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Foreword

A genceration ago, social scientists who worked in the ficld of education, were,
in the main, concerned with such matters as social class and educational
opportunity. In those scemingly distant days. the operation of the T Plus
Examination and the differential rates of “staving on at school™, provided a rich
ficld of enquiry for social scientists, most especially as that field carried with
it important implications for the development of social policy in the feld of
cducation. Overall. the issues appeared relatively cear. The crucial points of
selection within the educational system, operated in general terms in favour
of middle-class children, and though there were subtler forms of interpretation
that were from time 1o time investigated, for example, number of siblings,
region. child's date of birth and length of schooling were shown to be significant
facters in educational performance. the overall message relating to social class
wis consistent. The T Plus Examination, rates of staving on in secondary
cducation, entey into higher education, all favoured children from middle class
homes, and though there was some aitempt to look at gender differences,
these were not regarded at that time as of great significance in policy terms.
and matters of ethnicity seemed not o mater at all apart from some American
stuclies.

Ieowas essentially on the hasis of the social class and educational
opportunities stuclies that many of the educational changes of the 1900s were
implemented. Many of those changes were designed specifically in the hope
of remedving the social class inequalities that had been identified within the
edducational system. It is not the place here to dwell on those organizational
and administrative changes. but what can be said wias that by the tate 1900s
and carly 1970s, the social scientific study of education had broadened signifi-
cantly. away from matters relating to structure and acceess, towards the curricu-
lum and the internal organization of schools. Partly. at least. that move was
occasioned by the apparent suceess of the carlier social class studies in changing
policy. Over time, howsver, it became clear that those liberal reforms of the
1960 andd carly 19705, produced far less radical change than had originally
heen thought. The inexorable forees of social class still dominated educational
performance, and many of the supposed benefits and reforms affected rela-
tively few individuals. Moreover, other issues relating to gender and ethnicity
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Foreword

had, as aresult of social changes, toreed themselves upon the auention ot
social scientists and policy makers.

By the carly 1980s many of the reforms in education were diseredited as
they had failed 1o realize the aspiration of the 1960s. Throughout the 1980s
and into the 1990s in this country, a radical Conservative Government has
attempted 1o introduce e benefits of market forces into a range ot public
sector activities, and educiation was 1o he no exception. Clearly associated
with the benefits of market forees, is the coneept of parental choice. In classical
ceonomics, the operation of the market wias made possible by freedom of
information and freedom of movement. It seemed obvious to the Government
therefore, that one of the wavs forward in education was 1o introduce an
clement of market competition and to naake much more information available
to the public and, specifically, 1o parents about the organization and perform-
ance of schools, Tt scemaed sensible also 1o free” schools from the domination
of centralized Tocal authorities, and nutke s many of theny as independent as
possible of local hureaucracies. Thus, throughout the 1980s and cirly 1990,
GLvarieny of measures have been tiken. which have seemingly given to parents.
much more information about schoals, about the curriculum, about examination
performance and the financial standing of the schools. A the same time,
governors in the schools have been given much more practical and financial
independence to manage the affairs of the school in conjunction with the
headieacher and stadt. The key element in all of this. however, is the coneepl
of parental choice, Parents, it is assumed. know what is best tor their children.
Parents need 1o be well-intormed in order to make choices and will behave in
the best interests of their children, maost especially in secking out schools
which will be characterized by good order, successful weaching resulting in
good examination results, and with good records of pupils moving suceesstully
into higher education, further training or employment. Good schools will be
approved of by parents and Hlourish, others will not and will have to improve
or perish.

W hat the authors of this study have done, is 1o v to examine how that
process of parential choice might work in practice. it not on the ground. at least
in the virious living rooms of a range of homes. Miriam David, Anne West and

lane Ribbens, have paid particular attention to the role of mothers in making

secondiary school choices, and have identified as well as soctal class, gender
and ethnicity as important variables in the way that choices are exercised.
The conclusions of the study. Bised both on qualittive and quantitiive
datr. indicate that parents and mothers most especially, take their responsibilities
for choosing schools seriously. and that in many cases, the child is also involved
in some way. The concerns that the parents express, are indecd those that the
Government and policy makers may well find sensible, even attractive. Parents
want for their children. when choosing i school, the kinds of things which
those who mspired the most recent Tegislative changes seem to expedt them
O want. The problemy, however, is that timilies differ in their ability 1o find the
processes by which they might achieve those worthwhile objectives. The

11




Foreword

miessige that emerges from the study. indicates tat the differences that umilics
face when dealing with a variety of cconomic and social markets, is naintained
in this modificd form of the educational market. The better off the family, the
hetter educated the family, the more likeh they are 1o be able to successfully
realize their choices for their children. The study et is s modet of charity and
represents i good example of collaboration between two major educational
institutions, the London Schiool of Economics sid South Bank University.
Moreover, the study fits well into the range of work that has been developed
At South Bank University by Professor Miriam David and her team. The study
exemplifies the changing concern in social science and in the analysis of social
policy which has resulted in those fields being drawn hack 1o their concerns
of the 19108 and 1950~ The harder-nosed times of the 1980s and 1990s Tive

[, . [N L

given rise (o mnoreasing concern about aceess, opportunity and outcomes than
w.s the case 1 the sisties and seventies. This study represents an important
contribution o the analysis of those issues and is a further significant addition
to that body of work relating family values and life 1o social policy for which
south Bank University is hecoming noted.

Professor Gerald Bernbaum,
Vice-Chanceellor.

south Bank University.
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Contexts and Concepts: Parental
Choice or Chosen Parents?

Aims and Objectives

Aother's in charge of choice of school” was the Erening Standard headline
reporting on the offtcial results of our Leverhulme research project (11 May
1993). Indeed. our aim had been to explore who in the family context made
the choice of secondary schoot and also to look at how that choice was made
and or negotiated amongst various family members. We were particularly
interested in whether gender made a difference amongst parents and or children
about choice of school and the different factors that were taken into account by
families when thinking about the process of changing school from primary 1o
secondary. We were also interested in whether a range of social factors such as
social class. ethnicity and or race. or formal religious affiliation or belief affected
these processes and decisions, if such they were. In Choosing a Secondary
school: The Parents” and Pupils” Stories. we reported on our survey of primary
school parents and pupils in two London boroughs in the immediate post-1LEA
era and we produced our initial report for our funders. the Leverhulme Trust
(West, David. Hailes, Ribbens and Hind. 1993).

This book builds upon the quantitative analysis presented in the published
report and provides a more in-depth study of the parents and pupils. Ttis about
the ways in which familics go about the process of choosing schools and.
specifically. how parents make choices about the secondary schools to which
to send their children at the end of state primary schooling. We also took at
how the children are involved in the process of choosing. We do not look
the results of the process in terms of what happens when children go to their
secondary schools but we were rather more interested in the factors leading
up o the choice’.

We wanted to problematize the coneept of “choice” which has become a
key notion in current politics especially around consumerism. 1t is @ theme
which scems 1o be becoming increasingly important throughout Western so-
cicties, as Bjornberg observes.

14
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To a growing cxtent, women and men are adopting @ cultural model
of individual choice . . . The individual is to choose his her own options
in creating his her welfare, (1992, p. 6)

As a coneept, “choice” is integrally linked to the theme of “the individual” and
the ideology of “individualism® (Bellah et al.. 1985).

The self is not merely enabled to choose but obliged to construct a life
in terms of choices. its power and its values. Individuais are expected
to construct the course of their life as the outcome of such choices.
and to account for their lives in terms of the reasons for those choices.
(Rose, 1989, p. 227

Yet the coneept of cheice' glosses over a number of difficult underlying
dimensions, such that its blessings may in reality he quite mixed (Baker, 199-n.

We explore the choices made from a quantitative perspective and we
address the issues in a more qualitative vein, trying o shed light on the complex
processes and reasonings for the choices ultimately made. We are concerned
to show that making a choice, especially such a momentous one of a child’s
school, is not a simple decision but involves a complex set of issues and may
involve a variety of family members. Moreover. the question of what constitutes
a family” and therefore wlio is involved is no simple matter. Instead the notion
of family covers a diversity of social relationships, We are able to present some
of the basic quantitative factors but we also try to tease out the complexity of
the processes by illustrating the ways in which we tried to listen to family
members and analyse their feelings in a more qualitative fashion. We are
particularly concerned to go bevond some of the common-sense notions about
these processes, such as that reported in the fndependent on 18 November
1993 when discussing the new league tables of ali schools that “choice’ may
be based on ‘mother’s intuition’. although this may indeed be relevant.

This study then relies on a mixture of methods to illustrate our argument
that chioice is, in itsell a very complex topic and not one that is casily susceptible
to analysis or simple presentation of the issues. Moreover, it is further com-
plicated by the fact that families themselves are complex phenomena and may
he infinitely varied and not subject to simple quantitative analysis.

Outline of the Chapters

In this introductory chapter we outline the various contexts in which our study
wias set and we discuss the various approaches to studving the notion of
parental choice. In Chapter 1 we discuss the ways in which we selected our
methods for studying parental choice and then move on to discuss our selection
of schools, parents and pupils. In Chapter 2 we discuss the characteristics of
our sample of parents of target children’ in terms of social class. ethaic and
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Contexts and Concepls: Parental Choice or Chosen Parents?

family backgrounds and circunistances. We also raise their carlier education
and upbringing. In Chapter 3 we debate the question of who in the family
ook responsibility for the decision” about school choice and discuss the
relationships between parents and children over this matter. In Chapter -4 we
move on 1o ook at the ways in which parents were informed of the procedures
for transfer to secondary school from the Tast year of primary school and we
analyse their own approaches 1o looking at the processes and procedures,

In Chapter 5 we broaden our discussion to look at the reasons parents
offered for their choice of particular secondary schools, using evidence from
previous rescarch studies about the various possible factors that parents might
bring into consideration. such as academic performance. resulls or reputation
versus 2 child's happiness and the tocation of the school. In Chapter 0 we
discuss both the other side of the coin — factors that would militate against
parents selecting particular schools — and broader concerns, such as their
approachesto the issues of order and discipline. We present afengthy discussion
of discipline because this was one issue of salience to all parents. although the
way it was considered varied amongst parents.

In Chapter T we widen our discussion even more 1o consider the ways in
which the parents used their own prior experiences of schooling and education
o inform their consideration. We also address their current political” and
cducational concerns and their hopes and expectations for thedr children’s
futures. In Chapter 8, we consider the pupils™ own: perspectives and stories
about their views of. and involvement in. the processes of “choice’. Finally, in
Chapter 9. the conclusion, we draw together the many threads and try to reach
some conclusions about the ways in which we now understand the processes
of school choice and the responsibilities for selection or decision-miaking
amongst and within familics.

The Various Contexts for the Research Study

The study is set in a number of important contexts: it is based on two local
education authorities (LEAs) in post-ILEA (Inner London Education Authority)
London and took place at a time of major change in national cducational
policies towards more parental choice” of education in the carly 1990s. We
undertook the study 1o explore whether or not the current policy debates
about parental choice in- education. markets and consumerism were at all
salient o particular groups of parents and families in primary schools in inner
London at the time, We were also interested in the broader context of the
debates about policy changes.

On the one hand. policy issues about parental choice of school were
located in wider debates. raised by the Conservative government, about the
transformation of social and educational policies from public and state provision
and burcaucracy towards consumer chojce ina market situation. Indeed. the
ideological underpmnings of policy by the New Right administrations in the

16
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19805 andd carly 19908 focused speaifically on creating markets in public and
social services and transforming users into consumers” or ccustomers”. These
dehates were not confined 1o the British context but have their puarallels and
similarities in other western industrial or. rather. so-called postmodern societios.
s particularly the case that in the USAL Canada. Australia and New Zealand
questions of political and social citizenship and consumer choice are being
raised in the political arena, In some, i not all the countries cited. it has been
New Right administrations that have sparked the debates, especiallyv with respect
to education (Guthrie and Pierce, 1991 Ginsburg, 1992: Kenway of al.. 19930,
However, the wavs in which changes in public policy deliveny are being
transformed from public 1o private, voluniary, charitable or even family agencies
is not confined to educaiion but is @ vital characteristic of social and political
transformations in an intermational contest in the late twenticth century.

On the other haid, these debates were being riised by right-wing politicians
in Britain ata tine of major sociat and cconomic change. including particutarky
changes in family and cultas! diversity. These kinds of societal changes are
Also part of far wider social and ceonomic processes on g tansnational scale
and tend in the direction of individualism rather than collectivism. They aare
often dubbed as part of postmodernisnt or eritically appraised in this context
(Giddens, 1992 Ribbens, 1994 forthcoming: Tavlior-Gooby, 19941 They have
also been raised as aserious matter for political change by both New: Right
polincians and sociat erities in many industrial socicties (Berger and Berger.
108 £ Halsev. 1992 Davies, 1993,

We hope. theretore, to contextualize our relatively snualt-scale and detailed
studdy of parental choice of state schooling in these wider discussions :bout
social fragmentation, individualism and consumerism in postunodern societies.
We also aim 1o address their implications for social and educational policies
and practices as well as the more theoretical relationships and linkages.

The Political and Social Scientific Rescarch Context

In Britain. there has been a great deal of academic social scientific, as well as
media interest in the policy developments of the 19808 and carly 1990,
particularly around educational retorme. The media, for instance, have tended
to focus on the questions about changing national policies in order o improve
cducational stndards, They have also become involved in the processes of
contributing to the wider political and policy debates by producing their own
feague tables of schools tand other educational institutions as well as other
social or public policy institutions ) to aid the processes of educational choice
and decision-making. In fact, there has developed a complex interplay between
media and government over how hest to judge educational standards and
achicvements and contribute 1o the processes of decision-making in familics.
Morcover. the media have begun to play a part in deciding what constitutes
educational standards, which are as much to do with judging the performance

17
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of educational institutions through their teaching staff as they-are with judging
the performance of pupils students and atempting to raise their educational
standlrds,

Nevertheless, the league tibles in the press do not seenm o lave contributed
significantly 1o changing practices in that they have mainly been produced in
the quatity rather than wbloid press and have focused on middle-class vitlues
and aspirtions. To that extent. they have also tended to coneentrate on high
levels of public examination attainment in both the public and private sectors
Cpanticularly selective schools) and have not focused onthe processes of
secondary schooling. In other words. they have been concerned with speaifying
exaumination results for GESE e A levels, on the assampnon that parents are
most concerned with academic results as o basis for choosing scheols. This Tas
been fuelled by the government whao, in the 1992 Fducation Act, required the
production of media presented deagae tbles” of both examination resalts and
truancy rtes of schools from 1993 onwards.

Framination results are one of the main issues relating 1o how parents
choose schools that we will explore below in Chapter 5.1 is interesting. how-
ever. 1o note at this juncture that the debate about Teague tables has taken on
arecent new twist, in it the government his conceded their inappropriatencess
at certain ages and stages (namely ages = and o, given the reports of Sir Ron
Dering. the Chairmun of the School Curriculum and Assessment Authority. He
had been invited by the Education Secrctiary on = April 1993 1o review the
scope of the national curriculum and its assessment and - testing system. 1n
other words, the question of examination results and league tables renyiins 2
thomy issue of debate that Tas been susceptible to pressure from: parents’
groups and governors, as well as teacher unions and teachers themselves.

Much of the academic social scientific debate about clinging educational
policies especially around choice and markets has, in Britain, focused upon
the context of the changing legislation, first in Scotland and Later in England. as
noted elsewhere Okebeth ef gl 1980: Adler ef al.. 1989: Coldron and Boulton.
1991 Glatter and Woods. 1993: David. 19931, Curiously. compared with social
cientific research in the previous period of social deniocracy. it is rather
administiatively dominated and not so concerned with social processes. But
rescarchers have also rised issues about the concept and implementation of
the notions of choice and the creation of markets and or quasi-nurkets in
cducation amongst other social policy issues (Bowe and Ball. 1993: Le Grand
of ol 1993 Ball. 19930, As a result of this kind of detailed analysis and approach
there is now @ good deal of evidence about aspects of the processes of change
and choice over different levels and types of education in a number of arcas
and regions of Britain and the UK and in contrast to other industrial societies.
As o prelude 1o condacting this research study, David emburked upon a
wide-ranging revies of the literature and debates about policy developments
which summarizes @ great deal of this evidenee and to which we will have
oceasion o return (David, 19933,

There has, however, been very little concern about the impact of these
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changes on families and those in different or changing socio-economic or
cultural circumstances (David, 1993). Indeed. most of the research has only
raised the issue of the impact of changes on the parents through LEAs and
schools, whether LEA maintained or financed directly from central government
or through a partnership between business. and whether primary or secondary
schools. Much of it focuses on the management of the change process from
the point of view of cither educators or education managers and administrators.
It is highly specialized and largely linked to managerial or bureaucratic questions
of a specific kind (Edwards et al.. 1989: Glatter and Woods, 1993),

We set out to try to reverse this kind of approach and look at what
parents thought about choice and the processes to which they were subjected
when their children were in the final year of state primary school. Given the
burgeoning educational research, it is curious that little of it has emphasized
these questions or “problematized’ notions of parents. consumers or choice.
However. that may have 1o do with the fact that the taditional focus of
ceducational research has been on educational effectiveness and the emphasis
is therefore on the role and workings of the educational institution rather than
the perspectives of family members Mortimore of af.. 1988: David, 1993: David
et al.. 1992). Indeed. this is a common feature of rescarch around family issues:
it is the policy agenda and resulting perspective that predominates. while the
agendas of family members themselves go unrecognized.

We were also particularly interested in the concept of the family and
the wavs in which family and cultural diversity might influence the processes
that went on at home as well as at school — the various interactions between
maothers and fathers and their children. We also knew that in London, especially
the inner London boroughs, there is evidence of a great variety of family patterns
and cultures, particularly as mediated by religion and ethnicity and or race.
This kind of evidence has emerged from surveys commissioned in the days of
the ILEA (Hargreaves, 1984 Thomas, 1985), It has also been the subject of
much academic analysis and scruting (Brannen and Moss, 1991: Joshi, 1991;
Solomos, 1993).

Moreover, we knew that while there has been considerable continuity in

certain aspects of family life there have also been rends away from traditional
nuclear families towards different family houscholds, reconstituted families
and towards an increase in lone parent families, particularly lone: single mother

families and ones in which there are considerable amounts of maternal
cmployment (Brannen and Moss, 1991 Wicks, 1991: David. 1993). We were
cager to explore whether these had any effects on the processes and patterns
of choice and decision-making in families over schools. We were particularly
concerned with whether or not the policy changes were having any impact on
the lives of parents, especially mothers, in difficult and straitened circumstances.
We were surprised that. despite the massive numbers of particular research
studies on parenta) choice. none had thought to “problematize” the coneept of
parent in terms of gender, race ethnicity or family context. It remained the
case that all the studies addressed the question of family and parents through
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social class and. or ethnicity only by means of socio-economic indicators such
as parental or family background or circumstances (David, 1993 Ball, 1993).

Al 2 more theoretical level we were also interested in the extent to which
changes in family structures. contexts, such as lone parenthood or reconstituted
families. and characteristics, such as race and.or ethnicity. affected the traditional
notions of social class influences on education. We wanted to explore the
meanings of education and schooling for a particular group of parents at whit
has traditionally been considered a time of decision-making. Was it in fact the
case that parents — cither mothers or fathers — give a great deal of consider-
ation 10 different factors over the choice of a secondary school for their child?
Or was it more @ matter of the parents — mothers and. or fathers — secing the
processes of education and schooling as contributing, refatively automatically.
to the types of school to which a child moves from the primary to secondary
school stage?

The ERA and the Current Research

The current research was carried out after the passing of the 1988 Educational
Reform Act (ERA), well before the magjor” changes towards more markets and
consumerism in cducition. The ERA 1988 built upon the 1981 Education Act
in respect of parental choice. The tater had allowed for parental preference of
school but in the context of the LEA's efficient use of resources which also
included the setting of “planned admission levels” to LEA schools to balance
size within the locality. It also altowed for the publication of school prospectuses
and information about schools 1o assist with the expression of parental
preferences. This itself had built upon the 19-+4 Education Act and its subsequent
amending legistation 1o ensure that parental wishes were met and children
cducated according to their ages. aptitudes and abilities. but in the context of
efficient use of public resources. John Patten. the Secretary of State for Education,
and author of the White Paper entitted Choice ¢id Diversity: A New Framework

Jor Schools. described the prehistory of educational policy prior 1o the 1980s

as one of “deadening uniformity” (1992 Cm 202D In other words, he contrasts
public burcaucracies with internal markets in education. or what Le Grand has
recently called quasi-markets (Le Grand ef al.. 1993).

Thus the ERA of 1988, in his view and that of the government. widened
the notion of parental choice by creating a range of different types of school.
in addition to private or independent schools and the local authority system
of schooling of state-maintained or voluntary-aided or controlled schools, it
allowed for schools to “opt out” of local education authority (LEA) control and
become “grant-maintained’ schools (GMSs) and it also allowed for city
technology cotleges (CTCs) 1o be established. Moreover. it changed the nature
or character of those schools remaining within the local authority ambit. 1t
abotished the notion of planned admission levels (which targets numbers at
lower than full physicat capacity) and replaced it with the idea of open
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enrolment” whereby schools are required to aceept @ higher number of
applicants, with the wamber limited only by physical space. However, rescarch
by Morris (1993) points out that there is a great diversity of assessments of
school capacity and LEA officers are “greatly concerned at the continuation of
three or four quite separate methods of caleulating it

It also required LEAs and schools to publish more extensive information
through hooklets ete., as a basis on which schools could be chosen. State
schools themsehves became more autonomous from the LEA through financial
and managerial changes and delegation of funding of schools through local
ninagement of sehools (LMS). Most important with respect to parental choice,
however, was the idea that parents, through a parental hallot of the parental
body. could be involved in the decision about whether a school should remain
in LEA control or become grant-maintained and funded by central rather than
local government.

These various and varied chianges were quite complex and the process of
creating grant-maintained schools was rather burcaucratic, Research by Halpin
of al (199D and Fitz (199D has revealed how slow the changes have been.
But the balance of power between parents and schools — at least n theory,
as far as ¢hoice of school is concerned — has altered considerably in the
divection of parents as the significant, it not main, decision-makers. In any
event, these changes in organization have been accompanied by massive
changes in the carriculum and the assessment of pupils through the national
curriculum and assessment within state primary and secondary schools. also
preseribed in the 19838 ERAL The focus of the 1988 Education Reform At was
not only on organizational change but also on changes in pedagogy: a combined
process that has been characterized as 'market forees versus central control’
Whitty ¢(1990 (Lawton of af.. 1987; Ranson, 1990). We chose, however. to start
our study of changes in educational organization in this period of massive
cducational as well as other organizational changes.

1t is only subsequently that organizational changes and the more extensive
creation of consumerism and markets in education have become the paramount
issues in educational reform cLawton ef al., 1987 Ranson, 1990). These massive
chianges in educational policy, away from local government support for schools
towards a variety of different types of school funding, or what have heen
called quasi-markets, have now been seen as the centrat feature of educational
reform (e Grand, 1991 Thus our study was designed hefore Major replaced
Fhateher as Prime Minister and started upon his policy of consumerism through
the Citizen's Charter in 1991 (Page and Baldock. 1993, [t therefore predated
the Parent’s Charter for Education. entitled You and Your Child's Education
C1O91) and the spate of subsequent legislation that was atendant on this,
nameldy the 1992 Education (Schools)y Act. the White Paper Chaoice and Diversity:
A News Fraomercork for Schools tCm 2021, 1992y and its subsequent legiskuion,
name'v the 1993 Education (Schools) Act. Taken together, all these subsequent
developments create @ new systent of markets and customers in education
and all other social policies (Ranson, 1993: David, 1993b: Tritter, 19943,
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Nevertheless, given our methods and approach we hope to be able to shed
light on the key issues for families in changing circumstances about choices of
education.

Conceptual Issues about the Study of Parental Choice of
Secondary School

Before designing our study we decided to look further at two sets of questions
about the concept of “choice’ fisst, can parents indeed be regarded as consumers
in relation to their chitdren's education and second. what is choice and diversity?
The notion of parents making choices — to assert their wishes with regards to
their children's education — requires some careful analysis to consider its
meaning and relevance. For example, as Bell and Macheth (1989) point out,
in theory, whenever children attend school at all, parents have “chosen’ to
send them sinee they do have the right to educate them otherwise™. However.
it is hard to defend this usage of “choice’ when parents themselves may be
unaware of, or unable to activate, any such alternative. Is it also stretching
the notion of “choice” too far to apply it 1o sitwations where a child is sent to
the third or fourth school hsted by the parents (Macheth 19867 Thus the
University of Glasgow study (1985) preferred 1o use the term “placement” as
the overarching term, potentially covering processes that could be variously
described as choice, allocation and selection,

What is it that parents are choosing between? Is there any real sense of
choice and i so. what is its nature? Choices could cover a whole variety of
cducational matters, from choosing between schools attended, to issues within
the school itself such as the subjects taught. the teaching methods used. or the
individuals who do the teaching (Nault and Uchitette, 1982; Macheth et al.
1981 Raywid. 1985). Here we shall concentrate only on choice between different
secondary schools.

The concept of choice is also intimately linked 1o that of diversity. as the
sovernment ackrowledged with the tide of the White Paper as a prelude to
the 1993 Education Act. But there are various other conceptual arguments to
he made about diversity and nationat integration cohesiveness (¢f Hirschman.
1981 Crittenden, 1988). How far are parents choosing between spam, spam
and spam? Echols ef al. (1990) found that in Scotland:

Choice among state schools also increased with the options for choice,
other things being equal . .. The options tor choice explained a farger
fraction of the variation in choice among state schools thun of the
variation in choice of the private sector. (p. 215)

If parents do not want spam. can they gain financial support for something

other than spam? Bell and Macheth (1989 distinguish between sweak™ and
strong” choices, pointing out that the UK has in the past tended to provide
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weak choices, where someone else decides the options available. This may be
contrasted with. for example, Denmark and the Netherlands, where parents
can set up their own schools and get government funding for them (Macbeth
et al. 1984 Bel and Macbheth, 1989), Thus, parents can ereate their own
aternative forms of schooling if they so wish. This is now becoming an option
that the government wishes to encourage (Bowe and Ball 19920 Whitty ef al..
1993). Akicheth ef al (1980) distinguish broad variations in the policies within
the European Community towards school choice from:

e full choice twhere schools have to adjust to accommodate everyone
who wants to attend. for example Belgium, although parents cannol
Later change their minds ence the school year has started). through

e filling the gaps (where schools have 1o grant a place to those who
apply i there are spaces available within the school, for example
England and Wales), to

o choice at the discretion of the local autherity. without any national
rules laid down tfor example Denmark).

Crittenden €1988), however. points out that the existence of alternative schools
may not just reflect a straightforward response 1o parental demands for diversity.
being strongly affected also by pressure led by local community leaders. for
example. of particular religious or ethnic groups: “The existence of an ethnic
group’s schools may depend more on the effort of its leaders to preserve the
group’s identity and vitality than on the wishes of parents” (1988, p. 0). Options
may also be strongly affected by other practical issues. not just legislation and
policy decisions, Thus geography may be highly significant. either by effectively
ruling out any alternatives to the nearest school tUniversity of Glasgow. 1985).
or by providing a vast array of alternatives. as where parents in New York City
can choose between some 300 different magnet programmes in more than 90
different buildings ¢ Jackson and Cooper, 1989, p. 208),

Economic factors miy also be highly significant in limiting ¢hoices. not
only in relation 1o paying school fees but also in refation 1o transport costs. for
both state and private sectors of schooling (Darling-Hammond ef al.. 1985;
stillman and Maychell, 1986). For the majority of parents, proximity is crucial.
particularly at the primary stage (see West. 1994 for a review of recent research.
alongside a number of other issues — for example. the perceived. academic
record of the school. the perceived discipline in the school. the child wanting
to go there (West and Vardaam. 1991 and Tocal contacts via children’s siblings
or friends (see for example. Coldron and Boulton. 1991). Consequently. they
cannot be regarded as necessarily choosing between a great variety of options,
Rather. for many parents. there is a tendeney to stay with alocal school. unless
this tendeney is overridden by very strong reasons for rejecting the school
(discussed further below). The other side of this particular coin though. is the
anger expressed i parental choice asserted by other out-of-arca parents prevents
attendance at the local school (strickland, 19910
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Another question 1o be addressed is whether or not the schools are also
engaged in a consumer-oriented production process. How far can schools

themselves be seen as responding 1o consumers? 1 parents are to be truly

acting as consumers, then administrators have to be truly acting as producers:
1o make their schools special. to reeruit openly and foreefully for parentinterest.
and 1o organize their schools in various ways to reflect focal markets” ¢ Jackson
and Cooper. 1989, p. 2091, But are schools both able and willing to respond
in this way 1o the exercise of parental choices? The contlict here is between
exit (e, consumer cconomic behaviour) and roice Goe. collective political
behavioun). in communicating 1o schools what it is parents actually want to
change about schools (Hirschman, 1981, Thus producers may not Kknow how
to respond 1o exit” hecause tis is 4 very imprecise form of communication.
Constmers may never have been offered what they really want in the first
place. and exit alone will not express this. A number of unconnected exity
from different schools may cancel cach other out overall. allowing parents to
exercise choice but failing to ever “voice' to the schools the reasons for the
vanous departures. Stillman and Maychell €1986) found that “in numerous LEAs
no information about why parents preferred some schools over others reached
cither the education officers or any of the schools themiselves” (p. 183). Whether
this is still the case, however. is by no means certain given the current pressure
to increase pupil numbers and henee funding.

Do parental choices actually have an effect ata collective level? There are
conflicting views here: Bell and Macbeth (1989) suggest that parental choice
his @ very minor effect on school rolls Cfor all but a sniall minority of schools’
p. 101, whereas Tweedie (1989) expresses considerable concern at the effects
on school rolls. Are schools able to change to suit parental choices? Headteachers
do not appear 1o think that they should change in this way in response to
parental preferences (University of Glasgow. 1985). In other words, is the
obverse of parental choice “chosen parents’. that is parents who are in some
way chosen” by the schools and or teachers? This is a point that Whitty ef al.
(1993) make strongly in relation o the creation of ¢ity technology colleges in
a chapter entitled Choosers or Chosen?”

it is possible for choices™ o be seen both as thredtening professional
autonomy by allowing parents 10 question professional judgments about a
child's education, but also as potentially enbancing professional empowerment
at the expense of administrators, as in the Minneapolis Southeast alternatives
project which combined choice with decentralization (Ravwid. 1983). Other
systems may seek various ways of combining parental choice with professional
expertise, as in Germany where children receive pre fessional assessments before
they transfer 1o secondary school, so that parents can be better informed in the
choices they then make (Macheth ef al. 1980). However, this issuce of the
relationship betw cen parental choice and professional authority is not alwavs
very well thought through, as Crittenden (1988) comments in relation 1o
Australian educational policies.

Yot another question o consider is whether parents are realistically
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desenbed asactive and assertive decision-making ‘choosers”. “Choice™ is a1 term
that denotes active decision-making ¢University of Glasgow. 19853, but how
far do parents regard themselves as having real scope for decision-miaking,
ad how far do they feel able to be assertively actuve consumers? I what
senses do they mactively choose™ I the procedure requires them to list sehools
in order of priority. how do they actually view this procedure — how many
schools do they actaally put down, do they actively prioritize all of them or
only the first one listed? I ihey know that i school tends to be oversubseribed,
do they sull actively consider it at all? 1 they put down the closest school. does
this mean that they have not really considered any alternatives? How far does
this dea of active choice necessarily reflect parental interest, that s, might
parents zol exercise dactive chojce but stll have considerable interest in the
child's schooling? In other words, how do we assess the existenee and signifi-
e ol non-choice”?

Placing requests do seem o relate to social class and parents” education,
Adthough there are also a high number of placing requests from the <killed
working-class groups (Naalt and Uchitelle, 19820 Echols of al, 199, Even
within the strictly defined sense of choice Liid down within the current Scottish
educational svsteme 3.5 per cent of the parents interview ed by Fchols of al.
(1990 were not sure whether or not they Dad exercised choice over their
child's seconditry school. On the other hand, stiliman and Mayvehell (1080)
found that ‘the act of filling inaforn stating a preference, regardless of whether
the choice is Detween similar or different schools, is sufficient 1o give the

feeling of having bheen offered a choice” (p 1540, Yet the pereentage of parents
who fele that they had been given e choice ranged from 20 to 81 per cent’

(p. 1871 Simply having a choice does seem o lead o a0 more active search
tor information about schools (Nault and Uchitelle, 1982,

Nevertheless, Hughes ef alo €1990) found that -5 per cent of primary
school parents interviewed found the whole idea of being a0 consumer of
cducation” to be a puzzling one. and halt the parents did not see themselves
in this way at all. Amongst those 34 per cent who siaw themiselves to some
extent” as consumers of education, there were various reservations expressed
in using the terme These included the feeling thatissertions of parental power
undermined the sense of trast between parent and teacher, and the view that
parents themselves are producers within the educational system: ot entirely
like huving i packet of hiscuits, vou're putting in as much as vou're taking out’
(parent quoted by Hughes of al 1990, p. 1o, There may thus be a desire to
work with and in response to teachers, rather than make denunds of them,
Bat also potentially asense of vulnerability in relition to teachers: -at present,
it T moan and groan it will be a rod for iy child's] back™ (parent quoted by
Hughes ef al, 1990, p.o 170

Certainly parents do not seent to regard themselves as powerful in relation
to schools. not least because they may feel they have limited knowledge of
what is actually happening to their children in daily school life (Ribbens, 1990
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spev. 1901 Evidence from studies of client rights in other contexts also suggest
that people may not use their rights 1o protect their owninterests, cither
through Tack of administrative skills. or through a fear ol antagonizing officials
treviewed by Tweedie, 1989, There is s degree of variation in the actual
procedures by which parents could express i choice, which refated to whether
LEAS had a policy of providing minimal or maximal choice to parents ¢Stillman
and Mavehell, 19801, How do parents and children understand the placement
procedure? How farare they aware of the choice and appeals procedures. and
of the criteria used toassign places in oversubscribed schoals? To which parental
characteristios does this awareness rekate?r Do parents believe they have any
redl choice in practice?

A more pragniatic set of questions also needs 1o be considered here. Does
the system actually permit choice in practice? Even within all these constraints.,
does e system actually fet parents dassert their choices when they try to do
<o 1l not. parents nay perhaps be better deseribed as expressing preferences
rather than nutking choices ¢Stillnum and Maychell, T986), The same point has
been nude by Morris €1993) in his study for the Association ol Mctropolitan
Authorities. stiilman and Maychell found that the vast majority tabout 86 per
cent) of parents who knew which school they wanted for their ¢hildren had
obtained a place at it vear ker, although swe stll do aot know how much
the peirents” choice had been conditioned by the LEAS arrangenments” (1986,
p. 187 More recently. press coverage suggests that the English system s
disappointing parents more than the Scottish system. where 90,7 per cent
of parents” school requests were granted in 1985 Chweedice, 1989, There lnis
heen, at least m Britin, o degree of variation in the published criteria for
dlocation of places in different areas (Stillnan and Maychell, 1980 The eriteria
actatlly used in practice 1o allocte places in oversubscribed schools seem to
e obscure or at best. highly variable, once the published allocation criteria
have lailed o reduce the numbers of candidates sufficiently (University of
Glasgow, 1983 Strickland, 19912, Even so. this could indecd be the intention
of the systen, if the aim s to really trean parental appeals individually (Stillnsn
and Mavehell 19800, But there is alack of official national statisties in England
and Wales o reveal in detail how policies are openting in practice. 1t s,
Noweser. worth noting, that the researcy cited above (orris, 1993, which
involved @ survey of LEAS to which 09 responded. did not demonstrate that
‘choice” was becoming more limited. Flowever, successful first prefeence has
been high and <o scope for improvement Tas been Timited: “Some decline of
numbers of suceesstul first preferences has occurred, notably in arban arcas’
(p. 290, He also found the numbers of appeals to be increasing, but the pro-
portions of successtul appeals to be declining,

Afurther set of pragmatic questions relates to how far the whole issue his
heen tocalized and the variabilities within this and the extent to which this
may e further extended. There is some evidenee of the significance of localized
historical sittions (Stillman and Mavchell, 1980: Echols ef al.. 1990
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local authorities ditfered enormously both in their educational policies
and their administration of school allocations and . .. the root of this
virtation seemed to lie in the existing variety of LEA procedures upon
which the 1980 Actand 1981 Regulations were superimposed. (Stillman
and Maychell, 1980, pp. S=m

Further, we need to consider the significance of Tocal netw orks and communities
in mediating parents” interactions with schools (Bell and Ribbens, 199+ Jackson
and Cooper, 19891 This may occeur in both directions, with such networks
acting as powerful influences shaping parents” pereeptions of schools (discussed
further belows, but also as significant channels which shape whether, and
how, parental voice is heard by the school te.g. as seen in the William Tyndale
dispute in Britain: David, 1978). Thus, Echols ¢f ¢l (1990) note the significance
in paiticular arcas of a concentration of educated parents who want to exercise
school choice,

There dre also interesting questions about how people decide to Tive in
particular arcas, what are their images of these arcas and how does this tie in
with the parental populations of particular schools? Ribbens, for example. has
experience of a particular primary school atracting a disproportionately high
number of parents of certain political persuasions, which seemed to be partly
to do with parents” perceptions of the type of community the school served.
Nault and Uchitelie €1982) suggest that in the particular localities they studied
in the USAL people had often moved into the arca because of the type of
community it was.

