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PROFESSIONAL INTERESTS
OF FINAL GRADE PRIMARY SCHOOL
STUDENTS IN SERBIA:
A CASE STUDY

Slavica Sevkusi¢®
Institute for Educational Research, Belgrade, Republic of Serbia

Introduction

nterestsareamong the most significant predictorsof educational choices, degree

completion, occupational choices, and job satisfaction (Su, Rounds & Armstrong,

2009). In choosing an occupation, Super (1980) attaches the greatest importance
to professional interests and believes that interests in certain occupations are formed as
a result of intra-individual and individual-environment interactions (cited in: Brancié,
1986). Despite definitional differences, professional development theorists have reached
the consensus that interests have a dispositional basis. They have also illuminated the
complexity and development of the phenomenon as well as the factors that influence
the formation of interest (Rounds & Su, 2014). It has been widely assumed that the
establishment of interests occurs in childhood. Research evidence has demonstrated
that the patterns of student interests are fairly stable between grades 8 and12. A key
assumption involved in these studies is that interests themselves do not change much

over time and that they serve a guiding function in career decision making about careers

(Tracey, Robbins & Hofsess, 2005).

Super (1980) distinguishes five stages in career development, the first of which is
marked by the development of self-concept and attitudes and takes place during primary

education when the development of self-concept and attitudes dominates. At this stage,

5 Note. This research was funded by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development of the
Republic of Serbia (Contract No. 451-03-68/2022-14/200018).

6 E-mail: ssevkusic@gmail.com
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students are expected to develop work habits and positive self-evaluation, so that they
could effectively explore career opportunities in the subsequent exploration phase. The
crystallization and specification of vocational interests appear to be developmental tasks
that begin at these ages and are realized at older ages (cited in: Barjaktarov & Opaci¢,
2018). In the eighth grade of primary school, the first decisions are made regarding
continuing or leaving school, the choice of secondary school, and the future career
direction. These decisions are influenced by interests as well as the assessment of one’s
own competence in different domains of activity (Branci¢, 1986). Therefore, it is
important for young people to recognize and evaluate their own abilities, traits, and
interests as well as to receive relevant information about the opportunities and conditions
offered by different professions. In this sense, the key areas of a school psychologist’s
work include professional orientation and counseling, which can help young people

overcome problems that are characteristic of this stage of career development.

To examine professional interests of eighth-grade primary school students in
Serbia, school psychologists use the Test of Professional Interests — TPI (Dragovic ez al.,
2002). The test is recognized by the Society of Psychologists of Serbia and in addition
to being widely used in professional orientation and counseling in the school practice,
the instrument is also employed for research purposes (Lukovi¢ & Cizmié, 2012).
The authors of the test reportedsatisfactory metric characteristics and high reliability
coeficients (for all domains of interests, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient ranged from .89
t0.95), finding the test to be objective, diagnostically valid, and useful in differentiating
students with stronger professional aspirations. Norms for the test were developed on
a sample of 340 ecighth-grade students from urban and rural areas. However, earlier
research showed that some psychometric characteristics of the test were not acceptable.
Identified as the main problem was the lack of different norms with regard to student
gender (Trogrli¢ & Vasi¢, 2002). An analysis demonstrated that the discriminativeness
of the test and content validity were problematic (due to the absence of items related to
modern occupations such as I'T, sports, management, and entrepreneurship). Therefore,
the authors concluded that the use of this test in the practice of psychological counseling
was of ,,questionable utility (Kosti¢ & Vlaji¢, 2004: 124).

Having in mind the importance of students’ professional interests for their further
education and work, the aim of this research was to identify professional interests of

students in Serbia at the end of primary education and examine potential interest-
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shaping factors. Furthermore, our intention was to consider the relevance of the TPI for

the school practice, based on the obtained results.

We posed the following research questions: (a) What is the intensity of students’
interest in occupations offered in the test and which professions do students like most
and least? (b) Are students’ gender and school achievement important factors for their
professional interests? (c) How do the scores of students in our sample compare to the

test norms obtained on the standardization sample?

Method

We opted for a case study as aconvenient research design. As the case in point, we
selected a medium-sized primary school with three eighth-grade classes, located in a
suburban settlement (with some characteristics of a rural environment) about 10 km

from the center of Belgrade.

Sample. We tested 243 eighth-grade students (123 girls, 120 boys) from three
consecutive school years (2015/16, 2016/17, and 2017/18). Students’ average age was
14.3 years.

Measures and instruments. In order to identify students ‘professional interests,
we used the TPI, which measures interest intensity on a four-point scale (1-I am not
interested at all, 2-1 am slightly interested, 3-1 am moderately interested, and 4-I am
very interested) for ten domains of interest (Administration, Security, Technical and
Craft Work, Culture, Science, Agriculture, Hospitality, Trade, Aesthetic Design, and
Humanitarian and Healthcare Work). The test consists of 120 items determined by
factor analysis as the most predictive of the ten areas of interest that the test measures.
In each interest domain, a respondent can score a minimum of 12 and a maximum
of 48 points, with the total TPI score ranging from 120 to 480 points. Test reliability
(Cronbach’s alpha) for our sample ranged from .83 to 91 for each of the 10 occupational

domains.

