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teacher-pupil relations. It was not that West Indian pupils were simply criticized 

more often than their white peers, but that the same behaviour in a white pupil 

might not bring about criticism at all. 

A frequent recipient of such control was Paul Dixon, a West Indian pupil in one 

of my case study forms. Paul achieved highly in written examinations but hiS form 

tutor reported complaints of "silly behaviour in some lessons". In the '0' level 

English set Paul sat with a group of boys, mainly white, who would often whisper 

comments to each other during the lesson. Paul took a full part in such exchanges, 

but was by no means the only pupil to speak. However, it was usuaJly Paul who was 

told to be quiet: during my observations of the set he was the single most 

criticized pupil. 

A tendency to control West Indian pupils in particular, even when their peers 

of other ethnic groups were also involved in the 'deviant' act, was sometimes quite 

startling. For example, both Paul Dixon (a West Indian) and Arif Aslam (an Asian) 

arrived seven minutes late for a mixed-ability lesson which I observed. They 

apologized for the delay but explained that they had been With the Head of Guidance. 

Almost half an hour into the lesson, most of the group were working steadily and, 

like the majority of their peers, Paul and Arif were holding a conversatIOn while 

they worked. The teacher looked up from the pupil he was dealing with and shouted 

across the room: 

"Paul. Look you come in late, now you have the audacity to waste not 
only your time but his {Arif] as well." 

The fact that Anf had arrived With Paul and that the conversatIOn was a 

two-way affair was not reflected in the teacher's statement which explICitly 

criticized the West Indian while inferring that hiS ASian frIend was blameless. 

Teachers were often unaware of their disproportIOnate cntlclsm of West Indian 

pupils and most of the InCidents which I witnessed were not as clear cut as the one 

above. Yet the pattern of teacher-pupIl InteractIOns did not go un-noticed amJng the 

pupils. For example, dUring their fifth year, I asked pupils In my two case study 
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forms to answer some sentence completion items. West Indian pupils accounted for 

approxImately 10% of the research age grade, yet m response to the Item, 

II is picked on by some teachers", 

half of the pupils nominated were of West Indian origin (7). 

Many West Indian pupils complained about this kmd of treatment during 

interviews with me, but perhaps the most persuasive evidence was that offered by 

some of their white peers, whom, it might be argued, had nothing to gain by 

characterizing teacher-pupil relations in this way. 

DG 

J ames Murray 

DO 

James 

"Do you think the teachers particularly like or dislike 
some people?" 

"I think some are racialist. II 

"In what ways would you SEE that?" 

"Sometimes they pick on the blacks. Sometimes the whites 
are let off. When there's a black and a white person, 
probably just pick on the black person." 

James was seen as an 'average' pupil by staff and (unlike some more alienated 

pupils) could not be accused of having any vested interest In portraying teachers in 

a negative way. Pupils whom I identified as highly committed also reported that 

some of their West IndIan peers were subject to frequent and sometimes "unfair" 

Criticism, however, they did not generalize from their observations and often 

rejected the notion that there was victimizatIOn of West Indians per se. 

DO 

Anthony 
Clarke 

DG 

JulIe Bexson 

"Do the teachers treat any groups of pupils differently?" 

"I know (a teacher] used to shout at Wayne and Charley a 
lot [both West Indians), but I mean, all the coloureds 
reckon that teachers are prejudiced agamst them.... I 
think that's a load of CRAP." 

"Do you thInk that any groups of pupils are treated 
dIfferently?" 

"Some people who've got a bad reputatIon, you know. they 
get picked on more. C .. ) Like If you're meSSing around In 

class sometImes, then the teacher Will always presume that 
It's YOU who's messing around. If anything goes wrong, 
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it's you that gets It ... 
I can't really explain." 

DG "You can't think of any, say m your form, that mIght get _" 

Julie "- CHARLEY [Thompson: a West Indian]. Yeah definitely. 
If there's any messing around it's always Charley that's 
done for it...n 

It is clear that an awareness of the frequent criticism and control of West 

Indian pupils by their white teachers was not restricted to West Indian pupils 

themselves or to their more 'disaffected' white peers. Furthermore, the pupils' 

reports were supported by my own classroom observation. 

The disproportionate criticism which West Indian pupils received from teachers 

was not the only source of conflict in the teacher-pupil relation. Interactionist 

analyses of 'deviance', such as that proposed by Becker (1963), do not, as they are 

sometimes accused, suggest that once a person is 'labelled' s!he will automatically 

intemalise that judgement and commit further acts of deviance. In fact Becker 

identified a complex of factors which may, or may not, lead to the development of a 

"deviant career". Among the many influences which might lead to the confirmation of 

deviant 'labels' are the reinforcement of that judgement through subsequent 

mteractions with actors in positiOns of institutional authOrIty (such as police or 

teachers) and the development of a subculture which may seek to legitimate or even 

glorify the 'deviancy' (Becker, 1963: 36-9). An example of the latter is conSidered 

in the next section of this chapter, but for the moment it IS necessary to examme 

the cumulative force of teachers' perceptions m their day-to-day mteraction with 

West Indian pupils. 

Ii. The remforcement of West Indian pupils' 'deVIant' Image 

Through my observations and conversations With actors in City Road I felt that 

a disproportionate number of West Indian pupIls had gamed poor reputations among 

the staff, particularly for bemg troublesome. I have already suggested that they 

were subject to criticism more often than their peers of other ethniC OrigIns (even 
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where they shared in the deviant act) and, given the physically distinctive 

appearance of West Indian pupils, it was relatively easy for a teacher (even one who 

was unfamiliar with the class) to remember that a particular West Indian pupil had 

been controlled before (there were rarely more than a handful of West Indian pupils 

in anyone teaching group). Once bestowed, a pupil's reputation could lead to 

further conflict between teacher and pupil. This in tum might reinforce the sense 

of conflict and suspicion which could be seen both in staff beliefs concerning 

'trOUblesome' West Indians and the sense of victimization felt by the pupils. 

A pupil's poor reputation could act to increase the teacher's readiness to 

control that pupil, since s/he 'knew' that trouble was likely to come from that 

quarter. For example, the following account of classroom behaviour is taken from an 

interview with Vicky Mitchell, a white girl in one of my case study forms, who was 

very highly committed to many aspects of the official school value system. 

DG 

Vicky 

"Do you think that any groups of pupils are treated 
differently in the school?" 

"Yeah, I mean Paul Dixon C .. ) I could cause trouble as 
well as him, if something went wrong while the teacher 
wasn't there, they'd probably try and blame him, when it 
could've been ME. You know what I mean, I could have done 
it for a laugh or something, and if [teachers] come In 

sometimes late, you know, you've got a bad name then that's 
it, you know, It's always them." 

Another consequence of such a reputation might be that behaviour which does not 

fit the negative image is highlighted as 'strange' or even ridiculed by the teacher. 

Rather than concluding that the reputatIon IS wrong, or at least a SImplifIcation, 

the SituatIon is judged in relatIon to that image. Consequenty it IS the behaVIOur 

which IS queried: 

Vicky "Paul [Dixon] and people like that, you know If they really 
do settle down to theIr work then the teacher'lI say, 'Oh. 
whats wrong With you, YOU'RE WORKING'. and taking It out -Ji 
them then 'CAUSE THEY ARE WORKING. And I suppose he thinks 
'Why bother. .. they're always getting at me'. 
I feel sorry for him In a way." 
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Vicky's report that Paul had been cntlcized for academic effort was s.mIlar to 

certain observations of my own. For example, during the option choIce process I 

watched as Roger Haynes (a West Indian pupil who was not a member of a case-study 

form) discussed a change of options with a member of senior staff. Roger 

successfully changed from Art to Chemistry, however, the difference in the 'academic 

natures' of the subjects was commented upon by the teacher. 

"What is all this intellectual push that you're going on? Are we 
gOing to see a different Mr. Haynes this term? Hard working? 
[smiles] 
I shall look for great things." 

The exchange was good natured and both teacher and pupil laughed at the 

comments, yet, despite the apparent friendliness, the interaction served to 

emphasize that a move from a low status, practical subject (Art) to a more highly 

prized 'academic' option (Chemistry) was not 'characteristic' of Roger's previous 

reputation. The change of option was not blocked by the staff member, but his 

sarcasm suggested that the "intellectual push" might be doomed to failure. 

Negative reputations and consequences such as those noted above were not 

exclusive to West Indian pupils. However, they did seem to suffer from such 

stereotyping more often than pupils of other ethnic origins. For example, poor 

reputations and staff expectations of likely trouble were not only the result of 

frequent criticism by the teacher concerned, informal conversations between teachers 

could 'alert' other members of staff. Indeed, a pupil's reputatIOn was sometimes 

formally communicated to each of their subject teachers via a system of report 

cards. 

Report cards were an official means of monitoring a pupil's behavIOUr. The 

pupil was given a pnnted card which Included spaces for their subject teachers to 

confirm the pupil's attendance and to WrIte comments concernmg their behavIOUr. 

For example, Wayne Johnson (a West Indian In one of my case study forms) was giVEn a 

card on which hiS form tutor had WrItten a request that sut'Ject teachers' comment on 

hiS "punctuality", "attItude" and "behaViour". The pupil was reqUIred to hand thIS 
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TABLE 6.1: PUPILS IN THE RESEARCH AGE GRADE WHO RECEIVED AT LEAST ONE 
REPORT CARD DURING THEIR TIME IN CITY ROAD BY GENDER AND 
ETHNIC ORIGIN* 

MALE 
Received a 
Report card 

FEMALE 
Received a 
Report card 

ALL PUPILS 
Received a 
Report card 6 

White 
% N 

9 8 

3 2 

10 

Ethnic Origin 
W. Indian Asian 

% N % N 

30 3 9 1 

44 4 o o 

37 7 7 1 

Mixed R. 
% N 

o o 

33 1 

10 1 

Total 
% N 

10 12 

8 7 

9 19 

Note: * Data does not include any pupil placed on a report card 
after December 1985, when the field work ended. 

Percentages are based on the research population. 



280 

card to each of his/her su bject teachers and finally present I t to their form tutor 

at the end of the school day. Each card included enough space for approximately four 

days worth of comments. In some cases pupils were given several cards 

consecutively. For example, during the first term of her fifth year, one of my case 

study pupils (a West Indian girl) was told that she would receive report cards tor 

the remainder of her school career. 

Several pupils in my case study forms received report cards during their career 

in City Road. Many stated that the cards had not embarrassed them at all, but there 

was a feeling that they sometimes led teachers to move pupils from their friends, 

causing resentment. 

Wayne (a West Indian pupil) 
"You just walk in a room, sit down. They say 'Get up and 
move over there'. And aU I did was walked in the room." 

The importance of report cards was two-fold; firstly they indicated that the 

pupil's behaviour was considered enough of a problem to warrant official action 

beyond informal word-of-mouth reporting. Secondly, they represented a likely source 

of reinforcement of 'deviant' labels. The official requirement to take note of, and 

record, the behaviour of a particular pupil drew teachers' attention to a potential 

source of trouble and could lead to actions which might inflame the situation 

further (such as changing their seat). In view of these factors it is significant 

that during their school careers, proportlOnately three times as many West Indian 

pupils in the research population received at least one report card than pupils of 

any other ethnic origin (Table 6.1) (8). Given the greater control and critiCIsm of 

West Indian pupils, their proportionately greater representation in Table 6.1 is In 

the predicted direction. However, the absolute number of pupils who received report 

cards was very small and the figures should be treated WIth cautIOn. A more broadly 

based companslon may be made by examIning the receIpt of senior management 

detentions by pupils of different ethniC ongInS across the research age grade. 

SInce all pupils who spent any tIme In CIty Road were able to appear In the 
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TABLE 6.2: PUPILS IN THE RESEARCH AGE GRADE WHO RECEIVED ONE OR MORE 
DETENTIONS DURING THE THIRD. FOURTH OR FIFTH YEARS· BY 
GENDER AND ETHNIC ORIGIN 

Ethnic Origin 

White W. Indian Asian Mixed R. Total 
% N % N % N % N % 

MALE 
1 or more 

N 

detention 47 43 70 7 SS 6 43 3 49 S9 

FEMALE 
1 or more 

detention 29 22 67 6 33 1 33 1 33 30 

----------------------------------------------------------

ALL PUPILS 
1 or more 

detention 39 6S 68 13 SO 7 40 4 42 89 

Note: • Fifth year: Autumn term only 

Percentages are based on the research population. 
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detention books at least once, the figures for Tables 6.2 to 6.4 Inclusive are based 

upon the number of pupils of each ethnIc group who were present In the research age 

grade at any time during the research. By USIng the broadest sample possible for 

the calculations concerning the relationship between detentIOns and ethnic origIn I 

hope to make the analysis as rigorous as possible. It should be noted that two West 

Indian pupils joined the school roll very close to the end of the research fieldwork 

and had little time to appear in any detention records. Hence, the proportions of 

West Indians receiving negative sanctions are likely to be somewhat reduced by the 

late additions to that group. In relative terms the West Indian pupil population 

experienced the largest increase of any ethnic group resulting from new arrivals to 

the school. Despite these factors the relationship between ethnic origin and 

receipt of senior management detentions is striking. 

Table 6.2 shows the proportion of pupils In each ethnic group who appeared in 

the detention books at least once during the research. The data reveals that 

proportionately more West Indian pupils appeared than any other ethnic group, a 

pattern that was true for pupils of both genders. In fact West Indian pupils who 

did not appear in the detention books were in the minority for both sexes, a pattern 

UnIque to that group. 

Table 6.3 details the number of detentions totalled by each of the pupils who 

appeared at least once in the pUnIshment books during the research. AgaIn, as a 

group the West Indian pupIls stand out as receiVIng an unusually high number of 

detentions. A majority of West Indian pupils who appeared In the punishment books 

went on to total at least four detentIOns durIng the research. Once again, thiS 

pattern was true for both sexes and umque to pupils of West Indian ongIn. 

The proportionately greater receipt of report cards and senIor management 

detentIOns among West Indian pupils In the research population was indicative at the 

often conflIctual nature of white teacher-West Indian pupil relatIOns In City Road. 

Pupils of other ethmc originS were sometimes subject to the same controls as their 

West Indian peers, but the frequency of the control and cntlclsm wnlch West Indians 
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TABLE 6.3: FREQUENCY OF DETENTIONS PER PUPIL DETAINED DURING THE 
THIRD, FOURTH OR FIFTH YEARS· BY GENDER AND ETHNIC ORIGIN 

Detentions per pupil detained at least once 
1 only 2 to 3 4 to 5 6 to 10 11 or more Total 
% N % N % N % N % N % N 

MALE 

White 53 23 35 15 7 3 2 1 2 1 99 43 
West Indian 0 0 29 2 43 3 29 2 0 0 101 7 

Asian 50 3 50 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 6 
Mixed Race 33 1 33 1 0 0 33 1 0 0 99 3 

----------------------------------------------------------
ALL HALES 46 27 36 21 10 6 7 4 2 1 101 59 

FEMALE 

White 45 10 18 4 18 4 14 3 5 1 100 22 
West Indian 17 1 0 0 67 4 17 1 0 0 101 6 

Asian 100 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 1 
Mixed Race 100 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 1 

----------------------------------------------------------
ALL FEMALE 43 13 13 4 27 8 13 4 3 1 99 30 

ALL PUPILS 

White 51 33 29 19 11 7 6 4 3 2 100 65 
West Indian 8 1 15 2 54 7 23 3 0 0 100 13 

Asian 57 4 43 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 100 7 
Mixed Race 50 2 2S 1 0 0 25 1 0 0 100 4 

-----------------------------------------------------------
TOTAL 4S 40 28 25 16 14 9 8 2 2 100 89 

Note: * Fifth year: Autumn term only 

Percentages are based on pupils detained in the research population. 
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received was greater. ThIS served to reinforce both the eXIstIng conflicts between 

staff and pupils, and the sImplistIc notions which each sometImes held concernIng 

the other, ie. the teachers' perceptIOn of West IndIan pupils as a likely source of 

trouble and the pupils' sense of vIctimization. 

iii. The myth of a West Indian challenge to authority 

I have already discussed the tendency among white teachers In City Road to 

disproportionately control and criticize their West Indian pupils. have also 

considered some of the mechanisms whereby this criticism could take on the form of a 

cumulative process of increased labelling, leading to a heightened sense of conflict 

between the white teacher and West Indian pupil. I now wish to turn to a further 

dimension of this relationship which was of great importance, ie. that the conflict 

was often interpreted by both sides as being 'racially' motivated. The teachers and 

their West Indian pupils often interpreted the conflict between them, not merely as 

teacher versus pupil, but as white versus black. 

Of particular importance was a tendency among members of staff to sometimes 

generalize that a pupil's behaviour signified a more deep seated challenge to the 

authority of the school, more specifically, a West Indian challenge to white 

authority. For example, I was present at a fourth year parents evenIng when Paul 

Dixon's father reported that his son had complained to him about racial 

victimization. After the meeting I spoke with Paul's tutor who told me: 

"I think he [Paul]'s got it in for white ( ... ) 
When you're talkIng to him he's gOIng (looks away from me, feIgning 
apparent diSinterest). 
You know, you can see him thinking, 'What right have you got - a 
white - to tell ME off"'. (field notes) 

Driver noted the "confUSIOn" of white teachers faced With certaIn behaviours 

whIch they might Interpret Incorrectly. 
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"Turning the eyes away was observed on many occasIons to be made by a 
West Indian pupil as a Sign of deference and respect to a teacher, 
yet it was received and, interpreted by the teacher as an expression 
of guilt or bad manners." 

Geoffrey Driver (1979: 137) 

Whether the incident involving Paul Dixon was an example of this kind of 

"confusion" cannot be assumed. However, it was clear, from the evidence of white 

teachers and their West Indian pupils in City Road, that some teachers' tendency to 

impute a racially based threat to their authority in dealings with West Indian 

pupils could only add to the existing conflicts. 

Michael Cooper (mixed race) 
" .. .1 got caught (playing truant] once, [a teacher) he 
asked me why I was doing it, but I couldn't give him a 
reason. So he started going BARMY at me, saymg, 'Oh, all 
'cause you're a different colour from me, you can't answer 
me' and all this." (9) 

I wish to stress that the imputation of a deliberate challenge to authori ty, 

typified by the phrase "you can see him thinking", was not a crude stereotype held 

by obviously 'prejudiced' teachers. Rather, it was a way of thinking which was 

rooted in the ethnocentric assumptions of teachers and in their responses to the 

day-to-day demands made upon them withm the school. The vast majority of teachers 

whom I met in City Road seemed genuinely committed to ideals of equality of 

educational opportunity, yet m order to carry out their Job they had to control 

pupils. The teachers' insIs~nce that all pupils should be treated alike and the 

range of demands upon their time and energies led them into a disproportIOnate 

amount of conflict with West Indian pupils. ThIS was a fact of life for many 

teachers and reinforced a belIef in a West Indian challenge to authority which 

seemed imperVIOus to the complamts of pupils and parents. Many teachers had 

personal experIence of 'trouble' With West Indian pupils and they often generalized 

this Image onto the group as a whole. 
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A female member of staff 
''J've never been assaulted by a white kid. 
I've been thrown against a wall by a pupil and it was a 
black kid. 
I've been called a 'Fucking slag' [by white kids] but I've 
only ever been HIT by a black kid." (field notes) 

This quotation reflects the view, common among City Road staff, that as a group 

West Indian pupils presented a greater disciplinary problem than their peers of 

other ethnic origins. The detention data, which I have presented above, certainly 

supports the claim that West Indian pupils were frequently "in trouble". The 

question now arises as to why West Indian pupils appeared so often in the school 

detention books? Was it that they simply broke school rules more often than their 

peers? So far I have argued that much of the West Indian pupils' 'deviance' 

depended upon their teachers' interpretation of unfamilar behaviours and an 

imputation of a West Indian challenge to authority. These questions may be explored 

further by returning to the information available in the school detention books. 

In addition to examining the numbers of detentions given by staff, it is 

possible to use the teachers' brief comments on the "reason for detention" (recorded 

at the time the detention was given) as the baSIS for a tentative breakdown by the 

'type' of explanation offered. In particular I wIll focus on the 'nature' of the 

recorded offence(s) as situated in either the 'routine' agreements and rules 

governing behaviour in the school, or in the 'interpretatIon' of pupil action by the 

member of staff. Clearly, ~ the detentions were based upon staff mterpretative 

judgements to some degree, therefore before presenting the data I will explam the 

classification and its use m more detaiL 

I will classify as 'routme' all detentIOns where the reason given m the 

pUnIshment book referred only to the pupils' transgression of some school rule for 

which the appropnate punIshment was routmely felt to be a senIor management 

detention. For example, "Smokmg", "Truancy" and "Shop at breaktlme" were stafi 

entries which referred only to the particular rule which had been broken. 
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I will count as 'mterpretative' all staff entnes where the teacher explained 

the reasons for the detention by reference to their own mterpretatIOn of the 

pupil's behaviour - as opposed to simply observing WhICh rule was judged to have 

been broken. If the member of staff, in officially recording his/her reason for 

giving a detention, felt it necessary to include a comment on the 'attitude' of the 

pupil then I will classify that detention as 'interpretative'. For example: 

"Persistent disruptive behaviour and rudeness when challenged." 

"Nuisance on the stairs, denial, lies." 

"Rudeness and attitude towards apology." 

The above "reasons for detention" refer to questions of interpretation much 

more than the explanations in terms of rules alone. The classification is an 

attempt to examine the extent to which detentions were 'earned' by breaking clearly 

defined school rules as opposed to offending teachers' less explicit expectations of 

'acceptable' behaviour. As noted above, all detentions relied upon teacher 

interpretation to some extent, however, the distinction IS a reasonable one. In my 

experience during two years of fieldwork in City Road, any pupil discovered 

truanting or smoking on the school premises would receive a detentIon. In contrast, 

teachers' perceptions of "misbehaviour", "rudeness" and "attitude" could vary 

dramatically. 

It should be noted that because the classification is based upon the official 

explanation of the "reason for detention" it is likely to underestimate the 'true' 

level of what I have termed 'interpretative' detentions. For example, one form tutor 

gave three gIrls (two of them West Indian) a total of nine detentIons over just 

three days, all for "Persistent lateness." In fact these entnes represented a 

conSCIOUS deciSIOn by that member of staff to "clamp down" on a partIcular group of 

gIrls. The detentIOns were, therefore, closer to the type WhICh I have defIned as 

'Interpretatlve'. However. since I have no way of knOWIng whether any other 

'routIne' detentions are based on simIlar "clamp downs" I have decIded to apply my 
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classificatIons rigIdly, based purely on the official entry in the punishment book. 

