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1 INTRODUCTION 

Interest is a motivational power behind the growth towards expertise (Alexander, 
1997). It is a directive force that explains and predicts academic achievement. 
Interest is also linked to quality: research shows that learning based on interest 
leads to high-quality learning results (for reviews see Hidi & Renninger, 2006; 
Krapp, 2002; 2005; Renninger, 2000; Schiefele, 1999). Hence, it is important to 
understand the role interest currently plays in the university environment and 
possible ways for enhancing its role as a student motivator.  

Even though interest has been used as a scientific concept for a long time,  
research on the effect of interest on learning was scarce until the mid 1980s 
(Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002; Krapp, Hidi, & Renninger, 1992). During the last 
few decades, the influence of interest on learning and development has been 
explored in various educational settings (Hidi, 2006; Hidi, Renninger, & Krapp, 
2004; Krapp & Prenzel, 2011; Renninger & Hidi, 2011; Schiefele, 1991). Often 
research has been focused on middle or high-school students, and related to 
school subjects such as mathematics (Ainey & Hidi, 2002; Hofer, 2010; Murphy 
& Alexander, 2000).  

This work seeks to gain a deeper understanding of the role of interest in uni-
versity context. As different educational settings are likely to have an impact on 
interest (Krapp, 2005), it is also worthwhile to compare educational pro-
grammes. In addition, because this study is based on qualitative approach and 
longitudinal settings which are relatively rare in interest research, it offers a 
fresh perspective on interest.  

University students form an important age group for interest research. On the 
one hand, they are usually young adults whose specific interests are just taking 
shape (Alexander, 2004; Hofer, 2010; Krapp, 2002). On the other hand, research 
in vocational psychology has shown that a person’s interest pattern develops 
before she or he selects an occupation (Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002; Strong, 
1951).  

Finnish university students represent an exceptional object of study from the 
interest point of view. First, Finnish students choose their field of study before 
they enrol in the university; second, the entrance examinations are related to the 
proposed major; and third, the degree programmes consist of a single major sub-
ject. Therefore, the new students have at least a rough idea of the content of their 
major subject before studies begin, and they are able to develop this relation to 
their major subject from the very beginning of their studies. In addition, because 
only applicants who achieve a top score in the examination can be granted  
admission, the students are selected and usually highly motivated at the very 
beginning of their studies. 
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Interest is one of the basic terms within the motivation literature associated 
with the study of academic development (Brophy, 2004; Eccles & Wigfield, 
2002; Murphy & Alexander, 2000; Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008). Recently, 
research has been directed at integrating interest with different theoretical per-
spectives in the field of motivation (e.g. Harackiewicz, Durik, Barron, Linnen-
brink-Garcia, & Tauer, 2008; Hulleman, Durik, Schweigert, & Harackiewicz, 
2008; Senko & Miles, 2008). This thesis follows that direction.  

As an introduction to the original studies, the concept of interest will first be 
defined. Thereafter, interest is presented in relation to other motivational vari-
ables which are relevant from this thesis point of view.  These variables are used 
in the original studies to describe and explain the phenomena that emerged from 
the research data.  

1.1 The concept of interest and its relation to other motiva-
tional variables 
Interest has been used as a scientific concept for a long time particularly in edu-
cational and vocational psychology (Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002; Silvia, 2006). 
By the beginning of the 20th century teachers and parents were aware that stu-
dents have more interest in some school subjects than in others, and educational 
theorists emphasised the importance of fostering the development of lasting 
interests in school (Dewey, 1913; Krapp, 2002). In 1927, Strong published an 
instrument that has been used to measure the interest of thousands of individuals 
in various occupations. With that method, Strong collected empirical evidence 
that people in specific professions tended to respond in a similar way and their 
responses remained stable across time (Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002; Strong, 
1951).  

Interest is also a concept which is widely used in everyday language. It may 
refer to anything attractive or to states like wanting and caring, and the use of the 
term is vague (Valsiner, 1992). As a modern psychological construct interest has 
several conceptualizations as well (Alexander, 2004; Hidi, 2000; Hidi & Ren-
ninger, 2006; Renninger & Hidi, 2011; Silvia, 2006). Generally, interest theories 
have split into two fields analogous to the classic distinction between states and 
traits: interest as an emotional experience, and as a part of personality (Silvia, 
2006).  

As an emotional experience, interest is seen as a pleasant and active emotion 
in contrast to unpleasant and deactivated affects like boredom (Barrett, Mes-
quita, Ochsner, & Gross, 2007; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988; Yik, Russell, 
& Barrett, 1999). It is also assumed that interest has beneficial motivational  
effects: curiosity about new things broadens experiences and attracts new oppor-
tunities (Silvia, 2001; 2006).  As an aspect of personality, interest is connected 
with general well-being, human growth and mental health. For example, Hunter 
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and Csikszentmihalyi (2003) have examined young people who experience con-
tinued interest in everyday life. These people generally do things for their own 
sake rather than try to achieve some external goals or to fulfil dull and meaning-
less routines. They prefer challenging tasks, they are driven by curiosity, and 
strive for competence and mastery.  

Although there are several approaches to interest, research findings are  
generally consistent on the positive effect of interest on learning, especially on 
quality (Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Krapp, 2005; Sansone & Harackiewicz, 2000; 
Schunk et al., 2008).  For example, as early as 1982, Anderson presented several 
experimental studies which showed that children paid more attention and learned 
more when they found the reading material interesting. Schiefele (1999) identi-
fied over 20 relevant studies where a positive correlation between individual (or 
personal) interest and text learning was found.  

Additionally, Renninger and Hidi (2011) list five characteristics which many 
researchers agree. First, unlike many other motivational constructs, interest is 
always connected to an object. Thus, interest is identified with particular con-
tent, for example, a certain field of study. Second, interest is a phenomenon that 
emerges from an individual’s interaction with her or his environment. Third, 
interest includes cognitive and affective components although their relative 
amount may vary. Fourth, a person is not always aware of her or his interest. 
Fifth, interest has a neurophysiological basis. It is assumed that a motivational 
system of all mammals, a seeking system, is related to searching and investigat-
ing behaviour (Hidi, 2006; Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Panksepp, 2003).  

This thesis is based on the definitions of Suzanne Hidi, Andreas Krapp and 
Ann Renninger where interest is seen as a unique motivational component of 
learning (e.g. Hidi, 2006; Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Hidi et al., 2004; Krapp, 
2002; Krapp et al., 1992; Renninger & Hidi, 2011). In these conceptualisations, 
interest may refer to a relative permanent disposition or a psychological state. 
Therefore, they offer a broad framework for explaining university students’  
individual preferences and their interest experiences in different contexts.   

1.1.1 Individual and situational interest 

Many researchers differentiate between situational and individual interest 
(Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002; Krapp et al., 1992; Hidi & Renninger, 2006). Situ-
ational interest refers to an actual situation in which a new interest appears. Here 
the concept of interest is used to describe a rather short-term interaction between 
learners and their environment. This affective reaction, positive or negative, may 
or may not last. If it lasts, it may lead to increased knowledge, value and positive 
feelings (Hidi, 2000).  

Individual interest refers to the ongoing and deepening relation of a person to 
particular content (Renninger, 2000). It is defined as a relatively stable orienta-



4 

tion towards certain domains and it can be used to describe students’ individual 
differences. Individual interest also serves to explain and predict academic 
achievement in particular content areas. This is based on the assumption that 
individual interest lasts for a longer period of time (Krapp et al., 1992).  

Hidi and Renninger (2006) have divided situational and individual interest 
into four separate phases: 

1. Triggered situational interest describes and explains how particular condi-
tions or objects in the environment trigger individuals’ attention. It is an 
affective reaction which may or may not last;   

2. Maintained situational interest involves focused attention and persistence 
over an extended period of time. It is sustained through meaningful tasks 
and personal involvement;  

3. Emerging individual interest refers to a relatively enduring predisposition 
to seek repeated engagement with a content of interest over time. It is also 
characterised by positive feelings, stored knowledge, and value for a par-
ticular content; 

4. Well-developed individual interest includes the same characteristics as 
emerging individual interest but in an intensified form. In addition, well-
developed individual interest means that an individual prefers working 
with the content of interest over other individually interesting activities.    

 
Situational interest is for the most part externally sustained, whereas individual 
interest is typically self-regulated. However, without support from the environ-
ment, any phase of interest development may regress or disappear altogether 
(Hidi, 2006). It is essential for interest development that the learning environ-
ment offers positive challenges to students, provides answers to their personal 
questions, and creates a basis for new questions to arise (Hidi & Renninger, 
2006). A student needs to have enough knowledge to raise questions which, 
then, form the basis for broadening knowledge. In addition, the newly acquired 
understanding should be linked to positive emotional experiences even though 
the learning process may also involve feelings of frustration.   

In a recent article, Hofer (2010) calls maintained situational interest a “work-
ing interest” which arises if the activities or task fit the person’s goals. When an 
individual interest develops, new topic-related interests may emerge; on the 
other hand, an individual interest may be made up of originally distinct areas of 
interest (Krapp, 2002).  These areas may consist of the ideas, concepts and theo-
ries that structure the university student’s thinking and activity across learning 
situations. The development of individual interest means that knowledge and 
value components become more and more structured (Hidi & Renninger, 2006). 

If students are interested in the content of their studies they are more likely to 
seek meaning in and to understand what they are studying, and, therefore, to 
achieve qualitatively better learning outcomes (Krapp, 2002; 2005; Krapp et al., 
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1992; Renninger, 2000; Renninger, Ewen, & Lasher, 2002). Results of a study 
by Tracey and Robbins (2006), based on a large sample of students in several 
colleges, showed also a relation between good grades and studying a major that 
was close to one’s interests. However, interest-based studying and the willing-
ness to learn do not necessarily mean high grades. Students who are interested in 
the course contents may concentrate on non-required material at the cost of 
learning the assigned one (Sansone & Thoman, 2005).  It is also possible that 
interest supports quality learning of the interesting material but, at the same 
time, hinder learning of duller course material (Senko & Miles, 2008).  

Krapp (2002; 2005) argues that the development of an interest in a particular 
content is based on the realisation of three basic psychological needs originally 
identified by Deci and Ryan (1985): feelings of competence, autonomy, and 
social relatedness. Interest in content may be facilitated by offering choice in 
tasks and by promoting a sense of autonomy and competence (for a review see 
Hidi & Renninger, 2006). By contrast, fear of failure, lack of freedom to choose 
or restricted opportunities for co-operation may prevent interest development 
(Krapp, 2002; 2005).  

It is possible to be individually interested in only a few areas of content for a 
longer period of time (Krapp, 2002). The emergence and maintenance of interest 
is based on multiple cycles of exploratory activities, evaluations of external and 
internal feedback, and selective decisions (Hofer, 2010). Interest will only grow 
into an emerging or well-developed individual interest if the activities are per-
sonally relevant, meaningful and highly valued (Renninger, 2000).  

1.1.2 Interest experience  

The term situational interest has sometimes been used interchangeably with the 
interestingness of the situation, which refers to the characteristics of the tasks 
that cause a state of interest (Schraw & Lehman, 2001). In addition, research on 
situational interest has tended to emphasise external stimuli and it has been  
argued that situational interest occurs primarily in the early phases of interest 
development (Alexander, 2003; Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Rotgans & Schmidt, 
2011). Therefore, Sansone and Thoman (2005) have suggested that a term inter-
est experience could be adopted to describe a dynamic state which is determined 
by individual characteristics that students bring to the instructional situation. 
This experience may arise both from the activity characteristics and from the 
surrounding context (Durik & Harackiewicz, 2007; Sansone & Thoman, 2005; 
Tsai, Kunter, Lüdtke, Trautwein, & Ryan, 2008). When students experience 
interest they are attentive, their cognitive functioning is increased and they feel 
pleasure and concentration (Hidi, 2000; Tsai et al., 2008).  

Interest experience can be based on both situational and individual interest. 
However, research has shown that students who lack necessary background 
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knowledge are less likely to experience interest in the classroom (Alexander, 
Jetton & Kulikowich, 1995; Tsai et al., 2008). In such cases, the support of 
teachers, other students and tasks as well as positive, affective reactions appear 
to be especially important (Hidi & Renninger, 2006). For example, Hulleman, 
Godes, Hendricks, and Harackiewicz (2010) found that if college students were 
asked to explain how the material they were learning was relevant to their lives, 
this utility value intervention increased interest. When students have more prior 
knowledge and they are individually interested in the content, their learning is 
typically more self-regulated. These students are more able to generate their own 
questions than their less interested peers (Hidi, 2006; Renninger, 2000).  