Procedure. 'The original pen-and-paper version of the TPI was adapted for

automated application in the Microsoft Excel program, which facilitated and accelerated
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the process of examination and data collection.” Testing was done during April and
May each year.

Measures of school achievement were operationalized as the average grades in
the subjects of the Serbian Language and Literature and Mathematics at the end of
the seventh gradeand thegrade point averageat the end of the seventh grade. Students’

grades were taken from official school documents.

Data processing. We used descriptive statistics, #-test, and linear correlation

(Pearson’s 7).

Results and Discussion

The intensity and domains of students’ professional interests. The average TPI score for the
entire sample was close to 206 points (M=205.95D=50.20), indicating that students were
not particularly interested in occupations offered in the test. More precisely, for 76% of
occupations stated that they were slightly interested, while for 23% of occupations, they
declared that they were not interested at all. There was no occupation in which students

were very interested.

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for thetendomains of interest, ranked
according to the mean values. Students were most interested in occupations in the
domain of Culture, and they expressed the greatest liking forthe occupation labeled as
Working as a Member of a Film CrewThis was also the only occupation that students

liked at the level of medium intensity.

Occupations in Agriculture and Technical and Craft Work were the least
attractive to students. They expressed a slightly greater interest in other domains, but
it was still of low intensity. Similar results were obtained in a 2010 study conducted on
a sample of eighth-gradersfrom two primary schools in Belgrade (Lukovi¢ & Cizmi¢,
2012).

7 Student testing and relevant data collection and processing were conducted by the school psychologist, Ljubomir
Stojanovié.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Professional Interests — the TPI (N=243)

Domains of interest Min Max Mean SD
Culture (CU) 12 46 24.55 9.308
Security (SE) 12 48 23.79 9.797
Humanitarian and Healthcare

12 47 21.87 9.390
Work (HH)
Administration (AD) 12 48 21.40 7.641
Hospitality (HO) 12 42 21.37 9.810
Science (SC) 12 46 20.68 8.113
Trade (TR) 12 47 20.09 6.683
Aesthetic Design (AE) 12 41 19.43 7.537
Technical and Craft Work (TC) 12 44 17.47 8.350
Agriculture (AG) 12 47 15.33 5.874

Our results were highly similar to the test norms in most domains of interest. However,
statistically significant deviations from the norms were foundintwo domains, Security
and Trade: our participants likedSecurity professions significantly more (#=-2.46, p<.001)
and Trade professions significantly less (1=2.32, p<.001). When standardizing the test,
the authors observed that students from urban areas generally hada more developed
interest in the field of Trade than students from rural settlements, which means that
our participants showed similarities with the latter. This finding might be explained by
some characteristics of the school’s socio-economic context. Although the authors claim
that “the place of residence does not affect the differences in the professional interests of
students” (Dragovi¢ ez al., 2002: 21), the relationship between students’ place of living

and professional interestsshould be examined more carefully.

Gender and professional interests. Compared to the standardization sample,
where gender did not appear to be a significant source of variance in student interests
(Dragovi¢ et al., 2002: 21), in our sample, we found significant differences between
boys and girls for six interest domains (Graphic 1). Boys showed a greater interest in
occupations from the Securityand Technical and Craft Work domains and girls were
more interested in occupations encompassed by the domains of Culture, Aesthetic
Design, and Humanitarian and Healthcare Work (all differences were significant at the

.001 level). Significant differences also existed for 68 out of 120 occupations (all at the
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.001 level). For example, boys showed a keenerinterest in Repairing an Electric Motor and
Installing and Connecting Parts of Electrical Installations, while girls were more interested

in Designing Seasonal Modelsof Clothes and Detecting and Treating People’s Diseases.

Graph 1. Gender and Professional Interest Domains
30
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Our findings are consistent with research evidence in this field, withgender emerging
as a central predictor of students’ educational choices (Lapan, Shaughnessy & Boggs,
1996). Namely, genderhas been described as the most important factor influencing
children’s occupational preferences by the early primaryschool years. Thus, differences
in children’s interest patterns are clearlyassociated with socially circumscribed gender
roles and have been attributed to gender identity development and the general process
of occupational role knowledge development (Hartung, Porfeli & Vondracek, 2005).
In the first comprehensive meta-analysis on sex differences in vocational interests, Su,
Rounds, and Armstrong (2009) synthesized four decades’ worth of results from interest
inventories and found large sex differences, with men preferring scientific, technical,
and mechanical activities and women showing a greater interest in social and artistic
domains. These differences have also been demonstrated cross-culturally (Chun,
Glosenberg, Tracey, Blustein & Foster, 2022). For example, in a study conducted on a
sample of 421 university students and employees from Serbia, Opaci¢ (2014) employed
an instrument based on the Holland vocational interest model and found significant