In so doing I hope to make my classification as representative of the teachers' own 

justificatIons as possible. Hence, the nme entries noted above appear as 'routme' 

detentions in my analysis. Similarly, where a pupil failed to attend a detention 

s/he automatically received another to replace the one that they had missed. Such 

'repeat' detentions will be counted as 'routine' because, although the original 

offence may have been 'interpretative', there was no element of interpretation 

involved in the carrying over of a 'repeat' detention. In applying my 

clasz:ficationz in this way I hope to be as rigorous 3S possible by not classifying 

as 'interpretative' where there was any room for doubt. Thus ! restricted my own 

interpretation of the detention data to a single criterIon. If I had introduced my 

personal knowledge of particular cases It might be argued that I had biased the 

analysis in some way, ego because I knew a greater proportlon of the West Indian 

pupils in the research age grade. 

Table 6.4 applies the routine/interpretative distinction to all detEntions 

received by the research population. The data indicates that in the eyes of the 

staff West Indian pupils' offences tended to be of a different nature to those of 

their peers of other ethnic origins. 

The majority of all detentions given during the research (for both sexes and 

all ethnic origins) may be categorized as 'routine' (67%), whereas less than a third 

of all detention-offences were described by the teacher in 'interpretative' terms 

(30%). This distribution was reproduced almost identically for pupils of either 

gender: 67% of all male and 68% of all female detentions may be classified as 

'routine', with 30% and 31 % repectively as 'interpretative'. Even given my 

qualifications about the classification and the source of the data it is possible to 

conclude that there was little or no significant difference in the incidence of the 

various 'types' of detention-offence between male and female pupils. 

However, in terms of the ethnic origin of the pupils some important differences 

were discernible. For all white and Asian pupils detained, 'routine' violations 
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TABLE 6.4: "REASON FOR DETENTION" GIVEN DURING THE THIRD, FOURTH OR 
FIFTH YEARS* BY GENDER AND ETHNIC ORIGIN 

"Reason for detention" 
Routine Interpretative Other** Total 
% N % N % N % N 

MALE 
White 77 72 22 21 1 1 100 94 

West Indian 45 14 45 14 10 3 100 31 
Asian 73 8 27 3 a a 100 11 

Mixed Race 43 6 50 7 7 1 100 14 

ALL MALE ENTRIES 67 100 30 45 3 5 100 150 

FEMALE 
White 75 54 25 18 0 0 100 72 

West Indian 50 12 46 11 4 1 100 24 
Asian 0 0 100 1 0 0 100 1 

Mixed Race 100 1 0 0 0 0 100 1 

--------------------------------------------------------
ALL FEMALE ENTRIES 68 67 31 30 1 1 100 98 

ALL PUPILS 
White 76 126 23 39 1 1 100 166 

West Indian 47 26 45 25 7 4 99 55 
Asian 67 8 33 4 0 0 100 12 

Mixed Race 47 7 47 7 7 1 101 15 

--------------------------------------------------------
ALL DETENTIONS 67 167 30 75 2 6 99 248 

Notes: * Fifth year: Autumn term only 
** Other detentions = where staff comment absent or illegible. 

Percentages are based on detentions among the research population. 



appeared twice as often as 'interpretative' ones. In contrast, West Indian pupils 

had an almost equal division between 'routine' and 'interpretative' descriptions. 

The small number of Asian and Mixed race females who were detained means that any 

breakdown by gender and ethnic origin for those groups would be meaningless. 

In comparison to white and Asian pupils, therefore, a greater proportion of the 

detentions which were given to West Indian pupils appear to have been based upon 

offences whose identification rested primarily in the teachers' interpretation of 

pupil attitude/intent. The same also appears to be true for male pupils of Mixed 

ethnic origin (where one parent was of Afro-Caribbean origin). 

Despite my qualifications concerning the definition and application of the 

detention-offence categories, the patterns which emerged are in the predicted 

direction. Hence, the data supports the hypothesis that the staff tended to 

perceive a disproportionate challenge to their authority in the behaviours of West 

Indian pupils. West Indians did not simply break clearly defined school rules more 

often than their peers. 

There is evidence, therefore, that as a group West Indian pupils were 

disproportionately subject to negative sanctions within City Road. In view of thiS 

fact it is important to recognize that any complaints against the school, 

concerning behaviour which pupils or parents considered to be "prejudiced", were not 

treated with sympathy by the staff. For example, at one parents evenIng I saw staff 

actually laugh at a white parent's suggestion that one of their colleagues, whom 

they described as "a very experienced teacher", had Insulted a pupil of mixed race. 

Most complamts were not dIsmissed so easily, the maJori ty of staff recognIzed that 

race could be a very sensitive Issue and tried to deal With gnevences 'rationally'. 

Yet on each occaSIOn that race was raised the school's response was to deny the 

validity of the accusation. A tYPical response was to claim that the pupil ImagIned 

the victimizatIOn: as one teacher told me, "It mainly eXists in their mmds". ThiS 

view was not always expressed so Simply, but whenever staff spoke of such 
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accusations they would typically deny them any validity. For example, a senIor 

member of staff told me of an occaSIOn when a West Indian was given detention: 

" it just happened that we decided that night that detention would 
be cleaning up the yard, picking up litter. But they [West Indian 
pupils1 saw it as picking on him, 'It's not right, making him pick up 
litter just 'cause he's black"'. (field notes) 

Incidents such as this were interpreted by staff as offering support to their 

view that accusations of prejudice were likely to be over-reactions at the very 

least. There was also a widesprea9, although less often stated, feeling that 

accusations of victimization were frequently used as a "smokescreen", ie. a device 

to remove attention from the pupils' own actions. For example, as I have already 

noted, duriug the fieldwork a local Afr0-Caribbean pressure group receIved a great 

deal of publicity concerning its accusation of discrimination in the suspension 
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different reason for the over-representation of West Indian pupils in the figures: 

"They're the ones who are causing most trouble". 

Hopefully, the data which I have presented so far in this chapter has given 

some impressIon of the complexity of the mteractions and assumptions which resulted 

in explanations such as this seeming not only reasonable to teachers. but true. 

This description of the most usual responses to accusations of teacher 

"prejudice" will come as no surprise to educational researchers or practicing 

teachers. One of the most basic assumptions of teachers' work culture appears to be 

the belief that, regardless of the details of particular incidents, colleagues 

should support each other in all cases of complaint by a parent or pupil (eg. 

Becker, 1953). In City Road this meant that even a teacher who had a reputation 

amongst his colleagues as being, at best, "intolerant" was defended in the face of a 

parent's complaint. 

Because teachers' perspectives denied any rea! legitimacy to accusations of 
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racial injustice, therefore, the pupils had no formal means of respondIng to their 

conflctual relations with staff. The folloWIng section examines some of the 

informal adaptatlOnal responses of West Indian pupils in my case-study forms and 

considers their consequences for educational achievement. 

6.3 ETHNICITY AND ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT: the adaptations of West Indian pupils 

In the previous chapter I noted that there was a limited process of 

polarization among the research age grade during their upper school years. I have 

characterized this as a continuum of involvement bounded by adaptations which showed 

high degrees of commitment to, and alienation from, the officially sanctioned goals 

and means of the school value system. However, because the West Indian pupils' 

experience of school was qualitatively different to that of their peers of other 

ethnic origins their adaptations should be considered separately. 

Given the often conflictual nature of the white teacher-West Indian pupil 

relation, and the lack of any effective official channel of response, the ways In 

which West Indian pupils adapted to their experience of schooling assumed very great 

importance. The full range of adaptations cannot be adequately analysed here. Even 

within a small sample such as that provided by City Road there was very great 

variety. Some notion of the problems facing these pupils can, however, be gleaned 

from an examination of individual cases. 

In this section I wish to examine in detaIl the adaptatIOns of certaIn West 

Indian pupils drawn from my case study forms. Their adaptatIOns seemed to represent 

two extreme forms of response to the SituatIOn of West Indian pupils which I have 

outlIned. My reason for considering two examples of West Indian pupil adaptatIOns In 

such detail IS that they clearly demonstrate the slgmficance of displays of 

Afro-Caribbean ethniclty In City Road and highlight the size of the task faCIng 

academically ambItiOUS West IndIan puplis In a school domInated by white teachers 
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and their often ethnocentric perspectives. 

The cases which I will consider Involve the adaptations of an academically 

ambitious male and a clique of three West Indian lads who came to be seen as 

something of a threat to the order of the school. In each case I will outline the 

pupils' adaptations to their situation in City Road and consider their consequences 

in terms of academic achievement. 

a) Ethnicity and academic failure: a subculture of resistance 

A group of three West Indian males in City Road established a reputation out of 

all proportion to their size in the research population. As one teacher told me, 

"They're THE stand-out group in that year" (field notes). The three pupils (Wayne 

Johnson, Barry Clayton and Roger Haynes) were widely seen as being intelligent yet 

determined to cause trouble. While most teachers knew that these pupils 'hung 

around' together, few recognized the strength of the bond between the three. In 

fact, they developed a coherent subculture which glorified those elements of their 

identities within the school which were routinely devalued (their ethnicity) and 

subject to control (their physical prowess). 

i. The elements of a subcul ture 

In the previous chapter I used an understanding of the term 'subculture' which 

was drawn from the work of Becker and his colleagues (Hughes, Becker and Geer, 1958; 

Becker et ai, 1960; 1961). This definition emphasizes the importance of Intensive 

interaction and a shared si tuation (role or problem) as the baSIS for the 

development of a coherent set of understandings and agreements. Such a framework 

lIes behind the follOWing analYSIS of the subculture developed by three West indian 

males in City Road. In particular I wish to examine the importance of the Informal 

group. the goals and values which the subculture stressed and the modes of 

co-operation which domInated their interactIOn With each other and lJ"th non-clIque 

members. 



The informal group: West Indian pupils In the research population routinely 

faced certain problems during their day-to-day experience of school, such as the 

recurring conflicts with white teachers which I have examined above. However, such 

experiences were not sufficient to lead most of the pupils to the adaptational 

responses which thIs clique exhibited. The extensive interaction of the three 

pupils at an earlier point in their careers seemed crucial in shaping the responses 

which set them apart from their peers. 

Wayne, Barry and Roger were West Indian males who shared not only a similar 

sense of ethnicity but also interacted on a frequent and intense basis. Barry and 

Roger were members of the same form throughout their secondary school careers, while 

Wayne joined City Road during his second year. Wayne was the only West Indian male 

in his second year form and seemed to have met and become friendly with Barry and 

Roger through contacts in certain lessons and particularly during sporting events 

and practices which were held after the school day. All three were prominent members 

of the school's sporting teams during their second year. 

The three seemed to have formed a closely-knit group very quickly and by the 

time my field work began, early in their third year, they could always be seen 

together at break times and even during assemblies where different form groups 

usually sat apart. Further evidence of their closeness may be seen In Wayne's 

responses to my sociometric questionnaires: following a suspension meeting Wayne had 

been moved to another form within City Road (3C), yet his only fnendship chOIces 

outside that form were of Barry and Roger, he indicated no links with his prevIous 

form. 

The three pupils also spent a great deal of time together outSIde school. They 

would structure much of theIr free time around group activities. such as hangIng 

around the CIty centre, where they could "LOAF". The members of the clIque also 

shared contacts In the WIder youth culture of Cltyside, whIch led them into larger 

social networks InvolVIng post-school age West Indians. It was WIthIn these larger 

networks, that members of the clique would sometimes attend dances and meet In local 
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bars. 

Goals and values: In many ways the clique mirrored the charactenstics of a 

much larger West Indian counter-school group reported by Wnght, especially m 

relation to their displays of ethnicity and reputation as a "threatening physical 

presence" (Wright, 1985a: 12-3). 

All three members of the clique were seen to engage in displays of ethmclty 

which owed much to a media presentation of "blackness" as well as their own contact 

with the larger Afro-Caribbean community in Cityside. For example, all three members 

occaSionally wore badges featuring the colours of Ethiopia and used creole 

expressions and styles of speech. I also saw Wayne and Barry use the relaxed style 

of walking which, as I noted earlier, was exclusive to West Indian males in City 

Road. The clique were not unique in their displays of ethnicity, but the importance 

of these symbols within the group was very great. Their ethnicity was crucial to the 

group, they mixed only with West Indians outside the school and identified their 

ethnic origin as the single most important factor in their experience of schoolmg. 

As I have already noted, displays of ethnicity often led to conflict with staff and 

this in turn led to further conflicts as the clique reinforced it's reputation, 

among staff and pupils alike, as a "hard", physically powerful unit. 

The clique revelled in their physical prowess. The three had won a reputatIOn 

amongst their peers as being a very threatening force withIn the school and like 

Willis' (1977) workIng class white "lads", they were proud of their reputation. 

Wayne 

DG 

Wayne 

DG 

Wayne 

"No [pupil] in [City Road] has ever come out With an Insult 
to us three, NEVER." 

"Why do you think that IS'?" 

"'Cause they KNOW me you see. 'Cause they know us. They 
know us GOOD. They know us too well to say anythIng back 
to us. Because Clayton... they know not to mess with him." 
C.') 

"So you think you've got the kInd of reputatIOn where 
people will _" 

"- Shut up and keep their mouths shut." 



This extract may sound like empty boasting, but I had good reason to suppose 

that the claims were well founded. For example, a sentence completion questionnaire, 

which I administered to my two case study forms during their flfth year, included 

the item, 

" picks on other pupils". 

86% of nominations made by male pupils in the two forms cited either Clayton or 

Haynes (Wayne Johnson had been expelled by that time). Similarly, some pupils 

referred to the clique during individual interviews with me and even those who had 

themselves been disciplined for fighting in the past, felt the need to stress the 

confidentiality of their statements. For example, the following warning is taken 

from an interview with a white pupil who had been suspended for fighting earlier in 

his career at City Road. 

fI but don't let that out. They {Clayton and Haynes] are about 
the two hardest in the school, so my neck'll be gone if anybody finds 
out I've said that." 

Like Willis' lads (1977: 35-6) the clique's tough reputation was not always 

tested to the point of violence. In fact the clique had developed several strategies 

of intimidation which could usually avoid the need for violence. As Barry put it, 

"You just BRACE YOURSELF on 'em". For example: 

DG "If you have [an argument] with a pupil, does it USUALLY 
end up wi th a figb t?" 

Barry Clayton "No, we just probably argue, and they just go about their 
bUSIness C .. ) 
I was arguing wIth fa pup!lJ ... I kInda Just took off my 
blazer .... He just gave it me back [leo a pen which they 
had argued over]. (. .. ) 
You Just keep a serIOUS face." 

Such strategies were necessary not only because there was always a rIsk 

Involved In a fight. but because such trouble would brIng about severe conflIcts 

With staff, conflicts which they knew from expenence could lead to formal 

SUSpensiOns and even expulSion. 
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Despite the strength of the Informal group, it would be wrong to assume that 

the clique existed in isolation within the pupil body. Although the clique members 

recognized a set of strong mutual oblIgatiOns, the majorIty of their time in school 

was spent in uneventful and even friendly contact WIth non-clique members. 

Modes of co-operation: The clique was characterized by an intense loyalty and 

sense of equality amongst the members. Teacher's typically saw Wayne Johnson as 

"the biggest problem" and assumed that he acted as leader to the other pupils. 

The Year Head "He [Wayne Johnson] likes to steal the show, you know, he's 
VERY ARROGANT, will take advantage of the slightest 
possibility ( ... ) He likes to drag people in with him. He 
likes to be the SHOWMAN, the big guy, 'Look at me', you 
know. 'I can do this, I can do that'." 

However, within the clique there were no clear authority distinctions. 

Wayne " ... we ain't got no leader. They [teachers1 reckon I'm the 
leader, but I'm not the leader of nothing." 

The lack of any group leader may have been related to the very small size of 

the clique, certainly this was a factor which seemed to heighten the sense of 

loyalty and mutual obligation which the members displayed. In a very real sense the 

three pupils felt themselves to be 'one'. 

Wayne "Us three, we stIck together you see. Anything happens to 
one, anything happens to ONE, they've got the other two to 
deal with C.') It's just us three, nobody else." 

This IS not to say that the clique spent their time exclusIvely in each others' 

company. They had not consulted each other over their subject optIOn chOices and 

consequently there was no optIOnal lesson where the three were together. In lessons 

and form penods the clique members had routIne contacts With other pupIls, many of 

whom were white. However, theIr closest extra-clique contacts were with other West 

Indian pupils withIn the school. some of whom Cited clique members as "e lose 

fnends" In questionnaIre responses. In the eyes of the clIque these contacts were 

not of the same Importance as the three-man grOUpIng Itself, which not only came 
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together at every opportunity dUrIng the school day, but also structured much of 

their 'free time' after school. 

It should be noted therefore that although the clique recognized strong bonds 

of mutual obligation they did not exist in social isolation and their relationship 

with other actors in the school was more complex than might at first appear. Unlike 

Willis' (1977) "lads", who seemed to see non-group members as at best inferior leg. 

the "ear'oles" and West Indians), and at worst as prey (the ASians), the members of 

this West Indian clique glorified their position and were conscious of their group 

identity, yet existed within a wider and more complex network of social contacts 

within the school. These contacts reflected their ethnicity and gender (the 

strongest ties being recognized by other West Indian males in the school) but did 

not define any group of pupils as natural enemies: being West Indian may have saved 

a pupil from the clique's physical attentions, but being white or Asian did not 

define a pupil as a target. Rather than setting out to create trouble with their 

peers or teachers, the clique generally seemed to respond to hints of trouble from 

other actors. However, any such 'hint' of trouble would not be ignored, indeed, 

the assumptions and values of the clique meant that any perceived threat or 

victimizatIOn was likely to be met head on. The consequences of thiS are considered 

below. 

ii. The consequences of the subculture for clique-teacher relations 

The clique's glorification of their ethniclty and phYSical prowess acted as a 

basis for power within the pupil body and offered an Independent standpoint which 

distanced them from the potentially demoraliSIng effects of the CrItiCism faced by 

many West Indian pupils in the school. The clique were subject to much criticism 

and control but remained convinced of their own worth and potential. However, a 

spiral of increaSing control and response seems to have developed. The clIque's 

reputatIOn meant that staff expected trouble from them, ego when I asked Barry and 

Roger's form tutor for permiSSion to speak With them I was met With the enqulry~ 
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"Yeah sure, have they been prats again?" (fIeld notes) 

ThIS image of the clique (as being frequently at odds wIth authorIty) may have 

led staff to increased control of the pupils: certainly this seemed to be the case 

when I saw the three together about the school and watched Wayne In class. Where a 

teacher did seek to control a member of the clique, in view of their reputation as 

being "hard" and their belief that they were often victimized, the pupils were 

unlikely to quietly accept the judgement (10). 

[During a disscussion about Mr Flint, a particularly authoritarian teacher] 

Wayne 

DG 

Wayne 

DG 

Wayne 

"Everybody else goes, 'Don't stand up to him'. I stood up 
to him." (. .. ) 

"[What about] Barry and Roger?" 

"THEY WON'T BACK OFF NOBODY. Shit, I know them two 
WOUldn't. ( ... ) Sometimes I'll just put my head down [and 
work]. if I don't walk into a room and they [teachers] 
start picking on me. I'll Just get on with my work. But 
if they start picking on me - say I'm talking to somebody, 
just pick on me. But if somebody else is talking to 
somebody they don't pIck on them - that's not right. They 
should pick on the other people as well, and I don't like 
that." 

"Apart from you individually. do you think there are any 
other people that [teachers] pick on?" 

"Yeah, Barry and Roger." 

It should be emphasized that both 'sides' of the relationship were faced with a 

si tuation which seemed to offer them little room for manoeuvre: In order to teach, 

the teachers had to maintain control, yet the clique's reputation and perceptIOn of 

their position could not allow them to let control or critICIsm go unchallenged. 

This situation led to heightened conflIct with staff and an increased sense of 

victimization and group identity among the clique members. Indeed, the clIque's 

expenence of conflict With the staff was such that they asserted that as a whole 

the school was a racist institutIon. 
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ItIf me and somebody else IS late ... it's ME who's In 

trouble C .. ) Most of 'em [teachers] are prejudiced." 

"[The teachers] are after all the coloureds In that 
school." 

This claim of racial victimization was only made with reference to West Indian 

and some mixed race pupils. Wayne stated that "I've never seen NO Asian pupils get 

done yet." 

Almost every other West Indian pupil with whom I spoke stated that one or more 

teachers were biased against their ethnic group, but they saw such teachers as the 

exception rather than the rule. The clique's reversal of this assessment seemed to 

reflect their history of very serious conflict with the school. For example, in 

addition to each member of the clique receIving several senior management 

detentions, two of them were put on report cards and suspended from the school on 

more than one occasion. 

I wish to emphasize that the clique's assessment of theIr teachers was not a 

simple blanket accusation of raCism, used to divert attention from their CrImes. For 

example: 

[I asked Barry about his most recent suspenSIOn} 

Barry "I brought a knife to school C.') Just carned it In my 

DG 

Barry 

pocket, to peel an orange. (. . .) They took the kmfe off 
me, sent me home, said 'Don't come back until your parents 
come. III 

"Then what happened?" 

"They come up, sorted it all out and I was allowed back 
10." 

DG "Do you think the school was Justified in dOIng that or 
were they over-reacting?" 

Barry "No, they SHOULD have done that. (. . .) I thmk they would 
have sent anybody home what they seen With a knife." 

SImilarly, the clique lIsted a number of teachers whom they felt were falf With 

them, teachers who "got on" Instead of seeking te' Impose thelf authOrIty. 
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n(Good teachers) THEY GET ON, they talk the same language 
do. They get on (..J They muck m. They do the same 
things [we) do. If you're qUiet, they're quiet. If you 
shout, they shout... " 

This assessment of good classroom practice was echoed by one of the teachers 

whom the clique described as being fair with them. 

Mr Finch "I just treat them as I find them. They know how far to go 
with me. If they give me any trouble, they know they'll 
get the same back, but usually they're alright. (. . .) If 
you're straight with them, they're OK." (field notes) 

However, the view quoted above was not typical of official assessments of the 

clique. As I have shown above, the clique were not 'anti-school' in the sense that 

some have used the term, and I would not describe them as alienated from many of the 

key elements of the school value system. For example, Wayne, Barry and Roger each 

accepted the need to gain qualifications and had relatively clear visions of their 

post-school careers. The clique did not reject the aims of schooling, but did clash 

with some of the techniques employed by their teachers. However, their history of 

conflict with the school was widely interpreted by staff as signifying a deliberate 

rejection of the school's authority: as early as March of his second year, Barry was 

suspended and a change of school was suggested. In the suspension report the 

Headteacher wrote: 

"There is a general feeling that Barry IS preoccupied WIth floutmg 
authority and that he will seek any opportunity to undermine It." 

