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Abstract 

The purpose o:f this study was two:fold. First, 

it aimed to present an argument :for the inclu.sion of 

primary-age childrenis views in the decision-making 

process in primary schools. Second, it aimed to 

explore the potential of primary-age children to 

contribute to better decisions about their own 

schooling. The hypothesis is that primary-age 

children have worthwhile views o:f schooling that 

should be introduced into both classroom and school 

decision-making processes. Authoritarianism, moral 

development, childrenws rights and active learning 

were explored in relation to child participation in 

decision-making. 

This study attempted to explore children's views 

o:f schooling :from the viewpoints o:f the children 
' .. 

themselves. Children kept diaries of school :for one 

week and :from these diaries an interview schedule 

was constructed to allow the exploration o:f their 

views. 

The study shows that primary-age children have 

views that can contribute legitimately and valuably 

to decision-making at both the classroom and school 

levels. 
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Chap ter 1 

Introduction 

This study is about how primary-age children view 

schooling. The purpose 0£ the study is to explore those 

views in order to reflect upon the capacity or these 

children to be participants in the decision-making process 

at both classroom and school levels., My hypothesis is 

that primary-age children do have their own identifiable 

perspectives on schooling because 0£ their particular 

place in the structure 0£ schooling. They have views 0£ 

schooling that should be admitted into the cl.assroom and 

school decision-making structures £or the benefit 0£ the 

child, the classroom teacher/sand the school., Children 

should participate not only because they have something 

to contribute but because participation will also roster 

their own growth and understanding. 

,This is essentially a pioneering study-., It is 

pioneering in that children are being asked to express 

their views and pe~ceptions 0£ schooling £rom their own 

perspectives in their own language. It appears that .. most 

studies on views 0£ schooling have concentrated on secondary

age children, and, further, very rew studies even amongst 

these have actually made an attempt to explore children's 

views and perceptions 0£ schooling £rom the perspectives 

0£ the children. Most studies appear to have been designed 

so that the nrespondents 11 are asked to react to the 

researcher's perceptions of schooling._ 
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In undertaking this study, I was concerned that 

schooling £or the majority 0£ children means taking part 

but not participating. They are taking part because they 

have to attend school as schooling is compulsory, but this 

taking part does not necessarily mean that they are active 

participants in their own schooling. they are not 

participating, in my view, unless their needs, interests 

and abilities are given serious consideration in order to 

ensure active learning £or worthwhile growth and 

development. Children are quite powerless in the school 

situation unless teachers are prepared to take their views 

seriously,. When a child's views are accepted seriously 

by both teachers and peers, the child is contributing to 

his/her own schooling and is more likely to view school 

as a worthwhile place as opposed to an alien experience 

that lacks relevance and purpose. 

Some would doubt that primary-age children have the 

capacity to contribute meaningfully to the directions 0£ 

their schooling. My argument is, however, that these 

children do have views or schooling that are meaningful 

and worthwhile but that very rarely do teachers and schools 

canvass the childrenis views on schooling because of three 

£actorso 

The first factor relates to the traditional 

authoritarian bias of schools: they tend to be teacher 

dominated with passive pupils who are not encouraged or 

allowed to participate in meaningful ways~1 Because 0£ 

the hierarchical authority structure 0£ schools, and because 
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of traditional adul.t-child relationships, the teacher is 

often more concerned with imposing an organisation and a 

curriculum upon the child. In effect, these impositions 

have probably been placed upon the teacher because of the 

hierarchical nature o:f the school and the system in which 

he/she works. Al.so, it is probable, because it is 

traditional, that the child is viewed as a receiver 0£ 

information with the teacher as the deliverer o:f that 

'2 in.formation. In other words, the package has been pre-

determined for the child~ and it is seen to be the child's 

responsibility to receive that package without question. 

It is comfortable for teachers to operate in this 

traditional authoritarian manner because they are used to 

it, because power is positively reinforcing and because 

negotiation is time consuming and potentially threatening. 

For all this, many teachers operate in an authoritarian 

mode because of their own lack of thinking about whether 

children should and their lack of awareness that children 

can contribute to decision-making. They have not denied 

the child consciously, but because of their own experiences 

and perceptions 0£ what schools and classrooms ought to be, 

they have unthinkingly promoted what they have perceived to 

be the required way or operating schools and ciassrooms. 

While this~type o:f teacher is operating in the authoritarian 

tradition in an unthinking way, there is also the 

authoritarian teacher who has consciously accepted the 

principles of authoritarianism as the way to operate. The 

unaware teacher operating in the authoritarian mode is a 
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re£1ection of his/her own schooling, devel.oped habi,"ts, and 

the tacit acceptance that schools and cl.assrooms are 

supposed to operate in that manner. 

The second factor in the schools' :failure to take 

children's views into account is the perception o:f many 

teachers that the development of the children is not 

advanced enough :for good decision-making. Because teachers 

tend to view children of primary-age as being immature, 

particularly morally immature, many would hold that these 

children are not morally and cognitively capable of holding 

worthwhile views that can be admitted. 

I would argue, to the contrary, that what we know about 

moral development3 reinforces the importance of the 

involvement of children, with adults, in real discussions 

about real decisions. Further, I would argue that listening 

to children's views is a cru,cial activity for teachers if 

they are to understand children's cognitive and moral 

development so that they are able to understand and 

accommodate children's actions and views. Adults should 

not denigrate children because of a possible mistaken belief 

that children's views are without substance. Their views 

are honest expressions of the way that they see their world, 

and they are attempting to make sense 0£ that world. Teachers 

who structure their schools and classrooms to allow meaningful 

participation by children are aiding children to make sense 

of their, the children's, world and are giving extra validity 

to their own programs as the children's views are part 0£ 

those programs. Moral and cognitive development are 

curricular responsibilities. 
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The third factor relates to the denial by schools 0£ 

children's rights by excluding them and their views and 

perceptions from decision-making. In the main, little 

conscious- thought is given to children's rights in the 

majority 0£ schools and classrooms. What happens in 

schools and classrooms clearly concerns the child, and 

the ways in which teachers relate to children is important 

in the childvs attitudes, va.luesand perceptions o;f sel£. 

The question 0£ children's rights is a moral issue. One 

aspect of that issue is the right 0£ children to full and 

active participation in those decisions that affect their 

1 - 4 
J. ves. 

School is not, and should not be, separated from the 

1treal worlct 1t, and the attitudes and values exhibited within 

the school should be connected strongly to the attitudes 

and values 0£ our society. It is quite probable that the 

rights of children are respected more in the real world 

than they are in schools in that children's views and 

perceptions_ will be admitted as having value in a variety 

of social situations. The denial by schools of participation 

by children in their schooling is a denial 0£ their rights 

as people. I would argue that by admitting children's 

views and perceptions into school and classroom decision

making, their rights are being observed, developed and 

valued. 

These factors, either singly or in various combinations, 

mitigate against teachers seeking and valuing children's 

views as relevant to school and classroom decision-making. 
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The ove.rarching :factor is seen by me to be the authoritarian 

tradition o:f our schools £or this has been a long and 

strong thread in the development and operation of our 

schools. It is probable that moral development and 

children's rights could be subsumed within authoritarianism, 

but the separation o:f the three £actors is seen by me as 

valid in examining the issues involved in the participation 

of primary-age children in school and classroom decision

making. 

This study starts with the proposition that.the views 

of upper primary children ought to be included as part of 

the decision-making structure in schools and classrooms. 

It is concerned to explore children's views in order to 

understand those views in their own right, and to reflect 

upon the ways in which their views can be taken into 

account. 

The study proceeds along two fronts. First, there is 

an argument, which expands upon this .introduction, on why 

children ought to be admitted into the school decision

making process in some way. Second, there is an attempt 
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to research the views of upper primary children in order 

to show that their views have substance and value-. The 

subjects of the study are a sample of Year 6 children 

in government schools in New South Wales. Finally, 

the discussion and conclusion chapter tries to reunite 

the argument and the .field research e.ffort-•. 
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Chap ter 2 

An Argument About Children 

and School Decision-making 

In this chapter, I shall present arguments which 

relate to the three factors discussed in the introduction. 

In the :first section, I shall explore the authoritarian 

habits of schools and schooling in an historical context 

with the purpose o:f suggesting why schools are like they 

are today. Progressivism and its intents and rhetoric 

will be part o:f this exploration. I shall argue that 

child-centred directions in documents have not led to 

child-centred approaches in action. ·A :focus will be 

given to what schools were like in the 1950's, and it 

will be argued that the authoritarian nature of schools 

exists in large measure today. I shall also look at 

teacher awareness o:f children's views. 

In the second section, I shall look at moral 

development in terms of children not being allowed to 

develop :fully if denied the relevant experiences o:f 

participation whereby the chi.ld can test his/her views 

against peers and adults. Aspects of the hidden 

curriculum will be explored, and the importance o:f 

teachers as role models will be discussed. 

In the third section, children's rights, I shall 

:focus on the right to participate and not just receive 

an education. This will be an extension of the moral 

development section with an understanding being generated 

that children must have the right to participate in their 

own schooling so that they can develop as people with a 
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sense of their own dignity and worth as human beings in 

our society. 

In a fourth section, I shall explore active learning 

and participation by children as the desired approach in 

schools and classrooms to ensure worthwhile cognitive 

growth, pupil interest and the raising of self-estee~ 

Authoritarianism 

When Freeman Butts visited Australia in 1954, he 

observed that the prime goals o:f primary education were 

orderliness, discipline and the development 0£ skills1 ; 

that the interests of children were not seen in Australia 

2 as a sound foundation :for the educative process ; that 

there was.a fundamental distrust o:f freedom as an essential 

ingredient o:f the educative process
3

; that traditional 

methods were favoured over experimentation with newer· 

methods; and in this context, he further observed that 

the traditional was ruled by the tyranny of the notebook 

and a tyranny of uniformity.4 While he obser ved greater 

ferment in the :field of primary education than in the 

:field 0£ secondary e ducation, 5 he also observe d : 

11great evidence o:f rigid, uni:form treatment 
of li ttl.e children that must rest upon the 
assumption that orderliness, discipline and 
development o:f skills6are the prime goals 
of primary educationtt , . 

