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Abstract

Context: The current shortage of teachers in Germany, especially in vocational schools, is of 
relevance to the education system and labour market policy. To recruit future teachers more 
effectively, it is of great importance to gain a better understanding of pre-service teachers’ 
career choice motivation. However, research has concentrated so far mainly on teachers in 
the general education system. The present study investigates the career choice motivation of 
students who will become vocational education and training (VET) teachers and compares 
it to the career choice motivation of future comprehensive school teachers. 

Approach: We surveyed N = 79 teacher training students in total, 30 pre-service VET 
teachers and 49 pre-service comprehensive school teachers at the beginning of their univer-
sity-based teacher training. To measure career choice motivation, we used the standardized 
questionnaire Motivation for Choosing Teacher Education (FEMOLA) including six subs-
cales (Pohlmann & Möller, 2010). In order to compare pre-service VET and comprehensive 
school teachers with regard to the six scales of career choice motivation, we performed a 
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA).
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Findings: We found the highest means for the motives subject-specific and educational in-
terest for the future VET teachers. In comparison to the pre-service comprehensive school 
teachers, they rated their educational interest, social influences, and utility as significantly 
less relevant in terms of their career choice motivation. There are no significant differences 
on the other three motivational scales.

Conclusion: The findings show that the two groups partially differ in their motivations to 
become a teacher. Therefore, we can conclude that the measures for attracting new students 
should also be individually adapted to the motives for their career choice. For example, in a 
counselling interview, the motives for choosing a profession should be discussed and com-
pared with the requirements for studying and later working life.

Keywords: Career Choice Motivation, Vocational Education and Training, VET, Pre-Service 
Vocational Teacher, Recruiting, Multivariate Analysis of Covariance, MANCOVA

1	 Introduction
The cognitive, social and emotional development of children is strongly shaped by their lear-
ning experiences in schools. Within the educational system teachers play a central role by 
designing learning opportunities. The professional role and competencies of teachers are 
closely connected to students’ achievement (Hattie, 2009), underlining the importance of 
well-educated and skilled teachers in schools. However, similar to many countries around the 
world like Australia, the U.S., or several European countries (Watt et al., 2012), Germany cur-
rently faces a shortage of teaching staff, equally in general and vocational education schools 
(Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2017). Especially for vocational schools the problem becomes acute as 
not enough people decide to become a vocational school teacher. And this teacher shortage 
particularly applies to industrial-technical and nursing professions (Kultusministerkonferenz 
[KMK], 2011; Lange & Sülflow, 2017). In Germany, only 50% of the predicted demand for 
vocational school teachers will be covered during the period of the school years 2016/17 and 
2020/21 (Klemm, 2018). Possible causes include that teaching at vocational schools is little 
known as a profession, and, in addition, despite its generally positive image not as attractive 
as teaching at general education schools (Frommberger & Lange, 2018; Huismann, 2018). 
Compared to teachers at other school types, such as the high academic school track (Gymna-
sium), teachers at vocational schools might receive less prestige, less remuneration and might 
be seen as "blue collar" teachers, all adding up to a slightly lower attractiveness of teaching 
in vocational schools. To comply with the challenge of recruiting more people for teacher 
training to overcome the above-mentioned lack, we need to know where and how to find 
further potential applicants. One important angle to consider on that note are the motives 
why students chose the profession of vocational education and training (VET) teacher in the 
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first place (Driesel-Lange et al., 2017). However, their career choice motivation—understood 
as the factors or reasons that are influential for the decision to choose teaching as a career 
(Han & Yin, 2016; Thomson et al., 2012; Watt et al., 2012; Wenström et al., 2018)—is little 
studied so far.

In this study we therefore examine pre-service VET teachers’ career choice motivation. 
A high proportion of them completed a vocational training themselves before entering their 
teacher training and their share in VET teacher training is far higher than it is in general 
education teacher training (Stellmacher et al., 2019). Future VET teachers thus part from a 
different starting point than those in the general teaching profession. It can be further assu-
med that their professional experience gained during vocational training leads to a different 
weighting of the career choice motives.

This is why we also compare the motivation of pre-service VET teachers to those of future 
general school teachers, more specifically to those who will teach at a comprehensive school 
(Integrierte Sekundarschule). We aim to shed light on possible differences between these two 
groups in order to be able to shape future recruiting strategies to their specific career moti-
vations. Our research therefore addresses two gaps in the existing literature: First, we analyze 
what motivates persons to start their training in order to become VET teachers. Second, we 
compare their motives to pre-service comprehensive school teachers, and address the speci-
ficity and commonalities between both groups. There is paucity of research on both research 
topics. The results might help to decide whether and which specific recruitment strategies for 
pre-service VET teachers can be more successful than those of the status quo.

Before presenting our study, we will describe vocational education and training in Ger-
many as well as the course of training to become a VET teacher. We then concentrate on 
career choice and career motivation and give a brief overview of the current state of research.

