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ABSTRACT

Career choice exerts a profound influence on an individual’s life. In Malaysia, a Year 10 student
has to decide whether to take up arts or science stream and this in turn influences their career
aspirations. It is believed that during these formative years, this decision is influenced by various
factors.

Objective: The present pilot study was conducted to determine the influences of various factors
like age, gender, location, maternal and paternal occupation and their education levels on the
career preferences of Year 10 students in Malaysia.

Methods: This analytical cross-sectional study was carried out by using the questionnaire method.
The career preferences were categorised into arts or science pathways depending on the interests
showed by students. These career preferences were then compared with the various factors and
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occupational stress.

correlation and regression analysis was performed. The differences were analysed by chi square
test and independent T-test using Epi Info Version 7.0.

Results: This study involved forty seven Year 10 students. Age and maternal education level were
found to be significantly influencing the preference towards the Arts or Science career pathway.
The younger students preferred the Science stream (P = 0.0002). The children, whose mothers
were highly educated showed more preference towards Arts stream (P = 0.035). The other factors
were not statistically significant in their association.
Conclusion: It is likely that children at a younger age are influenced towards the science stream
due to social attitude towards people with technical background. Mothers with higher education
level might be discouraging their children towards the more technical career choices due to
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1. INTRODUCTION

Career choice exerts a profound influence on an
individual’s life. Oxford Dictionaries define career
as an occupation undertaken for a significant
period of a person’s life and with opportunities for
progress [1]. The Malaysian education system
comprises of students from Year 1 to Year 6 for
primary school level and Year 7 to Year 12 for
secondary school level. Year 10 students are the
equivalent of the ‘O’ level qualification in the
British Education System. These students are at
the crossroads of their career because they have
to choose their preferred subjects whether to
study in the Arts stream or Science stream [2]. It
is a pivotal decision as most students will follow
careers related to their field of interest in the
respective streams.

Career aspirations are influenced by various
socio-demographic factors such as age, gender
and area of residence. The parents’ occupation
and education level may also influence gender
choices across a variety of context [3]. It is
important for parents to give students support
and encouragement to explore the many options
available regarding career  preferences.
Counsellor and educators may play a vital role in
assisting adolescents to explore their career
options [4]. A study done by Lent et al. showed
that vocational interests are essential to guide
career choices and development [5]. Students
can also merely get influenced by various
television programs when it comes to deciding
their career preference [6]. Meanwhile, a study
by De et al. which compared the ideology or
perception of students from East Malaysia and
Peninsular Malaysia showed that there was no
difference in terms of location of residence when
it comes to choosing a career [7].
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Even though many studies have been done
trying to establish a correlation between the
various factors on career aspirations [8,9] the
data in the Malaysian setting is sparse and there
is no consensus. Students should have the
opportunity to evaluate all of the aspects
available in order to make a complete, logical
and educated plan while choosing a career
pathway. Therefore, the present study was
conducted to determine the career preferences
of Year 10 students in Malaysia and to compare
the effect of influences like age, gender, location
of residence, and parental occupation and
education levels on their career preferences.

2. METHODS

The study design was an analytical cross-
sectional study. The researchers chose a
reputed international school as the research
study area which offers ‘O’ level. This school is
located in a suburb setting of Melaka, Malaysia.
Students attending this school were from Year 1
to the Year 13 from the age of 7 to 20 years. The
Year 10 class comprising of 47 students was
chosen as the population group for the study.
This group was of particular importance because
they were yet to decide on the various streams of
studies like medical, engineering, arts &
communication, business sciences and public
services. Written informed consent was obtained
from the School Principal and the participating
students. It was clearly explained before the
exercise that this was a voluntary survey and
students can refrain from giving details if they
wished to. Clearance was also obtained from the
Institutional Ethics and Research Committee of
the researchers.

The career interest survey questionnaire was
adapted from School-to-World. School-to-World
is an organization who has formulated the
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questionnaire to determine the career pathway
apt for a given student. The questionnaire was
modified by reorganising it into two parts. The
first part of the survey established the socio-
demographic information. The second part of the
questionnaire was divided into three major
sections and this was done to avoid bias
amongst the students about their final choice.
Anonymity of the students and the institution was
maintained in the questionnaire. Section | dealt
with the activities of interest, Section Il was about
personal qualities that relates to the students and
Section 1ll was about preferred hobbies. There
were 33 items in Section |, 24 items in Section Il
and 18 items in Section lll. The students were
instructed to mark the items which they would
prefer in each of the given Section. Items marked
in section |, Il and Ill by the students were added
and the score obtained indicated the career
preferred by the students based on their
interests, personal qualites and preferred
hobbies. All students were categorized into six
career options. These options were then
compared to determine the correlation between
various socio-demographic factors with the
career preferences of these students. The
questionnaire used age, gender, location of
residence, parental occupation and education
level as the socio-demographic factors.

All the Year 10 students who gave consent and
submitted a complete questionnaire were
included in the study whereas those who refused
to give consent and incomplete questionnaires
were excluded from the study. The statistical
analysis was carried out using Epi Info Version
7.0 using correlation and regression analysis and
the differences were analysed by chi square test
and T-Test to look for the association between
the various factors on the career choices of these
students.