A semor member of staff also described Roger Haynes to me as a pupil who 

"flouted authority". SImilar views were held concernmg Wayne Johnson and it IS 

revealmg to bnefly examme some of the staff comments about his expulSIOn from 

City Road dUrIng hIS fourth year. 

When I began my field work, dunng the research age grade's third year, I was 

told by the Year Head that Wayne was on the verge of expulSIOn: "he really IS at the 

end of the road". In fact Wayne survived the third year but unoffiCially he was not 
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expected to complete hIS educatIon at CIty Road. 

A senior 
teacher "If he lasts through the fourth year- I mean what we're 

waiting for now, is for him to do one more thing and he'll 
be expelled." 

This vision of the most likely end to Wayne's career in City Road was based 

upon his record of suspensions since he joined the school as a second year. The 

school operated a hierarchy of suspension 'types' culminating in a 'C' suspension, 

which almost always meant expulsion. Wayne's career was exceptional in that he 

remained in City Road despite two 'C' suspensions. 

The Year Head " he had a 'C' suspension about last April [ten months 
ago], which is the final one, and we had him back with a 
final warning. And then we had ANOTHER 'C' suspension 
after that. You know, this is how incredible It was." 

The fact that Wayne had survived as long as he did was seen by his teachers as 

evidence of the school's fairness. One of them stated that " .. .if he'd have been 

WHITE he would have gone a LONG time ago (. .. ) we have to appear to be more than 

fair." There was no doubt that Wayne had received several "final warnings", 

however, his accumulated warnings and suspensions must be seen within the context of 

white teacher-West Indian pupIl relations in the school as whole. Of particular 

importance was the myth of a West Indian challenge to authority. Wayne had not 

committed any single offence, against the school or its staff, so serious that it 

would normally have brought about expulSIOn. Wayne was suspended and eventuallly 

expelled for a series of relatively more mmor incidents. It was the cumulative 

nature of his deVIancy which teachers stressed. 

[From an intervIew dunng Wayne's third year] 

The Year Head "I have him for [one lessonJ. for instance, and I don't 
hear a word out of him, he Just gets on With the work. But 
there are other areas of the school where, II you give him 
half an mch, he'll take a mile. ( ... ) 

You name It. he's done It. Short of hittmg a member of 
staff. Very, very Insultmg to members of staff. Theft. 
DisobedIence. Undermmmg the members' of staff authOrity. 
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Told kids not to listen to members of staff. Refused to 
leave the room when requested. Just generally, he's done 
everything he could possibly do to get expelled. Short of, 
there's been no incident of him hitting anybody." 

After Wayne's expulsion it was the cumulative nature of his offences which was 

again stressed by staff. 

DG 

Wayne's form 
tutor 

The Year Head 

Headteacher 

"Why's he been expelled, what did he do?" 

"Well, nothing really - nothing serious, but it's, you 
know, it's just the latest in a long line ... " (field notes) 

"It was just two or three incidents on top of what had 
already gone off, you know, in the year, and really he just 
had to go." 

"Well, it was just the final straw ... It was this attitude. 
HE WOULD NOT BACK DOWN. He was in a fight and the 
member of staff tried to separate them, and he just would 
not let it go - screaming and shouting obscenities ... " 
(field notes) 

This emphasis upon the cumulative nature of Wayne's deviance was particularly 

significant because there was some evidence that the time scale of his offences was 

shortened in the teachers' recollections. 

[From an interview prior to Wayne's expulsion) 

DG "When was [Wayne's] last suspension?" 

Teacher "Last month." [ie. January] 

DG "Last month, what was that one about?" 

Teacher (. .. )[Having consulted a record] "No, 7th of November." 

Clearly such errors would be unlikely during official suspension meetings when 

all documentation would be to hand. However, if such a mistake was repeated 

informally it could have led to increased official action that much sooner by 

amplifying the teachers' belief that Wayne was bent on challenging the school's 

authority: an accusation which, as I have already shown, was levelled against many 
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West IndIan pupils. 

Wayne's form 
tutor "Wayne Johnson was Just somebody who we tned and tried and 

tried with ... School wasn't the place for him wIth his 
INNER DRIVE, as I saw it, to always appear to be number 
one, and unbowed by any authority ... Our institution just 
couldn't brook that kind of continual challenge ... " 

The staff perspectives concerning the myth of a West Indian challenge to 

authonty operated in such a way that any offence by a West Indian pupil could be 

interpreted as an indication of a more general 'attitude'. In the case of this West 

Indian male clique, who glorified both their ethnicity and their physical 

independence, the processes were amplified until the school took very serious 

official action against them in the form of suspensions and even an expulsion. As a 

result of these processes one of the three pupils involved did not complete his 

secondary education in City Road Comprehensive. Neither of the remaining two members 

gained any GeE '0' level or equivalent CSE pass grades in their external 

examinations. 

The clique of West Indian males described here share certain Similarities with 

some previously analysed pupil subcultures. For example, I have already noted that 

an emphasis upon toughness seems to be a common feature of working class male 

subcultures (eg. Willis, 1977). However, rather than simply transfernng elements 

of an eXIsting class or ethnic culture Into their school life, the City Road clique 

seemed to glorify their phYSical prowess as the one element of the staff Image of 

them which they could exploit to enhance their poSitIOn WithIn the puptl populatIOn. 

The c!tque represent one form of response to the situatIOn which they encountered 

WIthIn the school, a situatIon where their ethmclty was routmely devalued and they 

were subject to disproportionate amounts of control. The clique's subculture 

reflected both their ethnici ty and gender. but the former may have been the most 

cruCial factor SInce. as the research progressed, a parallel grOUpIng of West Indian 

girls emerged as an Important part of the research population (11). 
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Farrukh Dhondy (1974) has argued that a culture of resIstance, SImilar In many 

ways to that which I have described above, will come to typify the West Indian 

response to their educational experience In this country (12). However, as I have 

already stressed, the pupil subculture described here was an extreme response to the 

West Indian situation in City Road; a response which, although rooted in the pupils' 

day-to-day experience of the school, was by no means Inevitable. 

b) Ethnicity and academic success: the case of Paul DixQn 

The name of Paul Dixon has, already been mentioned several times in earlier 

sections of this chapter: I have noted that he was seen as a pupil of ability but 

one who was accused of "silly behaviour" in lessons. Paul's white classmate, Vicky 

Mitchell, reported that he had a poor reputation and that his good eiiorts in class 

were sometimes highlighted as unexpected by teachers. I observed Paul in both set 

'offences' were often shared by white and Asian peers. 

Paul was acutely aware that he was subject to more criticism than some of his 

peers and, like Wayne, Barry and Roger, he interpreted the control as racially 

motivated. His f ather mentioned this to Paul's form tutor at a parents evening and 

Paul first told me of his thoughts durIng a third year interview. In particular he 

stressed conflict with his form tutor. 

" he's prejudiced. You've been in our class rIght, now aIn't you 
sir. ( ... ) He's always on about my colour sir, whenever I'm getting 
done [punished] he says 'You're only doing this 'cause you're black' 
and all that..." 

Paul's experIence of disproportionate amounts of control was typical of West 

Indian pupils in the case-study, yet his response was very different to that of the 

clique noted above. Paul consciously sought to counter his reputation and promote an 

image of academic effort. For example, dUrIng my observations of his English set, In 

addition to being the most frequently criticIzed member of the group, Paul was also 

the pupil who volunteered most answers to the teacher's questIons. Paul acted In a 



way which publicly emphasized his commitment to academic achievement; In the Engllsh 

set he would shout across at a relatively noisy group of girls to be qUiet and was 

always amongst the last pupils to pack away their work at the end 01 lessons. 

Paul not only sought to counter his 'troublesome' image by emphasizing hIS 

dedication to academic achievement, he also consciously tried to avoid any further 

conflict with members of staff. This policy meant that when Criticized by a teacher 

he would quickly accept the criticism with "Yes sir" or "Sorry sir". Unlike many of 

his West Indian peers Paul did not comment on the fact that other pupils were 

committing the same offence without punishment. This had the effect of quickly 

moving the interaction on beyond the criticism and avoiding any further problems 

which might arise if he was seen to openly questIOn the teacher's view. Similarly, 

Paul would try to minimize contact with members of staff with whom he felt he was 

most likely to conflict. For example, in a fourth year interview I asked Paul how he 

got on with his teachers (remembering that in the third year he had accused his form 

tutor of prejudice). 

Paul "They're all alright" 

DG "Any that you particularly like?" 

Paul "Not really." 

DG "Any that you DISLIKE, you don't get on With'?" 

Paul "No... [form tutorJ's alright now." (. . .) 

DG "You say [your form tutor IS] alright NOW, how has he 
changed?" 

Paul "He hasn't CHANGED really, It's Just that I don't talk to 
him that much - I only answer the register." 

The most SIgnificant fact about Paul's career In the fourth and fifth year at 

City Road was that he successfully resisted those elements of hiS school experience 

which might have led him Into further conflict With the school. ego rather than 

argue WI th hIS form tutor or seek a change of form group, he SImply minImIzed hIS 

contact WIth that teacher. As the extract above Illustrates, although Paul dId not 
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have close relatonshlps with any member of staff, neither did he generalize from hE 

experience to assert that the school or the majorIty of staff were racist: he 

Identified the conflicts which threatened his performance and did wha t he could to 

avoid them. 

It should also be noted that Paul did not emphasize his ethnici ty through any 

displays of dress or demeanour, ego in styles of walking or speech. This 

undoubtedly avoided further conflict with staff. However, unlike his approach to 

teacher-pupil interactions in class, this may not have been a conSCIOUS strategy. 

Paul's efforts to avoid trouble and concentrate on his work also led to 

qualitative changes in his SOCial relations with peers. Paul maintained contacts 

with pupils of differing academic levels within the school, but it became apparent 

that as the age grade moved through the upper school, he was no longer seen as the 

leader of a form-based "gang" of lads. 

When I first met Paul's form there was an obviously exclusive group of boys who 

sat around the same desk and were referred to by their teachers and classmates alike 

as "Dixon's gang". Paul was one of two West Indians in the gang, the other members 

being two white boys, an Asian and a pupil of mixed race. During the third year 

"Dixon's gang" was described by the Year Head as a source of trouble which led to 

the underachievement of all concerned and in my working notes I Identified the gang 

as an Interesting study (hypothesizing that they might move progressively further 

away from the goals and values of the school). However, during the fourth and fifth 

years something of a split occurred within the group. As always the same pupils sat 

together In form periods and they continued to have some contact outSide school 

hours. Yet the gang was no longer a single Unit; Paul and Anf Aslam (the ASian 

member) took no part in the pre-arranged truancy of other gang members and often 

spent form pen ods revising for tests together. The spli t WI thin the fnendshl P 

group was by no means total, but It was clear that they no longer shared slmJiar 

adaptatIOns to the demands of school. The Importance of thiS development was as an 

indicator of the strength of Paul's determinatIOn to resist the Image which many 
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teachers held of him as a potential troublemaker. Paul dIstanced hImself not only 

from certain members of staff, but also from some of his closest friends wIthin the 

school. 

Like the members of the West Indian clique discussed earlier, Paul Dixon 

recognized but rejected the negative image which some staff held of hIm. However, 

rather than reacting through a glorification of that image wIthin a culture of 

resistance, Paul channelled his energies into succeeding against the odds by 

avoiding trouble when he could and, minimizing the conflict which he experIenced with 

his teachers. 

Paul completed his secondary education at City Road by gaining '0' level (and 

equivalent CSE) pass grades in six separate subjects: the highest achievement of any 

West Indian male in the school that year. 

c) The complexity and range of West Indian pupil adaptations 

I have examined two extreme examples of how West Indian pupils in City Road 

adaptated to their position within the school. The pupils concerned shared many 

similar experiences; they were described by staff as being inteliigent yet 

troublesome and were subject to disproportionate amounts of control and critiCIsm 

which they interpreted as being racially motivated. However. the pupils' responses 

to their situation were very different; the clique revelled in theIr ethnIcity and 

physical prowess, and would respond angrlly to occasions where they felt themselves 

to be treated unfairly. In direct contrast, Paul Dixon consciously sought to 

counter the staff's negative image of him. He minimized contact with those teachers 

he expected most trouble from and when faced with a conflictual situatIOn Paul 

quickly accepted the criticism without complaint. 

These cases represent extreme forms of response, but they were not UnIque: 

there were parallel examples of female pupils' adaptations which shared the 

fundamental features of the male responses detailed above. For example, a group of 
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West Indian gIrls developed a subculture of reSIstance which led them to act as 

'protectors' to younger West IndIans In the school, defending them from perceIved 

attacks by white pupils and teachers. Some elements of the female subculture seemed 

rooted in sex-role differences and expectations WhICh, like the male clique, 

glorified many aspects of the pupils' ethnic identities. This in turn could lead to 

Increased conflict with the school (13). 

The cases which I have presented above serve to highlight some of the 

consequences of West Indian ethnicity in a school dommated by the perspectives of 

white teachers. In order to succeed academically West Indian pupils m City Road 

bad to continually act against the staff tendency to label them in a negative way. 

Clearly this situation meant that West Indian pupils m the school were in a 

relatively disadvantaged poSition. They were required to counter staff ethnocentrism 

without reinforcing the notion that they were troublemakers, a demand WhiCh few were 

able to meet. This does not mean that the majority of West Indians in the research 

population moved towards a subculture of resistance, in fact very few reacted with 

such passion. However, their situatIOn was such that a commitment to educational 

achievement and hard work was not enough: the academically successful West Indian in 

CIty Road had to respond to their Situation In a way WhiCh did not remforce the 

staff's often negative Image of them. Paul's solutIOn demonstrates the demands thIS 

placed upon the pupils and offers an explanation for the pattern of achievement 

among West Indians in City Road. 

Table 6.5 outlines the achievements of West Indian pupils in theIr external 

examinatIOns at 16-plus. In CIty Road the West Indian pupils achIeved a pattern of 

exammation performance which was unique wlthm the research age grade, ie. each 

West Indian pupil gamed pass grades m either a minimum of fIve subjects or none at 

alL ThIS tendency to polarize around the extremes of eXamInatIon achIevement 

reflected the size of the problem faCIng West Indian pupIls in the school: unless 

they had abIlity and a SUItably lOW-key response to theIr SItuatIOn, they tended to 

follow a career WhICh, although rarely as dramatic as that of Wayne Johnson. led 
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TABLE 6.5: EXAMINATION PASSES BY GENDER AND ETHNIC ORIGIN. 

Ethnic Origin 
White W. Indian Asian Mixed R. Total 

% N % N % N % N % 
MALE 
No pass grade 72 61 75 6 55 6 60 3 70 

At least one 
pass but 
less than five 27 23 0 0 27 3 40 2 26 

Five or more 
passes 1 1 25 2 18 2 0 0 5 

FEMALE 
No pass grade 69 40 88 7 50 1 50 1 70 

At least one 
pass but 
less than five 26 15 0 0 50 1 50 1 24 

Five or more 
passes 5 3 13 1 0 0 0 0 6 

----------------------------------------------------------
ALL PUPILS 
No pass grade 71 101 81 13 54 7 57 4 70 

At least one 
pass but 
less than five 27 38 0 0 31 4 43 3 25 

Five or more 
passes 3 4 19 3 15 2 0 0 5 

-----------------------------------------------------------
TOTAL 101 143 100 16 100 13 100 7 100 

Note: • By 'pass' is meant grades A, Band C in GCE '0' level and 
combined MEG (16-plus) examinations, and grade 1 in CSE 
examinations. 

Percentages are based on the longitudinal sample. 

N 

76 

28 

5 

49 

17 

4 

125 

45 

9 

179 
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them into further conflicts with staff and ultimately to academic failure. 

Unfortunately the classifications used in official statistics do not allow a 

broader compansion between this pattern of achievement and that of any 

significantly larger population of West Indian pupils in English comprehensives 

(14). 

An important part of my analysis has examined the role of ethnicity as a factor 

in the relationships between white teachers and West Indian pupils, in particular 1 

have noted the conflicts which displays of ethnicity may generate. This should not 

be taken as meaning that West Indian pupils cannot be proud of their ethnicity and 

succeed academically, indeed, an example of such an adaptation has already been 

documented (Fuller, 1980). As Rist (1977) and Syer (1982) have emphasized, the 

interactionist approach to the study of deviance accepts the complexity of factors 

involved in social relations and at no stage should the processes of labellmg be 

seen as Inevitable. The aim of the present analYSIS IS to highlight the sIze of the 

problem which faced West Indian pupils In a single multi-ethnIc ComprehensIve; 

pupils who by definition were disadvantaged In the teacher-pupil relatIOnship. This 

case study has suggested that the nature of theIr poSItIOn, In a school dominated by 

the perspectives of white teachers, was such that academiC success was only a 

realistic prospect for a small minority who were able to minImize the conflIcts 

inherent in their relationshIp with whIte teachers. However, before concluding my 

analysis of the significance of ethmcity In CIty Road it IS necessary to bnefly 

conSider the positIOn of pupils of South ASian ongIn, who were the only other 

ethnic minOrity group of Significant size WithIn the research populatIOn. 
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6.4 THE EXPERIENCES OF PUPILS OF SOUTH ASIAN ORIGIN 

"While the eVidence about school performance of ASian pupIls IS not 
unanImous, the majorIty of studies ... show an average level of 
performance, other than m English Language, that IS generally on a 
par with that of indigenous White children." 

The Report of the Committee of Inquiry into the Education of Children 
from Ethnic Minority Groups (HMSO, 1985: 65) 

This quotation from the final report of the Committee of Inquiry represents a 

clear statement of the most commonly held view of Asian pupils' educational 

achievement, ie. that on average Asian pupils do not underachieve. In fact this 

statement was qualified in the final report by emphasizing that the category 'AsIan' 

was a very broad reference to pupils of different cultural traditions and 

experiences, and that there was some evidence that Bangladeshi children may be 

underachieving as a group. It has also been noted that the statistICS submitted by 

the Department of EducatIOn and Science (HMSO, 1985: 110-118) indIcate that on 

average Asian pupils were staymg within education longer than their white peers, 

yet achieving much the same results as a group: as Krutika Tanna (1985) has stated 

this is another form of underachievement. Despite these qualIficatIOns, however, It 

is clear that as a group ASIan pupils were not experiencmg levels of 

underachievement comparable to those suffered by West Indian pupils. 

It has often been argued that if West IndIan underachIevement was largely a 

result of teaching which is somehow ethmcally bIased, then it would be logical to 

assume that West IndIan and ASian pupils should suffer similar levels of 

underachievement. The Committee of InqUiry countered thiS by quotmg Bhlkhu 

Parekh's observation that thIS kmd of argument "IS mvalld ... because It wrongly 

assumes that the same factor must always produce the same results" (HMSO, 1985: 69 

and 86). This IS an ObVIOUS, yet crucial point. However, havmg establIshed thE 

pnnclple that the ethnocentnsm of whIte teachers may not have consequences which 

are IdentIcal for their West Indian and ASIan pupils. it IS necessary to move te- an 

analysis of empIrical cases. The followmg brief account of the experiences ot the 
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Asian pupils in my research age grade is a tentatIve move towards such an analysIs. 

a) Social relations 

During the research there were never more than three Asian girls in the age 

grade, therefore I shall concentrate on the experiences of the eleven ASIan males 

who were present throughout the entire period of the field work. The majority of 

these pupils were British born Muslims whose parents had emIgrated to thIS country 

from Pakistan. 

Ethnicity played a major role in the social relations of the Asian boys in the 

age grade, such that almost all were connected via a complex of shared friendships. 

These contacts were usually based upon experiences which took place outside City 

Road comprehensive and could lead to friendships between pupils who never met durmg 

the routine of the school day. 

Rafiq Ali "Well I know Mansur and Amjad very well, but not too bad 
Aziz ( ... ) I knew rv1ansur when I was small, and I knew Amjad 
when I was small. At nursery I used to know Amjad ... And 
Mansur I used to know when I used to go to read [the 
Koran], I used to meet him down [at the Mosque]. (. .. ) Aziz 
reads [the Koran at the same Mosque] but he don't live 
'round my area." 

The shared ethnicity of the Asian males could also umte them in other ways 

within the school, for example, through contact in lessons or coming together to 

defend someone from a raCIst attack by a peer; one pupil in particular acted as 

something of a guardian to other Asian males in the year. Within City Road some of 

the Asian males were often subject to attacks from their white peers, usually this 

took the form of racist name calling but I also observed physical assaults. For 

example, in the 'bottom' English set I observed two physical assaults which involved 

male members of the group, in both cases the victim was an ASlan. 

The small number of Asian males in the research population and their shared 

experiences as members of a minority group meant that thelr friendship networks 

extended to include almost every Asian male in the year. However, none of these 
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pupils were involved In networks based exclusIvely upon shared ethmcity. The 

responses of the ASIan members of my case study and the nOminatIons of their whIte 

peers indicated that many Asian males were part of ethmcally mixed frIendshIp 

networks which seemed to be built upon school-based contacts in form groups or 

lessons. Therefore, while their ethnicity linked the Asian males socially to a 

greater degree than was true for pupils of other ethnic origins, they were also part 

of much larger ethnically mixed networks. Hence, ethnicity did not act as the baSIS 

for the development of any exclusively Asian group. There were no Asian equivalents 

of the West Indian clique described earlier. 

b) White teacher-Asian pupil relationships 

Just as they did in relation to West Indian pupils, the staff often held 

generalized images of Asian culture. However, in the case of ASIan pupils these 

Images were often quite positive. For example, I was told by a member of the senior 

staff that one of my case study pupils came from a "very supportIve, canng famIly. 

Typical Indian family really." This notion that the "tYPIcal" ASIan family was 

supportive of education was In direct contrast to the WIdespread tendency among 

staff to doubt the interest of West IndIan parents whom they had met. 

Teacher [A West Indian pupil's] "father gives the ImpreSSIOn that 
he probably gives him a good hiding now and again- I don't 
know. 

I've got a feeling that the father IS just supportmg on 
the surface, you know. I don't feel there's a great deal of 
REAL BACKING there when It really matters." 

The quotation above was tYPIcal of offICial assessments of West Indian parents: 

even those who were seen as well intentIOned were usually Judged to be meffectlve. 