2	 Vocational Education and Training in Germany

VET systems exist in almost all European countries. They strongly differ in terms of their 
characteristics. In a survey, the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training 
([Cedefop], 2017) found 30 different VET concepts in Europe. However, within this variety, 
they identified four ways of how VET is understood: (1) As work-based or dual initial trai-
ning, (2) as initial vocational education, (3) as further training, or (4) as (part of) lifelong 
learning. Apprenticeship programmes, also known as dual system, belong to the first of the 
above-described groups and build the main pillar of the German VET system.
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2.1	 The Dual System

The dual system consists of two learning venues or learning places: Companies of the accor-
ding industry or occupational field and vocational schools. 70% of the two-year or three-year 
training programme is work-based. Students typically work three to four days at their app-
renticing company. The apprentices are employed by the company and receive a salary that is 
regulated by collective agreement and is increased with each year during the training period. 
Companies may only employ apprentices if they can fulfil a set of standard qualifications 
(Hippach-Schneider & Huismann, 2019).1

The other 30% of the dual programme are school-based. Students spend the other one or 
two days within a week at their vocational school (ibid.). The vocational school fulfils the task 
of imparting basic vocational education and vocational training and extending the previously 
acquired general education. Due to the frequent alternation between theoretical and practical 
training phases within the dual system, apprentices quickly gain professional experience and 
knowledge, while getting a realistic perspective on the daily work life in their profession from 
the very beginning (Blaß & Himmelrath, 2016). Hippach-Schneider and Huismann (2019) 
summarize the core of the German VET systems as a "cooperation between state, companies, 
and social partners, who set together national standards and training regulations (for both 
learning places)" (p. 14). Both institutions—vocational schools and companies—fulfil this 
joint educational and pedagogical mission as equal partners. The successful completion of 
training, both at the vocational school and at the company, qualifies the graduate to exercise 
a profession as specialist (ibid.). Currently, there are 327 recognized VET occupations in the 
fields of industry and commerce, crafts, agriculture as well as in the liberal professions, public 
service, home economics, and health care (Federal Institute for Vocational Education and 
Training [BIBB], 2018).

In addition to the dual system, there are other VET programmes in Germany, such as 
full-time and part-time school-based vocational trainings, e.g. in the sectors commercial, 
languages, crafts, health care, or nutrition, which take between one year and three years to 
complete. Another type of VET are transition programmes2 which aim to support students 
in their professional orientation and prepare them to start further training. Participants in 
transition programmes often suffer from social disadvantages, insufficient German language 
skills, learning difficulties, and other impairments (Hippach-Schneider & Huismann, 2019).

1	 These regulations also ensure a uniform national standard (Hippach-Schneider & Huismann, 2019).
2	 Transition programmes include the pre-vocational training year (BVJ), the basic vocational training year (BGJ) and the int-

roductory training (EQ).
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2.2	 Training of Future VET Teachers

In the dual system, there are in-company trainers and VET school teachers, who have dif-
ferent responsibilities and tasks. In-company trainers accompany the apprentice’s practical 
training at the workplace. VET school teachers impart theoretical knowledge. Due to the 
wide range of VET programmes addressing different target groups, there are some teachers 
and trainers who are specialised to teach certain groups or in specific settings: VET teachers 
and trainers who lead disabled persons to a dual system diploma, VET teachers for full-time 
vocational schools, and learning facilitators (Hippach-Schneider & Huismann, 2019).

In Germany, the VET teacher training is regulated by the Conference of Ministers of 
Education and Cultural Affairs (KMK) and is sectioned into two phases3: A first phase taking 
place at university focusses on the theoretical education (Hippach-Schneider & Huismann, 
2019). It is followed by the second phase, the preparatory practical service, also called the pro-
bationary period (Referendariat4) emphasising on the practical learning (Hippach-Schneider 
& Huismann, 2019). University education should consider both scientific findings and pro-
fessional practice, it should further enable prospective teachers to apply their professional 
and pedagogical competence (KMK, 2016). Students who aim to become VET teachers usu-
ally combine a vocational subject, e.g. economy and administration, health science, electrical 
engineering, or information technology, with a general educational subject, such as mathe-
matics or biology (Frommberger & Lange, 2018). The study program comprises scientific 
subject-related, didactic, and pedagogical components, as well as first practical experiences, 
both at a vocational school and within a company (Hensen & Hippach-Schneider, 2016). 
After a standard study period of 4.5 to 5 years, graduates receive a Master of Education or the 
First State Examination (named erstes Staatsexamen). During the subsequent Referendariat 
the aspiring teachers continue their education by applying the scientific education to real-life 
situations (KMK, 2016). In this phase, the prospective teachers are to be prepared for their 
work and their responsibility as teachers and educators. In supplementary seminars, usually 
conducted by VET teachers holding an additional qualification, their professional, pedagogi-
cal, and psychological training continues (Frommberger & Lange, 2018). The Referendariat 
lasts at least 12 and at most 24 months and leads to the (Second) State Examination (zweites 
Staatsexamen). Upon passing this examination, students completed their formal training and 
can be then seek employment as VET teachers (KMK, 2016).