1.1.3 Differences between interest and intrinsic motivation 

Interest and intrinsic motivation are sometimes used practically synonymously 
(e.g. Deci, 1992; Deci & Ryan, 2002). However, interest researchers have felt 
that it is essential to make a clear distinction between these concepts (Hidi, 
2000; Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002). Intrinsic motivation is defined as doing 
something because it is itself rewarding: students learn for learning’s sake and 
not because of external rewards (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000).  

Deci and Ryan (1985) argue in their self-determination theory that people 
seek out challenging activities and find these activities intrinsically motivating 
because they have a basic need for competence. In this theory, interest is associ-
ated with intrinsically motivated behaviour: people are intrinsically motivated 
when they freely do what interests them (Deci, 1992). Thus, interest is assumed 
to result in intrinsically motivated behaviour. However, not even a well-
developed individual interest guarantees intrinsically motivated behaviour if a 
learning situation or task does not offer answers to students’ own curiosity ques-
tions (Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Renninger, 2000).  

Intrinsic motivation is maintained if the actor feels competent and self-
determined. Indeed, there is research evidence that intrinsic motivation is  
reduced by external control and by giving negative competence feedback (Deci 
& Ryan, 1985; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). Working with the content of interest is 
also assumed to include the feelings of competence and pleasure. However, if 
students are individually interested, they may engage in activities even if they do 
not feel competent or find the activities enjoyable (Hidi & Renninger, 2006; 
Renninger & Hidi, 2011).  

Situational and individual interest have been defined as specific motives 
within the general class of intrinsic motivation (Hidi, 2000). Renninger (2000) 
argues that individual interest and intrinsic motivation appear to describe similar 
outcomes. However, in the case of individual interest these outcomes are linked 
to particular person-object relations, whereas intrinsic motivation applies more 
generally to human behaviour. Interest is a domain-specific motivational vari-
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able that explains why some students are motivated to learn specific subject 
rather than others or why they choose one activity over another even though they 
perceive these activities as having the same value and challenge (Hidi, 2000).  

1.1.4 Interest, extrinsic motivation and self-regulation  

Because university students cannot freely choose all the study contents, they 
may find some contents initially uninteresting. In such cases, studying may be 
based on extrinsic motivation which refers to doing something because it leads 
to a certain outcome (Deci & Ryan, 1985; 2002; Ryan & Deci, 2000). However, 
extrinsic motivation is not just one type of motivation but can vary from unwill-
ingness to active personal commitment. In addition, students may be able to 
generate their own thoughts, feelings and actions to meet the uninteresting study 
demands. With this self-regulation process students activate and sustain their 
behaviour, cognitions and affects to attain their personal goals (Hidi & Ainley, 
2008; Schunk et al., 2008; Zimmerman, 2000a; Zimmerman & Schunk, 2008). 
Thus, in self-regulated learning, students use strategies to guide and enhance 
their learning process (Dweck & Master, 2008). 

Sansone and her colleagues (Sansone & Smith, 2000; Sansone & Thoman, 
2005; Sansone, Weir, Harpster, & Morgan, 1992) emphasise self-regulatory 
strategies by which individuals take an active role in building their motivation. 
Strong extrinsic motivation may maintain studying, but it is also important to 
anticipate, seek and actually experience interest. Sansone and Smith (2000) see 
the activity of a learner as a transaction among goals, task characteristics and the 
context. Students may transform the activity to a more interesting experience 
alone or together with other students or teachers, cognitively or behaviourally. If 
students start to study a new content only because it is required for the course, 
they may become interested in the content later, for example, if they are able to 
reflect and relate it to their own experiences, and to develop their own interpreta-
tions. In this process, other students may be an important help. In their study, 
Sansone and Thoman (2005) found that over half of undergraduate students 
chose to work with others even when individual accomplishment was empha-
sised, and when doing so made the activity more interesting.  

The more students internalise the reasons for action and assimilate them to 
the self, the more autonomous and self-determined their actions become (Deci & 
Ryan, 1985; Rigby, Deci, Patrick, & Ryan, 1992; Ryan & Deci, 2000). If such 
internalisation occurs, originally externally motivated behaviour will be  
volitional and valued (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  In the end, their originally extrinsi-
cally motivated behaviour may be a starting point for the development of well-
developed individual interest. Well-developed individual interest in some study 
areas – or outside the academic domain − may help students to cope with boring 
tasks and to find interest-enhancing strategies in other study areas (Hofer, 2010; 
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Lipstein & Renninger, 2006; Renninger, Sansone, & Smith, 2004; Sansone et al., 
1992). These strategies are important because if a boring activity is prolonged, 
students may suffer stress and exhaustion. Figure 1 illustrates how experience of 
interest can serve as the motivator for continued activity.  

 

 

Figure 1. The role of interest experience in self-regulatory tasks. (Adopted from Sansone & Smith, 
2000, p. 354; Sansone & Thoman, 2005, p. 179).  

1.1.5 Interest and goals  

When a student’s content-specific interest does not apply to a certain academic 
activity, the student’s future goals may help to sustain study. Research on future 
goals originates from the tradition of the future time perspective, which investi-
gates how motivational goals are located in the rather distant future (Nuttin & 
Lens, 1985). It has been shown that students who have a vision of their future 
are engaged in learning, perform well, and persist with their studies (Kauffman 
& Husman, 2004; McInerney, 2004; Simons, Vansteenkiste, Lens, & Lacante, 
2004).  Motivation is likely to be channelled to the tasks at hand and support 
high-quality learning when students are able to relate present studies to speci-
fied, concrete future goals (Simons et al., 2004). However, students may differ 
from each other in how actively they seek these relations. If students actively 
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regulation may affect how perform
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recognise the usefulness of new knowledge and skills in relation to their future 
goals, it may also help them to seek out and experience interest.  

Following the tradition of self-determination theory, goals can been divided 
into intrinsic, growth-oriented goals and extrinsic, outward-oriented goals (Van-
steenkiste, Lens, & Deci, 2006). Intrinsic future goals may be oriented towards 
developing one’s professional expertise or helping to improve the community, 
extrinsic future goals towards money or status (McInerney, Lee, Liem, & Ortiga, 
2009). McInerney and his colleagues argue that intrinsic future goals are con-
nected to willingness to learn and develop.   

If the intention of students is to learn and develop competence, they pursue 
mastery goals in a learning situation. When pursuing performance goals, they 
want to demonstrate their competence. In addition, some students may adopt 
work-avoidance goals if their intention is to minimise effort. A positive connec-
tion between interest and mastery goals has been found (Harackiewicz, Barron, 
Tauer, & Elliot, 2002; Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Harackiewicz, Barron, Tauer, 
Carter, & Elliot, 2000). The studies of Harackiewicz and her colleagues also 
revealed that mastery goals positively predicted a subsequent interest in a 
course. The researchers argue that the connection between interest and mastery 
goals is reciprocal: initial interest predicts mastery goal adoption because it mo-
tivates students to learn more about the topics and, in turn, when these students 
learn more about the topics their interest develops and deepens. 

In sum, both intrinsic future goals and individual interest are likely to con-
tribute to a willingness to learn. Students’ initial interest in study content may be 
related to the adoption of mastery goals, situational interest while studying, and 
development and deepening of the initial interest. As far as students can see the 
concrete link between their present studies and their future, future goals may 
also lead to the adoption of mastery goals.  

1.1.6 Interest and self-efficacy beliefs  

Even if students have good reasons to do a task, they might be not certain if they 
can do it. Self-efficacy beliefs are related to the question “Can I do this task?” 
(Eccles & Wigfield, 2002). These beliefs are task-specific and sensitive to 
changes in the learning context (Zimmerman, 2000b). The learner’s certainty 
about performing a given task may differ from one task to another, and his or her 
beliefs may also be more or less transferable across activities. Thus, self-efficacy 
beliefs focus on students’ performance capabilities rather than personal qualities 
(Bandura, 1997).  

High self-efficacy beliefs predict achievement, and may decrease stress and 
anxiety because they help students to apply themselves and concentrate (Ban-
dura, 1997; Zimmerman, 2000b). Low expectations, on the other hand, may lead 
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to task avoidance and fear of failure. Further, fear of failure has been associated 
with rote learning (Ryan, Irwin, Bannon, Mulholland, & Baird, 2004).  

Increased self-efficacy has been shown to be associated with increased inter-
est because self-efficacious students are often more persistent and successful 
than their less efficacious peers (Zimmerman, 2000b; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 
1997). This relation between self-efficacy and interest may also be reciprocal 
(Hidi & Ainley, 2008; Hidi et al., 2004). Both interest and high self-efficacy 
beliefs help students to engage in and continue working, and feedback from  
interesting activities may strengthen students’ self-efficacy beliefs (Ainley, Hidi, 
& Berndorff, 2002). In addition, through interest-driven activities which include 
a positive affective component students may perceive their competence in a 
more positive manner. Both high self-efficacy beliefs and interest may also help 
students to select more challenging tasks than with lower personal academic 
expectations and extrinsic motivation.  

1.2 Overall aims of the thesis 
In this thesis, interest is defined broadly: It includes both a cognitive and an  
affective dimension (Renninger, 2000). Interest experience is associated with 
positive emotions (Tsai et al., 2008). As interest develops, the role of cognition 
becomes more evident (Hidi, 2000). Well-developed individual interest has high 
personal significance, it is compatible with the values, expectations and attitudes 
a student has identified with. Thus, specific interest characterises the student as a 
unique individual (Krapp, 2002). However in this thesis, rather than focusing on 
personality or traits, the interaction between the student and his or her learning 
environment is emphasised.   

As knowledge about the positive effects of interest on high quality learning 
has accumulated, research has concentrated on the question of how interest  
affects performance (for example, Ainley et al., 2002; Lipstein & Renninger, 
2007; Senko & Miles, 2008). This thesis follows that direction. In addition,  
because interest emerges and develops in relation to other motivational  
variables, one of the aims was to examine how these motivational components 
interplay during university studies and in different learning contexts. Figure 2 
illustrates the focus and the main concepts of this work.  
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Figure 2. The role of interest experience in self-regulatory tasks. (Adopted from Sansone & Smith, 
2000, p. 354; Sansone & Thoman, 2005, p. 179).  

The general research questions were as follows: 
 

 What role does interest play in university studies?  
 What explains academic success if studying is not based on interest?  
 How do different learning environments support or impede interest-

based studying? 
 
Study 1 (n=536) compares first-year-students’ explanations of their disciplinary 
choices in three study fields, veterinary medicine, humanities and law. Study 2 
(n=28) focuses on the role of individual interest in humanities and veterinary 
medicine, fields which are very different from each other in terms of the nature 
of the studies. In Study 3 and 4 the focus is on veterinary medicine alone. Study 
3 (n=52) explores how successful and less successful Bachelor students differ 
from each other in terms of motivation and study practices, Study 4 (n=16)  
introduces a diary method to capture interest experience on a daily basis. By 
comparing different fields on the one hand and focusing on students in a specific 
field in more detail on the other hand, it was possible to reach a nuanced picture 
of the relation between interest and university studies. A summary of the original 
studies, their focus, participants, data and analyses, is presented in Table 1.  

1.2.1 Methodological choices 

There are no established methods or guidelines for measuring interest and its 
development (Murphy & Alexander, 2000; Renninger & Hidi, 2011). Rating 
scale questionnaires have often been the basic method and the research has been 
correlative in nature (Hidi & Ainley, 2002; Schunk et al., 2008; Schiefele, 1999). 
However, if interest is seen as a context-sensitive process which changes over 

Interest

Individual interest

Interest experience

Future goals
Mastery goals
Work-avoidance goals

Extrinsic motivation

Self-efficacy beliefs Self-regulation
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time rather than as a static feature to be measured at the beginning or end of an 
intervention, more variable methods and settings are needed (Alexander, 1997; 
Boekaerts & Boscolo, 2002; Renninger & Hidi, 2011; Volet, 2001). This need 
can be illustrated, for example, by the results of two different studies of higher 
education students’ interest. A study of van der Veen, de Jong, van Leeuwen and 
Korteweg (2005), based on questionnaires, showed a decrease in the higher edu-
cation students’ subject-interest during the first two years of study. Krapp and 
Lewalter (2001) found similar negative trajectories when they measured general-
ised interest in the topics and activities offered in a vocational training pro-
gramme. However, when they interviewed the respondents they found that all 
students had discovered new areas of interest.  