There are also considerations to be given to the different avenues of choice.
Ditferent income groups may exercise choice twhere they seck o do so) in
different forms such as through purchiase of education in a particular system
school talthough note that private education may represent an dhsence of
active choosing — Darting-Hammond ef ¢l 1985; Fox, 1983). through purchase
of housing in a particular area. or through the exercise of rights through the
legishative administrative svstem. Bell and Macheth €1989) point out that “the
legislation made the system marginally more egalitarian by opening up choice
to those who were not home-owners” (. 100, Darling-1Lunmond of al. (1985)
also found that in the USA the most active choosers were parents who sent
their children to state schools, with the choices exercised via their decisions
about where to live. while Tow-inconie parents sought to exercise choice through
alternatives made available by the state. This study also found a significant
relationship between the mother s educational Tevel and use of the residential
avenue for school choice. Thus, only 31 per cent of non-high school graduate
maothers had taken choice of public schooling inte account in their choice of
residence, compared with 72 per cent of college graduate mothiers. The linkage
between residence and choice of school may also operate in more complex
wavs,according to the wavs in which people, the type of Tocal community and
the school itselfinteract Gas discussed above). fronically, therefore, some of the
recent British disputes about giving priority to local children may represent
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a conflict between people who have sought to exercise choice through
alternative routes. that is cither by moving house into the preferred area and
then asserting the right of choice through proximity. or using the new legislation
1o challenge the priority bhased upon proximity.

Sallis (1988) discusses some of her own hesitations about assessing the
value of choice: ‘these bright but fragile baubles of choice and freedom whose
edges are so sharp when they shatter” (p. 282). Hirschman (1981) suggests that
economists have been over-inclined to favour exit rather than voice as a way
of achieving efficiency. and furthermore. that exit may have particular costs to
the consumer in some situations where exit may be very disruptive.

Given all the issues outlined above. parental choice may lead to advantages
for some schools. and for the minority of children whose parents make active
choices. by maintaining the rolls of such schools and boosting the atiinnients
of some such pupils. Thus parental choice in Scotland has operated overall in
the direction of older schools that had previously been selective. with a higher
socio-ecconomic intake (Echols ef al., 1990, Since there is i relationship between
individual ¢hildren's attainment tevels and the overall socio-cconomic composi-
tion of the pupil population of a school (known as the compositional effect).
Echols ¢f af. conclude that “Of itself. therefore, parental choice could tend to
benefit the attainment of the pupils who move, but without that movement's
raising average standards of atainment for all pupils” (p. 217). There may also
be real disadvantages for others. by increasing social segregation: between
schools.! and inequalities between individual children: “Our findings .. . confirm
the fundamental sociological tenet that voluntary individual behaviour is socially
structured in ways that reproduce inequalities between groups (Echols ef al.
1990, p. 218).

Parental choice can lead to increased social inequalities either by leaving
some children with reduced educationat opportunities in the schools that lose
pupils. or else by allowing other pupils access to a superior education that is
not open to all. Thus, diversity without open enrollment may lead to incqualitics
associated with restricted aceess, as with magnet schools in the USA (Raywid.
1985). such differential processes also do not operate in a vacuum. but may
exacerbate and increase already existing inequalities. It appears within varying
areus consistently to e parents of the ablest pupils who are most likely o
exercise choice. while marginal students may become isolated in alternatives
that become dumping grounds for the weakest” (Raywid. 1985, p. 162). The
different philosophical arguments for and against the values of parental fumily
authority as against state authority in the education of children are complex
and may at times be finely balanced (Crittenden. 1988). The ways in which
these issues are played out in practice may well vary in different countries
according to the detailed form of parental choice legiskation (Tweedic. 1989),
which determines the precise balance that is struck between individual choice
and collective needs. Thus. differences in legislation between England and
Wales on the one hand. and Scotland on the other hand. have led to a marked
difference in the extent to which the legislation has altered admissions policies
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in these countries: “Scottish authorities grant parents’ school requests even
though the pattern of requests has undermined the authorities” ability to provide
quality education in all their schools” (Tweedie, 1989, p. 182).

In a detailed study of the effects of this change in procedures in one area.
Tweedie concluded:

Their decision to refuse requests only when schools were filled o
cupateity thus excluded the Region's concerns for balancing enrollments,
building links between schools and their communities. and ensuring
that cach school had pupils with a full range of academic abilities . .
This Toss of pupils through parental choice occurred at schools that
served the more disadvantaged areas of the dity, 1t resulied in higher
per pupil costs and restricted curricula at these schools. CTweedie,
1989, p. 188)

The notion of parents as consumers may thus benefit o few and disadvantage
some others. Overalll however. the notion may simply be irrelevant to the
wavs in which many parents view their role. and may thus leave untouched
the issues that concern the majority about their children’s education.

Broader Matters in Relation to the Notion of Parental Choice

We may also raise broader questions about how the processes of choice”
occur — not just in relation to conceptual. political or administrative matters
but in relation to choice over time. What are the processes for families by
which placements or choices” actually oceur? First, we need to consider timing
and processes over a period. Inorelation o secondary school choices or
placements, how far does this follow on from and depend upon earlier decisions
mude about education, cither in relation 1o this child or other children in the
family household (for example. in terms of which primary school was atended ¥
At what pomnt in time are school choices or placements considered by parents?
Is it only at normal transfer age or at other times also? How early on do parents
start consciously to consider secondary school placement or selection?

scecond. we need to give consideration to who actually decides. How are
decisions made within the family: houscehold: what is the relative importance
of the various houscehold family members such as the child, mother, father and
sibhings? Macbeth e af (19863 suggest that the ulimate arguments for choice
must remain those of parental responsibility: for the child's education and
Loerty of conscience” (p. 300,

Yet the other side of responsibility is authority. and in this sense an
dlternative argament can be made, as o whether it is right to view children as
extensions of parental authority. Does this incline towards a view of children
ds the possessions of their parents, and if so, where does this leave the rights
of the children themselves as separate individuals (Baron ¢f af., 1931 discussed
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by Walford, 19917 Stillman and Maychell (1986) found that just over half the
parents did not discuss the choice with the child, even though children were
said to have strong views on the topic. but the child's own wishes do tend to
get cited as a significant issue by parents in a variety of studies. if not having
the final say (Elliot, 1981: Coldron and Boulton, 1991 West and Varkaam,
1991). However. there may be class differences here. as West (1992a. 19921
failed to find the child's own wishes conling up as an important factor in her
work that examined private school choice, and Ball ef al. (1994) found that for
working-class parents the child's wishes are more often decisive. while for
middle-class parents the child's input into the choice process is more limited.

Although in some studies children themselves appear to believe that their
own views do count significantly (Walford, 1991, other studies have found
that the children are active in the process of selecting a secondary school.
West ef al. (1991 for example. sought the views of pupils due to transfer to
high school and found that rwo-thirds of them reported that both they and
their parents chose the school, with nearly a fifth saving that they had made
the choice and 16 per cent saving that their parents had made the choice. It
seems likely. therefore. that there is a period of negotiation between child and
parents in most families, If children are acting as the consumers rather than
the parents, is this a good thing or a bad thing? Arguments can go both ways,
but in ecither case. is this what legislators really had in mind? As Walford notes,
there is little evidence for equating “popular” with “good™ in terms of parental
choices. and none at all in terms of the choices of ten year olds” (1991 p. 73y

There are also major considerations yver to be explicitly raised. concerning
the nature of the choice” and “decision-making’ process itself. We have already
noted Macheth's (1984) preference for the term placement” instead of the
word “choice™. as a more accurate and relevant deseription for the procedure
by which particutar children end up attending particular secondary schools.
The political rhetoric of parents as “consumers” implies freely acting agents,
collecting and evaluating information to be able to make a clear decision in the
heat interests of the child in the light of the available evidence. There are a
number of questions to ask here however, First. insofar as there are information
gathering activities undertaken, what kinds of information do pagents seek and
through what routes: who else is consulted? What part do exam results play
in the judgments parents make, for example? Second. and more fundamentally.
how far is the decision-making process a rational, purposive and strategic
activity at all, and how far a more impressionistic and slowly evolving process
such as through discussion via the grapevine”, or children’s peer group ideas?
There is now substantial rescarch (to which our own findings contribute) to
show that the placement decision oceurs s part of a much wider network of
social interactions, particularly between parents and children in general in the
locality. interactions which are used both as a source of information and 4
source of more mmpressionistic judgments about the reputations” of schools.
Third, what is the relevant time-scale in all this? 1IF we concentrate on the
information gathering processes. our Gwn evidence suggests that this largely
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happens in the child's last two years at primary school. But if we consider
some of the underlying orientations and values that parents hold towards the
educational system, we will provide evidence of the deep feelings that surround
parents” own memories of schooling, and their relevance for the type of
educational experiences they want for their children. An overall theme of our
study. then, has been to broaden the focus to be able to view the “choice’
process within a much wider context. as much a social process as a rational
decision. potentially operating over a wide time-scale.

There is already considerable evidence for the significance of interactions
between parents as part of decision-making as a social process, The grapevine
was found to be important by Elliot (1981) in one study of one particular
secondary school. The parents who already had sent children to the school
were influential and it was more a grapevine than a single source of information.,
but the major factor was parents “going to see for themselves’. Other parents
at the school were the single most frequently cited source of information in
Nault and Uchitelle's study (1982,

Stillman and AMaychell €1980) found parents roughly evenly divided in
their views as to whether or not primary school heads had been helpful in the
process of choosing @ school. Apart from the child her himself, parents most
frequently referred to other parents with children at secondary school, family.
friends and neighbours, as other people they had talked to about the choice.
Almost half had not visited any schools beford making a choice, although just
over half had seen at least one school brochure. These results differ somewhat
from those obtained by West and Varlaam (1991 who found that just over a
third of their sample of parents who were interviewed just before making their
‘preference’ had not read any brochures and the same proportion had not
visited any secondary schools: these differences may well have been as a result
of the changing climate in relation to the issue of school choice.

Stillman and Maychell also found that almost a third (60 per cent) had not
seen any school examination resulis, If they had seen some exam results, a
third (33 per cent) had seen them in school brochures or heard about them
from teachers. 15 per cent in local newspapers. and 17 per cent from friends,
people at work, and other parents. Where parents did make use of officially
supplicd information. 40 to 47 per cen. found they only confirmed what they
already felt, while only around a third found them most useful.

Finally we need to give consideration to the significant issues that parents
cite in refation to decisions about school choice or placement’. and what these
relate to. There are few studies of children's own reasons for wanting to go to
particular schools and not others. Walford's (1991) study of children in the first
city technology college (Kingshurst CTC) cited fear of bullying and desire for
good cducation, with low emphasis on science and technology. West et al.
(199 1) looked at factors associated both positively and negatively with schools
and found that educational factors frequently emerged as being important —
that the school should get good examination results, have good learning
facilities, good facilities for practical work and so on. As for factors negatively
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associited with high schools, fear of bullving. gangs or violence, and travel
problems or the school heing too far away frequently emerged as impartant
considerations.

The most significant issues cited in the litcrature seem to be of differing
tpes. and perhaps fall under the following sorts of headings. some of which
are much more ambiguous and difficult to interpret than others, First of all.
there are clearly practical issues. such s case of journey and or access. Second
are unambiguous organizational issues. such as size of school. single-sex schools
and religious affiliations. Third. there are some issues that clearly relate o
questions of social interaction. such as the child's own choice tor perhaps the
parents deferring o the child's wishes) the child's existing friends or siblings.
Fourth. are some organizational issues that are ambiguous in terms of how
they are judged in practice. for instance. exam results. choice of subjects — are
these issties part of the ways in which = good reputation” is discussed. or
do parents sit down with different brochures and make detailed comparative
assessments?

There are also some criteria that are very broadly expressed. for example.
a good reputation”. “good relationships between staft and pupils’. "good
discipline’. We also need to consider the question of the significance of school
climate which may ultimately be the single most important criterion for both
students and their parents” (Ravwid. 1985, po 1i6). Similarly. Hughes ef al.
{19901 found that active choice of printary school tended to be associated with
an emplhisis on school ethos”. Without more specification. these are extremely
ambiguous in terms of what they actually mean — they can act as the sort of
aceeptable noises vou make when giving reasons to others for vour decision.
What do these things actually mean. and how do parents judge them? How does
this relate 1o the processes of decision-making discussed above? (For example.
how e reputations” generated within specific networks of neighbours, friends
and relatives?y

Finally. the issue of locality is also at present very: ambiguous. Some
studdies seem 1o discuss placement at the local school as @ non-choice’. but
how do parents actually evaluate the significance of proximity? For example.
is it evaluated interms of practical aceess Gas mentioned above ), of maintiining
personal links, of warting the ¢hild to be close 1o home? Do parents believe
there are positive disadvantages in going to a non-local school? Throughout
Europe. only small proportions of parents send their children to non-local
schools Ofacheth, 198 . In England and Wales. stillman and Mavchell (19800
found that between 32 and 71 per ceat of pupils in different dareas went o the
nearest ~school o their home. In Scodand in 1987 8. 10 per cent of parents of

children at the stage of secondary sel ool entry: made requests for the child to
be placed ata school other than the one allocated CEchols ef al.. 19901 Atthe
primary school Tevel, Hughes ef af. (1990 found that while forty-three out of
a total of Tl children had not been placed in the local school. with only
fificen of these children had the parents positively sought out @ non-local

«hool in the absence of negative leatures also being cited tor the local school.
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This study also found that placement at a non-local school was more likely to
mvolve a complex decision-making process. with more than one school being
considered. So there tends to he a situation of Wil the tocal school do?
Proximity is even a significant issue for parents of children in private schools
Marling-TTammond e al.. 1985 Fox. 1983).

There are in any event different wavs in which researchers categorize
reasons given by parents which make analysis problematic. For instance, Stillman
and Mavchell (19800 draw upon Elliowt ¢f af’s (1981) distinction between process
and prodict reasons but regrouped their ninety-seven categories of reasons
into four. namely process, product, geographic and unclassifiable. Yet there
are significant difficulties about knowing where different categories of reasons
should be placed within this scheme, West €199:4) has put forward a different
way of looking at factors raised by parents — naunely whether the factors are
structural’, for example, a school being single-sex, small. close — or whether
they are “dynamic” such as “good discipline. She argues that for some parents
structural fiactors are of overriding importance. while for others. dynamic factors
are most important.

There is also the question of the patterns in the reasons given. Stitlman
and Maychell €1986) found o substantial differences between boys™ and girls’
parents’ reasons .. Indeed, for the maost part the similarities in response rate
were quite remarkable” (p. 830, More recent research carried out in London has
found ditferences between parents from different ethnic or religious groups,
parents with daughters and sons and so on. Suffice it to say that there appear
10 he differences between different types of parents with more pavents of girls
than boys preferring single-sex schools — atleast in London — and with parents
from some ethnic religious groups rather than others preferring single-sex
schiools for their daughters ¢further discussion of these stadies can be found
in West, 199 1),

Going back 1o the carly study by Elliot €(1981) once again, he found that
mothers gave more emphasis than fathers to child's happiness at school”. and
‘opportunities for personal social development’. This is an important finding
for our own starting point in which we surmise that there are patterns both
to the decision-miaking processes and o responsibilities taken — patterns on
gender lines for the parents and the children. We tum now 1o look at how
these various contexts and conceptual matters influenced our design of a study
of parental choice.

Conclusions

In this introductory chapter we have presented the origins of our study and
located it in a number of different contexts such as the social. political and
policy oriented. We have also given some consideration to the range of
conceptual issues and questions that have been raised in the broad Tierature
on choice” of school amongst othier things, issaes that we consider necessary
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to address as a prelude to designing our study of parental choice of school.
Our study wiis intended to explore family” diversity, and also 1o consider
‘choice’ processes more fully from the points of view of parents and children
themselves. Furthermore, we regard the concept of “choice™ as problematic, as

much the outcome of social interactions and processes as an act of rational
judgment based on an objective and purposive search for relevant information.
We turn our consider:tion now to the design of our rescarch given the Havour
of the questions about choice that we felt it necessary 1o address.

Note

I The extent to whidl open enrollments Tead o greiter or lesser social segregation
hetween schools isitselt a complex issue. however, Where parental choice is delined
within a particular programme designed to reduce social segregation, then #t may
help to promote such an objective. Thus, in the USAL open enrollment within certiain
predefined wvenues has been seen at times 1o reduce the levels of segregation
between schools, by allowing ethnic minority parents 1o send their children o out-
of-area schools (Ravwid, 198S)




Chapter 1

Choice of Research Design

Introduction

In this chapter we turn to a consideration of the issues about how to approach
the study of parental choice of secondary school, given the guestions that we
have felt it necessary to miise. We consider the batance between quantitative
and qualitative methods and the ways in which these impinged upon our
design of our interviews and the selection of our samples. We also give a
Havour of what our research design produced in terms of “target children and
their parents.

Analysis Adopted: Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches

One of the aims of the project was o extend the methods used. to go beyond
the highly structured and quantitative approaches taken by much of the exist-
ing titerature, AU the same time. the intention was to - incorporate a mixture
of methods. Within the history of socia’ science research, there has been a
predominant emphasis on the use of quantitative methods. which have been
seen as providing greater scientific rigour. These methods may also have had
a particular accord with the culture of western capitalism. with its emphasis on
the importance of measurement and accurate counting. Social research was
further enhanced in this direction by the advances in sampling and statistical
theory and techniques that oceurred around the time of the Second World
War. While such advances may have led to some highly impressive outcomes.
they may also at times have led social rescarchers to neglect theoretical and
or sociological understanding for the sake of technical sophistication.

Substantive sociological concepts may thus have been shaped to fit the
research methods rather than being driven by theoretical considerations. In
particular, Bertaux (1991 argues that survey methods in social mobility studies
have led to a neglect of those Tevels of sociological analysis that do not depend
upon the study of individuals but involve an understanding of institutional and
socictal processes, including family interactions over time. The latter point has
particular relevance to our own study.
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By contrast, while qualitative methods have a long and respectable history
within social research, their use and significance has remained more muted
until recent years. Within the last twenty years. however. there has been an
increasing interest in these methods, fuelled in particular, in sociology, by
phenomenological theoretical developments and especially by the concerns of
feminist rescarchers. This renewed and extended interest has led to the advent
of new textbooks and specialist journals devoted to this approach to social
research. such that quantitative methods can no longer be regarded as holding
quite the pre-eminent position they once may have had (Brannen. 1992).

More recently still, however, there has been a new interest in research
that seexs to combine the different approaches, along with methodological
discussions about the possibilities in this direction (e.g. see Bryman, 1988;
Brannen, 1992; Oakley. 1992; Reinharz, 1992). The term “triangulation” is some-
times invoked, (in a looser sense than its original usage) to refer to the appli-
cation of multiple methods within a single picce of social research.

Some writers. however, have suggested that the distinction between the
different methods is itself ilusory. Thus Oakley (1992) provides some compelling
examples of the qualitative nature of quantification processes, and the often
arbitrary quality of supposedly “hard data’, Similarly. it is clear that much qual-
itative research incorporates elements of measurement and quantification. One
of the major difficulties. however, in such discussion, is that it is not always
clear upon what the distinction between qualitative and quantitative methods
is based. Most directly. the distinction refers to differences in the form of data
presented. in which case “qualitative” seems simply to refer to ‘the absence of
quantification’. As Bryman (1988) points out. however. the distinction is multi-
lavered and complex. ranging from major philosophical and epistemological
disputes, to fine technical discussions about the pros and cons of different
methods. As Bryman elaborates. within this range there are further aspects of
difference between quantitative and qualitative research. including the relation-
ships that arise between researcher and “subject’. the researcher’s stance in
relation to the subject. the relationship between theory - concepts and research.,
the research strategy. the scope of the findings, and the image of social reality
generated.

In the context of the present study, we had particular reasons for secking
i combine some elements of the different approaches to social rescearch, We
wamed to provide a rounded account despite some of the difficulties that
arose in so doing. As mentioned before. much of the existing research in this
area of parental choice has been highly structured and quantified. While this
has enabled some broad generalizations to be made. the results are at times
complex, ambiguous and difficult to interpret. The problem of interpretation
is particularly exacerbated by a lack of information about what parents actually
mean by the concepts they are using. for example, “atmosphere’. “choice’,
‘discipline’. The other major problem is the common one within structured
quantitative rescearch, namely that a static cross-sectional picture emerges that
is centred totally on individuals in isolation, with litle understanding of
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underlying processes over time in the decision-making sequence, including
the interactions that may occur between the different people concerned.

Rescarch that secks to combine different methods within one study may
often do so by using a variety of methods at different stages or in different sites
of the overall project (see examples reviewed by Bryman, 1988: or Reinharz,
1992). In the present rescarch, resources only enabled the use of mixed research
methods within one main rescarch stage. Thus, within the constraints of the
present study. the primary research tool has been that of the structured interview
schedule. administered by interviewers to people selected from a prespecified
sampling frame.

Within this overall method, the incorporation of a more qualitative ap-
proach was addressed by a number of means. First, an interest in process and
in events over time led to the inclusion of questions specifically designed 1o
investigate sequences in educational decision-making within the target child’s
life, and questions were also included about the parents” own: educational
histories and experiences. Second. open-ended questions were used at times
in advance of more closed-ended questions on the same topic, cnabling
respondents to use their own language and speak from their own concerns
before being given a cheeklist of prespecified itens. Third, exploratory questions
were also used to follow up on more closed-ended questions in order to gain
more of a sense of how respondents understood key concepts used.

In practice, however. the issues encountered in actually seeking to com-
bine qualitative and quantitative methods within one research tool led us to an
awareness of a neglected topic within discussions of multi-methods rescarch,
that is the implications of the different methods for the power dynamics between
researcher and researched. Ribbens has explored elsewhere €1989) some of
the nuances of the ebb and flow of the rescarch interview, and the implications
of different styles of interviewing for the power balanee between interviewer
and interviewee, particularly in the light of feminist concerns with reciprocity
and collaboration (Oakley. 1981: Davies. 1985). While she has argued that all
rescarchers are in a position of power in constructing and interpreting the fives
of others. it is clear that the ways in which this power is exercised differ quite
markedly between different interviewing methods. The significance of this.
within the present project. became apparent as the interviews progressed. The
basic research tool was a long and detailed structured interview schedule
which then set the tone of the encounter into that of an interviewer-led
interaction. The person being interviewed is thus often appropriately deseribed
as a respondent’. rather than an active participant. When more open-ended
and exploratory questions were introduced. the power dynamies of the
interaction were already established. and respondents did not generally shift
mto o more active and discursive style at these points. Yet at other times. it
seemied that there were other stories to be tald that were teing muted within
the confines of the structured interview ., rather as Brown and Gilligan (1992)

found that their structured traditional psyehological rescardhh tools had the
effect of silencing the voices of the girls to whom they wanted to listen,
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It might be argued that this issue we found in resolving the different
power implications of varying rescarch methods oceurred because we were
limited to the one research tool and encounter. While this may centainly have
sharpened the problem, we suggest that the overall dilemmais likely to remain
in all research that seeks to combine both qualittive and quantitative methods,
While all rescarchers do exercise power over their subjects of investigation,
the timing and methods of doing so vary greatly between different research
styles. In particular, structured methods always involve the early application
of decision-making by the rescarcher. with prespecification of the research
questions, concepts and varjables in line with the interests and concerns of
the researchers and their funders. This means that even if some portions of
the research use more open-ended methods, this will always e done within
an overall framework and agenda that has been taid down beforchand.
Furthermore, where the qualitative data contradict the quantitative results, as
Bryman points out, there may often be a tendency to assume the superiority
of the quantitative material. In effect, this prioritizes the rescarchers under-
stundings and interests over that of the rescarched. In other words, once the
researcher has exerted power over the research in the form of prestructured
and guantiicd methods, this power imbalance is only likely 10 be redressed
with great difficulty in favour of the researched. Rist (1980) has coined the
term “hlitzkrieg ethnography” to refer to structured research that claims o be
cthnographic in ways that he disputes, particularly because the focuses of
research are prespecified in such research rather than being allowed 1o develop
over time, as in ‘genuine’ ethnography (discussed by Bryman, 1988),

The final difficulty we encountered in our own attempts 1o combine
methods is a more mundane one, but is also commonly cited in discussions
of multi-method rescarch. Tt is the fact that the analysis of qualitative data is
very time-consuming dand tends 1o be neglected in favour of the more immediate
possibilitics of producing ‘results” in a quantified format. Much of the potential
of our more “qualitative” data has as vet been left untapped.

Nonetheless, we do believe that our interest in multi-method rescarcl has
heen a great asset and produced dividends, particularty through the greater
attention paid to process and to meaning. As we present our substantive
discussion and findings” we will also explore further how far our multi-methods
have enhanced cach other, providing further food for thought and the basis for
further rescarch and developments in research methodologies

Issues in the Research Design

Inevitably of course. given the exigencies of time and money. we could only
select a relatively small group of parents and pupils with whom to explore the
variety and complexity of issues that we considered were being raised by the
policy debates, referred to above, and our interpretation of the relevant issues
from the range of literature with which we were familiar, However, we ook
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the decision to explore different family contexis and circumstances by means
of looking at differences in ethnicity and or race, and social class as well as
changing family composition, culture and structure.

Atthis stage we chose only to look at parents of children in state financed
primary schools. whether LEA county or voluntary-aided schools. Our decision
was partlly based upon our knowledge of the accessibility of such schoaly
compared to those within the private sector and also the predicted familial and
cultural diversity as well as the ahility range of pupils which would not have
been found in the private sector. At the time. we assumed that parental choice
of secondary school would be a significant issue for the majority of parents
within the state system.

The ERA 1988 had an important impact in London in that it abolished the
Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) and created in its place thirteen
inner London education authorities in cach of the twelve London horoughs
and the City of London. These processes of political and adnrinistrative change
in London meant that the LEAs were given longer than those outside of London
to develop their systems of local management of schools (LMS). We chose
London advisedly. however. As we have mentioned above. London seemed to
us to he a rich vein in terms of its variety and diversity. Moreover, half of the
rescarch team is based in the Centre for Educational Research at the London
School of Economics, and were formerly purt of the TLEA's Research and
Statistics Branch and therefore had extremely good contacts with the new tocal
cducation authorities and their schools.

This study explores parents” attitudes o these various changes and how
they were being considered in the immiediate aftermath of the 1988 ERA. The
two inner London boroughs were chosen for their contrasting social and
demographic characteristics given the demise of the ILEA. As we have noted
above, we considered London sufficient to provide the variety and contrasts
around families in terms of social class, ethnicity and family form and structure.
However, bothy LEAs that we selected contained primary schiools that were
socially and racially or ethnically mixed and both secular and religious schools.
Given the traditional state approach o coeducational primary schooling, we
assumed that we would find an even gender balance amongst the children.
We hoped, however, that this selection of inner London schools would produce
a range of different family structures and forms.

We chose Camden because it is a local authority that has abways been
politically dominated by Labour. It also has a wide range of LEA-maintained
(county) and voluntary-aided secondary schools including religious. co-
cducational and single sex ones.

By contrast, we chose Wandsworth because it was in the vanguard of the
new Conservative boroughs in supporting a range of new scecondary schools
to facititate the processes of parental choice. In particutar, the Director of
Education for Wandsworth., Donald Naismith, had been an especially vocal
and cloquent exponent of the new Consenvative philosophy and tried to create
the most appropriate environment for its implementation, along with the
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Table 11 Numbers of county and voluniary-aidea schools in our sample by LEA

Type of state school Camden Wandsworth
County 1 2
Voluntary 2 1

= Total 3 3

Eduction Committee of the London borough of Wandsworth. In i short space

of time the idea of magnet schools for the borough had been created based

upon the American concept (see, 1992 Kellv: Whitty er al. 1993) with the
development of a city technology college. sponsored Ty the company AT,

being encouraged. This proposal for magnet secondary schools led to a large

number of county schools opting for grant-maintained staus, while those

remaining in the LEA have, in various ways, adopted the ‘magnet” or special-

ization” concepl. inctuding  further technology college. Morcover. the LEA .
also provides information about grant-maintained schools and private schools .-
that offer places, through the government's assisted places scheme, in its bro-

i chure, for parents with children in the Tast year of primary school. about the

range of sccondary schools available in the borouglh.

With this rnge of secondary schools we chose the primary schools carefully
to ensure that we might have a mixture of parents, some of whom niight be
considering these new types of schoaol. The original intention was 1o approach
two priniry schools in cach borough, contrasting families making an explicit
religious choice of school with those making a choice of an LEA-maintained
school, namely one voluntaryv-aided school and one county school in cach
LEA. However. because the nunbers of pupils on roll at two schools were
very much smaller than had been anticipated. two additional schools tone
voluntary school in Camden and one county school in Wandsworth) were
approached. A total of six schools three in Camden and three in Wandsworth)
were thus involved, as shown in Table 1.1

Design of the Interview Schedule for Parents .

semi-structured interview schedules were devised 1o enable the complex areas
_ and issues that we were investigating 1o be adequately covered in accordance
with the mixture of methods that we had decided 1o use and have discussed
above, In particular. we tricd to address issues of both process and procedure
with respect to the ways in which parents went about “choosing” schools. We
also were keen to address the questions that we raised at the end of the intro-
duction about parental involvement and responsibility in the decision processes, .
Part of the interview sought 1o establish some background inforination
about the target child and her or his family structure and form. household.
family changes and social and geographical mobility and so on. Details about
the childs preschool and educational experiences o date and their place

>
P

2 ()
|

\

Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC




Mothers utuition? Choosing Secondary Schools

Table 12 Distribution of parents across the two boroughs by type of school

Type of school Camden Parents Wandsworth Parents Total
County 10 21 31
Voluntary 26 13 39
Total Parents 356 34 70

within the family history were also sought. Additional parts of the interview
schedule focused on the process of choosing a secondary school — who had
heen involved and when. the role of the ¢hild in the process, sources of
informaiion used 1o assist the choice process. factors considered 1o ne more
or less important and so on. Details about parents” attitudes 1o schooling and
political views were also included in the schedule. Finally, we requested
background information about parental occupations. ethnic background and
the education that the parents had received.

The Research Sample of Families Achieved

Overdli, seventy interviews were successfully carried out. representing a
response rate of 18 per cent (aimilar to that found by Edwards ef al. 19891,
Parents were approached by letter and invited to be interviewed in their own
homes or in school. In Ave of the schools, headteachers were asked to distribute
letters o all the parents of children in Year 6 taged 10 to 1D inviting them to
be interview ed either at home or at school). Parents were requested to retum
aUslip. indicating their willingness o be involved. in a postage-paid envelope
1o the rescarch team. n fact, very few parents actually returned slips tonly 18
per cent), e therefore letters were sent by post to parents who had not
replicd asking them o return aslip if they did o swant to beinterviewed.
Parents were again approached and this time many more agreed to be
nterviewed — @ total of 30 per cent from these five schools were finally
interviewed. The sixth school agreed to be involved in the study when it had
hecome apparent that fewer parents than originally expected were likely o be
interviewed. In this school. the headieacher arranged for letters to be sent to
the Year 0 parents inviting them to be interviewed and o retum a slip ina
postage-paid envelope whether or not they were prepared to be involved. An
additional twelve parents were thus interviewed. The total numbers of parents
across the schools are shown in Fable 1.2 This can also be expressed in terms
af the tvpes of school within cach borough as can be seen in Table 1.3,

Perenits whao were rolunteers and non-volinteers

some differences emerged between parents who volunteered to be interviewed
tthat is. those who responded to the Tetters sent out) and those who were
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Table 13 [Dustnbution of parents of the target children across the county and voluntary-
aided schools

County Voluntary
Camden A 10
Camden B 25
Camden C 1
Wandsworth A 13
Wandsworth B 9
Wandsworth C 12

interviewed after telephone contact or other means. We assumed that our
original sampling method might produce more parents who were enthusiastic
about education and schools for their children than the ones that we had o
press to respond. In other words, we predicted that our sample might be
hiased in the direction of parents who took an active interest in education and
were themselves more involved in education. We felt that we might miss those
who. for various reasons. could not or did not participate in schools. More-
over. there might be a gender or family structure difference in participation in
cducation and in our interviews, Other researchers have found that women in
particular are often hard-pressed as mothers and might find the interview an
added difficulty (Edwards, 19903, There was, we found, a trend for more
parents who volunteered to like the school(s) they were applying to because
of favourable first impressions (35 versus 13 per cent). There was also a trend
for more parents who did not volunteer to report that their child liked the
facilities at their preferred school (30 versus 13 per cent), More parents who
did not volunteer mentioned as an important factor their child wanting to
20 to the school concerned (21 versus O per cent). In other words, these
latter parents tended to leave the issues to the children rather than their
own active involvement. We also found by contrast. that significantly more
parents who volunteered reported that the teachers: headteacher at the school
were an important factor in their choice of school (29 versus 3 per centh.
In other words, these parents were concerned generally about educational
matters.

Design of the Questionnaire to Pupils

A questionnaire was atso designed for use with pupils who were in their final
year of primary school and included those who we e target children in the
parents’ study. This questionnaire was structured and sivapler than the interview
schedule to which we have just referred above. It asked for details of their
preferred school, the sorts of things that would make them want to go to a
particutar school. secondary schools they would not want to go to, their
preferred type of secondary school (single-sex. mixed, religious) and links
with, and information about, secondary schools.
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The Achieved Sample of Primary School Pupils

Year o pupils from five (primany) schools — two in Camden and three in
Wandsworth — filled in a questionnaire under the supervision of one of the
rescarchers. Those pupils who were not present on that particutar day filled
out a questionniire on their retarn 1o school under the supervision of their
class teacher.

A total of 13+ questionnaires were completed. a response rate of 92 per
cent. Of the 134 questionnaires completed. 43 per cent were filled in by boys
and 57 per cent by girls. Forty per cent of the pupils were in Camden schools
and 60 per cent in Wandswaorth schools, Altogether. 37 per cent of the children
attended county schools and -3 per cent attended voluntary (church) schools,
In slightly over half of the chifdren (7o), the parents had been interviewed by
us about the process of choosing @ secondary school.

Conclusions

In this chapter we have tried to give a flavour of our approach to the question
of choice of school. from the point of view of parents and children, in terms
of methodologies and designs. We have demonstrated that the research question
is not a simple matter in terms of the concepts of choice, family and education.
We have abso aluded to the complexity of the question in terms of methodology
and research approach and why we decided to approach the issues through
a4 mixture of methods.

Finally, we have discussed the actual samples of parents and pupils around
whom the rest of this analvsis will be based. We will address the issues through
the eves and voices of seventy parents and their target” children and we will
supplement this with the voices or words of 13+ pupils, including our target
children. all drawn from two inner Lon don boroughs and six different state-

Sfinanced primary schools, involving a mixture of LEA county and voluntary

aided schools.
We turn now to a4 consideration of the various social characteristics of the
sample of parents and the relation 1o the wider population of parents in London.

e 4
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Chapter 2

Characteristics of the Children
and Their Families

Introduction

In this chapter we shall explore the various « soial characteristics of the warget
children and their families. These characteristics are drawn from the meetings
with the seventy parents whom we interviewed about how they went about
Choosing schools, (We will not discuss here the other sisty-four children who
filled in the pupils” questionnaire) As we have mentioned in Chapter 1owe
celected the families by finding a target group of children in particular state
«hools in inner London. We selected schools o try 1o maximize the variety
of family backgrounds, in terms of race and or ethnicity, social class, religious
affiliation and family structures in- order 1o explore the complexity of the
processes of choice. Although we had slightly more difficatty than we had
anticipated in getting a sufficiently large sample o compare and contrast these
various social characteristios tas we noted above, more schools had 0 be
approachedy, we have obtained a fascinatingly mixed sample of families on all
the criteria that we assumed-would yvicld diversity.

We will start by discussing various social characteristios of the stmple
familics and then move on 1o look in more detail at family forms structuares
and backgrounds before moving on. in- subsequent chapiers. 1o a detailed

wion of the ways in which this sample of parents. in particular, approached
the |, rocess of their children’s transfer 1o secondary school.