He .further commented that: 

ttFrom what I saw in the primary schools, the 
teachers were more intere sted in what inrormation 
the children could express efficiently than the y 
were in the judg~me nt s and attitudes that were 
being deve loped on the basis o:f sound knowledgen.7 
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Freeman Butts was observing what was essentially 

authoritarianism in operation in schools in Australia. 

While he observed that there were many :forward-:I.ooking 

statements 0£ the goals 0£ primary education, he real_ly 

concluded that what was stated and what was practised 

were di££erent as the practices did not reflect what was 

stated. 8 Butts was actually pointing to Australian schools 

as being very much traditional in orientation and practice 

in that schools were transmitters 0£ information, were 

:formal in context, were tied :firmly to the teacher as an 

authority :figure, were concerned with the utilitarian 

nature 0£ education, and were concerned with teaching 

9 
subjects rather than children. These aspects 0£ education, 

the premises 0£ traditional schooling, were Virtually quoted 

chapter and verse by Butts, and as they are concerned with 

transmission and undenied authority, they are the very 

elements 0£ non-demoncratic, authoritarian schooling. 

While the stated aims o:f education and syllabuses 0£ the 

time were :forward-looking in intent, it was obvious that 

the practices 0£ schools were well removed £rom those 

intentions. 

According to Crary and Petrone (1971) 10 and Cleverley 

and Lawry (1973) 11 , the progressive m9vement in education 

in both the United States 0£ America and Australia had its 

rise in the 1920 1 s and 1930's. This movement was very much 

a reaction to traditional authoritarian schooling and was 

influenced by Dewey's turn-0£-the-centnry perceptions o;f 

the democratic society, 12 about schools as a part o:f society, 13 
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about curiosity and the rational learning mode o:f children 

as well as on his concern £or children as people •. 13 

According to Cremin (1961), the progressive movement 

commanded loyalty for half-a-century but fell into disfavour 

because of aspects that included distortion, negativism 

and demands on teachers' time and abilities:15 He marked 

its collapse in the United States o:f America as bein:g.· after 

World War 11
16 

as an outcome of a swing to conservatism. 17 

He conceded, however, that while the rhetoric 0£ progressive 

education :fell into disfavour, progressive ideas did continue 

to command wide assent and were still practised. This led 

to methodological and curriculum changes. Schools were 

attempting to improve the lives 0£ individuals18 and to 

recognise- him/her as a unique person. 

Australian education in the period 1905-1967 was, 

according to Barcan (1980), attempting to balance the 

needs of the individual and ·the needs of society with an 

emphasis on the needs of the individual increasingly apparent 

from the late 1960 1 s.
19 

Cleverley and Lawry (1973) pointed 

out that in Australia progressive ideas influenced approaches 

during the 1940's and 1950 1 s through such innovations as 

child-centred schools, composite subjects and rhetoric 

20 
about co-operation. They also observed that the 1952 New 

South Wales primary curriculum document was in£1uenced by 

. . d 21 progressive 1 eas. 

When Butts visited Australia in 1954, his cOillillents 

did not suggest that he was looking £or the post-World War II 

conservatism suggeste d by Cremin. In £act, Butts was looking 
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for something beyond a traditional authoritarianism. 

When he spoke of distrust 0£ :freedom in Australian edu~ation,

he was not just referring to children
22

: teachers were 

23 
placed in the same category. As Butts concluded: 

111 would say that Australia needs a great 
educational r e vival and awakening o:f interest 
in education. Somehow the :fires o:f 
educational enthusiasm and aspir~tion £or a 
better education must be kindled-.. I miss a 
widespread :feeling 0£ ferment or dissatis:fac·tion 
or cri ticism1t,. 24 

Butts was observing an authoritarianism that was 

exercised over. both pupils and teachers. Many of the pupils, 

and some of the teache rs, observed by Butts are now, or 

still are, teachers in our schools today-. 

In the 1970's, Humphreys and Newcombe (1975) were 

critical 0£ the :fact that the 11Australian education system 

still .espouses the view that children should be seen and 

not heard1r, 25 that teachers are viewed as authority .figures, 26 

and that "there is no real, honest communication between 
. 27 

teachers and students 11 • In spite o:f a rise o:f 

progressivism during the 1960 1 s and the development 0 £ 

alternative schools, there was little real change in the 
. . 

mainstream of schooling. Mos t teachers in the 1970's were 

still not prepared to modify or abandon the authoritarian 

use o:f power and appeared to be largely concerned with the 

maintenance o:f control over powerless students •. While 

education authorities in Australia may have been espousing 

child-centred rhetoric, it was not obvious that teachers 

and schools put the rhetoric into identifiable action, 

particularly in terms 0£ the relationships between the 

teacher and the students. While students in the 1970's 
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may have wanted a say in the running of their schools and 

may have wanted to make decisions about activities at school 

f th · l . 28 t h d h l d"d t as part o eir earning, eac ers an sc oo s 1 no, 

in fact, allow those things to happen. 

I£ there are to be changes in terms 0£ teacher/student 

relationships, teachers are the ones who have to change and 

recognise children as people who have a right to participate 

in their own education. As many of the teachers in schools 

have themselves been taught in a tradition of authoritarianism 

so, too, they have nurtured and·maintained that tradition in 

their own classrooms and schools. Statements alone are 

insufficient to bring changes in education, £or the philosophy 

and practices associated with the change have to become 

known, understood and internalised before the change can be 

implemented into a class, school or education system • .As 

Middleton (1982) pointed out recently: 

.. 
110rganizations that were original.l.y shaped 
by social and political expediencies and 
by accidents of history are increasingly 
maintaine.d by the needs of their own internal 
dynamics. Eventually they become stubbornly 
immune to new social demanct~

9
and insensitive 

to their own shortcomingsn. 

The bureaucratic nature of the New South Wales Department 

of Education does not foster more open school situations. 

Control is highly centralised and line authority is 

continually employed as a means of control and accountability. 

Teachers subjected to authoritarian control mechanisms are 

likely to repeat those mechanisms when dealing with children. 

It may be that the entrenched tradition of authoritarianism 

i n schooling will remain as l 'ong as authoritarianism is 



15 

institutionalised within the mode of operation of the 

education system itself. Teachers subjected to authoritarian 

control within a school and within an education system could 

find it difficult to put into practice the philosophies and 

ideals 0£ curricular and aims statements when they are 

subjected to quite different procedures in their relationship 
' . 

with their employing authority. 

Moral Development 

I£ teachers and schools do not .foster and develop 

child participation, the moral and cognitive development 

0£ the child, curricular responsibilities, will be less 

than optimal. Teachers must be £ully aware 0£ the ways in 

which they can influence children's capacities to reason 

about issues and values. As Kohlberg and Turiel (1971) 

have pointed out: 

"Teachers constantly act as moral educators. 
They tell children what to do, make evaluations 
0£ children's behavior, and Qixect children's 
relations in the classrooms ••• Teachers 
sometimes engage in these daily activities 
without being aware that they are engaged in 
moral education, but the children are aware of itn.30 

Moral education can be rather covert in the school 

situation in that it can be a powerful aspect of the 

hidden curriculum of schooling, that is 11the norms and 

values that are implicitly, but effectively, taught in 

schools and that are not usually talked about in teachers' 

statements of end or goals 1t~
31 By raising the awareness of 

teachers in terms 0£ the unintended outcomes of their acts, 

they are more likely to be aware of the need to talk with 

children about what they have received and understood from 
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their schooling. Even with the intended curriculum, teachers 

should not assume that what they have presented is what has 

been received by the children. Various levels of understanding 

as well as a variety 0£ values' orientations will very much 

determine what is received and understood by the child. 

Teachers should not assume that the children in their 

classes and schools receive what they, the teachers,intended 

them to receive. Children are not always privy to adult 

understandings.. Schooling is supposed to aid the development 

0£ reasoning and understanding, but for this to occur, 

children need to be involved in, and participate in, r e al 

situations which require reasoning and understanding. 

Kohlberg and Turiel (1971) argue that openness in 

classrooms and schools in which children can participate 

fully is an important means by which children develop a 

sense of justice~32 This openness is necessary so that 

children can test their views aginst the views of others 

in determining the actions that are appropriate in given 

situations. While Kohlberg and Turiel (1971) indicate that 

all children move through a set series 0£ moral stages in 

33 the same order, they indicate that it is "both possible 

and desirable to encourage the child's thoughtful consideration 

of moral con:f1icts and their integration at a higher; ·s,tage 

· '34 
·0£ developmenttt. I.f teachers and schools :fail to admit 

children 9 s views because of a mistaken concept 0£ maturity 

as being a supposed adult maturity, they are not allowing 

an essential o.f moral development: the testing o:f one's 

views. Children should be seen and heard as active 
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participants in their own educative process i:f worthwhile 

development is to · take place. The views o:f children will 

help adults to understand that children do have a moral 

maturity that is very much tied to stages o:f development 

·· 35 and systems o:f rules. · Teachers and schools which foster 

and develop pupil participation will aid in the development 

of a person who is in charge o:f his/her own li:fe while 

authoritarian teachers and schools are· more likely to 

produce~ person who :feels that someone or something else 

is in control o:f his/her li:fe.
36 

To develop moral reasoning is not sufficient in itself, 

:for the outcome o:f moral reasoning should be moral action. 

Richard de Charms {1971) sees a major goal o:f schooling as 

helping· children to be personally responsible :for their 
,· 37 

behaviour. He points out: 

nchildren are not born with sel.f-control 
and one of their major , devel.opmental problems 
is that o:f learning it. To the extent that 

· ·they lack controls from within is the extent 
to which control passes :from the teacher to 
'nowhere' when the teacher tries t93gurn the 
control over to immature childrentt. 