There was a feeling among many staff that ASian pupils were 'quiet' and 

certamly not 'troublemakers'. ThIS belief surVived despite the fact that teachers 

often saw fit to dIscipline ASIan pupils. Agam thIS Image contrasted with that of 

theIr West Indian peers; as I have argued above, any 'mcldent' mvolvmg a :"Vest 
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Indian pupil could form the basIs for a generalIzatlOn about that pUpI} and 

remforce the wider myth of a West Indian challenge to authority. By contrast, a 

member of senior staff mformed me with great confidence that no ASian pupils had 

been detained in the recent past, yet an exammation of the school records revealed 

that more than half of the Asian maJes had received at least one detention dUring 

the research field work (Table 6.2). 

This is not to say that ASian pupils always experienced good relationships with 

their teachers, or that teachers' views of ASians were always positive. Some staff 

saw Asian traditions as restrictive or even "destructive" (for example, concernmg 

the responsibilities of school-age girls within in the family). However, m their 

day-to-day dealings with Asian pupils the staff did not hold any notions of them as 

being potentially troublesome, in fact, quite the reverse was true. My classroom 

observation indicated that Asian pupils seemed to experience teacher-pupil relations 

which were generally similar to those of their whi te peers of Similar degrees of 

academic involvement. Teachers' expectations of Asian pupIls seemed to owe more to 

their identity as a member of a particular set or friendship group than to their 

ethnic Origin. 

In many ways therefore, the ASian pupils' experIence of life m City Road was 

much closer to that of their white, rather than their West Indian, peers. They were 

involved in friendship networks which reflected differmg degrees of academiC 

mvolvement, as well as their ethmcity. Furthermore, ASian pupils experIenced 

teacher-pupil relations which were underpmned by teacher perspectives which 

responded primarily to their membership of a particular set or peer groupmg rather 

than their ethniC OrIgm. In addition, given any confllct With staff. there was no 

assumption on the part of teachers that this might be related to any more deeply 

rooted 'racial' trait. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this chapter I have considered some of the ways In which ethniclty 

influenced the school experience of pupils In the research age grade. In particular 

I have focused upon the relationships between white teachers and West Indian pupils, 

relationships which were often characterized by a sense of conflict. I have 

highlighted the ways in which the situational demands upon teachers combined With 

their own ethnocentrism to place West Indian pupils in a relatively disadvantaged 

position within the pupil population. The majority of teachers whom I met in City 

Road genuinely cared about their pupils and would strenuously deny that they 

discriminated against West Indians. However, the teachers' perceptions of pupil 

behaviour and concern to maintain their authority led to dIsproportionate amounts of 

control and criticism of West Indian pupils. 

The pupils' response to this situation led many into further conflicts with 

staff and ultimately to academic failure; the three man clique involving Wayne 

Johnson was the clearest example of this. However, academIC failure was not 

inevitable. Some West Indian pupils did succeed academIcally despite the odds, most 

notably through the use of strategies WhICh acted to minimize conflicts and prevent 

any escalatIOn; Paul Dixon offered an example of such an adaptatIon. 

It should be stressed that I do not intend my analYSIS as yet another example 

of what Bhlkhu Parekh has called "the fallacy of the Single factor" (HMSO, 1985: 

69). I have not argued that the processes which I have discussed In thiS chapter 

were the only factors which influenced the school expenence and achievement of West 

IndIan pupils. Clearly certam factors assOCiated WIth SOCIo-economiC status are 

beyond the school's control but may have Important consequences for educatIOnal 

achievement. My prinCipal concern IS to hIghllght those factors Within the whitE 

teacher-West pupil relationship WhICh. In CIty Road ComprehenSIve, placed West 

IndIan pupils In a disadvantaged positIon regardless of 'abIlity', gender or 

external economic factors. 

The SIgnificance of the processes which I have Identified lies In the fact they 
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were located within the role and culture of white teachers. I would argue that none 

of the teachers whom I have described or quoted In this chapter could be 

characterized as consciously prejudiced against West Indian pupils. However, the 

demands of their role as teachers, and their ethnocentric perception of their 

pupils, meant that West Indian pupils were seriously disadvantaged within the 

schooL 

NOTES TO CHAPTER 6 

1. The Flanders system involves an observer in noting the character of the 
action in a classroom at frequent regular intervals. The observer chooses 
the most appropriate decription from a list of ten categories: 

1. Teacher accepts stUdent's feelings. 
2. Teacher praises or encourages. 
3. Teacher accepts or uses the students ideas. 
4. Teacher asks questions. 
5. Teacher lectures stUdents. 
6. Teacher gives directions. 
7. Teacher criticises or justifies authority. 
8. Student talks in response to teacher. 
9. Student intiates talk. 

10. Silence. 

Adapted from Wragg and Kerry (1978: 18) 

2. The percentages reflect the difference between the "observed" and the 
"expected frequency" of receipt of a particular mode of teaching (the latter 
determined by the proportIOn of the pupil sample accounted for by each 
ethnic group) (Green, 1983a: 91). Therefore women teachers cnticlzed West 
Indian boys almost twice as often as the number of West Indian males in the 
pupil sample would have predicted if ethnIc origin were of no Significance. 

3. Further evidence on this may be found In the testimony of academically 
successful young people of Afro-CarIbbean and African ongIn In the final 
report of the Committee of InqUIry (HMSO, 1985: 93-103), 

4. Some pupils of mixed race saw themselves as sharing a common pOSitIOn WIth 
their West Indian peers and could be subject to the same processes of 
labelling. Members of both groups would sometimes refer to themselves as 
being 'black'. However, by no means all mixed race pupIls shared thIS 
perspective and it is dangerous to generalIze about such a heterogeneous 
group. Therefore my arguments in thIS chapter refer primarily to pupils whc. 
were IdentIfied (by themselves and by staff) as West Indian. Where a pupil 
of mIxed race IS referred to, or quoted, thiS will be made clear. 

5. 1 follow Sandra Wallman's understanding of the term 'ethnlclty' as "not 
Simply difference: it IS the sense of difference which can occur where 
members of a particular cultural or 'raCial' group Interact With non-members 
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... In broad terms it will normally be couched In terms of culture, race, 
nation or religion. In a more narrow, Individual perspective the same 
difference may be described in terms of the minutiae of behavIOur. At both 
levels, ethnicity is about the organisation of society and the organIsatIOn 
of experience" (Wallman, 1979: x-3; original emphasIs). Therefore ethnIclty 
refers to subjective notions of 'us' and 'them', to the 'sense' and 
expression of ethnic difference. 

I wish to use the term 'ethnocentrism' In Its most basic form, as referring 
to a tendency to evaluate other ethnic groups from the standpoint of one's 
own ethnic group. To this extent ethnocentrism is inevitable, however, a 
more precise definition includes a judgemental aspect which although common 
is not inevitable, ie. as "a tendency to prefer people belonging to the 
subject's own [ethnic group], to see things from the standpoint of that 
[group] and to set a lower value on other [ethnic groups]" (Adapted from 
Banton, 1972: 103). My analysis will demonstrate how the judgements of white 
teachers (rooted in their experience and culture) acted against the 
interests of West Indian pupils. 

6. In an ethnographic study such as this I cannot summarize two years worth of 
observation and interview data in neat tabular form. However, the follOWing 
examples of observational, interview, documentary and sociometric data will 
establish the validity of this statement. 

7. Details of the sentence completion items are included in Appendix 7. 

8. Unfortunately the school records did not include reliable data on the 
multiple receIpt of report cards. Therefore I was unable to calculate the 
frequency of multiple receipt among pupils of different ethnIC OriginS. 

9. As I have already stated, some, although by no means all, pupils of mixed 
race experienced much the same processes as their West Indian peers. See 
note 4 above. 

10. Similarly, Wright has spoken of a "stimulus-response SItuation" In one of 
her case study schools (Wright, 1985a: 13). However, the SItuation In City 
Road was far more complex than such a phrase might imply. 

11. During the research a close-knit grouping of several West Indian girls 
developed within the upper school. The group was larger than the male 
clique delt With here. The group focused around a core of four West Indian 
girls (three of whom were In the research age grade) and came to take on a 
similar reputatIon amongst their peers and staff as that achieved by Wayne, 
Barry and Roger. In many ways thiS group paralleled the male clIque, 
however, I was unable to follow them as closely because of prolonged 
absences by two of the West Indian gIrls In my case study forms who might 
otherwise have acted as my 'sponsors' and Introduced me to the group. 

12. I feel that the culture of the West Indian male clique deSCribed here was 
one of reSIstance. I prefer thIS to the term 'counter-culture', SInce the 
latter seems to Infer a blanket rejectIOn of the fundamental alms and values 
of the school. I have already emphaSized that Wayne, Barry and Roger were 
not anti-achievement, however, theIr subculture did stress an actIve 
resistance to what they perceIved as the raCIst actions or teachers. Ine 
consequences of these subcultural POSI tlOns may be much the same, but the 
distInction IS an Important one. 

13. I have used the male pupils as detailed case studies In thiS :tla[:'ter ! ,x 
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several reasons; firstly, I felt that my gender was more of a barner to 
empathy with the pupils than my ethniclty. Despite the frankness of some 
pupils, there were clearly aspects of their social hves which it would be 
difficult for female pupils to discuss with me. 

A second reason for my emphasis on the careers of male pupils was the 
strength of the contacts within the research population which were afforded 
me by my case study forms. Paul Dixon and Wayne Johnson were part of the 
main study and I was able to use the latter as a sponsor, Ie. a means of 
introduction to the other members of the male clique (Barry and Roger). By 
contrast, the only academically successful West Indian girl In City Road was 
not a member of my case study forms and, as I have explained in note 11 
above, circumstances prevented me from gaining informal access to the core 
members of the West IndIan female clique. 

14. Published statistics on the performance of much larger pupil populations do 
not allow full comparison with those presented here. For example, data from 
the Department of Education and Science Statistics Branch, included in the 
recent 'Swann' report (HMSO, 1985: 110-118), presents a category of 
achievement described as "At least 1 Graded Result but less than 5 Higher 
Graded Results" (HMSO, 1985: 114). Such a collapSing of pupils involves a 
range who may have gained anything from one grade 5 at CSE (which IS not 
commonly accepted as a 'pass' by most employers or Institutions of higher 
education) to those achieving four 'higher' grades at GeE WhICh are commonly 
acceptable in competition for university entrance. 
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CHAPTER i: THE NEGC;T1ATlON OF EDUCATIONAL OPP()RTUNlTY 

In thIS thesIs I have examIned some of the ways In which educational 

opportumty was negotiated through numerous InteractIons between partICIpants Within 

a SIngle multi-ethnic Inner-City school. The research fIeld work was carned out 

over a two year penod and focused upon the experiences of pupils In two mIxed 

ability forms as they moved through the fInal years of their compulsory schooling. 

The Intensive fIeld work began In the pupils' thIrd year and ended as they were 

entered for external eXamInatIOns as fifth years. 

Throughout the study 1 used a cOmbInatIOn of several ethnographiC techmques, 

IncludIng participant observatIOn, Interviews and questionnaires. I also analysed 

eXistIng documentary evidence withIn the settIng. 

This thesis began by t"OCUSIng upon "the optIOns", a period of negotiatIOn over 

curriculum "chOice", which staff hIghlIghted as a Vitally Important time for their 

third year pupils. The fInal chapters have concentrated upon the more 'routine' 

Interactions of the upper school years WhiCh, although less dramatIC, played an 

equally important role In the negotiatIOn of educational opportumty In City Road 

ComprehenSive. Throughout the work 1 have sought to analyse the compleXities of the 

mteractions which led a mInority of the pupil populatIOn to academiC success while 

the maJOrI ty of their peers emerged irom compulsory schooling with educational 

certltlcatIOn of little or no exchange value m competitIOn for places m hIgher 

educatIOn and m an Increasmg sectIOn of the post-school labour market which u::e:: 

academIC certl1lcatlOn as a selectIOn deVice. 

I have adopted a perspective which IS rooted In the symboliC Interactlcnlst 

approaches associated With the ChICagc, School. In particular I have drawn upon tn~ 

work oj Howard Becker {Becker et al. 1961; Becker. 196J: lS7L~ and Ervmg~c'!!r.lan 

[1959: 1967 J. However. my methodology anj analYSIS also reflects more recent 

developments and debatE5cC'ncermng the ethnographv 'J1 schoolmg In thE = =,:JnT; 

leg. Ball. 1981; Burgess, 198'::3: 1984a; 1984b: 1985a; Hammersley. 198j: l'~(j:: 
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Hammersiey and Atkinson, 198j: Wooas, 1983; 1986J. 

The strength of the mteractlOnlst approach lIes In Its abilIty te, penetrate 

the t acade 01 the educational system and study schooling 'as it happens' In the 

day-to-day, moment-to-moment negotiations between teachers and pupIls. The approach 

offers insights into the complex processes of education which are not normally 

available to larger scale, more quantItative work. However, small scale qualitative 

research also entails certain lImitations; perhaps the most obvIOus concern the 

level of generalization which is appropriate given the particular basis of the 

findings. In judging the llnportance of the research reported here a number of 

factors must be considered. 

Firstly, it should be restated that this has been a case study of a smgle 

school. Like all social settings, City Road ComprehenSive was Unique m many 

respects, therefore certain facts should be borne In mmd when considering the 

extent to which the research may be used as the baSIS for broad generalIzatIOns 

concerning education in this country. 

As I Indicated in the first chapter, City Road was very much a working class 

school. ThIS had consequences for almost every aspect ot teachlnE and iearnmg m 

the settmg, In particular it seemed to mfluence teacher expectations concerning 

the nature of the pupil mtake. However. SOCial class was not a strong 

dIstingUishIng charactenstlc withIn the pupIl populatIOn. Although a relatIvely 

small proportion 01 the research age grade came 1rom non-manual backgrounds. theIr 

SimIlar SOCia-economiC statuses did not act as the baSIS tor any exclUSive SOCial 

networks or relatIOnshIps, for example. In the way that gender and ethnIclty 

sometimes did. Therefore, unlIke Ball (1981) for example, I ha'y'e not been able .~ 

add directly to the lIterature on SOCial Class dlfrerences m e,jlJ,:ati::na! 

expenence, 

The female pupIls In the research age gr3Je may have t)eerl 31 re::te,j In s:'me 'N ~'; 

by the tact that they were a mmontv Within the year. H:)lA'Eier, tne 

under-representation Of female puplls was not 3 teature m:,tDer ir, the 
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school and there was no eVIdence that It reflected any svstemauc Iniluence up-:.n the 

research age grade, ego such as another school WhICh mIght have appeared more 

'attractIve' to some parents of remale puplls. 

White pupIls accounted for approximately 80% of the research age grade. 

However, pupils of ethnic minority ongm were a sIgnificant part of the pupIl 

population and theIr numbers were often over-estimated by themselves and their white 

teachers and peers WIthin the school. EthnICIty was an Important element In some 

pupils' experIence of the school and, despIte the numerical dominance of white 

pupils, Ci ty Road was seen by its staff, pupils and feeder communi ty as a 

multi-ethnic school. 

During much of the research field work the major teaching UnIons were engaged 

in industnal actIOn and the sporadic strikes which occurred dunng the study 

undoubtedly affected the school experience of the research age grade. Throughout 

the theSIS I have indicated those occaSIOns where the industrial action directly 

Influenced conduct WIthin the setting, for example, concerning the introductIon of a 

'contingency' optIons organization. However, the main focus of the theSIS 

highlights areas of school life which. although influenced by the industrIal actIon, 

were by no means SImply Its product. 

Despite the number of features which were peculIar to City Road, several 

aspects of the research are of SIgnIficance beyond the walls of the research schooL 

The case study method has become increaSingly Important Within the SOCIOlogy or 

education and this theSIS adds teo the growmg number of ethnographIes which seek te· 

explore particular educational Issues through the intensIve stUGV of one settIng. 

ThIS study IS one ot very lEW ethnographIc works whIch naVE: examined the rolE 

o! ethmcIty m school experienCE and. 35 I detalled In '.=.hapter S. IjW pre'Jeet ha~ a 

particular cc,ntInUIty or Interest WIth a ~enes C·l case studIes Whl:h Manvn 

Hammersley has deSCribed as "a cumulative research programme" In the SO:lJl.:gy )1 

educatIOn (Hammersley. 1925). My research alSO aj·]:: t: the ::u:rnSIn~1 v small 

ethnographic lIterature concerned WIth the processeS]l currIcular ::i! Terentlatl::·r: 
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at 14-plus. hlghlIghtmg the sources of staff conflIcts and power over the 

apparently open negotiatIons. In addItIon, thIs study represents the fIrst detaIled 

ethnography 01 optIon choIce In a multI-ethnIc ComprehensIve and explo:,rES more tully 

the role of teachers as agents who actIvely reinforced certam gender-related 

patterns of subject take-up. 

In subsequent sections of thIs chapter I wIll look beyond the confines of CIty 

Road ComprehensIve; fIrstly, to examine the signifIcance of the wider socIal context 

within which the school operated, and secondly, to note the related areas of concern 

which this study has been unable to address but which beg the attentIon of future 

research. However, before conSIdering these broader issues it may prove helpful to 

briefly highlight the main fmdmgs of thIS research and consider its significance 

in relation to prevIous work. 

7.1 THE NEGOTIATION OF EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY IN CITY ROAD 

a} The subject optIons process 

The subject options process was presented to the research age grade as the most 

Important deCISIon-making POint In theIr school career~ te' date. ThIs was no t aLoE 

claIm, the optIons process produced curncula differences between pupils In the 

upper school whIch could be 01 very great Importance In relatIOn to theIr eventual 

school achievement. The process was also of Importance for many members or stat t. 

The quallty or upper schOOl teaching groups, the status. tundIng ana. In some e a:E~. 

survIval or subject departments could be senousiv affected by the number and rtv~>€r 

or pupIl who opted for each subject. Hence. In addItIOn to the thIrd YEar pUPil:. 

many members oJ! statt also had a vested Interest In the ,JlJtc:ome ,:,f the subject 

(optIOns pre.cess. 

In Chapter l. began my analYSIS of the ''::''Itv Eoad ONlons :o;vstem to¥, tracIng I:; 
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recent history and outlining the posltlon and perspectIves 01 each group 01 

particIpants who were most Involved wIthin the school; the semor start, tEaCtlers 01 

optIOnal subjects, form tutors and the pupils themselves. 

The City Road options system was organIzed by members or the schooi's semor 

staff and reflected theIr COnsCIOUS decisIOn to formalIze and reduce the role of 

subject teachers as choice advisers. Hence, the semor staff placed their own 

perceptIon of subjects' academic status and the pupIls' 'best Interests' at the 

heart of the options system. However, despite their reduced officIal role In the 

options, subject teachers continued to exercise some mfluence over pupil chOlce: 

firstly, through a number of 'coaching' strategies, and secondly, through the 

involvement of some subject teachers as thIrd year form tutors who had a pastoral 

responsibility to adVIse theIr pupils. 

The pupils received a great deal of 'advice' durIng the options process and 

many applied officially sanctioned critena lsuch as ability, enJoyment and 

occupatIOnal goal) In making theIr 'provIsional' deCISIOns. However, several pupIls 

also applied 'illegItImate' critena such as teacher attractIveness: In partIcular, 

a strong personal dislike ior a subject teacher could deter pupIls irom an optIon 

al together. 

HaVing detaIled the posItions and perspectIves of the key partIcipants Within 

the school, Chapter 3 focused upon the i ace-to-f ace negotiatIon at optIon chOIce and 

In partIcular examined the power of the staff members In the o!1lclal meetings. By 

actIng as a UnIfIed 'team' the staff almost always brought about any changes IE 

option 'chOIce' WhICh they telt were necessary. TYPICally the pUPils and ~nelr 

parents would readIly defer to the teacher's 'expertIse'. However. because thE 

stair genuinely ielt that some element ot chOice was Important. theIr ability tc 

repeatedly challenge 'provIsIOnal' deCISions was not lImItless. HEnce. In a 

mInorIty at cases pupIls were able to retaIn optIOns WhICh senior statr relt were 

'Inappropnate'. 

The fmal sectIOn ot Chapter 3 conSIdered the lImited rene~= ~JatJ:'rl · ... ·t.J:rt toJl-: 
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place dunng the early part of the age grade's fourth year. Although relatively lew 

pupIls were Involved, the renegotIatIons were not WIthOut sigruficance. FIrstly. 

some 'able' pupils successfully moved Into new OptIOns. Secondly, subject 

departments could exerCIse a limited form of selectIon by negotiating the movement 

of certain 'less able' and 'troublesome' pupils into the school's 'sink' optIOns. 

Chapter 4 concluded the detailed discuSSIon of the options process by 

considenng the broader patterns of pupil experience WhICh emerged across the age 

grade. I focused upon 'ability', gender and ethnic ongin as elements of a pupIl's 

identity which could have particular consequences for their experIence of the 

options process. 

In common wIth the practIces discovered in a Secondary Modern School (Woods, 

1979) and banded Comprehensive (Ball, 1981), In City Road the optIOns process acted 

as a point of curncula differentIation which included a SIgnificant degree of 

academic selectIOn. Some pupils emerged from the optIOns process with curncula of 

WIdely diffenng academIC statuses and, although the pupils themselves applied 

conceptIOns of ability in making theIr 'prOVISIonal' chOIces, members of staff also 

played an important role; 65% of the pupils In my three case study forms changed at 

least one of theIr ongInal chOIces (FIgure 3.1) and 54% of the changes Involved a 

new subject ot substantially different academiC status (Table 4.3). 

PupIl gender was an Important element In many optlOn 'chOIces'. Both the 

teachers and their pupIls often applIed stereotyped VIews or certam subjects as 

bemg partIcularly SUIted to one gender. In additlOn, tEachers ,:;·t ten acted In a wa}" 

WhICh remforced gender-based stereotypes by challenging 'odd' tnon-:radltlOnall 

chOIces WhICh they tYPically Interpreted as a SIgn of mIschIef c,r mIsunderstandIng. 

Contrary to what mIght have been predIcted on the baSIS or prevIous stu,jles C;oJ 

ethmcIty and academIC selectlOn (Mlddlet,Jn. 1983; WrIght. 1984), in CIty Road the 

West Indian pupils were not over-represented In the lower St3tU:O SUC'Ject.s. HC"",·ever. 

thiS should not toe Interpreted as proOI that ethm·:lty had n:· COfl:oeqlJences !:·r 

teacher expect3tlons. Rather. It retle:ted the ract th3t the Jptlc.n:o sv:otem ('In:lke 
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systems of streammg and banding) was officially defined as mvolving an element of 

choice; in informal option negotiations the West Indian pupIls seemed particularly 

successful at resisting staff challenges. 