We <hould note that the majority of parents were interviewed m- their
own homes but some parents chose o be interviewed at school rather than at
home, and some needed o have an interpreter. We hase not. however. loc hed
At whether or not there are differences between the interviewees in terms of
thetr ocial characteristios and the place of interview. given the small numbers
Howerer, we might surmise that this might have at least o small effect. given
evidenee about this from ofher surveys and studies (Edwards, 1990 Oakley,
1992 Rubin, 1981,

44
Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC




ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC
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Table 2 1: Members of families nterviewed about the target child

Person(s) interviewed Percentage (N =70)
Mother 70

Father 14

Mother and Father 9

Mother and Partner 3
Grandmother/Sister/

Stepmother 4

Social Characteristics of the Sample of Families

We will ook at issues 1o do with family relationships, social class and race
cthnicity starting from the target chitd and comparing the sample with parents
in the locatity from which the sehools were selected. Our selection procedure
of schools and target children eventually yielded seventy interviews with at
teast one parent from the families of the target children. In other words, we
mterviewed parents of seventy target children, although the actual number of
parentsinterviewed was somewhat greater, especially because the majority
ook plice in the fanuly home. However, we only interviewed more than one
parent or family member in 12 per cent of the families.

Table 2.1 shows that our interviews were held with women (cither alone
or jointly) in the vast majority (86 per cent) of famities, We interviewed mothers
on their own only in 70 per cent of the families, and mothers with the father
or her partner in another 12 per cent of the families, and other women, usually
in a surrogate mother capacity. in + per cent of the interviews.

The two interviewers made notes on these interviewees and their famity
situgtions as wetl as the interview process: some examples of these are given
below. In some of the interviews there were language difficutties and., as noted.,
an interpreter had to be found.

This mum was very keen 1o be interviewed . .. The mother never
stopped tatking but the father although there .. did not want 1o be
involved and we in fact moved from the lounge to the kitchen so he
could watch TV ...

Both parents were present but mum did most of the alking.

Mum is Jupanese ..o Mum o was very charming .. There were some
fainguage problems as atthough Mum's English was quite good 1
sometimes had to rephrase my questions or she had to atempt her

answers a few times before she said what she wanted 1o say.

Only the father came for the interview. not the mother, and the
interview was in school. Interpreter used — a young tady helping in

4
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Characteristics of the Children and Their Families

the nursery at school who also Hves in the same road as the family so
knows them.

Did not reply to the initial fetter. Quite willing to be interviewed when
contacted . .. Child fives with the grandmother so it was her 1 inter-
viewed, in school.

Mother agreed 1o be interviewed in school.

Did not reply to initial feter .. . Spoke to daughter who said parents
do not speak English but T could go when she would be there 1o
interpret, Daughter is ... at colfege. When T went 1 just saw her, not
the parents. she has responsibility for dealing with-everything for the
younger members of the family .. . 1 think she represented her parents”
views.,

In this family, the wife agreed 1o be interviewed but when 1 got to the
house the father was actually present to be interviewed and it seemed
the wife did not actually live in the house.

This father particularly wanted 1o be the interviewee, even though it
was his wife who was described as the main agent in making the
<:hoice of school. T think he was interested for professional reasons,
since he was a secondary school teacher.

The stepmother ook responsibility for answering during most of this
mterview, even though the futher was present. until it got to the po.. Lal
qu=stions, and then she turned to him to answer.

This mother was un carly volunteer to our sample .. a white working-
class woman ... who lived in a council flat.

Mrs X was interviewed at school .. L an carly volunteer,

This mother talked to me in the kitchen, a warm and humorously
emotional woman who expressed very strong feelings and anxieties
about her son's education, and she hugged me when 1 eft.

It i~ important 1o note at this juncture that we did achieve a diverse
sample of families, as can be gleaned from the above comments, especially in
terms of family-houschold structures and this is shown in Table 2.2. This shows
that just over half of the target chitdren lived with bothy parents (59 per cent)

33
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Table 22 The target children’s households

Child lives with ... Percentage of children
(N=70)

Mother and father
Mother alone
Mother and partner
Father alone

Father and partner
Qe

Tavie 23 D-strbut.on of chidren across county and vowntary prmary schools

School type Camden Wandsworth Total (%)

County 10 21 31 44)
voluntary 26 13 39 (56)

Totat 36 34 70 (1000

while atmost a quarter of our sample fived only with their mothers rather than
in two-parent houscholds.

We had expected to interview mothers rather than fathers in the majority
of cases. given that it is well-known that they have the main family respe msibil-
itic:~ for schooling and education (David, 1993) and also that they are generally
the interviewees in research studies in relation to children (David ef al. 1995
Brannen. 19)2: Oakley. 1992: Edwards of al. 1989; Westo 199200, Morcover.
we had predicted that the changes in family structure and form would produce
£ sizeable number of fone parent famities and as we have just noted almost a
quarter of the target chitdren lived in such houscholds.

These families also did not come in equal proportions from the six schools
that we had selected. Indeed, the numbers of interview ce parenis ranged from
one 1o twenty-five in cach school. Nevertheless: we found that we had quite
an evenly mined picture with respect 1o the e of ~chool from which the
familics of the target children came — altogether, 30 per cent of the parents
had children in county schools and #+ per cent had children in voluntary
cchurel schools Overalt we also had o refative ‘halance” of parents Lamilies
trom Camden and Wandsworth (31 per cent versus 19 per cent) [tis, however.
mteresting to note that just over a quarter 28 per cent) of the children inour
Camden schools were in county schools, compared with nearly two-thirds (62
per cent) of the children in our Wandsworth chools, as shown in Table 2.5,

We o Tound that the distribution of family refationships was refatively bakineed

actoss the two boroughs with no significant differences between the number
of ¢hildren living with their mothers and fathers, with their mothers alone.
with ther mothers and her partner or inother Lamily sttuations. In-lact, in
relation 1o the number of children living with therr father alone. there was only
one such Ly i cadh borough,
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Gender of the Target Children

Given our selection of coeducational primary schools, albeit that they varied
in terms of their seeular or religious status, we hoped 1o achieve a gender
balance in terms of the target children. This wimed out to he very successful
and we had relatively equal proportions of boys and girls in the sample of
families. The target child was a boy injust over half the cases (51 per cent) and
a girl in just under half (19 per cend: in other words, there were 30 hovs and
34 girls whose parents we interviewed.

Social Class and Our Analysis

This is o study that secks 1o disentangle family” processes. 1o clucidate the
parts played by the different individuals within the family houschold during

the child's transfer into secondary education. We have thus sought to highlight

mothers. Fwhers, children and other significant individuals as separate social
actors cach with their own perspective and input into the transfer process, Yet,
when it comes to the analysis of social class patierns in our data. we are faced
with the key difficulty that social class is normally assigned 1o the Family
houschold as a unit, rather than 1o the individuals within it This situation
Ias led o detailed. lengihy and heated debates inrelation o the social class
Classification of women in particular (Goldthorpe, 1982: Stanworth, 198 b, There
are also. however, further issues to consider in relation to the social class
position of children. especially with regard 1o their cducational experiences,

The central dilemma s that it is clear that houschold membership does
make o difference o people’s lives ina variety of ways, so there are good
reasons it times not to adopt an individualistic approach o social class
chissification. Yet the traditional method has been to assign the houschold 1o
a particular class classification by reference 1o the single indicator of the
occupation of head of houschold cgenerally. of course. male). This approach
clearly raises great difficulties about the theoretical and empirical adequacy of
wuch 4 measure for the description and explanation of the lives of women and
children. How are we to interpret the information from one generation to the
next? In other words, can parents’ social cliss be used to understand children’s
development and education? Some significant studies of the lives of children
have found that it is only through the use of @ multidimensional approach o
social chss classification that they can find a satisfactory measure. Such mudti-
dimensiondl classification systems tend 10 incorporate factors related o the
mothers life as well as the father's (e.g. her class of origin, or her educational
quabfications). as well as factors that impinge direatly on the life of the child.
auch as housing (houglas ¢ al. 1967 Osborn and Morris, 1979).

The traditional approachy, based on the occupations of fathers rather than
mothers, also clearly raises difficulties in situditons of changing houschold
tormations. Given the clear evidence of family change and family diversity. not
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Al fathers now live with their children. This makes the social class attribution
of lone parent familics particularly difficult. The social class of mothers itself
poscs analyvtical problems and cannot generally be simply substituted for that
of fathers. Thus there is the difficulty of comparing social cliass positions across
diverse family-households and structures.

These difficulties and dilemmas about social class continue to perplex
rescarchers and theorists alike. In the absence of any wider consensus, we
clearhy had to make some decisions that would be both practical and relevant
to our own studv. In the event, we have based our measure on two key
decisions: first, we used occupation das our basis for classification: second. we
have carried out analvses using both father's and mother's occupation,

No rival to occupation as the basis of social class has ever really reared
its head in Britain® (Marsh, 19860 p. 1t is not surprising that “occupation” las
remained. since its first systematic use at the wrn of the century, the single
maost used variable in the measurement of social position. In the first place. it
correlates more widely than any other single measure with many other aspects
and clements of social stratification, such as famity background. education.
income, social standing, lifestyle ete. Second., it is an accurate predictor of
many other social variables, such as morbidity and mortadity rates. However.
it may not be as useful as a predictor across the generations. a point that we
will discuss in more depth below. Third. it is a comparatively casy measure to
collect, partly, perhips. because we tin general) have become used to being
asked. and very few people object to giving details of their work and occupation.
Fourth. it is generally recognized to be the major determining characteristic
behind social position. Indeed. when asked what characteristies they would
use 1o desceribe middle-class and working-class people, around two-thirds
mentioned  occupation” (Kahan ef all. 1960).

It is. therefore, unlikely that any better single-variable index can be found
for general routine usage as a measure of social position than “occupation” and
its derivatives Calthough note the use of multi-dimensional indices referred to
above), There are, however, some further considerations with regard to the
use of occupation for this purpose. First, how hest is occupation to be recorded
and what adduional supplementary details (full part time, past present. ete)
should be collected with it and second, in what ways should the information.
once collected. be interpreted and used?

Many of the schemes fail because they do take a normative position on
occupations on the assumption of no gender or ethnic differences in the
relationship to or involvement in the labour market. This is the case especially
when they are used o cassify women's occupations, or the occupations of
different ethnic groups. since they tend to lump together many such individuals
into a few low-status occupational categories. There are several additional
problems with many commonly-used scales when used to classify women's
occupations. First, not all women are involved in paid employment and this is
particularty true when they have children and very voung or even school-age
children. Second. the distinction between nanual and non-manual work — a
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feature of many classification systems — is difficult to apply 1o some occupations
as it involves various types of “prople servicing work'. In addition. women
who are self-cmployed tend to work part-time and have few employees —
their status and therefore their position in the Tabour market is thus different
from that of self-employed men. (Heath and Britten. 198+, also argue for women
office workers and shop workers 10 be classified separately.)

A third crucial issue underlying any discussion of women's social cliss
is that men and women oceupy distinet sections of the labour market (see
Arher of al. 1996: Marshall of al. 1988). The Registrar General's Social Classes
and Socio-Economic Groups were constructed on a priori grounds for men.
Goldthorpes classes and the Hope-Goldthorpe and Cambridge scales also

focused on men. There are a number of reasons why it is problematic to use
classifications developed for one section of the population (men) for anothier
(women). Oceupational Unit Groups (OUGs) — the basis of most occupztion:l
classifications — provide less differentiation for women's than men’s occupa-

tions: for example. 32 per cent of women are concentrated in only five of the
223 OUGs (Dale ef al. 1983 and nearly a quarter of all women working
full-time are classified in one OUG telerks and cashiers) compared with 5 per
cert of men. Similarly, nurses of all levels from untrained nursing auxiliaries
to Chicf Nursing Officers are coded in the same OUG but have very different
pay and promotion prospects.

Rescarch studies on parental choice. carried out in the Inner London
Education Authority (ILEA) Rescarch and Statistics Branch before its abolition,
used a simplified form of the Registrar G aeral’s classification rather than any
more complex measure using @ combmation: of variables (e.g. occupation,
housing. education) (West ef al., 198+4: Westand Varlaam, 1991: Hunter, 19911,
This was because London-wide data were available on parental occupations.
Biennially. the Rescarch and Statistics Branch carried out a survey of pupils in
the ILEA's schools (the Education Priority Index survey) in order to assist with
the allocation of resources to schools. As part of this exercise, teachers were
asked o provide details of both parents” occupations when the child was
living with both parents. Where there was a lone parent houschold. the partner
was coded as absent. The fact that these London-wide data were available
meant. in practice, that it was desirable to collect comparable data for small-scale
sunvevs 1o cnable comparisons to be made between samples selected for
rescarch studies — including those on parental ¢hoice — to be compared
with the total population thus allowing one 1o establish whether or not the
sample under investigation was representative of the population from which
it is drawn.

Both West and Varlaam (1991 and Hunter (1991 collected equivalent
information to cnable samples obtained to be compared with the population
in the ILEA in terms of their social class make-up and found their samples
broadly comparable. A further study by West (1992a) also collected information
on parental occupations and the resulting data established that the samples
under investigation were atypical in terms of the parents’ social background.
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Table 24 Social background charactenstics of mothers and fathers in our sample

Social background Father* Mother*
Non-manual 43 7
Skilled manual 31

Semi-skilledfunskilled 1 7
Economically inactive 1 16
Unknown 12 0

Note * Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding

Particularly where samples are 1o some extent self-selected s in many
interview studies of parents), it is important 1o establish whether or not they
dre systematically different from the parents of the whole school population.
Ditferences between the samples may have implications for the interpretation
of the results obtained, and. as such, data on parental occupation are worth
collecting even if the measures are not perfect. There are, as we have noted,
problems with using this social classification systent and in tis study we made
compirisons between groups of parents using both father's social class and
mother's social class background. The later tikes on board criticisms made 1w
Heath and Briten (198 1) about the measurement of women's social cliss and
i more discriminatory in that it has @ category of non-manual office workers
and e category of non-manual shop workers and others.

For our purposes we have decided o use both mother's and father's
~ocial chiss separately o iustrate the difficulties of being able 1o auribute
social class on the basis of occupation. In the process of interviews with the
seventy fimilies, we tried to establish some measure of social cliss by questions
about the occupations and employment status of the parents involved in the
interview s, For our analysis, we looked at mothers” and fathers' social back-
grounds separately. Morcover, to try and geta more accurate picture, we used
the mother’s previous oceupation to determine the social class if she was not
currently in paid enaplovment. This vielded the information given in Table 2.+,
What is particularly interesting is that the mothers” social class backgrounds
were generally in oceupations that were “higher than those of the fathers. This
is not surprising in the light of the above discussion. and s largely accounted
for by high percentage of mothers (34 per vent) ing or having previously
worked in. non-manual office work.

Although we swere keen to examine how mothers” and fathers” oceupational
backgrounds differed. we were also keen o establish how our sample of
parents resembled the parents of primary: school pupils in the two London
boroughs. To do this we made direet comparisons with the Inner London
Education Authority’s Education Priority Index (ILEAL 1989). This entailed using
crorrent occupation and cmploviment status o produce @ combined parental
oceupation variable. This required us 1o use the father's oceupation, but w here
the father was cither wremploved or absent, we replaced it with the mother's
occupation,

N
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Table 2 5. Qccupational background charactenstics of our parent sample and primary
school parents m the two boroughs

Social Background  Percent of Parents  Percent of Parents Percent of Parents
in Sample in Camden in Wandsworth

Non-manual 47 31
Skilled manual 21 18
Semi-skiled/unskilled 6 23
No wage earner 17 23
Unknown occupation 3 5
Parents absent 0 i

Note: Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding

This vielded the datain Table 2.5, which we have presented in compari-
son with that of the overall parental occupational background of primary school
parents in the two boroughs. We can see from it that our sample of parents
wis not representative of parents in the two horoughs in terms of parental
occupations. A higher proportion of the parents in-our sample were in
non-manual occupations than in the two boroughs as a whole. Although there
wits a similar proportion of parents in skilled manual occupations. far fewer
were in semi-skilled or unskilled occupations. The proportions of parents in

the other occupational categories were not markedly different. Our sample of

parents. using this particular method. therefore was revealed as being predom:
inantly middle-class and skilled working-class. In other we wds, the semi-skilled
and unskilled manual workers and the unemployved are underrepresented in
the study and we have what might be considered a mainstream’ sample of
parents m terms of social class. This has important implications for the inter
pretation of our findings that will be discussed further in later chapters,

Race/Ethnicity of our ‘Parent Sample’

We were also interested to establish the racial and or ethnic characteristios of
the families that we interviewed. In order to do this we asked the interviewee
for her his ethnic background and also for that of the father of the target child
wWe then combined this information to produce the childs ethnicity (Table
2.00.

In very hald terms our sample of pupils” families is somew hat less hetero
gencous than the primary school pupils in Camden and Wandsworth. derived
from the teachers identification of the pupils” ethnicities (provided for the
ILEA™S Educational Priority Index). In both Camden and Wiandsworth overall
as can be seen in Table 2.7, only slightly more than half (50 per cent) of the
primary school pupils were reported to be white and from English. Scottish,
Welsh or trish backgrounds. In Camden. a quarter of the pupils were either
Asiny or AMro-Caribbean and in Wandsworth almost a third of the pupils were
in these categories.
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Table 2.6° Racefethnic charactenistics of the target children

Ethnic background Percentage of children
{N=70)
White 71
Black — African 1
Black — Caribbean 6
Black — Other 6
Indian 6
Pakistan 3
Bangladesh: 3
Chinese 1
Other 3

Table 2.7  Race/ethmic charactenistics of pupils in the two boroughs (ILEA. 1989)

Ethnicity/Race Wandsworth Camden -
Afro-Canbbean 21 8
English, Scottish, Welsh, lush 54 55
Asian 10 17
Others 15 20

The differences between the ethnicities races of our sample and the
population of the boroughs as a whole may have to do with the ways in which
people from minority ethnic or racial backgrounds understand and or perceive

- interviews such as we carried out. and choose whether or not to be involved.
Edwards has discussed these issues in relation to her studies of mature women
students (Edwards, 1990; 1993).

» The interviewers also made notes about the various families that they met
as an aide-mémoire. Their sketches of the families also flesh out the racial and
cthnic diversity of our sample of parents. We offer the following from their
thumbnail sketches: e -

Bangladeshi parents feel very cut off from education here as they .
cannot communicate with anyone themselves in English:

He is Scottish but his wife is Anglo-Indian:
She was Jewish, married to someone from “Trinidad;
Swiss mother married o Irish father;

Father was in the Army and ives in Germany and there is no longer
any contact with himy

Family are from Northern Ireland:
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Mother was Jewish married to 4 Roman Catholic;
Mum is Japanese, Dad is Greek:
A Portuguese couple;
This was a Scottish mum married to a German dad:

Thrs Indian mother . .. had left her husband after domestic violence
and had been homeless for a time;

A black Caribbean woman . . . she gave very little information about
her son's father.

Characteristics of the Families/Households of the
Target Children

In the above introductory section we mentioned that almost a quarter of the
target children came from lone mother households and less than two-thirds
(59 per cent) came from mother and father houscholds, although if we add in
the number of children living with their mother and her partner, well over
two-thirds of the sample lived in a two-parent” houschold.

in other words, in -1 per cent of the families, the target child was not
living with both their natural parents as in a ‘traditional nuclear family”. Of the
41 per cent of children who lived in such non-traditional family situations, just
over one-third (34 per cent) regularly (or occasionally) spent nights with their
other parent and-or partner. Overall, there were no marked differences between
the houscholds in which girls and boys lived, with one notable exception —
namely that in all three cases where the child lived with the father alone or
with the father and partner, the children were boys as opposed to girls.

As we indicated above, the majority of the family-households of the target
hildren were white but there were a number of target children who were
cither black or Asian. The family structures did not differ significantly — over
half of the white families were traditional compared with over two-fifths (four
out of nine) of the black families and over two-thirds of the Asian families
(seven out of nine). These findings are not in line with other research and
point again to the atypical nature of the sample of parents that we interviewed.
In other studies, such as Mirza (1992), there tend to be stronger differences in
family form or siucture between certain racial or ethnic minorities,

We also give some consideration .o variations in terms of family size. The
number of children in the houscholds in our sample of families ranged from
one 1o seven. In only 16 per cent of families was the target child an only child.
As we might have expected. given recent population trends and trends in the
hirth rate, over half of all the familics were quite small with almost 60 per cent
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in Lumilies of only one or two children, and almost a quarter in families with

three children. In nearly one in five families (19 per cent) there were tour or
more children.

We had expected to find a variety of family forms, including reconstituted
families or families with stepparents and or stepehildren. Indeed. we found
that in 17 per cent of the families. the target child lived with half-siblings ¢with
or without siolings).

We also found a Targe proportion of families in whicl the tirget child was
the eldest or only child — 4 per cent. We had wanted 1o look at the types
of schools auended by older siblings as @ way of getting at the complex
processes of choosing schools for the turget chitd. Questioning about the type
of schoolt<) attended by older siblings was therefore only applicable for thinty-
mne of the target children that for two of them no information was available h
The siblings of these thirty-seven children attended various types of schools:
TS por cent were in couniy or voluntary schools: 3 per cent were in private
schools and 8 per cent in grant-maintained schools: T per cent had been to
other types of school or a mixture of different types of schools,

We will ceturn to discuss these issues in greater deptly in Chapter ™ as past
of looking at the kinds of social factors and relauonships that families take into
account in the process of deciding upon schools. Suffice it here to say that we
have indeed found a very complex sample of families in terms of houschold
structures and refationships. which is as we had originally predicted. and these
varictes of houscholds will inform our detailed analysis,

The Target Child's Early Life and Education

We nwere also interested in establishing the contnuity or change in family-
houscholds over the trget child's lifetime as a measure of the significance of
these family patterns in the child's and the parents” lives The parents interviewed
were dasked whether their child had lived with the same adults since she or he
was born. In less than two-thirds (00 per cent) of the houscholds the child had
ived with the same adults, while ™ per cent had lived smostly” with hoth
parents. Fourteen per cent had always Tived with the mother and 6 per cent
abways with the father In 13 per cent of the families. there had been more than
one change in the child's houschold. quite a large proportion given the varied
Qaracteristios of the families to which we Bave just referved, although it seems
that the mother Gas we might have expected) is the relatively constant person
with whom the child fives, Just over @ quarter of the interview ces indicated
that they had Tived in the same house flat siee their child was born. For those
who had o lived ac the same address (N =31 nearlyv one-fifth €18 per cent)
reported that their duld's schooting was something that they had considered
when moving,

W were also interested i the child's educational development and <o
parenis were asked whether or not the target child had been 1o any preschool
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Tabie 28 Typers o preschool groups attended by the target children

PreSchool Percentage of Children*
[N =61}
Nursery class istate) 47
Playgroup 26
Mother and toddier group 17
Social setvices day nursery 14
Nursery school (statel 9
Nursery school (prvate) 9
Other 3

Note * Peicentages add up to more than 100, as children frequently attended more than
cne preschool group

groups before starting school and. if ~o_what sort of group had been atended.
The vast imajority of children (87 per cent) had been to-at least one preschool
group. This chiimes in with other evidence about the fact that the mujority of
preschool children now do have some out-of-home and collective or group
care nd or education before the start of compulsory schooling (New and
David, 1983 Cohen and Fraser. 1993, This is also important for considering
the hinds of issues that the parents bring to bear on a child's education and
social development.

Bronwen Cohen (19881 shows that in 1985 there was preschool provision
avatlable in the UK for 39 per cent of the population aged 0= 1in arange of
Lacilities from LEA nursery schools or classes to day nurseries to child-mindcers.
However, this probably overestimates the numbers of children catered for by
these tacilitios. sinee some children might attend more than one. The year 1985
is relevant o our datin that in this vear our sample children would have been
3 or 1 years old, Table 2.8 shows the types of preschool groups that the voung
children witended. Peter Moss's figures (1990) show the number of places in
publicly funded childeare services as o percentage of all children in the age
group. In the UK in 1988, there were places for only 2 per cent of under-3s
and plices for 33-10 per cent of age three to compulsory school age children.
This figure matches our sample data s mew it better than that of Cohen's.

We alo wanted o establish continaity and change in the target child's
relationships. not only in the family-houschold, but also in their educational
settings. This 1s particularly relevant in the light of our finding (discussed later
about the numbers of children who move into secondary school s part of a
group of their prinary school and neighbourhood friends and peers, Parents
were therefore asked whether their child moved with any children from their
most recent preschool group toinfant school. Over three-quarters rep wied
that they had. about one-Afth 21 per centd had moved with one or wo
children and over o halt (36 per cent) had moved with several children. When
asked wirether therr child had attended any other schools apart frony the one
e or he was currently attending, just under one-fifth €19 per cent. or 13
childreny reported that she or he had. The school was local school in five
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famihes. more than one local school in tw o families. one distant school in five
families and a combination in one case. Four children moved from this schoot
to their current school with other children and in all cases, these were siblings,

Conclusions

We have tricd to show how our sumple of families is a varied and heterogencous
one in terms of the class. ethnicity. race and gender mix. We have also shown
that the family form and compositon does indeed retlect the varied nature of
Family lite in Britain today. albeit not statistically representative of the situation
in inner London at least in relation to class and ethnicity race. The sample is
also not representative of the country as a whole in terms of houschold
structures: nationally, 19 per cent of houscholds with dependent children are
lone parent (so the percentage of children tiving in lone parent houscholds
will be even lower. given that lone parent families tend 1o be smaller). In
addition. national figures show rather more children than in our sample live
with a married couple: nationally the figure is 85 per cent (Central Statistical
Office. 1992,

Far from it being the case that the vast majority of children live in tradi-
tional nuclear families. in which the parents are the natural” parents and also
are married to cach other, our sample iltustrates the variety of different pat-
terns that exist. Of course. it is too small to get at the really subte differences
in family form in terms of nuurriage and cohabutation and thereby the details
of biological parenthood. However, we can show that the "Kelloggs corntlake
packet” image of the white, middle-class, two-parent two-children thov and
girh) pattern is far from the complex reality (see New and David, 1985, for
further discussion of this). 1t exists only for the minority of our sample and we
have found very interesting variations on that pattern and theme. We have also
found that mothers” involvement with their children's rearing is the relatively
constant theme. despite the range and variety of backgrounds, houscholds and
patterns. What is also remarkable at this stage is the fact that far from it being
the norm that children stay at home with their mothers in the preschool years,
whether or not the mothers are involved in employment. the vast majority of
children now attend some out-of-home care and’or education. This may. in
fuct, have a significant impact on subsequent schooling and thinking about the
processes of schooling. We turn now to look at how these varied patterns of
family life retate to decisions about children’s schooling.




Chapter 3

wWho Makes the Choice — Mothers,
Fathers, Children or All Together?

Introduction

in s chapter we shall ook at the families in our sample from the point of
view of their interactions and relationships in terms of making decisions about
the children's education. We were interested in how different families in varied
contexts went about the process of making decisions and who was involved
in the various processes. We were especially concerned to look at whether
different types of families — in erms of social cliss. ethnicity race and family
structures — used different e yeedures fromy cach other in these processes. As
Far as we are aware this is not something that s heen looked at caretully by
other rescarchers in the feld. Elliott €198, 1982) is the only researcher to con-
sider ditterences betw een mothiers and fathers bat he is more concerned about
their differences on er the content of the decision — what he calls “process” versus
product” factors — rather than what we consider to be the complex s wial
processes leading up to the final decision” on choice of secondary ~chool.
Of course. it is also important 1o consider whether or not this particular
issue of secondary school choice was of salience to any of the families and
then in what kinds of wavs, It could. of course. be the case that the guestion of
‘Chaice” of secondany school is not seen s ol particular importanee or s a
nutjor decision 1o parents at all, despite all the rhetoric about parental choice. it
could e that some i not all families. despite all the evidence about family
hanges and fanuly diversity, regard this issue of smaking a decision” as part of
the eatension of mothers” child care responsibilities. On the other hand. parti-
cular families such s lone parent families or families frony particalar racial minor-
itics may have a special approach o such questions. 1t is how this responsibility
for family decision-nuking is interpreted that is the essence of this chaprer.

Parents’ Taking the Main Responsibility

We start by looking at our findings on who took the main vesponsibility in the
family for deciding on their children's education. and particularly the secondary
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school to which the target ¢hild should go. Indeed, our starting point was 1o
ook at the ways in which responsibilities for educational dedisions were tiken
in varied family settings. We were particularly interested in whether or not
changes in decisions within specific family forms or structures are made in dif-
ferent wavs from those in other families in relation to education. We were
equally interested in whether or not changes in educational policies towards
consumerism and markets had affected how families make decisions, especially
about schools, We wanted to be able to put together these parallel changes in
family life and educational policy 1o develop a picture of the processes of
‘choice”.

We were, however, most concerned about whether or not these changes,
i the broader contexts of family life and educational policy. had altered the
wavs in which responsibilities for educational decisions were viewed and taken.
As we have noted before, responsibility for child-rearing has usually been seen
as the main responsibility of mothers rather than fathers, However, litde is
known about whether particular decisions in relation o a child's education are
taken by mothers, fathers or some combination of both.

It certainly seems (o be the case that maothers are expeaed o be entirely
responsible fora child's development belore the age of compulsory schooling,
especiallyin terms of health and daily ¢hild care. At priman: school. mothers
are expedted first to ensuare their child's adequate preparation and  daily
attendance and second to help” with aspects of school work. Elsewhere, both
separately and together, Ribbens and David have discussed these rathe. com-
plex. issues tsee Tor example David ef al. 1993 David, 1993,

Rather less is known about taking the 'main” educational decisions such
as choice of primary and or secondary school, although Ribbens has explored
the litde evidencee that there is for this (Ribbens, in David ¢f af.. 1993, ch. 3).
In the situation where family refationships are changing would the
responsibilities e the same hetween mothers and fathers, or would mothers
in lone parent families have more responsibility? And how would the children
in varied family settings become involved it the processes of decision-making?

Would changes in families and educational policies hiive an impact upon how

families felt about taking responsibility for this educational decision?

Ribbens, for example. has written about how these responsibilities are
divided up. with respect 1o child care in the early vears, rom her study of
mothers with a ¢hild aged =, She argues that:

The position of fathers in relation o this Doundary of mother=child
responsibility is o rather ambiguous one, since paternal involyement
may be felt to be supportive or threatening by mothers, 11 childeare is
one of the very few areas in which women may potentially experience
asense of authority, they may be very wary ol refinquishing this too
casily .. Women's variable expectations tow ards maternal employment
and paternal involvement in childeare may relate 1o class differences
hetween women in the Ekely equation of any ensuing potential costs
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and benefits that may acerue to them - What does seem o be clear.
however, is that increasing rates of maternal employment in industrial-
ised socictics do not seem to be changing the underlying pattern of
maternal yesponsibility and anthority within families. Even where
both parents are in full-time paid employment. alternative childeare is
still largely seen as the responsibility of the mother both o arrange
and pay for. (p. 65. 70-D

Ribbens then goes on o argue that: Maternal responsibilities may indeed at
times constitute an overwhelming burden. but they may also at times provide
4 welcome and novel experience for the exercise of anthority as women'
(p. 74

She reviews how the mothers in her study sample had ‘chosen” the primary
«hools for their children alongside the evidence of the few other studies
concerning choice of primary school. She argues that the other studies have
rarely differentiated mothers” views on school choice from tathers’ preferences.
She writes:

Within the state system. most of the women in my study felt that they
did have some choice of school for their child. and for many this
represented the most powerful point of contact with a school. when
they might be able o seek any continuity they expected between
home and school values. Choice of school was also the point at which
Fathers were most likely 1o be involved in decision-making and contact
with the school. ¢.g. in visiting schools formally before putting o child's
name down. Oceasionally there might be an outright conflict of ideas
hetween mother and father on the subject. which might be resolved
in cither the mothers or the fathers favour. Some men. ioweser.
were described as leaving such decisions entirely up to the women.
Eren wheve a father was involved i the decision. the maother might
hare paved the way for this, by making some initial inrestigations of
her own ...

I is very notable that studies concerned with parental choice of
«chool have not so far paid any attention to the question ol which
parent takes the primary role in this decision. or how mothers, fathers
and children negotiate the decision betiween them. (p. 80~1. our
emphitsis)

This is o gap we aim to fill by looking here at how the main vesponsibility
wats negotiated in a variety of different family settings. In this study we started
the process by asking the parents in the interviews, whom, as we have already
noted in the previous chapter, were Largely the mathers. who they felt had the
main 1esponsibility for deciding on the secondary school for the targe* child.
Given that the main intersiew ee was the mother, and our prior knowh .2 of
the research literature on this subject. we rather assumed that it would ir L in
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Table 31  Main responsibiity for choosing school

Main responsibility Percentage of parents
{N =70}

Mother 46
Both parents 20
Both parents and child 1"
Father 7
Child ’ 7
Mother and child 4
Other 4

Note Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding

the majority of situations. the mother, The initial responses of the interviewees
to this issue of who had the main responsibility are shown in Table 3.1,

In nearly half of the families whom we interviewed. the mother was feit
1o have had the main responsibility for deciding 1o which school the child
should go. This confirms the finding that David ef ¢/ made m the above cited
study of mothers of young children going 1o primary school. Ribhens wrote:

Most of the mothers in my own study did express a sense of having
exerted some control over which schools their children atended. Yet
in line with other studies of primany school choice, very few L used
this influence by reference 1o educational” considerations ... almost
all mothers believe that ~education” in the school system s a good
thing” and many may feel o sense of relief at being relieved of
responsibility for their children for substantial portions of time . ..
(p. 88=9)

Although our findhings are in accordance with those of Ribbens', there is
Lmajor difference in the two studies, in that we are here concerned with
choice of secondary rather than primary school, However, as we have noted.
there are no studies that have looked explicitly at the gender differences in
parental choice of secondary school nor at the - hanging contest.

I one-fifth of the tamilies in this study Hoth parents were reported 1o
have had the main responsibility and in just over 10 per cent of the families,
hoth parents and the child were felt o have had the main responsibility. This
broad pattern was found in both the London boroughs, Interestingly . however,
the children themselves were the ones with the main responsibility in Camden
in 11 per cent of the cases thve childrent, by contrast with Wandsworth, where
the child alone never had the main responsibility. In addition. in Camden, in
three cases the child and mother were reported 1o have had the main

responsibihity together. o situation that was not reported at all in Wandswaorth,
Hwe examine who the various participants in the deasion-making process
are Gsee Table 3.0 and add wogether the pereentages which inctude mothers.

we find that mothers were said to have had the main responsibility m 81 per
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cent of the families whereas, adding up the percentages which include fathers,
fathers were only involved in less than half that, namely 38 per cent of the
families. Children on aggregate were only seen 1o be involved with the main
responsibility in 22 per cent of the families. This then does confirm our feeling
that mothers tended to take part in the main responsibility in the vast majority
of situations. Perhaps even more significantly. children were seen as part of
the main responsibitity in almost a quarter of the families.

Of course. it is important 1o consider what these various intervicewees
understood by the phrase "main responsibility”. given these varied answers,
The women interviewees might have felt that they *prepared the ground” for
the decision which was then taken in consultation with other family members,
including the target child themselves, as we have already noted with respect
to primary school decisions. Moreover, having the main responsibility might
he seen by the parents 1o be an obligation rather than a right. In other words,
the parents could have felt that it was their responsibility to decide. given the
age of the child and the awesome nature of such @ decision. We will ook
further into this matter below. It has certainly been viewed as a major moral
dilemma 1o consider the appropriate age of majority for adolescents — what
is sometimes known as Gillick competence afier the major legal decision about
the age of responsibility for contraceptive decisions for girls (David, 1980).
Clearly here we are getting at contesting definitions of what parents and children
may mean by responsibility and whether or not this question of secondary
school choree is a key issue for responsibitity.

The Influence of Gender and/or Race on the
Main Responsibility for Choice

There were no narked differences between parents in the two different parts
of London in which we carricd out our study, Morcover, there were very few
differences over the nain responsibility for choosing i school in terms of the
sex of the child. In other words, the mother remained the main person
responsible whether it was fora son or a daughter. The only slight differences
were that where the father had the main responsibility. it was more often in
relation to a son than 1o daughter CEH versus 3 per cent) and where the child
wis felt to have had the main responsibility, it was more often in connection
with a girl than o boy (12 versus 3 per cent). This is indeed interesting in
relation 1o our above comments about when boys and girls as adolescents are
thought to reach muturity” and are capable of making their own decisions over
aspects of their lives.

some of the comments made by parents show how different participants
are involved in the decision. In one family a father from Pakistan made the
decision Tor his son whp was abroad with his mother at the time’. In another
family. also a two parent household. o mother said: My daughters always
decide. T don't decide. Ty to deci len Indeed she mentioned that her child
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Table 32 Famuly stiuctures by participants in the main responsibility

Percentage of . . .

Main responsibility Mother and father families  Lone mother families Others

includes: {N=41) (N = 16) {N=13)
Maother 80 100 62
Father 46 19 38
Child 32 13 8

had had the main responsibility. In another family. in which the grandmother
was interviewed, it was said that the main responsibility was jointly between
the grandmother, mother and daughter” and that the final decision was the
daughter’s.

In terms of race and or ethnicity, there were no clear-cut differences,
which is not surprising given the small numbers of black and Asian purents in
the study.

