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Abstract. The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the career plans of 
high school graduates in 2020 is examined in article. At the stage of 
graduating from high school and admission to university, career self-
determination is considered in the context of professional self-
determination, an indicator of the development of which is a conscious 
choice of a professional future. As a result of a survey and diagnostic of 
127 first-year students of Smolensk State University, it was found that 
students who entered the university with formed professional plans have a 
higher level of development of personal competencies that are significant 
for career self-determination. Most of them implemented their university 
admission plans despite the limitations associated with the COVID-19 
pandemics. At the same time, students who did not have formed career 
ideas at the time of admission experienced more difficulties in entering; 
their choice of the training program was due to external factors. 

1 Introduction 
At the present time, the concept of "career", being the subject of study in many fields of 
social knowledge, significantly expands its meaning, taking into account the changing 
realities of the world of professions in post-industrial society. Even before the outbreak of 
the pandemic, there was a well-established idea of the mobility of career plans [1-2], 
according to which people cannot stay in a single job throughout their lives, their workplace 
will change many times. The idea of a career as a professional and status advancement on 
the career ladder is replaced by an expanded understanding of it as a "lifelong learning 
process, within which an individual regulates his training and professional activities to 
create a quality life" [3, p. 9]. As part of this process, an individual can repeatedly change 
the direction of activity, combine professional tracks or work simultaneously in several 
professional fields, and career is increasingly viewed in conjunction with the concept of 
personal success, and not only with social recognition and prestige [4]. Kovalevskaya [5] 
considers career self-determination as a psychoreflexive activity aimed at finding one's own 
way of building a career and creating its image, which includes key personal formations. 

Despite the fact that the career context goes beyond the labor activity, including non-
professional aspects of being a person, profession and work are the most important 
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condition for career advancement. We believe that the system-forming component of career 
development is professional self-determination, which reveals the process of the formation 
and development of a person as a subject of labor activity. 

The researchers associate the initial stage of career development with the psychological 
processes of personal and professional self-determination during school education. Much 
attention is paid to specially organized activities aimed at supporting self-determination – 
professional orientation in foreign and domestic science [6].  

Moskalenko [7] notes that career guidance connects the choice of a profession with the 
life goals of an individual and its ultimate goal is not one-time assistance in professional 
educational choice, but the preparation of the student for independent and conscious socio-
professional self-determination [8], including information necessary for planning their 
future career [9]. At the same time, a number of studies note [10-11] that often parents, in 
comparison with teachers or professional counselors, continue to be one of the most 
frequently used and influential sources of information and advice about careers, especially 
in traditional cultures [12]. 

An important task of career planning is the development of professional motivation. 
Sakhovsky [13] emphasizes that the school career planning period should be focused on the 
formation of professional orientation and readiness of students to implement a personal 
professional plan in the future. 

Studies [14-16] show a strong relationship between the presence of future orientations 
in young people and greater variability in career scenarios, conscious goals and plans, and 
high motivation to achieve them. Also, future orientation is positively associated with 
measurable indicators of school and career achievements and plays an important role in the 
formation of personal qualities associated with career search skills and commitment to their 
professional interests [15]. 

According to Russian researchers [17], the prevailing motives for students choosing a 
certain educational specialization indicate that a significant part of them (40%) consciously 
make this choice: they know their own capabilities and want to get an interesting and varied 
job after graduation. External factors of prestige and monetary motives were significant for 
20% of the respondents. However, there are still students (6%) whose choice of profession 
is random. The study also shows that 52% of the respondents are going to work in their 
specialty, while 38% have not yet decided, and a tenth part of the respondents do not plan 
to work in their specialty. These results indicate the difficulties of the process of career self-
determination, the unpreparedness of some young people for this activity. 

Difficulties in making career decisions are one of the factors, the study of which is 
necessary to understand the causes and mechanisms of career development of the individual 
[18]. The theoretical understanding of the reasons for the difficulties associated with 
making career decisions gives rise to disputes over how serious an impact unpredictable 
and unplanned events can have on career choices, and how much the individual remains the 
subject of such choices. Thus, approaches based on the theory of constructivism claim that 
since people themselves create their own meaning through personal life experience, career 
decisions and choices are highly subjective, that is, determined by the person himself, and 
not by external influences. On the other hand, systems theory considers the individual as 
part of a broader social context, and chaos theory, which develops this concept, recognizes 
that disorder, unpredictability, and lack of control are part of the normal career 
development process [19]. 