My analysis of the City Road options process has taken up and developed a theme 

which has also featured in prevIous ethnographies of option choice, ie. the role of 

teachers as "choice mediators" (Woods, 1976; 1977; 1979). Through an analYSis of 

the options process in City Road I have demonstrated the importance of teachers as 

agents of selection within a systeI'l1 which was defined in terms of 'choice'. 

However, teachers did not simply 'dIctate' pupils' options, a genuine element of 

negotiation was involved. Also it should be emphasized that teachers did not form a 

homogeneous body with common interests, goals and values. Hence, the processes of 

negotiation also took place within the staff body, for example, as subject teachers 

adjusted to their reduced fei'mal role Cind made use of various 'coaching' strategies 

The subject options decisions, therefore, mark a crucial time for staff and 

pupils alike and are likely to remain so despite the extensive reform of education 

in this country which is currently under discussion 0). Consequently, it seems 

probable that the curricula distinctions between the pupils on one hand, who 

followed a majority of academic subjects, and on the other, those who experienced 

overwhelmingly non-academic upper school timetables, will continue. However, the 

form which these distinctions take will undoubtedly be influenced if guidelines 

concerning a 'National Curriculum' (DES, 1987) are introduced. The ways In WhICh 

such guidelines are implemented promises to be an important field for future 

research: among the questions raised may be a concern to establish whether a 

National Curnculum wIll limit the scope for selection and diversity at 14-plus or 

merely enshrine in legislation beliefs about the academIC status of certain subjects 

which are already reflected in most schools' option systems? 

Although the subject opticns process represented a crucial pomt In the school 
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careers of the research age grade, iurther processe3 01 selectIOn and neg.:.ti3tl'JII 

contmued In the upper school. Particular aspects oj the pupIls' expenence of the 

upper school provided the focus for subsequent chapters of thIS thesIS. 

b) Differentiation and subcultural polarization 

My analysis ot pupil adaptations In City Road adds to a series oi school 

ethnographies which have explored the processes of differentIation and subcultural 

polarization in different types of English secondary school. However, If these 

studies genuinely represent a "cumulative research programme" (Hammersley, 1985) It 

is one WhICh IS still in its very early stages. 

My conclusions concermng differentiation and subcultural polarIzatIOn in City 

Road must be viewed as tentative given the limited time available tor classroom 

observation in the fifth year and the under-representation of female pupIls In the 

research age grade. Throughout my treatment of differentiation In the upper school 

I sought to analyse the very complex processes at work Within the setting: the 

Importance 01 Chapter 5 lies In relatIon to three mam areas. 

Firstly, I outlmed a reVised model tor the analYSIS of pupil adaptations. The 

model built upon key elements of the pro/antl-school typology and was cons:lOusly 

auned at recogmzmg the complex, negotlated character of pupil adaptatIOns. The 

notIOn of a continuum of mvolvement allows for the vanatlon In pupll attltudes and 

behaVIOurs WIthout ImpoSing artlfIcally 'fixed':ategones upon what 3re con::tantly 

changing and masslvely vaned IndIVidual adaptatlOns. 

Secondly, 1 establlshed that a lImIted degree of polarIZatIOn occurred In City 

Road despIte the lack of any SIngle institutIOnalized dIvlde such a: strEamIng .J[ 

banding. By no means all puplls could be IdentIfied as eIther committed to. or 

alIenated from, central aspects of the communicated sen·::·j value svsterr;. nc·we·ier. 

there were rundamental differences In the ajart3tlOns:·1 ·:ertam pupils wnl·:n wer= 

acknowledged and reIntorced by both staff ana pupl1s. The processes O! 

jlflerentlatlon and subcultural polarIZatIon were very complex and 3!th·="Jg-n the 
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teachers played a crucIal role through theIr treatment 01 certam PUPl1~. the 

actIOns of the pupIls themselves were also of great slgm!J::m:E:. 

An addItIOnai pomt to arIse from the dIscuSSIOn 01 dlf: erentJatwn m the 

upper school concerned the ongoing nature of the processes of selectIOn m Clty 

Road. Those pupils who had 'succeeded' In negotiating access to a majorIty 01 

'academic' optIons were not guaranteed future academic success. In the offICIal 

deCISIOns concerning the character of academIC sets, and m the f ace-to-! ace 

interactIOn 01' teacher-pupil and peer relations, the negotIatIOn of educational 

opportumty continued: even WIthin the same classroom very great dlIferences In 

teacher expectatIons and pupil subculture could be discerned. 

Future research will undoubtedly consider the processes of dIfferentIatIOn and 

polarization further and it will be mteresting to note whether the notIOn of a 

continuum of involvement provides an appropriate framework for analyses in dIfferent 

settings. One area in which much more work is necessary concerns the relatIve 

Importance of academiC dIfferentiatIOn and pupil experIences WhICh are related to 

gender and ethnic Identi ties. 

1 have noted that the under-representatIOn of female pupIls In the reseach age 

grade has consequences for the level of generalIzatIOn WhICh IS approprIate when 

conSIderIng my fmdings. Therefore It was WIth cautIon that 1 stated that the 

processes of dIfferentIatIOn and polarizatlOn seemed to mfiuence both male and 

female pupIls In the case study. Gender mfluences were lmportant but seemed to be 

secondary to the overall patterns of differentiatlon and polarIZatIOn. However. Jt 

appeared that puplls' ethnIcny could have consequences tor teacher-pupIl and peer 

relatIOns WhICh were mdependent ot any offiCIal recogmtlon of their 'abilIty'. 

c) EthnIClty and educatIOnal opportunity 

West IndIan pupIls were In a relatIvejv disadvantaged j:'":~lti:~; 'l.'lthlrJ tf:E: 

researcn age grade. ThiS was neither the result or J'v'en 'ra:i~m' cv stalr members 

nor rejection OJ the baSIC alms 01 schoolmg by the pUpll~. TrJe :.rter c:·rll ilctlJe. 
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relationshIP between the whIte teachers and theIr West Indian pupIls reflected a 

complex sItuatIOn where the demands of the teachIng rJle (eg. to keep order and 

apply rules 'f aIrly') and the ethnocentric perspectIves of the staff led to a 

dIsproportIOnate amount of control of West Indian pupIls. The teachers antIcIpated 

certaIn differences in the language, dress and demeanour of ASIan pupils but made no 

such 'allowance' for any differences between their own culture and that of theIr 

West IndIan pupils. Hence, almost any dIsplay of Afro-Caribbean ethnIcIty was 

interpreted as, at best, Inappropriate or, at worst, a challenge to authon ty. 

Contrary to their white and Asian peers of similar 'ability', even those West 

Indians who had achieved highly in written tests and had demonstrated 'intelJigence' 

through their day-to-day contacts with staff typically expenenced conflictual 

relations with their teachers. Therefore, academically ambItiOUS West Indian pupils 

faced a particularly diffIcult Situation In which their responses to staff 

ethnocentrism became Vitally important. 

In order to illustrate something of the range and Importance of the pupIls' 

adaptational responses I focused upon the careers of two West Indian males drawn 

from my case study forms. Wayne Johnson and his closest friends developed an 

OPPOSItional subculture whIch glorified those aspects of their IdentIty whIch were 

most devalued and controlled by the school, ie. theIr ethnicity and phYSIcal 

prowess. A spiral of increaSIng control and response seems to have developed whIch 

eventually led to Wayne's expulSIOn from the school. 

However. Incereased conflIct and academic raIlure were not mevltable: In 

contrast to Wayne. Paul DIxon conSCIously tned to minImize conflIcts and exh] tHea 

strategies ot behaVIOur which avoided any escalatIOn when he was CrIticized In 

class. In thiS sense a process or negotIatIOn took place between the whl te teachers 

and theIr West IndIan pupIls; a process whIch demanded a great deal trom the pupils 

and WhICh placed them In a dIsadvantaged pOSItIOn WI thm the pupIl bod\'. 

. h· th t In ("It',' R~,ad must be seen In the My analYSIS or t e 51gnIt Icanee or e nIel y' _. -
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wIder context ot other worK on multI-ethnIc educatIoL ObVIOUSlY. c 5tlJC1V ,:.! c 

single school cannot Incorporate an inveStigatIOn of all the t actors wnl:n might lIe 

behind the 'underachievement' of West Indian pupils as a group (HMS·':". 1981: 198:). 

However, together with preVIOUS InteractiOnIst work In multi-ethnIC settings, a case 

study approach can be of very great Importance In revealing some of the school-based 

factors which act against the educational opportunIty of West IndIan pupils. 

7.2 THE WIDER SOCIAL CONTEXT AND THE NEGOTIATION OF EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY 

Interactionist work IS often accused of studYing SOCial action within a 

socio-historical vacuum which ignores the role of Wider structural forces. In thIS 

section I want to argue that such a vIew misrepresents much interactlonIst work In 

the sociology of education. I will highlight some of the ways In whIch my own 

analysIs has taken account of the WIder social context and go on to consider the 

relevance of such work in relation to the macro-mIcro problem In SOCIOlogIcal 

analysIs. 

A frequent CritIcIsm of small scale school-focused work has been Its suppc:ecl 

faIlure to locate the school withIn Its WIder social and histOrical context. For 

example, Rachel Sharp has attacked Ball's account of Beachslde as "engagIng In a 

form of Inner emIgratIOn In the face O! the fundamental ::tructurcl chanf:ES If: 

BritIsh society currently being orchestrated by sIgmficant tactJCon~ In the 

capItalIst class ... " (Sharp. 1981: :28.: quoted In Bali, 1S!8:: .23). 

In a SImIlar vein Lawrence Angus (1986) has ·:r13r3cten:e::J .symDOJ!C 

InteractJ.2nlsrn as lImIted by a concern te, explam aetlOns and me3::l:ig~ "In t-=rlT.':::! 

their ImmedIate context" resulting In a sltuatlOn where "both the r:I·::r ~:::=';1;leJ~e ::r 

actors and. even more lmportantly. any Imk With a ccnCEDtie'n :·1 = ';;l::ler. e:: r
Er:-,21 

SOCial reality. are denied" (Angus. 1986: 62: .JrIgInal emprloSIS). 
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In addl tlon to makmg a PrIOrI assumptIOns about the nature and dynamiCs ,:'1 

socIetal reproduction, such crItIcisms do a serIOUS injUstIce to the works WhICh 

they attack. Although mIcro-socIOlogICal studIes do not take macro-theoretIcal 

Issues as theIr prImary focus, any adequate analYSIS of a Single case must mdicate 

the consequences ot wider Inf luences upon the setting. 

It is qUIte slmply wrong to lmply, as Angus (1986) does, that symbolIc 

mteractionist work VIews actIOn as occurnng In some sort ot vacuum, unaffected by 

wider structural forces or by the partICIpants' prevIOus actIons, experIences and 

beliefs. For example, in Chapter 4 I noted that In order to make sense of the 

situation In Beachside, Ball's analYSIS of the school's options process made 

reference to natlOnal differences in the status of certain dISCiplInes and 

exammation subjects (BaH, 1981: 138-41). Other mteractlOnlst studies have also 

acknowledged the importance of the wider social context: Lacey lt970J set hiS study 

of Hightown Grammar Within the recent history of both the school and Its local 

community. Similarly, Burgess' account of BIShop McGregor comprehenSive made 

explicit reference to the crucial mfluence of local authOrIty pollcy Concerning 

both the pastoral and phYSical organIZatIOn of Jts schools (Burgess, 1983: 237). 

In common With prevIously studled schools, CIty Road ComprehenSive dId not 

exist In a soclal, historical and political vacuum. The particular locatIOn of the 

school, the hIstory of the educatIOnal system In this country and tnE: personal 

bIographIes of the partiCIpants each Influenced the conduct of action WIthIn the 

school in some way. Such factors dId not dIctate the nature or the outcDmes ot the 

negotIatIOn ot educatIOnal opportunrty whIch took place WIthIn City Road, rather 

they prOVIded the broad socio-hIstOrIcal context wlthm WhICh the a:tlons were 

situated. 

In summarIzIng the prInCipal findings of the research I have already drawn 

attentIOn to partIcular consequen,'::es OJ the seclal clas:; and etnniC :omr-:sJtlOn ot 

the research age grade and the school's reeder commumn". For example, concernIng 

start expectatIons ot a pupIl Intake whIch was generally ot t>€i:W average 'qual::\.'· 
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In broader terms the study has alsc acknowledged the consequences of certalr. 

soclo-hlstorlcal forces whIch acted upon the school. For example. the subject 

OptIOns process reflected the influence ot many t actors WhICh were external to .':':JtV' 

Road ComprehensIve. 

The very concept of curricula chOIce reflects the particular hIstory of the 

English educational system (Reid et al. 1974; Hurman, 1978). The Ideal of equalIty 

of educational opportunity, the notIOn of a meritocracy and the particular problems 

of 'Comprehensive' schools which are often tar from comprehensive in the nature of 

their pupil intake, have all had some influence upon the development of the current 

situation where an element of choice and specialization at 14-plus IS 

taken-for-granted in most state secondary schools. 

Therefore City Road operated its own system of option chOICe withm a 

historical context which defined curricula choice as a legitimate and Important 

deciSIon-making POInt in pupils' school careers. 

WIthIn CIty Road there was somethIng of a dIlemma concernIng the extent to 

whIch subject chOIce should be 'guIded', a dilemma WhICh agaIn reflected t actors 

which were not specIfic to CIty Road alone. Hence, an element of chOIce was 

conSIdered to be desirable - reflectIng a democratic 'progressIve' Ideology of pupIl 

particIpatIon; yet the pupIls could not be allowed a completely free hand because 

certain subjects were considered 'too Important' to neglect - reflectIng ·jlfferen·:es 

In academIC status WhICh were rooted In the hIstory 01 the educatIonal system and In 

the current economIC and employment situatIOns tHurman. 1978; Ball. 1981; Good5·~n. 

1983). 

In addItIon, City Road eXisted WIthIn the WIder culture ot an Engllsn 

Inner-cay area and, more broadly speakIng, of the modern Industnal Wes~. Hence. 

certaIn conceptlCln5 Involvmg gender anj ,=thmcally f:=:iated ':::Jaractefistlcs were 01 

51£TIl!ICanCe wlthm the settlng. For example. certaIn t'.'~>e.: cil dre,:.:. langlJage an·j 

demeanour clashed WIth the expectatIons ot whIte teacner.: whose cUlturai t.a::kgrJ'Jr.;:; 

defIned 3uch I"tvle~ a:: Improper and, In ,,':'ITlE ca5e::. tMe,3tenrfJE ''::'or.~elue~:tjr 
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many West IndIan pupils experIenced IncreasIngly confhctual relatlOn5hlps WltIJ 

staff despIte most teachers' genuIne commItment to the notIon or equalIty or 

educatIonal opportunIty. 

SimIlarly, SOCIetal stereotypes concernIng the tYPical malel! emale role m the 

post-school world played an Important part in the optIons negotIatlOn5. Members or 

each participating group (teachers, parents and pupIls) often displayed rather 

narrow perspectIves concernmg the appropriate educatIOnal/occupatIonal goals for 

pupils of either gender. Such stereotypes were undoubtedly influenced by factors 

external to the school (eg. the structure of gender speCialIzatIon In the economy, 

the local commumty and images in the national medIa) yet they were unconsciously 

reinforced WithIn the optIOns system through staff attempts to pre-empt choices 

which might lead to 'trouble' In the future. The staff aimed to aVOid problems In 

the upper school, not to enforce gender stereotypes, yet theIr actIOns had much the 

same consequences. 

Therefore, the structure of gender relatIOns In SOCIety acted upon the research 

setting In many ways, not least through the routIne assumptIons whIch actors heJd 

concernIng gender roles. However, the structure of gender relations was Itself 

influenced through the unmtended consequences of SItuated actlOns WIthin the 

school; actions which aimed to aVOId 'problems' m the upper school and often 

umntentlOnally reinforced gender-specIfIC notIOns concernmg certam educatl,:nal 

and occupational goals. ThIS analysis has consequences for the current debate 

concerning the 'macro-mIcro problem' and has a resonance WI th certam a3 f~': t:o 01 

Anthony GIddens' cntique of preVIOUS approaches leg. GIddens. 19 76; 19n: 1981; 

1984). 

The apparent gulf between the concerns at mlcro- and macrc,-~·:': lole'gJ:: 31 

analyses has been the subject of much re,:ent dEratE WIthin the ~,:,cl3.i ::Clen':~3. lr. 

:I recent commentary on the macro-micro proclem withIn tne SOCIJI:gy :·1 ejucatlJr., 

Hargreaves has stated that the "gap between the wc,ri,j 01 small 5: aJe 13.,:e- t:,-; 3. ~ E 

Interaction. on the one hand, and vast SOCial stru:tures or Immense ~r:,~":rtl:n5 Gn 
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the other" IS lIunbndgeable wIthout the prOVISIon of some addmona; SUF,,:,n". AS a 

potentIal source or such support Hargreaves suggested the use of Mertoman "theorIes 

of the middle rangell WhICh would dIrect attentlOn to a IImIddle or 'meso' level ot 

analYSIS" (Hargreaves, 1985 repnnted 1986: 170). 

The language of Hargreaves' paper is SIgnifIcant. He speaks of a "gap" to be 

"bridged" - the mIcro and the macro are understood as separate 'worlds', not only 

conceptually, but also in fact; hence, Hargreaves' suggestIOn of a meso level ot 

analysis, concerned with the "range of Intermediary processes and structures" 

(Hargreaves, 1986: 170; my emphasIs). 

However, as I have noted, certain micro-socIologIcal stUdies have already been 

able to introduce elements of a macro nature Into theIr analyses 01 partIcular 

research settings. The macro themes WhICh have been mentIoned arose from the need 

to understand particular research problems, not from any 'Grand' theory whIch 

asserts the dommance of certam groups and processes wlthm socIety. ThIS suggests 

that the IntroductIon of an additIOnal 'meso' level of analYSIS may be somethIng of 

a red herrmg. The distinctIOn between structure and action whIch appears so great 

In terms of the macro-mIcro argument 15 In tact a false distInctIon Inasmuch as all 

actors operate wlthm the WIder context, WhICh IS Itself a product ot human actlOn: 

the macro and mIcro are fundamentally Interrelated. not separate. ThIS IS one ot 

the central arguments proposed by Anthony GIddens In hIS "Theory of StructuratlOn". 

which InVOlVES a cn tlque or prevIous theoretIc al constructlOns concernIng the 

macro-mIcro problem. Essentially the POInt concerns what Giddens refers to 3S the 

"dual! ty or struc ture". 

"The concept ot structuratlon Involves that or the duality at 
structure. whICh relates te, the rundamentaiiy recursIve character O! 

SOCial life, and expresses the mutual dependence or :;tructure and 
agency. By the duality or structure 1 me:ifl that tnE structural 
propertIes or SOCial ~ystems are ooth the medIum an·j the:: . .1t:,:>me:,! 
the practIces that constitute thOSE systems. (. .. ) 

.,. every process or action IS a production of something ne'~, a r re~n 
act: but at the same tIme all aCtIOfi eXlsts In ce'ntlnu!ty w:th tf:E 

past. whIch supplIes the means e,r Its lnltlatle'n. 5tru:ture th'lO: 13 

not to be conceptua!Jsed as a barfler to actlOn, but as essen~lajl:i 
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Involved In Its productlon ... 11 

Anthony Giddens (1979: 69-70; ongInal emphasIs) 

Hence, the macro IS reproduced In and through mIcro actiVitIes: Hargreav'es' 

"vast social structures of Immense proportIons" have no separate eXistence outside 

the realm 01 micro human actiVIty (eg. In the classroom, the factory and the 

household). Similarly, micro activities are structured by actors' use of macro 

resources (eg. draWing upon an Ideology of partiCIpatIOn or concerrung conventions 

of gender specialization). The macro and micro are Interrelated, not separate: 

structure is both "the medium and outcome" of human conduct. 

Hargreaves summanzed GIddens' approach as follows: 

"Structures, (Giddens) POInts out, are not only constraIning but 
enabling too. And gIven that they are reproduced through 
interactIOn, every act IS there! ore a moment of POSSI ble change, an 
act of production as well as reproduction, contaInIng Within Itself 
both the likelihood of contInuity and the seeds of change." 

A. Hargreaves (1985 reprinted 1986: 1701 

Hargreaves went on to CritIcize Giddens for prOVidIng too few empirical 

examples and no suggestIOns as to the theory's ImplicatIOns for future research. 

These critiCisms are reasonable and my reference to GIddens' concept of the ·juall tv 

of structure should not be mterpreted as Indlcatmg support for his entire 

approach. Indeed. the Theory of StructuratlOn has been critICized ! or t ailIng to 

take proper account of the very real differences In opportunIty which are 

substantIvely available to certalr, IndIVIduals through their poSItIOn WithIn the 

SOCial structure (CallinIcos, 1985). 

Despite these weaknesses, the concept of the dualIty of structure {as "the 

medIUm and outcome of the conduct It recursively organlze;": Giddens. 1984: 2-4! 15 

or Significance In breakIng down the barners which have b€er, ere: :ej between the 

macro and the micro: barners whIch have already been penetr:-:ted cv sc·mE 

mteractlOnIst work. 
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7.3 BEYOND CITY ROAD: Some problems tor future researCh 

So far thIS chapter has outlIned the pnnclpal ways In which my study has taken 

up and developed themes which have appeared In prevIOUS works. I have also 

highlighted areas in which future research might contmue the analyses presented 

here, for example, concerning the negotiatIon of subject optIOns wIthIn a 'NatIOnal 

Curriculum' and future work on pupil adaptations along a contInuum of Involvement. 

In this section 1 want to bnefly consider certam related areas of concern which 

justify future research but which this work has been unable to address because of 

the nature of the research setting and the particular focus which I adopted. 

I have already referred to the nature of the City Road pupil populatIOn and, 

more specifIcally. the character of the research age grade m this and several of 

the previous chapters (espeCially Chapter 1). At this pomt I wish to emphasize 

some of the consequences of the compositIOn of the research age grade In terms ot 

this proJect's coverage of particular Issues. 

FIrstly, the strongly workmg class nature of the school's catchment area meant 

I was largely unable to examIne dIfferences m school experience between pupils of 

different socia) classes. 43 members of my fmal two case study forms were present 

throughout the entIre fIeld work, tour or those pupils came from non-manual 

backgrounds. WIthin the torms socIal class dId not act as the baSIS tor any 

exclUSIve peer groupings un the way that ethnICIty and gender sometimes dId) an,j 

although I could not gam reliable data on the social class backgrounds ·J1 the 

entire age grade, It dId not seem that social class was a SignIficant d15tmgulshlng 

factor wlthm the pupil populatIOn. 