Because of the wide range of vocational programmes, VET teachers work depending on 
their vocational subject in schools of different vocational focus. Depending on the vocational 
speciality of the respective school, they are facing a very heterogeneous group of students. 
The student body at vocational schools might consists of students without any school-leaving 

3	 In the teacher training is also a third phase consisting of further education and training of teachers.
4	 Although the term Referendariat essentially focusses on teacher preparation for higher service, it is wide-spread and often 

preferred to the broader term Vorbereitungsdienst.
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certificate, good graduates of secondary level, graduates holding a university-entry certifica-
te, secondary school dropouts, and/or skilled and experienced professionals. Furthermore, 
VET teachers should not only be able to convey theoretical content but should also have 
practical knowledge which they could incorporate into their teaching using examples. So, the 
spectrum of professional requirements is very broad and considerably more extensive than in 
all other teaching professions (Frommberger & Lange, 2018).

2.3	 Number of Students in VET Teacher Training

Due to the above-mentioned persistent shortage of VET teachers, especially in industrial-
technical fields, it is important to examine all possible reasons for this shortage. One starting 
point for a root cause analysis consists in the VET teacher training. In all German federal 
states except Brandenburg, a total of 51 institutions—universities or teacher training colle-
ges—offered VET teacher training with a total of 11,552 enrolled Bachelor students in winter 
semester 2014/15 (Frommberger & Lange, 2018). Since 1990/91 the number of programs to 
become a VET teacher has almost doubled. Their 3,679 newly enrolled VET students pre-
sent a solid basis for the consecutive Master programs according to Frommberger and Lange 
(2018). However, only 1,657 of them planned to also obtain a Master degree or a State Exa-
mination, a decreasing number compared to the previous year (ibid.). It seems that some stu-
dents change their mind during their Bachelor studies not wanting to become a VET teacher 
anymore. Empirically reliable findings on the reasons why are hardly available so far (Lan-
ge & Sülflow, 2017). Hence, one research desideratum is to investigate and understand their 
motives on why not to follow through with their prospective careers as teachers (Frommber-
ger & Lange, 2018; KMK, 2011). In order to increase the number of those who complete their 
teacher training, it is essential to look not only for the causes of students’ dropouts but also to 
investigate the initial motives of current students for choosing a career as a teacher.

3	 Research on Motives for Pre-Service Teachers’ Career Choice
Research on pre-service teachers’ career motivation has a long tradition, both nationally (an 
overview is given in Wiza, 2004) and internationally (Watt et al., 2012). Since teacher training 
leads almost exclusively to the specific profession of teaching in contrast to more broad-
based subjects such as business administration, students take their career decision for this 
specific career as teachers already at the very beginning of their studies (Spinath et al., 2005). 
Choosing a career is a developmental process during which a person explores the world of 
work, aligns them with one’s own skills and interests, and acquires facets of career compe-
tence, such as planning or stress management skills (Driesel-Lange et al., 2017). One theory 
to explain teachers’ career choice is the expectancy-x-value theory of Eccles et al. (1983; see 
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also Pohlmann & Möller, 2010; Watt & Richardson, 2007). According to the expectancy-x-
value theory, career choices are directly influenced by factors such as one’s abilities, beliefs, 
and expectancies for success on the one hand, and the value one attaches to the task (of 
teaching) on the other hand (Retelsdorf & Möller, 2012). Choosing to become a teacher is 
most often based on intrinsic, extrinsic and altruistic motivations (Watt et al., 2012), with 
motivation understood as the "drive that moves people to do something by nature" (Han & 
Yin, 2016, p. 3). Examples of motivational reasons include for intrinsic motivation: Interest 
in the subject or importance of the subject for students, for extrinsic motivation: Job security 
or a good work-family-balance, and for altruistic motivation: Teaching as a service to society, 
teaching as a noble profession (Thomson et al., 2012). However, there is no final answer on 
how to empirically distinguish motivational factors.

Although previous findings are difficult to compare as they differ in terms of sampling, 
instruments, and methods, one consistent result can be observed across all studies: Intrinsic 
motivation predominates. The interest or joy of working with children and adolescents is the 
motivation most often expressed to become a teacher. Regarding other motivations, such 
as professional interest or feasible work-family-balance, following behind the top position, 
previous studies offer various, partially conflicting findings (Rothland, 2014). For a more 
precise view on career choice motivation further comparable results are needed. Therefore, it 
is important to use theory based, empirical validated instruments.

3.1	 Validated Questionnaires

Currently, two standardized questionnaires to investigate teachers’ career choice motivation 
that fulfil the above-mentioned criteria exist: The Factors Influencing Teaching Choice Scale 
(FIT-Choice) by Watt and Richardson (2007) and the Motivation for Choosing Teacher Edu-
cation Questionnaire (Fragebogen zur Erfassung der Motivation für die Wahl des Lehramt-
studiums [FEMOLA]) by Pohlmann and Möller (2010). As both instruments are based on 
the expectancy-x-value-theory (Eccles et al., 1983) they share some similarities but also differ 
in some aspect, as described as follows.