Main Responsibility for Choice by Family Relationships
and Social Background

As we noted above, we assumed from the limited research evidence that the
main responsibility for deciding upon a secondary school would be taken by
the mother, whatever the family situation, given her general responsibilities for
child care and child rearing. Interestingly. however, the main responsibility for
the decision on the secondary sehool did not necessarily link the responsibility
with the different family structures. In other words, it was nof invariably the
case that in lone mother houscholds the mother atone had the main respons-
ibility. Although this was the case in three-quarters of such lone mother house-
holds (tvelve out of sixteen). in the remaining four cases, it was the mother
and father who had the main responsibility (two), the child and both parents
{one) or the child and the mother toned. In other words, lone mother families
in our sample do not have sole responsibility for the decisions about school-
ing. despite the fact that such mothers do have the main responsibility for
looking after the childtren). It is also interesting to note that one of the lone
fathers reported that he had the main responsibility, while the other noted that
the mother had the main responsibility, which we might well have predicted.

Table 3.2 shows that those included in the main responsibility vary
somewhat according to the family structures. Inall of the fone mother families,
and the vast majority of the inother and father houscholds, the mother is one
of those with the main responsibitity for the decision about the secondary
school. In rather less than two-thirds of the other types of family-houschold do
we find that the mother is included in the main responsibility. In the traditional
mother and father houscholds the father was said to be included in the main’
responsibility in about half of all families, compared with about one-fifth in
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lone mother families. On the other hand. in some two-parent houscholds
mothers have both the nain and sole responsibility. For instanee. in one
two-parent family the father was interviewed but when asked about the main
responsibility asserted that ‘maother decides”.

tn another family the mother who was interviewed said:

i'm wking the main responsibility. he'll have the final choice. Tve
done all the leg work. Tve done the viewing and sorting them all out
but when it comes to the final crunch, he'li say. Right'. 1 exspect [my
caughter] will as well!

In vet another family the interviewed mother said: “We both decided but Fye
done ali the work™

= How ever. one mother asserted. in response 1o another question about the
fathers own educational experiences being relevant 1o his views on the child's
edducation that:

he said he would have iked her to go to [School AL No he doesn’t
have an opinion — hes only the man in the house!

More interestingly. perhaps., the child is involved in the main responsibility
in about i third of the mother and father families, compared with only about
one in ten of the lone mother and other houscholds. In other words. we have
found that family structures do have an effect on the ways in which different

- family members are involved in the decisions about school “choice’ or 'place-
ment. However, given the complex analysis in terms of who had main respons-
ibility and social background of the family, along with the relatively small
sample size. it did not prove possible 1o distinguish the ways in which the
main responsibility for secondary school choice related o soctal cliss,

The Other Parent's and the Child's Involvement in the
Responsibility for the Choice Decision

- The interviewee was asked whether the child's other parent (or significant
other adults) was taking part in the decision about which school the child
shouid go 1o, Eighty per cent of those interviewed said that the other parent
was taking part and 20 per cent said that the other parent wis not. In other
words, the term main’ is particularly signifteant in that the decision is a complex
one involving usually two parents and generally the child, however varied the
process might become.

Indecd, the child was involved in the process in the overwhelming nimber
of famulics and. s we have noted in our discussion of Tables 3.1 and 3.2, they
had or shared in the main responsibility in 22 per cent of families. even if they
did not, on the whole, Tave the sole and main responsibility. Inother words,
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Nembee of secoadny sehoos Deld has talk ed 1o pare=is ghout

Number of schools Percentage of parents
(N =70}

3

53

31

3 6
Ao regre 7

luldren s imvolvement tended 1o he together with others. sntually neser alone
m making the hnal dedision, The mam responsibility swas rarely left o the
hild Frony the parents pomt of view this may have been Tor entirely morally
stfiable reasons - that they tahe the responsibiilite” for the culd's edacition
and upbringimg senously s as we mentioned i the mtrodactory chapter. ndeed,
10s mterestmg 1o note here that chaldren are vof enotled o B i the tansler
form nor expected to signcit 1eas however in sharp contrast to the new cone
diions contrned wittun the Chaldren At 1991 whereby children are given
wreater rehis than Tatherto Y et despite the Pavent's Charter and the chanaing,
cducauonal legislavion children are not set legallyv entided tormally o nake
s decsion

Indecd s tollows what many ot the parents felt was thew main
responsthiliny . For example. when some parents were ashed the question aboun
swhether the chitd Tud walked about which school shouald he pic on the form
the tolloswmg himds of rephies were mude

Sotredllv - he knowsatsnt reatly up o b m the end thivorced
mathen

The final decsion s the daanghier’s hut the nunn responsibiling s that
ol the grandmother, mother and cdald wogether. cGrandmother

NWe noted dabove that a smadl mimornty of Lanulies felt that the child had
hac the main responsibiliv . although itis notvery Jear how the sarious differ-
ent mtervienw ees distimguished betw een the concept of main® and other sorts
ol responsibility The concepts ol nuin’. ~ole™ or inal responsibihiny requne
further imvestigation m relanon o wider issues of educanon and upbringing.

I nearh all of the tinuhies (97 per centr the chuld had wlked abouat
particnlar sccondary schools with the person who was being interview ed
Fable 3 3 gives the number of schools that the child amd parentess had talked
about Over halt of the childien were reported o have tlhed about one
sccondany school waith then parents and just under one-thard swere reported 1o
lav e Lilhed about two secondarn schools, The fact that a hde under hall of
the whole sample of tirget children had tilked aboat more than one school
hegrs testmony to ther imvolvement i the process ol deasion-niaking,
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However, it does not detraet from the fact that, on the whole. they did not
have the main responsibiluy for the decision. but rather exerted an intluence
over the process by discussing various options with their parents. Tt is likely
that the parents used their roles and responsibilities as parents subtiy and
slowly — over perhaps a number of years — 1o influence the knowledge that
children had available to them to take the main responsibility for choosing. Tt
was in the minority of cases that the children were seen by the parents as
having exerted the major influence over the decision. However, this could be
seen das an ex-post rationalization and. indeed. it came from the parental
interviews where it was unlikely that the majority: of parents were going o
admit 1o their ex-post rationalizations.

Conclusions

In “his chapter we have begun the process of analvsing how the ditferent
menthers of the family were involved in the process of making the decision
about the secondary school to which the child would go. We have seen that,
on the whole. maost families interviewed felt that the meain responsibilite should
rest with the parents whatever the famiby situation and or gender or race of the
child, In other words, we might surmise that parents regarded this decision as
a particularly salient one for them as parents to take. However, we have yet
to see whether it was felt 1o be a major decision or one that flowed from
previous decisions within the family and at school. We shall begin to explore
this matter in the next and subsequent chapters,

What is also clear from this briet analyvsis is that family structure or form
is p1of the Key criterion influencing how the decision is taken given that many
lone parent families involve the albeit absent father and many two-parent
familics do not fully involve the present father. However, in the majority of
families of whatever form or structure, the mother has, or shares. the main

responsibitity. This seems 1o fow almost automatically from her general respons-

hility for ¢hild care and child rearing. But this responsibility may be mediated
by more or less liberal or authoritarian tamily patterns. in which decisions
abaout schooling assume more awesome implicitions. This may mean that she
has the sole responsibility, or that she has only the initial responsibility for
doing the groundw ok’ or that she has the final responsibility. These issues
may also be mediated by particular views of moral authority for children
generally and in relation o education in particular. 1t is 1o these issues of the
processes and content of the decision-making that we now tum.




Chapter -4

Parents’ Appreciation of Procedures
About School Transfer

Introduction

I this chapter we look at the choice process as a rational. purposive activity.
We consider how the process of choosing schools began from the point of
view of the target child's parents whom we interviewed. by discussing stich
issties s when they started thinking about secondary schooling, where they
obtained information about schools, what inforntion was particularly wanted
and so on. I other words, we were particularly interested 1o look at factors
related 1o the procedires mvolved in the transfer process and how the parents
obtamed sufficient informaton on which o make decisions about schools,

In subsequent chapters we shall explore the more substantive and s wial
issties relating 1o school “choice”. Here we are coneerned o explore the extent
1o which the issue of choice was made salient 1o parents by different actions
they undertook. and in addition. the extent to w ich parents used @ range of
resotrees and strategics 1o acquaint themselves with secondary schools in
order 1o find out about the ‘¢hoice™. or rarher the options available from which
to make a choice,

in looking at the ways in wlich families wentabout the process of choosing
«hools for their children when they were in their final yvear (Year 0 of primary
wchool, before transforring 1o secondary school at the end of that academic
cession, we were also interested i establishing whether the procedures used
by the schools and the LEAS were inderstood by the families involved in the
transfer process. Morcover. we wanted 1o know whether the procedures
amaounted 1o what the families might consicler to he choice processes or not.
Finally, we were interested inwhether or not changes in the policy context
towards markets and consumerism had taken effect and thereby influenced
these parents and whether or not they felt themselves o have become
consuiers. The parents we interview ed were asked aseries of questions about
the process of choosmg secondary schools — ranging from when they began
1o think about 1t to how they reached the ultimate decision. indluding what
hinds of informaton they sought

o b7/
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Tabie 41 When secondary schooling was first considered by parents

First considered Percentage of parents*
secondary schooling IN=70].

Fourth Year Junior {Year 6) 44
Third Year Junior (Year 5) 33
Second Year Junior (Year 4) 14
First Year Junior {Year 3) 4
Infant school 4

Note: * Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding

Initial Thoughts on Secondary Schovls

We were concerned 1o find out when the whole process of considering
secondary schooling started and so we began by asking the parents when they
started thinking seriously about secondary schools for their child and whether
it was before they were prompted to do so by the various education authorities
or schools that were involved. The parents” responses are shown in Table ++.1.

We found that over two-fifths of the parents started thinking seriously
about secondary schools for their child during the child's final year of junior
schooling (Year 63, but that a significant proportion — one-third — had started
thinking about this issuc in the third year (Year 5). Nearly a quarter of parents
had started thinking about secondary schools even earlier than that. So there
were interesting variations between the parents interms of when they first
began to think about schools or rather their initial thoughts on secondary
hools: we shall return 1o discuss this issue of the social process later. Here.
we start by analysing the parents” replies o this kind of question as the
heginnings of the rather formal school procedures.

There were no significant differences between the parents of girls and
bovs on this question of initial thoughts, or between parents in the two
boroughs. However. there were some differences between other groups of
parents. Interestingly. nearly all the parents of the black and Asian target
children started thinking seriously about secondary schooling in Year 6 and as
a corollary. it was largely the parents of white children who started thinking
about this issue prior to this time.

In terms of family structure there were also differences Glthough it should
e noted that these did not reach statistical significance). Over halt (56 per
cent) of lone mother families (of which there were sixteen) only started to
think abowt secondary schools in Year 6. compared with just under two-fifths
(39 per cent) of mother and father families (of which there were forty-one) and
halt in mother and partner families (ot which there were four). In other words,
we nay speculate that lone parent Familics mav start thinking about sccondary
«chools fater than two-parent households. and that this may have something
10 do with the burdens of being a lone parent family. However. as we saw
in Chapter 3. many of the lone mother families involved the child's father in
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Table 4 2: Parents considerng different numbers of secondary schools

Number of schools Percentage of parents
(N=70)
One 23
Two 36
Three 11
Four 20
Five 6
Six 1
Seven 3

the decision-making process where he was available. On the other hand.
many mothers in two-parent households began the process early and alone
in terms of what thev called “doing the groundwork’. as we also noted above
in Chapter 3.

Wealso found an interesting and staistcally significant difference beoveen
families in terms of the father's socio-economic background and when parents
first started thinking about secondary schools. Significantly more families where
the father was from a non-manual than a manual social background (48 per
cent compared with 23 per cent) started thinking about secondary schooling
when their child was in Year 5. that is. the penulidmate year rather than the
final vear of primary school, Ovérall, we found that two-thirds of families with
fathers from non-manuai backgrounds started thinking about a secondary school
hefore the last year of primary school, whereas for those in other families
amost half had not started thinking about this issue until Year 6 of primary
school. In other words, it could be argued that the social class of the father
was very important in determining how much forethought swas given to types
of secondary school.

Our next concern was oy and establish how many ccondary «chools
parents initially thought about for their child. They were therefore asked to
name those secondiry schools they had been thinking about for their chitd as
& prefude o talking about the salient features of those sclools in terms of
reasons for the choice. The sembers of schools that were being considered by
pdarents are shown in Table 1.2

The majority of parents named more than one schoot that thev hael been
thinking about. making it clear that the parents whom we intervicwed feit that
they did have some options available. However, nearly a quarter of the parents
were thinking about just one school. Around one-third were considering two
schools (36 per cent) or three to four schools (31 per cent) and one in ten
were considernng between five and seven schools, This micans. in effect, that
three-quarters of the parents in our study had at least given some consideration
to alternative schools and some of these we can surmise were very active’
chivosers. However. the question of whether thinking about more than one
school constitutes a choice” is something o which we will give greater
consideration below:,
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Parents’ Appreciation of Procedures About School Transfer
Transfer Procedure, ‘Choice’ and Understanding

We wanted to find out how well parents understood the actual formal transfer
process. [f parents are to be able to use their power as “consumers’ effectively,
they need to know how the administrative system itself works. We were
particularly interested to find out about parents” awareness about the whole
procedure for transferring from primary to secondary school.

First of all, we asked them what they understood about the procedure for
transferring schools and, on the hasis of their answers to this question. the
interviewers made a subjective rating of the respondents’ understanding of the
transfer procedure. We found that over half of those interviewed (53 per cent)
seemed to understand the procedure well: over one-third (36 per cent) did not
seem to understand. while 11 per cent thought that they did understand, but
in fact they did not appear to have grasped the relevant procedures.

We also asked parents some more specific questions about the procedure.
In particular, we wanted to know whether they were awiare of the criteria used
by schools for admitting pupils. We found that over half of the parents (56 per
centy felt that they understood all the criteria, while over one-fifth (23 per cent)
understood some of the criteria. However, nearly one-ffth (16 per cent) did
not understand the admissions criteria and 6 per cent did not know. This
means that well over a fifth of the parents were not aware of how the schools
they were applying to for their child actually made decisions about which pupils
would be admitted. 1t is thus cledr that a significant minority of parents are not
clear about the transfer process or the admissions criteria used by schools,

We also asked a question about the appeals procedure that parents can
institute if they do not get oftered a place at their preferred secondary school,
We were keen to establish whether parents knew first of all that they coudd
appeal. and second. whether they knew howto appeal. We found that two-fifths
of the parents who answered this question (N =60) knew how to appeal.
while one-third knew that they could appeal. but did not know how to go
about it: around a quarter of the parents (27 per cent) did not know about the
procedure. In other words, a large minority of parents were not clear about
the precise details of the appeals procedure — cither to the local education
authoritv, or directly to the school — if their child was not altocated their
preferred school.

We can see, therefore, that a significant proportion of parents do not
appear to have the necessary information or knowledge to be able effectively
to exercise their power in relation to choosing schools. They do not know
how schools or LEAs decide which pupils to admit. or how they go about an
appeal if they do not get their preferred choice. The whole transfer process for
some parents can be a very worrisome or stressful one and we wanted to try
and establish whether our sample of parents experienced such stress. The
interviewers thus made a subjective rating as to the "parents” anxiety”, as they
pereeived it about the whole process of choosing secondary schools’, giving
us some indiction of ow worrisome or stressful the process might be, Qur
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Table 43 How useful parents ‘ound the interview with the headteacher

Usefulness of interview Percentage of parents
{N = 64)*

Helpful 58

Formality 16

Not very helpful 19

Concern about school cnosen 8

Note * N s less than 70 as six parents had not had an interview with the headteacher
And percentages do not add to 100 because of rounding

findings indicated that some parents found the procedure more stressful than
others, Over a quarter (20 per cent) of © o interviewees were pereeived by
the interviewers to be extremely” anxious, just under a third (30 per cent) to
he somewhat” anxious, while just over a third (36 per cent) were not per-
ceived 1o be anxious. In 9 per cent of the families it was not possible to say
whether parents were anxious or not. In other words, we surmise that the
process of “choosing a secondary school is indeed seen as stressful by the
majority of parents in this study. even if they are not fully aware of what
there is to choose from — or rather. what schools their children are likely to
be admitted to.

In both Camden and Wandsworth, the actual transfer procedure involved
the parents being invited to an interview with the headieacher of their child's
prinary school to discuss which schools the parents would be applving to for
their child. We therefore asked them whether they had had such an interview
discussion with their child's primary school headteacher about the transfer to
secondary school, Almost all of the parents (91 per cent) reported that they
had had such a discussion. The six parents who had not been to speak to the
headteacher gave a variety of reasons as to why they had not had this meeting
— for example, they had no need because they knew the procedures or they
were not offered the interview.,

We wanted 1o find out whether this meeting was considered to have been
useful, and so we asked an open-ended question, categorizing the responses
post hoc. Table 4.3 reports the results that emerged. Over half of the parents
found the interview with the headreacher useful. while 16 per cent felt that the
interview was merely a formality as they had other children and had been
through the transfer process before. Nearly one-fifth of the parents did not find
the internview very helpful, often because they felt that they knew what they
had to do. and just under one in ten mentioned that the headteacher was
concerned about their choice,

These views on the helpfulness of the interview with the headteacher
varied according o the family structure. The vast majority of lone-mother
families found the interview very helpful (81 per cent). whereas only just over
half of the mother and father families did, and only just over a third of mother
and partner famities did. Of course, we should note here the very small numbers
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Tabie 44 How parents found out about preferred school

How parents found out Without prompting With and without prompting

about preferred school Percentage of parents Percentage of parents
{(N=70) {N=70)

Visits 41 (N 63 (1)

Friends/neighbours 34 (2 59 (2)

School brochure 31 @ 43 (3)

Other parents 26 40

Other children 'n fanuly 24 27

Local school 21 24

Primary headteacher In 14

in cach group. Nevertheless, it is very interesting to note that thinteen of the
sixteen lone mother families found the interview helpful and this may connect
with the fact that they had only just begun the formal process of consideration.
unlike the other kinds of families.

The myjority of black and Asian parents found the interview helpful,
whereas only about half of the white families did. This may be because more
o the white families were familiar with the procedures. There wis no ditfer-
ence between the parents” views on the usetulness of the headteacher’s inter-
view in terms of the sex of the child. However, one interesting finding relates
to differences between families of different social classes, but only when
using the father's social class. Only a minority of families with fathers from
professional managerial occupational backgrounds €30 per centy found the
interview with the headteacher useful. while the vast majority: of families with
fathers from skilled (39 per cent) and semi-skilled (100 per centy occupational
backgrounds did so. We have already mentioned that the former group of
tamilies tended to be those who had thought about the processes in the vears
before the final year of primarny school and they nuy therefore have done the
necessary ground work not to have to rely on the interview with the
headteacher,

How Parents Found Out About Schools

We were very mterested to find out how parents found out about the various
different schools and the types of information they sought out and used in
helping them to come 1o a decision about which particular schools they should
apply to for their chitd, First of alll they were asked how they had found out
about the school that they had named as their preferred school. Table 4y gives
those reasons spontincoushy mentioned by 10 per cent or more of parents and
the same redasons mentioned after prompting.

The three answers given most frequently, both spontancously and after
prompting in relation o finding out about the preferred secondary school,
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were visits CH per centand 63 per cent). friends or neighbours (34 and 59 per
centd and the school’s information booklet (31 and 49 per cent). In relation to
the answers that emerged spontancously, visits were also the most frequently
mentioned means of finding out whatever the type of the family suructure.
Fricnds and neighbours figured slightly more prominently for lone mother
families G4 per cenv than for mother and father (32 per cent) and mother and
partner (38 per cent) families. although again the small numbers in cach of
these categories should be borne in mind.

In about a quarter of all families there was another child in the family
that affected the choice of preferred school and similarly other parents in-
Huenced the decision for just over a quarter of families. especially lone mother
and mother and father famities. The fact that the school was local was more
important to mother and father families than it was to lone mother families.

There were some differences between families on the basis of the child's
sex. ethnicity and the family’s social cliass background. Visits were mentioned
slightlhy more often by the parents of boys than girls (50 versus 32 per cent)
as were booklets (e versus 18 per cent) Neither visits, friends neighbours
nor other parents distinguished hetween families from different ethnic groups
but the local school was somewhat more important for white than black or
Asian families. albeit that extremely small numbers are involved in the later
groups.

There were also some distinctions to be drawn in terms of social class.
Both visits and booklets were noticeably talthough not statistically signifi-
cantly) more important for families where the mother’s social class back-
ground was professional managerial or non-manual Coffice) or the father's was
professional managerial than for those from other social class hackgrounds.
On the other hand. a local school and other children in the family seemed to
figure more for families where the father's occupational hackground was skitled
manual or those where the mother's social class background was semi-skilled
or unskitled.

In relation to the answers about sources of information that emerged with
and without prompting. there were some more interesting differences —
although not statistically significant — reported in these sources of information
hetween the two boroughs. In particular. more parents in Camden than in
Wandsworth reported that they knew about the school because it was local,
or through friends and neighbours, or other parents. whereas more parents in
Wandsworth knew about the school through visits, or the primary school
head. There are clearly procedural and possibly other differences. such as
cultural or social networks hetween the two boroughs, in how familiar parents
hecome witl the various schools,

Links with Schools and Information about Schools

A series of questions was asked about the inks that existed with secondary
schools and information about secondiry schools. Parents were asked questions
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Tabie 45 Percentage of parents reporting various hnks

Links Percentage of parents (N =70)
Child’s frnends plan to go to school 83
Child’s frnends go to school 63
Someone parent knows goes there 51
Someone parent knows works at scheo! 29
Siblings at school 23
Other relatives are pupils at school 16
Child's parent (or significant adultt went to school 14
Other {child) relatives plan to go to school 7
Siblings went to school 4

Table 46 Types of brochures read

Type of brochure Percentage of parents
{N = 66)
individual schools i borough 76
Borough bookiet 56
LEA schools outside borough 39
Grant-maintained schools 24
City technology college 23
Private schools 21

similar to those noted above. about how they knew about their named pre-
ferred school and whether any family members or friends went to. or were
planning to go to. the school they preferred wanted Cor would most like) their
child to go to. Table 4.5 gives the percentage of parents reporting various
links.

Over cight out of ten parents (83 per cent) reported that some of their
child's friends planned 1o go to the same school as they wanted their own
child to go to. Nearly two-thirds of the parents (63 per cent) said that friends
of their child crmently went 10 the school, and about half of the parents (51
per cent) knew someone who went there. One of the main factors cited above
for knowledge of the preferred school was either school brochures or visits 1o
the school. Altogether, 94 per cent of the parents had read atleast one brochure
about secondary schools. Although 6 per cent of the parents had not read any
brochures. around a third €31 per cent) had read either one or two brochures,
or three or four brochures (33 per cent) or between five and nine brochures
(30 per cent).

We asked parents which brochures they hid read. Table 1.0 gives the
percentage of parents who had read different tvpes of brochures. Over
three-quarters (o per cent) of the parents had read brochures about individual
«hools within their own borough and just over half (56 per cent) had read the
booklet produced by the borough. Over a third €39 per cent) of the parents
had read brochures about LEA (county or voluntany) schools outside the
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Table 4 7 Usefulness of examnaton results section

Usefulness of exam results section Percentage of j.arents
(N = 70)

Did not see brochures/exam section
Very useful

Quite useful

Not very useful

Not at ali useful

No section

Table 48 Comments on utlity of examnation results section

Kinds of use of exam results section Percentage of parents
(N=41)

Add to overall picture
Confusing/difficult to understand
Useful companson

Particularly wanted to see
Standard format reeded
Selective/rvsieading

Note Percentages add up to more than 100 as more than one reason was sometimes
given

borough. Around & quarner of those interviewed had read brochures about
grant-maintained schools (24 per cenn. the city weehnology college in Soards-
worth (23 per ¢cent) or private schools €21 per cent),

The vast majority of parents (91 per cent) who had read brochures fo ind
them useful. A quarter of these parents (N =00) felt that brochures “tell you
what is going on in school” but a similar number (23 per cent felt that they
were of limited use. Ten per cent of parents felt that brochures helped them
compiare schools. However, the same percentage felt that brochures only
well vou what they want to tell” or that the schools needed 1o be visited as
well.

Parents were asked how useful they found the section in the brochures
on examination results, Table 1.7 gives their responses. Around a third of the
parents had not seen the examination results section. However, nearly one-fifth
(17 per cent) found this section of the brochure very useful. Over a quarter
€29 per cent? found at quite useful”. Nearly one-fifth (17 per cent did not think
the section was useful. and 6 per cent reported that there wis no seetion on
examination results in their brochure,

We also asked parents in what ways they found the examination resules
useful tor noty and we had replies from 39 per cent of the parents, The
parents responses were categorized and fable 18 gives the percentage of
parents making comments relating to specific jssues, Over a quarter of the
parents felt that the examination results section “added to the overall pictare’
(20 per cent), but a similar proportion found the section confusing or difficult
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16 understand €27 per cenn). Just over a fifth felt that the secion provided a
useful comparison. Some of the comments that the parents made included:

[Us not always the most important thing. exam results. I's useful as a
guidle.

It was very useful as a comparison between the schools to see what
expectations they had of their pupils.

That was very useful ... I'm sure they could be presented in a more
parent-friendly way.

Some schools are better at one subject than another, 5o it's not easy
to make a comparison.

I found it very difficult to understand .. they were quite usetul but 1
think . . . they write them in such a way that cach schoot will look

good anyway.

It wasn't very useful ... theyre confusing. all these grids and things,
They could just put them out straightforward.

Didn't really understand it The only sort of thing 1 understand is ten
out of ten or stuff like that.

I get very confused with all the figures and everything,
Theyre all otally meaningless.
Although almost three-quarters of the parents had scen the examination

results of the schoolts) they weye interested in. they had not necessarily seen
them in the school brochure, Other sources of information in addition 1o

brochures were local neswspapers tmentioned by 13 per cent). secondary school

staft (7 per cent), other parents (7 per cent), fricnds prople at work (0 per
centt and prinmary school staff €1 per cent). Although the brochure was the
main source of information. we can see from these findings that parents s wght
out examindtion results frony i varicty of sources.

Morcover. examination results are not necessarily ecither seen as salient
features of a4 school advertising itself for future generations of children despite
the policy regulations or rhetorie, nor do - parents necessdrily see examination
reslts s the Aoy issue in deciding upon a scho il This seems to be quile at
ocddeds with the current policy debate about school league tables on examination
results to which we referred in the intraduction. However, we shall vetun 1o
this fsstie again below | as a substantive rather thim pre cedural one, in Chapters
S and 0.
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Table 4 9: Sources of information mentioned

Source of information Without prompting

Percentage of parents

With and without prompting
Percentage of parents

RIC

(N =70) {N = 68)

Friends 24 (1) 60 (2)
Parents of children at secondary

school 33 12) 51
Children, including siblings 31 (3 63 (1)
Parents of children at preferred

secondary school 30 54 (3}
Primary school teachers/

headteacher 29 43
Parents of children at primary

school 26 54 {3)
Relatives 19 32
Neighbours 14 28
Articles in the press 13 32
Adults working in education 10 22
Work colleagues 9 26
Advertisements 6 21

We atso tried 1o consider other sources of information about schools.
Parents were asked how they had found out about schools for their child apart
from reading brochures, This was followed with questions about what they
had wanted o find out and whether they had succeeded in this objective.
Table 1.9 gives the spedfic sources of information mentioned without prompting
by 6 per cent or more of the sample. [t also gives the pereentage who reported
having obtained information from these sources with and without prompting.

Four sources of information were cach spontancousty mentioned by around
a third of the parents, namely: friends (31 per cent): parents of children at
secondary schoot (33 per centss children, including siblings €31 per cent): and
parents with children at their preferved secondary school (30 per cent). Over
a quarter of the parents mentioned getting information from primary school
teachers or headteachers €29 per cent) or parents of children at primary school
(20 per cent). Three of the four sources of information that were inentioned
most {requently spontancously were also reported most frequentdy after
prompting. However, the order varied, with children. including siblings being
mentioned by nearly two-thirds (63 per cent), friends by slightly fewer (60 per
cent). parents of children at their preferred secondary school by just over half
(51 per ceny) and parents of children at primar school being mentioned with
the same I'x'cqucncy (5t per cent).

These sources of information dare notable in that friends are again a powerful
source ol information: other parents, other children, including siblings and
primary school teachers headteachers are all very important for large sections
ol the sample. However, this list also indudes some additional factors, such as
articles in the media and advertisements, as well as parents” work colteagues.
We might surmise that the fact that advertisements featured is a function of the
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Table 4 10 When parents obtamed information

When the child was in. .. Percentage of parents
{N =70}

Fourth Year Juniors (Year 6) 73

Third Year Juniors (Year 5) 36

Second Year Juniors (Year 4) 23

First Year Juniors (Year 3) 6

Infant school 4

changing climate under open enrollment, with schools trying o maximize the
number of applicants and hence new entrants (and associated funding) to the
school.

Parents were asked when they obtained information about the schools or
talked to people wbout them. Table 4.10 gives their responses. We found that
nearly three-quarters of the parents (73 per cent) obtained information while
their child was in the last year of primary school (Year 6): a significant proportion
(30 per cent) obtained information while their child was in Year 5 and over
a fifth (23 per centy while she or he was in Year -+ This means that only a
minority of parents in the sample had actively sought out information about
schools before the target child's final year of primary school. This finding
chimes with that cartier in this chapter that most parents start thinking about
specific schools in their child's fast year. However, it may be the case that at
least some of the mothers who laid the ground for the “choice” may be those
who had obtained information earlier than Year 0.

Types of Information Wanted, such as Examination Results

W also asked the parents a series of questions to establish the sorts of things
they wanted 10 know about sccondary schools. First, they were asked what
sort of information they were looking for about secondary schools. Table 111
gives details of the types of information spontancoushy mentioned by 10 per
cent or more of the sample and those mentioned after prompting with the first
four types of information only.

Half of the parents spontancously mentioned wanting information about
the acdemic side of the school or subjects offered. One-third were looking for
A level examination results and @ similar number for GCSE results or the
general atmosphiere feel of the school. Our findings suggest that information
about academic subjects is more important for middle-class families, while
exam results are mentioned most frequently by working-class families. T is
possible, however, that these findings could be the result of middle-class families
heing more explicit about the sorts of information they were looking for.

These smualt social class differences are also reflected in the approaches of
the different family types. Over half of mother and father families (56 per cent)
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Table 4 11 Types of :nformation parents were looking for

Types of information Without prompting With and without prompting
Percentage of parents Percentage of parents
(N=70) (N=70)
Academic side/subjects offered 50 87
A level resuits 33 60
GCSE results 30 60
General atmosphere/fee! 30 51
Spectfic subjects 24 —
Discipline/behawviour/bullying 21 —
Teachers/teacher-pupil refations 14 —
Type of children at schoot 13 —
Class size 11 .
Faciites 10 —

had looked for academic subjects, whereas only 14 per cent of lone mother
families had. Over a third of mother and father famities (37 per cent) mentioned
looking for GCSE results without prompting, whereas only 19 per cent of lone
mother families did. Similarly, almost half (42 per centy of mother and father
families looked for A levels, whereas only 19 per cent of lone mother families
didl.

We also prompted parents about whether specific types of information had
been sought — namely details of the academic side of the school, its general
armosphere and examination results — if they had not been mentioned spontan-
cously. Nearly nine out of ten parents, after prompting, mentioned that they
were tooking for informution about the academic side of the school or subjects
offered. Nearly two-thirds wanted details of the school's examination results
and around half wanted o know about the school's general atmosphere feel.

These tvpes of information were not different for boys or girls or for
children from different ethnic groups whether spontancously mentioned or
after prompting. When the spontancous and prompted answers were added
together there were no differences between the parents in Camden and
Wandsworth, though there were some differences in terms of just the
spontanccus answers around looking for academic subjects €39 per cent in
Camden and 62 per cent in Wandsworth), looking at A levels (28 per cent
in Camden: 33 per cent in Wandsworth) and looking for feel atmosphere (in
Camden only 12 per cent felt it important whereas in Wiandsworth 635 per cent
i son.

[Uis interesting to note that although parents were looking for factors such
as acadenie subjects, atmosphere or A level or GESE examination results. they
didd not necessarily find the information about examination results that casy to
understand or that useful. once they had obtained it. We propose to examine
this 1ssue in future rescarch as we feel that the contradictory findings merit
further investigation.

Finally, parents were asked whether their child had had any extra
educational help outside school (eg. private tutoring, attending a Saturday
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Table 4 12: Number of secondary schools visited

Number of schools visited Percentage of parents
(N =70)

None 13
One 21
Two 23
Three 20
Four to eight 23

Table 4 13  Percentage of parents applying to different numbers of secondary schools

Number of schools applied to Percentage of parents
{N = 70)

One 53
Two 27
Three 6
Four 10
Five 4

wchoeh within the kst two vears. Over eight out of ten parents (83 per cent)
reported that she or he had not had any such help, while 10 per cent said that
they had. A further 7 per cent said that they had had extra help for entrance
examinations to private schools.

Visits tc Secondary Schools

Given that almost half of the parents (over -0 per cent) had mentioned that
they knew about their preferred school through visits to secondary schools,
we also asked a series of questions about visits to potential secondary schoc ils,
First. parents were asked how many secondary schools they had visited (with
4 view to their child going there). Table .12 gives their responses.

Perhaps the most interesting finding is that over one in ten parents € 13 per
cent) had nof visited any secondary schools, whilst around one-fifth had visited
one school (21 per cent), two schools (23 per cent). three schools (20 per cent)
or four or more schools (23 per cent). However, half of those who had not
visited any secondary schools (four out of nine). intended to visit one school
for their child's interview for a place at that school.

Chosen Schools on the Transfer Form
All of the parents reported in the interviews that they had already made the
deciston about which secondary schools would be put down on the transfer
forms or which school they would apply to. Table 4.13 gives the pereentage

of parents applying to different numbers of secondary schools,
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Table 4 14 Do you see yourself as a ‘consumer of education’?

Are you a consumer of education? Percentage of parents
(N=70)*
Yes {spontaneousi 21
Yes (after explanation) 7
No {spontaneous' 14
No {after explanation) , 49
Don't know 7
Parents differ 1

Note * Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Around half of the parents reported that they had. in the event, only
applicd to one school (33 per centy; over a quarter €27 per cent) had applied
1o two schools: 0 per cent had applied o three and 10 per cent had applied
10 four schools: 1 per cent had applied to five schools. In other words, at the
end of the decision-making process’. about half the parents in this sample felt
that they had more than one school to which they could apply. even if, as we
shall see below, some parents did not necessarily see this as a real choice™. but
rather as o compromise. The renainder. however, had decided that it would
suffice 1o apply 1o one school only.

We also asked whether the child had talked about which schools should
be put down on the transfer form or which school he or she should go 1o, We
found that virtually a/f the parents (99 per centd said that she or he had. As we
noted in Chapter 3. although parents, and especially mothers, felt they had the
main responsibility. children were usually involved and or consulted and, in
some cases, made or helped o make the final” decision. Given this, itis a pity
that children cannot make their own preferences clear by having at least 1o put
their signature on the form together with that of their parents’

Finally. parents were asked whether they saw themiselves as consumers of
cducaton’. We were Keen 1o establish whether or not the national policy rhetoric
had percolated down to the school Tevel, Over half the parents (36 per cenv)
did not understand what was meant by the question and an explanation had
10 be provided. Table 1.1+ gives the responses for the whole sample of parents.

Altogether, nearly two-thirds of the parents did ot see themselves as
consumers of education. while just over a quarter €28 per cent) did. Certainly
this does not seem o indicate that many parents had taken on board the
policy rhetoric. But we will now look at whether or not parents consider a
range of substantive factors in relation to secondary school “choice” o flesh out
whether or not parents” actions may be construed as implying that they are, in
fact. consumers of education’.

Conclusions
In this chapter we have reviewed the processes gone through and the

procedures involved in making a decision about secondiny school by fooking
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at how the parents felt about the formal transfer process. the information that
they gathered on which to make a decision and how they themselves went
about the process in terms of soliciting information from friends. relatives.
neighbours and so on. as well as teachers. headteachers and visits 1o schools.
We also looked at what they felt about the quality of information on offer such
as the headteachers” interviews and the school brochures prospectuses, and.
in particular. the information on examination results. We have also compared .
their spontancous responses on what they were looking for in terms of infor-
mation on secondary schools.