Krapp and Lewalter (2001) explained their contradictory results by the dif-
ferent conceptualisations of interest in the questionnaires and the interviews. 
However, the results also challenge the widespread conviction among research-
ers that interest can be reliably assessed through exclusive reliance on question-
naires. Recently, Frenzel and her colleagues (2009) interviewed pupils who had 
completed a questionnaire measuring interest. The interviews showed that pupils 
of different ages provided different grounds for their answers to the question-
naire. It would therefore seem that interest interventions are age-sensitive. Even 
if the construct of interest becomes “harder” and the measure variance is smaller 
among older than younger students, what students mean when they express their 
interest in questionnaires is still not obvious.  

This thesis was based mainly on qualitative methods (Table 1). These  
methods were selected for several reasons: 1) a qualitative approach would add 
more to the previous research than context-specific questionnaires; 2) qualitative 
material allowed participants to express themselves in their own words; 3) with 
the qualitative material it was possible to provide a deep and versatile perspec-
tive on individual differences in university students’ interests. Study 1 explored 
new university students’ open-ended answers, in Study 2 these answers were a 
basis for implemented interviews after two years of studying. Study 3 explored 
veterinary students’ portfolios in a longitudinal setting. The portfolios were 
combined to study success in Bachelor studies. For Study 4 a diary was designed 
to capture veterinary students’ interest experience in individual lectures. The 
mixed methods used in Study 4 gave an opportunity to combine situational and 
individual interest which have traditionally been explored separately (Boekaerts 
& Boscolo, 2002).  
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Table 1. A summary of the focus, participants, data and analyses of the original studies. 

 Focus Participants Data Analysis 

Study 1 Disciplinary 
choices;  
Aspects of indi-
vidual interest 

536 first-year 
students of  
humanities, law, 
and veterinary 
medicine 

One-off,  
open-ended 
questionnaire 

Qualitative  
content analysis 

Study 2 Individual inter-
est and future 
goals during the 
first two years of 
studying 

28 second-year 
humanities and 
veterinary  
students 

Retrospective 
interviews on the 
basis of Study 1 

Qualitative  
content analysis 

Study 3 Motivation and 
study practices 
in relation to 
study success in 
Bachelor studies 

52 Bachelor 
students in  
veterinary  
medicine 

Students’ portfo-
lios written at the 
beginning and 
end of the 
Bachelor  
studies; GPA 

Qualitative  
content analysis; 
Comparison of 
the success 
groups 
 

Study 4 Interest  
experience in 
individual  
lectures 

16 second-year 
veterinary  
students 

Diaries before 
and after the 
lectures with 
rating scales and 
open-ended 
parts; Likert 
scale question-
naire; Course 
grades 

Qualitative and 
quantitative 
analysis of the 
diaries and  
study success 
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2 OVERVIEW OF THE ORIGINAL STUDIES 

2.1 Study 1 

2.1.1 Aims 

Study 1 explored and compared first-year-students’ explanations of their disci-
plinary choices in three different faculties at the University of Helsinki. The idea 
was to examine how new university students themselves explain their choices, 
that is, why they wanted to study humanities, law, or veterinary medicine.  

It was assumed that the students’ explanations of their disciplinary choices 
reflect their motives and values for their chosen studies. It may be obvious that 
students provide answers that refer to some aspect of interest when asking for 
their rationale for selecting their field of study. However, a core question was  
to find out whether it was possible to define features of emerging interest by 
analysing students’ answers to an open question that did not refer to interest 
directly (cf. Renninger, 2000).  

2.1.2 Methods 

Participants and materials 
Study 1 covered three different fields of study, humanities, veterinary medicine, 
and law. Based on the number of students, the Faculty of Arts is the largest  
faculty at Helsinki University, the Faculty of Law is of average size, and the 
Faculty of Veterinary Medicine is among the smallest. The Faculties differ in 
many ways, one of which is their connection to working life. Degrees granted by 
the Faculties of Law and Veterinary Medicine are more closely connected to 
certain professions, more precisely those of a lawyer and a veterinarian, than are 
degrees from the Faculty of Arts. It is also known that students in the field of 
humanities are often less confident of their disciplinary choices, and changing 
majors is more common than in the fields of law and medicine (Vuorinen & 
Valkonen, 2005). 

Study 1 comprised 536 first-year students from the Faculties of Arts (n = 357, 
of whom 291 were women and 66 men), Law (n = 128, 68 women and 38 men; 
22 students answered anonymously) and Veterinary Medicine (n = 51, 45 
women and 6 men). Even though the participants were new students at these 
faculties, their ages varied: in all three faculties about 20% of the students were 
19 years old or younger, 60% were 20 to 25 years old, and 20% were over 25 
years old.  
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The qualitative data were collected in autumn 2004 at the Faculties of Arts 
and Law, and in autumn 2005 at the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine. As part of 
the orientation courses, the first-year students of the three faculties were asked to 
consider the reasons why they had chosen their field of study. This open ques-
tion appeared in questionnaires, which the students of the three fields completed 
in writing. 

Procedures 
To analyse the reasons the students expressed for why they chose their major 
subject, qualitative content analysis was applied (Chi, 1997; Silverman, 2006). 
The basic unit of the analysis was a sentence forming an idea. The entire corpus 
of the answers was analysed first without theoretical assumptions. Thus, the 
coding schemes were not determined beforehand; rather, they emerged through 
interaction with the data. When the preliminary categories were compared, two 
main categories were found: “Interest in the field of study” and “Future work”. 
After the first round, the main category of interest was compared to theories of 
interest and further divided into subcategories by the object and history of inter-
est (Krapp, 2005).  

2.1.3 Results 

Interest appeared to be a common concept in students’ description of their disci-
plinary choices in all three faculties, arts, law and veterinary medicine: over 60% 
of all the students used the word “interest” (or “interesting”/“being interested 
in”) in connection with the field of studies. Some students did not use the word 
“interest”, but similar explanations such as “dear to my heart”, “fascinates me”, 
“my passion” or “like”. When the main category of interest was further  
analysed, only answers including the word “interest” as such were accepted  
because all the other expressions were open to various interpretations.  

The answers of the students at the three faculties varied both in quantity and 
quality. Some students answered with only one or two words, while others 
elaborated on their motives with many words and sentences. Interest was the 
most common expression at the Faculty of Arts (68% of the students used the 
word), but was quite common at the Faculty of Law (55%) and at the Faculty of 
Veterinary Medicine (49 %) as well. A few of the humanities students’ answers 
hinted that the students saw interest as a self-evident answer – or a “cliché” − for 
choosing the field of study. 

The level of interest was analysed by categorising the expressions by speci-
ficity and/or history of interest. Most of the students who had used interest in 
their answers mentioned only some general areas of interest (such as interest 
 in the field of law), whereas more specific interests (such as the culture of  
peasants) were fairly uncommon. Three subcategories were used to classify the  
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history of interest. The most common combination was interest and time (such 
as being interested since childhood), but interest was also connected with differ-
ent personal experiences (such as having domestic animals or an inspiring 
teacher at secondary school). Comparison with other study options was a third 
way of specifying interest.  

Answers that included ideas about future work or a profession were common 
at the Faculties of Law and Veterinary Medicine (67% and 80% respectively) 
whereas only one-fifth of the humanities students mentioned future work in their 
answers. There were two basic types of answers in the main category of future 
work. About 15% of the humanities students, 30% of the law students and 24% 
of the veterinary students mentioned work as the only motive for studies. Some 
of the law students’ responses in this classification were very instrumental:  
22% of the law students mentioned money, power, or status as their motivation. 
These types of answers were uncommon in the other two faculties. The remain-
ing students in the main category of future work mentioned multiple motives in 
their choices of field of study, for example, interest in veterinary medicine and 
good employment prospects. Therefore, most of the answers in the main cate-
gory included multiple motives connected to both work and studying.  

2.1.4 Discussion 

Interest was a typical word for the students in their explanations of their discipli-
nary choices. Interest in the field of study was most common among the humani-
ties students, but also often occurred among the students of law and veterinary 
medicine. The latter two fields are fairly tightly connected with certain profes-
sions, yet many of the students expressed their interest in the study content.  
Because interest is linked to high-quality learning (see Hidi & Renninger, 2006; 
Krapp 2002; 2005), the students seemed to have a good starting point for their 
studies. 

Answers that included comments related to future work were more common 
in the answers of the law and veterinary students than in those of the humanities 
students. This is probably an inevitable consequence of the differences between 
the fields and is in line with the results of previous studies (Heath, Lynch-
Blosse, & Lanyon, 1996; Lahelma, Broms, & Karisto, 2003). Some answers 
concentrated only on questions of work, indicating that the studies held primar-
ily instrumental value for the respondents. However, most of the answers sug-
gested motives connected to both studying and work: students both perceived the 
utility of what they learned for their futures and expressed interest in their field 
of study (cf. Byrne & Flood, 2005).  

Even though the humanities students seemed to be especially interested in 
their major, it is known that delays in studies are more frequent in the humanities 
than in the other two fields (Universities, 2006). Thus, the expressed interest of 



18 

the humanities students does not always turn into committed studying. Some 
humanities students who expressed interest in their answers might have simply 
found that the concept of interest was a generally accepted or expected expres-
sion behind their disciplinary choices. The final choice of the major might also 
have been based more on calculations than on the thorough consideration of the 
alternatives and the student’s own interests. Additionally, some students might 
have had false expectations of their major studies (cf. Vuorinen & Valkonen, 
2005).  

Most of the responses in Study 1 expressed the object of interest in a general 
way. In so far as an answer reflected the level of interest, it seemed that the  
object of interest was rather unspecified at the beginning of studies. However, 
some special expressions of interest were found as well. This speciality might 
have been a sign of well-developed individual interest as defined by Hidi and 
Renninger (2006). If the students had had much contact with their object of  
interest before they had applied to the university, these experiences might have 
formed a good basis for individual interest to develop during their university 
studies.  

2.2 Study 2 

2.2.1 Aims 

In Study 2, a sample of students who participated in Study 1 was studied further. 
The first aim was to explore the role of interest and its development during the 
first two years of study at the Faculties of Arts and Veterinary Medicine. Study 1 
showed that many university students not only express interest in their field of 
study but also assess their disciplinary choices in terms of future goals. There-
fore, the second aim was to explore the relationship between the student’s future 
goals and interest within the two fields and, in that way, to follow the direction 
in order to integrate interest with different theoretical perspectives in the field of 
motivation (cf. Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Hulleman et al., 2008; Senko & Miles, 
2008). Thus far, the integrative studies had been correlative in nature, whereas 
Study 2, which combined different theoretical perspectives, was based on quali-
tative methods.  

2.2.2 Methods 

Academic context 
Study 2 concentrated on the Faculties of Arts and Veterinary Medicine. Veteri-
nary education has traditionally aimed at producing an omnicompetent veterinar-
ian at graduation. Conversely, the humanities degrees are not, apart from a few 
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exceptions, professionally oriented. Because of the different objectives of the 
degrees, the curricula of the faculties differ accordingly. Studying at the Faculty 
of Arts is relatively loosely structured, and the students can build up their degree 
according to their own choices. This means that they are also free to choose one 
or several minor subjects. In addition, there are often several ways to complete a 
course: attending lectures, participating in group instruction, writing essays or 
taking examinations. By contrast, at the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, studies 
proceed according to a pre-arranged plan. The first two years of study include 
theoretically oriented studies, including lectures and examinations, as well as 
practical training and group instruction. In general, veterinary students follow 
the same courses in the same order, whereas the humanities students’ courses 
and timetables vary individually.  

The data were collected from second-year humanities and veterinary stu-
dents. During the second year, students usually select the topic of their Bachelor 
thesis. At the Faculty of Arts, they often choose one or several minors at this 
time. Therefore, the second year of study is a phase during which students are 
expected to consider personal choices and directions regarding the focus of their 
academic studies, and is, thus, an important phase in terms of individual interest.  

Participants and interviews  
The data consisted of interviews with 14 humanities students (11 women, 3 men) 
and 14 veterinary students (12 women, 2 men). A specific subgroup of students 
who participated in Study 1 was selected for Study 2 on the basis of their  
answers to the question why they had chosen their field of study. The interview-
ees were selected among students who had expressed interest in their field of 
study. In addition, these students from both faculties mentioned one or several 
special areas of interest, the time frame of their interest, concrete experiences in 
relation to their interest, and/or comparison with other possible fields of study. A 
prerequisite for selection as an interviewee was also that the student had studied 
actively during the first two years and had not changed majors.  

