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ABSTRACT 

This study of subject choice followed two groups of pupils 

through the decision-making process at two state, co-educational 

ii 

high schools in the North Island of New Zealand. The high schools 

were similar in size, location, ethnic composition and range of home 

background of pupils, but had differing option systems. 

At the end of their form two year, 53 children (27 boys, 26 

girls) were interviewed at their respective primary or intermediate 

schools while they were considering the options offered to them in 

form three at one of the two high schools. The children were· 

re-interviewed the following year at their respective high schools. 

A further 37 pupils (17 boys, 20 girls) were interviewed in form 

four at their respective high schools while they were choosing fifth 

form subjects and were re-interviewed the following year after they 

had experienced the subjects they had chosen. All children in the 

study were chosen by their teachers as being representative of the 

range of pupils at their schools, in terms of ability, ethnic origin 

and home background. 

In addition, parents of eight of the younger children were 

interviewed in their homes and 31 teachers, representing all the 

subjects offered to the children at the two high schools, were inter­

viewed at their respective schools. 

Analysis of interview transcripts showed that pupils' decisions 

were influenced by the structure of the option systems, the attitudes 

of parents and peers and by the overt and covert actions of teachers. 

Access to information was found to be a key component of decision 

making. Children's and parents' views about the school subjects 

showed a strong measure of agreement, but there was less agreement 

between children's views and teachers' views. 

A model of decision making was elicited from the data and case 

studies illustrated the range of pupils' individual experience, in 

particular, the experience of Maori pupils identified as 'winners' 

and 'losers' in the school system. 
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PREFACE 

Because some of the terms used in this study are not univer­

sally applied in the literature, a note of explanation is necessary. 

'Subject choice' is taken to mean the pupil's choice of one optional 

school subject rather than another, and a 'subject' is identified as 

a body of knowledge, skills and processes defined by syllabus and 

allotted a proportion of the total school timetable. 

Al though some writers refer to 'course selecti•on' and 

'curriculum choice', these terms are not always synonomous with 

subject choice. 'Course' is frequently used in the literature to 

denote a package of allied subjects, and 'curriculum' generally 

describes the total range of subjects offered at an educational 

institution. 

The terms 'streaming', 'tracking' and 'banding', often 

closely associated with subject choice, are all used in the liter­

ature to denote the practice of grading pupils in classes according 

to their presumed ability. Rigidly streamed schools may direct 

their pupils to a narrow range of options deemed suitable for 

particular levels of ability; other schools may exercise a lesser 

degree of control. 

At the time of writing, third and fourth formers in New 

Zealand schools are obliged by state regulation to take a compulsory 

core consisting of English, maths, social studies, physical 

education, music and/or art. Two or three other subjects are 

generally offered as options, but the number of options allowed and 

the range of choice varies from school to school. 

Children taking part in the study were approximately twelve 

years of age in form two, thirteen when they transferred to 

secondary school, and fifteen in their fifth form (School Certificate) 

year. 
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INTRODUCTION 

OVERVIEW: A general picture is given of 
the aims and implications of previous 
research into pupils' subject choice and a 
rationale is offered for the present study. 

1 

The present study arose initially from the researcher's interest 

in pupil motivation. As a teachers college lecturer engaged in 

helping trainees to become effective teachers in a variety of subject 

areas, the researcher was, among other things, interested in under­

standing some of the reasons why pupils might choose to take one 

optional subject rather than another. Aside from their relevance to 

pupil motivation, such reasons might also shed light on pupils' 

stereotyped thinking on subject relevance, another of the researcher's 

concerns. Furthermore, if pupil choice were to be found generally 

more of an illusion than a reality, then there would be important 

implications for the current child-centred philosophy of education at 

present propounded in teachers colleges in this country. 

The question of what should be taught to whom is as old as 

education itself, but the notion of individual choice of curriculum 

in an institutional setting has gained favour only in recent years and 

is still hotly debated. Major issues concern the rights of 

educational i11stitutions to prescribe the conditions of entry to their 

courses and the effects of such prescription on certain groups of 

pupils, the demands of society for particular kinds of expertise and 

the ability of individuals to make rational choices at an increasingly 

early age. 

In Great Britain, the matter of choice has long been secondary 

to the matter of academic ability, which has been emphasized by a 

two-tier system of state schooling (grammar/non-grammar) and also by 

streaming within schools on the basis of I.Q. and academic performance. 

Even with the introduction of comprehensive education, streaming has 

persisted (Pedley, 1967) and is claimed by some to be a potent 

instrument for the perpetuation of social class differences (Jackson 

and Marsden, 1962). In the United States, where greater pupil choice 

has theoretically been possible, the disadvantage of ethnicity and 

socio-economic status, together with the continued organization of 

curricula into discrete courses, are claimed to limit the choices of 



certain groups of pupils (Cicourel and Kitsuse, 1963; Kahl, 1961). 

The New Zealand situation differs from that in Great Britain 

in that all state schools are comprehensive. To a large extent 

the extreme restrictions of streaming have disappeared, although 

according to the New Zealand Baseline Survey (1981), broadbanding is 

widespread. Many New Zealand pupils therefore have what appears to 

2 

a genuine choice available to them. At third and fourth form levels 

they must follow a core curriculum established by the state, but in 

addition are expected to choose up to three optional subjects. At 

fifth and sixth form levels, English is the only subject that is com­

pulsory by regulation for School Certificate and University Entrance 

candidates, although individual schools may have their own regulations 

concerning other subjects. Senior pupils are not restricted by the 

need to choose University pre-requisites other than English, and the 

decision not to take science, mathematics, or a language does not 

preclude acceptance at a university, although it may preclude further 

study of those subjects. 

If pupils are permitted to choose some of the subjects they 

study in school, it is important that educational planners should be 

aware of how these choices are likely to be exercised and also have 

some understanding of the factors likely to affect pupils' decisions 

to take, or not to take particular subjects. Overseas evidence 

suggests that, in some cases, pupils have only the illusion of choice 

because such factors such as lack of information (Jackson, 1964), 

peer pressure through the development of a counter school culture 

(Willis, 1977), teacher expectations (Brown and Fitzpatrick, .1983) 

and stereotypical r6le expectations (Kelly, 1981; Tobias, 1978) 

influence their decisions. 

Recent research has concentrated on the sociological aspects 

of socio-economic status, ethnicity and sex, and has been concerned 

with the decision making strategies of individuals only as exemplars 

of broader group perspectives. Researchers have noted that where 

free choice of subjects is offered, certain groups remain at a dis­

advantage and have achieved no greater mobility within the education 

system than in the past. Children from working class homes (Woods, 

1979) and ethnic minorities (Kahl, 1961) continue to be found in dis­

proportionate numbers in non-academic, non-examination classes which 

preclude access to higher education and professional occupations; and 



although girls often do well at school they frequently aspire to 

occupations well below the level of their academic ability (Spender, 

1981) and avoid subjects such as mathematics and science, thereby 

excluding themselves from the growing numbers of occupations in 

science and technology (Kelly, 1981), while holding unrealistic 

expectations of employment in women's traditional spheres such as 

office work and the service industries (Abigail, 1981). It is 

claimed that this results in a wastage of talent (Sutherland, 1981) 

and that in some cases pupils are unwittingly educating themselves 

for unemployment (Earley, 1981; Poole 1982). 

Some of the wider repercussions of pupil choice are seen in 

a declining demand for foreign languages (Klayman, 1978), and· in a 

swing away from the physical sciences (Duckworth, 1981). These 

have led to moves in the United States towards re-introducing 

language pre-requisites for college entry, and in great Britain to 

a growing demand for the establishment of a compulsory core 

curriculum for pupils up to the age of sixteen, because it is argued 

that state intervention is required to protect knowledge areas of 

national importance from undersubscription (Morgan, 1980). 

Nevertheless, research into how and why pupils make particular 

decisions is at an embryonic stage. Much is of a purely descriptive 

nature, and little is known about how individuals make their choices. 

Some researchers have looked into the part played by teachers and 

counsellors in channelling pupils towards particular subjects or 

courses (Jackson, 1964; Cicourel and Kitsuse, 1963), and some have 

looked at the over-all patterns of choice made by pupils attending a 

number of schools in a given area (Ryrie et al., 1979; Reid et al., 

1974). More recently, attention has been paid to the concerns of 

pupils and their parents in studies that acknowledge the process of 

subject choice as playing a major part in differentiating between 

pupils within a school (Ball, 1981; Woods, 1979). But there is 

still a need for in-depth study of the means by which individuals 

categorize the subjects offered to them and of the criteria they use 

to make their choices. 

The aims of the present study are thus to identify the major 

concerns of pupils choosing optional subjects at secondary school, to 

follow pupils through the decision making process, and to find out if 

they are subsequently satisfied with their choices. Particular 

3 



emphasis is given to an examination of pupils' and parents' expect­

ations of the subjects offered and teachers' expectations of the 

pupils choosing particular subjects. This is because previous 

research has suggested that there may well be a mismatch between the 

0xpectations of home and school (Willis, 1976; Jackson and MarsdE~, 

1962). The research methodology is essentially ethnographic and 

phenomenological for reasons that are set out in Chapter Two. No 

hypothesis is tested, but an attempt is made to construct models of 

decision making using a grounded theory approach. 

Findings of the study could have some relevance to the debate 

concerning the core curriculum versus open subject selection; they 

could be of value to school guidance personnel; they could interest 

people wishing to promote particular subjects; but above all, they 

could lead to a greater understanding of the concerns of individuals 

and the extent of their real freedom to choose. The study could 

shed some light on the related issues of streaming, sex-stereotyping 

and educational disadvantage. Not least, it could help us begin to 

address the ques:. ion of \,hether curriculum Jecisions should be made 

in the interests of the individual or in the interests of the state 

where such interests are found to conflict. 

4 



CHAPTER ONE 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

OVERVIEW: A brief historical outline of 
research relating to subject choice is 
given. Then each contributing field of 
research is examined in more detail. A 
summary of findings is made. This is 
followed by a consideration of the areas 
which appear to need further investigation. 

1.1 Historical outline. 

Although research into subject choice as such did not begin 

until the 196O's, earlier research in a number of related areas has 

made a significant contribution to the total picture. 

given in Figure 1, p6. 

A summary is 

5 

Among the first researchers to make a contribution were 

psychologists who as far back as the 193O's were examining personality 

variables related to school achievement. At the same time, other 

researchers were looking at children's subject preference. By the 

19SO's research interest had moved towards an investigation of aspects 

of occupational choice, and this was followed by an examination of the 

role of guidance in influencing pupils' occupational decisions. By 

the 196O's it was realized that school guidance personnel played an 

important part in allocating pupils to courses and in influencing 

educational outcomes. 

Researchers then began to look at the phenomenon of educational 

disadvantage. In Britain they were concerned with socio-economic or 

class differences, particularly within a system of ability-streaming; 

in the United States they were interested in tracking as related 

both to socio-economic status and ethnicity. School type was a 

further variable investigated particularly by British researchers. 

By the mid 196O's a great deal of attention was being paid to 

sex differences identified through a comparison of the achievements, 

expectations and aspirations of boys and girls at school, and girls 

were· frequently seen as disadvantaged in terms of educational 

outcomes. 
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By the 1970's the attention of sociologists was turned to the 

content of school subjects and a sociology of knowledge was 

identified. The phenomenon of fluctuating subject demand and the 

effect this had on the common pool of knowledge was also recognised. 

Subject choice as a research focus appeared in the late 1960's 

and early 1970's. It became apparent that a large number of 

variables were likely to have influenced pupils' choices, which in 

turn were seen as influencing pupils' occupational choice. 

Since the beginning of the 1980's a number of case studies have 

examined subject choice in the wider context of schooling and have 

drawn together some of the varied concerns of earlier researchers. 

Factors influencing pupils' subject choice have been seen as having a 

bearing on the differentiation of pupils at school and have been 

recognised as controlling pupils' access to higher education and 

professional occupations. 
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Contributions to the sum of knowledge relating to subject choice 

made in each of the above areas will be examined in more detail in the 

sections that follow. 

1.2 Psychological variables. 

One of the variables thought to have potential as a predictor 

of school success and of achievement in society at large is 

intelligence as defined by the results of intelligence tests or tests 

of scholastic ability. The Binet-Simon scale was published in 1905 

and other intelligence tests soon followed. Tests were shown to be 

able to differentiate between certain groups of people. The U.S. 

Army General Classification Test, for example, showed that men who 

enlisted from the professions averaged scores over 125, with a 

general population mean of 100. Groups averaging under 100 were 

generally from unskilled occupations, but unfortunately, the fact 

that variations within groups were sometimes as wide as in the pop-

ulation at large was ignored. No study has been able to isolate I.Q. 

alone as a predictor, either of academic achievement or of interest 

in a particular field. Indeed, Douglas (1968) quoted a study by 

Maste.rs and Hockey, who found that that 70% of boys who went to 

British public schools after failing the eleven plus examination 

subsequently gained five or more passes at 'O' Level and two or more 



passes at 'A' Level. Faith in the predictive power of I.Q. scores 

has nevertheless led to a widespread use of streaming or tracking by 

schools. These practices, as they relate to subject choice, will 

be discussed in more detail later in this review. 

In 1927, Strong developed a Vocational Interest Blank which was 

used to accumulate information about the wider interests of people in 

a wide range of occupations. Kuder, in 1939, produced another scale 

which categorized people by broad interest areas (such as literary, 

computational and persuasive). Such scales were used in counselling 

young people in the belief that interest patterns could be used to 

predict occupational decisions. 

Personality variables also began to interest psychologists. 

Factor structures have been proposed by Eysenck, Cattell, Guilford 

and others, but there is by no means uniformity of agreement about 

the basic elements of personality. Again, personality alone does 
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not appear to have a great deal of influence on such things as subject 

interest or school achievement. In a study of 1,000 Scottish school 

children by Butcher (1969) no strong relationship was apparent 

between personality and subject orientation, and it was found that 

pupils' ratings of school subjects and of careers appeared to be 

better predictors of arts or science orientation than school marks 

or course chosen in the third year. However, Katz and Fleming (1971) 

did find that there was a predominance of different personality types 

(vocational, academic, social and non-conformist) among Australian 

undergraduates in various faculties. The commerce, engineering and 

science faculties, for example, had more vocational students, and the 

arts faculty had more non-conformists. 

1.3. Subject preference. 

An early study of subject preference among British grammar 

school pupils by Pritchard (1939) examined an entirely academic 

curriculum. The subjects were: English, French, Latin, history, 

arithmetic, geometry, algebra, chemistry and botany, the latter being 

a girls-only subject. Over eight thousand boys and girls responded 

to a questionnaire asking them to rank the subjects and requiring 

them to give reasons for their first and last preferences. The 

results were collated by subject, sex and age of pupils, and by type 

of school attended (co-educational or single-sex). 



The study found differences in the subject preferences of boys 

and girls, and apparent age-related differences. (Apparent, because 

this was not a longitudinal study.) There were also differing 

responses from pupils attending the different types of schools. 

Chemistry was ranked first by the_majority of boys up to the age of 

fifteen, and it was third for those aged sixteen. Geometry was 

ranked either ninth or tenth by boys in each age group. The girls' 

preferred subject at all ages was English. Older boys also placed 

English first, though it was ranked second or third on average by 

other groups of boys. Younger girls ranked chemistry third or. 

fourth, but it was less popular with older girls who ranked it sixth 

or seventh. Geometry was ranked either tenth or eleventh by all 

groups of girls. 

There were greater differences between boys and girls among 

those attending co-educational schools. Boys in co-educational 

schools, for example, ranked French in tenth place, whereas boys in 

single-sex schools ranked it fifth; girls in co-educational schools 

ranked chemistry eigth, but those in single-sex schools ranked it 

in fifth place. Pritchard found that two reasons for subject 

preference stood out above all others. These related to pupils' 

professed interest or lack of interest in the subjects, and to pupils' 

estimations of their ability or lack of ability in the subjects. 

A year after the publication of Pritchard's findings, 

Shakespeare (1936) reported on a similar study of over nine thousand 

boys and girls at elementary schools in London and Worcestershire. 

The curriculum examined in this study was broader and less academic. 

It included handwork, drawing, nature study, singing, geography, 

drill, history, reading, arithmetic, literature, dancing, composition, 

spelling, grammar and scripture (in order of preference for ten-year­

old boys). Again, Shakespeare found sex differences. Girls in the 

two groups studied (aged ten and thirteen) ranked dancing second and 

first respectively, whereas boys ranked it ninth and eleventh. 

Arithmetic was last in the list for older girls and second to last 

for younger girls, whereas the two groups of boys ranked it ninth 

and tenth respectively. Shakespeare suggested that both boys and 

girls showed a tendency to prefer subjects in which perceptible 

results might be obtained. The study also noted regional 

differences. Reading and composition, for example, were rated 

higher by girls in London, while less academic subjects such as 

9 
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needlework and domestic science were preferred by girls in Worcester-

shire. There was also remarkable constancy of preference when 'fast' 

groups were compared with 'slow' groups, but among boys there were 

more positive attitudes to arithmetic, poetry and recitation in the 

'fast' groups. 

Although subject preference is not synonomous with subject 

choice, these early studies by Pritchard and Shakespeare point to 

the likelihood that, given a choice, children would respond to many 

and varied influences, particularly related to the expectations of 

age and sex, and also related to school type and location. 

A more recent study of subject preference (Ormerod, 1975) 

surveyed over a thousand boys and girls in fifteen British schools 

(grammar and comprehensive; co-educational and single-sex) in four 

major regions. Using a Brunel Subject Preference Grid, Ormerod 

found sex differences in subject preference and also noted that girls 

in single-sex schools showed a greater preference for 'male' subjects, 

whereas in co-educational schools, girls' add boys' preferences were 

more polarized. In this study both boys and girls showed a greater 

preference for history in single-sex schools. 

1.4 Occupational choice. 

Because studies have since shown that commitment to an 

occupation may be an important reason for subject choice (Woods, 

1979; Ryrie et al., 1979), research into occupational choice can now 

be seen to have some bearing on subject choice. 

Ginsberg et al., (1951) defined three stages of commitment to 

an occupation in boys aged six to seventeen. These were: a fantasy 

stage, in which children stretched the bounds of possibility, a 

tentative stage, in which adolescents made rational consideration 

of their interests, abilities, education and personal values, and 

finally a realistic stage. Ginsberg et al., claimed that these 

stages would relate reasonably well to girls but could be complicated 

by a girl's commitment to marriage rather than a career. In general, 

however, young people could be expected to move from fantasy-based 

to reality-based career choices as they advanced in age. 

Super (1961) outlined a view of occupational development based on 
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the work of Carter (1940) in vocational attitudes, Bordin (1943) in 

occupational stereotypes and self-concet, Lecky (1945) in self theory, 

and Allport (1943) in the concept of ego. Super defined vocational 

development as the process of implementing the self-concept, and 

outlined five phases: exploratio~, self-differentiation, 

identification (particularly sex identification), reality testing 

and implementation. He noted that boys developed attitudes and 

interests commensurate with their abilities, but girls frequently 

adopted roles prescribed by society. However, he argued that each 

person had potential for success and satisfaction in a number of 

occupations, given compatibility between the individual's self 

concept and his or her perceived occupational role requirements. 

Super investigated fifteen values in his values inventory (1970) and 

found differences between children relating to age and sex. A New 

Zealand study (Roberts, 1980) using an adaptation of the inventory 

found ability differences as well as significant age and sex 

differences. Most notably, girls were found to have higher scores 

on altruism and aesthetics than boys, who scored higher on money and 

way of life as work values. 

In considering research into vocational choice, particularly in 

the area of work values, it is worth noting that there is some 

evidence of changes in personal values as a result of experience 

(Super and Crites, 1962; Bordin and Wilson, 1953), and also that 

research into cognitive dissonance suggests that values consistent 

with choice become stronger, while those that are inconsistent become 

weaker. 

Recent research has suggested that perceived relevance to a 

particular occupation has become important in influencing pupils' 

selection of school subjects (Woods, 1979; Ryrie et al., 1979; Reid 

et al., 1974), although it has been noted that choice of subjects may 

be made before the modal age of occupational choice (Pheasant, 1961). 

A study of pupils in eight Scottish schools (Ryrie et al., 1979) 

found, however, that the supposed links were often tenuous. A boy who 

wanted to join the mounted police, for example, said that biology 

would help him understand the horses, and a girl who wanted to be a 

cook said that typing would enable her to type the menus. 

It is possible that pupils would be more likely to nominate 

subjects as being 'useful in a job' during periods of high unemploy-



ment rather than during periods of high employment. 

long term study has considered this possibility. 

1.5 Socio-economic disadvantage. 
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However, no 

A number of reports in Britain and elsewhere have highlighted 

the existence of disadvantaged groups within systems of state 

education (Nash, 1983; Berthoud, 1976; Jencks, 1972; Douglas, 1968; 

Newson, 1963). It was apparent in Britain, even after grammar 

school education was ostensibly opened to all able children by the 

1944 Education Act, that working class children were•disadvantaged 

both at school and in their working life, and some of the research 

into socio-economic disadvantage undertaken in the 1960's was-to 

have an important bearing on subsequent studies of subject choice. 

Jackson and Marsden (1962) conducted a retrospective study of 

88 successful grammar school children from working class homes to 

find out why they had succeeded despite the apparent odds against 

them. These researchers discovered that problems concerning subject 

choice had been due mainly to ignorance of the consequences and 

reluctance on the part of parents to challenge the system. The most 

serious consequences were identified as choosing the wrong subjects 

at the age of eleven for a career in medicine, and not choosing at 

School Certificate level the pre-requisites for university (for 

example, Latin, which was then necessary for an arts degree). The 

most crucial decisions affecting this group of children were 

identified as being: the decision whether to accept a grammar school 

place or not, the school's decision to place the child in an A, B or 

C class (illness and birth date apparently having some bearing on 

this), the children's subject choice (particularly between Latin and 

German, and between arts and sciences), and the decision to leave 

school at the end of form five or stay on into the sixth form. 

The study found that successful working class children tended 

to come from homes where one parent had been accepted for grammar 

school or had received grammar school education; they generally 

attended primary schools whose pupils were not all working class; 

they generally came from smaller families or were younger children, 

and their parents were particularly active in the community. 

Although Jackson and Marsden did not focus on sex differences, they 

did note one fact without comment. This was that in their original 
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cohort study of grammar school children from working class homes 

there were half as many girls as boys. This was because there were 

two boys' grammar schools in the area, but only one for girls. Thus 

working class girls were doubly disadvantaged. 

Although in the United States there was never a grammar/non­

grammar school structure, the organization of courses has neverthe­

less had the effect of creating schools within schools. A study by 

Kahl (1961) focused on 24 'common man' or working class boys, all of 

whom were identified as having the ability to aim high but the back­

ground to aim low. Twelve of the boys were in college preparatory 

classes and had marks in the top half of their class; twelve were 

not in college preparatory classes and did not plan to go to college. 

The aim of the study was to examine variables which could account for 

placement. Kahl noted that in no case did a by find in schoolwork 

sufficient intellectual satisfaction to supply its own motivation 

and there were no cases in which a sympathetic and encouraging 

teacher had successfully stimulated a boy to high aspirations. He 

found that the boys were most likely to pursue academic goals if 

they had early school success and had a self concept in which school 

performance was vital, if alternatives such as sport had not proved 

successful, if the family rewarded work and the boy was not in 

conflict with his family, and if the boy and his parents thought 

school work was important for a future career. 

1.6 Ability streaming. 

British studies of socio-economic disadvantage began to find 

that working class pupils were over represented in the lower streams 

of ability-streamed schools, and also found a number of important 

differences in attitudes to school between pupils in the different 

streams. 

Hargreaves (1967) found that high-stream groups in a secondary 

modern school developed a positive orientation to academic values, 

and the reverse was true of low streams. Thus the informal processes 

of differentiation based on friendship groups largely echoed the 

formal structure of the school. Because of the development of anti­

school attitudes among low stream pupils, Hargreaves argued that in 

the fourth form as a whole teachers were led to believe that there 

was a greater ability range than really was the case. 
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Lacey (1970), studying a north of England boys' grammar school 

also analysed the school's social system in terms of differentiation 

and polarization. He defined differentiation as the product of the 

normative academic value system which acknowledged differences between 

pupils by ability streaming. Polarization, in contrast, was defined 

as the product of pro- and anti-school cultures closely allied to the 

streamed groupings. Lacey concluded that the disappointing perform-

ance of working class boys in grammar schools since the 1944 

Education Act was emphasised by the deliberate actions of the school 

and supported by the cultural allegiance of working class pupils. 

More recently, a study by Willis (1976) has analysed the 

phenomenon of counter-school culture in terms of a Marxist philosophy, 

maintaining that the entrenched expectations of working class boys in 

a capitalist society result in the perpetuation of working class 

culture through the informal friendship group, despite the efforts of 

the school to impose middle class attitudes and values on its pupils. 

Though not specifically dealing with subject choice, Hargreaves, 

Lacey and Willis have shown how streaming may serve to exaggerate the 

differences between pupils. When different ability groups are 

further differentiated by exposure to different curricula, the future 

expectations of pupils in terms of access to higher education and to 

certain occupational groups may be seen to be largely controlled by 

a system imposed when British children reach the age of eleven, and 

sometimes even earlier, according to Jackson (1964). In his study 

of 660 British schools, Jackson noted that 50% of the pupils surveyed 

had been streamed on entry to the infant department of their primary 

school, 74% were streamed by the age of seven, and 96% by the age of 

ten. In Jackson's fourth form grammar school sample, all but one 

of the children had been selected as grammar school prospects by 

their seventh birthday. 

There is some evidence that mixed-ability classes have 

advantages over streamed classes. Holt (1978) cites a study by 

Williamson (1976) in which 23 matched pairs of pupils attending two 

English comprehensive schools, one streamed and the other unstreamed, 

were monitored for a five-year period. Pupils at the unstreamed 

school achieved success in a wider range of subjects, were more 

positive in their attitudes to school, and were more likely to stay 

on into the sixth form. However, they blamed the school for lack 



of progress, whereas parents of children attending the streamed 

school were more likely to accept the school's definition of their 

children and to blame lack of progress on the child. 

Tracking in many American schools is in some ways similar to 
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the ability streaming practised in the British school system. 

Generally the tracks differentiate between students' presumed destin­

ations by offering academic, general, commercial or technical 

curricula. Students may choose their courses, but before being 

accepted into an academic course they must generally satisfy the 

school as to their suitability. High ability and high socio-

economic status have been found to increase the likelihood of placement 

in an academic course, the main function of which is to prepa~e 

students for college entry (Alexander and McDill, 1976). 

1.7 School guidance. 

The studies by Jackson and Marsden and by Kahl suggest that 

access to information, parents' own experience, parents' expectations 

for their children and certain personal and sociable variables may 

affect the performance of working class children at school. A study 

by Cicourel and Kitsuse (1963), however, found that school personnel 

played a major part in promoting students or excluding them from the 

educational contest. 

Cicourel and Kitsuse set out to test Turner's (1960) hypothesis 

that the British educational system was characterized by 'sponsored 

mobility' in which elite status was given on the basis of some 

criterion of supposed merit, and could not be taken by any amount 

of effort or strategy; in contrast, the American system was 

characterized by 'contest mobility' in which elite status was the 

prize in open contest, taken by the aspirants' own efforts. 

Cicourel and Kitsuse focused on the mechanisms of social different­

iation in a case study of a large American High school. They aimed 

to investigate: 

" how the high school as a socially organized system of 
activities differentiates talented from average and low 
ability students and how such activities may affect the 
future occupational careers of the student population." 
(Cicourel and Kitsuse, 1963, pl2-13) 

In order to do this.they interviewed a random sample of 100 students 
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before and after their admission to high school. In addition, the 

parents were interviewed and school counsellors were questioned about 

their assessment and placing of the students. 

The study found that among students from middle and upper class 

families, college entry was a routinely prescribed characteristic 

independent of the student'~ abilities. Placement of students in 

courses prescribed for college entry was supposedly dependent on 

students' declared intentions and on their abilities but, in fact, 

a number of subjective considerations affected counsellors' assess­

ments of students' suitability for admission to certain curricula. 

For example, of four students who obtained S.C.A.T. (School and 

College Ability Test) scores of 90-95, two were classified as under~ 

achievers, one as average and the fourth as excellent. The 

researchers concluded that school personnel were thus able to include 

or exclude students from the 'contest' and that aspirants' own 

efforts were neither the only, nor the critical determinants of 

their qualification as 'contestants'. 

A later study by Erickson (1975) also pointed to the control 

exerted by counsellors who stressed obstacles when counselling some 

students, while for others they stressed ways of overcoming problems. 

Another study published in the same year by Reid et al. (1974) 

looked at pupil placement in, or selection of, different types of 

courses in five co-educational London comprehensive schools. The 

core subjects in the five schools were English, maths, P.E. and 

religious instruction (together with music and social studies in one 

school) and pupils were expected to take five additional subjects. 

One school directed its pupils, while the others provided choices. 

Under one system, pupils selected five subjects from a total of 19 

options, but teachers assessed pupils' suitability for the subjects 

they had chosen. Another system required pupils to nominate first 

and second choices in each of five blocks of subjects. A third 

system offered subject choices in one of the following categories: 

academic, technical, commercial or general. It seems likely that 

each of these option systems would put its own particular constraints 

on pupils' choices, but the Reid study focused on the r8le of 

guidance given the system. 

Reid et al. made the assumption that pupils had made incorrect 

decisions or were misplaced if their capabilities were found to be 
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either above or below the level to which teaching was directed. 

Thus the researchers assumed that pupils should be responsible for 

self-streaming, rather than that teachers should adapt their teaching 

to the needs of mixed ability classes. Furthermore, the concept of 

'misplacement' assumed a hierarchy of subjects, in this case manual 

subjects were seen as easy and.academic subjects as difficult. The 

researchers gauged pupils' interest in and satisfaction with their 

chosen subjects by means of a questionnaire which also asked pupils 

to identify their reasons for making choices. As pupils were not 

required to differentiate between subjects, the questionnaire assumed 

that pupils chose all their subjects for the same kfnds of reasons. 

Findings were as follows: Parents were most frequently cited as 

sources of help (regardless of pupils' ability); a large number of 

pupils claimed to have made choices unaided; friends rarely appeared 

to be the most important influence; schools made only a minor 

contribution to advice; able pupils were more positive and 

optimistic and less able pupils lacked confidence; a high proportion 

of pupils chose subjects relevant to a future job, but approximately 

one third of the pupils were not sure of their future occupation. 

An on-going Scottish study into awareness of opportunity by 

Ryrie et al. published its first results in 1979. In this study 

it was assumed that the question was not whether pupils were sorted 

and allocated different routes by schools, but when and how this was 

done. The study followed a random sample of 74 pupils (37 boys, 37 

girls) entering each of eight Scottish comprehensive schools in two 

successive years (a total of 592 pupils). The pupils were re­

interviewed periodically after they left school, their parents were 

interviewed, and their schools were examined in some detail and with 

particular emphasis on administration and guidance. 

The curriculum offered in all eight schools included a core 

of English, maths, social studies and/or religious instruction, but 

there were considerable differences between the options, both in the 

amount of choice offered and in the structure of the option systems. 

School S offered options under course headings: academic, technical, 

commercial and general. School 8 had a two-course structure, one 

course offering a range of essentially academic subjects, the other 

offering a smaller range of less academic subjects. School 7 also 

had ·an academic course and a general course but pupils were allowed 

to choose options that were common to both. Other school option 
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systems varied from those which offered mutually exclusive and some­

times very limited option lists to those with mixed, overlapping 

options providing pupils with opportunities to combine a wide variety 

of subjects. No system was entirely unmonitored, however, as every 

school practised some form of ability streaming. Nevertheless, as 

in the Reid study, Ryrie et al, made no comment on the constraints of 

the different types of option systems. • They also assumed a hierarchy 

of subjects but noted that the subjects taken by the different ability 

bands varied from school to school. This is an interesting obser-

vation because it meant that although school personnel were of the 

opinion that only pupils of a certain ability were suited to 

particular subjects, they did not agree about the levels of ability 

required. 

As has previously been noted, Pritchard (193) found that pupils 

rationalized their subject preferences in terms of their interests and 

abilities. However, Ryrie et al. found that pupils were more likely 

to justify their subject choices in terms of usefulness for a job. 

It was also significant in the Ryrie et al. study that the third most 

salient category of explanation (after usefulness in a job and being 

good at the subject) was in fact non-choice. Pupils who claimed that 

they had little or no choice in their subject selections gave responses 

such as "I couldn't take any other" or "I wasn't any good at any of the 

others, or "The teacher picked it". Nevertheless, the influence of 

teachers on pupils' subject choice was seen as small by both pupils 

and parents although there were some reports of stereotyping by 

teachers, for example, in steering girls away from technical subjects. 

1.8 Sex differences. 

Ryrie et al. (1979) also identified some marked differences 

between the subjects taken by boys and girls. Subjects such as 

secretarial studies, fashion and fabric, anatomy, physiology and 

health were almost exclusively girls' subjects, and girls predominated 

in French, German, biology, accounting, food and nutrition and 

commerce. Similarly, woodwork, metalwork, building drawing and 

engineering drawing were almost exclusively boys' subjects, and boys 

pre.dominated in geography, physics and general science. In some cases 

ther~ was also a relationship between sex and ability band. For 

example, boys taking biology were on average of a lower band than 

girls, girls taking physics were generally in top bands, and few boys 
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in lower bands studied a language. 

The Ryrie et al. study noted marked differences in the 

occupational expectations of boys and girls. Over 80% of the boys 

mentioned one of 25 occupations (especially motor mechanic and joiner), 

but over 80% of the girls mentioned one of only 12 occupations 

(especially nurse, secretary and teacher). This phenomenon of 

restricted occupational choice among girls has been noted with some 

concern by other researchers (Earley, 1981, in Australia; McGrath, 

1981, and Abigail, 1981, in New Zealand). A disproportionate 

number of boys in the Ryrie et al. study expected to enter professional 

occupations (having regard to the census figures for professional 

employment in the area), but the researchers did not comment on 

whether or not the boys expected to remain in their home area. The 

researchers concluded that neither boys nor girls were aware of the 

reality of employment for them as none of the boys specifically 

mentioned the steel industry, which was likely to -b~ their major source 

of employment, and none of the girls mentioned the textile industry, 

which employed 25% of the female workers in the area. 

A study by Bunce (1970) looked specifically at sex differences 

in the New Zealand context. However, the study could not be 

replicated today, since both the external examination structure and 

the internal organization of schools have undergone changes. This 

study, the only one of its kind conducted in New Zealand, had a 

possibly serious limitation in that it was entirely retrospective and 

could therefore have been affected by pupils' rationalizations after 

the event. 

When Bunce was collecting her data School Certificate was a 

pass/fail package obtained by a minority of pupils in form five. 

The 960 Dunedin sixth formers were all found to have progressed through 

the academic streams of their schools and there were few differences 

in their early schooling. Even the choice that pupils were required 

to make in form five was, in fact, a decision not to continue with 

certain subjects. In contrast, the New Zealand School Certificate 

examination today allows for single subject passes in a wide variety 

of subjects and thus provides pupils with greater choice. Choosing 

fifth form subjects is no longer a matter of deciding which subjects 

to drop; it involves the consideration of a variety of subjects, 

some of them never before experienced by pupils. 



Bunce surveyed the sixth formers by means of a questionnaire 

which required them to identify reasons for their subject choice at 

School Certificate level. A list of possible reasons was offered 

and an 'any other' category was also included. No distinction was 

made between subjects so it was not evident which subjects were 

chosen for which reasons. Because of their academic background, 
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all of Bunce's sample had studied French in form three, but as they 

began to move through the secondary school system the boys had dropped 

languages and the girls had shown a preference for biology rather than 

tl1e physical sciences. Dy the time time they had reached the sixth 

form, Bunce found that 75% of the pupils had made significant changes 

to their courses. 

Their ability in the subject was the most important factor 

mentioned by both boys and girls with respect to subject choice, but 

career interest and timetable limitations were also mentioned. 

Vocational reasons were given significantly more often by boys than 

by girls, and girls were more likely than girls to choose subjects 

according to liking. More than half of both boys and girls claimed 

to prefer the subjects they thought they were best at, and said that 

no-one had helped them to make their decisions. An analysis of 

background variables suggested that subject choice for girls was 

related to parents' education, but not for boys. Subject choice was 

also related to pupils' results in tests of verbal, spatial and 

numerical ability; pupils who gained high scores in these tests had 

made a clear choice between arts and science subjects, while pupils 

who had chosen biology as their only science tended to obtain lower 

scores on all these tests. There was no significant relationship 

between type of school and the subject choice of girls, but boys who 

attended single-sex schools tended to choose fewer science subjects 

than those who chose to attend co-educational schools. 

Since Bunce was surveying pupils who had progressed through 

academic streams, she did not consider subjects such as clothing, 

home economics, typing, shorthand, woodwork, metalwork and technical 

drawing in which the greatest sex differences were likely to occur. 

Among the academic choices made by pupils in her study, however, Bunce 

noted a considerable variation in the percentages of pupils taking the 

various subjects in different schools. This suggests that factors 

spec1fic to individual schools were important. 
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A more recent study by Brown and Fitzpatrick (1983) has explored 

the issue of sex-stereotyping of subject choice at two Australian 

high schools. Over half the optional subjects at the two schools 

were found to have a boy:girl ratio (or girl:boy ratio) of 4:1. The 

researchers noted that timetables were based on past experience of 

subject demand. Thus, if no pupil had chosen both clothing and 

metalwork in the past, then present timetabling might continue to 

place these subjects in competition with each other. In one of the 

schools 32% of year-nine pupils surveyed indicated that the timetable 

could not accommodate the full programme they initially chose. 

Despite timetabling problems, Brown and Fitzpatrick reported 

that some effort was being made by the schools to encourage boys and 

girls to think about a wider range of options. They were, for 

example, required at one school to undergo compulsory sampling of the 

options in year eight, while at the other school girls were directed 

towards home science and boys to technical subjects. But even so, 

the researchers found little difference in the participation rates of 

boys and girls in these areas at the two schools in subsequent years. 

They concluded that sampling alone was not sufficient to change the 

traditional enrolment patterns. 

Brown and Fitzpatrick surveyed parents to find out if their 

opinions were like]~ to have had some influence on children's choices. 

The researchers clc.~ed that few parents felt it was inappropriate for 

boys to do traditionally girls' subjects, and vice versa, but their 

figures did not appear to support this claim. As many as 31% of 

parents disapproved of their daughters studying metalwork, and 21% 

disapproved of their daughters studying woodwork. It was claimed, 

however, that teachers helped to perpetuate the stereotypes by 

discouraging girls from taking non-traditional subjects by subtle 

means: warning them thRt they would get dirty in metalwork, for 

example, and saying the machines were dangerous. Teachers also were 

said to have counselled girls against careers in non-traditional areas 

on the grounds that they would meet opposition from employers and 

other workers. In some instances where pupils had countered 

t,3dition in choosing their subjects, the researchers reported that 

social isolation became a problem and could cause a pupil to drop out 

of a subject because he or she was unable to make friends with class­

mates. 
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Brown and Fitzpatrick concluded that subject sex-stereotyping 

was supported by school sub-cultures of boys and girls, by the 

constraints of the timetable, by the messages delivered by teachers, 

and by the expectations of parents and older friends. They suggested 

that the subjects chosen by boys and girls are likely to be similar 

only when careers and hobbies chosen in society at large are similar. 

However, one could argue against this conclusion by saying that 

career choices cannot be broadened until all pupils have access to 

pre-requisite subjects at school. 

Two ;:..;ew Zealand studies commissioned by the Uomen's Advisory 

Comffilttee to the New Zealand Vocational Training Council (McGrath, 

1982; Abigail, 1982) have explored the issue of sex-stereotyping in 

schools in relation to pupils' career aspirations and career oppor­

tunities. 

~1cGrath's report summarized the data she obtained from question­

naires and interviews with pupils, teachers and guidance counsellors 

in seven schools in the ~elson area. Subject options available to 

third and fourth formers in the schools varied considerably. Choices 

were limited in small schools, but in at least one, all pupils were 

obliged to study woodwork, typing, technical drawing and home economics 

in their third form year. It has already been noted that Brown and 

Fitzpatrick (1983) found that compulsory exposure to non-traditional 

subjects did not increase the likelihood of pupils choosing these 

subjects when compulsion ceased. However, data collected by Roberts 

(1982) from twelve Christchurch schools suggested that girls whc had 

been through compulsory courses in technical subjects in their third 

form year were more likely than others to indicate an interest in a 

technical career when responding to Education Department questionnaires 

to sixth formers concerning their career intentions. McGrath made 

no comment on this possibility even though her major concern was with 

the vocational outcomes of schooling. She did note, however, that 

boys and girls did not have equal access to technical subjects in some 

schools. In two single-sex girls' schools the girls had no access to 

technical subjects, and in some co-educational schools the practice of 

pairing woodwork and technical drawing with home economics and clothing 

was likely to deter girls from choosing the former. 

McGrath found that at fifth form level, girls selected a higher 

percentage of arts subjects than did boys, and girls tended to choose 
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biology rather than the physical sciences. Almost half the boys 

chose technical drawing; woodwork and engineering shopwork were also 

popular among the boys. No girls chose woodwork or engineering 

shopwork as a fifth form subject and less than 2% of the girls took 

technical drawing. Shorthand and typing were taken by 42% of the 

girls in the fifth form. 

Teachers and counsellors who were asked by McGrath to account 

for the variations in subject choice between boys and girls and to 

comment on the differences they saw in the ~ttitudes of boys and girls 

1t school offered a very broad range of opinions. Some of them 

suggested innate sex differences, but most referred to the different 

roles available to boys and girls in society and to the expectations 

of the children themselves. Some staff were of the opinion that 

schools and teachers reinforce the social differences between the 

sexes, but it was also noted that some boys as well as girls were 

disadvantaged and that all rural children faced limited job opportun­

ities. 

Abigail's (1982) study of 17 schools in the Wellington area 

found similar discrepancies between the subject choice of boys and 

girls and concluded that girls were cutting themselves off from many 

potential careers. The imbalance of boys and girls studying science 

in the senior school was marked, although Abigail's data suggested 

that between-school variables were likely to be important. At one 

co-educational school, for example, 33.3% of the boys in the seventh 

form. but none of the girls, took physics; at another, 68.8% of the 

Joys and 71% of the girls in the seventh form took physics. Abigail 

i·ound that girls often aimed for careers below their potential; they 

tended to be passive and conforming in classrooms; they tended not to 

be encouraged by their parents to look at unconventional careers, and 

they were deterred in many cases from this by school personnel. 

A major study of girls and science education was published in 

Great Britain by Kelly (1981). This concluded that the under­

representation of women and girls was to be explained by social 

rather than genetic factors. Summarizing her findings in 1982, Kelly 

identified three major reasons why girls dropped the physical sciences: 

first, their lack of confidence in taking what they felt to be a 

difficult subject; second, the masculine image of the physical 

sciences; third, the apparent remoteness of girls' everyday concerns. 
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Kelly argued that even if genetic factors were involved, they could 

not entirely explain the low participation by girls in science. She 

pointed to the fact that boys' inferior reading skills did not result 

in them being allowed to drop out of reading classes, and also noted 

that in other European countries lar~e numbers of women studied 

science successfully. Kelly claimed that girls' major problem was 

lack of confidence, a point also made by Ormerod (1975) who claimed 

that both boys and girls found science difficult, but noted that boys 

were more prepared to take it for its career potential while girls 

preferred to take subjects they felt would be easier. 

1.9 Parental influences. 

The role of parents has already been mentioned in connection 

with variables related to socio-economic status or class (Jackson and 

~arsden, 1962; Kahl, 1961); other studies have looked specifically 

at parental attitudes and influences. Bynner (1972), for example, 

reported on the vie·~s of 2,694 parents 3S a follow up to the British 

survey conducted by the Plowden Committee, and found that the change 

from primary to secondary school was accompanied by a decline in 

parents' involvement in their children's education and in their 

contact with the school. High aspirations for their children were 

common among parents of all social classes, but parents with manual 

occupations placed less emphasis on school as a good thing in itself. 

Douglas's (1968) examination of parental attitudes in the same survey 

led him to conclude that, generally speaking, schools were failing 

to involve some parents in their children's educatio~. He found that 

the effects of parents' own education were more marked than the 

effects of social class, parents with higher e<lication themselves 

being more likely to expect their children to enter the professions. 

An earlier study by Meyer (1961) investigating children's 

attitudes to science suggested that pupils' appraisals of parental 

attitudes, rather than parents' stated views, were important; a more 

recent New Zealand study by Stead (1982) has endorsed this view by 

examining children's perceptions of their parents' attitudes within 

the framework of personal construct theory. Other studies have 

examined parental attitudes and influences in wider contexts, using 

an ethnographic approach. Of these, the studies by Woods (1979) and 

Ball (1981) will be examined in some detail later in this review. 
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1.10 The sociologv of knowledge. 

Since choice of school subject must undoubtedly be linked in 

some way with perceived content of that subject, it is important to 

mention the growth and development of research into the sociology of 

knowledge during the 1960's and 1970's. In particular, a collection 

of papers edited by Young (1971) ~nder the title Knowledge and Control 

gave prominence to ideas concerning the way knowledge itself is 

packaged and presented. Young pointed out that previous studies had 

assumed the criteria of educational success, as defined by the 

curriculum, to be givens and had not questioned how they had been 

legitimized. What Bernstein termed the classification and framing of 

knowledge was highlighted as a significant variable in the educational 

context. ~eddie, in the same volume, noted the importance of pupil 

motivation in acceptance of the academic curriculum presented to top 

stream classes. She defined ability as a combination of motivation 

and I.Q., both of which, she argued, were largely determined by 

social class. These papers and others led the way towards an exam-

ination of the content of individual subjects and the discovery that 

in some subjects there was a demonstrable bias towards particular 

groups of pupils. Mathematics and science were, for example, seen 

to meet the needs of boys rather than girls (Kelly, 1982; Fennema, 

1980; Tobias, 1978), and music to meet the needs of academic elites 

while ignoring the 'popular' tastes of the majority (Vulliamy, 1977). 

In a consideration of subject content, Whitty (1977) has 

emphasized the fact that, in Britain, teachers in secondary schools 

see themselves as teachers of subjects rather than as teachers of 

children, and he quotes Warwick as saying that an important aspect of 

a teacher's identity within a school is the subject taught and that 

teachers see 'putting over the subject matter' as more important than 

a consideration of pupils' needs. This latter point has already been 

mentioned in connection with the study by Reid et al. (1974). 

1.11 Fluctuations in subject demand. 

Where pupils are offered a choice of subjects, the numbers of 

pupils taking any given subject may vary from year to year. This 

phenomenon is known as fluctuation in subject demand, and it has 

become more apparent with the raising of school leaving ages and the 

opening up of optional curricula, together with the relaxation of 
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requirements for university entry, in a number of countries. Subject 

biases such as those discussed in the previous section have also been 

cited as contributing factors. Anick and Carpenter (1981) emphasised 

the view that in some subject areas, particular sections of the school 

population were disadvantaged. In discussing the findings of a United 

States National Survey, they found that seventeen-year-old blacks had 

significantly less background than the national average in all areas 

of mathematics, despite the fact that they said they liked mathematics, 

thought it the most important school subject, wanted to do well, were 

willing to work hard and wanted to do more mathematics. Using data 

from the same survey, Fennema (1981) found that girls had significantly 

less mathematics schooling than boys. 

Pupils' drop-out rate in raathematics has been attributed to a 

shortage of qualified teachers. Williams (1981) has claimed, for 

example, that at the time of writing only 55% of North Carolina's 

mathematics teachers were certificated in that subject, and 

Schwartzmann (1981) argued that potential teachers of high school 

mathematics were put off jy declining standards and uninterested, 

hostile and disruptive pupils. In accounting for the under-

representation of girls in mathematics classes, Tobias (1978) noted 

that Ernest (1974) had found that boys as well as girls had trouble 

doing maths and most did not like the subject very much, but boys 

persevered because they felt their careers depended on it and they had 

more confidence than girls in their ability to learn it. This 

argument parallels that used by Ormerod (1975) in accounting for the 

low participation of girls in science. 

Pheasant (1961) was particularly concerned with school influences 

on pupils' choice of science careers. He interviewed pupils at 18 

British schools about the sixth form~ jjects they intended to take 

and found a 'startling diversity' amon; schools. Boys' schools 

generally made physics and chemistry available to all pupils up to 'O' 

Level, but girls' schools severely limited the numbers in physics and 

chemistry up to the age of 14 despite the fact that girls' modal age 

of career choice was 15-16 years. In this study, all the girls and 

85% of the boys said they had dropped subjects not attractively 

presented as soon as compulsion ceased. Among all of the pupils 

surveyed the largest single reason given for disliking a subject was 

unsatisfactory pupil-teacher relations. 
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Pheasant found that many girls were reluctant to undertake the 

long training leading to a degree, or their parents were unwilling to 

keep them at school. He also noted that in most cases the influence 

of the home was greater than the influence of the school in career 

choice, and that the children of less educated parents had the 

greatest freedom of choice. Other research, reviewed by Ormerod and 

Duckworth (1975), has concluded that girls showed less interest than 

boys in science because they preferred auditory to visual learning 

modes (Watson, 1969); they were less scientifically curious than boys 

(Richardson, 1071); they saw science as impersonal (Pheasant, 1961); 

they felt science was a male preserve (Slee, 1968); they were 

required to use inappropriate strategies (Cropley, 1969); and they 

were more influenced by the teacher (McCreath, 1970). These 

conclusions, however, ignored the question of how such attitudes might 

arise. 

In considering the decline of chemistry as a senior school 

subject in New Zealand, Burns (1981) noted that although the ~athemat­

ical nature of chemistry is often blamed for its unpopularity, the 

popular.ity of mathematics itself has continued to rise steeply in New 

Zealand. Burns found that chemistry had suffered a greater decline 

in popularity among boys than among girls in this country, and 

suggested that the theory-oriented prescriptions of the late s1xties 

could be a contributing factor. 3urns also found that between 1976 

and 1980 chemistry questions on the School Certificate examination 

paper presented a higher level of difficulty to candidates than did 

physics or biology questions. 

Without doubt, the content and perceived relevance of 

examination subjects are both very important considerations for 

potential examination candidates, however, many researchers fail to 

take account of the competition provided by an increasing range ot 

subjects offered at senior levels. In an analysis of 'A' Level 

passes over a twelve-year period in Britain, Duckworth (1978) noted 

a marked swing in the mid-sixties towards arts subjects (economics, 

English literature, art and geography) and also towards non­

traditional sciences and the newly introduced social sciences. In 

the same period there was a big swing away from Latin, which was no 

longer required for an arts degree, and also a strong movement away 

from French and German. 
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A decline in foreign languages has also been evident in the 

United States and New Zealand. A survey administered by Klayman 

(1978) to 650 foreign language teachers, counsellors and adminis­

trators in American secondary schools asked respondents to give 

reasons for the decline of foreign languages. The survey identified 

the following reasons (in order. of importance): colleges no longer 

required foreign languages as pre-requisites for admission; students 

felt foreign languages to be irrelevant; colleges no longer required 

foreign languages for degree programmes; there was a lack of 

information with respect to the value of foreign languages; and 

economic retrenchment. 

In New Zealand, as in Britain and the United States, th~ study 

of languages has been a traditional requirement in the education of 

the able child, and it has already been noted that 100% of the pupils 

questioned by Bunce (1970) had studied at least one language in form 

three. Even today, some New Zealand schools have continued this 

compulsion in conjunction with ability streaming. Nevertheless, the 

Education Department's Baseline Survey (1981) showed that by 1975 

French was studied by only one in six of the New Zealand secondary 

school population, Maori by one in 46, and Japanese by one in 186. 

The study of languages increased with the urbanization of the school 

and sex differences were such that, by form six, four times as many 

girls as boys studied French and German and three times as many girls 

studied Japanese. 

In a study of nine schools in the south of England, Edwards 

(1980) found that boys generally showed poor achievement in modern 

languages and noted that 27% of boys permitted to drop languages, did 

so, indicating that even able boys were reluctant to learn languages. 

The large number of girls studying languages has been explained in 

terms of girls' supposedly superior verbal abilities, but Spender 

(1980) has noted, cynically, that in the days when access to higher 

education and lucrative careers was defined by language ability, boys 

by far outnumbered girls. Reluctance on the part of boys to study 

languages has been linked to the disappearance of language pre­

requisites for higher education (Girouard, 1980; Klayman, 1979) and 

to the growth of job opportunities in the fields of science and 

technology (Bunce, 1970). 



29 

1.12 School variables. 

A number of researchers into the various aspects of subject 

choice have noted between-school variables (Brown and Fitzpatrick, 

1983; Abigail, 1982; Reid et al., 1974; Bunce, 1970). Such things 

as the type of school (single-sex, co-educational, state or independ­

ent), location (rural or urban), school clientele (ability level, 

socio-economic status, ethnic origin, sex), school organization 

(streamed or unstreamed) and structure of the timetable, have all been 

seen to have some bearing on pupils' subject choice and ultimate 

occupational choice. Some of these variables have already been 

discussed in this review under other headings, but others should be 

~entioned. 

Schmidt (1983), in the United States, put forward the argument 

that subject competence was directly related to the hours timetabled 

for pupils' exposure to the subject. He found that in a study of 

schools of various types, using data from the 1972 National 

Longitudinal Study, scriools with large numbers of ethnic minority and 

low income students were timetabled for 5% more hours of English than 

other hig:1 schools, which in turn offered their students 27% more 

exposure to foreign languages. Student exposure to foreign languages 

was also found to relate to school size, students at large high 

schools being exposed to 33% more foreign language time than students 

at smaller high schools. 

Ormerod (1975) noted that a larger percentage of girls attending 

single-sex schools, as opposed to girls attending co-educational 

schools, chose to take physical sciences in the senior classes. 

However, Smithers and Collings (1982) suggested that school type may 

not be significant when other variables are taken into account. In 

a study which identified the subject choices of some 2,000 pupils at 

20 British schools, these researchers found that single-sex and 

co-educational schools showed differences in the levels of ability 

and social class of their students, the more able and higher class 

students being more likely to attend single-sex schools. Smithers 

and Collings therefore argued that the greater liklihood of girls 

taking science at single-sex schools was explained by the higher 

average ability of girls at such schools. 

Rauta and Hunt (1972), however, noted differences in the 



aspirations of girls attending different types of schools. In a 

study of over 2,000 British fifth form girls which compared the 

attitudes of girls of high, average and low ability, they noted that 

less able girls in grammar schools aimed higher than their ability 

warrented, and concluded that at all levels of ability school back­

ground contributed to girls' aspirations. 

1. 13 Case studies. 
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In the foregoing review, factors that may affect pupils' subject 

choice have been identified and discussed under discrete headings. 

It is obvious, however, that the many and varied factors interact in 

quite complex ways in the context o f of particular schools and 

individual pupils. A number of researchers have for this reason 

chosen to examine subject choice in the wider setting of a case st udy 

undertaken in one or more schools as part of a more comprehensive 

study of school variables, particularly those serving to differentiate 

between pupils. Perhaps the most important of these studies has 

been Woods' (1976; 1979) study of a British secondary modern school 

identified as 'Lowfield'. 

Woods noted that the key concepts of his theoretical stand­

point were those relating to group perspectives, social class and 

institutional channelling, and he defined the four crucial criteria 

governing the rhetoric of subject choice as being: the prevailing 

custom all owing choice; the prevailing state of knowledge and 

current patterns of educational career (largely dictated by the 

examination system, the requirements of further education and 

employers, and the disposition of pupils: the type of child (in this 

case, not selec t ed for grammar school at 11 plus); and resources such 

as staff, space and equipment. Thus Woods was careful to view the 

findings of his study in their particular geographical and historical 

context. 

" rom his interviews with pupils a bout their subject choice, 

Woods was able to identify two major factors governing choice. 

These were affective (like or dislike of the subject) and utilitarian 

(career potential and pupil ability). Streaming was identified as 

the major cause of polarization of pupils into pro- and anti-school 

factions and was reflected in reasons given for subject choice. For 

example, although pupils from all classes chose subjects they liked, 
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3A tended to like subjects for official, supportive, traditional 

educational reasons, while 3C's reasons for liking revealed a counter­

cultural group perspective where subjects were preferred for their 

small demands and the opportunities they afforded to 'muck about'. 

Woods also noted that the number of reasons given for subject choice 

tended to decrease by stream, and that for 3C pupils, subject choice 

frequently meant no choice at all, since those who chose non­

examination subjects tended to see themselves as 'no good at anything'. 

Parental influence was found to cover the full range from 

compulsion, through strong guidance, mutual resolution and reassurance 

to little or no influence. Woods found that generally the middle 

class child was more strongly counselled by parents, and that middle 

class parents were more likely to be involved in school processes, to 

show more complex reasoning in accordance with school criteria in 

advising their children, and to be more persuaded by 'school' factors. 

Generally they were well-informed, critical and coercive, instrument-

ally oriented and status conscious. In contrast, Woods found that 

working class parents were more likely to be influenced by personal 

factors, tended to give their children less guidance and also tended 

to be uninformed . He concluded that many working class parents: 

. . . have little idea either of their own child's 
achievements and capabilities or of the career 
prospects and how they are associated with 
educational routes. 
(Woods, 1979, p59) 

Woods found that 44% of the pupils he interviewed were required 

by the school to make changes to the subjects they had initially 

selected. Twice as many boys as girls were involved in subject 

change, and the ma ~ reason given was lack of ability. Woods claimed 

that this preventeJ boys from taking the few subjects that interested 

them, and concluded that teachers did most of the choosing. Hence 

the title of Woods' (1976) paper "The Myth of Subject Choice". 

The 1981 study by Ball of 'Beachside', a comprehensive school in 

the south of England, was unique in that it was able to span a period 

of transition within the school from banding to mixed-ability classes. 

The researcher was interested in finding out whether the abolition of 

banding would herald a more egalitarian form of education at the 

school. However, even at the outset of his study, Ball suspected 
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that the organizational changes to mixed-ability classes would prove 

to be an egalitarian myth. Ball found, in fact, that supposedly free 

option choice had little impact on the fifth formers who had been 

constrained by the dictates of the option system and of banding in 

previous years. Pupils who h2d previously been in band two or band 

three found that they did not have the necessary background to choose 

'O' Level courses because the content covered in these bands had been 

covered more slowly or was different from the content covered in band 

one. Even where pupils in band two had scored more than 50% in a 

common end-of-year examination, Ball found that teachers did not 

encourage them to aim for 'O' Levels rather than the less demanding 

C.S.E. examination. It was noted, moreover, that the headmaster had 

spoken to staff about the low pass rates in some subjects and had 

directed heads of departments not to enter candidates for 'O' Level 

examinations unless they were considered likely to pass. School 

prestige, rather than the wishes of individual pupils, was thus 

deemed to be the more important consideration. School policy 

inevitably resulted in the steering of lower band pupils towards the 

more practical subjects when they expressed an interest in the academic 

subjects, while the reverse was true in che case of band one pupils. 

Ball found that the 'vast majority' of fifth form leavers gained 

employment in the local area, and that certain basic or traditionally 

high-status subjects carried more weight than non-academic subjects 

with prospective employers. Thus, even at the lowest level of the 

job market, band three pupils were less successful than band two 

pupils in obtaining the jobs for which they were supposedly most 

suited. 

1.14 Compulsion versus choice of subjects. 

The possibility of state intervention in determining what should 

be studied in schools has been mentioned in section 1.11 of this 

review. In section 1.6 it was noted that individual schools may 

formulate their own rules about which subjects should be compulsory 

for their pupils and may also nominate the subjects deemed to be 

suitable as options for high, average and low ability pupils. A 

British study of 25 large comprehensive schools spread over 18 Local 

Education Authorities conducted by Morgan (1980) found wide variation 

in curricula. In some schools certain subjects (such as French and 

commerce, chemistry and physics) were mutually exclusive; one school 



prescribed music for all pupils; another forbade three sciences. 

A minority of schools followed Newsom recommendations for a balanced 

course across disciplines, but a majority stressed individual choice 

and made every effort to enable pupils to take any combination of 

subjects. Differences between schools under the same Local 

Education Authority were as great as differences between schools 

under different Local Education Authorities, and English and 

mathematics were found to be the only common subjects in all 25 

schools out of a total of 70 subjects taught. 

It has been argued (Edwards, 1980) that compulsion should be 
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used to safeguard areas of knowledge deemed to be of national import­

ance. However, a British Government 'green paper' on education 

published in 1977, according to Deem (1978), recognised the advantages 

of establishing a core curriculum but rejected compulsion. It 

suggested that maths, science and English should be on all school 

timetables, but it did not mention other subjects. In contrast, New 

Zealand secondary schools have had a compulsory core in forms three 

and four since the implementation of the Thomas Report in 1945. The 

core consists of a specified allocation of time to English, science, 

mathematics, social studies and physical educ~tion, together with a 

smaller amount of music and/or art and craft. At present, the only 

compulsory subject at fifth and sixth form levels is English, and 

seventh formers are free to choose all their subjects, except where 

internal school regulations prevent this. At the time of writing, 

certain revisions to the core proposed under the 1984 Core Curriculum 

Review are under discussion. Major changes could include the 

addition of home economics and/or technical crafts to the third and 

fourth form core. In addition, the Review proposed that all subjects 

would acknowled?e 'taha Maori' by adding a Maori dimension to their 

content. 

The existence of a compulsory core naturally limits pupils' 

choice of additional subjects but may enable them to choose from a 

wider range of subjects once the compulsion has ceased. However, 

it is possible that popular views about the value of certain school 

subjects may influence pupils' choices to a degree approaching 

compulsion and may, for example, account for the sex differences in 

subject choice noted by Ryrie et al. (1979), Ormerod, (1975), and 

many other researchers. 
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1.15 Summary and conclusions. 

