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Suggestions for classroom use
The aims of this book are:
• To encourage students to read contemporary sociology
• To support that reading by providing activities that make reading active
• To check student understanding of the studies
• To provide practice at methods-in-context questions
• To provide opportunities for self and peer assessment

The studies have been chosen to represent as full a range of methodological approaches as
possible and to reflect key issues in the A-level specifications. Particular attention has been
paid to select studies that update key debates.
Before looking at the study, a helpful method of focusing
students on the main issues is to give them the full
title and ask them to brainstorm what they think the
study might be about. A list can be made and then
evaluated when work on the study is complete.

Teachers,
social class &

underachievemenT
&

M a i r e a d
d u n n e
L o u i s e
G a z e L e y ,
2 0 0 8

c o n T e X T
Social-class inequalities in educational achievement widen as
pupils move through the education system.
Working-class pupils with low levels
of numeracy and literacy at Key
Stage 2 are unlikely to close the
gap by Key Stage 3. They are also
less likely than middle-class pupils
to achieve five GCSE A*-C grades.
Three-quarters of middle-class pupils
enter higher education compared
with only one-third of working-class
pupils. Working-class pupils are more
likely to be excluded from school,
or to self-exclude through truancy.
The home continues to be identified
as the key site in which social class

inequalities are reproduced. Middleclass parents are seen to be active
in producing favourable educational
outcomes for their children, while
working-class parents - especially
single parents - are represented as
failing to provide adequate support
for their children at school. Some
commentators have gone so far
as to suggest that working-class
families are ‘culturally deprived’.
Interactionist research has tended
to focus on what goes in schools
rather than the home. Sociologists

such as Ball (1981) have found
that teachers underestimate the
educational potential of workingclass pupils. In lower teaching sets,
where working-class pupils are overrepresented, pupils are at greater
risk of exposure to reduced teacher
expectations and a consequent loss
of self-esteem that may increase
potential for disruption in the
classroom. Dunne and Gazeley’s
study sets out to explore teacher
perceptions of working-class pupils
in order to test these ideas about
teacher attitudes and behaviour.

Links to key debates
This study lends support to the interactionist or labelling
theory view of working-class underachievement, which suggests
that teachers judge pupils not by their ability or intelligence but
on the basis of class-related factors such as family background,
neighbourhood, attitudes and behaviour. Dunne and Gazeley’s
study confirms Becker’s (1971) view that teachers perceive
the ‘ideal pupil’ to be the one who conforms to middle-class
standards of behaviour.
Evidence from the pupil discussions indicated that negative
labelling often resulted in tense pupil-teacher interaction in the
classroom. Pupils felt that teachers were hostile towards them,
for example shouting at them on a regular basis. There is a
1
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danger that such interaction can lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy
as working-class pupils internalise these negative labels and
react to them with disruptive behaviour in the classroom, thus
confirming the original teacher stereotype.
Dunne and Gazeley’s research also suggests that cultural
deprivation may have a role to play in the underachievement of
working-class pupils because it underpins teacher stereotyping.
There is a real danger that exposure to this theory as part
of teacher training may result in its uncritical acceptance
by middle-class teachers, who then use it to evaluate both
working-class and middle-class pupils.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Teachers, social class & underachievemenT

e v a l u a T i o n

Methods
The research team included 12
trainee teachers and collected both
quantitative and qualitative data from
22 teachers in nine state secondary
schools in England. The research
was conducted in four stages:
1. The research team used school
records to collect secondary data
about a single teaching group of
Year 9 pupils in each school. These
groups were drawn from a variety of
curriculum subjects and included top
and bottom sets as well as mixedability groups. The data included
information about special needs,
attendance and prior attainment.
2. A general interview was conducted
with the group’s class teacher. The

k e y

teacher was then asked to select
individual pupils to become the
subject of a more in-depth interview in
which the teacher was asked why they
believed these pupils underachieved
and how social class might play
a role. Teacher respondents were
allowed to use their own definitions
of underachievement and social
class. They were asked specifically
to comment on support for learning
provided in the home by parents.
3. Pupils identified as underachieving
took part in group discussions.
4. Heads of Year were interviewed
in order to check the data about
underachievement and the
social-class designation of pupils
discussed in teacher interviews.

f i n d i n g s

Teachers identified 88 pupils, i.e.
27 per cent of the sample of 327
pupils, as underachievers. The school
data indicated that the 88 came from
across the range of attainment.
However, 70 per cent of those
identified as underachievers came from
working-class homes. Teachers often
referred to the significance of such
pupils’ home lives when discussing
reasons for their underachievement.
Middle-class pupils and parents were
commented on positively with regard
to respect for teachers, attendance at
parents’ evenings, support for the school,
showing interest in their child and
paying for extras such as music lessons.
Middle-class underachievement was
rarely linked to home circumstances.
Teachers persistently used social-class
stereotypes when discussing pupils. Their
comments about working-class pupils
and parents were generally negative. It
was suggested that working-class parents
were hostile towards school, that they
gave their children too much freedom, and
that they showed less concern about their
children’s behaviour. Negative comments
about their home background suggested
that teachers thought that working-class
parents were more likely to be voluntarily
unemployed, to live in social housing, to
be divorced or a single parent, and to
have a low regard for society and its rules.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Teachers generally predicted negative
outcomes for working-class pupils
such as poor educational achievement,
unemployment, unskilled work, crime
and early pregnancy. It was rare to
hear a teacher state that such pupils
were likely to achieve a good set of
GCSEs and to progress into higher
education. In contrast, most teachers
expected middle-class underachievers
to enter higher education.
Pupil discussions indicated that their
underachievement was linked to what
they interpreted as negative teacher
behaviour towards them. They identified
shouting, work that failed to engage
them and poor teacher explanation as the
main reasons for their lack of motivation.
Few middle-class underachievers
complained about these things. This
pupil view was also supported by the
trainee teachers who reported that
a majority of teachers demonstrated
little sympathy for pupils’ individual
circumstances and a greater acceptance
of working-class underachievement.
All in all, judgements about social class
underpinned teachers’ perceptions and
labels, and led to their constructing the
underachievement of working-class and
middle-class pupils quite differently.
Underachievement was rarely linked to
school-based issues such as the curriculum
or teaching styles and strategies.

The study has a number of strengths.
First, the researchers constantly triangulated
data obtained from a variety of methods in
order to cross-check validity. For example,
secondary data was used to confirm
teachers’ identification of underachievers.
Teachers’ interpretations of the social-class
background of pupils were confirmed
by interviews with Year Heads.
Interpretive sociologists would approve
of the qualitative data generated by the
interviews with both the teachers and pupils,
which gave first-hand insight into the everyday
interactions between teachers and pupils. Two
clues suggest that the data obtained from
both teachers and pupils was high in validity.
First, the researchers note that teachers were
very reluctant in the early part of the interviews
to discuss or even to acknowledge the role of
social class. This may have been due to a social
desirability effect in that teachers will generally
want to give a positive impression in order
to avoid accusations of unprofessionalism.
However, the researchers reported that, as the
interviews progressed, teachers felt sufficient
rapport with the interviewers - many of whom
were trainee teachers in the same school - to
open up on the subject of social class.
Second, pupils may feel that their
contributions to group discussions might
be used against them so may hold back.
However, their responses, which were
critical of teachers, suggest that the
researchers had reduced this possibility by
promising anonymity and confidentiality.
Finally, another potential problem of
interview data is that there is sometimes a
gap between what people say and what
they actually do. This potential problem is
overcome by the presence of the trainee
teachers in the research team who were
able to observe first hand both teacher
and pupil behaviour in the classroom.

find out More
Dunne, M. and Gazeley L. (2008)
‘Teachers, social class and
underachievement’, British Journal of the
Sociology of Education 29:5 pp.451-463
Ball, S. (1981) Beachside Comprehensive.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
Becker, H. (1971) ‘Social Class
Variations in the Teacher-Pupil
Relationship’ in B. Cosin (ed.) School
and Society. London: Routledge
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Often students are put off reading by language they find
inaccessible. To prevent this, students can complete
the matching exercise before reading the study.

Ask students to read the study carefully in silence.
Then to hide the study and use their memory to identify
whether the statements are true or false. Once the
exercise is completed, answers can be checked by
referring to the study and adding comments to correct
mistakes and to add detail.

Complex and technical words have been selected and
definitions provided. Students match the words and
phrases to their correct definitions. This activity can
be completed in pairs to allow pooling of knowledge.

Teachers, social class and underachievemenT
a c t i v i t i e s :
t e a c h e r s ,
s o c i a L
c L a s s
&
u n d e r a c h i e v e M e n t

True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

 

Statement

Comment

1. Social-class inequalities
reduce as pupils move through
the education system

Meaning

1. Cultural deprivation

2. Interactionist research often focuses
on what goes on within the school

2. Interactionist research

3. The aim of the study is to
explore teachers’ perceptions
of working-class pupils

3. Quantitative data
4. Qualitative data

4. The research team included
15 trainee teachers

5. Secondary data
6. Self-fulfilling prophecy

5. The research focused on Year 9 pupils

7. Labelling theory
6. Teachers were provided with
definitions of social class and
underachievement by the interviewers

8. Triangulated
9. Validity

7. 27 per cent of the sample was
identified as underachieving

10. Interpretive sociologists

8. 52 per cent of those identified
as underachieving came from
working-class homes

11. Social desirability effect
12. Rapport

9. Teachers’ comments about workingclass families were generally negative

definitions
• Process whereby people
internalise the labels applied
to them and so actually
conform to those labels
• Information presented
in a written rather
than statistical form
• Bias caused when
research participants
speak or behave in ways
they feel they ought to
• The idea that certain
cultures are inferior to others

and so incapable of bringing
up children effectively
• Information already
in existence

understand the meanings
people give to their own
and other’s behaviour

10. Teachers expected middleclass underachievers to go
on to higher education

• Cross-checked

• Quality of data which is
truthful and accurate

11. Pupils blamed their
underachievement on themselves

• Information presented
as statistics

• A good working relationship
based on trust

• Sociological approach
focusing on the effects of
being categorised by others

• Those that believe the
subject should try to
understand people’s
subjective meanings
and motives using
qualitative approaches

12. Cultural deprivation has no role
to play in the underachievement
of working-class pupils

• Research based on the view
that detailed analysis of
interaction is necessary to

3
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Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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The questions can be used in class or as homework to
check understanding and to develop analysis skills.

4

The mark scheme is adapted from the AQA mark scheme
and can be used for students to self-assess or peerassess their answers. Alternatively it can be used by
the teacher to mark work and to help provide feedback.

The methods-in-context question uses stimulus material
adapted from the summary to provide valuable practice.

Teachers, social class and underachievemenT

Teachers, social class and underachievemenT

Questions

mark scheme for methods in context question

The study

b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
interviews to investigate teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. (20 marks)

1. What has interactionist research identified as a key factor in the underachievement of
working-class pupils?
2. What was the relationship between social class and the pupils identified as underachieving?

0

No relevant points.

3. How did the teachers explain this relationship?

1-7

Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.

4. How did the pupils explain their underachievement?

Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.

5. How does the study ‘lend support to the interactionist or labelling theory view of workingclass underachievement’?

The methods

Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer relating
solely to the issue of teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. Analysis and evaluation will be very
limited or non-existent.
8-15

6. Explain the sampling procedure in the study.

8. Give examples to illustrate how the validity of data was cross-checked.

Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected method and will
apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one or
more strengths and/or limitations to investigating teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. There
will be some limited explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief reference to
methodological issues.

9. How was the problem of social desirability effect in the teacher interviews overcome?

Methods in context question
12-15

Item A
Investigating teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils
Interactionist research has tended to focus on what goes in schools rather than the
home. Sociologists such as Ball (1981) have found that teachers underestimate the
educational potential of working-class pupils. Dunne and Gazeley’s study sets out to
explore teacher perceptions of working-class pupils in order to test these ideas about
teacher attitudes and behaviour.
The research team included 12 trainee teachers and collected both quantitative and qualitative
data from 22 teachers in nine state secondary schools in England. A general interview was
conducted with the group’s class teacher. The teacher was then asked to select individual
pupils to become the subject of a more in-depth interview in which the teacher was asked
why they believed these pupils underachieved and how social class might play a role.
Teacher respondents were allowed to use their own definitions of underachievement and
social class. They were asked specifically to comment on support for learning provided in
the home by parents. Heads of Year were also interviewed in order to check the data about
underachievement and the social-class designation of pupils discussed in teacher interviews.
Finally, pupils identified as underachieving took part in group discussions.
Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
interviews to investigate teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. (20 marks)
5
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Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected method. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with this method.

7. Suggest reasons why trainee teachers were part of the research team.

In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected method in investigating
teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. This will be accurately and sensitively interpreted and
applied to the demands of the question.
Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected method and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere
in an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating teachers’ perceptions of working-class
pupils will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns: political sensitivity
of issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. teachers’ power and status; pupils’
vulnerability and communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more thorough.
Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct conclusion.
NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences will be
rewarded.
Interviews:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: awareness of different types of interview,
interviewer bias, social desirability, gaining informed consent, responsibilities to participants, time,
cost, access, sensitivity, categorisation of responses, insight, comparability

Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context
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Cultural capital as an

explanation of variation

in participation
in higher education
J o h n
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In 2009, despite government efforts such as ‘Widening
Participation in Education’ (2003) and the ‘Aim Higher’ scheme, only 25.8 per cent of
university students came from skilled, semi-skilled or unskilled manual backgrounds.
C O N T E X T

In fact, almost three times more young
people with parents in professional
positions attended university in
2009 compared with young people
from working-class backgrounds.
The neo-Marxist sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu (1977) argued that, in
addition to the economic advantages
(economic capital) enjoyed by the
middle classes, they also possess
‘cultural capital’. The dominant values,
attitudes, norms, experiences, linguistic
skills and forms of knowledge that
underpin life in schools and colleges
are defined by the middle-class
professionals who control and work
in them. These people determine the
content of both the academic and
the hidden curriculum. The home
environment of middle-class children is
shaped by similar attitudes, values and
norms so they grow up internalising
and taking for granted this culture.
For example, they learn to respect
authority, to appreciate the artistic
and literary ‘greats’, and to speak in
an ‘elaborated code’. This cultural
capital means that their transition
to a school or college environment
where the same norms and values
6

dominate is pretty straightforward,
and their familiarity with these norms
and values means that they are likely
to be successful in education.
On the other hand, many working-class
children have a negative experience
of school because they possess low
levels of cultural capital. This may
result in working-class students
deciding that they do not belong
in a higher education environment
and not applying, or if they do apply,
dropping out soon after admission.
Another possibility is that these
students are discriminated against
by admission tutors who decide that
they do not have the cultural capital
required to succeed at university.
However, some sociologists have
expressed doubt as to whether
social class exerts any serious effect
on higher education aspirations
once a working-class student has
embarked on A-levels. Gorard (2008),
for example, has suggested that any
educational inequalities at this level
occur simply because some schools
are better than others at preparing
students for higher education.