The semi-structured interviews started with a simulated recall in which the 
students assessed their answers to the question posed two years earlier (i.e. why 
did they choose their major). Interest was referred to both directly and indirectly 
by discussing with the students different aspects of learning and studying. The 
themes of the interviews dealt with planning and time management, study skills 
and methods, self-regulation and external support, as well as with satisfaction 
and experiences of studying in general. Future goals were explored through 
questions dealing with the student’s plans and goals after graduation, and the 
personal significance of these goals. The students also assessed the utility of 
their studies for the future, and whether they had been able to relate their present 
studies to their future goals. At the end of the interviews, detailed questions were 
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posed about individual interest according to the answers the student gave during 
the interviews. The themes of the interviews are presented in Appendix 1.  

Procedures 
Qualitative content analyses was conducted in various stages and consisted of 
several cyclic processes. Indications of individual interest in the interviewees’ 
answers were identified based on the theoretical model of Hidi and Renninger 
(Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Lipstein & Renninger, 2007). The phase of interest 
was categorised, first by the researchers separately, as belonging to one of the 
following three groups: well-developed individual interest, emerging individual 
interest or no individual interest. A disagreement between assessors concerned 
six borderline cases that fell between categories or contained somewhat contra-
dictory indications. These cases were analysed by a third coder. The following 
stages of the analysis focused on the students’ descriptions of: (1) the contents of 
their interest and interest development, (2) their future goals, and (3) the connec-
tions between interest-based study and the learning environment. Simple count-
ing techniques (Silverman, 2006) were used in order to identify broad, group-
level themes emerging from the interview transcripts. The occurrence of these 
themes within the three interest-phase groups was then examined. 

2.2.3 Results 

The interviews began with a simulated recall in which the interviewees assessed 
their descriptions of their disciplinary choices. All the 28 interviewees found that 
the bases of their disciplinary choices were still valid after two years of studying. 
However, there was a variation in the students’ experiences concerning to what 
extent their studies had offered opportunities to work with their areas of interest.  

Eight of the humanities students (57%) and five of the veterinary students 
(36%) expressed well-developed individual interest in relation to some contents 
of their major. They had gained positive experiences while studying these con-
tents, which had served to sustain their interest. They emphasised their “own 
thinking” and “understanding”. Learning was more important to them than good 
grades. These students were highly self-regulated and made personal choices 
that often exceeded expected learning outcomes. Many of them voluntarily read 
literature in their own field in their free time. Students who indicated a well-
developed individual interest could name areas and describe a history of their 
interests. These interests were typically not limited to certain individual courses 
but, rather, related to wider areas within the field (such as Finnish as a foreign 
language or animal welfare). Additionally, it was typical for humanities students 
to explicitly describe the development of their individual interest over the course 
of their studies. 
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The veterinary students who showed well-developed individual interest in 
one or more areas tried to concentrate on those areas whenever possible, but 
found it important to meet the other demands of the curriculum as well. The 
humanities students chose the courses, as far as possible, according to their  
interests, even at the cost of the progress and speed of their studies.  

Six of the humanities students (43%) and five of the veterinary students 
(36%) expressed an emerging individual interest in relation to their major. A 
common feature of these students was that, even though they mentioned areas of 
individual interest, they did not concentrate on them. The veterinary students 
noted that it would be “nice” to read or learn more about their areas of interest, 
but that lack of time or the demands of examinations made it difficult. The hu-
manities students named several areas of interest but had not found any over-
whelmingly interesting direction or wanted to “keep a broad perspective”. These 
students also differed from the group with well-developed individual interest in 
that they introduced other possible study options as well. Three of the humani-
ties students said that they would probably change their majors in the near  
future.  

There were no indications of individual interest in four of the veterinary stu-
dents’ responses (29%). Most rewarding and critical for these students was pass-
ing courses and keeping the same pace as their fellow students. It was also 
common that they had earlier aimed for high grades, but, because of their results 
thus far, had had to lower these aims. They described how they often drew on 
rote learning and memorising. Even though the students in this group recognised 
the interest-based explanations of their disciplinary choice given two years ear-
lier, it was still difficult for them to identify any contents of personal interest.  

The interest phase groups did not differ in specifying their future goals. Most 
of the veterinary students had wanted to become a veterinarian for a long time 
and they were certain about their future. However, the group of five veterinary 
students indicating emerging individual interest mentioned several alternative 
options within the field. Veterinary students expected some practical utility from 
the studies but they had different opinions on whether this utility was suffi-
ciently addressed in the courses. While some of the students indicating emerging 
or no individual interest did not always see the links between theory and practice 
and expected teachers to identify them, students expressing well-developed  
individual interest seemed to be more able to build these links themselves. All 
14 humanities students mentioned some professions but, at the same time,  
expressed uncertainty about their plans, which seemed to limit their commitment 
to studying in general. However, students in the group of well-developed indi-
vidual interest were more confident than the other students that, even though 
they did not have exact long-term plans, their studies would lead to a career.  

There had been more opportunities to work with contents of individual inter-
est at the Faculty of Arts than at the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine. In addition, 
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some other themes related to learning environments emerged, including collabo-
ration and workload. Humanities students emphasised the importance of fellow 
students with the same areas of interest, and exhilarating discussions during or 
outside lectures. Veterinary students, on the other hand, saw the cooperation 
with fellow students more as an essential way of coping with the demanding 
studies. One of the most striking features in the interviews was that 13 of the 
veterinary students mentioned excessive workload as a common feature of their 
studies. According to the students, the heavy workload did not give enough time 
and opportunity to concentrate on their own areas of interest. 

2.2.4 Discussion 

The results showed that, even though the interviewed students had explained 
their disciplinary choices as being based on interest at the beginning of their 
studies, during the following two years their studying had not always been based 
on individual interest. Individual interest seemed to play an important role in the 
humanities students’ studying, whereas at the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine its 
role had been more limited.  

The setting did not give an opportunity to assess whether shifts between the 
phases of interest had occurred. However, assumptions of interest development 
could be made. Several interviewees described how they had found work with 
the contents of their interests inspiring, and how they had wanted to learn more 
about the interesting topic. In addition, several humanities students explicitly 
described the development of their interests and the circumstances that had  
enabled it. Therefore, it was argued that development of interest had taken place. 
This result is in line with a study by Krapp and Lewalter (2001), in which  
vocational students’ interests had developed during the first years of studies. 
However, it can be argued as well that some students’ interest had not been  
developed, and that they were not as certain of their disciplinary choice as the 
students in the well-developed interest group. This resembles the results of van 
der Veen et al. (2005), which showed a decrease in scores measuring students’ 
subject-interest during the first two years of study. 

The common aim in becoming a veterinarian kept the veterinary students 
committed, even when they did not have much opportunity to choose the study 
contents, and in spite of the heavy workload. Thus, it seems that the clear future 
goals could compensate for the lack of interest-based studying. However,  
the veterinary students indicating no individual interest often drew on rote learn-
ing, and their future goals did not lead to the adoption of mastery goals (cf. 
McInerney et al., 2009). According to the veterinary students, the excessive 
workload restricted opportunities for self-direction, and some students seemed to 
be surviving rather than enjoying their studying. It is logical to assume that the 
group of veterinary students showing no indications of individual interest  
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suffered particularly from the heavy workload. While the students with well-
developed individual interest concentrated on their own areas of interest, and 
could also see the utility of most contents of study for their future, those with no 
individual interest experienced considerable difficulties finding what was impor-
tant or useful. 

Future goals were integral to the veterinary students’ commitment to study-
ing, but did not enhance the humanities students’ motivation and persistence. 
However, the humanities students expressing well-developed individual interest 
seemed to be less worried about their future than the students expressing emerg-
ing individual interest. It is possible that well-developed individual interest com-
pensated for the lack of clear future goals to a certain extent. In line with the 
definition of well-developed individual interest (Hidi & Renninger, 2006), these 
students trusted in their developing expertise in the field of study they found 
more interesting than any other study options. Therefore, the need for future 
goals may be diminished by encouraging the development of individual interest, 
and by stressing the importance of studying based on interest. 

2.3 Study 3 

2.3.1 Aims 

The aim of Study 3 was to analyse individual differences in veterinary students’ 
motivation and study practices which might explain why some students are more 
successful than others. Studies 1 and 2 showed that even if veterinary students’ 
reasons for choosing their study field were often based on interest, studying  
itself was not always interest-based. In Study 2 veterinary students noted that 
they would have liked to learn more about their areas of interest, but lack of time 
or the demands of examinations made it difficult, or even impossible. A recent 
study also stated that factors impeding veterinary students’ progress included 
stress and fatigue or problems with time management (Ruohoniemi, Parpala, 
Lindblom-Ylänne, & Katajavuori, 2010). On the other hand, previous research 
in the field of veterinary medicine has shown that veterinary students are pre-
pared to work long hours to become veterinarians, and are thus considered to be 
highly motivated (Parkinson, Gilling, & Suddaby, 2006). From all these results, 
the question arised: What explains study success in veterinary medicine? In  
addition, while focusing on veterinary students’ motivation, it was possible to 
investigate the common belief of highly motivated students in more detail.  
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2.3.2 Methods 

Academic context 
Study 3 focused on the first three years (i.e. the Bachelor phase, 180 ECTS) of 
the six-year veterinary programme which provides the general professional 
knowledge and skills needed in the following three-year Master phase (180 
ECTS). In 2005, major changes took place in the faculty’s undergraduate cur-
riculum. Thus, veterinary students who participated in Study 3 represented the 
first cohort which studied according to the new curriculum. The subject studies 
of the Bachelor phase include the “healthy animal” module with courses in basic 
veterinary sciences. In the second and third study year, pathology serves as a 
bridge between the healthy and unhealthy animal study modules. The “unhealthy 
animal” module begins in the third study year and continues in the Master phase. 
The Bachelor studies also consist of extramural farm practice and slaughter-
house practice, general professional studies, Bachelor’s thesis, and 7 credits for 
optional studies within or outside the faculty. The studies follow a prearranged 
plan and include several types of instruction: lecture courses in which the stu-
dents have to pass a written exam after attending the lectures as well as a large 
number of exercises and small group classes. 

Materials and procedures 
Qualitative data were collected from all of the veterinary students (N=52, 46 
females, 6 males) who had begun their studies in autumn 2005, that is, the same 
students who participated in Study 1 and a sample of them participated in Study 
2. The data consisted of an obligatory portfolio (2 ECTS), which was gradually 
assembled during the three years of Bachelor studies. The portfolios included 
two written parts, the first being a pre-assignment and the second a summary. 
All 52 veterinary students wrote their pre-assignments in August 2005, at the 
very beginning of the first year before any other undertakings. The summaries 
were scheduled to be returned at the end of the Bachelor studies and included 
reflections on these studies as a whole. Both were based on questions that the 
students had then answered in their own words. The questions selected for Study 
3 are presented in Appendix 2. In addition to the portfolios, the GPA (grade 
point average) was calculated based on a student’s grades (range 1–5) in ten 
courses and the Bachelor’s thesis. 

The following data were collected from the students’ pre-assignments written 
at the beginning of their Bachelor studies: 1) the descriptive words or phrases 
that the students used when they described themselves as learners; 2) whether the 
students were accustomed to planning their studies; 3) whether the students had 
applied to the faculty because of interest in the field of study and/or because of 
the profession’s appeal; and, 4) the contents of the degree programme which the 
students were interested in and those which they were not. Based on the summa-
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ries written at the end of the Bachelor studies, an analysis was first done whether 
the students expressed any changes in relation to their answers three years ear-
lier. When changes were identified, the nature of these changes were analysed in 
terms of study practices (planning, ways of coping in the learning environment), 
and/or motivation. After the qualitative analysis, 52 students were divided into 
three groups according to their study progress and GPA. Three groups were 
named “Most Successful” (n=16), “Average” (n=16), and “Delayed” (n=20). 
These groups were compared in terms of the analyses described above.  

2.3.3 Results 

In their pre-assignments over half of the students in all three success groups (i.e. 
Most Successful, Average, and Delayed) mentioned some special area of inter-
est. A typical answer, as well, was that “it is easier to say which areas do not 
seem interesting than which areas do”, because everything appeared interesting. 
In their summaries, 80% of the students expressed one or several changes in 
motivation and/or in their study practices during the three years of studying. 
More changes were mentioned in the summaries of students in the Delayed 
group (16/17 students, or 94%) than in the other two groups. During the three 
years of studying, many students in each of three groups had struggled with 
heavy workloads and high demands. 

At the beginning of their studies 56% of the students in the Most Successful 
group described themselves as relatively “good learners”. Planning one’s sched-
ule carefully was the most typical feature of the Most Successful group: 81% 
mentioned their time management skills, and only 2 students in this group did 
not plan their time usage. Half of these students described how their motivation 
had fluctuated significantly during the three years of studying, two students even 
had doubts whether they still wanted to become veterinarians. In general, the 
students in this group were interested in their studies but had not always found 
studying to be meaningful because of the excessive workload. On the other 
hand, the heavy workload had taught them to cope with study stress.  