The issue of subject choice is one that has received wide 

attention from researchers in a number of fields. Figure 2, p35, 

summarizes some of the research falling into the ten major areas of 

interest discussed in the foregoing sections, and there follows below 

a brief summary of the variables which research to date has found to 

have some influence on children's subject choice. These range from 

those variables specific to the psychological make-up of the 

individual, through group norms and school variables to the wider 

controls and constraints exercised by the state: 

INDIVIDUAL 

GROUP 

SCHOOL 

STATE 

occupational expectations/aspirations 

personal attributes 

subject liking 

perceived relevance of the subject 

teacher liking 

group affiliation 

parental attitudes 

home background 

age/form level 

sex 

ethnicity 

ability level (stream/band) 

socio-economic status 

expectations of teachers and counsellors 

guidance system 

streaming/banding 

course allocation versus selection 

timetable structure 

pre-requisites for higher education 

examination system 

designated core cu:riculum 

legal school leaving age 

Nevertheless, despite the wide scope of research into subject choice 

evidenced in this review, the present researcher was convinced of the 

need for further investigation. 
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Burns (1983) 

OCCUPATIONAL CHOICE: 

Ginsberg et al. (1951) 
Chown (1959) 
Roe (1969) 
Roberts (1980) 
Saha (1982) 
McGrath (1982) 

GUIDANCE/SUBJECT CHOICE: 

Cicourel & Kitsuse (1963) 
Sachs (1966) 
Reid et al. (1974) 
Ryrie et al. (1979) 
Abigail ( 1981 ) 
Schmidt (1983) 
Brown & Fitzpatrick (1983) 

SEX DIFFERENCES: 

Maccoby 1967, 1974) 
Bunce (1970) 
Rauta & Hunt (1972) 
Baruch (1972) 
Mulcaster (1974) 
Rowlands (1976) 
Sampson (1976) 
Deem (1978) 
Byrne (1978) 
Chandler (1980) 
Fraser (1980) 
Kelly (1981, 1982) 
Sutherland (1981) 
Ferry (1982) 
Armstrong & Price (1982) 

Fig. 2 RESEARCH AREAS RELATING TO SUBJECT CHOICE 
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1.16 A rationale for further research. 

The present study was undertaken for four main reasons. First, 

the researcher felt strongly that factors specific to particular 

systems of education and to particular types of school organization 

were likely to be important, yet very little had been done in the New 

Zealand context. The only comprehensive study made in this country 

(Bunce, 1970) is now out of date due to changes in both the state 

examination system and the internal urganization of schools. Bunce 

surveyed (by questionnaire) pupils who were all products of top-stream 

classes following academic curricul~ and thus were not typical of 

present dav sixth formers. Other more recent New Zealand studies 

(McGrath, 1982; Abigail, 1982) have focused on teacher, rather than 

pupil perceptions, and on the perceived sex-appropriateness of 

subjects rather than on wider issues. It was therefore felt that 

there was a need for a comprehensive study which would be able to 

consider the extent of pupils' real freedom to choose at a time when 

they are no longer forQally excluded by schools from certain subjects 

on the grounds of sex or academic ability. 

Secondly, the researcher was aware that the majority of studies 

in the past have analysed data gathered retrospectively and felt that 

such studies ran the risk of contamination through pupils' rational­

izations after the event. In choosing to survey pupils while they 

were actually engaged in making decisions regarding their subject 

choice, the researcher felt that a more accurate picture r,,ight well be 

obtained, and this could be compared with pupils' responses at a later 

date when they had experienced their chosen subjects. 

Thirdly, the present researcher felt that despite the findings 

of sociologists concerned with the content and form of bodies of 

subject knowledge, investigations into subject choice while 

acknowledging pupil variables have overlooked the differences between 

subjects other than the broad categorization 'examination' as opposed 

to 'non-examination'. 

Finally, though previous research has hinted that access to 

information is a crucial factor in the process of subject choice and 

this had been possitively correlated with high socio-economic status 

(Jackson and Marsden, 1962; Kahl, 1961), it has not been examined in 

detail. The present researcher was interested in finding out what 
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formal and informal channels of information were open to pupils, and 

why some pupils appeared to be more aware of the options available to 

them and of the implications of their choice. 

In summary, having examined much of the literature relating to 

subject choice, the present researcher was interested in finding out 

how far over3eas findings held true for New Zealand, and also in 

examining some of the variables not yet investigated. A decision 

was therefore made to conduct a small pilot study in order to ascertain 

the feasibility and possible value of further research. 



CHAPTER TWO 

EXPLORATORY PHASE 

OVERVIEW: The pilot study is outlined, 
the major research questions are formulated. 
and consideration is given to the research 
methodology and its theoretical underpinning. 

2.1 The pilot study. 

It became apparent that a pilot study would (a) help the 

researcher define more precisely the central questions that should 
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be addressed in the main study, (b) ~evelop and evaluate data 

ga~hering techniques and (c) suggest an over-all design for the main 

study. Details of the pilot study and its outcomes are now 

presented. 

The pilot study was undertaken in mid-1982 at an urban high 

school for girls. This school was chosen mainly because the newly-

appointed principal was very concerned about the restrictions imposed 

on pupils by the option system she had inherited and had already 

begun to plan major changes for the following year. Thus it was 

thought that the pilot study might provide some useful feedback to 

the school relating to pupil and staff opinions of the old system 

and their expectations of the new one. In turn, the pilot study was 

expected to benefit from pupils' and teachers' interest in the forth­

coming changes to their system. 

The specific aims of the study were as follows: 

1. to test the reactions of selected pupils and staff to 

issues raised in the research literature and to seek 

confirmation of the validity of such issues; 

2. to find evidence of relevant issues not investigated in 

previous research; 

3. to suggest questions that should be asked in the main 

study; 



4. to consider the merits or interviews, as opposed to 

questionnaires as a major research tool; 

5. to give the researcher an opportunity to practise the 

kinds of interview techniques needed to avoid observer 

bias. 
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6. to investigate ways of analysing data for the main study; 

7. to suggest a suitable design for the main research. 

It was not thought that the findings of the pilot study would 

necessarily be predictive of the situation in the co-educational 

school or schools to be selected for the main study for a number of 

reasons. The pilot study school was a single-sex school with a 

predominantly female staff. In 1982 it was still a rigidly streamed 

school, with pupils' placement in classes being related to their 

academic ability assessed on entry to the school in form three, and 

the option system was closely related to this streaming. French was 

then a compulsory subject for all high ability pupils, and German and 

Latin were offered as options only to high ability pupils. ~usic 

was also an option regarded as suitable only for academic pupils, 

while commercial subjects (shorthand, typing and consumer studies) 

were offered only to pupils of average or below average ability. 

The options did not include a number of subjects normally available 

at co-educational schools (woodwork, metalwork, engineering shopwork 

and technical drawing), althou~h plans were being made to include 

these options in the future and also to introduce an innovative 

course in computer awareness at fourth form level. 

At the outset of the pilot study it was thought likely that the 

main study would be conducted in one or more co-educational schools 

in the same urban area. It was known that these schools had less 

rigid systems of streaming, or had mixed-ability classes. Their 

option systems were also more open. Thus it was likely that the 

pilot study school would differ from the main study school or schools 

in the following ways: 

its rigid option system would channel a greater proportion of 

pupils towards subjects they would prefer not to take; 



the ra11ge of subject choice would be limited since woodwork, 

metalwork, engineering shopwork and technical drawing were not 

offered to the girls; 

greater differences would be apparent between the options 

chosen by pupils ide11tified as 'high ability' and 'low ability' 

because they were requiretl to choose from differing option 

lists. 

!Jespile these anti.cipated differences, two major outcomes were 

expected or the study. It was thought that a wide range of 

respunses would be encountered, because both pupils and staff would 

!JP able Lo compare L11ei r ex per ie11ces o[ the old restrictive opt.ion 

system wiL11 their expectations of the new open system. lt was also 

re It that i11terest a I ready generated in Lhe school would enable to 

resenrcher Lo converse freely in 811 unstructured .interview and thus 

be able to initicte interview topics and try out techniques that 

might prove suitable for the main study. 

2.1.1. The pilot study sample. 

With the assistance of the Acting Deputy Principal and the 

co-operati.011 of classroom teachers, 14 girls (three from each of 

four classes a11d two from a fifth class) were selected for interview. 

The girls were identified by their teachers as being from high, 

c1vercCJge and low abi I ity third [arms nnd [rom high and c1verc1ge ability 

':ourth [rJn11s. (See figure 3 below.) 

INTERVIEW INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS 

3 girls HIGH ABILITY FORM THREE 

2 3 girls AVERAGE ABILITY FORM THREE 

3 3 girls LOW ABILIP FORM THREE 

4 3 girls HIGH ABILITY FORM FOUR 

5 2 girls AVERAGE ABILITY FORM FOUR 

6 Teacher of music 

7 Teacher of French and German 

8 Teacher of commercial subjects 

Fig. 3 THE PILOT STUDY INTERVIEWS 
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Interviews with pupils suggested that three subject areas were 

of particular concern to them under the existing option system: 

music, languages and cownercial subjects. After all the pupils had 

been interviewed, therefore, the researcher spoke to teachers of 

these subjects. Ir,terviews with pupils and with teachers were each 

u[ forty mi11utes duration and were largely unstructured. However, 

te;:ichers were speci fi.cal ly asked Lo comment on concerns previously 

111e11Licrned by the ~ir·ls. 

All i.11terviews were conducted by the researcher and the pupils 

from each form class were i 11terv iewed together. At this stage it 

was felt that the girls would [eel more comfortable in a group with 

their friends, and that unstructured interviews with several 

particiµants woul<l yield more information relating to subject choice 

tha11 the semi-structured one-to-one interviews that were later used 

in the mai.11 study. The obvio11s disadvantage of the group inter-

view was the possibility of undue group consensus, but this was felt 

t:o Ile outweigherl by the advantnges at this purely exploratory stage 

rJ [ l he research. 

transcribed. 

/\1.l interviews were recorded 011 tape nnd later 

2.1. 2 Analysis of the pilot study transcripts. 

Analysis of the transcripts revealed evidence of some concerns 

noted in previous research on subject choice, but also suggested 

potentially important issues not previously examined. Several areas 

worthy of further study were identified, and decisions concerning the 

method and design of the main study were made as a result of findings 

of the pilot study. 

'2. l. J Dec is i u11s ulJOuL the 111ai11 research. 

lssues rsised in the pilot study pointed to a need to take 

accou11t ol: school option systems and the internal regu.Lations 

gover11i.ng them. l.deaJly, two or more schools with differing option 

structures shouJ.d be compared i.n the main study. 

Results of the pilot study also confirmed a decision to focus 

on pupils' views, in particular on their categorizations of 

individual school subjects, since it was found that pupils used a 

wide range range of personally-constructed subject categorizations 



which varied according to the subject under consideration. 

The issue of pupils' access to information was also raised in 

the pilot study. It was found that some pupils knew much more than 

others about the subjects offered and were able to make well 

considered decisions; some pupils had little understanding of what 

to expect of the different subjects, and in at least one case, had 

exercised no choice at all. It was therefore hoped that the main 

study would be able to uncover some of the factors that enhanced 

pupils' access to information, and it was felt that one-to-one 

interviews would be appropriate. 

It was decided that the main study would also include some 

interviews with parents. Interviews with children in the pilot 

study suggested that parents' attitudes to the optional subjects 

strongly affected children's attitudes even where the children 

claimed to have made choices by themselves. 

Interviews with teachers would also be included in the main 

study, since interviews with teachers in the pilot study had shown 

a degree of mismatch between pupils' and teachers' views of the 

subjects which could have implications for pupil choice. 

2.1.4 Decisions about method and design. 
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The richness of data gathered in the pilot study left no doubt 

that new insights into the problems of subject choice could be 

obtained only by in-depth interviews. The group interviews with 

pupils in the pilot study had fulfilled their function of generating 

ideas and familiarizing the researcher with interview techniques, 

but it was decided that to eliminate the possibility of group 

consensus, one-to-one interviews would be conducted in the main 

study. 

level. 

It was decided that the main research would be~in at form two 

This was because the pilot study showed that major decisions 

regarding secondary school subject choice are made at or near the 

time of pupils' enrolment, which generally takes place towards the 

end of their form two year. 

The emphasis of the main study would be on choices made by 



pupils entering secondary school, but it would also look at some 

pupils deciding on their fifth form subjects. This decision was 

made because ther~ was some evidence in the pilot study that younger 

pupils felt more positively about a wider range of subjects than did 

older pupils, and it was felt that possible differences due to age 

and/or experience should be investigated. 

2.2 The research questions. 

Following the literature review and as a result of issues 

raised in the pilot study, six major research questions were 

formulated. These were as follows. 

Ql HOW DOES TIIE SCHOOL MEDIATE 

PUPILS' CHOICES? 

British studies have been particularly concerned with the 
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system of grading pupils at eleven plus that has opened up or limited 

their educational opportunities. Even where a comprehensive system 

has been introduced in Great Britain, ability streaming frequently 

persists and resultant labelling is claimed to accentuate differences 

between academic and non-academic pupils (Lacey, 1970; Jackson and 

:iarsden, 1962). 

Woods (1979) found that teachers were important mediators of 

pupil choice operating within a framework of institutional 

channelling, and Ball (1981) noted that administrative expediency 

and teachers' perceptions of pupils' ability. behaviour and 

motivation were crucial to the negotiation of pupils' choices. The 

American 'Lakeshore High School' study by Cicourel and Kitsuse 

(1963) also found that school personnel were strongly influenced by 

subjective estimations of pupils' abilities based on their family 

background. 

In New Zealand, the so-called 'classless society', and 

particularly in a non-streamed school, can teachers or administrators 

be seen to mediate pupils' choices? It is important to ask this 

question in a study of pupils' subject choice so that the extent of 
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pupils' real freedom to choose can be judged, at least in the limited 

context of the study. 

Q2 HOW 00 PUPILS GATHER INFORMATION 

ABOUT TIIE OPTIONAL SUBJECTS? 

Previous research has considered the influence of parents on 

children choosing optional subjects (Woods, 1979; Jackson, 1964; 

Cicourel and Kitsuse, 1963). Other studies have investigated the 

influence of peers (Ryrie et al., 1979; Bunce, 1970). The pilot 

study for the present research suggested, however, that information 

gathering may be a complex process in which a chain of formal and 

informal contacts may play some part. In addition to parents and 

teachers, pupils mentioned older siblings, friends in and out of 

school, relations and next-doer neighbours as sources of information 

about school subjects. 

Q3 WHAT CRITERIA 00 PUPILS USE 

TO DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN SUBJECTS? 

Woods (1979) found that pupils' subject choice was influenced 

by two main factors in approximately equal proportions. These 

were affective (liking or disliking the subject) and utilitarian 

(seeing career potential or having ability in the subject). In the 

like/dislike response Woods noted the influence of the teacher, 

especially for girls in lower ability streams for whom teacher­

liking seemed to be particularly important. Woods gained his 

information through interviews in which he asked pupils their 

reasons for choices. He did not focus on subjects not chosen, 

although some of his informants explained that they made their 

'choices' for negative reasons, such as not being any good at the 

other subjects. 

Pritchard's early study of subject preference (1935) focused 



only on academic pupils who made written responses to his questions. 

Pritchard found that interest and ability were the major reasons 

given for liking a subject, but he also found that pupils tended 

to view individual subjects in different ways, that there were 

differences in responses made by girls and boys, and that there 

appeared to be age-related differences in subject preference. 
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It seems very likely that there are age, sex and person­

ality variables associated with children's subject choice, and 

possibly also a cultural factor (noted by Ball, 1981; Woods, 1979; 

Willis, 1977). The major limitations of previous studies, however, 

have been due to a lack of attention paid to reasons given by pupils 

for their rejection of certain subjects, as opposed to their choice 

of others, and also a failure to appreciate that pupils may apply 

different categorizations to different subjects. This latter point, 

suggested by Pritchard's research, was strongly indicated in the 

pilot study for the present investigation, and findings led to the 

present researcher's decision to ask pupils to comment on all the 

subjects offered to them and not just the ones they thought they 

would take. 

Q4 WHAT CRITERIA DO PUPILS USE 
TO CHOOSE THEIR SUBJECTS? 

Although liking a subject has been identified as a major reason 

for choosing a subject, it was clear from the pilot study that pupils 

did not always choose the subjects they claimed to like most, and 

sometimes did not like the subjects they chose. 

The criteria pupils use in choosing their optional subjects 

may well be related to specific factors such as school organization, 

pre-requisites for higher education, opportunities for future 

employment, current ideology concerning the functions of schooling, 

as well as personal preferences and parental pressures. The present 

researcher felt that such criteria would be likely to change in 

response to changes in such variables and was interested in 

identifying those criteria used by pupils in the localized context of 

the present research. 



QS ARE PUPILS SATISFIED WITH THEIR 

DECISIONS AFTER CHOICE? 

Previous studies have not dealt specifically with pupils' 

satisfaction, or otherwise, after choice. However, the present 

researcher felt that a concurrent study following the decision 

making process would allow a comparison to be made between pupils' 

expectations on choosing with their comments about subjects after 

experiencing them. Such a study would also be able to monitor 

option changes made by pupils or by the school. 

Q6 HOW DO THE ATTITUDES AND 

EXPERIENCES OF PUPILS DIFFER? 
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Much of the research into subject choice has, until recently, 

been concerned with the identification of group norms, thereby high­

lighting the disadvantages experienced by certain groups such as the 

working class (Jackson and Marsden, 1962), ethnic minorities (Anick 

and Carpenter, 1981) and girls (Kelly, 1981). However, it is 

reasonable to assume that not every member of a disadvantaged group 

is necessarily disadvantaged. An analysis of individual cases 

could therefore help the researcher to identify specific variables 

contributi~g to a pupil's problems at school and also those likely 

to have contributed to a pupil's success in an educational context 

despite being a member of a disadvantaged group. 

Q7 HOW DO PARENTS VIEW 
CHILDREN'S SUBJECT CHOICE? 

Other studies have noted the range of influence exercised by 

parents on their children's schooling (Woods, 1979; Douglas et al., 

1968), and the pilot study for the present research suggested that 

pupils frequently reflect the attitudes and expectations of their 



parents. In order to answer the above question the researcher 

would have to interview some of the children's parents. These 

interviews would allow the researcher to assess the degree of 

congruence between parents' views and their children's views about 

the optional subjects, and also to see how closely the parents' 

estimations of their child's abilities and interests match those 

of the child. 

QB HOW DO TEACHERS SEE THE 

EFFECTS OF PUPIL CHOICE? 
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The wider effects of pupils' freedom to choose their school 

subjects are seen in the fluctuations in demand for subjects such as 

languages (Girouard, 1980) and Science (Duckworth, 1978). Within 

schools there may be other concerns, for example about class size 

and staffing. The present researcher was interested in finding out 

how New Zealand teachers view fluctuations in the demand fo their 

subjects and how teachers' views about the value of their subjects 

match the criteria used by pupils to select or reject those subjects. 

These are important considerations at a time of increasing agitation 

by cu~riculum planners for the introduction or extension of core 

curricula (Ross, 1984; Edwards, 1980; Holt, 1978). 

2.3 Methodology and associated theoretical issues. 

It was clear to the researcher that the particular nature of 

the above research questions would have implications for the method­

olosy used and for underlying theoretical issues. 

In order to assess the part played by the organization of a 

school option system in influencing children towards making certain 

choices, it would be necessary to focus on one or more schools whose 

systems could be examined in some detail. Although such detail 

could perhaps be obtained through questionnaires directed either to 

pupils or to school personnel, it seemed likely that a case study 

approach using in-depth interviews would prove more fruitful in that 

such an approach would allow the researcher access to data potent­

ially much richer than that which could be obtained through 



questionnaire3, and would perhaps also give the researcher an 

opportunity to uncover unanticipated data. 
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The decision to undertake an ethnographic study focusing on the 

choices made by individuals within a given context was made with the 

aim of identifying concerns and behaviours appearing to conform to 

or conflict with group norms. There were three main reasons for 

choosing this type of study. First, the study of subject choice 

made by Woods (1979, 1976) as part of a wider case study appeared to 

have uncovered data that previous research had been unable to explore 

~ecause of the limitations imposed by traditional research methods 

requiring a pre-constructed hypothesis to be tested against emergent 

data. Second, the researcher happened to be associated with a group 

of other researchers (Freyberg, Osborne et al., 1981) who had 

discovered that interviews about instances of scientific phenomena 

revealed that pupils' responses were heavily influenced by prior 

understandings which impeded their acceptance of scientists' views 

of the phenomena. These researchers, grounding their observations 

in generative learning theory (Osborne and Wittrock, 1981), found 

that the interview method revealed new insights into children's 

thinking and the logic they applied in particular circumstances. 

This had a bearing on the third reason: the fact that the process of 

subject choice is a decision making process likely to be influenced 

by the individual's predispositions and by his or her beliefs about 

the consequences of certain actions (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975). 

It seemed probable, therefore, that pupils making decisions about 

their school subjects might be basing those decisions on sets of 

beliefs unanticipated by the researcher. These beliefs, if they 

existed, could be uncovered only by a phenomenological approach 

focusing on individuals in an interview situation and then looking 

for patterns of meaning in the emergent data. Thus the present 

researcher chose to follow a grounded theory method for which there 

is now growing research precedent (Battersby, 1981; Haigh, 1981). 

From the above explanations it can be seen that the researcher 

was something of an eclectic in drawing from theory and methodology 

widely applied in the social sciences. Nevertheless, it is argued 

that the methodology, while having some limitations, was theoretically 

sound. A brief explanation will now be given of research precedent 

for the methods adapted for use in the present study, and of their 

theoretical bases. 



2.3.1 The phenomenological approach. 

Phenomenology is not itself a method, but a philosophical 

approach acknowledging that individuals act according to their 

personal understandings of perceived phenomena, and accepting that 

"if men define situations as real, they are real in their consequen-

ces" (Thomas, 1928, p572). Stemming from the ideas of the 

existential philosophers, the phenomenological perspective was 
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advanced through the writings of Husserl and Schultz, and later trans­

lated by Garfinkel to the field of sociology. According to Bogdan 

and Taylor (1975), the phenomenologist "examines how the world is 

experienced. For him or her, the important reality is what people 

imagine it to be" (op. cit. p2). However, since the projected 

research was to investigate the understandings of individuals in a 

social situation, it was important that social as well as psycho­

logical factors should be considered. 

The present researcher inclined towards a symbolic inter­

actionist view which sees participants in social situations constantly 

in the process of interpreting their everyday world as it relates to 

themselves. Ramsay (1984) explains that: 

While they may have a set of preconceived 
explanations (especially in familiar 
situations such as their home or school) 
their interactions with others and objects 
depends on their ongoing interpretations 
as they experience the situation. Thus 
the symbols of the situation, the events 
which occur in the situation, the inter­
action of the people and above all, the 
person's interpretations of the situation 
are central to the symbolic interactionist 
position. (Ramsay, pl4, 2nd Edition draft) 

This view differs from the structural functionalist view in that, 

while it acknowledges that norms, roles and values pertaining to the 

social group may impose constraints and have a bearing on outcomes, 

they do not determine what people will do. 

2.3.2 Ethnographic methods. 

The present research makes acknowledgement particularly to 

Garfinkel, who pioneered ethnological techniques in the social 

sciences and coined the term 'ethnomethodology' to describe his 
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phenomenological emphasis and set of ethnographic procedures used to 

uncover the perceived realities of participant members of groups to 

be studied. These procedures included the examination of personal 

documents such as diaries and letters, participant observation and 

interviews with individuals. In the present study, personal 

documents were not examined, although some information was gathered 

from school prospectuses and other materials produced by the schools. 

Participant observation was limited to attendance at one parent/ 

teacher evening, observation at one pupil's enrolment interview, 

and participation with one fourth form class in a general information 

giving session at their school and a further session relating to 

their possible choice of science subjects in the fifth form. A 

major emphasis of the research was, however, placed on the one-to-one 

interview, and an attempt was made to follow the advice given by 

Psathas (1977) to suspend belief in society as an objective reality 

in an attempt to view it through member's eyes. The extent to which 

the researcher endeavoured to do this is explained in Chapter Three 

(Design and Procedures). 

2.3.3 The decision-making process. 

A number of researchers have contributed to the writer's 

understanding of the decision making process involved in subject 

choice, in particular Ajzen and Fishbein (1969) whose decision 

making model is summarized in Figure 4 below. 
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I I 
I I 
I I 
I I 
I I 

BELIEFS ABOUT CONSEQUENCES--~~ ATTITUDE TOWARDS I 
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I 
I 
I 
I 
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I 
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I 
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Fig. 4 A MODEL OF DECISION MAKING 
(After Ajzen and Fishbein, 1969) 
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The Ajzen/Fishbein model proved to be a valuable starting point, 

although subsequently it was found to be not entirely adequate for use 

in the rather complex situation of subject choice, despite validity as 

a predictor of children's attitudes to science claimed by Stead (1982). 

2.3.4 Personal construct theory. 

The examination of pupils' categorizations of their school 

subjects in the present study also draws on Kelly's (1955) Personal 

Construct Theory. Kelly postulated that each one of us perceives the 

world in terms of a series of dichotomous, or bi-polar, constructs, 

which provide the basis for predictions about related events. The 

existence of such constructs was noted by the researcher during 

analysis of data for the pilot study for the present research, and 

identification of individual pupil's constructs subsequently proved 

useful in the analysis of data for the main study. Kelly's constructs 

are wholly compatible with the phenomenological perspective, but they 

present the ethnographer with the challenge of interpretation. In the 

present study, for example, a school subject described as 'hard' by 

some pupils was regarded as having the negative aspect of difficulty, 

while for others the concept of 'hard' indicated a pleasurable 

challenge. 

2.3.5 Subject content and form. 

In addition to the acknowledgements made above, the present 

study acknowledges that the perceived content and form of school 

subjects contributes a further variable to the context of pupils' 

subject choice. Here, the ideas of Young, Keddie, and Bernstein 

(in Young, op. cit., 1977) are recognised, as are the contributions 

to this field of Esland (1977) and Whitty (1977). 

2.3.6 Case study method. 

The use of the case study in the social sciences has long been 

recognised as a valid activity. According to Stake (1978): 

A case need not be a person or enterprise. 
It can be whatever 'bounded system' (to use 
Louis Smith's term) is of interest. An 
institution, a program, a responsibility, 
a collection or a population can be the case. 
(Op. cit., p7) 



In the field of education, case studies have tended to be studies 

of institutions such as 'Lakeshore High School' (Cicourel and 
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Kitsuse, 1963) and 'Beachside Comprehensive' (Ball, 1981), often with 

the inclusion of detail about individual student cases. The present 

study is essentially a comparison of two cases, each being an option 

system operating within a high school, in addition the study is 

examining a process and includes individual pupil cases and also a 

subject case. 

Although case studies can be used to test hypotheses and can 

also be useful in theory building, they are generally found most 

useful for expansionist rather than reductionist pursuits in that 

they provide a wealth of data, often of an idiosyncratic nature. 

Generalization should therefore be attempted with caution. In the 

present study no attempt is made to generalize outside the context of 

the cases considered. Analysis of the data is directed towards the 

construction of models of decision making within the contexts 

delineated. 

2.3.7 Grounded theory. 

Ethnology is concerned with description and explanation rather 

than with the testing of hypotheses, and is particularly suited to the 

application of grounded theory methods which. according to Glaser and 

Strauss (1967), emphasises the prior step of discovering what concepts 

and hypotheses are relevant for the area that one wishes to research 

Grounded theory is based on the discovery of major concerns or 

'categories' by constant comparison of data. Categories are defined 

by their properties as evident in the supporting data, and these in 

turn are used to form the basis of propositions, or statements with 

varying degrees of generalizability. Glaser and Strauss have claimed 

that the method can be used to generate substantive theory, though 

Becker (1958) saw the process of selection and definition of problems, 

concepts and indices, as leading to the construction of social system 

models. 

It should be noted that the nature of the present study 

necessitated some departures from the methods used by other grounded 

theorists. Battersby (1981), for example, follows Glaser and Strauss 

in regarding the collection of data to be an on-going process until 
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'theoretical saturation' has been reached and categories can be 

assumed to be verified by the data. Continuous sampling of the data 

was not feasible in the present study because a major aim was to be 

the sampling of pupils' thinking at particular times during, and soon 

after, their decision making. On-going sampling would have been 

detrimental to the study, since pupils' rationalizations can be 

expected to change over time and in the light of experience. In the 

present study, therefore, grounded theory methods were used to 

analyse complete sets of data. 

It was expected that grounded theory methods of data analysis 

would result in the generation of a model, or models, of decision 

making in the context of subject choice, and perhaps also give rise to 

propositions regarding the criteria seen to influence pupils' 

decisions. The various methods of data analysis used by the 

researcher in the present study were specially developed in response 

to the particular needs of the study. They will be explained in some 

detail in following chapters. 

All of the above acknowledgements point to the researcher's 

commitment to an interactive model of subject choice which is 

essentially dynamic, and in which due emphasis is given to the 

subjective understandings of participants in the decision making 

process, whether they be the pupils themselves, their parents, or 

school personnel. 



3. 1 

CHAPTER THREE 

THE MAIN STUDY - DESIGN AND PROCEDURES 

OVERVIEW: Information is given regarding 
the schools selected for the study, and the 
pupil, parent and teacher samples are described. 
The research design is explained and the flow 
of the research is outlined. 

Schools selected for the main study. 

It was evident from the ~ilot study that the first major 

decisions involving subject choice at present facing pupils in New 

Zealand schools are those relating to third form options which must 

be made before pupils reach secondary school. It would have been 
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possible to interview pupils on arrival at secondary school, but the 

researcher was anxious to talk to pupils during the decision making 

process as well as after they had experienced their chosen subjects. 

Purely retrospective studies may be contaminated by rationalization 

after the event. 

In order to reac~ pupils at the crucial decision making time 

it was necessary for the researcher to gain access to form two 

children attending country primary schools or urban intermediates. 

This in turn required a decision about the direction of the research. 

There were two possibilities. A representative sample of form two 

pupils could be interviewed at, say, one large intermediate school, 

and then followed up in their respective secondary schools. In 

this case, pupils could be destined for one or more of the following 

types of school: a girls' high school, a boys' high school, or a co-

educational high school. These might be state schools, state-

integrated denominational schools, or private schools. Because of 

the variety of pupil destinations, the number of pupils reaching 

each type of school who could be contacted by one researcher at the 

crucial times would be necessarily small. Moreover, it was 

anticipated that the nature of school option systems would prove an 

important variable and that data obtained from children destined for 

different secondary schools would be difficult to compare. 

A second research possibility was that of first choosing a 

secondary school and then surveying a sample of form two pupils at 



its contributing schools who had enrolled or intended to enrol at 

the school for the following year. This latter procedure was 

eventually adopted, but a decision was made to focus on two second-

ary schools, both of which were co-educational. This would allow 

the possibility of identifying common concerns of pupils choosing 

options and also to identify some of the factors relating to the 

different option systems at the schools. It was decided that a 

sample of pupils making the transition from form four to form five 

would also be interviewed. 

3.1.1 The secondary schools. 

The two schools selected were both urban co-educational state 

secondary schools, serving similar adjacent and largely residential 

areas. (See Figure 5, p56.) Pupils attending the two schools 

were roughly comparable in numbers, ethnic composition and range of 

home background of their pupils. A minority of those attending 
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both schools lived on farms or came from rural settlements, but most 

children attending, or about to enrol at 'A' High School had prior 

experience of urban intermediate schools, while the catchment area 

for 'B' High School included a number of rural primary schools. 

The major differences between the two high schools were in 

methods of placement of pupils in classes and in the organization of 

the option systems. School 'A' was completely unstreamed, with the 

exception of maths classes, while pupils at school 'B' were streamed 

in their form classes for core subjects on the basis of assessments 

made by their form two teachers. The option structures of the two 

schools were significantly different and will be discussed in detail 

in Chapter Five. 

3.1.2 The contributing schools. 

A large urban intP-rmediate school ('Ax' Intermediate) was 

found to be the major contributor to 'A' High School, but a second 

urban intermediate ('Ay') also contributed some of its form two 

pupils living in the 'A' High School zone. With the approval of 

the District Senior Inspector, the researcher therefore asked the 

principals of the two intermediates for permission to interview a 

sample of their form two pupils intending to enrol at 'A' High 

School. Permission was readily granted. 



• 'By' PRIMARY SCHOOL 

• 'Bz' PRIMARY SCHOOL 

'Ax' INTERMEDIATE· 

'Ay' INTERMEDIATE 

'A' HIGH SCHOOL 

'Bx' INTERMEDIATE 

'By' PRIMARY 

'Bz' PRIMARY 

'B' HIGH SCHOOL 

A large urban intermediate school (forms one and two 
only) contributing the majority of its pupils to 
'A' High School. 

A large urban intermediate school contributing some 
of its pupils to 'A' High School. 

A large urban co-educational high school in the North 
Island of New Zealand. The school is attended by 
pupils drawn mainly from its surrounding residential 
area. 

A large urban co-educational intermediate school 
contributing the majority of its pupils to 'A' High 
School. 

A small rural primary school contributing the 
majority of its pupils to 'B' High School. 

A small rural primary school contributing some of 
its pupils to 'B' High School. 

A large urban co-educational high school serving 
a residential area adjacent to that served by 
'A' High School. 

Fig. 5 fHE RESEARCH SCHOOLS 
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The major contributor to 'B' High School was a large urban 

intermediate school ('Bx' Intermediate), but some pupils were also 

contributed by a number of small primary schools in the outlying 

rural area. Again, with the approval of the District Senior 

Inspector, the principal of the intermediate school and the 

principals of two rural primaries ('By' and 'Bz') were contacted. 

The researcher was given permission by the three principals to 

interview a sample of form two children intending to enrol at 'B' 

High School. 

3.2 The pupils selected for the study. 

Pupils selected for initial interviews at both the form two 

and form four levels were intended to represent the diversity of 

attitudes and experiences to be expected of pupils of both sexes 
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with a range of academic ability, ethnic origins and home background. 

However, because personal interviews are very time consuming, the 

numbers of pupils interviewed at each level were necessarily small. 

Thus it cannot be claimed that the pupils interviewed were proport­

ionately representative of any of these major aspects in either the 

contributing schools or the secondary schools. 

In order to preserve the anonymity of individuals, only sex, 

form level and school attended have been noted in the data, together 

with an indication of which were Maori pupils. However, it should 

be mentioned that the total sample of 91 pupils included a number 

from single-parent families, some from re-formed families (with step­

parents and step-brothers and sisters), some who were part Asian, and 

some who were born in Europe. In fact, they were, as intended, 

representative of the very diverse backgrounds to be expected of 

pupils in New Zealand schools. Nevertheless, these pupils had in 

common their attendance at particular schools in a small, relatively 

affluent area of the country, and the research must be viewed in the 

light of this fact. 

3. 2.1 The form two pupils destined for 'A' High School. 

Twenty form two pupils were interviewed at 'Ax' Intermediate 

School between September 21 and October 4, 1982. They were 

selected by their teachers as being representative of the range of 

pupils at the school who were destined for 'A' High School, in 



terms of ability, home background and ethnic origin. 

and nine girls were interviewed. 

Eleven boys 
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A further six pupils (three boys and three girls) were inter­

viewed at 'Ay' Intermediate on October 22. These children were 

selected by their principal from the minority of pupils destined for 

'A' High School on the basis of their residential zoning. These 

pupils represented a range of ability, according to the principal, 

but there was little variety in their family background. 

3.2.2 The form two pupils destined for 'B' High School. 

Sixteen form two pupils at 'Bx' Intermediate School were inter­

viewed between September 23 and October 7, 1982. These pupils were 

selected by their teachers as being representative of the range of 

form two children destined for 'B' High School, in terms of ability, 

ethnic origin and home background. Eight boys and eight girls were 

interviewed. 

Five form two pupils (two boys, three girls) were interviewed 

at 'By' Primary School on October 11. These children were selected 

by their principal from the small number of pupils destined for 'B' 

High School. They represented a range of ability and home back-

ground and included one Maori pupil. 

Six form two pupils (three boys, three girls) were interviewed 

at 'Bz' Primary School on October 18. These children were selected 

by their principal from the small number of pupils destined for 'B' 

High School. They were all of European descent, but represented 

a range of ability and home background. It should be mentioned at 

this point that in each case information regarding pupils remained 

confidential to the respective schools. The researcher did not 

wish to be influenced by information provided by teachers before 

the interviews took place. All information given in the study was 

therefore provided by the interviewees themselves except in two 

cases where teachers provided follow-up information after all the 

pupil interviews and re-interviews had been completed. 

3.2.3 Re-interviews in form three at the two high schools. 

Twenty five of the 26 form two pupils interviewed in 1982 were 
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re-interviewed in the third form at 'A' High School between March 25 

and March 29, 1983. The remaining pupil was tragically lost to the 

study following a road accident. 

The 27 form two pupils destined for 'B' High School were re­

interviewed in form three at 'B' High School between March 30 and 

April 6, 1983. Because this school operated two of its options on 

a half-yearly basis, pupils were asked to make a written comment on 

their second half-year option during September, 1983. One boy was 

overseas with his family at that time and was unavailable to make 

this comment. 

3.2.4 The fourth/fifth form pupils at 'A' High School. 

Eighteen fourth form pupils (nine boys, nine girls) were inter­

viewed at 'A' High School between November 1 and November 5, 1982, 

when they were at the point of making their subject choices for the 

following year. These pupils were selected by their form teachers 

as being representative of the range of ability, ethnic origin and 

home background of pupils attending the school. 

Seventeen of these pupils were re-interviewed in the fifth 

form between March 14 and March 18, 1983. One boy was lost to the 

study when he and his family left the district. 

3.2.5 The fourth/fifth form pupils at 'B' High School. 

Nineteen pupils (eight boys, eleven girls) were first inter­

viewed in form four at 'B' High School between November 1 and Nov­

ember 5, 1982, while they were in the process of choosing their 

fifth form subjects for the following year. The pupils were drawn 

from the range of streamed classes in the school, and thus included 

a range of abilities. They were also selected by guidance 

counsellors as being representative of the range of ethnic origin 

and home background. Eighteen pupils were re-interviewed in the 

fifth form between March 1 and March 5, 1983, one girl being lost 

to the study as a result of transfer to another area. Figure 6, 

p60, su;;-...'11arizes the research design wit'.1 a diagr"imE1atic 

representation of the pupil, parent and teacher samples. Further 

information (including identification details) is given in Volume 

II, Appendix A. 



EXPLORATION----------

Pupil interviews 
N=20 ( 11 b, 9g) 
'Ax' Intermediate 
Form 2 

Pupil interviews 
N=6 (3b,3g) 
'Ay' Intermediate 
Form 2 

-

-

Parent interviews 
N=4 (6 parents) 
'Ax' Intermediate 

Parent interviews 
N=4 (6 parents) 
'Bx' Intermediate 

Pupil interviews 
N=16 (Sb, Bg) 
'Bx' Intermediate '­

Form 2 

Pupil interviews 
N=5 (2b, 3g) 
'By' Primary 
Form 2 

Pupil interviews 
N=6 (3b, 3g) 
'Bz' Primary 
Form 2 

Pupil interviews 
N=18 (9b, 9g) 
'A' High School 
Form 4 

Pupil interviews 
N= 1 9 ( Bb , 11 g) 
'B' High School 
Form 4 

* Denotes one pupil 
unavailable for 
re-interview 

'---

1982 I 
I 

r 

1983 

Pupil re-interviews 
N=25 (14b, 11g)* 
'A' High School 
Form 3 

PARENT INTERVIEWS 
1----_..~ N=B (12 parents) 

~ 

... -

Pupil re-interviews 
N=27 ( 1 3b, 1 4g) 
'B' High School 
Form 3 

Pupil re-interviews 
N=1 7 (Sb, 9g) * 
'A' High School 
Form 5 

Pupil re-interviews 
N=1 B (7b, 11 g)* 
'B' High School 
Form 5 

leacher interviews 
1\1=16 (Bm, Bf) 
'A' High School 

N=1 4 (Sm, 6f) 
1B1 High School 

Fig. 6 SUMMARY OF THE RESEARCH DESIGN 

-

-

-

---------ANALYSIS 

F2-F3 TOTAL 
f--4 N=52 . PUPILS • 

~ F4-5 TOTAL 
N=35 PUPILS 

TEACHER 
--> TOTAL 

N=31 
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3.2.6 A note on numbers. 

It was originally envisaged that equal numbers of boys and 

girls would be interviewed for the study. However, all pupils were 

selected by their teachers and in some cases, while attempting to 

cover other variables, teachers lost sight of the stipulated boy/ 

girl balance. When the imbalance was noted, no satisfactory 

criteria could be determined for excluding individuals from the 

study. In any case, both schools had unequal numbers of boys and 

girls on their rolls and since the study was to be ethnographic 

rather than experimental there seemed to be no valid reason for 

excluding any of the data. 

3.3 The parents selected for the study. 
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A number of other studies have noted the importance of parents 

in the matter of subject choice, especially of younger pupils (Woods, 

1976; Jackson, 1964; Cicourel and Kitsuse, 1963). While the present 

study was to be school based , therefore, it was decided that a small 

number of parents of form two children would be interviewed as a 

cross-check against the parental concerns identified by pupils. 

Teachers at both 'Ax' and 'Bx' Intermediates were asked to 

select five pupils whose parents might be willing to be interviewed, 

and the children were given notes to take home. (See Appendix A, p277J 

The parents were subsequently contacted by telephone and eight inter­

views were arranged. These were held in the parents' homes between 

November 17 and November 25, 1982. The remaining parents were very 

willing to be interviewed, but in the event were unable to find the 

time. 

It must be noted that among the parents selected for interview 

there was a strong bias towards interested and supportive parents. 

Three of the parents mentioned having been members of School 

Committees and one was a member of a High School Board. All the 

parents were of European ancestry, and at least two sets of parents 

had been born overseas. 

While the limitations of the parent interviews were recognized, 

it was nevertheless felt that they added an important dimension to 

the total study. 



3.4 The teachers selected for the study. 

Subject teachers at the two high schools were interviewed 

between February 16 and March 13, 1983, before the pupils were re-

interviewed. One teacher (wherever possible, the head of depart-
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ment) was asked to comment on each subject in each school. In some 

cases a teacher who was in charge of two or more subjects in a school 

was asked to comment on each of them. 

Thirty-one teachers were interviewed. These included eight 

male and eight female teachers at 'A' High School, and nine male and 

six female teachers at 'B' High School. The interviews, which all 

took place at the schools during teachers' non-teaching time, covered 

all examinable subjects offered to pupils from forms three to five at 

the two high schools. 

3.5 Interview Techniques. 

Since the findings of the present study have been arrived at 

inductively, largely through analysis of the interview data, it is 

appropriate to spend some time describing the interview procedures. 

Critics of ethnographic research maintain that the manner in which 

interviews are conducted and the actual words used by the interviewer 

may produce a certain amount of bias which affects research findings. 

It is important, therefore, to stress that every effort was made by 

the researcher to reduce such bias to a minimum. 

Interview bias was reduced in two main ways. First, an 

attempt was made to keep questions as open as possible so that 

informants would be encouraged to generate their own descriptors of 

subjects or reasons for choice, rather than being asked to approve 

or disapprove of statements made by the interviewer. Secondly, the 

researcher adopted the role of interested but naive observer in the 

schools. Pupils, parents and teachers were thus put in the position 

of experts with valuable information to impart. The fact that the 

researcher had no connection either with the schools or with the 

local education authority proved to be particularly advantageous as 

far as the teachers were concerned, while the fact that the inter­

viewer was not identified as a teacher was an advantage in the pupil 

interviews. 

Strategies used in the interviews to maintain the impartiality 
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of the interviewer included asking questions such as "What do you 

think about ... ?" or "How do you feel about ... ?" and encouraging 

informants to elaborate answers by asking "Why do you think that is?" 

or "What makes you say that?" This procedure ensured that all 

descriptors and explanations were generated by the informants and not 

prompted by the researcher. 

Occasionally the researcher/interviewer was asked to give 

information. Sometimes in these instances reference was made to 

the school prospectus and answers were prefaced with the words "I 

think" so that the interviewer would not appear to be an authority. 

Generally, however, if asked a question the researcher claimed 

ignorance. Parents and teachers were much more likely than pupils 

to expect some kind of verbal feedback from the interviewer, and they 

frequently interspersed their comments with remarks such as "Don't 

you think?" or "Isn't that right?" In these instances, the 

researcher endeavoured to give a non-committal or generally approving 

response. In no case did the interviewer challenge an informant, 

even when sorely tempted to do so. It is possible that a facial 

expression might have reflected the interviewer's own views, but if 

so, this did not appear to deter informants. 

In a few of the interviews with pupils, it was apparent that 

the children were very shy and were likely to reply only in mono­

syllables. When this happened it was necessary for the interviewer 

to make a greater contribution in order to put the pupil at ease. 

The procedure adopted was to prompt the pupil with information 

gained from other informants at the same age level, saying for example, 

"I'm told there's a lot of work in learning a language, what do you 

think?" In the data analysis, however, the prompted comments were 

not coded. Only comments subsequently volunteered by the pupil were 

included in the data to be analysed. 

3.5.l The form two interviews. 

All the interviews with form two children were conducted at the 

intermediate or primary schools concerned. In each case only the 

interviewer and interviewee were present. An introductory statement 

was made by the interviewer to explain the purpose of the interview 

and to confirm the child's willingness to participate (there were no 

refusals). Then the tape recorder was switched on. All taped 



interviews were subsequently transcribed. 

The form two interviews were loosely structured but included 

twelve basic questions, which in the light of the literature review 

and the pilot study were expected to yield data relevant to the 

children's choice of optional subjects at secondary school and to 

their feelings about individual subjects. (See Appendix D.) 

Some children adapted very happily to the interview situation and 

offered extra information on the topics discussed. In these cases 
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the interviewer asked supplementary questions to probe unanticipated 

but possibly relevant data. There was no conscious attempt by the 

interviewer to use exactly the same wording with each child; rather 

the emphasis was on ensuring that children understood what they were 

being asked. If they did not appear to understand, the interviewer 

had no hesitation in re-wording the questions, while being very 

careful to avoid suggesting possible answers. 

3.5.2 The form three interviews. 

The main purpose of the follow-up interviews in form three was 

to find out if pupils were satisfied with the subjects they had 

chosen. At the same time, any changes were noted. All interviews 

took place at the respective high schools, and again, only the inter­

viewer and interviewee were present. 

Pupils were asked what they thought of both the core subjects 

and the options they were taking. 

in Volume II (Appendix C). 

Additional questions are noted 

3.5.3 The form four and five interviews. 

The aim of the initial interviews of pupils in form four was 

to establish which subjects each pupil had already experienced at 

school, and also to investigate pupils' attitudes towards those 

subjects and others which could be picked up at the fifth form level. 

(Figure 7, p65, shows which subjects require pre-requisites for fifth 

form study, and which do not.) 

The following year when pupils were in the fifth form they were 

asked what they thought about the subjects they were taking. Addit­

ional questions are noted in Volume II (Appendix C). 



FORM 3 FORM 4 FORM 5 FORM 6 FORM 7 

ART*------------ ART*------------ ART*------------ ART---------------- ART 

ART HISTORY*------- ART HISTORY 

MUSIC*---------- MUSIC----------- MUSIC----------- MUSIC-------------- MUSIC 

LANGUAGES*------ LANGUAGES------- LANGUAGES------- LANGUAGES---------- LANGUAGES 

ENVIRONMENT AL* -- ENVIRONMENTAL* 
STUDIES STUDIES 
( 'B' only) ( 'B' only) 

SOCIAL STUDIES -- SOCIAL STUDIES -- SOCIAL STUDIES*# 
('A' Only) 

HISTORY*-------- HISTORY*-------- HISTORY*-------- HISTORY*----------- HISTORY* 
( 'B' only) ('B' only) 

ENGLISH --------- ENGUSH --------- ENGLISH --------- ENGLISH ------------ ENGLISH 

SCIENCE 

, 
, , 

LOCAL SCIENCE* # 

/ HORTICULTURE* # PHYSICS* ----------- PHYSICS 
//, /~// ( 'A' only) -✓✓✓/// 

, / -
SCIENCE':::.-:.--: _____ SCIENCE ~~----- CHEMISTRY*--------- CHEMISTRY 
=c.== ', ', 

',,, ',,, 

',, BIOLOGY* ', BIOLOGY* ----------- BIOLOGY 

LOCAL MATHS* # 

MATHS---------- MATHS~::.:~--:::::~ MATHS---------- MATHS------------- MATHS 

ECONOMIC*------ ECONOMIC*------ ECONOMIC*~----- ECONOMICS*-------- ECONOMICS* 
STUDIES STUDIES STUDIES ',,,,, 
( 'A' only) (Core at 'B') 'ACCOUNTING*-------- ACCOUNTING* 

TYPING*-------- TYPING---------- TYPING--------- TYPING# 

fFCII* ---------- TECH----------- TECH----------- TECH 
DRAWING DRAWING DRAWING DRAWING 

METALWORK* METALWORK------- ENGINEERING----- ENGINEERING# 

WOODWORK*------ WOODWORK-------- WOODWORK-------- WOODWORK# 

HOME ECONOMICS*- HOME ECONOMICS*- HOME ECONOMICS*- HOME ECONOMICS*# 

CLOTHING*------- CLOTHING*------- CLOTHING*------ CLOTHING*# 

KEY: ENGLISH Core subject 
ART* Can be picked up at this level 
CLOTHING# Certificate subject only (non examination) 

Fig. 7 SUBJECTS OFFERED AT THE TWO HIGH SCHOOLS 
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3. 5.4 Interviews with teachers and parents 

The interviews with both parents and teachers were largely 

unstructured, but some basic questions were asked. Parents were 

asked to comment on all the third form subjects, both core and 

options, from the point of view of their child, and were encouraged 

to make any additional comments they wished. Frequently they 

commented on the experiences of older children, or of friends' 

children who were also going through the process of school subject 

choice. Some parents spoke of the school system in general and of 

their hopes for their children. 
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Teachers' interviews ranged in duration from fifteen minutes to 

nearly two hours, according to the availability of the teacher and 

his or her willingness to continue the conversation. Two basic 

questions were asked: "How do you see your subject in terms of the 

total school curriculum?" and "What comments do you have about the 

pupils taking your subject?" The second question was trying to find 

out, indirectly, if teachers viewed their subject as essentially a 

body of skills and knowledge to be imparted to pupils, or whether 

they expected to adapt the subject to the pupils taking it. In 

other words, whether they had a subject-centred or child-centred view 

of the curriculum, or if their views fell somewhere in between. 

3.6 Data analysis. 

All of the interview tapes were transcribed in full. A note-

book was used to record the salient comments made by each pupil about 

all of the subjects (core and options) offered at his or her school. 

Then, in the case of the form two children, these comments were used 

to provide a subject-by-subject analysis. This is explained in more 

detail in Chapter Seven, but basically it consisted of ordering the 

comments on a scale of 1 - 4 in terms of the pupil's likelihood of 

choosing the subject so that weightings across subjects could be com­

pared. It was not possible to repeat this procedure for the form 

four pupils because the smaller sample and the greater amount of 

available choice meant that some subjects were chosen by very few, 

if any, of the sample. 

Pupils' comments about the options were also recorded for each 

sample to produce an over-all categorization scheme. Every tran-
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script was re-examined and all subject descriptors used by each pupil 

were recorded using a tally system. By comparing the descriptors 

and sorting them into groups the researcher was able to construct a 

classification scheme which reflected pupils' major concerns about 

the optional subjects offered at third and fourth form levels. 

Parents' comments were not subjected to the same kind of 

analysis because the parent sample was very small. However, all 

parents' comments having some bearing on the major concerns of the 

study were noted and have been used throughout the report to 

illustrate parents' perspectives. 

Teachers' comments were analysed in a slightly different way 

because they ranged over a wide variety of topics. Each transcript 

was first examined in order to identify the different topics covered, 

again using a tally system. The 89 topics that were recognised were 

subsequently sorted into categories of concern using a colour-coding 

system. Those categories recognised as having an important bearing 

on pupils' subject choice were then examined in detail. 

Samples of the research data in its various forms are to be 

found in the appendices (Volume II). 

3.7 Models of the process of subject choice. 

Two types of model were constructed from the data. The first 

was a composite model showing the influences on subject choice as 

reported by the children interviewed. (See Figure 25, pll4.) 

Since individual children weighed up the information they gathered 

about subjects in different ways, illustrations of the personal 

constructs generated by children have been used throughout the 

research presentation to supplement the model. 

The second model was again a composite model, this time showing 

the decision making process as experienced by the majority of pupils. 

It was constructed with reference to the events and processes 

identified in the transcript data, and is set within the constraints 

of the school option system as detailed in official information such 

as the school prospectus. This model is described in the following 

chapter and is subsequently used as the basis for presentation of the 

research findings. The research flow is shown in Figure 8, p68. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

A ~ODEL OF THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS 

OVERVIEW: This chapter describes and explains 
a model of the decision making process with 
respect to subject choice. It also outlines 
the presentation of research findings in the 
following chapters. 

When all the research interview transcripts had been analysed 

and the events and processes relating to subject choice had been 

noted for each pupil, a model of the decision-making process was 

constructed. The model, which is shown in Figure 9, p 70, will 

be used to provide a framework for the presentation of research 

findings and is explained in the following section. 

4. 1 The model. 

Three major stages in the process of subject choice were 
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identified. These were: information gathering, decision making and 

rationalization. Each stage was marked by important school events 

and the total process was found to be constrained by the particular 

organization of the school option system. Feedback loops were added 

to the model because it was noted that the process was dynamic and 

liable to continue for some pupils even after they had made a formal 

commitment to a decision. 

4 .1.1 The constraints of the school option system. 

Major constraints were imposed by the particular regulations 

in force at each school. These related to the number of optional 

subjects that could be taken, the range of subjects offered, and the 

rules governing choice. There were important differences between 

schools in each of these aspects. Formal constraints of the option 

systems will be discussed in Chapter Five, which will also consider 

some of the informal constraints exercised by teachers on their 

pupils. 

4.1. 2 Information gathering. 

The initial stage in the process of decision making was found 
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to be information gathering, and it was noted that the range and 

accuracy of the information gathered by the children had an important 

effect on the decisions they made, since children who were well­

informed were in a better position to make decisions than others who 

knew little about the subjects offered. 

Pupils gathered information about the options by both formal 

and informal means. Formal access to information was marked at 

both high schools by the distribution of written material setting 

out the range of choice available to pupils, informing them of the 

rules governing choice, and stating when decisions should be 

finalized. In the case of form two children this information was 

provided by the high school prospectus and/or enrolment form. The 

onset of informal information gathering from sources outside the 

school varied from pupil to pupil and was reported by some to have 

taken place a year or more before the decisions were due to be made. 

Information gathering will be examined in detail in Chapter Six, and 

since parents were acknowledged as important sources of information 

and advice, especially by the younger children, parents' views will 

be discussed in Chapter Eleven. 

data. 

4.1.3 Decision making. 

Three major aspects of decision making were identified from the 

These were: application of argument, tentative decision 

making and decision making. 

Arguments for and against the choice of particular subjects 

were found to vary from subject to subject and from pupil to pupil. 

The range of arguments offered will be discussed in Chapter Seven, 

which will also give a subject by subject analysis. 

Tentative decision making stemmed from the arguments pupils 

used to compare one option with another, and it was found that many 

pupils did not finalize their choice until a formal commitment to a 

decision was required by the school. This was marked by the 

handing in of the enrolment form at 'A' High School, and at 'B' 

High School at a formal interview of child and parent by a member of 

staff. A minority of children later changed their minds or were 

re-directed by the school. 



4.1.4 Rationalization. 

Rationalization was the major process by which pupils accommo­

dated their decisions after they had experienced the subjects they 

had chosen. It was found that some children's attitudes to the 

optional subjects changed in the light of experience. Rational­

ization will be discussed in Chapter Eight. 

4.2 Individual differences. 
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Case studies of individual pupils will be presented in Chapter 

Nine and a subject study of music will be presented in Chapter Ten. 

These are offered as an illustration of the range of responses 

encountered in the study. It will be shown that personal variables 

between children were as important in the decision making process as 

the variables children perceived between subjects. 

Chapter Eleven will discuss the views of the small parent 

sample interviewed for the study and Chapter Twelve will summarize 

the major issues raised by teachers. A summary and conclusions will 

be given in Chapter Thirteen. Now begins a review of the research 

findings following the decision making model outlined in this chapter. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

THE CONSTRAINTS OF THE SCHOOL OPTION SYSTEM 

OVERVIEW: School aims and philosophies are 
outlined and details are given of the core and 
optional subjects offered at the two high 
schools. Intended and unintended constraints 
imposed by the respective option systems are 
discussed. 

Pupils are required to make their choice of optional subjects 
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within certain constraints set by the schools. Aside from government 

regulations concerning the core, schools in New Zealand have the 

freedom to offer any range of subjects within any type of structural 

framework deemed appropriate for their pupils and compatible with the 

philosophy of the school. This chapter will therefore look first at 

the formally stated philosophies of the two high schools studied and 

at the understandings implicit in their respective option systems. 

Secondly, it will consider some of the informal processes at work to 

support, or possibly counter, the official view. Information was 

obtained from school publications, from observations made by the 

researcher and from transcripts of interviews with parents of 

intending pupils and with teachers at the two high schools. 

5.1 School aims and philosophy. 

The official prospectus of 'A' High School provided a clearly 

stated school aim: 

To provide an interesting school programme which 
motivates students to have a continuing desire 
to learn, gives them a sense of achievement, and 
ensures that they begin to acquire the qualities 
of good citizens in New Zealand's predominantly 
bi-cultural society. 

T~e prospectus explained that the organization of the school was 

designed to reflect the important place in every person's life of an 

enquiring mind, a concern for others and a desire for self respect. 

It was claimed that enquiring minds were fostered by the flexible 

course structure, beginning with a broad academic base and also 

providing for work exploration. A concern for others was encouraged 
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by a policy of non-streaming which allowed pupils to develop a 

tolerance of others and a recognition of the value of differing 

personal abilities; it was further encouraged through the democratic 

body of the School Council, and through an emphasis on co-operation and 

self discipline. The desire for self respect was promoted by making 

every endeavour to bring students to an awareness of their innate 

abilities, and by offering them a full range of cultural, sporting and 

social activities. All of this was summed up in the claim that this 

was a school "where everybody is somebody". 

The researcher was led to believe that school 'A' largely 

reflected its formally stated aims for two main reasons. One was the 

fact that none of the teachers interviewed at the school was able to 

say if a pupil was 'bright' or 'not bright'; the most they would 

suggest was that a pupil was 'good at' history or Maori or whatever the 

subject might be. This suggested that the negative aspects of 

labelling had been avoided by the school's commitment to non-streaming. 

Secondly, although there were problems due to timetabling and numbers, 

all pupils at the school were given the opportunity to take six 

subjects, instead of the usual five, when they reached the fifth form. 

These subjects could include both School Certificate and non-examinable 

subjects if pupils wished. In other words, the assumption was not 

made that only 'bright' pupils could cope with six subjects. Pupils 

were thus able to take more responsibility for their own learning, 

since they made the decision themselves. Pupils with problems also 

seemed to be better off in the non-streamed situation, although one 

must be wary of generalizations made from individual cases. The case 

studies of ~1oana, Matt and Rangi presented in Chapter Nine ( pl 98) 

show something of the differing effects of streaming and non-streaming 

on selected pupils. 

School 'B' did not present its aims and philosophy as such in 

its prospectus, which was mainly concerned with giving information 

pertaining to courses and other school activities. However, there 

was evidence to be found in the text. For example, the Principal's 

introductory message noted the school's fine reputation for academic 

achievement, variety of worthwhile educational activities, thoughtful 

innovation, and care and concern for all students. It also referred 

to the school marae (Maori meeting house) whose motto was 'The love 

and support of all people". Later in the text there was reference 

to the school's guidance network and to community involvement. 
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Both schools thus appeared to endorse a child-centred philosophy, 

though school 'B' may have placed a greater emphasis on achieving high 

academic standards. The fact that school 'B' was a streamed school 

tended to support this assumption, although as has previously been 

noted, the streaming was not based on tests of intelligence or 

scholastic attainment, but on the recommendations made by teachers of 

form two at contributing intermediate and primary schools. Neverthe­

less, teachers at 'B' High School had no difficulty in labelling their 

pupils 'bright', 'average' or 'below average' in ability; they merely 

made assumptions based on the pupil's form class. 

S.2 The core curricula. 

The statutary core offered at all New Zealand secondary schools 

includes English, maths, science, social studies and physical education 

as well as some art and/or music. 

other subjects in their core. 

Individual schools may include 

There were some differences in the core programmes offered at 

'A' and 'B' Iligh Schools. School 'A' did not have a core art 

programme and this meant that any pupil wishing to take art had to 

take it as an option. School 'B' did have a core art programme which 

meant that any pupil choosing art as an option would have two art 

courses, one specialized and one general. This also applied to music 

at both schools. In addition, School 'A' offered economic studies 

only as an option, while school 'B' presented this subject as part of 

the fourth form core and did not offer it as a junior option. 

this produced important differences between the two schools. 

Again, 

Asked why there was no core art at 'A' High School, the Head of 

Llie Arl Department there said that it was a matter of timetabling and 

staffing. 

explained: 

This, i.n turn, was related to overall school policy. 

J' ve cu:,ked /_o/1.. mo/1..e /2La/_/!- v.i.A..iual£y /2<.Tice the. 
Lune I goi. he/1..e, But the clemand/2 in /20 many 
olhe/1.. aJ1.ea/2, the uadiliona£ a/1..ea/2 ,t,/w£f_ we /2ay, 
have R..£.ocked ll/2 eve/1..y time. (luz.l Am) 

He 

The H.0.D. went on to say that in the circumstances he preferred to 

devote his energies to developing a senior art programme of a high 

standard, though given the opportunity of extra staffing he would be 
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keen to institute a core art programme for the junior school. The 

major problem, however, was the attitude of the school administration: 

A/1.l, gen.e/1.ally /2peak.wg, ~/2 f.ooked on a/2 
&-e.wg i.Jwl 1utjecl which. i/2 o/_:ltz.n /20/1.l o/­
tacke.d on to the l.i.me.taU,e. 7h.ey don't know 
what to do with :Uz.e/2e pupil/2 /Lecau,')e they' /1.e 

no good at anything ef,1e, c.h.uck them .into cvd. 
Ml i./2 a ,1ufl,_jecl which. i/2 not /1.eally gea/1.ed 
lollXJJ1.d,1 ca/1.eVU:,. 7 hey /2enn lo think it i,1 a 
,1u.P,_ject /-o/1. (a) tho,1e who a/1.e appa/1.enliy 
gi/_i.ed al it, 0/1. ( .e..) i/- they can' l do anything 
u,1e put th.em into a/1.i. But you've gol lo 
u v0:y .wielligenl lo do a/d, ju,:,l a/2 
.intelligent lo do a/1.t a/2 lo do a language 0/1. 

anything ef,1e. ( A-11.l, Am) 

The Head of the Art Department at 'B' High School also felt that 

the position of art in a school depended very much on what the admin-

istration felt about art as a subject. He said: 

At the f.a~t ,1c.h.oof I wa/2 at, the ad.mini/2ualion 
wa/2 quite happy with an unquafi/_ied, non a/1.l­
uain.ed H.O.D . .in a/1.l, and wa/2 quite happy with 
the tick-oveA level .in a/1.t going on, p/1.e/2wna.e..fy 
ucau/2e they' /1.e. mo/1.e in.lvte,1led .in pulling 
money into olhvt a/1.ea/2. 7hal 1 /2 the way il 
happen/2 now with :Uz.e p/1.e/2/Ju:e on money and 
/2pending. Il' /2 all lied up with the /2c.h.oof' /2 
p/1.e/2lige to ati./1.act the ligge,1l /1.0ll/2 and aff 
thi/2 kind o/- compete.live /2lu/-/- now, you /Jee, 
with the /_aff.wg /1.0ll/2. ( A/1.t Bm) 

However, he was happy with the position of art at 'B' High School, 

both as a core subject for juniors and as an option available up to 

the seventh form. 