Secondly, female pupils accounted for a mmorlty of the research age grade: 

thIS resulted m an over-representatIon or male pupils In trle gr::urs WhICh 1 

observed and meant that 1 had fewer temale pupIls m the case studY torms · ... ·n~ 

act as sponsors Into Wider SOCial network~. In addl tJ,::'D J I elt that mv gender 

CO'J!': 



lImited the extent to whIch I could fully explore certain aspects of the femalE 

pupils' subcultural adaptations to the school (see Chapter 11. Consequently, 

although I followed pupils of both sexes and drew eVidence from across the case 

study forms, In Chapter 5 I was unable to fully investigate any gender-related 

differences in the subcultural adaptatIOns of the case study pupils. Hence, my 

conclusIOns concerning the basic simliaritles between male and female adaptatIons to 

upper school differentIation must be viewed as tentatIve. 

The absolute number of pupils In partIcular groups was also an Important factor 

in relation to ethnic origin. Although the West Indian and ASIan pupils were a very 

Significant minority in terms of teachers' and pupils' accounts of the school. In 

absolute terms I would have preferred a greater number of ethnic minOrity pupils. 

For example, during the options processs I was unable to observe suffIcient 

'spontaneous' negotiations to be certain of a West IndIan over-representatIon among 

the pupils who were challenged in that way (Chapter 4), Also, the small numbers 

involved has forced extreme caution In any interpretatIOn of quantItatIve data 

generated WIthin the setting, such as detentIon records and exammatlOn results. 

The role of ethniclty in educational experIence IS a VItal area 01 research 

where quahtatlve work can be of Immense value. By hIghlighting the InteractIOnal 

processes which lie behmd f amilJar patterns of underachIevement (HMS(J, 1981; 1985) 

and discrimmation (CommIssIOn for RaCIal Equality, 1985) qualitatIve research has 

the potential to make a unIque contribution. 

Despite the small absolute SIze or the ethniC mmorlty populatIon wlthm City 

Road I am confident of my analYSIS or the relatIOnships between whIte teachers and 

theIr West Indian and ASIan pupils. My analysIs of City Road adds to. and develops, 

an Important strand ot qualItatIve work which has rocused upon ethnIcIty In 

partIcular educatIOnal settmgs, yet there IS stIll much to be done. F,:;r example, 

teacher-pupIl relatIOns should be studied m settmgs where the comp-:~l tl':,r; OJ rJ"'It: 

pupIl populatIon dIffers from prevIous work: In the numbers ot ethm: mm:n:y 

pupIls and their SOCIal cla5s backgrounds. Also. It may prove rrUl::ul t: adopt an 
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approach associated with preVIOUS 'school effectIveness' research (eg. Reynolds, 

1985), ie. uSing varIOUS quantitative measures to identify particularly successful 

schools (in this case in terms of ethnic minority performance and experIence) and 

then apply qualitative methods in studying those schools to discover the sources of 

theIr 'success' (after Gray and Jones, 1985). Clearly great care would be needed In 

selecting appropriate 'measures' of school performance but the approach may be 

useful in co-ordinating future case study work in multi-ethnic settings. 

In addit:on to the sometimes restrictive composItion of the research age grade 

itself, the focus and tIme scale of the fieldwork also influenced the degree to 

which I was able to investigate certain issues. For example, a longer period of 

classroom observation during the age grade's fourth and fifth years would have 

allowed a more detailed study of how friendship ties developed in the upper school 

teaching groups. However, because of other commitments (such as the design, 

execution and analysis of the 'structured' fourth year inteniew:;} by the time I 

carried out my intensive observation of upper school groups certain friendship 

cliques had already established particular types of relationship with their teachers 

and peers. 

The first lesson which a lone researcher must learn is that one cannot study 

everything or everyone. I chose to focus upon particular factors which seemed to 

influence the pupils' experience of the school, consequently I was restricted in the 

amount of time which I could devote to studying inter-staff relatIOnships: an area 

which deserves a great deal more attention in future research. 

In VIew of my pupil-based research focus I tried to spend as much tIme 

interviewing and observing different members of staff as seemed necessary In order 

to understand the pupils' experiences. For example, I spent a great deal of time 

with staff during the options process, when the perspectives of vanous actors 

within both the pastoral and academic systems became crucially Important. 

My work with the staff raised a number of issues which warranted further 
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investigation but which I was unable to study in depth. As I noted in Cbapter 2, for 

example, the options process revealed the diverse, and sometimes conflIcting, 

character ot statf perspectives and Interests: thIS was particularly apparent In the 

case of form tutors who could experience difficulties in reconciling their pastoral 

role (as pupil adviser) with their vested interests as subject specialists. 

Additional data on teachers' perspectives and the "micro-politics" (Ball, 1987) of 

City Road was generated but has only been included in this thesis as dictated by my 

desire to understand the experiences of my case study pupils. ego concerning staff 

responses to accusations of teacher racism (Chapter 6). 

Througbout this work the importance of teachers' perspectives bas been 

demonstrated and there is a powerful argument for additional research whicb focuses 

upon teachers as participants who are actively engaged in the negotiation of 

educational opportunity. Any reforms which aspire to increasing the realization of 

each pupils' potential will be given meaning through the actions of individual 

teachers at classroom level. More research on the day-to-day problems which teachers 

experience, and the solutions which they employ, seems essential if we are to 

progress further towards the goal of equality of educational opportunity. 

CONCLUSION 

Although this theSIS reports a case study of a single inner-city comprehensive 

its findings have relevance beyond the walls of City Road School. The study adds to 

a small but important series of school ethnographies which have focused upon 

particular aspects of the educational process through the detailed study of 

Individual settings. 

Like all schools, in Hammersley's (1980: 268) terms, CIty Road was somethmg 'J! 

a "peculiar world". yet the processes whIch led a mmorIty of Its pupils to academiC 

success (while the maJonty experIenced 'faIlure') are unlIkely to be wholly 

specific to that institutIon. 
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If anyone message were to emerge Irom this stu,Jy It would surei:; be ~ha~ lII~ 

10 schools IS extremely complex: In CIty Road tea::hers Jld not Simply ,jlC ta te 

subject optIOns to pupIls. they dId not set out to devote themselves to 'able' 

pupIls alone and rarely did any teacher approach their Job With a perspective which 

could be described as crudely 'racIst'. Yet In the day-to-day interactIOn whIch 

fashioned the school careers or my case study pupils It was true that the optIOns 

process acted as a form of academiC selection, the 'able' pupils were dIfferentiated 

from their peers, and West Indian pupIls were relatively disadvantaged WIthin the 

age grade. 

These patterns of expenence were the result of interaction between actors 

(staff and pupils) who perceived the school, and each other, In ways which were not 

only different, but often conflictual. The school careers of my case study pupIls 

were therefore the result of countless negotiations wIth their peers and teachers. 

It is in this sense that educatIonal opportumty was negotiated WithIn City Road. 

As Woods (1983: 11) has stated, "school lIte IS a contInUOUS process of 

negotiation", a process which we must understand a great deal more clearly If the 

goal of equality of educatIonal opportumty IS ever to be reallzed. 

NOTE TO CHAPTER 7 

1. Recent Government proposals on a National CurrIculum have been 
presented as an attempt to "raIse standards" and reduce the 
diverSIty between what IS taught In different schools [Hansard 24th 
July 1987; DES, 19871. At the tIme of WrItIng (late 1'387) there 15 

very little detaii avaIlable from the Department of EducatIOn and 
SCIence concernIng how the National CurrIculum IS likely to opErate 
Within schools. What IS apparent from the Government's 
consultatIOn document IS that some reduced Torm of optIOns ChOICE 
IS likely to remaIn WithIn the centrally defIned currIculum 
framework. For example. concerning different language. SCleEce. 
humamty lGeography and History) and aesthetic subjects wlthm the 
"foundation curnculum". as well as 10 relation tc a r3nge ot 
pOSSIble "additional" subjects such as a second sCience. a sec'Jr.,j 
modern language. History. Geography. Reilgi':JUS Studle::. Hc,me 
EconomIcs. Art and Drama (DES, 1987; 5-8). As i have notej lr: 

Chapter 4. there are very great dlfreren·:es In academiC S~3tiJ~ 
between some or these subjects and It seems likely :nere: :,re that 
curncula dIfferentiatIOn at 14-plus. C'! the kInd expenenced In 

CItv Road ComprehenSive dunng thiS study', wIll::ntlnue. 
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APPENDIX 1: A field work chronology 

My research diary records that I visited City Road Comprehensive during 256 

school days: spread across 77 weeks of term (between January 1984 and December 

1985). This averages approximately 3 visits per week. This figure may help the 

reader to appreciate the frequency with which I entered the setting but it does not 

convey a great deal about the field work itself. 

The following chronology is offered as a guide to my main concerns during the 

data collection process. It would be pedantic (and largely unhelpful to the reader) 

if I were to list every encounter which I recorded in my research field notes. 

However, some knowledge of my principal sources of data at each stage of the project 

is necessary if the reader is to understand something of the empirical base upon 

which this thesis has been built. 

I wish to emphasize that this chronology is meant only as a guide to my 

principal interests and sources of data during the intensive field work phase of the 

research project: it is not an exhaustive Jist of all interviewees, observational 

settings or areas upon which I gathered information. For example, the mdustrial 

action which took place during my field work was not an area which I intended to 

study (it does not continually re-appear in this chronology), yet, because of my 

other concerns, I did collect a great deal of information concerning the meanmg and 

consequences of the actIOn for the organization of the school and the experiences 01 

Its staff and pupils. 

The chronology is perhaps best understood as a thumbnail sketch of 'what I did, 

and when I did it'. The mformation IS presented In note form and broken down by 

each academic term: for reasons of clarity the data sources are ordered by tOPIC 

(eg. option negotiatiOns) and method leg. intervIew) within each term. 
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THE AGE GRADE'S 3rd YEAR: SPING TERM January-April 1984 

The first weeks of term were spent getting to know the setting, introducing 
myself to key actors, finding out about the optIons system and negotiating a 
sample. This was a time when the option choices were being spoken about in 
general terms but no specific negotiations had begun, ie. the 'pre-optIon' 
phase. I immediately began to gather data on the actors' expectations of the 
process to come. 

I. ORIENTATION 

STAFF INTERVIEWS 
Spoke wi th the Head, Senior teacher and Head of 3rd year. 
We discussed the school, the pupils in the research age grade and possible 
case study forms. 

The Heads of Mathematics and Modern Languages on the intoduction of 
setting in the lower school: its rationale and criteria. 
Also discussed their views on the patterns of pupil choice which affected 
their subjects. 

Met three year tutors, dicussed the research and their tutees. 
Arranged observations. 

Met the other year tutors, asked permission of another tutor to observe 
his form. 

OBSERVA TIONS 
Sat-in on form periods of four of the eight mixed ability forms in the age 
grade: assessing their suitability for case study. 

II. PRE-OPTION WORK 

INTERVIEWS 
STAFF: Head, Senior teacher, pastoral Head of 3rd year, the Head of 
Guidance and tutors of 3 case study forms: on their role In, and 
expectations of, the options system. 

Members of Senior staff on the recent history of options choice in City 
Road. 

PUPILS: All pupils in three case study forms, Ie. each of the 69 members 
of 3A,C & D were seen in small groups to dISCUSS their perceptIOns of the 
options at this point. We also spoke about their knowledge of, and 
attitude towards, set and mIxed ability teaching, likes/dislIkes of 
subjects and teachers and their hopes for the future In school. 

Class discussions on optIOn preparatIOns with each case study form. 

OBSERVATIONS 
Options preparatIOn during form penods In 3A,C & 0: Work by tutors and 3 
departmental presentations to pupils In 3D. 

Watched the case study forms in their meetings With the Head oi GUidance. 
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Parents Option Explanation Evening: Senior staff presentation of the 
options system to 3rd years' parents. 

DOCUMENTARY 
Various documentation was coHected including; 
lJ The City Road Options Booklet (for 3rd year pupils). 
lJ School handbooks for staff and parents. 
• Copies of 3rd year attendance registers. 
.. A breakdown of the age grade by ethnic origin (by the Year 
Head). 

3rd YEAR: SUMMER TERM April-July 1984 

This term was the most frantic of the entire research project. I was in 
the school almost every day, initially to observe the negotiation of option 
choices between the staff, pupils and parents. Later in the term I was 
concerned to explore the partiCipants' views of the process having officially 
finalized the decisions. 

I. OPTION NEGOTIATIONS 

INTERVIEWS 
STAFF: The Head, Deputies and Senior Teacher on the re-organization of the 
process in response to the industrial action. Their expectations of 
departmental, pupil and parental responses. 

Five of the eight 3rd year tutors (3 in great detail) on the re-organized 
system and their tutees' experience of it. 

PUPILS: Oay-to-day cOJ"}tact with pupils in form, around the school and as 
they prepared for official option meetings with senior staff and 
parent{s). 

OBSERVA TIONS 
Assemblies and form periods as the staff presented the re-organized 
options system to the pupils and encouraged them to partIcipate. 

THE OFFICIAL MEETINGS: 33 of the 38 official option meetings which 
involved pupils from my case study forms. 

The logistiCS of being a single researcher covering three forms meant that 
I had to miss some meetings. However, I ensured that 1 saw a range of 
meetings which involved pupils of every gender, ethnic ongin and level of 
'ability' from each of the three forms. I was also able to observe each 
member of senior staff who participated in the system, mcluding the Head. 

MISCELLANEOUS: Oay-to-day interactIOns around the school, ego in corfldor~ 
and form rooms: mcluded 'informal negotiatIOns' as form tutors and 
members of senior staff querIed pupils prOVIsional choices. I witnessed 
26 such challenges whIch involved case study pupils (I know from 
documentary sources that at least 35 members of 3A,C & D were seen In thIS 

way). 

DOCUMENTARY 
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made copies of the following; 
* Letters from the Headteacher and Tutors to parents: on the 

industrial action and the options. 
* All departmental assessments on members of my 3 case study forms. 
* Pupil choices within the optIOn pattern which went forward to semor 

staff (3 forms). 
* School data on departmental take-up rates at different points in the 

options process. 
* Senior staff recommendations for pupils in 3 case study forms. 

n. POST -OPTIONS 

INTERVIEWS 
STAFF: Members of the senior staff on their perceptions of how the options 
had worked out and their thoughts on the age grades' future in the 4th & 
5th years. 

Form tutors of the case study forms: discussed their experiences of the 
options, views of their tutees 'choices' and expectations in the upper 
school. 

The Head of, and/or a senior teacher within, the following departments; 
English, Sciences, Geography, History, Religious Education, 
Community Studies, Craft Design and Technology, Technical 
Graphics and Guidance. 

On their role in and perceptions of the options system. Also information 
on the use of setting in the upper school, their examination courses and 
entry procedures. 

With the Year Head I went through detailed histories of all pupils in 3A, 
C & D plus each ethnic minori ty pupil in the age grade. 

PUPILS: 35 members of the case study forms were interviewed concerning 
their experience of the option system and their expectations of the upper 
school. At this time it was often difficult to arrange Interviews in 
advance: the industrial action and the point in the school year forced me 
to choose pupils from forms at very little notice. Despite such 
limitations I managed to see interviewees who represented the full range 
of experiences during the options process and included each gender and 
ethmc group in the case study forms. 

OBSERVATIONS 
Form periods in 3 forms. Continued focus on pupil-pupil and teacher-pupil 
relations. 

Parents Open Evening: 3rd pupils' year reports were avaIlable to parents 
at this occasion. I circulated between case study forms watchIng meetings 
between staff and parents and talking informally with pupils, parents and 
year staff. 

SOCIOMETRY 
Following a pilot With another 3rd year form, questIOnnaires on friendship 
chOIces and peer relatIOns were administered to the 3 case study lorms. 

I also gave 3A, C & 0 a questionnaire to check on the craft subjects whlrh 
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they experience of in the lower school. 

DOCUMENTARY 
I made copies of the f ollowmg; 
* "Final choice" figures for the entire age grade by individual teaching 
group for the following academic year. 
* Third year reports to parents for each pupil in 3 case study forms. 

4th YEAR: AUTUMN TERM September-December 1984 

As the research age grade settled into life in the upper school I wanted 
to study the ways in which the school presented this point in their pupil 
careers. I also spent a great deal of time checking for instances where 
pupils' fourth year options did not match the official data supplied at 
the end of the third year and studying the experiences of those pupils who 
had just joined the school. 

INTERVIEWS 
Continued option negotiation: I spoke wi th mem bers of senior staff, 
subject departments, form tutors and pupils about the movement of some 
tutees into fourth year options which were different to the ones 
officialJy listed at the end of their third year. 

New pupils: A number of pupils joined the research age grade at this point 
and six entered my case study forms. 1 saw each individually: we discussed 
their educational careers to date, how their City Road options had been 
negotiated and their impressions of the school. 

The school's Educational Welfare Officer on fourth year cases, the role of 
the EWO and the criteria for official action. 

OBSERVA TIONS 
I sat with the senior teacher as 18 pupils began their fourth year by 
querying one or more of their option choices. 

The negotiation of 5 new pupils' option choices. 

Assemblies and form periods: the presentation of the transition mto the 
upper school. 

I attended a one day INSET course for the school's staff: "Micro-computers 
in Education". 

4th Year Parents Evening: Spent most of the evening WIth one of my case 
study tutors as he met tutees' parents. 

DOCUMENTARY 
.t Full listings of each fourth year teaching set: collected by the 
Headteacher at my request. 

* Copies of Interim reports to parents of my 3 case study forms . 

.. Governors' Awards presented thIS term. 
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4th YEAR: SPRING TERM January-March 1985 

I had no particular focus during this term, rather I maintaIned my 
contacts with the forms and their teachers and began work preparing for a 
series of more detailed interviews with a smaller sample of case study 
pupils. 

During this term there was an 'incident' which I found to be of very 
great interest in relation to the micro-politics of the staff body. 
However, the theme which developed as I wrote up this thesis was such that 
'the incident' was not crucial to the study and given certain ethical 
considerations I have chosen not to include it in this work. 

INTERVIEWS 
Miscellaneous: pupils and teachers during the day-to-day of life tn the 
school. 

Case study tutors on their pupils in the upper school to date. 

The Head and a 'Section 11' teacher on multi-cultural work in the school. 

'The incident': interviews with pupils and several members of the staff 
body. 

OBSERVA TIONS 
In relation to 'the incident'. 

Miscellaneous, including continued interest in assemblies and form 
periods: I especially focused on peer relations and official attempts at 
motivation. 

SOCIOMETRY 
Questionnaires to all pupils in my 3 case study forms on friendship choice 
and peer relations. 

DOCUMENTARY 
* Copies of the entire age grade's responses to a 'Section 11' 
questionnaire designed and administered within the school. The questions 
were largely concerned with family ethnicity and language use in the home. 

4th YEAR: SUMMER TERM Apnl-July 1985 

In order to gain more detailed informatlOn on the pupils and their lives, 
both In and out of school, I prepared a fourth year Interview schedule 
(Appendix 2). Because of its comparative length and the potentially 
sensitive nature of some of the issues which the interviews discussed, I 
decided to see each pupil indiVidually. The restnctlons of time forced a 
reduction in the numbers 1 could interview and I deCIded to drop 3D as a 
case study form. Even so, the interviews dominated my work dUring thiS 
term. 

INTERVIEWS 
PUPILS: Carned out the 'structured' fourth year interviews With each 
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member of forms 4A & C (47 pupils). 

STAFF: The Headteacher, Head of Year and 3 form tutors on the research age 
grade as 4th years and expectations of their future in the school. 

The EWO: detailed update on cases in the research age grade. 

MISCELLANEOUS: Pupils and staff (senior, year and departmental) on the 
expulsion of Wayne Johnson. 

DOCUMENTARY 
* Copies of the end of year reports to the parents of 4th year pupils in 
my 2 case study forms. 

THE 5th YEAR: AUTUMN TERM September-December 1985 

During the final term of my intensive field work most of my time was 
dedicated to a study of three 5th year teaching groups: I wanted to 
understand how the teachers and pupils negotiated each others' demands in 
a classroom situation and to see how this might relate to some of the 
things which the fourth year interviews had highlighted. 

OBSERVA TIONS 
3 weeks of lessons wi th the top English set, the bottom English set and a 
mixed ability Technical Graphics group. 

Miscellaneous: form periods, assemblies and around the school. 

INTERVIEWS 
re the lesson observations: 
3 Subject teachers (and a supply teacher) on their groups and the lessons 
which I attended. 

Pupils spoken with before, during and after the lessons: informal 
conversations concerning the work and the life of the groups. 

Miscell aneous: 
STAFF: Senior staff, Year Head and 2 case study form tutors on the 
research age grade; its' past in the school and current experiences and 
problems. 

The senior member of staff responsible for City Road exammation entries: 
the system and departmental approaches within the school. 

PUPILS: In addition to continued informal contact with case study puptls, 
further session with school-based members of West Indian cllque (contacted 
vIa the now expelled Wayne Johnson). 

SOCIOMETRY 
Sentence completion items and a questionnaire on fnendshlp cholce to each 

member of forms 5A & D. 

DOCUMENTARY 
.. Detention records for the research age grade from the begInning of their 
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third year to the last day of this term inClUsIve . 
.. Provisional examination entries for the entire age grade. 

5th YEAR: SPRING AND SUMMER TERMS January-July 1986 

Although my intensive field work ended in December 1985 I kept in contact 
with the teachers and pupils until the end of the research age grade's 
compulsory education. In addition to telephone calls and the occasional 
chance meeting on the street or bus, I paid three more Visits to the 
school during the Spring and Summer terms. 

INTERVIEWS 
STAFF: The senior teacher, Year Head and form tutors: developments in the 
school, the progress of the case study forms and examination expectations. 

PUPILS: Informal conversations with members of the case study forms: 
Easter leaVing, examination and job prospects. 

DOCUMENTARY 
.. Final exaination entries for the age grade. 
* Details of all 'Easter leavers' . 
.. Full examination results for the age grade (GCE, CSE and combined 
16-plus examinations). 
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APPENDIX 2: The 'structured' fourth year interviews 

At the beginning of the Summer term in their fourth year 1 addressed both of my 

case study forms and explained that I would be seeing each pupil individually before 

the end of the school year. All the interviews were conducted in a private office 

during morning "form periods". This allowed me approximately twenty-five minutes 

per interview, which proved to be adequate on almost all occasions. Where I felt 

that further time was necessary I was often able to see pupils informally around the 

school, without giving the impression to their peers or staff that I was interested 

in certain pupils more than others. 