In this regard, it is important to determine whether the new reality caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic affects the change in the professional and career plans of young 
people. Numerous studies conducted so far in Russia and abroad address various aspects of 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the education sector. At the same time, they 
focus on the readiness of schools and universities to switch to remote education and, 
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people. Numerous studies conducted so far in Russia and abroad address various aspects of 
the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the education sector. At the same time, they 
focus on the readiness of schools and universities to switch to remote education and, 

accordingly, the deterioration of its quality [20], the interaction of teachers and students, 
schools and families [21], the problem of inequality of educational opportunities in the 
implementation of remote learning, due to the financial situation of families [22], the 
increase in the burden on students and teachers [23] and others. However, there is very little 
research (e.g. [24]) on how the economic, social, and psychological consequences of the 
pandemic affected the career choices of 2020 graduates. 

Obviously, due to the short time frame, it is impossible to make generalizing 
conclusions, but large amounts of data allow researchers to make forecasts of possible 
scenarios, including the impact of objective circumstances on the motivation and behavior 
of high school and university students. In particular, it was found that the deterioration of 
the economic situation of families, fears associated with the spread of the disease, as well as 
the perception of electronic learning formats as less valuable, increases the cost and risks of 
moving to another city [25], which can lead to a decrease in the social mobility of 
applicants from small cities and remote territories, and, as a result, to a decrease in the 
demand of the population for higher education. Researchers suggest that educational and 
career trajectories will change in favor of early employment and preference for secondary 
vocational education organizations instead of universities [26]. However, the 
implementation of such a scenario is not obvious, since many states, in turn; take measures 
to increase the mobility of students, and studies confirming a real significant decrease in 
educational mobility are still insufficient [27]. 

2 Materials and Methods 

2.1 Purpose 

The purpose of the study was to determine whether the COVID-19 pandemic had a 
significant impact on the career self-determination of school graduates who entered a 
regional university. 

Research questions: 
- what motives determined the choice of the university and the possibility of admission, 

external, due to the restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, or internal, based on 
previously formed professional plans? 

- are there any differences among graduates with different motivations in the level of 
development of personal characteristics that are important for career self-determination? 

2.2 Research methods 

We have developed a questionnaire aimed at identifying the characteristics of respondents ' 
self-determination, as well as problems of school graduation and university admission in 
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The first section of the questionnaire allowed us to 
collect information about the availability of professional plans of the respondents, the 
factors that influenced their formation, and the motivation for admission to the current 
training program. A separate section of the questionnaire contained questions about the 
impact of the pandemic and the conditions of remote learning on school performance, 
preparation for the Unified State Exam and their results, and, accordingly, on changes in 
career plans. 

In addition, we used test for diagnosing personal competencies that are important for 
career self-determination, developed by Kovalevskaya [5]. The choice of the method is due 
to the fact that personal competencies are a condition for the success of professional and 
career self-determination, their development contributes to a conscious and responsible 
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activity to create an image of a future career and find ways to build it. The method allows 
us to identify 8 groups of knowledge, skills, and experience related to various aspects of 
personal and career development: 1) awareness in the field of professional self-
determination (APS), 2) awareness of the peculiarities of one's own personality (AP), 3) 
skills of cognitive reflection and self-control (SRS), 4) socially significant skills (SSS), 5) 
skills to harmonize personal and public interests (SHI), 6) planning skills (PS), 7) 
experience in solving personally and professionally significant tasks (EPPT) and 8) 
experience in solving socially significant tasks (EST). The results obtained are then 
integrated into four competencies of career self-determination (secondary factors): the 
ability and readiness to integrate personal and social interests in professional activity (С1), 
the ability and readiness for professional interaction, and the solution of socially significant 
tasks (С2), the ability and readiness for cognitive reflection (С3), the ability and readiness 
to plan their career and professional future (С4). 