In this study, Noble and Davies set out
to explore the relationship between
cultural capital and the decision
whether or not to apply for university.

k e y

f i n d i n g s

Eighty-two per cent of all those who
returned questionnaires stated their
intention to go to university. However,
there were social-class differences
across the three schools. Hillside had
the lowest proportion of parents with
university degrees and/or jobs in
management or the professions, and
only 45 per cent of its Year 13s intended
to enter higher education. The other
two schools had higher proportions of
children from middle-class backgrounds
and significantly higher numbers of
students intending to go to university.
The research findings also suggested a
strong link between parents’ and students’
cultural capital and the intention to go
to university. An examination of the data
from the Hillside questionnaires suggested
that students who had lower predicted
grades were likely, along with their
parents, to have lower cultural capital.
The researchers therefore concluded
that those students who do not apply
to higher education have lower levels of
cultural capital than those who do apply.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Cultural capital as an explanation of variation in participation in higher education

links to key debates
The study is important for three main reasons. First, it
challenges those explanations of educational inequalities that
blame the victims by suggesting that the culture and, especially,
the parenting skills, of the working class have inadequately
prepared their children for the demands of education.
Second, it challenges the view that social class has very little
influence on the educational experiences of working-class
students once they embark on an A-level course of study. Studies
by Payne (2001) and Connor and Dewson (2001) of students

Methods
The authors developed a short
questionnaire to measure the cultural capital
of students aged 17 to18 in their final year
of school or college. Parental occupation
was measured using the Registrar-General’s
social class classification, and where the
occupation of both parents was reported,
the higher of the two was used.
The researchers operationalised the
concept of cultural capital by asking
questions based on three key areas.
1. The educational and occupational
backgrounds of parents.
2. Students’ spare time activities such as
watching popular entertainment on
television, going to art galleries, museums,
the theatre, classical concerts, playing
an instrument, listening to classical
music, reading a ‘quality’ newspaper

aged 16 to18 in further education conclude that lack of economic
capital and fear of debt were putting off high-achieving workingclass students from applying for university.
Third, Bourdieu’s ideas about cultural capital are part of a
wider Marxist argument that the function of education is to
reproduce ruling-class culture and class inequality via the ideology
transmitted by a hidden curriculum. Noble and Davies’ research
suggests that this reproduction continues beyond secondary
education. It can be seen in the reluctance of working-class
students to apply for a university place because of a belief that
they lack the cultural capital required to fit into university life.

and keeping up with current affairs.
3. The extent to which parents encouraged
their children to take an interest in cultural
pursuits such as reading newspapers
and discussing art, books, science, music
and current affairs. Questioning also
focused on how many books were in the
home and parents’ cultural activities.
The aim was to see whether there
was any correlation between particular
cultural activities, social class and
higher education aspirations.
The questionnaire was piloted with 16
students in order to identify any problems
in the wording of questions but none
were found. The 15-minute questionnaire
was administered to students following
A-level courses in three schools within
the same area: ‘Deepdale’, situated in a
semi-rural location, ‘Hillside’, an inner-city
school serving a large urban area, and
‘Townhead’, a school in a market town.

find out more
Noble, J. and Davies, P. (2009) ‘Cultural capital as an explanation of variation in
participation in higher education’, British Journal of the Sociology of Education 30:5
pp.591-605. Read the full article at the Aim Higher website at: www.aimhigher.ac.uk/
practitioner/resources/Measuring%20Cultural%20Capital15.doc
‘Widening Participation in Higher Education’, Department for Education and Skills, 2003.
Read full text at: www.dius.gov.uk/higher_education/~/media/publications/E/
EWParticipation
Bourdieu, P. (1977) Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture. London: Sage
Connor, H. and Dewson, S. (2001) Social Class and Higher Education: Issues Affecting
Decisions on Participation by Lower Social Class Groups, Department for Education and
Employment’s Research Brief 267
Gorard, S. (2008) ‘Who is missing from higher education?’, Cambridge Journal of
Education 38:3 pp.421-37
Payne, J. (2001) Patterns of Participation in Full-time Education after 16: An Analysis of
the England and Wales Youth Cohort Study, Policy Studies Institute, Research Report 307.
Read the full text at: www.dcsf.gov.uk/research/data/uploadfiles/RR307.PDF
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e v a l u a t i on
The researchers acknowledge that their
research was limited by their sample of
386 students across only three schools
and restricted to one urban area and the
surrounding countryside. Although there was
a 65 per cent response rate overall, there
was some variation across the schools, for
example 96 per cent of Townhead students
returned their questionnaires compared with
67 per cent at Deepdale and only 56 per
cent at Hillside. Furthermore, the sample was
biased towards A-level students and excluded
students following vocational courses. All
these factors weaken the representativeness
of the final sample and the ability of Noble
and Davies to generalise to all students.
The researchers acknowledge that
the design of their questionnaire may be
unreliable because some of the questions
depended on student knowledge of their
parents’ jobs, education and cultural activities.
It is unlikely that all students were able
to supply this information accurately.
The validity of the data collected may
have been undermined by the vagueness of
some questions. For example, the question
about intention to apply for university
failed to ask important sub-questions,
about choice of university and course,
for example. These might have revealed
further important social-class differences.
No specific questions were asked about
gender, ethnicity, peer group or experience
of further education, all of which might
be expected to exert an effect on higher
education choices independently of social
class. Finally, as the researchers themselves
acknowledge, if they had substituted
questions that were focused on other forms
of capital, their results might have been
quite different. Their operationalisation
of cultural capital, i.e. the questions they
chose to use, represented their own value
judgements about what activities constitute
cultural capital. Other sociologists might have
operationalised this concept differently and
therefore obtained quite different results.
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. Aim Higher
2. neo-Marxism
3. Economic capital
4. Cultural capital
5. Hidden curriculum
6. Elaborated code
7. Aspirations
8. Registrar-General’s Scale
9. Operationalising
10. Correlation
11. Ideology
12. Vocational courses
13. Ambiguity

Definitions
• Hopes for the future
• The informal learning
of particular values and
attitudes in schools
• Capable of being interpreted
in different ways
• A government scheme that aims
to encourage a wider range of
students to apply for university
• Defining concepts in
such a way that they can
be easily measured
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• A relationship between two or
more variables that indicates
they may be connected

• Courses that provide the
skills and knowledge needed
in particular occupations

• Assets consisting of
wealth and property

• Method of classifying social
classes by occupation

• Non-financial assets that help
achieve success in life such
as values, attitudes, norms,
experiences, linguistic skills
and forms of knowledge

• Grammatically correct
method of speaking and
writing associated with
the middle classes

• Updated adaptation of Marxism

• Set of ideas and values
that justifies existing
power relations

Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Cultural capital as an explanation of variation in participation in higher education

True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. In 2009 less than 26 per cent
of university students came
from manual backgrounds
2. Pierre Bourdieu argued that the middle
classes possess cultural capital that helps
their children succeed in education
3. The questionnaire was given to a
sample of students in year 11
4. The Registrar General’s Scale was
used to measure social class
5. Playing a musical instrument was
one of the factors used to measure
students’ cultural capital
6. The questionnaire was
altered after piloting
7. The sample consisted of
students from four schools
8. 82 per cent of those who returned
questionnaires intended to go to university
9. Less than 50 per cent of respondents
from the school with the smallest
proportion of middle-class families
intended to go to university
10. The research found no link between
cultural capital and intention to
apply for higher education
11. There was an overall response
rate of 65 per cent
12. The sample included students
following vocational courses

Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book

Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context
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Cultural capital as an explanation of variation in participation in higher education

Questions
The study
1. What evidence is provided regarding the link between social class and university education?
2. How does Bourdieu explain the relationship between educational success and social class?
3. What relationship did the study find between social class and intention to go to university?
4.	How did the findings indicate a ‘strong link between parents’ and students’ cultural capital
and the intention to go to university’?
5.	How do the authors argue that the reproduction of ruling-class culture and class inequality
‘continues beyond secondary education’?

The methods
6. Suggest reasons for the authors’ choice of sampling method.
7. Explain in your own words how the concept of cultural capital was operationalised.
8. Why might the sample be unrepresentative of all 17-18 year-old students?
9. Why do the authors acknowledge that the design of their questionnaire might be unreliable?
10.	How might the lack of questions on gender, ethnicity, peer group or experience of further
education have affected the research?

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating young people’s cultural capital
The authors developed a short questionnaire to measure the cultural capital of students aged
17-18 in their final year of school or college. Parental occupation was coded according to the
Registrar-General’s social-class classification. The researchers operationalised the concept
of cultural capital by asking questions about the educational and occupational backgrounds
of parents, students’ spare time activities and the extent to which parents encouraged their
children to take an interest in cultural pursuits such as reading newspapers and discussing
art. The aim was to see whether there was any correlation between particular cultural
activities, social class and higher education aspirations.
The questionnaire was piloted with 16 students in order to identify any problems in the
wording of questions, and the 15-minute questionnaire was then administered to students
following A-level courses in three schools within the same area: ‘Deepdale’, situated
in a semi-rural location, ‘Hillside’, an inner-city school serving a large urban area, and
‘Townhead’, a school in a market town.

Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
questionnaires to investigate young people’s cultural capital. (20 marks)

10
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
questionnaires to investigate young people’s cultural capital. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer relating solely
to the issue of young people’s cultural capital. Analysis and evaluation will be very limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected method. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with this method.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The answer
will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected method and will apply some
of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one or more strengths
and/or limitations to investigating young people’s cultural capital. There will be some limited explicit
analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief reference to methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected method in investigating
young people’s cultural capital. This will be accurately and sensitively interpreted and applied to the
demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected method and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere
in an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating young people’s cultural capital
will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns: political sensitivity of
issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. young people’s vulnerability and
communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more thorough.
Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences
will be rewarded.

Questionnaires:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: relative merits of different styles of
questioning and of completing the questionnaire, operationalising concepts, sampling, response
rate, social desirability, gaining informed consent, responsibilities to participants, sensitivity, time,
cost, access, categorisation of responses
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One reason for the introduction of comprehensive schools
in the 1960s was the perception that the previous tripartite system resulted in a
social-class divide.
C O N T E X T

Two-thirds of grammar school places
were taken by middle-class pupils
whilst secondary modern schools
were almost exclusively made up
of working-class children. In an
attempt to reduce inequality and to
encourage equality of opportunity,
the comprehensive system abolished
selection and aimed to educate all
children in the same school, regardless
of their class, ethnicity, gender or ability.
However, the debate over selection
continues. Critics of the comprehensive
system have long argued that brighter

children are held back in comprehensive
schools. Since 2000, selection has
gradually made a comeback with the
development of academies and specialist
schools. Specialist schools are allowed to
select up to ten per cent of their pupils
on the basis of ‘aptitude’ in the specialist
subject. Most of these schools have,
therefore, introduced admission tests
or exams, and some schools conduct
interviews with pupils and their parents.
The Sutton Trust has long been a critic of
selection because it argues that middleclass pupils benefit from this process.

links to key debates
The Sutton Trust research suggests that class-based inequality results from the
introduction of selective admissions procedures. This can be linked to the debate
about the role of cultural capital in bringing about educational success introduced by
the neo-Marxist, Pierre Bourdieu (1977). Gewirtz et al. (1995) argue that middleclass educational success derives from their possession of greater levels of cultural
and social capital than working-class parents. Middle-class parents have the skills,
knowledge and contacts needed to secure a place for their child in over-subscribed
schools such as those in the top 200. However, Sullivan (2001) argues that cultural
capital only accounts for part of the class difference in achievement. She suggests
that the greater economic capital of the middle-classes means they can buy their
children distinct advantages such as private tuition when it comes to admission tests.
12

This research into the 200 highestperforming comprehensive schools aims
to confirm that admission procedures in
these schools result in class inequality.

e v a l u a t i on
This study uses secondary data in the
form of statistics collected by government
departments. This does have strengths
in that such statistics are relatively easy
and cheap to access, usually very up-todate and collected on a regular basis,
which allows comparisons over time to
be made. Positivist sociologists regard
such official statistics as ‘hard’, reliable
facts because they have been collected in
a standardised and systematic fashion.
However, the use of such statistics can be
criticised. Interpretive sociologists would say
that they tell us very little about the human
stories or interpretations that underpin
them, for example about the everyday
experiences of advantaged or disadvantaged
children in the top 200 schools.
Finally, the study assumes uses
eligibility for, and receipt of, FSM as
the main indicator of social class, but
this may in fact be a better measure
of child poverty than social class.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context
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Methods
This study is longitudinal and aims to
uncover changes in the proportions of
working-class or poor children - defined
as those eligible for free school meals
(FSMs) - in the ‘top’ 200 comprehensive
schools. The choice of top schools is
based on overall GCSE results over
the past ten years, and on overall
GCSE results including both English
and Maths for the past five years.
The study uses only secondary data in
the form of GCSE school-performance
tables and FSM data files provided by
the Department for Children, Schools
and Families. It also uses the Schools
Census, a list of all pupils in schools in
the UK containing about 40 separate
data items on each individual student.

k e y

The ranking of the top schools is based
on the percentage of pupils with five
GCSEs or equivalent at grades A*-C.
Only schools with a comprehensive
admissions policy were counted so
private schools and grammar schools
were excluded from the sample. The
rationale for the second list focused on
an implicit weakness of the first list:
schools could score quite highly on the
first list if students achieved vocational
qualifications that were the equivalent
of GCSEs, for example, a pass in a GNVQ
ICT intermediate course is worth the
equivalent of four GCSE ‘passes’ at A*C, and can therefore boost the league
table rankings of schools serving poorer
areas. It was felt by the researchers that

f i n d i n g s

The study found that the number of children eligible
for FSMs at the top-rated 200 schools had grown by
44 per cent over the past ten years, despite the fact
that, nationally, numbers of those eligible for FSMs
had actually fallen by 18 per cent in the same period.
The study suggests that this increase
reflects a ‘slightly greater flexibility’
in the admission policies of the top
200 schools, which had resulted in
some widening of social intake.
However, the proportion of pupils
eligible for FSMs in the top 200 schools
was well below the national figure - only
7.6 per cent of pupils at the top 200
schools were eligible for FSM compared
with the national rate of 13.4 per cent.
The data suggests that schools that
are able to shape their own admissions
policy are slightly more socially exclusive
than those schools in which admission
policy is controlled by the local education
authority. Only 7.5 per cent of pupils
in the former were eligible for FSM
compared with 8.1 per cent in the latter.
A core of 86 schools features in the
top 200 lists in both 1998 and 2007.
These schools are noticeably more socially
exclusive than the lists as a whole, with
4.6 per cent of pupils on FSMs compared
to 9.9 per cent for the remaining 114
schools. Almost four fifths of these
schools control their own admissions.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

The five-year study of the top 200
schools in which pupils achieved 5 GCSE
grades A*-C including Maths and English,
found that the schools in this list were
even more socially exclusive than the
schools in the previous league table. Only
5.1 per cent of pupils were eligible for
FSMs in 2007 - well below the national
average in state secondary schools.
Furthermore, although there was a rise
in the number of pupils on FSM over
the five-year period, this increase was
much less pronounced at 0.3 per cent.
Only 132 schools have a place in both
league tables with over a third of schools
in the first league table - based on five
GCSE grades A*-C or their equivalent failing to make the second list because
a substantial number of their students
failed to achieve at least a grade C in
English and/or Maths. These schools are
likely to serve more deprived areas than
the schools that make both lists, and to
have higher numbers of pupils on FSM. The
research team also conclude that the gap
is widening between the two league tables
in terms of the number of pupils on FSMs.

the construction of a second league
table that included only that proportion
of pupils who had attained five GCSE
grades A*-C with passes in Maths and
English would be more indicative of
academic achievement, because these
two GCSEs are usually required in order
to progress to higher level study.
With regard to the criteria for FSMs,
the researchers included those pupils
whose parents had indicated that
they wanted their child to have a
free school meal and had confirmed
receipt of welfare benefits with the
school or local authority. In order to
be eligible for FSMs, parental income
had to be below £15, 575 per year.

find out more
The Sutton Trust (2008) Low
Income Pupils in High Performing
Comprehensive Schools: An Analysis of
Free School Meal Rates at The Highest
Performing Non Selective State Schools
over the Last Ten Years. London: The
Sutton Trust
The Sutton Trust (2006) The Social
Composition of Top Comprehensive
School: Rates of Eligibility for Free
School Meals at the 200 Highest
Performing Comprehensive Schools.
London: The Sutton Trust
Read the reports at:
www.suttontrust.com/reports/
Ten-year-FSM-study.pdf
www.suttontrust.com/reports/
FreeSchoolMeals.pdf
Bourdieu, P. (1977) Reproduction
in Education, Society and Culture.
London: Sage
Gewirtz, S., Ball, S. J. and Bowe, R.
(1995) Markets, Choice and Equity
in Education. Buckingham: Open
University Press
Sullivan, A. (2001) ‘Cultural capital and
educational attainment’, Sociology
35:4 pp.893-912
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. Tripartite system
2. Academies
3. Longitudinal
4. Vocational qualifications
5. Neo-Marxism
6. Cultural capital
7. Social capital
8. Economic capital
9. Positivist
10. Interpretive

Definitions
• Non-financial assets that
help achieve success in life
such as values, attitudes,
norms, experiences,
linguistic skills and
forms of knowledge
• Sociologist who believes
that the subject should
try to copy the approach
of the natural sciences
as far as possible
• Conducted over a long
period of time so that any
changes can be identified

14

• Social networks that
have a beneficial effect
on an individual
• Wealth and financial
advantage
• Courses that provide the
skills and knowledge needed
in particular occupations
• Updated adaptation
of Marxism
• Schools established and
managed by sponsoring
organisations and funded
by central government

• Sociologist who believes
that the subject should
try to understand people’s
subjective meanings
and motives using
qualitative approaches
• System of secondary
education that existed before
the comprehensive system.
At the end of primary school
pupils took an ‘11+’ exam.
Those who passed went to
grammar schools, those who
did not usually attended
secondary modern schools
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Low income pupils in high performing comprehensive schools

True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. The system of secondary education
before comprehensive schools
was called the tripartite system
2. Specialist schools are allowed to select
up to 50 per cent of their intake
3. The study focuses on the top
100 comprehensive schools
4. The choice of top schools is
based on GCSE results
5. 13.4 per cent of pupils in the top
schools were eligible for free
school meals, compared with a
national figure of 7.6 per cent
6. The 86 schools that featured in both of
the lists of top schools were more socially
exclusive than the lists as a whole
7. 80 per cent of the schools that appear in
both lists control their own admissions
8. The idea of cultural capital is
associated with Emile Durkheim
9. Gewirtz et al. argue that middle-class
parents have the skills, knowledge and
contacts needed to secure a place for
their child in over-subscribed schools
10. Positivist sociologists regard official
statistics as ‘hard’, reliable facts
Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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Low income pupils in high performing comprehensive schools

Questions
The study
1. Why was the tripartite system seen to result in a class divide?
2. How has selection ‘made a comeback’ since 2000?
3. Why do the authors note ‘some widening of social intake’ in the top 200 schools?
4.	How does the proportion of pupils eligible for free school meals in the top 200
schools compare to the national figure? What does this indicate about the social
class make-up of the top 200 schools?
5.	What does the study identify as the characteristics of schools which feature in
both the top 200 lists?