We have been able 1o consider the choice process as botly a cognitive and
social process. We considered parents” views on brochures and published
exam results (Tables +.0—4.8), We also found social contacts to be a key
feature. Friends and neighbours, other parents and other children are all vitally
important Clables 14 and 1 9 in affecting parents” views of secondary schools,
The presence of existing links with particular schools was also significant
Crable -£.50, Finally, parents also clearly value what they can see with their own
eves (Table 4 ) — We liked what we saw’. This includes both specific visits
10 schools on their open evenings. and also observations made about schools
in the vicinity. for example. in terms of the behaviour of pupils as they go 1o
and from school. In all this itis clear thot parents are oftered certain alternatives
and seek out for themselves certain information about different schools.
However. it is not clear whether they teel, at the ena of the day, that they
Nave, in fact, been offered realistic alternatives. nor may they wish o have
them if they already hold sufficient information within the family or househe J1d
on which to base their “choice™. This is an issue 1o which we will retum later.
However. we tum now to what parents considered the most important factors
in the “choice” of secondarny school. hefore moving on to consider whether o
there are any factors that would detract from families choosing certain schools. '
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Chapter 5

Parents’ Reasons for Choice of
Preferred Secondary School

Introduction

This chapter is about the kinds of reasons parents offered. in response to a
variety of giestions. about their choices of, or preferences for, perticular schools.
In other words, we begin to look at the substantive content of the decision
processes, having looked at the kinds of processes and procedures that parents
had gone through to reach these decisions. In this chapter we are particularly
interested in the positive reasons for the choice of school. both in terms of the
general issues and also in terms of the particular schools preferred. In the next
chapter we shall look at the negative evaluations of schools, or rather the
reasons why parents did not choose. or even rejected. certain schools.

We start by looking at the reasons parents offered for their serious
consideration of named schools. Then we move on to a more general discussion
of the preterred schools and from there into an even more general discussion
of factors relating to choice of school. We asked a series of questions to ap
parents” thinking about what they were tooking for. As these questions
progressed to some extent we pinned parents down to specify their three main
reasons in order of priority.

Different respenses and different emphases emerged in the answers given
to these various ways of asking these questions. To some extent, people may
have been elaborating and going into more detail as the questions progressed.
but on the other hand. at times they appeared to be trving to be helplul, and
to be searching to find something new to say. Some questions were also quite
open-ended while others included prompts, and there are apparent difterences
between prompred and unprompted answers, 1t may also be the case that
some questions tap more into the choice process as one of the social interactions
occurring in particular concerete contexts, while other questions tap more into
the choice process as one of a cognitive and rational weighing up of information
and parental values. The initial open-ended questions incline more towirds
the former. while the concluding question. asking parents o list their three
most important reasons. indlines more towards the latter,
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Table 51 Percentage of different types of schools named

Type of school named Percentage of responses
{N = 189)*

LEA Mixed (C/V) 25
LEA Girls (C/V) i4
LEA Boys (C/v) 10
Qut of LEA (C/V) 22
Grant-maintained 16
City Technology Coliege 8
Private 11

Note: * This refers to the total number of 1esponses made.

As a4 result, different sorts of answers emerge. Proximity to the home thus
appears much more significant in some answers than others (e.g. contrast
Tables 5.2 5.5 and 5.8). while the presence of existing links with schools
appears significant at some times and not at others. Rather than regarding
ihese shifts in responses as problematic. or regarding some of these answers
as more valid than others. we suggest that they are all valid indicators of the
varied and complex processes that are involved in the eventual “choice’” or
‘placenient” of particular children in particular schools.

Types of Schools Named and/or Preferred

As we mentioned in the previous chapter we asked parents to tell us about the
schools they were considering for their children in the process of reaching a
decision about which schools to apply for. Some parents only named one
school that they were considering. but the majority were able o name more
than one and sometimes up 1o six or seven (see Table 1.2 for details). We have
analysed the first three schools named by the parents as state or independent
schools.

The tipe of school named varied. However, state schools teither LEA or
grant-maintained) were named in the vast majority of case  and these were
generally in the same borough as the primary school. as opposed 1o outside
the borovgh. Private schools were named least frequently — only one in ten
parents named o private school as their first named school. and in the case of
the other named schools, fewer parents still named such a sehool. In other
words, the vist majority of parents ¢onsidered only staie secondary schoots,
for the most part within the borough. with only a very small minority of
familics considering a private school for their child, We also looked in more
detail at the different types of schools named. and in particular at the range of
ochools that were being considered. The percentages of different types of
“hools named are shown in Table 5.1

One quarter of all the state schools named were LEA financed mied
county or yoluntary (G V) schools w ithin the borough. A similar proportion
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Table 5.2. Reasons why parents had been thinking about named secondary schools
First, second and third named schools

Reason for thinking First named Second named Third named
about named school school school school
Percentage of Percentage of Percentage of
parents parents parents
(N=70! (N =53) (N =28)

Near to home 19 (1) 13 (2) 14 (3)
Siblings went there 19 (2) — 11
Good reputation 17 (3 17 (0

Like what they saw/

know school 16 1"

Know children 16

Good academic results 14 11

Child wants to go 13

Single-sex 10

Recommended 10

Facilities —

Locai school —

Parent/relative Link —

Church schooi —

were LEA-financed single-sex schools in the borough. Just over one-ifth of
the schools named were LEA-financed county or voluntary schools in another

borough. Ten per cent of the schools named were grant-maintained. Eight per

cent of the responses were 1o the city technology college in Wandsworth and
justover one in ten were o private schools. Although the new types of schools
were only named on relatively few occasions. it is important to note that there
is only one CTC in one of the tvo boroughs. In addition, there were no grant-
maintiined schools in Camden lthough there were some in neighbouring
boroughs) and only one in Wandsworth at the time our study hegan. The fact
that nearly afth of the responses related to these schools is therefore worth
notmg.

Reascns for Thinking about Named Schools

We then asked parents why they had been thinking about these schools that
they had named. We were interested in exploring the kinds of reasons offered
for all the schools that the parents were considering, even though not all
parents were considering more than one. We wanted to Jook ar the reasons for
the consideration of preferred schools, We alsa wanted to consider the reasons
for ot choosing a school. which we will look at in the next chapter.

Here we will start by analysing the reasons offered for the preferred
schools by Tooking separately at up 1o three samed schools, We looked o the
reasons oftered for the tirst, second and third named schools. A very wide
range of responses emerged. These were categorized and those reiasons
mentioned Iy 10 per cent or more of e parents Tor the fiest three named
schools are shown i Table S 2
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Table 53 Reason why parents were thinking about secondary schools

Composite reason for thinking about named school Percentage of parents
(N =70)
Good reputation 44
Near to home 37
Good academic results 36
Liked what they saw/know school 33
Siblings there/went there 29
Recommended 29
Know children there/friends 27
Single-sex 27
Local school 24
Church school (RC/CE) 20
Facilities/opportunities 20
Child wants to go there 19
Good education 17
Teachers/headteacher 16
Suits child 16
New/exciting/technology/well-funded 14
Sme | school 13
Sub, :cts offered 13
Mixed schooi 13
Parent/relative link 1
Cater for special needs 1
Easy to get to 10
Discipling/behaviour 10
Atmosphere/ethos 10
Mo other choice 10

As we can see, parents gave rather different reasons for thinkirg aboul
cach of the first three schools that they named. For the finst-named school, the
«chool being near to home and siblings at the school were the reasons most
frequently: mentioned, followed by the «chool’s reputation. For the seconed-
ncimed school, the sehool's reputation was most frequently mentioned followed
by proximity to home and the school's facilities. For the thivd-named school,
the fact that it was focal emerged most frequently, followed by its academic
record. What is also interesting, is that good academic results and proximity to
home wers the only two reasons o be mentioned by more than 10 per cent
of the parents for cach of these three schools. The mostimportant difference
1o note at this stage between specific groups of parents wis that a single-sex
hool was cited as a reason more often by parents of girds than boys. & point
16 which we shall return later in this chapter. Someshat more parents of noys
than girls cited a school's goad reputation and the Fact that it was near to home
or a4 local school.

We then put the reasons together into a composite group 1o iy io identify
the Key reasons given as a forny ol ammary. When all the reasons given were
combined together a different pictu e emerged as shown in Table 5.3,

The reason that most frequently oceurred was the school's repdation
Gmentioned Ly nearly hait of the parents), follow ed by its proxonify 1o home
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Mothers Intuition? Choosing Secondary Schools

and its academic reselts or performance. However, these three main reasons
are not the same Lor hoth bovs and girls. A good reputation was mentioned
more often for bovs than girls (twenty-two responses versus nine). On the
other hand, single-sex schooling is mentioned very frequently for girls but not
for boys (eighteen responses versus one).

in addition to getting parents to list their reasons for considering particular
secondary schools, they were also asked to make general comments. Some of
the comments they made included:

Asingle-sex school because she gets easily distracted and the academic
record. My sister went there and her father's sisters all went there and
it's gota good track record. It has very high standards . . . and its like
an independent school.

We always thought of [School YL We know it was an ex-grammuar
school and had a good reputation. But always around here T thought
it was a good school for a boy,

she ook the decision out of our hands completely because she had
decided where she wanted to go and she wasnUinterested in looking
anywhere else at all,

The position of the school . L in this day and age T wouldnt want a
boy of his age to be travelling in certain arcas. certain distances . .
think it's dangerous.,

Views About the Preferred/Chosen Sciiool

Narrowing the focus down. parents were also asked a series of questions
about the school they had actually applicd to or. in the case of those who were
applying to more than one school, their preferred school, In Table 5.1, we
presented the e of schools named, in terms of both their “financial” or
‘governmental” states and whether or not they were coeducational. We also
addressed the issue of whether or not parents were seriousiy considering
independent as opposed o state schools. In Table 5.6 we ook at just their
first named or preferred school. rather thar a composite of all named schools,
Around a quarter of the parents staed that they had applied to or preferred
an LA mrived schooland just over a fifth preferred an 174 girls” school. A
hoyvs” school was named by T per cent and a school in another LEA by just
under a fifth of parents. Small numbers of parents named a grantmaintained
schoola city technology college tall Wandsworth parents) or a private school.

We asked parents an open-ended question about what they Tiked about
then preferred school. Their responses were categorized and Table 5.5 gives
those reasons mentioned by 1O per cent or more of the parents. Over two-fifihs
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Table 56 4- Secondary school preferred by parents

Type of school preferred Percentage of parents
{N = 66)

LEA Mixed (C/V)

LEA Girls (C/Vv)

LEA Boys (C/V)

Qut of LEA (C/V)

City technology college
Grant-maintained
Private

Table 55 Reasons parents hked thew preferred school

Reason liked named school Percentage of parents

Subjects/tacilities
Atmosphere/ethos
Academic resulis
First 1impressions
Environment/ buiding
Disciphne

Single-sex
Stat{/headteacher
Small school

Near to home

Way teaching orgamzed

of the parents liked the subjects facilities at their preferred school. over a
quarter mentioned the atmosphere: ethos or academic results and over one-
Gfth were impressed when they visited the school (23 per cent). liked the
environment buildings (21 per centy or discipline in the school €21 per cent),
Given the ambiguity of meaning about the term -discipline” in this context and
the faet that more than one in five parents used it as a reason for the preferred
ochool we shall have oceasion to return to this subject in Chapter 0. Parents
made a variety of comments about why they liked certain schools, for example:

We were impressed with the subiects that were on offer.

We were impressed with the sort of intangible. with the ammosphere
of the school. You actually walked in there aad you felt the sense of
cainm.

These reasons for liking the preferred school were not the same for the
parents of boys as for girls. In fact, two very important and statistically significant
differences emerged. namely that more parents of ¢ than hoys tiked the
«chools that they were applyving to because they were stetd (21 versus 3 per
cent) aned that they were single-sex (27 versus 3 per centl. One ne wher gave
the following reason,
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Can’t really say. I mean, it's close to us. Me and my husband liked it
because there's no big main roads for her to cross, which is good.
[Kiml is very quicet and that [wowd have] worried us if she wentto .. . a
mixed school.

Similarlv, the reasons for liking the preferred schools varied between
families with children from different ethnic groups. Compared with white
families. black. Asian and other families made reference to “discipline” more
often (35 versus 10 per cent). Moreover black parents plumped for “first impres-
sions” slightly more frequenty than white, Asian and other families (41 versus
20 per cent).

The reasons for liking the preferred school also varied in terms of family
structure. However. given the very small numbers it is really only possible to
look at the frequencies tor the mother and father fumilies (N =41, the lone-
mother families (N =106) and the mother and partner families (N = 8).
Nevertheless, for the mother and father families the key reasons 1o emerge
were subjects facilities (16 per cent followed by academic results (29 per
cent) and first impressions (27 per cent). On the other hand. for the lone-
mother families subjects facilities G+ per cent) were followed by the atmosphere
(38 per cent) then the environment buildings (31 per cent).

There were some statistically significant results between parents from
different social classes or occupational groupings. More parents where the
father was from a non-manual, rather than a skilled manual or semi-skilled
unskilled social background. liked the school(s) they were applying to be-
cause of the environment or buildings (33 versus 5 and 13 per cent). It is
also interesting 1o note that more parents where the mother was from a
professional managerial technical background than from «ther non-manual
or manual occupational backgrounds liked the school(s) they were applying
to because of the way in which teaching was organized (24 versus 3 and 0 per
cent).

We have also looked at these reasons for iiking the preferred school by
the two London boroughs and found that discipline 1s mentioned somewhat
more frequently (but statistically non-significantly) for parents in Wandsworth
than in Camden (29 versus 14 per cent). In the next chapter we explore in
more depth what parents might mean when they talk of discipline. We also
found that environment buildings are more important to parents in Wandsworth
parents than Camden (29 versus 11 per cent). Subjects facilities were slightly
more important for parents in Wandsworth than Camden (53 versus 31 per
cent).

In addition to trying to summarize parents’ reasons, we looked at the
kinds of comments made about the preferred school, We shall return to look
at some of these, porticalarly that of “discipline’” mentioned in the first quotation
below at a fater stage in Chapter 6. However., it is important to note here a
Havour of these comments which included-
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It's got a nice old-fashioned feel about it. A bit more discipline which
[ delight in. It has an excellent exam track record and we were
impressed with the facilities at the school.

The quality of the art work. the locality. the positive attitude of the
head of Year 7 in terms of the positive attitude at transition .. and it's
a mixed race school as well as mixed gender which we wanted.

First impressions. people were there 1o welcome you. stadents included.
Pleasant.

If we compare the findings presented in Table 5.3, which give the reasons
why parents were thinking about particular secondary schools, we can see that
there were references by over one in ten parents to the school being ‘new”.
exciting” and well resourced’. These were references 1o the city technology
college in Wandsworth: one of the parents for whom this was the preferred
~«chool commented:

It was unbelievable, it was like going into a schootl for the year 2050.
I's just a whole new concept of schooling which | love. {Emma’s]
particularly academic . . . the sports equipment. the equipment. the
work stations. the kanguage labs. It was amazing.

Parents were also asked whether they and their child's other parent (or
significant aduly agreed about the choice of school. In 81 per cent of families
they agreed.while in 1 per cent they disagreed: in 1 per cent the choice was
waid to be the child's. In 15 per cent of the families, however. the question wis
not applicable; for example, there was no contact with the other parent and
this. of course. applicd mainly to the Tone parent families.

Choice or Compromise?

We asked parents if they felt that they had had o compromise ai all over their
choice of secondary school, or were auite happy about the schoolts) that thev
had applicd to. Seventy-seven per cent were “quite happy” while almost a
quarter (23 per cent) felt that they had had to compromise. Those who felt that
they had had o compromise were asked which school they would ideally
have chosen and what in particular they liked about this school. Of the sixteen

parents who felt that they had had to compromise. nme mentioned that they

liked the academic results of the school they would ideally have chosen, five
that they liked the atmosphere or ethos, three that they liked the staft
headtcacher, sibjects facilities or discipline. One or two mentioned a range of
other rewsons st s, for example. that it was a tocal school, or that they Hked
the environment buldmgs.
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Given rthe emphasis on parental chaoice, the fact that almost a quarter of
parents actually preferred a school other than the one they had opted for may
be quite significant and a relevant factor in the debate about the alternatives
on offer in particular pans of the country. It also means that parents feel rather
constrained in what they can actually apply for. as opposed to what they
would really like. illustrating the fact that whatever changes towards -con-
sumerism” or a market in education had occured they had not yet been fully
achieved to the satisfaction of all parents in this sample. .

The various reasons that the parents gave for not applying to this -ideal’
school were cither that they were unable to afford the private school fees (five
parents) or that they had applied but there was no place (four parents) and a
number of other reasons mentioned by only one parent. such as the school
admissions” criteria stipulated that the child must be a Roman Catholic or that
the journey to the school was oo long. All of these reasons show that choice
in a complex matter and is not casily arrived at or satisfied. These are also
some of the negative reasons that parents invoked about particular schools or
rather they may be associated with negative reasons, which do not only have
to do with the elusive concept of discipline. We will discuss this in greater
depth in Chapter 6.

Factors Important in Choice

We later asked parents i seres of questions concerned with tactors that parents
might have felt were important in their choice of secondary school for their
child, The first question involved the interviewer repeating back 1o the
interviewee those factors mentioned in the two earlier questions. and then
asking whether there were any other things they felt were important in their
chowee of secondary school for their child. We then categorized the parents’
replics. Table 5.6 gives those tactors mentioned by over 5 per cent of the
sample of parents.

The three factors, spontineoushy mentioned most frequently as important
in parents” choice of secondary school, were what we have called the three
P performance Cgood academic results), a pleasant feel catmosphere ethos)
teach mentioned by about a third of parentsy and proximity docation: near
1o home! (mentioned by about o quarter of parentst. The subjects offered,
Ficilities and ~discipline” were abso mentioned by a significant proportion of
purents (this Litter issue of discipline” is a point to which we shall return in
Chapter 61

We tound some interesting differences between the parents of girls and
Dovs, There was one statistically significant result; more parents of boys than
uirds mentioned that an important tactor in their choice ol @ secondary schoaol
was that they tiked what they saw €22 versus 0 per cent). Moreover, there wis
a4 tend for more parents of girls than Dovs to state that the school being
soiglessex vas important €2 pversus 6 per cent) This chimes with earlier findings

)
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Table 56: Factors spontaneously mentioned as important in choice of school

Factors important in ‘choice’ Percentage of parents
(N =70)
Good acader~¢ results 34
Atmosphere/ethos 31
Near to home 26
Subjects offered 23
Facilities 19
Disctpline/behaviour 16
Teachers/headteachers 14
Single-sex 14
Good education 13
Liked what saw 11

Child wants school 1
Caters for special needs 10
Good reputation 10
Small school 7
Uniform 7
Mixed school 6
Extracurnicular activities 6
Suits child 6
Teacher-pupil relationships 6
Mult-ethnic/cultural aspect 6

about single-sex schooling for daughters. It is also interesting to note that in
Camden nine parents (25 per cent) felt that single-sex schools were an important
factor. whereas there was only one such parent (3 per cent) in Wandsworth.

No statistically significant dlifferences between parents from different ethnic
groups emerged. However. there was a trend for more white and Asian than
black parents to mention that the ethos atmosphere of the school was an
important factor (38 or 25 per cent versus O per cent) and more white than
black or Asian parents mentioned proximity to home (32 per cent versus i1
nd 0 per cent). In terms of social class we identificd two main differences.
First. significantly more parents. where the father was from a non-manual rather
than a skilled manual or semi-skilled unskilled occupation. indicated that the
atmospliere cthos. one of our three P — pleasant feel, was an important
factor in their choice (33 per centversus 27 and 0 per cent). Second, there was
a trend for more parents who were in traditional family situations than those
in lone mother or non-traditional famity households to mention that the teachers
headteacher were an important factor (29 per cent versus 6 and 0 per cent) in
their choice.

We then read out a list of factors that past rescarch has indicated are
ometimes mentioned as important for parents when choosing secondary
wchools, We asked parents if cach of these had been an important factor for
them in muking their decision about a secondary school for their child. Table
5.7 gives factors that 90 per cent or more of the parents said were important
in their choice of school for their child.

It is important to note the rnge and variety of factors that the majority of
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Table 5.7: Prompted factors mentioned as important in choice of school

Prompted factors important in ‘choice’ of school Percentage of parents
{(N=70)
Good quality education 100
Encourages responsible attitude to schoot work 100
Pleasant atmosphere 99
Good competent teachers 99
Good discipline 99
Well-organized school 97
Classes well organized 97
Pupils stretched academically 97
Good choice of subjects 96
Good teacher-pupl! relations 96
Canng friendly teachers 96
Well-behaved children 96
Pleasant environment 96
Well-managed school 94
Child wants to go 93
Easy to get to 9
Mix of pupils from different social backgrounds 91
Suits child’'s needs 90
Good computing faciities 90
Good reputation of school 90

parents thought were important to “choice” of school. Most of these are clearly
very positive reasons stich as good quality education” and “pleasant atmosphere’,
whereas others may well be less positive and tending towards the negative,
reasons such as “good discipline” or “strict rules’, factors that we shall explore
in greater depth in the next chapter.

We then asked parents which were the three most important factors in their
choice of secondary school for their child. This was an open-ended question and
responses were categorized post boc. The most important reason for 16 per
cent of the parents was the school's academic record or results, one of our Ps’,
performance: for 11 per cent it was the fact that their child wanted to go to the
school and for the same percentage of parents it was getting a good education.

A wider variety of reasons was given as the second most imporntant rea-
son; 13 per cent referred to the school's academic record or results again, the
performance factor; 7 per cent mentioned the pleasant feel — our second P
~—and the same percentage of parents cited the wide range of subjects available.
A similarly wide variety of reasons was given as the third most imporiant
reison, Sixteen per cent mentioned good pupil-teacher relations and 10 per
cent mentioned discipline: 6 per cent mentioned the school's academic record
and the same proportion mentioned that it was near to home.

As a number of the factors that parents gave us as thedr first, sccond and
third 1host HNPOITANT 1CASONs Were so diverse. we dedided to examine them
rather more Broadhy. Table 5.8 presents the percentage of paronts giving these
factors as one of the three most important reasons. Esing these categorizations,
it cian he seen that educational factors are most frequently given as the most
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Table 5.8: Three most :mportant reasons for ‘choice’ given by parents

Most important reasons First most Second most Third most
important important important
Percentage of Percentage of  Percentage of
parents parents* parents*
(N =70} (N =70) (N=70)
Academic record/good education 27 (M 16 (2) 10
Child’s wishes/happiness 20 (2) 10 (3) 13 (3)
Location 14 (3) 9 6
Organization of school 13 29 (1) 25 ()
Atmosphere/ethos 9 9 4
Type of schoo! (e g single-sex) 9 9 10
Discipline 4 7 10
Know school 3 3 3
Recommended 1 -— —
Staff/staff-parent relations — 7 17 {2}
Reputation — 3 3

Note * Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding.

important reason. followed by the child's wishes or a consideration of her or
his happiness. In other words. slightly over a quarner of onr sample of parents
gave educational reasons as their main reason for choice” but one in five of
the parents gave consideration first to their children’s huppiness or wishes., which
may or may not have been in conjunction with their children. In relation o the
second and third most important reasons. organizational factors were mentioned
most frequently. with educational faciors again emerging as important and
another factor was highlighted. namely the staff ac the school.

For all three questions relating to the three most important factors, o wide
variety of seasons emerged. in varving combinations. e did not try to analyse
these reasons in any more detail because the diversity is far too great However,
we did look .t the kinds of satements made and the range of responses is
wpified in the examples given below. We should stress that these reasons
Jrould not be seen in isolation as they were always given in combination.

E First. good facilities — enough books. enough facilities 1o assist them
with learning, Second., well-organized — children should know exactly
what is expected of them. Third. good pupil-teacher relations. 1 think
teachers have to actealiy enjoy waching,

Academic record, good school ethos and discipline.
she wanted it. . Twas impressed with the education and the uniform.
First and foremost 1 liked the feel of the school and oL itis a0 Roman

Catholic school.

Single-ses definitely .o the carricalum — good opportunities in
sciences and computing: the after school activities . things we
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Tabie 59° The reasons parents gave for the target child liking the preferred secondary
school

Reason child liked school Percentage of parents
{N =69)
Friends going 53
Child lked what was seen on wisit 35
Facilities/subjects 26
Sibiings there 16
Near to home 9
Did not ke alternative 4

Note * Percentages add up to more than 100 as more than one reason was sometimes
given

wouldn't have dreamed of when we were at school — pot-holing,
rock climbing. weekends awav. T wish 1 could go.

Discipline ... none of the bullving and racist comment and that sort
of thing . . . the exam resuits.

The most important is good exam results .. Secondly. good teacher—
pupil relationships . .. and thirdly, a well-managed classroom, where
the teacher is in control of the children and this makes for a disci-
plined atmosphere where children can tearn.

Rebecea liked it and wanted 1o go there .. it oifered a good range of
subjects and it's near to home,

The Target Child’s Choice from the Parent's Point of View

We atso asked parents whether they had talked o their child about which
school she or he should go to. Ninety-nine per cent said that they had discussed
schools with their child. A total of 83 per cent of the parents stated that their
children wanted to go to the same school as they wanted them to go to. This
of course relates back wo the discussion in Chapter 3 about the ways in which
responsibility for decisions choice was arrived at in families and particular
different types of family. It also relates to what might be considered the processes
of decision-making and “cducation” within families, whereby parents may come
to influence their children's knowledge in subtle and possibly even manipulative
ways, so that there then appears to be agreement in the family on particular
educational decisions.,

We then asked the parents if they knew why their child wanted to go to
his or her preferred school. Table 5.9 gives the reasens given by parents for
believing that the child ked the school. Over haif (53 per cent of the children
were said o want to go to their preferred school becuse their friiend: were
going there. About a thitd of the parents (35 per cent) commented that their
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children liked what they saw on their visit. and around a quarter €26 per cent)
said that their children liked the school's facilities subjects on offer. A further
16 per cent mentioned that siblings were at the school. 9 per cent that the school
wias near to home and + per cent that the child did not like the alternatives.

There was one statistically significant result between the parents ol givls
and the parents of boys. More parents of boys than girls reported that their
children liked the facilities at her or his preferred school €39 versus 12 per
centd. In addition, somewhat more girls than boys were said o want to go to
their preferred school because friends were going (62 versus +t per cent) or
hecause it wits near to home (15 versus 3 per cent). In other words the boys,
unlike the girls, were more concerned about the facilities subjects. a point to
which we shall retarn in Chapter 8.

There was a marked difference between parents in the two boroughs as
to whether parents reported that friends were going” was a reason for the
child wanting to go to the schools, The difference was statistically significant
with two-thirds (67 per centy of parents in Camdei. compared with only just
over one-third (39 per cent of parents in Wandsworth, reporting that their
child liked his or her preferred school because friends were going there. In
Camden tat least in the areas covered by schools in our sampled there must,
we nuy surmise, be close social networks for the children whereas this appears
not to be the case in Wandsworth swhere the child's choices may have more
to do with the new variety of schools, These views may well have also been
influenced by the parents as we have already noted.

Conclusions

In this chapter ve have explored the Kinds of reasons and factors parents
offered for their various “choices” of school. including the schools they
considered and preferred. and those that might be sideal. We have also matehed
up what the internviewed parent reported that their partner other parent and
target child thought about the preferred or chosen” school. What emerges most
arongly from all of this is that there is an almost infinite varicty of reasons
proftered for -choice” of school. none of whicly is casily susceptible to summary.
We noted at the beginning of this chapter atso that the different ways of asking
questions elicited different responses. Farthermore, some of these responses
seemed o represent parental accounts of their choice decisions as emerging
out of @ variety of social interactions and consideraticas, whereas other
responses seemed o indicate that acear-cat rational decision had been made
using more individualistic judgments and priorities.

An important aspeet of secondary transter and choice as a social process
concerned the presence and significance of existing links with particular schools.
Lhese existing links might refer to <iblings or other known children who already
attended a4 chosen school (Table 321 Friends who were planning to go to the
chosen school featured prommently in the parental responses about why their
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children had chosen pasticular schools (Table 5.9). Yet these social links do
not feature in the responses to fater questions asked about reasons for choices
made (Tables 5.6 and 3.8). Similarly proximiny to bome was a significant issue
in responses to the earlier questions about reasons for choice (Tables 5.6 and
5.8) but this is not so prominent in responses to the question about reasons
~why the preferred school was liked.

- Other issues that may relate to choice as a social process appear in other
responses. Having a particular school recommended. and references to 4
school's reputation (Table 5.3) are both likely to reflect interactions and
discussions with other parents. In this series of questions these two factors
appear to be significant only in one table, yet informal sources of information.
such as interactions with other parents were clearly significant in other ways
in the choice process, as we saw in the material presented in Chapter +.

Parents also clearly value what they can see with their own eyes in making
judgments about particulur schools. Feelings about the -atmosphere’ of schools,
first impressions’, the “environment’ (Table 5.5) and “liking what we saw”

- (Table 5.3) each feature in response to only one question, but overall. they

suggest that direct observations are an important part of the choice process.

More specifically educational issues also feature in responses 1o some questions
but not others. Academic results and facilities were both significant in Tables
5.3 and 5.5. white staff and tweaching only feawre prominently in Table 5.7,
The detailed picture of responses is somewhat ambiguous and multi-
faceted. We have however found that the three "Ps™ are the most frequently
oceurring collection of reasons offered in summary by the various parents. These
are performance of schools Gicademic results), pleasant feel taumosphere ethos).
and proximity (near to home location). These relate to other reasons presented
in other rescarch studies as we had surmised before we commenced our
study. Indeed, Elliott (1981, 1982) had suggested that there were three Ps that
were important reasons. However, his three Ps were slightly different since he
mentioned prodicet, what we have called performance, and proximify, which
is the same as ours. and fAnally process or rather the child's happiness. This last
factor did not regularly emerge as important over the course of our interviews;
although it was quite frequently occurring, it did not predominate in the same
way. In our study we have identified some strong associations between context
and reasons, for example the gender of the child has a significant impact on
some of the reasons and factors oftered. particularly around single-sex schools
and small school size for daughters and facitities and liking what was seen
for sons. We shall now move on to see whether we can also summarize the
reasons for not wanting. rejecting or not choosing particutar kinds of schools.
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Chapter 6

‘Discipline’ and Parents’ Rejection
of Certain Schools

Introduction

In this chapter we look at the reasons parents gave for not choosing certain
schools and the factors that they felt influenced their rejection of certain schools
and certain vpes of school. We did ask parents specific questions about this
and it is not necessarily: merely the obverse of reasons that led parents 1o
choose certain options, We may not. however, be able o tap all the negative
reasons since it is hard to get parents fully o express themselves, and we
certainly are unable to present parents’ views of factors, such as the different
cultural or social backgrounds, as explicit negative factors.

We look briefly at whether other chuldren in the family. especially older
children, may have an effect upon knowledge and views about reputations of
schools, We also explore in more depth what parents meant when they said
they did or did not choose a school on the grounds of its “discipline’, an issue
that was frequently raised in the interviews either spontancously or through
prompting by us. Indeed, we telt that this emerged as one of the strongest
themes related to factors atfecting choice of school. However, it was i rather
ditficult theme to analyse and is certainly not s.ascepible to quantitative analysis
alone. We present our more discursive and oual tative analysis of “discipline’
and how parents understood this notion in this chapter.

About three-quarters of the parents said that there were schools they did
not want their child to attend. The most frequently mentioned reasons were
poor discipline behaviour. the school's bad reputation and that they disliked
what they saw. First, we will look at the reasons for not choosing or even for
rejecting certain schools and then we will move on 1o our discursive analysis
of the concept of discipline’.

Schools Parents Did Not Want Their Children To Atiend

Information was sought about schools that the parents would really not want
their child to attend. We felt that this question would give us some indication
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Table 6.1: Number of schools not wanted

Number of schools not wanted Percentage of parents*
(N =70)

None 23
One 36
More than one 26
All borough schools 4
All borough schools except one appled to 9
Do not know/will not say 3

Note. * Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding.

Table 6 2 Parents’ reasons for not wanting certain schools

Reason school(s) were not wanted Percentage of parents*
{N=51)

Poor discipline/behaviour 51
Bad reputation 45
Dislike what was seen 43
Too farflocation 24
Low standards 18
Size of school 8
Threatening atmosphere : 8
Drugs ' 8

Note: * Percentages add up to more than 100 as parents frequently gave more than one
reason.

of the “bottom line’ that the parents felt about particular schools and the limits
of what they felt their options or choice were. This is at least the obverse of
the schools that certain parents felt were sideal’. but that they were unable to
setect for various reasons. In particular. we were concerned to know whether
or not patents felt that they could casily distinguish between schools in terms
of types or other kinds of characteristics. This question did indeed ofter us the
reverse side of the coin of the positive reasons for choice. Table 6.1 gives the
number type of schools not wanted.

Almost a quarter of the parents (23 per cent) did not name any schools
they did not want their child to attend: just over one-third (36 per cent) named
one school and almost two-fifths (39 per cent) named more than one school.
In other words, almost a quarter of our families did not express dissatisfaction
about the range of schools on offer, whereas almost two in five parents were
dissatisfied about several of the possible schools, The vast majority of parents
(73 per cent) could name schools available that they did wor want their children
to attend.

Those parents who named schools that they did not want their child o
attend, were asked for the reasons why these schools were not wanted. Their
responses were categorized and those mentioned by 8 per cent or more are
shown in Tuble 6.2. Over half of the parents who had named schools that they
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did not want their children to attend mentioned as the main reason the poor
discipline at the school(s), and almost half mentioned the bad reputation or
that they distiked what they saw. In other words, they would want to reject
certain schools.

Around a quarter of the parents did not want a particular school because
it was too far away (its location), that is the obverse of proximity. In other
words, one of the three Ps was also a factor associated with negative reasons
for choice. However, poor discipline and or bad reputation are not necessarily
the obverse of performance or results or even atmosphere; ethos (what we
have calted pleasant feeb but are possibly independent factors. On the other
hand, poor discipline:hehaviour and or *had reputation” may lead to the school
not having a pleasant feel, or atmosphere. Given that poor discipline: behaviour
wis mentioned by a majority as a reason for not opting for a school, it seems
to us to be a significant issue which we will explore in greater depth below.,
Interestingly. these reasons that parents gave for not wanting a particular school
differed by the family relationships to the child and gender of the child, We
also explore these factors in terms of social class of mothers and fathers and
across the two boroughs.

It is interesting to note that significantly more parents who were {one
mothers or in other non-traditional family situations (lone fathers, mother and
partner) than those in mother and father situations said that they did not want
their child to go to particular schools because they disliked what they saw (64
and 67 per cent versus 25 per cent). In terms of parents of girls and boys. an
important and statistically significant result emerged. namely that more parents
of boys than girls did not want their child to go to a particular school(s)
because of the discipline. behaviour of pupils there (69 versus +7 per cenb). In
relation to social class differences. significantly more parents where the father
had a non-manuat than a skilled manual or a semi-skilled unskilled occupational
background, did not want their child to go to a particular school because they
disliked what they saw (63 per cent versus 8 and 33 per cent),

It is also worth noting that negative reasons are somewhat differently
although not statistically significantly distributed across the two boroughs. In
Camden ten parents cach mentioned poor discipline behaviour and a bad
reputation whereas in Wandsworth thirteen parents mentioned a bad reputation
and sixteen parents cited poor discipline’behaviour, More parents in Camden
than Wandsworth mentioned that they disliked what they saw tfourteen versus
cight),

In addition to asking why particular schools were not wanted for their
children, parents” views on mixed and single-sex schooling in refation to their
child were sought. They were asked whether they thought that the fact that
their child was a girl or a boy had affected their choice of secondary school.,

Just over half (51 per cent) felt that it had. 46 per cent felt that it had not and

3 per cent did not know. As we have noted above, the particular reasons
parents gave for their preferred school could be distinguished. to some extent,
on gender lines,
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When asked in what ways they felt it had affected their choice. half of the
parents wlo felt that.the sex of the child had affected their choive said that
they would like a single-sex school for a girl. but a mixed school for a boy and
a quarter said that they would look for different things with a child of the other
sex. Indeed. it is the case that far more parents of target girls waated a single-
sex school than for target boys. as we mentioned in Chapters -+ and 5. Curiously.
however, parents were more concerned about poor discipline: behaviour and
about a bad reputation for sons than for daughters. Comments included:

I think a boy's got to have a good trade, that's very important. 1
wouldnt like him to go to an alt-boys’ school. Td like him to go to a
mixed school.

bie's always been ata coed school ... 1 had a sort of feeling. o slight
apprehension. about an all-boys™ school .. 1 think thit to- go to an
all-boys” school youve got to be quite tough. 1Us the stereotype Fhave
and [ don't really want James to be in that situation. I don’t see him
as a real boys™ boy,

She'd be better without boys around, She'd be better getting on with
her school work and then she could cope with boys when she's a bit
older.

The child's sex was thus felt 1o have affected the choice of school for half
of the parents This finding supports that of Westand Varlaam (1991 — which
wits dlso carried out in inner London — who also found that single-sex school-
ing for girls was an important factor. We shall return to discuss this as a more
abstract issue in the next chapter.