2.3 Participants 

The study involved first-year undergraduate students of Smolensk State University (N=127) 
who were applicants in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. 

3 Results and discussion 
According to the results of the questionnaire, the test subjects were divided into two groups: 
the first group included those students whose admission was the result of a conscious 
choice (75 students – 59.1%), the second group included students who entered under the 
influence of external factors (52 students – 40.9%). Accordingly, the results of the study are 
presented in the form of a comparative analysis of these groups (hereinafter referred to as 
"G1" and "G2"). 

The respondents of G1 noted that their professional plans related to the current place of 
study were formed either in childhood (22.7%), including under the influence of relatives, 
or in high school (77.3%) when they thought about their future. The respondents of G2 
chose their field of study only during the admission period, taking into account the USE 
scores and other circumstances. 

Such socio-demographic characteristics as the place of residence and the financial 
situation of the family do not affect the external or internal motivation for admission (Table 
1). Small differences are observed by gender, which may explain the additional external 
motivation for entering the University for Males as a more attractive alternative to military 
service. The significant differences between the groups according to the criterion of 
"program of training" can be explained by the fact that the teaching profession is more 
often chosen consciously, as it is more familiar and understandable to school graduates, that 
is, personal experience and the opinion of relatives continue to be a significant factor in the 
professional choice. 

An analysis of the answers of the first-year students showed that studying in a 
specialized class is not a significant factor in a conscious professional choice. Thus, the 
share of students in the socio-economic and humanitarian profile was 37.3% among the 
respondents in G1 and 50% among G2. In contrast, 50.7% (G1) students studied in the class 
of a non-specialized profile, compared with 36.5% (G2). 

Among the professional orientation activities held at school, respondents of both groups 
more often noted psychological testing (58.7% and 53.4%), meetings with representatives 
of Higher education and Vocational education organizations (49.3% and 50%). The 
respondents also called the presence of a special subject "Career guidance" (22.7% and 
15.4%), conversations about choosing a profession with psychologists/teachers (22.7% and 
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share of students in the socio-economic and humanitarian profile was 37.3% among the 
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of a non-specialized profile, compared with 36.5% (G2). 

Among the professional orientation activities held at school, respondents of both groups 
more often noted psychological testing (58.7% and 53.4%), meetings with representatives 
of Higher education and Vocational education organizations (49.3% and 50%). The 
respondents also called the presence of a special subject "Career guidance" (22.7% and 
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28.9%), excursions to various enterprises, organizations (21, 3% and 26.9%). 17.3% of 
respondents in G1 and 21.2% in G2 stated that no activities were held with them. 

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents. 

Characteristics Total (n=127) 
n           % 

G1 (n=75) 
n            % 

G2 (n=52) 
n         % 

Gender:       
female 105 82.7% 64 85.3% 41 78.8% 
male 22 17.3% 11 14.7% 11 21.2% 
Age:       
17 19 14.9% 12 16% 7 13.5% 
18 96 75.6% 53 70.7% 43 82.7% 
19 9 7.1% 8 10.7% 1 1.9% 
20 и выше 3 2.4% 2 2.6% 1 1.9% 
Place of residence:       
City-Regional center 68 53.6% 40 53.3% 28 53.9% 
City/Village-District center 45 35.4% 26 34.7% 19 36.5% 
Rural settlement 14 11% 9 12% 5 9.6% 
Financial situation of the family:       
Wealthy, can afford a paid training 14 11% 8 10.7% 6 11.5% 
Average income 81 63.8% 48 64% 33 63.5% 
The lower-middle-income 21 17.3% 13 17.3% 9 17.3% 
The low income 10 7.9% 6 8% 4 7.8% 
Training Program:       
Teacher training 97 76.4% 71 94.7% 26 50% 
Sociology and social work 30 23.6% 4 5.3% 26 50% 

Most of the students also showed an independent interest in the issues of choosing a 
profession and career development. On this issue, the preferences of the respondents of the 
two groups differ: the students of G1 more often discussed these issues with their parents 
and other adults (64%), less often applied for information about educational programs on 
the websites of universities (42.7%), and twice less often used special training courses, or 
online information resources (33.3%). The students of G2 almost all actively used Internet 
resources (96.2%), especially informational and educational (46.2%), although they also 
talked with relatives (57.7%). At the same time, 10.7% (G1) and 15.4% (G2) of 
respondents noted that they were not specifically interested in such questions. 