Watt and Richardson (2007) developed the FIT-Choice model specially to examine and 
measure motives of career choice in teacher training. Influencing factors are "Social influ-
ences, prior teaching and learning experiences, followed by the more proximal influences of 
self-perceptions, values, and fallback career. Higher-order constructs . . . are personal utility 
value and social utility value" (Richardson & Watt, 2014, p. 7). These motives are operatio-
nalized through twelve subscales with a total of 38 items. The FIT-Choice scale was validated 
in English and afterward translated into different languages to enable international compa-
risons of career motivation (see the German translation in Watt et al., 2012). Further studies 
confirmed the factorial structure for the German version. König and Rothland (2013), how-
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ever, found good or acceptable reliabilities only for ten of the twelve subscales. Because of in-
sufficient internal consistencies, Watt et al. (2012) only used selected parts of the instrument 
to compare the career choice motivation of Australian, American, German, and Norwegian 
pre-service teachers. Its multilingual availability and validation render FIT-Choice particu-
larly suitable for international comparisons.

In comparison, the FEMOLA questionnaire which originally was developed in German 
is mainly used for national surveys. With only 32 items it is slightly shorter than the FIT-
Choice. Three of its subscales measure educational interest, subject-specific interest, and uti-
lity representing value factors. Further three subscales—ability beliefs, social influences, and 
low level of difficulty of the course of study—constitute expectancy factors. Three studies 
confirmed the validity of this factorial structure (Pohlmann & Möller, 2010).

3.2	 Current Research Results

Research based on the FIT-Choice questionnaire shows the highest ratings for the five moti-
ves intrinsic value, perceived teaching ability, the desire to contribute to the society, to work 
with children/adolescents, and positive prior teaching and learning experiences. Job security 
and time for family as extrinsic factors were rated lower but are also important motives. 
Choosing teacher training as a fallback career is more likely to be rejected (Richardson & 
Watt, 2014). International comparisons of Australian, American, German, and Norwegian 
(Watt et al., 2012), German, Austrian, and Swiss (König et al., 2013), and Finish and German 
pre-service teachers (Goller et al., 2019) show that their career choice motives across coun-
tries have more similarities than differences.

As mentioned above, the questionnaire FEMOLA has been applied exclusively in Ger-
man-speaking countries. In several studies, for instance from Paulick et al. (2013) or Pohl-
mann and Möller (2010), educational interest, subject-specific interest and ability beliefs (as 
intrinsic motives) were rated higher than utility (in some studies divided into family/leisure 
and financial utility), social influences or a low level of difficulty of the course of study (as 
extrinsic motives). Retelsdorf and Möller (2012) also compared career choice motivations of 
pre-service teachers who later will teach at different school types such as elementary school, 
secondary school, and high academic school track (Gymnasium). Their findings indicate 
that a strong educational interest is more likely to lead to choosing to become a teacher at an 
elementary or secondary school. At the same time, people with a higher professional interest 
are less likely to choose such posts. The stronger the motive utility, the higher is the likeli-
hood of being a teacher at the Gymnasium instead of the elementary school. In addition, a 
higher belief in ability is associated with a lower probability of choosing an elementary school 
to teach at, a perceived low difficulty of the course of study however increases this probabi-
lity. Pohlmann and Möller (2010) also determine a higher level of professional interest and a 



222 Career Choice Motivation of Pre-Service Teachers in Germany

lower assessment of study requirements for teachers at the Gymnasium than for secondary 
school teachers. As a consequence to those differences, the authors conclude that future re-
search on career choice motivation should extend to other school types of such as vocational 
schools.

So far only a few studies investigated the career choice motivation of pre-service VET 
teachers and to what extent might exist differences to the motivation of those pre-service 
teachers later working at other school types. Müller and Zeitz (2007) conducted a survey with 
153 first-year students in VET teacher training at the Technical University of Munich, Ger-
many. According to their findings, which are based on a self-developed instrument, the main 
career motives were subject-specific interest, educational interest, the proximity to one's own 
skilled occupation and the desire for personal development.

A Norwegian study examined the career motivation of 195 VET students with the Aca-
demic Self-Regulation Scale (SQR-A) which is based on the self-determination theory. The 
SQR-A comprises four subscales (external regulation, introjected regulation, identified re-
gulation, and intrinsic motivation). The students rated their identified regulation highest, 
followed by their intrinsic motivation. External regulation was rated lowest. The identified 
regulation had significantly positive and the external regulation significantly negative cor-
relations with self-efficacy and perceived motivating teaching (Cents-Boonstra et al., 2018).
Using the FIT-Choice questionnaire, Berger and Girardet (2015) polled 605 teachers of vo-
cational subjects who either teach full-time or part-time at a vocational school or worked in 
training workshops or inter-company courses in Switzerland. The results show that similar to 
primary and secondary school teachers, also VET teachers’ career decisions are mainly dri-
ven by intrinsic and social motives. One limitation must be kept in mind while interpreting 
these results: Only a selection of FIT-Choice items was used in the questionnaire. Therefore, 
it remains unclear whether the strongest motives were identified. 

