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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
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.

Although some writers refer to 'course selection' and
'curriculum choice', these terms are not always synonomous with
sub ject 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.

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 institutions 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
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 rdle expectations (Kelly, 1981; Tobias, 1273)

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



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
~xpectations of home and school (Willis, 1976; Jackson and Marsden,
1962). The research methodology is essentially ethnographic and
phenomenological for reasons that are set out in Chapter Two. No
hyvpothesis 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 question of whether curriculum decisions should be made
in the interests of the individual or in the interests of the state

where such interests are found to conflict.



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 1960's, earlier research in a number of related areas has
made a significant contribution to the total picture. A summary is

given in Figure 1, p6.

Among the first researchers to make a contribution were
psychologists who as far back as the 1930's were examining personality
variables related to school achievement. At the same time, other
researchers were looking at children's subject preference. By the
1950's research interest had moved towards an investigation of aspects
of occupational choice, and this was followed by an examination of the
réle of guidance in influencing pupils' occupational decisions. By
the 1960'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 1960'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.
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
Masters 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
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. Sub ject 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'

1

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

0y
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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
ma jor regions. Using a Brunel Subject Preference Grid, Ormerod
found sex differences in subject preference and also noted that gifls
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: exploration, 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 réles 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 réle 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 scoreé
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-

0y
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ment rather than during periods of high employment. However, no

long term study has considered this possibility.

1.5 Socio-economic disadvantage.

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 Spates 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.

4
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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 507 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

.
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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
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 prepare

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 élite 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 élite 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's 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 réle 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

Y
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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 kinds 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 proporfion
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 5 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 likély
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
predominated in geography, physics and general science. In some cases
the?e 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 807% 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 be their major source
of employment, and none of the girls mentioned the textile industry,

which employed 257 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.
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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,
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
the physical sciences. By 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

specific 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 327 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 likel~ to have had some influence on children's choices.
The researchers cle.med that few parents felt it was inappropriate for
bovs to do traditionally girls' subjects, and vice versa, but their
figures did not appear to support this claim. As many as 317% of
parents disapproved of their daughters studying metalwork, and 2137
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 that they would get dirty in metalwork, tfor
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
tradition 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.
flowever, 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 New Zealand studies commissioned by the Women's Advisory
Comr.ittee 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.

McGrath's report summarized the data she obtained from question-
naires and interviews with pupils, teachers and guidance counsellors
in seven schools in the Nelson area. Subject options available to
third and fourth formers in the schools varied considerably. Choices
were limited in smail 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
noc 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
tor the variations in subject choice between boys and girls and to
comment on the differences they saw in the attitudes of boys and girls
it school offered a very broad range of opinions. Some of them
suggested innate sex differences, but most referred to the different
réles 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 ibigail'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
boys and 71% of the girls in the seventh form took physics. Abigail
found 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 3irls' 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 larze 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 rdéle of parents has already been mentioned in connection
with variables related to socio-economic status or class (Jackson and
Marsden, 1962; Kahl, 1961); other studies have looked specifically
at parental attitudes and influences. Bynner (1972), for example,
reported on the views of 2,694 parents as 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 education. He found that
the effects of parents' own education were more marked than the
effects of social class, parents with higher edication 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 sociology 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) inder 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. Xeddie, 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 élites

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. Sub ject
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 mathematics 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) argusd that potential teachers of high school
mathematics were put off 5y 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 = bjects they intended to take
and found a 'startling diversity' among schools. Boys' schools
generally made physics and chemistry available to all pupils up to '0!
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, 1971); 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
popularity 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 sixties
could be a contributing factor. Burns 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 alsc 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, the’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).
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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 clientéle (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

mentioned.

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, scinools with large numbers of ethnic minority and
low income students were timetabled for 5% more hours of English than
other higu schools, which in turn offered their students 277% 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
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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.

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 of 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 study
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 allowing 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 selected 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.

From his interviews with pupils about 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
educaticnal routes.
(Woods, 1979, p59)

Woods found that 447 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 a1 reason given was lack of ability. Voods claimed
that this prevente.: 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. Yowever, 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 vears. Pupils who had previously been in band two or band
three found that they did not have the necessary background to choose
'0" 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 the 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
Fducation 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
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.

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
sub jects. 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
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 education, 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 acknowledze '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 -  occupational expectations/aspirations
personal attributes
subject liking
perceived relevance of the subject
teacher liking
group affiliation
parental attitudes

home background

GROUP - age/form level
sex
ethnicity
ability level (stream/band)

socio—economic status

SCHOOL - expectations of teachers and counsellors
guidance system
streaming/banding
course allocation versus selection

timetable structure

STATE - 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.