Music was offered as a core subject at both high schools, but 

since it will be discussed as a case study in Chapter Ten, it will 

not be considered at this point. Suffice it to say, that music 

teachers also saw themselves as having to maintain a high profile as 

members of small departments in competition with much larger and 

traditionally secure departments for the available time, money and 

staffing allowances. 

Economic studies was part of the junior core only at 'B' High 

School, and the Head of the Commerce Department there explained how 

this occurred: 



lltout toll/I. yeWl..o ago it wa.o thought that 
economic .otudie.o wa.o .ouch an .i..mpo//.tant ia.oic 
.okil..l.. to//. all pupiL.o that it wa.o .i..ni/1.oduced 
a.o a co//.e .outject in the toll/I.th to//.m, 7he 
//.e.oul..t ha.o teen to c//.eaie a demand to//. 
economic .otud.i..e.o and accounting at til-th 
to//.m Level.. and teyond. b)hen I t.i../1..ot came 
to thi.o .ochool.. the//.e wa.o no titth to//.m 
economic .otud.i..e.o. (Economic .otudie.o, Bm) 

Although the fourth form core economic studies occupied only two 

lessons per week, the fact that approximately a quarter of all fifth 

formers (26.1% of boys and 24.9% of girls) were currently taking 

economic studies appeared to bear out the teacher's claim. 

5.3 The option systems. 

Although 'A' and 'B' High Schools were roughly comparable at 
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the time of the research study in terms of size and client~le, there 

were major differences in their option systems and in their procedures 

for pupils' selection of options. 

5.3.1 School 'A' - the option system in form three. 

'A' High School had an open option system. This meant that it 

listed the 11 optional third form subjects and asked intending pupils 

to choose any two from the list, and also to nominate a third subject 

as a reserve. The list was as follows: 

ART 
CLOTHING 

ECONOMIC STUDIES 
FRENCH 
GERMAN 

HOME ECONOMICS 
MAORI LANGUAGE AND CULTURE 

MUSIC 
METAL AND WOOD TECHNOLOGY 

TECHNICAL DRAWING 
TYPING 

Fig. 10 THIRD FORM OPTIONS AT 'A' HIGH SCHOOL 

The third form core subjects at school 'A' were listed as English, 

maths, physical education, science and social studies. No mention 

was made of core art or music, but the researcher found that a third 



78 

form core music programme had recently been established at the school. 

Fourth form pupils at the school were offered the same core and 

option subjects, with the exception of core music and with the addition 

of shorthand/typing as an option. 

Neither the 'A' High School prospectus nor the enrolment form 

noted that pupils in forms three and four would be placed by the school 

in additional six-monthly craft courses known as 'directed studies'. 

Some of the children had heard about these courses from older siblings 

or from friends, but many had not. Because directed studies could 

not be chosen and because they did not lead to examination courses in 

any subject, they were not discussed in detail at the interviews. 

5.3.2 School 'B' - the option system in form three. 

The option system at 'B' High School was presented in the 

prospectus as two lists. Pupils were required to choose one subj~ct 

from the first list and two (half-year courses) from the second. The 

lists are shown in the figure below. 

LIST ONE 

FRENCH 
GERMAN 
MAORI 
ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES 
HISTORY 
MUSIC 

LIST TWO 

ART 
CLOTHING 
HOME ECONOMICS 
METALWORK 
MUSIC 
TECHNICAL DRAWING 
TYPING 
WOODWORK 

Fig. 11 THIRD FORM OPTIONS AT 'B' HIGH SCHOOL 

The third form core subjects were listed in the 'B' High School 

prospectus as English, maths, physical education, science, social 

studies, art and music. The prospectus also contained a paragraph 

outlining the content of every optional subject offered. Two of the 

options available at 'B' High School, history and environmental 

studies, were not offered to pupils at school 'A'. It will also be 

seen that economic studies, an option at 'A' High School, does not 

appear on the 'B' High School option list because, as previously 



noted, this was a core subject in the fourth form. There were no 

additional subjects at school 'B' such as the directed studies at 

school 'A'. 

5.3.3. Differences between. the option systems in form three. 

A major difference between the two schools was that at school 

'A' pupils chose only two options, while at school 'B' they were 

required to choose three. However, it is debatable whether one or 

other school had a broader subject base because school 'A' provided 

additional short courses in the form of directed studies and school 
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'B' in any case required pupils to drop one of their optional subjects 

in form four. 

Because 'A' High School offered the combined subject of metal 

and wood technology, it effectively gave three options to pupils 

choosing this subject. However, the combined subject may have 

deterred some girls because interview data suggested that girls were 

more favourably disposed towards woodwork than metalwork. The 

presence of economic studies on this school's option list may well 

have disadvantaged other subjects at 'A' High School since it was the 

second most popular choice for third form girls and third equal for 

boys. (See Figures 12 and 13, p80.) 

The most marked differences in pupils' subject choice at the two 

high schools were a consequence of the 'B' High School two-list option 

structure. This has been introduced to the school a few years 

previously after much deliberation by the staff. Teachers explained 

that the main aim of the system was to divide the subjects into the 

categories 'culture-based' and 'practical' with the specific aim of 

requiring all pupils to consider taking a language (French, German or 

Maori) from list one, and it was claimed that this strategy had been 

successful. A French teacher said: 

b}e. qu.iie. 1>uclde.ni.y, .in1>l.e.ad o-/!, hau.ing wo th.uz.d 
-/!,011.tn1> (tak.ing r/1.R.nch), had th/1.R.e.. (1~e.nch, Bt) 

However, the researcher noted that over-all language demand in the 

school was only marginally greater than at 'A' High School in form 

three, and its fifth form retention rate appeared to be lower. 

The particular limitation of the culture-based list appeared to be 
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that as it allowed only one choice, pupils were not able to take two 

languages in the third form as they could under the open option system 

at 'A' High School. This did not necessarily disadvantage those 

wishing to take French and German, since the researcher was told that 

if there were sufficient demand a beginners' German class would be 

started in form four. However, it did mean that French and Maori 

could not be combined. A Maori mother brought up this very point at 

the 'B' High School Parent/Teacher Meeting, and it was also mentioned 

by a Maori girl in the fourth form sample (B4 006gm). 

The teacher in charge of history at 'B' High School explained 

why history had been added to the list of culture-based subjects. 

He said: 

tJe con/2id..v1.ed OWi., c.h..ii.c!Aen we/1.£ P,..e..ing 
hi/2to//.ically de.p/1.ived. v~y Li_i_ii_,e_ hi/2tO//.Y 
i/2 cov~ed .in /'Jocial /2:ludie./2 and l,./i_en_ we 
looked at the /_.i?f..h, ,1i:dh.. and /2eventh.. /_.o//Jll. 
/2yllaP,.u/2 we aduzd "tdhe11.£ i/2 the New Zealand 
hi/2to//.y?" 11 t,)he/1.e i/2 the mediaeval hi/'Jto/1.y? 11 

and /20 on. ('/any o/_. th..e ex.citing and .inte//.-
e/2tmg pe//.iod/2 o/_. the pa/2t CULe. ju/2t not 
.included .. . 

tJe .int/1.oduced hi/2to//.y at /_.011.m th..l1.£e level to 
p/1.ovide. an af.te,;mative /_.o/1. th..o/2e who don't 
want to .6tudy a language and who a/1.e not 
in~/2ied .in envi/1.onmental /2tudie./2. tJe' ve 
had a Va/1.ymg 11.£/2f)On/2e, Some yea//./2 quite a 
la/1.ge nwnJl,.vi o/_. child/I.en c.h..oo/2e to take 
hi/2to//.y. (ye.11.man, Hi/2to//.y, Bm) 

In the year of the research study, history was the second most popular 

choice made by all third formers from list one. It was rather more 

popular with girls, 27.3% of whom chose it, compared to 14.7% of the 

~oys. 

A more significant effect of the two-list system at 'B' High 

School was to create a demand, particularly among boys, for environ-

mental studies. In fact, more than half the third form boys 

(52.4%) took this subject. When asked to account for the popularity 

of environmental studies, the Head of Department said: 

I th.ink the/1.£ a/1.£ f)//.O£.aliy two 11.£a/2 on/'J. One 
i,'> ¼2. /.act Uwt we /2ell it to the kid/2 a 
little PJ..l when they come along to en/1.0fmeni 
... I mount a lit o/_. a di.6play o/_. pictU//.e/2 



o/. vofcanoe-6 vwp:l.i..ng and /..uz.e-6 and eWl.th­
quake-6 and tha:l /20/l.:l of. :lhing... Seconily, 
the/le /2eeJT1/2 :lo £..e a fo:l of- awct/l.ene/2/2 of-
the WO/l.d 'env.uz.onmen:l' and the /_ac:l that 

the envi/l.orunen:l i/2 unde/l. th/I.eat and we need 
to do /2ometh.i..ng afJ..ou:l i:l. 

(yeog,/,t,,,t,,/env. ,t,:ludie/2, Bm) 

Thus, through a combination of pupils' reaction to the school's 

efforts to promote languages, together with this teacher's efforts 

to promote environmental studies, a major demand was created for a 

subject that is not even offered at other schools. 

5.3.4 School 'A' - the option system in form five. 

All fifth form pupils at school 'A' were required to take 

English, physical education and four or five other subjects chosen 

from a list of 21. (See Figure 14 below.) 

i\CCOUNTING GEOGRAPHY MUSIC 
ART GERMAN SCIENCE* 
BIOLOGY HISTORY SHORTHAND/TYPING 
CLOTHING AND TEXTILES HOME ECONOMICS SOCIAL STUDIES* 
ECONOMIC STUDIES HORTICULTURE* TECHNICAL DRAWING 
ENGINEERING SHOPWORK MAORI TYPING 
FRENCH MATHEMATICS* WOODWORK 

* Denotes a local Certificate Course. 

Fig.14 FIFTH FORM OPTIONS AT 'A' HIGH SCHOOL 

All of the fifth form subjects were offered at School 

Certificate level, with the exception of Local Certificate (non­

examination) courses in horticulture and social studies. In 
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addition, Local Certificate courses were offered in maths and science. 

There was also a work experience scheme for non-academic pupils, which 

allowed them to go once a week to jobs arranged for them by the 

school in the neighbourjng area. 

Any fifth form pupil at 'A' High School could choose to take six 

subjects instead of the more usual five (in addition to physical 

education). English was compulsory for all pupils by state regu­

lation, and six-subject pupils were also obliged, for timetabling 
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reasons, to take maths and science. They could then choose any 

three other subjects at School Certificate or Local Certificate level. 

5.3.5 School 'B' - the option system in form five. 

Fifth formers at 'B' High_School were offered the same range of 

subjects as those at 'A' High School with the exception of hort­

iculture, shorthand/typing and social studies. In addition to 

English, all pupils were obliged to take maths at either School 

Certificate or Local Certificate level. Only top-stream pupils ·were 

allowed to take six subjects and they had less choici than six-subject 

pupils at school 'A'. They were obliged to take English, maths and 

science, and to choose between geography, history and music fat their 

fourth subject. This left a choice of two other subjects. 

Bottom-stream pupils in a home-room class were given work 

experience and a non-certificate vocational skills course in addition 

to their choice of Local or School Certificate subjects. Fifth form 

subjects listed in the school's prospectus were as shown in Figure 15 

below. 

ACCOUNTING FRENCH MATHEMATICS* 
ART GEOGRAPHY MUSIC 
BIOLOGY GERMAN SCIENCE* 
CLOTHING AND TEXTILES HISTORY TECHNICAL DRAWING 
ECONOMIC STUDIES HOME ECONOMICS TYPING 
ENGINEERING SHOPWORK MAORI WOODWORK 

* Denotes a Local Certificate course as well as School Certificate. 

Fig.15 FIFTH FORM OPTIONS AT 'B' HIGH SCHOOL 

5.3.6 Differences between the option systems - form five. 

Figures 16 and 17, p84 and p85, show pupils' choices of 

subjects at the two high schools during the research period. The 

figures indicate quite substantial differences in fifth form choice 

at the two schools. 

It was found that school 'A' had a more open option system than 

school 'B' as was the case at the third form level. In addition to 
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% of total boys % of total girls 

18.7 31 . 1 Accounting 

16.3 22.5 Art 

7 . .3 11. 3 Biology 

0.0 13.9 Clothing 

17.9 21.9 Ee Studies 

4.9 8.6 French 

;75.5 35. 1 Geography 

100 100 English 

2. /1 ti. u German 

2.4 18.5 Home Ee 

13.B 1- 7.J History 

7 .. 3 7.9 Horticulture 

2.4 4.6 Maori 

7 . .3 Music 

35.(J 0.0 Engineering 

85.4 72.2 Maths 

·s5. Li 54.3 Science 

1.6 11.9 Social Studies 

fl. [J 11. 9 Shorthand/ryping 

43.U Tech Drawing 

U.E:I 32.5 Typing 

12.2 13.2 Local Maths 

5.'1 8.U Local Science 

22.U 0.0 Woodwork 

4.9 2.0 Work Experience 

100% BO% 60% l1U% 20% 0% 20% % 100% 

Fig. 1 6 SCHOOL 'A' SUBJECTS TAKEN BY TOTAL FIFTH FORM (1983) 
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% of total boys % of total girls 

14. 1 I I 25.4 Accounting 

27.2 I I 22.0 Art 

1ll. 9 I I 17. 1 Biology 

u.o l 18.5 Clothing 

26. 1 I I 24.9 Ee Studies 

IJ.5 I 7.3 French 

1,0.2 I I 35.1 Geography 

100 100 English 

2.7 I 2.9 German 

2.7 I 21.U Home Ee 

16.8 I I 12.2 History 

J.3 L ~ 5.9 fYlaori 

0.0 1.5 Music 

3lJ .s I 0.0 Engineering 

100 100 Maths• 

52.7 I I 49.9 Science· 

33.7 I I 4.4 Tech Drawing 

0.5 I 50.7 Typing 

1 U.9 I I 5.4 Local Science 

30,ll I I 2.u Woodwork 
' 

1UU% 80% 60% 4U% 20% 20% 4U% BU% 

* Includes Local Certificate 1v1atl1s 

Fig.17 SCHOOL 'B' SUBJECTS TAKEN BY TOTAL FIFTH FORM (1983) 
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the formal constraints of the system at 'B' High School, there was 

strong evidence of teachers using informal means to influence pupils' 

subject choice and thereby increase numbers in certain subject areas. 

Some evidence of this has been seen in connection with the growth of 

environmental studies in the third form, but the issue will be 

discussed further in Chapter Six. It will be sufficient to say, at 

this point, that formal constraints of the system at 'B' High School 

had the effect of directing able fifth formers towards geography or 

history rather than music for which most pupils did not have the pre-

requisite study. In addition, the school reserved the right to 

decide who was, or was not, capable of coping with six subjects. In 

this connection it is interesting to note that even the secondary 

modern pupils studied by Woods (1979, 1976) were offered seven 

subjects, while pupils at British grammar schools or comprehensives 

take up to ten examination subjects. 

Perhaps one of the most surprising findings relating to the 

constraints of the option systems at the two high schools was the 

fact that neither pupils nor parents expressed dissatisfaction with 

the system at their school, even though many of them would have known 

that the systems differed between schools. The researcher was led to 

conclude that, in general, pupils and their parents accepted the right 

of the school to define the option system and trusted the school's 

integrity in this matter. In the light of subsequent findings that 

some staff were thought by others to be selling their subjects to a 

degree that could be considered unethical, there remains the 

possibility that this trust could have been misguided. 



CHAPTER SIX 

INFORMATION GATHERING 

OVERVIEW: The initial stage of information 
gathering is examined from the point of view 
of the sample groups, and pupils' access to 
information is discussed. 

Information gathering was found to be a crucial component in 

the decision-making process. Children who had to make decisions 

without understanding the nature and content of certain optional 

subjects and without realizing the long-term implications of their 

choices were definitely disadvantaged. This chapter will deal 

with both the formal and informal means of access to information 

available to pupils and will use the case studies of individual 
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pupils to illustrate some of the varied ways in which information was 

gathered. First, however, form two pupils' prior experience will be 

discussed. 

6.1 The need for information 

Figure 18 below shows that most form two pupils would not have 

had direct experience of about half of the subjects offered to them 

as high school options. Even in those subjects they had previously 

experienced, it was likely that there would be some differences at 

secondary school level, and when the children were re-interviewed in 

form three it was evident that this was indeed the case. 

SUBJECTS EXPERIENCED BY ALL FORM TWO PUPILS: 

Art, Clothing (Sewing), Home Economics (Cooking), Music, 
Woodwork. 

SUBJECTS EXPERIENCED BY SOME PUPILS: 

French, Maori, Metalwork. 

SUBJECTS NOT EXPERIENCED BY ANY PUPILS: 

Economic Studies (offered at School 'A'), Environmental Studies 
(offered at School 'B'), German, History (offered at School 'B'), 
Technical Drawing, Typing. 

Fig.18 FORM TWO CHILDREN'S EXPERIENCE OF SCHOOL SUBJECTS 
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~Jst form two pupils regarded their experience of sewing and 

cooking at the intermediate schools or manual training centres as 

indicative of what they might expect of the clothing and home 

economics offered at high school. Subsequent interviews with 

teachers of these subjects, however, suggested that pupils' expect­

ations were often unrealistic because the high school subjects 

contained a good deal of theory in addition to the practical work 

that children had previously experienced. A teacher at 'B' High 

School illustrated the problem this caused: 

I had cne. u:l:l.le gi.A.f_ /'>ay "I com12. he,1_12. :lo 
cook, not :lo do :lhi/2 /l..u.£J!...i,'>h" and /2he wa/2 
,1_12.aliy U/M12.l atou:l il. 
(Home. economic/:! Bt) 

Pupil interviews suggested that form two experience was 

helpful to those choosing woodwork at secondary school, but early 

experience of art and music was not necessarily indicative of these 

subjects in form three. French and Maori were· offered as options 

to some of the form two children; others said they had learnt 

some Maori in their regular classes. On the whole, the children's 

experience of languages bore little relation to these subjects at 

secondary school for reasons that will be discussed in Chapter Seven. 

Metalwork was a subject experienced by all pupils attending 

intermediate schools, but not by those from country primary schools 

who attended manual training centres. A fourth form pupil at 'B' 

High School indicated that it might also be possible for a girl's 

experience of metalwork to be more limited than that of a boy. She 

had expressed an interest in the possibility of taking up an engin­

eering apprenticeship, and explained that she had done metalwork in 

form one but went on to say: 

lj ou VJe_//_12.TL' t allowed to do it m .f!.o/UTl fuo 
i.j!. you we.:e a qi.AL ( B4 002g) 

None of the form two children had previously experienced 

German, technical drawing, typing, economic studies (offered to 

third formers only at school 'A'), or environmental studies and 

history (offered only at school 'B'). In order to find out about 

these subjects and any others they had not encountered, the 

children needed to explore other sources of information, but they 

had a limited time available to them. 
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6.2 Time available for information gathering. 

The official start of the decision-making process for the form 

two children was receipt of the high school prospectus and enrolment 

form, but as may as 25% of those destined for 'A' High School reported 

having first considered their options during the previous year when 

they were in form one. Only 42.3% of the sample enrolled at 'A' 

High School left the start of their deliberations until the school 

prospectus arrived. However, more than half of the 'B' High School 

sample (57.6%) waited until they had received their prospectus. 

(See Table 1 below.) 

Several children who had been thinking about their form·three 

subject choice as much as a year before the decision had to be made 

explained that they had learnt about the options from older brothers 

or sisters. The significance of older siblings in providing 

information will be discussed shortly. 

Table 1 REPORTED ONSET OF INFORMATION GATHERING (FORM TWO) 

IN FORM ONE AT THE IN FORM TWO WHEN NOT BEFORE 
OR BEFORE START OF BEFORE PROSPECTUS RESEARCH SCHOOL 

FORM TWO PROSPECTUS RECEIVED INTERVIEW 

n=6 n=4 n=5 n=11 n=O 
'A' 

23% 15.4% 19.2% 42.3% 0% 

n=3 n=3 n=5 n=15 n=1 
'B' 

11 . 1 % 11.1 % 1B.5% 57.6% 3.7% 

Children destined for 'A' High School were required to nominate 

their options on the enrolment form due at the school in mid­

September; those destined for 'B' High School had until mid-

October to make up their minds. Although the time available for 

decision making appeared to be important in that the longer the 

period, the more informal discussion pupils were able to engage in, 

it appeared that most children actually finalized their decisions 

only when formal commitment was required by the school and regardless 

of the total time allowed them. Less than a week before they were 

due to finalize their choices only 10 (37%) of the 'B' sample were 

able to tell the researcher which subjects they were going to choose. 



For this reason, formal declaration of choice was regarded by the 

researcher as being a major event in the decision making process. 

6.3 Information given by schools to intending third formers. 

Both high schools issued_a prospectus listing the optional 

subjects available at each form level and the regulations governing 
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choice. The school 'B' prospectus also gave a descriptive paragraph 

about each subject. This seemed to the researcher to be an 

excellent idea, but interviews revealed that some children could not 

understand the language used in the prospectus, which was presumably 

intended for parents. This meant that children whose parents did 

not support them in their decision making were at a disadvantage. 

Parents of children enrolled at 'A' High School did not feel 

that the school gave them enough information about the options before 

choices had to be made. Mrs Owen said of her son: 

I don't think he'/2 had much help /A.om the 
high /2choof. Ile made up hi/2 own mind that 
wa/2 the two he wa/2 going to do. I mean, he 
/..ound out mo/le /A.om hi/2 dad than he had /A.om 
the high /2choof, and economic /2tudi..e/2 /A.om 
what he' /2 hea/ld /A.om ( hi/2 /2i/2ie/l). 
(fll/l/2 Owen A£..) 

And Mr Owen said he had raised the issue at the school the previous 

year: 

I had my /2ay at the college a/..te/1. (oU/l daughie/1.) 
/2ta/lted the/le, and when they had a thing with 
ail the ieache/l/2 and you go along and /2e..e them, 
et cete/la, I /lai/2ed the point that they 
/2houfd explain what economic /2tudi..e/2 i/2 in a 
p/lo/2pectu/2 much mo/le tho/loughfy. flly WO/lM 
o£..viou/2fy /.elf on /2tony g/lound £..ecau/2e the/le 
ha/2n't £..een. (fll/l Owen A£..) 

However, even parents of children enrolled at 'B' High School could 

point out examples of how pupils had made uninformed decisions: 

(flly othe/l /20n) clidn't know what engi..nee/ling 
wa/2. He didn't know all o/.. the thing/2 that 
it included, /20 he clipped out the/le,,, lhat'/2 
one thing they don't /2ay. lhey ju/2t give them 
the /2u£..}ect/2, they don't /2ay whe/1.e they go on 
to. (fll/l/2 Ingold B£..) 



And also: 

One ioy I've /2Vl..uck, h.e took h,i__/2lo~y 
~cau/2e he clid.n't kn.ow what iech.n.icaf 
cuwwmg wa./2. t,Jell, you /2ee, that wa./2 a 
ca/2e wh~e he cli..d.n..'t have a ~o~ to 
/.-ind out what lech.n..icaf Mawing ~eally 
wa./2. Hi✓) pGA.en.i/2 mJ..ght.n..' t have known. 
But, you kn.ow, it /2how/2 that i/. they'~e 
a~ /2hy they won't a/2k. (~~/2 Ingold Bi) 
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Both high schools held Parent/Teacher Meetings for parents of 

prospective pupils, but less than half the children in each sample 

reported that a parent had attended, and two of the children enrolled 

at 'A' High School said that, in any case, the meeting had been held 

after they had been required to nominate options. A parent 

explained: 

7h~e wa./2 a day ov~ at the .inl.vunecliate. 
Pa~ent/2 coufd have made an. appoinlm.e.n..t.. 
7he headma/2i~ wa./2 the~. I don't kn.ow 
whethe~ the~ w~e oth~ tea~/2 the~e o~ 
not ... Rut that wa./2 /2till a/.te~ the ch,i__fMen. 
had made~ deci/2ion. (~~/2 Keane M) 

Another said: 

By the wne we got (the /_o//.m) home il wa/2n 1 t 
ve~y fang ... 1/. they had a meeimg, I mean., 
ei~ at the high /2choof o~ the v~ou/2 
ml.vunecuaie/2 ~ the pGA.en.i/2 and chif~n 
coufd go afon.g and /2od o/. /.ind out, I mean, 
0.1{. 

(I~v.i.ew~: 
that?) 

And clid.n' t you have one W<-e. 

7h~e wa.,1 one a/_te~d/2 ... a/.t~ you'd 
actually /.iffed -in (the /_o//.m), (~~/2 Owen M) 

Children were invited to the 'B' High School meeting along 

with their parents, but only 30% of the 'B' sample actually attended. 

One of the parents regretted that: 

[vvz.yone doe/,n' t go to th.at night. 7 hvz.e '/2 
a fol o/. chifMen. that coufd ~ally a/./.o~d 
to go and u/2len. th.at GA.en. 1 t th~e. Il 1 /2 
the people that p~oRaily kn.ow /2omeih,i__ng 
aRout it that go to all th.e/2e thmg/2. 
(~~/2 Clive BR) 
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And she felt that this had, in turn, caused her own son's reluctance 
to attend the meeting: 

H.e d.i.d.n ' t /1...eaily ward lo go &..ecau/2e he cli.dn 't 
/mow anyon£. I th.in..k the/1...e wa/2 a{},_oul th/1...ee 

kid/2 ot hi/2 cfa/2/2 that We/1...e going. 
(/1,z..,) Clive, jJ{J,_J 

:for husband felt that some of the information given at the 'B' High 

School meeting should have been available much earlier: 

1-et' -1 take typing and home economic/2, to/I... 
e:campfe. At the mie/1.U-L.eL,J at the /2choof they 
tell you that /2or,,.,e {},_oy/2 a/1...e doing it,- /2ome 
gi,cf/2 do woodwo/1...k, /20me gi/1...£/2 do metafwo/1...k. 
But that'/2 the night that eve/1...y{},_ody goe/2 to 
th.e /2choof and it' .a onl.y two O/1... th./1.ee week/2 
{},_eto/1...e you have yoU/1... tive O/1... ten minute 
inle/1...V-L.eL,J at the inte/1...mecli.ale /2choof with the 
leach.e/1.... ( f'1/I... Uive, BP,.) 

And he went on to suggest: 

Some ot the leache/1.../2 could go down to the 
-i..n:l:.,e,cmecli.ale /2choof, f?/1...0£.a{},_fy ea/l...lie/1... in the 
yea/I... and give .aome ot the/2e kid/2 tood to/I... 
thought and exp.lain /20me ot the/2e /2u{},_ject/2. 
( (Y/,'1. Clive, jJ{J,_) 

The 'B' High School meeting, which was attended by the 

researcher, appeared to be an excellent public relations exercise 

which was well attended, even though it did not draw all intending 

pupils and their parents. One mother was very enthusiastic: 

7hat nzeeu..n.g'/2 ta£.u£oU/2. I've £.e.en. to two 
o/. them now and they'/1...e ex.ceffent meeting/2. 
!...ovefy atmo,1phe/l...e - and I think they' /1...2. 
,1.eaily good to/1. the lud/2, 7h.ey can /2ee 

that the whole thing'/2 ve/1...y human and 
app/l...oacha£.fe. ( f'1/1./2 Se.Uy, fl{},_) 

However, very little information was given at the meeting about the 

third form options although teachers in charge of the various subject 

departments were introduced and asked to say a few words. The Head 

of the Technical Department mentioned that he felt that technical 

drawing and metalwork were complimentary subjects (as opposed to 

technical drawing and woodwork, which he saw as less closely related), 

but at least one boy misunderstood what he said: 



7he.y told you nol lo lake lwo l.i.k.e. woocl.uJo/1..k 
and rruz.lal..wo/1..k &..e.cau/2e you couldn't /UZ.ally 
lake il on - u/2e il to~ School C. o~ 
anything Like lhal. ( By2 004-R,.) 

Some displays of work, pictures and texts were set up in the 
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'B' High School assembly hall where the meeting took place, and these 

presumably reflected the interest of staff and the availability of 

materials for display, since not all subjects were represented. 

Many visitors were impressed by the display of technical work, but 

one boy judged a display of third formers' first efforts as being 

indicative of what he could expect from technical drawing. 

I didn' l want lo do lhal 'co/2 il wa/2 loo 
ea/2y. . . 7he.y /2h.owe.d U/2 /20TTl..e. Mawing and 
lhal and il looked a R,.il R..o~ing and a P,._il 
ea/2y, (By2 004R,.) 

He said: 

In addition to its evening meeting for parents and children, 

'B' High School arranged for all intending pupils to be interviewed 

by a senior staff member. Parents were also invited to attend this 

interview which was held in the respective primary or intermediate 

schools during the school day. Nearly all of the parents who 

attended with their children were mothers. 

Many of the children to whom the researcher spoke before their 

official school interview had taken place gave indications that they 

expected school personnel to assist them in finalizing their choices. 

In the event, however, the interviews proved much too brief for 

discussion. It is probable, therefore, that some children did not 

receive the assistance they required. The researcher spoke to one 

boy who was waiting with his mother for an interview at 'Bx' 

Intermediate School. The boy was anxious to inquire about the 

content of optional music before actually making up his mind, but 

during his brief interview,which the researcher was given permission 

to attend, he did not find the opportunity to ask his question. As 

soon as he mentioned music this was recorded as his choice and the 

interview was over. Afterwards the boy did not express any regret 

that he was unable to speak, and appeared to respect the right of 

school personnel to take the decision out of his hands. The 

researcher was of the opinion that the staff member conducting the 

interview was pressed for time in a busy interview schedule, was not 

aware that the boy had doubts and was seeking information, and was 
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in any case unlikely to have the precise information the boy required. 

In assessing the efforts made by the high schools to provide 

intending third formers with information about the options, the 

researcher gained the impression ~hat school 'A' accepted little 

responsibility for this. School 'B' made a commendable effort to 

reach pupils and their parents through its more elaborate prospectus, 

its open Parent/Teacher Meeting and its individual interviews with 

pupils accompanied by their parents. However, this was still not 

good enough to provide the kind of assistance needed by some children 

for the following reasons: 

- descriptions of the optional subjects in the prospectus wer~ 

aimed at parents and were not easily understood by children 

whose parents did not help them. 

- the Parent/Teacher Meeting gave little information about the 

options in general, and materials were displayed only in 

selected subject areas. 

- personal interviews were too brief for important questions to 

be addressed. 

6.4 Information given by schools to intending fifth formers. 

Both high schools were much more successful in providing fourth 

formers with information about the fifth form options. Of the total 

fourth form sample, 70.3% reported having received information in 

addition to the option listings from their respective high schools. 

There were no references to any particular programme at 'B' High 

School, but at 'A' High School an information day was set aside for 

fourth formers. This was organized by the school guidance 

counsellors and the researcher was fortunate enough to receive an 

invitation to attend sessions conducted by the guidance counsellors 

and by one of the Heads of Department. The summaries that follow 

are taken from notes made by the researcher at the school (1 September 

1983). 

6.4.1 Information provided by 'A' High School. 

Two guidance counsellors, Mrs Phillips and Mr Scott, conducted 
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sessions on decision making with all fourth formers in the school 

assembly hall. In the session attended by the researcher, two fourth 

form classes were spoken to for half a lesson (approximately 20 

minutes) by one of the counsellors and then moved to the other 

counsellor at the other side of the hall. There was a certain 

amount of noise because the two sessions were being conducted con­

currently, and there was also some pressure on the counsellors to rush 

thr,jugh their material following an initial delay caused by organiz­

ational problems. 

Mr Scott began by giving the pupils advice on how to make 

decisions. He suggested that they draw up a balance sheet for and 

against a proposition, for example, to leave school at fifteen, under 

four headings: 

material gains to me/ material losses to me, 

material losses for others/ material losses for others, 

gains in self approval/ losses in self approval, 

approval by others/ disapproval by others. 

Pupils had some trouble in understanding what was meant by the term 

'material gains' and Mr Scott therefore took some time to answer 

their questions, but because of this he did not have time to complete 

the exercise. He did not explain what was meant by 'self approval' 

or 'approval/disapproval by others'. 

Mr Scott then directed pupils' attention to a set of charts 

displayed on portable screens. These were commercially produced, 

coloured charts relating to specific occupational areas. One of 

these, for example, was headed 'Science and Technology' and it listed 

major occupations within the field, using a system of colour coding 

to show the minimum academic qualifications required for each 

occupation. Mr Scott pointed out that pupils could examine the 

charts more closely in the Guidance display area at any time. 

Finally, Mr Scott handed out to each pupil a sheet of paper on 

which an octagonal diagram showed various personality characteristics 

such as 'practical', 'rational' and 'artistic'. He explained that 

those shown opposite each other on the diagram were least alike, and 

those adjacent were most alike. He suggested that pupils should 

consider their own personality traits when thinking of a future 



occupation, but the session was over before this idea could be 

developed. 

Mrs Phillips' main aim was to warn pupils of the possible 

disadvantages of sex-stereotyping, particularly for girls. She 

explained that most women were employed in a limited number of 

occupations in areas of rapidly diminishing employment, and she said 

that for this reason girls should think very seriously about their 

future jobs. Mrs Phillips had mounted a display of photographs 

of girls in non-traditional occupations such as house painting and 

welding which she invited pupils to view more closely. She pointed 

out that boys in the group could also be limiting themselves by 

stereotyped thinking about what was a suitable occupation for a man. 
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Having attended the two guidance sessions, the researcher's 

first reaction was that probably the counsellors were much more 

effective in the one-to-one situation than in the group situation. 

They were obviously pressed for time and were not able to explain 

themselves clearly to pupils. The researcher also felt that the 

material used by Mr Scott was unnecessarily sophisticated. He could, 

for example, have suggested that pupils listed the 'good things' and 

'bad things' about leaving school at fifteen, without reference to 

'material gains' or 'self approval'. 

Mrs Phillips' reference to the dangers of sex-stereotyping 

reflected the concern expressed by Vocational Guidance· Officers in 

the Department of Labour about the recent rise in unemployment among 

young female school leavers, which is attributed to the decline in 

numbers of jobs traditionally held by women, and to a general 

reluctance among girls to consider alternatives. However, research 

suggests that girls may be influenced more by general attitudes of 

teachers and others, than by information sessions such as this 

(Abigail, 1982; McGrath, 1982), and interviews with pupils for the 

present study suggested that attitudes may become fixed at a much 

earlier age. 

Nevertheless, the researcher felt that sessions conducted by 

guidance counsellors at 'A' High School reflected their care and 

concern for pupils making decisions regarding fifth form subjects 

and future occupations. At the very least, pupils were made aware 

of the information and assistance available to them through the 



school's Guidance Department, to which they could gain access at any 

time. 
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After their sessions with the guidance counsellors concerning 

occupational choice, the school 'A' fourth formers were sent in their 

class groups to several different classrooms where they were to be 

given information about the fifth form options by teachers in charge 

of the various subjects. The researcher was able to accompany one 

class to a session conducted by the Head of the Science Department. 

The science briefing session was held in a laboratory which had 

four large, clear, hand-made posters displayed along its side wall. 

The posters were labelled 'Science", 'Horticulture', 'Local Certificate 

Science' and 'Biology', and they listed some of the fifth form topics 

covered in each subject. The teacher directed pupils' attention to 

the posters and then outlined the content of each of the science 

subjects shown. He endeavoured to make clear to the class that in 

most cases they would be wise to keep their options open by taking 

School Certificate science. If they chose to take six subjects in 

the fifth form, instead of the usual five, they might also choose to 

do biology or horticulture. They should only take biology on its own 

if they had definitely decided to leave school at the end of the fifth 

form year, because they would need a general science background if 

they wished to take biology in form six. He explained that horti­

culture, a new subject in the school, was basically a practical 

subject, but because it also had some theoretical content it could 

not ')e considered an easy option. The teacher went on to explain 

that there was no stigma attached to taking Local Certificate 

Science. He suggested that people who had some difficulties with 

school subjects should concentrate on doing fewer School Certificate 

subjects so that they might have a better chance of passing the ones 

they took. He said that the Local Science syllabus was extremely 

interesting and included such things as horticulture, human biology 

and flight, and he explained that assessment was based on pupils' 

personal qualities such as application to work, rather than on their 

academic ability. 

The researcher felt that the information given in this session 

was presented in a non-biased way and that no undue pressure was put 

on pupils to take one subject rather than another. The consequences 

of certain decisions were, however, pointed out so that pupils would 



98 

be in a position to make rational decisions about their fifth form 

options, the most important message being that they should keep their 

options open by taking general science, if they expected to proceed 

to the sixth form. 

u. 4. 2 Information provided by 'B' High School. 

The researcher was not informed of any sessions taking place 

at 'B' High School similar to those conducted with fourth formers at 

school 'A'. 'B' High School fourth formers were giyen option l{sts 

and also had access to the more detailed prospectus (containing 

some information about course content) published by their school. 

However, one department, the Commerce Department, issued booklets 

to all fourth formers outlining the course offered in accounting, 

economics and typing and suggesting the kinds of job opportunities 

and qualifications these might lead to. It has been noted earlier 

in this chapter that this was the kind of information parents felt 

would be useful (p90), but there was evidence that other teachers 

thought this kind of subject promotion was unethical. (See Chapter 

Twelve, p240.) 

As at 'A' High School, the 'B' High School pupils were free to 

approach teachers for information about the fifth form subjects and 

could also obtain printed information about job opportunities from 

the Guidance Department. In addition, personal interviews were 

available by appointment as was the case at 'A' High School. 

6.5 Informal information gathering. 

It was clear to the researcher that the majority of the form 

two sample felt that choosing their form three subjects was a very 

important task, and they discussed it with a wide range of people. 

Among those mentioned were 'my auntie', 'the girl up the street' and 

'a boy who's staying with us'. Figure 19, p99, summarizes the 

sources of information and advice mentioned by the total form two 

sample which can be compared with sources of information reported by 

the form four sample in Figure 20, p99. While reaffirming the 

important role of parents, noted in previous research (Woods, 1979; 

Douglas, 1968; Jackson and Marsden, 1962), the figures show that 

form two children made use of a much wider information network than 
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did older pupils who not only had experience of more of the subjects 

offered to them, but also had on-the-spot access to teachers who 

could provide them with the information they needed. The most 

important sources of information for each sample group are shown in 

the figures below. Figure 21 shows that younger children made 

greater reference to parents, particularly mothers (80.8%), while 

Figure 22 shows that among the older children, peers, teachers and 

older siblings were more frequently mentioned as sources of inform­

ation than parents (78.4%, 78.4% and 70.3% respectively). 

HIGH SCHOOL STAFF 21% 

FORM ONE/TWO 
TEACHERS 5,8% 

OLDER SIBLINGS 71.2% 

FATHER 63.5% 

MOTHER 80. 8% 

PEERS 38.5% 

Fig. 21 PERCENTAGES OF FORM TWO SAMPLE REPORTING INFORMATION 
FROM PARENTS, TEACHERS, PEERS ANO OLDER SIBLINGS. 
(n=52) 

HIGH SCHOOL STAFF 70.3% 

MD THER 70. 2% 

OLDER SIBLINGS 78,4% 
PEERS 78.4% 

Fig. 22 PERCENTAGES OF FORM FOUR SAMPLE REPORTING INFORMATION 
FROM PARENTS, TEACHERS, PEERS AND OLDER SIRLINGS. 
(n=37) 



The large percentage of older children who reported having 

discussed their choices with peers contradicts claims made by Ryrie 

et al. (1979) and Bunce (1970) that pupils did not confer to any 
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large extent with their peers. However, it is likely that the inter­

view method used in the present study was more efficient in 

uncovering this data than were the questionnaires used in previous 

studies. This was in spite of the fact that a number of pupils, 

particularly the younger ones, reported having been explicitly warned 

by their parents not to be influenced by friends. (The percentages 

recorded include only those pupils who spoke of having discussed 

their subject choice with friends, not those who said they had merely 

told their friends what they were going to choose.) 

5.6 Specific cases. 

Four interviews have been chosen to illustrate some important 

facts relating to the early stages of decision making. First, two 

of the younger children's responses will be compared to show the 

differences in access to information experienced by a child with 

older siblings and another who was the eldest child in the family. 

Then two older girls' responses will be compared to show the degree 

of accord between friends. 

5.6.1 Brian and Margaret. 

Brian (Bx 007b) was among those with very limited access to 

information. During the course of his initial interview it emerged 

that he and his two younger brothers lived with their mother, a solo 

parent. Brian had not attended the evening meeting held at 'B' 

High School for prospective pupils and their parents because, he 

said: 

I only go l one pW1..e.ni and /2h.e. wa/2 . . f/wn wa/2 
&.u/2y. 

And he had not had the opportunity to talk about the subject choice 

with his mother: 

/;J.e. hav.e.n' t /1..e.aily cli../2cu,;/2.e.d .it y.e.t, &.ui, wn . . 
got ail th.e. /2tutt at hom.e.. J.u/2t, f/wn ha/2n 1 l 
had much t.im.e.. J.u/2t gotta wa.it - not &..e. .impat.i.e.ni. 



( In..i.eAv--U!.WVZ.: Do you iJu..nk -6he wil.1. :leil 
you what to do, 0/1. will -6he .let you choo/2e?) 

She'll .let me choo/2e, an.d it -6he doe-6n't 
think d' /2 good enough, well, /2he' .U. :leil me. 

Brian did have a copy of the school prospectus but it was 

obvious that he had either not read or not understood much of it, 

possibly because he was a poor reader. He explained: 

Someume-6 I /.ind my /1.eadmg ditµcu1t and I 
go to the /2pecia£ :leach~. 
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Even his own experience was not always helpful. 

thought about science, Brian said: 

When asked what he 

I don't /1.eaily Wf..e that much, tut. . oh, d 
ju-6t depend-6 what the -6uP,_ject i/2, I/. d' /2 1 

-6ay, it it' /2 ,5omei..hmg Li.Jee old peopu and 
that, that I /2 .i...ni.Jvie/2tmg, 

(In~view~: /;/ad a mmu:le, 'o1..d peopfe'? 
AA.e you Uim/ung o/. /2ocia£ /2cience? 

lj e/2. 

It seemed also that he was not ~ware of future educational opport­

unities, having heard of 'university' and 'degrees' but somehow 

mixing them up with the school system: 

I'm gonna go th/1.ough unive//../2dy and .leave 
when I've tini-6hed going th/1.ough univ~/2dy 
and /2U my LL.[. and Schoo£ Cvz.titica:le, and 
when I get th/1.ough high /2choo£ I'll .leave 
and go 1..ook to/I. a jot. 'fi/l.-6t I'll get my 
deg/l.ee/2, 

(In:le/1.view~: And what do you think you might 
do when you .leave high /2choo£?) 

Be an efecuician. 

(Ini..~v--U!.W~: Do you iJu..nk you'll need /2ome 
uaming to/I. that?) 

InU/1.VUlu~: /;Jhat Jund o/. uaming doe/2 d 
need?) 

Um, /2kiil/2 on what ut/2 and piec.e./2 a/1.e. Like 
what a/1.e //..e/2i,5to//..!, u/2ed to/1... Ail ditte/1..eni.. th.i...ng/2. 



( ln.i...V1..v.-uz.wV1..: ~JouL.d you f.ewm on iJuz. jot 
011. wouf.d you have to go to a pf.ace to 
lea.11.n tho/2e thing/2?) 

,4,i_ UfUVVl/2ily. . mighi.. leach you, ii­
i.hey had a cf.a/2/2, 
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Up to the time of his interview with the researcher, Brian had 

discussed his subject choice only with friends. These included boys 

in his class at the intermediate school and other boys already 

attending the high school. The latter had told him about German and 

he had gained the impression that this would be more accessible to 

him than French, if he should want to choose it. 

Oh wef.f., I don't think I' U take 1,unch 
P.,.ecmL/:ie il '/2 ha.11.d to get and a f.ot o/_ 
people go /_011. il. I'd go /_011. it i/_ 

He said: 

i:./uz_,~e ~u/2n 1 t /20 many people going /_011. it. 
I wa/2 thinking a.e.out il ... I mighi.. take 
[ie.11.man 'co/2 il'/2 .. not many people 
don't take il 011. go /_011. il. lhey'.11.e 
u.U a-/.i:,..eA 111.ench. 

Other children had told the researcher of an over-crowded French 

class at the intermediate school and Brian may have assumed that high 

school classes would be the same, though in fact they were not. 

At the time of his research interview Brian appeared to be in 

possession of very little valid information about the high school 

options. In the event, he based his choices of the half-yearly 

options on his experience of woodwork and metalwork at the intermediate 

school. His choice of environmental studies as a full-year option is 

likely to have been based on information from his classmates. 

all three of his choices were popular choices for boys. 

Indeed, 

In contrast to Brian, Margaret (Ax OOlg) came from a family 

comprising mother, father, three older sisters and two older brothers 

in addition to herself. She had discussed her choices with a large 

number of people and was well aware of what to expect of most of the 

subjects offered at the high school. She said, for example: 

~y /2i/2ie.11./2 wen.i... lo ('A') High and they 
ai.way;:i tell me, you know, what they think 
o/_ cV1..tain ✓)u.e.ject/2. 

Unlike many other form two children, Margaret was aware that the 
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practical subjects at high school would contain a certain amount of 

theory. She said of clothing: 

ljou don't d.o much /2e.wing. ljou d.o t~/2 
and Uwt /20/1.t ol- th.mg, and that get/2 a 
ut monotonOU/2, 

She had selected home economics as one of her options and explained: 

Home. economic/2 ha/2 got quite. a fol ol- the.o~y 
acluafiy, tut it'/2 aRout tood/2 a..n.cL what type 
o-/. /.ood./2 you eat, and. what not, you know. 
/,)hat' /2 good. /.o~ you to eat and what' /2 
d)ofutely not good. to~ you to eat, and. 
it'll te. good lo know ... I.Jith cloth.mg, it'/2 
ju/2l t~e/2, and d' /2 jU/2l doth.mg mal.vu..af/) 
and kndtmg malvz.iaf . .') and that /2o~t ot 
th.mg. Home. economic/2 theo~y will R...e a fol 
mo~ mlvz.e/2lmg. 

Margaret did not mention her brothers specifically as providing 

her with information, and of her father, she said: 

/;Jell, he' /2 m:le~/2le.d. He Li.J-uz../2 to know 
what I take, Rut he ut/2 me. choo/2e on my own. 

However, her mother had an important influence: 

She actually put ... home. economic/2 into my 
head ... She wa/2 actually the. one th.al wanted 
me. to do home. economic/2 ... She wanted me. lo 
d.o e~ cloth.mg o~ home. economic/2, and I 
wa/2n 1 l going to lake cloth.mg, /20 I thought 
well, I'll take home. economic/2. I p~oR~y 
wo~'ve anyway, I don't know, Rut I wanted 
lo pua/2e hvi in a way, /20 I look home. 
economic/2. 

Margaret had found out about technical drawing through seeing an 

older girl's folder. 

typing: 

Another friend had some part in her choice of 

I've gol one good 0iend and /2he wa/2 .laking 
typing and. I a/2ked. he~ the. ~ea/2on/2 why /2he 
wa,) taJUJ1.g typing and /2he -:'laid, well, he~ 
mothe.~ wa/2 a /2ec~et~y to~ a /2l~.t, you know, 
and that kmd o/. m/.fuenced he~. And I 
thought typing might te. a good /2uRject lo 
lake, and I thought aRout il, and I thought 
aRoul d, and /20 /2he kind o/. m/.fuenced. me. 
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Thus, Margaret was guided by her mother, but she was able to 

draw on the experiences of others in finalizing her decisions. 

Interestingly, she discussed her choices only with her mother, 

sisters, and female friends, possibly making the assumption that 

their experience was most relevaQt to her needs. Her comment about 

metal and wood technology, tr~ditionally a boys' subject, seemed to 

indicate this: 

I f.ike. that, lul I ke.e.p culling my-6e.f./. and 
I ccuwe. .the. W11.ong :lh.ing-6. I mean, I'm 
ai-6of.ule.fy hope.&-6-6 al ~t, tut I /1.e.affy 
like. .it. But I'm -60 hope.&-6-6 I don't l.Ji.~ 
I'll gel anywhe./1.e. .in il. I mean, what .ui 

my f.i/.e. woufd I do with melafwoM and 
lvoodwo/1.k? 

Margaret, with her wide information network, had tended to 

discuss her choices with girls, while Brian, with much more limited 

access to information, tended to discuss his choices with boys. 

These two interviews showed how children may be influenced by the 

opinions and experiences of peers, and suggest that same-sex peers 

may be most influential. 

differences in choice. 

This could have a bearing on the sex 

In summary, the cases of Brian and Margaret show something of 

the range of access to information experienced by the form two 

children, Brian being disadvantaged by his family situation and by 

the fact that he had no older siblings able to tell him about the 

high school subjects, and Margaret being relatively advantaged. 

6.6.2 Mary and Joan. 

Two girls who were later identified as friends were interviewed 

among the fourth form sample at 'A' High School. Analysis of their 

interview data suggested that although Joan (A4 Ollg) claimed that 

they were doing the same subjects because they had the same interests, 

it was likely that their mutual choice was made to suit Mary (A4 010g), 

the dominant partner in the friendship. 

The su~jects chosen by the two girls for their fifth form year, 

in addition to English, were maths, accounting and typing at School 

Certificate level and social studies as a non-School Certificate 

subject. For both girls, their attitudes to teachers appeared to 
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influence their thinking about the individual subjects, but Mary was 

able to quote the opinions and experiences of members of her family, 

while Joan mentioned only her friend Mary and Mary's brother. 

Of the subjects the girls were going to take in form five, 

English was compulsory. Mary said she quite liked English because 

she liked writing and reading, and Joan said it was 'alright'. 

They both mentioned that they had not done much work that year 

because their teacher was often absent. 

The girls were ambivalent about maths. Mary said: 

S omeLi.me..o I Li.k.e .i.t, .oome.Lun,e..o I don' .t. 
(Ax:4 010g) 

She explained that she liked her teacher and thought that maths might 

help with accounting which she had also chosen, but found that the 

subject was getting harder. 

to take maths in form five. 

She said that her parents wanted her 

Joan also said that she found maths a 

bit hard. She said her parents were not very pleased about her 

marks in a recent test, but she put some of the blame on her teacher 

for not saying that they were going to have a test that day. She 

gave no reason for her choice of maths in the fifth form. 

Both girls had chosen to take accounting in the fifth form, and 

this had apparently stemmed from their choice of economic studies as 

a third form subject. Joan said she found economic studies quite 

interesting and explained why she had made the original choice: 

/Yly trz_.i.e.nd ( f/a/1.y) wa/2 taking il and .oh.e .oa.i.d 
il'.o quile. good. li.eA. £Aoth.e/l. had taken il 
and h.e /:,aid il wa/5 good, .oo I thought I 
m.i.ght a/2 well uy il. (A4 011g) 

Thus it appeared that Joan had chosen to take economic studies 

originally on the recommendation of Mary's brother and because 

Mary herself was taking it. When interviewed, Mary said she felt 

that economic studies was a bit above her head but it had included a 

taste of accounting which she was keen to take in the fifth form. 

She gave her preferred occupation as hairdressing and said she 

thought that accounting would help her if she decided to set up 

a hairdressing business in the future. Her friend Joan had no 



such reason for choosing accounting, presumably, since she had 

nominated primary teaching as a possible future occupation. 

However, Joan said she thought accounting was easier than economic 

studies and it was quite interesting. 

it might help her with her maths. 

She, like Mary, also felt 

Both friends had chosen to take social studies as a non-

examination subject in the fifth form. Mary said it was a subject 

she enjoyed, and since she hoped to get a job at the end of her 

fifth form year she was not concerned that social studies was not 

offered in the sixth form. She said: 

I/.. I don't (gel a joR...) I'll come R...ack and 
/_.j_nd anolmvz. -0uP,_jecf.. I can lake. 
(,44- 010g) 

Joan's choice of social studies was also based on subject liking, 

possibly enhanced by the fact that her friend had chosen it. 

However, if Joan seriously intended to pursue the idea of primary 

teaching, it would seem unwise for her to take only four School 

Certificate subjects. 

Mary and Joan were both taking shorthand and typing in the 

fourth form but had decided to concentrate on typing only in the 

fifth form. Mary thought that doing shorthand resulted in her 

having less time to spend on typing which was 'going down', while 

Joan said she was 'useless' at shorthand. Mary's original choice 

of typing in form three was apparently the suggestion of her father 

who ran his own business, but had no secretary. Thus once again 

the impetus for the friends' mutual choice was provided by Mary 

and her family. (See Figure 23, pl08, for the 3irls' comments 

on their chosen subjects, and Figure 24, pl09 for comments on 

the subjects they rejected.) 

Perhaps the most interesting decision the two girls had in 

common was their decision not to take science. This could 
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possibly have affected Joan's potential as a primary school teacher, 

yet she herself said: 

I don' l :Ui..i.nk il will help me .ui any:Ui.ing 
I want to do. (A4- 011g) 
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MARY -- (A4 01 Og) JOAN -- (A4 011 g) 
•• - ----- -----·--·- -----------

Oh, sometimes I like it, some- That's alright. Some of it's a 
times I don't. Our maths bit hard though. I got 10 out 
teacher, I think he's really of 40 in a maths test yesterday. 

·good and we've got through a lot My parents aren't very pleased. 
of work this year ... I'm find- MATHS He didn't tell us we were going 
ing it a bit hard now ... harder to have a test and most of the 
as I get older. I think it helps stuff I know. He just seemed to 
with accounting ..• Mainly because pick out the wrong things. 
of my parents; they wanted me to. 

- . ------

I quite like English 'cos I like Oh that's alright but our teacher 
writing and reading ... though our isn't hardly ever there and we 
teacher's not often there. She's don't really do much. We usually 
usually on a course or she's sick muck around. We've had relieving_ 
or something. We don't seem to ENGLISH teachers for most of the year but 
have got much work done. (compulsory last year it was pretty good. 

-- .. 

-· .... --
Ee. Studies - My father said Ee. Studies - that was alright 
he wanted me to take (it) ... Our teacher's a bit boring, 
It was a bit above my head but I quite enjoyed that .... 
what we did. I didn't seem - - My friend was taking that and 
to be learning much. The she said it was quite good. 
teacher always seemed to be Her brother had taken it and 
one step ahead of me. he said it was good so I 

----· thought I might as well try it. 
---------.. , ,, 

... •••• ----·--·· -----· ---------··------ -
I think it'll help my future We're doing it now. It's 
and that and I'll ..• not quite good. It's fairly 
have to pay an accountant to easy. It's easier than 
do my accounting if I decide ACC. economics and it's quite 
to start a (hairdressing) interesting too ••• That 
business. might help me a bit with 

my maths. 
····•· -------·--·-

. r----·- ---------

It's interesting and you meet It's a subject I enjoy and so I 
figured it'd help ... I'm going soc people and you hear about their 
to get a job after fifth form, STUD. different problems and their life 
but if I don't, I'll come back styles. 
and I'll find another subject 
I can take. 

--
----

In the third form we did I like it. I think I'll 
typing only and my typing get a pass. I hope I'll 

-, has gone down. I'm TYP. get a pass. I've got more ~ 
getting worse rather than of a chance of passing 
better and I think if I that (without shorthand). 
did typing that'd help. 

-----~- ----· ---------

~- The teacher's always Shl'.T:x'.12• I'm alright at 

saying it's so much faster typing but I'm useless 

and it'll help if you want to at shorthand. It's hard to 

be a secretary, but what I remember 1cos you've got 

want I don't really need it. different strokes for 
different sounds. 

Fig. 23 MARY AND JOAN - FIFTH FORM CHOICES 
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MARY (A4 01 Og) JOAN (A4 011 g) 

I don't like science,,. half of Definitely not, I don't think it doesn't seem to have any it'll help me in anything I • point ... what we're going to be want to do,,, I don't like that 
doing in our futures ... I can't much. Our teacher isn't very 
see mixing chemicals is helping good and I'm just not inter-
in most people's future ... how SCIENCE ested in it ... She can't control 
to mix the chemicals and know the class and she can't teach 
the names and the shortened it ••• She doesn't make it 
terms ... I'm having a bit of interesting or simple and 
a battle with my father. He usually we j~st do untold notes 
thinks it'll help me a bit but all the time.,, lots of writing. 
I don't, 'cos I think what 
I've learnt so far up to the 
fourth form, .. It 111 be 
sufficient. I don't think I 
would pass science 'cos often I 
get good exam results, but 
science last year I got 54, My 
best mark was 84 and (science) 
was my worst. The median was 
55 ... Sort of put me off, but 
I've never liked science -
always hated it. 

I think it'd be alright to take No. I don't like science and 
except I'm not very good at biology's sort of branched off 
that sort of thing. I'm taking BIOLOGY from science, ... things that I'm good at and 
will help me get a job, and I'm 
not very good in the way of 
science. 

I'm not even sure I know what I No, that's sort of science 
that is ... I can't stand HORT. again really, 
gardening, 

, ___ GEOG. No. (Taking social studies) I've decided to take social 
studies. We could take 
geography, but I can only 

_manage five subjects 

No. I'm more interested in the I find history pretty boring. 
future than the past. I tend to HISTORY I'm not really interested in the 
accept things more than get past, I'd rather see into the 
curious about them. future. 

·-·---- -~ 
FRIEND? We talked about it FRIEND? Well, Mary's doing the 
then I talked to my parents and same things as me, so we might 
she talked to her parents., we be able to help each other out. 
sort of ended up doing the .•. We've both got the same 
same things. interests. 

Fig. 24 MARY AND JOAN - SUBJECTS REJECTED 
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Joan said that she was just not interested in science and that her 

fourth form science teacher was not very good. It may be that once 

again she had taken her cue from Mary, who explained: 

I don't Like /2cience ... Hait ot it 
doe/2n't /2eem to have any point ... 
what we'11..e going to £..e doing in OUfl._ 
tu.tu/W/2. . . I think what I've i.e.GAJ1.f.. 

/20 /CiA up to the /ollfl._th /o/1.171, il' il 
£..e ✓',ut/icien.t. ( A4 01 Og) 

According to Mary, she was having 'a bit of a battle' with her father 

who thought that science would help her, but she evidently saw no 

connection between 'mixing chemicals' and her chosen career of 

hairdressing. Interestingly, Mary considered science to be her 

'worst' subject, even though her last school examination mark was 

close to the c1 □ ss median. The fact that she mentioned getting 

84% in her 'best' subject suggested that marks were important to her, 

but she also insisted: 

I've n..e.vvz. liked /2cien.ce - a1way/2 
haled it. (A4 010g) 

Mary and Joan gave almost identical reasons for rejecting history as 

a possible choice: 

I'm mo~e in.LeA.e./2ted 
I am in the pcv.,L 
lhin.g/2. . . mo~e than 
them. (A4 010g) 

and 

in. the /u.tU11..e than. 
I lend to accept 
gel CUfl._iOu/2 aP,..out 

I tind hi/2to~y pll..eity io~in.g. I'm not 
~eaily in.LeA.e./2ted in. the pa/2t. I'd 
'l.athvz. ,:,ee in.to the /u.t1.U1.e. ( A4 011 g) 

It is worth noting here that the possibility of the girls havin3 been 

able to discuss their interview responses is very remote, since 

Joan's interview followed immediately on that of her friend. 

In summary, it appeared that Mary was the dominant partner in 

the friendship. In the matter of subject choice, Mary was able to 

relate her reasons for choice to job potential and to the advice she 

had received from home, as well as to her own subject preference. 

Joan gave fewer reasons for her choices and said that her parents 



did not give her any help and allowed her to take what she wanted. 

Joan mentioned that she was taking the same subjects as her friend 

and claimed that they had the same interests, though they had 
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different aspirations for the future. During the course of her form 

four interview Joan mentioned that she was intending to resign from 

the Air Training Corps, to whi~h she and Mary belonged, because she 

found it boring. This suggested that she had taken up the same 
I. I M b interest as ary ecause they were friends, rather than that they 

were friends because they had the same interests. It is possible 

that this had also happened in the case of their mutual subject 

choice. 

6. 7 Summary and conclusions. 

It was found that insufficient information was made available 

to the form two children and their parents as a result of the form~l 

dissemination of information by the two high schools. However, 'B' 

High School was able to provide more information to intending pupils 

and their parents, than its counterpart, by means of a more elaborate 

prospectus and an evening meeting to which parents and their children 

were invited. School 'A' was criticized by parents for giving only 

a minimum of information to intending pupils, for allowing only a 

short time for the important decisions to be made, and for failing 

to hold its Parent/Teacher Meeting before the children's subject 

choice had to be finalized. 

At the fourth form level, however, school 'A' made a greater 

effort to inform pupils about the fifth form optionR available to 

them, and to assist them by pointing out some of the implications of 

particular choices. At school 'B' individual teachers and subject 

departments provided the information on an informal basis. Both 

schools offered pupils individual assistance through their respective 

Guidance Departments on request. 

It was also found that in addition to their formal access to 

information, most children had developed a wide informal information 

network particularly among family and friends. Mothers were the 

most important source of information for the form two children. 

Peers and older siblings were equally important as sources of 

information for the form four pupils. Case studies suggested that 
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pupils with older brothers or sisters were relatively advantaged in 

their access to information about the o ptional subjects; eldest and 

only children were relatively disadvantaged. Case studies also 

suggested that the views of same-sex peers strongly influenced the 

decisions of some pupils. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

DECISION MAKING 

OVERVIEW: This chapter examines the decision 
making stage. Particular attention is paid 
to pupils' prior knowledge and to the range of 
arguments they use to categorize the different 
subjects. 

In Chapters Five and Six it was shown that two main factors 

determined the subject choices available to pupils. These were 

(a) school constraints imposed by the option structure, and (b) 
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the information that pupils either already possessed or managed to 

gather prior to making their choices. The former imposed constraints 

that pupils could not generally change but had to take into account, 

the latter shaped pupils' attitudes towards and expectations of 

subjects, and ultimately provided the basis for the arguments 

developed and applied for and against choice of parti~ular subjects 

(See Figure 25, pll4.) 