The students in the Average group described themselves in their pre-
assignments as partly similar to the students in the Most Successful group. In 
addition, they used expressions such as “average” or “good enough”. Typical of 
this group was that at the beginning of studies they mentioned a special area of 
interest but interest was also evident when the students described themselves as 
learners: they were motivated “if they were interested”. In their summaries 38% 
explicitly described problems with their earlier study practices which had led to 
stress and a lack of motivation. In order to adapt, they described how they were 
“forced” or how they had “tried” to change their ways of studying.  

At the beginning of studies the Delayed group students’ descriptions of them-
selves as learners included both positive and negative characteristics. The  
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students used negative descriptions like laziness, slowness or inability to stay 
focused and concentrate. Only one third in the Delayed group mentioned in their 
pre-assignments that they were accustomed to planning their study time, one 
fourth in this group explicitly mentioned that they were not accustomed to plan-
ning the use of their time, and the rest made study plans but usually did not  
follow them. In their summaries, over half of the students in this group described 
deficiencies in their study practices. However, instead of searching for new  
practices and finding some they had found it necessary to learn certain material 
by rote. Studying together with fellow students had been one of the few success-
ful solutions to their study problems. The rest of the students in this group had 
spent a period of time in an exchange programme abroad or had taken another 
kind of intentional break in their studies. At that time they found that such  
a pause was the only way to gain new motivation to continue their veterinary 
studies. 

2.3.4 Discussion 

The veterinary students’ portfolios gave an opportunity to explore the questions 
of interest and workload further. The portfolios proved to be many-sided and 
open, indicating that the students were willing to elaborate on the challenges 
they faced during their three-year Bachelor studies. When connected to study 
success, the portfolios also gave an opportunity to compare the responses of 
more and less successful Bachelor students.  

When the 52 veterinary students were divided into three groups according to 
their study success in the Bachelor studies, some interesting and even unex-
pected results could be found.  

In their pre-assignments which were written before any other studies, the stu-
dents in the Most Successful group used more positive words when describing 
themselves as learners than the students in the Delayed group. Interestingly, 
some students in the Average group also described themselves as average learn-
ers before actually knowing how successful they would be in their incipient  
veterinary studies.  

The differences in the students’ descriptions of themselves as learners might 
reflect their self-efficacy beliefs and these beliefs seemed to work as self-
fulfilling prophecies. In addition to the negative descriptions of themselves as 
learners, some students in the Delayed group mentioned in their summaries that 
they had found it necessary to study by rote. Thus, low academic expectations 
might lead to task avoidance and fear of failure which has further been associ-
ated with rote learning (Ryan et al., 2004). In contrast, more positive descrip-
tions might reflect high personal academic expectations which have been shown 
to predict achievement (Bandura, 1997).  
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Another difference shown in the students’ pre-assignments was their descrip-
tions of time management. It is known from earlier research that, in general, 
veterinary students are more organised than students in other disciplines (Par-
pala, Lindblom-Ylänne, Komulainen, Litmanen, & Hirsto, 2010). In other 
words, their intention is to achieve as good results as possible by using effective 
study methods and time management. Study 3 showed how this organised and 
systematic studying was related to study success as well. In addition, the most 
successful students were very effective in their search for new study practices 
when necessary. In contrast, some new veterinary students had negative opinions 
of themselves as learners and, in addition, they were not systematic enough in 
terms of dealing with the high demands. Promisingly, the data also showed that 
it is possible, at least to some extent, to predict these problems even at the very 
beginning of studies by inquiring about students’ study practices. 

The students in the Average group indicated how they learn when they are  
interested. As this was not emphasised in the Most Successful group, interest did 
not predict study success in the way that time management and high academic 
expectations did. This result seemed to be in line with the study of Senko & 
Miles (2008), which showed that interest-based studying does not necessarily 
mean high grades. Interest may support quality learning of material found  
appealing but, at the same time, hinder the learning of duller material. This may 
be a problem especially if the workload is heavy, because it usually means less 
time for certain tasks regardless of a student’s intentions. Some students are able 
to take an active role and to boost interest even in duller tasks (Sansone et al., 
1992) but heavy workload may hinder it. In addition, if the student intends to 
understand and learn thoroughly, this together with a heavy workload may cause 
study delays. On the other hand, if the student wants to maintain a study pace 
she or he may feel forced to use rote learning (Brophy, 2004; Parkinson et al., 
2006). Some of the interviewed veterinary students in Study 2 addressed this 
problem.   

While almost all of the participants in Study 3 were motivated and enthusias-
tic at the beginning of their studies, there were declines or fluctuations especially 
in the most and least successful students’ motivation during their studies. At the 
start of the programme these students might have been over-enthusiastic and 
their ideas too optimistic. Indeed, a similar decrease has been shown in higher 
education students’ subject interest in the first two years of study in other disci-
plines as well (van der Veen et al., 2005). Still, it can be argued that the interest, 
or even commitment, of veterinary students cannot be taken for granted.  
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2.4 Study 4 

2.4.1 Aims 

Study 2 indicated that a heavy workload restricted interest-based studying in the 
first two years of veterinary studies. However, how interest was involved in 
everyday studying remained unclear. Therefore, Study 4 explored veterinary 
students’ interest experience in a series of lectures with daily diaries. The aim 
was to examine students’ ongoing experiences on a daily basis and to recognise 
the importance of the context in which these experiences unfolded (Bolger,  
Davies, & Rafaeli, 2003). The relationship between the experienced interest and 
the perceived workload was also analysed.   

2.4.2 Methods 

Academic context and materials 
Study 4 concentrated on two individual courses in veterinary medicine. The 
courses on parasitology and general pathology are part of the second year 
Bachelor studies. In 2010 these courses were based on lectures and written  
examinations. In both courses students used a textbook and teachers suggested 
additional reading. However, the courses also differed from each other. The 
pathology course emphasised the understanding of phenomena, some of which 
were somewhat familiar to the students beforehand, whereas in the veterinary 
parasitology course students had to learn new approaches to the classification of 
parasites in order to be able to apply their knowledge. Voluntary homework 
assignments served to support steady working throughout the parasitology 
course period.   

The data were collected in spring 2010 from 16 second-year veterinary stu-
dents. The second study year was chosen based on the results of Study 2, which 
showed that the studies in the spring of the second year were heavy. However, 
that spring also included two courses which the students described as especially 
interesting, namely pathology and parasitology. Therefore, the second study year 
and the two courses offered a basis for further studies on interest as well as on 
the relationship between interest and workload. The data consisted of diaries 
(see Appendix 3) which the veterinary students wrote twice daily. On the first 
two days, the courses on pathology and parasitology had just begun; on the last 
two days, the courses were close to their end. In their diaries, the students wrote 
none to three items they expected to find interesting in the lectures of the day 
and, after having actually followed the lectures, from none to three items they 
actually did find interesting. In addition, they assessed the level of their interest 
in the selected content, and explained their choices in their own words. After the 
lectures came four additional items about interesting content. Workload was also 
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assessed both before and after the lectures, and an open-ended question inquired 
the grounds for their responses. As a part of the diaries all 16 students were 
asked to complete a seven-point Likert scale questionnaire. In addition, the 
course grades were added to the data.  

Procedures 
The data based on the diaries were analysed both quantitatively and qualita-
tively. The open-ended questions about explanations why the students found the 
content of the lectures interesting were analysed both before and after the  
lectures. The answers were grouped according to the assessed level of interest 
(interests me slightly, interests me, interests me considerably) and the most typi-
cal answers for each level of interest were selected. In addition to the general 
analysis of the answers, differences between individual students were analysed. 
The students were divided into two groups according to the explanations they 
provided for their choices of interesting content areas. These groups were named 
“Personal” and “External”. To compare the groups quantitatively, a t test on the 
variables of the Likert scale questionnaire and the course grades, and a χ2 test on 
the ordinal scale questions posed after the lecture were carried out.    

2.4.3 Results 

According to the Likert scale questionnaire which the students completed on the 
first day of the data collection, the students found both pathology and parasitol-
ogy courses very interesting, important, and challenging, the pathology course 
being even more interesting and challenging than the parasitology course. Com-
pared to the first three items concerning interest, importance and challenge, the 
mean of the item concerning the students’ own competence was lower. When 
looking at individual responses to this item, 90% of the students in pathology 
and 50% of those in parasitology found their competence lower than the chal-
lenge posed by the course. 

Before the lectures, the students found a total of 82 items in parasitology and 
54 in pathology to be potentially interesting during the four days they wrote in 
their diaries. These items were often the main topics of the lectures. After the 
lectures, the students identified 81 references to parasitology and 66 to pathol-
ogy which they found interesting. The chosen areas were still mostly the main 
topics of the lectures, but more variation emerged in comparison to the areas 
chosen before the lectures. 

Before the lectures, the students found most of the content moderately or 
considerably interesting. If the students found some of the content very interest-
ing, they most typically had some prior knowledge or questions which formed 
the basis for their interest. Many also found the content interesting simply  
because it was new, or because the chosen content was considered potentially 
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important for veterinarians. The students found more considerably interesting 
areas after than before the lectures. After the lectures, the students typically 
chose those areas where they had learned something new and interesting. In 
addition, students mentioned special teaching tools or their own experiences 
with their pets or other animals as explanations for their greater interest.  

Before the lectures, the students found the content only slightly interesting 
typically because the content was completely new, or because all the other con-
tent was already familiar and therefore less interesting. After the lectures, the 
main reason why the students found the content only somewhat interesting was 
that the lecture was revision, and as such no longer piqued their interest.  

Based on the differences of their expressions of interest, the students were 
divided into two groups. The first group, called “Personal”, comprised 11 stu-
dents (69%). Both before and after the lectures, these students’ answers included 
personal reasons for their interest. Even though the content of the lectures was 
new to them, the students could often relate them to some prior knowledge,  
experiences or questions about which they wanted to learn more. The second 
group, called “External”, comprised five students (31%). Unlike the first group, 
these students typically had no personal explanations why they expected or actu-
ally found some content interesting. Rather, they explained that they were inter-
ested in some content for external reasons alone, for example, before the lecture 
they might explain that a content must be important because “there’s a whole 
lecture about it”, and after the lecture that the selected topics were those which 
“stuck first on their minds”. These students did not want to spend their time  
revising either, but instead wanted to concentrate on the most essential content. 

Some statistically significant differences were found in the means of the two 
student groups’ responses. The Personal group assessed the pathology course as 
more interesting and important than the External group. The External group 
scored lower when assessing their competence in the parasitology course. The 
course grades of the External group were lower both in parasitology and pathol-
ogy; in pathology, the difference was statistically significant. The students in the 
Personal group were more satisfied with the teaching and they mentioned more 
often that they were eager to learn more about the interesting topics later than 
were the students in the External group.  

When the students assessed the workload in the morning before the lectures, 
they most typically expected it to be moderate. Some of the lectures included 
familiar content and revision, which the students expected to lighten the work-
load. In addition, if they expected themselves to be interested in the content, they 
assumed that this interest would also lessen the actual workload. After the lec-
tures, the students’ experiences were rather similar to their expectations. Only 
one of the lectures in parasitology seemed to involve too heavy a workload: 
there was a lot to learn, the tempo was fast, and there was no time for the stu-
dents to ask their own questions. All in all, the students found that the days were 
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overloaded not because of the lectures as such, but because of the work outside 
the lectures.  

2.4.4 Discussion  

Daily diaries served to capture second-year veterinary students’ interest experi-
ence during individual lectures. For that purpose, the diaries appeared to work 
well. They revealed those characteristics of individual students and the learning 
environment which were related to situational and/or individual interest. They 
also showed how these characteristics influenced the interest experience before 
and after the lectures. In addition, the diaries indicated individual differences in 
the students’ expressions of their experiences.  

According to the Likert scale questionnaire, most of the veterinary students 
were interested in the courses of pathology and parasitology. This corresponds to 
the results of Study 2. The students also found the courses challenging, espe-
cially in pathology, and the students assessed their own competence as lower 
than the challenges of the course. Thus, they seemed to have some doubts as to 
whether they would cope with the course. This result may reflect the students’ 
fear of failure which, in turn, may inhibit interest experience and its develop-
ment (cf. Krapp, 2002; 2005). Such doubt can also indicate anxiety or stress 
which may increase their passivity and avoidance behaviour (Csikszentmihalyi 
& Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; Delle Fave & Massimini, 2005). However, this dif-
ference between the challenges of the course and the students’ competence may 
also stem from a common perception that the pathology course is among the 
more challenging courses. This perception may not necessarily be related to the 
way the course is taught.  