I£ schools in New South Wales are giving more than 

lip service to written statements of aims, 39 they should 

be developing children as thinkers and decision-makers 

towards a stage of moral autonomy. This invoives the ability 

to make moral judgements and to £ormulate moral principles 

to guide decisions and behaviour~40 As our current best 

judgement is that moral autonomy develops through ~ series 

o:f stages involving perceptive understanding, mature 

judgement and responsible selr-direction,41 the implications 
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:for teachers and schools is to ensure participation in real 

situations in which these traits can deve1op., In the middle 

and later primary years, children can see things :from di:fferent 

points o:f view, can take into account the needs o:f others, 

can begin to see beyond themselves and, therefore, can be 

introduced to ways o:f li:fe, attitudes, values and opinions 

which may di:f:fer :from their own~42 Furthermore, by the end 

0£ primary school, "they are capable o:f being directly 

involved in aspects o:f policy :formulation and 0£ assuming 

responsibility as members 0£ a groupn~43· 

Translating rhetoric in aims statements about development 

towards moral autonomy into real practice in values requires 

understanding clearly just what the levels 0£ moral 

development o:f children are at particular ages· and how best, 

there:fore, to arrange their participation in real decisions 

which a:f:fect them. This participation should, in turn, 

:foster their moral development towards higher levels. 

Children's Rights 

In considering the rights of children, it is essential 

to recognise that the child is a human person. -Being human 

means that the child has the right to. be treated wi'th dignity 

and respect, and that he/she, because 0£ the capacities to 

learn, be rational, and develop a moral sense,44 has the right 

to make decisions and to act rather than be treated as an 

object that is manipulated and acted upon~45 It is the 

function of education to ensure that the child grows as a 

learner, a s a rational b e ing, as a moral agent,46 so that 

I 
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he/she is able to make valid choices in the process of 

b . 47 ecoming. In considering children's rights, I am concerned 

with the rights of the child as a person and with the rights 

48 0£ each person. Rights are not concerned with 

permissiveness, self-interest or claims49 but are concerned 

with uan entitlement to the experiences which develop the 

capacity to effectively demand dignity, self respect and 

mutual satisfaction in relationships with othersn.50 

In the authoritarian classroom and school, power is 

exercised by teachers over children. This can amount to 

a denial of the rights of children to participate in and 

contribute to their own education. Wringe (1981) pointed 

out that: 

nopposition to pupil participation in the 
management of schools may wel.l .result .from 
a sincere belief that the young, because of 
their inexperience, will press .for measµres

51 which are unsound in educational terms". 

Teachers and schools are responsible £or giving children 

worthwhile experiences so that they can grow and make good 

choices. 

Holt (1975) reported that: 

111 an open and accepting communication between 
children and adults' in situations where it 
had not previously been expectcad caused great 
strains within the new schools. But there was 
little doubt that they were determined to 
develop this £arm of communication, despite the 
problems it raised and d~sp!~e the ambiguity 
surrounding its meaning•t. 

Unless children and teachers do meet honestly and 

openly, schools can become places 0£ alienation .for children 

because 0£ the failure of schools to meet their needs, 
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interests and abilities, and, therefore, to give meaning 

and relevance to what is happening with and £or them. The 

authoritarian school will deprive children of rights that 

are probably available to them outside school. For these 

children, schooling will be more concerned with survival 

than with worthwhile growth. As pointed out by Wringe (1981}: 

't!t would seem to be a breach of ••• trust 
and an in.fringement of the child rs right if,· 
instead of being educated, he is abused, 
humiliated, subjected to needless and 
stultifying boredom, made to learn things 
which are of no value or to engage in 
sloppily inefficient learning procedures, 
as a result o;f which he eventually emerges _ 

53 from school having learned little 0£ value". 

As children do have the right -,to be active participants 

in their own schooling, it should be seen "that their wishes 

•••• have to be wei,ghed in the decision-making processn,54 

and that in recognising this right •~s to see them as 

persons ••••• whose wishes, aspirations and point of 

•55 view are to be taken seriously". 

It is the child's right to participate and to have 

his/her views given serious consideration in classroom and 

school decision-making processes. The views that the 

child brings to the situation are his/her honest, unique 

views that must be tested against the views or others i£ 

there is to be worthwhile moral growth in order to make 

good choices. Schools and classrooms must be places in 

which children and teachers share experiences that help 

the child to become conscious or the dignity of persons 

and to become good choosers. 
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Active Learning 

Authoritarian school and classroom practices run 

counter to child-centred approaches, and do not cater 

e££ectively £or cognitive growth, moral development and 

the recognition 0£ the child Vs right to be an active 

participant in his/her own schooling. Active learning, 

11 . db h d t· . t D 56 p· t 57 we recognise y sue e uca ionis s as ewey , iage 

58 and Goodlad, promotes cognitive growth, moral develpp~en~, 

student interest and sel£-esteem. It is the means 0£ 

ensuring that the child is an active participant in his/ 

her own learning, thus ensuring the promotion 0£ 

worthwhile moral development and the practice 0£ children's 

rights. The child must be treated as an agent 0£ his/ 

her own schooling rather than being regarded as an object. 

In considering active learning, I am concerned that 

child-centred approaches, structured not permissive, are 

practised in classrooms and schools. ~he active and 

interactive classroom is one in which children and teachers 

interact in a spirit 0£ inquiry and discovery as they 

come to learn about and understand themselves and their 

world. Unless learning is active, children will have 

little chance to make sense 0£ and contribute to what is 

happening with and £or them. The pr~ctices being promoted 

in schools in New South Wales are concerned with active 

. , 59 
learning. 

In the next chapter, I review the literature on 

children's views and perceptions or schooling. 
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Chap ter 3 

Research on Schooling £rom a Child's Viewpoint: 

The Literature 

The literature on children's views and perceptions 

of schooling reveals little that has been researched in 

terms of operating .from the child's point o:f view, and 

it appears that much of the research is concerned with 

establishing what teachers and schools can do for 

children rather than what it looks like :from a child's 

perspective. Weinstein (1983), in reviewing research in 

America, concluded that: 

ttmuch of the existing research on classrooms 
tended to ignore the intelligence that 
children bring to this social situation. 
Researchers are just beginning serious 
investigations of the student P9fnt o:f 
view about classroom processestt. 

•••• 

In the introduction to her book, Young Australians: 

The Attitudes 0£ Our Children, Phillips (1979} poin ted 

out that there had been little research on Australian 

children and that child development examples :for 

Australians related, in the main, to an American experience 

· 2 rather than an Australian experience. In reviewing 

literature which was concerned with pupils' views, I also 

discovered that, of the studies reviewed, researchers 

were more concerned with secondary-age children than they 

were with primary-age children. I was more concerned with 

Australian studies than with overseas studies, but overseas 

studies have affected the directions of this study. I 

have also been more concerned with studies that have, in 

some way, sought the views of children through talking 

with them. 

I 
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In England, Willis (1978)
3 

and Corrigan (1979) 4 

talked to secondary children in their studies on schooling 

as a means of social reproduction. Their studies were 

selective in tenns of the sample but both researchers were 

concerned with making sense 0£ their respondents' worlds 

through endeavouring to have these children present their 

views openly and honestly. In an unpublished paper, Hardy, 

in an Australian school involving secondary-age children, 

looked specifically at the accreditation system in operation 

in relation to social reproduction~5 His methodology 

employed _talking with children in an endeavour to gain their 

views about what was happening with and for them. The 

approaches used by Willis, Corrigan and Hardy place real 

limits on the sample that can be engaged profitably by a 

single researcher. However, the specific material gained 

far outweighs any sample limitations for the researcher is 

able to pursue issues in depth to gain real understandings. 

Collins et al (1980) in their study Looking Backward: 

Views of Secondary Schooling Held by Recent School Leavers 

and Those Who Work with Them
6 

adopted a case-study approach 

so that they could 11.find out in depth what a few people 

think and recommend rather than to gather more superficially 

the views 0£ a larger, statistically viable sample't •7 

While their study was concerned with those who had left 

school, their concern was to interview so that pre-determined 

issues could be explored and explained in a :face-to-face 

situation. Not only the methodology but the views expressed 

also had relevance £or my study in that views expressed by 
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the school leavers and others could be compared with th~ 

views held by primary-age children, those still attending 

school. Connell et al (1984) in their study or 

secondary schooling:8 

1~et out to do something a bit difrerent: 
to get close to the situations people found 
themselves in, to talk to them at length 
about their experiences. We thought it was 
vital to learn what actually happened, and 
what they actually did, in their wo;rl_)ing· 
lives and in relation to schooling1t. 

They were concerned with meeting people rather than 

·10 
analysing ticks on answer sheets. Interview schedules 

were used but these were flexible to allow the interviewers 

to get inside the respondents' worlds ::•ii The methodology 

and expressed views held relevance for my study but not 

··12 in terms of the focus on reproduction theory. 

In another Australian study of secondary schooling, 

Batten and Girling-Butcher (1981) conducted interviews as 

part of their research so that they could discuss and 

interview in the real world of the students: their school 

13 context. In explaining the case-study approach, they 

suggested that case study data can be "strong ·in reality 

but di££icult to organize, while other research data can 

be 'weak in reality' but amenable to e:f:ficient organizationu. 1· 

Individual and group interviews were empl.oyed as part of 

the methodology. The researchers in this study, which was 

concerned with quality 0£ school li.fe, sugge_sted that :factors 

that needed consideration in group interviews were time, 

student understanding, looking £or positive and negative 

responses, and ensuring that preoccupations did not cloud 
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issues.
15 

Views of significance brought forward related 

to assessments, rights, peer acceptance and :fairness.Q:f 

16 teachers. 

0:f studies involving primary-age children, a :few are 

worth noting. In an American study, Anyon (1981) interviewed 

children to explore their concepts 0£ knowledge.17 She 

was looking at knowledge delivery in schools as an aspect 

o:f social control. By canvassing the views of children 

she did gain insights into how those children viewed 

knowledge. While her :framework, Reproduction Theory, is not 

the :framework 0£ my study, children's views of knowledge are 

an aspect ·or my study. Further, in looking at working-class 

schools, Anyon was critical 0£ physical contro1, 18 

authoritarianism. 