Analysis of the interview transcripts revealed that pupils' 

main sources of information fell into five categories: self, 

parents, siblings, significant others and school. However, pupils 

had differing access to information prior to subject choice, held 

differing expectations and used different kinds of arguments for and 

against the various subjects offered to them. This chapter will 

explore these differences, but also look for common factors that 

appear to influence the decisions of particular groups of children. 

The form two sample will be considered first, then a comparison will 

be made with data obtained from the form four sample. 

will be organized as follows: 

Form two -

The material 

(a) Presentation of case studies (Jillian and John) 

illustrating choices typical of girls and boys, 

respectively, in the form two sample. 

(b) Explanation of the data analysis procedures 

devised to enable the researcher to identify and 

categorize pupils' attitudes to the options as 

revealed by their comments on each subject. 



PRIOR KNOWLEDGE 

SELF 

PUPIL'S ASSESSMENT OF 1 
OWN LIKES/DISLI<ES AND 
APPRAISAL OF OWN 
ABILITIES 

PUPIL'S PREVIOUS 
EXPERIENCE OF SUBJECT 

PARENTS 

PARENTS' VIEWS ABOUT 
THEIR CHILD'S NEEDS 

PARENTS' GENERAL 
EXPECTA TIDNS OF 
EDUCATION 

PARENTS' OWN 
EXPERIENCE 

PARENTS AS ROLE 
MODELS 

DEGREE OF COMPULSION 
EXERCISED BY PARENTS 

SIBLINGS 

INFORMATION PROVIDED 
BY SIBLINGS 

SIBLING'S SCHOOL 
EXPERIENCE 

SIBLINGS AS ROLE 
MODELS 

OTHERS 

INFORMATION PROVIDED 
BY SIGNIFICANT OTHERS 

SIGNIFICANT OTHERS 
AS ROLE MODELS 

SCHOOL 

INFORMATION PROVIDED 
BY SCHOOL 

PERSUASIVE INFLUENCE 
OF SCHOOL TEACHERS 
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OPTION CONSTRAINTS 
EXPECTATIONS 

NUMBER AND RANGE OF 
PUPIL'S EXPECTATIONS OPTIONS OFFERED 
OF FUTURE (JOB/LIFE) 

➔ 
PUPIL ACCEPTANCE OR 7 
NON-ACCEPTANCE BY SCHOOL 

ALTERNATIVES 
AVAILABLE TD PUPIL OPTION STRUCTURE 

fig. 25 INFLUENCES ON PUPILS' SUBJECT CHOICE 



(c) A subject-by-subject analysis of pupils' of 

pupils' arguments for and against choice. 

(d) A summary of the major categories developed by 

the form two sample to differentiate between 

subjects and ultimately to form the basis of 

choice. 

Form four -

(e) ?resentation of two case studies (Wiremu and 

Mark) to illustrate something of the diversity 

of experience affecting subject choice which 

was found in the fourth form sample. 

(f) A summary of the major categories developed by 

the fourth form sample to differentiate between 

subjects, and a review of the major differences 

between the form two and form four samples. 

7.1 Case studies: Jillian and John. 
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Before examining the comments made by the form two children 

about the optional subjects offered to them, the general process of 

decision making will be considered with reference to the experiences 

of two children whose choices were typical of those made by boys and 

girls at 'A' High School. 

Jillian (Ax2 008g) chose economic studies and typing as her 

third form options and these were the two most popular choices made 

by girls at 'A' Iligh School; John (Ax2 006b) chose technical 

drawing and metal and wood technology, the two most popular choices 

among boys at the school. In the brief case studies that follow, 

the decision making of these two children will be examined in terms 

of the influences summarized in Figure 25 above. 

Jillian used three main types of argument in evaluating the 

various subjects offered. These related to how she felt about the 

subject, to her expectations about the possible relevance of the 

subject to her in the future, and to the recommendations of 

significant others. 
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She had not enjoyed her previous experience of metalwork or of 

clothing at intermediate school. She claimed that working with 

metal was 'boring', and although sewing was 'alright', she explained: 

ti/hen. you have lo. . . rrzakt?.. thi...n.g.,1; that lh.e 
1.eache/1_ wanl.,1; you .to, £jj<.e we have al .,;choo.f_ 
. . . I don't /l_eaily Like it much.. . . /2omeLi.JTle/2 
il'.,; a lit Ro/l_in.g. 

Although Jillian explained her non-choice of these subjects in terms 

of her previous unsatisfactory experience, she did not in fact choose 

art, home economics and Maori which were all subjects she said she 

had enjoyed at intermediate school. She gave no reason for not 

choosing Maori, but said that other pupils had not recommended art: 

lvvz.yone /2oP.t ot put.,1; you oft, P....e.cau.,1;e they 
/2ay what the teach.vz.' /2 Lik£ and that .,;od 
of thing. 

( lnte/l_viewvz.: lrJh.en you .,1;ay 'eve.,1..yon.e.' Q//_e 
you meaning people who go to the -1choo£ at 
the r.zoment? ) 

Lfe/2, and /.f?..Om people who kn.ow peopk who have 
Reen i...n. ~1..l c£a-1-1e-1. 

She explained that she had not chosen home economics because, although 

she liked cooking, she had learned from her sister that the subject 

also included theory which she did not think she would enjoy. 

In fact, Jillian chose two subjects that she had not previously 

experienced, and her main arguments in favour of these were 

utilitarian. Of typing, she said: 

I'll p/1.o/laPJ..y P.....e. a /2ec./[€la/l.y OP. .,;omethin.g 
when I g/1.ow up and lypi...n.g /2eem/2 lo /le a 
good .,;u/ljec.t. 

And she chose economic studies on the recommendation of others: 

I look it /lec.au/:,e they /2aid it' /2 a. /1.eal.f_y 
good /:,u/ljec.t. . . It' /2 mo/[€ atout how lo 
han.clie money ~d that /20/1.L of thing. 

( lnie/l_V.li!J.,J€/[.' {,/ho' .,1; 'they'? 

Oh, my ~othe/1., H.e lake.,; il. 
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She mentioned that her brothers and sister had given her information 

about the content of the subjects and had told her something about 

the teachers, and admitted that they had influenced her decision 

making, especially the decision not to take art. She also said 

that she had discussed the subjects with her school friends: 

ije.ah, th.al ge.l/2 d-i./2cU/2/2e.d. [v.e./1.yon..e. a/2/u., 
what they'11..e. going lo le. doing and that 
,::,o;d 0/. thing. Se..e., :lon/2 o/. p.e.opf.e. Wl...e. 

laking .e.cunomic /2tudie/2, and oh, mo/2:l o/_ 
th.e. g.i..11.1./2 a11..e. lalu.ng typing :loo. 

Asked what help her parents had given her, Jillian said: 

7 h.e.y he.1.pe.d me, P.ut they d-i.dn' t /_o/1.ce me :lo 
:lak.e. whicheve./1. on..e./2 they wa.nl.e.d, and they 
ju/2t ,::io/1.t o/_ advi/2.e.d me and th.al /20/1.l o/. 
thing. 

Thus Jillian considered the options on the basis of her own 

prior experience and of information given to her by others, including 

older siblings, as a result of their experiences. Her choice was 

essentially utilitarian and was strongly influenced by the recommend­

ations of siblings and peers. This was not unexpected, given that 

Jillian's subject choice echoed that of the majority of girls in her 

year. Figure 26, pll8, summarizes Jillian's personal constructs 

governing subject choice. 

John also gave utilitarian reasons for his choices, which were 

metal and wood technology and technical drawing. He said of the 

former: 

I'm taking th.al 'co,::, I i!.ik.e. wo/1.k.i.ng Lui.th 
my hand/2. ,4nd th.at'/2 what I'd f.ik.e. lo 
do - a me.la./!_ 0/1. woodhJo/1.k..eA.. 

He felt that technical drawing would be relevant to him for the same 

reason: 

7hat' ._) my n..e.:d one. . . 'co/2 /_o/1. woodwo/1.k 
and tlwt I Luoui.d n..e..e.cL holu to /1..e.ad the pi.an/2 
and clrz.aw chang.e./2 :lo th..e.m - d/1.aw th.ing/2 lo 
wo/1.k out. 

However, John did not refer to enjoyment of his previous experience 
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LIKE DISLIKE 

Art ------------------------------------------------------------------
Home economics 

~aori 

Woodwork 

---------------------------------------------------------------- Clothing 

---------------------------------------------------------------- Metalwork 

USEFUL FOR A JOB NOT USEFUL FOR A JOB 

Typing -------------------------------------------------------------

USEFUL IN LIFE NOT USEFUL IN LIFE 

:canonic studies 

------------------------------------------------------------- French 

------------------------------------------------------------- German 

------------------------------------------------- Technical Drawing 

GOOD AT IT NOT GOOD AT IT 

----------------------------------------------------------- Clothing 

BROTHER RECOMMENDS IT BROTHER DOES NOT RECOMMEND IT 

Economic studies 

Fig. 26 JILLIAN'S PERSONAL CONSTRUCTS GOVERNING 
SUBJECT CHOICE 

of woodwork and metalwork at intermediate school, but mentioned role 

models - his father who was a metalworker and his grandfather who 

was a cabinet maker. 

John said that he had discussed the subjects with his parents 

and they had approved of his choices, but unlike Jillian, he did not 

believe that his friends or his older sister had influenced him. 

He pointed out that most of the others in his class had chosen 

economic studies, which he did not want to take even though his 

parents were keen for him to do so. He said that his sister had 

I 
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told him about the subject and he did not like the sound of it. 

However, whether from home or from school, John had assimilated some 

very strong ideas about the sex appropriateness of some of the 

options, and these appeared to be reinforced in sewing by his lack 

of success. He said of clothing: 

I clid.n' l like it. . . end ur, /2ew.i _ _n_g !JOWi.. 

-/.-mge/1./2 in .d. . . Ju-0l -0eem-0 gMf.j__/211., 

And though he said he liked home economics, John went on to explain: 

It',) nol ,, __ ,wily a -0ufcject I'd 1...u-C£. lo lake 
. . . i:l ,'>eem,-, m0/1.e gMli-0h a/2 well. ljou 
don't /1.eaily get many men who a/1..e. good 
cook,-,, 

And he used the same instrumental argument against typing: 

Nol /1.eaily, 'co,.'.> u/2uaily women w1.e lyr,j__-0L:i, 
0/1. mo/1.e -00 than men. 

Thus John looked at his subject choice from a consistently 

utilitarian point of view and with a strong notion of what would be 

appropriate for a boy. The subjects he rejected were viewed in 

the same way, with the exception of music which he said he disliked 

because of all the practice that was necessary. Figure 27, pl20, 

shows John's personal constructs governing subject choice. 

Jillian and John made subject choices typical of other girls 

and boys enrolled at 'A' High School, and they used arguments for 

and against particular options that were also voiced by many of 

their peers. Nevertheless, it must be remembered that there was a 

wide range of differences between individuals. 

7.2 Data analysis procedures. 

The above cases show something of the kind of interview data 

that was available to the researcher from the 53 pupils in the 

form two sample. Typed transcripts ranged from three to nine pages 

(single spacing) and presented an unweildy mass of data. Data 

reduction began with summaries of comments made by each child being 

drawn up under appropriate headings (see Appendix F). Comments 



LIKE 

Art 

USEFUL FOR A JOB 

Technical Drawing 

Metal and Wood Technology 

USEFUL IN LIFE 

BOYS DO IT 

DISLIKE 

Economic Studies 

Maori 

NOT USEFUL FOR A JOB 

NOT USEFUL IN LIFE 

French 

German 

BOYS DON'T DO IT 

------------------------------------------------------------- Clothing 

------------------------------------------------------- Home Economics 

--------------------------------------------------------------- Typing 

Fig. 27 JOHN'S PERSONAL CONSTRUCTS GOVERNING SUBJECT CHOICE 
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about each of the options were then gathered under subject headings 

and through a process of sorting and re-sorting a four-point 

classification was eventually devised. 

as follows: 

The four categories were 

CATEGORY 1 

CATEGORY 2 

CATEGORY 3 

Statements suggesting a favourable attitude to 

the subject, with a strong likelihood of choice 

of the subject. 

Statements suggesting a generally favourable 

attitude to the subject, but with some 

reservations likely to preclude choice of 

the subject. 

Ambivalent statements apparently equally 

balanced for and against the subject, and also 

neutral statements suggesting that the subject 



12~ 

had not seriously been considered as a possible 

choice. 

CATEGORY 4 Statements suggesting antipathy towards the 

subject and/or indicating a definite decision 

not to choose the subject. 

This four-point categorization reflacted the fact that the 

majority of children found some positive things to say about most of 

the optional subjects. There are, therefore, two positive 

categories (1 and 2) and one negative category (4), ·with category 

3 being neutral. The 25 subject summaries elicited from the data 

are to be found in Appendix D, Volume II, but diagrammatic represent­

ations showing the percentage weightings of comments in each category 

for each subject are shown in figures presented in section 7.3 to 

follow. 

It will be noted that the categorization makes the assumption 

that choice was equated with positive attitudes towards a subject. 

This was true of most pupils. In one or two instances where a 

pupil expressed negative attitudes but stated an intention to choose 

a particular subject in response to parental pressure, the comment 

was coded according to attitude rather than intention to choose. 

7.3 Pupils' attitudes to the options - form two. 

Pupils' responses to the optional subjects will be discussed 

in the following order: 

Languages (French, German, Maori) 

Technical subjects (Technical Drawing, Woodwork, Metalwork) 

Home Economics and Clothing 

Typing 

Art 

Music 

Economic Studies 

Environmental Studies 

History 

Except in the case of the last three subjects which were offered in 
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one school only, the responses will be considered by subject and not 

by school. However, references to differences between the schools 

will be made. It should be noted that although the subject choice 

of the sample groups roughly paralleled that made by the total third 

and fifth forms at 'A' and 'B' High Schools, there were some 

variations. (See Table 2, pl23.) Although this should be 

borne in mind when generalizations are made from the samples, it 

does not negate the fact that children viewed the optional subjects 

in different ways, tended to use different criteria for selection 

and rejection, and tended to use different sets of criteria when 

choosing different options. It is therefore claimed that a subject­

by-subject analysis is both valid and relevant. 

7.3.1 Attitudes to languages. 

Summaries of the form two children's attitudes towards 

languages are presented, along with the other subject summaries, in 

Appendix D (Volume II), ~hile Figure 28, pl24, gives a graphic 

representation of the same data. 

Analysis of the form two transcripts showed that positive 

attitudes to the study of languages and likelihood of choice of 

language options were strongly related to views expressed in the 

home, particularly by the mother. Children who came from homes 

where French or German was spoken or where the mother recommended 

choice of these languages were most likely to consider language a 

choice. Similarly, the children most likely to consider Maori as an 

option were the ones whose parents held positive attitudes towards 

this subject. The fact that other family members could speak the 

language was regarded by the children as an added incentive to study 

because of the help they would perhaps receive at home. Children's 

attitudes to languages closely reflected the Ajzen /Fishbein decision 

making model (see pSO) in that children were strongly influenced by 

the attitudes of significant others, however the model was less 

pertinent to other subject areas. 

Rejection of the language options was most likely to be 

expressed by pupils who saw no relevance in the study of languages to 

their own lives. Generally they did not quote the opinions of 

other family members, but gave their own views. Examples of the 

utilitarian argument against languages included the following: 
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TABLE 2 SUBJECT CHOICES AT 'A' AND I BI HIGH SCHOOLS 

TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL SAl"IPLE SAMPLE SAMPLE 
I A I HIGH SCHOOL BOYS GIRLS PUPILS BOYS GIRLS TOTAL 

FRENCH 7.00% 23.5% 16.00% 14.3% 16. 7% 15.4% 

GERMAN 12.2% 8.8% 10.1 'f, 7.1% 16. 7% 11.5% 

MAORI 6.1 'I, 11.8% 9.21, 7.1 % 16. 71, 11.5% 

ART 20.0% 25.7% 22.3% 28.6% 8.3% 19.2% 

TECHNICAL DRAWING 63.5% 11.0% 35.1 % 71.4% 25!0% 50.0% 

METAL AND WOOD TECH. 66.1% 2.2% 31.5% 35.7'!, 8.3% 23.1% 

ECONOMIC STUDIES 20.0% 30.9% 25.9% 42.9% so .. □% 46.2% 

TYPING 1.7% 54.4% 30.3% 0.0% 41. 71, 19.2% 

HOME ECONOMICS 2.6% 16.2% 10% 0.0% 16.7% 7.7% 

CLOTHING 0.0% 8.1% 4.4% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

MUSIC 4.3% 7.4% 6.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 

TOTAL TOTAL TOTAL SAMPLE SAMPLE SAMPLE 
I 8 I HIGH SCHOOL BOYS GIRLS PUPILS BOYS GIRLS TOTAL 

FRENCH 10.4% 25.2% 17.3% 15.4% 35.7% 25.9% 

GERMAN 7.3% 7.7% 7.5% 7. 7% □.□% 3.7% 

MAORI 11 . □% 16.8% 13. 7% 7.7'!, 21.4% 1Li-8% 

HISTORY 14.7% 27.3% 20.5'!, 7.7% o.o'!, 3.7'!, 

ENVIRONMENTAL STUDIES 52.4% 21 . □% 37.8'!, 53.9% 35.7% 44.lj'f, 

MUSIC 8.3% 2.1 % 8.1 % 7. 7% 7 .1 % 7.4% 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
ART 14.0% 16.8% 15.3% 0.0%' 35.7% ,S.5% 

CLOTHING □.□% 48.3% 22.5% 0.0% 28.6% 14.8% 

HOME ECONOMICS 5.5 23.8 14. □% 0.0% 21 .4% 11 .1 % 

METALWORK 42.7% □ .0% 22.8% 61 .5% o. □% 29.6% 

MUSIC 1.2% 9. 1 % 4.9% □ . □'!, □ . □'!, □ . □ '!, 

TECHNICAL DRAWING 76.8% 19.6% 50.2% 76.9% 35.7% 55.6% 

TYPING 6.1 % 73.4% 37.5'!, 7.7% 78.6% 44.4% 

WOODWORK 56.7% 2.1 % 31.3% 53.8% 0.0% 25.9% 

N.8. Pupils had two choices at 'A' High School and three choices at 181 High School 



I don' t /1..eckon you need .i.:l un.f.e/2/2 you' /1..e 

go.i.ng :lo 1/1..an.ce. (Ax2 005i) 

(I'm) no:l go.i.ng ove/1.. :lo 1/1..ance. I:l'-6 no 
ll/2e m New Zealand, eve/1..yR..ody -6peak/2 lngi..i./2h. 
ll'/2 not /1..eai.i.y a jot un.f.e/2/2 you'/1..e an 
.i.nle/l..p/l..ele/1.., (Ax2 006i) 
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Other reasons for rejection related to perceived levels of 

difficulty of the languages, particularly to problems of pronunciation. 

Generally such opinions were based on limited prior experience. 

However, the overwhelming rejection of French at 'A' High School by 

61.5% of the 'A' sample was apparently due to unsatisfactory 

2 3 4 2 3 4 
I I 7.7% I I 

19.2% 11, 5% 

I 
I 

18.5% 
11 .1 % 

33.3% 37.0% 

61.5% 
FRENCH 'A' FRENCH 'a' 

2 3 4 2 3 4 
I 

I 7. 7% 
19.2% 

30.8% 

3.7% 
11.1% 

33.3% 
42.3% 51. 8% 

GERMAN 'A' GERMAN 'B' 

2 3 a ? /J. 

I 
7.7% 

11 .1 % 
7.4% 

33.3% 29.6% 29.6% 33.3% 

51 .8% 

MAORI 'A' MAORI 'B' 

KEY: CATEGORY 1 - Very positive attitude 

Fig. 28 

2 - Positive with some reservations 
3 - Ambivalent or neutral 
4 - Negative 

ATTITUDES TO LANGUAGES - Categories of comment 
made by form two children destined for 'A' and 'B' 
High Schools. 



experiences of the subject in form one or two. 

example: 

lhe cfa/2/2 had /2omellu..ng f_J_ke /2iY.iy 

Children said, for 

chilwz.en m il. l,Je neveA go:l OlUl. /fook/2 
mwz.A..ed. (A~ 002i) 

l,Je ju/2:l fewz.n:l wo/1.M, 
to ac:luaily /2peak it. 

Ide ~dn ':l fewz.n 
( Ax2 013&-) 

The fact that 11 out of the 17 children in the 'A' sample who 

had prior experience of French chose not to continue the subject at 

high school because of dislike, boredom, difficulty and perceived 

irrelevance may perhaps have been an indictment of the language 

teaching they experienced. It would suggest that if languages are 
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to be taught at all in forms one and two, then serious attention 

should be given to making this a positive and rewarding experience 

for the children, who above all, require feedback on their progress 

and particular emphasis on language as a means of oral communication. 

The summary of the 'A' sample comments given in Figure 29, pl26, 

amply illustrates these points. 

Comments made by the small sample of parents who Here inter­

viewed by the researcher supported the finding that parental 

attitudes were important factors affecting pupils' choice or non-

choice of languages. 

languages: 

Mrs Trent was strongly in favour of 

She'/2 the /,0LU1.th o/, Oll/l. /,olUl. daugh:le/1./2 
. . . They all do Luelf al /2ch.ool and I've 
a6-.ny/2 Keen mo,:d empha:l.i..c tha-: they have 
a .language, and //1.ench i/2 the only one 
they can't pick up fa:le/1. and /20 they have 
aff.. lak.e.n 1 /1.ench. ( fl/1./2 7 /1.ent Bg) 

And even though her other daughters had not continued with their 

language studies, she argued: 

I/_ they don't /2:la/1.t o/-/- w~th a .language 
m the Wi../1.d /_o/1.m i:l doe,') .limi:l :lhei/1. 
cho i..ce fa.teA, doe/2n' t i:l?. . . I /_eef 
anything they fewz.n /20/1.:l o/, ~oaden/2 
:lhei../1. ou:lJ..ook., doe/2n 1 t il? And hefp/2 
them to think. . . Keep/2 you afeAt and 
l!JZ.igh.t, ho pe/_uf.f_y. ( fl/1./2 7 /1.en:l Bg) 

Mrs Green was also in favour of languages althoush her son had not, 



EUROPEAN LANGUAGES 

CHOOSING ~(------:lx..,_ ____ _ 

1 FRENCH ( 

*Mum said people who go 
to French will be good 
workers. My brother 
did that. (Ax2 002b) 

Useful ... not so much 
a main language. 
(Ax2 003g) (R) 

*Mum knows French. She 
can help me.(Ax2 004g) 

> GERf•1AN 

Friends do it ... 
I don't think it's 
as easy as French. 

*A growing language 
. .. family speaks 
it. 

Some people said their *Good to learn. 
French was no help in 
France. (Ax2 012bm) 

Useful. (Ax2 015g) *Mum can speak it 
fluently. 

Enjoy French. Haven't done it. 
( Ay2 001g) (R) 

*Useful. (Ay2 002g) 

Mum said to take a 
language. It's a 
bit boring. 
(Ay2 005b) 

*Languages come in 
handy ... Thought 
I'd keep it going. 
(Ay2 006b) 

N.8. 

Useful. (R) 

*Hardly ever heard 
anything about it 
... thought it'd be 
good to take 

I'd just started 
French. 

All those children who chose French as a 
form three option had previous experience 
of the subject. 

11 out of 17 children who had previously 
studied French decided not to take it at 
high school. 

9 out of 26 children chose a French or 
German option. 

5 of the 9 taking French or German 
mentioned their mother's interest. 

Fig. 29 CHOICE OF FRENCH AND GERMAN 

) rJDT CHOOSING 

.l 
NEITHER 

NOT NECESSARY: 
Ax2 □□Sb (Fr) 
Ax2 006b 
Ax2 D□Bg 

Ax2 014b 
Ax2 017g 

HARD/DIFFICULT: 
Ax2 007g (Fr) 
Ax2 011 b (Fr) 
Ax2 013b (Fr) 
Ax2 019b 
Ay2 003g 

BORING: 
Ax2 009g (Fr) 
Ax2 D1Dbm(Fr) 
Ax2 015b (Fr) 

CAN' T SPEAK IT: 
Ax2 001g (Fr) 
Ax2 01 Bb (Fr) 
Ay2 004b (Fr) 

DON'T KNOW 
Ay2 020gm(Fr) 

KEY: 

* Chose this language 
as a form three 
option. 

(R) Chose this language 
as a reserve option 
in form three. 

(Fr) Has experience of 
French but did not 
choose it as a form 
three option. 

THE 'A' SA~1PLE 
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in fact, chosen to take a language. 

I lhinA po,v,.i...Uy a f..anguage wouf..d h.,e.JJ_p 
al high /2choof.., f,._u;l he cli..dn' l Luce _;_t 
1dten he look _;_t ( al j_nl.e/lJn.ecli..ate) /20 I 
wa./2n' t gomg to pu/2h h-i.m ~o anyth.i.n.g. 

( I nuvz.v.i....ewV1..: 
"hef..p"?) 

6/hat do you m.ean f,._y 

Weil, the ef..de/2t f,._oy took il and h..e 
th.ought il'/2 qu.i...te nj_ce lo have a /2econd 
. • . j_f!.. you' /l..e gomg uaveilmg o.rz. any-
.th.mg Like th.at. (f1.rz./2 (j.rz.een A.e.) 
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Mrs Ingold was surprised, but pleased, that her son had chosen to 

take French. She had not studied a language herself, but her elder 

son had taken German and her daughter had taken French. However, 

other parents took a strictly utilitarian view: 

I /2t.i...f..f.. th.j_nk_ math./2 can af!../.ect you.rz. 
eve,1..yday li/-e af..way/2, a/2 can lngf..j_/2h, 
ldhefl...ea/2 I tluJ,Jc /2om.e o/. .th..e f..anguage/2 
and that have got no P...e.a.rz.mg wh.a.t/2oeve.rz.. 
( f1.rz.✓:, CLi...ve BR..) 

I ne.ve.rz. -6tud.i...e.d a f..anguage and I don't 
,ug.rz.el il. I don't /2.ee th..e/l..e' /2 any 
pa.rz.tj_cuf..a.rz. f..o,:,/2 m my -6ilualion., -60 we 
wouf..dn't have encou.rz.aged il. 
(/1.rz. Keane AP,.) 

Children who held positive attitudes towards the choice of a 

European language at high school were faced with the choice between 

French and German. At both high schools, French proved the most 

popular choice both in the samples and in the total third form groups. 

French was most likely to be chosen if one or more family me~bers 

spoke French and if the child's prior experience had been positive. 

German was most likely to be chosen if it was spoken by family 

members, if experience with French had not been positive or if German 

was seen as a new or different subject that could prove interesting. 

Choice of languages was open to all pupils attending 'A' High 

School, while at 'B' High School only the more able pupils were 

accepted into French and German classes, even though the two-list 

option system was intended to steer all pupils towards a consideration 

of language options. The system did appear to have resulted in a 

greater demand for languages at 'B' High School, but it was noted 



that the fall off rate in subsequent years was much greater at 'B' 

than at 'A' High School. (Third and fifth form language totals 
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can be compared in the figures presented in Chapter Five, p80, 84, 85.) 

The ~iaori language option attracted mainly Maori pupils at 

both high schools. The majority of children in the form two 

samples were non-Maori, and most of these saw the study of Maori 

language and culture as not necessary, not interesting or enjoyable, 

and as being difficult. Those expressing some positive attitudes 

mentioned their previous experience of the subject anu said that 

they had liked some aspects only, that they felt they already knew 

enough, or that they could learn it somewhere else if they really 

wanted to. This aspect of the context of learning was found to be 

an important reason for non-choice of a number of subjects. It 

was particularly used to justify choice of one option rather than 

another and was particularly evident in children's comments about 

music. 

It is possible that children's experience of l'laori language and 

culture in forms one and two was piecemeal and superficial, as was 

suggested by some of their comments. Generally they did not have 

any understanding of Maori as being an important and integral part of 

a bi-cultural society unless they were themselves Maori or part 

Maori. This pointed to the probability that positive attitudes to 

Maori were promoted in the home rather than by primary and inter­

mediate school teachers. Now that the concept of taha Maori 

(a Maori dimension) has been adopted by the New Zealand Department 

of Education it would seem that its successful promotion across the 

curriculum can only be achieved by changing the attitudes of teachers. 

In addition, it is likely that public education programmes will be 

necessary. Comments from parents (discussed in Chapter Eleven) 

suggested that pakeha parents could be antagonistic towards the idea 

of compulsory exposure of their children to Maori at secondary school 

level. 

7.3.2 Attitudes to technical subjects. 

Technical subjects included technical drawing at both high 

schools, woodwork and metalwork offered as separate subjects in the 

list two option at 'B' High School, and the combined subject of 

metal and wood technology at 'A' High School. Figure 30, pl29, 



shows the percentage weightings of children's attitudes to these two 

subjects at the two high schools. 

Technical subjects were chosen predominantly by boys, but 

technical drawing was taken my more girls than either metalwork or 

woodwork. (See Figures 12 and 13, p80. ) Access to information 

about technical drawing was an important aspect of choice as this 

was a subject not previously experienced by children at school. 
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KEY: CATEGORY 1 - Very positive attitude 
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3 - Ambivalent or neutral 
4 - Negative 

ATTITUDES TO TECHI\IICAL SUBJECTS - Categories of 
comment made by form two children destined for 'A' 
and 18 1 High Schools. 
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Fathers, mothers, older siblings, other relatives and friends were all 

mentioned as having supplied information about the subject. In 

addition, some of the 'B' sample mentioned the technical display at 

the school's open evening. 

Children expressing positive attitudes towards technical drawing 

at the initial interviews did so for several reasons. 

claimed to like the activities involved. For example: 

I /1..eal../!.y i.iluz. -1/uz.ich.in..g and I i!..i...k.e u-1.i...n..g 
/1.Ui!..e/1./2 and th.i...n..g,; ./!..i...k.e th.i...,;, uy.i...n..g to 
c!A.m.u th..i...ng,;. ( Bx.2 016R...J 

The majority 

Eleven out of the total of 23 positive comments made by the total 

form two sample specifically mentioned 'liking', and a further two 

comments referred to others liking the subject. One boy said: 

fly coM.i...n.. took il and h.e lik.ed it, and 
th.e g.i.../l.i!. down. th.e /1.0ad took .i...t and ,;h.e 
lik.ed il. ( Bx2 004.B.J 

Six of the most positive comments mentioned technical drawing as 

being a useful subject, and three of these referred to possible 

occupational relevance. Three children thought they would be good 

at the subject and a further two comments related to the challenge of 

the subject and the excitement of learning new skills. 

Technical drawing was rejected for a variety of reasons 

but seven of the eleven negative comments referred to the activity 

of drawing which children said they did not like or considered 

boring. Three children were influenced by brothers or friends who 

did not like the subject, and two said they were not good at 

drawing, although one admitted: 

fly f,_,z.oth.e/1. ,1)aid you don.' l n.e.ed to .B..e 
.1u2.ai!.i!.y. ( Ax2 002.B.J 

Two more thought that the subject would only be useful to them if 

they wanted to become architects. Another said: 

fly dad do.e,; that .. . H.e i.each.e,; m.e that. 
(Ax2 017g) 
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Thus, in general, children's arguments against technical 

drawing were the opposite of arguments used in support of the subject, 

In choosing or not choosing technical drawing the children were most 

influenced by whether they felt they would enjoy or not enjoy the 

activity, by whether they saw the subject as relevant (to other 

subjects, to everyday life, or to a career), and by whether they had 

been influenced by others who had enjoyed or not enjoyed the subject. 

Positive comments about woodwork and metalwork were made 

mainly by boys. Only one girl from the 'B' sample showed an 

interest, but even she seemed to feel that metalwork was a boys' 

subject: 

7ha:t' ,..1 one o/_ :the -t,u..£..jec:t/2 I i,xm.n.a :take, 
lu:t Dad /2ay/2 il'-t, not /1..e.aily u-t,e/_u.1. .i.n 
a way to~ a gvz.i, /20 I dunno ... I 
p~ol~y wil1 take il ... I like woP../<..ing 
w.dh. my hand/2 and I'm a P...il o/_ a :tomf...oy, 
an.cL I like do.mg /J...oy/2' /2:tu/_/_ and. .that. 
( Bx.2 00-;"l,.) 

Eventually, on the insistence of her father, this girl nominated 

typing instead of metalwork. Of the two girls who spoke positively 

of the combined subject at 'A' High School, one had listed it as her 

first reserve and the other chose the subject. The problems she 

encountered as a result of being the only girl in her class are 

related in the case study of Karen, presented in Chapter Nine. 

Most boys who chose woodwork, metalwork or the combined subject 

mentioned their manual training experience, and choice of one or 

other subject was largely related to enjoyment of the activity, for 

example: 

I iil<..e. wo~un.g w.dh. my hand/2, 
(.4x.2 006l) 

I enjoy do.mg LuoocLJ.uo~k 'co/2 .i.:t' ,..1 a io:t 
o/_ /.un c~v.i.ng ... cu:t:t.i.ng down to -t,hape 
... ju/2:t mak.i.ng eue~y:th.i.ng :the way you 
uXJJU?.a. (Bx.2 006i) 

Twenty of the 23 positive comments mentioned liking, enjoyment 

or satisfaction, and choice of one subject rather than the other was 

related to doing well or getting high marks and to the type of 

articles made. A boy who chose woodwork said: 



I th-i.n.k you gel mo~e /2ali/2taclion out ot 
making a wood thing which you can co.lo~ 
and you can vW1.ni/2h, (Bx2 006i) 

The novelty argument used by boys who had not experienced metalwork, 

was used both for and against the subject. One said: 

I've Reen doing luood~o~k al manuai. and 
I'm gonna /2lick with wooc/J,,JOM, 
(Bz2 005f._) 

But another explained: 

I'm laking (melal..wo~k) Recau/2e iue've 
~eady i.eWl.nl luoodwo~k al manuai.. .. 
I wanted lo .le~ a..e..out wooch.uo~k loo, 
tut I've aifl.J?..ady done. that /20 I don't 
,uwily ne.ed lo. ( ( By2 004£.) 

Because most children had previous experience of the workshop 

subjects, they tended not to refer to the experience of older 

siblings. However, one boy mentioned the articles his brother had 

made . Interestingly, only one of the boys who chose a workshop 

subject mentioned occupational relevance. 

Many of the children who rejected one or other subject at 'B' 

High School had taken the Head of Department's advice to pair 

technical drawing with one of the workshop subjects. Because only 
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two choices were allowed from option list two, pupils at this school 

were not able to take all three technical subjects. At 'A' High 

School, however, choice or rejection related to both woodwork and 

metalwork because the subjects were paired. Only two children 

completely rejected the combined subject because they did not like 

or enjoy the activities. Many others expressed liking, but said 

they preferred other subjects or had not been successful in the past. 

One boy rejected the subject for organizational reasons: 

I enjoy that, tut peopi.e loi.d me loo many 
people. W1.e in the ci.a/2/2e/2. I l' /2 ai.way/2 
~ouded and i.ol/2 ot peopi.e' /2 lt.'O~k gel,1 
pinched. (Ax2 018P,.) 

His mother, who was among the parent sample interviewed, elaborated 

on why her son had not chosen metal and wood technology: 



I:l wa/2 po/2/2.i..RJ.y £.e.cau/2e the o:lh.e./1. :lwo 
( hi./2 of.de//. £.iz.othe/1./2). . . IJ.oth had a P..i:l 
o/ IJ.ad i.uck and io/2:l what they'd made .in 
woodwo/1.k - you kJ?.01,,J, :lo /2pend all yea//. 
on woodtuo/1.k and then i.o/2e i:l. 
(/'1/1./2 9/1.een At) 

Four of the girls in the total form two sample mentioned wood-

work or metalwork as being boys' subjects. One of them said: 

f1y IJ./1.othe//. :look me:lai.wo/1.k and he made i.o:l/2 
o/_ .thing/2 - .th.ought it wa/2 /1.eaii.y good -
e~cep:l I don't th.i.n/~ i:l'/2 /o/1. me. It'/2 a 
/20/1.:l o/_ IJ.oy/2 1 /2uJLjec:l and that, eh? 
(Bz.2 004g) 

Two others said they were not good at woodwork: 

I go W/1.0ng eve/1.ywhe//.e and thing/2 Like that. 
(By2 005g) 

I keep cu:lt.i.n.g my/2el/. I ca/1.ve the W/1.0ng 
thmg/2. I'm af../2oi.u:leiy hopei!.eM, at it. 
(.4x2 001 g) 
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And others did not see what use the subject could be to them, or felt 

they already had enough. This latter point was one used in 

connection with the other manual subjects, clothing and cookery. 

In summary, technical subjects were taken mainly by boys, 

although a significant number of girls chose technical drawing. 

Generally, the subjects were chosen for their enjoyable practical 

content which was seen as of value to boys, but less so to girls. 

Most children were able to refer to prior experience of 

woodwork and metalwork when making their choices, but had to refer 

to information from parents, older siblings and friends when 

considering technical drawing. Boys generally reported that 

parents had allowed them to make up their own minds about the 

technical subjects. However, two girls reported strong disapproval 

from their parents about the possibility of their taking workshop 

subjects, while one girl was given strong parental support in her 

atypical choice. Some girls considered the workshop subjects to be 

boys' subjects and one boy was put off metal and wood technology by 

his brothers' negative experiences. 



7.3.3 Attitudes to home economics and clothing. 

These subjects were chosen almost exclusively by girls in the 

sample, and home economics proved the more popular subject; in fact, 

none of the 'A' sample chose to take clothing. Figure 31 below, 

shows the distribution of comments on the 1-4 attitude scale for the 

two subjects. 
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ATTITUDES TO HOME ECONOMICS ANO CLOTHING 
Categories of comment made by form two children 
destined for 'A' and 18 1 High Schools. 

The relative weighting of categories of comment made by 

children in the 'A' sample about home economics roughly paralleled 

the weighting given to the same children's comments about clothing, 

and the same was found for the 'B' sample. However, there were 

differences between the two samples which may perl1aps be attributed 

to previous experience. Comments about the two subjects made by 
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the 'B' sample were generally more positive, with 59.2% in categories 

1 and 2 for home economics and 37.7% in these categories for 

clothing, although indications at the initial interview were that 

only 7.4% of the 'B' sample would, in fact, choose each subject. 



Children in the 'A' sample were in general less approving of both 

subjects, even though 15.4% of them chose home economics. 

Reference to the context of learning was made with respect to 

both clothing and home economics by children who chose not to take 

these subjects in form three. A number said that they could learn 

at home, although night classes and books were also mentioned as 

sources of information about the subjects: 

I th.ink (cooking' /2) mo//...e /.un. to .le.W?..n a.t 
hom.e, and I th.ink you ha//..n thing,':, you 
Luoul.dn' t .leCLfl..n at ,;chooJl.. ( Bz2 00 3 g) 

f1um .-,,aid I coul.cL ha//..n (cooking) at home 
an.cL th.e/1.12.' ,; plenty o/. B..o ok/2 on it. 
(By2 OO3g) 

I/. you want th.at .-,,f,,.iil. . . th.e/1.12.' .-,, un.i:..oi.cL 
/2.ewing ci.a/2/2.e/2 when. you'v.e l.e./.t .-,,chooi. -
nigh:l ci.a.-6/2.e/2 anLL th.ing/2. (B~2 O12g) 

Some felt that they would actually learn better at home: 

fly mum he.1/M m.e a i.ot wh..en w.e mak.e thing.-,, 
( ci.o th.in g) . . . not Li.k.e ( l.ea ch.e/1..) who 
~pi.ain/2 ii:.. and t.ell.-,, you how to do it. .. 
my mum. .-,,how/2 m.e how to do ii:... (Bx2 O13g) 

I i.ik.e to go at my own pace and µgU//...e ii:.. 
oui:.. /.o/1. my.-,,.ei./. //..aili..e/1.. th.an. R...e..i..ng toi.cL, 
and I lik.e. to hav.e /2om.eone (moth.e/1..) to 
/.ail R..ack on i/. I do ii:.. W//..Ong. (Bx2 OO5g) 

Some children said that they already knew enough about the subjects 

for their future needs: 

lr) ith. manual. and th.at. . . I /.ind .that' ,; 
enough... .4.-,, .f..ong a/2 I /<..now hoL,,• .to ,;.ew 
and t/wL . . I'm abight if. I ti.at R..y 
my/2ei./.. (By2 OO2R) 
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Others who chose not to take these subjects said they would not lead 

to a job: 

( Cooking i.-,,) not /1...eaily a thing I can 
/.ollow /.o//.. a Joi. (Ax2 O11R..) 

I didn' t tak.e ii:... . . £...e.cau/2.e i/. you' //...e 

going to ge.t a joP,., I cLoufl..J:.. i/. cooking',; 
going to £...e. ve/1..y popui.a/1.. (Ax2 OO7g) 
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In a way I Li...luz. /:Jewmg ... I wouldn't uluz. 
lo laluz. il a/2 a /Jue..jecl ... Il'/2 not a 
wo~king /Jue..jecl. (Ax2 011R) 

Several children mentioned dissatisfaction with their previous school 

experience, often for organizational reasons such as group size, and 

a number expressed dislike of the subjects or implied that they had 

not been successful in them in the past: 

I don' l f__;__/uz. (cooking) ei..f..h.V!... I 
al..uJay/2 /2eem. lo ma/<2.. a me/2/2 ot _;__t 
any~~y. (Ay2 002g) 

7h_;__/2 yeeui. .. I cli..d.n'l lake /2ewing . .. 
kept on making twrzPJ,.e :Uu..ng/2, 
(Ay2 004-R) 

And there was evidence that some boys felt that these were girls' 

subjects: 

I cli..d.n 'l l..ike. il - end up M .. w..ing yoWI.. 
;Li...nge.,?./2 in il. J_u/2l /2eem/2 gMu/2h. 
(.4x2 006R) 

I' il gel m~ud and I' il gel my wite. 
lo do ail that. ( ,4x2 01 OR) 

In summary, there was a general reluctance among the form two 

children to take home economics and clothing at school. Although 

children showed more interest in home economics, they felt that they 

could learn the skills they needed at home, or that they already had 

sufficient knowledge in these areas. Possibly because only two or 

three choices were available, these subjects were not seriously 

considered by most children. The fact that no boys showed an 

interest in taking either of these subjects at the third form level 

is attributed to the strong pull of technical subjects and a feeling 

that clothing and home economics were not appropriate choices for 

boys. 

7.3.4 Attitudes to typing. 

Typing was chosen exclusively by girls in the form two sample 

and was the major choice of girls at both high schools. At 'A' 

High School 54.4% of all third form girls took the subject while 

at 'B' High School 73.4% of all third form girls took typing. 
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Figures for boys were 1.7% and 6.1% of the total third form at 'A' 

and 'B' High Schools respectively. The higher figures, particularly 

for girls at 'B' High School, are attributed to the two-list option 

structure at this school which required pupils to choose two subjects 

from list two. It has already been noted that many girls were not 

keen to take home economics or clothing as options and that girls 

were not encouraged to take workshop subjects at this school. 

Figure 32 , below, shows the categories of comment with respect to 

typing made by children in the 'A' and 'B' samples. 
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made by form two children destined for 'A' and 'B' 
High Schools. 

The majority of girls in the sample who said they had chosen, 

or were likely to choose typing, saw it as offering a potential job 

skill: 

I enJOY typing an.d I lh.i..n.k it I'm gonna 
R..e a .,;eCAelaAy i.t wou.f..d he..l..p me. a l..ot. 
(Bz2 006g) 

I'd LiJ<-2. lo .B...e a.i..1..e. lo type. 
ea-!,y lo gel a joR,. - ea/2..uvz., 

It'd .B...e 

( Ax:2 001 g) 

Some of them referred to sisters' experience or said that their 

mother had encouraged them in the choice. One girl mentioned 

her sister's expertise as a reason for not choosing typing at 

school: 



Among the boys, some could see value in typing, but not as a 

school subject: 

I f.ike typing. I alway/2 f.iked typing 
/2to/1..i.e,,, and :llung/2 out. ( Ay2 004£.) 

Others felt it was not relevant to them or was a girls' subject: 

I don't :Uunk I need to 
I don't think I'm going 
I don't need to type. 

UWUl. it at all. 
to £.e a ty pi/2L 
(Bx.2 006P..) 

Not /1.eally, 'co-1 u/2ually women a/1.e 

typi/2l✓:, - mo/U!.. -10 th.an men. I don't 
/1.eally Ca/1.e -J,o/1. that -00/1.t o-J, :llung. 
((Ax.2 006£.J 
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Two boys were aware of the possible value of typing skills in comput-

ing, end one was considering the subject. The other said: 

/11.y mum -1aid I wou.1.dn.' t /1.eally need it. 
7he only :llung I cou.1.d u-1e it -J_o/1. i-1 
compule/1.-0, .e.ut I don't th.ink I'll go 
into that. ( By2 004£.) 

Over all, the reasons given by pupils for choice or non-choice 

of typing followed traditional arguments concerning its appropriate­

ness for girls as a potential job skill, but not for boys. There 

was no apparent awareness of the New Zealand Vocational Guidance 

Council's prognostications that jobs for typists, per·se, are 

expected to decline in numbers quite drastically in the forseeable 

future, but that increasing computerization in the work place may 

require both men and women to have basic keyboarding skills. 

7.3.5 Attitudes to art and music. 

Choice of art and music as options was related to pupils' 

interests and abilities. All of the children choosing these 

subjects mentioned personal satisfaction gained through the 

activities of art or music, although those choosing art did not 

always claim to be 'good' at it. 

Music has been chosen as the subject for a special case study 

presented in Chapter Ten, but it is important to mention at this 
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point that the majority of children who expressed an interest in and 

enjoyment of music, did not choose to take it as an optional subject. 

Attitudinal weightings of the sample groups are shown in Figure 33 

below. Music was thus the major subject for which pupils claimed 

school \1as not the :nost appropriate context of learning. Pupils 

cl~imed that music was available to them through private music 

teachers, through itinerant instrumental teachers visiting schools, 

and through choirs, bands and orchestras available to them both in 

the community and in the extra-curricula programmes offered by the 

school. Many therefore preferred to choose optional subjects that 

were not available elsewhere. 
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ATTITUDES TO ART AND MUSIC CrJ.t.egrnies of 
comment made by form two children destined for 
'A' and 1B1 High Schools. 

Form two pupils, particularly in the 'A' sample, also 

expressed positive comments about art, though many of them chose 

not to take it as an option. This was despite the fact that 'A' 
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High School did not offer a core art programme such as the one 

offered at 'B' High School. While claiming to enjoy art activities 

which were regarded as a change from usual classroom work, many of 

the 'A' sample felt they were 'not very good'. One said: 

I uk.e W1.i. .. I'm not vV1.y good at il 
. . . th.at' /2 pl'loP,_aP,_1.y the. ma-in /1£a/2on why 
I clidn'l ch.oo/2e. il. (Ax2 020gm) 

Although another felt that: 

It you'l'le. /le.ally a Migh:l pV1./20n you can 
e.a/2ily go mlo th.al it you've. got a 
,'i~d hand. . . il' /2 //.e.1.a:c-i.ng. . . you don' l 
have. to i.Junk ... It'/2 not /2uch. a hW1.d 
/2uP,..je.ct. ( Ax.2 016 g) 

Overwhelmingly the 'A' sample claimed to enjoy art, but the criterion 

used by those who chose the subject was that they were 'good at it'. 

Only one boy used an instrumental argument against art. He said: 

It won't ge.i me. anywh.v1.e.. I'm gonna P,_e, 
a tal'lme.//.. (Ax2 015P,_) 

Most of the children in the 'B' sample also professed to enjoy 

art, and again the difference between those who chose the subject 

and those who did not was perceived ability in art. In this 

sample, however, two children said they did not need to choose art 

as they already had art in the core, three said they preferred other 

subjects, and several suggested that their attitudes to art would 

vary according to what they were asked to do. One said: 

De.pe.nd/2 what it .i/2. I don't fj_j<...e. al'lt 
th.at much unie./2/2 we. 1 //.e. domg Ca//.LOOn/2 
o//. makmg up yoU//. own dl'lawmg/2 m/2te.ad 
ot doing what :lhe.y /2ay. ( Bx.2 011 P,_m) 

In summary, most pupils who expressed an interest in music did 

not choose to take it as a school option mainly because they felt 

they had other means of access to music. Thus arguments using the 

criterion of context of learning were important in this subject area. 

Only a small minority of children expressed negative attitudes 

towards art, but the distinguishing factor between those choosing 



and not choosing the subject was perceived ability. 

Neither music nor art was perceived by any of the children as 

being relevant to a future occupation or as offering skills that 

would be useful in everyday life. 

7.3.6 Attitudes to economic studies. 

This subject was offered as an option only at 'A' High School 

because at 'B' High School it had been established as part of the 

fourth for~ core. 

Pupils in the 'A' sample were very positive about economic 

studies when interviewed in form two. Most of those whose 

comments were classified in category two had chosen the subject as 

their first reserve and none of these expressed doubts as to the 

value of the subject even though they had chosen two others ahead 

of it. Figure 34 below, shows the percentage weightings in each 

category of comment made by the 'A' sample. 

I 
11.5% 11.5% 

38.5% 38.5% 

KEY: CATEGORY 1 - Very positive attitude 

Fig. 34 

2 - Positive attitude (but not choosing) 
3 - Ambivalent or neutral 
4 - Negative 

ATTITUDES TO ECONOMIC STUDIES - Categories of 
comment made by children destined for 'A' 
High School. 

It was clear that parents and older siblings were important 

sources of information about economic studies because these sources 

were specifically ~entioned by 42.2% of the sample. Three of the 
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26 children showed by their comments (made after they had formalized 

their choices) that they knew little, if anything, about the subject: 

I cho.,;,e that /!.o/L my thi/Ld ( /Le/2e/Lve). 
I don't lvww much aRout il. fY/um lofd 
me to take il. (,4_,c2 019fl.) 

I like economic .,;,tudi..e.,;,. I like fea/Lni..ng 
th.mg.,;, like th.at. . . like iempe/LatU/Le/2 and 
.,;,tu/!./!. . .. weai.he/L, It wa/2 .;_n OU/L 
P/L0/2pectu/2 O/L /2ometh.mg ... I've /!.o/Lgoilen 
what it i...,;,, tut I'm taking il a/2 my thi/Ld 
choice. (.4y2 003g) 

{,lhcd ' ✓'> eccnor.zic .,;,tudi..£'_/2? ( Ax:2 01 0/Lm) 

The children's reasons for choosing economic studies were 

almost wholly utilitarian. The subject was seen as providing 

useful skills for everyday living, for example: 

It'/2 a good one 'co/2 you need il today. 
{,}hen you get a home you' il have to deaf 
wi..i},_ money. (Ax:2 012£.m) 

And some felt it would be useful to them in a future occupation: 

I look that. . . il' /2 /!.o/L my jofl.. I 1vant 
lo /!.....e. a manage/L o/!. .,;,ome kind o-/!. -/!.i../Lm. 
(Ax:2 016g) 

It is possible that the parents' strong opinions about the 

utilitarian value of economic studies influenced children towards 

considering this subject rather than others, despite the fact that 

unlike such subjects as languages and technical drawing which build 

on previous years' work, economic studies (or senior economics) can 

be picked up at any level. 

In summary, it was found that children were persuaded to take 

economic studies generally as a result of favourable comments 

expressed by parents and older siblings. 

were strongly utilitarian. 

Reasons for their choice 

7.3.7 Attitudes to environmental studies. 

This subject was offered only at 'B' High School in the first 

option list along with languages, music and history. Reference has 
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already been made to this subject in Chapter Five, which dealt with 

the constraints of the option system. It was noted there that a 

significant demand for environmental studies, particularly among boys, 

appeared to have been partly due to the fact that it was offered as 

an alternative to languages, as well as to the fact that it was 

actively promoted by the Head of Department. It can be seen from 

Figure 35 below, that 66.6% of the 'B' sample spoke positively about 

environmental studies, and that 40.7% indicated their intention to 

take it in form three. 

I I 

I 7.4% 

25.9% 25.9% 

40.7% 

ENV STUDIES 'B' 

KEY: CATEGORY 1 - Very positive attitude 

Fig. 35 

2 - Positive with some reservations 
3 - Ambivalent or neutral 
4 - Negative 

ATTITUDES TD ENVIRONMENTAL STUnIFS - Categories of 
comment made by children destined for 'B' High 
School. 

Most of those who said they were taking environmental studies 

said that it had been recommended to them by parents or older siblings 

and/or the subject sounded interesting. One boy said, for example: 

1 'ue tak.e.n :Uwt P..ecuu/2.e. my ,,;i.,,;l.e./1. /2ai.d d 
1,x1 !> a good /2LLIJ..j.e.ct. She' 1 taken i.t, /20 
I've d.e.ci.d..e.d to. (Bz2 001t) 

Only one child verbalized the fact that he was taking the subject 

because it was the best available in list one: 

7 hi.-, i.,,; th.e. on.e. I th.ought o/- taking, mainly 
e...ecau,,;e I don't want to lak.e. :lh.e oth.e./1./2, 
(Bx.2 016&-J 



There was a good deal of variation between the stated expect­

ations of the children as far as the content of environmental 

studies was concerned: 

I think I' il f.ik.12. it. . . I f.ike. ue.v,, 
m/2e.ct/2 and /2tutt f..i.J<.12. that. (By2 005g) 

flum' /2 lof.d me. it' /2 on pe.opf.e. and the./1.e. '/2 
e.x.pe./1...i..me.nl/2 tlvz.ough it ... and I f...i..ke. 
tl1at. (Bz2 003g) 

I thmk qu.i..te. a f.ot aR..out pof.f.ui.ion and 
lha i. , , /2 0 I thmk I 1 _f__f_ tal<.12. that. 
(Bx.2 007R,.) 

7 hat' /2 one. ot the. .lh.ing/2 I want lo lake 
ne.x.i yea/I., 'co/2 ii 1 /2 f..il<.12. /2c.umce. and 
that, and I want to do /2c.ie.nce. /2od ot 
/2.lutt. ( Bx.2 008g) 

Sxpectations that the subject would be about trees, insects and 

people did not seem justified in the light of information given in 

t~e school prospectus which explained that the subject covered ''the 

processes and character of the environment'' and included such 

topics as topographical maps, climatology, the water cycle and the 

oceans. 

It is worth noting that environmental studies, despite its 

popularity, was in no case claimed to be a useful subject. Thus, 

when the choice of environmental studies at school 'B' is compared 

to the choice of economic studies at school 'A', for example, it is 

quite clear that pupils used different criteria to choose the 

different subjects. 

Only two of the 27 children in the 'B' sample rejected 

environmental studies, both for reasons of content. Thus in 

this subject pupils were choosing or not choosing on the basis of 

what they perceived the subject content to be. 

7.3.8 Attitudes to history. 

This was another of the options offered only at 'B' High 

School in option list one in competition with languages, music 

and environmental studies. Figure 36, pl45, shows the category 

weightings of the 'B' sample when interviewed about history. 

However, although three pupils indicated when interviewed that 
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they were going to choose history, in the event only one did so. 

She claimed: 

ft '/2 /1.ea.Lf.y .i..nl.e/l.e/2:l.i .. ng. . . I th.ink .i..t 
hefp-1 people i.o unde/l.-1i.and how we a/le· 
today and 1,.,/wt lwppened £..e/o/1.eh..and. 
(Bx2 012g} 

For others, history was second to environmental studies if they 

wished to avoid taking a lanBuage and if they had no musical 

background. 

2 3 4 

I 
11 • 1 % I 

22.2% 

33.3% 33.3% 

HISTORY 'B' 

KEY: CATEGORY 1 - Very positive attitude 
2 - Positive with some reservations 
3 - Ambivalent or neutral 
4 - Negative 

Fig. 36 ATTITUDES TO HISTORY - Categories of comment made 
by children destined for 18 1 High School. 

There were two major objections to history, each mentioned by 

severaJ chU clt-e11. 011e re.lated lo the problem of having lo remember 

things, especial.Ly dates: 

I'm hopele-1-1 al ill 
/l.enzemf...e/1. anything. 

I can ha/1.cU.y 
(Bx2 006"'-J 

flum Ml i.d one o/. tlie d.i.Aadvantage/2 1&/2 

you go:Ua /1.ememP,.e/l. afl the daie-1. 
(By2 003g) 

The other reflected the children's feeling that history was about 

the past and therefore no longer relevant: 
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I'm nol /UZ.aily .i.nf...eA..e./2led loo much .in 
hi/2lo~y R,..e.cau/2e il'/2 ail /2o~l ot gone, 
and il 1 /2 nol going lo k loo much u/2e 
fate~. (By2 004i) 
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Apart from these considerations, Major reasons for positive or 

negative attitudes to history appeared to be the children's perceived 

liklihood of enjoying or not enjoying the subject. One girl based 

her negative comments on previous experience. She said: 

!,le /20/1 .. .f.. o/. cud the hi/2lo~y ot 
It /2e.emed quite io~.i.ng. 

enjoy il al ail. (Bz2 006g) 

( OU~ Cl/1.ea) 

I cli..cl.n.. ' l 

And none of the children mentioned that history was a subject that 

could be picked up at higher levels in the school without previous 

experience. 

It should perhaps be noted here that an appreciation of history 

is dependent on a pupil's level of cognitive development as it 

requires an inderstanding of the concept of passage of time. The 

fact that not all form two and three children had fully developed 

this concept was one of the reasons given for the introduction of 

social studies in New Zealand to replace history and geography in the 

junior forms. No attempt was made by the present researcher to gauge 

the level of intellectual functioning of the children in the study, 

but it must be recognised that this could have some bearing on their 

attitudes to a subject such as history 

7.3.9 Summary and conclusions. 

For subjects offered at both '.-\' and 'B' '.Iigh Schools there was 

generally close agreement in the relative weightings of categories of 

comment made by the two sample groups. Exceptions seemed to be 

attributable to the children's form one or two experience of a subject. 

For example, the negative attitudes towards French among the 'A' sample 

stemmed largely from negative experiences of the subject at inter­

mediate school. 

There were definite sex differences in subject choice which 

seemed to be due to the children's own ideas on each subject's 

relevance to the sexes, reinforced in some cases by parents' views. 
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Generally, the choices made by boys at this level were more narrowly 

defined as appropriate for their sex than were the choices made by 

girls. 

Some subjects proved much more popular than others, but children 

did not use consistent criteria when making their choices. For 

example, economic studies was chosen by a large number of the 'A' 
sample children for its practical value in everyday life and 

possible job potential; technical drawing was chosen largely because 

its content was perceived as enjoyable. Thus children used different 

criteria in evaluating the different subjects offereu to them as 

options. 

7.4 Criteria used in choosing subjects - form two. 

Although, as it has just been noted, children used different 

criteria when evaluating different subjects, it was felt that an 

analysis of the criteria used across all subjects could prove useful 

in shedding further light on the process of decision making. The 

Iijethod of analysis and the findings will be presented in the following 

sections. 

7.4.1 Data analysis. 

The first stage of the categorization entailed putting the 

comments under three broad headings: positive, neutral and negative. 

Thi.s was done from the original transcripts rather than from the 

summar.ies of comments under subject headings. In the second stage 

comments were sorted into sub-categories under the positive and 

negative headings. It was found (as already indicated in the 

subject analyses) that there were some differences in the categories 

of comment under the posive and negative headings, showing that in 

some instances children were using different types of argument for 

choosing and for not choosing subjects. 

from the data was as follows: 

The classification elicited 

POSITIVE: How I feel about the subject 

Subject utility 

Others' views 

Special factors 



NEUTRAL 

NEGATIVE: How I feel about the subject 

Subject utility 

Others' views 

Context of learning 

School variables 

It will be seen that the first two categories under both 

positive and negative headings broadly relate to the two main 

criteria identified by Woods (1979), namely, affective and 

utilitarian. The third category, others' views, lends support to 

tl1e Ajzen /Fishbein (1969) decision-making model which stresses th~ 

importance of the views of significant others in influencing an 

individual's decision to behave in a particular way. The fourth 

category of positive comment was concerned with special factors th&t 

pupils saw in a positive light, such as having a typewriter at ho~e 

to practise on, or having an older brother or sister who would be 

able to give assistance at home. 
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Neutral comments included all those that suggested pupils 

neither liked nor disliked the subject and did not consider taking it 

as an option. 

Among the negative comments was a category that did not appear 

as an argument in favour of any subject. This was the context of 

learning. This criterion, hinted at in the pilot study for the 

present research but not encountered by the researcher in previous 

studies, was most evident in children's discussions of home economics, 

clothing and music, which were all subjects that some children felt 

they could learn elsewhere. The final category of negative comment, 

school variables, showed that pupils quoted the comments of older 

friends or siblings, for example, about the teachers, as reasons for 

not taking a subject. Since no school variables category appeared 

among the positive comments, it is hypothesised that children 

internalized positive comments made by their friends and made comments 

such as 'that's a good subject' instead of quoting their sources. 

Figure 37, pl49, lists the major categories outlined above, 

tooether with the 56 sub-categories used by children in the form two 
0 

samples to differentiate between the subjects offered to them. 



POSITIVE COMMENTS: 

HOW I FEEL ABOUT THE SUBJECT -

I like/enjoy it, am interested, have fun 
I find it challenging. 
. I do well at it 
I do well at it 
I can learn new skills 
I'll have scope for individuality/ 

own choice 
The subjet has variety 
It makes a change from other subjects 
My previous experience was good 

SUBJECT UTILITY -

It has special relevance to me 
It's useful in everyday life 
It's useful in a job 
It's useful in my chosen job 
You make useful things 
Everyone should do it 
All girls need it 

~--------------------------------------------
OTHERS' VIEWS -

Mother has done it 
Mother recommends it 
Father has done it 
Father recommends it 
Brother/sister recommends it 
Others recommend it 
Parents think I'm good at it 

--------------------------------------------
SPECIAL FACTORS -

I can practise at home 
Someone at home can help me 

--------------------------------------------
NEUTRAL COMMENTS: 

I already know enough 
I didn't consider it 
I've never experienced it 
I don't know much/anything about it 
I prefer something else 
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NEGATIVE COMMENTS: 

HOW I FEEL ABOUT THE SUBJECT -

I don't like it, find it uninteresting/ 
boring . 

