SPSS to measure the 

internal consistency coefficient of the FIT-Choice scale (Laerd Statistics, 2019). When inspecting 

Corrected Item-Total Correlation, the subscales in relation to fallback career, bludging, expert 

career, high demand and social dissuasion with Pearson Correlation coefficients lower than 0.3 

were removed from the analysis. This resulted in α = 0.892 for motivation constructs; α = 0.817 

for perception and satisfaction with choice constructs; and, α = 0.816 for the overall FIT-Choice 

scale, suggesting that the FIT-Choice scale has an acceptable level of internal consistency and it is 

arguably reliable to be applied in this sample. The suitability of PCA was assessed prior to analysis. 

Inspection of the correlation matrix suggested that the subscales in relation to prior teaching and 

learning experience did not meet the criteria for inclusion, having a correlation coefficient ≤ 0.3, 

suggesting they should be removed. The PCA was then re-ran and inspection of the revised 

correlation matrix confirmed that all items had at least one correlation ≥ 0.3. In addition, PCA 

diagnostics suggested that sub-scales of job security and job transferability did not meet criteria in 

relation to sampling adequacy (KMO < 0.5) and were removed. The overall KMO measure, was 

0.79 with individual KMO measures all greater than 0.7, classifications of “middling” to 
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“meritorious”, according to Kaiser (1974). Bartlett's test of Sphericity was statistically significant 

(χ² = 346.811, df = 66,  p < 0.0005), indicating that the data was likely factorisable. 

 

The interview data was coded thematically (Braun & Clarke, 2006) using NVivo (2016) software 

by marking and naming selections of text within each transcript. The next step moves towards 

analysing those lists of produced codes and organising them into hierarchies. This process focused 

on exploring the potential connections between codes, and between themes or subthemes, and the 

way of sorting them into an appropriate structure. For example, one of the participants’ response 

to an interview question regarding the reasons for studying on PGDE primary programme was: “I 

enjoy working with children. I like to do some fun things with children like playing games. I found 

I really enjoy teaching.” This response was coded and labelled with “enjoy working with children” 

and “enjoy teaching” by using Nvivo software (2016). The code represented the subthemes under 

the broader theme “intrinsic factor” because it reflected participant’s intrinsic reason with respect 

to the feeling of enjoyment gaining from the teaching job itself.  

 

Once the sequential and independent analysis of quantitative and qualitative data was complete, 

the connection and integration of statistical and qualitative findings were sought, using a process 

known as ‘meta-inferences’ (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009, p. 300). This step allows interpretations 

and conclusions to be drawn from both quantitative and qualitative source to enhance the quality 

of inferences, thereby understanding the motivations and perceptions about teaching. In merging 

the findings, first and foremost, an assessment was made on how the qualitative findings could 

expand on and further explain quantitative results. Quantitative results provided general insights 

to generic motivation patterns for choosing teaching as a career choice. Qualitative findings were 
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to deal more explicitly and in more detail with some of the important or interesting influential 

factors underlying the choice of teaching. The qualitative data, on the other hand, assisted in 

supplementing the understanding of the process of producing the thought of a career in teaching 

that might not be captured in the quantitative results. For example, a specific story or conversation 

about how, when and in what situation the decision to become a teacher was made. 

4. Results  

 

4.1 Quantitative results on factors influencing the decision to teach 

 

Principal Components Analysis (PCA) revealed four components that had eigenvalues greater than 

one and which explained 34.6%, 12.5%, 10.8% and 9.9% of the total variance, respectively. 

Similarly, visual inspection of the scree plot (see Figure 1) indicated that four components should 

be retained. The 4-factor components: “General features of teaching as a career”, “Altruistic 

influences”, “Intrinsic influences”, “Family and social influences” and its constituent factors 

(subscales) are presented in Table 3.   