Ramsay (1983) in a study in New Zealand, took issue 

with Anyon's findings concerning knowledge in working-class 

schools because •tthe picture she paints of working class 

schools is too neat and tidy, and :fits too facilely with a 

20 gross :framework 0£ class structure•r. What Ramsay :found 

was that in working-class schools, dif:ferences occurred 

between what Ramway termed n1ess successful" and 11success£ul 11 

schools, and he found that the n1ess success:ful1t schools 

con.firmed Anyon Y s :findings while the rtsuccess:ful rt schools 

refuted Anyon's :findings.
21 

My reading 0£ Ramsay's 11less 

successful" schools and nsuccess.ful •t school.s indicates that 

his n1ess success:fullt schools were authoritarian while his . 

ttsuccess:fultt schools were child-centred with strong 

participation of teachers, parents and children in evidence. 22 
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Anyonws working-class schools were also authoritarian in 

nature. My assumption is that authoritarianism could be 

a significant variable in the presentation or knowledge 

in schools. 

· 11 · ( 97 ) A - l. t d 23 . h th Phi ips 1 1 9 ustra ian s u y is per aps e 

most relevant to what I am attempting here. It was concerned 

with researching the authoritarian attitudes or children in 

order to reach conclusions about the development or sel£

concept. She focused on children in this study because 

"Children epitomise the socialisation process of which 
.:24 

adults are the product1r. The conceptual framework 0£ the 

study, authoritarianism, was chosen because "we have been 

accused of being authoritarian - a nation of ockers", 25 

and Phillips was concerned with detennining how children 

come to be like they are. 

As Phillips was looking for what children think, 

she considered thatg 

11What is important is what the child thinks, 
not what the adult thinks the child thinks. 
The projection 0£ adult ideas into children's 
views is precisely why so much research 
founders, and ever~6erfort was made to avoid 
it in this study 1t. 

Phillips' study involved free discussions with a 

random, small sample 0£ children to obtain statements 

concerning their attitudes and fantasies. These statements 

were compared with past reliable research on authoritarian 
' . 

attitudes.; A developed questionnaire in the Australian 

idiom was then piloted and evaluated £or reliability and 

validity, and a forty-seven-item instrument 0£ discriminators 
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0£ authoritarianism was administered to a large sample of 

primary schoolchildren, Years 5 and 6, in both state and 

independent schools. 

While Phillips' study was wider than schooling, 

aspects 0£ the study were directly related to schooling 

specifically in terms 0£ children's attitudes to teachers, 

sexism, and anti-intellectualism. Conclusions were also 

drawn in relation to state and independent schools and 

single-sex and co-educational schools. Working-class-area 

schools were given specific metnion in relation to sexual 

•27 
prejudice and stereotyping in boys. Aspects of schooling 

were considered in this study because schooling does form 

a significant part of a child's life, and, therefore, 

Phillips argued, in£luenced the attitudes held by children: 

1tOur sel:f-concept is to a large extent 
learnt from what our parents, peers, 
teachers, and signi:ficant others, 2811 
us we are like or should be like 1t. 

While Phillips was concerned not to project adult ideas 

into children's views and framed her items in children's 

terms, the large sample was restricted to an agreement

disagreement response. Two issues of methodology arise. 

The rirst issue is whether or not an adult researcher, even 

with the best intentions, can successfully move into 

children's culture. It is possible that aspects will receive 

an adult bias. However, as long as we are genuinely seeking 

children's views on issues and not imposing our views on them 

this is .still a step forward. What is important is that we are 

gathering children's views rather than regurgitated adults 1 

views. We should bear in mind that the child's views are 
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learned views, learned from others and learned -by 

extrapolating from experience, and are only unique in the 

sense that the child holds them. In constructing her 

questionnaire, Phillips was concerned, and righ~ly so, 

that items be written in terms related to and understood 

by children. 

The second issue concerns an agreement-disagreement 

response. Phillips' sample could only agree or disagree 

with the questionnaire items. If a limited response is 

sought, and this was the case in Phillips' study, item 

formulation is crucial as there is no avenue in such a 

study for further comment, explanation and exploration of 

an issue by the respondent. It is possible that a more 

limited sample explored in depth might have given a more 

reliable indication of the children's real mental universe. 

The importance of Phillips' study is that attempts were 

made to view the world through children's minds, the 

methodology was devised with children as the focus, and the 

conclusions concerning schooling have rel.evance·-• 

The importance of Phillips' study to my field research 

is that its concerns with authoritarianism and with seeking 

children's views prompted consideration of discovering the 

views of schooling held by children and exploring those views. 

My motivation was to show that children have the capacity, 

the need in terms of growth and development, and the right to 

participate in classroom and school decision-making processes. 

My concern was to explore the ramifications o:f authoritarian 
~ C, 

teachers and schools on the lives of children. 
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In the next chapter, I present and discuss my field 

research methodology Qn the views of schooling held by 

primary-age children. 
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Chapter 4 

Research Design 

Aims -
The aims of the field research were to gather the views 

of children on schooling and to test particular assumptions 

of schooling with a view to determining the potential of 

children as contributors to educational decision-making. 

This research was essentially exploratory and was 

concerned with operating from the views brought forward by 

children rather than exploring adult-centred issues. This 

had important ramifications £or determining t~e methodological 

approach. 

Introduced into the study were assumptions on child

centredness, knowledge, education and.work, co-education and 

compulsory schooling. These issues are relevant aspects of 

schooling in New South Wales that impinge upon the lives of 

the children in the study. 

It was my hypothesis that primary-age children have the 

potential to contribute to educational decision-making at 

both the classroom and s chool levels. 

Sample 

The total sample consisted of sixty-three Year 6 children. 

In selecting the area from which the sample was drawn, 

accessibility by the r esearcher was a criterion, but within 

the restrictions of this criterion, as wide a 1ife-experience 

scatter as possible was sought. The children were drawn from 

a total of eight s chool s . Each school had a Year 6 population 

of two or more childre n. Th e se s chools were either in, or 



36 

located closed by', a city which was a centre :for labour 

intensive industry. While there were children :from a variety 

of middle and working class backgrounds in this field research, 

the area is dominated by a manual labour ethos. 

From five schools, the total Year 6 populations were 

involved in keeping diaries and being interviewed and were 

selected because of the ability to work with the total school 

population in each. To extend the sample for the interviews, 

the schools were selected randomly and the children to be 

interviewed were selected according to positions on rolls. 

Methodology 

Thirty-four children :from :five school.s were asked to 

keep diaries of school :for one week. From these diaries 

and pre-determined inclusions (compulsory schooling, 

co-education, teacher authoritarianism, teacher talk, 

knowledge, education and work, and child-centredness) an 

interview schedule was constructed. All children responded 

to the interview schedule. The process commenced in 

September, 1982, and was completed in November, 1982. 

The Diaries: 

If the research was to be based, in essence, on the 

views brought £orward by children, a way to do this had to 

be devised. I decided to ask thirty-:four children :from :five 

schools to keep diaries of school for one week. I visited 

each school and spoke to the principals, teachers and children 

about keeping the diaries. Principals and teachers were asked 

to allow the children free rein in that the diary was the 

responsibility 0£ the child alone and the keeping 0£ same was 
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not to be seen as a required school task. A note was given 

to each child concerning the keeping of the diaryg 

nrn the writing of your diary, I want you 
to write about what you want to write about. 
Before writing your diary, think about what 
happened in the classroom and in the 
playground. 
If you are writing about other people, 
there is no need to use their names a~, 
names in this diary are not important. 
You are asked to start your diary on 
Monday, 27th Septemper, and keep it 
£or the whole week".. (Appendix 1) 

A letter was also sent to each parent explaining what 

was happening with their child. They were asked not to 

assist in the writing 0£ the diary. (Appendix 2) 

At each school, I answered questions from the children 

about the keeping of the diaries. Possible diary content 

was not discussed. Diary format was the responsibility of 

each child. 

At the conclusion of the designated week, the diaries 
'. 

were collected from each school. 0£ the thirty-four 

children, thirty submitted diaries. 

In having the diaries compiled by thirty-four Year 6 

children only, I was mindful of obtaining a reliable data

base for the compilation of the interview schedule. I 

consider that the diary sample was valid in terms of the 

responses and the significance of the material for the 

compilation of the interview schedule. 

The diaries were analysed in terms of their content. 

As the diaries were read, organisational categories of 

importance to children becamse apparent: Subjects, Playground, 

Teache r, School, Peers, Outside School. 
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These broad categories were used to give direction to 

the analysis. Each category was analysed £urther in terms 0£ 

ttfact 11 and 11opinionu. 11Fact 11 was regarded as being a statement 

0£ what actually happened while 11opinionn was regarded as 

being an evaluative statement about an event. In the initial. 

analysis, each category was analysed in terms 0£ what boys 

stated and what girls stated. There were no significant 

di£ferences. Each school was analysed separately. 

After the initial analysis was completed, · the material 

was subjected to frequency counts. For £actual statements, 

the frequency was determined by counting the number of times 

a £act was mentioned, while for statements 0£ opinion, 

opinions on various issues were recorded verbatim and then 

counted. These frequency counts were applied across schools. 

The objective of this analysis was to identify what were the 

important issues to these children. From these issues, the 

items for the interview schedule were determined. 

The Interview Schedule: 

In the interview schedule, the statements were based 

substantially on the issues raised by the children in the 

diaries. In addition, items were included by the researcher 

to gain children's views on the £allowing particular issues: 

compulsory schooling, co-education, teacher authoritarianism, 

teacher talk, knowledge, education aJ:?,d work, child-cent redness-•. 

These included items were consid~red to be of relevance to 

children in terms 0£ what is happening with and £or them. 