It's hard/difficult 
It's too easy 
I'm not good at it, can't do it 
I get impatient/frustrated with it 
You don't do what I'd expect in it 
You have to do what the teacher decides 
It takes too long to finish things 
There's too much work/homework 
My previous experience was not good 

SUBJECT UTILITY -

It's not relevant to me/ not necessary 
You don't make useful things 
It's not useful in a job 
It's not useful in my chosen job 
Boys/girls don't do it 

OTHERS' VIEWS -
Mother and/or Father doesn't recommend 
Mother and/or father doesn't recommend 
Brother/sister doesn't recommend 
Others don't recommend it 
Family/friends haven't found it useful 

CONTEXT OF LEARNING -

It's already in the core 
Mother/father can teach me 
I can learn somewhere else 
I can teach myself 

SCHOOL VARIABLES -

Classes are too big 
Work gets taken 
I wouldn't get in the class 

Fig. 37 CRITERIA USED BY FORM TWO CHILDREN TO DIFFERENTIATE 
BETWEENTHE OPTIONAL SUBJECTS OFFERED TO THEM 



7.5 Case studies: Wiremu and Mark. 

The case studies of Wiremu and Mark presented in this section 

are included, not because they illustrate typical fourth formers' 

choices, but because these interviews showed something of the range 

of needs and expectations encountered among fourth formers. 

Wiremu (B4 005bm) and Mark (B4 004b) both attended 'B' High 

School. Wiremu's comments have been included to show that even 
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though fourth formers in general knew a good deal about the options 

oftered to them and were able to make reasoned choices, there were 

still some pupils who were uninformed and even a little confused. 

Mark's comments have been included to show how a pupil with stron3 

ideas about what he wants out of schooling has been influenced by the 

expectations of teachers and peers. 

Wiremu had been placed in one of the 'B' High School fourth 

form classes described as 'lower average' by teachers. He said that 

English was 'easy' and that maths was 'O.K.' but he did not like it 

very much. In science, he seemed a little confused: 

S ciR..nce. .i../2 O. /{. (ie.t /2 a li.t P..011_i.ng. !Je. 
do all v..e. /2 e. e.x.pe_11_irrz£nl;, CLJ?.d :then a?le_11_ a 
whi.u you to11_ge.t :that e.x.pe_11_.urumi, you know. 
ljou ju;,t get £o/2i. ljou :th--i.Jik you've. done 
il P,..e/_o/Z.e R.ut, you know, you' 11_e. not qui.le 
/2UA.e., 

As Wiremu was a Maori pupil, it could perhaps be expected that he 

would be particularly positive about his Maori studies. 

he said: 

I don't Li..ke. i.t. I' ve. 1.e.G./IJ?.i no:thi.ng all 
thi./2 ye.WI. .. , ljou know, il'/2 hWl.d lo undvi­
/2iand. 

However, 

His problems may well have stemmed from the absence of a sound back­

ground in the subject because he mentioned having previously attended 

two other secondary schools before coming to 'B' High School. 

Wiremu said that he was going to take cooking in form five, 

but was confused by the similarity of names between home economics 

and economic studies. He said: 



7h.ai.' /2 cooki..ng, eh?. . . ljeah, th.at' -1 l.Jte,,z.e 
I wa-1 gel:Luig con/!.u-1ed. . . ljeah, I'm cook. 

(Inlvl.v.i.ewe~: You'~ goi..ng to do cooking? 
tdhy?) 

'Co-1 I'm h.opi..ng to go to univ~-1-i..ty - oh, 
7ech., yea/1 - a-1 a, app~enlice, and um, 
gel a /.1.ai., /.1.at w.i.ih. -1omeone, and th.at 
cot.dcL come in. 

He said he knew about history and had not chosen it, but he did not 

consider geography. He said: 

I clicLn.' t ~ai! .. _f_y know ( whai. it lua/2 ) . I /2n 't 
th.at - got to do with g~aph/2 and ail th.at? 

151 

Wiremu said he had received no help from his parents in making 

his fifth form subject choice, and only one teacher spoke to him 

about Maori studies which he did not want to take again. However, 

he had talked to an older brother: 

Ile a-1ked m.e., he -1aid "b)hai. ~e you goi..ng 
to take?" and, you know, I to.ld him I wa/2 
gonna do com.me.~ciaf. ~li-1t, and he -1aid, 
"Oh, main one i.o ~t. Ju-1t take ~,,. 

It seemed very likely that Wiremu's choice of commercial art as 

a career was influenced by the fact that his older brother had taken 

a commercial art course at the technical college. 

had little information about other subject areas. 

However, Wiremu 

The subjects 

that he nominated were all subjects that needed no pre-requisites, 

but even so he had problems. When interviewed the following year 

about accounting, which had been one of his choices, he said: 

I c!Aopped .i.L .. I didn't 1.ike it .... the 
wo,lk lua/2 too h~d, I -1uppo-1e. 

Pressed further, he explained: 

I took accou.n1..i..ng, 'co-1 1 e~, I dunno, ~ao~i 
wa/2 e..o~ing o~ /2ome.lh.i..ng. I don't know 
why I Mopped it. And then, ju.ot dn..opped 
accoun.ling 'co.o it tua.o gelling h.~d, and 
/2l~aight e..ack to ~ao~i. 

Wiremu's interviews suggested that even though he had spent 



two years in the secondary school system, he had little information 

about the various subjects offered as options in form five and had 

received little help in making his choices. He was further 
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disadvantaged by difficulties with sone of his school work, possibly 

due, in part, to his interrupted schooling. 

Mark, on the other hand, was in a top stream class, had no 

serious problems with school work, and was able to give consider­

ation to all the subjects he might possibly choose, although he had 

some rtifficulties in weighing up the pros and cons. For exclmple, 

faced with dro~ping one of his options when entering t~e fourth form, 

he decided to drop technical drawing in favour of French, even though 

he had an ambition to become an engineer. He said: 

It ltXL/2 

do ... 
hoLtJ to 
on the 

the CUZ.w,J.mg -0id.e I cot.ddn' t 11..eaily 
I coui!.d Wlc!..vz.-0:land all the to/1.lllui!.a 
cuz.w0 th.em, P...u.i.. il ju-0:l cudn' t com.e. 
papeA.. 

( InlVW-l.12.1,,J.eA.' ljou cUc!.n 't /e.ef il would P...e. 
u-0.e.tui!. it you wan:l.e.d to !Le. an engin.e..e./1.?) 

lje.ah., lu.i.. I would hav.e. had to cuz.op '111..ench. 
I got :lop mCMk in '111..ench. 

and 
ou.i.. 

Even so, I-lark did not continue French into his fifth form year, 

explaining that he did not have the commitment to continue. His 

comments about two other subjects suggested that Mark was faced with 

a dichotomy between what he would like to do and the expectations 

placed on him by staff and other pupils. When asked about English, 

Mark admitted to a desire to continue writing when he left school 

as this was something he enjoyed. He said: 

I ,-1..caff.y do f__iJ02. hw:!.OlUI. and -0:lo/1.i.e.-0 t/-wt 
/1..e.uof.v.e. a/1.0LJJ1.d humoU/1., and thi-0 leach.e./1. tha:l 
I have., I c~on' l think ,::,h.e, app/1.eciai.e.-0 my -0.e.n-0.e. 
ot humoU/1. 1-ik.e. fa-0t y.e.a/1., .. I t.md it 
0u-0i.Aating ... I-/. I wanna ge.t a good ma/1.k, 
I can do il. I can do it e.a-0y. It'-0 mo/1..e. 
ol. a chaff.e.na.e. to m.e. to do humoU/1.. She. ju-0t 
~-/.u/:,.e./2 lo m~k th..e. hlllilOLUI. /:du!-/!- that I do. 

Then, when asked if he had ever been tempted to take typing, since 

he himself suggested that it would be useful for typing out his 

stories, he ad~itted: 



/2o~t o/, P,.u.;l I'd gel qu...i:le a &.;__lo/ flak 
/rcom :lfuz. ot..heA kid,'), McauM. gMl/2 did il. 

[]ark had no older siblings and in common with many of the 

younger boys, claimed not to have accepted advice from his parents. 

He said: 

I made. up my m.ind, /1..eally, /J,.Q,/o/7..e. I a/21-c.e.d 
and they made. me. con./2..i..de./7.. ot..heA on.e./2, tut 
I wan.n.a /2lick with iJuz./2e., . . I th.ink r1um 
wa/2 p/7..e.lly /,:e..e.n. on. me. do.ing ge.og/7..aphy ... 
I th.ink /2he. did tue.ll al il .in /2choo1. She. 
tuan.le.d me. to do we.lL I /2aid :lfuz_,')e. a/7..e. 
the. on.e.,') I wan.led. 

Wiremu and Mark were just two of the 37 pupils in the initial 

fourth form sample who were faced with decisions about their 

fifth form subjects. Even though these pupils were expected to be 
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better able to make informed decisions, Wiremu's experience suggests 

that this was by no means possible for everyone and Mark's comments 

suggest that there were a number of hidden factors influencing 

pupils' decisions. 

7.6 Criteria used in choosing subjects - form four. 

It was not possible to analyse the form four data by subject 

because the greater range of subjects available to fourth formers and 

the smaller sample meant that any given subject was chosen by few, if 

any, pupils. However, it was possible to analyse pupils' comments 

over all and to compare the criteria used by fourth formers with 

those used by the form two children choosing subjects. 

Analysis of the fourth form transcripts was done in the manner 

described in the previous section with respect to the form two 

transcripts. Again, a method of trial and error was used to 

identify the salient groupings of criteria used. The differences 

noted were attributed to the form four pupils' ability to refer more 

frequently to previous experience of the subjects offered, and to 

their knowledge of the teachers likely to be taking the subjects. 

Accordingly, this time the major criteria used in differentiating 

between subjects were identified as subject variables and teacher 

variables. 

as follows: 

The major variables identified under each heading were 



SUBJECT VA1IADLES (Positive and negative): 

Affective 

Utilitarian 

Content 

Level of difficulty 

TEACHER VARIABLES (Positive and negative) 

OTHER VARIABLES (Positive and negative) 

It can be seen from this list that the form four pupils ~ere 
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essentially subject-centred. This meant that they thought in terms 

of the demands and attributes of the.different subjects, rather than 

in terms of their own needs and abilities. Teacher variables, 

though important, constituted a much smaller category. Very few 

other variables were mentioned. Subject variables and teacher 

variables are shown in Figures 38, below, and 39, plSS. 

SUBJECT VARIA3LES 

POSITIVE NEGATIVE 

,0.ffective: Affective: 

It's good*, challenging, exciting, It's boring*, not interesting*, 
cool, fun, neat, creative, a laugh, I don't enjoy it, it's terrible, 
a real dag. revolting, frustrating, not much fun, 

a waste of time, an 'off' period, 
simple, basic. 

Utilitarian: Utilitarian: 

It's necessary, I m~ed it, it helps me, It's not necessary, wouldn't help, no 
It increases your skills, saves buying, help when I leave school, not for a job, 
It's useful (in life), relevant, won't come into my career, I don't need 
useful for a job. to know, I don't need it. 

Content: Content: 

It has variety, different things, I didn't learn much, learnt nothing, 
new stuff, you find out about ... , never did anything, so much to learn, 
You learn more, learn a lot, it's too much theory, don't do what I like. 

practical, you do good things, we study 
what we want, It goes with ... 

Level of difficultl: Level of difficultl: 

It's easy*, easier, makes me use my It's hard*, difficult, above my head. 

brain, * Denotes most popular descriptors. 

Fig. 38 SUBJECT VARIABLES - Fourth form data. 
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TEACHER VARIABLES 

POSITIVE NEGATIVE 

Teacher's nice, I like teacher, I don't like teacher, teacher's 
s/he has a joke, compliments us, confused, does her scone, teacher raves 
she teaches you a lot, she's good on, she goes mad at me, teacher's not 
with us, good at explaining, helps, very good, can't control us, teacher's 
makes it interesting. boring, drags topics out, teacher is a 

problem, I hated it when teacher 
stopped the whole class. 

Fig. 39 TEACHER VARIABLES - Fourth form data. 

Attitudes to the teacher were found to have an important effect 

on pupils' attitudes to their school subjects. In only one or two 

instances did pupils mer,tion that they liked the subject but not the 

teacher, and vice versa. The data suggested that pupils saw good 

teachers as having a sense of humour, being supportive, and able to 

put the subject across well. However, more comments were made about 

unsatisfactory teachers who could not control the class and were not 

able to put their subject across in an interesting way. While it 

important to note that the comments listed under teacher variables 

were repeated by a number of the fourth form pupils, it should also be 

mentioned that some individual pupils were more likely than others to 

mention teacher variables with respect to several of the offered 

options. 

Although a category of other variables has been listed on the 

preceding page, no list of these variables was drawn up. The 'other' 

category consisted mainly of advice and information from others, 

particularly parents. However, unlike the younger sample, the 

fourth formers acknowledged the information and/or advice they 

received but, in general, insisted that they had not been influenced 

by it. In the main, the role of parents seems to have been one of 

helping pupils to sort out their ideas. One girl said: 

I ju/2t /2011.t o/. took the /2he..et hom.e and /2aid 
I'm taking /2uch and /2Uch and /2uch and /2uch, 
and r1um and Dad ju/2t /2aid "td.eil, do you know 
idi.y you' 11..e taking it?" and they w.e11.e /Metty 
good and they didn't /2011.t o/. p11.e/2/2U11.e me into 



anyth..in.g. 7he.y ;,aid "It that';, trYlai you 
want, that' /2 yoLU1.. de.ci;,ion". 7h.e.y ;,aid a/2 
long a/2 I'm ke.ep..in.g my option;, open. 
(A4 007g) 

Another girl made a point that a number of the form two pupils, 

particularly the boys, had put forward: 

7h.e.y did ( di,'>cu,'J/2 it) a f!,_il, tut I kn.ew what 
I wanie.d. Wuz.., it they made. me. pick ;,ome.­
thing I didn't want lo taluz.. then I wou£dn't 
conc.e..nvwi.e. I'd ju;,t /UZ.R._.el. (44 011g) 

Some fourth formers felt it would be a waste to drop a subject they 

had been taking for two years. One was advised by her mother: 

I taVuz..d to ~um lrYl..eiheA I ;,hou£d tal-c.e. f!,_iofogy 
and hi;,t0/1.y and ail ot that, and I didn't 
know whe.iheA I wa/2 gonna take typ..in.g, !!,_ui ;,he. 
-!>aid ;,..in.c.e I'd done. il thi-6 long I -!>hould 
luz...e..p il go.mg it I -!>till liluz.. il. (B4 008g) 
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But it was apparent that not all parents were well informed about the 

consequences of certain decisions. A girl explained: 

~y moiheA /UZ.ckon.e..d I ;,houM have. dAoppe.d the. 
typ..in.g and taken .economic;,, f!,_ui I didn't want 
to. I wanie.d to do the. typ..in.g and f.eav.e the. 
.economic;,, 'co/2 you can pick il up .in. the. 
,1:,Ldh to/UTZ. ( B4 007 g) 

Although many of the younger pupils were wary of admitting 

that they might have been influenced by classmates' decisions, a 

number of the fourth formers described how they had planned their 

courses with their friends. A boy explained: 

/;Je. wvz.e. giv.e..n the. ;,he.et at ;,choof and 1,;.e ali!. 
cle.cid.ed what /:,uf!,_j.e..ct;, to taluz.., mo/UZ. OI?_ u/2/2 
to .end up .in. the. ;,ame. cfa/2/2 toge.the.//_, 
( B4 012!!,_) 

And a girl said: 

I tafluz..d to my &..e;,t µi.e..nd. . . She. 0aid that 
home. economic;, and cloth.mg wa-6 good, and 
-6.e...e..ing we. did hi;,to//_y .in. the. th,l.//_d to/UTZ, 
-!>he.' d take. il with me.. ( B4 01 0g) 
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In summary, fourth formers' comments about the optional subjects 

differed significantly from the comments made by the younger pupils 

about their third form options. Whereas the form two children relied 

heavily on infornation from parents and older siblings about subjects 

which they themselves had not experienced, fourth formers were able to 

draw on their own experiences of many of the subjects. They referred 

to personal, subject and teacher variables in categorizing the options. 

Parents of fourth formers had reportedly helped them by 

suggesting ways in which they should weigh up their choices, rather 

than by telling them what they should choose. Many pupils chose their 

subjects after consultation with peers, but there was little evidence 

in the data of strong feelings about sex appropriateness among the 

fourth formers. It must be remembered, however, that at this level 

girls could no longer consider workshop subjects or boys typing, 

because these subjects required pre-requisite study in forms three and 

four. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

RATIONALIZATION 

OVERVIEW: This chapter examines pupils' 
final decisions and analyses their comments 
after experience of the optional subjects. 
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It was not until the form two and form four pupils were 

re-interviewed at the beginning of their third and fifth form years 

respectively, that the researcher became aware of the tentative 

nature of many of their earlier decisions. Many of the children 

from the 'B' sample, in particular, had made changes from the subjects 

they had nominated at the research interview, even though this was 

held within days of their choices being recorded by the school. 

In this chapter it is proposed first to consider the changes 

made by pupils in the sample groups and the reasons given for those 

changes, then to discuss pupils' attitudes to the options after 

experience, as evidenced by the re-interview data. These aspects 

of subject choice will be considered first for the third formers and 

then for the smaller fifth form sample. 

8.1 Qption changes at 'A' High School - form three. 

It will be recalled that children enrolled at I A' High School 

were required to make their third form subject choice at the time of 

enrolment. Even though all the children had enrolled at the high 

school when first interviewed by the researcher, three of the 'A' 

sample subsequently changed one or more of their options. (See 

Table 3, pl59.) 

At the initial research interview, one of the boys who had not 

chosen Maori said: 

f1y ,').i._,'JieA. lake,-!) f1ao,1L I th-ink d' /) /Mei.ty 
ha~d /20 I'm not tak-ing d. (Ax2 012/d.m) 

But the following year the school option list showed that he was 

taking Maori instead of economic studies. 

about he explained: 

When asked how this came 



TABLE 3 

Ax2 001g 

Ax2 002b 

Ax2 003g 

Ax2 004g 

Ax2 005b 

Ax2 006b 

Ax2 007g 

Ax2 OOBg 

Ax2 009g 

Ax2 010bm 

Ax2 011b 

Ax2 012bm 

Ax2 013b 

Ax2 014b 

Ax2 015b 

Ax2 016g 

Ax2 017g 

Ax2 01 Bb 

Ax2 019b 

Ax2 020gm 

Ay2 001g 

Ay2 002g 

Ay2 003g 

Ay2 004b 

Ay2 005b 

Ay2 006b 
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THIRD FORM SUBJECT CHOICE - 'A' HIGH SCHOOL SAMPLE 

Home economics 

Economic studies 

Art 

French 

Art 

Metal/wood 

Art* 
(Economic studies) 

Economic studies 

Technical drawing 

Metal/wood* 
(Economic studies) 

Art 

Metal/wood 

Metal/wood 

Economic studies 

Metal/wood 

German 

Maori 

Art 

Metal/wood 

Maori 

Economic studies 

Economic studies 

Technical drawing 

Economic studies 

German 

Technical drawing 

(* Changed after enrolment) 

Typing 

French 

German 

Home economics 

Technical drawing 

Technical dre.wing 

Music* 
(Technical drawing) 

Typing 

Typing 

Technical drawing 

Technical drawing 

Economic studies* 
(Maori) 

Technical drawing 

Technical drawing 

Economic studies 

Economic studies 

Metal/wood 

Technical drawing 

Technical drawing 

Economic studies 

Typing 

French 

Typing 

Art 

Technical drawing 

French 



Um, I didn't k.now what economic -0lucli_e.-0 wa/2 
w:l e.veAyone. look il, /20 I look il. But 
ni-0/2 ... (the nao~i le.ac.h..vi) lofd U/2 what we. 
d.i..d in nao~i and that, -00 me. and -0ome. otheA-0 
de.c.i..de.d lo change. ... Ono~ o~iR..nlalion day 
-0he. call_e.d U/2 up when e.ve.~yone. fe./;l - me. and 
anolhe.~ Roy. She. ju-0l a-0ke.d u/2 whet.he.~ 
we.' d WU?. lo lalU?. il. A.nd th.en we. gave. o~ 
name.-0 lo ( the de.an) and he. -0od.e.d .e.veAything 
oul. (Ax.3 012Rm) 

According to the boy, the teacher had singled him out because: 

(She.) look my -0i-0le.~ and -0he. ju-0l wanted lo 
la!U?. m.e.. (Ax3 012RJ!l) 
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Even after this intervention by the Maori teacher, the total 

number of children taking the subject at the school in form three was 

only 23, and 16 of these were girls. This may suggest a reluctance 

on the part of boys towards taking a language, or it may be to some 

extent due to the pull of technical subjects which were very 

popular with boys. The majority of children in the Maori class were 

themselves Maori, but the total percentage of Maori children in the 

school was small. Therefore in order to keep the subject alive it 

appeared that a little canvassing was necessary. One of the problems 

may have been that the form two children had little idea of what was 

involved in the 'A' High School Maori studies course. Certainly, 

children's accounts of their high school experience bore little 

relation to their experiences of Maori at primary and intermediate 

school. When asked how he felt about Maori, the boy who had made the 

change said: 

Um, il' /2 f....e.il.eA ( than .economic -0ludiR..-0). 
ijou f..e.~ mo,u thing-0 1 and I .ti./U?. il. 
( Ax:3 012RJTZ) 

Another of the boys (Ax3 OlObm) made a change from metal and 

wood technology to economic studies. 

explained: 

At his re-interview he 

I changed .d Re.cau/2.e. I thought Uwl 
.economic -0lud.i...e.-0 would Re Re.il.eA. . . a/;leA 
o~iR..nlalion day ... ny -0i-0ieA had Reen 
doing il and -0h.e. thought il wa/2 R.e.tle.~, and 
I didn't ~.ea.Uy like me.lafwo~k a/2 much a/2 I 
thought I did. (Ax:3 010Rm) 
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This boy was also quite satisfied with his change. 

of economic studies he said: 

After experience 

Ii' '> a foi R,..eilRA. ( Ax 3 01 OP,.m) 

In the third instance, a girl (Ax3 007g) was found to have 

changed both of the options she had said her parents advised her to 

select. She was now taking economic studies and technical drawing 

instead of art and music. At the initial interview with this girl 

some inconsistancies of argument were noted, and these are summarized 

in Figure 40 below, which shows the six personal constructs identified 

by the girl during the course of the interview. 

REASONS FOR CHOOSING: REASONS FOR NOT CHOOSING: 

FOR JOB 

USEFUL 
IN LIFE 

Wood FOR JOB 

NO USE 
IN LIFE 

SUGGESTED Art Music Ee Studies OTHERS 
SAY NO BY PARENTS 

EASY 

A NEW 
SUBJECT 

Fig. 40 

German 

1 
French HARD 

------ ------------------------------------------
DONE 

BEFORE 

(No comment: Maori, Tech. drawing) 

CATEGORIZING OPTIONAL SUBJECTS - subjects chosen 
and not chosen by pupil Ax2 007g at initial 
interview. 

Three suojects (metal and wood technology, home economics and 

clothing) were rejected by the girl and her parents because these 

were seen to have no value in a future job, yet neither of the 

subjects chosen (art and music) was seen as useful for a job. The 



girl's explanations were as follows: 

And 

I Like doing wz.t. r1UJ72 and Dad :Ui..i...nk I'm 
quile good at it and I've ta/{£11 that a/2 one 
o/'. my /2uJJ,.ject/2. I enjoy doing it a f.ot. 
r1um /2ay/2 thv1_e wz.e wo f.ot/2 o/_ wz.t you can 
do - h.i.../2lo/l..y o/'. wz.:l and malf..ing o/'. wz.:l. I 
Like /'..i...nd.i...ng ou:l who' /2 done i..h.ing/2. 

I Wf..e doing mu/2ic. I Ua/1..n the piano. 
r1um and ... Dad and I decided th.at I'd :lake 
mu/2ic P...ecau/2e I f.iJf..ed doing il, except /-o/1.. 
:Ui.e :Ui.eo/1..y paJz.:l ... Rut I /1..eally enjoy mu/2.i...c 
(rix2 OO7g) 

The major criteria used as the basis of choice were thus subject 
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liking and ability. Job potential was not mentioned in connection 

with the chosen subjects. 

This girl appeared to be much more strongly influenced than 

others were by the suggestions made by parents. She said: 

lhey ioi.d me the mo/2l they coui.d aRou:l ev0ty 
/2uJJ,.jeci, and then we /2a:l down and dec.ided 
which one/2 I wouf.d mo/2l enjoy, P...ecau/2e :Ui.V?..e 
wouf.dn't P...e much po.i...n:l in me laking a /2ufl,_jecl 
i-f!. I d.i...dn' t Like. il, and we iaf.ked aRou:l the 
joR/2 i..h.ai wouf.d P...e ma.i...nf.y £.i...ke.f.y . .. -/!.M my 
gene/1..alion, and i..h.a:l wa/2 mo/1..e compuLvz.-type 
:Ui..i...n g /2 . 

( In:le/1..v.i...ewvi: LJell, the /2uJJ,.jecl/2 you've 
actually picked a/1..e wz.:l and mu/2.ic. Doe/2n 1 l 
qu.i...te. -f!..i...:l in w.ii..h. what you've /2a.i...d :Ui.vie. ) 

No, I know ... b}ell, we dec.ided ma.i...nf.y which 
one/2 I wa/2 good al and wh.ich one/2 I woui.d 
mo/2t enjoy, and :Ui.o/2e we./1..e the wo. 
(Ax2 OO7g) 

Over the Christmas break, however, the girl and her parents continued 

to think about her subject choice: 

LJe wen:l on hol.i...day and we taflf..ed lo my aunty. 
She' /2 got fuo chif.d._;1.en a:l high /2chooi., and 
r1um and Dad /20/1..l o-f!. talked lo hvi and changed 
theM !TUn.d./2,,, I didn't /1..eally know what lo 
lake /20 I d.i...dn' t m.i...nd. ( A.x3 007 g-) 



Asked why she had dropped music, the girl said: 

Becau/2e I'm alA..eady 1.ewm.in.g ... I alA..eady 
have p/1..i.va:le i.e/2/2on/2, and we dec.i.ded i.Jw:l 
I wouJ!.d p/1.olaily alA..eady ca/1./1.y on w.i.:lh th.at 
/20 I woui.dn' t /1.eally need :lo do mU/2.i.c. 
( A:d 009g) 

This argument was similar to that used by many other children who 

expressed an interest in music but did not choose to take it as an 

option. 

said: 

In explaining the change to technical drawing the girl 

Well, my dad'/2 a dAaugh:l/2man. Oh, he'/2 no:l 
/1.eally that. He doe/2n' :l do that any mo/1.e, 
he' /2 /20/1.:l o/_ the £.o/2/2, He u/2ed to do that. 

(In:le//.v.i.ewe/1.: 
clout il?) 

So wa/2 he a.e.1.e to tell you 

ljeah, and I 1-i .. ked the /2ou.nd o/_ il, and I 1..i.ke 
il now. I:l' /2 ,,z.eaily good. (.4x3 009g) 
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Thus, in revising their original choice of subjects this girl and her 

parents had moved towards the popular job-utility criterion. The 

choice of technical drawing, instead of art, and economic studies, 

which had initially been selected as a reserve subject, allowed 

them to remove the dissonance previously apparent between the criteria 

used for choice and the criteria used for rejection. 

8.2 Option changes at 'B' High School - form three. 

When initially interviewed the form two children in the 'B' 

sample had enrolled at 'B' High School but had not been required to 

state their optional subjects at enrolment. Many of the children 

were still undecided when interviewed by the researcher, even though 

their final choices had to be made within a few days. Only 10 of 

the 26 children (38.5%) actually took the three options they nomin­

ated at their research interview. A further ten were undecided 

about one or more of their options when interviewed by the researcher. 

Table 4, p164, lists the subjects favoured, and the eventual 

choices made by the 'B' sample. 

When the 'B' High School option lists were examined at the 

beginning of the following year, it was found that five of the sample 
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TABLE 4 THIRD FORM SUBJECT CHOICE - 'B' HIGH SCHOOL SAMPLE 

Bx2 001b Music Woodwork Tech. drawing 
Bx2 002g ? Art* Typing 

(Music) (Tech. drawing) 

Bx2 003g French T.D? Home ec? Typing 
(Tech. drawing) 

Bx2 004b Env. studies Metalwork Tech. drawing 

Bx2 005g French? Music? Tech. drawing Typing 
(French) 

Bx2 006b Env. studies Woodwork Tech. drawing 

Bx2 007b Env. st? German? Metalwork Woodwork 
(Env. studies) 

Bx2 008g Env. studies Metalwork* Tech. drawing 
(~) 

Bx2 009g Env. studies Art Clothing* 
(~) 

Bx2 010b History Woodwork Tech. drawing 

Bx2 011bm ? ? ? 
(Maori) (Metalwork) (Woodwork) 

Bx2 012g History* Typing Art* 
(French) (Clothing) 

Bx2 013g ? ? Typing* 
(French) (Clothing) (Art) 

Bx2 014b French Tech. drawing Woodwork 

8x2 015gm Maori Art* ? 
(Home ec.) (Clothing) 

Bx2 016b ? Tech. drawing Metalwork 
(Env. studies) 

8y2 001gm Maori ? ? 
(~) (Home ec.) 

By2 002b German Tech. drawing Typing 

By2 003g Env. studies Tech. drawing Art 

By2 004b French Metalwork Tech. drawing 

By2 005g Env. studies* Home ec. Typing 
(French) 

Bz2 001b Env. studies Woodwork Tech. drawing 

Bz2 002b Env. studies ? ? 
(Metalwork) (Tech. drawing) 

Bz2 003g Env. studies* Typing Clothing* 
(Maori) (Art) 

Bz2 004g French Art Typing 

Bz2 005b Env. studies Woodwork* Tech. drawing 
(Metalwork) 

Bz2 006g Env. studies Typing Home ec. 
(Clothing) 

* Denotes subject change - final choice in brackets 
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children (19.2%) had changed their minds about one (and in one case, 

two) of the options to which they had appeared committed at the 

research interview, and a further four (15.4%) had been re-directed 

by the school. When they were re-interviewed by the researcher 

these nine children were asked to explain their subject changes. As 

was explained in Chapter Three, the 'B' sample did not experience 

their second half-yearly option until after the mid-year break. 

Comments about subjects in this option were therefore written, rather 

than spoken. 

Perhaps the most interesting case involving subject change at 

'B' High School related to a girl who at the original interview 

showed herself to be strongly in favour of metalwork. She said that 

her father did not think it a useful subject for a girl and thought 

she ought to take typing, but she explained: 

I don't :lh,,i_n_k I wcmn.a tak12. (typing), 
!Lecau/212. my /2i/2:le.A/2 tal<:.R.. it ... Dad wani/2 my 
/2.i/2:le.A/2 to f..12. a /212.u1..e.tW1.y, R...u.l I don' t wanna 
!Le a /2e. c/1../2.tCl/1.y, I wanna !Le a i:Auckie.. 
( Bx2 008g) 

The girl's father seemed to be strongly of the opinion that typing 

was for girls who could become secretaries, and that metalwork was 

for boys. For him, the interest and aptitude of his daughter were 

apparently not important considerations in relation to these subjects. 

The girl explained: 

Dad, in a way I doe./2n I t 1uani m.e. doing m.e.tawo/1..k 
and woodwo/1..k 'co/2 h.e.'d /1..a:l:Juvr.. m.e. doing mo/1..R.. 0/1.. 
U/2/2 o/. a g.uii.' /2 thing, and I wanna do m.e.tal.­
wo/1.k and woodwo/1..k, /20 I' U have to wail until 
the mU/1..Vi.e.w. (Bx2 008g) 

The interview she spoke of was the formal interview with a staff 

representative from 'B' High School, which she was to attend with 

one of ~er parents. Although unable to be present on this occasion 

the researcher was aware that the Head of the Technical Department 

at the school discouraged girls from taking workshop subjects. In 

a lengthy discussion about technical subjects with the researcher 

he had said: 

I advi,:,e. gi/1..1./2 not to tal<:.R.. m.e..lal.wo/1..k 0/1.. wood­
wo/1..k &..e.cau/2.e. /2l/l../2.ngth i/2 .impodani .in th.e. u/2.e. 



o-/. iooi/2. 7he.y can do the. wo//..k, R,_uJ.. 
I /ind the.y have to go a1 a much /2lowVI.. 
//..ale than the. ioy/2 and il' /2 /_./1..u,<,t//..ai.i.n.g 
-/.o//.. the.m. I/. we had completely mechanized 
WO//..k<lhop/2 the.n the g.uz.l/2 would not R,_e al a 
cli../2advantage. (7e.chrucal, Bm) 

It is therefore unlikely that the girl would have received any 

encouragement to take metalwork. 
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By the time she was re-interviewed by the researcher this girl 

had obviously reconciled herself to her father's wishes. She made 

no mention of ever having wanted to take metalwork, but was not 

happy with her typing option. Asked why she had chosen it, she said: 

I cL.unno. I ju/2t picked il. I thought il 
would R,_e inie/1.eAiing, f,_uJ.. I hate il . .. 
Bo//..ing! 

Unlike Karen (Ax2 O17g) at 'A' High School, whose case is discussed 

in Chapter Nine, this girl had no support either from home or from 

school in making an atypical subject choice. However, it was noted 

that although compelled to take a subject she did not want to take, 

the girl did not blame her father, when having experienced the subject 

she found her reluctance justified. Instead of blaming her father 

she directed her dissatisfaction towards the subject itself. The 

same process was noted in the case of Mary (A4 O1Og - see p1O7.) 

whose father had also insisted that she take typing. It was surmised 

by the researcher that this displacement enabled the girls to express 

dissatisfaction without affecting the father-daughter relationship. 

Four of the 'B' High School sample were re-directed by the 

school into options they had not chosen. It was presumed that this 

was for reasons of convenience relating to class numbers and staffing 

but this could not be checked as the school did not give any 

explanations. One girl (Bx3 O13g) was able to change back to her 

original choice at the mid-year option change, but the others did 

not questions the fact that the school had excluded them from the 

subjects they had hoped to take. One girl said: 

I got clothing R,_ecau/2e too many people mu/2t 
have wanted a/1..L . . I don't //..eaily mind 
R,_ecau/2e I like clothing a/2 lveil. ( Bx.3 012g) 

Three of the children in the 'B' sample were found to have 
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changed an option nominated at the research interview for a language. 

Two of the children were taking French and the third was taking 

Maori. In view of the school's stated policy, it seems likely that 

the children were influenced by comments made at their personal 

interview with a staff member, however, none of them specifically 

mentioned this. 

Whereas none of the 'A' sample had been re-directed by their 

school to third form options they had not selected, there seemed to 

be a strong school influence on the 'B' sample. The restrictions 

of the two-list option system meant that not all children could be 

accommodated in their chosen subjects, the school encouragement of 

languages possibly accounted for some changes, and in addition, two 

children who were placed in a bottom-stream class had their subjects 

chosen for them. These last two children (Bx3 Ollbm and Bx2 OlSgm) 

are the subjects of case studies presented in Chapter Nine. 

8.3 Rationalization after choice - form three. 

Rationalization was found to be the major process by which 

pupils accommodated their subject choices or the choices made on their 

behalf by parents of teachers. They did not blame themselves or 

others who had advised them when subjects fell short of their expect­

ations, but instead focused their criticism on subject specific 

factors. 

Children's categorizations of the optional subjects during the 

decision making period were sorted into four groups as explained in 

Chapter Seven. After experience, however, their comments became 

polarized and fell more readily into three categories: those that 

were essentially positive about the subject; those that mentioned 

both positive and negative aspects and were regarded as ambivalent; 

and those that were essentially negative. Summaries of the comments 

made by form three pupils at both high schools are presented under 

this classification in Appendix E (Volume II). Comments for the two 

schools have been combined, except in the case of technical drawing . 

which was the most popular subject, and in the cases of those 

subjects offered at only one of the schools. Schools can be 

identified through the pupils' reference numbers. 

Although the range of comments made by pupils about each subject 
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is likely to be indicative of the range of attitudes to the options 

to be expected from pupils at the schools, it is not claimed that 

weighting is proportionately representative of the attitudes ao all 

third formers. 

After experience of the optional subjects very few of the 

sample third formers regretted their choice and most pupils were very 

positive about their subjects. However, there were differences in 

the kinds of comments made about the different subjects. Since 

these comments can serve to validate pupils' stated reasons for choice 

and since they will undoubtedly form the basis of any future choice 

they will be analysed subject-by-subject in the sections to follow. 

8.3.1 Attitudes to languages. 

It will be recalled that many of the children who considered 

languages as an option did not enjoy their form one and two experience, 

particularly of French and to a lesser extent Maori, and those who 

eventually chose a language tended to do so as a result of encourage­

ment from home~ 

Seven of the ten children who took French spoke very positively 

about French at secondary school. They found it enjoyable and more 

fun than previously and felt that being able to say something in the 

language was rewarding. They were also impressed that teachers had 

travelled overseas. However, problems were already beginning to 

appear. Those who had difficulties mentioned the problems of 

pronunciation and the fact that words sounded different from the way 

they were written. The work load was also a problem because of the 

constant need to learn vocabulary. This meant regular homework and 

daily tests, putting pressure on those who did not find such learning 

easy. 

There were few comments about German since only three pupils 

chose this subject, but all were positive. They mentioned receiving 

high marks, learning more than expected and having a good teacher. 

Even thouah homework was mentioned none of the children said it was a 
~ 

burden. Unfortunately the samples were too small to indicate 

whether there were any major differences between French and German 

as subjects or whether the differences were merely in the children 

taking the languages. 
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Five of the seven taking Maori were Maori children and most 

spoke positively about the subject. The response was particularly 

enthusiastic from 'A' High School as the children had just been on 

a trip to the East Coast which they had enjoyed very much. Again 

the positive comments related to actually using the language and 

the fact that the teacher was widely travelled. Pupils also 

enjoyed learning about the cultural background of the subject -

a factor that had been mentioned in connection with French. Again, 

as indicated in the initial interviews, difficulties related to 

punctuation. However, a girl who said she did not like the subject 

and a boy who was non-committal were later identified as having 

problems generally at school and their comments were felt likely to 

have been coloured by their over-all experience. The cases of these 

two pupils (Ax3 015gm and Ax3 Ollbm) are discussed in Chapter Nine. 

Children's attitudes to languages as evidenced by their comments 

after experience upheld the researcher's finding from the initial 

interview data that positive attitudes were related to a belief in 

the value of learning a language and a willingness to cope with a 

heavy work load. Children's enjoyment of secondary school language 

learning was found to be enhanced by extra-curricula activities and 

by the contributions of well-travelled teachers. Some difficulties 

were experienced with both oral and written work. Children's further 

comments showed that they tended to measure their success by the 

grades they received and by their ability to communicate orally, those 

with relatives who spoke the language being keen to try out what they 

had learnt. 

8.3.2 Attitudes to technical subjects. 

Technical drawing was the most popular subject among third 

formers in the sample and among the total third form intake of the 

two high schools. It was chosen by 45% of the third form sample and 

of these, 78% made very positive comments. As at the initial 

interviews, technical drawing was again claimed to be potentially 

useful. It was approved of because it taught new skills, emphasised 

learning by doing and did not involve the writing which children 

found they had to do in other subjects including the so-called 

practical ones. 

Children perceived that success in technical drawing depended 
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on accuracy, competence with the drawing instruments and an ability 

to understand what was required. A teacher who helped was 

appreciated, but dislike of the teacher did not necessarily preclude 

liking the subject. The biggest problem that emerged was due to 

the range of competence shown by class members. Whereas some 

children felt they went at a good pace, some felt there was never 

enough time to complete the drawings and others said they were bored 

by waiting for the slow people to catch up. There was also a 

suggestion that boys resented the fact that girls might slow the class 

down, and that girls felt uneasy about being in a minority. Children 

measured their success by the grades they received and some were 

disappointed. The fact that a girl who worked slowly and needed 

help from the teacher received high grades was resented by a boy who 

said he worked quickly and without assistance but got lower grades 

than the girl. 

There was little difference between the kinds of comments made 

about technical drawing at the two schools, and unfortunately the 

sample was not large enough to give any indication of possible 

differences due to the fact that one school was streamed and the 

other unstreamed. It is possible that an unstreamed school might 

have a wider ability range in one class: however, this could be 

countered by more positive self concepts of pupils and more under­

standing shown by teachers used to dealing with mixed ability classes. 

On the other hand, since technical drawing skills are more spatial 

than numerical and verbal, it is possible that even a ~roup of pupils 

designated high-ability by other teachers could display a wide range 

of aptitude in this area. 

Positive comments about woodwork and metalwork at both schools 

mentioned freedom of choice in the projects undertaken, and at both 

schools working slowly was mentioned as a negative factor. There 

were more comments available from 'B' High School where these subjects 

were strongly favoured by the boys. In general they felt that the 

projects were more useful than the ones they had done at intermediate 

school, and they mentioned that they had already made several small 

articles in woodwork. Metalwork was commended for its job-relevance, 

the new skills it taught and the sophistication of its workshop 

equipment. Teachers at both schools were mentioned as being good and 

having a sense of humour. 
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Only one girl in the sample was taking technical workshop 

subjects so no comparison can be made of the experiences of girls at 

the two schools, and as Chapter Nine presents the experiences of the 

'A' High School girl (Ax3 017g) as part of a case study they will not 

be considered here. 

Pupils were generally satisfied with the workshop subjects, and 

the only real problems appeared to be due to the limited time 

available in a lesson, mentioned at school 'A', and the pace of work 

which was too slow for one school 'B' pupil and too fast for another. 

This was apart from a perhaps more serious problem of social adjust­

ment experienced by the 'A' High School girl. 

8.3.3 Attitudes to home economics and clothing 

Home economics was generally approved of by girls in the sample 

who took the subject. Only one girl complained of too much writing; 

two others mentioned the theory but said they did not mind it. Home 

economics was approved of as an enjoyable, practical subject, relevant 

to everyday life. There was no noticeable difference between 

responses to the subject at the two high schools. 

Clothing was very much a minority choice among the sample pupils, 

none of whom chose the subject at 'A' High School. Of the four third 

formers who took clothing at 'B' High School only two spoke positively 

of the subject and one of these was a girl who had been excluded from 

the subject she had originally chosen. Positive aspects mentioned 

were subject utility, gaining confidence in new skills and the 

pleasure to be gained by wearing clothes one has made oneself. The 

negative aspects mentioned by one girl included too much bookwork 

(writing) and poor classroom discipline which she felt was due to lack 

of motivation on the part of the pupils and poor control by the 

teacher. The entirely negative comments made by one pupil (Bx3 OlSgm) 

are referred to in the case study of Moana in the following Chapter 

and will not be discussed here as the girl was put in the class 

against her will and had other problems to contend with. 

From the comments about clothing it was deduced that there was 

a conflict of expectations between pupils who wanted only practical 

skills and a teacher committed to a more academic and theoretical 

presentation than pupils would have liked. The large percentage of 
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girls taking clothing at 'B' High School (48.3% of the total third 

form girls compared with only 8.1% at 'A' High School) is not 

explained by the data. In view of the lack of popularity of the 

subject (as evidenced by the form two interview data) it seems likely 

that 'B' High School directed a number of girls (particularly low­

stream girls) towards this subject for timetabling and staffing 

reasons. 

8.3.4 Attitudes to typing. 

Typing was c~osen by 65.4% of the girls in the 'A' and 'B' 

sanples comhined (17 out of 26). Ten of those who chose typing spoke 

positively about the subject after experience, saying that they felt 

they were making good progress in a useful skill. One girl said 

she liked the teacher. However, there were some problems with the 

subject. Some found the repetition boring; one girl said it made 

her very tired, and another was frustrated by the fact that she was 

not allowed to rub out mistakes. It appeared that a positive 

attitude to typing was related to the belief that it provided a useful 

skill and with a willingness to persevere with what could be a tiring 

and repetitive activity. One girl mentioned that she preferred to 

type paragraphs that were interesting and this seemed not unreasonable 

in a skills-based subject. 

8.3.5 Attitudes to art and music. 

All four pupils who chose art at 'B' High School spoke 

positively about the subject even though they also had a core art 

programme;. one of the four who took art in the 'A' sample said he 

did not really like the subject. However, there were differences 

between the programmes offered at the two schools. At 'B' High 

School the children had experienced a variety of activities including 

making pottery and modelling clay; at 'A' High School there was an 

emphasis on drawing skills, beginning with the human figure. One 

boy who had previously enjoyed art activities but did not see himself 

as particularly talented was less attracted to the fine arts approach; 

another, who had thought he was good at art, was disappointed in his 

marks. For those who spoke positively of art, it had lived up to 

their expectations as an enjoyable change of activity from classroom 

writing, allowing them scope for creativity and the opportunity to 

learn new skills. 
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Option music was chosen by only two pupils, both from the 'B' 

High School sample. One of them thought the subject gave him scope 

to follow his own interests; the other was sometimes bored by what 

she felt was irrelevant. Music is discussed as a case study in 

Chapter Ten, so no further comment will be made here. 

8.3.6 Attitudes to history and environmental studies. 

These two subjects were offered only at 'B' High School as an 

alternative to languages. Only one boy in the research sample had 

chose~ history and he was disappointed because it did not deal with 

his particular interest, the Second World War, but he said he 

expected future topics would be interesting. 

Environmental studies, in contrast, was chosen by nearly half 

the sample, most of whoo were boys. All but two of the children 

spoke very positively about the subject. It was regarded as 

interesting, relevant and not too difficult. Pupils also seemed to 

like drawing the maps and diagrams. Of the two who had reservations, 

one thought the subject difficult, the other had problems keeping up 

with the work and was also disappointed that the class was studying 

the town rather than the country as he had expected. Despite the 

fact that this subject did not lead to advanced study and may have 

been chosen primarily to avoid languages in a tied option system, 

satisfaction with choice was very high. 

In order to find out whether the introduction of environmental 

studies at 'B' High School had been at the expense of pupils' 

satisfaction with the social studies core at the school, pupils' 

comments about social studies at the two schools were collated and 

compared. It was assumed that if the comments about social studies 

were noticeably more favourable among the sample third formers at 

'A' High School, then this could possibly be due to the limited 

content offered at 'B' High School to avoid any possible overlap with 

environmental studies. 

In fact, the reverse was the case. Comments about social 

studies were found to be more favourable among the 'B' High School 

third formers. Only 32% of the 'A' children spoke entirely 

favourably of social studies, while 64% mentioned both good and bad 

aspects of the subject and 4% made negative comments. At 'B' High 
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School 63% of the third form sample spoke positively about their 

social studies, 25.9% were ambivalent and 11.1% made negative comments. 

Pupils at both schools said they liked social studies bec~use they 

liked their teacher, found the topics interesting and liked the 

activities, but pupils at 'A' High School commented more frequently 

on all the work they were expected to do. One felt that they were 

going over the same stuff again and again', but a 'B' High School 

pupil found that repetition of a topic he had done at intermediate had 

been to his advantage because he go high marks. More negative 

comments were expressed by pupils at 'B' High School but these were 

not specific. Complaints about being bored, not liking social 

studies and having to do a lot of writing were made at both schools. 

(A summary of comments is to be found in Appendix G, Volume II.) 

The only conclusion to be drawn from children's comments is that 

attitudes to social studies at 'B' High School were not adversely 

affected by the fact that some of them took environmental studies as 

an option and this meant that the content of social studies was 

slightly restricted by the presence of this closely r-0 lated subject. 

Whether one would like to conclude that the range of subject exposure 

was unnecessarily narrow for a third former who took environmental 

studies in addition to the social studies core is another matter. 

8.3.7 Attitudes to economic studies. 

Economic studies was offered as an option only at 'A' High 

School, and it will be recalled that children spoke very favourably 

about this subject in their initial interviews. None had previous 

experience of this subject and most were following the recommend-

ations of their parents. However, a high degree of satisfaction was 

~xpressed at the re-interviews by those who had chosen economic 

studies. Children referred to the relevance of the subject, 

particularly in everyday life, to having a good teacher and to being 

able to draw pictures instead of writing. One girl did not enjoy 

working in a group with boys who did not accept her ideas and another 

blamed herself for inattention. 

Economic studies was a subject which, in general, fulfilled 

pupils' expectations, but it should be noted that the majority of 

those taking this subject were girls. The fact that economic 

studies and typing were the most popular subjects for girls at 'A' 
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technology for boys) suggests that the many girls were considering 

the sex-appropriateness of subjects even though sex differences in 

subject choice were not as marked as they were at 'B' High School. 

8.3.3 Summary. 
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In general, pupils expressed satisfaction with their options 

in form three. The satisfaction appeared to be highest when 

expectations matched actual experience and was enhanced by positive 

attitudes to the teacher and also by a certain amount of content 

choice, for example in art and workshop projects. Where problems 

were encountered, they tended to reflect inappropriate pacing of the 

lesson for the individual pupil, dissatisfaction with the content of 

the lessons and difficulties occasioned by the behaviour of other 

members of the class. 

Pupils' comments about the optional subjects indicated that 

they rationalized their attitudes in terms of subject variables 

such as content, activities, and the teaching style of the subject 

teacher. No pupils, including those who were re-directed by the 

school, made any reference to having regrets about their placement. 

In other words, they did not blame themselves or the school for 

their dissatisfaction; rather, they blamed the subject or the 

teacher. 

8.4 Categorizing pupils' rationalizations - form three. 

Comments about the optional subjects made by third formers 

were examined to provide an over all categorization of the criteria 

used to rationalize attitudes towards the options. Using the 

original transcript data, the researcher listed all subject-related 

descriptors used by each pupil in the combined ('A' and 'B') 

samples. A process of data sorting and comparison resulted in 

identification of 40 categories of response. These are shown in 

Figure 41, pl76, as bi-polar constructs falling into six major 

categories which in turn are divided into four groups: pupil 

variables (attitude and ability), subject variables (level of 

difficulty and value), teacher variables, and classmate variables. 

It was not possible to give a comparitive weighting to the categories 

elicited from the data because the weighting would have been biased 
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PUPIL ATTITUDE (AFFECTIVE VARIABLES) 

It's good 
I love it 
I like it 

--------------------------------------------- It's bad 
-------------------------------------------- I hate it 
-------------------------------------- I don't like it 

I enjoy it ------------------------------------ I don't enjoy it 
I have fun ------------------------------------ I don't have fun 
I think it's interesting --------- I don't think it's interesting 
I look forward to it ----------------- I don't look forward to it* 
I think it's better than ••• ------------------------ I prefer ••• 
I like some parts ------------------------I don't like some parts 

PUPIL ABILITY 

I'm good at it ------------------------------- I'm not good at it 
I get high marks--------------------------------- I get low marks 
I get higher marks than I expected ------------ I get lower marks 
I can keep up with the class ---------------------- I fall behind 

SUBJECT LEVEL OF DIFFICULTY 
It's easy---------------------------------------------- It's hard 
It's challenging ---------------------------------- It's too easy 
It ,~as hard at first but It was easy at first but 

it's getting easier-------------------- it's getting harder 
I understand it --------------------------- I don't understand it 
I can concentrate -------------------------- I can't concentrate 
I get mixed up ----------------------------- I don't get mixed up 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
SUBJECT VALUE 

It's worth doing---------------------------- It's a waste of time 
I learn a lot ------------------------------- I don't learn much 
I learn new things --------------------- I don't learn new things 
It's useful in life --------------------- It's not useful in life 
It's useful in a job ------------------- It's not useful in a job 
It's useful for the job I want-------- It's not useful for my job 
It's personally rewarding -------------------- It's not rewarding 

TEACHER VARIABLES 

I like the teacher --------------------- I don't like the teacher 
The teacher helps ---------------------- The teacher doesn't help 
S/he has a sense of humour ---------- S/he has no sense of humour 
S/he doesn't go too fast---------------------- S/he goes too fast 
S/he doesn't go too slowly ----------------- S/he goes too slowly 
S/he is fair ------------------------------------ S/he isn't fair 
S/he is good ------------------------------------ S/he isn't good 
S/he has travelled --------------------------S/he hasn't travelled* 
S/he has taught others in S/he hasn't taught others in 

my family-------------------------------------- my family* 

CLASS~ATE VARIABLES 
*Other kids aren't rough--------------------- Other kids are rough 
*Others don't play up ---------------------------- Others play up 
*Others accept my ideas ------------- Others don't accept my ideas 

(* construct pole not used by any pupil in the sample) 

Fig. 41 RATIONALIZATION - CONSTRUCTS BASED ON FORM THREE DATA 
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towards the more verbal pupils. 

It was noted that in expressing positive attitudes towards the 

options pupils continued to use criteria relating to the perceived 

value of the subjects in everyday life or for a job. They also 

continued to use affective criteria as well as criteria relating to 

their own perceived abilities in the subject area. The major 

differences between the criteria used to differentiate between the 

subjects before and after experience at the high school were those 

concerning attitudes to the teacher. In forms one and two most 

pupils had been taken by their class teacher for the majority of 

subjects in the school day; now that they were at high school, having 

a different teacher for each subject made the teacher an important 

consideration in attitudes to the subject. 

8.5 Option changes in form five. 

Tables 5 and 6 , pl 78 , show the options chosen by the 

sample fourth formers at 'A' and 'B' High Schools, respectively, and 

also indicate the changes made before or at the beginning of their 

fifth form year. Three of the 'A' sample and eight of the 'B' 

sample were found to have made subject changes when they were re­

interviewed in form five. 

The changes at 'A' High School were all made before the end 

of the fourth form year, two pupils (AS O13bm and AS 017b) reporting 

that they had responded to suggestions from teachers that they should 

choose again, since their preferred subjects were oversubscribed, the 

other (A4 OO4g) reporting that she had changed her own mind. At 'B' 

High School, two pupils (BS Ollg and BS O13g) who were taking six 

subjects, found that they had to drop a preferred subject (art and 

French respectively) for timetabling reasons. It was mandatory that 

they take geography, history or music, and they both selected 

geography. Two pupils (BS OO3g and BS OOSbm) began accounting but 

dropped the subject in favour of history and Maori, respectively. 

One said she did not like her teacher, the other said he could not 

cope with the work. Another two pupils (BS OO7g and BS OO8g) dropped 

history for science and home economics respectively, one because her 

mother convinced her that science was necessary, and the other because 

she was disappointed by the subject content when classes began. A 

girl (BS OO9g) changed from biology to science because she felt it was 
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TABLE 5 FIFTH FORM SUBJECT CHOICE 'A' HIGH SCHOOL SAMPLE 

A5 001b ENGLISH MATHS SCIENCE TECH. DRAWING ENGINEERING 

A5 002g " MATHS SCIENCE EC. STUDIES GEOGRAPHY CLOTHING 

A5 003b " MATHS SCIENCE TECH. DRAWING ENGINEERING 

A5 004g " MATHS L/SCIENCE EC. STUDIES* TYPING 
(SOC.STUDIES) 

A5 005g " MATHS SCIENCE ACCOUNTING TECH. DRAWING 

A5 006b " MATHS SCIENCE GEOGRAPHY WOODWORK 

A5 007g " MATHS SCIENCE EC. STUDIES HOME EC. 

A5 D□Bb " MATHS SCIENCE EC. STUDIES HORTICULTURE 

A5 009b II MATHS ACCOUNTING TECH. DRAWING GEOGRAPHY 

A5 010g " MATHS ACCOUNTING soc. STUDIES TYPING 

A5 011g " MATHS ACCOUNTING soc. STUDIES TYPING 

A5 012gm " L/MATHS TYPING HOME EC. MAORI 

A5 013bm II L/MATHS SOC. STUDIES* MAORI* 
(WORK EXP.) 

(A4 014b II MATHS SCIENCE TECH. DRAWING ENGINEERING) 11 

A5 015b " MATHS SCIENCE ACCOUNTING HORTICULTURE 

A5 016g " MATHS HOME EC. HORTICULTURE TYPING 

A5 017b " MATHS SCIENCE BIOLOGY* ACCOUNTING EC. STUDIES* 
(HORTICULTURE) 

A5 01Bgm " L/MATHS EC. STUDIES ART TYPING 

KEY: * denotes subject changed or chosen after research interview 

L/ denotes Local alternative to School Cert. maths and science 

11 this pupil left school at the end of form four to attend another school 

NB: Only English was compulsory for all pupils 
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85 001b 

85 002g 

85 003g 

85 004b 

85 005bm 

85 006gm 

85 007g 

85 008g 

85 009g 

35 010g 

85 011g 

85 012b 

85 013g 

85 014b 

85 015g 

85 'J16bm 

B5 017b 

85 01 Sg 

85 019bm 

ENGLISH 

II 

II 

II 

" 

II 

II 

" 

" 
II 

II 

II 

" 

II 

" 

" 

" 
II 
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FIFTH FORM SUBJECT CHOICE 18 1 HIGH SCHOOL SAMPLE 

MATHS 

r~ATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

:'llATHS 

MATHS 

L/MATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

MATHS 

SCIENCE 

SCIENCE 

SCIENCE 

EC. STUDIES 

HISTORY 

ACCOUNTING* 
(HISTORY) 

GERMAN 

ART 

GEOGRAPHY 

GEOGRAPHY 

GEOGRAPHY 

SCIENCE EC. STUDIES 

ACCOUNTING* 
(MAORI) 

ENGINEERING HISTORY 

HOME EC. 

SCIENCE* GERMAN 
(HISTORY) 

BIOLOGY* HISTORY* 
(HOME EC) 

BIOLOGY* TYPING 

ART 

MAORI 

TYPING 

TYPING 

HOME EC. 

CLOTHING 

HOME EC. 

GEOGRAPHY 

HISTORY 

SCIENCE 

HOME EC. 

FRENCH TECH. DRAWING ART* 
(GEOGRAPHY) 

SCIENCE 

SCIENCE 

SCIENCE 

SCIENCE 

SCIENCE 

SCIENCE 

ACCOUNTING 

ACCOUNTING 

GEOGRAPHY 

TYPING 

EC. STUDIES GEOGRAPHY 

EC. STUDIES ART 

TECH. DRAWING ENGINEERING 

ART ENGINEERING 

FRENCH* 
(GEOGRAPHY) 

L/MATHS L/SCIENCE HOME EC. ART 

MATHS BIOLOGY* ACCOUNTING* HISTORY* 

KEY: * denotes subject changed or chosen after research interview 

L/ denotes Local alternative to School Cert. maths and science 

NB: English and maths were compulsory for all ppils 
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easier, having learnt that she could enter nursing with either 

subject. Finally, a boy (BS 019bm) made several. changes which are 

discussed in Chapter Nine in the case study of Bruce. 

8.6 Categorizing pupils' rationalizations - form five. 

Analysis of pupils' comments after they had experienced their 

fifth form subjects showed that, as with the third formers, pupils did 

not in general refer to the wisdom, or otherwise, of their choices. 

Instead, they rationalized their feelings about the subjects in 

terms of subject variables, their own progress in the subject and/or 

their feelings about the subject teacher. In the sections to follow 

these three aspects, subject, self and teacher, will be considered in 

some detail. 

8.6.1 Subject variables. 

Since the form five sample was much smaller than the third 

form sample, it was possible to record individual comments from the 

transcripts, rather than wider categories of comment. (See figure 

42, pl81. However, it should be noted that some of the descriptors 

such as 'good' and 'boring' were used by pupils many times. 

Subject variables fell into three main categories: affective 

variables, relating to how the pupil felt about the subject; 

utilitarian variables concerning relevance, or otherwise, to an 

occupation or to everyday life; and content variables. The three 

comments that did not fit into these categories could perhaps be 

called organizational variables. Most comments fell into the 

affective and content categories, and only five were concerned with 

utilitarian aspects. Pupils were at this stage concerned mainly 

with their feelings about the subjects on a day-to-day basis. The 

majority of comments were positive, but some pupils were disappointed 

either with the topics covered or with the methods used. One girl 

said of biology: 

I hate it. lve~ything'~ lM.ilien down 
on the Ro~d and we have to copy il down 
and that. (B5 008g) 

One 'A' High School boy complained that the things he had made so far 

in metalwork had be~n stolen, and it will be recalled that this was 
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POSITIVE 

AFFECTIVE 

good quite good like enjoy 
favourite 
think 

interesting makes you 
enjoy the practical very good 

fun sometimes 
really nice 
like practical 

UTILITARIAN 

a lot of fun 
I like drawing 

I'm going to need the sciences 
It's just everyday life 
good for a job 

CONTENT 

do experiments building a cabinet 
I.Ile had a court case - really good 
The work is all notes so it's easy to 
swot You learn a lot from it 
Going over what we learnt last year 
Most of it I know 
More practical than I thought 
get more discussion 
We're going into more detail what we 
did last year 
I like doing projects 
We do (a worksheet) by ourselves 
do different things 
learn new things 
learn about compounds and stuff 
good to learn things like that 
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V A R I 8 L E S 

NEGATIVE 

AFFECTIVE 

don't like 
pretty dull 

not enjoying hate it 
bit of a bore 

not that interesting 
sometimes don't like 

UTILITARIAN 

unexciting 

I don't really see the point in it 
There's not much point in it other than 
if you go into some specialist field 

CONTENT 

more work a lot of note taking 
more theory more book work 
too much work lots of homework 
you gotta work all the time 
get caught out behind 
got to sit and listen 
It's a lot of hard slog 
the same things over and over again 
(topics) boring 

OTHER OTHER 

Fig.42 SUBJECT VARIABLES 

The things I've made have been stolen 
I've got two teachers ... it's confusing 
I don't know anybody in the class 

FIFTH FORMERS' COMMENTS 
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the reason given by one of the younger boys for not choosing workshop 

subjects at this school. 

8.6.2 Pupil variables. 

A number of pupils focused on their own progress compared to 

others in their class when they were asked what they thought of their 

subjects. One boy said: 

I /2laded ott not /20 good, lu.:l now I'm up 
tvilh the cfa/2/2 ( .in technical cuz.aw.ing), .[ 
think it wa/2 ju/2l gelling .into the /2w.ing 
ot th.ing/2, you know. I'd to~golten mo/2l 
ot the /2lutt ov~ the hof-iday/2, (A5 001t) 

But for several others problems seemed to stern from an increasing 

pressure of work in examination subjects. In particular, the fact 

that School Certificate English was to be internally assessed at 'A' 

High School was causing problems for some pupils: 

With aff the a/2/2ignmenl/2 we've had, I 
haven't &.een aR..& lo l-ime my woM p~ope~y. 
We've had a math/2 a/2/2ignmenl, economic/2 and 
an lngfi/2h one on lop ot that. And &.ecau/2e 
lngfi/2h i/2 a/2/2e/2/2ed you've got to ~eaily, 
~affy wo~k al il ... And eve~y&.ody'/2 v~y 
compelelive. Il'/2 ~eaily lad ... even &.oy/2 
a/2 well, .in lngfi/2h, &.ecau/2e they'~e uying 
lo &.elte~ each othe~ ju/2l /20 they gel a pa/2/2 
and, you know, th~e'/2 a fol ot copying 
going on it people. . . don't. undeA./2land it, .. 
ijou get copied ott it you don't watch it. 
(A5 007g) 

Ilowever, there appeared to be some difference between classes because 

another pupil said of English: 

tile. don' i.. ~eaffy /2eem lo do much. We ju/2l 
talk, you lmotv, lo each othe~ mo/2l ot the 
time. ( A5 011 g) 

Even so, the fact that was the School Certificate year had obviously 

influenced some pupils. For example one explained: 

I wo~k ve~y h~d and I like to concenuate 
mo~e &.ecau/2e I know thi/2 ye~'/2 Schoof C. 
(!J5 006gm) 

Other comments are summarized in Figure 43, pl83. 