 

 
Figure 1: Scree plot produced from the PCA 
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Table 3: The 4-factor structure and its constituent factors (subscales)  

 

4.2 What motivates students to choose a career in teaching: Linking questionnaire findings to 

interview findings 

 

4.2.1 Motivations for choosing teaching as a career choice 

 

The questionnaire data were generally aligned with interview data in explaining the main drivers 

that lead to the choice of a career in teaching; and, intrinsic, altruistic, extrinsic factors and 

perceived teaching competence were the common and main factors that strongly influence 

participants’ decision to enter the teaching profession. Table 4 below illustrates the means and 

standard deviations for the subscales on motivations for teaching constructs in the FIT-Choice 

questionnaire. Highly rated factors influencing the choice of teaching, with mean scores above 5, 

were shape future of children/adolescents, work with children/adolescents, make social 

contribution, intrinsic career value, perceived teaching ability, and enhance social equity.  
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Table 4: Means and Standard Deviations (SD) of motivations for teaching constructs in the FIT-

Choice scale  

 

The interview data confirmed and reinforced an interpretation suggesting that students were 

strongly driven by: an enjoyment of teaching and working with children, their perceived teaching 

competence, and, a desire to help children and to make a positive impact on their lives. Extrinsic 

factors in relation to job security and holidays, on the other hand, were also considered by interview 

participants as important in the decision to teach.  

I really enjoy teaching. I feel quite confident about my ability to teach. I know I 

can do it. It’s nice to see the students getting better and sort of master[ing] 

something… I am a big traveller. I like travelling. Teachers have holidays, I can 

go travelling in the break. (Male, age 31, PGDE Secondary) 

I like teaching. I want to help children. I wish I could make a difference in their 

lives. It would probably give me satisfaction when helping people and 

encouraging people. That’s the most important thing. There are other things as 

well, the job security, like teaching is something you can always return to. 

(Female, 19, MEduc) 

 

Moreover, interview responses provided complementary data to further explain and understand 

the motivation to teach in more depth, especially with respect to how the decision to teach was 

reached based on personal experiences. For example, in relation to perceived teaching ability, 

interview participants conveyed that a sense of teaching competence was formed and developed 

based on their positive previous experiences of working with children. Three interview participants 
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reported that they had positive experiences while teaching English abroad before studying on 

teacher education courses and thought teaching fitted their ability and skill sets.  

I think the choice of teaching come from my working experience as an English 

teacher. I was living in Paris teaching English in a primary school. It wasn’t 

very long. But I loved it and I had so much fun working with young children. But 

before I went to Paris, I was not sure. Hopefully, it would be good. Then I went, 

I knew what it’s like. My confidence grew. So I feel I’m good at this. It really 

suits me. (Female, age 29, PGDE Primary) 

I had experience teaching English in the past in countries like Italy, France, and 

China, and I found really enjoyable. I like being around students and getting to 

know the teaching process. I found what definitely I want to do. (Male, age 31, 

PGDE Secondary) 

 

In addition, the questionnaire results of the t-test (or one-way ANOVA) suggested that there were 

very few statistically significant differences in relation to gender, marital status or level of teaching 

(primary and secondary). Significant difference was only found for the intrinsic career value 

construct between PGDE students and MEduc students; having working experience and having no 

working experience; choosing teaching as an initial career and choosing teaching as a subsequent 

career. Specifically, the results of the t-test revealed that there was a statistically significant 

difference in the mean score of intrinsic career value between MEduc students (n = 25) and PGDE 

students (n = 67), with first-year MEduc students scoring higher than PGDE students, 0.56 (95% 

CI, 0.21 to 0.91), (t (90) = 3.18, p = 0.002< 0.05, d = 0.76). In addition, participants who had no 

full-time job before (n = 33) scored significantly higher than those who had a full-time job (n = 

59) for intrinsic career value, with a statistically significant mean difference of 0.56 (95% CI, 0.24 

to 0.88), (t (90) = 3.5, p = 0.001< 0.05, d = 0.75). Participants were classified into three groups: 

Group 1: age 17-22 (n = 35); Group 2: age 23-26 (n = 32); Group 3: age >= 27 (n = 25). It was 

found that only intrinsic career value was statistically significantly different by age, F (2,89) 

=7.172, p = 0.001< 0.05). There was a decrease in a mean of intrinsic value from 6.41± 0.63 in the 
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youngest group to 5.73 ± 0.79 in the oldest group, with a statistically significant decrease of 0.68 

(95% CI, 0.2 to 1.1, p = 0.002< 0.05, η² = 0.14, ω2 = 0.12), and no other age group differences 

were statistically significant.  