3.3	 Research Question and Hypotheses

So far there is a paucity of quantitative studies with standardized instruments focusing on 
the motivation for choosing a career as VET teachers, also compared to other school types. 
According to a comparative study by Driesel-Lange et al. (2017), students training to become 
VET teachers show a significantly higher level of career certainty than those to be teaching at 
the high academic school track (Gymnasium). Compared to their fellow students, for them 
intrinsic motives and work-family balance were significantly less pronounced motives in 
their decision to become a teacher. This first comparative study between students who study 
to become VET teachers and those who will become teachers at a general education school 
indicate a distinct constellation of career choice motivation of future VET teachers.
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The specific motivational structure of pre-service VET teachers—also in contrast to other 
pre-service teachers—should be further explored, for example to implement the findings 
in universities’ recruitment strategies for teacher training programs. Our research question 
which derived from this requirement asks about the differences in terms of career choice 
motives of students who train to become a VET teacher compared to students who have cho-
sen a career as a teacher at a comprehensive school. Based on the above described previous 
research, we formulated the following hypotheses: (1) For pre-service VET teachers’ intrinsic 
motives to become a teacher, like subject-specific interest, educational interest, and ability 
beliefs, are more important than extrinsic motives, like utility, social influences and a low le-
vel of difficulty of the course of study. (2) Concerning sociodemographic factors, age is asso-
ciated with higher utility motives and lower social influences. Prior pedagogical experience 
is related to higher educational interest. We do not have specific expectations concerning 
the relation of gender and career choice motives. (3) Compared to students who will teach 
at comprehensive schools, future VET teachers show a higher subject-specific interest and 
lower educational interest.

4	 Method

4.1	 Sample

The sample consists of N = 79 pre-service teachers at a German University. Most students 
were at the beginning of their studies. 30 students (38%) were enrolled to become VET 
teachers (i.e. electrical engineering, metal technology, or gardening). 49 students (62%) will 
later teach the subject vocational studies/technology (Wirtschaft - Arbeit - Technik [WAT]) 
at a comprehensive school. Teacher training at university is built the same way for both 
groups. But upon successful completion of their studies, pre-service VET teachers will re-
ceive permission to teach at vocational schools (as part of the VET system), while students 
who are studying the subject vocational studies/technology will obtain permission to teach 
at comprehensive schools, mostly at integrated secondary schools5 (as part of the general 
educational system).

We chose this latter group because the subject vocational studies/technology at compre-
hensive schools has a high share of practical work, for example in metal, electrical or textile 
workshops and therefore a certain similarity to the contents taught at vocational schools. 
Regarding their career choice motives, a comparison between those students who choose 

5	 The subject vocational studies/technology is taught at lower secondary level (until grade 10). With the second general educa-
tional subject, which the students choose, they could also teach at high academic school track (Gymnasium). 
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a practice-oriented subject at a comprehensive school and those students who will teach 
practice-oriented at a vocational school seems particularly interesting.

The overall sample was 68% female (n = 54) with a mean age of M = 22.90 (SD = 5.10) 
years. Gender and age proportions differed between the two subsamples: VET students were 
50% female (n = 15) and in average M = 23.33 (SD = 5.28) years old. In contrast, the future 
comprehensive school teachers were 80% (n = 39) female and with a mean age of M = 22.04 
(SD = 3.74) years slightly younger. Data were collected during regular classes using a standar-
dized self-report questionnaire. To respond students could choose between a paper-pencil 
version and an online version.

4.2	 Instruments

Career Choice Motivation
Motives to become a teacher were measured using the above described standardized Moti-
vation for Choosing Teacher Education Questionnaire (FEMOLA) including six subscales 
(Pohlmann & Möller, 2010; see also Paulick et al., 2013). Students rated each statement on a 
four-point likert-scale (1 = does not apply at all, 4 = applies completely), for subscales, num-
ber of items, example items, and Cronbach's alpha see Table 1.

Table 1: FEMOLA: Subscales, Number of Items, Example Items, and Cronbach's Alpha

Subscale (N items) I chose teacher education because … α
Educational interest (6) …I like working with adolescents and young adults. .81
Subject-specific interest (5) …I find the contents of my subjects interesting. .84
Ability beliefs (5) …I think that I am a capable teacher. .76
Utility (7) …I am financially secure as a teacher. .83
Social influences (5) …friends and acquaintances advised me to study as a teacher. .81
Low level of difficulty of the 
course of study (4)

…it is easier to study as a teacher than other courses of study. .74

Individual Variables
We also included students’ responses regarding their age in years, their gender (1 = female, 
2 = male) and their designated school type (1 = comprehensive school, 2 = vocational school). 
Furthermore, we asked them to indicate their prior pedagogical experience by checking none, 
one, or several of eight possible pedagogical activities (i.e. babysitting or tutoring). Those ac-
tivities were summed up, resulting in a total score of 0 (no prior pedagogical experience) to 
8 (experience in eight different pedagogical activities).
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4.3	 Data Analysis

In a first step, we performed descriptive analyses. In a second step, we examined the distribu-
tional differences regarding gender, age, and prior pedagogical experience between the two 
groups of teacher students. We, therefore, computed a chi-square test with gender and t-tests 
with age and prior pedagogical experience as variables. In a third step, a multivariate analysis 
of covariance (MANCOVA) was performed to detect mean differences across the six scales 
of motivation for choosing teaching education between pre-service VET teachers and future 
comprehensive school teachers. Gender and prior pedagogical experience were included as 
covariates in this analysis.