Choice and Other Children

Those parents with an older chitd (N = 39) were asked whether their experience
with their other children had affected their choice: 72 per cent (twenty-eight
parents) felt that it had. Half of those (about fourteen parents) reported that
they had had a good experience with their older children and were therefore
choosing the same school. while fice parents had had a bad experience and
were going to choose a different school. it is not clear though what this “bad
experience’ relates to, and whether it is a result of general factors assoctated
with the school, or 1o other more specific factors in refation to the individual
child. Four parents felt that they wanted different schools because the children
were different. while three said that they knew the school. A number of other
reasons were given by the remaining parents which included. for example,
that they knew what to ook for.

l\’l 1
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Parents with a younger child (N = 42) were also asked if their choice of
school had been affected by their views about their younger child's education.
Over two-thirds (69 per cent) said thar it kad not. while almost a third (29 per
cent) said that it had. and the rest (2 per cent) did not know., Of those who
said that their ‘choice’ had been affected by their views about their younger
child's education (N = 12, five indicated that they wanted and had considered
a school that all the children could go to and the same number felt that if this
child got in. the others would follow. Other reasons were mentioned by small
numbers of parents, such as not being able to afford private school fees for all
the children. This related. as we mentioned in the previous chapter. to some
parents’ views of an “ideal” school that was unattainable,

We might summarize these findings by saving that older and younger
children did have some effect on the ways in which parents considered various
options for schooling. However. there does not seem o be a direct relationship
hetween these reasons and it is not always a negative view of schooling that
is reached through older siblings” experiences. On the other hand. younger
children may set limits to the range of “choices™ or rather options availuble to
some parents, Again, negative [actors are not necessarily paramount.

Discipline — Good Rules or Bad Reputation?

In this section we explore in more depth what the parents actually: meant
when they tilked about ideas 10 do with discipline. There were clearly a
number of cross-cutting issues here since parents were not always only
concerned about poor discipline but may also have c¢hosen schools that had
good discipline or what others might consider to be quality education. As
we have already seen. factors or reasons that parents regard as important for
school “choice’ not only have to do with the three Ps (performance. pleasant
feel and proximity) and, in particular, the school’s examination results or per-
formance but a complex mix of issues such as its atmosphere - cthos or pleasant
feel and its facilities. The obverse of these reasons are issues to do with what
many parents called ‘discipline” and or *bad reputation” both of which may be
independent factors. What seems to be the case is that parents do refer to the
term “discipline” with great frequency hut not with overall consistency.

Besides education, you should have personality along with — and
that vou know how to behave, If someone has got so much education
and he is not well-behaved that doesn't count. {Mother)

What do parents actually mean by discipline? Discipline is @ buzz’ word
— it seems to he a noise’ that people refer to approvingly but how do we
explore its meanings? Mothers may at times say that they “believe in discipline’,
assuming that this requires no further explanation or claboration (Ribbens,
1991 forthcoming ). Indeed, Newson and Newson (1965) suggest that discipline
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is central to motherhood. In other words, discipline here is about seting rules
and boundaries to children's behaviour. Or is this what all mothers-parents
mean? Approaching the issue from another direction. it raises the central so-
cinlogical. philosophical issue of social order (in the Hobbesian sense) and
how it is achieved by means of ensuring that people learn to aceept social
rules and norms o avoid social chaos,

On the prompted list of features that people might think important in
‘choice” of school, every parent interviewed indicated that good discipline wis
something they would consider important. They were then asked what "good
discipline” meant to them. as an open-ended question, Responses were
transcribed in full and analysed for themes. Answers were then coded under
these themes, Each person's answer could be classified under several themes,
There were marked contrasts in the answers given, that is. the word could
he used to mean very different things. even though evervone agreed that it
was important. For example, contrast the first two quotations with the {ast
W

Good discipline? Attitudes basically. Teachers 1o children.
Children with problems may need help and it's expensive.

These days there doesnt seem to be enough discipline ... 1 mean,
there are rules in this life, and the things vou learn in school. the
respect and discipline, are what get you through adult life T think.

To me. discipline means that if a child is even going to attempt to be
out of order. that the child straightaway gets dealt with,

There were definite differences of emphasis between the various themes
that emerged from the analysis: for example. is discipline about deference to
authority per se. or rather is it about being able to move chitdren towards
educational goals? As an instance again, it is possible to contrast e first set
of quotations. which are largely about deference to authority. with the second
set. which focus more on educational goals:

Respect, um, basically you just expect. you Know. you expect respect
from the children. and they behave themselves, and do as they're old
really.

It means that. um. I wouldnt expect my boy to be rude in any way
to a teacher, Right. T expect him to. basically. as long as what the
teacher asks him to do is reasonable, within the rules. you know. and
is not going to, endanger, endanger his safety. that he should do what
the teacher asks him.
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In a classroom situation? Put it ke this. When we were looking around
we could go into any chisstoom as you can, interrupt the class as
strangers walking in will do, and whoever was teaching could stop
teaching the class, come and tatk to the parents, and the class would
get on with what it was doing . . . [school Y] there it could not be said.
Now is that discipline or is it quality of education or is it merely the
teacher enthusing the children enough so that they are quite appy to
get on with what they have been told o get on with even if the
teacher isn't right there standing over their shoulder? T don't know.

I suppose the main thing is that the children are able to get the most
out of the education that they are supposed to be getung in the school,

Considerable concerns were espressed by the parents about obsernved
hehaviour but there were many variations between concerns with classroom
behaviour, plavground behaviour or out-of=school behaviour. For some. it was
not any specified aspect of behaviour:

Feuther:  Behaviour really is the main thing,
Mather:  And good manners.
Fetber:  Behaviour and good manners.

This corresponds to what Ribbens €199+ forthcoming) found in general
terms talking 1o mothers of primary school children about bringing up their
children:

Selly: The main thing is being firm ¢nough.
Jane Ribbens:  About any particular issues?
Sally: Behaviour realty. (Ribbens, 199 1)

Ribbens concluded that mothers could not always specify particular behaviours
that were considered had™ or "good” because what was at stake was not any
particular aspect of hehaviour. Rather, mothers felt they were simply expected
to he able to control their children per ses the form of behaviour as such would
be contingent upon the situation at the time. I other words, mothers felt they
should be able to control their children as an indication to others of their good
intention to teach social acceptability to their children.

For some. then. in our present study, discipline implied that children
should know and exhibit appropriate behaviour. however defined. Others.
however, did define particular hehaviours as significant and therefore refevant
or appropriate. especially rowdinesss swearing and drugs. There were then
areat varieties of meaning behind the concept of “discipline” in these parents’
responses. with subtle but very significant contrasts. If we turn to consider the
actual distribution of concerns, we find that about a third (34 per cent) of the
parents interviewed were concerned with children’s attitudes o authority
deference to authority, whether to teachers in person, or to abstract rules:
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I don't think there's enough of it in this day and age. When | was at
school, you respected your teachers.

Respect, um. Dasically vou just expect. vou know. you expedt respect
from the children, and they behave themselves, and do as they're told
really.

Almost two out of every five (39 per cent) of the parents discussed issues
of punishment, but, perhaps significantly. only one parent specified corporal
punishment as desirable:

I believe in corporal punishment. but there you go. I'd flog “em. T got
it when | was at school. It didn't do me no harm. (Father)

A quarter (24 per ceny of parents spontancously spoke. on the other
hand. of their opposition 10 corporal punishment:

I'm extremely opposed to corporal punishment, you can put that quite
a lot of times! No one touches him.

Many parents were very conceerned about how to define appropriate levels
of punishment:

I dont know, I mean. although they say ivs discipline sending them
out of the room. I mean ivs not really, is #t? F mean, discipline as far
as was concerned was a lot more strict than it is now. I think it's a
lot different to what T would imagine. Um. 1T mean, our teachers were
downright rough with us and you got pushed and pulled and teachers
got away with a hell of a lot but that was discipline when you were
caught and vou deserved it Well, now, T mean. the thing is. if she
went to school and the teacher was really strict with her 1'd go round
there. you know', so it's one of those things, [ don’t know what to say.
You know, it's, I dort't know. Um. not taking any nonsense from her
hasically and muking sure she does her homework. Things like that
but actually as far as controlling them or punishing them is concerned
I wouldn't — things are so different now. T wouldn't know. Until she
gets in that environment.

It is interesting o note here that the ambaalence about very “strict” forms of
punishment related to a daughter, whereas a firmer approach to strong discipline
wus made by a father about his son. A few parenits stressed that expectations
and rules should be followed through and enforced, whereas other parents
again seemed to see the issue almost as one of an outright power struggle.
such that teachers should have the upper hand:
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And that the teachers sort of over-power the child as such,

By contrast. other parents took the view that bad behaviour should lead
1o a search for its causes:

Children with problems may need help and its expensive.

Other parents again felt that it was more a question that teachers should
never get to the point of there being bad belaviour or apower struggle in the
first place. holding children’s attention through their good teaching:

[ suppose what 1 feel is that, that good discipline is somehow the
wrong way of coming about it hecause it there is really good interesting
teaching. vou know, then you don’t necessarily need the same heavi-
ness around shetting up., heing quict and concentrate and part of that
is to do with boredom. lack of interest being fired properly . L basically
it's asking for a lot of inspired teachers . AlLT really want is some
inspired teaching that, that generates interest from kids without the
need. vou know, of rules and force and pressure.

- good weacher . . can hold the childrens attention without using
force .. . he [sid should be able 1o keep that classroony, I'm not saying
like mice. but discipline without resorting to [physical means.

N

Some parents scemed to take this focus on the teachers’ obligations further:
... The attention [teachers] give to the needs of the children.

Being Kept an cye on so they're not getting out of school without
anyone cven realizing.

A different sort of discussion by some parents stressed the responsibility
and cooperation of all school members together so that, for example, children
should learn self-discipline and responsibility. Others, over one in ten (13 per
cent), also stressed the importance of home=schoot cooperation and continuity.
For over a quarter (27 per cent), peer relations were specified as a particular
concern, especially issues of bullying.

Having conducted this analysis of the range and distribution of meanings
surrounding “discipline’ we then did a further investigation by reference to the
sex of the child under discussion, (This could only really be done where there
were sufficient numbers who discussed a particular issue, of course.) In several
areas. the sex of the child did not seein to be relevant at all to the discussion:
in particular, parents who referred to the importance of rules were equally
aivided between parents of boys and girls. Despite our above quotations.
those who specified their opposition to corporal punishment were slightly
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more often parents of boys than girls (ten parents of boys, seven parents of

girls) but this may have been because corporal punishment in the home is
more likely now to be used against bovs than girls.

Two arcas did. however, seem to show a clearly different pattern according
to the sex of the child Gilthough the numbers concerned are too small (o be
treated as anything more than suggestive), It seemed 1o be parents of bovs

who were more concerned about attitudes towards work (eight parents of

hoys. two parents of girls), particularly wanting schools to help enforce the
completion of homeworls (four parents of boys, one parent of a girh. This
mother specifically discussed this issue during another section of the interview:

My daughter] she's abwayvs got on with the work, but with him ir's
i constant battle so 1 do worry more about him. He has to be pushed
all the time, and that really worries me,

similarly, another mother discussed at several points in the interview her
difficulties in getting her son to do his homework, and she had used a private
witor at times ds @ way of ensuring he did some work outside school. She was,
therefore, particulurly in favour the longer school day at the CTC school:

....And onc thing 1 like the best is the fonger school day. and the
chitdren have to finish everything, all their homework there. That is
one of the good things 1 think. the children have to do there the
homework, Whatever they tike, after they finish their homework.
whatever they like they can do. play or whatever,

While concerns with homework and attitudes towards work scemed o
particularly concern the parents of bovs, obedience belaviour scemed to be
more often the concern of parents of girls (nine parents of bovs and fifteen
parents of girls specificaily mentioned these issues in general terms), Again.
numbers are too small to be at all conclusive. but these patterns are perhaps
what one would expect to occur around gender dimensions.

Overall, then, it is very cear that the word “discipline” encompas es a
great range of ditferent meanings, with

o different arecs of concern.

o great contrasts around the sort of feacher—pupil relationships envisaged,
and

e different views as to the punposes of discipline.

Parents will thus identify. and be looking for, different things in a school or

classroom when they say they are concerned with good discipline or decide
not to choose a school because of the poor discipline.

In the end. we are left to ponder whether parents here, and clsewhere.,
are more concerned about social order as a matter of o “social contract’, or o
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matter of “social” control of subversive natures. Certainly it appears from the
responses we received to be the case that parents were relatively evenly divided
on these two matters. Much depends upon their wider social and political
views as well as their own upbringing and how they have “chosen’ to bring up
their children. We will discuss some of these issues in the next chapter.,

Distribution of Responses on the Issue of Discipline

I Punishments
4 Corporal punishment specified 1 civw
b Punishment referred to without discussion of its severity (T
¢ Punishments :ind rules mentioned but with qualifications
concerns about appropriate levels 22 (A1)
Of these twenty-two
No corporal punishiment was specified L Q00w
Rejection of corporal punishment specified 3G
I total, corporal punishment rejected by 7 (24"
Autharity
a Rules 14 (20%)
I Obedience behaviour 24 (A%
¢ Respect manners no cheekiness 22 (31
Cotrtrol
a0 Control strictness by teachers 8ot
b Stressed achievement enforcement of expectations 4 (O")
Areas of concern
A Peer relations, especially bullying 19 (27
b Attitudes towards work, especially homework 10 CEw
¢ Classroom behaviour 9 (13%)
d Other aspects of specified behaviour 811
(ress. punctuality, swearing, drugs. truancy)
Pupils. teachers perents
a Responsibility, self-discipline O (9%
b Parentil involvement 9 (13"
¢ Discussion explanation respect attention from teachers
1o pupils 5(70)
d Inspired teaching. educational standards 4 (O]
Others
"Assertive, straight, do good’
“Treat others as you want them o treat you'
Ethics morality
Flexible rules
Lenience
Helping
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Analysis by gender of child

No corporal punishment 10 boys, 7 girls
Rules 7 boys, 7 girls
Obedience "behaviour . 9 boys, 15 girls
Attitudes towards work 8 boys, 2 girls
Of these 10 children, homework specified 4 boys, 2 girls

Responsibility.self-discipline
Parents should be involved

boys, 4 girls
girls, 2 hoys

J e

Conclusions

In this chapter we have explored the various factors that led parents to reject
or not to consider, certain schools as options, We were concerned 1o tease o
here whether or not parents felt that they had realistic alternatives in terms of
heing able to reject certain types of school or schools with particular types of
social or other characteristics (e.g. mixed or single-sex schools). We have
found that parents did, on the whole, have a view of what kinds of school or
what kinds of features of school were unacceptable. In other words, it scems
that parents do feel that there dre features that distinguish between schools
and that not al' schools are the same. However they do not necessarily feel
that any school matches up to an “ideal’. In Chapter 5 we saw that only a very
small minority t1ought of an ideal, and that was targely in terms of examination
results. and not necessarily a feasible option for the parent in question.

Where schools were not considered uppropriate, parents very often raised
the issue of poor discipline or a bad reputation. We therefore considered in
some depth the wavs in which parents conceptualized the notion of discipline.
In many respects. parents not only used the term with respect 1o Clack of
discipline’. but also considered it a wider matter of how they and teachers/
schools found ways of contrelling or expecting “good behaviour™ from children.
We put this section here. however, because in common partance the term “dis-
cipline” has rather negative overtones. However, we conclude here that some
concept of “discipline’ or rather the wider matter of social order and control
concerns all parents and indeed schools, What it means to parents ‘varies
considerably and may depend upon their views and values about society as
well as education and children’s upbringing.

We turn now. therefore, to these wider questions of how parents consid-
ered their children's upbringing and gave expression to their children’s school-
ing where they found it refated to their own,
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Chapter 7

Choice in a Broader Context of
Family Life: Memories, Attitudes,
Hopes and Expectations

Introduction

In this chapter we move on to consider the ways in which the families in our
sample made their ‘choices’ from amongst a range of wider factors and contexts,
We consider their views of their own education and that of their partners and
whether or not it impinged upon their specific decisions or their processes of
reaching o decision’. We were especially interested in whether or not attenduance
at particular types of school. such as private or state, religious or not. single-
sex or mixed schools. had influenced their views as adults. We were also
interested in whether or not their own experiences as pupils or students were
at all influential. Of course, we were aware that not all of our sample had
comparable educational experiences: for example, several of our parents were
the first generation in Britain and might not feel that their own education was
comparable with that in Britain. despite the fact that their education might
have been British colonial education in India, Pakistan, Africa. Jamaica etc. We
were also interested in exploring what the parents’ hopes and expectations
were for their children's education beyond secondary schooling. and whether
or not that might influence the ways in which they thought about the types of
secondary schools to which they would send their children, A number of
questions were asked about these issues and the answers are analysed and
presented in this chapter. -

We also consider the parents” general “political” views about different
types of education, such as comprehensive schools, private and ‘or independent
schools. single=sex education and so on, Given that we had selected two
boroughs with widely ditferent political positions on education and one that
is in the vanguard of changes towards greater diversity of school provision, we
were interested 1o explore the effects of this on a sumple of their parent
populations. Answers to these issues are also presented here.

Through this wider exploration of contexts and broader issues we hope
10 reach a clearer picture of the complexity of factors that are habitually taken

110




Mothers Intuition? Chaosing Secondary Schools

into account both in the processes of considering schools and school transfer.
We also hope to put a better gloss on the fact that secondary school transfer
might be considered to be just one factor amongst many that parents take into
account in the process of bringing up their children and in the complexity of
processes that they consider as “education’.

Memories of Old Schooldays

We wanted (6 obtiin some sense of whether or how choices about schooling
operate witiin 4 time perspective that is much greater than just Jhe last year
or so of the chiid's primary schoot life. We have already seen. in Chapter 1.
that there were clear differences between the parents about when they first
began to think about secondary schools, although that question might have
been interpreted differently by the parents as meaning in terms of particular
schools rather than secondary schooling in general, We also wanted o add o
our picture of the whole process of thinking about schooling by getting parents
to reflect upon their own schooling in refation to their children’s. Towards the
end of the interviews we therefore asked three open-ended questions about
the parents” memories of their own schooldays. The first two of these questions
asked the interviewee whether there was anything in particular from their own
school experiences that they would want to be different or the same for their
children now. The third asked whether the interviewee thought that the school
experiences of the other parent had aftected her his views about the type of
school the child might attend. Overall. these questions produced some interest-
ing and relevant discussions. which add flesh to our other accounts.

In five of the inerviews there were two adults present answering the
questions. giving a total of seventy-five possible answers. However, answers
were not given to these questions in seven of the interviews, In six cases these
were nterviews with ethnic minority parents. sometimes with language
difficulties in the interview. and in one case the interview was with a
grandmother who felt her own schooldays were 100 long ago to be used as
a point of comparison,

In another seven interviews, cither the interviewee or the other parent
had been educated in a country other than Britain. and this led to perceived
difficulties in making comparisons with the child's present school experiences.
Of these seven. three had been educated in European countries other than
Britain. one in Northern Ireland. two in the Indian subcontinent, and one in
Australia. There were only two cases where the interviewees felt that it wis
difficult to make any comparisons from the past to the present because the
child was a different person anyway:

our children are not us, 5o in a sense there is nothing of significance
that [ would point at and say. *Oh gosh! I hope that's different, (Mother)
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So for most people, the questions clearly made sense. and their own school
experiences were considered relevant to the choices being made for their
children. As might be expected. this could work in both directions. with cither
good memories they wanted repeated. or bad experiences they wanted to be
different for their children (and. of course. the question we asked about siblings
was intended 1o clicit similar kinds of views about whether experiences could
be an indicator of the adequacy of schooling).

AMemories of schooldays evoked some strong responses with considerable
feeling. One woman remarked immediately upon being asked o consider her
own school experiences, *Oh my God! In one case. the question itself opened
up old wounds that the mother did not want to remember:

well. something bad happened to me when I was young, and they put
me in a tiny. a tiny school with only about thirty people there and
there wasn't a lot of work being done in the place. So just hope he
gets a betier education than 1 got IUs w part of my tife that's sort of
dead and buried. (Mother)

In other cases too, there were bad memories of schooldays that parents were
anxious not to be repeated for their children:

my family background was very bad, when Twis young, and I know
it affected my education very badly, and my persomal life ... 1 really
struggled at my education, and its just one of those things that no one
reatly took any notice of me. And because the clusses were very big.
and issues from my personal life outside school affected my school
life. 1 want all the bad things that happened to me, not to happen to
my childeen. (Father)

1 hated school and T wish T hadn't because T feel Twould have tearned
a lot more. Hopefully it's going to be enjoyable enough for her to
want to stay, 1 was forced to go o school. and haopefudly she'lll go to
the school she wants to go to. and then she'll enjoy it because it's her
choice. (Mother)

1 wert to Ischool X] and 1 hated school. (Mother)

Altogether, there were thirteen parents interviewed Gilmost one-fifith of those
who answered this question) who stated that there was nothing they could
remember from their own schooldays that they would want to be the same for
their children.

In thirty-five cases,' responses were obtained concerning the interviewees'
perceptions of how the other parent who was not being interviewed (the
father in every case but one) might remember and compare their own
schooldays. Out of these thirty-five responses, 17 per cent did not know about
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the other parent’s memories of their schooldays and how this might affect the
attitudes to their children’s schooling. Eleven per cent said that the father had
enjoyed school, although in one case he had not been there very much.
Another [T per cent said the other parent had truanted a great deal, or dropped
out tincluding one mother).

Unfortunately Mum didn't take to education. She dropped out of
education at 13 after several warnings from the various legal depart-
ments and she never got back into it again. We are all ambitious for
our kids. The majority of people want something better. (Father)

A further twentv-nine said (often in strong terms) that school had been a
bad experience for the father — a proportion that seems to suggest a very sad
reflection on the futhers” educational experiences.

Quite bad {experiences| . .. he went 1o lots of different [schools) . . h
was i single-sex boarding school he was sent to eventually which was
his worst experience ... Totally against boarding schools, private
schools. (Mother)

I think he would probably look for something completety different
from what he had ... he was very determined she shouldn't go 1o a
Catholic school because of his own experiences. 1think he was more
terrified into learning than encouraged. (Mother?

On a brighter note, there were twelve parents (18 per cent of those who
answered this question) who felt that there was nothing about their own
schooldays that they would want 1o he different for their children. For these
people. school had been a happy experience that they hoped would be repeated
for their children, although not many people expressed it quite as positively
as this woman:

Best years of my life! T thought that every school was the same. T went
to a boarding school. It made me confident and there was happiness
all around always. (Mother)

Eight interviewees specifically stated their present hopes for their children
in terms of happiness when comparing their past schooldays. Mostly these
comments were brief references to having been happy at school and wanting

the children to feel the same. In two cases, the reverse situation applied:

I didn’t like school. T would like Ben to be happy at school and 1o like
being there. (Mother)

When we come to ook at the content of the comparisons being made
between the parents” memories of their schooldays and their hopes for their

100 113




[€)

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Choice in da Broader Context of Family Life

children. the most frequently mentioned topic (referred to by thirteen
interviewees) was that of relationships with teachers. Again. as might e
expected, this could work in a number of ways, Some were pleased that their
eachers had been distant and authoritative. demanding respect. and wanted
similar relations for their ¢hildren. while others wanted teachers 1o be more
open and friendly than they remembered for themselves:

The thing | liked about the schools. 1 think all the teachers looked like
teachers . .. Tthink the children could look up to them more ... some
schools expect to be too friendly with the children. (Mother)

I hope that teachers are more open with children these days. T found
the teachers were there from 9 7l 3.30 and that was it it was just a
job. and 1 hope now they're more triendlier. 1 mean § couldn’t have
gone Lo a teacher with a problem .. very cold sort of people. (Mother)

Others felt they had been ler down by their teachers. with lack ofattention and
caring. while a few remembered those teachers they had who did show a
caring attitude.

The second most commonly mentioned topic wis that of discipline, which
wits referred to by eleven interviewees (we presented a broad discussion in
Chapter 6 of the variable meanings of this term). Several people referred to
vivid memories of severe corporal punishment. A woman remembered her
schooldays in Glasgow thus:

I mean from the age of 6 1 was strapped virtually daily with a leather
belt for things like double lines on my dictation or blunt pencil and.
um. and sadistic teachers, six double handers. What they used to do
was 1o put cloths round your wrist because they often split the skin.
(Mother)

Discipline. thank God it's so much different now, [ mean. it was 5o,
too physical. T mean, we were beaten at the drop of a hat.. . The
cane. you got it for ridiculous reasons like not having a rubber. When
vou look at it now it was for ridiculous reasons. I'm glad that that
stopped . . . that children don't get it because T was actually — Fm not
saving they shouldn't be disciplined. they were just wicked some-
times. ‘Too much of it. (Mother)

Altogether. six people remembered with horror the physical punishments of
their own schooldays. and did not want this to be repeated for their children.
A further two mothers said the children's fathers had similar memories and
attitudes.

On the other hand. in comparing their own schooldays. four people referred
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to the need for more discipline in their children’s schools, although it was clear
that only one person was referring to discipline in terms of corporal punishment:

I didn't get enough discipline. 1 was a dreamy child. if you are a
dreamer you need to be disciplined. (Mother)

Discipline. There were strict rules, we were very disciplined, if we
swore we would be told off or whatever, or sent home, or punishment
would be given to us. (Mother, referring to her own schooldays in
India).

The topic of single-sex versus mixed schools also received considerable
attention in responses o this series of questions, being discussed by ten
interviewees in terms of their own experiences, and a further six in terms of
the other parent’s school experiences. Two mothers had been to mixed schools
and wanted their daughters to go to single-sex schools:

Fwent to a mixed school which is why she is going to a single-sex
school basically. (Mother)

A further two had been to mixed schools and wanted their children (one
boy and one gir to do likewise. Another two had been to single-sex schools
and wanted the same for their daughters. The most frequent pattern, however,
was for those who had been to single-sex schools to prefer mixed schools for
their children: this applied to four people (two fathers and two mothers) being
nterviewed, and was reported to be the case for a further five parents (four
fathers and one mothery not being interviewed. This father expressed his feelings
in particularly strong terms;

boys™ school and it totally screwed me up ... T grew up with a most
peculiar attitude to women basically because I didn't know any, so it
was very important that Andrew should be in mixed company. (Father)

Deep psychology here. He's very like me. and 1 went to a single-sex

The social life of remembered schooldays was discussed by nine
interviewees, almost always in terms of happy memories of friendships. In
many of these cases. the social life of school was the one good memory they
had that they wanted to be the same for their children.

Well. sociatly school was always really important to me. It was my
only social life and 1 always enjoyed school for friends and 1 think
that's the main thing. that he does enjoy school for, it's the only thing
that keeps him going ... it's very important to feel happy socially at
school and I'm sure it helps you in every way, academically, whatever,
if you feel socially at case and you've got real friends there. (Mother)
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In only one case did the mother remember being unhappy with friend-
ships at school, and hened her daughter would fare better than she had:

Hopefully she'll have more friends. In secondary school 1 found it
very hard, they all scemed 1o form themselves into different groups
and if most of them were away you were sort of left on your own.
And 1 think that's sad. I think at secondary school people should be
able 1o mix together and get on. We didn’t mix very well. (Mother)

Two people remembered discrimination at school from their peers, one
because of disability and one because of race. Nevertheless, for both these
people, good friendships had also been an important part of school life. One
other moiher had unpleasant memories of being bullied at school, and strangely.
her daughter had already moved schools during her primary education as a
result of bad experiences of bullying.

six interviewees talked in terms of children being given encouragement,
confidence and or a sense of independence. as something they would want
for their children that had been missing for them:

:d like them not to tell him he can’t — Imean, he already can draw,
but if he. if he doesnt show something I'd like them not o say,
“You're never going to be able to do that'. 1 don't ever want him to feel
that he can't do something. [t was only two years ago that I got, um,
any confidence in maths, hecause 1 was told that T couldnt do it. You
know. I'd hate anyone to say that to him. (Mother)

They do have a lot more independence at my daughter’s chosen
school] than we had, and they are allowed o make decisions for
themselves based upon their own judgments a lot more than ever we
were, and 1 like that much better .. . they seem to be brought up
much more to think for themselves than we ever were. I definitely
approve of that.

Only one person remembered being given the positive encouragement she
also now wanted her child to be given at school.

SO far. then. we have seen that parents gave i lot of attention o the social
relationships of school life, and its emotional guality in thinking back to their
own schooldays in relation to what they wanted now for their children. The
more strictly educational side of school life also received attention from some
parents. Seven interviewees discussed the presence or absence of well-quatified
and committed teachers in their own school experiences. In five cases, the
interviewees iemembered having been taught by good teachers, while intwo
cases there were memories of poor teachers that they hoped would be rectified
for their children.

A further six interviewees discussed their own frustrations at not having
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had the subject choices they wanted at school, or having to muake choices oo
earty. a site. tion that they hoped would be improved for their children — and
often felt had indeed improved, Four parents specifically mentioned an emphasis
on ans, music or languages as valuable aspects of education that they either
had or had not experienced in their own schooling. Specific teaching methods
were discussed by five interviewees. This was generally in terms of reading
schemes or an emphusis upon “basics' which they felt had been stronger in the
past. but for one woman, it was a memory of boring teaching in her own
schooldays that she wanted rectified for her child.

Three interviewees discussed the size of clisses when considering their
own school memories, with a general preference expressed for small classes.
Another three discussed the general environment, buildings and “atmosphere’
of the school as something they remembered with affection:

My school was lovely vou know, a big field. litle buildings. and er.
when Ttook [her older daughter] the first time to look [at her secondary
schooll Thad the creeps but she quite enjoyed it, she loves it, the kids
don’t seem 1o be bothered by Victorian buildings . . . it doesn't seem
to worry them, large size. (Mother)

Four mothers specifically discussed the gen ler issue in relation 1o their
own memories of school, always in terms of girls not having the same
opportunities available to them, or encouragement. expectations put upon them
as bovs,

The fast topic that was frequently discussed. in response to this series of
questions, is more difficult to summarize. since it referred to a general fecling
about whether or not competitiveness is desirable, and whether or not children
should be pushed and stretched cducationally. Parents expressed opinions in
avariety of directions. Five parents regarded stretching and ‘or examinations
in a positive light, cither remembering being positively stretched themselves
and or that emphasis on examinations had been useful: some felt that the
standards expected had been wo low in their own schooldays. Two mothers
specifically linked the lack of “being pushed’ to the gender issue. On the other
hand. two parents felt there had been too much emphasis on ‘the exam conveyor
bel:

From my experience, 1 was treated as somebody who was there 1o
pass exams. notas an individual .. Uwas on a conveyor belt and 1 do
resent that very much. (Father)

This mother spent some time weighing up the pros and cons of competition
and an academic emphasis:

Although T would want a school that had a good academic reputation,
I wouldn’t want a school that was too competitive as an overriding
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ethos. It is a difficult balance to make. but I wouldn't want a school
that valued academic achievement exclusively.

[Was that something you experienced in your own school life?]

It wasn't so much that 1 felt it, so much as talking to other people at
my school, and they seemed to feel it made them unhappy. (Mother)

A few parents lamented their own negative attitudes towards education and
exams during their own schooldays.

Overall, then, it appears that the vast majority of parents did see it as
relevant to compare their own schooldays with their present hopes for their
children’s education. Memories of school evoked some strong feelings, with
twenty-five interviewees (37 per cent of the possible totah) either stating there
wis nothing they wanted to be different, or else nothing they wanted to be the
same as they had experienced in their own education.

The negatire memorices of school predominated, however. In looking at
the focus for the comparisons being made between past and present.
relationships with teachers and discipline were the most frequently cited topics.
with some strong feelings expressed against corporal punishment. Mixed versus
single-sex schooling was the next most frequently cited point of comparison.
followed by sociat life at school and relationships with peers, and then general
encouragement and independence for children. Topics that are more narrowly
educational received much less attention. but relevant areas that were discussed
were the quality of teaching. subject choices, size of classes, gender issues in
relation to opportunities, and competitiveness-stretching of pupils.

Parents’ Views, Future Hopes and Expectations
for Children’s Education

We asked a number of ¢ aestions about the parents” general attitudes to types
of secondary schools, such as the differences between single-sex as opposed
to mixed schools, and secular versus religious education for their children. We
also asked about their longer-term hopes and expectations for their children
such as whether or not they hoped and/or felt that their child would stay on
at school past the minimum school leaving age of 16 and whether or not they
hoped and-or felt that their child would go to college or university.

First, we tried to establish whether or not the parents had strong attitudes
towards single-sex or mixed schools and towards religious schools, given that
in the latter case. over half our parents (N = 39) had children in voluntary-aided
schools. as shown in Chapter 1. Then we asked for more general comments.
Finally, we considered their longer-term views. hopes and expectations of
their children's education and their broader political perspectives.

In fact, we found that almost half (47 per cent) of the parents did not have
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Table 7 1: Views of religious schooling by sex of chid

Religious Views Boy Girl Percentage
{N = 36) (N =34) Tota! {N =70)

No strong views 1 1 a7
Basically positive 26
Basically negative 24
Other 3

Table 72 Parental attitudes to single-sex schools

Attitudes to Single-Sex Schoois Percentage of Parents
(N =70)

Bastcally positive 31
Basically negative 24
No strong views 23
Positive for girls 19
Negative for boys 3

strong views about religious schools, despite the fact that almost wwo-thirds of
the children were in schools with formally religious affiliations. Of those who
did have strong views, halt (N = 18) were basically positive” and halt were
Dhasically negative’ (N =171 Morcover, when asked for their comments on
this. it was ditficult to find any really distinetive factors. About a quarter of the
parents said that religious schools were fine if parents wanted them and one
in five of the parents said that they preferred that their child should ror attend
such schools.” There were no differences between the parenis' attitudes to
retigious schooling in terms of whether the target child was a boy or a girl, as
can be seen in Table 7.1,

There were also no differences hetween the parents in terms of ethnicity
of the child and their religious views. One mother said: The comments made
varicd, however,

I'm not religious. Such schools are OK for those that want them.

On the whole, the parents in our sample did not want such schools for their
children at secendary school stage as a strong or central reason for “choice’,
although some of the state schools that were preferred were voluntary-aided
rather than county schools (as can be seen from Table 5.1 in Chapter 5).
Parents” attitudes to single-sex or coeducational schools were not as evenly
distributed as those views of religious schools. Indeed, attitudes 1o single-sex
schools were mainly strongly positive or negative with less than a quarter ot
having strong views, as can be seen in Table 7.2 This is also the case for
mixed schools, as can be seen in Table 7.3, We asked a very general question
about their views that was not linked with the sex of the child. There are
clearly differences between parents” attitudes to single-sex schools tor girls as
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Table 7 3: Parental attitudes to nuxed schools

Attitudes to Mixed Schools Percentage of Parents
(N=70)

Basically positive 50
No strong views 21
Positive for boys 16
Basically negative 1
Negative for girls 1

Note: Percentages do not add up to 100 hecause of rounding.

Table 7 4- Attitudes to single-sex schools by sex of child

Attitudes to Single Sex Schools Boy Girl Percentage
(N = 36) (N =34) Total (N =70)

Basically Positive 1 31
Basically Negative 1 24
No Strong Views 23
Positive for Girls 18
Negative for Boys . 3

opposed 1o boys: their obverse views on mixed schools for girls as opposed
to boys are shown in Table 7.3,

What is particularly striking in these tables is the fact that two-thirds of the
parents felt positive about such mixed schools. cither as schools per se or for
boys, whereas only half of the parents felt positive about single-sex schools
cither as schools per se or for girls. When asked for comments the two most
frequently mentioned with respect to single-sex. were that they were better for
girls (cight parents), and that the parents preferred mixed schools (thirteen
parents).