 

Further to the questionnaire results, interview responses provided stories of the choice of teaching 

driven intrinsically at different life stage. For example, a MEduc student who was just straight 

from school without any formal working experience expressed her longing to become a teacher 

early in life; her huge interest in teaching and the process of learning, and desire to be involved in 

a job with day-to-day variety led her to view teaching as a natural career option. A PGDE student 

was not interested in teaching at a young age at all but he wanted to enter the teaching profession 

after a positive working experience of teaching. He also provided a serious and profound reflection 

on how would like to spend his working lives with passion and meaningfulness. 

I chose to be a school teacher because it’s something I’ve always wanted to do 

since I was in primary school. Teaching was something I always think about... 

I’d really enjoy doing it. Definitely like it (Female, 19, MEduc). 

When I was younger, I didn’t think about teaching. I thought about pilot, lawyer, 

and footballer. So I didn’t think about teaching would be something I would 

enjoy. I did a few job, but just temporary job because I needed to pay my rent. 

So I have to find something else, something I gonna do for the rest of my life and 

something I feel really passionate about once I had an experience of teaching, I 

thought how important it was and how much you could influence people and be 

a positive role model. That’s something I really enjoy doing. (Male, 31, PGDE 

Secondary) 

 

4.2.2 Perceptions about teaching as a career choice 

 

Table 5 shows the Means and Standard Deviations (SD) of perceptions about teaching constructs 

in the FIT-Choice questionnaire. Social status was highly rated (M = 5) whereas good salary and 

teacher morale was rated relatively low but still above the scale midpoint (4 < M < 5). Despite 
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such perceived relatively low level of financial rewards, interestingly, they were very satisfied 

with the decision to enter the teaching profession, with mean score of satisfaction with choice 

above 6.  

Table 5: Means and Standard Deviations (SD) of perceptions and satisfaction with choice 

constructs in the FIT-Choice scale 

 

It was interesting to find that that there was an inconsistency in terms of participants’ perception 

of teachers’ salary and social status between questionnaire data and interview data. In light of 

questionnaire data, social status, as shown in Table 5, was found to be rated relatively high, 

suggesting that most questionnaire participants generally believed that teaching and teachers were 

well respected and valued in society. Unexpectedly, in interviews, the common view conveyed by 

interview respondents was very negative, for example, “Teachers’ status is very low. They’re very 

undervalued by society” or “On the individual level, they treated you respect and trust. But society 

as a whole, the society, the group view, it’s odd, not respect anymore”. Although a desire to seek 

a high-status job was not expressed explicitly by interview respondents, many of them were aware 

that teachers are not highly regarded undervalued by society. The following responses given by 

participants exemplify why they believe teachers are not highly valued in society.  

Teachers are low valued in society because people think teaching is not a difficult 

job. Sometimes parents blame teachers for children’s poor grades, poor behaviour. 

They think you are bad teachers. (Female, age 33, PGDE Primary) 
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People view teaching as an easy job, just dealing with kids but with working 

assurance and lengthy holidays. People may not realise the enormous workload 

teachers had. People may not know how hard children can be. (Female, age 28, 

PGDE Secondary) 

 

One of the strange things was you are the undervalued one, but you help as very 

high standard on the other. It’s very odd. If I tell someone I’m a teacher, people 

probably think that people choose teaching because you are not sure about what 

else they can do or you couldn’t do the good stuff then you go teaching. It’s often 

looked down upon. (Male, age 31, PGDE Secondary) 

 

With respect to participants’ responses to teachers’ salary, drawing on questionnaire findings, as 

explained earlier, good salary was found to be rated below 5 and just above the midpoint (see 

Table 5). More specifically, participants appeared to show different attitudes about teachers’ salary: 

48% of questionnaire participants reported that teachers earn a good salary; 30% of participants 

stayed neutral on the statement that teachers earn a good salary; 22% believed teachers’ salary was 

low. In interviews, a general sense of teachers’ salary was very negative. Of 11 interviewees, seven 

participants expressed clearly that teaching was low in salary and teachers were underpaid. Some 

argued that teachers’ salary was not able to provide a high standard of living, remarking ‘the salary, 

not good. Teaching is not paid well. It’s okay for the basics, but, you know, it wouldn’t be enough 

to get a nice car or a nice house’. Some believed that teachers often overworked but were not 

sufficiently paid for working extra hours at home, and the following excerpts are relevant examples. 