In the twenty-nine item interview schedule, twenty or the 

items were the direct outcomes or the diaries. 
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The twenty-nine item interview schedule (Appendix 3) 

was constructed in rive sections: School, Teachers, Peers, 

Subjects and Child-centred. The following table (Table 1) 

indicates the statements included in the interview schedule 

and the reasons why they were included. 
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TABLE I : INTERVIEW SCHEDULE : REASONS FOR STATEMENTS 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

NO. STATEMENTS 

All children 
should .go to 
school. 

2. School is a 
good place 
to be. 

3. Boys and girls 
should be 
separated in._ 
high schools. 

4. Children 
like 
teachers. 

REASONS FOR STATEMENTS 

DIARY OTHER 

Diary statements did indi
cate school likes and dis
likes e.g. 'll think I 
would be better off home 
sick in bed than at---
school"; "I can't wait 
to get out of this schooln; 
"-I can't cope anymoren; 
"I like going to schooln; 
nschool is good because 
you learn a lottt; n-I 
think school is dwnb 11 ; 

11It was just a , boring 
day at schooltt. 

This was prompted by the 
above diary statements. 

There were variations of 
opinio~ about the worth of 
school. Other comments 
about school included: 
ur like school it is a 
good place. It he1ps you 
to learn to read and to 
wri te'1 ; !'·I think school 
is greatHo 

There were variable state
ments: 

rtToday Mr --- was away and 
we had Mrs --- and we had 
fun with hertt; "I enjoyed 
the exploder box Mr --
made11; "Today I got in 
troble because this 
teacher everyone hates". 

This was 
included by 
the researcher 
to explore 
compulsory 
schooling 

This was includ
ed because the 
children in the 
study feed into 
government 
single-sex high 
schools. 



INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

STATEMENTS 

s. 

8. 

Teachers are 
too strict. 

Primary 
children like 
to work with 
the same 
teac~er all the 
time. 

Teachers ar~. 
always :fair. 

Teachers 
should be 
allowed to 
use :the 
cane. 

9 .. Teachers 
should punish 
children when 
they do soID?
thing wrong. 
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REASONS FOR STATEMENTS 

DIARY 

This was included because 
0£ statements made by 
children about teacher 
action: 11We do not get 
to talk", "We weren't 
al 1 owed to play cricket it; 
"My friends and .- .I were 
blown up today rt. 

Comments made were: 11I 
like the change of teacher 
£or library"; 11Today Mr --
was away and we had Mrs--
and we had fun with her"; 
1tOn Thursday Mr --- , Mrs --
and Mr --- were away :for 
the day and th~ee casuals 
teachers came". 

This was prompted by the 
.:following: "I was not 
even speaking and he goes 
to me be quite --- and he 
always picked on me and 
he hate 6 grade he ioves 
5 grade 11 ; ttI thi~,Ml'.'a --
is unfair because •••• n; 
ttToday we went in and 
--- was punching people 
so I went and told Mrs .., __ _ 
she never done nothing". 

This was in response to: 
1tToday we had a game 0£ 
tips and --- got the cane 
£or punching people he 
deserved it I wou1d have 
to but I never punchedtt; 
11--- was sterring he 
nearly got the canen; 
11There was a boy at school 
today he seemed upset I 
think, Mr --- gave him the 
canen. 

Punishment/discipline 
received mention in the 
diaries. The comments on 
caning above were part of 
the prompt plus: 11---

and --- and I got in to 
troble for filking stonesn; 

OTHER 



INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

NO. 

10. 

11. 

12. 

13. 

STATEMENTS 

9. cont. 

Children 
pre:fer 
teachers 
telling the,m 
what to do. 

Teachers talk 
too much in :
the classroom. 

Children 
should get on 
with their 
work when the 
teacher is out 
0£ the room. 

Boys and girls 
play together 
during 
recesses. 
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REASONS FOR STATEMENTS 

DIARY OTHER 

11My :friends and I were 
blown up today we were 
only hitting each other 
with sticks•t; 1tI got one 
hundred lines :from talking 
but I sµppose that can't be 
helped 11 • 

Various aspects o:f the 
diaries indicated that 
teachers do tell children 
what to do and that class
room work is very much 
directed: •~rs --- told 
us to write a story about 
a magic lamp"; ttjust as 
we started to ,wri te he 
said pack up 11 • Behaviour 
is also very much 
directed. 

Various aspects in the 
diaries indicated :fairly 
directed l~_arning 
approaches.· Diaries did 
not, however, mention 
teacher talk directly in 
terms of. talking in 
lessons. 

The comments prompting this 
were: "Mr --- went out and 
people were writing notes 
about ho they will go with 
I said know· onen; 11We had 
our Written Expression test 
an Mr --- walked out 
halfway through it and 
everyone started ialking 
and being stupidn. 

This was drawn directly 
£rem the diaries: n-the 
boys uselly play :footbal.l. 
while the girls ·handbaJ.ltl; 
11at play lunch we played 
£ootba11 u; 1'When recess 
arrives girls are permitted 
to take part in boys gamesn; 
11A t re sus we pl~yed cricket 
with the girls 11. 

This was includ
ed by the 
researcher in 
response to 
previous 
research 
:findings. 

This was includ
ed by the 
researcher in 
response to 
previous 
research 
:findings. 



I ~ERVIEW SCHEDULE 

NO. STATEMENTS 
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REASONS FOR STATEMENTS 

DIARY 

14. During recesses This follows on from Statement 
children play 13: 11At Play lunch and l.unch 

15. 

16. 

17. 

sport. we played footbal.1 11 ; 

All school 
subjects are 
important. 

Reading is the 
most important 
subject that 
we do. 

Mathematics 
is easy. 

nToday we stayed inside 
because it rained. We were 
bored staying ~nside so we 
played games 11

• 

Most school subjects we.re 
mentioned in the diary. 
Some children identi.fied some 
subjects as fun (Craft) 
and a rest from schoolwork 
(Singing) (Sewing). They also 
stated their likes and 
dislikes. 

Reading and associated acti
vities (S.R.A., Vocabulary) 
were mentioned by a signifi
cant number 0£ children. 
Responses varied across liking, 
disliking and its importance: 
nwe did my favourite subject 
reading"; "sometimes we have 
study reading I hate it because 
I 1m no good at it 11 ; nwe had 
reading and I thing it is 
important because you need to 
read notices and road signsn. 

Comments on Mathematics varied 
across liking and disliking: 
11S ome times I don 1 t 1.ike 
arithmetic but I do it because 
if I was a farmer and I went 
and bought a bag of seed for 
$20 they might charge me $100 11 ; 

11 1 did not like Arithmetic 
today because I did not under-
stand it 11

; 
11 1 love doing Maths 

and I wish I ~ould do more of 
it some timesn. Only one child 
did not mention Mathematics 
in the diaries. 

OTHER 



INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

NO. 

18. 

,. 
20. 

21. 

STATEMENTS 

All children 
should be able, 
to spell well. 

Physical 
Education, .is 
important. 

Sport is good. 

Singing is .. 
enjoyable. 
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REASONS FOR STATEMENTS 

DIARY 

A significant number o:f 
children mentioned spelling. 
Comments vari.ed: "Today we 
did spelling. Part o:f it 
was easy but Building Words 
is harcttt; nwe did spelling 
which I like when the words 
are easy but they mainly 
aren t t 11 ; ttThi s morning we 
had spelling I am the worst 
speller in the class. 
Thats why, .. I don •t like 
spellingtt. 

A number o:f children mention
ed Physical Education-. 
Opinions passed indicated 
that Physical Education was 
£un and was go,od and makes 
you healthier. One opinion 
was passed on peers: nsome 
kids like it but others 
don rt so :t,hey spoil it :for 
everyoneu. 

A number o:f children men
tioned sport: ur like sport 
especially when we play 
tennisu; 11Today we had 
sport whi ch I like very much 
because it is :fun't; ttWe have 
spor t on Wednesday. I like 
sport but we should be 
allowed to pick; which sport 
we want to play. We should 
do sport more days o:f the 
weektt. 

In the main, diary indications 
were that singing was liked .. 
There were some negatives: 
ttThe ,,,thing I liked about today 
was • • • singing n; 1tI like 
s inging because it give you 
time 0£:f school worktt; 
tt I enjoy singing when I 
like the songs 11 • 

OTHER 



INTERVIEW SOIEDULE 

NO o STATEMENTS 

22. 

23. 

Craft is not 
really school
work. 

Homework is 
not necessary. 

24. Tests are 
important. 
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REASONS FOR STATEMENTS 

DIARY 

Hal£ o:f the children menti.on
ed Cra:ft in their diaries~ 
Most indicated a liking £or 
Craft: "Today we had craft 
(I like it) and we started 
(the girls) to knit a teacosyn; 
"Today we did cra:ft .. It's 
good :fun but some kids don't 
like nothing so didn't have 
£untt; 111 like sowing 
because it is a rest from 
working and studying". 

Homework was referred to in 
the diaries in a negative 
sense: ur don I t enjoy 
homework because it is 
boring and you can't do 
things that the others in 
your :family can do 11 ; ttWe 
shouldn't have to do 
homework because school. 
time is over and we shouldn't 
have to work in our own timen; 
HThere 's a girl. at school 
and she had to do a hours 
homework but she never did it 
he didn't say anything 11 ; 
11We had Maths homework and 
I didn't like it pecause I 
don't like Mathsrt. 

Tests received a minor men
tion in the diaries: 1'This 
morning I did a test and I 
don't like doing tests 
because they're hard and some 
times I get a lot o:f sums 
wrong11 ; "I did a maths test 
that Mr wanted me to do 
and I got 2 wrong. I.coul.d 
have done an English test but 
I decided to go to singing"; 
•~e had a writing test we 
haven't recieved the results 
yet but we will soon". 

OTHER 



INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

NO. STATEMENTS 

25. What is 
knowledge? 

26. Education is 
no good unless 
it can get . you 
a good job. 

27. What I need 
to do is the 
same as what 
I have to do. 

28. The things 
that I am 
interested in 
are part of 
what happ~ns 
in school. 

29. What I do at 
school allows 
me to use and 
develop my, 
abilities. 
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REASONS FOR STATEMENTS 

DIARY OTHER 

Much was written about 
school subjects, but the 
term, }'knowledge" was not 
used. 