With respect to mixed schools a similar number said that they were better
for boys (en parents) and that they were more natural’. One mother of a boy
actually commented:

Mixed schools reflect the real world. They are more natural,

Although we did not ask the parents specifically o link their views about
single-sex versus mixed schools to the sex of the child, differences emerged
that are quite dramatic. These differences in attitudes to single-sex schools can
be seen from looking at parents of sons and daughters, afthough, interestingly.
as muny parents of sons are positive for girls as parents of daughters are
negative for them (seven parents in cach case). as shown in Table 7.4,

It is worth noting here that these attitudes are generatly similar for parents
from different ethnic racial backgrounds (with seven white parents and five
parents of black and Asian children being positive for girls), However, parents
of girls and boys seem not to hold consistent attitudes to single-sex and mixed
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Table 75 Attitudes to nixed schools by sex of child

Attitudes to Mixed Schools Boy i Percentage
(N = 36) Total (N =70)

Basically Positive
No Strong Views
Positive for Boys
Basically Negauve
Negative for Girls

Note: * Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding.

schooling. as can be seen from Table 7.5, where we present their attitudes 1o
mixed schools by the sex of the target child

There were virtually no differences in attitudes to mixed schools between
the parents of boys and the parents of girls. but we can see that parents of
sixteen girls are positive about mixed schools and a similar number of parents
of girls were found to be positive about single-sex schools, whereas only
seven parents of girls were basically negative about single-sex schools or equally
had no strong views. Similarly, parents of nineteen boys were basically positive
about mixed schools, but only ten parents of boys were basically negative
about single-sex schools or had no strong views (ten parents) or were positive
for girls (seven parents), In other words, parents do not see their views on
single-sex schools as heing the opposite of their views about mixed schools.
These findings support those made in Chapter 5, namely that single-sex school-
ing is seen more positively in relation to girls than to bovs,

Although it appears that the majority of parents hold strong vicus on hoth
types of schools it does not mean that these strong views are held equally.
Of course, some parents may feel differently about these schools for sons and
daughters and miy have children of both sexes in the family. What is the most
distinctive factor here, however, is that more parents want single-sex schools
for girls than boys and that they want mixed schools for boys. often on the
grounds that it is ‘more natural®

we have also already seen that parents attitudes to types of schooling.
including single-sex or mixed schools, are influenced by their own carly
educational experiences. These apparently contradictory views of single-sex
versus coeducation nay then be a result — at least partly — of the parents’
own experiences rather than a systematic review of the currently available
evidence and debates in the media,

These views about types of school may be less important issues for the
parents than their tonger-term hopes and expectations. We asked parents a
series of questions about their child's future education. We found that the vast
majority of parents (93 per cent) hoped that their child would stay on at school
or in education after the end of compulsory schooling. A Large majority of the
parents (77 per cent) also thought that the child would stay on after the minimum
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Table 7.6° Parental expectations about staymg on in education/at school

Think child will stay on Boy Girl Percentage
(N = 36) (N = 34} Total (N =70}

Yes 29 25 77
No 1 1 3
Don’t knew 6 8 20

Table 7.7- Parental hopes for a university/college education by sex of child

Hope for college/university Boy (N=33) Girl (N=34} Total Percentage (N =70}

Yes 34 24 83
No 1 1 3
Don’t know 1 9 14

Table 7.8 Parental expectations about higher education by sex of child

Think child might Boy Girl Total Percentage
go to college (N =36} (N = 34} (N =70}

Yes 24 20 63
No 3 2 7
Don't know 9 12 30

school feaving age. Similarly. v majority of the parents (83 per cent) hoped
that their child would go to university college and a majority (63 per cent)
thought that their ¢hild would go to university college.

Given that 93 per cent of parents hoped that their children would stay in
education after 16, it is difficult to distinguish between hopes or even realistic
expectations for either sons versus daughters. Perhaps it is slightly meaningful
that, of the five children's parents who were not sure whether their chikd
would stay in cducation after 15, four were girls and only one a boy and.
interestingly. all were white families. 1Uis also the case that a quarter of the
parents of girls were not sure whether their daughters would stay on, while
smaller proportion of parents of hoys were uncertain, as can be seen in Table
=.0. Fourteen of these families were white and two black.

parental hopes for their children's further or higher education are also
very similar in relation to the sex of the target child. except that more parents
of girls than boys (nine versus one) were not sure, as can be seen in Table 7.7
Of the families who were unsure, ten were again white and two Pakistani.

Perhaps parental expectations about their children’s educational careers
were more grounded in reality, as can be seen from Table 7.8, with only about
a third of parents (63 per cent) expecting higher education and more families
with sons than daughters expecting such educational careers, However. the
wider evidence now suggests that girls do at least as well as boys i the
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examinations leading to a higher education career. Out of the twenty-six families
that were not so certain, twenty were white, four were black and two were
Pakistani.

Itis important to note that the families in our sample were, on the whole,
hopeful and expectant that their children would have educational careers
hevond school. Although we have already mentioned that the sample is skewed
towurds what we would wraditionally term the middle classes and the skilled
working class, these figures scem to be greater than one might have predicted.
especially in relation to parental hopes. However, we did not probe about
what kinds of further or higher education parents were thinking about. It
might have been about a vocational or technological carcer rather than the
more strictly academic. Nevertheless, there is strong evidence that parents
generally have a positive evaluation of education as a “good thing',

Political Values and Attitudes to Educational Policy

We also asked parents a series of questions about parents” attitudes. in generad,
to different types of school, such as comprehensive schools, grammar schools,
LEA schools and private education. and to the assisted places scheme as well
as 1o new types of school. We were concerned with eliciting information on
their knowledge of current government policies and their views on the central
plank of those policies. numely, choice in education. We also wanted o get
a sense of their political opinions and asked about their views of party political
positions or policies on education, including their views on the former 1LEA.
This was in an attempt to locate their views in a wider political context,

We tound that parents were evenly divided with virtually half of our
parents (7 per cent) having favourable attitudes towards coniprehensive
schools, and half with unfavourable attitudes ¢19 per cent) to gramnuar schools.
However., mans of the parents were not really sure about the differences,
including some white English parents, nor were they clear about the differences
hetween state and private schools, Generally, almost two-thirds of our parents
(6O per cent) al o had favourable attitudes towards private schools, largely €41
per cent) on the grounds that parents should have choice. Most of the specific
comments about comprehensive schools tended to be unfavourable, such as
saying that they were ‘too big'. One mother commented:

The concept is good but it does not work in practice. I is difficult tor
teachers with mixed ability range to teach.

A father made more unfavourable comments:

I don't like the children teaching themselves .o Don't know enough
about it to say more.
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Table 7.9: Knowledge of new types of school by LEA

New Types Camden (N=36) Wandsworth (N=34) Total Percentage (N =70

Yes 10 26 51
No 26 8 49
Total % 51 49 100

Similarly. the specific comments on grammar schools tended to be unfavourable,
with a third of parents saying that such schools were unfair and. or ¢litist’,
Another mother, who herself went to grammar school. commented:

They are a bit ¢litist. IUs unfair to judge on the cleven-plus. IUs not fair
on those who do not make it to grammar school.

But another parent who favoured grammar schools said:

Because they hang on to the old-fashioned values which is education.
(Father)

A slight majority (31 per cen) of parents had heard of the assisted places
scheme for children ith parents on low incomes to attend private schools,
but only a third of parents (30 per cent) thought it "a good ided’. Another
mother commented:

It's fine if you want to go toa private school. F'm sure it helps. 'm not
sure how assisted it is!

About half of the parents (51 per cent) had heard of new types of secondary
schools. but only a third (31 per cent) could name city technology colleges,
and a meagre 6 percent grant-maintained schools. although a further 10 per
cent mentioned both GMS and CTCs. meaning that less than half of the parents
actually knew of particular types of new school. And. indeed. as might have
heen predicted. more had heard about these new types of secondary school
in Wandsworth than in Camden. as can be seen in Tuable 7.9, However. the
majority of parents in Wandsworth, who knew about the new types of school
only named the CTC, with a smaller number knowing about hoth C1Cs and
GMS. and in Camden far fewer parents knew about one or other or both.

We also asked a general question about bow much choice parents should
have in the schools their children attend and whether or not what was available
in their LEA at the time was ‘about right'. The answers are shown in Table 7.10.
which shows that half of the parents were not fully satisfied with the present
levels of choice. The comments made ranged from saving that ‘the choice
shoutd he as wide as possible” (ten) and that “it should not depend on the
distance” (ten) to saying that ‘there is no real choice now” (nine). These com-
ments linked with the parents” views of the policies in their LEA and the
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Table 7.10: How much choice parents should have

Is choice now sufficient? Percentage of Parents (N = 70)

Want more choice 50
About nght 44
Want less choice 6

Table 7.11+ Parental views of the LEA's education policies

How do you feel about education policies? Percentage of parents

No strong views 41
Negative feelings 31
Positive feelings . 20
Know nothing about 4
Mixed views 3

Note: Percentages do not add up to 100 because of rounding.

amount of choice available. Over a quarter of the' parents (26 per cent) were
happy with the choices available. and a further 10 per cent actually felt
that there was ‘a good choice’. while over a third (36 per cent) were either
unhappy with the choice or ‘needed more choice’. For instance, one mother
commented:

There is a reasonable choice, Thaven't visited all of them. T don't really
know. [ can't really comment,

Another parent, this time a father. commented:
Do they [parents] have a choice at present? | think its a loteny!

These varied views of the choices of school available link with the paremis’
varied and mixed views of the borough's education policies in general. These
are shown in Table 711 [ is clear from this table that the majority of parents
are what we might consider to be rapathetic” and not at all interested in politics
in relation to education. This is to some extent confirmed when we asked the
parents to state whether or not they felt that there had been major changes
since the abolition of the ILEA. and a third (33 per cent) felt that the impact
wis in cless funding to schools’, while one in five felt that there was no
change” and over one in ten simply didn't know. Of course. one might add that
the majority of our interviewees were wonen and in traditional political science
literature it has been shown that women tend to he less interested in politics
and party politics than men (Lovenduvski ef ¢l 1993).

Morcover. we asked parents whether there were party political education
policies with which they strongly agreed or disagreed. and we asked separately
about cach political party’s — Conservative, Labour and Liberal-Democrat —
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cducation policies. For each political party the majority of the parents had no
strong views Qwith 50 per cent having no strong views about the Conservative
policies. 60 per cent in relation to Labour policies and over 70 per cent in
relation to the Liberal-Demaocrats policies). However, almost a third (twenty
one) said that they strongly disagreed” with Conservative policies while almost
one in five (twelver agreed with Labour education policies. Again, we could
surmise that this low level of interest is to do with the fact that the majority of
interviewees were mothers. However! this may be at odds with the detailed
interest shown in the substance of school choice in the interviews themselves.

Individual Stories

Here we present a numiber of individual stories from the parents which add to
our accounts and show how our particular parents put together their memories,
hopes and expectations in order 1o influence their decisions about ~choice” of
sceondary school:

Mr and Mrs B had moved to their present address seven yvears previously. but
had decided they did not like the ocal prinvry school. Instead they had
decided o send their children o Ischool X which had been Mr B's own
primary school when he was a boy. This school was some distance away in

a different borough.

Mrs L lived in a reasonably situated council Hat. This interview wis a cold call’
because the family were not on the welephone. but Twas very eagerly welcomed
in. Mrs L appeanred a little nervous about being interviewed. possibly slightly
‘in awe” but she was delighted 1o be included. Her three sons™ education had
been rather a traumatic story o date. She had originally applied to [school Al
for her eldest boy, but the application had been tost and he had bDeen sent o
Ischool Bl insteadd, where he stayed until aged 9. When her second son also
started at B, he had been badly beaten by another bov, At this stage. Mrs L had
approached the Educational Welfare Officer. and had eventually been able 1o
obtain places for all three bovs at AL but only after her youngest child had
missed his first nine months of school altogether.

Mrs Wolived ina very nicely modernized older terraced house. She had very
strong feelings about the school she wanted for her son, and was using all
possible means she could think of in order to ensure he obtained a place. She
herself had not had much of an education.

Oh. love. Twas expelled! Fmafraid so. There isn't no cane no more.
but 1 did have the cane quite often. [My son's) got entirely different
upbringing to me anyway. I was from a one-parent family. my mum
worked and Treally didnt realize needed an education. No one ever
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encouraged me. My mum never realized 1 needed an education. I'm
41 now, and when [ was vounger no one ever made the children do
homework. not in my environment anyway. I hope that [my son] goes
to school to learn.

AMrs P lived in a 1930s terraced house, at some distance from her son’s primary
school. Her son had ahlwvays attended X primary school because it was close
to the shop his mother owned. When he first started there. the one child he
knew beforehand was the child of a customer in the shop. Now in ill-health,
she was hoping to move all her children to more local schools,

Mr E lived in a modern mid-terraced house that could have been a private or
council development. A lively man with strong views, he lived in the house
with his son. while his wife lived elsewhere with his other two sons. He was
unhappy about the options availuble to his son. which he felt were very
limited: T am really so depressed at what is available’. One new school he
regarded as "a lot of hype’. and objected to what he described as the requirement
1O spend £200 on the uniform. He felt there had been considerable commun-
ication problems with the school attended by his older son. which he described
at some length, He had applied o private education for his middle son. even
though he disagreed with it on principle. “but then there is no real choice’.

As i rule, on one side of the coin. we teach the children of the
wealthy to expect the best out of life. Children of the working class
are actually imbued with a sense of failure, built-in failure. their
limitations . . . My idea is that education is a brilliant experience. it
really is. and whether vou want to intellectualize about it or whether
vou want it at a practical level, use it it will give yvou the tools and
answer so much about life. If you don’t get it you are stumbling about
in the dark.

Mr S lived in a modern end-terraced house that might have been council or
private. A Ghanaian. separated from his English wife, he had particularly strong
views on racial issues in education. He had considered private education for
his son. even though politically opposed to it. However, he had rejected it
because of racial issues — he was concerned that his son would be in a small
minority in such a school. and that the composition of the particular school
concerned did not retlect the racial mix of its neighbourhood. He also felt that
private schools do not deal with racial issues seriously.

Mrand Mrs Wowere clearly a middie-class coupie. They had both been privately
educited. and now worked in education and in social services. Mr W regretted
that their income was not sufficient o provide private education for their son.
Nevertheless, there had been aspects of their own schooling that they had
both liked and disliked. They were now tormn between choosing the more
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raditional style of the new grant-maintained school available, and the
atmosphere of the local LEA school with its absence of unitorm. They thought
this school might suit their son’s personality betier, sinee it placed emphasis on
the arts and music. and scemed not 1o have oo macho™ a culture.

AMrs K was interview ed at her place of work. a national organization concerned
with the well-being of children. She had also been involved in parents’
organizations in her local borough. and wis thus very well informed. Never-
theless. she found she relied upon reputation. rather more than on exam
results.

Exam results tend to be presented inca faitly incomprehensible way
beciuse of the schoolbs, with weighting factors and pereentages and so
on .. school X tends o present their resulis in terms of diagrams
and percentages <o voure sort of slightly not sure what's going on
At one point we got all the exam resalts from the local education
department and 1 passed them on o another parent who put them all
on his computer and he said it wasn't all that helpful because some
<chools were better at one subject than another. o its not ¢asy o
make @ straightforward comparison,

We can see from these accounts or individual stories that parents approach the
question of choice of school in very different ways depending upon their own
biographies and experiences of school. They also use their oven particular
political values in varied ways, usually as mediated by particular experiences.
as can be seen. for example, from Me S incontrast with Mroand Mres W

Conclusions

In this chapter we have eaplored the wider contexts in which parents were

making their decisions about secondary schoaols for their children. We have
fooked at whether or not the parents” own educational experiences might have
plaved a part in the ways i which they considered schools for their children.
Indeed. we have shown that a range of issues impinged upon the parents from
their own educational histories. but. most especially, negative tactors influenced
how the parents looked at secondany schools. Factors such as rekutionships with
weachers and discipline were the most frequently cited topics. with particularly
strong feclings expressed agait st corporal punishiment. Single-sex versus co-
cducation was also a point of cemparison for parents. although how italtected
parents” views depended upon very particular experiences.

We have abso explored parents” current views of types of school. drawmg
on their own memories, and extrapolating their hopes and expectations for
their own children, We have found that the parents attitudes 1o types of
education, such as religious, single-sex or mixed schools, gre not susceptible

115




Q

ERIC

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Mathers Intuition? Choosing Secondary Schools

to casy summary and are not the most important factors that concern parents
about secondary schools. However, more parents would opt for mixed
secondary schools for their sons than their daughters but more for single-sex
sccondary schools for their daughters than for their sons. influenced possibly
by a lot of the current media attention about such matters. although in inner
London almost all the research has shown such preferences (West and Varlaam,
1991: West, 199+4).

Parents do. however, have very strong expectations and hopes for their
children’s educational careers. Almost all of the parents interviewed hoped
that their children would remain in school after the age of 16, and. moreover.
that they would go on ta college or university. These hopes were somewhat
tempered by reality. in that a smaller proportion. but nevertheless still the
majority. thought that their children wotdd stay on or go 1o college. In other
words parents had strong and positive evaluations of education as a “good
thing’.

Finally we explored a range of views about policies on schools and
education in order o locate parents” specific “choices™ in a broader context.,
However. parents on the whole did not have strong views about state versus
private education and schools, nor about wider politics in education. It appears
that their views on secondary school choice are largely related 1o their own
particular situations and here most parents felt that they had a reasonable set
of options about secondary schools and. although they might have liked more,
they were either realistic or fatalistic about their ¢chances of having ‘more
choice” and feeling fully in control’ of their children's education.

We also put together a picture of the ways in which different families
approached the processes of thinking about and coming to some view of
particular schools by presenting a series of vignetes or rather individual stories

about the diverse processes in which parents engaged.

We turn now to look at the children's own views of their involvement in
the processes of choosing a secondary school hefore drawing together the
many threads about the processes of the decisions on secondary schools,

Note

I In five cases both parents were directly involved in the interview anyvway: in other
cises, either the other parent had been educated in a different country, or there was
no contact with the other parent.
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The Pupils’ Stories of Choice

Introduction

In this chapter we consider the children's point of view, drawing on the
children’s responses to the questionnaires that they filled in at school. All of
the 13+ children who filled in the questionnaire were the original target children
but, given the response rate of our parent sample, almost half of the children’s
parents had not been included in the previous study analysis. This pupil study,
therefore. consists of both the parent sample’s children and their classmates
who were also asked to ill in a questionnaire. We have an extremely high
response rate to this section of the sample. However, we asked a far more
limited number of questions here than in the main sample in trying o draw
out the pupils’ views of the salient features of the process and the schools. We
were particularly interested in the schools that the children liked . and their
reasons for this. Of the 13+ pupils who completed the questionnaire, seventy-
six (or 57 per cen) were girls and fifty-eight (or 43 per cent) were boys,

Pupils’ Preferred School

We asked the children which secondary school she or he would most like to
attend. Table 8.1 shows the types of schools that they named.

One-fifth of the pupils reported that they wanted to go to an LEA mixed
school and slightly more wanted to go 1o an LEA girls” school. A boys® school
was named by just over one in ten pupils. Under a fifth named a school in
another LEA. A grant-maintained school was named by 14 per cent and the city
technology college in Wandsworth by 11 per cent,

The vast majority (81 per cent) of the children stated that they and their
mother named the same school as their preferred school., Similarly. the majority
(62 per cent) of the children mentioned that they and their futher named the
sume school, although the proportion is somewlat smaller than in the case of
children reporting that they and their mother named the same school, We can
see here the key role played by the mother in conjunction with the child in
the choice process,
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Table 8.1° Secondary schools preferred by pupils

Type of school Percentage of pupils
(N =133)*

LEA mixed (C/V) ) 20
LEA girls (C/V) 22
LEA boys (C/V) 1
Out of LEA {C/V) 16
Grant-maintained 14
City technology college 1"
Private 7

Note: * N is less than 134 as all pupils did not answer every question percentages do not
add up to 100 because of rounding.

Table 8.2: Factors that pupils think are important in secondary schools

Factor Percentage of pupils
(N =134)

Good education 94
Good art facilities 88
Friendly teachers 87
Good science faciliities 84
Good computing facilities 84
Good sports facilities 84
No builying 82
Easy to get to 78
Nice buildings 77
Good canteen/lunches 75
Friends going there 74
Good exam results 72
Good clubs 63
Good music faciliies 62
Nice facilities 53
Near to home 53
No uniform 34

This process of deciding on the preferred school within the family was
tuken seriously and the majority of children had talked with their parents
about it. Around one-fifth of the pupils (19 per cent) indicated that they had
talked about secondary schools with their parents (or adults they lived witly
- great deal’. Nearly half (46 per cent) had talked about secondary schools
quite a ot Over a quarter (29 per cent) had not talked very much about
secondary schools and -+ per cent had not talked about sccondary schools at
all with their parents (2 per cent of pupils did not answer the question),

We also asked pupils what sorts of things would make them want to go
(o a particular secondary school. A list of questions was provided. to which
pupils were asked to respond with tyes' it they felt it would make them want
to go. o’ if they did not feel it would make them want to go or ‘don’t know”
it they did not know. Table 8.2 gives the percentage of pupils who felt that
specific factors would make them want o go to a particular secondary schocd.

1S
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Nearly all of the children (94 per cent) felt that o “good education” would
make them want to go to a particular secondary school. Nearly nine out of ten
mentioned ‘good art facilities’ (88 per cent) and friendly teachers’ (87 per
cent) as important factors. Over eight out of ten pupils mentioned “good science
facilities', good computing facilities™. "good sports facilities™ (84 per cent cach)
and ‘no bullying” (82 per cenv). In other words. the vast majority mentioned
positive and mainly educational factors as reasons for liking a school. Thirteen
per cent of pupils mentioned other things that would make them want to go
to a particular secondary school — for example. good language facilities
(mentioned by three pupils), “good fun’ (mentioned by two pupils) and a
sililing already there (two pupils).

Some interesting differences emerged here between boys and girls with
significantly more boys than girls stating that good computing facilities (95
versus 77 per cent), good sports facilities (93 versus 77 per cent), and nice
buildings (88 versus 70 per cent) would make them want to go to a particular
secondary school. On the other hand. significantly more girls than boys indicated
that good music facilities (76 versus -6 per cent) and friendly teachers (93
versus 79 per cent) would make them want to go to a particular secondary
school.

There were also some interesting differences between the two boroughs,
with significantly more pupils in Camden than Wandsworth fecling that good
music facilities (75 versus 55 per cent), no uniform (39 versus 20 per cent) and
no bullying (98 versus T+ per cent) would miake them want to go to a particular
secondary school. However, more pupils in Wandsworth than Camden felt
that a nice uniform would make them want to go to a particular secondary
school (70 versus 29 per cent). This might fink with the ditferent types of school
available or the different rules and regulations, at least in refation to school
uniform at secondary schools, in Wandsworth and Camden.

More pupils whose parents had not been interviewed than those whose
parents had been interviewed felt that friends going to the school would make
them want to go to a particular secondary school (85 versus 03 per cent).
However, the most frequently endorsed tactors that would make pupils want
to go to a particular secondary school were a good education, good art facilities
and friendly teachers. Good science facilities, good computing facilities, good
sports facilities and no bullying were all mentioned by over eight out of ten
nupils. Similar findings were also obtained by West ef al. (1991) in an outer
London LEA.

Schools That the Pupils Would Not Like

We also asked the children whether there were any secondary schools they
would not like to attend. The vast nutjority (79 per cent) said that there were
schools that they did not want to go to. We gave pupils the option of naming
up to two schools. About half (52 per cent) named one school that they did
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Table 8.3: Reasons why pupils did not like particular schools

Reason Percentage of responses
(N = 222)*

Bullying 18
Threatening atmosphere 12
People there/Unfriendly children 12
Too far away

Buildings/environment/tacilities

Mixed

Bad reputation

Single-sex

Others**

Note. * This refers to the total number of responses made.
** Other reasons each comprising less than 5 per cent of responses (e.g. uniform, no
fnends there).

not want 1o attend and over a quarter (27 per cent) named two schools that
they did not like.

We also asked what the pupils did not like about the schools that they
saidt they did not want to attend. Their responses were categorized and Table
8.3 gives the percentage of responses in these categories. Around a fifth of the
responses referred to bullying with a threatening atmosphere (12 per cent) and
the people there or unfriendly children (12 per cent) also being mentioned
relatively frequently. The children’s comments inctuded:

The children were not very friendly, and 1 didnt like the atmosphere.

1 don't like the facilities. T think there is bullying there and their music
is awful.

It's just dirty and I'm afraid of being bullied.
I think it's too rough (too many bullies).

When pupils” reasons for not wanting to go to particular schools were
examined further, it becomes apparert that these are not always based on
what they have seen. Rather. a particutar school's unpopularity is frequently

based on what the pupils have heard about a school. However, this is not
always the case. In fact, we were able to discern three main categories of
reasons for pupils not wanting to go to a particular school. These were related
to first, direct experience. usually through visits to the school. second, to a
school’s reputation and third. 1o the fipe of school. Comments from the pupils
indicating that they did not like what they saw on visits included:

The atmosphere is very unfriendly and the children are unwelcoming,
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‘The children there were not very friendly and 1 didn't ke the atmos-
phere.

The view that these schools had an unpleasant atmosphere is particularly
interesting given that a “pleasant atmosphere” is one of the most important
factors for parents when choosing a school for their child. 1Uis one of the three
Ps that we have identified. There is a suggestion from the comments made by
children about the schools that they did nof like that the same factors would
emerge for children in terms of the schoots they do like. This issue is one that
merits further investigation,

Second, in relation to the reputation” of a particular school, the pupils’
comments clearly indicate that they too have a grapevine’. and glean their
information about secondary schools from a variety of sources. A selection of
the comments that they made are as follows:

in [School NI 1 heard people smoke and take drugs.
There's low education there, People suy iUs rough at [School Y.

Because it hasn't got a good education and there is bullying and
because F've heard people sell drugs there,

P wouldnt fit in with the crowd, T have heard some bad things about
its background which I won’t mention,

I think there is butlving and their music is awful

Although most of the comments were concerned with bullying €18 por
cent). the unpleasant atmosphere €12 per cent) and the “people there unfriendly
children’ €12 per cent), some pupils made reference 1o the type of school or

its luck of uniforn:

I hasn't got any girds and T would like to meet some new friends.
(Boy)

s just a girls” school. ¢Girl)
Because they are hoth all girls” schools and 1 don't think T would fit
in there. (GirD)

Type of School Preferred: Single-Sex or Mixed?

Although we asked the pupils which named school they would like to attend.
we also asked them a more general question about the fipe of school they
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Table 8.4a- Reasons pupils preferred a mixed schooi

Reason Percentage of pupils
(N =59}

Friends of both sexes 27

Children should mix 27

Better environment 12

Always been in a nuxed school 10

Table 8.4b. Reasons pupis preferred an all girls’ school

Reason Percentage of pupils
{N = 29)
Do not ke boys 31
Boys tease and/or bully 28
Enjoy 1t without boys 17
Friends there 17
Work better : 14
Parents wanted girls’ school 10
More fniends at girls” school 10

would like to attend. We asked them whether they would prefer to go o a
mixed school, an all bovs™ school or an all girls” school. While nearly half C e
per cent) of pupils reported that they would prefer to go to a mixed school
and a little over one in five (22 per cent) thit they would prefer to go to an
all girls” school, only 5 per cent indicated that they would prefer an il boys’
school. In other words, given that we had seventy-six girls replving. forty
per cent or two in five of the girls stated that they would like to go to a single-
sex girls” school, The responses to this question do not concur with those 1o
the carlier question, as this question is more abstract and not related 1o a
specific named school, to which they have already committed themselves
psychologically, 1t is, nevertheless, very interesting to note this preference for
single-sex girls” schooling,

Over a quarter of pupils €29 per centd “did not mind” which type of school
they went to They offered the following Kinds of comments:

I don’t mind whether it's girls or mixed, it's the education that counts.
(Girhy

I don't mind hecause Tiust want good GCSE results or A level results,
(Boy)

Idon't mind. because Twill grow up the same which ever T go to. (Girh
Tubles 8 v and S.ib give the reasons pupils gave for preferring particular

tvpes of schools, We have given those responses mentioned by 10 per cent or
more of the pupils.
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Over a quarter of the pupils who said that they would prefer a mixed
school said that they had friends of both sexes or that children of both
sexes should mix (27 per cent each). Comments relating to these two notions
included:

I think that boys and girls should get to know each other.

I've been in a mixed school all my life and T don’t want to change.

Because vou can get mixed up with other boys and girls. (Girh

I think that a school should be mixed with the opposite sex. (Boy)

Because T don't think it's right to keep boys and girls separate, (Girl)

Because 1 think that boys and girts shoukl get to know cach other.
(Boy)

Comments were also made which related to the fact that they had abways
been in a mixed school

I'm used to girls in the school. (Boy)

Because I've been in a mixed school for a long time and I'm used to
it. (Girl)

Because Tve been to a mixed school all my life and | don’t want to
change. (Boy)

Pupils also offered comments related to better envirGament’, such as follows:

I'd rather go to a mixed school because T'd fitin and not feel Teft out,
(Girh

Because 1 think it's good for girls and boys to work together. (Boy)

Nearly a third of the gitls reported wanting 1o go to a single-sex school
because they did not like boys and over a quarter said that boys teased and/
or bullied others, Comments included:

I do not like boys and you get picked on.

I would like to go to an all girls” school because Tdon’t get on with
boys.
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Because boys like to tease vou and bully you,

Because bovs always bully me and T get shy in front of bovs,
They also made comments which related o enjoving school without hoys';
Because sometimes its enjovable without boys!

There were also comments that related 1o the fact that they work better’
without boys:

Because Tgetfed up of boys and Taant concentrate as well with bovs.,

Finally. they made comments that related 1o the fact that their parents wanted
an all girls” schoot: '

Because my mum says vou work hetter with no bovs,

Because T have two brothers and 1 want to get away from theny Also
my mum thinks I'll do beter there.

OF the seven boys who indicated that they would prefer a single-sex sehool.
only three were able o say why (better sports, work better. more friends
there) and one offered this comment:

Because then bovs can get on with their work.,

Pupils were also asked whether they would ke to go 1o a religious-or
church school. Ten per cent said that they, would. while the majority (5™ per
cent) said that they would not like 1o go to a religious school, About a third
rper centd of the pupils said that they did not mind” whether the school wias
religious or not.

The main reason given by pupils for wanting to go 1o a religious school
was that they atended church. They also offered the following comments
about liking religious schools:

To learn more about God.
Because T would like to find out more about religion.,

The main reasons given by pupils for nat wanting a religious school were
that they were not religious tmentioned by 33 per cent of those who said that
they would prefer a non-religious school). that there was too much religion
i per cent,and that they did not believe in God (8 per cent. The following
corments were nude about why the pupils would nar choose a religious
~chaool:
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Table 8 5. Percentage of pupils reporting various hnks

Links Percentage of pupils
(N = 134}

Other pupils from primary school want to go 84
Friends want to go there 83
Friends go there now 68
Sibling there now 23
Other relatives go there 18
Other relatives used to go there 18
Know somecne who works there 14
Linked to church 10
Sibling used to go there 10

Because religion should be out of schoal and not in it

Beaause T have no religion w hatsoever.

Because of miv religion which is Jehovalt's Witness.

Because some people from other schools might cuss vou.

Because they do a ot of things that T don’t need for my education.
Fdon't want to pray every day to somebody T don’t believe int
Because vou only learn one religion.

Because 1 have not heen haptized.

Finath'. comments were offered which expressed the view that the pupils were
indifferent to secular or religious education:

Because my mum and dad said they wanted me to make my mind up
for mvself.

[ don't mind as long as 1 get a good education.

Links with Secondary Schools

Pupils were asked about the finks they had with the secondary school they
would most like to attend. Table 8.5 gives the pereentage of pupils reporting
various links. Friends of various kinds — cither at the current primary school
or older friends — are the main source of links with secondary schools. The
social aspect and familiarity of at least some of the pupils at the large and
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Table 86 Number of brochures read

Number of brochures Percentage of pupils*
(N=131)

None 32
One 24
Two 16
Three 17
Four or more i

Note < N s less than 134 as all pupils did not answer every question.

Table 87 Number of secondary schools visited

Number of schools Percentage of pupils*
{N = 134)

None

One

Two

Three

Four or more

Note * Percentage adds up to more than 100 because of rounding.

probably unfamiliar secondary school (o which they were due 1o transter s,
not surprisingly. of crucial importance to the children themselves. This ties up
with comments made by parents about why their children want to go to
particular sccondary schools,

Pupils were asked whether they had looked at any booklets about
secondany schools: over two-thirds (08 per cent) reported that they had. Table
8.0 gives the number of brochures that they reported having read. Around a
third of the pupils reported that they had not read any brochures: two-fifths
had read one or two brochures. and over a quarter had read three or more.

Over eight out of ten pupils (82 per cent) had visited prospective secondary
schools 1oty and find out whether it was i school they might like 1o attend.
Nearly one-fifth of the pupils had not visited any secondany schools. About
one-third had visited one (32 per cent) or two schools €30 per cent). One-fifth
of the pupils had visited three or more schools,

Conclusions

In this chapter we have looked at what the pupils considered to be the key
issues in relation to their thinking about and choosing™ a school. This chapter
is bused upon a bigger response rate among the children than was obtained
with the parents of the target Children in the main sample. There are, theretore,
almost twice as many children who responded than parents. However, the
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questions asked here were answered in written form rather than orally and
may in both senses contribute to some ot the differences that we have found.

As we have already noted above, around one-Sfth of the pupils in the
study wanted to go o an LEA mixed school and the same proportion to an
LEA all girls” school. Slightly more pupils than parents preferred a grant-
maintained school or CTC. In the vast majority of cases (over eight out of ten
cases). the child and mother named the sume school as their preferred school.
This means that one in five children did not agree with their mother and
preferred a different school to the one named. In just under two-thirds of
cases, the child and father named the same school. In other words, even more
children disagreed with their father and named a different school. The majority
of pupils had talked to their parents “a great deal’, or “quite a lot'. about which
secondary school 1o choose.

Over two-fifths of the pupils reported that they would prefer to go 1o a
mixed school. but two fifths of the gids indicated that they would like 1o go
10 a single-sex girls’ school. Very few boys reported that they would want to
2o to an all boys™ school. A variety of reasons were offered for these various
choices. In the case of girls it largely related to educational and social factors,

The main links with secondary schools were that other pupils from their
primary school wanted to go there and that friends wanted to go there. About
one-third of the pupils had not read any brochures, with about two-fifths
having read one or two. Eight out of ten pupils had visited prospective see-
ondary schools.

some interesting differences hetween ditferent groups of pupils emerged.
with boys fecting that good computing and sports facilities were important
¢ msiderations and more girls than boys thinking that good music facilities and

fricndly teachers were important considerations in their choice of a secondary

school. Several ditferences between pupils in the two boroughs emerged. with
more in Wandsworth feeling that a nice uniform was important and more in
Camden feeling that no uniform was important. These differences are likely to
he the result of the presence. or absence. of @ school uniform at the child's
preferred school. There werd also ditferences between the pupils with respect
to their views about bullying.

It is also interesting to note that more pupils whose parents had 2eor been
interviewed felt that it was important that friends should be going 1o their
preferred secondany school. This is particularly noteworthy, as those parents
who were not interview ed are less likely than those who were interviewed o
e active choosers. Tt seems that pupils with non-active” parents nay be more
likely 1o go to particular schools if their friends are atso going. Indeed. in the
parents” study we found that more of those who were not volunteers mentioned.
as an important factor in their choice of asecondary school. their child wanting
1o o 1o the school concerned. We can thus speculate that Late responders are
more like non-respondents than are carly respondents,

Overall. our findings from the pupil questionnaice study confirm our
findings from the parents” study. namely that there are some key differences
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in the reasons for the choice of school. In particular. girls and their parents (or
rather mothers), as opposed to boys, and their parents tend to favour single-
sex schools, whereas boys and their parents tend to prefer mixed schools. We
have also found that the processes and procedures for decision-making take
the same form. namely that mothers are almost invariably involved. The chil-
dren's preferences tend to concur with their mothers™ rather than their fathers’
preferences.
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Chapter 9

Conclusions: Choice, Control
and Compromise?

Introduction

In this concluding chapter we bring together our various fiudings in terms of
both qualitative and quantitative results, issues raised and stories presented to
show how complex a social process is entailed in choosing a secondary school.
We aim 1o set our accounts against other research findings and accounts of
what we have called the “choice process” and locate thent in the broader con-
texts 1o which we have referred in previous chapters.

In the carlier chapters we have discussed the context in which our study
of parental and pupil “choice” of secondary school was carried out. namely that
it was conducted in the carly 1990s immediately after the implementation of
the 1988 Education Retorm Act in England and Wales. The government’s avowed
intention with this act was to improve educational standards by providing
more choice and diversity of schools. although this picce of legislation did not
Qo as far as subsequent legislation. such as the 1993 Education  chools) Act.
has done in creating a diversity of contexts for the choice of education.

We were, however. interested in exploring how parents and children felt
about these issues and the various processes that were entailed in thinking
about preferences for, and placement in. certain secondary schools. We now
hope that we may be able to shed some light on how parents will now fecl
about the processes of making a choice in the even more market-oriented
conteat of the 1990s in Britain.

We ourselves chose i very particular group of families to study, namely
from two inner London boroughs, also in the aftermath of the changes wrought
by the 1988 Education Reform Act and in the broader context of changing
family circumstances. We have provided details of the characteristies of the
familics of the children in the sample and presented the complex stories and
findings from the two different studies. One was an interview study of those
parents of the target children who themselves chose to be interviewed and the
second was a questionnaire study of all the original target children.