My interviews with staff and pupils were usually quite informal and very 

loosely structured. In contrast, the interviews at the end of the pupils' fourth 

year followed a common schedule of questions. This level of structuring was 

necessary for several reasons; most importantly, I wanted to elicit information on 

many different subjects and my desire to get through both case study forms at a 

similar point in their pupil careers limited the amount of time I could allow for 

each interview. 

The schedule reflected common practice in interview technique, beginning with 

factual points and leading to more sensitive issues towards the end of the 

interview, by which time it is hoped that the interviewee is more relaxed and likely 

to trust the interviewer with 'delicate' information. In fact, by the time I carried 

out the interviews I had known most the pupils involved for approximately eighteen 

months, and had buHt up good relationships of trust with many of them. In addtlOn, 

they were familar with my use of the tape recorder and, most importantly, they knew 

from experience that I did not pass on any informatIOn to their peers or members of 

staff. 

The remamder of this appendix contains detail of the mtervlew schedule Itself 

and the areas of interest whIch lay behind it's construction. 
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AREAS OF INTEREST 

Listed below are the main areas of interest which I sought to probe during the 

structured interviews. Under each heading I have included a list of numbers; these 

refer to the questions which could generate data of relevance to that particular 

topic. 

• SOCIa-ECONOMIC STATUS Question 1. 

• GENDER 
& 

Nei ther of these were explici tly probed 
so as to avoid 'leading' pupils into 

assigning them greater importance than they 
might otherwise have done. However, data of 

relevance to each could emerge through several other categories in 
the schedule, ego labelling, friendship patterns, societal context 

• RACE/ETHNICITY 

and adaptatiOns (see below). 

• HOME SITUATION Questions 1, 2, 15, 16, 19 

These questions probed home situation of pupils in terms of the number of 
adults and siblings with whom they lived. Data was also collected concerning the 
reported attitudes of these people to certain issues which the school saw as 
important. 

• LABELLING Questions 7, 7a, 8, 9, 10, 12, 21 

These were the main questions which focused upon the pupil's relationship with 
teachers. Further information on the pupil's expenences of school and perceived 
'labels' in the eyes of staff could also emerge from the following ca tegory. 

* OPTIONS EXPERIENCE/LEVEL OF CURRICULUM PLACEMENT 
6b, 13, 13b 

Questions 3, 4, 5, 6, 

The aim of these questions was to examine any differences In the 
pupils' experience of school which might relate back to their 
progress in the subject options system of the third year. 

• FRIENDSHIP PATTERNS QuestIOns 14, 15, 16, IB, 20 

* ADAPTATIONS TO THE COMMUNICATED SCHOOL VALUE SYSTEM QuestIOns 5, 6, 
6a, 6b, 7, 7a, 8, 9, 10, II, 12, 12a, 13a, 14, 15, 16, 19, 21 

These questions referred to pupils' perspectives and actions which might ;::3,.:-e 
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them in harmony or conflict WIth the norms and values of the school, as officially 
communIcated through media such as assemblies, talks by form tutors and school 
handbooks. 

* SOCIETAL (EXTRA-SCHOOL) CONTEXT Questions 17, 18, 19, 20 

More data on the pupil's life outside school, which may have influenced their 
perception of the City Road. 

THE SCHEDULE 

The following is a Jist of the questions included in the fourth year structured 

interview schedule. The questions are listed in the order which ! usually asked 

them. Howver, where the pupil's response to one question included data of relevance 

to another I would follow the flow of the conversatIon and try to incorporate 

related questions at that point in the interview. 

Most questions were listed as a number of points to be raised but some were 

always worded in a particular way in order to avoid 'leading' pupils to a particular 

type of response. In some cases this also helped to make t'ie meaning of the 

question clear. Such questions are quoted verbatim. 

1. Number of people in the household, relationship to pupil and their 
occupa tion(s). 

2. Question on any siblings other than in Qu.l. Occupation(s). 

3. Confirm which optional subjects are being studied (Compare to current 
record of timetable). 

4. Pupil's view of subjects: "Are any of those different to what you'd 
expected'?" "Why?" 

5. Is school now better or worse than before subject specialization? 

6. Pupil's anticipated level of examination at 16 (CSE/GCE/16-p)us) 

6a. Pupil's attitude to anticipated level: Any strong feelings? 

6b. Any views on the value of exams/qualificatIOns. 

7. Feelings generally about teachers in the school. 

7a. Any particularly liked or disliked? Why? 

8. "How would you define a 'Good' teacher?" 
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9. "What do you think teachers think about you?" 

10. "Do you think any groups of pupils are treated differently by teachers? 
... Do they like or dislike any pupils in particular?" 
NB. If any individual pupils are mentioned by name: "Why them?" 

11. "Do you think that the school is too strict?" 
If so, any rules noted in particular? 

12. "A few months ago some people were sent home because of their uniform. 
What did you think about that?" 

12a. Note whether there is anything of 'symbolic' value/interest in pupil's 
dress? If so, probe. 

13. "How much homework are you given in each subject?" 

13a. Pupil's view of homework: Legitimate demand? ego "Do you think it's nght 
that the school expects you to do some more work at home?" 

13b. "How important do teachers seem to think homework is?" 

14. IIBefore the [teachers'] strike started, did you ever do anything m 
school after the normal school day had finished?" 
If prompt necessary, ego clubs, sport, school teams. 

If so: which, how regularly and with whom ... "With any of 
____ r__ .1' •• : ___ .l _'-"" 

YUUI ! r It::UU~ ~ 

15. "Do you ever take time off school when you're not ill?" 
If yes: regularity, where do they go, with whom? 

Also probe parental knowledge/reaction. 

16. "Have you ever got your mark [as present in the form register] and then 
left the school?" 

If yes: regularity, where do they go, With whom'? 
Also probe parental knowledge/reactIOn. 

"Okay. now I want to ask you a few questions about what you do when you're 
not in school." 

17. Any paid work? 
If yes: hours, pay, use of wages? 

18. "What do you do when you're not in school or doing homework?" 
SOCial life: Pubs, disco's etc? With whom? 

19. "Do you smoke?" 
For how long, how many, parental knowledge/reactIOn. Ever been 

caught in school? 

20. "Do you know anyone who has Sniffed glue or taken drugs?" 
"Have you?" 

21. Any additional questIOns arismg out of pupil career to date, 
ego probing pupil's perceptIOn of any particular event observed or 
reported which concerned them. 
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APPENDIX 3: Sample definitions and SIZes 

The foUowing is a short summary of the main groupings which were 'sampled' In 

City Road: in each case I will outline the definition and purpose of the sample. 

1. THE RESEARCH POPULATION 

In the broadest sense my research was concerned with the experiences of all 

pupils who were part of the City Road 3rd, 4th or 5th year in the academic years 

1993/4, 1994/5 and 1995/6 respectively, ie. all members of the pupil age grade from 

which my case study forms were drawn. 

The research population was constantly changing as pupils joined or left the 

City Road pupil roll. However, the overall composition of the age grade (in terms of 

the relative sizes of groups based on gender and ethnic origin) remained much the 

same throughout the research. 

For certain calculations it was necessary to know the absolute number of pupils 

who were ever a part of the research age grade. Such calculations were based on the 

'research population' and refer to the pupils counted in Table A.3/1. 

I used school documents to make counts of the pupils on the roll at four 

separate points during the field work. Although I cannot guarantee that no pupils 

joined and then left the roll between any of the counts, no such pupil has come to 

light in any of the lists of teaching groups, examination entries, awards, 

detentions etc. which I have collected during the research. 

As 1 noted in Chapter 1, it was not feasible for me to collect data on the 

social class background of all pupils in the research age grade. The school's 

records on each pupil did not include such data as a matter of course and I Judged 

that a questionnaire to the entire age grade would not produce relJable mformatlOn. 

However, durIOg the 'structured' fourth year interviews I was able to collect SOCial 

class data from those pupils who were members of my case study forms at that timE. 
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TABLE A.3/1: THE TOTAL SIZE OF THE RESEARCH POPULATION 

Totals 211 pupils 

By Ethnic Origin 
WHITE 168 

WEST INDIAN 
19 

ASIAN 14 

MIXED RACE 
10 

120 male 
91 female 

pupils (80% 
92 male 
76 female 

pupils (9% 
10 male 

9 females 

pupils (7% 
11 male 

3 females 

pupils (5% 
7 males 
3 females 

(57% of the sample) 
(43% of the sample) 

of pupils in the sample) 
(77% of males in the sample) 
(84% of females " " " ) 

of pupils in the sample) 
(8% of males in the sample) 
(10% of females" " " 

of pupils in the sample) 
(9% of males in the sample) 
(3% of females " " " ) 

of pupils in the sample) 
(6% of males in the sample) 
(3% of females" " " ) 
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That data is dicsussed further and presented in sectIon 4 below. 

2. THE 'OPTIONS PROCESS' SAMPLE 

My desire to understand the processes at work during the subject options stage 

in the pupils' school careers underlay many of my early decisions concerning the 

choice of case study forms and the selection of key areas of interest In 

observational and interview settings (See Chapter 1 and Appendix 1). In order to 

highlight some of the processes at work during "the options" and to establish the 

validity of my case study forms as being reasonably representative of the research 

population. some breakdown of the option experiences of a larger proportion of the 

research age grade was attempted. For example. in the breakdown of subiect take-up 

rates among pupilS of each gender (Chapter 4 and Appendix 5). The calculations were 

based upon all pupils who were present in the City Road 3rd year THROUGHOUT the 

options process. ie. between January and July 1984. This sample is detailed in 

Table A.3/2. 

3. THE LONGITUDIANAL SAMPLE 

This sample was used to explore the processes which surrounded decision making 

concerning the two key points in pupil career which bounded the field work, Ie. the 

negotiation of optional subjects and examination entry. This sample was slightly 

different to the 'options process' sample because of the pupils who left the school 

after their third year. 

By the time the final examination entries were submitted to the varIOUS 

examining bodies (February 1986) a number of pupils who had been In City Road 

throughout the options process had left the school roll. Reasons for leaving the 

roll varied from expulsion and pregnancy to simple changes of address. Such pupils 

rightly appeared in the 'options process' sample since they experIenced the whole of 

the subject optIOn machinary in the school. However, they dId not fIgure In the 

City Road examination entries and therefore were excluded from calculatIOns which 
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TABLE A.3/2: THE COMPOSITION OF THE OPTIONS PROCESS SAMPLE 

Totals 185 pupils 

By Ethnic Origin 
WHITE 147 

WEST INDIAN 
17 

111 male 
74 female 

pupils (79% 
86 male 
61 female 

pupils (9% 
9 male 

\ 8 females 

ASIAN 13 pupils (7% 
11 male 

2 females 
MIXED RACE 

8 pupils (4% 
5 males 
3 females 

(60% of the sample) 
(40% of the sample) 

of pupils in the sample) 
(77% of males in the sample) 
(82% of females" " " ) 

of pupils in the sample) 
(8% of males in the sample) 
(11% of females" " " 

of pupilS in the sample) 
(10% of males in the sample) 
( 3% of females " " " ) 

of pupilS in the sample) 
(5% of males in the sample) 
(4% of females" " " ) 
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TABLE A.3/3: THE COMPOSITION OF THE LONGITUDINAL SAMPLE 

Totals 179 pupils 
109 male (61% of the sample) 

70 female (39% of the sample) 

By Ethnic Origin 

WHITE 143 pupils (80% of pupils in the sample) 
85 male (78% of males in the sample) 
58 fellale (83% of females" " " ) 

WEST INDIAN 
16 pupils (9% of pupils in the sample) 

8 male (7% of males in the sample) 
8 females (11% of females" " " 

ASIAN 13 pupils (7% of pupils in the sample) 
11 male (10% of males in the sample) 

2 females ( 3% of females " " " ) 

MIXED RACE 
7 pupils (4% of pupils in the sample) 

5 males (5% of males in the sample) 
2 females (3% of females " " " ) 
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related gender, ethnic origin and options experience to examinatIOn entry and 

perf ormance. 

The 'longitudinal' sample therefore included all pupils in the research age 

grade who were present THROUGHOUT the entire chronology of the research: they were 

on the school roll as n3rd years" in January 1984 (when the options began), and as 

"5th years" in February 1986 (when the final examination entries were sent off). 

This sample is detailed in Table A.3/3. 

4. THE CASE STUDY FORMS 

Two mixed ability form groups were studied intensively during the two years of 

the field work. A third form was also studied in detail during the options process. 

These forms offered an opportunity to study the experiences of pupils between the 

ages of 13 and 16 in a more detaiJed and intimate way than would be possible for a 

larger sample of pupils. The criteria which influenced the negotiation and 

selection of the case study forms are set out in detail in Chapter 1. 

Some members of the case study forms did not appear in either the 'Options 

process' or 'Longitudinal' samples, for example, because they left the school during 

the field work or joined the roll after the preparations for the optIons had begun. 

However, these pupils' presence in the form and their experiences of school were no 

less important for that. Therefore they have been Included in discussions of the 

case study forms and the processes at work in City Road ComprehenSIve. 

As I noted in section 1 above, I was only able to gather relIable informatIOn 

on the social class backgrounds of those pupils present in my two final case study 

forms at the time of the 'structured' fourth year interviews. Table A.3/4 sets out 

the social class background of each pupil in forms A and C who were present 

throughout the entire period of the research fIeld work. Where I have data on other 

case study pupils who joined or left the forms during the fIeld work, that too IS 

presented. 

The pupils' social class was Judged by locating theIr fathers' occupatIOn In 
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TABLE A.3/4: THE SOCIAL CLASS BACKGROUNDS OF CASE STUDY PUPILS IN TWO 

Social 
Class 

MIXED ABILITY FORMS· 

Members of the case study forms present in City Road 
throughout the research field work 

FORM A FORM C 

I-III{N) Kathy Day 
Ben Watson 

Peter Hamilton 
Surinda Lail 

III(M)-V Rafiq Ali Tony Appleby 
Julie Bexson 
Anthony Clarke 
Simon Evans 
Eric Garratt 
Duncan Newham 
John Nillson 
Kevin Pierce 
Neil Poxon 

Other** 

Arif Aslam 
Sillon Baines 
Denise Burton 
Paul Dixon 
Sharon French 
Julie Goddard 
Carol Hi 11 
Shirley Kelly 
Vicky Mitchell 
Janet Nelson 
Stephanie Page 
Lee Rourke 
Jimmy Simms 
Dawn Sutton 

Sean Barker 
Jane Bird 
Michael Cooper 
Nei I Grey 
John Perry 
Darren Priest 
Ashley Roberts 

Sandra Garner 
Rita Lewis 
Joanne Matthews 
Evelyn Mills 
James Murray 
Trevor Smith 
Ian Taylor 
Charley Thompson 

Not present throughout the research field work 

I-III(N) Susan Brown (joined roll] 
Elaine Dwyer [joined & left 

roll) 

III(M)-V Tracey Sharp [joined roll] 

Other"· Diane Flowers (left 
roll] 

Wayne Johnson (expelled] 

Notes: • based on the classification of 'Socio-economic class' (OPCS. 
1980: cv-cxix). 

*. 'Other' includes those pupils for whom no classification ~as 
possible, ego because they came from one-parent families (no 
father), had neither parent in work or whose father was 
employed in an occupation, such as the HM Forces, which was 
not classified in terms of 'Socio-economic ~lass'. 
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terms of the ''Socio-economic class" classificatIOn reproduced 10 the OffIce 01 

Population Censuses and Surveys publication "Classification of occupations: 1980" 

(OPCS, 1980: cv-cxix). 
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APPENDIX 4: Mixed ability teaching nationally and in City Road 

Although this case study does not aim to generate any universally generalizable 

findings it is necessary to gam some impressIOn of how City Road compares with 

other comprehensives in certain respects. For example, the inner-city locatIOn of 

the school means that some of the findings will speak with certainty only to schools 

in similar social locations. 

There is no definitive data on the pattern~ of mixed bil'tv t h' h' h _ .... a .. ! OJ oeac. mg W .le. 

existed in English comprehensives at the time of my research in City Road. However, 

limited data is available on the extent and nature of mixed ability teaching up to 

the late 1970s: a number of different surveys of school practice have tended to 

reveal a similar pattern of mixed ability teaching. ThIS is outlined below. 

Ihe_~xt~gl~ ~nd nature of mixed ability teaching 

The question 'How many schools use mixed ability teaching?' may seem straight 

forward enough, but in fact begs a number of other questIOns such as 'What is mixed 

ability teaching?' and even 'Which ~ of school?' 

'Mixed ability' can mean different things to different people but generally it 

is understood to mean the teaching of a subject to groups which each contam pupils 

who are representative of the whole ability range in that school (although in 

practice it is common for some pupils at the extreme lower end of the abIlity range 

to be taught separately in 'remedial' groups). In VIew of the very important 

pedagogic, resource and intake differences between the various types of school which 

make up the "three systems" of "private", "mass" and "fringe" education in this 

country (Davies & Evans, 1984: 156; original emphaSIS) I shall limi t my discussIOn 

to state maintained comprehensive schools. Unfortunately, even IImitmg myself to 

comprehensives is unsatisfactory given the very different histones and conditions 

which relate to schools sharing that same official title, nevertheless for my 
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purposes it is the only practlcal solution given the available data. 

Data from the 1970s indicates that at least a third of English comprehensives 

used mixed ability teaching as a pupil grouping strategy for a significant part of 

their teaching. However, the available figures show that the use of mixed ability 

teaching was frequently limited to particular age ranges within the comprehensives 

and that certain subjects were often excluded even from those arrangements. 

Mixed ability teaching was most often found to be concentrated around the 

earliest years of secondary schooling, with increased setting as the pupils moved 

through the age structure of the school. 

[The majority of comprehensives who replied] "taught mixed ability 
classes in year 1, but the extent of mixed ability teaching then 
decreased gradually." 

Dooley, Smith and Kerry (1977: 3) 

"What stands out above all is the predominance of the first-yearness 
of mixed ability grouping (at around 30 per cent of our map [sample], 
40 per cent if any two from maths, science or modern language are 
exempted) ... II 

Brian Davies and John Evans (1984: 161) 

This pattern was also found in the most recent attempt to quantify the extent 

of mixed ability teaching in all English comprehensives with an age range of 11/12 -

16/18. The data was gathered in 1976 by members of HM Inspectorate and reported In 

the discussion paper tMixed Ability Work in Comprehensive Schools' (HMI, 1978). The 

HMI findings are summarized in Table A.4/1. 

The HMl figures for 1976 indicate that 35% of English comprehensives WI thIn the 

stated age range taught "most subjects" (ie. excluding not more than two subjects) 

to mixed abiH ty groups in the first year of secondary education. However this 

figure fell to 23% when teaching mixed ability in both the 1st AND 2nd years and te' 

only 11 % for the first three years inclUSIve. 

Table A.4/l also demonstrates the sharp declIne In mIxed ability teaching which 

follows the chOIce of subject optIons (made In the majority of state comprehensives 
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TABLE A.4/1: MIXED ABILITY TEACHING IN ENGLISH COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOLS 
BY PUPIL YEAR GROUP IN 1976 

(categories are not exclusive·: percentages) 

Pupil age grade (Years) 

1st 2nd 3rd 4th & 5th 

"Most subjects" 
taught to 
mixed ability 35% 23% 11% 2% 

groups --

(N)= 806 545 261 47 

Source: Adapted from HMI (1978) Mixed Ability Work in Comprehensive 
Schools: A discussion paper by a working party of Her Majesty's 
Inspectorate London, HMSO, p.11 

Notes: 
* The percentages are not exclusive, ie. the 806 schools who 

taught "most subjects" to mixed ability groups in the first year 
includes all those who also taught mixed ability higher up the age 
range, as well as those who ONLY taught mixed ability to year 1 
pupils. 

** "Most subjects" was defined as meaning "that not more than 
two subjects were excluded from mixed ability organisation in the 
curriCUlum of anyone year group." HMI (1978: 11) 
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at the end of the 3rd year) in preparatIOn for specializatIOn leadmg to external 

examinations at 16+. Only 2% of comprehensives maintained mixed ability teaching for 

"most subjects" through to the end of the fifth year. 

It should be noted that the data in Table A.4/1 only shows the extent of mixed 

abili ty teaching across the entire curriculum in 1976 and the presence of only three 

subjects which set by ability would exclude a school from these figures: a 

definition which is likely to seriously underestimate the true amount of mixed 

ability teaching which was taking place. For example, in many comprehensive schools 

it would take many more than three subjects to set by ability before they accounted 

for a genuine majority of curricula areas, yet this is not the impression given by 

the HMJ's definition of "most subjects". 

Smaller scale studies have tended to replicate the pattern of provision 

highlighted in Table A.4/t but have also been able to move beyond simple totals to 

examine both the incidence of mixed ability teaching in particular subjects and the 

official rationale behind the adoption of mixed ability groups. 

Within schools where the overall grouping strategy for any year group IS mixed 

ability, certain subjects seem particularly likely to be set by ability. even during 

the first years of secondary education. The quotation from Davies and Evans above 

referred to the predominance of MathematiCS, Science and Modern Languages as the 

subjects most likely to introduce selection first. This tendency has been noted by 

severa) studies, ego Reid et al (1981: 7-9) and Dooley et al (1977: 5). Perhaps the 

most common reason which is given for this (by teachers and researchers) IS that 

some subjects are simply not appropriate for mixed ability groups. 

"... some (subjects) were perceived {by teachers} as generally 
suitable for a mixed ability approach and others regarded as largely 
unsuitable. The humamties, for example, were commonly viewed as 
providing excellent opportunities for mixed ability work, while 
modern languages and mathematics were considered to present problems 
which were regarded as msuperable by many of those who taught mixed 

ability classes." 

Reid, Clunies-Ross, Coacher and Vile (1981: 7) 

Reid and her colleagues identified several factors which seemed to be related 
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to some subjects' lack of suitability for mixed ability teaching In the opInIOn of 

teachers. Among the reasons proposed were the following, 

.. where there was an "absence of clear-cut criteria of t " corree ness ... 

.. where the "perceived structure" of the subject was sequential ie. as a 
series of logical steps building one on another, ' 

.. where the teacher was perceived as almost the only "major resource of the 
classroom ... tI 

.. where there was a "need for pupils to become familiar with a technical 
vocabulary, involving the understanding of concepts of increasing generality and 
abstractness ... " (Reid et ai, 1981: 8-9) 

These justifications, couched in the technical language of the teachers as 

professional specialists, were not however the only factors which influenced the use 

of mixed ability grouping. The same authors also note the importance of the 

pressures felt by teachers as their pupils neared public examinations. 

