
 

 

     

 

Introduction and background 

 
There has already been a considerable amount of research about the motivations of those who have 
chosen teaching as a career. However, the vast majority of the studies in this area have been undertaken 
with pre-service teachers rather than with undergraduate students who may or may not go on to be 
teachers.  
A new study from the Durham University Evidence Centre for Education aims to fill this research gap. It 
includes systematic reviews, secondary data analyses, a survey of trainee teachers, and interviews with 
undergraduates before they make a choice of career.  This report focusses on the largest survey element 
of the project – a generic career questionnaire for undergraduates across a range of subjects in 53 English 
universities in England. The 16-item questionnaire gathered information about student background and 
current education, what they are looking for in a career, the sources of information about careers they have 
found useful, whether they have considered teaching, and which factors attract them to or deter them from 
teaching. Responses are either categorical or rated on a scale from 0 (no importance) to 10 (most 
important). Where a rating was used, an average of all responses was calculated. A further 20 students 
agreed to take part in interviews.  
A total of 4,469 valid survey responses were received; The instrument also asked students if they were 
happy to be interviewed about the same kinds of issues, and 20 agreed.  

 

Key findings 
 
 Generic career drivers and sources of information  
 

• All respondents were given a list of factors which could 
influence a choice of career and asked to rate them from 0 
(not at all influential) to 10 (very influential).  

• The highest scores (average above 7) were given for job 
satisfaction (8.77), interest in subject area (7.66), career 
prospects (7.6), opportunity to develop skills (7.59), job 
security (7.5), pay (7.26), and type of colleagues (7.03). 

• At the other end of the scale, average scores of under 5 
were given for family tradition (2.05), an introductory bonus 
(4.31), status/public perception of the job (4.35), and the 
opportunity for an internship (4.79). 

• Respondents were asked to rate the influences of certain 
sources of information. The 3 most important influences 
were university qualifications (6.92), previous work 
experience paid or unpaid (6.52), volunteering work in the 
past (5.62) and family (5.52). The least important were 
media stories or drams (3.33), government websites such 
as Get into Teaching (3.86) and publicity campaigns and 
adverts (3.86). 

 
Teaching as a career – attractors and deterrents  
 

• Fifty-nine per cent of all respondents (2,619) had 
considered teaching as a career. Of these, 881 (20%) 
intended to become a teacher, and 859 (19%) either had 
applied or were planning to apply for teacher training.  

• The likely teachers were fairly evenly split between those 
planning to teach in primary (17%) and secondary (19%) 
phases.  

• Most undergraduates (83%) felt that it would be easy to 
enter a career other than teaching with their degree. 

• Respondents were asked about their perceptions of 
teaching as a job. Thinking specifically about teaching as a 
possible career, the most important attractor for all 
respondents was the long holidays emerged as the most 
important attractor (mean score 7.79), followed by the 
chance to give something back to society (7.37) and the 
fact that good teachers can encourage others to go into 
teaching (7.33).  

• The biggest deterrent to a teaching career was that teacher 
salaries are not considered to be high enough (7.45). 
There was also a fairly high level of agreement (average 
6.44) that there is a problem with poor discipline in schools.  

• Respondents were given a list of 4 incentives which the 
government has introduced (being paid a salary while 
training, a tax free bursary or scholarship, a loan to cover 
tuition fees and a loan to support living expenses). Average 
scores for all of these were between 6 and 7, with the 
incentive of being paid while training having the highest 
score (6.91). 

 
Determinants of wanting to be a teacher 
 

• Male students were more likely to have considered being a 
teacher (62% vs 54.8%) and much more likely to intend to 
become a teacher (23.6% vs 13.9%). 

• There was little difference between ethnic groups, although 
with black and mixed students, there was a bigger gap 
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between consideration of teaching and actually applying or 
intending to teach. Of the 52.9 per cent of black students 
who had considered teaching, only 15.7 per cent had 
applied for teaching and 12.2 per cent were intending to be 
a teacher. Similarly, 52.8 per cent of the mixed ethnic 
group had considered teaching, but only 10.8 per cent had 
applied and 11.4 per cent intended to become a teacher.  

• Students whose parents do not have a degree are more 
likely to consider teaching (65.5% vs 54.6%). With regard 
to applying for teaching the gap is even more marked (26% 
of those whose parents do not have a degree compared to 
15.1% of those whose parents do have a degree). 

• Teacher applications are most likely from students whose 
parents are not usually employed, or who have a craft-
related or manual occupation. Twenty-nine per cent of 
those whose parents were in craft related jobs had applied 
for teaching compared to just 15.9 per cent of those whose 
parents were higher level professionals. 

• Consideration of a career in teaching is most common 
among students who enter university with a BTEC (72.6%), 
or combination of BTEC and A levels (76.4); a very high 
proportion of these intend to go into teaching (43.9% and 
49.6% respectively). Students with an International 
Baccalaureate (perhaps more often from private schools), 
are much less likely to consider teaching (43.7%) or intend 
to go into teaching (13.7%).  

• Those who have considered, applied for teaching or who 
are intending to teach all enter university with lower 
average tariff points than their peers. The firmer their 
intentions to teach becomes, the bigger this difference is. 
For example, amongst those intending to teach, the 
average A level tariff score is 127 (just above BBB), 
compared to 137 for those not intending to teach.  

• It would appear that as they move through university, 
students become increasingly unlikely to consider teaching 
or intend to teach. Amongst first year respondents, 78 per 
cent stated that they had considered teaching, compared 
to 57.6% of third year students. Just over 54 per cent of 
first year students said that they intended to teach, 
compared with just 17.6 per cent of third year students.  

• Students taking courses related to sports, languages and 
English are most likely to consider becoming a teacher, 
and those in more clearly ‘vocational’ areas such as 
medicine, law and architecture are least likely. Their 
reports of whether they have applied, and actually intend, 
to become teachers show a similar pattern. A very high 
proportion of students following sports courses (42.8%) 
intend to become teachers. 

• With regard to expected degree outcomes, the likelihood of 
considering, applying and intending to become a teacher 
increases with lower grades. Of those expecting a 1st class 
degree, 16.8 per cent intend to go into teaching, compared 
to 30.8 per cent of those expecting a 2.2. 

• Potential teachers are more motivated by having a chance 
to share their knowledge and give something back than 
their peers. The differences become clearer as they decide 
to apply for teacher training and intend to become 
teachers. For example, when comparing the importance of 
‘being able to give something back’ those intending to go 
into teaching show a large effect size of +0.44 when 
compared to their peers. They are less concerned with 
status, pay, and career prospects than their peers.  
Potential teachers and their peers are equivalent in terms 
of the importance which they attach to workload, 
incentives, and autonomy. 

• Potential teachers report being much more influenced by 
advice at school, government websites, and working as a 
volunteer, than their peers; the differences grow as their 
intention becomes firmer. Family members, other people, 
adverts and so on are not major factors dividing 

prospective teachers and others. Perhaps what this means 
is that information sources rated highly overall, but not 
especially so by prospective teachers, should be 
highlighted when trying to attract students who would not 
otherwise be teachers. 

• In terms of incentives, potential teachers report that they 
would be much more influenced by financial incentives to 
train than their peers, with each version of incentives 
scoring a similar amount. For example, the availability of a 
training bursary had a positive effect size of +0.62. 

• Potential teachers report altruistic reasons, along with prior 
good experience of schooling, and academic interest as 
drivers. They are not any more or less interested in 
holidays, working hours, workload, or poor discipline than 
their peers. Although these factors are often reported in 
relation to teacher dropout, but at this stage they do not 
appear to be a concern.  
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