37.3% of the students of G1 and only 13.5% of G2 spoke positively about the certainty 
with the choice of their future profession. Another 34.7% (G1) and 32.7% (G2) of 
respondents note the attractiveness of a certain professional sphere but have not yet decided 
whether they will work in it in the future. Only 28% (G1) versus 53.4% (G2) of students 
have not yet decided on their professional future. One of such significant factors for a 
number of students was the COVID-19 pandemic. The students noted a number of 
difficulties they faced in the transition to distance learning. First of all, this is an increase in 
the number of homework, which was noted by 56% (G1) and 44.2% (G2) students. 54.7% 
(G1) and 40.4% (G2) of respondents drew attention to the lack of explanations of teachers. 
Another difficulty was the change in the daily routine for 26.7% (G1) and 21.2% (G2) of 
students. Also, a number of graduates experienced difficulties in exploration various online 
platforms: this was noted by 25% (G2) and 14.7% (G1). At the same time, students of G2 
easily adapted to new conditions (30.8%) than students of G1 (24%). According to 
respondents from both groups, the transition to remote learning caused by the pandemics 
did not negatively affect their academic performance; many said that it even improved in 
general or in certain subjects: this was noted by 44% (G1) and 48.8% (G2) of respondents. 

As for preparing for the Unified State Exam as one of the most important tasks of 
school graduates, opinions were divided on this issue: respondents of G1 more often noted 
that they were able to allocate more time to prepare for the Unified State Exam in the new 
conditions (46.7% vs. 36.6%). Respondents of G2 more often noted as a problem that 
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teachers could not give them enough time (44.2% vs. 37.3%), and they also had difficulties 
in organizing classes with tutors (32.7% vs. 16%). As a result, there are significant 
differences in the compliance of expectations with the results of the Unified State Exam: a 
third of students in G1 (33.3%) and less than a quarter of G2 (23.1%) received the expected 
points. However, the discrepancy between the expectations of students in G2 prevails both 
in the direction of higher results (25% vs. 18.7% in G1) and lower (51.9% vs. 46.7%). 

For our study, it is important to answer the question about the impact of the pandemic 
on the choice of the place of study (university and training program). The majority of 
students in G1 (81.3%) said that their plans have not changed, and they enrolled where they 
wanted. A similar answer was given by 57.7% in G2. In the questionnaire, we identified 
two levels of the impact of the pandemic on changes in the plans of applicants: first, the 
direct impact, expressed in restrictions on movement between regions and states. This 
reason was noted by only 8% of respondents of G1 and 11.5% of G2. The second level is 
indirect, as it is explained by lower scores on the Unified State Exam, due to difficulties in 
learning and training in remote learning, which was indicated by 10.7% of respondents in 
G1 and 30.8% in G2. 

Significant differences in the responses of students of both groups were not found when 
identifying the attitude to the system of remote admission of documents to universities. 
More than half of the respondents noted its advantages such as ease of submitting 
documents to universities in different regions (50.7% (G1) and 59.6% (G2)) and more rapid 
monitoring of ratings (53.3% and 50%). Among the difficulties of the innovation, technical 
problems of the work of personal accounts were noted (36% and 40.4%), and 30% of the 
respondents of both groups believe that the personal submission of documents allows them 
to better get acquainted with the university.  

Among the students of G1, a larger number study at their own expense (53.3%). Also, a 
significant part of the students of this group, studying in government-funded places 
(61.5%), answered in the affirmative to the hypothetical question of whether they were 
ready to pay for their education independently. The share of students study at their own 
expense is only 36.5% in G2. This is another external motive for students of G2 is to study 
in a government-funded place. 

The results of diagnostics of the level of development of personal competencies that are 
important for career self-determination are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Comparison of indicators of personal competencies those are important for career self-
determination. 