P U P I L V A R I A B L E S 

POSITIVE 

ABILITY/PROGRESS 

I understand about 75% of it 

I'm getting on really good in it 

I've been going pretty good 

I find it easy 

I'm managing alright 

I'm doing well in it 

I understand 

I can cope with it 

I'm good at maths 

I'm keeping up with the others 

I seem to be learning something 
with every new period 

I seem to be top of the class in that 

It's going really well 

I already know most of that 

I get there 

I do well 

It's a subject I can do 

I do quite well 

I can really do that well 

APPLICATION 

I'm up with the class but I have to 
work at it 

At the beginning of the year I was 
going a bit slow, but I've started 
to ... get myself together now 

I have a few problems but I get those 
sorted out 

IMPROVEMENT 

I started off not so good but now I'm 
up with the class 

My typing speed's going up 

I've improved ... I work hard 

I didn't understand it much last year .• 
I understand it quite a bit now 

Fig. 43 PUPIL VARIABLES 

NEGATIVE 

ABILITY/PROGRESS 

Not so good, I'm slightly behind 

I've got my weak points 

I'm a bit behind 

I'm not doing too well in it, I keep 
on making these mistakes 

I'm not learning anything from it 

Struggling to get through 

Sometimes I can't keep up 

I seem to have a mental block 

I'm still a bit confused 

It's a bit confusing 

That's pretty hard going 

I'm not very good 

I'm having a bit of trouble 

I had a bit of trouble at the 
beginning of the year 

APPLICATION 

I'm not trying as hard as I should 

I haven't been able to time my work 

Sometimes I get lazy - don't do 
any work 

FIFTH FORMERS' COMMENTS 
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8.6.3 Teacher variables. 

Teacher variables were very important to some pupils and just 

over half of the total fifth form sample mentioned the teachers of 

one or more of their subjects. One girl (AS 005g) spoke about her 

subjects almost entirely in terms of her teachers. (See the figure 

below.) 

TECH. DRAWING: 

ACCOUNTING: 

MATHS: 

SCIENCE: 

ENGLISH: 

Fig.44 

That's really good. I've got a good teacher. I've got 
my weak points ... he's giving me extra exercises. Most 
of the boys here, they do engineering and woodwork and 
they're more familiar with it. 

Good. We've got a new teacher for accounting. It's 
taken her a while to find out what we've done in previous 
years ... She teaches us a little bit differently. sometimes 
we don't understand it. 

Good. I've got the same teacher I had in third form. I 
reckon it's really good. We're getting written notes on 
the subject we're doing and then he'll give you examples and 
exercises. 

Teacher does a lot of experiments for us to do, which is good ... 
We actually do them ourselves. 

Teacher's very good. It's quite good. 

TEACHER-ORIENTED COMMENTS MADE BY ONE 
FIFTH FORMER (AS OO5g) 

Figure 45, pl85, shows that fifth form pupils echoed the 

concerns of the younger pupils in their responses to optional 

subjects. It seems likely, therefore, that although teacher 

variables did not figure prominently in pu~ils' categorizations of 

subjects before they experienced them, attitudes to the teacher 

were important influences on pupils' total experience of a subject. 

So much so, that in at least one case (BS 003g) a pupil preferred 

to drop a subject rather than continue with a teacher she claimed 

not to like. In another case (BS 019bm) a teacher refused to 

accept a difficult pupil in his School Certificate maths class any 

longer. (See the case study of Bruce presented in the chapter 

to follow.) 
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T E A C H E R V A R I A B L E S 

POSITIVE NEGATIVE 

AFFECTIVE AFFECTIVE 

My teacher is really good 

I've got a good teacher (3) 

Teacher's good 

Mr ... 's a lot of fun 

Dur teachers - they're alright 

I quite like the teacher 

I'm getting on really well with 
the teacher 

I can really relate to this 
teacher - she's really nice 

I'm enjoying it 'cos I've got Mr ... 

Miss .•. - she's a good teacher 

Teacher's nice 

TEACHER ACTIONS/STYLE 

We've got a good teacher for it ... 
He works you pretty hard but he makes 
sure you understand it 

This teacher, she listens a lot more 
than the other teacher ... she wants 
to know why I think that way and I 
think that's really good 

The teacher makes it interesting 

The teacher explains it quite well 

We've got the same teacher as in the 
third form, but he's really changed 
so I can relate to him ... He's 
slowed down a bit and he answers more 
questions now. He taught us as if we 
were university students instead of 
third formers - or maybe it's just 
that we've grown up - that he hasn't 
changed, we have 

We've got a good teacher that 
explains things really clearly 

I got ... a teacher I didn't like. I 
had him last year and we didn't get 
on very well 

It's a personality clash between me 
and the teacher ... I don't think she's 
a very good teacher and she doesn't 
think I'm a very good student 

Our teacher is just like the one we 
had last year - just as bad 

I don't get on with my teacher. She ... 
orders you to do things. The others 
say it differently 

TEACHER ACTIONS/STYLE 

She teaches us a bit differently ... 
sometimes we don't understand 

I don't like his way of teaching ... he 
confuses me 

She doesn't give us much to do 

She just goes teaching on and on and 
she goes too fast 

We've got one we call Grannie who 
drones on and on 

I don't like the teacher we've got and 
he makes us do incredibly boring(things) 
He really spoon-feed~ us. He just talks 
about it and you take notes 

He seems to talk and talk ... You can see 
people turning off, and then he gets mad 

The teacher isn't much of a help 

The teacher doesn't help much 

We've got a slack teacher. We're having 
trouble with him because he tends to 
write things on the board and just says 
"Do it" and doesn't explain himself well 

TEACHER MANAGEMENT 

The teacher doesn't have ... force on us. 
We muck about 

We've got this new teacher and we don't 
like him. He says ... "If you don't wanna 
do (the subject) get out of my classroom" 
I'm not used to a heavy teacher ••• 

Fig. 45 TEACHER VARIABLES - FIFTH FORMERS' COMMENTS 
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In summary, the fifth form pupils, like the third formers, 

focused on subject specific factors when considering their optional 

subjects after some experience. Like the third formers, this group 

mentioned subject content and teacher variables, but, possibly because 

they were working towards public examinations, showed much more 

concern than the younger children about factors affecting their 

personal progress in the subjects. Again, individual differences 

were noted. Some pupils put more emphasis than others on teacher 

variables and others were more concerned about their personal progress. 

Because individual differences were found to be important, the 

following chapter will look more closely at some individual cases 

in order to illustrate something of the range of pupils' experiences. 



CHAPTER NINE 

CASE STUDIES - PUPILS 

OVERVIEW: In this chapter three case studies 
are presented. These illustrate how individ­
uals make decisions about their subject choices 
and highlight the particular concerns of diff­
erent types of pupils. 
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The particular strength of the interview method is that it un­

covers a wealth of information about individuals that can be used to 

illustrate the problems experienced by certain groups of children. 

Chapter Seven gave examples of typical responses given by boys and 

girls when choosing optional subjects; this chapter examines some 

atypical experiences. The first case is that of Karen, a girl 

whose subject choice was not typical of other pakeha girls. Both 

the reasons for her choice and the nature of the difficulties she 

encountered as a result of her choice are examined. This is followed 

by a study of six Maori pupils, four of whom were identified as 

'losers' in the school system and whose responses were compared with 

those of two pupils identified as 'winners'. These cases were 

selected because information given by the children themselves in their 

interviews seemed to the researcher to be worthy of closer examination. 

Since personal details about the children were not given by teachers 

to the researcher at the outset of the study, reactions to children's 

comments were not influenced by prior expectations. 

9.1 'Karen' - a study of atypical subject choice. 

Karen (Ax 013g) was chosen as the subject of a case study 

because of her unusual option choices. She was the only girl in the 

total form two sample choosing metal and wood technology, and she was 

also among the pakeha minority choosing Maori language and culture. 

Karen's mother, who was among the parents interviewed, gave a 

very full and frank account of her personal philosophy of education 

and her assessment of Karen's needs. The case study can therefore be 

examined in the light of parental attitudes and influence. 

The family had migrated from England when Karen was about four 

years old and her sister was seven or eight. A younger brother had 
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been born in New Zealand, and at the time of the study the parents 

were share-milking on a farm some eight kilometres outside the urban 

area. At the interviews Karen appeared as a healthy, cheerful 

youngster with a pleasant smile and infectious chuckle. 

The initial interview with Karen took place at her inter­

mediate school (Ax) on September 27, 1982, and her mother was inter-

viewed at their home on November 19. Karen's re-interview was held 

the following year on March 21 at 'A' High School. Transcripts of 

the interviews appear in Volume II, Appendix K, but it should be noted 

that a large part of the interview with Mrs Vincent has been omitted 

because of the very personal nature of the content. Karen Vincent's 

mother felt very strongly about the functions of schooling; ~he began 

talking before the tape recorder could be switched on, and continued 

after both sides of a ninety-minute tape had been recorded. Much 

of the material omitted from the transcript relates to her own 

schooling in England, and to her courtship and marriage, but in the 

following account parts of this material have been paraphrased where 

they are seen to be relevant to Karen's subject choice. 

9 .1.1 Karen's constructs - interesting and boring subjects. 

Analysis of the first interview transcripts revealed that Karen 

viewed her future secondary school subjects essentially in terms of 

an interesting/boring construct, very closely allied to an enjoyable/ 

not-enjoyable dimension. It can be seen from Figure 46, pl89, 

that Karen made constant use of her interesting/boring construct and 

for her, 'interesting' implied 'enjoyable'. She explained that her 

mother had encouraged her to choose subjects that she really enjoyed: 

I told ~um I enjoyed it and /2he /2aid "Why don't 
wou lake d . . . 'co-1 you 11.eaffy Like doing il? 
Why don't you take /2omelhing you 11.eafl..y enjoy?" 
And, um ... I ju-1l look il .i...ecau/2e I enjoy doing 
il and ;,he ju-1l encoLU1.age1, me. 

Why should Karen's mother be so concerned that her daughter 

should choose subjects she would be certain to enjoy, when other 

parents were stressing subject utility? The answer seemed to lie 

in Mrs Vincent's assessment of her daughter's personality: 

qou mu/2l keep the inle11.e1,l tfowing. It uou 
fo;,e he11., you've £01,l he11. /011. good ••• jne 



ENGLISH: 

SCIENCE: 

MATHS: 

SOCIAL STUDIES: 

ART: 

CLOTHING: 

ECONOMIC STUDIES: 

FRENCH 

MAORI: 

METAL AND WOOD: 

ENGLISH 

MUSIC 

METAL AND WOOD: 

TECH. DRAWING: 

Fig. 46 

INTERESTING~:-------------➔~ BORING 
(Not boring) (Not interesting) 

I think it's interesting. 

It's interesting. --------

I reckon it'd be boring. 

Sometimes it's boring. 

I don't reckon that's very 
interesting 
I think it's quite boring 
learning about other 
countries. 

I'm not really interested 
in it. 

At this school I'm a bit 
bored with clothing 'cos I 
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do it at home as well, and if 
I took it I think I'd get 
bored. 

It'd be interesting to 
learn a foreign language. 

It's an interesting subject. 

It'd be ... interesting. 

I think I'd be bored stiff 
doing that. 

ENJOYABLE-'-------------~ NOT ENJOYABLE 
(Liked) (Not liked) 

I love music. I just 
like getting pleasure out 
of knowing how to play 
something and it sounds 
good. 

I really enjoyed doing it 
and I like making things. 

KAREN'S MAJOR CONSTRUCTS 

I just wouldn't enjoy it. 

I just didn't like 
technical drawing. 
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need;) to e...e_ a.cLi__ve . . . She' /2 a cfeveJ?.. gMf.. and 
lhi/2 /:iomelvne,') goe/2 again./:Jl he/1., Once thing/2 
gc t {l,_o/1.ing .1:,he ju/2l ./:Jhul/2 o//_. 

This was reinforced, however, by the philosophy of education that 

Mrs Vincent had developed as a result of her own unhappy experiences 

as a 'late developer' and her consequent feelings of failure when 

young: 

let' /2 -/..ace il, /:ihe doe./:Jn' l have a choice 1..,.,ih.ethe/1. 
0/1. nol ./:Jhe goe/2 lo ./:Jchoof... She mu/2l go -/..ive 
day/2 o-/.. the week, and I th.i. . .n.k d mu./:Jl le like. a 
jot that you' /1.12.. in. Once you kgin lo di./:Juk.e. 
it the ha/2l filth ul, thing/2 g/1.0W and g/1.0W 
unlif.. you al/:,ofu±.e.f..y hale ,<,choof... It' /2 poini-
h/2/2 /2.e.nding the. ehif.d, you k.now. 

and: 

I lhin/.c. you ./:Jhouf..d /2ucc.e..e.d in what you' iZ.12.. doing, 
and fei:.. 1 /2 -/..ace. il, il mak.e./2 you -/..e.e.f.. good aP,_oul 
yowz./2.e.f..-/.. i-/.. you can. 

Intuitively, Karen's mother had developed a notion of the importance 

of a positive self concept, widely stressed by educators today. Yet 

as a 'clever girl' why did Karen not respond as readily to classroom 

activities as other clever children from whom teachers may expect a 

positive response regardless of the activity? 

provided a possible clue: 

Again, Mrs Vincent 

I n.e.ve./1. had much o-/.. a chil.d.h.ood my./:Je.f..-/.. . . . and 
that' /2 .1:,om.e.lhing I can give. the lu...d/2. It' /2 
nol going lo co/2l m.e.. ijou 1 /1.R.. an aduil an 
a.w/.uf.. f..ong time. 

She saw her main task as one of providing her children with a rich 

and rewarding home environment: 

I l doe../:Jn.' l mall.e./1.1 you kn.ow, what the lu...d' ,', 
ini:..R../1.e./2i:...e.d in, /1.ight -,uwm e_aP,_yhood . . the mo.d 
unu/-c.e.f..y thing,'> . . . So whaleve./1. in-/..o/7JT1.alion 
I can. give .th.em a{l,_oul any ,<,maf..f.. thing they' 11.e 
mle./1.e../:Jled m . . kcall/212.. il I /2 lh.e. ,:iL1..ange./:Jl 
thin.g/2 chif..d/1.e.n. do ./:Jf)a/1.l-d.e al. And we. ail n.ee.d 
lo /2f)a/1.l-d.e /2om.e.lim.e., you kn.ow. 

She went on to give examples of the interests that she and her 

husband had fostered in their young son: 



At the moment I've tak.e.n up e..TflM..oide../7.,y, and the 
chil.~en will do thi../:, 1 even a Li..iUe .,;,even-yeOA.­
ol.cL. ijou /.en.ow, he' il .,;,ay "l/2 it ha/7.,cL, flum?" I 
,')ay, "/Jel.1., I lhinJ,_ lhi/2 type ot th,i..ng woul.cL P,_e 
ha/7.,cL, " fut I' li ;LmcL h,i..m .,;,omelhmg he can do ,i..n 

the emfvcoi..de/7.,y line . . . 0/7., Dad'.,;, ~admg Roolu, 
on . . . {Jo/7.,icL v)a/7., 7 wo . . . And they gel a 
pic..luI1.e. It may not Re ve/7.,y ac.c.U,1.ale, {J_u,l .i..t' ,:> 
knowl.ecLge. 

In doing this she saw herself as complementing the efforts of the 

school: 

I wa/'> an aci.ul.l Reto/7.,e I l<-nelu how lo go into a 
u.e./1.0A.y and taJ<-.e. a Rook oul. (;Je had no Rook,;, 
at home. I u.Ja/2n' t taught that at /'>choof, and I 
~v/2 ~ill.eel to th,i..nk they'/7.,e taught tunc.tionmg.,;, 
ot a UMOA.y /7.,,i..ght 00m mtanc.y ,i..n New Zeal.and. 
7hat even a .,;,even-yeOA.-oicL w,i..1..1.. know how to 
.,;,dec.t a Rook ... 

But she stressed that she in no way indulged her children. In an 
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unrecorded part of the interview, Mrs Vincent explained how Karen had 

been given a saddle for her horse only after she had proved an 

interest by riding for a year without one. Karen had also cared 

for a stray budgerigar for some time before being allowed to purchase 

other birds to keep in the aviary which she eventually helped her 

father to build. 

It is possible, however, that Karen's enriched home environment 

and the attention given to her by her parents made some of her school­

work in the company of thirty or so others, boring by comparison. 

Karen said she enjoyed sewing, for example, but her mother explained: 

She i/2 good at it. She can do it, Rut ,'>he 
ha/2n' t had much pl.ea0U/l.,e out ot it at /:,chool. 
P,_ec.cw )e • • wa,i..L.i..ng m queue,'> and thing,;, .. 
wa,i..tmg to .,;,ee uac.he/7.,. One need/2 p/7.,ompt,i..ng 
eve/7.,y moment ot the way. 

Although the interesting/boring construct was important to 

Karen in differentiating between subjects, she also considered subject 

utility. 

9 .1. 2 Useful/not useful subjects. 

Despite the fact that Mrs Vincent saw all learning as valuable, 



there was an implicit notion of relevance underlying many of her 

s taternents about the school subjects, and Karen used a useful/nut 

useful construct with reference to European languages and also to 

metal and woocl technology. (See Figure 47 below.) 
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USEFUL +-. ------------------", NOT USEFUL 

FRENCH: 

GERMAN: 

METAL AND WOOD: 

--------------------------- You don't really need it, only 
if you're going back somewhere 
and you need it for a job or 
something. 

--------------------------- It's the same with French ••• 
You only need it if you're 
going back there to do a job 
or something. 

When I grow up it'll be --------------------------------
useful ... 'cos I'll be able 
you know, to do everything 
myself. 

~ig. 47 KAREN'S USEFUL/NOT USEFUL CONSTRUCT 

Karen's explanations suggested that she did not see such 

languages as French or German as being at all useful in New Zealand. 

Although 'interesting', these European languages would be worth 

learning only if she intended to work in France or Germany, and were 

thus viewed as a mea11s to an end rather than an end in themselves. 

When asked about the core subjects, Karen used a similar argument 

with r·egarcl to soci.al studies when she maintained that learning 

about oLher countries would not be very interesting unless you were 

"going to go there or have a job or something". On the other hand, 

111ela L c111rl wood tecl1110 Logy, which Karen categorized as 'enjoyable' 

i.11 the Li ghl: of her prev i.ous experience both at home and at school, 

were seen as generally useful.. However, it is interesting to note 

that Karen's desi.gnati.011 'usefu1' related only tu a subject's 

pote11tial use in everyday life and not tu a jqb-market value 

emphasised by mnny other pupils. Even science, which she recognised 

as directly relevant to her chosen career, was seen as interesting 

and enjoyable, rather than usefu.L. 
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9 .1. 3 Karen's criteria for choice. 

Karen's subject categorizations suggested that her choice 

would be related to the potential interest and enjoyment to be gained 

from the subjects offered and their perceived relevance to her future 

as an adult. However, this was not entirely the case. Figure 45, 

plSJ, showed how Karen rated the subjects offered to her using the 

criteria of enjoyment and interest, and notes the additional consider-

ations that influenced her actual choice. Karen's comments indicated 

that interest and enjoyment for her were closely related to the kinds 

of activities she expected to encounter in a subject, and to her 

expectations of success. Karen mentioned that she enjoyed making 

things, playing the guitar and using a typewriter and these interests 

bore out her mother's contention that Karen liked to be active: 

She mu/2t &..e doing. She. 1 /2 a doe~. Ail the lime 
eve~y ho~ o/ the day /2he mu/2l &..e doing. 

Success appeared to make an important contribution to Karen's enjoy-

ment of an activity. She said of her guitar playing: 

I jU/2t like gelling p.le.a/2~e out ot knowing how 
lo play /2ometh.ing and it /2ound/2 good. 

And with reference to typing she said: 

I th.ink it'd &..e ru.ce, you know, lo type f..e:li:...v1./2 
and &..e p.le.a/2ed with. it. 

However, she was not sufficiently interested in the activities she 

associated with art and technical drawing to sustain the effort that 

would be needed for success. 

Although interest and enjoyment were important selection 

criteria, Karen also considered the context of learning. She felt, 

for instance, that although she loved music, this was something she 

could do out of school, she could learn to cook and sew at home with 

her mother, and her father could teach her technical drawing. 

9.1.4 Karen's atypical choices. 

The two optional subjects that Karen selected proved to be 



atypical choices. Metal and wood technology was a popular choice 

among the boys, but not among the girls; Maori was popular among 

Maori pupils, but not among the others. 

9.1. 5 Karen's choice of Maori. 

Karen's choice of Maori as an option cannot be viewed in 

isolation of her sister's choice of the subject, which in turn was 
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the direct result of parental pressure. Their mother was evidently 

determined that both girls should learn about the Maori people. 

Mrs Vincent explained: 

0efl, we came .into :lh..e coW1.t~y and I noticed that 
the c/ul~en we~ actually /A.ighlened ot :lh..e ~ao~i 
people - phy/2icalfy tughtened ot :lh..em, to pa,1,:, :lh..em 
.in the ,:,ueel. . . i/. they had :lh..at ve~y macho look 
with :lh..e fealhe~ jacluz.t/2, the~ cL~k ,:,/u.n./2, and ,:,ome 
:lh..at g~eat ug tuzzy ha~. And they µil /fi.igh.lened 
ot them. A.nd I :lh..ought well, lhi/2 i,:, a wing :lh..at',:, 
not go.i..ng to le c~ed ly ju/2t mix..i..nq with.. :lh..em. 
7 he~' /2 af..l.vay/2 qo.i..nq lo le a. lUAAi~, and I uXLnL to 
~eak :lh..i/2 down. /;)e '~e ail peop.le Wl.de~ the /2/u.n., 
you kJ1..ow. So we've enco~aqed ,;___t, and actually 
pa,1-ually to/1._ced :lh..e i/2/2ue with :lh..e olde~ ch.ifd, to 
go and take :lh..e (1ao~i language. 

There were some initial difficulties with the elder daughter. 

7 e~/2 and c~~y on to~ ~ee week,:, o~ mo/1._e, She 
wa/2 ~itied ot :lh..e leache~. ljou know, ju/2t .. 
Oh, I /2uppo/2e he /2ta~led ott on the w~onq toot. 
She tend/2 to le a ut meek and mifd. lie /2aid: 
"It you can't ,:,ay my namely the end ot lh_i,:, week, 
you /mow, you' ~e wa/2t.i..nq yo~ lime tak.i..ng f'1ao~i!" 
/;)e talk a.lout il, the way /2he u/2ed to /2Mink down 
at :lh..e lack o/ he/I_ ch~, you know, /20 :lh..at peMap/2 
,:,he woufdn' t R._e noticed. And to the po.int :lh..at 
when he a/2/uz.d he/1 a que,:,tion, ,:,he wou1d clo,:,e he~ 
eye/2 to le a.P,._le to an,:,w~. 

But with encouragement from home, the child persisted with the 

subject and her eventual success was marked by an award in the fifth 

form. 

By the time Karen came to choose her high school options, she 

had apparently internalized her mothers views on the value of Maori 

as a subject, and since her sister now enjoyed it and was successful 

at it, Karen was quite happy to choose Maori. She said: 



{,Jeff., I took ?lao/1..-i. 1Le.cal.l/2e my /2-i./2l.e./l.. &a/l..n/2 .i..l, 
and -)he clidn' l wanl lo al µ/1..1:>l, P..ul then /2he 
thought lhul, you know, you'd &a/1..n a .fol afoul 
YOU/I.. counl/1..y. Com-i.ng /A.om England I d-i.dn'l know 
anylh-i.ng a/l,__cul New Zeal.and. 

When Karen was asked what she thought of Maori after having 

experienced it in form three, she made a very positive response: 

Oh, weff, thal 1 /2 good. We we/1..e on a l/1..-i.p fa1:,l 
z,_,•eek and d wa/2 /1..eally f!-anla/2l-i.c, and -i.l' 1:, the 
/!-~i/2l l-Une I've eve/I.. ILe.en on a ~a/1..ae, you know .. 
a place f_-i.)c,e that, and .i..l '/2 good, you know. 
'Co/2 my /2-i./2le/l.. look ~ao/1..-i., and /2he 1 /2 /2lilf_ lak-i.ng 
d. I tlunk -i.l' /2 he/I.. f!-oU/1..th yea_,-,__ And /2he can 
leach me. She'/2 hefp-i.ng me al.ony, 

The Maori teacher was now a young woman, and the class trips an 

enjoyable aspect of the subject mentioned by other pupils who were 
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interviewed at the school. Karen admitted to finding the language 

"a bit hard", but with the prospect of help from her sister 

appeared to be looking forward to further study. 

9. l.6 Karen's choice of metal and wood technology. 

It has already been noted that Karen reported that she chose 

metal and wood technology because it was a subject she expected to 

enjoy and because she could see it as being generally useful to her. 

She was encouraged in this choice by her parents. Her mother said: 

She'-~ not /1..eally vvr.y good al /2-i.ll-i.ng ,!)l-i.il f!-o/1.. 
Ve/1..Y fong ... /20 we cho1:,e lh-i./2 a/2 a p/1..acl-i.caf 
/2djecl ... lo gel a tafance -i.n he/I.. /2choof week, 
,;o that /2he' /2 not l-i.ed down lo loo much acadenuc 
( lu0/1..k). 

Karen's mother was aware that Karen was likely to be in a minority 

of girls choosing metal and wood technology, but she explained: 

{Jc' ve afway/2 BA.ought the k-i.d/2 up nol to wo,uy 
aR,.oul RJZ.-i.ng .i..n a m-i.no/1..-i.ly. 

Nevertheless, when Karen was re-interviewed in form three it was 

apparent that this had been a problem for her: 

At the ILe.g-i.nn-i.ng of!- the yea11. I wa/2 the only g~d 



in_ the. cfcu,/2, and all the./2e. othVI. /J,..oy/2 we.11.e. a 
e_.;_t ,wugh. And I wa/2 a P,__i_t /2ca.11.e.d and that, 
and I wan.led to change to mu/2..i..c 011. le.ch. Mawmg 
o,i /2ome.thmg like that. And fl.um wa/2 kee.p..i..ng .. 
-fA.y.i.n.g to con me .into ..i..t, and ,:,he 11.ang up fl./1. ... 
and fl./1. ... and e.ve.11.y/J,..ody, and lll.-i..e.d to le.ll me 
what we we.11.e. gonna do, and /2he. /2a.i.d "(jive .i.:l 
alou.t ,'),i.x. month,:, lll.iaf., and then we'll /2ee .i./. 
we'll change you," and I did. 
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It is obvious that Karen persisted with the subject only because of 

the encouragement and active intervention of her mother, who insisted 

that teachers at the school should be aware of Karen's purely social 

difficulties with the subject. In this way, Mrs Vincent was 

supporting Karen in the same way that she had supported and cajoled 

Karen's elder sister with respect to Maori. 

Eventually, Karen also gained support from another quarter, 

interestingly enough, as a result of her Maori trip. She explained: 

I've. got to know .. /.II.om the fYl.ao.11.i l/1.ip, I've. 
got to know a coup.le. o/_ icy,:, .in the cfa/2/2 and 
they he.i!p me with my wol1.k., and I'm ge.ttmg 
ai!..ong well now. 

Karen's experience in metal and wood technology and her sister's 

experience in Maori bear out Brown and Fitzpatrick's (1983) claim 

that social isolation can cause pupils to drop out of a subject. 

Karen's mother was not afraid to approach the school on her children's 

behalf; other pupils may not have this parental support. 

Brown and Fitzpatrick suggested that staff should scan class 

lists for lone boys or girls and attempt to group them together in 

one class. Perhaps in the future this will be done at 'A' High 

School, but 1983 was the first year that a computer had been 

programmed to provide class lists and no distinction was made 

between boys and girls. The total subject roll showed that Karen 

was not the only third form girl to choose metal and wood technology, 

so that she could have been placed in a class with other girls. 

9.1. 7 Karen - summary and conclusions. 

Karen was a child who had experienced previous difficulties at 

school which her mother attributed to boredom and frustration. It 

seemed likely that there was some link between this and the fact that 
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she had been constantly encouraged and stimulated at home. Because 

of her past problems, Karen's parents supported her in an atypical 

subject choice of metal and wood technology, which seemed to be 

relevant to the activities she enjoyed at home. Karen's mother 

felt strongly that her daughter should take the Maori option, and 

since Karen knew that her sister now enjoyed the subject and had 

achieved success, she was able to comply with her mother's wishes. 

Although it was found that Karen made an atypical subject choice 

mainly because her mother held strong opinions about what would be 

best for her, she was able to continue with the technical subject 

only because Mrs Vincent gave her support and was willing to inter­

vene at school on her behalf. 

Karen's experience suggests that parents, teachers and pupils 

all need to be encouraged to view the optional subjects in terms of 

the individuals taking them rather than in terms of stereotypes. 

Teachers in particular need to be made aware of the problems of 

minorities in classroom groupings and to be shown how to give support. 

Karen's problems occurred in a school which did not overtly dis-

courage girls from taking workshop subjects, however. None of the 

form two girls in the 'B' High School sample chose woodwork or metal­

work so a comparison could not be made, but the researcher found it 

interesting to speculate on whether the force of Mrs Vincent's 

personality would have been sufficient to overcome the prejudice of 

the 'B' High School Technical H.O.D. if Karen had been enrolled at 

that school. 

9.2 Winners and losers - a study of six Maori pupils. 

Of the total sample, four pupils (three boys and a girl) were 

judged for various reasons to be 'losers' in the school system. 

Since all of these pupils were Maori it was decided to compare and 

contrast their interview data with data obtained from two Maori 

pupils who appeared to be well adjusted and successful at school. 

The two well adjusted pupils, who were both girls, appeared to have 

a strono commitment to their Maori identity in contrast to other well 
0 

adjusted Maori pupils who were identifiable as Maori by their 

appearance, but made responses that were not noticeably different 

from those of their non-Maori classmates. 
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9. 2.1 The losers - Moana, Matt, Rangi and Bruce. 

Moana and Matt (Bx2 OlSgm and Bx2 Ollbm) were first interviewed 

at 'Bx' Intermediate in October, 1982. Thet were re-interviewed at 

'B' High School in March 1983. Rangi and Bruce (A4 013bm and 

B4 019bm) were fourth formers in 1982. They were interviewed at 

their respective High Schools in November of that year and again in 

March of tr.e following year. For all four pupils, the major factors 

contributing to their lack of adjustment at school seemed to be 

social rather than academic, and for all four an important outcome 

was the severe limitation of their subject options to the point of 

their having little or no choice at all. 

9.2.2 Moana. 

When first interviewed at her intermediate school, Moana was 

not sure about what to expect from high school English, social 

studies or science, but said she liked maths ("adding and hard sums"). 

She also said she liked art, but in music it depended on what her 

teacher played. When asked to comment on the optional subjects 

available to her at high school, Moana rejected French and German in 

favour of Maori. She said: 

I don' l go /1.0un.d :lal.king (ivz.m.an and all l/u._.1;,. 
I onl.y tal.k /Y/.ao/1.i . . . 'co.1;, .1;,ee, I'm a /Y/.ao/1.i and 
my tath...e/1. 1 /2 a /Y/.ao/1.i and my mot.h..eA.'.1;, a /Y/.ao/1.i, and 
it I lal.k .1;,orneih.ing ehe they wouldn't .i.e. too 
pl.ea.1;,ed. 

When interviewed, Moana had apparently not given any consider­

ation to subjects other than Maori on the first option list offered 

at 'B' High School, and she knew nothing at all about either history 

or environmental studies. She had considered several subjects on 

the second list, however, and had asked her brother about some of 

them. He had told her something about typing and had shown her his 

technical drawing work, but he had dissuaded her from considering 

metalwork: 

/Y/.y BA.othe./1. ,,aid "ljou ,'>houfdn' t take it (metaf­
wo/1.k) .i.12.cau,'>e yoµ. won' l l.ea/1.n nothing µom it". 

lie -'>aid that lo me 'co.1;, I'm a g,l./1.f and he 
think':> it' .1:, to/1. ioy.1;,. 

Noana said she thought she would take art but was unable to choose a 
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second option, apparently because of her father's negative attitudes 

to the other subjects offered. Moana explained: 

I /:>aid to my /_a.th.e./1. ii- I could luke home 
economic,<;, and he /:>aid "No, 'co/2 I' U leach you 
cooking al home". I /:>aid "Oh well, can 1 do 
/2ewing?" H.e. /:>aid "No, 'co/2 I can leach you 
/2ewing at home". And I go "ljeah, well, when 
I g/1.ow up I have lo do /2ewing". He goe/2 
"I leach you when you g/1.ow up". 

Faced with a conflict between arguments, Moana, in common with many 

of the younger pupils coming to ter~s with their parents' views, began 

to rationalize her father's objections. She said she thought that 

per~aps her father was right about the cooking because: 

See, we cook mo/2tfy ~aou /ood at home, not 
Pake.ha /,ood. 

Although Moana's father had spoken of teaching her sewing and 

cooking at home, the researcher gained the impression that this was 

not necessarily something he would do himself. Indeed, there was 

a strong suggestion that the family held firm ideas about which 

activities were appropriate for men and women. This was conveyed 

through the comment about metalwork made by Moana's brother, and also 

through the father's response to woodwork which according to Moana was: 

"ldhy fea/1.n woodwo/1.k when you come home and you 
don't need nothing," 

Moana seemed to have been convinced that apart from art, the options 

on list two were not suited to her needs, because she could learn them 

at home or because they were not relevant to her. 

unable to finalize her options. 

She was therefore 

All the sample pupils were asked when they thought they would 

leave secondary school, in case this had any bearing on their expect­

ations of school subjects. Most of the children said they expected 

to stay on until the sixth form, but Moana's reply echoed the the 

concerns of working class girls studied in England by Jackson and 

Marsden (1962): 

~y mothe/1. wan.t/2 me to /ini/2h when I'm /,i/,ieen, 
tut I Luanl lo Ca/1./1.Y on, 'co/2 it .i/2n' t /,ai/1., ~y 
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&Aotluu1.' /2 J!,i.j.teen /1..i..ght now . . . and he' 1 allowed 
lo ca/1./1.Y on. And I want to ca/1./1.Y on. 

One difference between Moana and her brother was that he had a baby­

sitting job that paid twenty dollars a week, and he was able to use 

some of this for his school expenses. Moana said that her two 

dollars pocket money per week was not sufficient. 

Moana's interview revealed data characteristic of British 

working class girls (Reid et al., 1974; Jackson and Marsden, 1962). 

She had little knowledge of the subjects offered to her; she had a 

restricted view of the social and work opportunities that could be 

available to her in the future, particularly because she and her 

family had firm ideas about what was appropriate for a girl; and her 

school career was threatened by lack of money. As a Maori, Moana 

had the added disadvantage of being educated within an alien culture. 

When questioned, Moana claimed not to like school: 

One /1.ea/2on I don't Like /2choof .i../2 'co/2 leache/1./2 
. . well, they afway/2 moan and moan. Oh, my 
le.u.ch.e,'1. w.i..:lh. f!l'2. now, he g.i..ve/, me a ha/1.d time, and 
,10 I g.i..ve h.i..m a ha/1.d t.i..me lack. And I don' .t do 
any wo/1.k o.n.. anything and he /2:l.i..ff doe/2n' t ca/1.e., 
So I uy to make h.i..m ang/1.y, lie, oh, he get/2 
.-uaf mad, um, and that' /2 one o/. the /1.ea/2on,!> why 
I don't Like /2choof. 

When she reached 'B' High School the following year, Moana 

found that she had been placed in a home-room class and had been 

put down for the options taken by the other girls in her class: 

clothing and home economics. In addition, she was taking Maori. 

At her re-interview, Moana was apathetic about her core subjects and 

very negative about the options. She said of Maori: 

I don' t Like il now. 

And of clothing: 

I ju,d ha.led ,-,ewing. 
haled the. wo/1.k, 

She explained that she no longer took the subject, but was sent to 

the Opportunity Room instead. This was a room where disturbed or 

disadvantaged pupils could be given special attention. 
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In retrospect, the researcher felt that Moana's lack of effort 

at school and her antagonism towards teachers, was due in part to 

serious problems at home. No mention of these was made during the 

interviews, but shortly after her re-interview at the high school 

Moana was taken into the care of the Social Welfare Department and 

transferred to a special school, reportedly because of severe ill­

treatment and beatings by her parents. 

9.2.3 Matt. 

~att's initial interview in form two revealed him as an eager, 

interested boy. He said his best subject was maths, he thought 

science was good fun, and he enjoyed rugby. When questioned about 

the options, he seemed quite interested in a number of subjects and 

seemed to favour Maori or environmental studies from the first group, 

and possibly metalwork and woodwork from the second group. Matt 

was under the impression that his father, who was away from home at 

the time, would have made his option choices for him on the enrol-

ment form. This was an erroneous assumption, however, as the 'B' 

High School options were not selected at enrolment, but were due to 

be confirmed when school personnel visited the contributing schools. 

The following year, the researcher established that Matt had 

been placed in a home-room class, and that he was taking the Maori, 

metalwork and woodwork options. At Matt's re-interview it was 

evident that his whole outlook on school had changed. He appeared 

sullen and guarded, answering questions with a single word, and 

behaving as though he had been called to the interview room for some 

kind of reprimand. He said that the core subjects and Maori were: 

.4iA.i..gh.:l. 

But when asked about metalwork, the first half-year option, he said: 

I don't 11.e.ally like. .i..t. 

Matt was already in trouble with most of his teachers and 

appeared to be very unhappy at school. One can only surmise at the 

reasons, but it seemed likely that his home circumstances had con­

tributed to an emotional upset. Matt was the adopted Maori child of 

a pakeha family. Shortly before he had entered high school, the 
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family had broken up and the natural children had moved away to live 

with their mother, while Matt had been left with his adoptive father. 

He was possibly not only suffering from the emotional effects of 

family break-up, but also undergoing a personal identity crisis. At 

this stage, Matt was taking the subjects in which he had earlier 

expressed an interest, but was undergoing increasing alienation from 

school. 

9.2.4 Rangi. 

At his first interview in November, 1982, Rangi explained that 

he was living locally with an aunt, but that his parents and brothers 

and sisters lived in Auckland, where he had first attended secondary 

school. When he was sent to live with his aunt, Rangi had attended 

another secondary school in the local area. He had only recently 

been transferred to 'A' High School where he was a fourth former, 

and was already in a certain amount of trouble. He explained: 

(1y auni.i...e. make.1 me. go :lo /2choof. I only lt.1agged 
once. 5 o .th..e only thA.ee day/2 . . I 17U./2/2ed the 
w/2 . . /2tayed home. ' co-1 I wa,!) /M.eten.cling I wa/2 
/2ick, you knouJ, 'co/2 I wanted to mi/:,/2 out /:,Orne.-

thing. I tofl..get what il wa-1. And I went to 
ge.t ,rnme. dothe/2 on the 7 1.U2.-1day . . . 9ot into 
/2ome. oth.e./7.. uou.LJ..e. /2ome.time./2. ljou know, pinched 
/20me money out ot a tea~ 1 /2 11.ag Paid il 
11.ack . . . and I wa/2 involved with /2ome. C/7..ackefl../2 
( t;__ 7.ewofl..k/2) j u/2t today. 

The researcher gathered that Rangi was staying with his aunt 

because he had been in trouble at home. Apparently his brother was 

about to follow in his footsteps and Rangi said: 

fly youngefl.. f!J1.othe11., he',) a .thh1.d to/7..me.'1.1 he 
goe,1 up th..efl..e. He geLj in.to . . amoun.t ot 
uouLJ..e. that my auntie' /2 planning to RJ1.ing him 
dolt,>n h.e.fl..e. 

It was not possible to ascertain whether Rangi's changes of 

school had affected his attainment, or whether his lack of attain­

ment was due to lack of ability or lack of interest in school. 

However, he mentioned problems in a number of subjects: 

I like /7..eading, yeah, 'co/2 I'm in, you know, 
fl..eacli..n.g help, 11.ut the wfl..iting it'.-) no good. 



I'm gonna /2ee ( tAe. coun;,eilo/1..) atou:l math.;, ... 
He'll /..md m.e. ;,om.e. h..ef..p. . . I abx.Ly;, 1,f...e..e.p .m 
/2cienc.e., ;,om.e.:lim.e.;,. I 1,up:l onc.e.. Ail we do-
th.e./1...e.' /2 f..o:l1,a wo/1..k on tAe. ioa/1..d, I ju;,:l /2C/liP,_/J,_f...e. 
it out .m my fl,,_ook,1; . . . Som.e.:lim.e.;, I :l.e.il my ma:l.e. 
( .m 1,0 ciaf.. ;,:ludie,1;) . . . I wy "(;)h..a:l doe/2 that 
rn.e.an?" ljou know, /20m.e. ha/1..d wo/1..d,:,, 
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form. 

Rangi had some difficulty in making his choices for the fifth 

He said: 

I laf..k.e.d :lo (.th..e. coun/2eilo/l) dou:l my 1,uljec:l,1;. 
I lof..d him :lh...e.y Lu.e.,1_e h..a/1..d, you know, that I 
couf..dn' :l do . . and h...e. :lof..d m.e. th...e./1...e. w.e./1...e. 1,om.e. 
ea1,y 1,u/J,..jec:l,1; ( locaf..) Nath..1, 1 ( locaf..) S ci.e.nc.e. and 
oth..e,1_ junk - th.mg/2 lik.e. that. . . So h...e. ticked 
them o/_/. /.M m.e.. And ;,o I took ( :lh...e. /_o/1..m) hom.e. 
and I f...e./.:l il h..om.e., and I com.e. R.ack :lo 1,ch..ooi_ 
and tAe. :leach...e./1.. wan:l.e.d il, 1,0 I went hom.e. n.e.d 
day and I com.e. tack to ;,ch..oof.. and I couldn't /_ind 
il, 1,0 tAe. :l.e.ach...e./1.. gav.e. m.e. on.e. and I licked them 
o/./.. 

Rangi could not remember exactly which subjects he had ticked, but 

he knew they were the easy ones, except for English which was 

compulsory. His other subjects, verified at the beginning of the 

following year, were Maori, Local Maths, Local Science and social 

studies, which was subsequently changed to work experience. 

how he came to take the work experience option, Rangi said: 

Oh.. you /2.e..e., (1/1.. .. . , I think i:l wa/2 1 he go.e./2 
"tdh..ich.. on.e. wouf..d you /lath...e./1.. pick, 1,ociaf 1,:ludi.e.1,?" 
'Co;, h...e. couf..dn't put me .m the /2ociaf ;,Ludi.e./2 
;7_oom... H..e. 1,ay;, "ljou want :lo pick 1,ociaf 1,tudi.e.,1 
0;7_ wo/1..k ex.p.e./1..i.e.nc.e.?" And I 1,aid "(;Jh..a:l' /2 wol'lk 
ex.p.e./1..i.e.nc.e.?n And h...e. goe/2 "Oh.., it',1; employ.mg -
jo/l,._ - get yoU/l../2d/_ empfoyedn. I ;,ay "Oh.. y.e.ah.., 
I ' il take th.at. " 

Asked 

Thus it appeared that some subtle pressure had been put on Rangi to 

change to work experience, but even though he had though this sounded 

interesting, it proved to be a little disappointing. When inter­

viewed in the fifth form, he said: 

Me lu0/1..k out - eve/1..y {Jedn.e.1,day. And, you know, 
ju,,:,t do wo/l/.c, 7h...e.y 1,h..ow you ail a/lound and 
you /2ta/lt do.mg cf.e.an.mg up. But .m my _Jo~ I 
wo;7_k at th..e. /J,..u:lch...e.,v:,. And aff th.e.y do ~/2 JU/2:l 
t.e.il m.e. to cf.e.an up. 7h.e.y don' l 1,h..ow me . ..• 
uf..f iJ2.e. m.e.aL1:, and that - what :lh...e.y a/1..e /1...e.affy 
j!.o/l, 



Rangi's unsettled home life, his frequent changes of school, 

and his lack of success in most school subjects must all have con-
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tributed to his lack of choice in the fifth form. In effect, he had 

'chosen' the only subjects he felt he could cope with. Thus for 

Rangi, fifth form subject choice paralleled the non-event experienced 

by low ability pupils described by Woods (1977). In his study of a 

streamed school, Woods found that none of the pupils chose non-

examination subjects for positive reasons. In the present study, 

this was not always the case at 'A' High School, which was an 

unstreamed school, except for maths and science. However, Rangi had 

attended other secondary schools which graded pupils in classes. As 

he himself explained: 

9.2.5 

I ju;,t can't do ii, you know, 'co/2 I haven't had 
ihe;,e /20/1.l o/_ ;,u/!...jecL:, P,..e/_o/1.e. . . I done math;,, 
yeah, llut we w0U2. ;,iilf. on lo the olh.R../1. /look;,. 
7he ea;,ie/1. one;,, you know. 

Bruce 

Bruce was something of an enigma to the interviewer and also to 

his teachers. He showed none of the social inadequacies of Moana, 

Matt and Rangi, but had irregular school attendance, indifferent 

performance, and a general lack of motivation in his schoolwork. In 

contrast to other fourth formers in the interview situation, Bruce 

presented himself as mature, self-confident, verbally fluent and 

utterly charming, although he intimated that his behaviour was less 

desirable in some of his classes. Later, the guidance counsellor 

explained that Bruce was somewhat given to imaginative distortion of 

the truth, and that references to illness were not to be taken at 

face value. 

For whatever reason, Bruce's school career was chequered by 

absences. Metalwork was one of the subjects that had suffered 

because of this. He explained: 

I'm e-ilheri ;,ick O/1. I'm not at /)ch.col ')OmeLime/), 
mo;,:l time'>, actually, /20 my metulLvO/l_k gel;,, oh, 
ulhe/1. d/1.opped O/1. j__i_' ,:, /_alien do1in and th/I.own 
Ciluay o/1. ;,omelhmg. 

Bruce had also missed a good deal of the fourth form core economic 

studies programme. When asked if he had done any accounting as 



part of this programme, he said: 

No, not that I /mow o-J!_. 
no/lJ:lai.f.y come on 'fq_iday-0. 
0/1. -0omething. 

~i..nd you, I don't 
I'm no/1.mally -0ick 

However, at his re-interview the following year, Bruce dropped his 

claim of sickness and said: 

I wag a fol and eve/1.ything. I don't w<-e., 
you /mow, wagging, R.ut oh. well, I enjoy it, 
you /mow. I don't u/,._e_ the con-0equence-0. 
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Bruce had been absent from school when the fifth form subject 

choices were made at the end of 1982, but at his interview he showed 

some interest in English, maths, science, economic studies and 

possibly geography. When he arrived at school at the beginning of 

the following year, he had apparently still not decided what to take 

apart from English and maths which were compulsory. When he was 

re-interviewed Bruce said that English was one of the few things he 

found easy, but that he had already been 'kicked out' of maths 

because of his unacceptable behaviour. 

See, I got lucl<-e.d oui £..e-f!.o/1..e, pe/1.man.enli.y, Rut 
I managed to get my way Rack in th./1.ough. va-0t 
apoi.ogi/2ing. And h..e, e/1., h..e i..et m.e Rack m. 
And th.en I wa-0 CU1..guing with my cl.av, counc illo/1., 
telling him h..e had to go to th..e meeting, and h..e 
-0aid h..e woui.dn' t. And th..e/1..e wa-0 him and th..e 
-0.eCA...eta/1.y t.eiling m.e to go, and I -0aid "No", and 
th.en I got lucl<-e.d out. 

Asked why he eventually took accounting in the fifth form instead of 

economic studies, Bruce said: 

I ju,':>t cam.e on my -J!_i/1.-0t day at -0ch.00L I 
waf/,._e_d in and -0at down in th..e coun,;,ef o-J!_-J!_ic.e 
and th.ought to my-0ef-J!_, w.ell. I'll do accoun.ting. 
It'll ,)uppi..em.ent Schoof C. math-0. 

By the time he was re-interviewed, Bruce had already given up geog-

raphy in favour of history. He explained: 

I w.en.t th./1..ee Ume/2 (to geog/1.aphy) and d.ecid.ed 
it wa-'> too h.CU1..d -f!.o/1. m.e, wluch it wa,'>. I 
coufdn' t do any o-J!_ it. . . {Je ,)ta/1.ted doing 
fa/)t yea/1.' ,'> Schoof C. pape/1. ... then we w.e/1..e 



do.ing map/2 and eue//.yth..i..ng. I can dAaw a ma(?, 
m.i..ghl ILe. a f..itti!.e. ol/.-/Jcal...e., ti..ut I can dAaw a 
map. But it lua/2 ha/1.d, 1Le.cau/2e I d.i..dn' t unde//.-
,'> land ha.l/. the 1,,Jo//.d/2 (1//. • • • wa/2 /Jay.i..ng. 

However, Bruce admitted to enjoying history because: 

Ye've got (1//. and he'/2 /20//.i o/. a cha.l.lenge 
f'1o/2t o/. the leache//./2 1 I /-.ind il //.eally 

ea/2y to ta/<£ the c.la/2/2 /A-om them, tut not w.i..th 
f'1//. OU//. pe//./JOnalit.i..e/2 a/1.e /2.i..m.i...la//., and h.i../2 
~,') mo//.e ,')0 1 /Le.mg the ieache..'1.1 you. /Jee, 

Instead of science, Bruce had eventually taken biology. 

School!. C. /Jc.i..ence? No, we.ti.., I th.ought a!out 
il, and then I th.ought. . Oh, I th.ink the//.e wa,::i 
/JOmeth.i..ng. It wa/2 alAeady oue//./..low.i..ng O//. 

/Jometh..i..ng. 

206 

Again, as in Rangi's case, Bruce's lack of commitment meant that an 

option was changed in response to fortuitous external circumstances. 

Despite his addiction to 'wagging', Bruce was keen to complete 

three years secondary education, which he had been told was a minimum 

qualification for some jobs. He had no particular ambitions for the 

future though he thought that School Certificate accounting might 

help him to get a job, and at the suggestion of a guidance counsellor 

had explored the possibility of hairdressing, or 'something in 

television". He said he regretted never having chosen typing or 

home economics. He was keen to learn to type because he enjoyed 

writing, and wanted to learn to cook because his hobby was eating. 

Bruce also regretted the fact that he could not take Maori at fifth 

form level because he did not have two years' previous experience. 

He claimed that he had been unable to take Maori in the third form 

because he enrolled late and there were already too many pupils in 

the class. Bruce said he had arrived at the school some time after 

the beginning of his third form year, and so, like Rangi, had been 

disadvantaged by a change of school. 

9.2.6 The losers - common features. 

How did these Maori pupils identified as 'losers' compare with 

each other? All four were having problems with their teachers, who 
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considered them to be disruptive and unwilling pupils. The problems 

of the two older boys, Rangi and Bruce, were no doubt aggravated by 

irregular school attendance in the past and/or changes of secondary 

school, but in all cases the major problems seemed to stem from outside 
the school. For Moana, Matt and Rangi, there was evidently an 

unsatisfactory home environment. These pupils were receiving little 

or no support from their parents, and in no case was this lack of 

parental support replaced by strong teacher support, although Rangi's 

aunt appeared to be supportive and concerned about his welfare. 

Rangi was also the only one of the four who was receiving some help 

with his school work, although ~foana and Matt were possibly more able 

than their teachers suspected. It seemed likely that both of the 

younger children had been placed in a low-ability home room class for 

behavioural reasons, rather than because they were considered to be 

below average in ability. If this were the case, it is possible that 

the work would fail to interest them and contribute to the general 

apathy that was evident at their re-interviews. 

Although Bruce had some hopes of passing his School Certificate 

subjects, neither he nor any of the other 'losers' was optimistic 

about the future. The younger children had really not thought about 

it. Rangi in form four expressed interest in a Christian co-operative 

he had heard about, but in form five he said he had registered with 

the Labour Department and hoped they would be able to find a job for 

him. All of the boys mentioned the possibility of being on the dole, 

and when asked what he thought his life would be like when he was 

twenty-five, Bruce replied cynically: 

9.2. 7 

Well, the way R.u-0-0.i..a and Amvz..i..ca WI£ go.i..ng, 
I p/l.oR,.aPJ..y tuon' t R,.e ! 

The 'winners' - Kiri and Doris. 

Since all the 'losers' identified in the sample were Maori 

pupils, it was decided to compare them with Maori pupils who appeared 

to be well-adjusted and had also retained their Maori identity. Two 

pupils were selected from the sample, both of them girls. 

Kiri (Ax2 020gm) was interviewed in form two at 'Ax' Inter­

mediate School in October, 1982, and re-interviewed at 'A' High 

School in March of the following year. Doris (B4 006gm) was a 
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fourth former at 'B' Hi·gh Sh 1 , coo when she was first interviewed in 
November, 1982. 

1983. 
She was re-interviewed in the fifth form in March, 

Both girls were very positive about their school subjects, and 

both chose to take Maori. Kiri said: 

I'm choo;:,mg Ui.i/2 one. Yell, mainly I<;!!!!;_ Cl 

('/ao/1..i, and my moiJi.e/1.. and j!.a:lhe/1.. CL/1..e U/1..gmg me 
lo lecvm the flao/1..i language, and I like dcmcmg, 
'>mgi__ng and do.i..ng the po.i..,,. 

Having experienced the subject at 'A' High School, she was very 

enthusiastic: 

('lao/1..i, I'm /1..eally enjo ymy. I l '/2 lho/1..oughly 
ex.c.i..ling, and I ju;:,i love il. tJe' ve al/1..eady 
/ken on a i:.A..-i.p to lhe la :ii Coa;:,l. . . and Ui.al 
luCL/2 jU/2l j!.ull o/. knowledge, and .i..t wa/2 ju;:,l ;:,o, 
you kn.ow, .i..l wa/2 /1..eally f...e.aui.i..j!.u.l fLemg w.i..th 
iJi.e othe/1.. lud/2 and that, and I've ju-6i come 
µom a powh.a/1..e, and aj!.te,n_ thi.1 I go iLack to R.1 3 
u~_vz_e we meet (a flao/1...i.. vi/2.i..io//..) and have lea, 
you 1-uww, jU/2i a mo//../7..mg tea. A.nd, um, I 
think flao/1..i .i__;:, ve/1..y educational, and eve/1..ylody 
,<.,hou.ld lake il up. I Ui.mk il' .,, Reaul.i..j!.u.l. 

Doris saw her school studies in Maori as an integral and extremely 

important part of her life, and the success she experienced in this 

subject appeared to make a major contribution to her feelings of 

self-worth. In her first interview she said: 

7hal'/2 my mam /2u1Ljecl fkcau/2e o/. my /1..eligion, 
my ilood. flao//.i, I j!.ind, il';:, /1..ealiy good ... 
7 om0/1..//.0W . . . we'll p/1..olaily have an ex.am and 
Ui.a t';:, when it /1..eally doe;:, .le-!d my /2/ull/2 . .. 
So ,wally flao/1...i.. can R..e. d.ij!.j!..i..cu.lt ut Ume/2, lul 
then il';:, lhe/1..e to leCL//.n, and lo [)ick up on 
yoU//. cmc.e./2lo//../2 1 /1..eligion, p//..aye//./2 1 iLeli.ej!.;:,, 

At her re-interview, Doris said: 

11/ao//..i' ..\ good. I .f...i..ke that ue.1.y much. Ledl 
week Lue had a 1..elieving leache.1., and ,'.>he wa/'-> 
/'.>0/1..l o/. a good omen j!.o/1.. me, kcau/:,e I j!.ound 
my,'Jct/. . . Bej!.o/1..e,. I cou.ldn' l . . I can' t /1..eally 
gel the ;:,l/1.uclU//..e. /1...i..ghl, lul when /2he Lua/2 the/1..e 
.i..t ju,'>l happen.e.d to pop out al the /1...i..ghl U.me, 
and 0he 1.,x1/2 /1..emCL//./.caily plea.:iecL. She couldn' l 
P..e.lieve .i..t, and I couldn't ulieve .i..t! 
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In common with many other form two children, Kiri had not seen 

either French or German as relevant to her life. She said she had 

tried French at her intermediate school, but preferred Maori. Doris 

also said she preferred Maori, but in any case would not have been 

permitted by the option structure at her school to choose French as 

well. In retrospect, she said: 

I ch.o/2e (1ao,7.i m/2uad, &.ul '111..ench., um, I wa.,) ,)011..t 
o./_ downh.ea11..ud aR..out .i..,t, P.£cau/2e I like the '111..ench. 
language ve11..y much., and eve11..y time I /2ee my teach.e11.. 
walJung pa/2t, I /2peak ~ao11..i lo he11.. and /2he /2peak/2 
1?.ench lo me, Peopfe think. we' 11..e nul/2, R..ecau-oe 
1.,__1e' rz.e c,7..azy ,;pealung luJO di/./--v1..enl language,) to 
each. oth.e11... But I'd fove lo have taken that one. 

There were some major differences between the comments of the 

two girls about their other school subjects. Kiri, just starting 

secondary school, spoke almost entirely in terms of her own enjoy­

ment of the subjects and her liking for her teachers. Doris's 

major concern, perhaps because she was considering the forthcoming 

School Certificate examinations, was with her own academic success. 

She judged her success partly from the approving comments of her 

teachers and classmates, and when she had problems was prepared to 

work hard to overcome them, given encouragement. 

and 49, p210 and 211.) 

(See Figures 48 

The interview data suggested that both Kiri and Doris felt 

very positively towards their classmates. Kiri identified with 

the rest of her class in music, social studies and science and said 

it was 'beautiful being with the other kids' on the Maori trip. 

Doris said something similar when talking enthusiastically about 

physical education during her first interview: 

I ju/2i like the zuay the o.lhe,7.. k-i..d,) communicate 
wdh each othe✓7.., 011.. helping i/ they know ce11..lain 
tactic., o/ a ce✓?..lain game - they know what to do. 
7hey ,)011..l o/ help you out. 7hey teach. you. 

On the other hand, both girls looked forward to being independent 

when they were older. Kiri said she would like to get her U.E. 

before leaving secondary school, and then: 

P.rz.o&.u.Uy go and fook /_011.. a jo&., I /,uppo/2e, and 07.Y 
to /ind me a pf.ace e..y my/2ef/, )0 I can have my ozun 

independence. 



ENJOYABLE ~ ~--------------------~- NOT ENJOYABLE 

I really enjoyed it (English) 

We always do things that we seem 

to enjoy. (Social Studies) -------------------------------

It's rather good. (Science) 

Our class just loves it. (Music) 

My mind seems to waver and 
doesn't seem to pay attention. 

--------------------------- (Economic Studies) 

I'm really enjoying (Maori) 

It's really good ... when I do 
typing. I feel so mechanical ... 
all you hear is click, click, 
click and shoom ... and it sounds 
really neat and it's fun. 

TEACHER LIKED •'----------------~ 

He's really neat. It's really good 
with him. He explains everything. 

TEACHER NOT LIKED 

(Maths) ---------------------------------------------------

It's really good with Mr ... 
He's cute ... We can understand him. 
(Social Studies) ------------------------------------------

She seems rather nice. (Science) --------------------------

We've got Miss... It's really 
neat with her. (Music) ----------------------------------

Mr ... he's really nice, but •• 
(Economic studies) ------------------------------------------

Fig. 48 KIRI'S MAJOR CONSTRUCTS 
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SUCCESS 

My spelling's quite high -------------------­
(English) 

LACK OF SUCCESS 

My comprehension, I found out 
wasn't too good, but I can 
increase my learning skills 
in comprehension work. 

Sometimes I don't like it 
because I get stuck quite a 
lot ... I'm sorta, really 
mediocre. (Maths) 

---------------------------------- The teacher's hard to 
understand. (Science) 

That's one of my top 
subjects. I quite like 
that one. (Social Studies) 

I've been told ttYou're very 
good on this". (Art) ----------------------

I'm quite strong on theory 
work. (Home Economics) --------------------

SUBJECT LIKED _________________ SUBJECT NOT LIKED 

I like it quite a bit. (Maths) .,. and then sometimes I don't 
like it. 

I hate it. I don't like that 
-------------------------------- one very much. (Science) 

I quite like that one. (Art) ---------------

I quite like it. Most of the 
time I like it. (Economic Studies) -----------

It's really good. (Maori) -------------------

I really like that one. It's 
terrific ... The teacher's 
really terrific. 
(Home Economics) ------------------------------

Fig. a9 OORIS 1S MAJOR CONSTRUCTS 
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Doris also felt very confident about coping on her own: 

I/. I have /2ucce/2/2 m eveA.ythmg, I'll pnoRaPJ..y 
u..y to e..e /2mgf..e cd.1. my u/!_e. IJm, /20/-d o-/. 
keepmg the money /.on my/2ef..-/. - not kLe. a Scnooge 
Cd. anything, Rut I th.ink I Luouf..d have a mane 
hap pi.en 1-i/!_e i-/. I 1-.i...ved f,_y my/2e.l-/. . . . I'd 
uke to f...i...ve w.i...th a ma1.e, Rut not /2ont o-/. f?---e 

/2cnl o-/.. a d.i...-/.-/..i...cu.lt ~.lation/2hip. 
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Kiri described herself as being the youngest in the family and 

the only child left at home. She mentioned that her parents had 

advised her in making her subject choice, but were willing to let 

her choose. Doris mentioned a number of people outside the school 

who were interested in her progress and gave her encouragement in 

her studies. 

had advised: 

She said that her sister had told her about Maori and 

"1-/. you .l-1.../2:len to the teac.hvz., don't muck ~ound, 
then you'd id.e pnep~ed to do well in yo~ -/.i/.th 
/.c,im.. ,, 

Doris said she was also encouraged in her Maori studies by the 

elders at her Marae: 

7hey neaif..y he.lped me a .lot Ry /2peakmg ~aoni to 
me. In the monnmg, .like, they Luouf..d /2ay "7 ena 
kce ko :leno". 7hat mean..,:, "(jood mo~ing, gneet-
.i...ng,') my daugh:len, on ginf..''. ,4nd they'd /2ay m 
/1acni "How GA£ you?" A.n.d I'd .oay "V Vey well, 
thank you". It'.o ju/2t uttf..e thing/2 uke that 
-/.nom my efdvz..o that pu.oh me a/2 well... 7hey /2ay 
"1::Jou can do it; you can do it!" 