The methods
6. In what way is the study longitudinal?
7. What secondary data is used in the study?
8. Why are private and grammar schools excluded from the sample?
9. Why was a second league table constructed?
10. How might the study be criticised by interpretive sociologists?

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating social class differences in top comprehensive schools
The Sutton Trust’s research into the 200 highest-performing comprehensive schools uses official
statistics to confirm that admission procedures in these schools result in class inequality.
The study aims to uncover changes in the proportions of working-class or poor children
- defined as those eligible for free school meals (FSMs) - in the ‘top’ 200 comprehensive
schools. The choice of top schools is based on GCSE results.
The study uses only secondary data in the form of GCSE school performance tables and FSM
data files provided by the Department for Children, Schools and Families. It also uses the
Schools Census, a list of all pupils in schools in the UK containing about 40 separate data
items on each individual student.
The ranking of the top schools is based on the percentage of pupils with five GCSEs or
equivalent at grades A*-C. Only schools with a comprehensive admissions policy were
counted so private schools and grammar schools were excluded from the sample.
The study finds that the proportion of pupils eligible for FSMs in the top 200 schools was
well below the national figure - only 7.6 per cent of pupils at the top 200 schools were
eligible for FSMs compared with the national rate of 13.4 per cent.

Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using official
statistics to investigate social class differences in top comprehensive schools. (20 marks)
16
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of
using official statistics to investigate social class differences in top comprehensive
schools. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer relating
solely to the issue of social class differences in top comprehensive schools. Analysis and evaluation will
be very limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected method. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with this method.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected method and will
apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one or
more strengths and/or limitations to investigating social class differences in top comprehensive schools.
There will be some limited explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief reference
to methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected method in investigating
social class differences in top comprehensive schools. This will be accurately and sensitively interpreted
and applied to the demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected method and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere
in an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating social class differences in top
comprehensive schools will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns:
political sensitivity of issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. young people’s
vulnerability and communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more
thorough. Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct
conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences
will be rewarded.
Official statistics:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: access, availability, cost, time, privacy of
data, official categorisation, political manipulation, social construction, comparability
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Social-class inequalities in educational achievement persist
into the 21st century and show little sign of disappearing.
C O N T E X T

Many sociologists have attempted to
explain these inequalities, for example
in the 1960s and 70s Douglas (1964)
and Bernstein (1975) focused on the
culture of the working class. Their work
implied that working-class families
might have ‘inadequate’ parenting skills
and that these might lead to a lack of
aspiration among working-class pupils.

working-class underachievement. For
example, Jefferis et al. (2002) used
longitudinal data to study 11,000
children born in 1958. They found
that those who experienced childhood
poverty fell significantly behind their
peers from middle-class backgrounds
from the age of seven, and that this gap
in educational widened as time went on.

However, a weakness of sociologists
such as these is their neglect of the
economic or material context in which
working-class and poor people live.
A number of more recent empirical
studies have suggested that material
deprivation may be a more important
factor than culture in explaining

Horgan’s study aimed to explore
whether there were significant
differences in the way pupils from
poor and better-off backgrounds
viewed education. She also aimed
to examine the economic pressures
on parents to provide educational
support. Finally, she wanted to explore

links to key debates
Horgan’s study supports the material deprivation argument as poorer parents felt
that the costs of schooling such as uniform, trips and after-school activities were
excessive. However, headteachers’ comments on the poor parenting skills of some
working-class parents indicate that cultural factors are important too.
Moreover, there may be a third dimension to underachievement. Children in the
disadvantaged schools complained that they disliked school because of their negative
interaction with teachers. It may be that classroom processes such as teacher
stereotyping and labelling, which themselves may be informed by cultural deprivation
theory, may be alienating disadvantaged pupils, especially boys.
18

how teachers and headteachers
explained educational disadvantage
and how they perceived the home
background and parenting skills
of disadvantaged parents.

find out more
Horgan, G. (2007) The impact
of poverty on young children’s
experience of school. York: Joseph
Rowntree Foundation. Read the
full report at http://www.jrf.org.
uk/sites/files/jrf/2098-povertychildren-school.pdf
Bernstein, B. (1975) Class, Codes and
Control: Theoretical Studies towards
a Sociology of Language, New York:
Schocken Books
Douglas, J.W.B (1964) The Home
and the School. London: MacGibbon
and Kee
Jefferis, B.J.M.H., Power, C., and
Hertzman, C. (2002) ‘Birth weight,
childhood socioeconomic environment,
and cognitive development in the
1958 British Birth Cohort Study’, British
Medical Journal 325 pp.305-310

Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

The impact of poverty on young children’s experience of school

e v a l u a t i on

Methods
Group interviews were carried out
with 220 children aged between four
and eleven in both advantaged and
disadvantaged primary schools in
Northern Ireland. Parents, teachers and
head teachers were also interviewed.
The researchers deliberately focused
on poor schools rather than individuals
in order to avoid negatively labelling
children who were living in poverty.
Schools were defined as disadvantaged
on the basis of the proportion of
children who were in receipt of
free school meals (FSMs). In the
disadvantaged schools, between 50
and 75 per cent of pupils were on
FSMs compared with 3 to 14 per
cent in the advantaged schools.

k e y

In the group interviews, children
aged between five and eight were
asked questions by a cartoon
character about their experience of
school, while nine- to eleven-yearolds were asked a series of openended questions about the impact of
poverty on three fictional characters
using a series of short stories and
photographs. They were also asked
about the importance of education
to them and how they thought
schools worked. The interview data
was then analysed to see what it
showed about the impact of poverty
on their school lives. The experiences
of those living in poorer and better-off
circumstances were then compared.

f i n d i n g s

The parents of children in the disadvantaged schools
reported that they found it very difficult to meet
certain educational costs such as school trips and
uniform. It was observed that some schools, even in
highly disadvantaged areas, were unsympathetic to
the economic pressures that disadvantaged families
faced in paying out for a school uniform.
Children in the more disadvantaged
schools were also considerably less likely
to participate in after-school activities such
as sport and music lessons, because their
parents could not afford to pay for these or
did not have a car to pick up their children.
In the group discussions, children from
the disadvantaged schools were less likely
to report that they enjoyed school than
those in the advantaged schools. They
were also more likely to complain about
negative treatment from teachers in the
form of shouting. Horgan argues that
teachers in disadvantaged schools work
under severe pressures – dealing with
welfare issues, hungry children, angry
parents, behavioural problems, and so on –
and that these pressures impact negatively
on their everyday interaction with children.
In the disadvantaged schools, boys
were disengaging with school from
about the age of nine or ten. More
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

boys than girls complained about the
amount of homework, the length of
the school day and teachers shouting
at them unreasonably. They were also
more likely to report that they ‘hated’
school. Older boys in these schools
were the only children who talked
about truanting in a positive manner.
Many of the headteachers blamed poor
parenting skills rather than poverty for
children’s educational disadvantage.
But their allocation of blame was often
contradictory, for example, some heads
suggested that parents without jobs were
setting a bad example to their children,
whilst criticising parents who worked
long hours for emotionally neglecting
their children. Most headteachers also
blamed parents for not being pro-active
in demanding speech and language
therapy for their child and/or for not
bringing the child to therapy sessions.

The study attempts to
obtain a representative
sample of pupils in
Northern Ireland by
using a reasonably large
sample of children (220)
covering the full primaryschool age range. Schools
are selected that serve
both advantaged and
disadvantaged areas.
However, there may be factors specific
to Northern Ireland that could have
influenced the data. There has been a
history of sectarianism in Northern Ireland
over the past thirty years and schools tend
to be divided along religious lines. Horgan
does not state whether the schools in
the sample were Catholic or Protestant
although this may have had some bearing
on the data collected. It is therefore
doubtful whether the results of the study
can be generalised to other areas.
Interpretive sociologists would approve
of the qualitative data collected from
the group interviews with the children
and the semi-structured interviews with
adults. All of these produced highly
valid data that speaks for itself in many
cases. The study uses quotations well to
give first-hand insight into how parents,
teachers and children interpret their
educational experiences in the context of
poverty. High validity is also indicated by
the researchers’ reports of the children
enjoying the experience, so much so that
many of the older children wanted to
continue the group discussions beyond
the time allocated by the school.
However, positivist sociologists might
argue that the reliability of such methods
may be undermined by interviewer effect,
for example, the children might have
wanted to please the researchers and
consequently said what they thought the
researchers wanted to hear. Moreover, in
group discussions, there is also the danger
that children, especially boys, may be
influenced by their peers into exaggerating
their views, especially if such views are
anti-school and attract peer group status.
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. Aspiration
2. Empirical studies
3. Material deprivation
4. Longitudinal
5. Disengaging
6. Pro-active
7. Cultural deprivation theory
8. Sectarianism
9. Interpretive sociologists
10. Positivist sociologists
11. Interviewer effect

Definitions
• Distortion of responses
caused by the presence
of an interviewer

• Separating, switching off

• Lacking money and other
physical resources

• Ideas based on the view
that some cultures are
not as good as others

• A hope for the future
• Those who believe that
the subject should try
to understand people’s
subjective meanings
and motives using
qualitative approaches
20

• Studies based on primary
data collection

• Taking place over a
period of time

• Those who believe that the
subject should try to copy
the approach of the natural
sciences as far as possible
• Conflict and division
between groups, in this case
Catholics and Protestants

• Anticipating the future
and taking action
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The impact of poverty on young children’s experience of school

True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. Social class inequalities in educational
achievement are disappearing
2. Individual interviews were
carried out with 220 children
aged between four and eleven
3. The children all attended
‘disadvantaged’ schools
4. Schools were defined as disadvantaged
on the basis of the proportion of children
who were in receipt of free school meals
5. Up to 75 per cent of pupils in the
disadvantaged schools were in
receipt of free school meals
6. Parents of children in the disadvantaged
schools found it difficult to afford the
cost of school trips and uniform
7. Schools were always sympathetic to
the needs of disadvantaged families
8. Children in the advantaged schools
enjoyed their education more than
those in the disadvantaged schools
9. Headteachers rarely identified poor
parenting skills as a reason for
children’s educational disadvantage
10. Most of the schools in the
study were Catholic

Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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The impact of poverty on young children’s experience of school

Questions
The study
1.	How did many sociological studies of the 1960s use working-class culture to explain
educational inequalities?
2. What link did Jefferis et al. find between poverty and educational achievement?
3. Explain the aims of the study in your own words.
4.	How did material deprivation affect the educational opportunities of the pupils from
disadvantaged backgrounds?
5.	How did material deprivation affect the attitudes to education of the pupils from
disadvantaged backgrounds?
6. How did many headteachers explain children’s educational disadvantage?

The methods
7.	Why did the researchers select disadvantaged schools rather than individuals
as the basis for their sample?
8. How were schools defined as advantaged or disadvantaged?
9. Why might the location of the study affect the generalisability of the findings?
10. Why might the approach of the study be defined as interpretive?

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating young children’s perceptions of their education
Horgan’s study aimed to explore whether there were significant differences in the perceptions of education
of pupils from poor and better-off backgrounds.
Group interviews were carried out with 220 children aged between four and eleven in both advantaged
and disadvantaged primary schools in Northern Ireland. Parents, teachers and head teachers were also
interviewed. Schools were defined as disadvantaged on the basis of the proportion of children who were in
receipt of free school meals (FSMs).
In the group interviews, the children were encouraged to talk about their experience of school and, in
particular, how important education was to them and how they thought schools worked. The interview
data was then analysed to see what it showed about the impact of poverty on their school lives. The
experiences of those living in poorer and better-off circumstances were then compared.
Horgan discovered that children from the disadvantaged schools were less likely to report that they
enjoyed school than those in the advantaged schools. They were also more likely to complain about
negative treatment from teachers in the form of shouting.
In the disadvantaged schools, boys were disengaging with school from about the age of nine or ten. More
boys than girls complained about the amount of homework, the length of the school day and teachers
shouting at them unfairly. They were also more likely to report that they ‘hated’ school. Older boys in these
schools were the only children who talked about truanting in a positive manner.

Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using group
interviews to investigate young children’s perceptions of their education. (20 marks)
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
group interviews to investigate young children’s perceptions of their education. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer relating
solely to the issue of young children’s perceptions of their education. Analysis and evaluation will be
very limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected method. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with this method.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected method and will
apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one or
more strengths and/or limitations to investigating young children’s perceptions of their education. There
will be some limited explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief reference to
methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected method in investigating
young children’s perceptions of their education. This will be accurately and sensitively interpreted and
applied to the demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected method and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere
in an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating young children’s perceptions of
their education will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns: political
sensitivity of issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. young people’s
vulnerability and communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more thorough.
Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences
will be rewarded.
Group interviews:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: unanticipated insights, access to interaction,
interviewer effect, social desirability, facilitating skills, peer group pressure, ethical issues such as
disclosure and informed consent, time, cost
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Social-class inequalities in educational achievement widen as
pupils move through the education system.
C O N T E X T

Working-class pupils with low levels
of numeracy and literacy at Key
Stage 2 are unlikely to close the
gap by Key Stage 3. They are also
less likely than middle-class pupils
to achieve five GCSE A*-C grades.
Three-quarters of middle-class pupils
enter higher education compared
with only one-third of working-class
pupils. Working-class pupils are more
likely to be excluded from school,
or to self-exclude through truancy.
The home continues to be identified
as the key site in which social class

inequalities are reproduced. Middleclass parents are seen to be active
in producing favourable educational
outcomes for their children, while
working-class parents - especially
single parents - are represented as
failing to provide adequate support
for their children at school. Some
commentators have gone so far
as to suggest that working-class
families are ‘culturally deprived’.
Interactionist research has tended
to focus on what goes in schools
rather than the home. Sociologists

such as Ball (1981) have found
that teachers underestimate the
educational potential of workingclass pupils. In lower teaching sets,
where working-class pupils are overrepresented, pupils are at greater
risk of exposure to reduced teacher
expectations and a consequent loss
of self-esteem that may increase
potential for disruption in the
classroom. Dunne and Gazeley’s
study sets out to explore teacher
perceptions of working-class pupils
in order to test these ideas about
teacher attitudes and behaviour.

links to key debates
This study lends support to the interactionist or labelling
theory view of working-class underachievement, which suggests
that teachers judge pupils not by their ability or intelligence but
on the basis of class-related factors such as family background,
neighbourhood, attitudes and behaviour. Dunne and Gazeley’s
study confirms Becker’s (1971) view that teachers perceive
the ‘ideal pupil’ to be the one who conforms to middle-class
standards of behaviour.
Evidence from the pupil discussions indicated that negative
labelling often resulted in tense pupil-teacher interaction in the
classroom. Pupils felt that teachers were hostile towards them,
for example shouting at them on a regular basis. There is a
24

danger that such interaction can lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy
as working-class pupils internalise these negative labels and
react to them with disruptive behaviour in the classroom, thus
confirming the original teacher stereotype.
Dunne and Gazeley’s research also suggests that cultural
deprivation may have a role to play in the underachievement of
working-class pupils because it underpins teacher stereotyping.
There is a real danger that exposure to this theory as part
of teacher training may result in its uncritical acceptance
by middle-class teachers, who then use it to evaluate both
working-class and middle-class pupils.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Teachers, social class & underachievement

e v a l u a t i on

Methods
The research team included 12
trainee teachers and collected both
quantitative and qualitative data from
22 teachers in nine state secondary
schools in England. The research
was conducted in four stages:
1. The research team used school
records to collect secondary data
about a single teaching group of
Year 9 pupils in each school. These
groups were drawn from a variety of
curriculum subjects and included top
and bottom sets as well as mixedability groups. The data included
information about special needs,
attendance and prior attainment.
2. A general interview was conducted
with the group’s class teacher. The

k e y

teacher was then asked to select
individual pupils to become the
subject of a more in-depth interview in
which the teacher was asked why they
believed these pupils underachieved
and how social class might play
a role. Teacher respondents were
allowed to use their own definitions
of underachievement and social
class. They were asked specifically
to comment on support for learning
provided in the home by parents.
3. Pupils identified as underachieving
took part in group discussions.
4. Heads of Year were interviewed
in order to check the data about
underachievement and the
social-class designation of pupils
discussed in teacher interviews.

f i n d i n g s

Teachers identified 88 pupils, i.e.
27 per cent of the sample of 327
pupils, as underachievers. The school
data indicated that the 88 came from
across the range of attainment.
However, 70 per cent of those
identified as underachievers came from
working-class homes. Teachers often
referred to the significance of such
pupils’ home lives when discussing
reasons for their underachievement.
Middle-class pupils and parents were
commented on positively with regard
to respect for teachers, attendance at
parents’ evenings, support for the school,
showing interest in their child and
paying for extras such as music lessons.
Middle-class underachievement was
rarely linked to home circumstances.
Teachers persistently used social-class
stereotypes when discussing pupils. Their
comments about working-class pupils
and parents were generally negative. It
was suggested that working-class parents
were hostile towards school, that they
gave their children too much freedom, and
that they showed less concern about their
children’s behaviour. Negative comments
about their home background suggested
that teachers thought that working-class
parents were more likely to be voluntarily
unemployed, to live in social housing, to
be divorced or a single parent, and to
have a low regard for society and its rules.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Teachers generally predicted negative
outcomes for working-class pupils
such as poor educational achievement,
unemployment, unskilled work, crime
and early pregnancy. It was rare to
hear a teacher state that such pupils
were likely to achieve a good set of
GCSEs and to progress into higher
education. In contrast, most teachers
expected middle-class underachievers
to enter higher education.
Pupil discussions indicated that their
underachievement was linked to what
they interpreted as negative teacher
behaviour towards them. They identified
shouting, work that failed to engage
them and poor teacher explanation as the
main reasons for their lack of motivation.
Few middle-class underachievers
complained about these things. This
pupil view was also supported by the
trainee teachers who reported that
a majority of teachers demonstrated
little sympathy for pupils’ individual
circumstances and a greater acceptance
of working-class underachievement.
All in all, judgements about social class
underpinned teachers’ perceptions and
labels, and led to their constructing the
underachievement of working-class and
middle-class pupils quite differently.
Underachievement was rarely linked to
school-based issues such as the curriculum
or teaching styles and strategies.

The study has a number of strengths.
First, the researchers constantly triangulated
data obtained from a variety of methods in
order to cross-check validity. For example,
secondary data was used to confirm
teachers’ identification of underachievers.
Teachers’ interpretations of the social-class
background of pupils were confirmed
by interviews with Year Heads.
Interpretive sociologists would approve
of the qualitative data generated by the
interviews with both the teachers and pupils,
which gave first-hand insight into the everyday
interactions between teachers and pupils. Two
clues suggest that the data obtained from
both teachers and pupils was high in validity.
First, the researchers note that teachers were
very reluctant in the early part of the interviews
to discuss or even to acknowledge the role of
social class. This may have been due to a social
desirability effect in that teachers will generally
want to give a positive impression in order
to avoid accusations of unprofessionalism.
However, the researchers reported that, as the
interviews progressed, teachers felt sufficient
rapport with the interviewers - many of whom
were trainee teachers in the same school - to
open up on the subject of social class.
Second, pupils may feel that their
contributions to group discussions might
be used against them so may hold back.
However, their responses, which were
critical of teachers, suggest that the
researchers had reduced this possibility by
promising anonymity and confidentiality.
Finally, another potential problem of
interview data is that there is sometimes a
gap between what people say and what
they actually do. This potential problem is
overcome by the presence of the trainee
teachers in the research team who were
able to observe first hand both teacher
and pupil behaviour in the classroom.

find out more
Dunne, M. and Gazeley L. (2008)
‘Teachers, social class and
underachievement’, British Journal of the
Sociology of Education 29:5 pp.451-463
Ball, S. (1981) Beachside Comprehensive.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
Becker, H. (1971) ‘Social Class
Variations in the Teacher-Pupil
Relationship’ in B. Cosin (ed.) School
and Society. London: Routledge
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. Cultural deprivation
2. Interactionist research
3. Quantitative data
4. Qualitative data
5. Secondary data
6. Self-fulfilling prophecy
7. Labelling theory
8. Triangulated
9. Validity
10. Interpretive sociologists
11. Social desirability effect
12. Rapport

Definitions
• Process whereby people
internalise the labels applied
to them and so actually
conform to those labels
• Information presented
in a written rather
than statistical form
• Bias caused when
research participants
speak or behave in ways
they feel they ought to
• The idea that certain
cultures are inferior to others
26

and so incapable of bringing
up children effectively
• Information already
in existence

understand the meanings
people give to their own
and other’s behaviour

• Cross-checked

• Quality of data that is
truthful and accurate

• Information presented
as statistics

• A good working relationship
based on trust

• Sociological approach
focusing on the effects of
being categorised by others

• Those who believe the
subject should try to
understand people’s
subjective meanings
and motives using
qualitative approaches

• Research based on the view
that detailed analysis of
interaction is necessary to

Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Teachers, social class and underachievement

True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. Social-class inequalities
reduce as pupils move through
the education system
2. Interactionist research often focuses
on what goes on within the school
3. The aim of the study is to
explore teachers’ perceptions
of working-class pupils
4. The research team included
15 trainee teachers
5. The research focused on Year 9 pupils
6. Teachers were provided with
definitions of social class and
underachievement by the interviewers
7. 27 per cent of the sample was
identified as underachieving
8. 52 per cent of those identified
as underachieving came from
working-class homes
9. Teachers’ comments about workingclass families were generally negative
10. Teachers expected middleclass underachievers to go
on to higher education
11. Pupils blamed their
underachievement on themselves
12. The research suggests that cultural
deprivation has no role to play in the
underachievement of working-class pupils
Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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Teachers, social class and underachievement

Questions
The study
1.	What has interactionist research identified as a key factor in the underachievement of
working-class pupils?
2. What was the relationship between social class and the pupils identified as underachieving?
3. How did the teachers explain this relationship?
4. How did the pupils explain their underachievement?
5.	How does the study ‘lend support to the interactionist or labelling theory view of workingclass underachievement’?

The methods
6. Explain the sampling procedure in the study.
7. Suggest reasons why trainee teachers were part of the research team.
8. Give examples to illustrate how the validity of data was cross-checked.
9. How was the problem of social desirability effect in the teacher interviews overcome?

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils
Interactionist research has tended to focus on what goes in schools rather than the
home. Sociologists such as Ball (1981) have found that teachers underestimate the
educational potential of working-class pupils. Dunne and Gazeley’s study sets out to
explore teacher perceptions of working-class pupils in order to test these ideas about
teacher attitudes and behaviour.
The research team included 12 trainee teachers and collected both quantitative and qualitative
data from 22 teachers in nine state secondary schools in England. A general interview was
conducted with the group’s class teacher. The teacher was then asked to select individual
pupils to become the subject of a more in-depth interview in which the teacher was asked
why they believed these pupils underachieved and how social class might play a role.
Teacher respondents were allowed to use their own definitions of underachievement and
social class. They were asked specifically to comment on support for learning provided in
the home by parents. Heads of Year were also interviewed in order to check the data about
underachievement and the social-class designation of pupils discussed in teacher interviews.
Finally, pupils identified as underachieving took part in group discussions.
Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
interviews to investigate teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. (20 marks)
28
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
interviews to investigate teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer relating
solely to the issue of teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. Analysis and evaluation will be very
limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected method. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with this method.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected method and will
apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one or
more strengths and/or limitations to investigating teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. There
will be some limited explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief reference to
methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected method in investigating
teachers’ perceptions of working-class pupils. This will be accurately and sensitively interpreted and
applied to the demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected method and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere
in an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating teachers’ perceptions of working-class
pupils will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns: political sensitivity
of issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. teachers’ power and status; pupils’
vulnerability and communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more thorough.
Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences will be
rewarded.
Interviews:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: awareness of different types of interview,
interviewer bias, social desirability, gaining informed consent, responsibilities to participants, time,
cost, access, sensitivity, categorisation of responses, insight, comparability
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One of the key issues in the
sociology of education over the past ten years has been
the failure of a significant number of working-class
boys to progress into further and higher education.
C O N T E X T

However, some feminist sociologists
believe that the focus on this issue is
misleading because by no means all
boys are underachieving in education
and, similarly, not all girls are doing
well. Working-class girls may not
be doing as badly as working-class
boys, but a significant number are
leaving school at the age of 16
with few or no qualifications. In
order to explain this, feminists have
drawn attention to two processes.
First, they note that working-class girls
may engage in subcultural forms of
resistance to schooling by behaving

in a hyper-heterosexual manner.
This behaviour - which is focused
on sexuality, dress and appearance often results in teacher-pupil conflict
as teachers interpret this behaviour as
deviant. Second, a number of studies
have suggested that the choices of
working-class girls are structured by
the expectation of leaving school at
the age of 16 to work locally, settle
down in a heterosexual relationship
and have children. The notion
of further and, especially, higher
education is rarely considered. The
researchers set out to test whether
these processes still hold true today.

find out more
Archer, L., Halsall, A. and Hollingworth, S. (2007) ‘Class, gender, (hetero) sexuality, and
schooling: paradoxes within working-class girls’ engagement with education and post-16
aspirations’, British Journal of the Sociology of Education 28:2 pp.165-180
Archer, L., Halsall, A. and Hollingworth, S. (2007) ‘University’s not for me - I’m a Nike
person’: Urban, working class young people’s negotiations of ‘style’, identity and
educational engagement’, Sociology 41:2 pp.219-237
Willis, P. (1977) Learning to Labour, London: Saxon House
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links to key
debates
This research links to two key debates.
First, it suggests that teacher labelling
of pupils - regardless of pupils’ actual
ability - is still important. Teachers
negatively stereotyped the girls as oversexualised and assumed that they were
not interested in educational success.
Consequently, no real attempt was
made to address the reasons for their
behaviour. Rather, they saw the girls as
a lost cause and focused instead on the
middle-class ‘ideal pupils’.
Second, the way the girls behaved is
reminiscent of the boys in Paul Willis’
study ‘Learning to Labour’ (1977). These
boys interpreted educational success
as irrelevant because they expected to
leave school at the age of 16 and take on
factory work. The girls in this study also
expected to leave school at 16 and take
on jobs in the retail sector. Like Willis’s
lads, these girls spent their time at school
as part of an anti-school subculture that
entertained itself by disrupting the school
system. If Willis is correct, teacher labelling
has little effect on their behaviour – both
Willis’ lads and the girls in this study are
using working-class interpretations of
their everyday social reality to resist what
they interpret as the alien environment
of school, whilst awaiting their perceived
working-class destiny, i.e. factory jobs,
settling down to a serious relationship,
becoming a mother and so on.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Class, gender, (hetero) sexuality and schooling

Methods
This study illustrates how sociological
research projects can be planned in
such a way that the data collected
can be analysed in different ways to
provide information about a number
of themes. The results may then be
reported in different books or articles.
In this case, the data collected also
provides the basis for another article
by the same authors (2007) about the
values and attitudes of at-risk students.
The researchers used a multi-method,
mainly qualitative, approach. First, data
was collected from 89 pupils aged 14
to 16 using semi-structured interviews.
Six London comprehensive schools were

k e y

selected, chosen because they served
working-class areas suffering from
severe economic and social deprivation.
The sample of 89 pupils was made
up of pupils who had been identified
by their schools as being at risk of
dropping out of schooling at 16.
The sample included boys and girls
from a variety of ethnic backgrounds,
although over 50 per cent were White.
This was also a longitudinal study
in that 53 of the 89 pupils were
individually tracked for two years across
Years 10 and 11, with each pupil
interviewed three or four times across
three separate phases of the study.

f i n d i n g s

The researchers found that most of
the female pupils were keen to be seen
as ‘desirable’ and ‘glamorous’. They
spent a great deal of time and effort
working on their hair, make-up and
dress styles, in order to construct what
the researchers called a ‘sexualised
hyper-feminine identity’. This ‘work’
was regarded by the girls as far more
important than the academic work
demanded by the school. The primary
importance placed on appearance was
highlighted in the sample’s photodiaries, which included pictures of
their favourite glamour products.
The researchers observed that the
girls constructed their appearance by
combining a range of styles taken from
diverse sources such as sport, Black
culture and global brands. For example,
girls often combined elements of Black,
urban US styles (notably ‘bling-bling’
fashion) with various items of sportswear
(e.g. Nike trainers and tracksuits) and
hyper-feminine ‘sexy’ clothes, makeup and hairstyles. This construction
of a hyper-feminine identity gave
these young women a form of cultural
power, which they used to resist school
rules about uniform. This capital also
led to the acquisition of status from
their peer group and boyfriends.
However, this identity often led to
conflict with the school. For example,
girls were frequently reprimanded for
their failure to conform to school-defined
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

standards of appearance. Teachers often
confronted them about the application
of make-up or the maintenance of
hairstyles during lesson time.
Interviews with staff suggested that they
saw the girls’ construction of appearance
as the opposite to what they interpreted
as a ‘good pupil’. Working-class girls’
appearances were generally seen by
teachers as inappropriately ‘sexual’ and
a distraction from learning. On the other
hand, staff saw middle-class pupils as
‘ideal pupils’. Middle-class girls were
interpreted as high-achieving, hardworking, rule-following and respectable.
The researchers noted that peer-group
pressure was mainly responsible for the
construction of working-class femininity.
Appearance was bound up with this
because girls’ inclusion in, or exclusion
from, their peer group was based on their
conformity to particular performances of
style and appearance. Most girls wanted
to avoid being ridiculed, mocked and
called a ‘tramp’ for wearing the ‘wrong’
brand of trainers or style of clothing.
Many girls indicated their desire to
leave school and to start work in order
to earn the money required to continue
performing fashionable identities.
Boyfriends, too, had a profound and
negative effect on girls’ engagement
with schooling. Girls with boyfriends
had low aspirations and attainment and
many expressed the desire to leave and
to live with or marry their boyfriend.