" the extent to which examination pressures were felt at any 
particular stage by teachers determined their perceptions of the 
suitability of mixed ability work in a number of subjects. In 
English, history, geography, general science, music, domestic and 
technical studies, for example, where relatively few problems were 
reported in the early secondary years, teachers' awareness of 
examination requirements led them to reject mixed grouping when the 
need to prepare for these became apparent. " 

Reid, Clunies-Ross, Goacher and Vile (1981: 9) 

Despite the liberal democratic views of mixed ability teaching as an aid to 

social justice, which appear so often in teachers' and Heads' explanations of why 

they adopted mixed ability at all (eg. Headteachers' responses to the Nottingham 

University questionnaire, reported in Dooley et ai, 1977: 6-7), the pressure to 

produce the educational 'goods' in terms of examinatIOn passes IS such that the 

majority of subject practitioners, regardless of the subjects' "structure" or 

"vocabulary", prefer to set by ability once examination courses begIn. This fact 

may largely explain the dramatic decrease in the amount of mixed ability teachIng 

which takes place in schools as the pupils move through the age grades. 
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It must be remembered that the reality of teaching in a comprehensive IS by no 

means as simple as the above discussion might imply. Not every teacher can choose 

whether hislher groups will be mixed ability, certainly in City Road the capacity to 

set across the years' intake in any subject (both before and after the subject 

options process) was largely dependent upon the subjects' status in the eyes of the 

senior staff who controlled timetabling in the school. This situation does not 

appear to be exclusive to City Road. 

"Only a vestigial remnant of our secondary schools aim for 
heterogenous grouping by design in the two years to 16+, though more 
achieve it, in effect, by the action of our bloated option systems, 
especially below the curricular salt" 

Brian Davies and John Evans (1984: 158) 

CONCLUSIONS 

The extent and nature of mixed ability teaching in Englands' comprehensives is 

by no means clear cut. However certain conclusions can be drawn; 

1) In the late 1970s more than a third of English comprehensives used mixed 

ability teaching groups for a significant number of their pupils in at least some 

age grades. Given the HMI's definition of "most subjects", the continued spread of 

comprehensives since the last main study (and my scant knowledge of at least one 

LEA) it may be that the majority of such schools now fall into this group. 

2) The use of mixed ability grouping is largely restricted to the early years 

of secondary schooling. With the start of examination courses following subject 

option choice, what mixed ability grouping remains in the 4th and 5th years is 

largely a matter of necessity rather than design. 

3) Teachers of certain subjects often feel that their specIalIsm is not 

appropriate for mIxed ability groups, most commonly MathematICs, ScIence and Modern 

Languages. However, teachers in almost all subjects feel that selectIon IS the most 

sUitable strategy once exammation courses begin. 
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City Road and the natIOnal picture 

The three conclusions above would seem to indIcate that CIty Road shared a 

number of characteristics with other English comprehensives In its grOUPing of 

pupils for teaching. In City Road all but three subjects (Mathematics, Science and 

Modern Languages) taught in mixed ability groups until the fourth year when, after 

subject options and with the push towards examinations, some form of setting became 

the goal of almost all departments. However, timetable allocations and the numbers 

of pupils opting made setting impossible in many subjects. 
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APPENDIX 5: Subject option take-up by pupil gender 

The following tables list the proportion of male and female 

pupils who were finally placed in each optional subject in the City 

Road fourth year. Each subject is listed in decending order according 

to the proportion of male and female pupils who "opted" for it. The 

raw numbers are stated in parenthesis and the percentages are based 

upon the number of pupils present throughout the entire 'choice' 

process (ie. the 'options process' sample). 

MALE Subject Option take-up FEMALE Subject Option take-up 

1. History 57% (63) 1- Biology 68% (50) 
2. Physics 47% (52) 2. Religious Ed. 46% (34) 
3. Biology 42% (47) 3. Child Care 39% (29) 
4. Geography 46% (51) 4. Typing 34% (25) 
5. Tech. Graphics 41% (46) 5. History 32% (24) 

6. Computer St. 27% (30) 6. Community St. 27% (20) 

7. Chemistry 26% (29) 7. Art 26% (19) 

8. Art 22% (24) =8. Applied Science 18% (13) 

9. Woodwork 19% (21) =8. German 18% (13) 

10. Applied Science 16% (18) 10. Geography 16% (12) 

=lI. Religious Ed. 11% (12) II. Physics 15% ( 11) 

=lI. Metalwork 11% (12) 12. House./Home Ec. 14% (10) 

13. Community St. 10% ( 11 ) 13. Dress/Textile 12% ( 9) 

=14. Double Comm.St. 7% ( 8) 14. Chemistry 11% ( 8) 

=14. Drama 7% ( 8) =15. Computer St. 5% 4) 

16. German 2% ( 2) =15. Tech. Graphics 5% 4) 

=17. House / Home Ec. 1% ( 1) =17. Double Comm.St 4% 3) 

=17. Typing 1% ( 1) =17. Drama 4% 3) 

19. French 3% 2) 



369 

APPENDIX 6: The use of sociometrIc questIonnaires In the study of peer friendshIp 

patterns 

THE DESIGN AND USE OF SOCIOMETRIC QUESTIONNAIRES 

Before discussing my own application of sociometric methods as a source of data 

on peer friendship choice, I wish to make clear some of the limitations and uses of 

the technique. 

a) Sociometry as an interpretative method 

'Sociometry' has been defined in a number of ways, but may typically be 

described as referring "generally to the measurement of social phenomena ... " 

(Borgatta, 1968: 53). The method usua})y involves a researcher in administering one 

or more questionnaires to his/her subjects. The answers which are generated are then 

treated as 'data' to be used as part of the researcher's analysis. 

Sociometric data may be presented in a variety of ways, for example, by the use 

of mathematical equations (Proctor and Loomis, 1951) or alternatively by using the 

data as the basis for some form of pictOrIal presentatIOn. The latter has the 

advantage of presenting a great deal of informatIOn in a form WhICh is both simple 

and dramatic. However, graphic presentations, such as soclOgrams (ego Hargreaves, 

1967: 11), are often most effective for "display rather than analytIC purposes" 

(Borgatta, 1968: 55). Some writers have attempted to formalize the presentatIon of 

such data, ego Northway (1940) and Forsyth and Katz (1946), but these methods 

continue to mvolve the researcher in a great deal of manIpulation. For example, 

Forsyth and Katz's "matrix" technIque (used by Ball, 1981) otfers a method lor 

graphically presentmg a great deal of Information, however, the fInal arrangement 

of cases depends upon the researcher's particular Interests and subjectIve 

perceptions of the group. 

Therefore despite the seemIngly 'ObJectIve' character of some presentations Of 



370 

sociometric data, the method is essentially interpretative. The 'correlatIOns' and 

graphs which the data may generate prove nothing in isolatIOn, sociometry has worth 

only as a technique to be used in conjunction with other data-gathenng procedures. 

This point is not new I Moreno in what has become one of the most important works In 

the field of sociometry, established the need to combine a number of research 

strategies in order to support the 'validity' of sociometric techniques, ie. their 

ability to measure what they are supposed to measure (Moreno, 1953: 100-1), an 

argument echoed later by Stephen Ball: 

"The combination of observation and sociometry provides a methodology 
which avoids the danger of creating an abstraction that reflects the 
nature and vagaries of the sociometric method rather than the 
realities of the classroom." 

Stephen Ball (1981: 53) 

These limitations in the use of sociometric techniques underlie my own use of 

such data in this thesis. have tried to avoid presenting sociometric findings as 

in any way more 'concrete' than my own observational and interview data, indeed, 

attach far more importance to the latter as reliable and valid techniques of data 

generation. I use sociometric data as further evidence of certain findings, to lend 

'support' rather than to 'prove'. 

b) The design and administration of sociometriC questIOnnaires In thIS study 

I used sociometric qestionnaires principally as a further source of data on 

peer group friendship choices. In particular I hoped that the data would confirm 

any hypotheses which I might develop on the basis of observational and interview 

material (it was also possible that the responses mIght highlight patterns which I 

had not been aware of preVIOusly). I also antiCipated that a matrix presentation 

latter Forsyth and Katz, 1946) would help formalize any case studies of pupil 

cliques which I might have wanted to Include In a research report. 

A great vanety of approaches are possible Within the broad area of socIOmetry, 
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but in constructmg the questIOnnaIres I aImed to follow certaIn baSIC ground rules. 

For example, I kept the language as simple as possible and tned to avoid ambigUIty. 

I gave minimal instructions and clearly separated them from the questIOns. 

InitiaJly I administered two questionnaire sheets to each pupil in my three 

(options) case study forms (fIgures A.6/t and A.6/2). Before this I had used 

another form group in the research age grade as a 'pilot'; to check that there was 

no confusion over the wording or requirements of the questionnaires. Before 1 gave 

out the sheets I addressed each form, requesting silence while they filled out the 

sheets, issuing the instructions verbally and emphasizing the fact that no one in 

the school would see the answer sheets. 

Both questionnaires sought information on social contacts, investigating what 

Jennings (1941) termed the "psychegroup". The first questionnaire was of the "peer 

nomination" type (Cohen and Manion, 1983: t 02). The pupils were gIven a sheet of 

paper with the questions written on it (figure A.6/t) and asked to write their 

answers on a separate blank sheet of A4 paper, which I supplied. I specified the 

'setting' of each of the first two questions, to ensure that all pupils were clear 

about the contacts which I was interested in. My aim in constructing the first 

questionnaire was to highlight the structure of the social networks to which my case 

study pupils belonged (both within and beyond the form group). 1 allowed the pupils 

an unlimited choice; to stipulate a maximum number of responses not only denies them 

the chance to identify all members of larger networks tas Borgatta (1968) has 

noted), but may lead the respond ants into assummg that they 'have' to list a 

certam number of pupils. 

I administered the first versIOn of Questionnaire 1 (figure A.6/l) tWIce, ie. 

in the third and fourth years of the age grade's secondary educatIon. However, In 

their fifth year I made certam alterations (fIgure A.5/3). The problem With the 

original format was that by splittmg the questIons between m- and out of torm 

friendships, I had no way of assessmg the relatIve strength of the tIes. For 

example, a pupil's closest ties might have been with peers In other forms, although 
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UNIVERSITY OF NOTTINGHAM 

',,'RITE YOUR ~.~.:E A~D FO?,,!~ AT TH£ TOP OF YOU!'. S~~£T OF PA?E~ 

Please read the fol!owi~~ ouestio~s careiullv, and ~rite vo~r a~swcrs 

on the sheet provided 

Ouestion 

Ouestion 2 

Question 3 

In your fo~, ~ho are your closest friends? 

If you have any close friends in this school 
~ho are SOT in your form, please name them. 

Please name your v~rv best friend if yOU have 
one. 

FIGURE A.6/1: The first version of Questionnaire I 
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UN I VERS I TY OF NOTT I NGHA~' 

NAME FOR,., 3C 
• • t • , ••• I • I •• 

• , It. • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

HOW HUCH DO YOU L IKE EACH HEl-1BER OF YOUR FORB? 

Circle the correct number beside each name 

= like a lot 
2 = like a little 
3 = neither like nor d is like 
4 = dislike a little 
5 = dislike a lot 

NAl1E 

Tony Appleby 
, 

r 3 
, , 1 2 4 5 i I 

Anthony Clarke 1 2 
, 

3 , I 
4 I 5 I 

Simon Evans J 2 ! 3 4 
! 

5 I 
I I 

Eric Garratt I 2 I 3 4 I 5 I 

Peter Hamilton I 2 , 3 I 4 1 5 I 

I '" - ., , I 1 ? i '1 i I. I c; I lldyllt: JUIIII::>OII . .. I oj ! ... I oj 

Surrinder Lail I 2 I 3 i 4 i 5 I 

James '·1urray I 2 3 4 
i 
I 5 , 

Duncan Newham I 2 I 3 I 4 i 5 I 

John Nillson I 2 3 i 4 I 5 I FIGURE A.6/2: 

Kevin Pierce I 2 I 3 I 4 , 5 I 

Neil Poxon I 2 3 I 4 I 5 
Ques tionnaire II 

Trevor Smith I 2 I 3 I 4 i 5 I ! 
I I I 5 ! T T.' 1 ') I '1 4 .1.dJ I I dy .1.Ul' .. I oJ 
I 

Charley Thompson 1 2 I 3 I 4 5 I 

1 2 
I 

3 I 4 
I 

5 I I I 
I 

Julie Bexson 1 2 I 3 I 4 I 5 I 

Susan Brown I 2 I 3 i 4 
I 

5 

Sandra Garner 1 2 3 4 5 

Rita Lewis 1 2 3 4 1 5 

Joanne Matthews 1 2 3 4 5 

Evelyn Hills 1 2 3 I 4 I 5 

Tracey Sharp I 2 3 I 4 5 I 

1 2 3 I 4 I 5 

2 3 4 
I 

5 1 I 

3 I I. 
: 

5 1 ! 2 I ... 

1 I 2 i 3 4 5 j I 

I 2 I 3 4 
: 5 I 1 i 

I I 
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NAME _ - - - - - . - - - -
FORM _ 

YOUR ANSWERS ARE CONFIDENTIAL I NO-ONE IN THIS SCHOOL WILL 

SEE THESE ANSWER SHEETS 

PART ONE = Please answer the following questions In the 

space provided at the bottom of this sheet 

Quest ion 11 Who are your dosest friends In this sUlool~' 

Que s t ion 2 : I n y 0 IJ r for m , \J.lf1 0 are you r cl 0 s est f r len 'j s~' 

Ques t ion 31 Pl ease name your very toes t fr I end I f you rlave 

one. 

YOUR ANSWERS 

Question number Friends' full name and form 

FIGURE A.6/3: The second version of Questionnaire I 
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they also had some friends in their own form whom they would have named In response 

to question 1. My interVIew and observational data aHowed me to Judge the 

importance of the different networks, but for the fifth year questIonnaIres I 

decided to change the wording accordingly. Hence, the second version began with a 

general question on friends in the school as a whole, and then included a form-based 

question which aJlowed me to continue the use of matrix presentations if I WIshed. 

1 also decided to include space for the pupil's answers on the question sheet 

itself: the pattern of the third and fourth year responses suggested that the amount 

of free space on the question sheet would not act as a limitation on the number of 

answers. 

The second type of questionnaire which I administered was of the roster and 

rating format. This involves the respondent in rating each person In a group along a 

predetermined scale (Figure A.6/2). I decided to use this, in conjunction with 

Questionnaire I, to ensure that I had data on negative choices (rejections) and 

relations between different cliques within each form. Also, by using a fIve POInt 

scale, the questionnaire maximized the potential for more sophisticated analYSIS of 

the data at a later point in the study. It could be argued that the third rating 

('neither like nor dislike') might be used as a 'let out', but I Judged It to be 

unwise to force a poSItive or negative rating where a child might genuInely have no 

strong feelings about a peer. 

Questionnaire II successfully met it's aims, however, it became clear that the 

questionnaire's potential did not justify it's expense In time and materials. 

Hence I did not use it in the pupils' fifth year: 1 gaIned very detailed , 

informatIOn on inter-group relations withIn the forms through other ethnographIc 

means, and these suggested that the form group was not as fundamental to SOCIal 

relatIOns as I had origInally assumed. ThIS meant that the statIstIcal 

manipulations of the data generated by the questionnaIre were not only 

time-consumIng but superfluous. 
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APPENDIX 7: A sentence completIon questIOnnaIre: methods and findings 

1. THE USE OF SENTENCE COMPLETION ITEMS 

The sentence completion technique is an established form of data generation 

which has been used in a number of previous ethnographic studIes, for example, 

Hargreaves (1967) and Ball (1981). It has been argued that: 

"Sentence completion techniques have the advantage of being sImple to 
explain and easy to administer to large groups of subjects. Because 
of their novelty and the spontaneity of response which they 
encourage, they are generally well received by older and younger 
pupils alike. Exponents of the method claim that as well as 
revealing the conscious attitudes of the respondant, sentence 
completion may also expose unconscious feelings about which the 
subject may be quite unaware." 

Louis Cohen (1976: 127) 

It should be emphasized that sentence completion is a techmque which aims to 

elicit data on pupil perspectives. The responses may tell the researcher something 

of how pupils see the world but, in order to gain a more complete picture, the 

method should only be used in conjunction with other means of data collection such 

as interview and observation. 

I did not use sentence completion items until my research age grade entered 

their fifth year. Originally the technique had not struck me as being partIcularly 

useful, since responses to the same item could often be Interpreted in conflIcting 

ways. I felt that interview and observational data was far more relIable. However, 

having spoken with other researchers about theIr methodologIes at an ESRC Summer 

School (1) I decided that the technique might offer a further means of testing 

certain hypotheses and generate certam data whIch conscIOUS intervIew repiles would 

not. 

I decided to deSIgn a sentence completIOn questIOnnaIre which focused upon 

various aspects of social relatIOns wlthm the school. I admmlsterej thIS. With 

the last of the peer nommatlOn frIendship questIOnnaires (see Appendix 6). to my 



two case study forms dunng theIr fifth year. It should be emphasIzed that although 

1 carefully consIdered the design, administratIon and interpretatlOn of the sentence 

completion items, the exercise remained essentially speculatIve. 

2. THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

As with all my friendship questionnaires (Appendix 6) I gave both written and 

oral instructions to the pupils and asked them to write out their answers in 

silence. In addition to my usual reminders concerning the confidentiality of 

responses, emphasized to the pupils that they should complete a sentence by addmg 

the name of the fifth year pupil whom they felt was most suitable. I stated that 

they could name a pupil more than once if they Wished and that they were not 

required to complete all the items if an appropriate nominee did not corne to mmd. 

The questionnaire was made up of nine items, listed randomly as follows: 

is very clever. 

picks on other pupils. 

IS most like me. 

IS a favourite of some teachers. 

IS stupid. 

is someone I would like to be fnends wi tho 

is bullied by other pupils. 

is someone I don't like. 

IS picked on by some teachers. 

3. THE RESPONSES 

The patterns of response to sentence completion Items are often open to many 

30 t ns trom a total 01 284 (81 % 01 alternative explanatlOns. For example, 2 nomma JO 

·1 f th same gender as the nomInator. the responses In the two forms) Cited a pUpl 0 e 

It could be argued that thiS reflected the ranty of frequent SOCial contact bewtuJ 



TABLE A.711: SENTENCE COMPLETION RESPONSES ACROSS TWO FIFTH YEAR FORMS 

NOMINEE OUTSIDE FORM NOMINEE OF OPPOSITE SEX ALL RESPONSES 
Nominator Total Nominator Total Nominator Total 

Male Female Hale Female Hale Female 
ITEM 

Clever 9 9 18 0 2 2 24 19 43 

Bully 21 11 32 0 6 6 22 11 33 

Like me 6 2 8 1 0 1 14 7 21 

Staff favour 11 11 22 3 0 3 21 14 35 

Stupid 7 3 10 0 14 
~ 

14 26 15 41 00 

Like as 
Friend 2 2 4 0 0 0 2 2 4 

Bullied 8 11 19 0 14 14 20 18 38 

Disliked 11 16 27 2 1 3 22 17 39 

Staff target ~. 1 3 0 11 11 13 17 30 .L. 

------------------------------------------------_._---------------------------------------
TOTAL 77 66 143 6 l.8 54 16.:. 120 284 

Note: 46 pupils completed the questionnaire. of wh:ch 27 were male and 19 were female 
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pupils of different genders withIn the school. Alternatively, It may IndIcate that 

the respondents unconscIously limited the populations from whIch they drew their 

answers (Table A. 7 /1 details the number and character of responses to each item). 

Problems such as these severly limit the value of SOCIometrIC exerCIses and 

emphasize the need for a careful examination of possible interpretations and 

continued "data-source triangulation" (Hammersley and AtkInson, 1983: 198), Ie. 

comparing the results of several different sources of data before acceptlng one 

perspective or analysis as valid. It was is this sense, as a supplementary 

data-source, that the pupils' replies to the sentence completIon items revealed 

patterns of interest in relation to the significance of ethnicity in the school. 

The nomination of West Indian pupils 

When analysed by the ethnic origin of the nominee, West Indian pupils stood out 

in relation to two items; the first of these was, 

................. picks on other pupils. 

This item attracted close to the average number of nominatIons and was answered 

by 33 of the 46 pupils in the forms at the time (72%). The item stood out because 

aJJ but one of the nominators cited pupils who were not members of theIr own form 

group. It might be argued that this was due to the nature of the questIOn, Ie. 

perhaps the pupils were reluctant to name a peer as a 'bully' if that person was In 

the room with them at the time and might fInd out. This poSSibIlIty cannot be ruled 

out completely but seems most unlikely in view of the follOWing factors, 

a) If they were afraId, why write any answer at all? 

b) ThIS was the third socIOmetric exercise which the pupils had completed tor 

me and they knew of no prevIOus disclosure. 

c) There was a great deal of SImilarity in the nommatlOns of pupJls In twc 

separate forms, WIth 29 of the 33 nomInatIOns (88%) shared between Just three 

pupils, all of whom were west IndIan. 

24 of these nommations CIted eIther Barry Clayton or Roger Haynes, of: 73% 21 
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all nommations in this item. The other West IndIan pupIl CIted was a gIrl who was 

part of the female group which paralleled the West Indian male clIque (see Chapter 

6). GIven that gender may have been associated with pupil nommations, It may be 

significant that 19 of the 22 nominations made by male pupils cIted either Clayton 

or Haynes, ie. 86% of male nominations (and 70% of all males in the two forms at the 

time). 

West Indian pupils also featured disproportionately in responses to the item, 

. ...... ..... ..... is picked on by some teachers. 

This item attracted nominations from 30 of the 46 pupils in the two forms (ie. 

65%); slightly less than the average number of responses per item. The majority of 

nominees were of the same sex and form group as the nommator, yet 15 of the 30 

nominations made were of West Indian pupils (ie. 50% of nominees). These results 

should be compared with the fact that West Indians only ever accounted for 

approximately 10% of the entire research population and 15% of the two case study 

forms. 

Clearly, in view of my preVIOUS warnmgs about the mterpretation of sentence 

completion nominations these results do not 'prove' anythmg. However, that the 

pupils in my case study forms reflected West Indian ethnIclty dIsproportionately In 

their answers to questions on conflict wi thin the pupil body, and between teachers 

and pupils, lends support to the other observatIOnal and mtervlew data {presented 

in Chapter 6} which highlighted the situation and adaptational responses of West 

Indian pupils in City Road comprehensIve. 

NOTE 

1. "Strategies of Qualitative Research In the Study of EducatIOnal Settings" an 
ESRC Summer School held at the University of WarWick 22nd-26th July 1985. 
SOCIOmetnc methodologies were among several techniques discussed 10 workshops 
concerned with fieldwork methods and the analYSIS of qualitative data 
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