Mention of later life was 
made in respect to Math
ematics: nsome times I 
don't like arithmetic but 
I do it because i£ I was 
a £armer and I went and 
bought a bag of seed for 
$20 they might charge me 
$10011 • 

Work (job) was not men-· 
tioned in any other 
context. 

Some justification for 
inclusion because of 
statements about school 
being good, boring, not 
interesting, getting out 
of school , ·: and school 
being dumb. 

Some justification for 
inclusion because of 
statements about schoo1 
being good, boring, not 
interes ting, getting out 
of school , .. . and school. 
being dumb. 

Some justification £or 
inclusion because of 
statem~nts about schoo1 
being good, boring, not 
interesting, getting out 
of school , : and school · 
being dumb. 

This was incl.ud• 
ed by the 
researcher. It 
was prompted by 
a reading of 
Jean Anyan· 
(Anyon, 1981) • 

This was includ• 
ed by the 
researcher. ThE 
probe is a li:ft 
from Shelley 
Phillips' study 
{Phillips, 1979: 
p59, p217). 

This was 
inc.Juded by the 
researcher to 
explore how 
children viewed 
their needs 
being served and 
developed .. 

This was 
included by the 
researcher to 
explore how 
children viewed 
their interests 
being served and 
developed. 

The researcher 
inc!uded this to 
explore how 
children viewed 
their abilities 
being seryed and 
developed. 
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In giving the reasons for the statements, the spellings 

and constructions used by the children have been retained. 

The actual statements were phrased by the researcher. In 

phrasing the statements, attempts were made to reflect the 

meaning given by the children in the diaries without pre

empting the responses as the values of the researcher had to 

be sublimated. Where children offered conflicting diary 

opinions, a choice had to be made as to the manner of 

presentation of the statement. In the majority of cases, 

the statements were presented in a positive sense. Where 

a negative sense was used, this was in response to the 

diary presentation. 

The Interviews: 

Group interviews were conducted at each of the participatin~ 

schools. Eight group interviews were conducted. The groups 

ranged in size from two children to ten children. 

I decided to conduct group interviews to include as 

many children as possible in order to gain a diversity of 

·'l viewpoints within each school. I reasoned that group 

interviews would give the children confidence to express 

their views, and I al so reasoned that the chil,dren would, 

on occasions, have points 0£ disagreement. Both assumptions 

were proved to be valid. 

In conducting the interviews, each statement was put to 

the children and responses were recorded in writing by the 

researcher. Comments were not made on the points brought 

forward by the children, but if points of clarification 

were sought by the children of the researcher, these 
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clarifications were given. 

I was conscious of not influencing children's responses, 

but additional information was sought when considered 

necessary. Be.fore presenting a new statement to the 

children, I sought confirmation that no-one wished to add 

anything else, and the responses were read back to the 

children to ensure that the responses that they had given 

had been recorded correctly. On occasions, I sought 

clarification of the ideas and language used by the 

children as I found that I was not .familiar with some of 

the terms used. Be.fore concluding each interview, and 

each interview approximated one-and-a-half-hours, the 

children were invited to make further comments or ask 

questions. Not one child chose to do this. 

Analysis: 

Following the interviews, the responses were analysed 

in terms of their content. To do this content analysis, 

all responses were recorded under individual school 

headings so that the total responses to each statement 

could be reviewed to gain information concerning the general 

views exhibited by the children. These responses were 

subjected to frequency counts to explore agreements and 

disagreements. These findings were then analysed to gain 

a picture of the general views 0£ upper primary students 

for each statement. By this means, the researcher attempted 
.. 

to examine the views of children. 
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Discussion of the Methodo1ogy 

The methodology was essentially expl.oratory, especially 

in terms of having children compile diaries in order to 

determine the issues that should be explored to gain their 

views. The diaries did give entry into children's views 

of schooling, and my decision to use a diary approach was 

taken in an attempt to gain issues for further investigation 

that were the actual issues considered important by the 

ch1ldren across one week 0£ their school li£e. The purpose 

of the diaries was to enable the preparation of the 

interview schedules, but, on reflection, the diaries contained 

much information that could have been subjected to detailed 

analysis in their own right to explore children's views on 

schooling. Even so, the apalysis of the diaries in order 

to isolate and determine the pertinent issues for the 

interview schedule did present difficu1ties as the analysis 

was quite rigorous and demanding. Spradley's (1979) ~ 

Ethnographic Interview2 did give direction to the analyses 

of both the diaries and the interviews. 

I consider that the use of the diary was appropriate 

in this study because it did allow children's issues to be 

determined. To my knowledge, what was written in the 

diaries was ,not influenced by teachers, parents or peers.-

Whether the keeping of a diary would be a valid and 

reliable tool in future research would have to be determined 

by the nature of the study.. If attempting to work from the 

child's viewpoint only, the child could keep a diary or 

write about the particular issue to give the researcher 
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insights into the child's world. While diaries do not appear 

to have been used in studies concerning children's views, 

children have certainly been .asked to write about issues, 

as exempli£ied in the study by Humphreys and Newcombe (1975). 3 

In asking the children to keep diaries, I was running the 

risk 0£ having nothing produced as the ·diaries were voluntary. 

Another issue concerning the diaries rel.ates to the 

keeping 0£ diaries by approximately half the sample only. 

This does not appear to have presented any problems as the 

gathered dia;ry material was sufficient to allow the 

construction of the interview schedule. It is possible that 

other issues may have been brought forward if children from 

the other schools had kept diaries. That no additional 

school issues were brought forwa~d by the children during 

the interviews gives some indication that the items of the 

interview schedule did cover the issues. 

The interview schedule was framed as statements, with 

the exception of one item, with the reasons being that I 

considered that statements would lead to intra-group 

discussion and comment and that statements were a truer 

reflection-of the way in which children presented particular 

issues in the diaries. My reasoning was concerned with 

trying to state issues in terms recognised by the children 

so that interviewer intrusion would be minimised. I was 

influenced to some extent by the manner in which Phillips 

(1979) compiled her schedule4 as she too was attempting to 

use children's views and terms rather than. adults' views 

and terms. While Phillips was asking for an agreement-
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disagreement response to presented statements, my study was 

expecting responses that involved agreement-disagreement 

and discussion. My expectations were realised as children 

did talk freely in terms 0£ responding to the interview

schedule items. My main intrusions into their responses 

involved me in gathering £actual in£ormation such as how 

many had been caned, in asking them to explain what an 

unfamiliar term meant, and in confirming what they had said 

in response to an item. 

The interview schedule was compil.ed predominantly £ram 

the diaries: twenty items out 0£ twenty-nine items. Nine 

items were included by me to test chiidren's views on 

issues related to their schooling and included compulsory 

schooling, co-education, teacher authoritarianism, teacher 

talk, knowledge, education and work, and chiid-centredness. 

While the issues raised in the diaries were substantial in 

their own right, and it could be argued that the interview 

schedule could have presented only items drawn from the 

diaries, the included items aided in gaining a wider 

urrlerstanding 0£ children's views 0£ schooling, and in 

gaining insights into authoritarianism, moral development, 

rights, and child-centredness. The diaries were focused on 

one week's schooling; the included i terns extended the focus., 

Group interviews were decided upon :for reasons related 

to incl·usion o:f as many children as possible, gaining a 

diversity of viewpoints, con:fidence £or children to respond, 

and e:f:fects 0£ agreements and disagreements on issues. 

These interviews proved to be :fruitful and productive. There 

was no pre-determined interview time as the nature 0£ the 

group determined how long an interview would last as each 
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item was discussed until discussion was exhausted. The 

interviews had to be conducted in one sitting as I did not 

want the children to discuss what had taken place before 

responding to other items just in case possible discussions 

did influence responses. 

The interviewed groups varied in size rrom two children 

to ten children. Size did not appear to be a factor in the 

length of the interview even though I noted that the longest 

interview belonged to the group containing two children. 

Group size is, however, a consideration in terms of gaining 

responses from children for the group size should be such 

that all children are able to contribute. My experience 

suggests that ten children would be a reasonable maximum 

£or group interviews. I was mindful of ensuring that group 

interviews were conducted so that all, members could 

contribute rather than having dominant individuals holding 

sway. 

One of my aims was to keep the process as free of 

researcher bias as possible. The children knew me in my 

role as inspector or schools. This did not appear to 

in£luence the children's responses in terms of the diaries 

or the interviews. 

As an exploratory study, the methodology proved to be 

efrective in determining issues and in gathering children's 

views or schooling. 

In the next chapter, I present and discuss the findings 

£r©m the interviews. 
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Chapter 5 

Field Research Findings 

The responses of children are organised, for the 

purposes of this chapter, ·under a number of headings, 

namely: school, teachers, peers, subjects and child

centredness. Children's comments reflected sexist 

attitudes, a concern £or future employment, their understanding~ 

of knowledge, and their thoughts on compulsory schooling. 

In discussing the findings £rom the interviews, I 

propose to look first of all at the organisational categories 

and then to look at the sexist and empioyment issues. The 

compulsory schooling issue will be looked at in the category 

11School 11 while the knowledge issue will be looked at in the 

category usubjects 11 • 

School 

Three issues were canvassed wnich I grouped under this 

heading: compulsory schooling, school as a place to be, 

and single-sex secondary schooling. 

In the responses to the statement 11All children should 

go to school 1t, five groups held £i rm views that schooling 

should b~ compulsory while in the other three groups there 

were varying views. In these three groups, the :following 

views were expressed: 11 should go to school but not all 

the time•t, itsbould be compulsory but should be able to 

have some time off" (this group considered that three days 

a week would be sufficient), 11you should go to Year 6 

unless you want to be something goodn-, and 11rt•s not :fair 

to go to school i£ your parents need help at homen-. 
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There was not, however, one group that was unanimous in 

condemning compulsory schooling. While there were some 

who considered that there should be some variations to what 

exists at the present time, the majority accepted the 

societal view that schooling should be compulsory. 