And in home economics, by an aunt: 

1;/y aw1.t.-1...e, 0he' ,_) quite high -1...n hen cooking /:,tage.">, 
)he to.ld me "7he /2ame thmg a.o with eveny o.the,1 
.1uRje.ct: /2it down. . neaily think aRout it kLe.-/.one 
you do d. I-/. you th.i...n.k you'ne. gomg to make. a 
1_dup.i..cL comment, then go Rack. oven and ,:,ont o-/. 
wonk it out -">lowly. 

Both girls were very keen on sporting activities. Kiri said: 

I f..ove. af..f.. k..in.d/2 o-/. /2f?OnL I love cnicke.l and 
I .like .10-/.lRall, nelRaf..1, Ra/2k.e.lRall . • • al.l 
/u..ncL-:, o-/. '>pont/2. 
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Doris said: 

(1y phy/2.iccd. pcuz.l, I wou.f.d /:Jay, wou.1.d e...e aRove. 
aue.17..age.. I've. had -'U? .. mcuz.k/2 on that, and 
compi!.i..me.nle.d on f..a/2l ye.a/I.. and thL') yea/I... I'm 
/7..eaily good. I like. laking cod.a.in ,'>p017..L/2 th.al 
'le.fate. lo my/2e.f/.. I f.ike u1..i..cket, voffe.yRaff, 
la/2kelRai..1., //.Owing, /2qua/2h, 

Both girls had experienced academic and sporting success. They 

got on well with their peers, were generally very positive towards 

their teachers, and had support from home. They also came from 

intact families and had experienced stable schooling in the past few 

years. Kiri had no future occupation in mind, but Doris had an 

ambition to join the police, and had been given information and 

encouragement by an uncle in the force. 

Both Kiri and Doris were able to make reasoned choices from 

the optional subjects offered at their schools, although they differed 

from one another in the constructs they used to describe their subjects. 

Kiri spoke in terms of subject enjoyment and teacher-liking, while 

Doris, who was two years older, distinguished mainly between subjects 

in which she was achieving a measure of success and those in which 

she was experiencing difficulties. 

9.2.8 Winners and losers - summary and conclusions. 

The cases of the four 'losers' suggest that for at least three 

of them, major problems affecting school progress stemmed from home, 

and for all of them factors such as erratic attendance, consequent 

·difficulties with school work, and confrontations with teachers, 

contributed to their problems at school. Moana was moved from her 

high school within two months of her arrival, Matt jad completely 

rejected school within the space of six weeks, and the twc older boys 

were just waiting to leave. 

From the pupils' point of view, the schools had done very little 

to help these four young people. Moana was rejected because of her 

personal antagonism towards teachers; Matt was put in a low-stream 

class for behavioural rather. than academic reasons; Rangi, given 

'easy work' at a previous school, had little hope of coping at the 

fifth form level; and Bruce, though encouraged by a sympathetic 

guidance staff, was rejected by teachers. 



The case studies suggested that despite the stated child­

centred philosophies of the two high schools, teachers were 

rejecting individuals who presented particular challenges to their 

teaching of classroom groups. Both high schools had guidance 

counsellors, remedial programmes, and alternative programmes 

including work experience at the fifth form level, however, it may 
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be that the extra support available for pupils with problems is just 

not enough to compensate for the severe disadvantages suffered by 

some pupils. 

Features common to the two Maori 'winners' were strong support 

from home and a measure of success in the school situation. Both 

pupils felt positively about their classmates and their teachers. 

In neither case could the school be seen to have contributed in any 

special way to the pupil's success. Rather, school factors were 

likely to have reinforced the already positive self esteem of the 

'winners' while serving to lower the already low self-esteem of the 

'losers'. 



CHAPTER TEN 

CASE STUDY OF A SUBJECT 

OVERVIEW: This chapter presents a case 
study of music to illustrate some of the 
subject specific variables influencing 
children's choices. 

10.1 Music - a case study. 

A case study of music was undertaken because of the special 

nature of the subject. It was the only subject available as·part 

of the third form core as well as the option pro3ramme at both 
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schools. It was also available to pupils in the form of instrumental 

tuition from itinerant school music teachers or from private music 

teachers in the community, and also through the children's 

participation in bands, orchestras and choirs both in and out of 

school. Because of the ready availability of music in a variety of 

contexts, children's attitudes expressed in their comments about 

music as an option were very different from those elicited from the 

interview data relating to other subjects. They confirmed the 

existence of an important selection category identified as 'context 

of learning'. 

10.1.2 Prior experience of music. 

Pupil's perceptions of music when they chose their third form 

options were no doubt coloured by their prior experience of music. 

It is therefore important to note the differences in music experience 

of pupils destined for the two high schools. 

Both the 'Ax' and 'Ay' pupils had undergone an intensive 

practical music programme at their respective intermediate schools 

under the direction of specialist music teachers. All of these 

pupils had learnt to play the recorder, and over half of them 

(53.8%) said they had received tuition for an instrument other than 

the recorder, either at school or privately. Between them, they 

claimed some expertise on the flute, clarinet, violin, piano, organ, 

piano-accordion, guitar, saxophone, trumpet and xylophone. A number 

of the children also mentioned that they played or sang in community 
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orchestras and choirs. 

In contrast, the 'Bx', 'By' and 'Bz' pupils had all learnt 

music as part of their regular classroom programme with their class 

teacher, rather than with a music specialist. The extent and nature 

of their music programme therefore varied according to the interest 

and expertise of the class teacher. Apart from some singing, the 

classroom programmes appear to have involved very little in the way 

of practical music, and according to the children, consisted mainly 

of listening to records and learning about the instruments of the 

orchestra and the lives of the great composers. This meant that, 

unlike the 'A' sample, these children did not have an understanding 

of classroom music that involved their own performance. However, 

just under a third of the 'B' sample (30.7%) reported having received 

instrumental tuition, either privately or from itinerant music 

teachers visiting the schools. 

A comparison of the responses of the form two children in the 

'A' and 'B' samples when asked "What do you think about music?" shows 

that the percentages of children expressing negative feelings about 

music were not markedly dissimilar (26.9% and 24% for 'A' and 'B' 

respectively). However, more pupils in the 'A' sample expressed 

very positive attitudes to music (53.8% as compared to only 28% of 

the 'B' sample). The majority of the 'A' sample, not unexpectedly, 

saw music as a practical subject, and most of those who were neutral 

or negative about it, said they were either uninterested or 

unsuccessful in playing music. Just under half of the 'B' sample 

(48%) felt that music was 'quite good' or 'alright' but had strong 

reservations about taking it as an option. (See Appendix D, p318-9.) 

Objections were to written work, singing and hard work. One pupil 

said: 

I can /2tan.d it, tut I'm not ~eaily ~apt in it 
I enjoy modvz.n mu,::,ic, a id o./, 7 chaiko v,')ky ',) 
net lad, tut a/2 t~ a.1 cf.a,1/2icaf. mu;:,ic gov,, 
I'm not into that. I've ui.ed pf.aying a 
mu,'Jicaf. m/2t~Lunent e.eto~f'., e.ut I got e.o~.ed. 
(Bx2 012g) 

The data suggests that.children involved in a practical music 

taken by a specialist music teacher are more likely to have programme 
't d towards music as a school subject than children positive atti u es 

who experience music as part of their normal classroom prograrilme with 
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a non-specialist teacher. It also suggests that, in the absence of 

information to the contrary, children expect high school music to be 

a continuation of what they have previously experienced. 

10.1. 3 Choice of music as_ an option. 

The startling fact about children's choice of music as an 

option was that the majority of those who acknowledged a keen 

interest and involvement in music did not choose to take it. In 

fact, of the more enthusiastic 'A' sample, only one pupil elected to 

to take the music option, and by the start of the fcillowing year 

even she had changed her mind. (See Figure 40, pl61.) One of the 

children in the 'B' sample (Bx3 001b) stayed with his choice of 

music, another who thought he would take music eventually opted for 

technical drawing, but a girl who originally had been uncommitted 

decided to take music to supplement the flute lessons she had begun. 

Mr and Mrs Selby, parents of Paul Selby, the boy who had 

stayed with his music choice, were very knowledgeable about the high 

school subjects as they had both been secondary teachers themselves. 

However, they claimed that they put no pressure on their son as far 

as his subject choice was concerned. They explained that Paul had 

developed an interest in music at quite an early age: 

We of'-f'-ened h.vn the chance al age /2even on ughl ... 
lo leann a mu/2ical in/2uumenl. Would he like. lo 
p.€.ay the piano l.i/<..e ( hi/2 /2i/2len) doe/2 1 and he again 
1,,.x1/2 quile clean he wani.ed :lo do /20methin..g di/'-/'-eneni. 
thene, /20 we played h.vn a tew necond/2 and ju/2l 
u/2/<..ed h.vn lo li/2:lR.n :lo :lhe /2ouncL/2 he thought he 
migh{ like, and he quite liked the /2ound of'- the 
:l/lumpe{. 7ha:l' /2 whene i:l /2laAted. (fin Sefty Bf!..) 

Later on, their son joined a local brass band. 

In i.he /!..and 1»hene he play/2, thene ane quite a f'-ew 
olden ki.d/2 who have moved on :lo high /2chool in :lhe 
la/2:l coupJl..e o/'- yean/2 and none of'- them have :lal<..en 
mu/2ic a/2 thein option ... and the mu/2ic ieachen ha/2 
expne/2/2ed di/2appointment that th..e/2e k.id/2 who wene 
/20 good at mu/2ic didn't take. a mu/2ic option. I 
think he ltXZ/2 hoping :lo get /2omething going with aJl..f 
the one/2 that ane coming on f'-nom in:lenmediaie. We 
go on 7hun/2day nigh:l/2 :lo /!..and with one of'- the/2e 
kid/2 ... and he wi/2he/2 he'd taken mu/2ic a/'-ien all 
... /20 I think that might have helped, I don't 
krww. ( fY/n/2 Sefty Bf!..) 



Nevertheless, Paul Selby, like many of the other 'B' children, 

thought that the music option would include the kind of content 

touched on by his form two class teacher. 

He lVCJ./2 WQ/1./1.,l.{!_d a.R,..out i.he mu./2../..C opuon e.ecaLL/2e 
he cLoe.-1n' t know an.yth.i..ng a.R,..out compo-1v1.-1 and 
he thought he might &..e ex.peeled to. And. that 
~a/2 one ot the ~ea-1on-1 that wa-1 making him 
dilluv-z. a.R,..out laking .it. ( f11v:i Sefty BR,.) 
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More than half of the 'B' sample (56%) made ambivalent or 

negative comments when asked about music at the form two interviews. 

They mentioned a number of things that they disliked in music: 

I don't Li.k.e -1.i..ng.i..ng. ( Bx.2 004.R,..) 

I don't actually Li.k.e doing the W11..i..tten wo~k 
that much. (Bx.2 003g) 

Some:l.i..me.-1 you get io~.i..ng 1tutt like ope~a. 
( Bx.2 007.R,._) 

It '-1 quile a lit ot h~d wo~ . . . aiA.i..ght 
u:Aen you've t.i..n.i..-1hed. (Bz2 002.R,._) 

I -1uppo-1e I coul..d.. &..e quite .i..nte~e-1ied .it .it 
lVCJ.✓'> a R,._.i..i mo~e -1euou-1 than il .i..-1 hetz.e. 
(By2 003g) 

But the 'A' sample children who were ambivalent or negative about 

music (46.1%) gave reasons that related to their expectations of 

music as performance: 

I only play the ~eco~de~. (Ax:2 005.R,._) 

I've nev~ &..e.e.n .in the o~che-1ua g'.r,_oup o~ 
an.yth.i..ng. ( Ax.2 008 g) 

ljou gotta p~act.i...1e and .it lake,~ too long. 
(,-lx:2 006.R,._) 

I don't Like p/!_ay.i..ng th.ing-1. ( Ax2 014.R,..) 

Children from the 'A' sample who were positive about music but 

did not choose to take it as an option showed that they were aware 

of the possibility of taking music in a context other than that of 

the classroom: 

I'm gonna have &1-1on-1 to~ my cl!.a~.ine.l. 
( Ax2 001g) 



I play tJie vi..of.i.n. I'm up to a f.e.vef 
Lvhv1..e I don't /l.eally need to do .i.t .i.n /_o/1..m 
th./l.ee a/2 an ex.:vz_a ,;uP,.ject. (Ax.2 003g} 

I play th/l.ee .i.n,;l/1..wnent,;. I don't /l.eaffy 
need i..t. I've got my tJieo/l.y to do. I 
do g/l.ade,; too. (Ax.2 016g} 

I'f_f_ .e.e go.i.ng .e.ack·to pi..ano fe/2/20n/2, I 
don't /l.eaffy need to do mu,;i..c at ,;choof. 
(liy2 003g} 

I enjoy ,;i..ngi..ng, P,.ul I can al.way,; do that 
/2omewhe/l.e ef,;e. (Ax.2 017g} 

Two of the 'A' pupils noted that they would be taking core music 

anyway, as did one of the 'B' sample, while others indicated that 

there were other things they would prefer to do: 

7 he/l.e '/2 lwo othe/l. -1u.e.Ject-1 I want to take. 
(Ax:2 009g} 

I u-1ed to play tJie vi..of.i.n, P,.ut gave that 
up ... I fi..ked pfay.i.ng /2occe/l. and th.i.ng-1 
fi..ke that R..etie/l. than mu/2i..c. ( Bx.2 016P,.) 
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In summary, although 50% of the total sample expressed positive 

attitudes towards music in form two, most expected to continue their 

interest outside the classroom through instrumental tuition and 

involvement in choirs and orchestras. Only 8% of the 'B' High 

School sample chose music as an option in the third form; none of 

the 'A' sample took music as a third form option. However, although 

music was a minor option at both high schools, the subject was more 

popular as an option among the total third form intake at both schools 

than it was among the sample. Figures 12 and 13, p80, show that 

percentages of boys and girls taking option music at school 'A' were 

6% and 2.4% respectively, while at school B, possibly because of the 

attraction of environmental studies for a large number of boys, music 

was more popular among girls (5.5% and 11.2% for boys and girls 

respectively). 

10.1.4 Teachers' views. 

The music teacher interviewed at 'A' High School about 

music as an option in the school showed an awareness of the fact 

that many pupils who were very interested in music chose not to take 

it as an option. She said: 



7 he ki..nd/) o/. ki..cu., th.al :lend to think o/. com..i..ng 
into the mu/2ic op:l..i..on/2 :lend lo e...e /.aMfy 
&A..i..gh:l, /.u-U1.fy academically .i..ncl..i..ned, and 
the.,,1..e./_0/1.e .they /l.egW1..d mu/2..i..c no:l ,rn much a,,, a 
ca--1..e.e./l. type /2djec:l, Ru:l mo/1.e. o/. an in:le11..e./2:ll 
ho/!J,.y one, and they Luoufd p11..e/.e/l. p/1.oP..ally to 
keep ..i..l that way and the11..e.Ry not U/2/2en the..i..11.. 
ch.an..ce/2 ..i..n othe/1. /2utjec.t/2. 7 hey woufd do 
pvz.hap/2 :lwo fanguage./2 in option 11..a:lhell.. than, 
/2ay, do mu/2ic in one o/. tho,)e. 7hey woufd 
pwdake in aff the exi:Aa-cwuz...i..cufa mu/2..i..c. 
(f'1.u/2..i..c A/.) 

She felt that this inevitably put a strain on the music staff: 

7he ma..i..n.. p11..ollem ..i../2 the /.act that we'/1.e. paid :lo 
do OU/I.. jot a/2 mu/:i..i..c :leache.11../2 in the cfa/2/211..oom, 
and the exi:Aa-cU11..11....i..cufa i/2 mo11..e f..i..ke a nece/2/2-
a11..y opl..i..on that we have lo do out o/. /2ch.oof 
l..i..me., and in e/./.ecl whal'/2 happening then ..i../2 
that the/2e. /ucu., who lake fanguage./2 a/2 an op:l..i..on 
and expect lo do all the e:d,11..a-cU11..11....i..cufa lh✓i..ng/2 
a/1.e. expeclin..g that we put a fol o/. OU/I.. l..i..me and 
ene.11.gy ..i..nto cul-o/,-,:,choof ac:Uv..i..t..i..e,':> 1 and in a 
/..1.,'ay I th..i..nk they , /I.e. p11..o P,_a/1,_fy ju/2:l U/2ing the 
,)y,:,le.m . . . lhe./1.e ..i../2 a /1..eaf con/.licl, loo, a/2 
lo whelhe./1.. ch..i.f.d;z_e.n want to pfay the.-U1. in/2Uu­
me.n..l O/1. wheihe.11.. they want lo go into lh..i..ng/2 
like the theo/1..y and the ha11..mony and the h..i../2lo11..y 
o/. mu/':>..i..c, and the -ooc..i..ol.og..i..cal. a/2pecL':i o/. mU/2J..c, 
and the/l.e./.o/1.e. i/. they do wJ../2h lo pl.ay, well, I 
/2uppo/2e J..t ..i../2 lo /1,_e. expected that they w..i..ll 
ju/2:l do the othe./1. th..i..ng/2, 1.a:lhe/1.. than the oplJ..on/2. 

In a way we' /1.e Ming ove./1..-gene/l..OU/2 in what 
we o/./.e./1. lo them in :leJUM o/. the /.acl that we 
have, you kn.ow, a /.ul.1. O/l..ch.e/2ua, 80 pfu/2, and 
M/2..i..de./2 that we've got a junJ..o/1.. 011..che./2:l,w and a 
,'>ymph.onJ..c Rand and a &Aa/2/2 Rand and a mad./1..J..gal. 
g/1..oup a/2 well a/2 a ch.oM . . . and /,oU/1.. O/1.. /.J..ve. 
ch.amMII.. g11..oup/2 a/2 well. 7he J..Li..ne./1.anl Ma/2/2 
:leache.11.. lake./2 the P,JW/2/2 £.and, £..ul apa11..l /.11..om 
that, the :lwo o/. u/2 lake it. So we Cl/1..e heavily 
comm..i..tled in le.11..m/2 o/. &...e-/.011..e -ochool. and funch 
t..i..me, and even /2Ome. weekend wo/1..k laki..ng -oome. o/. 
the ch.amMII.. g/1..o up-o. ( r1u/2..i..c A/.) 
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The Head of the Music Department at 'B' High School, however, 

had noticed some differences in the expectations of pupils taking 

the music option in the two years he had been at the school. 

At the &...egJ..nning _ o/. fa-ol yea/I.., my thJ../1..d and 
/.0U11..lh /,011..m option cfa/2/2e./2 con/2..i../2:led o/. ch..i..1.d/1.e.n 
who came afong &...ecau/2e they had an m:le,1.e/2l and 
they .thought ..i..t woul.d /1,_e. /.un - thought that I 
woul.d /1,_e. playing them Beatle/2 and SpfJ..l E.nz and 



/20 on all :the t-lllle, and I mu/2t adm.il I had to 
do a /a.i.A. iil o/ that £.ecau/2e I had to keep 
the.i.A. .i.ntvz.e/2t go.ing. La/2t yeOA. '/2 th.i.A.d 
/a/I.Ill. opuon cla/2/2 v.i.A.tually &/t me at the end 
o/ £a/2t yea11., Rut lhi/2 yeOA. I've tak..e.n .in a 
£al o/ ch.i..fcuz.en who/2e .in/2~umenla£ playing .i.A 

going well, pOA.ticufOA.£y ~a/2/2 pfayvz./2, We 
have a ve11.y en.i.Jw/2ia/2lic leache11. o/ £.11.a/2/2 
he11.e and he -llllp11.e/2:/2ed on them how nece/2/2a11.y il 
wct/2 lo uncle.11./2tand :the 11.ud-lllleni/2 and :lheo11.y o/ 
mu/2ic, (~u/2ic Bm) 
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Given the wide variation in expectations of music as an option 

that was apparent in the pupil interviews and also identified by 

teachers, it is unfortunate that little can be learnt from gauging 

satisfaction after· choice in the present study. Only two of_ the 

'B' sample opted for music. Of these, Paul Selby was pleased with 

his choice which he claimed gave him scope to follow his own 

interests, but the girl who changed her option to music (Bx3 OO2g) 

thought the subject a bit boring at times because the content was· 

not even to do with music. It is possible, however, to examine 

some of the problems specific to music by examining pupils' 

reactions to core music in the third form. 

10.1. 5 Core music. 

It will be recalled that core music was timetabled for third 

formers at both high schools, and that although only 3.8% event­

ually chose music as an option, 50% of the total sample expressed 

positive attitudes to music when interviewed in form two. More 

than half of these, however (61.5%), were pupils destined for 'A' 

High School, who had experienced lively music programmes involving 

their own performance at 'Ax' and 'Ay' Intermediate Schools. 

Both high schools were equipped with specialist music rooms and 

staffed by specialist teachers, and both offered a wide range of 

extra-curricula music activities, but given the more positive att­

itudes to music among the 'A' sample, it is reasonable to suppose 

that attitudes to music at 'A' High School would be more positive 

than at 'B' High School among the third form samples. However, the 

reverse was found to be the case. (See Appendix G, p344.) Only 

24% of the comments made by the 'A' sample about their third form 

core music programme were positive, while 44% of the comments were 

negative. Among the sample third formers at 'B' High School 48.1% 
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of comments about core music were positive and 22.2% negative. It 

is possible that more favourable comments were made by the 'B' 

children because they were comparing their high school programme with 

the non-specialist programmes in form two that many of them had 

merely tolerated or actually disliked. The 'A' children, in 

contrast, were comparing their high school experience with an inter­

mediate school specialist programme that most had enjoyed. The 

different responses might also be accounted for by variables related 

to their teachers and to the content of the respective music pro­

grammes at the high schools. 

What then, were the differences? Analysis of the re-interview 

transcripts showed that the children reported a very different 

content in the core music programmes at the two high schools. At 

'A' High School, the children were generally dissatisfied with what 

they had done so far: 

We.' ,'I£ ju/2t ta1J.c,,in,g a{J,._out /:,ound/2 and thing/2 
Like. that at the moment. ( Ax-3 007 g) 

Do moP..,,e W/1.ilin..g than mu/2ic. ( ll.d 005(),._) 

She. jU/2t make./2 u/2 w/1..i:le. down a whoa lot 
o/ /2tutt we. don't u/2ually unde.//../2tand 
anyway. (Ax3 008g) 

We. ju/2t W/1..i:le. a{J,._ou:l i:l. ( Ax3 013(},._) 

However, the 24% who were positive were happy with the academic 

rather than practical approach: 

She had :lhi/2 lund o/ compUUVI, thin..g, and 
you could /2C/l.R..WTZ into it and you could 
/2e.e. the wave./2 o/ yoU/1.. own voice.. 
(Ax3 001g) 

We.' ,u UQ,/1,ning a fol a{J,._ou:l note./2 and the. 
compo/2ition o/ mu/2ic and /2tu//, and that'/2 
//.£ally good. (Ax3 001(),._) 

We. do tlung,1 with mo/1../212. code and /2tu/t, 
and that'/2 /1..eally good. (Ax3 016g) 

In contrast, the children at 'B' High School did not complain of too 

much writing: 

What Lue.' ve. done /20 tQ,/1, i../2 ju/2t li/2te.n lo 
mu/,ic and we.' ve. done. /20me. cove.//..,) /o/1.. /1..12.CO//..d/2 • 
( B:d 005g) 



tile don' l do much w1.il.i..ng o/1. anyth.i..ng. 
/Jle' ,u ju/2l /20/1.l o/_ .f..i/2len.i..ng lo lape/2 and 
lh..i..ng/2 and doing alium coue/1./2 . . . and 
laVung atout the d.i./_/_e.11.en:l m/21Aumenl/2, 
(Bx.3 OO2g) 
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These children were not expecting to play instruments, so they were 

not disappointed in that respect; They also appeared relieved that 

music was not full of the writing that many of them said they dis­

liked, when interviewed in form two. Thus the emphasis on drawing, 

talking and listening was viewed positively. In addition, several 

children approved of the fact that they were allowed to bring their 

own tapes and records: 

Ai. the end o/_ the pe/1.iod we can uing 0UA. own 
mu/2ic along and l.u.,len lo th.at. (Bx.3 0061',._) 

Il'/2 good kcau/2e you can u.i..ng yoUA. own 
/1.e.C0/1.d/2 and you can play th.em (Bx3 0071',._) 

We do pop mu/2.i.c, any mu/2ic. We ju/2t u.i..ng 
lape/2 along. (Bx.3 0141',._) 

Vulliamy ,in Esland, 1977, p30) has criticized school music for its 

"total disregard for the music with which students are most likely 

to be acquainted", but his criticism cannot be applied in this 

instance for, as has already been shown, the H.O.D. Music was well 

aware of the need to motivate pupils. Only one of the 'A' High 

School comments referred to being allowed to have requests, so it 

appeared to the researcher that 'bringing our own music along' was 

more of a feature of the 'B' High School programme. 

Teacher variables seemed to be of minor importance. At 'A' 

High School, teachers were commented on positively by one pupil and 

negatively another, who may, or may not, have been referring to the 

same teacher. They said: 

{de have /'1.i./2/2 . . . OUA. c.f..a,':J/2 ju/2t iove/2 il. 
It' /2 11.ealiy neat with he/1.. She -Mem/2 lo 
pampe/1. U/2 1 you know. We 11.eaiiy like he/1.. 
(Ax.3 O2Ogm) 

OUA. le.ache//., /2h.e' /2 a lit o/_ a /2iily and we 
muck a11.ound and that. We don't gel much 
wo11.k done. (Ax.3 0061',._) 

One other criticism appeared to be a reflection on the teacher: 
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Il'/2 not ve.11.y well 0.11.gani..zed, 7he. k-i..cLt, 

gel GhXJ.Y wi..:lh mW1.~. ( A.x:3 002g) 

At 'B' High School, only one adverse comment was made about a teacher 
of core music: 

In a way, /2he. 1 /2 /20.11.l o/, /20/,l and fel/2 u/2 
do anyt.h.i.n.g, /20 we haven't done much 
wo.11.k al all. (Bx:3 013g) 

More important to the children was the novelty, or otherwise, 

of the programme offered to them: novelty, in the sense of new 

material as opposed to 'things we've done before'. More of the 'A' 

sample claimed a high degree of musical knowledge in form two, but 

only two pupils from each sample expressed dissatisfaction due to 

repetition of work in form three: 

We'.11.e go.i.n.g ov~ a fol o/, /2lu/,/, I a~eady 
know. (A.x:3 004g) 

I haven't .11.eally feW1.nt much, -B-ecau/2e 
we've done il fLe/,0.11.e, (A.y3 002g) 

We've ju/2t done the. o.11.che/2ua and we clid 
that la/2t yea/1., (Bx:3 010t) 

7hat'/2 /,a..uify to.11..i.n.g 1Lecau/2e ~.11. ... ha/2 
to take the da/2/2 ihAough wo.11.k we've 
al.11.eady done. (Bx:3 001t) 

But this last comment referred to the repetition of work done in the 

music option rather than of work done in previous years. 

10.1.6 Summary and conclusions 

Music is a subject in which pupils reported a very wide range 

of experience prior to their entry into form three, some having 

received instrumental tuition to a high standard, while others had 

none at all. In addition, form two children had varying experience 

of classroom.music. Pupils in the 'A' sample who had been taught 

by specialists viewed music as essentially performance, while 

pupils from schools contributing to 'B' High School saw music as an 

academic subject concerned with the instruments of the orchestra 

and the lives of the great composers. Music teachers at both high 

schools were aware of the varying needs and expectations of the 

pupils entering their programmes. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

PARENTS' VIEWS 

OVERVIEW: Parents' comments on their 
children's school subjects are summarized 
and their wider concerns are noted. 

Since parents' comments have been used to illustrate points 

raised elsewhere, and since only a small sample of parents was 

interviewed, this chapter will give a short summary of the major 
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concerns raised by parents of form two children. In all cases, when 

asked to comment on the role of the school and the relative merits of 

the subjects offered, the parents referred to the particular needs and 

interests of their own children. They illustrated their concerns by 

reference to their own experiences at school and to the experiences of 

older sons and daughters. It will be recalled that form two children 

cited parents as their main source of information and advice about the 

school options. It was therefore expected that parents' views would 

closely match those expressed by the children and this proved to be 

the case. 

11.1 Parents' attitudes towards the school subjects. 

All the children as well as the parents were asked to comment 

on the core subjects as well as the options. Lack of space has meant 

that children's attitudes to the core have not been commented on in 

detail. It should be mentioned, however, that both children and 

parents accepted the need for core subjects and did not question the 

school's right to organize the curriculum as it saw fit (even though 

the two research schools had organized their programmes in substantially 

different ways). All of the parents in the sample agreed that the 

major core subjects (English, maths, science and social studies) were 

important for their children even though they knew that in some cases 

their children would not enjoy doing them. Mr Owen put his views 

quite strongly: 

uh.th. quite. a P..ot o/. lluP..ject;;,, you know, you 
might not llpe.c.i./.ically .f.ike. the.m, tut th.e.y 
G./1.e. a ne.ce./:J/:JG./1.Y pa~t o/. .f.i/.e. . .. you can't 
on.f.y do th.e. e.njoya/Ue. iil-1. 7he.~ ~e. e.illl 
that a~ not -'.)0 e.njoya/Ue. e.ut they ~e. 
e.qually all i.mpo~lant. . . I don' t enjoy putting 
th.e. ~uP,JLi..-~h t.i.n out tut i.t ha.1 to e.e. done! 
(fl~ Owe.n AIU 
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Music was a minor core subject at both high schools and in 

at ti tion, 'B' Hi 0oh School ran a core art programme. However, parents 

were not agreed on the value of art and music as core subjects. 

Mrs Clive was quite adamant: 

.;J. ✓:i /_a,?. a.1:, I'm concouu2.d th..ey' 11.e a wa.1:,i..e o/. 
l..i.m.e_. (~11..1:, Clive BR) 

Mrs Green was tolerant: 

I think that' /2 .n..ecu,onafJ...1..e enough, ye,'>. 
Ucn' t do th.e.m any ha/un. ( 11.n.. ✓'> (}11.een ,4.R) 

And ~rs Ingold was generally in favour: 

I den' t thmk he fi/<-e.1:, eilh.e,i o/. tho.1:,e two 
ve,1_y much, Rut . . . I think it' 0 good that 
they know a 1-i:l:lu tit atoui.. th.e.m. 
(/111.,., In.gofd Bt) 

Two of the children in the sample who were enrolled at 'A' High 

School had chosen to take art as an option, but for them there was 

no overlap as art was not part of the core programme at that school. 

One boy enrolled at 'B' High School had chosen music as an option 

but his parents did not think there would be any overlap: 

(Co11.e mu.1:,ic i.1:,) p.n..otaily exiAa lo wha:l they'.n..e 
doing in the /.uil mu.1:,ic cla.1:,.1:,, (M.n.. Sefty Bt) 

When it came to the options, there was a good deal of discussion 

about languages, and between them the parents reflected all the views 

advanced by children. Some of their comments have already been 

quoted in Chapter Seven, and it will be recalled that Mrs Trent, with 

four daughters at High School, took the view that languages broaden 

one's outlook; Mrs Clive and Mr Keane took a strictly utilitarian 

view and felt that their children would not need to know a foreign 

language. There was also a suggestion from two of the parents that 

even that if one did have the opportunity to travel the language 

learnt at school would be of little value. Mrs Owen said: 

( !...anguage.1:,?) tJeLf.., I mean, abi..ghl, they' '1.e 
/_me /_011. people that 1.,xm:l lo i..11.avef - not 
that people in tho.1:,e .1:,011.t.1:, o/_ counl11.ie.0 can 
uncLe.7-.,'>land you once you 1-ea.n..n th.e.m. 
(t't/11.0 Owen Al{) 



And Mrs Clive went so far as to inquire: 

7 he. 1 /1..e.nch they Ua/Ul hvz.e. i . ./:, not the. 1 /1..e.nch. 
lfw.y '>peak i..n f,1.cmce, i/2 Lt? 
r /YI/I.. .. '> Cl..i..ue BR) 
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However, Mrs Keane mentioned a supposed advantage that had been 

referred to by girls in the pilot study but not by any of the children 

interviewed for the main research: 

5 eue.,wl.. pe.o r,1..e lo.2.d u/2 you /'>houl..cL have yollfl.. 
child in a 1.anguuge cl..a/2/2 f!...ecau1:,e. you get a 
e...e.tt.e.,1- cf.a'>,'> o-f!. -c.e.ach.e./1.. and a e...e.tte./1.. cl..a/2/2 o-f!. 
r,up..i..1.., and f...e.Ll.e./?.. leaching ail /1..0und. Bui.. .. 
I can't 1:,ee any /2en/2e in doing .. lak..i..ng a 
1..anguage. /2.unpl..y lo gel a P,..eli.e../7.. cl..a1:,1:, o-f!. 
?1...i...e.nd./2. ( f//1. ✓'> l{ean.e. AA) 

Thus parents comments about languages supported the finding that the 

children most likely to choose languages at secondary school were 

those whose parents were in favour of language learning. 

The languages commented on so far have been European languages. 

Maori was also offered at both schools, and this was one of Karen 

Vincent's choices. Her choices are discussed in a case study 

presented in Chapter Nine (pl87). Other parents saw 1·1aori 

as perhaps quite interesting, but really meant for Maori children. 

Two parents had strong views: 

and: 

I woul..dn't like lo 1ee il d..i...e., Rut I don't 
eve//. want lo 1:,e.e d a/2 a compul.1:,0/1.y ,'>uP,..jecL 
I woul.cL /1.eaily luck up a /2link i-f!. they made 
my k..i..d./2 lake. flao/1...i.. a/2 a 1:,uP,..jecL S om.e. 
1:,chool..1:, do. I mean, O.K. a uttl..e tit o-f!. 
d, R .. Ll. . . /Ylao/1.i i/2 no good lo th.em anyvne./1.e 
el./2e in m.e. W0/1.1.cL. (tl/1./:, 01ue.n ,4.e_) 

0.1{. L 1:,uppo1:,e. a/2 an opt.ion, Rut i..-f!. Lt wa✓'> 

compul./20/1.y I' cL e.e mo .. '>l i../1.ale aioul it, 
P,..ecau,'>e I th.ink the./1..e.' .:) mo/1..e. i..mpo/1..tanl 
thing/2, (fl//. Cl..iue BR) 

These two comments from Pakeha parents, the former a British immigrant, 

are interesting in the light of the 'taha Maori' (Maori dimension) to 

be added to all school subjects following a recommendation from the 



1984 Review of the Core Curriculum. 

None of the children of the parents interviewed had chosen to 

take either home economics or clothing, both subjects being seen as 
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something that is done at home. All of the children would have had 

some experience of cooking and sewing at intermediate school, and 

Mrs Green said: 

7he LLlUe e ... d they ua/1..n at .i..rde//JllR..cliate 
/2eem/2 lo ca/1../1..y them llvl.ough. 7hey can 
')eL,J ')n a £.uilon and tha.t /:,0/1..t o/, thing. 
7 hat' '.> aff they /1..eaily need to do i/2n' t it? 
( i'//1,/:, (j/1..een ,4{]_) 

And Mrs Trent felt that she could help her daughter with sewing, as 

many of the children had suggested their mothers might do: 

I do a fot o/, /2ewmg my/2ef/,. She p/1..ola£.fy 
/,eeL'.> /'.>he can do a fot Luiih me 11,aihe.1, :than 
havmg to lake il a/2 a /2uiject at /2chooL 
She can take oih.e11, ihing/2 I can't hefp h.e,,11, 

wiih. ((1/H 7 /1..ent Bg) 

Thus parents' comments supported the category of 'context of learning' 

elicited from the pupil interviews. 

Several of the parents seemed proud of the fact that their sons 

did cooking at home, but some seemed to regard it as an emergency, 

rather than an essential skill for boys. 

competence was important: 

Others thought that basic 

He /2hOW/2 an ~,::,t m cookmg. He enjoy,::, 
il and potl.e,11,/2 a/1..0und h.e,,11,e, •• 7hi/2 i/2 
,:,ome.thmg I encoU/1..age, I think. I :think 
a guy /'.>houfd {l,_e_ CL,'J competent in :the kitchen 
a/:i what i__,1:, con.'.>ide.11,ed to {l,_e_ :the l/1..ad.Ltionaf 
woman',) ,wLe. But not a/2 a /2ludy COU/1../2e 
I don't think. (/Y//1.. /{eane Ai) 

Mrs Green's comments suggested that she saw home economics for a boy 

as being 3 potential job skill, but not really necessary for everyday 

life: 

I/, :they want to le che/_,::, 0/1.. .1ome.thmg it 
woufd {l,_e_ good, I /2uppo,::,e. 7hat'1 anoihe/1.. 
thmg, they've had u LdlLe JJ,.,it alinte/1..­
m.ccliale ... I don't :think d hLLl/,.t,:, th.em. 



7 he.y onfy have. fuo le,un;, al d anywau. 
It'-'> handy lo have a toy that can cook 
a me.a£ ii- he wanL, lo. ( (1/1./2 y/1.een AR..) 

~rs Owen used the same argument with respect to her daughter and 

clothing, a subject she felt boys would not choose at all: 

{,le had a /I.Ow atoul thi;, fa;,l yewz. when 
(oU/1. daughte./1.) ;,twz.le.d ... IJ.n_f_e.;,;, a g.i/1.f 
want.1 to go .into a ;,e.w.ing /-acto/1.y , you 
know, O/1. even P,.e.come. a de.;,igne./1. O/1. ;,ome.­
thing like. tha.t. . . to rn.e. it';, not a .J:Juf,_je.ct 
J,o/1. ;,choof... I can't ;,ee. many toy;, laking 
clothing al ,':>chool., I me.an onfy ju;,t µom 
the. -,__ill-i_ng they 'd ge.:l ?wm the..i/1. ma:l.e.,'>. 
( i"t//1.,1 Owen M) 
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Of the parents interviewed, Mrs Owen had the strongest views on what 

was appropriate for a boy and what was appropriate for a girl. She 

spoke of her daughter's subject choices: 

Sh.e. had econom~c ;,tudie.;, and typing, and 
cfoth.ing wa;, he./1. th.i/1.d choice.. But I 
me.an, when you look at that, what - othe./1. 
than language.;, - what e.£;,e. i,'> lh.e./1..e. /,o/1. a 
g.i/1.1? She.';, qui:l.e. a good cook anyway, 
without -~ than h.e./1. motfuvz.. 
( (1/1.,':, Owen M) 

Other parents suggested that what was best for the child was the most 

important consideration: 

(Anotfuvz. daugh:le./1.) look technical MCllu.ing 
.in the. thi/1.d /_o,un with ;,.i.:dy toy-6 and two 
g.i/1.l-e,... No, I don' :l think that ma:lle./1.-6 at 
al,1,, 7he./1..e.'-e, -60 /-.ew cfa-6-612.-6 a we.e.k /,o/1. d, 
and anyway d doe.-e,n ':l hU/1.:l th.em, doe./2 it? 
I think ;,he. can hold he./1. own. ((1/1./2 //1.e.n:l Bg) 

But two of the parents felt that the children were themselves 

prejudiced or subject to peer pressure: 

fie ju,'>l woufdn' :l R,_e_ aile. lo ov,u1.come. hi-1 
p/1.e.judice, I don' .t think. bJhe/1.e.a,,, p/1.ejudice. 
ui olhe/1. th.ing/2 he. coufd ove./1.come., B.u:l I 
don't think he. could .in a language.. I don't 
think he. luoufd e.ve/1. /-.ind that inle./1.e./2:lmg i/-
i.t lua,'> /_o/1.ce.d upon him, /_o/1. ex.amp&. I 
don' l think ( h.e. think/2) tha.t' /2 a man' /2 ✓'>utje.cL 
(f1/1. Seily BR) 



?/'/.o/1,..aP,_f_y lhei.A pevz..o do have a tLi..t o-/_ 
in-/_f.u..ence, lecau.oe., you /mow, I .think 
they )Ue/'/. o-/_-/_ mu.o.i..c and a/'/..t and cfcd .. h.i..ng 
pe,7..hap.o - .. 1ome. o-/_ tho,:,e type o-/_ /2u/l,..ject/2 -
P....e.cau,')e. o-/_ the..i../1. -/_/'/..i..e.nd/2, 7hey th.i..nk 
.J.L I • AA ute.y ,ze. ,')-1.../:, .. ')y, you ow. And then, they 
can't le. cli...-/_-/_e./'/.ent. ( /'1/'/./2 Ingofd, B&.) 
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These comments seemed to reinforce the researcher's finding from the 

children's interview data that peer expectations of sex-appropriateness 

were of prime importance, but that they were reinforced strongly in 

some instances by attitudes expressed by parents in the home. 

Parent interviews also supported the finding from the pupil data 

that parents were more likely to offer strong guidance to girls, but 

to allow boys the freedom of choice. From the parent sample it was 

noted that in two families parents had insisted that daughters take 

a particular subject but had allowed their sons the freedom to reject 

subjects that did not appeal to them. Mr Owen said: 

tile. put ( OU/'/. daughie./'/.) down -/_o/'/. econom.i..c 
.otud.i..e..o, and .ohe'.o enjoyed il when .ohe /2a.i..d 
.ohe. wa.on' t going to P,..e.to/'/.e .ohe. went . .. 
( OU/'/. .oon) d.i..dn' t take. econom.i..c dud.i..e..o. I 
wouf.d have p/'/.e.tvz./'/.ed him to have. taken il. 
H.e ie.nd.o to /1,..e. a d.i..ttvz.ent type ot child . .. 
H.e. had .oi.ewed ove/'/. th.i...o to/'/. twe.f.ve monih.o 
... that he. wa/2 not go.i..ng to take. econom.i..c 
.Jtud.i..e..o. It .i..t had come. to the. point o-/_ 
mak.i..ng h.i..m take. il, I th.i..nk the./'/.e wouf.d 
have a...een an ~uf. f.ot ot an.i..mo.J.i..ty lowa/'/.M 
the. th.i..ng. (fl.I'/. Owen HP,._) 

In the form two sample more boys than girls claimed to have been 

allowed to choose what they wanted, yet since it was found that boys 

actually chose from a narrower range of subjects than girls, it was 

hypothesised that boys in the study had strong views about the kinds 

of activities that would be appropriate for their sex. 

11.2 Parents' access to information. 

Parents' comments, interspersed with frequent references to 

decisions made by older children in the family, bore out the finding 

that information gained from older siblings was crucial to the 

children's decision making. All of those parents who had older 

children made reference to them, but in one case where the boy 

interviewed was the eldest in the family, the parents (Mr and Mrs 
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Keane) were able to draw solely on their own limited background. 

The parents reported in some cases that their children were 

encouraged or deterred by the reported experiences of their older 

siblings. Mrs Green's younger son, for example, decided not to take 

metal and wood technology because both his older brothers had had 

their woodwork taken from the school workshop, and Mrs Trent's youngest 

daughter was happy to take French, not only because her mother advised 

it, but also because her sisters had enjoyed the subject. 

Sometimes older brothers and sisters were used merely as inform­

ation givers, helping the child discover what was involved in a 

particular subject: 

Sh£' /2 Muu1. /20me. k.i.d/2 .in. h.eA cf.a/2/2 doing le.ch. 
dA..awing, -f.0/1.. ex.amp.le., and .oaid ai. the l.une. /2he. 
thought ( hlZ..11. £Aothe11.) wouf.d Like. il. 
( f/11./2 S e.fty BP,. ) 

This was possibly the most important function of older siblings, because 

as parents were aware, the children in each family often had very 

different personalities and needs: 

11.3 

No, it wa/2n 't ,!> ome.lh.ing ( hi.o /2i/2le.11.) look., P,.ut 
. . . h£ doe./2 quite f.ik.e. /2iil.i..n.g ai. hi.o de./2k. and 
-0011.l o-J. -j.iddf..i..n.g with diag11.am/2 and ul/2 o-J. 
f.e.lle.11.ing and that /2011.l o-J. th.i..n.g, and I can 
/2e.e. him e.njoy.i..n.g thai.. ( f/11. Se.fty BP,.) 

Summary and conclusions. 

Interviews with this small group of parents revealed that their 

views echoed the wide range of opinion given by pupils about their 

subject choices excluding those pupils who were completely uninformed 

about the subjects offered to them and whose parents had been unable 

or unwilling to assist them. 

It was noted that some of the parents interviewed held a stereo­

typical view of the subjects most suited to boys or to girls, while 

others felt that the individual child's needs were most important. 

However, it was also noted that parents were more likely to allow 

their sons the freedom to choose, while insisting that daughters 

should take particular subjects. 
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The major aim of the parent interviews was to provide a check on 

the reported parental attitudes towards the children interviewed in 

the study, and it was found that the children of the sample parents 

had reported their parents' views accurately. It was also noted 

that there was generally a high degree of agreement between children's 

views and parents' views. A comparison of the comments made by 

Mr and Mrs Clive and their son (Bx2004b) has been included in Volume 

II (Appendix H) to illustrate this point. 



CHAPTER TWELVE 

TEACHERS' VIEWS 

OVERVIEW: Teachers' comments are 
examined from the point of view of the 
major research questions outlined in 
Chapter Two. 
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In the matter of subject choice, teachers may be seen as the 

agents of the system carrying out policy decisions of the Department 

of Education and the government of the day as well as decisions 

made by the School Board, the principal and senior administrative 

staff in the school. In addition, however, each teacher has his or 

her own commitments and concerns which may influence the way duties 

are performed, and which have been shown in previous research to 

contribute to the hidden curriculum of a school (Sharp and Green, 

1975; Brown and Fitzpatrick, 1983). 

Analysis of the transcripts of interviews with teachers at the 

two high schools resulted in the discovery of 89 topics. These 

topics were subsequently ordered by a process of data cooparison into 

seven major categories of concern. (See Appendix J, p364.) The 

categories ranged over a wider area than that covered by the present 

research, therefore this chapter will discuss only those concerns 

most relevant to the research questions outlined in Chapter Two. 

Question seven which asked "How do teachers view pupils' subject 

choice?" will be considered in terms of teachers' responses_ to 

categories of concern identified as having a bearing on the other six 

research questions which will be considered in the sections to follow. 

Comparisons with the views expressed by pupils will be made through­

out. 

12.1 Teachers' concerns about school mediation of pupils' 

subject choice. 

Chapter five dealt with the formal constraints of the school 

option system. However, interviews with teachers revealed that in 

addition to these formal constraints a number of important informal 

influences were also being exerted by school staff. 
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Formal constraints were identified by teachers as being imposed 

by the school through the organization of the curriculum and through 

the allocation of time, money and staffing to the individual subjects. 

Formal constraints relating to the curriculum have already been 

discussed in Chapter Five, which noted the concern of the H.O.D. Art 

at 'A' High School about the absence of a core art programme at the 

school, and which also considered the effects of the introduction of 

history and environmental studies into the 'B' High School option 

programme. 

The 'A' High School home economics teacher explained the problem 

of competition between potential core subjects: 

7 he. mome.n:l you wan:l to put -1ome.thing ei.-1e. in 
you have. to /1.e.move. -1ome.th..ing. b)e.' ve. on.ly 
got'~' nurn1l.e./1. ot hoU/1./2 in the. t.i.m.e.tall.e.. 
(Home. econo!TUc/2 At) 

This teacher also summarized problems caused by options requiring 

three years of study leading to School Certificate, as against those 

requiring no previous experience from pupils. 

felt: 

In particular, she 

ljoU/1. /2U-l..cliy acacknuc -1u£..je.cu, .i..t you .Li.ke 
to u-1e. that ie./1.m, -1uch a/2 1 /1.e.nch.., a/1.e. -1Li..il 
//.e.qu.i../1.ing thAe.e. ye.a/1./2 con-1tant CO/1.e. ... 
language. /1.e.ai.i.y doe.-0 t.i..e. up the. opt.i..on -1y-1te.m. 
We. coui.d g_e_ a i.ot mo/1.e. Ve./1./2at.i..i.e. .i..t .i..t wa-1n't 
to//. i.anguage.-1. 
(Home. econO!TUC/2 At) 

This particular teacher revealed herself as being rather more child­

centred than subject-centred, although she was of course arguing for 

her own subject against the demands made by other subjects. She 

said: 

I th.i..nlc OU//. educat.i..on -1houi.d g_e_ W0/1.ke.d out a/2 
what .i-1 g_e_-0t to//. the. ch.i..i.d w.i..th the. /1.e./2OU/1.ce.-1 
availaR..Le. S ome.t.i..me./2 I think we ope./1.aie. OU//. 
opt.i..on .:'Jy.;te.m to -1u.i..t the.. leache./1./2 /1.athe./1. than 
to ,:,u.i..l the ch.i..i.d/1.en. 
( Home. econom.i..u) At) 

The organization of subjects within the school was a particular 

concern of teachers of junior options with a fluctuating demand and 

to teachers of senior classes with small numbers. At both schools 
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subjects such as languages faced declining numbers in the senior 

classes, while others such as home economics, which could be picked 

up at any level, had an increasing clientele in the senior school. 

Teachers saw administrative decisions as being concerned with viable 

class size, provision of staffing, hours available, place of subjects 

in the curriculum (core or option), and rules governing pupil choice. 

Class size and staffing were allied problems; when few pupils 

chose a subject, decisions had to be made about the viability of the 

class; when large numbers chose a subject, there could be staffing 

problems possibly leading to the exclusion of pupils from subjects 

they wished to take. A teacher in the popular technical area at 

'A' High School explained: 

We've got wo (/.-i-/l-h /o/1.ln.) melal..wo/1..k cla/2/2e/2 
whi..ch. WU!. v~y /uil one./21 28 and aR,.out 30. 
No/1.ln.affy we do have wo woodwo/1..k tut the/1..e'/2 
a l.i..mei.aPJ...ing p/1..oilem /20 we've only ken a~ 
lo manage lo have one. We had up lo 37 loy/2 
who wani..ed lo do il and un/o/1..lunalely we had 
lo p/1..une .it lack, /20 we've only ju/2l got the 
one cfu/2/2 o/ aiout 30 in woodwo/1..k, 
(7ech.n.ical Am) 

This teacher admitted that there was room for expansion in the tech­

nical department, but saw the staffing situation as a constraint: 

It couf..d e~pand .ii we had the /2ta//, ye/2, We 
actuaffy had /i..ve in OU/1.. depa/1..lmenl la/2t yea/1.. 
and one µllow felt - wa/2 appo.inled lo anoth~ 
,jch.ool, and we only /1..eaffy /1..eplaced h.i.m w.ilh 
a pa/1..l-~. So that' /2 put u/2 unde/1.. a fill& 
gj_t o/ p/1..e/2/21.UU!.., Ano~ /1..ea/2on, pe/1..hap/2, .i/2 
that wo o/ u/2 in owz. depa/1..lmenl ~ dean/2 and 
we have an e~a l.i.me allowance /o/1.. that wh.ich. 
doe/2 ov~ ail the depa/1..lmenl cut down :U-1.e 
n~ o/ leaching hOU/1../2 th.al a/1..e /1..ealfy 
avail~. 
(7ech.n.ica.l Am) 

In contrast, the French teacher at the same school was worried 

about the decreasing size of her classes. She said: 

Il'/2 v~y wo/1../1..ying kcau/2e the numk/1../2 a/1..e 
ve/1..y low. We' /1..~ /2uugg.ling lo keep wo 
c.la/2/2e/2 going in the th.i/1..d /o/1.ln. and th.i/2 
wo/1..k/2 th./1..ough the /oU/1..th /o/1.ln. loo, kcaU/2e 
c.la/2/2e/2 a/1..e ve/1..y /2maff. 
(t/1..ench. At) 
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Her counterpart at 'B' High School, however, commented on increase in 

the numbers of third formers taking French. This phenomenon, which 

was noted in Chapter Five, was probably due to the restructuring of 

the school's option system with the aim of producing this very result. 

When asked how they restricted numbers in popular subject areas, 

teachers at both schools appeared to favour exclusion of pupils who 

made late requests and also those who, in the teachers' opinions, 

were not likely to be able to cope with the subject. 

biology teacher at 'A' High School said: 

A fifth form 

Initia1.1.y th.o/2e. people 1uho had indicated la/2t 
ye.a~ that they wanted to take. /i-/,:lh. /o//Jll 
uoiogy, they made. up the cla/2/2 ... and that 
included qui:le. a /e.w people th.at w~e. doing 
/,cune£ a/2 well. Once. the cla/2/2 wa/2 
e./2taR,.li/2he.d we. had quite a nwrz.e..e~ o/ people 
/2u&../2e.quent to that who wanted to change. to 
uology and they w.e.,/U2. ~e./u/2e.d. 
( Biology .4m) 

The typing teacher at the same school explained how her fourth form 

shordhand/typing class was established: 

7hi/> la/>t ye.CL/I. in the £..e.ginning o/,. U//Jll tMe.e. 
we. gave. e.ue~y th.uz.d /o//Jll typing cla/2/2 two 
le/>/20n/2 on /2ho/1.th.and to /2e.e. how they coped 
w.ith. it, a/2 well a/2 keeping up thei/1. typing. 
And out o/,. tho/2e. th./1..e.e. cla/2/2e/2 we cho/2e one. 
/2ho~thand cla/2/2 in to~th. /o//Jll th-i/2 yea/1.. 

(Inte./1.ui.e.we/1.: You cho/2e?) 

tJell tho/2e that wanted to. And il wo/1.ke.d 
out .that th.o/2e tha.t w~ 't capaP,.le didn't 
want to anyway. tJe had a te.d at the end 
and il /20/1.t o/ wo/1.ked out :wughl.y. tJe. 
encouAag.e.d a coupl.e mo/1.e we. th.ought /2houid do 
it to do it. 
(Sho/1.thandltyping 4/) 

Interviews with pupils revealed that they seldom, if ever, 

challenoed teachers' decisions to exclude them from classes. 
0 

Only 

one pupil in the form three sample (Bx3 O13g) was eventually accepted 

in an option typing class, after having been informed by the school 

that she would have to take art instead of typing. Other pupils 

did not question teachers' reasons for excluding them from chosen 

subjects. One said: 
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I d-idn.' t change my mind. I did wa.n.1 a/1.i. 
I got clothing £.ecau/2e too many people 
mu/2t have wanted a/1.t. (Bx3 012g) 

This suggest that perhaps pupils and parents should be more ready to 

challenge teachers' decisions if they feel strongly about the changes 

that are made, and that teachers should make some attempt to consider 

what is best for individual pupils when deciding who should or should 

not be allowed to take a chosen subject. 

Another constraint mentioned by teachers of practical subjects 

concerned the problems of budgeting. The availability of finance 

had an important effect on the types of activities that could be 

offered to pupils and also put some pressures on the pupils themselves 

to provide the extras not supplied by the school. The Head of the 

Home Economics Department at 'B' High School explained: 

7hey have to p/1.ovide an ai,,;/.uf lot them/2elve/2 
£.ecau/2e we can't atto/1.d .. ljou /212.12. 1 I did a 
littfe {1_,1.eak down on OU/1. µnance/2 hv1.e, and 
I wM.ked out that it each child who did 
p/1.aclicai home economic/2 wa./2 p/1.ovided with 
halt a kg ot tfoU/1. - I didn.'t /2ay £.uiie/1. and 
egg/2, I took tfoU/1. a/2 £.eing .the cheape/2t -
that would amount to ovl2./1. the yea/1. /2evenieen 
hund/1.ed dolla/1./2 1 and OU/1. £.udget i/2 a thou/2and 
dolla/1./2 and that incfude/2 clothing a/2 well. 
(Home economic/2 Bt) 

The Head of the Art Department at 'B' High School faced a similar 

problem: 

Ou/1. £.udget he/1..e. i/2 actuaify quite good, 
although the co/2t ot thing/2 at the momen.1 
the way .it' /2 gone up, il' /2 neve/1. enough. 
But I'm not going to complain a£.out it. 
No, I've £.een p/1.eliy well ueaied. 'Pa.i.nt 
ha/2 now £.ecome /20 expen/2ive that even the 
pupil/2 them/2elve/2 in the option cla/2/2e/2 
have got to £.uy the.iA own a/2 well, plu/2 
the tact that they u/2e .it to/1. the.iA own 
homewo/1.k too, and that /2uppfeme.nt/2 what we 
/2upply hl2./1.£., (,-vz.t Am) 

These comments, of course, reflect the teachers' views about what 

materials should be provided by pupils to supplement the school 

budget, but from the pupils' point of view it would suggest that 

those in low-income families may put the family budget under some 
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strain. 

Some teachers were particularly concerned about the organization 

of class time. They mentioned problems which could, in some cases, 

affect pupils' perceptions of the subjects concerned. Economic 

studies at 'B' High School was part of the fourth form compulsory 

core, but it was timetabled for only one hour per week. 

in the Commerce Department explained 

7he P,_;_gge/2l p~oR..lem /A.om ev1V?.yiody 1 /2 po.i..n:l 
o/, vi.e.Lu .i.../2 th.e cW1Ay OVIV?. µom w.e.ek. lo we.ek. 
It' /2 ve~y d.i.../,1,.i...cul.:l. ljou lend lo leach a 
i.dwl..e /212./1..i....e,::, o/, on.e ho~ .le/2/20n/2 ~athlV?. than 
a coni..i.Ji.uou/2 p~og~amm.e. 
(7yp..i.Ji.g Bl,) 

A teacher 

In summary, it was found that teachers saw school mediation 

of pupils' subject choice in terms of the option structure and in 

terms of the specific constraints of timetabling and staffing with 

limited budgets presenting additional problems. All but one of the 

teachers interviewed appeared to see these constraints in terms of 

the organization of the subject rather than in terms of pupil needs. 

When classes were over subscribed, one teacher at 'A' High 

School said he used a first-come-first-served criteria as the basis, 

other teachers, including mathematic teachers (as noted in Chapter 

Five), said they excluded pupils they thought has the least ability 

or were least likely to be able to cope with a subject. This 

occurred at both schools. Teachers of art and home economics were 

most likely to be expected to take pupils who had dropped out of 

other options and this meant that these teachers were likely to be 

faced with the widest range of expectations from pupils taking their 

subjects. 

The strong emphasis laid by many teachers on the needs of their 

subjects, rather than on the needs of the pupils taking them, 

appeared to run counter to the child-centred philosophies expressed 

in the prospectuses of both high schools. 

12.2 Teachers' concerns about how pupils gather information. 

In general, teachers were not greatly concerned about how the 

third form pupils had gathered information about their optional 
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subjects. Only one teacher in the total sample mentioned giving 

information to parents and intending third formers by means of a 

school prospectus and through mounting a display at the P.T.A. 

meeting. This was the 'B' High School teacher in charge of environ­

mental studies. No mention was made by teachers of other sources of 

information, although children's interest in several subjects such as 

languages, technical subjects and home economics was thought by some 

teachers to stem from the home, particularly from parents' occupa­

tional interests. 

In contrast, a number of those who taught fourth formers 

mentioned having spoken to pupils informally about their fifth form 

subject choice. There was also reference to the formal means by 

which the schools informed pupils about the fifth form subjects, 

which have been described in Chapter Six. 

Teachers comments about the 'selling' of subjects produced a 

category of concern unanticipated by the researcher as it has not 

been mentioned as significant in previous research. However, the 

active selling of subjects appeared to be confined to 'B' High School 

and in particular to the Social Science and Commercial Departments. 

The issue was first raised by the teacher in charge of environ­

mental studies at the school, who explained how he set out to catch 

the attention of prospective third formers at the school's open 

meeting: 

I mount a £it ot a di-1pfay ot piclUA...e/2 an.d 
th..i..ng-1 ot vol can.ov, e/1./1..upl.i..ng an.d t)A.e-1 an.d 
ea.rd..h.quake.-1 an.d th.at /20/l.l ot th..i..ng, an.d th.at 
.0e.e.m.-1 to g/l.af1. th.em, an.d outf.i..ne a tew oth.e/l. 
th..i..ng-1 aioui. th.e COU/l./2e .i..n a han.dtook, an.l 
th.at ,1,e.e.nz.-1 to /2 O/l.l ot /2way pa/l.en.t/2. . . It' /2 
//.£affy {J,_y /2eff.i..ng it at the -1la/l.t th.at .i..t' /2 
done. (9eog.l/2,/2,len.v. /2tudie/2 Bm) 

The same teacher also put emphasis on the promotion of fifth form 

geography, another of his responsibilities at the school: 

lde gel a high pa/2/2 //.ale. ijou've got to /2ell 
th.e .1uRject P..a-1ed on. high pa-M /l.aU/2, 1:Jou 
.0ee, i-/- I can. gua/l.an.i.ee th.e ti-/-th. to/I.me//. an 
e.i.ghty pe/l. cen.i. chance ot pa/2/2.i..ng th.at ex.am, 
I th.ink th.at'-1 a £...e..tle/l. chance th.an they've 
gol with. oth.e/l. -1u,R,,jecl/2, (9eog.l/2 .. ).lenv. -1t. Bm) 



His reference was to a booklet produced by the school's Commercial 

Department and distributed to all fourth formers in their core 

240 

economic studies classes. The booklet contained information about 

subject content in fifth form accounting, economics and typing, as 

well as a list of occupations relating to these subjects. However, 

it was regarded by members of the Commercial Department as merely a 

means of passing on information, although there had been a negative 

reaction from other teachers in the school to what they regarded as 

unfair competition. 

It was very difficult for the researcher to discern what 

teachers felt was acceptable advertising of rival subjects, as 

opposed to unethical selling. The criterion appeared to be that 

any large and unanticipated swing towards a rival subject achieved 

as a result of advertising, must have been the result of pressure 

selling. Small scale year-to-year fluctuations were to be expected 

and generally tolerated, but even the phenomenal rise of economics 

and accounting at fifth form level was seen by one teacher as 

transitory. He said: 

I Uu.nk i..h..V1.£ ;___,,, ge.ne.11.al. di.../2.enchamJT1£n:l 
with. t.h...e way lh.i/2 couniA.y i/2 lkmg manag.ed 
il/2e.ft - e.conomical.fy, you 1-cn.ow - and 
e.conomic/2 i/2 nol t.h...e an/2w.e11.. And I think 
t.h...e,1.e k.i..d/2, you 1-cn.ow, do /2.e.e that a/2 t.e.i..ng 
a taclo11.. Jol/2 a11..e nol t.h...e.11.e.. •• lh.e11..e 1 /2 
pf.e.nly ot une.mpfoy.ed e.conomic/2 and manage.-
m.enl p.eopk. (9.eog.//2,/2,l.env. /2ludie./2 Bm) 

Although two departments at 'B' High School could be considered 

to be engaged in active selling, art and music teachers at both high 

schools mentioned the need to maintain a 'high profile' through 

displays of work, concerts, and the like, in order to gain status 

and thus recognition in the eyes of the administrative controllers 

of finance and staffing. A history teacher at 'A' High School also 

made reference to the tug-of-war between history and geography at 

the local schools, and he showed the researcher a pamphlet produced 

by the History Teachers Association entitled 'The Great History 

Mystery', the purpose of which was to point out to pupils the 

advantages of studying history. However, he did not mention having 

promoted the pamphlet in his own school. 