5	 Results
The results of the descriptive statistical analysis are presented in Table 2. The data indicate 
the highest means for educational interest (M = 3.40, SD = 0.42) and subject-specific interest 
(M = 3.34, SD = 0.51). So, students rated them as their most important motives for choosing 
the teaching profession. Except of the low level of difficulty of the course of study, all six 
FEMOLA subscales are on or above the statistical mean of the scale. 

The chi-square test confirmed that the two groups significantly differed in terms of gen-
der, χ2(1) = 6.64, p = .01, with more women in the comprehensive school group (female 
= 80%) than in the vocational school group (female = 50%). T-tests showed no significant 
difference in age distribution between the two student groups, t(76) = -1.26, p = .21, r = .14.   
Students training to become comprehensive school teachers (M = 2.45, SD = 1.46) had sig-
nificant more pedagogical experience prior to their studies than VET teacher students (M = 
1.67, SD = 1.18), t(77) = 2.48, p = .02, r = .27.



Table 2: Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations of the Study Variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1 Gender 1.34 0.50 1
2 Age 22.90 5.07 0.15 1
3 Prior pedagogical experience 2.16 1.41 -0.16 0.11 1
4 Educational interest 3.41 0.43 -0.00 -0.08 0.05 1
5 Subject-specific interest 3.34 0.52 -0.09 -0.05 -0.02 0.34** 1
6 Ability belief 3.18 0.49 0.05 0.12 0.08 0.35** 0.22* 1
7 Utility 3.08 0.59 0.06 -0.13 -0.18 0.12 0.16 0.22* 1
8 Social influences 2.50 0.72 -0.04 -0.34** -0.19 0.28** 0.09 0.18 0.32** 1
9 Low level of difficulty 1.75 0.51 0.08 -0.18 0.06 -0.11 -0.03 -0.02 0.24* 0.28** 1
Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation; ***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05; gender: 1 = female. 2 = male.

Table 3 displays the mean values of the different motives to become a teacher for both groups. Pre-service VET teachers rated their subject-specific in-
terest (M = 3.35, SD = 0.50) descriptively in average as their most important motivation for choosing teacher education, followed by their educational 
interest (M = 3.22, SD = 0.45) and their ability belief (M = 3.17, SD = 0.46). In average they attribute the least importance to the low level of difficulty of 
the course of study (M = 1.69, SD = 0.48). This confirmed our first hypothesis that the most important motivations of students for choosing to become 
a VET teacher are intrinsic motives, such as the subject-specific interest (compared to extrinsic motives).
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Table 3: Means and Standard Deviations for the Motivation of Choosing Teacher Education as 
Function of the School Type While Controlling for Gender and Prior Pedagogical Experience

School type

Vocational 
(n = 30)

Comprehensive 
(n = 49)

FEMOLA M SD M SD
Subject-specific interest 3.35 0.50 3.34 0.52
Educational interest 3.22 0.45 3.51 0.37
Ability belief 3.17 0.46 3.18 0.51
Utility 2.97 0.60 3.17 0.55
Social influences 2.13 0.59 2.69 0.65
Low level of difficulty 1.69 0.48 1.80 0.51
Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation

Table 4 presents the results of the MANCOVA. Prior to running the MANCOVA, multivaria-
te normality was tested as a necessary condition. As the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test indicated, 
not all dependent variables demonstrated a normal distribution within the two groups of 
teacher education. However, this assumption can be discarded under the condition of two 
approximately equally sized groups in an adequately large sample (Bortz & Schuster, 2010). 
The required sample size was estimated from the table of Bortz and Döring (2006, p. 628) 
and is N = 26 (for a big effect) for each subgroup. The existence of homogeneity of variance 
was also checked and validated. As the t-test did not show any statistically significant diffe-
rences in terms of age between the two teacher education tracks, we did not include age as a 
covariate in the model. 

The results of the MANCOVA show no statistically significant multivariate effects for the 
covariates gender (F(6,70) = 0.96, p = .46) and prior pedagogical experience (F(6,70) = 2.14, 
p = .06) thus answering our second hypothesis on their effects on motivations for choosing 
teacher education. While prior pedagogical experience was not related to higher educational 
interest and age was not associated with higher utility motives (against our expectations), age 
showed indeed a negative bivariate relation to social influences (see Table 2). However, the 
second hypothesis mostly has to be rejected.

Focusing on our third and final hypothesis about possible motivational differences, the 
following results add to the answer: In contrast to the future VET teachers, students in the 
track for teaching vocational studies/technology in comprehensive schools descriptevely ra-
ted their educational interest (M = 3.51, SD = 0.37), their subject-specific interest (M = 3.34, 
SD = 0.52) and the utility, like work-family-balance, (M = 3.17, SD = 0.55) as the most impor-
tant motivations for them to become a teacher. In the order of the motivations there already 
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consists a difference between the two groups of students, because pre-service VET teachers   
descriptevely rated their subject-specific interest (M = 3.354, SD = 0.50) higher than their 
educational interest (M = 3.22, SD = 0.45), followed by the ability belief (M = 3.17, SD = 0.46). 