3. RESULTS
3.1 Demographics

There were 47 students in the Year 10 class. All
students had given their consent and agreed to
participate in the research. Out of the 47
questionnaires, 44 were found to be complete as
per inclusion criteria while 3 questionnaires had
missing data and therefore were not included in
the study. This resulted in a 93.6% successful
return rate. The age distribution of the students in
the class ranged from 14 to 20 years. The mean
age of the participants was 16.16 +/- 1.58. The
gender of students in the class consisted of 50%
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males and 50% females. Almost 75% of the
students were from an urban residential area
while the rest were from a rural setting (Table 1).
Nearly 91% of the fathers and 59% of mothers of
the students had a white-collar occupational
status.  White-collar  occupation  denotes
professional careers or the people who work in
an office setting or other professional
environment like doctors, lawyers and teachers.
The blue-collar occupation denotes work related
to manual or physical work or workers in
factories or industries. Occupations that came
under the category ‘Others’ were those that did
not fit into the white-collar or blue-collar
definition, which included homemakers. As for
the education levels, 45% of the students’ fathers
had level 1 education while 47% of the mothers
had level 2 education. Level 1 education denoted
those with Master or Doctoral education status or
their equivalents. Level 2 education denoted
those with Bachelor Degree education status or
their equivalents while level 3 educations were
those having an education level of secondary
school or less (Table 2).

Table 1. Demographic data of the Year 10

students

Variable Frequency Percentage (%)

N =44 100
Age
14 6 13.64
15 12 27.27
16 10 22.73
17 6 13.64
18 6 13.64
19 3 6.82
20 1 2.26
Sex
Male 22 50
Female 22 50
Residence
Urban 32 72.73
Rural 12 27.27

From the items marked in the questionnaire, the
students were then categorised into six career
choices. These career choices were Health and
Medicine, Agriculture and Sciences, Engineering
and Technology, Arts and Communication,
Business and Management and Public Service
(Table 3). From these six career choices, they
were grouped under either Arts Stream or
Science Stream. The career choices in the
Science stream were Health and Medicine,
Agriculture and Sciences, and Engineering and
Technology while in the Arts stream they were
Arts and Communication, Business and
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Management and Public Service. About 65% of
the students in the class opted for the Arts
stream while the rest chose the Science stream.
Nearly 33% of the students in the Science
stream chose Health and Medicine as their
choice of career. In the Arts stream, 59% of the
students chose Arts and Communication. It
should be noted that 10 of the students in the
class (23%) had conflicting interests when it
comes to choosing among the Arts or Science
stream. This means that when calculating the
total score to determine their career choice
based on the items marked in the questionnaire,
they have more than one choice of career having
the maximum score and hence cannot be
categorised into the 6 career choices provided.

Table 2. Demographic data for parental
occupation and education of the Year 10
students

Father occupation

White collar 40 90.90
Blue collar 2 4.55
Others 2 4.55
Mother occupation

White collar 26 59.09
Blue collar 1 2.27
Others 17 38.64
Father's education level

Level 1 19 43.18
Level 2 14 31.82
Level 3 11 25
Mother's education level

Level 1 16 36.36
Level 2 20 45.46
Level 3 8 18.18

Table 3. The career interest of the year 10
students

Career interest Frequency percentage

(%)
Health & medicine 4 9.09
Agriculture & sciences 3 6.82
Arts & communication 13 29.55
Engineering & technology 5 11.36
Business & management 4 9.09
Public service 5 11.36
Conflicting interests 10 22.73

3.2 Age and Career Preference

From the analysis, there was a significant
correlation found between age and career
preference of the Year 10 students. The students
of the younger age group were found to be more
inclined towards the science subjects. By using
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the T-test analysis, we found that the t value
obtained was 4.03 and the P value obtained
when analysing age against career choice is
P=0.00002 (Fig. 1).

3.3 Maternal Education and Career
Preference
From the analysis, there was significant

correlation between maternal education and
career preference of the Year 10 students (P =
0.035). The students whose mother had a higher
education level (Level 1) preferred the Arts
subject (Fig. 2).

4. DISCUSSION

Career selections must be brought into a clearer
focus, beginning with students in elementary
school and continuing beyond. The students of
Year 10 are at the edge of making a big decision.
Career choice is an ever-evolving procedure that
includes trial and error, experimentation,
decision-making and ultimately culminating into a
judgment. Career development is gaining more
attention from various organisations as an effort
to improve job satisfaction and organisational
commitments. There are a lot of perspectives
from which this decision can be approached. A
number of external factors had been found to
influence  adolescents’ career aspirations,
including age, gender, parental influence,
socioeconomic status, and vocational interest
[10,11,12].