The participating students found more very interesting areas after the lectures 
than before them. This may be due to the fact that much of the content was rela-
tively new to them. It is difficult to be very interested in the content if one knows 
only the topic of a lecture and has no prior knowledge. However, assuming that 
the students responded honestly, the lectures and lecturers often succeeded in 
triggering the students’ interest, and this situational interest formed the basis for 
their interest experience. Whether this interest lasts and grows depends on 
whether the students find the prospective work with the content relevant and 
meaningful (Hofer, 2010; Renninger, 2000).  

Some veterinary students were familiar with the content of the lectures in  
advance. This prior knowledge formed a basis for their individual interest. The 
diaries clearly showed that when the students did link the content of the lectures 
to their own experiences, they also found them considerably interesting. Interest 
experience, for one thing, lessened their experience of a heavy workload. How-
ever, according to the students’ diaries, such knowledge was seldom based on 
non-academic experiences. This was somewhat surprising: veterinary students 
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have their own pets and hobbies related to animals, and Study 1 showed that 
such experiences were often behind their choice to study veterinary medicine. 
Thus, one can assume that the content of the courses in pathology and parasitol-
ogy would have been more often related to the students’ own experiences. The 
low number of expressions of individual interest may reflect the heavy work-
load: because of the heavy workload, the students could not afford to explore 
their own areas of interest. There were indications of this in Study 2, where  
veterinary students found that the excessive workload restricted their opportuni-
ties for self-direction. Thus, to maintain a steady study pace, it may be more 
reasonable to concentrate on the new content of the curriculum than on individu-
ally interesting content.  

The participating students were divided into two groups according to their 
open-ended comments in the diaries. The “External” group was important from 
the point of view of instruction. These students’ course grades were lower than 
the other students especially in pathology, which aimed at understanding  
phenomena. The External group attributed their choices of interesting topics to 
external reasons and leaned heavily on the teachers and the curriculum. It is 
possible that these students could internalise their initially external reasons and 
become interested later. However, there is reason to doubt that: in their diaries, 
the reasons why they found some topics interesting remained external. In addi-
tion, the External group was less satisfied with the teaching and was less willing 
to study more about the contents than was the other group. Interestingly, they 
also often found revision to be a waste of time. These results may indicate that 
they had no intention to learn thoroughly and understand. Instead, they may have 
adopted work-avoidance goals with the intention of minimising their effort 
(Harackiewicz et al., 2008). This work-avoidance may be due to experiences of 
failure and stress even though the diaries could not capture this in more detail.  

With only one exception, none of the lectures were too overloaded. In addi-
tion, some repetition enabled the students to deepen their understanding and 
decrease their perceived workload. However, some students mentioned that their 
experience of a heavy workload was related to their individual work outside the 
lectures. A textbook supported the lectures in both courses and some additional 
reading was also suggested, but the students were likely unaware of how much 
they were supposed to study this material individually. This uncertainty, together 
with time pressure, could increase their experienced workload.  
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3 GENERAL DISCUSSION 

The overall aim of this thesis was to explore interest in university studies. The 
original studies approached the aim from different angles concentrating on  
several phases of Bachelor studies in different learning environments. They 
showed the importance of interest in studies in general but, at the same time, 
revealed important differences between study fields and individual students. The 
three general research questions concerning 1) the role of interest, 2) the expla-
nations of study success, and 3) the support of interest-based studying in differ-
ent learning environments appeared to be intertwined. Thus, in the following the 
first two questions are considered together.    

3.1 The role of interest and the explanations for study suc-
cess 
The question of the role of interest in university studies appeared challenging. 
To begin with, the conceptualisation of interest chosen for this theis is ambi-
tious. Interest may refer to a state (situational interest) or a more generalized 
trait-like disposition (individual interest), and both of them can be actualised in 
interest experience. Interest includes both cognitive and affective variables:  
interest may involve positive emotions, attaching values and knowledge, feelings 
of competence, and the desire to learn more about the domain. Interest is also 
content-specific – a student may be interested in history but not in law or veteri-
nary medicine, or she or he may be interested in a specific content area of his-
tory only. If students are able to actively explore their interests, the relation  
between them and the object of interest is in constant change. Students may have 
not just one individual interest but a network or system of interests. Thus, even 
though interest experiences are probably familiar to all of us, and the concept of 
interest is useful, for example, in student counselling, its dynamic and multi-
dimensional nature makes it difficult to research.   

Additionally, the different and vague meanings of interest in everyday lan-
guage is one of the challenges in interest research (Valsiner, 1992). The original 
studies indicated that the students used the word “interest” in somewhat different 
ways. In Study 1, the students’ answers could refer, for example, to an idea of 
interest without real exploratory activities that lie behind interest emergence and 
development (Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Hofer, 2010). Even though the entrance 
examinations in humanities, law and veterinary medicine are related to the  
incipient major, it might be possible to prepare for these exams with purely  
extrinsic motives. In Study 4, the veterinary students were not always familiar 
with the lecture content beforehand and their expected interest could be based on 
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the title of the lecture alone. Further, some of the students might have been  
extrinsically motivated even though they expressed “interest” in their diaries.  

In Study 1, the humanities students indicated interest in their field of study 
more often than the law and veterinary students did. Thus, as far as the answers 
reflected the genuine relation to their studies, many humanities students had a 
good starting point for high-quality studying. On the other hand, the law and 
veterinary students stressed their future work more often than the humanities 
students, and many of them mentioned multiple motives behind their discipli-
nary choices. Because different goals and orientations have been connected to 
different outcomes and performance (Harackiewicz et al., 2002; Kauffman & 
Husman, 2004; Mäkinen, Olkinuora, & Lonka, 2004), it is justified to expect 
that the strongest basis for studying is a combination of motives. A similar dif-
ference between the students of humanities and veterinary medicine was also 
shown in Study 2. Even if the veterinary students’ studying was not always 
based on interest, concrete future goals kept them committed.  

For Study 2 a highly selected group of humanities and veterinary students 
was interviewed to study the role of interest on the individual level. It was  
expected that the interest behind the interviewees’ disciplinary choices would 
also play a part in their later studies. However, clear differences appeared  
between the two disciplines as well as between individual students. The results 
of Study 2 showed that the individual interest of some humanities and veterinary 
students had developed well. In addition, the groups of students indicating emer-
gent and well-developed interest qualitatively differed from each other.  
Recently, Hofer (2010) argued that interest would not develop in separate phases 
as Hidi and Renninger (2006) suggested but the development would rather be a 
continuous process. In Study 2, a few borderline cases were found which could 
support the idea of continuity in interest development. Unfortunately, the retro-
spective interviews were unable to reveal the possible shifts from one phase to 
another.  

Even though the role of interest during the first two years of studying was 
limited especially at the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, some of the veterinary 
students indicated a well-developed interest and this interest influenced their 
studies in a positive way. In spite of the preset study programme in veterinary 
medicine, these students seemed relatively independent and they had good self-
regulation skills (cf. Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Lipstein & Renninger, 2007). In 
contrast, interest did not seem to play any role in some veterinary students’ 
Bachelor studies. Both in Studies 2 and 3, a group of veterinary students indi-
cated how they just wanted to follow the study programme and to keep the same 
study pace as their fellow students. Their studying seemed strongly externally 
regulated. These results corresponded to Study 4 in which a group of students 
explained their “interest” in the content of individual lectures only by external 
reasons.  
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There may be several explanations for this external regulation. First, it could 
be explained by differences in the veterinary students’ future goals. In Study 2, 
the interest phase groups in veterinary medicine did not differ in the specificity 
of their future goals: most of the veterinary students wanted to become a veteri-
narian. Study 3 confirmed this result. However, the externally regulated students 
might have adopted outward-oriented, extrinsic future goals, whereas the other 
students might have pursued more growth-oriented, intrinsic goals (McInerney 
et al., 2009; Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Therefore, the externally regulated stu-
dents could orientate towards the status of the veterinarian instead of developing 
their professional expertise. They possibly saw studying as an obligatory inter-
mediate phase for becoming a veterinarian. One of the indications of this instru-
mentality was that the externally regulated students often had more difficulties in 
seeing the link between theory and practice than the other students. While most 
of the veterinary students found it important to find these links, the students 
indicating individual interest actively sought and found them by themselves 
whereas the externally regulated students did not always see the links and  
expected the teachers to show them.  

Another reason for external regulation could be that the workload in veteri-
nary studies might have different effects on different students (cf. Kember, 
2004). Many of the veterinary students found that the heavy workload limited 
interest-based studying during their Bachelor studies. However, it can be argued 
that externally regulated students especially suffered from the hard pace. In 
Study 2, the students indicating no interest explained how they found it critical 
to keep the same pace as the fellow students even if they had had to lower their 
earlier aims for high grades. They described, just like the Delayed students in 
Study 3, how they had often drawn on rote learning and memorising. Still, their 
study success was not as good as they had expected which might have lowered 
their academic expectations. Further, in Study 4, the group of students who  
explained their “interest” as external reasons only, showed some indications to a 
need to minimise their efforts. Thus, the external regulation shown in Studies 2, 
3 and 4 might have been based on the fact that for these veterinary students the 
pace and workload had been too heavy. Consequently, they had tried to solve the 
problem in non-adaptive ways which may have led to task avoidance and fear of 
failure (Ryan et al., 2004).  

One solution to prevent the problems of external regulation could be to stress 
interest in instruction and study guidance. For example, Hoffmann (2002) 
showed that instruction in physics which focused on students’ interest led to a 
better learning achievement later. The emphasis of interest could both increase 
students’ self-efficacy beliefs and support development of their self-regulation 
skills. For example, feedback from interesting activities may strengthen stu-
dents’ self-efficacy beliefs (Ainley et al., 2002; Hidi & Ainley, 2008; Zimmer-
man, 2000b). In addition, the students indicating well-developed interest in 
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Study 2 seemed highly self-regulated. This was in line with the studies in which 
individuals’ ability to self-regulate their activities have been shown to increase 
with well-developed interest (Hidi & Ainley, 2008). Interest-based studying 
might develop students’ self-regulation skills which, in turn, would help students 
to boost at least situational interest into initially boring study content (Sansone & 
Thoman, 2005). This is important because long university studies cannot consist 
of originally interesting contents only and prolonged boring activity, on the other 
hand, may cause stress and exhaustion.  

Study 3 showed that study success in the Bachelor studies of veterinary 
medicine was not related to interest but, rather, to time-management and coping 
skills as well as to high academic expectations. The most successful veterinary 
students found themselves to be competent learners already at the very begin-
ning of their veterinary studies, and they fitted their learning environment par-
ticularly well. These students were very systematic and capable of managing 
their time. In addition, they were effective in their search for new study practices 
when necessary, and these new practices were conducive to adaptation. In con-
trast, some veterinary students found it very difficult to adapt. Thus, it can be 
assumed that these less adaptive students could benefit from support aiming at 
developing more useful and adaptive study skills.  

An important question is, however, whether good adaptation skills are even 
overly important factors behind study success in veterinary medicine. Several of 
the interviewed veterinary students in Study 2 mentioned that they would prefer 
interest-based studying if they only had more time. In addition, Study 3 showed 
that interest was mentioned in the portfolios of the students who had progressed 
well but whose GPA was below average (the average being relatively high). 
These students told that “they learn if they are interested” before they had com-
pleted any course in veterinary medicine, not as an explanation for their success. 
If these students learned particularly well only when they were interested, it 
might explain why their GPA was below average: they succeeded when they 
were interested but the grades were lower in less interesting courses (cf. Senko 
& Miles, 2008). However, even though the interest the students expressed did 
not predict high grades in every course, it did not prevent study progress either. 
In addition, it is possible that these students, pursuing their own learning agenda, 
may benefit from this independence in their later studies and future work.  

Studies 1 and 2 showed differences in university students’ individual inter-
ests. Study 4 showed similar variation on a daily basis: the veterinary students’ 
expectations of what might be interesting in a lecture and what the students actu-
ally experienced as interesting varied from one student to another. General inter-
est measured by the Likert scale questionnaire did not guarantee that the students 
would find every lecture or, still less, the same content of the lectures interest-
ing. The diaries revealed that when the students linked the lectures to their own 
experiences, the interest experience in the lecture was stronger and the workload 
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felt lighter. Thus, even though students’ interest experience cannot be predicted 
just by surrounding context or activity, it is important to support situational  
interest, for example, by giving students opportunities to link study content to 
their experiences and by allowing them to find answers to their own questions 
(Hofer, 2010; Hulleman et al., 2010; Renninger, 2000). This emphasis on situ-
ational interest may also support the development of more permanent individual 
interest which is based on positive challenges and students’ personal questions 
(Hidi & Renninger, 2006). 