Furthermore, the aspired school type in which the students will later teach has significant 
effects on the perceived importance of three motivations to become a teacher. Regarding 
students’ educational interest as a motivation to become a teacher, the school type has a 
medium-sized effect (F(1,75) = 9.37, p < .001, η2 = 0.11). Students in the track for teaching 
vocational studies/technology in comprehensive schools not only perceive their educational 
interest as the most vital motivation of all, they also rated it significantly higher than their 
fellow students in the vocational track did. Thus, as expected in hypothesis 3, future VET 
teachers reported lower educational interests compared to students for Vocational studies/
technology at comprehensive schools. However, we could not verify the expected higher sub-
ject-specific interests in future VET teachers.

Regarding the utility, the two school types have a medium effect on its importance as a 
motivation to become a teacher, F(1,75) = 4.53, p = .04, η2 = 0.06. However, for future com-
prehensive school teachers, it is the third most important motivation for choosing teaching 
as a career and their rating was significantly higher than that of future VET teachers.

Finally, there is a large effect of the school type regarding social influences as motive to be-
come a teacher, F(1,75) = 19.66, p < .001, η2 = 0.21. For the future teachers in comprehensive 
schools, the influences of their social environment were significantly more important than 
for the future VET teachers. 

Table 4: MANCOVA Results for the Effects of the School Type on the Motivation of Choosing 
Teacher Education While Controlling for Gender and Prior Pedagogical Experience

Gender Prior pedagogical 
experience

School type

Source F p η2 F p η2 F p η2

Multivariate (df =6, 70) 0.96 .46 .08 2.14 .06 .15 5.51 .00 0.32

Univariate (df =1, 75)

Subject-specific interest 0.94 .34 0.01 0.00 .97 0.00 0.13 .72 0.00

Educational interest 0.83 .37 0.01 0.00 .97 0.00 9.37 .00 0.11

Ability belief 0.20 .65 0.00 1.13 .29 0.01 0.01 .92 0.00

Utility 0.73 .40 0.01 2.80 .10 0.04 4.53 .04 0.06

Social influences 0.08 .78 0.00 6.86 .01 0.08 19.66 .00 0.21

Low level of difficulty 2.04 .16 0.03 0.01 .94 0.00 1.61 .21 0.02

Note. η2 = partial eta square.
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6	 Discussion and Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to investigate the career choice motivation of future VET 
teachers with a validated questionnaire and to compare their motives to those of prospective 
comprehensive school teachers. The results add to the scarce research on the motivation of 
pre-service VET teachers and their specificities compared to other pre-service teachers.

All FEMOLA scales, except the level of difficulty of the course of study, have shown a mean 
above the statistical mean of the scale. They all seem to have mattered in the decision-making 
process to decide for the course of study. For the future VET teachers subject-specific interest 
was the most important motive for their career choice, followed by their educational interest. 
While the subject-specific interest of the comprehensive school teachers showed equal im-
portance, their educational interest was even more important as a career choice motive. Ext-
rinsic motives like utility and social influences were lower in future VET teachers compared 
to comprehensive school teachers. So, we found significant differences between pre-service 
VET teachers and vocational studies/technology teachers in comprehensive schools in terms 
of the motives educational interest, social influences, and utility.

An explanation for the prospective comprehensive school teachers’ significantly higher 
educational interest could lie in the age of their future pupils. In Berlin, the subject vocational 
studies/technology is taught throughout grade seven to ten at comprehensive schools. Pupils 
in these classes are therefore in average between 13 and 16 years old, while only 39% of pupils 
in vocational schools are 19 years or younger (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 
2018). Studies of Retelsdorf and Möller (2012) and others show that educational interest lo-
ses of importance as career choice motive with the increasing age of the pupils taught, e.g. in 
comparison of elementary and secondary schools with the Gymnasium.

The lower degree of the perceived social influence as a motivational trigger to become 
a VET teacher could possibly be explained by a low level of awareness of the VET teaching 
profession (Frommberger & Lange, 2018) compared with the general teaching profession. 
Since this occupation is little known, its probability to be recommended by friends or family 
is comparatively lower than that of teaching in general schools. Further, depending on eco-
nomic development, social influence to become a VET teacher might differ: In times of a 
rather sound economy (at the time of the survey), friends and family might be less inclined to 
propose the teacher profession compared to times of economic downturn, where becoming a 
teacher could seem as a more secure job opportunity which could be more often recommen-
ded by the social environment.

A possible explanation for the differences in the motive utility (with a medium but signifi-
cant effect size) could be the observed gender difference between the two sample groups. The 
comprehensive school sample has a significantly higher proportion of women than the voca-
tional school group. It might therefore be possible that aspects such the work-family compa-
tibility play a more important role for female than for male students. The general framework 
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for teachers in Germany is characterized by a high degree of reliability and certainty. For 
example, teachers receive a decent salary and pension, have an above-average number of ho-
lidays, and are entitled by law to switch to part-time upon their request (Füssel, 2014). Even 
if it is presuming old role models, a guaranty to be able to return to their original job after a 
pregnancy could weight importantly in a women's career decision, maybe more importantly 
than for a man.