In responding to the statement on compulsory schooling, 

several other issues were raised. These issues concerned 

employment, social behaviour, education, and money. Views 

offered included that one needed to go to school to get a 

good job, that going to school: keeps you out of mischief 

and prevents vandalism, and that you go to school to get 

educated. Comments concerning money were offered by four 

groups and were allied to the employment issue, and, in 

essence, they related a need for schooling to get a job 

to get money. To these children school had an important 

integral place in society; a place which undoubtedly 

had internalised through being told, but which nevertheless 

seemed to hold meaning £or them. 

11School is a good place to be•r showed that the children 

did have an appreciation of school as being worthwhile but 

there were some reservations. Children saw school as a 

safe place to be, they saw it as a place of :friendships, 

and they saw it as a reliever o:f boredom. However, they 

also saw school as boring on hot and wet days because they 

couldn't play outside. They did not consider school as 

worthwhile when teachers were cranky, and they reared gangs 

and fighting. While the majority view was that school was 

worthwhile, likes and dislikes were expressed strongly. 
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In response to HBoys and girls should be separated 

in high schools", one group responded with 11That's what 

we have in••••• so we havenvt thought much about it". 

While this particular group had been conditioned by 

circumstances to accept that single-sex secondary schooling 

was the norm, the responses £rom the other groups were 

variable. Four groups considered that secondary schools 

should be co-educational while in the other three groups, 

the responses within the groups themselves varied. The 

majority 0£ children expressed the view that secondary 

schooling should be co-educational, and the reasons given 

' were in relation to boy/girl friendships, a continuation 

0£ what occurs in primary schools, and learning about li£e 

by being together. Perhaps significantly, boys were more 

concerned about boy/girl relationships than girls were 

about girl/boy relationships.-

For those who considered that secondary schooling should 

be single-sex, reasons given included too many children for 

the teacher to handle, should be separated or you 1 d forget 

about your schoolwork, and should be separate to forget 

about girls and boys £or a while to get a good job by 

getting a good education. The reasons, in the main, related 

to the distractions caused by the opposite sex. 

Whether £or or against co-education, the main views 

related to boy/girl relationships. Those for co-education 

were concerned with all being together as we are all people 

while those opposed to co-education were concerned about the 

distractions of boy/girl relationships that could be 
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detrimental to school progress. 

In sum, the three statements about schooling drew a 

variety 0£ views, and it was apparent that those within the 

groups would both agree and disagree with one another. There 

was also a displayed tolerance of other views that differed 

from their own. It was also apparent that current societal 

issues, such as unemployment, did influence the views of 

these children. From the views expressed in answer to the 

statements, the majority of the children did support 

compulsory schooling, did see school as being worthwhile, 

and did prefer co-e ducational secondary schooling. 

Teachers 

The statements grouped in this category explored 

children liking teachers, strictness, working with the same 

teacher, fairness, teachers caning, teachers punishing, 

teachers telling children what to do, and teacher talk. 

uchildren like teachers1t brought the response that, 

in the main, children did like their teachers. This was 

qualified in terms 0£ the type 0£ person the teacher was: 

in particular, some emphasis was placed on teachers being 

"nice as people 11 • They were not prepared to accept teachers 

simply because of their dominant position in the classroom. 

The children were quite willing to state their likes 

and dislikes. They like teachers to be in a good mood, 

to help individuals, to be £riendly to all children, to 

have a sense of humour, and to help children to learn. 

They did not like teachers who did not help individuals, 

who had pets, who were in a bad mood, who had sets on 
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particular children, who made promises that were not kept, 

and who punished children £or things that they didn't do. 

In giving their views, the children were indicating that 

they wanted a close, :friendly relationship with their 

teachers, and that they expected teachers to be fair in 

their treatment o:f themselves and others. 

""Teachers are too strict" brought varying responses. 

The children :focused on rules, and wnile they considered 

that rules were necessary, they were quick to condemn what 

they considered to be silly rules and rules that they saw 

as operating for the benefit 0£ teachers. They acknowledged 

that 11rules do prevent accidents 11 and that "you have to have 

some rules but not a lot 11·• They indicated that teachers 

shouldn't allow pupils to get away with such things as 
; 

copying, not :finishing work and not doing homework. They 

considered that teachers were too strict when they didn't 

have a happy attitude, didnYt abide by the rules, did get 

cross a lot, wouldn't let children talk in the classroom, 

stopped playground activities, and did make children work 

too hard. 

In expressing their views, the children showed balance 

in that they were prepared to look beyond their own interests 

by recognising that teache.rs in being strict could be 

acting in their, the children's, interests. The concept of 

teacher :fairness was very much to the :fore. 

In gaining the views on "Primary children.like to work 

with the same teacher all the time1t, all groups indicated 

that they did have changes 0£ teachers during each school 
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week. The reasons given for these changes were for scripture, 

library, sewing, sport, craft, singing and German language. 

These changes were not applicable in each sqhool but were 

the combined groups' reasons. All groups indicated that they 

experienced other teachers when their regular classroom 

teacher was away. In some of the smaller schools, the 

children had experienced the same classroom teacher for more 

than one year. The majority view in this age group was that 

changes of teachers were preferred with emphasis being given 

by one group that this very much depended upon the quality 

of the teacher. These children would have preferred to work 

with a good teacher all of the time, and they also considered 

that "It's easier to get to know one teacher than ten 

different teachers.rr, a direct reference to what happens in 

secondary schools. The majority of children indicated that 

they preferred changes of teachers because of reasons related 

to boredom, teachers having pets, getting used to high school, 

and some teachers being nicer than others. 

"Teachers are always fairH aroused a very :firm and 

forcefully put viewpoint; teachers are not always fair. 

This was, at various points, modiried through expressions 

such as mainly fair, sometimes fair, and fair most 0£ the 

time. It was also indicated that most teachers are £air 

but some are not. Un£airness was especially seen by the 

children when a group was punished :for some.thing done by one 

person, when punishments were administered in an inconsistent 

manner, when promises were broken, when kids were picked on, 

and when teachers had pets. Concerns were also expressed 
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about the unf'airness of having too much work to do in a 

particular timer 11You have a certain time to complete your 

work and they pull on more work and you can't do it and they 

blame you. 11
-. The children were prepared to concede that 

teachers were £air n-sometimes when you get in troublen, · 

1ton sports days", and that they were generally £air in the 

classroom. One group indicated a strong dislike 0£ being 

called by their last names. No other group raised this 

issue, and it was probable that one particular teacher had 

this practice. The responses to the statement about teacher 

fairness, prompted strong initial negative reactions, but 

as discussions ensued, it was evident that the children were 

capable 0£ looking rationally at the concept 0£ teacher 

fairness and had good reasons in terms 0£ rights and justice 

£or reeling the way they did. 

The corporal punishment issue canvassed through 

11Teachers should be allowed to use the. cane 11 brought varying 

views. Five groups agreed with the statement while three 
., • 

groups disagreed. The three groups that disagreed with the 

statement considered that caning should be banned because 

it didn't really achieve anything. They saw caning as being 

quite useless in overcoming bad behaviour because kids got 

used to it, because it didn't have much effect on big kids, 

and because there were better ways of punishing poor 

behaviour: detention, picking up papers, writing lines. 

Even within the groups supporting caning, there were 

expressions of doubt about caning proving or achieving 

anything: "It stops you £'rom doing it again sometimes.n-, 
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n-rt stops the young kids but not the big kids: sometimes 

it stops them.n, "The cane doesnwt always work. Some kids 

get used to it. 11' , and 11sometimes it should be used but only 

i:f it's really bad. 11 • The groups supporting caning had 

definite reservations about its usefulness .• 

The question of girls not being caned was raised in 

several groups. The boys considered that it was unfair that 

they should be caned while girls were not caned. Whiie 

regulations in New South Wales permit the caning 0£ primary

age girls1 , not one girl in the sample had been caned but 

several boys had been caned. One group summed the boys' 

:feelings with "Why should we get it and not them?". The 

girls who offered a view on caning believed that they 

should not be caned. 

The groups that considered that caning should be 

allowed listed :fighting, throwing stones, injuring another 

person badly, lying, speaking back to teachers, swearing, 

vandalism, and not obeying the teacher as o:f:fences punishable 

by caning. Other views offered were that those who were 

caned nshould be over twelve not under1t, thus displaying a 

contrary view to the regulation in :force in New South Wales, 

-and that 11you should only be allowed to cane on the hand", 

which is the stipulated requirement in New South Wales. 

While a variety of views were offered and there· were 

obvious agreements and disagreements, the views offered were 

substantial. Reflected in the children's comments were many 

0£ the views held by the wider community in the debate on the 

use 0£ corporal punishment in schools. 

I 
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To further pursue views on punishment, the statement 

11Teachers should punish children when they do something wrong" 

was put. All groups agreed that children should be punished 

for wrongdoing. In the context of the school, children saw 

wrongdoing as swearing, .fighting, stone throwing, disobedience, 

answering back the teachers, not doing all your work, 

breaking school rules, running on the cement, spreading 

rumours, lit-tering the playground, wasting water, cheating, 

bothering other people in the classroom, tripping, and 

using filthy language. Punishments offered by various 

groups included caning, picking up papers, writing out words, 

and detention. Children were looking for teachers to be 

fair in the use of punishment, and they were also looking 

for fairness from teachers in determining whether or not 

they should be punished. They didn't wish to be punished 

n.for little things 11· , and when "<lobbed in .for doing nothing•r. 

Children saw punishment as being administered so that you 

nwon't do it again", and one group offered that punishment 

would "teach them not to do it again and if they do it 

later in life they may get in more trouble with the police. 11 -. 

Through this statement , these children were taking a long

term view on the effects o.f punis hments, and they were also 

vesting the school with a social responsibility role. 