We are indeed conscious that our samiple is not representative of the
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socio-cconomic characteristics of the families in the two London boroughs
from which they were drawn. Nevertheless, we know that our sample is not
dissimilar in fundamental social characteristics to families in London and other
metropolitan or inner city areas and that it gives us some clues as to the kinds
of socio-cconomic and familial changes taking place in late twentieth-century
Britiin. While we clearly cannot easily generalize from this study, we can
provide some suggestions about the complex nature of the social processes
involved in family decision-making. especially about education and school
choice. Indeed. the fact that certain types of families chose to be involved tells
us something about a taste for education, as does the obverse that others
chose not to be involved in the interviews. This is in itsclf indicative of some
of the complexities of the processes of making choices about education.

in this concluding chapter. our main findings and suggestions about these
complex processes are drawn from cach of the chapters and discussed in the
context of past research. However, we are also aware that our study was
conducted in ways that make it difficult to compare with previous research.
since we were interested in highlighting precisely what other rescarchers had
tended to ignore. namely the various participants in the decision processes
and the fact that we construe it as a multi-layered social process rather than
an event at one point in time. However, in this latter case, we borrow from
Coldron and Boulton's (1991 imaginative way of approaching the question
and considering how the processes may oceur. In addition. we therefore discuss
a number of other issues: in particular, whether it is reasonable to assume that
all parents are indeed exercising “choice” and feel themselves in a position to
see this issue of school choice as being particularly salient to them. We also
point to some methodological issues relating 1o our two studies that problematize
the notions of “choice as a process and “families” as decision-making units and
we therefore make suggestions for future approaches to this kind of rescarch.

Mother Chooses?

fn summary., we have found that the processes and the procedures for parents
making a choice of secondary school are indeed complex and complicated.
However, we can summarize our key findings by saying. first that smothers are
almost invariably involved in those processes and procedures whatever the
kind of family and child. And given the complexity of the processes and stories
that we have presented, the mothers” involvement is more than based on their
intuition. On the other hand. fathers are ot invarably involved and, when
they are, it is largely to do with the social and cultural characteristics of families.
but not necessarily to do with the family structure. that is the fact of being a
tone parent family.

We are not aware of any past rescarch that has looked at the processes
of cither educational decision-making or school choice in termis of the gendered
nature of parenthood. Neither has there been any rescarch in Britain at least,
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as far as we are aware, on the ways in which family structures and new family
forms may affect educational choices and decisions, We do know that work,
variously by Dorothy Smith and Alison Griffith (1990) in Canada and Annette
Larcau (1989) and Joyce Epstein (1989) in the United States. shows how difficult
it is for mothers from single-parent family settings to be involved in the regular
and routine activities of schools. But this kind of rescarch work is more to do
with daily involvement in schooling than the more diffuse issues to do with the
processes of choice (see also David, 1993 for an extended discussion). Raywid
(198%) is one of the few authors to have given consideration to choice in
education in the USA but she has confined her studies to the questions of
choice within schools rather than between schools and has not given
consideration to parents’ involvement in the processes. Indeed, most American
studies do not highlight this as they are more concerned with the character-
istics of those who “choose” for various reasons to opt out of public schooling
and go to ‘choice schools’ (see. for example, Witte, 1993).

As we have atready intimated. our interviewees were predominantly
women, mainly the mothers of the target children, but occasionally their grand-
mother or the child's sister. We had foreseen that this was likely to be the
situation given the evidence of an overwhelming number of previous edu-
cational studies and those involving child-care questions (Oakley. 1981: David
et al. 1993). Yet these women lived in a variety of different family circum-
stances — as lone mother families. as two-parent households. as stepmothers
or as the partner to a ‘natural’ father, ete. In two-fifths of the families inter-
viewed the children who were about to transter to secondary school were not
living in a traditional *nuclear family: almost a quarter of the children lived
with their mother alone, as we would have expected given their other family
characteristics.

We have therefore shown how, in about a quarter of these lone mother
families. the fathers were involved with the process of making a choice: and.
as a corollary, fathers in the two-parent families were not always as frequently
involved, leaving the decision to the mother. In other words, we might surmise
that in some traditional two-parent families decision-making. including educa-
tional decisions, remains sex differentiated and largely a maternat responsibility.
It is also the case that many mothers are reluctant to give up or renege on this
responsibility. On the other hand, mothers in lone parent families might feel
obliged. where possible, to involve the fathers of their children in this “decision’,
showing us that it is not taken lightly, but seen as a serious matter.,

Whatever the family circumstances the mother was involved with the
processes of decision-making about her child's education. including the process
of school transfer. However. the mother was rarely the only one involved; she
might have done what many of the mothers referred to as ‘the leg work” rather
than just using her intuition or she might have shared the work with the father
and or the child. In eight out of ten families both parents (or significant adults)
were taking part in the decision about which school their child should atend:
over three-quarters of these parents were thinking about the same schools.
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However, in nearly half of the families the mother was felt 1o have had the
main responsibility for deciding which school the child should attend. One-fitth
of the interviewees stated that both parents had had the main responsibility
and in just over 10 per cent of families both parents and the child were felt o
have had the main responsihility. Indecd. we have shown clearly that the child
wits involved with the processes of decision-making in the majority of
circumstances. although it was rare indeed for the child to have been given the
sole and main responsibility .

This strikes at the heart of some of the central concerns amongst families
about the nature of parental responsibilities generally over children’s upbringing
and in particular in relation 1o education. One reason for mothers invariably
being involved in the processes may be to do with the ways in which they
aceept their maternal responsibilities for child rearing and. indeed. in many
contexts are refuctant to relinquish them. They find it difficult to transfer them
to other family members given their situations. On the other hand. parents
differ in their views as to when chitdren should be given or accept some
measure of responsihility for their own lives and education. This is indicated
by the differing ways in which children were said to be included in the respons-
ibility for making the “choice” and by the ways in which their views were taken
into account s reasons for the choice. to which we will refer again.

In fact, as 2 society. we are not clear about these issues and waver over
the question of when children should be entitled to some personal responsibility
and over what issues. Indeed. our study ook pliace around the time that the
Children Act. 1989 was being implemented. giving children greater rights than
hitherto. including that of being a signatory for certain issues in their lives. In
the case of school transfer. however, our target children were given neither the
opportunity nor the righe to Al in or even sign the ransfer form in the two
horoughs in which we were involved. We found small but perhaps cautiously
important difterences between families in terms of the rights” they afforded
sons and daughters. This again chimes with wider social issues about when
girls. as opposed to boys, should be given responsibilities in terms of their
growing sexual maturity. contrasting questions such as Gillick competence for
girls over contraceptive advice and the recent furore over the age of consent
for heterosexual and hontosexual adolescents. Our evidence here is slight but
suggestive of differences. in some families, over the maturity of sons and
daughters and therefore their competence to be involved in what might be
seen as serious issues of decision. In the wider social and political arena. for
example. children can be held responsible in courts of Taw for extremely
serious crimes, including murder (for example the James Bulger case. where
two 10-yvear-olds were convicted of murder) but cannot be responsible for
signing. with their parents, the transfer form at age 11 for their preferred
secondary school.

We found that there were differences, too, between our families in how
they went about the processes of making the decision and how long they had
been considering what kinds of schools to nanie. This means that the question
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of what cducation is about and what schooling is for was not a simple one and
depended upon a variety of circumstances and issues — what we have called
a multi-layered process. We considered first some immediate issues about how
tong familics had thought about the processes and then we broadened our
consideration 1o issues about their own circumstances and memories, hopes
and expectations in an attempt o demonstrate the increasing complexity of
the process.

Almost half of the parents only started thinking seriously about secondary

- schools when their child was in the ast year of primary schooling (Year 6 or
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fourth year juniors): a third started thinking about this issue when she or he
was in Year 5. and over a fifth had started thinking about it prior to this.
Interestingly. and perhaps inevitubly again, it was mothers who began the
carly processes of consideration by doing what amounted to the “leg work’
and the majority of these women were in two-parent housceholds. where they
might have had both the time and the inclination 1o take on this responsibility.
Mothers on their own tended o indicate that they were only able 1o start the
process in the last vear of prinary schooling.

Mohility in the sample of parents was high with nearly three-quarters
having moved since their child was born. For a minority of parents the child's
schooling had been a consideration when moving. Other moves may have
been to do with changes in family circumstances but we did not probe into
this although we were interested in how and when consideration was first
given to the child's education. This kind of mobility is an important consideration
for being clear about what kinds of social processes are involved in mothers’
considerations of their children's upbringing and schooling.

Constraints on Mothers’ Choices of School

We found that parents (or rather mothers. given that we interviewed predom-
inantly women) do, on the whole, feel that this issue of scecondary school
choice has a certain salience. although they may see it only as between limited
options. rather than being able 1o make decisive choices. The choice can be
seen as being like a choice not between apples and oranges but between
kinds of apple — a crab-apple versus an orange pippin. In other words,
parents have to make some kind of compromise rather than be in full control
over their childs Hife and future. including education.

This kind of finding that school choice is seen as salient to some families
chimes with other recent studies in both Britain and other countries. Glenn
(1989) reviewing choice argumients across six nations other than the USA for
the US government. found that some parents do use choice as @ way to influence
their own children's educational futures, swhether or not it helps other chiledren,
He argues that changes in policy do have the effect of making parents feel
empowered (p. 2200 even if they also have the effect of making greater inequities
between families.




ER]

PAFullToxt Provided by ERIC

Mothers Intuition? Choosing Secondary Schools

Nevertheless. for some of our parents in particular circumstances. the
processes and procedures of their child's earlier life may have enabled them
to exert some control by the time the child reaches the final year (Year 6) of
state primary school. Parents have been able 1o exercise some influence over
their child's atitudes and approaches to education through the ways in which
they have reared their children. This means that at age 11 the child feels
herself or himself to be in some measure of agreement with the parents over
their educational future.

We found that most parents had been thinking about more than one
secondary school for their children. Nearly o quarter of the parents thought
about just one secondary school for their child. and. in the event. just over half
of the parents applied to one school only. while just over a quarter had applied
to two schools. A fifth of the parents applied o between three and five schools.
In other words. this is another way of sayving that parents feel that they are not
entirely constrained by their situations, despite the fact that they may feel the
differences on offer are between crab-apples and orange pippins rather than
more exotic kinds of fruit, such as pincapples or mangoes.

Many of the procedures used by the schools and or LEAs militate against
parents feeling that they are fully in control of the process of educational
decision-making. but that they have to nmuke the best of it or feel fatalistically
resigned to it Around half of the parents had a good understanding of the
transfer procedure. However. nearly half did not and this suggests that schools
tand LEAS) hadd not adapted to their relatively changed situations with respect
to school choice. On the other hand. it could be that the families we interviewed
were not sufficientty well acquainted with the intricacies of the processes and
procedures. At the fevel of policy execution. it could be important for schools
and LEAs. now firmly in the marketplace. 1o consider providing more “user
fricndly” information for the “customers” about secondary transfer. They could
perhaps hold mieetings with parents to explain what is involved. particularty
in relation to secondary schools” admissions criteria,

The secondary school preferred by the parents was in fact extremely
variable. illustrating again that families differ in their preferences for education
and schooling even within the kinds of constrained choices that are on offer.
The preferences ranged from an LEA mixed school (county or voluntary) in a
quarter of families. to an LEA girls” school in around a fifth of the families and,
tfor a very small minority. to ¢ither a mixed or single-sex county or voluntary
school outside the borough. Grant-maintained schools. the city technology
college in Wandsworth and private schools were mentioned by small numbers
of parents. Of course. only Wandsworth parents named the one CTC in
Wandsworh at the time, but grant-maintained schools were cited by parents
in both boroughs.

This variety also had implications for the kinds of information that parents
thought important as a basis for giving consideration to choice of school. We
asked the parents for their views of this and the most frequently mentioned
sources of information about the parents’ preferred school were visits to the
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school, friends neighbours and school information booklets. The most frequently
reposted links with the parents” preferred secondary school were that their
child's friends were planning to go there and that their child's friends went
there,

The types of information most frequently: mentioned by parents. when
asked what they were looking for in secondary schools. were the academic
side subjects offered. A level results, GCSE results and the general atmosphere
feel of the school. Nearly half of the parents found the school examination
results useful. However, significant numbers of parents found them confusing
or difficult to understand. This has implications for schools and the way in
which they present their examination results. Although there is a legal require-
ment o provide examination results, the format required is not readily
understood by all the parents. A written description of the resubts and their
significance could be considered. Presented in as objective @ way as possible,
it may well be able to convey information that parents who are not familiar
with statistical presentations can comprehend.

Nearly nine out of ten parents had visited secondary schools. Frequently
mentioned sources of information about secondary schools ¢in- addition 1o
school brochures) were friends, parents of children at secondary school. children
(including siblings) and parents of children at their preferred seee mdary school.
This information was most frequently obtained in Year 6. but by significant
minorities of parents before this time. This finding also supports the point
made carlier that the process of choosing a secondary school is not limited o
the final vear of primary schooling and primary and secondary schools should
consider this in all matters related to the wansfer process,

There wits a trend for more parents who were in traditional family situ-
ations. than those in lone mother or other non-traditional family situations. to
mention that the teachers headteacher were an important factor in their choice
of secondary school €29 per cent versus 0 and 0 per cent. In other words.,
parents in traditional family situations iy be more reliant on established
cducational sources than those in fess conventional situations. They may also
he more inclined 1o be members of the traditional professional classes and
more attuned o educational reasoning, as others have pointed out (Fire, 1991
and Bernstein, 1990,

1 well over three-guarters of the families. the interviewee and their child's
ather parent (or significant adult) agreed about the choice of the school. For
various reasons. nearly a quarter of the parents felt that they had had to
compromise about the secondary schoolts) to which they had applicd. Over
cight out of ten parents indicated that their children wanted to go to the same
school as their parents wanted them o attend. Inover half the cases. the child
was reported 1o fike this school because friends were going there. More Camden
than Wandsworth parents reported that their child liked his or her preferred
school because friends were going there (67 versus 39 per cent)

Although the child's wishes were not frequently reported to he an important
reason for choosing a particutar school, children were often hoping to go to
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the same school as friends. Tt is possible that schools are being selected by
like-minded parents for similar reasons with the knock on® effect that their
children will go to the same schools as friends — who may well be of a similar
social group.

In relation to other research studies. our findings reveal that parents report
that the child's wishes™ oceurs less frequently as an important reasor than in
some other studies (e.g. West and Varlaam, 1991, This is discussed further
below. but suffice it to say. at this stage. that the sample in the present study
was not as varied. in terms of its social class make-up as in the study by West
and Varluam. The fact that Coldron and Boulton also found that the child's
preference was more likely to be cited by those in manual occupations than
others leads support to this notion. Ball ef al. (199-9) make a similar point —
namely that for working-class parents the child's wishes are often more deci-
sive, while for middie-class parents the child's input to the process is more
limited (see also West, 1993).

Parents’ Reasons for Preferring or Rejecting Schools

We have also shown that parents feel that there is some “bottom line' about
the various alternatives or options on offer whatever the constraints upon
these processes and decisions, They do resard certain schools and certain
characteristics of some schools as being unaceeptable. To refer back to our

apple analogy. it may be that many parents do not want crab-apples but
favour orange pippins! They are able to tell us clearly what it is that they prefer
about the schools they opt for and. on the other hand, what they do not like
about the schools they did not opt for or rejected.

The reasons most frequently: mentioned for liking the preferred school
were its subjects fadilities traentioned by over two-fifths of the parents)y, the

school's atmosphere cthos and academic results (each mentioned by over a
quarter of parents) and firsi impressions (mentioned by just under a quarter),
Morcover, there are three features of schools that, taken together, can he
positively identificd as being the reasons for opting for a particular school —
what we have called the three Ps — the academic results or performeance: the
atmosphere ethos or pleasant feel. and the school's location or proxintin: to
bome. However, we do notwish to argue that any one of these three features
factors tiaken on its omn is the main reason for choice. but these three best
approximate the amalgam of factors that parents presented as reasons or
factors associated with their ‘choice” for opting for particular schools. ‘These
factors have all in various wavs heen identified in other rescarch studies. Elliou
C982), in an aurdy study of school choice in England after changes in the law,
cited proximity to home as @ major reason for secondary school choice. He
alsovidentified academic results as being important for some parents. Coldron
and Boulton looked at the processes of decision-making and revealed that a
child's happiness was a major criterion of parental choice.
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No significant differences between parents from different ethnic groups
emerged. However, there was a trend for more white and Asian than black
parents to mention that the ethos atmosphere or pleasant feel of the school
was an important factor in their choice of secondary school (38 and 25 per
cent versus 0 per cent), and more white than black or Asian parents mentioned
proximity to bome as an important factor (32 per cem versus 11 and O per
centl

More parents where the father was from a non-manual rather than a
skilled manual or semi-skilled unskilled occupational background liked the
schoolts) they were applying o because of the environment buildings (33 per
cent versus 5 and 13 per cent): did not want their child to go to particular
schools because they disliked what they saw (63 per cent versus 8 and 33 per
centy; reported that their ¢hild liked his or her preferred school because of
what she or he had seen (32 per cent versus I and 23 per cent) and indicated
that the atmosphere ethos or pleasant feel was an important factor in- their
choice (33 per cent versus 27 and ¢ per cent).

Similarly. more parents. where the mother was in professional manage-
rial technical and in other non-manual oceupations than in manual occupations.
reported that the atmosphere cthos or pleasait feel of the school wus an im-
portant factor in their choice of a school (8 and 31 per centversus 0 per cent),
More parents, where the mother was in professional managerial technical
cmplovment than in other non-nanual or in manual employment, liked the
~chool(s) they were applying to because of the way teaching was organized
(24 por cent versus 3 and O per cent),

However. we found that the three Ps — performance. pleasant feel and
proximity to home — are together the most frequently occurring important
reasons offered by parents. closely followed by the subjects offered. The reasons
most frequently: mentioned s most important. were the school's academic
record good education, the child's wishes happiness and the school’s location.
Organizational factors were most frequently: mentioned as second and third
most important reasons. [t should, however, be noted that @ wide variety of
reasons were given in idiosyneratic combinations,

A number of interesting differences between parents of girts and boys and
other groups of parents are also raised. Morcover, there were clear gender
differences in reasons: what predominates as a factor for girly is single-sex
schooling, while facilitios in mixed schools predominates as a factor tor hoys.
More parents of girls than boys liked the schoolts) they were applying to
because they were small (21 versus 3 per cent) and because they were single
sex (27 versus 3 per cent). More parents of boys than girls veported that an
important factor in their choice of secondary school for their child was that
they liked what they saw (22 versus 0 per cent). More parents of boys than
airls reported that their child liked the facilities at her or his preferred school
(10 versus 12 per cent).

The child’s sex was felt to have affected the actual preferred choice of
~choal for half of the parents. Of these. halt said that they would want a
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single-sex school for a girl. but a mixed school for a boy. This finding supports
that of West and Varkuam (1991, which was also carried out in inner London,
who also found that single-sex schooling for girls was an important factor.

As we noted above, the parents on the whole could distinguish positive
and negative factors about the schools on offer. Many of them gave strong
reasons for not wanting certain schools — just as they might have told us why
they would not want crab-apples as opposed to orange pippins! About three-
quarters of the parents said that there were schools they did not want their
child to attend. The most frequently mentioned reasons were poor discipline
behaviour, the school's bad reputation and that they disliked what they saw.

The reasons presented for parents nof wanting pupils to go to certiin
schools were also differentiated on gender lines. More parents of boys than
gitls did not want their child to go to particular schools because of the discipline
hehaviour of pupils there (69 versus 47 per cent). More parents, who were
lone mothers or in other non-traditional family situations {fone fathers, mother
and partner) than those in mother and father situations, reported that they did
not want their child to go to particular schools because they dishked what they
saw (04 and 07 per cent versus 25 per cent).

Issues of Discipline and Parents’ Own Educational
Experiences and Expectations

We also considered, in depth. the issue of “discipline’. and concluded that
some coneept of discipline — or more explicitly, the wider matter of sociul
order and control -—— concerns almost all purents. It is not only a negative
factor: many parents see the notion of children learning about the limits of
behaviour as extremely important. although they have different areas of con-
cern and see ditferent purposes for discipline. In other words, many parents
are concerned about instilling some notion of self-disciptine and or deference
to authority into th sir children, either at home or at school and through explicit
or implicit forms of upbringing. This links clearly with Ribbens' other study of
mothers attitudes to child rearing in generat (1994, forthcoming). We also show
that what parents mean by discipline” is highly variable and is often linked
with their vatues and broader perspectives on life. such as religious views,
However, the parents in our study link their views of ‘discipline” with their
own cexperiences of school and upbringing. This was part of our attempt to
demonstrate the complexity of the social process and indeed to broaden the
picture of the way in which school choice is a multi-layered process. We also
explored in some detail the ways in which memories of their own schooldays
influenced parents” thoughts about their children’s education. For the majority
of parents, their own school experiences were indeed considered relevant to
how they thought about their children's education. Memories of schooldays
avoked strong feelings in many people. We were rather saddened to find that
almost one-fifth of those who answered this question said there was nothing
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at all from their own schooldays that they would want to be repeated for their
children. By contrast, 18 per cent had had such good experiences of school
that there was nothing they would want to be different for their children.

It was quite clear, then, that different experiences of education, and discr-
plinary approaches in particular. influenced how parents thought about schools
for their children. Again. their approaches were highly variable. Relationships
with teachers and issues of discipline were the two areas that were most fre-
yuently discussed and some strong attitudes emerged against corporat punish-
ment. Other issues raised by several parents were mixed versus single-sex
schooling. relationships with peers and general attitudes of encouragement of
children. More narrowly educational issues received much less attention in the
course of these discussions of old memories of their schooling.

We also examined parents” hopes and expectations for their child's
education beyond secondany schooling. What was particularly striking here
wits the extent 1o which all parents wanted their children o continue into
further and higher education. In other words, all parents in this sample viewed
cducation as @ "good thing”. However, this may have something to do with the
particular characteristics of our sample. tending towards the middle classes
and skilled working class.

More generally, we also considered the parents’ general views aboul
different types of education, both generally in terms of such issues as
comprehensive schooling, independent schooling and in terms of the borough's
own education policies. Curiously. given the points made above about our
sample, many of the parents were relatively unclear about the particular
characteristics of schools and party politics on education. We surmise that this
apparent indifference has to do with the fact that the majority of our sample are
women who are more interested in issues of everyday life than in global party
politics. as has been found by other rescarchers (Lovenduvski ¢f al. 1993).

What wis most interesting to us was the fact that parents” difterent
experiences in their own education. and in their present situations and political
orientations. had such diverse effects upon school choices and general views
of schooling. In other words, although our sample of families tended to be
rather “mainstream’ and to exclude the semi-skilled. unskilled and other
disaffected and marginal groups, nevertheless there was an enormous variety
and diversity of approaches 1o these issues of educational decision-making.
This partly leads us to the conclusion that the issues themselves are so intricately
interwoven with people’s other social issues and their lives in general that
there is no casy sumnury of how the process of school choice can be
approached.

The Pupils’ Stories of Choice

We have also looked separately at the ways in which children approached the
question of school choice. Ttis important. however, to note that the chitdren
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whom we questioned compaosed our original target group and that for about
hatf of the ones who answered our questionnaire, their parents also contributed
to the study. and are the ones on whom we have based the majority of our
analysis, What we tound is that there s indeed considerable consistency between
the study of the parents and the study of the children, Similar themes and
issues emerged trom both studies, in particular in terms of reasons for choice
of preterred schoot and the ways in which children were involved in the
processes of decision-making.

First, it is significant that there were differences between the two groups
of pupils questioned — those whose parents participated in the research and
those whose parents had not — in terms of their overall approaches to the
reasons for choosing schools. This adds to our feeling that our parent sample
wis concerned with issues to do with education, and that they were keen o
give serious consideration to factors about it despite the fact that we have just
pointed to the enormous diversity in the ways in which they went about it
More pupils of the interviewed parents gave educational reasons for their
preferred school. More pupils whose parents had not been intenviewed felt
that it was important that friends should be going to their preferred secondary
school, This particular finding has important methodological implications that
are discussed below,

Second, the majority of pupils talked to their parents about secondary
schools - great deal” or -quite a tot, In over eight out of ten children, the child
and mother named the same school as their preferred school: in just under
two-thirds of cases, the child and tather named the same school. This finding
is of particular interest in the context of who has the 'main responsibility” for
choosing a secondan school and again points to the crucial role played by the
mother. In other words. the child appeirs, from this pupil study. to he more
in touch with the mother's wishes than the father's. This also adds to our view
of the ways in which maternal responsibility is assumed. Tt also shows, how-
ever. that atmost one-fifth of pupils did not agree with the “choice’ that had
heen made on their behalf.

The most frequently mentioned factors that pupils endorsed as important
reasons for wanting to go to a particular secondary school were a good
education, good art facilities and friendly teachers. Good science tacilities.
good computing facilities. good sports facilities and no bullying were all
endorsed by over eight out of ten pupils. Simitar findings were also obtained
by West ef al. (19911 in an outer London LEA. Factors that pupils felt would
put them off particular schools included bullying and a threatening aumosphere.

We found that around one-fifth of the pupils in the study wianted 10 go
to an LEA mixed or all girls” school. Stightly more pupils than parents preferred
a grant-maintained school or CTC. Over two-fifths of the pupils reported that
they would prefer to go to a mixed school, and over one-fifth indicated that
they would like 1o go to a single-sex girls” school: very few boys reported
that they would want 1o go to an all boys’ school.

The muin links with secondary schools were that other pupils from their
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primary school wanted to go there and that friends wanted to go there. About
one-third of the pupils had not read any brochures. with about two-fifths
having read one or two. Eight out of ten pupils had visited prospective second-
ary schools.

Some interesting differences between different groups of pupils emerged,
with boys fecling that good computing and sports facilities were important
considerations and more girls than boys thinking that good music facilities and
fricndly teachers were important considerations in their choice of a secondary
school.

several differences between pupils in the two boroughs emerged. with
more in Wandsworth feeling that a nice uniform was important and more in
Camden feeling that no uniform is important. These differences are likely to
be the result of the presence or absence of a school uniform at the child's
preferred school. Thus the kinds of differences that emerged between the
pupils were similar to those cited by the parents. with a particular set of
gender differences appearing to be key. Boys tended to prefer certain facilities
and mixed schools. as did the parents of boys, while girls tended 1o consider
cthos and atmosphere and also single-sex schools. as did their parents. Children’s
wishes had clearly played a part for the children as the parents had also
reported. Despite the fact that we have seen the whole process as complex
there are some relatively constant and clear themes that are reveated in both
the parents” and pupils” stories.

Methodological Issues

A number of interesting differences emerged inour studies of parental and
pupil choice of secondary schools that have methodological implications. As
mentioned above, our sample of parents was not statistically representative of
the boroughs in which the studies took place in terms of its social and ethnic
racial composition: this s largely accounted for by the fact that the response
rate for the interviews with parents was only around a half, However. we have
argued that, given the complexity of the issues and social processes involved.
we can find dear clues to the themes and issues for parents in late twentieth-
century Britain. We return to this issue again below.

Of the parents who were interviewed there were differences between
those who volunteered to be interviewed (that is those who responded to the
letters sent out) and those who were interviewed subsequently. Fwo important
(and statistically significan) results emerged. namely that more: parents who
volunteered — over a quarter compared with 3 per cent — reported that the
teachers or headteacher at the school was an important factor in their choice
of school. In addition, more parents — about a fifth compared with none —
who did not volunteer mentioned as an important factor their child wanting
to go 1o the school concerned.

This links with our finding from the pupil study that more pupils whose
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parents were not interviewed wanted to go to schools because their friends
went there. In other words, children’s wishes and those of their friends were
more important to those who were relatively reluctant to be involved in the
study than where parents were enthusiastic and keen to consider a range of
educational issues.

Moreover there were some differences between the parents who were
carly volunteers to be interviewed and those who had to he pressed. One of
the interviewers reported that her first four early volunteers had all had bad
experiences of schooling themselves, and were all “active choosers” now in
relation to their children’s schooling. She provided this vignette to illustrate the
point:

Mrs M lived in a large. well-furnished. older terraced house. She had
had bad experiences of school herself. in private education. She
presented her daughter as being a bright student. and was very active
about the process of choosing her secondary school. She described
the Tocal state system as only providing one possibility and that was
at some distance. Consequently they were applying for privite schools
or schools in other boroughs: "We went and viewed every school in
the area and she is actually sitting fexams] for all those'.

These differences indicate that parents with sons or daughters, those from
different social backgrounds and indeed those who have different attitudes 1o
involvement in research studies of this type have different views on the reasons
for choosing particular schools: the findings indicate that issues such as these
need to be addressed in any study examining the choice process. It is not
alwavs possible to pinpoint accurately how and why differences exist. but
given the differences observed. they cannot be ignored and further qualitative
research may he able to shed light on issues such as these.

The results from the survey of pupils also lend support to the notion that
the parents who were interviewed were more active choosers™ than those who
did not participate. As noted above, almost all the pupils in the five schools
completed a questionnaire, and we found that more pupils whose parents had
not been interviewed than those whose parents had been interviewed re-
ported that friends going to a particular secondary school would make them
want to go to that schoot.

Itwould appear that pupils with parents who are not active choosers may
he more likely 1o go to particular schools if their friends are going. This secems
to support other research findings on the differences between middle-class
and working-class families in terms of the factors that they look for in choosing
schools. Middle-class families appear to show more interest in strictly educational
factors. including ethos or atmosphere and buildings. whereas working-class
families appear 1o be more concerned with reasons to do with their children’s
Thappiness” or perhaps in terms of the social experience of schooling and the
significance of neighbourhood and social networks as ways of getting by in life.
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However, we should also note that our study has rendered problematic
issues to do with traditional definitions of social class. Although we have
mentioned that our study is ‘more middle class” than we might have expecied
and that we have missed out the unskilled and semi-skilled working clisses so
that it is not statistically representative of the characteristics of the two LEAs.
there is also a thorny issue of whether or not current definitions of class accord
with traditional notions. In other words. the kinds of economic and social
changes going on have made the characteristics of many forms of emplovment
difficult to identify. Indeed. women's occupations are usually defined in wayvs
that make them appear more middle class in that they are said to be non-nuinu:l.
However. they may well not have the traditional characteristics of non-manual
service occupations. We have also shown how many of our mothers have
partners who have more traditionalty defined skilled working-class occupations,
So we need to pay careful attention to the changing definitions and facts of the
class structure in order 1o interpret our findings fully.

These findings have implications for research in investigaing parental
choice of school. Our parent study. although achieving an acceptable response
rate in comparison with other similar research (Edwards et al.. 1989). was not
as representative in terms of its sociul and ethnic characteristics as we had
hoped. and indeed some of the findings in relation to factors important in the
choice process do not replicate those found clsewhere by one of the authors
(West and Varlaam. 19910, in particutar the finding in the carlier study that the
¢child wanting to go 1o the school is the most frequently reported important
reason to emerge: in this carlier study @ sample of parents representative of the
vear group of the primary schools in the sample was targeted and as a result
the overall sample of parents was more statistically representative of the parents
in inner London in terms of their social and ethnic characteristios.

In order 1o establish whether the findings from our current study represent
a change in factors considered 1o be important when choosing secondary
schools, perhaps as @ result of the increased focus by the government and the
medin on examination resubts, or whether they are as a result of the charac-
teristics of the sample. further research using @ more representative sample of
parents is needed. The targeting of particular groups of parents. to ensure that
active and “less active” parents are included in studies of parental choice is
worthy of serious consideration. difficult though that would appear to be.

The pupils themselves are also a vatuable source of information about the
process of choosing secondary schools. Our research shows that children in Year
0 are able to provide at times quite complex information. Moreover. the response
rate is likely to be high and to be representative. There are. however. draw-
hacks to using questionnaires with pupils. one of which is that their responses
mayv need further probing to enable richer’ qualitative data 1o be obtained. The
other is that it is not ds easy 1o ask questions relating to pupils” backgrounds
(however other research studies have done this although with -lightly older
pupils: see West e al. 1991 Of course. different factors might © - priontized
if pupils were to discuss their reasons spontancously and without ompting,
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Choosing or Chosen; Control or Compromise?

This study of choice of secondary schools from both the parents” and children’s

perspectives has shown how the choice process is Targely the responsibility of
the mother: it has also shown that the concept of responsibility is one that
needs o be further elaborated — perhaps into more specifically defined

subconeepts such as sole” responsibility or main’ or “final” responsibility,
Morcover. we believe that the coneepts of responsibility for child rearing as
wellas education need more careful clucidation and mapping of the boundaries
between the public and private, the formal and informal. men and women and
in different fumilyv contexts.

We set out to illustrate that the coneept of the family’ is problematic
in the current context of both tamily and socio-cconomic changes. We hope
to have clearly illustrated this even from such o small-seale study. We have
revealed that family diversity replicates and s replicate:” in social and edu-
cational diversity. No single lone mother family is exactly the same as an-
other and neither s there clear continuity: between traditional two-parent
families.

These differences are not only beciuse far-ies are complex and are
currently in complicated and changing times. It is also because the issue we
chose to study is also complex: the choice process jtselt is a multi-faceted one,
tiking place for most families over a vear or more and generally involving the
use of i wide variety of information sources as well as i plethorz of experiences
over i much greater time span. At times, and for some parents, the “choice’
process appears to involve an active and careful search for relevant infornuation,
which is then examined and evaluated. leading 1o a rational and clearcut
decision. At other times, and for other parents. the term choice” appears to be
less relevant. Instead. we see parents and children as participating in extensive
networks of social relations that provide some relevant information and shape
pereeptions of schools. In-addition. and importanty. the experience of school
as a social and emotional matter, as well as a strictly educational matter. is
clearly an important consideration. Continuity of social relations and neighbour-
hood links may thus be valued alongside the imore explicit educational goals
that parents also value.

Examination results are o significant issue for choice” as o rational matter.
Although considered an important and. in the political arena at the moment.
a critical source of information. they are not alwavs readily understood and it
would seenr desirable for them to be explained to parents in non-technical
fanguage and provided with health warnings” <o that parents are aware that
they may well not be comparing like with like (see West, 199200, I exam
results are to become an essential clement in the formal and official processes
of “school choice™ then the wivs in which they are presented needs far more
caretul consideration €see also West ¢ el 1995 fortheoming).

However. we cannot aissert from this study that pavents do regard
examination results s the critical or vital element in the process or even as
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essential in the marketplace. There is no one picce of information that we
have found to be outstandingly important for all parents as a basis for
decision-making.

The most frequently reported important factors that parents consider when
making a decision as 0 which secondary school a child should auened are
what we have called the three Ps — namely the school’s perforniance in terms

of academic results, the pleasant feel of the school and the proximity of the
school. As suggested clsewhere (West. 199:4). some of these factors may be of

overriding importance and may be either structural or “dynamic’ — structural
characteristios. such as the type of school (for example. mixed or single-sex)
or its location, being less amenable to change than more “dynamic” factors
such as the school's examination results.

Some isstes are of more relevance 1o particutar groups of parents than
others — in particular, single-sex schools for girls and school facilities for
bovs. The issue of discipline is one that is important to almost all parents, but
one that. our analysis shows, is not one that necessarily has negative connot-
ations: it is of concern to almost all parents, but conceptions of what it constitutes
vary widely, It is far more important as an - issue with resnect 1o parents’
different and highly variable conceptions of what constitutes “good upbringing’
as well as "good education’: how to create effective and moral adults for the
next generation.,

Almost all the pupils themselves report that a "good education” would
make them want 0 go o a particular school. In relation o other factors,
there were some interesting, differences between girls and boys, with girls
being more concerned that the teachers should be friendly and more boys
being concerned about computing and sports facilities. Overall, however,
by the time they are nearly adolescents children have been imbued with a
particular sense of what is right and proper with respect to schools, Tt is
clear that education has o high priority: among not only parents but also
children. This leads us 1o the conclusion that it would be important to
pursue a study of children’s views of the processes of educational choice
rather than replicate our more limited study of choice here as a period of
decision-neiking.

Overall, our two, studies have provided considerable insight into the
processes involved in choosing secondary schools and issues that parents and
their children ke into account. It is evident that families do not take these
issues lightly but invest considerable amounts of time and energy into thinking
about education and particular schools. However, we have found it hard to
disentangle the ways in which families go about this from the broader wivs
in which families live their lives and give consideration to living in constrained
circumstances. Inevitably for some families thinking about particular schools is
a luaury that they are unable to afford. For others it is o important that it
cannot be left to the vagaries of circumstance or constraints of time and money.
The difference between familics, in those who find it hard 1o give it con-
sideration and those w ho would not abrogate the responsibility. has more to

145

158




Mothers Intuition? Choosing Secondary Schools

do with the ways in which they are now positioned with respect 1o the
educational market place than with their own wishes and desires. Diversity
and choice in education has indeed created and exacerbated social and family
diversity.
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Mother's Intuition?

Choosing Secondary Schools

Miriam David, Anne West and Jane Ribbens

Mother's Intuition? examines the process of choosing secondary
schools in two inner London boroughs. The research is based upon
detailed interviews with parents and by means of questionnaires to the
pupils themselves. The authors address several important dimensions
in the process which have not been investigated by previous research.
The main question arising is who does the choosing - mother, father or
the child? Other contributing factors were the changing nature of
families and the role of different members in lone parent families, as
well as the differences between families with girls and boys, and those
from different racial/ethnic groups.
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recently, has contributed to Parental Choice and Education (Kogan
Page, 1994).

Jane Ribbens is Senior Lecturer in Sociology at Oxford Brookes
University. From 1991-92 she was a research fellow at South Bank
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