Second, discussion groups were set
up with an additional 36 pupils. Third,
eight female pupils were asked to
complete photographic diaries, focusing
on their everyday activities and interests.
Finally, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with 19 members of staff
and a small sample of five parents.
There were four interviewers in all:
two White women, one Black AfricanCaribbean woman and a Turkish man.
All interviews were audio-recorded.
Parental consent was obtained for
all those pupils who took part and
pupils chose their own pseudonyms.

e v a l u a t i on

The strength of this study is
its multi-strategy approach
to gathering a range of
qualitative data over a
significant period of time.
The longitudinal nature of the research
allowed trends over time to be identified and
the development of pupils to be regularly
monitored in terms of their interaction
with teachers and their peer group.
The sample appears to be representative
of ‘at risk’ students in the London area.
However, further research would be required
to find out whether or not the findings
are generalisable to other parts of the UK,
as the cultures and types of deprivation
found in London may be qualitatively
different to those found in other places.
The qualitative nature of the data
obtained from both the teachers and
the pupils suggests that the researchers
managed to obtain the trust of both
parties. For the pupils, guarantees of
anonymity and confidentiality contributed
to this. However, although extensive
qualitative data resulted from the group
discussions, we need to be aware that
the validity of the data can be affected
by peer pressure and fears of ridicule and
exclusion. If these discussions were not
properly managed by the researchers,
some pupils may have imposed their
interpretations of schooling on the others.
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. Hyper2. Multi-method
3. Qualitative
4. Semi-structured interviews
5. Longitudinal study
6. Photographic diaries
7. Pseudonyms
8. Sexualised
9. Reprimanded
10. Reminiscent

Definitions
• Presented in a
sexual manner
• An exaggerated version
of something
• In a written form rather
than statistical
• A record of events
using photographs
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• Reminding one of something
• Interviews with some fixed
questions and topics but
also giving the interviewer
flexibility to adapt and
change questioning

• Research conducted over a
long period of time so any
changes can be identified
• False names
• A range of methods

• Told off
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True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. All girls are doing well in
education and all boys badly
2. The idea of progressing to further
or higher education is often not
considered by working-class girls
3. The research in this study provided
data on a variety of themes
4. The research was mainly quantitative
5. The sample consisted of a
random sample of 89 pupils
6. Eight female pupils were asked to
complete photographic diaries
7. A Turkish man conducted
some of the interviews
8. The girls in the study felt their
appearance was more important
than their academic work
9. Girls were often told off for failing
to conform to school uniform rules
10. Middle-class girls were
seen as ‘ideal pupils’
11. Peer-group pressure was a major
influence on the way the girls
constructed their femininity
12. Boyfriends had a positive influence
on the girls’ education
13. Teachers did their best to improve
the girls’ educational achievement
14. The validity of the data gathered
from group discussions may be
affected by fear of social exclusion
Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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Questions
The study
1.	What processes have feminists drawn attention to that may help explain the educational
failure of some working-class girls?
2. What evidence is there of the importance the girls’ placed on appearance?
3. What were the influences on the girls’ choice of style?
4. How did the girls’ identity lead to conflict with the school?
5. How were middle-class pupils generally seen by teachers?
6. How did peer-group pressure influence the girls’ identities?
7.	Why was leaving school at the earliest opportunity often seen as an attractive option by the girls?

The methods
8. Why did the researchers deliberately select schools in deprived areas for their sample?
9. In what ways can the study be described as longitudinal?
10. Suggest reasons why a small number of girls were asked to keep photographic diaries.
11. Why did pupils in the study choose pseudonyms?

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating the educational underachievement of working-class girls
Working-class girls may underachieve because they become involved in anti-school
subcultures and their educational choices may be limited by the expectation of leaving
school at the age of 16 to work locally, settle down and have children.
To investigate these processes, Archer and her colleagues used a multi-method, mainly
qualitative, approach. First, data was collected from 89 pupils aged 14 to 16 using semistructured interviews. Six London comprehensive schools were selected, chosen because
they served working-class areas suffering from severe economic and social deprivation.
The sample of 89 pupils was made up of pupils who had been identified by their schools as
being at risk of dropping out of schooling at 16. The sample included boys and girls from
a variety of ethnic backgrounds, although over 50 per cent were White. Fifty three of the
89 pupils were individually tracked for two years across Years 10 and 11, with each pupil
interviewed three or four times across three separate phases of the study.
Second, discussion groups were set up with an additional 36 pupils. Third, eight female
pupils were asked to complete photographic diaries, focusing on their everyday activities
and interests. Finally, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 19 members of staff
and a small sample of five parents.
Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using qualitative
methods to investigate the educational underachievement of working-class girls. (20 marks)
34
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of
using qualitative methods to investigate the educational underachievement of
working-class girls. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer relating
solely to the issue of the educational underachievement of working-class girls. Analysis and evaluation
will be very limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected methods. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with these methods.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected methods and will
apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one or
more strengths and/or limitations to investigating the educational underachievement of working-class
girls. There will be some limited explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief
reference to methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected methods in investigating
the educational underachievement of working-class girls. This will be accurately and sensitively
interpreted and applied to the demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected methods and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere
in an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating the educational underachievement
of working-class girls will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns:
political sensitivity of issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. teachers’ power
and status; pupils’ vulnerability and communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more
thorough. Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct
conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences
will be rewarded.
Qualitative methods:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: range of methods, depth, insight, access,
rapport, sampling, informed consent, objectivity, cost, time
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This study focuses on the educational experiences of
working-class boys in Northern Ireland. The education system here differs from the
rest of the UK in that children do not attend comprehensive schools.
C O N T E X T

Instead, at the age of 11, pupils sit
a selection test called the 11-plus
that determines whether they will
go a grammar school or a secondary
school. This arrangement is similar to
the system that existed in the rest of
the Britain before the comprehensive
system was introduced in the 1960s.
Pupils in grammar schools usually
go on to experience continued
educational success by gaining more

than five GCSEs and then A-levels,
whereas the majority in secondary
schools perform poorly at GCSE level
and tend to leave school at 16.
Ingram argues that most sociological
studies of working-class boys
focus on educational failure rather
than on educational success. Little
attention has been paid to the
issue of how working-class children
cope with educational success, and

links to key debates
The cultural capital theory of the neo-Marxist Pierre Bourdieu
is an influence on Ingram’s analysis of the data. She suggests
that middle-class culture shapes the ethos and aims of the
education system and, consequently, definitions of success and
failure. On the other hand, the educational system presents
working-class culture as problematic. Bourdieu argues that
working-class pupils experience a form of ‘symbolic violence’
in that the middle-class ethos that dominates most schools
devalues their working-class experiences, values and attitudes.
As a result, working-class identity is presented as an obstacle
that needs to be overcome.
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how that success affects their class
identity. However, the studies that
do exist, such as Mac an Ghaill’s
(1994), suggest that workingclass boys have a problematic
relationship with academic success.
Ingram’s research focuses on how
working-class boys’ experience
of two very different educational
institutions affects their class identity.

Ingram suggests that working-class boys can react to this
symbolic violence in two ways. First, symbolic violence can
alienate boys and communicate to them a sense of inferiority
that may mean they seek alternative sources of status based on
anti-school subcultures. This strategy of resistance produces low
educational attainment. This is characteristic of the reactions of
the boys in the secondary school.
Second, boys in the grammar school may internalise the view
that their home culture is deficient and so leaving their workingclass identity behind is a positive option. Ingram concludes that
the final result is the maintenance of class inequalities, as one
group rejects its class of origin in favour of upward mobility
while the other confirms its low-status working-class position.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context
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Methods
Two Catholic boys’ schools were
selected for the study: one secondary
school and one grammar school. The
research focused on two groups of
pupils, those aged 11 to 12 and 15
to 16, because these pupils were
respectively beginning and coming to
the end of compulsory education.
Most of the children in the study
lived in a working-class Catholic
community in Belfast. The area ranks
within the top ten in Northern Ireland
in terms of deprivation, measured by
income, educational qualifications, skills
and training. In 2006, 60 per cent of
children were eligible for free school
meals compared with 19 per cent
across the whole of Northern Ireland.
Two types of interview were
conducted in order to generate

k e y

find out more
qualitative data. First, group discussions
were carried out in each school with
eight of the younger and eight of the
older pupils. The discussions lasted
for an hour and the issues raised
became the basis of questions used
for the second stage of the research.
Second, individual semi-structured
interviews with open-ended
questions that allowed students
to digress were carried out with
working-class boys in both schools.
Informal unstructured interviews
also took place with the principal
and a teacher from each school.
Ingram had previously taught in
both schools and the older group
in the secondary school were
deliberately chosen because she
had been their form teacher.

f i n d i n g s

Ingram noted that the labelling of pupils as academic
or non-academic started at the local primary school,
which was attended by all the respondents. The
primary school divided its Year 6 into two classes,
one of which was trained and entered for the 11-plus
examination, while the other group was not entered
on the grounds of their anticipated failure.
Children, therefore, internalised
definitions of themselves as successes or
failures at an early stage. The progression
into grammar or secondary school, and
the experiences of pupils within these
schools, reinforced those labels.
Ingram found that working-class boys
in the secondary school reacted to
their failure by stressing their workingclass identity. The boys conformed to
peer-group pressure to fit in, and this
generally meant resisting attempts at
control by the school. The school was
seen as an ‘easy ride’ by pupils because
disciplinary procedures were weak.
However, such behaviour had the effect
of confirming the boys’ failure, as they
left school with few or no qualifications.
On the other hand, the grammar
school was shaped by a long tradition of
academic success, a strong disciplinary
ethos, and high teacher expectations.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

The interview data from the workingclass boys who attended the grammar
school suggested some conflict between
their working-class identities and the
school. For example, mild swearing that
was acceptable in front of adults in the
outside community, was labelled as
vulgar and inappropriate by the grammar
school. The message to pupils was that
their own community was deviant.
Many of the working-class grammar
school boys reacted to these potential
tensions by taking less part in
local activities – they often made
friends outside their community and
left the neighbourhood to pursue
social activities more often than
the secondary school boys. Their
route to academic success therefore
involved the gradual abandonment
of their working-class identity.

Ingram, N. (2009) ‘Working-class
boys, educational success and the
misrecognition of working-class
culture’, British Journal of the
Sociology of Education, 30:4
pp. 421-434
Bourdieu, P. (1984) Distinction: A
Social Critique of the Judgement of
Taste. London: Routledge
Mac an Ghaill, M. (1988) Young,
Gifted and Black: Student-Teacher
Relations in the Schooling of
Black Youth. Buckingham: Open
University Press
Mac an Ghaill, M. (1994) The
Making of Men, Masculinities,
Sexualities and Schooling.
Buckingham: Open University Press

e v a l u a t i on
One strength of this study lies in its
use of group discussions to uncover
issues that were important to the
pupils’ themselves. Ingram then used
this information to construct questions
for the individual interviews. The boys
could therefore see that Ingram valued
their input. As she notes, if sociologists
listen more carefully to working-class
experience, more accurate representations
of working-class lives can be developed.
Also, Ingram remarks that she knew the
boys as well as their friends and family,
and this helped them to feel at ease
during the interviews. All of these factors
are likely to have produced highly valid
data that allowed Ingram to see the
world of grammar schools and secondary
schools through the eyes of her subjects.
However, there is a danger that her
familiarity with the boys and their
families, and the fact that she lived in the
neighbourhood, may have distorted her
objectivity. Her obvious sympathy with the
working-class boys could have resulted in
her seeing in the data what she wanted
or expected to see. Furthermore, her
sample is extremely small and centred on
Irish Catholic education, which differs in
fundamental respects from mainstream
education in the UK. There is, therefore,
some doubt about the extent to which
her findings can be generalised to
working-class boys in the rest of Britain.
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. 11-plus
2. Grammar school
3. Secondary school
4. Comprehensive system
5. Internalised
6. Cultural capital
7. Neo-Marxist
8. Symbolic violence
9. Anti-school subculture
10. Upward mobility
11. Valid
12. Objectivity

Definitions
• Updated adaptation
of a Marxist view
• Having no personal biases
• In this context, the type
of school attended by
those pupils who do
not ‘pass’ the 11+
• System of post-11
education not based on
selection. All pupils go to
the same type of school
38

• Truthful, accurate
• Group of pupils who
reject and resist school
• Test taken at the age of 11
to determine what kind of
school a child will attend
• Type of school attended
by those pupils who
‘pass’ the 11+
• Made part of your
own identity

• Movement up the
social scale
• Non-financial assets that
help achieve success in life
such as values, attitudes,
norms, experiences,
linguistic skills and
forms of knowledge
• In this context, the devaluing
of working-class culture
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True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. Northern Ireland uses the
comprehensive system
2. Pupils in grammar schools usually
succeed in education
3. There are lots of sociological studies
about working-class pupils who
experience educational success
4. Ingram only studies boys from
two schools
5. The area studied was typical of
Northern Ireland
6. Only pupils from Year 7 and
Year 10 were interviewed
7. Issues raised in the individual
interviews were used as discussion
topics in the group interviews
8. Ingram had taught in both schools
9. The boys in the grammar school
stressed their class identity
10. The boys in the secondary school
stressed their class identity
11. The boys in the grammar schools
reduced the amount of leisure time
they spent in the local community
12. The boys in the secondary school
developed an anti-school subculture

Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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Questions
The study
1. How does the system of education described here differ from that in the rest of the UK?
2. How can it be argued that Ingram’s study fills a ‘knowledge gap’?
3. How did the labelling of pupils as academic or non-academic begin in primary school?
4. How did the working-class boys in the secondary school react to their failure?
5.	In what way was there a conflict between the grammar school and the working class
identities of the boys who attended the school?
6. How did the boys resolve this conflict?

The methods
7. Suggest why the study focuses on pupils in two year groups.
8. How did Ingram combine her two main methods of data collection?
9. How did Ingram attempt to ensure the validity of data?
10. Why is there doubt as to the generalisability of Ingram’s findings?