Various studies had been done and established
a significant correlation between the factor of age
and its influence on deciding a career [13,14,15].
When comparing arts or science careers in the
western setting, one study had shown that the
younger age group were more likely to choose
arts careers [15]. However, our study showed
that the younger age group preferred science
careers. This may be due to the difference in the
upbringing of a child when comparing a western
and an eastern background. In a Malaysian
setting, a young child will likely be influenced by
their parents to take up specialized science
careers such as Medicine or Engineering due to
a high social regard among the community for
these professionals. There is also a communal
perception that these professionals in the
science stream earn more than their counterparts
in the arts stream and hence that might influence
the children to consider a Science career [16].
However, the older students were more likely to
choose their career path based on their own
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interest and passion and hence may opt for the
Arts stream.

The role of gender in adolescent occupations
had been given much attention [17]. Women
enter the workforce in lower-status, lower-paying
jobs, and remain clustered to a limited number of
conventional careers [18]. This discrepancy can
be partially attributed to the disparity between
traditionally male and traditionally female
occupations. For example, women are less likely
to be employed in science or engineering jobs,
as these are considered conventionally male
occupations [19]. This pattern of preference may
be traced back to their schooling days where
girls are less likely than boys to choose math and
science related subjects and courses in school
[13,20]. Girls are more likely to aspire for arts
career than science [21]. Our study showed no
difference in preferences amongst the genders
for their career choice. This may be due to an
increasing number of girls willing to take up
science careers as they realise the importance of
science and technology in today’s era of
globalization and modernization. The difference
in location of the students also showed no
correlation in their preference of career.

Parents may influence their adolescent’s
occupational interests in many different ways.
Parents act as career role models [22,23].
Without suitable parenting skills and knowledge,
parents are unable to efficiently guide their child
in shaping their future and assisting them in
making decisions pertaining to their future career
choices. Student’s perception of the value of
education may increase based on their parental
education level [20,24]. Both parents’ education
level had a strong impact on career picks of their
daughters [25]. However, two studies showed
father’'s occupation was less significant when
compared to that of the mother's occupation
[20,26]. Our study also corroborated the findings
on the role of fathers’ occupation in their
children’s preference of career path. Our study
also showed no positive correlation between
paternal education and occupation on the career
choice of the year 10 students. This may be
attributed to the fact that mothers exhibit a
greater presence in many households. With
regards to mother’'s occupation and education
level, various studies done have found strong
positive correlation with the career choices made
by their children [24,25,26,27,28]. Likewise, our
study has also noted a positive relationship
between an adolescent’s career aspirations and
their mothers’ educational achievement. It was
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noted that mothers with higher education levels
are more likely to influence their children towards
the Arts career. This may be due to the mothers
in the professional or science career have
experienced the high level of stress and pressure
associated with their field of work. This would
have made them discourage their children from
taking the same career path. Our study
corroborated with other studies to reiterate the
importance of mothers as role models in the
development of their children’s career goals and
aspirations. The mother's occupation can be
credited with impacting children’s aspirations
since children frequently attended work with their
mother and hence were probably more informed
on what their mother does for a living compared
to their father. Among females in particular,
career choice was strongly influenced by the
mother’s occupation [20,26]. However our pilot
study found no correlation between maternal
occupation and career choice of year 10
students. This may be because of the limited
sample size of the study conducted.

Our study corroborated with the other studies
showing that there is a decline in the interest of
students in pursuing scientific careers [29,30].
When comparing the interest of the students,
75% of the respondents chose Arts career. The
reason for this decline may be due to the
perceived difficulty of living their professional
lives surrounded by technical complexity.
Financial incentives or scholarships may pave
the way to lure more students to the field of
science and technology in an effort to curb this
worrying trend. Still, there is an observed
differing trend over the cohorts for the different
fields of science. While the fraction of youth
obtaining degrees in physical sciences has
declined, the proportion completing degrees in
computer sciences has exponentially increased.
The increase of women in life sciences and
engineering work force is also noticeable [31].

The process of choosing a career is a
complicated one and is an area that requires
extensive research. While some studies have
been conducted with regards to Malaysian
students’ interest in the field of medicine and
entrepreneurship [32,33], the data linking socio-
demographic factors and career choice in a
Malaysian setting is sparse. On conducting this
present study, it can be noted that there are
limitations involved with this study and that there
are other approaches that could be considered in
the process of choosing our life’s work. Being a
pilot study, the size of the study (44 subjects)
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was not large enough to provide conclusive secondary schools in the various states of
findings. In the future, we may acquire a larger Malaysia to ensure a more comprehensive and
study population of Year 10 students from conclusive analysis.

Frequency
i
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3 EArts
2 O Science
1
O e D
16 17 18 19 20

3
2 1
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Age
Fig. 1. Age and career preference
T-test Age t P-value
Mean +/- SD 95% CI mean
Arts 16.636 +/- 1.473 4.030 0.0002
Science 14.727 +/- 0.750
E 3
16 15
14 13
12
10
8 7
6 4 4
4
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Level 1 Level 2 Level 3
® Arts ™ Science

Fig. 2. Maternal education and career preference
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5. CONCLUSION

The preference of Year 10 students in Malaysia
on Arts or Science careers was significantly
influenced by the factors of age and mother’s
education level. It is possible that younger
students are influenced by their parents towards
the science stream. Mothers with higher
education status might be discouraging their
children towards science orientated careers.
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