Factor 
Average value t-test 

G1 G2  

Primary factors 
APS 7.3 6.8 2,16664* 
AP 8.1 7.7 1,82125 

SRS 8.3 7.7 2,87252** 
SSS 8 7.1 3,45615*** 
SH 8.1 7.3 3,01665** 
PS 7.8 7.2 2,14455* 

EPPT 7.7 7.1 2,44837** 
EST 7.5 6.7 2,57324** 

Secondary factors 
C1 7.8 7.2 2,734680** 
C2 7.6 6.9 3,222996** 
C3 8.3 7.8 2,721839** 
C4 7.8 7.2 2,144546* 

Note: *- p ≤ 0,05; **- p ≤ 0,01; ***- p ≤ 0,001. 
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As can be seen from the data presented, on average, the respondents of both groups 
have fairly high results in all factors, but the respondents from G1 have higher indicators, 
the reliability of the differences of which is statistically confirmed in all competencies 
except for the AP factor. Also, based on the results of comparing the proportion of students 
with different levels of development of secondary factors, it can be stated that in all four 
competencies, the percentage of test subjects in G1 with indicators corresponding to a high 
level significantly exceeds the proportion of test subjects in G2, who mainly have indicators 
of an average level (Table 3). 

Table 3. Comparison of the level of secondary factors (%). 

Level C1 C2 C3 C4 
G1 G2 G1 G2 G1 G2 G1 G2 

Low 4.0 9.6 1.3 9.6 2.7 5.8 5.3 7.7 
Average 56.0 71.2 45.3 61.5 62.7 75.0 61.3 71.2 

Tall 40.0 19.2 53.3 28.9 34.7 19.2 33.3 21.2 

The results of the correlation analysis generally show the presence of high positive 
correlations between primary and secondary factors, which indicates a high level of 
integration and consistency of various components of career development competencies. 
The main differences between the subjects of the first and second groups are 1) in the 
students of G1, the EST factor was the only one that showed no relationship with other 
primary factors; 2) in the students of G2, the factor that scored the least number of 
correlations was AP: 2 out of 7 (correlations with the APS factors - 0.69 and SSS - 0.62). 
The obtained data, in our opinion, emphasize that the significant difference between the 
students of G2 is the lack of knowledge about their own inclinations and abilities, which 
does not allow them to form conscious professional and career plans. 

4 Conclusions 
According to the results of the study, it is clear that educational organizations and families 
contribute to the development of professional self-determination of university applicants: 
there are very few test subjects with a low level of career self-determination competencies. 
However, the organization of professional orientation at school: training in a specialized 
class or individual career guidance activities - has less influence on the formation of 
professional and career plans than parents. At the same time, the role of independent 
information search and the use of educational resources on the Internet is increasing. 

The impact of the pandemic on career self-determination is mediated by the presence of 
formed professional plans among young people, expressed at this stage in a conscious 
choice of the place of admission (training program and university) associated with the 
further sphere of professional activity. Most of these graduates were not prevented by the 
pandemic from realizing their plans. In contrast, graduates who were undecided about their 
future were more likely to report that their admission was affected by the restrictions 
associated with the pandemic. This effect was due to the introduction of remote learning, 
the complexity of preparing for the Unified State Exam, and, as a result, getting lower 
academic scores than expected. As the results of diagnostics show, this group of test 
subjects in the structure of the competencies of career self-determination has a weak 
connection between the ideas about the features of their own personality and other 
components, which indicates the underdevelopment of ideas about the professional 
development of their personality and, consequently, the lack of formation of professional 
and career plans.  

The results of the study allow us to talk about the peculiarities of the career self-
determination of school graduates who enrolled in a regional university. In our study, these 
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are mainly young people living in cities of the regional level or city/village-district centers, 
whose families have an average income. In our study, the number of young people from 
rural settlements and low-income families is not representative. We also did not study the 
career plans of graduates who entered vocational education organizations and joined the 
army. Perhaps for school graduates from these social and educational groups, the impact of 
the negative consequences of the pandemic on career self-determination is more significant 
and requires a separate study. 
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