Teaching should be paid more for what they do. I think teachers have a heavy 

workload. Teaching is not solely about being in the classrooms, Teacher do 

work at home, work at the weekend. (Female, age 33, PGDE Primary) 

The workload is enormous, the whole planning, evaluating, and reflecting what 

you’re doing, reporting, and assessment etc., massive work to do. So you 

actually do a lot of work than they actually paid for. So I think the teacher should 

be paid more. (Female, age 22, PGDE Secondary) 

From those extracts above, there seems a strong sense that they were not satisfied with teachers’ 

salary and feeling that teachers were treated unfairly in the matter of salary. Similarly, as another 
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participant summed it up succinctly, “teachers were undervalued in terms of salary”. Drawing on 

questionnaire data (see Table 5), it was encouraging to discover most participants reported a high 

level of job satisfaction, despite an awareness of the potential negativities in the teaching 

profession. The interview data offered supplementary explanations in understanding this respect. 

Participants were very likely to attach greater importance to their spiritual rewards from a teaching 

career such as the enjoyment and fulfilment gained from working with children rather than the 

financial rewards of teaching, as noted in their narratives below. 

In general, I’m happy to do it. Really enjoy it. You care about the kids, you like 

working with kids, the wages don’t really matter. (Female, age 22, PGDE 

Secondary) 

I think we don’t do it for the money. Especially compared to other countries, I 

lived in Switzerland for three years and I can get a much higher salary there, 

but I think, to be honest, I’m not looking for the best wages in the world but I 

just want a job that gives me satisfaction. Money doesn’t help. (Female, age 28, 

PGDE Secondary) 

I think a lot of people say it’s a low salary. But I don’t think the salary is 

everything. I think it’s overall package. If you’re considering the salary, 

obviously, it’s not the job for you. There is so much more that teaching can bring. 

So fulfilled with working with young people. In terms of the salary, I would be 

prepared to take a lower salary, knowing that there are other things that would 

make it worthwhile. (Caroline, 33, PGDE Primary) 

 

5. Discussion  

5.1 The suitability of the FIT-Choice scale 

 
As expected, the FIT-Choice scale fitted the data satisfactorily and has achieved acceptable 

reliability across this sample. Principal Components Analysis (PCA) suggested a 4-factor structure 

that generally explains important concerns of participants in relation to the motivation for choosing 

a teaching career within this sample, that is “general features of teaching as a career”, “altruistic 

influences”, “intrinsic influences”, and “family and social influences”. The result of 4-factor 
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solution is distinct from other factor solutions previously tested and validated in the original 

Australian context or in other contexts such as Netherlands, Ireland, Turkey (Bruinsma & Canrinus, 

2012; Kılınç et al., 2012; Hennessy & Lynch, 2017). Those changes came from slightly different 

loading items contained in the final factor analysis, thereby producing a different underlying factor 

structure. The different structure solution might be due to the specific characteristics of participants 

involved or/and different items deleted to satisfy the assumptions of the factor analysis. However, 

given the 4-factor solution satisfied all assumptions of the factor interpretability criterion, the FIT-

Choice scale is suggested as suitable for wider application in the Scottish context.  

5.2 Motivational factors influenencing teaching as a career choice 

 
In general sense, it was evident in questionnaire and interview data that internal enjoyment and 

satisfaction and perceived teaching abilities was critical driving forces in attracting students to 

teach in the Scottish context. Further, interview respondents reported that they had informal 

teaching experiences or had experienced teacher-like activities; and, the choice of teaching was 

driven by the joy they found in such experiences. These findings suggest that many students are 

highly motivated and attracted to teaching,  contrary to the claim that students choose teaching 

because they have no other choice (Mangaoil et al., 2017). In light of Wigfield and Eccles’s (2000) 

expectancy-value model, individuals select an occupational choice that is in line with their 

hierarchy of expectancy for success (i.e. perceived ability) and subjective occupational values. 