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating the educational experiences of working-class boys
Ingram researched how working-class boys’ experience of education affects their class identity.
Two Catholic boys’ schools in Northern Ireland were selected for the study: one secondary
school and one grammar school. The research focused on two groups of pupils aged 11 to12
and 15 to16, because these pupils were respectively beginning and coming to the end of
compulsory education.
Most of the children in the study lived in a working-class Catholic community in Belfast.
The area ranks within the top ten in Northern Ireland in terms of deprivation. Two types
of interview were conducted in order to generate qualitative data. First, group discussions
were carried out in each school with eight of the younger and eight of the older pupils. The
discussions lasted for an hour and the issues raised became the basis of questions used for
the second stage of the research.
Second, individual semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions that allowed
students to digress were carried out with working-class boys in both schools. Informal
unstructured interviews also took place with the principal and a teacher from each school.
Ingram had previously taught in both schools and the older group in the secondary school
were deliberately chosen because she had been their form teacher.
Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using different
types of interviews to investigate the educational experiences of working-class boys. (20 marks)
40
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of
using different types of interviews to investigate the educational experiences of
working-class boys. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer relating
solely to the issue of the educational experiences of working-class boys. Analysis and evaluation will be
very limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected method. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with this method.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected method and will
apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one or
more strengths and/or limitations to investigating the educational experiences of working-class boys.
There will be some limited explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief reference
to methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected method in investigating the
educational experiences of working-class boys. This will be accurately and sensitively interpreted and
applied to the demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected method and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere in
an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating the educational experiences of workingclass boys will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns: political
sensitivity of issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. teachers’ power and
status; pupils’ vulnerability and communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more thorough.
Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences will be
rewarded.
Different types of interview:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: awareness of different types of interview, level
of structure, interviewer bias, social desirability, sampling, gaining informed consent, responsibilities
to participants, time, cost, access, sensitivity, categorisation of responses, insight, comparability
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Although girls have improved
their performance at every level of the educational
system, it is not the case that gender inequalities in
education have disappeared.
C O N T E X T

For example, subject choice,
particularly in further and higher
education, remains gender
stereotyped. In other words, boys
and girls are making choices about
A-levels and degree courses that
reflect stereotypical prejudices about
male and female capabilities, rather
than on the basis of rational criteria

such as aptitude and qualifications.
The authors of this research suggest
that such gendered educational
choices may be partly shaped earlier
on in pupils’ school experience:
in Years 10 and 11, when they
have the opportunity to take up
work-experience placements.

find out more
Francis, B., Archer, L., Osgood, J. and
Dalgety, J. (2005) Gender Equality
in Work Experience Placements for
Young People. Equal Opportunities
Commission
Buswell, C. (1987) Training for Low
Pay. Basingstoke: MacMillan
Colley, A. (1998) ‘Gender and Subject
Choice in Secondary Education’ in
Radford J. (ed.) Gender and Choice in
Education and Occupation. London:
Routledge

e v a l u a t i on

The main strength of this research is its representativeness in that a very large
number of students (566) from 20 schools participated in the research.
The sample was fairly typical of those
pupils across the country who have
done work placements and, therefore,
generalisations can be made from the
findings with some confidence.
Positivists would approve of the
use of questionnaires because, if well
designed, they are thought to be high in
reliability. Moreover, the questionnaires
enabled the researchers to access a
large, geographically dispersed research
population. The questionnaires also
produced quantitative data that could
then be compared and correlated, as well
as ensuring that the research team had
minimum contact with the respondents,
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so reducing the possibility of researcher
effect. Finally, positivists would argue
that the questionnaire data is high in
validity because all pupils answered the
same questions, thus any differences
in their responses should reflect real
differences in their experiences.
However interpretivists may argue
that there are drawbacks in using
questionnaires. Pupils may have interpreted
the questions in a different way to that
intended by the researcher, which may
undermine validity. All questionnaires are
artificial devices that are not a normal
part of a pupil’s everyday reality so they
may respond to them with suspicion. For

example, they may feel that information
they disclose may be used against them
in some way by teachers and, therefore,
there is a danger that the workexperience questionnaires generated
evasive, partial or false information.
A further strength of the research is its
use of methodological pluralism in order to
build up a fuller and more comprehensive
picture of pupils’ experiences of work
placements. Such an approach is useful
because the advantages of one method
(the case study for example), may help
compensate for, and at least partially,
overcome the limitations of another
(the questionnaires or interviews).
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links to key debates
This research updates the work of
Buswell (1987) who criticised vocational
educational schemes for failing to break
the traditional patterns of sex stereotyping
found in both education and employment.
Buswell suggested that such schemes
have actually maintained and reproduced
gender inequality because they channel
girls into work characterised by low-pay,
low status and low job satisfaction such
as hair and beauty, childcare and retail,
which reflect women’s subordinate
position in the labour market. In 2006,
according to official statistics, only six per
cent of apprenticeships in hairdressing
were taken up by males compared with
99 per cent in construction.
The research also links to Colley’s

(1998) observation that gendered
perceptions underpin the subject
choices of boys and girls at A-level and
thus impact on their post-education
opportunities and careers. She notes
that arts and humanities subjects such
as English, French and Sociology are
interpreted by pupils and parents as
‘feminine’ subjects, and are consequently
taken up mainly by females, while
science and technology are interpreted
by pupils and parents as masculine, and
are consequently dominated by males.
Gender-typical experiences of work
experience may also contribute to pupils’
future decisions about what jobs they
should pursue when they leave school at
16 or, for those who stay on into the sixth

k e y

form, what courses they should pursue in
further and higher education.
Such choices have negative
consequences for society in terms of
sector-skill shortages and for women in
terms of inequality of work conditions
and rewards. The evidence suggests
that women with similar qualifications
to men tend to end up in those careers
that are deemed ‘suitable’ for women,
such as teaching, nursing and childcare.
Consequently, women are in short supply
in the areas traditionally dominated by
men, such as computing and information
technology, engineering and business
management - areas that usually offer
greater rewards in terms of pay, training
and promotion opportunities.

f i n d i ng s

Managers and work-experience co-ordinators recognised that work placements
were overwhelmingly gender-stereotypical.
Males were assigned to traditionally
masculine areas of work such as
engineering, semi-skilled manual labour
and information technology, while girls
were assigned to traditionally female
jobs such as retail work and childcare.
For example, 31 boys were assigned to
engineering job placements compared
with no girls, and 43 girls were placed
in childcare-related job placements
compared with only two boys.
The managers and co-ordinators largely
attributed these choices to the gendered
assumptions of pupils and their parents,
as well as peer-group pressure. The
managers did, however, acknowledge
that sexist work environments deterred
pupils from making non-stereotyped
choices. However, the managers and
co-ordinators did not see it as their
responsibility to challenge the stereotypes
of either the pupils or the employers.
The female pupils reported that their
choice of work placements was restricted
by the fact that more male-dominated
(and therefore stereotypically masculine)
places were available. Females often
found that their placements were
restricted to hair and beauty, childcare
and retail. Consequently, girls often found
themselves in stereotypically feminine
work placements which many were not
particularly interested in as a career. For
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

example, 43 girls were assigned to work
placements in childcare, despite only 29
of them aspiring to this type of work.
Gender stereotyping therefore, may have
restrictive effects on girls as an overall
group in that it may confirm stereotypical
expectations about their futures. In fact,
36 per cent of girls would like to have
tried a non-traditional placement.
There were also some signs of socialclass bias in the allocation of pupils
to placements. Pupils who aspired to
university were generally given highstatus placements in the legal profession,
media production, medicine, education,
and so on. However, often it was they
or their parents who were instrumental
in arranging these placements. Students
who did not aspire to higher education
often found themselves placed in
shops, nurseries, garages, and factories.
However, despite these class differences,
allocation to work placements,
whether high or low status, were still
gender stereotyped in most cases.
Pupils were asked about their aspirations
with regard to future occupations and
these turned out to be highly genderstereotypical. Girls focused on the caring
and creative while boys aspired to
scientific, technical and business jobs. Boys
tended to hold more strongly stereotypical
views than girls. However, the majority of

the pupil sample stated that they did not
want non-traditional jobs and expressed
the stereotypical belief that men and
women are simply better at different jobs.

Methods
The research was organised
in three ways:
1. Semi-structured telephone
interviews were conducted with
ten Education Business Partnership
managers responsible for organising
work-experience placements.
2. Questionnaires were completed by
16 work-experience co-ordinators in
schools, and 566 pupils with recent
experience of work-experience
placements from 20 schools. A
mixture of inner city, urban and
rural schools in both White and
multi-ethnic areas were sampled.
3. In-depth case-studies of four schools
in diverse locations were carried
out, involving the examination
of secondary data, as well as
interviews with pupils and the
key personnel involved in placing
pupils with local employers.
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. Semi-structured telephone interviews
2. Education Business Partnership
3. Secondary data
4. Vocational education
5. Subordinate
6. Representativeness
7. Generalised
8. Reliability
9. Quantitative data
10. Correlated
11. Positivist
12. Researcher effect
13. Validity
14. Interpretivist
15. Methodological pluralism

Definitions
• Sociologist who believes
that the subject should try to
understand people’s subjective
meanings and motives using
qualitative approaches
• Education aimed at preparing
people for particular jobs

• Telephone interviews with a
clear direction but which allow
the respondent to express
themselves in their own words

• Using a variety of methods

• Applied to a range of situations

• Less important, inferior

• Sociologist who believes that
the subject should try to copy
the approach of the natural
sciences as far as possible

• Information already in existence
• Quality of data that can be
replicated and checked
44

• Quality of research when a
sample is an accurate crosssection of the sample population

• Relationships established
between two variables
• Quality of data that is
truthful and accurate
• Local organisations that
create links between
education and business
• Information presented
in a statistical form
• Distortion caused by the
presence of a researcher
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Gender equality in work experience placements for young people

True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. Choices of A-level and degree
courses reflect gender stereotypes
2. Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews
were carried out with adults responsible
for work-experience placements.
3. Questionnaires were completed by
566 pupils with recent experience
of work- experience placements
4. Case studies of ten schools were
carried out, using a range of methods
5. 31 boys and one girl were assigned
to engineering job placements
6. The managers and co-ordinators
did not see it as their responsibility
to challenge gender stereotypes
7. Female pupils reported that more maledominated work placements were
available so their choice was restricted
8. In terms of their aspirations for future
employment, girls held more strongly
stereotyped views than boys
9. Pupils may have been evasive
in their responses

Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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Gender equality in work experience placements for young people

Questions
The study
1.	What do the authors suggest is the relationship between subject choice in further and higher
education and work experience?
2.	How did the work-experience co-ordinators explain the gender-stereotyped nature of the
work-experience placements?
3. How might work placements restrict girls’ choices of future careers?
4. What was the relationship between social class and work-experience placements?
5. How does this research link to Colley’s work on gender and subject choices?
6. How might gender stereotyping in work placements have a negative impact on society?

The methods
7.	What are the advantages and disadvantages of conducting semi-structured interviews by
telephone?
8. Explain the sampling process in the study
9. To what extent do you think the findings of the study are generalisable?
10. In what ways is the study an example of methodological pluralism?

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating gender and work-experience placements
Subject choice, particularly in further and higher education, remains gender stereotyped, in other words,
boys and girls are making choices about A-levels and degree courses that reflect stereotypical prejudices.
Francis et al. suggest that these gendered educational choices may be partly shaped earlier on in pupils’
school experience in Years 10 and 11, when they have the opportunity to take up work-experience
placements. Their research investigates these placements.
Semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted with ten Education Business Partnership managers
responsible for organising work-experience placements. Questionnaires were completed by 16 workexperience co-ordinators in schools, and 566 pupils with recent experience of work-experience placements
from 20 schools. A mixture of inner city, urban and rural schools in both White and multi-ethnic areas were
sampled. In-depth case-studies of four schools in diverse locations were also carried out, involving the
examination of secondary data, as well as interviews with pupils and the key personnel involved in placing
pupils with local employers.
Managers and work-experience co-ordinators recognised that work placements were overwhelmingly
gender-stereotypical. Males were assigned to traditionally masculine areas of work such as engineering,
semi-skilled manual labour and information technology, whilst girls were assigned to traditionally female
jobs such as retail work and childcare.
The female pupils reported that their choice of work placements was restricted by the fact that more maledominated (and therefore stereotypically masculine) places were available. Females often found that their
placements were restricted to hair and beauty, childcare and retail.

Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using mixed
methods to investigate gender and work-experience placements. (20 marks)
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
mixed methods to investigate gender and work-experience placements. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected approach, or offer an answer relating
solely to the issue of gender and work-experience placements. Analysis and evaluation will be very
limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected approaches. Candidates may begin to apply
these to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy,
descriptive accounts of issues with this approach.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected approach and
will apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one
or more strengths and/or limitations to investigating gender and work-experience placements. There
will be some limited explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief reference to
methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected approach in investigating
gender and work-experience placements. This will be accurately and sensitively interpreted and applied
to the demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected approach and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere in
an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating gender and work-experience placements
will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns: political sensitivity of
issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. teachers’ and managers’ power
and status; pupils’ vulnerability and communication skills), and schools and workplaces as research
environments.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other approaches.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more thorough.
Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences will
be rewarded.
Mixed methods:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: range of methods and types of data, balance,
flexibility, triangulation, cross-checking, breadth/depth, time, cost
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A great deal of concern has been expressed in recent years
about the education performance of boys. In 2009, 70.5 per cent of females
achieved GCSE grades A*-C compared with only 63.6 per cent of boys.
C O N T E X T

Research by Atkinson and Wilson
(2003) suggests that this gender
gap starts to develop when
pupils are as young as seven.

of girls. Consequently government
strategies of teacher recruitment now
suggest that pupils will benefit from
‘gender-matching’ with teachers.

Some sociologists have suggested
that one possible explanation for
these gender differences in attainment
is the ‘feminisation of education’.
This is the idea that there are not
enough male teachers working in
primary schools and that, as a result,
the curriculum, teaching styles and
means of assessment, are more
appropriate to the learning styles

Skelton et al. set out to investigate
whether pupils saw matching pupils
and teachers by gender as having any
positive impact, for example, to see
whether they felt more inspired by
teachers of the same gender, to see
if gender-matched teachers adopted
different approaches in the classroom
and to observe how gender-matched
teachers responded to pupils.

links to key debates
This research contributes to the debate about how best to solve the problem of
boys’ underachievement. Epstein (1998) identifies the ‘poor boys’ discourse that
blames schools for being too girl-friendly and failing to appreciate and understand
masculinity, especially during primary school. Epstein argues that more male teachers
are required to act as positive role models.
On the other hand, Francis and Skelton (2005) suggest that boys themselves are
the problem because they get involved in behaviour that is problematic both for
themselves and for society. They argue that the solution is to subject such boys to
stronger forms of discipline and social control, rather than recruiting more male
primary-school teachers.
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find out more
Skelton, C., Francis, B., Carrington, B.,
Hutchings, M., Read, B. and Hall, I.
(2006) Investigating Gender as a Factor
in Primary Pupil-Teacher Relations and
Perceptions. London: ESRC. Read the
full report at: www.esrcsocietytoday.
ac.uk/ESRCInfoCentre
Atkinson, A. and Wilson, D. (2003)
Measuring Pupil Attainment in English
Secondary Schools: A Preliminary
Analysis. The Centre for Market
and Public Organisation 03/063,
Department of Economics, University
of Bristol
Epstein, D. (1998) ‘Real Boys Don’t
Work: ‘Underachievement’, Masculinity
and the Harassment of ‘Sissies’ in
Epstein, D., Ellwood, J., Hey, V. and Maw,
J. (eds.) Failing Boys? Issues in Gender
and Achievement. Buckingham: Open
University Press
Francis, B., and Skelton, C. (2005)
Reassessing Gender and Achievement.
London: Routledge/Falmer
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Investigating Gender as a Factor in Primary Pupil-Teacher Relations and Perceptions

Methods
The research focused on pupils aged
seven to eight for two reasons. First,
the government is aiming to recruit
more male teachers to work with
young children. Second, research on
the development of gender identity
has shown that children become keen
to demonstrate their awareness and
knowledge of gender at the age of
five to six. Consequently, seven to
eight year olds have a relatively wellestablished sense of gender identity.
The researchers selected schools in
two different regions of Britain: the
South East and the North East. Both
inner-city and suburban schools were
chosen, in order to make sure that the

k e y

fin d in g s

Generally, most pupils and teachers
reported that matching pupils and
teachers by gender did not significantly
affect pupils’ educational experiences.
Sixty-five per cent of children rejected
the idea that the gender of the teacher
mattered, with no major differences
between girls and boys. The majority of
pupils also believed that the behaviour of
male and female teachers in the classroom
was generally very similar in terms of
fairness, encouragement and discipline.
The majority of teachers rejected the idea
that gender matching might benefit boys’
educational engagement or achievement,
although it was noticeable that female
teachers (64 per cent) were more likely to
disagree than men (40 per cent). About
a quarter of the teacher sample, mainly
males, argued that it was important
for boys to have male role models in
order that boys might learn socially and/
or educationally desirable behaviour.
The researchers did find that teachers
sometimes used the gender of their
pupils in the delivery of their lessons.
For example, teachers chose materials
that catered for boys’ or girls’ interests,
used different language to address boys
and girls, and used different approaches
to manage teacher–pupil relationships.
The interview data suggested that
this was a direct consequence of the
boys’ underachievement debate, which
encouraged teachers to ‘see’ qualitative
gender differences between boys’ and girls’
behaviours, learning needs, and abilities.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

pupil sample included a range of socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds.
Altogether, a total of 51 Year 3 classes
took part in the study, comprising
307 pupils (153 boys and 154 girls).
Of those, 207 were White, with the
remaining 100 representing a range
of minority ethnic groups. Fifty-one
teachers, with a range of teaching
experience, took part in the study (26
male and 25 female). About 50 per cent
of the pupil sample had been taught
by both a female and a male teacher.
Research in each of the schools
took place over a two-day period.
The first day was spent interviewing
three boys and three girls, randomly

selected from the register of each
class, using a semi-structured interview
schedule. Questions were designed to
see whether any gender differences or
patterns emerged in the pupils’ everyday
experiences of male and female teachers.
The second day was spent observing
pupils and teachers in the classroom. The
observers used standardised observation
schedules that identified a number
of gendered characteristics that each
observer needed to look out for during
the lessons. Finally, at the end of the day,
semi-structured interviews with teachers
were carried out. These explored their
perceptions of the influence of gender
on their everyday contact with children.