CURRICULUM:

Hirst (1967)
White (1973)
Holly (1973)
Schumann (1975)
Klayman (1975, 1978)
Dirkes (1977)
Whitty (1977)
Weston (1979)
Edwards (1980)
Morgan (1980)
Austin (1982)
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PSYCHOLOGICAL VARIABLES:

Rotter (1966)

Zytowski (1967)

Butcher (1963)

Rowell (1971)

Chastain (1975)

Bar Tal & Bar Zohar (1977)
Ames (1978)

Stipek & Weisz (1981)

CASE STUDIES:

Woods (1976, 1979)
Ball (1981)

FLUCTUATIONS IN DEMAND:

Pheasant (1961)

Duckworth & Entwistle (1974)
Duckworth (1874, 1978)
Ormerod (1975)

Ormerod & Duckworth (1975)
N.Z. Baseline Survey (1981)
Smithers & Collings (1982)

ATTITUDES:

Pritchard (1935)

kelly (1955)

Fishbein & Ajzen (1975)
Tankersley (1975)
Adams and Webber (1979)
Stead (1982, 1983)
Burns (1983)

SUBJECT CONTENT:

Young (1971)
Keddie (1971)
Fatham (1975)
Esland (1977)
Vulliamy (1977)
Tobias (1978)
Fennema (1980)
Francis (1980)
Girouard (1980)
Lepherd (1981)
Maretzki (1982)

OCCUPATIONAL CHOICE:

Ginsberg et al. (1951)
Chown (1959)

Roe (1969)

Roberts (1980)

Saha (1982)

McGrath (1982)

GUIDANCE/SUBJECT CHOICE:

Cicourel & Kitsuse (1863)
Sachs (1966)

Reid et al. (1974)

Ryrie et al. (1979)
Abigail (1981)

Schmidt (1983)

Brown & Fitzpatrick (1983)

SICIO-ECONOMIC DISADVANTAGE :

Kahl (1961)

Jackson & Marsden (1962)
Jackson (1964)

Rosenbaum (1968)

Lacey (1970)

Rist (1973)

Sharp and Green (1975)
Berthoud (1976)

Willis (1977)

Anick & Carpenter (1981)

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 organization 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 day 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 formally 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 n:iight 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 overseas 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.
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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
be addressed in the main study, (b) develop and evaluate data
gathering 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;
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4, to consider the merits or interviews, as opposed to
qQuestionnaires as a major research tool;

5. to give the researcher an opportunity to practise the
kinds of interview techniques needed to avoid observer
bias.

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. Music
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), although 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;
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the range 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 identified as 'high ability' and 'low ability'
because they were required to choose from differing option

lists.

Despite these anticipated dilferences, two ma jor outcomes were
expected of the study. [t was thought that a wide range of
responses would be encountered, because both pupils and staff would
be able Lo compare their experiences of the old restrictive option
system with their expectalions of the new open system. It was also
fell that interesL already generated in the school would enable to
researcher Lo converse freely in an unstructured interview and thus
be able to initiate 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-operation of classroom teachers, 14 girls (three from each of
four classes and two from a fifth class) were selected for interview.
The girls were identified by their teachers as being from high,

average and low ability third torms and from high and average ability

Fourth lorms. (See igure 3 below.)
INTERVIEW INTERVIEW PARTICIPANTS

1 3 girls HIGH ABILITY FORM THREE
2 3 qgirls AVERAGE ABILITY FORM THREE
3 3 girls LOW ABILITY 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 commercial subjects. After all the pupils had
been interviewed, therefore, the researcher spoke to teachers of
these sub jects. Interviews with pupils and with teachers were each
of forty minutes duration and were largely unstructured. However,

teachers were specifically asked Lo comment on concerns previously

mentioned by the girls.

All interviews were conducted by the researcher and the pupils
from each form class were interviewed together. At this stage it
was telt that the girls would feel more comfortable in a group with
their friends, and that unstructured interviews with several
participants would yield more information relating to subject choice
than the semi-structured one-to-one interviews that were later used
in the main study. The obvious disadvantage of the group inter-
view was the possibility of undue group consensus, but this was felt
to be outweighed by the advantages at this purely exploratory stage
of the research. ALl interviews were recorded on tape and later

transcribed.
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.
2.1.3 Decisions about the main research.

lssues raised in the pilot study pointed to a need to take
account of school option systems and the internal regulations
governing them. Ldeally, two or more schools with differing option

structures should be compared in 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
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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.

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.

It was decided that the main research would begin at form two
level. 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
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pupils entering secondary school, but it would also look at some
pupils deciding on their fifth form subjects. This decision was
made because there 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 viere as follows.

Q1 HOW DOES THE SCHOOL MEDIATE
PUPILS' CHOICES?

British studies have been particularly concerned with the
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
Marsden, 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 DO PUPILS GATHER INFORMATION
ABOUT THE 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-docr neighbours as sources of information

about school subjects.

Q3 WHAT CRITERIA DO 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
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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.

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.
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Q5 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?

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
contributing 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
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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.

Q8 HOW DO TEACHERS SEE THE
EFFECTS OF PUPIL CHOICE?

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 curriculum 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-

ology 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
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questionnaires, and would perhaps also give the researcher an

opportunity to uncover unanticipated data.

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
because 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.
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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
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, rdles 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

ma jor 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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Fig. 4 A MODEL OF DECISION MAKING
(After Ajzen and Fishbein, 13969)
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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)
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In the field of education, case studies have tended to be studies

of institutions such as 'Lakeshore High School' (Cicourel and
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, theyv 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.
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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.

3.1 Schools selected for the main study.

It was evident from the pilot 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
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 reach 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
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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, pS6.) 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
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 intermediate 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 Scheol 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.
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Fig. 5 THE 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
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<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>