Consistent with previous results found in other western countries (Pop & Turner, 2009; Struyven 

et al., 2013), in Scotland, students tend to prioritise their career choices as optimally fitting their 

competency and interests, in contrast to the Turkish and Chinese contexts that career choice may 

be less based on abilities and interest and more on concerns with job security and benefit (Watt 

and Richardson, 2012).  
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Drawing on questionnaire data, the most highly rated factor influencing becoming a teacher were 

in relation to altruistic aspects of teaching including shape future of children, work with children 

and make social contribution. Similarly, in interviews, many participants expressed they chose 

teaching because they wanted to help young people fulfil their potential and make a positive 

influence on their lives. These motives might connect to how they perceived teaching as a career 

choice and what their expectations and aspirations of teaching. From the perspective of the 

attainment value of expectancy-value theory, prospective teachers consider the teaching profession 

to be important to achieving their personal goals (Eccles, 2009). It was interesting to find that 

making social contribution was never expressed by any respondents during interviews. One 

possible interpretation for this result is that the respondents feel embarrassed to convey the 

intention to become a hero or heroine to save the world overtly in the interview setting as a 

predominant attraction of teaching. Alternatively, the aspect of making a social contribution was 

a general agreed statement in the questionnaires, however, when it was expressed specifically in 

interview settings, the respondents might become more reticent. Another possible explanation is, 

as Younger et al. (2004) note, a desire to improve society might be less exciting than a desire to 

influence the next generations of people. Indeed, most students at interview reported that they were 

keen to make a positive impact on young people in meaningful way. Some also viewed it as a 

responsibility for teachers. It might be worth noting such different results arising from different 

types of data, particularly when interpreting the element of making worthwhile social contribution 

as central to a teaching career. 

 

On the other hand, student teachers consider external rewards (e.g. job security, annual leave 

entitlement, salary, travelling) as a form of bonus that makes a teaching career more appealing. In 
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temrs of job security, for example, around 76% of the questionnaire participants agreed with the 

FIT-Choice items that “teaching will offer a steady career path” and “teaching will provide a 

reliable income”. However, in fact, with budget restraints, many local authorities in the UK 

recently tended to make short-term contracts rather than open-ended or permanent posts (Morris, 

2017). In 2019, only 38% of teachers who had just completed their probationary year found a full-

time permanent teaching post in Scotland (Scottish Government, 2020). Temporary or supply work 

without any guarantee of tenure at the end have now became prevalent in the job market for 

teaching. Those results suggest that a fixed-term teaching post may be limited and it is arguably 

competitive and challenging for the applicants to find a secure career in teaching nowadays in the 

UK. In this respect, the participants’ perception that teaching can offer job security may be 

idealistic and based more on “myth” than the reality that there are not always enough permanent 

contracts available to newly trained teachers. If teacher trainees have high expectations of job 

security within the teaching profession but find this may not be the case in reality, they may feel 

disappointed and as other studies have found that this may influence a decision to leave the 

profession early (Kyriacou & Kunc, 2007; Worth et al., 2015). 

5.3 Student teachers’ perceptions about the teaching profession  

 
In light of questionnaire and interview data, it was found that teaching was highly demanding in 

terms of workload and emotions; but, perceived as comparatively low in salary and social status, 

indicating a sense of mismatch between the perceived demands of, and returns to, teaching. These 

results, especially with respect to teachers’ workloads and work-related pressure, is in contrast to 

the traditional view or stereotype that teaching is an easy job and can provide a relaxing lifestyle 

(Richardson & Watt, 2005). As to the perceptions of teachers’ salary and social status, surprisingly, 

there was an apparent inconsistency between general questionnaire responses and specific 



24 
 

interview accounts. The general sense from the questionnaire data was that teachers were well 

respected in society and earned an acceptable salary whereas in interviews, the typical responses 

were that teachers were underpaid, undervalued and not highly respected in society, indicating a 

quite negative and disappointed perspective and attitude towards teachers’ salary and social 

prestige. With respect to Scottish teachers’ salary, drawing on a report from NASUWT teachers’ 

union (2017) in the UK, the salary of newly qualified teachers in 2017 started from £22,641 in 

their probation year. Once fully registered, teacher’s salary will have a 1% increase each year and 

salaries rise by annual increments over the first five years from £27,438 to £36,480. Compared 

with £23,500 as the average salary of Scottish university graduates in 2016/17 (Denholm, 

2018), teachers are earning well compared to much of the population with a university degree. 