differences between male and female respondents in almost all interest domains.
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School achievement and professional interests. Descriptive statistics of school
achievement measures in our sample were as follows: the Serbian Language and
Literature (M=3.78, SD=1.059), Mathematics (M=3.39, SD=1.160), and thegrade point
average (M=4.08, SD=0.739). According to the frequency distribution of the grade
point average, nearly 80% of students achieved grade 4 or 5, while the number of
students whose average grade was 2 at the end of the seventh grade was negligible
(1.2%).

The analysis of the relationships between school achievement measures and test

scores showed that there were significant correlations for six groups of occupations and

the total TPI score (Table 2).

Table 2. Correlations (r) Between School Achievement Measures

and Professional Interest Test Scores

. Overall
II)ntere'st {he Serbla;l Mathematics7 Grade Point
omain anguage Ave[‘age7
Security -.269** -.281** -.329**
Technical/Craft Work -.385** -.269** -.352%*
Agriculture -.206** -.168* -.202**
Hospitality -229%* -.160* -173**
Trade -.199** -.160*
Humanitarian/HealthcareWork -147*
TPI Score -.208** - 199** -.205*
** p<.001
*p<.005

The results on the TPI obtained the highest correlations with the grade in the Serbian
Language and the overall achievement at the end of the seventh grade, while the
correlations with the grade in Mathematics were somewhat weaker (except for the
occupational group of Humanitarian and HealthcareWork). All correlations were
negative, which means that students’ level of academic achievement was inversely
proportional to their affinity for professions on the test. This was especially true for the
following groups of professions (ranked by correlationstrength): Technical and Craft
Work, Security, Agriculture, and Hospitality.Significant relations were also found

between measures of school achievement and individual occupations. On the other
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hand, the authors of the TPI reported that differences in students’ school achievement
with regard to their professional interests are so rare and sporadic that they can be
considered irrelevant (Ibid, 2002: 23). This finding may be due to the fact that students
reported their grades themselves, so the measure of school achievement may not have

been sufficiently objective.

The finding we obtained was expected, given that students with higher levels of
academic achievement tend to be more inclined to continue their education in general
education schools (grammar schools) and specific occupations (vocational schools)
are not attractive to them. This finding is also consistent with theories of professional
interests and research evidence. Holland (1959) believes that the choice of occupation is
a direct expression of an individual’s personality, motivation, knowledge, and abilities.
Ginzberg (1951) claims that people’s occupation-related decisions are confirmed or
rejected depending on how they perceive their abilities, whereby school performance
affects their perception of their own abilities (cited in: Opaci¢, 2014). Tracey (2002)
noted that theories of professional interests widely support the interest-competence link,
suggesting that children are more likely to develop an interest in activities in which
they feel competent. Patrick, Care, and Ainly (2011) found that professional interests,
school grades, and academic self-efficacy were significant predictors of educational
choices at the end of primary school. In a study conducted on a sample of eight-graders,
Barjaktarov and Opaci¢ (2018) found positive relationships between academic self-
concept for the domains of school subjects and professional interests conceptualized

according to Holland’s theory.

Conclusion

The results of the case study suggest that intensity- and domain-wise, students’ interests
at the end of primary school have not changed significantly compared to earlier research
conducted in Serbia. Our participants were most interested in occupations in the field
of culture and least interested in the fields of agriculture and technical and craft work.
The generally faint interest of students in occupations in the test can be partially
explained by the content of statements expressing outdated occupations, some of which

no longer exist. This means that it is necessary to revise the content of numerous items
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and include occupations that are particularly interesting to young people today, such as

the I'T sector, sports, and entrepreneurship.

The comparison of our results with the TPI norms confirmed the findings of
previous research suggesting that the test should have different norms for boys and
girls. Likewise, we obtained differences in occupational preferences that indicate that it
should be determined whether special norms are needed for students from urban and
rural settlements. The results on the significant relations between school achievement
and students’ professional interests indicate that in the school practice, special attention
should be paid not only to the development of competencies in various fields of interest,

but also to students’ assessments of their own competencies.

Finally, we would like to add that in the psychological practice in Serbia, there
are two more tests for measuring professional interests for the purposes of professional
orientation and counseling of primary and secondary school students: TPO-3 (Kosti¢,
Vlaji¢ & Randelovi¢, 2011) and RIASEC-OK (Opaci¢, 2014). Both tests have been
shown to have good psychometric characteristics and compensate for some of the main

shortcomings of the TPI instrument.

Keywords: professional interests, eight-grade primary school students, the Test of

Professional Interests — TPI, gender, school achievement.
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