This study did not concentrate on possible risks of being too interested in 
studies. However, when the university students’ aim is to complete a degree, 
interest-based studying might be a problem at least in two ways (cf. Krapp, 
2002; Sansone & Thoman, 2005; Senko & Miles, 2008). First, students may be 
very interested in every course and study content, and do not prioritise. As a 
consequence, they may bury themselves in interesting content areas, and spend 
too much time on this studying which possibly exceeds the course demands. If 
these students want to keep a reasonable pace in their studying, they may  
become exhausted. Secondly, students may prioritise heavily and concentrate 
only on those courses they find interesting. As a consequence, they possibly 
never graduate. Some of the interviewees in Study 2 touched upon these prob-
lems which could be worth further research. 

3.2 How do different learning environments support or 
impede interest-based studying? 
Studies 2, 3 and 4 shed light on the third general research question of how dif-
ferent learning environments support or impede interest-based studying. Study 2 
highlighted the strengths and weaknesses of the two study fields, veterinary 
medicine and humanities, in encouraging the development of individual interest. 
The common aim to become a veterinarian kept the veterinary students commit-
ted but, because of the prearranged study plan, they did not have much opportu-
nity to choose the study content. Contrary to the veterinary students, the humani-
ties students had often been able to make independent choices in line with their 
own interests. In practice, this freedom can be manifested in a variety of ways: 
in selection of whole courses, in alternative tasks inside the courses, in selection 
of minor subjects, or in different ways of completing study tasks (i.e. essays, 
lectures, group works, etc.).  

The opportunity for university students to influence their own studies satis-
fies their need for autonomy, which is essential for interest development (Hidi & 
Renninger, 2006; Krapp, 2002). It also gives the students more opportunity to 
work with contents which are of interest to them. In addition, it may reduce the 
experience of pressure, because working with contents of interest is related to 
increased cognitive functioning, concentration and feelings of pleasure (Hidi, 
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2000). Thus, the traditional academic freedom in the humanities is worth main-
taining or even emphasising more. However, it is also important to support  
students in their choices. This emphasis and support could compensate for the 
humanities students’ problem of not having a concrete, long-term perspective on 
their studies. This lack or vagueness of future goals often diminishes the stu-
dents’ commitment to their studies.  

Studies 2, 3 and 4 revealed the problem of a heavy workload in veterinary 
medicine. This problem is well-known in other countries as well. The volume of 
information has exploded, which makes it increasingly difficult to maintain the 
objective of producing omnicompetent professionals (Fernandes, 2005; Halli-
well, 2006). Although the intensive timetable has different effects on different 
veterinary students, the studies indicated that some of the students were nar-
rowly focusing on completing tasks and not failing. This time pressure, together 
with limited opportunities to choose, supports neither interest-based studying nor 
development of the students’ self-regulation skills (cf. Blumberg, 2005). How-
ever, as mentioned above, both interest experiences and self-regulation skills 
could increase the students’ feelings of competence and independence, which are 
also needed in their future work as veterinarians.  

Even though the course workload has remained one of the key issues in cur-
riculum development at the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, it seems that there 
is still work to be done to provide sufficient time for interest-based studying. 
Study 4 indicated that the workload of individual lectures may not be the core 
problem but, rather, the students’ feeling or idea that they “have to study all the 
time”. This demand for long workdays may be built into the curriculum, it may 
reflect the general attitude and atmosphere in the faculty, and/or it can be based 
on the students’ own aims and ambitions. All these factors may correlate which 
makes the problem even more challenging.  

3.3 Implications for instruction 
The results of the original studies offer implications for curriculum development 
and for enhancing the quality of teaching. These implications are not new as 
such. However, this thesis reveals the importance of these amendments from the 
perspective of interest.  

In veterinary medicine, the results point out the importance of freedom to 
choose in studies where all students, regardless of their different backgrounds, 
are supposed to follow the same preset study programme. Due to the results of 
this work, more freedom has already been promoted by an option of a free 
choice of subject for the Bachelor’s thesis. This is an example of how freedom 
can be actualised inside individual courses. Most freedom could be carried out 
through tracking in which all students follow a mandatory core curriculum to a 
certain extent and complement their studies by elective study paths (van Beu-
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kelen, 2004; Jaarsma, Scherpbier, & van Beukelen, 2009; Simoens, de Kruif, & 
Swannet, 2004).  

In order to support interest-based and meaningful studying, veterinary stu-
dents should have more time to concentrate on important content areas. Several 
remedies have already been applied at the faculty during the last years to influ-
ence the heavy workload (Ruohoniemi, 2009): both calculated and perceived 
workload of the students have been monitored, concrete learning outcomes have 
been defined, and concentration of the core content increased. Small overlapping 
courses have been combined to larger course modules. Additionally, a need for 
curriculum integration has been recognised.  

The idea of curriculum integration is to integrate artificially divided and 
fragmented knowledge into appropriate themes (Cavalieri, 2009a). One of the 
central aims is to organise the curriculum to reflect the way in which information 
and knowledge are encountered in workplaces. This integration has been found 
to promote students’ motivation and interest because it builds connections  
between disciplines, and allows the application of the theoretical concepts to the 
world beyond the classroom (Cavalieri, 2009b). Thus, it is easier for students to 
reflect on the usefulness of knowledge in relation to their own experiences and 
future goals. This reflection of usefulness, in turn, may increase commitment 
and interest (cf. Hulleman et al., 2010). At the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine, 
integration of anatomy, biochemistry and physiology during the first study year 
represents horizontal integration. Additionally, work on vertical integration is 
under way. In vertical integration clinical skills and knowledge are intertwined 
in the first study years and, in turn, the basic science concepts applied during the 
clinical years.   

The humanities students interviewed in Study 2 were individually interested 
in their study field and their studying was internally regulated. However, if these 
students cannot see the concrete and personal utility of their current studies, they 
might change the majors they consider more profitable. Thus, it seems important 
to discuss continuously with humanities students about the (possible) personal 
utility of the studies (Hulleman et al., 2010; Lens, Simons, & DeWitte, 2001; 
Simons et al., 2004). Separate courses with up-to-date information on the labour 
market or even practical training are probably not enough if students cannot 
concretely connect these experiences and information to their own personal 
choices. However, it is also important to see the utility of the studies for the  
future broadly. It may be difficult or even unnecessary to find the direct utility 
for all study content as such. However, especially if diverse teaching methods 
are applied, the students may still learn, for example, time management, plan-
ning, and writing or conversation skills, which are all useful for their future. 
These aspects of studying could be made more explicit in instruction.  

On the other hand, the humanities students indicating well-developed indi-
vidual interest seemed less worried about their future than the students indicating 
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emerging individual interest. Thus, the results of the present study indicate that 
at the Faculty of Arts the students’ well-developed individual interest is the  
essential strength which should be nurtured and its development supported. The 
opportunity to explore students’ individual interest can do much to mitigate the 
problem of the vague future goals. What is more, supporting interest-based 
studying is much more attainable than building concrete future goals, which are 
always dependent on a changing and insecure labour market.  

The freedom to choose is an important aspect in supporting interest-based 
studying. In addition, several of the humanities students wished they could col-
laborate more often with other students and teachers with similar interests.  
Instead of transmitting information in lectures, the teachers could facilitate more 
discussions, group work and projects in which the students could find answers to 
their own questions, and new interesting questions could arise. This collabora-
tion could also help the students to find their own new areas of interest (Sansone 
& Thoman, 2005). Diverse methods may also increase students’ interest experi-
ence because they help the students to understand and interpret the theoretical 
knowledge presented by the teacher, and give them an opportunity to reflect on 
the usefulness of that knowledge (Biggs, 2003; Hulleman et al., 2010; Tsai et al., 
2008). The studies in this thesis show that diverse teaching methods both raised 
veterinary students’ interest and lessened their perceived workload. 

Ramsden (2003) argues that a teacher’s ability to make the learning material 
interesting is one of the key principles of effective teaching in higher education. 
Teachers can increase students’ situational interest, for example, if they are  
socially and emotionally connected with the students and help them to under-
stand the topic in ways the students can easily grasp (Rotgans & Schmidt, 2011). 
However, students themselves should play an active role in this. As part of the 
instruction, it would be useful to let university students consider more often their 
personal relationship to the content of the studies. This could add to their interest 
experience and support interest development by making the content more mean-
ingful (Harackiewicz et al., 2008; Hidi & Renninger, 2006; Hofer, 2010; Hulle-
man et al., 2010). In addition, it would develop the students’ self-regulation 
skills because they could learn to boost their interest in the content they do not 
initially find interesting (Sansone et al., 1992; Sansone & Thoman, 2005).  

Veterinary students often have an opportunity to prepare themselves for the 
lectures by exploring lecture handouts in advance. Such a preparation could 
prove useful for studies in general as it would give students an opportunity to 
ask their own questions and to consider their own reasons for studying the con-
tent. It would also provide an opportunity to activate the student’s prior knowl-
edge. The diaries in Study 4 appeared to work as a tool for this kind of prepara-
tion: without knowing the lecture content, it was impossible to choose interest-
ing content areas either. Even though it may be impossible to use this kind of a 
diary as a regular part of the lectures, a more systematic orientation for the  
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lectures could increase the interest experience, deepen students’ learning, and 
lessen their perceived workload in any field of study.  

3.4 Methodological reflections 
Ten years ago Simone Volet wrote about emerging trends in recent research on 
motivation (Volet, 2001). The shifts were related to the need for more variable 
research methods. Interest research, focusing on a multi-componential, dynamic 
and context-specific concept, seems to follow these shifts (see Renninger & 
Hidi, 2011). That said, measuring general interest with traditional one-off Likert 
scale questionnaires is not enough, and it is important to find more dynamic 
instruments and research settings.  

Current research on interest has applied longitudinal settings and mixed 
methods (e.g. Krapp & Lewalter, 2001; Lipstein & Renninger, 2007). In addi-
tion, research has recently been directed at integrating interest with different 
theoretical perspectives (Harackiewicz et al. 2008; Hulleman et al. 2008; 2010; 
Senko and Miles, 2008). However, the studies have often been correlative in 
nature and students’ interest has been operationalised to items in questionnaires 
(e.g. Tracey & Robbins, 2006; van der Veen et al., 2005). This kind of approach 
neither reveals students’ spontaneous expressions of interest nor the ideas and 
strategies behind their answers. Thus, instead of applying previously used ques-
tionnaires or concentrating on developing new ones, mainly qualitative methods 
were applied in this work, with the exception of Study 4 which included the 
Likert scale questionnaire as a background to the diaries. The original studies 
follow the trend of longitudinal settings (Study 3, Study 2) and mixed methods 
(Study 2, Study 4; in addition, in Study 3 qualitative data were connected with 
GPA). Study 2 also aimed at integrating different theoretical perspectives, that 
is, individual interest and future goals.  

Studies 1 and 3 utilised material which was not primarily collected for  
research purposes. Study 1 showed that even from the short, open-ended, written 
explanations of disciplinary choices some aspects of individual interest could be 
identified. The veterinary students’ portfolios in Study 3 offered rich data for 
analysing the students’ ideas of their three-year Bachelor studies. Material from 
both studies allowed us to explore how the students spontaneously used the con-
cept of interest. Study 1 was a one-off study with a single data collection point, 
whereas the portfolios offered an opportunity to follow the veterinary students 
longitudinally. In addition, the portfolios of the veterinary students could be 
connected to the data of their grade point averages.  

Study 2 was based on retrospective interviews. Interviewing was a suitable 
method to analyse the role of individual interest because interest could be  
approached both directly and indirectly by discussing with the students different 
aspects of learning and studying. Semi-structured interviews made it possible to 
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flexibly deepen and check the students’ answers when needed. In addition, the 
interview settings were designed to encourage free, open-ended responses. Study 
2 was not a follow-up study in the sense of several repeated measures. However, 
the interviewees were selected on the basis of Study 1 (i.e. on their answers to 
the question why did they choose their major), and the material of Study 1 was a 
starting point of the interviews and a basis for further analyses of interest devel-
opment.  