Even on the international level, teachers in Scotland received relatively good salaries. According 

to a report by MacKinnon (2012), when looking at teachers’ salary scale in 38 OECD countries, 

Scottish teachers earned 95% of the average graduate salary, compared to an average international 

level of 82%; and, again specific to this study, pay in Scotland has increased in real terms by 21% 

over the past decade. In this study, however, in relation to some participants’ negative perspective 

and attitude towards teachers’ salaries, one possible interpretation is that their views may stem 

from their assumptions rather than the fact that a career in teaching provides a relatively 

competitive salary. Another possibility is that respondents set different standards of what a decent 

salary is; and, this may in part depend on their financial and class background. For example, 

students from a middle-class background may have higher expectations of salary than students 

from a working-class background.  
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These findings could assist teacher educators to adequately prepare students in transition to teacher 

status and provide practical information for school leaders, policymakers and the stakeholders in 

addressing the challenges of recruiting and retaining teachers. For example, when recruiting or 

trying to retain teachers, greater attention needs to be given not only to the creation of meaningful 

opportunities for teacher candidates to fulfil their interests and professional goals; but also to the 

issues of how they perceive the extrinsic aspects of a teaching job, for example, in relation to 

material incentives and working conditions. Although teacher trainees entered teaching largely for 

intrinsic satisfaction, if external aspects such as workload, salary, prestige are unacceptable, they 

may still perceive the job of a teacher negatively. Alternatively, teacher trainees’ career 

expectation of intrinsic rewards gained from teaching might have been challenged by issues such 

as the overwhelming workload and pressure, or/and extrinsically a lack of sufficient pay and 

respect (Moses et al., 2017). In this regard, positive intrinsic aspects might be crucial in the 

decision to study teacher education courses but not necessarily crucial in the intention to remain 

in the profession. These interpretations may help make sense of the issue regarding why people 

decide to leave teaching, even though they were initially highly motivated to become a teacher.  

6. Conclusion 

 
This study investigated prospective teachers’ motivations to teach, perceptions and expectations 

of teaching as a career choice. The results suggest that most student teachers were strongly driven 

by enjoying teaching and working with children, perceived teaching competence, a desire to help 

children learn and to make a positive impact on their lives. Although most students showed a high 

level of satisfaction about a choice of teaching as well as a strong interest in pursuing teaching as 

a career, it is interesting to find that students’ image of teaching as a career is not necessarily as 

positive, deriving from a perceived mismatch of high demand (huge workload and emotional stress) 



26 
 

and low return (e.g. salary and prestige) that in some cases, is as we have seen, may not always be 

grounded in objective reality. Students may have misconceptions and unrealistic view about 

teacher’s level of pay and job security often informed by the media (Richardson & Watt, 2016). 

Sinclair (2008) argues that unrealistic entry motivations and perceptions may undermine student 

satisfaction and commitment both to their current studies and to teaching as a future career. It can 

be speculated that students may deliberately choose to focus on valuing the more favourable side 

of the teaching profession; on the other hand, a final decision to pursue a career in teaching may 

also relate to how these students respond to the perceived “myth” or negative aspects of the 

profession. It is worth noting that this was a small-scale study and the conclusions drawn from the 

data might need to be viewed cautiously. Future research with larger samples is recommended. 

Moreover, there might need to be further long-term longitudinal research to track prospective 

teachers’ working lives, levels of professional engagement and commitment in order to understand 

teacher motivations in greater depth. 

 

Theoretically, this study extends the understanding of what underlies student teachers’ decision to 

teach by not only illuminating the appealings of teaching and how they connect to their career 

expectations and aspirations but also emphasising the role of perceived negative aspects of 

teaching. The results highlight a complex multi-layered and combined importance of the values, 

beliefs, goals, expectations students held in forming the choice of a teaching career. This can 

further inform debates on motivations to teach, especially in the context where those potential 

negative perceptions and comments towards the teaching profession in influencing the choice of 

teaching are recognised but often less studied or underplayed in the extant literature. In addition, 

the methodological choice of mixed methods approach was advanced to gain a richer 
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understanding and exploration of the reasons behind the decision to become a teacher. Given the 

FIT-Choice scale has not been previously tested in the Scottish context, this study contributes to 

knowledge by demonstrating that the FIT-Choice scale achieved satisfactory reliability and 

construct validity in a Scottish sample. Further, the qualitative data not only offer supplementary 

explanations and clarification in understanding quantitative results concerning the FIT-Choice 

scale, but also understand the motivation to teach in more depth, for example, in terms of how the 

decision to teach was reached based on personal experiences and situations. 
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