Plainlv teachers were faced with a dichotomy between the need - ' 



to safeguard their own subjects and the fear of unethical selling. 
One 'A' High Sh cool teacher felt that moderate selling would be 
acceptable: 

I th.J..nk. it' /2 ethical. .to tell the ki..rv., how 
they m.i..ght /l,.ene-J..i..t /A.om a .-6u.f...ject. I 
don't th.J..nk. it 1 /2 ethical. to ovvz.-/2ell a 
/2u.f...ject - in oth.e/1.. W0/1..M i/. you We/1..e to 
u/2e /2ophi/2ticated /2ellmg lechn.i..que/2. 
I/ I con/2ul.ted a p/1..0/.e/2/2iona1. g/1..oup o/. 
ma/1.k.ete/1../2 and th.en got th.em into the 
.1chool. and th.en u/2ed th.e.i../1. iechn.i..que/21 we 
coul.d p/1..oP,.aJJ...f.y get exiA.emel.y l.a/1..ge n~e/1../2, 
Ri.d .i../J th.at /.0,7.. Ui.e /l,.e/2t? 
(Home econom.i..c/2 A/.) 
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But a language teacher at 'B' High School was against the notion of 

selling subjects to intermediate school children. (It should 

perhaps be noted here that all these teachers used the concept of 

'selling' quite spontaneousely.) The language teacher explained: 

It would &...e p/1..0/.e/2/2ionally .i..mmo/1..al. to go 
doi,,,n and do a heavy .1ell in any /2u.f...ject. 

(Ini.e/1..v.i...ewe/1..: What i/. eve/1..yone went 
down and did a 'heavy /2ell', th.en woul.d 
it /J,.e equal.?) 

lj e/2 it woul.d, P,.ut I th.ink it woul.d /J,.e 
W/1..ong, ucau/2e th.en you a/1...e /1..eally 
a c ceniuatin g d..epa/1..imental. /1..ival./1...i..e/2 
withm th.e /2econda/1..y /2cnoo1., and I th.ink. 
th.ai 1 /2 a lad th.mg. (9vz.man Bm) 

In summary, teachers generally did not see their role as 

informing pupils about the optional subjects before high school entry. 

In fact, some felt that this would be unethical. On the other hand 

parents had expressed a desire for more information from the schools 

and it was also obvious from the pupil interviews that many pupils 

were unaware of what to expect from some of the optional subjects 

offered to them. Clearly, there was a discrepancy here between the 

needs of the pupils and the expectations of teachers about their role. 

However, teachers did accept the need to inform older pupils 

about the subjects offered at School Certificate level, and some 

were very actively engaged in doing this. Inter-departmental 

rivalry had developed at 'B' High School where fluctuations in subject 

demand were apparently being engineered by teachers in two major 



departments. 

12.3 Teachers' concerns about how pupils differentiate 

between subjects. 
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Teachers were generally concerned about the way in which pupils 

differentiated between subjects. However, most teachers emphasised 

the worthwhile skills and content offered in their particular subject 

areas, and also spoke of the intrinsic or long term value they felt 

the subjects to have. Teachers felt, in some cases, that third 

formers were not sufficiently mature to understand the long term 

benefits, and that also that some children had unrealistic expect-

ations. Language teachers at both schools were of the opinion that 

some pupils were deterred by the amount of work required in learning 

a language. One said: 

It /)eeJTl/2 t.o .e..e. th.e. only CM.ea wh.e./1...e. /ucu., a/1..12. 

.e.xp.e.cl.e.d lo Ua/1..n /2om.ellung .e.v.e./1..y day and 
fd..e. U/)l.e.d on i.t. 7 h.e.y '/1..12. .e.xp.e.cl.e.d to 
actually UCMn il and :.e.p;7__oduc.e. it, eilh.e./1.. 
o/1..aily 0/1.. w/1..ill.e.n. ( f/1..12.nch B-J-) 

The slow progress made by pupils learning languages was also mentioned: 

It /1..12.aily doe/2 /2eem to la/-uz. ag.e./2 -f-o/1.. th.em lo 
-0.e..e. any fd..e.n.e.-/-il -f-/1..om what th.e.y' v.e. don.e. . .. 
7h.e.y .exp.eel you to l.e.ach th.em to do almo/2l 
anything you~ in a -f-o/1...e.ign f_anguag.e. 
in th.e. -f-i//../2l w.e..e.k. (1/1..12.nch Bt) 

Another teacher said: 

ChifdR.e.n /2om.elim.e.-0 com.e with un//...e.ali,5lic 
expeclalion/2. 7h.e.y -f-o/1..gel that a native 
,5p.e.al-(__(2_/1. will hav.e. al/1..12.ady had :lhi/1..l.e..e.n 
y.e.CM,!) exp(2_//_ienc.e. and th.e.y have to catch up 
on that :lime. Boy-0 1 -/-M -Ul/2-lanc.e., o-f--len 
think th.e.y CM.e. imm.edial.e.fy going :lo und.e.fl­
/2iand :lh.e. y.e./1..man caplion-0 in th.e.i/1.. wafl 

comic,1. (y.e./1..man Bm) 

It was clear from the data analysis that teachers at both schools 

identified strongly with their subjects and felt that the subjects each 

made a unique contribution to the school curriculum. There was also 

a large measure of agreement on subject value between teachers of the 

same subjects at the two schools. Although some individual values 
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overlapped those claimed for other subjects, the set of values 

attributed to each subject distinguished it from others. 

Subjects such as typing, clothing, woodwork and metalwork were 

seen as giving pupils valuable personal skills: 

Even ii- they' /1..e. good .1e.wt2./1./2 at home, we 
-'>t_J_f_ get them al ✓-,c.hoof. Mcau-0.e. ih..e.y f.ik.e. 
lo f!...e.a/1.n n.e.w ih..ing-0 - lopic-0 -0uch a/2 1-c.nil­
we.a/l, which lh.e.y would.n' t p~ap/2 (J,_.e_ ai..J!..e. to 
W0/1.k wi.th at home, making thei/1. own ,:,we.at 
-0hj___il-0 and that -00/1.t o/. ih..ing. (Clothing Bl-) 

And others, such as home economics, were seen as offering important 

knowledge for everyday life: 

I -0.e.e. home .e.conomic-0 on a V_(!_//_Y -0imila/l plan.e. 
:th.at oih.._(!_/1_ p.e.op& /2.e..e. -0ocial -0tudi.e.-0, a/2 an 
e./2-0.e.n:lial compon.e.nl /.o/1. living - not 
n.e.c.e./2/2a/luy Ca/l[2__(!_/1_ 0/1.ienl.e.d. I don' l -0e..e. 
il a-0 gelling a jot. ( Home economic/; A/.) 

English and languages were seen as means of communication, though 

self expression was also seen to be important in English. 

teacher asserted: 

ti/1.-0t and /.o/1.emo-0t, language. i-0 a m.e.an/2 o/. 
communication and :l/i_.e. wo/1.fd i/2 -0unk ii- you 
can't communica:l.e.. (1/l_(!_nch Bl-) 

A French 

While her counterpart bemoaned the conduct of New Zealanders abroad: 

7he.y can k V_(!_//_Y gauche and awl-aucvz.d, and 
Q_/1_/?_0gan:l, expecting :th.at e.v_(!_//_ylody -0houfd 
-0pe.ak ih..ei,1 language. and they mak.e. no e././.o/1.t 
at all. . . It' /2 /:,omeih..ing I ,1.e.e. language. 
l.e.acherv, .uying to comta:l. ( Frie..nch Al-) 

The French teacher at 'A' High School also regarded her 

subject at a valuable academic discipline, while discipline of a 

different kind was referred to by the Head of the Technical 

Department at the same school: 

Wo/lldhop -0LLtje.cL1 have an advantage. in 
that lh.e.y a/1.e. -01A.uctU/1..e.d and di/2cipfined. 
Pupil-0 /1.e/2pond /1.e.adily to the di-0cipf.ine.. 
7 h.e.y e.xpe.c.l it and ih..e.y f.ik.e. i:l. 7 hey 
1-c.now wh_(!_//_e. th.e.y (1/1_{2_. I think we have a 



/Li..g coniA.iluLi..on lo mak.e lo 0:lh..e 1Jchoof 
in th.al /1..e./Jpecl. Pupif/2 don' l e:<pecl 
d .in. all theM c1.a/2/2e/2 1 {lul they do .in. 
the W0/1 .. Mho p/2. ( 7 echnicaf Bm) 

And history, it was claimed, taught logical thinking: 

I gel /Jludenl/2 coming lack lo the /2choo1. 
and telling me how val.uaRJ.e they toun.d 
lheM hi/2lo//.y, 7h.vz.e u)a/2 one gMl., who 
wa/2 a nU//.,)e actually, who !Jo.id :lh..e mo/Jl 
U/)etul. 1Jutjecl1J lo he//. We/1..e. lngli/2h and 
hi/2lO//.Y !ecau/2e they taught he//. lo think 
1.ogical.1.y. (Hi/2lo//.y ,4m) 

Geography, on the other hand, dealt with vital relationships: 

I think (geog//.aphy) i/2 :lh..e onl.y 1Jutjecl 
th.al //.eal.1.y doe/2 deal. with the wo//.1.d a/2 
/Juch in U//.m/2 ot d/2 /1..e.1.alion/Jhip/2. And 
d' /2 :lh..e onl.y ,1utjecl th.al deal./2 with :lh..e 
wo//.1.d envMonmenl and h~al. Il'/2 got 
a /2pecia1. pl.ace I th.ink. 
(9eog.l/2,/2,lenv. 1Jludie1J Bm) 
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Teachers of technical subjects, and to a lesser extent English 

and languages, saw their subjects as giving pupils the opportunity to 

practise necessary skills. A technical teacher explained: 

We wo//.k on :lh..e la/Ji/2 ot a /2kill/2 ()/1.Og//.amme, 
7 he tenetd/2 which :lh..e/Je chil.d/1.en can 
lewz_n, pCL//.licul.a/1.l.y .in :lh..e wo//,lu,hop/21 a/2 
ta//. M tool. 1JkiU1J, machine /Jkill/2 and 
:lh..e u/Je ot male//.ial.1J, and gene/I.al. /Jkill/2 
ot con1Jvz.ucLi..on, tho/Je CL//.e :lh..e /20//.l ot 
empha/Je/2 we lal.k doul. We don't put any 
emphM.i/2 on jot o/U.en..laLi..on al al.1.. 
(7echnica1. Am) 

And an art teacher at the same school said: 

I Uu....nk the 0,)l thing i/2 lo leach them 
lo /2ee, Now a fol ot OU//. kid/2 U/)e :lh..eM 
eye/21 tut they don't th.ink alout what 
they /2ee... -10 d /1..e.ally i/2 lo leach them 
how lo /2ee, and then lo put theM icLea/2 
down into /2Ome /20//.l ot vi1Jual. to//.m which 
they can gel enjoyment out ot. So then 
you /JlCL//.l teach-i..itg them a numte//. ot /20//.t 
ot lechnique/2 O//. change/2 .in media and 
thing/2 1.ike th.i/2. And .in CL//.l the//.e ~/2 
no one //..i..ghl an,)We/1.. ( 11.//.l Am) 
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In other subjects there was a greater emphasis on knowledge than on 

skills, but also an awareness that active involvement in learning is 

important in helping to motivate pupils. The H.O.D. Science at 'A' 

High School, in particular, was able to see his subject from this 

point of view. He said: 

Sc.i...ence i,; examined now on1-y on the -/.i-/.th 
-/.o/Ull yewz.',; wo~k, /20 that mean/2 we have a 
f..o:l mo~e 0eedom in the ~d and -/.olVl.i:.h 
-/.o/Ull-1, /;Je can do OUA {},_e,,;:l lo make it 
ex.citing and ~ef..evan:l to~ pupil,;. 
(Science Am) 

In summary, the emphasis placed by teachers on the different 

content knowledge and skills pertaining to the individual subjects 

echoed the different criteria offered by pupils for distinguishing 

between subjects. Teachers tended to stress the intrinsic, rather 

than extrinsic, merits of their subjects, and only in the commercial 

area was occupational relevance thought to be an issue. This 

contrasted sharply with what had proved to be one of the pupils' 

major concerns. 

12.4 Teachers' concerns about what criteria children use 

to choose their subjects. 

Some teachers showed an awareness of some of the reasons for 

choosing subjects that the children had themselves expressed in an 

earlier part of the study. However, a number of the teachers' 

comments suggested that they rejected some of the children's reasons 

and felt that the children were not sufficiently experienced to know 

what was best for them: 

lj ou don't kno1» when you' ~e :lwef..ve o~ 
th.M:leen, thinking what yoUA choice wilf.. {},_e,, 
what you' ~e going lo need when you' ~e th.udy, 
to~:ly, -/.i/.-ty, in the way o-/. a f..anguage ..• 
I think they'~ p~oP,.aUy loo immatu~ lo ,;ee 
/2Ome o-/. the advan.tage/21 P,.u:l un-/.o~:luna:lef..y al 
that age - :lwef..ve, ~le.en, i,; ju/2:l atou:l 
the f..a,;:l chance they have lo f..ewz.n a f..anguage 
P,.y ~o:le, P,.y ~epe:li:lion... La~ they can 
f..ewz.n thing/2 P,._y anaf..y/2i/2 and wo~ing thing,; 
out, g~ammwz. ~uf..e/2 and /20 on, P,.u:l they'~ 
pa,;:l the age when they can ju,;:l mimic and 
gel into good haul,; o-/. /2peech. 
(1~nch Bm) 

Other teachers felt that children had unrealistic expectations. 



An accounting teacher said: 

I lh.i..n.k they th.ink d' /2 go.i..n.g to get them 
a jo{I,_, even though they W1.e lof..d q.u.i:le 
ci..e.W1.iy th.at ioth. econonuc /2luclie/2 and 
account.i..n.g at Schoof Cvdi/-icale 1..e.vei 
L~ nol go.i..n.g to gel them a jot. . . I 
th..i..n.k th.at' /2 why OUA. nu.m.£..vz./2 G./1..e .i.nc17..ea.-1.i.ng. 
7hey /2ee il a/2 a /2a1..e.ai1..e.. commo~y, and I'm 
a/A.a~ .Lt i.-1n' t 11..eally. ( Account.i..n.g A/-) 
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Several teachers mentioned high pass rates in their subjects as 

influencing pupils' choice, although only one girl in the fourth form 

sample used marks as a criterion for choice. The 'A' High School 

accounting teacher said: 

&e have an exiA..emeiy high pa.-1.-1 11..ate .i..n. 
th.i/2 /2chooi .i..n. account.i..n.g, and I th.ink 
they ( heW1.) th.at /A.om the yeW1. P,.e/_017..e, 
(Accounting A/-) 

Pass rates were also mentioned in geography ('B' High School), 

history (at both schools) and art (at 'B' High School). 

It was noted in Chapter Eight that pupils' attitudes to their 

teachers formed a major component of their satisfaction with choice. 

A number of teachers showed that they were well aware of this. One 

teacher at 'B' High School thought that pupils tended to choose their 

fifth form subjects, first on the basis of fourth form results, then: 

7he /2econd th.i.ng they tend to do i.-1 choo/2e 
the.uz. /21.liLjecL; ia.-1ed on the teache.11...-1. 7hey 
.-1ay i/- teachel1.. 'A' i.-1 tak.i..n.g that pW1.ticuiW1. 
/21.liLject at tit.th /-011..m 1..e.uel. they'17..e oil-en 
game to give it a go. 
(yeog. I .-1. -.i. / env. /2tucue.-1 Bm) 

A teacher at 'A' High School felt teacher personality was important. 

She said: 

I u/2ed .to teach all the -J,oUA.th /_011..m and I 
tlunk a f..ot o/- il had lo do with pe11...-1onai.i..ty. 
I got on with them, I couid put the .-11.liLject 
aCA.0/2/2 1 and I teach /-ii-th /_011..m... I think 
teache.11...-1 count a·iot. I'm expect.i.ng, /_011.. 
exwnpi..e., OUA. nu.m.£..vz./2 lo d/1..op down dl1..a/2tically 
next yeG./1.. P,.ecau.-1e we have two economi/2t.-1 
t.each.i..n.g the account.i..n.g. 7hey don't like 
l.each.i.ng il. 7hey '11..e not go.i..n.g lo P,.e that 



good al .i..l tJ..ecall./2e. they don't like .i..l, and 
I tfu..nk. that wil.f.. /1.R..tf_e.ct .i..n OU//. nwn£.v1.-1 
next yeCU1.. (Account.i..ng Al-) 
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Music teachers at both schools also felt that teachers were important: 

I /21.l./2pecl that many c.h.i..f..d/1.R..n choo-1e a /2u.P,..ject 
IJ.('rw.1.,,::> f/1.12y fh. ink fh(,)t,;' /1.e £.e.i..ng taught P...y a 
c~xla.i..n pe.,'1./Jun who they've i.ea/1.nl to f.i..ke and 
/1.e/:Jpect, and /JomeP...ody who they /eel .i..-1 go.i..ng 
to make the th.i..ng .i..nle/1.R../:Jl.i..ng and o/ten /2ome­
:Ui..i..ng wo/1.thwh...i..le. I don't :Ui..i..nk. I've /1.eally 
had a chance lo p/1.oue lo many people he/1.e 
that I am 0/1. am not that /J0/1.l ol- pe/1./:JOn, P...ut 
ge.ne/1.ally /2peak..i..ng, my e~pe/1..i...en.ce a/2 a leache/1. 
ha-1 /:Jhown me that th.i..-1 .i..-1 one ol- the mo-1t 
.i..mpo/1.tant /acl0/1./2 .i..n c.h.i..1..d/1.en'/2 cho.i..ce. 
((1.u/2.i..c Bm) 

A fol depend/2 on the pe/1./:Jonaf.i..ty ol- the leache/1. . 
. . . Il'/2 p/1.oP...a£.fy ea/2.i..e/1. he/1.R.. w.i..th two mu-1.i..c 
leache/1./2 unde/1. th.i../1.ty-/.i..ve and /1.elat.i..vefy 
'wilh .i..t'. (~u/2.i..c Al-) 

Other teachers spoke of the subject teacher's role in coping with 

mixed abilities (German Am), encouraging pupils (Home economics Af), 

giving explanations to pupils (English Am), and in helping pupils 

present their work to advantage (Art Bm). The issue of teacher as 

role model was also raised by two teachers at 'B' High School. The 

music teacher observed: 

~any t.i.me.-1 I Ma/1.d pa/1.enl/2 /:Jay to me "We 
don't know wh..V1..e. ou/1. c.h.i..f..d got h.i../2 0/1. he/1. 
/2k.,,i_il /A.om", and I'd /:Jay "We.ff, how d.i..d .i..t 
/2la/1.l?" And Ve/1.Y often I got the an/2we/1., 
"Well, il /2ta/1.led .i..n the p/1..i..ma/1.y /2chooL 
7 he/1.e wa/2 a leache/1. the/1.R.. who wa/2 .i..nte/l.e-1ted 
.i..n mu/2.i..c". ~any l.i.me./2 I found af/20 that 
th..e. child actually took up the .i..n/2uument 
wh...i..ch that leache/1. played. ( ~u/2.i..c Bm) 

Another teacher at 'B' High School (German Bm) mentioned in an 

informal staffroom discussion with the researcher that the greater 

number of boys taking German in the school, as opposed to French, 

could be due in part to the sex of the teachers concerned. 

In summary, teachers were aware of many of the criteria used 

by pupils in choosing their optional subjects, but rejected a number 

of them. Language teachers, in particular, felt that younger 
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children were often unable to appreciate the value of learning a 

language. Most teachers also rejected the criterion of occupational 

relevance. Teachers at both high schools claimed that high School 

Certificate pass rates attracted pupils to their subjects, but this 

factor was not mentioned by pupils. 

Teachers' views about their subjects were often at varience 

with views expressed by pupils. However, several teachers recognised 

the importance of teachers themselves in influencing pupils' subject 

choice, and this was confirmed by the interviews with pupils. 

12.5 Teachers' concerns about how the attitudes and 

experiences of pupils differ. 

Two differing views emerged from the teachers' interview data: 

that the teacher's role was to cater for the variety of pupil needs 

in a class; and that the subject was really only suitable for those 

with particular ability. Some teachers mentioned both these points. 

For example, an art teacher said: 

,4At, geJUV1.ally /2pe.aking, ha/2 R,.ee.n looked on a/2 
/Le..i..ng that /2uP,.je.cl which i/2 o/.1.en /20//..l ot 
lucked onto the t.i.mei.aJJ..e.. 7hey don't kn.ow 
what lo do with the/2e. pupil/2 Mcau/2e. they' /1..e 

no good al anything el/2e., /20 chuck th.em. into 
a//..l. . . 7 hey /2e.em lo think il i/2 mo//..e. ot a 
/2uije.cl to//.. (a} tho/2e. who a/1..e appa//..enlly gi/.1.ed 
al il, O//.. ( &.) .i..t they can' l do anything el/2e., 
put them into a//..l. But you've. got lo R,_,e_ 

in:lellige.nt .to do a//..l, ju/2l a/2 intelligent a/2 
lo do a language., O//.. lo do anything el/2e.. 
7hal' /2 it you //..e.ally want lo R,_,e_ ve.//..y good al il. 
( Alz.t Am) 

A French teacher, who recognised that her subject was traditionally 

for the more able pupils, felt that a wider range of pupils should 

have the opportunity to learn: 

I think that' .c:, a flacL thing, loo, the tee.Ling 
that it ' .c:, only to//.. the !d..i..te.. I th.ink that' ,1 

ve11.y unto//..lunale., you k.now, lo think you have 
lo le 11.eally &./1..illianl lo do .i..t. 7 hat' /2 
not l/1..ue. I don't think il'/2 uue, &.ut you 
have lo R,_,e_ p//..epaAe.d lo wo//..k and lo have a 
mind to//.. detail, and you kn.ow, you do have lo 
conce.nuale con,,1lanlly, and keep /2olidly 
WO//..lung. (t//..e.nch At) 
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There was some difference of opinion between those teachers who 

felt that everyone could and should learn their subjects (for example, 

home economics teachers at both schools) and those who felt that 

pupils should have some kind of ability or flair. Maths teachers 
at both high schools expressed this latter view; they both expected 

a certain amount of ability from School Certificate mathematics 

candidates and were not prepared to accept pupils who, in their 

opinion, could not cope with the work: 

even 1~/!. the empl.oye/c demand,,, it, whcd',:'.> 
the pomt of!. th.em /2iiling /2ometh.ing if!. 
they' -ie gcmg to get 15 o/c 20%? It 
mean/2 they /01.ow noth..,i__ng cd..out the /2u£..ject 
at ail -1-eaily, and /20 we encoU/cage th.em 
f:./com the /!.oU/cth. f:.o/?JTl /ce/2ul.t/2 and llLe_ 
ieache/c 1 /2 /cecommendaiion/2, It we know 
they ju/2t can't make a µ/2t of!. f:.oU/c:Ui. 
f:.o/?JTl matli/2, they do (the local. 
Cvilif!.icaie). (natli/2 Bm) 

ijou have a pe/c/20n who'/2 going to get 20%; 
an employe/c 1 /2 going to 1-augh at that 
pe/c/20n. And not only th.at, if!. you've 
got a pe/c/20n of:. th.at ca~ in yoU/c /.it.th. 
f:.o/?JTl cla/2/2 - the /!.if!.th. f:.o/?JTl cta/2/2 _;___,,, -:'.> Mi 
o/. /2Lieamed kcau.')e it' /2 people who a:e 
/celatiuel.y ~apae.le o/. getting Schoof Ce/ct.­
it 1-owe/c/2 yoU/c whole /2ianda/cd to 1-ook 
a/.:loi the/2e people. ( nath/2 Am) 

It has previously been noted that sex differences in subject 

choice at the two schools were quite marked, particularly in 

technical subjects, home economics, clothing, typing, and to a lesser 

extent, languages. Other studies (Brown and Fitzpatrick, 1983; 

Abigail, 1982; McGrath, 1982) have suggested that teachers' own 

expectations help to promote sex differences in subject choice. In 

the present study, the majority of teachers who mentioned an imbalance 

in numbers of boys and girls in their classes seemed willing to 

promote their subjects as being suitable for both sexes, while 

accepting that there might be some differences in the background and/ 

or expectations for the future of boys and girls. 

at 'B' High School said: 

(,Jell., I think ii- 9-ny di//vz.ence at cd.1-, 

A French teacher 

ioy/2 tended to pick ye/UTlan and gi/cl/2 t/cench. 
I don, t /01.ow why. I /2U/2pect il luCl,) Hdle/1_ 
and the 5 econd (tlo/cl.d (,Ja/c, tut M/20 pe/chap/2 
they /_el.t that ye/?JTlan wa/2 mo/ce ma/2culine. 



I ,1..eully don't /mow whethe.11. the.11.e '-1 

unyt.h.i.ng .i..n that 0.11. not. . . tut tJu_,, 
yea.11.. . . the e.oy.1 i.n the tlu.11.d /_0.11.m 
numP,_e_/1./2 a.11.e ,1..ight doLun doing 1 /1.ench 
• • • I don' l know luhe/1.e they've gone. 
( 1,1..e.nch B/_) 

Her counterpart at 'A' High School suggested: 

I th..i..nk th.at'/2 pa.11.tly the empha/2i/2 on 
,')c.i..ence and p.11.acticaf -1ue.ject/2 that P,..oy/2 
-1eem to P,..e pu/2hed .into ... the gene.11.al 
ex.pectat.i..on that IJ..oy/2 tuill do p.11.actical 
thing,'), and ou.11. Net,J Zealand a:ltilucL.e 
that anythl..ng to do wilh cuilU.11.e, 
wluz.the.11. it' /2 &a.11.n.i..ng a language 0.11. 
-1inging in a chol..,1.. . .. that i-1 not a 
,7za/2cul.i..ne thing to do. (1.11.ench A./_) 

Though in a minority, boys were apparently welcome in typing 

classes at both schools. The 'B' High School typing teacher said: 

La-1t yea.11. we had two in µ/_th /_011.m 
typing; thl../2 yea.11. we have /_oU.11., -10 

OU.11. nll.lll.P...vz./2 a.11.e de/_inl..te.ly ex.pand.i..ng 
tlv1.oughout ... It'-1 a /2ta.11.t, l../2n't it? 
.4 fot o/_ il i/2 pee.11. p.11.e-1/2Luuz. - put/2 
th.em o/_/_. De/_in.i..tel!.y. ljou know, 
the ud/2 /2ay, "You'.11.e doing typing? 
7 hat' /2 a g.i...11.l/2' /2uR..ject, " and il doe/2 
put .them o/_/_... 7h.ey' ve got to P..e a 
-1:l.!1.ong -10.11.t o/_ pe.11.-1on to do it. 
( 7 yping B/_J 

Boys were also welcome in clothing and home economics, although no 

boys chose the former as an option at either school. 

appointed E.O.D. Clothing at 'B' High School said: 

Uhen you l!.ook a.11.ound, you -1.e.e c!..e/2ign12,.11./2 
that aM! .. me.n; me.n th.at make ,')uit/2 and 
all thi,:, /20.11.t o/_ thing. . . a lot o/_ them 
cvu r.z.en. . . Now that I'm 1ta.11.ting he.11.e 
I' cL l!.l..ke to encoU.11.age R..oy-1 to do it, 
e,')pecial.ly at tlu.11.d /_0.11.rn &veL 7he.11.R .. ' /2 
de/_initely a place ;!.0.11. them to do -1etu.i..ng 
.i..n the th.i/1.d !.011.m, .i..n 1chool and ou.t o/_ 
,')chooL (Cl.cth...i.ng Bl-) 

The newly-

The Head of the Technical Department at 'B' High School was 

another who perceived differences between the boys and girls he 

taught. Of technical drawing he said: 

250 



(,) e get q.u.d.e. a 1-elu g -i.J1-L'J .m le chn i cal 
c!Auwing. 7h.e.y o/-l.e.n do /M.e.lly luefL 
lt'0 uff a matieA o/ .mt.e.iliqence. 
Me' ve had gML':i /2la/7-tmg m /_o/Ull -,live 
!L/7.£~ computing th.e. W0/7-k {0/7- 5 choof_ 
Cc.,di/ical.e. m ju/2t on.e. yea/7- and .1uilmg 
lh/7-ough. [iiu/2 a/7-.e. n.e.aL 7 h.e.y do lueil 
in lh...e. la,':iic c1A.chit.e.cf_U,1_clf Maw.mg; they 
have cu//icui!.ty w--Lih th.e. engin.e.e/7-mg 
cLww.mg wh.e./ce they have lo MWu pa/7-l/2 
Uwt mtc/7-act and lu0/7-k logeth.e./7-. 7h.e.y 
have di-,l/icui!.ty .m uizualizmg ~u. 
machin.e./7-y in uction. Somelim.e./2 ih.e.y can 
do the clAawmg, tut fock the und.e./7-/2:landmg. 
( 7 ec/,..nicaf Bm) 

However, he was not keen on girls choosing the practical workshop 

subjects, and stated quite firmly: 

I advi/2.e. gMf/2 not to ta/<-.e. wooduJo/7-k 0/7-
m.e.iafwo/7-1-c P,..e.cau/2e /2L/7-ength i/2 impo/7-lani in 
th.e. u/2.e. o/ to of/2. 7 h.e.y can do th.e. lu0/7-k 
tut th.e.y /-ind th.e.y hav.e. to go at a much 
,':il.oweA /7-al.e. than th..e. ioy/2 and il' /2 
//7-U/2Uating /M th.em. II- Lue had 
ccmpf.e.i.e.fy mechanized lu0/7-l-u,ho ;?/2, th.en th.e. 
gML':i woufd not teat a di/2aduaniage. 
( 7e c/,_n_j_ caf Bm) 

Although the technical teacher interviewed at 'A' High School did 

not voice a similar opinion, he admitted that when girls ask to 

join woodwork or metalwork classes: 

7he only thing we do ~/2 a/2/.c them /7-eaffy 
wh.e.the/7- ih.e.y' /7-e /2U/7-e that' /2 what th.e.y 
luani to do. (7 echnicaf Am) 
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But of course this in itself emphasizes the fact that girls are not 

expected to take the workshop subjects. 

It was evident from data gathered from pupils that boys at the 

two schools more closely fitted a stereotypical pattern than did 

oirls and from the teacher interviews it was noted that those 
0 ' 

teachers most likely to be promoting the stereotypes were male 

technical teachers. Nevertheless, the researcher, who has been 

actively involved in the professional training of technical teachers 

for some years, would not wish to generalize from this observation, 

particularly now that women have just begun to enter the field of 

technical teaching. 
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Among other differences between children, two teachers mentioned 

the particular problems of Maori pupils. The Maori teacher at 'B' 

High School referred to their extra responsibilities at home and to 

the possible shortage of money: 

7 h.e. majo,1_..J...y o/, f?a/lenl-0 wo,1_k - P..oih 
f?CV1.en:l/2 wo,1_k - and the/le 1 /2 no-one at 
home, and the CJ...gge/1. one/2 look a/ie,1_ 
the ldtu one,'>, and that -0ta/lt-0 at an 
ecud.y age, at alout ten. {,lhich.. ;_,,, 
te,t,rz_j__fJ..e, 11.eaily, when you come to 
th~:nk o/_ a ten-y.e.a/l-of.d in ch..a.,1_ge oJ_ a. 
h..ou,'>ehof.d until mum come/2 /1,._ack a.t 
l,Jhal.eve/1. l.urze.. . . ( Sch..o of. uip/2) C0/2t 
a lot o/_ money 10 con-0e.qu..enliy a. 1..ot 
o-1, (1/ao/?.i l-cicl/2 don't go. 7 hey come to 
/2choo1.. and they /2ay "I'm not allowed. to 
go". And wh..e.n you ,1_in_g up lh_e. f?a./1.eni/2 
and 0-/,-l,e.,1_ /2ome. /20/1.t o-/'. a/2/2i-0tcmc.e, then 
iha.t 'll le. ihe. ~/2t they' ve. Ma./1.d o-1, 
it. 0ell, chii.d/le.n a./1.e. p,1_oud too, I 
/2Uf?f?O/2e., f.i/{,.(Z. e.ve.,1_yone. ef.-0e.. ((1ao/1.i B-1,) 

And the English teacher at 'A' High School referred to some Maori 

pupils' disaffection with school: 

7he onf.y lud./2 we. wouJ!.d -/,ind liJn.0 a/le 
tll/1.ned o-1,-/, Q./1..(Z_ iho,'>e. vno come. in tu/7..fU!..d 
ol/., cmd il' /2 u-0ual.f.y /.a.mily ci/lcum,1tance./2 
and the e.x:pe./U...ence o-/.. -/,a.if.LL/le, and ii 
a-/'.-/..e.ct/2 a. f.ot o-1, f'1ao/1.i pupil.1 p(l_/1_licuf.a./1.f.y. 
([ngu/2h.. Am) 

Both of these observations were borne out by interview comments made 

by Maori children. which have been reported in the case studies 

presented in Chapter Nine. 

In summary, there was a diversity of opinion among teachers 

about which pupils should take their subjects. 11at'.1ematicians in 

particular, at both schools, discouraged or prohibited the least 

able from joining examination classes. One technical t2acher, at 

'B' High School, actively deterred girls from taking woodwork and 

metalwork. 

Some subject teachers relied on an influx of pupils dropping 

out of, or rejected from other classes, to augment their numbers 

in the senior school. Art and home economics teachers, in 

particular, said they catered for a wide ability range. 
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The personal philosophies of individual teachers were thus 

found to be crucial to the acceptance of some pupils in their chosen 

subjects. 

12.6 Teachers' concerns about how parents view their 

children's subject choice. 

Teachers' comments about parents fell into two groups: 

comments about parents' attitudes and expectations, and comments 

about parents as role models. 

Language teachers felt that parents were instrumental in 

encouraging their children to take or not take languages, support or 

otherwise, depending on the parents' views about the value of 

learning a language. In discussing the effort children need to 

put into learning a language, teachers at 'B' High School explained: 

I tlunk it cor,z,e,!, /A.om :th.e. hom.e.. 7 h.e. 
chih:uz..e.n. /1./2.aliz.e. that it will. tak.e. a .f..ot 
o-J. .e.-J.-J.o,rz,;l on. :lh...e.i.A. pW1.t to .f...e.W1.T1. a .f..an.guag.e. 
and th.e.y G./1..e. .e.n.col/./1.ag.e.cL at hom.e. fLy th.e.i.A. 
pa//./2.n.L1. ( (iV1.man. Bm) 

and 

I tlun.k th.e...iA. aliilude.-1 a/1./2. impo11..tant (a) 
in. mak.i.n.g ,!>w1...e. th.e. lud-1 actually .f...e.W1.n th.e. 
wol?..k and do th.e. hom.e.i.u011..k, and (.e..J what 
,!>011..t o-J. education th.e. pW1..e.T1.t-1 Luani -J.011.. 
th.e.i.A. chii.cUl.e.n.. I-J. pG./1..e.n.i-1 ju-1t want 
them to g.e.t an education -J.011.. a jo/l,_, th.e.y 
dAop th.e.i.A. .f..anguag.e.-1 /l,_.e.caU/2.e. th.e.y can't 
-1.e..e. th.em a-1 hing impo11..tant 011.. u-1.e.-J.d. 
( 111...e.T1.ch B-J.J 

It was also felt that parents' own experience of learning a language 

would affect their views: 

A .f..ot o-J. th.em hav.e. /ail?...f..y unhappy 11212.m.011..i.e.-1 
o/. th.e.i.A. own .f..anguag.e. .f...e.W1.nin.g at -1chooL 
7h.e.y' ll -1ay "u.J.e.U, you kn.olu1 I n.e.v.e.11.. U-1.e.d 
it and I can't 11..12.J7l£Jlli,..e./1. anything now," and 
.they -1011..t o-J. -J.011..g.e.i that i-J. they fook at 
oth.e.11.. -1u.P..ject-1 th.e.y' v.e. don.e. at -1chool., th.e.y 
p11..o/l,_aily don't 11...e.ll1..e.m/l,_.e.11.. any o-J. them .e.ilh.e.11... 
( 111...e.n.ch A-J.J 

However, the experience of Maori parents was unique in that they had 



actually been prevented from using the Maori language at school. 

The 'B' High School Maori teacher, herself a Maori, said: 

ljou M2.e, when thei.J1. pW7..enLj we/7..e comi..ng 
to th.i.0 ,)choo.f.., 0/7.. any ,')choo.f.. /_o/"/. that 
r.zatte.n_, they we/I.en' t alloLved lo 0peak 
('1ao/"/.i, uX'J1.e they?. . . Now. . . all .the 
f?CL/"/.ent/2 wa.n.t to take advantage o/, the 
/.act th.at they' /7..e leaching ('lao/7..i in 
/2 cho oi./2. It' /2 a thing that the f?CL/7..ent/2 
1,x,n:l, not th.e chj__f.d/"/.en, tdeil, not i..n 
the thi/7..d /_o/"/.m, anyway. lhey don't 
/7..ealize. (~ao/"/.i B/.) 
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In some cases, parents' lack of understanding of school subjects 

was felt by teachers to be a problem, and this was confirmed by the 

comments made by parents. One teacher said: 

/;Je /,ound. . . taf.lung to polentiaf. thi/"/.d 
/.o/"/.me/"/.,j, /,o/"/.m iLvO,') fa.of.. yea/"/., that a 
lot o/, the f?CL/"/.eM/2 cudn' t k.rWlv u.lwt 
economic .of..udie/2 ~u/2 eith.e/"/.. lhey get 
a tit o/. con/,u.oion P....e:lween home economic/2 
and economic .otudie-0, O/"/. ef..oe they 1-awLv 
U,..e/"/.e 1 /2 a di/,/.e/"/.ence, tut they've no 
id..ea Ldi.cd economic .otudie/2 i.o going to 
involve. (Ace.lee . .otudie/2 A/.) 

Parents as r8le models were mentioned particularly in connection 

with technical subjects when fathers were tradesmen (Technical Bm) 

and in typing when mothers hold secretarial positions (Typing Bm). 

The 'B' High School music teacher also felt strongly that musical 

interest came mainly from the home. This view was supported by the 

French teacher at 'B' High School who was discussing differences 

between boys and girls: 

I don't l-aioLv, It could f!-.e innate, f..ut 
it depend/2 who yoll/"/. pa/7..ent/2 W7..e. Becau,)e 
I've got two loy/2 and U,,,ey W7..e ve4af.f.y 
ve/"/.y good, in lngli.oh anyLvay. 7 hey' /"Le 
vVty /2ha/"/.f?1 tut that'.o P...ecau.oe they five 
with me, I .1u-0pect. tde '/"Le ail .oha/7..f?, 
( 'f ,wnch B/.) 

In surnmary, teachers accepted that parents' views were 

important influences on their children's subject choice, but some 

felt parents' views could be coloured by their own inadequate or 

unsatisfactory school experiences. 
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12.7 Summary and conclusions. 

In terms of the major research questions teachers' comments 

revealed some important factors having a bearing on pupils' subject 

choice. 

It was found that although teachers acknowledged that the 

organization of the school curriculum into core and options was 

determined by school administrative policy, which also controlled 

staffing, time allocation and departmental budgets, they felt that 

teachers themselves were able to exercise s~me informal power over 

pupils' choices. In particular, it was found that individual 

teachers' criteria for acceptance or rejection of pupils in their 

classes constrained the choices of some pupils. 

From the pupil interviews it was established that information 

gathering was the first important step in the process of subject 

choice, but it was clear from the teacher interviews that most 

teachers were reluctant to be seen to offer information about their 

subjects to the younger children. Despite the fact that the research 

findings showed that these were the pupils most in need of assistance 

teachers viewed the dissemination of information outside the school 

as unethical. In contrast, some teachers were very actively engaged 

in persuading senior pupils within the school to take their subjects. 

Teacher actions had resulted in increasing demand for some subjects 

and had produced ill-feeling between departments at 'B' High School. 

Teachers identified strongly with their subjects. They saw 

their own subjects in terms of a unique set of aims, knowledge and 

skills. However, they made only very general comments about how 

pupils might differentiate between the subjects. Teachers saw 

their subjects as offering intrinsically rewarding activities or in 

providing valuable skills for everyday living or for leisure. Most 

rejected pupils' assumptions regarding occupational relevance, and 

some felt that pupils' expectations of the subjects were inaccurate. 

A number of teachers felt that teachers themselves were important 

as presenters of their subjects and in influencing pupils' choice of 

those subjects. This view matched views expressed by many pupils. 

Some teachers were seen to be subject-centred. These teachers 

argued for the exclusion of unsuitable pupils. Other teachers were 
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pupil-centred and showed a willingness to adapt their teaching to the 

varied abilities of the pupils who chose to take their subjects. 

Teachers remarked on differences between the able and less able, 

between girls and boys, and between advantaged and disadvantaged 

pupils. 

Teachers tended to feel that parents in general had a limited 

understanding of the subjects offered at secondary school and that 

parents based their opinions on their own school experience. There 

was no evidence of any concern among teachers that parents should be 

better informed by the school about the subject choices facing their 

children, although home economics teachers spoke of a need for 

'community education'. 

In conclusion, teachers were found to hold a wide range of 

opinion on the matter of pupils' subject choice, but two issues were 

of particular concern to the researcher. These were as follows: 

Teachers generally did not accept the need for their 

involvement in the dissemination of information to 

children about to enter secondary school or to their 

parents. 

Informal avenues of influence available to teachers 

allowed individuals to exercise their own personal 

philosophies about who should or should not take 

their subjects, and thus to influence pupils' subject 

choice in covert ways. 
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It will be recalled that the present researcher embarked upon 

this study of subject choice as a result of a personal interest in 

pupil motivation and from the professional viewpoint of a teacher 

trainer. Throughout the study the researcher was in constant 

contact with others working in the areas of children's learning 

(Freyberg, Osborne et al., 1981). These researchers and others 

following their methods have since amassed a great deal of data which 

points to the importance of pupils' prior understandings in any 

learning field because of the ways in which these understandings 

affect learning outcomes. The development of an 'Interactive 

Teaching Approach' from this research (Biddulph and Osborne, 1984) 

marks an important change of emphasis for New Zealand teachers, who 

are being called on to pay much greater attention to the needs of 

the learner, as opposed to the dictates of syllabus. It is therefore 

hoped that the findings of the present study will help teachers to 

see their subjects from the point of view of their pupils and to 

have some understanding of the kinds of attitudes that may influence 

pupils in different subject areas. 

Two further important developments in New Zealand education 

have taken place since the completion of the present study. One 

is the unanimous call from teacher unions and ot~er educational bodies 

for the elimination of all forms of racism and sexism from our 

education system; the other is the ministerial decision to abolish 

the University Entrance Examination (as from 1986) and to begin the 

revision of fifth and seventh form programmes in schools. The 

present study cannot claim to have validity across the New Zealand 

education system. It is felt, however, that by highlighting the 

problems of individual pupils, particularly girls and Maori pupils, 

the present research has a contribution to make towards a wider 



understanding of disadvantage. The current revision of senior 

programmes in schools is partly in response to the claim that Maori 

and Polynesian pupils are disadvantaged by an overly academic and 

culturally biased senior curriculum. However, revision of the 

curriculum is likely to result in the proliferation of courses and 

a greater amount of pupil choice. The present study can claim to 

have uncovered some of the negative aspects of subject choice and, 

it is hoped, can suggest ways in which pupils could become better 

equipped to make the important decisions demanded of them. 

Despite the above claims, it must be repeated that this 

study is a comparative case study of subject choice in two New 
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Zealand secondary schools; other schools have different option 

systems, different staff and pupil populations, and possibly different 

educational aims. Findings of the present study can therefore be 

looked upon as context specific, but may well highlight the kinds 

of problems pupils also experience in other schools when making their 

subject choice, particularly those problems due to a lack of adequate 

information about the subjects offered. 

13.1 Review of the research questions 

Seven major research questions were framed in Chapter Two of 

the present study and it is now proposed to use the answers to these 

seven questions as the basis of a final summary. In the sections 

to follow, each of the research questions will be considered in turn. 

Some of the implications of the findings will be considered with 

particular reference to their significance for educationalists and 

suggestions will be made concerning the need for further research. 

Ql HOW DOES THE SCHOOL MEDIATE 

PUPILS' SUBJECT CHOICE? 

Both high schools were found to mediate pupils' subject choice 

by formal and informal means. Formal mediation at both schools 

included exercising discretion over how many optional subjects pupils 

should take, what range of options they should be offered and which 

subjects should be included in the core curriculum in addition to 

core subjects prescribed by the state. Thus, for example, school 
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'B', by means of its two-list option system, endeavoured to force 

its pupils to consider a study of languages, prevented them from 

having access to all three technical subjects, and was able to 

allocate more time to optional subjects offered in list one 

(languages, environmental studies, history and music) than it did to 

the practical subjects in list two. At fifth form level, school 

'B' placed constraints on high-ability pupils wishing to take six 

subjects by requiring these pupils to choose at least one subject 

from a geography/history/music option. The consequences of such 

formal mediation were not always foreseen. For example, the school's 

two-list system, which according to teachers was intended to promote 

the study of languages, actually created a large demand for environ­

mental studies. In contrast, school 'A' operated an open option 

system at both junior and senior levels, giving all pupils access to 

the options listed. At third form level an equal time-allocation 

was given to all options with the exception of metal and wood 

technology which consisted of a half-year course in each of metalwork 

and woodwork. 

Perhaps most disquieting was the fact that 'B' High School 

allocated its pupils to ability levels on the subjective recommend­

ations of primary and intermediate school teachers and then monitored 

pupils'access to the options on the basis of these presumed abilities. 

Informal mediation took a variety of forms and occurred for a 

variety of reasons. At both high schools informal mediation was 

required to cope with the problem of over-subscription of certain 

classes. Strategies adopted by teachers to contend with this 

situation included rejection of late enrolees and pupils believed 

least able to cope with the subject. Mathematicians at both schools 

were likely to discourage the less able from taking School Certificate 

mathematics, and at school 'B' only able pupils were encouraged to 

take French and German. The Head of the Technical Department at 

'B' High School discouraged girls from taking workshop subjects -

a factor likely to have contributed to the fact that no girls in 

the school were taking third form metalwork or fifth form woodwork 

and fifth form engineering during the period of the study. Finally, 

the study indicated that at least two heads of departments at school 

'B' were actively engaged in 'selling' their subjects to an extent 

that other teachers considered unethical. 



Q2 HOW 00 PUPILS GATHER INFORMATION 

ABOUT THE OPTIONAL SUBJECTS? 

It was found that primary and intermediate school teachers 

gave the form two children very little information or advice about 

secondary school options. In some instances the children reported 

that their teachers made general enquiries about the subjects they 

were going to choose, but did not volunteer information. The 

exception was one mathematics teacher who reportedly introduced his 

form two class to basic skills used in technical drawing. However, 
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a number of secondary teachers felt that primary and intermediate 

school teachers should become involved in giving information because 

they would be seen to be impartial. 

Formal dissemination of information about the third form 

options at both high schools was by and large inadequate. 'A' High 

School did not provide any written information about its third for~ 

options other than a list of the subjects offered. 'B' High School 

gave explanatory notes in its prospectus about each of the options 

offered at the school, but these notes were not written in language 

easily understood by the younger children. No information was given 

in the prospectus of either school about where subjects might lead, 

about the availability of subject qualifications beyond school, 

about the necessity for pre-requisite study in some subjects, but 

not others, if they were to be taken at senior levels, or about 

alternative access to some subjects outside school. 

Both high schools held meetings for the parents of intending 

third formers. but their emphasis was on induction to the schools 

rather than on subject choice. Children were also invited to 

attend the 'B' High School meeting, but many of those who could have 

benefited did not attend. The 'A' High School meeting was reportedly 

held after the children were required to confirm their subject choice. 

Secondary school teachers were generally of the opinion that the 

dissemination of information about their subjects to form two children 

and their parents would be unethical. Only one teacher (at 'B' High 

School) was found to be activ~ly promoting his subject at this level. 

In contrast, senior pupils at both high schools were found to be 

relatively well informed by the school about the options available to 
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them, but at 'B' High School other teachers felt that two of the staff 

were promoting their subjects to a degree that could be considered 

unethical. 

Parents, particularly mothers, were found to be the most import­

and sources of information and advice for children about to enter 

form three, but of lesser importance to older pupils. Parents based 

their infomation on their own school experiences, the experiences of 

their older children, and on their general assumptions about the 

purpose of schooling and the needs of their child. The interview 

data suggested that mothers were more likely to put pressure on 

daughters to take particular subjects, but to allow sons to choose 

for themselves. Most of the younger children reported that their 

fathers were interested in their subject choice but did not influence 

them in any any way. A small minority of fathers was reported to 

have insisted that daughters take traditionally female subjects, 

such as typing, but there were no reports of fathers insisting that 

sons should take any particular subjects. 

Pupils with older siblings were most likely to have accurate 

information about the options offered to them because they had been 

given information about the subjects by older brothers and sisters 

and in many cases had been shown text books and samples of work. 

Children were most likely to be influenced in their choices by same­

sex siblings. 

Most pupils mentioned having discussed their subject choice 

with school friends, however, peers were most frequently mentioned by 

older pupils. Younger children referred almost exclusively to same­

sex peers. The younger children were also more likely to refer to 

information or advice provided by friends and acquaintances outside 

the school and to mention the experiences of cousins or the children 

of their parents' friends. 

Some form two children had little or no access to information 

before making their subject choice. Reasons for this included: 

unavailability of parents or parental reluctance to assist, 

inability of children to understand written material provided by the 

school, absence of children from school when information was given 

out and when decisions were to be made, and absence of older siblings 

able to provide information about the school options. 



262 

Q3 WHAT CRITERIA DO PUPILS USE 

TO DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN SUBJECTS? 

Individual pupils used a range of personal constructs to 

differentiate between subjects. Constructs were applied to subjects 

as a result of children's direct or vicarious experience of the 

subjects and in the light of children's immediate and/or long term 

expectations of the subjects. Children's prior experience of the 

subjects and expectations from the home strongly influenced the ways 

in which they viewed the subjects. For example, Maori pupils were 

most likely to view Xaori as a worthwhile subject, and children 

whose parents (particularly mothers) viewed European languages in a 

positive way, were more likely than others to mention the cultural 

value of such languages. 

Pupils tended to use different criteria to differentiate 

between different subjects. For example, many of them saw art and 

music as developing personal interests, environmental studies as 

offering an interesting content, and economic studies as providing 

worthwhile skills for everyday life. The criterion of utility was 

more likely to be applied by younger pupils than by the older group, 

as was the criterion of sex appropriateness. 

Q4 WHAT CRITERIA DO PUPILS USE 

TO CHOOSE THEIR SUBJECTS? 

Pupils did not choose, or even consider, subjects about which 

they had no information. In some cases pupils 'chose' subjects to 

which they were directed by their parents who had strong opinions 

about the value of such subjects to them. In a minority of cases 

pupils were directed to subjects by teachers. Form two children 

choosing from 'B' High School's list one, fifth formers at both 

schools taking six subjects and pu~ils with low ability, poor 

attendance record or home problems, were most likely to say they had 

to take an option because it was the best available, rather than 
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because they particularly wished to take it. 

There were important differences between the criteria used by 

older and younger pupils choosing optional subjects, mainly due to 

the form two pupils' lack of experience in a number of subject areas. 

Younger children used essentially affective or utilitarian criteria 

for choice, but were strongly influenced by the recommendations of 

parents and siblings. Form four pupils mentioned, in addition, 

subject specific variables such as subject content and perceived 

level of difficulty as well as teacher-related variables. Younger 

children were more likely than older children to mention the 

criterion of occupational relevance. 

It was found that many of the younger children referred to the 

context of learning when discussing such subjects as home economics, 

clothing and music. This proved to be an important criterion for 

not choosing these subjects, to which children felt alternative access 

was available outside school. 

There were important differences between the criteria for 

choice used by individual pupils which reflected parental attitudes 

towards the subjects. Pupils also used different criteria when 

choosing different subjects. 

QS ARE PUPILS SATISFIED WITH THEIR 
DECISIONS AFTER CHOICE? 

For most children rationalization of choice began after the 

commitment to a decision was made, but a small minority changed 

their minds either before or soon after the commence~ent of classes. 

Changes in subject choice after initial selection tended to be 

in the direction of group norms, and option changes made after the 

beginning of the school year tended to be due to a subject failing 

to meet the pupil's expectations. A significant group of children, 

particularly at 'B' High School, found that their options had been 

changed by the school, but most children accepted without question 

the school's right to exclude them from chosen subjects. 

Children who were dissatisfied with their chosen subjects 
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directed their dissatisfaction against the subject itself, the 

teacher, or their own performance, rather than against their choice 
of the subject. 

Q6 HOW DO THE ATTITUDES AND EXPERIENCES 

OF PUPILS DIFFER? 

There were marked sex differences in children's attitudes to 

technical drawing, woodwork, metalwork, clothing, home economics and 

typing. Younger boys were particularly stereotyped in their thinking 

about subjects they felt to be suitable for boys, and one girl who 

tried to break into a non-traditional area needed strong support 

from home and school to overcome the negative attitudes of class-

mates. A minority of parents and teachers strongly reinforced 

children's stereotyped thinking about subject choice, but boys' and 

girls' views about suitable subjects appeared to be more stereotyped 

than either parents' views or teachers' views. 

Differences in home background had important effects on 

children's attitudes and experiences. For example, children whose 

parents or siblings spoke a European language were more positive 

about the value of learning French or German, and Maori children 

had more positive attitudes to learning Maori. 

Children with negative attitudes towards schooling had the 

least understanding of the nature and content of optional subjects. 

Four pupils identified as 'losers' were characterized by their home 

problems, erratic school attendance, and frequent confrontations 

with teachers. These pupils had less choice available to them and 

were less able to exercise a choice than pupils who were better 

informed about the subjects and more successful in their school work. 

All of the 'losers' were Maori pupils. 

Q7 HOW DO PARENTS VIEW CHILDREN'S 

SUBJECT CHOICE? 

Although the organization of the option systems and the actual 
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options offered at the two schools were slightly different, all the 

parents interviewed were happy with what was offered at their local 

high school and accepted the school's guidelines and constraints 

without question. 

Parents tended to view their children as individuals with 

particular strengths and weaknesses and to advise their children on 

the basis of assumptions made about the children's interests and 

abilities. They were more likely to coerce daughters into taking 

particular subjects, but to assume that sons would not respond to 

coercion. 

Parents drew heavily on their own experiences in the school 

system in advising their children about the optional subjects, and 

they also referred to the experiences of their older children. 

Some parents felt that their children were not given sufficient 

information by the school about the subjects offered, and that some 

children could be disadvantaged by this fact. 

Strong agreement was noted between parents' views and their 

children's views about subject choice, and this appeared to confirm 

the finding that parents were the most important source of information 

and advice for younger children. 

Q8 HOW DO TEACHERS VIEW 

PUPILS' SUBJECT CHOICE? 

Teachers in general were subject-centred rather than pupil-

centred. They were convinced of the value and importance of their 

own subjects, and a small minority promoted their subjects to a 

degree that others felt to be unethical. 

There was a good deal of mismatch between teachers' views and 

children's views of their subjects, and some teachers felt that 

pupils were too immature to know what was best for them. Teachers 

were particularly concerned with high pass rates at senior exam­

ination levels which they felt would sell their subjects to pupils; 

however, pupils rarely mentioned the likelihood of their passing 

examinations. 
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Teachers were particularly concerned about the attitude of the 

school administration to their subjects. Teachers in small 

departments such as art and music were especially concerned about 

maintaining a high profile in the school in order to gain what they 

felt was an equitable share of the school budget. Many teachers 

were also concerned about class size and staffing, both of which 

could affect the viability of classes. 

13.2 The implications of research findings. 

It must be remembered that the present study is a case study of 

two schools in a partLcular location and at a particular period in 

time. However, teachers, school administrators and others concerned 

with education may wish to address a number of issues arising from 

the study. In the sections to follow some possible answers to four 

important questions will be considered. 

13.2.1 Should pupils be allo~ed to choose? 

The research showed that children and their parents accepted 

the core subjects as providing basic knowledge and skills for life, 

possibly with the exception of art and music, for which some felt 

particular aptitudes were required. It also showed that children 

responded favourably to chosen options which they saw as catering to 

their individual needs, interests and abilities. Nevertheless, 

patterns of choice indicated that children were strongly influenced 

by traditional thinking about sex-role appropriateness, which 

could limit their opportunities in a changing modern world. In 

addition it was found that some children lacked sufficient under­

standing of the school system and the subjects offered to make 

reasoned choices, and their parents were unable or unwilling to help 

them. For these reasons it could be argued that the school should 

play a greater part in directing pupils towards a suitable spread of 

subjects. However, the research also showed that the stated policy 

of a school, for example in encouraging the study of languages, could 

lead to unexpected consequences and it showed too, how teachers used 

covert ways to increase their clientele and build up subject depart­

ments. These findings suggests that parents should not be reluctant 

to question the professional integrity of schools, and schools 

should be willing to dicuss their policies both among their own staff 

and with parents and the wider community. 
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13.2.2 When should pupils chose? 

The present study found that many pupils were not well equipped 

to make choices before entering secondary school. If choices are to 

he continued at this level, then vastly improved systems of commun­

icating information to pupils and their parents will have to be 

devised if any pretence of equality of opportunity is to be achieved. 

The research suggests that minimum procedures should be as follows: 

1) The school prospectus should give clear and full 

information about all school subjects in the 

language of the child. 

2) The school prospectus should clearly explain the 

implications of choices. For example, subjects 

with and without pre-requisites should be indicated. 

3) Personal contact by secondary school staff should be 

made with all pupils at contributing schools well 

before their secondary school subject choices have to 

be made. Information given at school orientation 

sessions after subject choices have been made is of 

little value. 

4) Intending pupils should not be required to state their 

subject choice at the time of enrolment. Time should 

available between enrolment and finalization of subject 

choice to allow the dissemination of information by the 

school. 

5) Personal contact with parents should be made wherever 

possible. Alternative programmes, for example 

afternoon and evening information sessions, should be 

offered. 

Since the research also indicated that older pupils lacked 

information about the subjects available to them and about the 

implications of their choices, it would appear that schools may 

need to look closely at the ways in which they provide information 

to pupils within the secondary school system. 
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Some secondary schools in New Zealand have already eliminated 

subject choice from their third form programme, offering instead 

a short course in every future option to every pupil. Naturally, 

this type of programme has implications for the total amount of 

time available for the study of individual b" su Jects. New Zealand 
children do not enter the secondary system unti·1 they are on average 
thirteen years of age, and it is possible that later specialization 

could herald the demise of languages which are already under threat. 

A more radical alternative might be to introduce more subjects 

at the form one and two level to give pupils experience of them 

before entering secondary school. This would have implications for 

teacher training because at present most intermediate school teachers 

do not regard themselves as subject specialists. It would also 

necessitate the introduction of form 1-4 programmes not at present 

operating. At the present time, if a pupil learns French in form 

two, he or she must begin the subject again in form three. 

Another radical alternative could involve the packaging of 

subjects in the secondary, and perhaps also the intermediate schools, 

into basic, intermediate and advanced levels to be taken by pupils 

at any stage in their school career. This concept might well 

require the removal of present rigid adherence to age-specific 

groupings, but could allow pupils greater flexibility in their choice 

of curriculum. In particular, it could avoid the finality of choices 

based on stereotyped sex-role assumptions made at an early age. 

13.2.3 How can stated school philosophies be monitored? 

It was evident from the research findings that some individual 

pupils were poorly served in schools whose stated aims were to foster 

the all-round development of the individual. It was clear that 

administrative expediency frequently took precedence over the needs 

of pupils; it was also clear that not alJ_ teachers in a school were 

committed to the school's stated aims. These problems may be 

difficult to solve, but at the very least schools should designate a 

person or group of people to keep a watching brief on the implications 

and actual effects of administrative decisions. The researcher is 

also of the opinion that benefits could accrue from greater involve­

ment between the school, parents and the wider community. 
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13.2.4 How can schools address the issue of equal opportunity? 

It was a matter of deep concern to the researcher that all of 

the 'losers' identified among the sample pupils were Maori children. 

Access to i~formation was found to be a key component in the decision 

making process, and it was plain that some Maori children and their 

parents lacked very basic information about the subjects offered ~t 

school. It was found that the Guidance Counsellors at both high 

schools were under a great deal of pressure and at times were working 

without the co-operation of subject teachers. This meant that few 

pupils were being given the assistance they needed from the school. 

There are no easy answers to this problem, which may well be a socio­

economic problem rather than a racial problem, given that Maori pupils 

with support from their homes were found to be well adjusted and 

making good progress at school. Certainly schools cannot afford to 

ignore their stated aims to the detriment of clearly ~dentifiable 

groups of disadvantaged children. 

It was also of concern to the researcher that sex differences 

in subject choice should be so pronounced, particularly at 'B' High 

School, but since some of the sexist assumptions regarding subject 

choice were clearly coming from teachers as well as pupils, it may be 

that change will be slow to eventuate. However, the secondary 

teachers' union (N.Z.P.P.T.A.) is currently promoting a policy of 

non-sexist education which may eventually have some impact. 

13.3 Directions for further research. 

It has been noted that some secondary schools require pupils to 

choose optional subjects in form four, having sampled the range in 

form three. The assumption is made that pupils will be better able 

to judge the subjects in the light of prior experience, and this 

assumption is substantiated by the present research. 

are other implications. 

However, there 

If pupils are to sample all future options they will be given 

only brief exposure to each. Will this exposure be sufficient to 

give pupils a real taste of the subject or will it be so brief as 

to mean that a recency factor will come into play (with pupils 

choosing to continue what they were doing at the end of the year 

rather than picking up something they did briefly at the beginning)? 



Will the lesser amount of time available, particularly in skills­

based subjects, result in the lowering of standards at the fifth 

form level? 
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The present study has also highlighted differences between the 

subject-centred and pupil-centred teacher role. It was found that 

children whose school work suffered as a result of home problems were 

likely to be less successful when taught by a subject-centred teacher, 

and possibly also when placed in a low-stream class for behavioural, 

rather than academic reasons. However, since the research suggests 

that the majority of secondary school teachers may be subject-centred, 

and in the researcher's own experience teachers find mixed-ability 

classes more challenging to teach than streamed classes, it appears 

that there is a need for action-based research in teaching methods 

designed to cater for individual differences, especially in mixed­

ability classes. 
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