e v a l u a tion

By comparing two regions and focusing on schools
and pupils that were typical in terms of social class,
ethnicity and gender, the researchers achieved a high
level of representativeness. The final analysis of data
suggested that there were no substantial differences
in the responses from pupils in the North-East and
South-East samples, so the findings can be confidently
generalised to other schools.
The design of the research suggests
a high degree of reliability in that
all children were subjected to the
same questions and the observations
were recorded by the research team
using a standardised checklist.
Validity was increased by the
researchers piloting the interview schedule
prior to the main research in order to work
out how best to word questions to such a
young age group. Furthermore, throughout
the interviews, the team remained vigilant
about the children’s understanding
of the questions, encouraging them
to ask if they were unsure.
On a more critical note, the
research process in each school
only lasted for two days. There was,
therefore, little opportunity to build
up trust and rapport between the
research team and participants.
Consequently, the data collected only
provides a snapshot of those days,

which may not be representative of
everyday classroom interaction.
Furthermore, it was probably the case
that the interviews were experienced
by the children as exciting and different
because interviews were not a normal
part of their school experience. This
artificiality may have shaped their
responses. There may also have been
a social desirability effect as the
children may have strived to please the
interviewers. The teacher’s responses to
the interviews, as well as their behaviour
during the observations, may also have
been motivated by a desire to be seen
in a positive light by the researchers.
Finally, the standardised observation
schedule may have encouraged
the researchers to interpret
teachers’ and pupils’ behaviour
to match their categories.
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. Gender-matching
2. Semi-structured interview
3. Standardised
observation schedule
4. Discourse
5. Representativeness
6. Generalised
7. Reliability
8. Validity
9. Piloting
10. Vigilant
11. Rapport
12. Social desirability effect

Definitions
• Interview with a clear
direction but allowing the
respondent to express
themselves in their own
words at some points
• A friendly working
relationship
• In this context, a list used by
each observer containing a
list of behaviours to make
a note of when observed
50

• Trialling
• Pupils being taught by a
teacher of the same gender
• Quality of data that is
truthful and accurate
• Bias occurring when
respondents tell interviewers
what they think is socially
acceptable or presents them
in a good light rather than
what they really think

• Applied to a range of other
situations and/or places
• Quality of data that can be
replicated and checked
• Way of talking and
thinking about an issue
• Quality of data when a
sample is an accurate
cross-section of the
sample population
• Watchful
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Investigating Gender as a Factor in Primary Pupil-Teacher Relations and Perceptions

True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. In 2009 70.5 per cent of boys achieved
GCSE grades A*-C compared
with only 63.6 per cent of girls
2. The research focused on
pupils aged 9-11
3. Schools were selected
from all over Britain
4. A total of 51 classes took
part in the study
5. 307 pupils took part in the study

6. The research took place over a week
7. Most pupils rejected the idea that the
gender of the teacher was important
8. Pupils thought that male teachers
were stricter than female
9. Most teachers rejected the idea
that gender matching would
benefit boys’ achievement
10. Teachers did not use the gender
of their pupils in their teaching

Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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Questions
The study
1.	How might the ‘feminisation of education’ play a part in the educational
underachievement of some boys?
2. Describe the pupils’ views on gender matching.
3. Describe the teachers’ views on gender matching.
4. Give examples of the ways in which teachers used the gender of pupils in teaching.

The methods
5. Why were pupils aged seven to eight used in the study?
6. How did the researchers attempt to achieve a representative sample?
7. Suggest reasons why the researchers chose a combination of methods.
8. Comment on the reliability and validity of the data collected in the study.

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating gender in primary schools
Skelton et al. set out to investigate whether pupils saw matching pupils and teachers by
gender as having any positive impact.
The researchers selected schools in two different regions of Britain: the South East and
North East. Both inner-city and suburban schools were chosen, in order to make sure that
the pupil sample included a range of socio-economic and ethnic backgrounds.
Altogether, a total of 51 Year 3 classes took part in the study, comprising 307 pupils (153
boys and 154 girls). Research in each of the schools took place over a two-day period. The
first day was spent interviewing three boys and three girls. Questions were designed to see
whether any gender differences or patterns emerged in the pupils’ everyday experiences of
male and female teachers.
The second day was spent observing pupils and teachers in the classroom. The
observers used standardised observation schedules that identified a number of gendered
characteristics that each observer needed to look out for during the lessons.

Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
observation to investigate gender in primary schools. (20 marks)
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
observation to investigate gender in primary schools. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer relating solely
to the issue of gender in primary schools. Analysis and evaluation will be very limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected method. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with this method.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected method and will
apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one or
more strengths and/or limitations to investigating gender in primary schools. There will be some limited
explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief reference to methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected method in investigating
gender in primary schools. This will be accurately and sensitively interpreted and applied to the
demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected method and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere
in an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating gender in primary schools will appear.
These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns: political sensitivity of issues, research
characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. teachers’ power and status; pupils’ vulnerability and
communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation
more thorough. Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a
distinct conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences
will be rewarded.

Observation:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: types of observation, level of structure,
observer effect, type of data generated, analysis of data, bias, insight, ethical issues such as
informed consent of pupils, time, cost
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Minority Ethnic

Pupils in the
Longitudinal

studyof Young
people in England
S t e v e

S t r a n d ,

Concern has been
expressed for some time about the educational
attainment and progress of children from some
minority ethnic groups in the UK.
C O N T E X T

Pupils of Indian, Chinese and
African-Asian origin often do very
well within the education system.
However, children from Pakistani
and Bangladeshi backgrounds are
less successful, although recent
research suggests that these
groups are catching up. AfricanCaribbean pupils, on the other

hand, tend to underachieve in
that they are disproportionately
found in lower sets, often fail
to achieve five or more A*-Cs
at GCSE, tend to leave school
at 16, and are more likely
than any other ethnic group to
experience school exclusion.

links to key debates
This research suggests that we need to look beyond social class
and social disadvantage to explain the low attainment of AfricanCaribbean pupils. Some interactionist sociologists have suggested
that we need to look at two inter-related factors. First, it might
be that the behaviour of African-Caribbean boys in schools and
classrooms is more problematic than that of other groups. Sewell
(1997) suggests that this is caused by the considerable peer pressure
on African-Caribbean boys to adopt the norms of an ‘urban’ or
‘street’ subculture. This awards more prestige, or ‘respect’, for unruly
and antagonistic behaviour than to high achievement and effort to
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find out more
Strand, S. (2007) Minority Ethnic Pupils in the
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England.
Department for Children, Schools and Families
Research Report DCSF-RR02. Read the full
report at www.dcsf.gov.uk/research/data/
uploadfiles/DCSF-RR002.pdf
Gillborn, D., and Youdell, D. (2000) Rationing
Education: Policy, Practice, Reform and Equity.
Buckingham, Open University Press
Sewell, T. (1997) Black Masculinity and
Schooling: How Black Boys Survive Modern
Schooling. Stoke-on-Trent: Trentham Books

succeed. Research evidence also suggests that teachers’ perceptions
of this challenging behaviour can result in labelling or stereotyping,
and in underestimating the academic ability of African-Caribbean
pupils.
Second, Gillborn and Youdell (2000) argue that teacher racism
is a major factor in explaining the low attainment of Black pupils.
They claim that White people are unconsciously conditioned to
see Black people as ‘threatening’ and, consequently, despite their
best intentions, expect Black pupils to be worse behaved, more
disaffected and less motivated. This unintentional racism is reinforced
by the media portrayal of Black ‘street culture’. The response of
pupils may be to become de-motivated and to try less hard.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

Minority Ethnic Pupils in the Longitudinal Study of
Young People in England

Methods
In 2004 the Department for Education
and Science (as it was then known)
commissioned the Longitudinal Study
of Young People in England (LSYPE),
which involved interviewing a nationally
representative sample of over15,000
Year 9 pupils (aged 13 or 14). They were
asked about their experiences, attitudes
and opinions of school, their education
and their choices and aspirations for the
future. The researchers also interviewed
the children’s parents/guardians about
involvement in their children’s education.
Strand uses the LSYPE data as a
form of secondary data. He begins
by identifying pupils from different

minority ethnic backgrounds who
had underachieved at the end of
Key Stage 3. He then identifies that
data that highlights the relationships
between various pupil, family, school
and neighbourhood factors. He then
analyses, one by one, in sequential
order, the attainment of these students
in terms of four sets of possible
influences on achievement. These were:
1. Structural features of family
background (e.g. social class,
entitlement to Free School Meals
(FSMs) and home ownership)
2. Dynamic aspects of the family context

k e y
The ‘gaps’ associated with ethnicity in
national tests at the end of Key Stage 3
(age 14) are large. Pakistani, Bangladeshi,
Black Caribbean and Black African groups
achieve an average KS3 score around three
points less than White British pupils. This
is equivalent to a whole year of progress
in terms of National Curriculum levels.
The data revealed substantial social
and economic disadvantage among
some ethnic groups. White parents were
much more likely to be in managerial and
professional occupations compared with
all minority groups, whereas Bangladeshi
and Pakistani parents were ten and six
times respectively more likely to be longterm unemployed than Whites. Bangladeshi
pupils were four times more likely to be
entitled to FSMs than White pupils.
After analysing these structural variables,
Strand concludes that, relative to White
British pupils, Indian and Bangladeshi
groups achieved better results than could be
expected given the extent of their structural
disadvantages, while the gap between
Pakistani and British pupils was reduced by
four-fifths. However, the African-Caribbean
group still remained 2.5 points below the
White pupil’s average, despite Strand’s
adjustment for structural variables.
Strand applied the second set of family
dynamic variables and found that parents’
educational aspirations for their children
to continue in full-time education were
significantly higher among all minority
groups compared with White parents.
With regard to motivational factors, Strand
found that, on average, African-Caribbeans
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context

(e.g. parental involvement in school,
parents’ educational aspirations for
their child, and provision of material
resources such as a home computer)
3. Motivational factors (e.g. pupils’
educational aspirations, frequency of
completing homework, academic self
concept, and attitude to school) and
risk factors (e.g. special educational
needs, truancy, and exclusion)
4. School context (e.g. school type,
mixed/coeducational status,
admissions policy, percentage
of pupils entitled to FSMs,
and location of school).

f i n d i n g s

were slightly more likely than Whites to
have high educational aspirations, a positive
academic self-concept and attitude to
school, and to plan for the future. Despite
this, African-Caribbean pupils, especially
boys, were more likely to be identified
as having special education needs and
to be temporarily excluded from school.
Strand concludes, however, that this set of
variables does not have a significant effect
on African-Caribbean underachievement.
Strand applied his statistical analysis to
in-school factors and teacher expectations
and found that Black Caribbean pupils were
under-represented in entry to the higher tiers
of the KS3 tests compared with other ethnic
groups. Strand concludes that this trend is
impacting negatively on African-Caribbean
educational progress, but that it does not
account for the whole difference between
White and African-Caribbean attainment.
In summary, Strand notes that Pakistani
and Bangladeshi underachievement can
be explained in terms of their social and
economic disadvantages such as low-pay,
unemployment, and reliance on state
benefits. These structural disadvantages
impact on family dynamics, especially
parental involvement in education,
and have the effect of lowering
educational aspirations. These groups
are also more likely to attend failing
schools situated in deprived areas.
However, the full range of structural,
family, pupil, school and neighbourhood
factors could not themselves account
for the low attainment of the Black
Caribbean group. Strand concludes

that it is difficult to explain the poor
educational progress of African-Caribbeans,
especially considering that Pakistani and
Bangladeshi pupils generally score more
negatively on all four sets of variables.

e v a l u a t i on
Strand uses the LSYPE study because it
is a ready-made and cheap source of data
for his research. Its use of a nationally
representative sample means that it was
typical of the school population of 2004,
so findings can be generalised to most
Year 9 pupils in the UK. It is likely that the
survey interviews were reliable in that they
were piloted to make sure the questions
were both objective and understood
in the same way by all respondents.
However, the LSYPE data, despite its
comprehensive nature, gives Strand only
a partial picture of African-Caribbean
underachievement, because no questions
were asked about experience of street
culture, peer-group pressure or teacher–
pupil interaction. The data therefore is
one-dimensional in its validity in that it
told Strand little about pupils themselves,
for example, how they interpreted
the world, saw their behavior in the
classroom and responded to schooling
on a daily basis. The survey also failed
to ask any questions that might have
helped explain why it is generally AfricanCaribbean boys rather than girls that
constitute the low attainment problem.
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition.
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. Longitudinal
2. Aspirations
3. Structural
4. Variables
5. Antagonistic
6. Labelling
7. Representative
8. Generalised
9. Reliable
10. Objective
11. Validity

Definitions
• Aggressively opposed
to something
• Hopes for the future
• Conducted over a long
period of time so changes
over time can be identified
• An accurate cross-section
of the sample population
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• Categorising others
according to pre-existing
ideas and stereotypes

• With no personal bias

• Factors that may
have an influence

• Quality of data that is
truthful and accurate

• Capable of being
replicated and checked

• Concerning the way
society is built up

• Applied to a range of other
situations and/or places
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True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. Pupils of Indian, Chinese and
African-Asian origin often do very
well within the education system
2. This research is based on data collected
from a sample of 15,000 pupils
3. The pupils were drawn from
various year groups
4. The data was collected by means of
a self-completion questionnaire
5. Strand analyses the data using
five sets of variables
6. Bangladeshi parents were ten
times more likely to be long-term
unemployed than White parents
7. Bangladeshi pupils achieve better
results than expected given their
structural disadvantages
8. African-Caribbean pupils were more
likely than White pupils to have a
positive attitude towards education
9. African-Caribbean pupils were more
likely than White pupils to be identified
as having special educational needs
and to be excluded form school
10. The low attainment of African-Caribbeans
could be explained using a combination
of all the variables identified by Strand
11. Gillborn and Youdell identify peergroup pressure as an important
factor in explaining the low
attainment of Black pupils
Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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Minority Ethnic Pupils in the Longitudinal Study of Young People in England

Questions
The study
1. What evidence is there of the underachievement of African-Caribbean pupils?
2.	Give examples of the ‘structural disadvantages’ experienced by Pakistani and
Bangladeshi parents and pupils.
3. What was the relationship between ethnic group and educational aspirations?
4. How does Strand believe Pakistani and Bangladeshi underachievement can be explained?
5.	Why does the research suggest ‘we need to look beyond social class and social disadvantage
to explain the poor educational progress of African-Caribbeans’?
6.	How do Sewell and Gillborn and Youdell explain the poor educational progress
of African-Caribbeans?

The methods
7.	Suggest reasons why a government department may have wanted to commission the
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England.
8. How does Strand go about analysing the data?
9. How could it be argued that the data is reliable?
10. Why does the data give Strand ‘only a partial picture of African-Caribbean underachievement’?

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating the educational achievement of minority ethnic groups
In 2004 the Department for Education and Science commissioned the Longitudinal Study of Young People
in England (LSYPE), which involved interviewing a nationally representative sample of over15,000 Year 9
pupils (aged 13 or 14).
Strand uses the LSYPE data as a form of secondary data. He identifies that data which highlights the
relationships between various pupil, family, school and neighbourhood factors. He then analyses, one by
one, in sequential order, the attainment of these students in terms of four sets of possible influences on
achievement. These were:
1.	Structural features of family background (e.g. social class, entitlement to Free School Meals
(FSMs) and home ownership).
2.	Dynamic aspects of the family context (e.g. parental involvement in school, parents’ educational
aspirations for their child, and provision of material resources such as a home computer).
3.	Motivational factors (e.g. pupils’ educational aspirations, frequency of completing homework,
academic self concept, and attitude to school) and risk factors (e.g. special educational needs,
truancy, and exclusion).
4.	School context (e.g. school type, mixed/coeducational status, admissions policy, percentage
of pupils entitled to FSMs, and location of school).
Strand notes that Pakistani and Bangladeshi underachievement can be explained in terms of their social
and economic disadvantages such as low-pay, unemployment, and reliance on state benefits. However,
these could not account for the low attainment of the African-Caribbean group.

Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
secondary data to investigate the educational achievement of minority ethnic groups. (20 marks)
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of
using secondary data to investigate the educational achievement of minority ethnic
groups. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example in the
form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer relating
solely to the issue of the educational achievement of minority ethnic groups. Analysis and evaluation will
be very limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected method. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with this method.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected method and will
apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one
or more strengths and/or limitations to the educational achievement of minority ethnic groups. There
will be some limited explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief reference to
methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected method in investigating the
educational achievement of minority ethnic groups. This will be accurately and sensitively interpreted
and applied to the demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected method and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere in
an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating the educational achievement of minority
ethnic groups will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns: political
sensitivity of issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. teachers’ power and
status; pupils’ vulnerability and communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more thorough.
Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences
will be rewarded.
Secondary data:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: types of secondary data, original purposes,
authenticity, access, availability, privacy, categorisation, political manipulation, social construction,
comparability, time, cost
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Since the early 1990s in Britain, Indian, Pakistani and
Bangladeshi young women have all increased their participation in higher
education more rapidly than White women.
C O N T E X T

A total of 53.9 per cent of Indian women
under 30 have degrees compared with
29.7 per cent of White women in the
same age group. However, only 25.6 per
cent of young Pakistani women and 15.5
per cent of Bangladeshi women under
30 have degrees. Consequently, South
Asian women, especially Bangladeshi
and Pakistani women, remain among the
most excluded and lowest-paid sections
of the labour force. For example, in 2001,
over 40 per cent of Bangladeshi women
without degrees were unemployed

compared with only 6.7 per cent of
White women. Moreover, Bangladeshi
and Pakistani female graduates go on
to experience inequality in the labour
market – for example, Pakistani and
Bangladeshi female graduates are less
likely to be employed in professional
and managerial jobs than those from
White and Indian backgrounds.
This research aimed to examine
South Asian women’s experiences
of higher education, and the

links to key debates
Other studies concerning Asian girls in secondary education such as those by
Connolly (1998) and Wright (1992), also argue that teachers often overlook South
Asian girls because they view them in terms of a passive stereotype and are,
consequently, less interested in their progress than that of White girls. However,
the study does note that educational researchers cannot ignore the influence
of both material and cultural factors when investigating and explaining the
underachievement of some Asian groups.
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continuing barriers they face in
getting to university and then, after
graduation, into the labour market.

find out more
Bagguley, P. and Hussain, Y. (2007) The
Role of Higher Education in Providing
Opportunities for South Asian Women.
York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
Read the full report at www.jrf.org.
uk/sites/files/jrf/1997-educationethnicity-poverty.pdf
Connolly, P. (1998) Racism, Gender
Identities and Young Children. London:
Routledge
Wright, C. (1992) ’Early Education:
Multi-Racial Primary Classrooms’ in
Gill, D., Mayor, B. and Blair. M. (eds.)
Racism and Education: Structures and
Strategies. London: Sage
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Methods
The research team interviewed a
total of 114 young women. Of these,
51 were Pakistani, 37 Indian and 26
Bangladeshi. Around a third of the
respondents were still in the sixth form
(39), a third were attending Leeds or
Birmingham Universities (43) and a
third were recent graduates (32).
Two research sites – Birmingham
and Leeds – were chosen after
an examination of data from the
2001 Census of Population and a
consideration of the types of university
located in the cities. Both Leeds
and Birmingham have high-status
traditional universities as well as
large ‘new’ universities. The majority
of interviews took place in Leeds.
Potential respondents were
approached in a variety of ways.
Purposive sampling was initially used
in that undergraduates and current
sixth-formers were approached
in the public, social areas of their
institutions. Bangladeshi students
and recent graduates were contacted
through local community centres. The
samples were then further boosted
through snowball sampling. The
women were interviewed in places
of their own choosing and remained
anonymous, although they were asked
to choose their own pseudonyms.
The interviews aimed to capture
qualitative data about respondents’
views and experiences of education and,
especially, how particular factors such
as culture, religion, family, schooling
and racism impacted on their identity
as students, their aspirations for higher
education, and their future careers.
In addition, the researchers consulted
a wide range of official statistical
sources that could tell them what was
happening nationally in relation to
South Asian women’s education and
employment. These included the Census
of Population and the University and
Colleges Admission Service (UCAS).
A small sample of ‘widening
participation’ and careers-service staff in
universities were also interviewed about
their policy and practice in relation
to South Asian women. These ranged
from those who had worked with
South Asian students for some time, to
those who had very limited knowledge
and understanding of this group.
Key Studies in Education: Methods in Context
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f i n d i n g s

The study found that young Indian and Pakistani
women were more likely to apply to, and get to,
university than young White women, while young
Bangladeshi women were less likely to do both.
Indian women often spoke of a natural progression
into higher education that was assumed by both their
parents and their schools.
However, for Bangladeshi and Pakistani
women, progression to university
was not assumed by their schools,
despite support from parents.
Aspirations to higher education for
Pakistani and Bangladeshi women were
often complicated by cultural pressures,
especially the focus on marriage that was
central to the plans of Bangladeshi and
Pakistani young women. Many had to
negotiate decisions around marriage and
the expectations of their parents. A few had
actually married before going to university
while others saw marriage as a risk that
could disrupt their education at any point.
However most had deferred their marriage
until they their degrees were completed.
Almost all of the non-Muslim Indian
students currently at university appeared
to have had the option of leaving home.

However, Muslim young women found
that any aspiration to study away from
home required considerable negotiation
with their parents. Many Muslim students
consequently studied at a local university
in order to placate their parents’ concerns
about morality, being in the company of
men and their family honour or ‘izzat’.
Finally, the respondents were often very
critical of some staff in schools who had
shown a lack of interest in South Asian
pupils. Many had either encountered or
heard about teachers who did not take the
education of Bangladeshi and Pakistani
women seriously. This minority of teachers
assumed, often quite openly, that South
Asian women’s education was going to
be a waste of time as they were destined
for marriage and motherhood rather
than for academic study and a career.

e v a l u a t i on
The main sampling technique –
purposive sampling – was appropriate for
the aims of the study as the researchers
needed to recruit particular types of
student. However, snowball sampling can
produce an atypical sample in that the
participants recruited may not be objective
– they may have an active interest in
the topic of research and therefore hold
strong views. The research team may have
obtained a more representative sample
by using a random method of sampling
across the whole of the university system.
However, there were signs of high
levels of reliability in the design of
the interview schedule. The interviews
carried out in Birmingham were intended
to validate the Leeds findings. In fact,
the researchers found no noticeable
differences between the two cities.
Furthermore, the fact that the majority
of the interviews were carried out by
Asian females probably increased levels

of trust and rapport. It is likely that the
women felt they had a true opportunity
to present their own interpretation
of their educational experiences. The
relatively open nature of the questions
meant that both the interviewer and
respondent could react flexibly to the
way the conversation flowed, and much
of the data is presented in the words
of the respondents. All of these factors
are likely to have increased validity.
On a more cautious note, sociologists
can never be quite sure that all
respondents are interpreting and
understanding their questions in the same
way. There is also the danger that the
interviewee may feel threatened because
they are unsure whether the data will be
used against them in some way. However,
the stress on anonymity and the fact
that interviewers had a similar status to
the interviewees – Asian and female –
may have minimised this possibility.
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Vocabulary list
Here is a list of some words and phrases used in the summary. Below are the definitions
of those words and phrases. Match the word or phrase to the correct definition
Word/phrase

Meaning

1. South Asian
2. Purposive sampling
3. Snowball sampling
4. Pseudonyms
5. ‘Widening participation’
6. Izzat
7. Atypical
8. Objective
9. Random sampling
10. Reliability
11. Rapport
12. Validity

Definitions
• Having no personal biases
• Where each potential
respondent has an equal
chance of being selected
• Broad term to describe
people whose origins are in
the Indian sub-continent
• False names
• Quality of data that is
truthful and accurate
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• Scheme aimed at increasing
the numbers of university
students from minority
ethnic and workingclass backgrounds
• Honour or respect
• Selecting research
participants on the basis
of their ability to move
the research forward

• A friendly working
relationship
• Method of sampling
hard-to-access groups
where one respondent
provides an introduction
to another, and so on
• Quality of data that can be
replicated and checked

• Not typical
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True or false?
Decide whether the statements below are true or false. Then check your answers by looking at
the study. Add the correct information and/or more detail in the right-hand column.

 

Statement

Comment

1. In the UK, over half of all Indian
women under 30 have a degree
2. In the UK, less than 20% of all
Bangladeshi women have a degree
3. Over 100 women from White and South
Asian backgrounds were interviewed
4. Some respondents were
still in the sixth form
5. Most of the respondents were
from Pakistani backgrounds
6. Most of the interviews took
place in Birmingham
7. The research makes use of both
qualitative and quantitative data
8. Young Indian and Pakistani women
were more likely to go to university
than young White women
9. For Bangladeshi and Pakistani
young women, cultural pressure
from families often complicated
the decision to go university
10. Many young female Muslim students
studied at a local university
11. The respondents felt that teachers
had always been very helpful
12. Most of the interviews were
carried out by Asian females

Answers to True or False quizzes at end of book
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Questions
The study
1. What evidence is there of South Asian females’ increased participation in higher education?
2.	What evidence is there that ‘South Asian women, especially Bangladeshi and Pakistani
women, remain among the most excluded and lowest-paid sections of the labour force’?
3. What were the cultural pressures on young Pakistani and Bangladeshi women?
4. Why did many Muslim young women choose to study at a local university?
5. In what way were the respondents critical of some teachers and schools?

The methods
6. Explain why the research took place in Birmingham and Leeds.
7. What efforts were made to produce a high level of validity in the interviews?
8. Why were some official statistics also used in the research?
9.	To what extent do you think the sample interviewed is representative of the sample
population as a whole?

Methods in context question
Item A
Investigating the educational opportunities of South Asian young women
Bagguley and Hussain aimed to examine South Asian women’s experiences of higher
education and the continuing barriers they face in getting to university and then, after
graduation, into the labour market.
The research team interviewed a total of 114 young women. Of these, 51 were Pakistani, 37
Indian and 26 Bangladeshi. Around a third of the respondents were still in the sixth form
(39), a third were attending Leeds or Birmingham Universities (43) and a third were recent
graduates (32). The women were interviewed in places of their own choosing and remained
anonymous, although they were asked to choose their own pseudonyms.
The interviews aimed to capture qualitative data about respondents’ views and experiences
of education and, especially, how particular factors such as culture, religion, family, schooling
and racism impacted on their identity as students, their aspirations for higher education, and
their future careers. Most of the interviewers were Asian and female.
Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using qualitative
interviews to investigate the educational opportunities of South Asian young women. (20 marks)
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Mark scheme for methods in context question
b. Using material from Item A and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of using
qualitative interviews to investigate the educational opportunities of South Asian young
women. (20 marks)
0

No relevant points.

1-7	Answers in this band will show only very limited interpretation, application, analysis or evaluation and
will show only limited knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, this may be one or two very insubstantial points about methods in general or some
material ineffectually recycled from Item A, with little understanding of relevant issues.
Higher in the band, answers will show limited, undeveloped sociological knowledge, for example
in the form of a few insubstantial sociological points about the selected method, or offer an answer
relating solely to the issue of the educational opportunities of South Asian young women. Analysis and
evaluation will be very limited or non-existent.
8-15	Answers in this band will show some reasonable interpretation, application, analysis and/or evaluation
and will show reasonable knowledge and understanding.
Lower in the band, some potentially relevant material will be presented, offering a broadly accurate
account of the strengths and/or limitations of the selected method. Candidates may begin to apply these
to the study of education. Some less focused material may also appear, for example lengthy, descriptive
accounts of issues with this method.
Higher in the band, knowledge and understanding of material will be broader and/or deeper. The
answer will deal specifically with a range of strengths and limitations of the selected method and will
apply some of these to the study of education. To access 14 or 15 marks, the answer will apply one or
more strengths and/or limitations to investigating the educational opportunities of South Asian young
women. There will be some limited explicit analysis and/or evaluation, for example through some brief
reference to methodological issues.
16-20 	In this band, interpretation, application, analysis and evaluation will be explicit and relevant, and
answers will show sound, conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding of sociological material,
drawn from Item A and elsewhere, concerning the usefulness of the selected method in investigating
the educational opportunities of South Asian young women. This will be accurately and sensitively
interpreted and applied to the demands of the question.
	Answers will present the strengths and limitations of the selected method and discuss them in some
detail. These will be interpreted and applied to the research issues identified in Item A and elsewhere
in an explicit manner. Research concerns relating to investigating the educational opportunities of South
Asian young women will appear. These could include the following and/or other relevant concerns:
political sensitivity of issues, research characteristics of potential research subjects (e.g. teachers’ power
and status; pupils’ vulnerability and communication skills), and schools as a research environment.
	Analysis and evaluation may be developed through the concepts of reliability, representativeness or
validity, or through linkage to methodology. Explicit analysis and evaluation may also be shown through
direct comparison with other methods.
	Lower in the band, answers may consider a more limited range of material or may occasionally lack
focus or structure and evaluation may be less developed.
	Higher in the band, interpretation and application will be more fully focused, and evaluation more thorough.
Answers may show a clear rationale in the organisation of material leading to a distinct conclusion.
	NB: Candidates (in any band) who make relevant reference to their own research experiences
will be rewarded.
Qualitative interviews:
Strengths and limitations may include issues such as: interviewer bias, social desirability, gaining
informed consent, responsibilities to participants, sensitivity, access to subjective meanings,
insight, comparability, generalisability, access, time, cost
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Answers to True/False questions
Cultural capital as an explanation of the variation in participation in higher education
1✖ 2✓ 3✓ 4✖ 5✓ 6✖ 7✓ 8✖ 9✓ 10✓ 11✖ 12✖

Low income pupils in high performing comprehensive schools
1✓ 2✖ 3✖ 4✓ 5✖ 6✓ 7✓ 8✖ 9✓ 10✓

The impact of poverty on young children’s experience of school
1✖ 2✖ 3✖ 4✓ 5✓ 6✓ 7✖ 8✓ 9✖ 10✖

Teachers, social class and underachievement
1✖ 2✓ 3✓ 4✖ 5✓ 6✖ 7✓ 8✖ 9✓ 10✓ 11✖ 12✖

Class, gender, (hetero) sexuality, and schooling
1✖ 2✓ 3✓ 4✖ 5✖ 6✓ 7✓ 8✓ 9✖ 10✓ 11✓ 12✖ 13✖ 14✓

Working-class boys, educational success and the misrecognition of working-class culture
1✖ 2✓ 3✖ 4✓ 5✖ 6✖ 7✖ 8✓ 9✖ 10✓ 11✓ 12✓

Gender equality in work experience placements for young people
1✓ 2✖ 3✓ 4✖ 5✖ 6✓ 7✓ 8✖ 9✓

Investigating gender as a factor in primary pupil−teacher relations and perceptions
1✖ 2✖ 3✖ 4✓ 5✓ 6✖ 7✓ 8✖ 9✓ 10✖

Minority ethnic pupils in the longitudinal study of young people in England
1✓ 2✓ 3✖ 4✖ 5✖ 6✓ 7✓ 8✓ 9✓ 10✖ 11✖

The role of higher education in providing opportunities for South Asian women
1✓ 2✓ 3✖ 4✓ 5✓ 6✖ 7✓ 8✓ 9✓ 10✓ 11✖ 12✓
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