Retrospective interviews have an inherent limitation that answers referring to 
the past may be slanted by the present (Silverman, 2006), which should be taken 
into account in Study 2. In addition, in Study 3 the veterinary students’ pre-
assignments were based on expectations and the summaries on retrospection, the 
summaries then having similar limitations as the interviews. Because of the limi-
tations of the data in the previous studies, Study 4 focused on a method which 
could have some benefits over prospective or retrospective designs. The diary 
method seemed promising both in measuring everyday studying and in unfold-
ing dynamic phenomena such as interest. On the other hand, because diaries 
usually demand frequent reporting, they may place an extra burden on partici-
pants (Bolger et al., 2003). The awareness of this burden set limits to the length 
of the diaries and to the number of data collection points.  

The studies in this thesis were explorative in nature without any strong  
hypotheses. However, the chosen definitions of interest directed the planning of 
the interview protocol in Study 2, and the design of the diary in Study 4. In addi-
tion, the theoretical frame of reference was behind the qualitative content analy-
ses. In order to check reliability, myself and my fellow researchers first inde-
pendently read the material, and the final categorisation of the data was always 
based on negotiations after the independent round. In addition, unclear cases 
were negotiated together until an agreement was found. A specific feature that 
can be argued to increase reliability is that the first coder was a psychologist and 
the second coder a veterinarian and, hence, they brought different perspectives to 
the data. In addition, in Studies 2 and 4, which were based on instruments  
designed particularly for this work, a third coder was used.  

The data of the interviews conducted in Study 2 were especially rich. There-
fore, the qualitative content analysis was conducted in various stages and con-
sisted of several cyclic processes. However, as Silverman (2006) points out, 
qualitative interviewing is a “seductive” approach. It is always based on the in-
teraction between the interviewer and the interviewees, and the context of the 
interview influences this interaction. The interviews were conducted within the 
university context familiar both to the interviewers and the interviewees, and this 
familiarity added to the probability of mutual understanding. However, the re-
sults of the interviews are never mirror reflections of reality (Hirsjärvi & Hurme, 
2001; Miller & Glassner, 2004). In addition, in all its richness the interview data 
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offered several alternatives for exploring the points of view of the interviewees, 
and for selecting and categorising the most important results.  

Some of the methodological limitations were common to all of the measures. 
They all represent self-reports, which are always dependent on the respondents’ 
motivation to participate. Qualitative self-reports may also reflect respondents’ 
conceptual competence or ideas of what are acceptable answers. In addition, the 
samples especially in Studies 2 and 4 were small. Therefore, one should be care-
ful not to draw too firm conclusions or generalisations from the results. How-
ever, this is not the basic aim of qualitative research anyhow (Silverman, 2006). 
Instead, the data reveal the differences between the students and the uniqueness 
of their motivation in a way that is not possible to reach with quantitative self-
reports.   

It seems impossible to measure interest completely without self-reports  
because of its experiential nature. However, methods that do not rely on self-
reports, for example observation of group work, analysis of students’ essays or 
their distribution of time, might complement self-reports. In addition, experience 
sampling method, which enables one to explore students’ activities within their 
context of occurrence, is possibly not as sensitive to the problems of the self-
reports as more traditional interviews or questionnaires (Bolger et al., 2003). 

All in all, the four original studies comprise a whole in which the parts com-
plement each other. The setting in Study 1 is cross-sectional, consisting of rela-
tively large questionnaire data from three different faculties. In Study 2, a sam-
ple of the students from the first study participated in the interviews, which 
aimed at deepening the results of the first study in two different faculties. Study 
3 concentrated on the single faculty in order to follow the same students even 
further and in more detail. Study 4 aimed at exploring interest on a daily basis to 
add to the previous studies. Even though the original studies were explorative  
in nature, as a whole they serve a many-sided picture of interest in university 
studies, and open up several directions for future research.  

3.5 Conclusions  
The present work explored interest mainly in two different learning environ-
ments. The Faculty of Veterinary Medicine is professionally oriented, and in this 
sense resembles the Faculty of Law, whose students were among the subjects of 
Study 1. The Faculty of Arts provides more general academic competence. The 
curricula and instruction differ accordingly. These differences appeared to have 
a clear effect on the role interest currently plays in these study fields. However, 
the original studies indicate that interest should have an important role in both 
fields. Situational interest can be maintained by captivating instruction and col-
laboration and, at the same time, support development of individual interest. 
When individual interest develops, students are more able to self-regulate their 
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learning and to find their own ways to explore their interests. Well-developed 
individual interest helps students maintain engagement in their studies over time.  

Halliwell (2006) argues that graduate veterinary students should be omni-
potential rather than omnicompetent. They should have questioning minds, the 
ability to critically assess literature, and good problem-solving skills. As its 
worst, an ever increasing factual material and heavy workload may hinder the 
growth of individually interested experts who are committed to lifelong learning. 
At the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine several reforms have been carried out 
over the last few years which may lessen workload and enable more interest-
based learning. Because these reforms are new, their effects on students’ motiva-
tion could be studied further. In addition, it is still important to stress the multi-
dimensionality of students’ motivation, and to search the means to support it by 
developing curriculum, instruction and counselling.  

At the Faculty of Arts well-developed individual interest is the essential 
strength which should be nurtured. It can be argued that this applies in any study 
field which educates students for a wide area of academic professions. When 
nurtured, well-developed individual interest helps students maintain engagement 
even in spite of a somewhat uncertain future. Further, a high level of interest 
characterises experts who not only have a broad and deep knowledge base but 
who are able to create new knowledge and push the boundaries of their domain 
(Alexander, 2003).  

The study of veterinary students hinted that interest may be a part of studying 
and, still, studies may progress well. Thus, interest-based studying does not  
necessarily mean slower progress, much less long pauses or delays. It may mean, 
though, that individual variation in study pace should be allowed. Students 
should also be able to make choices based on their own interests, and get both 
time and support for these choices when necessary. This emphasis on interest 
could enhance students’ self-regulation skills and feelings of competence.  

All in all, this thesis shows that it would be worth supporting interest in uni-
versity and there is no reason to believe that this need is diminishing with  
reforms designed to increase efficient studying. Because individual interest is 
attached to personal values, interest is important not only because of high-
quality learning but because of meaningful studying and, therefore, students’ 
well-being. Thus, by supporting interest-based studying it is possible to prevent 
students’ stress and exhaustion as well.  

The original studies in this work were restricted to Bachelor studies. Hence, 
one of the future directions would be to continue the present work to the Mas-
ter’s phase or even further to the future. For example, the veterinary students 
could be further followed to compare those students whose studying appeared to 
be based on external motivation to those students who seemed more independent 
and personally interested. If the future curriculum in veterinary medicine  
includes more freedom to choose, the relation between this freedom and  
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students’ motivation could be worth further studying. At the Faculty of Arts it 
would be interesting to study the relation between interest and efficiency further: 
to find out how far individual interest could bear, and how it is linked to other 
important motivational variables when completing a degree in a reasonable time. 
The reverse sides of interest could be involved in future studies as well. This far, 
most research has been devoted to academic interest but university students’ 
interests are not restricted to the academic world. These non-academic interests 
could be part of the search for an optimal motivational basis for qualitative and 
yet effective university studying.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix 1  

The themes of the interviews (Study 2) 

 
Bases for the studies 

 Analysis of the answer to the question explored in Study 1 (i.e. Why did 
you choose your major subject?): other possible motives, other study  
options, starting point(s) of the interest in the field, possible changes in the 
interest expressed two years earlier 

 
Progress, planning and goals 

 Student’s own description of the studies during the first two years, 
progress vs. aims 

 Planning of studies: the role of interest vs. guidelines from the faculty 
 Short- and long-term aims of the studies 
 Future goals and ambitions 

 
Studying itself: experiences, study methods, self-regulation 

 Rewarding and frustrating experiences, experiences of flow, features of 
interesting courses in general 

 Study methods: which of them are the most suitable and why 
 How to handle uninteresting courses 

 
Meaning of studying, interest revisited 

 The role of studying in life as a whole 
 The role of interest this far and from now on in more detail 
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Appendix 2  

The analysed questions of the pre-assignment and summary  
(Study 3) 

Pre-assignment (analysis of “the starting points”, 1–2 pages, written with the 
students’ own words using the whole sentences) 

1.  Describe in a few words how you see yourself as a learner. 

2.  How do you usually plan your use of time? 

3.  What kind of methods have you used to enhance memorising and  
understanding in your studying? 

4. Analyse the strengths and weaknesses of your study skills. 

5. Why did you apply to study veterinary medicine? 

9. Which areas especially interest you in the veterinary medicine degree  
programme?  
Do you have doubts about some areas? Why? 

10. What kind of aims have you set for your veterinary studies? 

 
Summary (2–7 pages, written in the students’ own words but adopting a factual 
style and using whole sentences) 

1. Read through the answers of your pre-assignment. Are they still valid or do 
you think you have changed somehow? In what ways? 

2. Briefly describe your Bachelor studies as a whole:  
a) Have you progressed as planned or have you changed your plans? Why?  
b) What has been especially interesting and what less interesting? 
c) What has been rewarding, and what frustrating? 

3. Have you changed your study habits during your Bachelor studies?  

4. What are your strengths as a student; what features should still be developed? 
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Appendix 3  

The diary for the veterinary students (Study 4) 

 
(Information concerning the research and permission asked from the students 
that their answers and course grades can be used anonymously in the research) 

 

Background questionnaire 
Assess the pathology and parasitology courses using the following questions. 
 
 
Pathology Not at all                                                            Very 
How interesting do you find the course?   1           2           3           4           5           6          7 
How important do you find the course?   1           2           3           4           5           6          7 
How challenging do you find the course?   1           2           3           4           5           6          7 
How competent do you consider you are  
in this course?   1           2           3           4           5           6          7 

 
Parasitology Not at all                                                            Very 
How interesting do you find the course?   1           2           3           4           5           6          7 
How important do you find the course?   1           2           3           4           5           6          7 
How challenging do you find the course?   1           2           3           4           5           6          7 
How competent do you consider you are  
in this course?   1           2           3           4           5           6          7 
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Name, date, time: __________________________________ 
 
Morning diary: Fill in before the lectures, a few minutes is enough for  
your answers. 
 
Write in 0–3 content areas that you expect will interest you today, and pick  
one of the alternatives to assess the level of your interest. Say also whether the 
interesting item is related to pathology or parasitology.  
 

1.  

 

interests me slightly  □             interests me □ interests me considerably □ 

2. 

 

interests me slightly  □              interests me □ interests me considerably □ 

3. 

 

interests me slightly  □              interests me □ interests me considerably □ 

 
Why did you choose these particular content areas?  
Explain in your own words also if you did not choose anything.  
 
 
 
 
 
I expect that the workload today will be       light □       moderate □        heavy □ 
 
  
Grounds for your judgements 
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Time: ___________________________________ 
 
Afternoon diary: Fill in after the lectures, a few minutes is enough for your 
answers. 
 
Write in 0–3 content areas that interested you today.  Then pick one of the alter-
natives that best describes the chosen content. Say also whether the things that 
interested you were related to pathology or parasitology.  

 
Content 1. 

This content interested me                           
To me this content was                                
The teaching of this content  
corresponded to my expectations    
The other students inspired me                    
I am eager  to learn more about this 
content later       

slightly □ 
completely new □ 

 
not at all □ 
slightly □ 

 
hardly □ 

moderately □ 
somewhat familiar □ 

 
somewhat □ 
moderately □ 

 
possibly □ 

considerably □ 
very familiar □ 

 
very well □ 

considerably □ 
 

certainly □ 

Content 2. 

This content interested me                           
To me this content was                                

The teaching of this content  
corresponded to my expectations    
The other students inspired me                    
I am eager  to learn more about this 
content later       

slightly □ 
completely new □ 

 
not at all □ 
slightly □ 

 
hardly □ 

moderately □ 
somewhat familiar □ 

 
somewhat □ 
moderately □ 

 
possibly □ 

considerably □ 
very familiar □ 

 
very well □ 

considerably □ 
 

certainly □ 

Content 3. 

This content interested me                           
To me this content was                                
The teaching of this content  
corresponded to my expectations    

The other students inspired me                    
I am eager  to learn more about this 
content later       

slightly □ 
completely new □ 

 
not at all □ 

slightly □ 
 

hardly □ 

moderately □ 
somewhat familiar □ 

 
somewhat □ 

moderately □ 
 

possibly □ 

considerably □ 
very familiar □ 

 
very well □ 

considerably □ 
 

certainly □ 

 
Why did you choose these particular content areas?  
Explain in your own words also if you did not choose anything.  
 
 
I expect that the workload today will be       light □       moderate □        heavy □ 
  
Grounds for your judgements 
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