6.1	 Conclusions and Practical Implications

An important theoretical implication of the current study is that VET teacher students are 
indeed a special subgroup of teacher training students with a differential pattern of career 
choice motivation. The subject specific interest was the most important motivation for choo-
sing teacher education, followed by educational interest, while social influences and utility 
were comparably far less important. As shown for other types of teacher training students 
like elementary school versus high academic school track (Gymnasium) teachers (Retelsdorf 
& Möller, 2012), VET teacher students differ in their career choice motives. Against the back-
drop of the paucity of research on this group of teachers and the light of the teacher shortage 
especially in vocational schools, more empirical studies on VET teachers seem highly recom-
mendable.

Practical implications derive from the findings on the different motivations of the pre-
service teachers. One implication is that our knowledge on their career choice motivations 
could be applied in the recruitment strategies of universities to increase the number of stu-
dents who become teachers at vocational schools. Adapted recruiting and communication 
strategies could incorporate career choice motives to promote the profession of vocational 
school teacher. Through the motivation of passing on one's own specialist knowledge, for 
example, it would be possible to specifically address professionals who are looking for a ca-
reer change or who are interested in continuing career development. In counteracting the 
shortage of teaching staff at vocational schools, not only must more students be recruited, but 
the conditions for a successful course of study and for remaining in the teaching profession 
later must also be ensured. Again, career choice motivation offers a valuable starting point 
for the initial counselling of prospective students in order to convey a realistic picture of their 
studies and everyday working life as teachers which then can be compared with the career 
choice motives of the prospective students.

Because we surveyed pre-service teachers, results may not be directly transferred to VET 
in-service teachers. However, their motives to become VET teachers may prolong to later oc-
cupancy at VET schools. Considering motivating and demotivating features of the working 
environment and the initial motives also could further evolve (Han & Yin, 2016). The analy-
sis of changing and enduring motives to teach, starting with of pre-service teachers to con-
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tinued education in the Referendariat to in-service teachers at VET schools is due to future 
research, both cross-sectional and longitudinal. Independently from this, students should be 
prepared in the best way in their studies for the challenging job as VET teachers in order to 
keep them in the teaching profession permanently.

6.2	 Limitations and Future Research

Although this study provides valuable insights into career choice motivation of pre-service 
VET teachers, some limits must be acknowledged when interpreting its results. First, our 
sample was comparatively small due to the low number of students in the VET teacher pro-
gram at the participating university and with this sample size we could only prove big effects. 
We are dealing here with a general problem in researching the profession of VET teaching. In 
addition, our aim was to measure students’ career choice motivation at the beginning of their 
studies which further reduced the available number of prospective participants. Therefore, 
concerted initiatives to further research career choice motivation across universities are of 
particular importance in the future. 

Second, the group of pre-service vocational studies/technology teachers constitutes a 
representative comparative group for general schools only to a limited extent. On the one 
hand, the subject of instruction includes a broad spectrum of subjects ranging from nutriti-
onal science to metalwork and vocational orientation, so that vocational studies/technology 
teachers have a broader range of content than teachers of other subjects at general schools. 
On the other hand, the subject contains many elements of practical work, for example in tex-
tile, carpentry or electrical workshops. Hence, the teaching activities of vocational studies/
technology teachers have a stronger practical focus than that of other subjects at general 
schools. Because of the practical activities, vocational studies/technology teachers could in 
terms of their career choice motivation be closer to VET teachers than other subject teachers 
in comprehensive schools.

The third constraint results from the cross-sectional design of our data which allows no 
conclusions about possible changes in terms of the perception of one's initial career choice 
motivation. Future research might examine whether the framing of one's initial career choice 
motivation may change in the course of one's studies (e.g., between the beginning of the 
Bachelor's program and the Master's program). Ideally, students of the same cohort would be 
interviewed several times over the course of their studies in order to assess possible changes 
in their perception of their initial motivation to become a teacher. It is also of interest weather 
and how practical training might affect it. A hypothesis in this respect would be that with the 
increase in pedagogical knowledge and on-the-job experience through the obligatory intern-
ships, students will increasingly adopt the role of teachers for themselves. In the retrospective 
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assessment, the extrinsic motives could thus recede further into the background in favour of 
the intrinsic motives as central career choice motives.

Forth, the last limitation is due to the fact that our analyses are based on retrospective 
self-assessments, which in general entail the risk of socially desirable responding. According 
to Paulhus (1984), respondents embellish their own answers towards socially accepted views 
in order to appear in a better light towards themselves and/or third parties. In the present 
case, extrinsic motives, such as the high compatibility of the teaching profession with family 
obligations or job security, might have been rated as less important than they were in the de-
cision-making process. Respondents might feel that in society extrinsic motives are conside-
red as less noble and contradict the public opinion on why someone should want to become 
a teacher. The same reasons may have led to a stronger evaluation of the intrinsic motives.

Taking these considerations into account, we believe that the current study offers new and 
relevant insights into the career choice motivation of pre-service VET teachers. Their high 
subject-specific interest, combined with educational interest on the one hand and their com-
parably low utility and social influence as career choice motivations on the other hand, lay 
a solid motivational foundation for studying to become future VET teachers. Gaining more 
motivated per-service VET teachers and preparing them with the necessary knowledge, abi-
lities and attitudes in the course of their studies presents a good starting point to reduce the 
teacher shortage in an important area in our educational system—the vocational schools. 
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