11Children pre:fer teachers telling them what to do'' 

brought :forward di££ering views. This proved to be a matter 

or some contention with opinions :fairly evenly divided £or 

and against. In responding to this statement, several or 

the groups attempted to give some views on when teachers 
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should tell them what to do and when they shouldn't. In 

doing this, they were actually defining what they saw as 

the teacher's domain. The children did see the teacher's 

domain to be the classroom and schoolwork, but they exhibited 

some tentativeness about including the playground as· . part of 

this domain. Some groups expressed the view that teachers 

should give them some choice in what happens: 11You should 

have some choice 0£ what you do every now and then · - about 

once a week - a period of time when you do what you want to.n, 

"I would like to do what I want to do - a choice of things.", 

11We do . get some chances to give our point o:f view - when 

he's in a good mood. tt ~ The question o:f teacher :fairness 

was again raised by groups. 

The majority o:f children agreed that 1tTeachers talk 

too much in the classroom. 11 • One group modified its response 

by o:f:fering that 1tI£ you 're talking about the present 

teacher, he doesnrt. 1t. There was some agreement that 

children shouldn't talk when teachers are talking; that 

teachers need to talk to teach and to explain things; 

that teachers shouldn't go on and on with their talk as 

you can't get your written work done; that there are 

problems about asking the teacher about di:f:ficulties being 

experienced; and that children should be allowed to talk 

in the classroom-. Two groups indicated the .following: 

11You 1 re only allowed to talk when a question is asked. 11· ; 

"We don't get a chance to say what we want to say .• " •. 

These responses indicated closed classroom situations in 

which the children were recipients 0£ what occurred rather 
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than being involved meaningfully in the learning process. 

From comments such as 11They should tell you and not 

carry on as you can I t get your work done. 11., ''They don't 

know what they are talking about, but you get out 0£ 

schoolwork when they talk.u, nsometimes talking is 

schoolwork. u, ttSchoolwork is learning.. Talking is learning 

sometimes when you are told what to do;n, and ""'Pencils down 

and listen to this' and then they want you to get your work 

done and you can I t. 11 , · •'it seems that teacher talk should 

perhaps be viewed as simply tolerated by captive audiences 

rather than valued as relevant learning, and, further, that 

work in the classroom was associated more with what was 

written than with what was spoken. 

In summarising, several agreements and disagreements 

were forthcoming. This summary is an attempt to state what. 

were the majority viewpoints: teachers were liked by 

children, were variable in terms of strictness, were not 

seen as being necessarily the only person associated with a 

primary class, were not always £air and fairness was crucial, 

needed to evaluate closely the use and e££ectiveness of 

corporal punishment, had a responsibil.i ty to punish 

wrongdoing, needed to look at involving children more 

meaningfully in the classroom, and needed to 1ook at ·the 

place and value 0£ teacher talk in relation to what actually 

occurs in the classroom. These would be good starting points 

for teacher thought and action in any classroom situation. 
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Peers 

Children interact with other children each school-day. 

The three statements in this category expl.ored pupils working 

without supervision, boys and girls playing together, and 

what children do at recesses. 

In response to "Children should get on with their work 

when the teacher is out o:f the roomtt, all groups agreed that 

they should because i:f they didn't, they might get into 

trouble. Indications were, however, that there were 

differences between what should happen and what did happen. 

Indications were nthey should but they don•tn, 0 We talk. 

We have a break .from work.", HSome would like to get on with 

the job and not be disturbed.n, "When teacher leaves others 

talk and muck up and you can I t get your work done .tt, and 

nyou don't learn nothing.n. The reasons given -:for wanting 

to get the work done were so that you wouldn't get into 

trouble, you wouldn't miss out on play, you wouldn't have 

to have the work as homework, and you wouldn't get behind 

in your work. There was some resentment expressed about 

captains not reporting their :friends and being reported 

wrongly to the teacher by their peers. In sum, the children 

accepted that work should continue while the teacher was out 

o.f the room, but the reality was that, in most cases, 

exrective work ceased. 

nsoys and girls play together during recessesn brought 

varied responses-. One group indicated that their school 

actually had separate girls' and boys' play areas but that 

the boys and girls did play together depending on the game 

I 
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being played. Another group indicated that they didn't play 

together but the girls £rom the group believed that , they 

should play together while the boys believed that they should 

play segregated games. The other groups indicated, to 

varying degrees, that girls and boys did play together. The 

main game causing most concern because of segregation was 

cricket. Where this occurred, and it occurred in three 

schools, it appeared that the boys were zealously guarding 

cricket as a "man I s game 11· • They appeared to have some 

support in this from the school authorities. Views were put 

that the matter really rested on what was being played and 

that it was up to the individual, regardless of sex, as to 

whether or not he/she participated.- As was stated: 

nnepends on who the people are - some like playing together, 

some don I t n, and "Depends on what you are playing" •• As 

schools in New South Wales should be pursuing non-sexist 

directions, 2 it could be concluded that there is still much 

to be done in this area. 

nnuring recesses children play sporttt brought a 

unanimous response in the positive. Variations were 

indicated £or wet weather and hot weather when children went 

inside to the library to finish work, to read, and to play 
" 

indoor games such as draughts and chess-. One group indicated 

that the girls went into the classroom to dance-.- The children 

indicated subst,antial freedom in choosing recess activities, 

but the predominant activities were in the sporting area. 

While the statements in this category did not constitute 

an extensive look into peer relationships, there were 
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indications that children valued peer relationships while 

still holding responsible views as to what was appropriate 

peer behaviour in particular situations. 

Subjects 

In responding to ''All school subjects are importantn, 

it was apparent that children did have views on the 

importance of ·school subjects. In rating subjects as 

important, the main issue revolved round the perceived 

usefulness of the subject in getting a job. All groups 

considered Reading, Mathematics, Spelling and English to be 

the most important and five groups added Social Studies to 

the list. The reasons for listing some subjects as relatively 

unimportant are summed in: 11you hardly ever use them when 

you grow up - only if you go on T .v. quizzes•t. The reasons 

for regarding some subjects as important are summed in: 

11'l'hey 1ve got to do with daily life; they help you get a 

job quicker.u. 

The employment issue came very much to th~ fore in 

determining the most important subjects.. This did not mean 

that the other subjects were lacking entirely in importance 

£or, in the context of what happens in schools, it was 

conceded that most of what happens in schools had some form 

of value. As far as the children were concerned, you could 

divide school subjects into two categories: 1timportant 1t and 

"Least Important u .• 

In gaining views on "Reading is the most ~portant subject 

that we do", the groups did recognise Reading as a subject 0£ 

importance, but three of the groups considered that Mathematics 
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was o:f greater or at least equal importance. One group 

considered that Reading, Mathematics and Spelling were of 

equal importance. All groups did recognise the importance 

0£ being able to read. Reasons given related to future 

employment, reading road signs, reading newspapers, following 

directions, and needing 11to read or you couldn't learn. 11 • 

"Mathematics is easy 1t drew a variety o:f opinions. One 

group took a negative position with the explanation that: 

nrhat 1 s the hardest subject. You learn ten di:fferent things 

a year and you get con:fused. You make silly mistakes. You 

get mixed up with percentages and decimals.1~ All othet 

groups had variations o:f opinion within each group with some 

children saying that it was easy while others took an 

opposite viewpoint. 

The employment issue was raised again in response to the 

Mathematics statement with two of the groups indicating its 

importance in gaining a job. The aspect of immediate use was 

also commented upon in terms of "I:f you go to a shop, you 

need to know prices. Lots 0£ people use calculators. when 

they go shopping. 11
• In respect to a child's ability to cope 

with Mathematics, one group imicated that 11Some kids are 

slower than others and some are brainy.tt.,. While opinions 

were variable, Mathematics, while not being regarded as easy 

by all children, was generally considered to be all right, 

important, but, at times, con£using. 

11All children should be able to spell. well it was agreed 

with by all groups. It was indicated, however, that while 

all children should be able to spell well, not all 0£ them 
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could do so. The several children who indicated that, spelling 

was a problem £or them also indicated that they would like to 

be good spellers •. Reasons £or being able to spell well were 

given as necessary £or writing letters that others could 

understand, filling out forms, and gaining employment. One 

group indicated that it was important £or secretaries to be 

able to spell well, and in terms 0£ employment, this group 

considered that being able to spell well depended on the type 

0£ job, •ti£ you get one. 11 • Through H-i.f you get one n-, the 

employment issue included an awareness of the possibility of 

unemployment. Already these upper-primary children were 

thinking ahead to employment prospects on leaving school. 

In responding to the statement ttPhysical. Education is 

important", the majority of groups regarded it as being 

worthwhile. One. group indicated that 11We don't have that. II'. 

This subject is one 0£ the required primary-school subjects 

in New South Wales, and either the children did not recognise 

the term "'Physical Education" or they were not experiencing 

this subject. This was not explored. 

Uppermost in positive expressions concerning Physical 

Education was the .fitness aspect, but some negati~e comments 

o££ered related to doing too many exercises and particular 

aspects not being :fun. Two groups indica_ted that television 

does in.fluence, :for they both indicated not wanting to be a 

blob, like Norm, the main character o:f a .fitness promotion. 

One group indicated that Physical Education nkeeps you fit 

for your job1t once again raising the employment issue. The 

responses indicated a strong sense o:f the importance o:f 
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being .fit and healthy. 

"Sport is gbod" was agreed to by all groups;. and it was 

indicated that sport was not schoolwork because it was fun, 

and that it was not a subject because you don't write. One 

group, however, disagreed because they saw sport as a subject 

"because you learn 11 , but the overwhelming view was that it 

can't be a subject i.f you are having .fun and you don't write •. 

All groups saw sport as giving them oppo_rtunities to go to 

new places, tt-i£ you are good enough", and make new .friends. 

usinging is enjoyable" drew responses that varied across 

groups and within groups. The children regarded singing as 

a rest .from work, but one group considered that it went 

.further than that: it caused you to miss out on schoolwork. 

Most children held the view that singing was enjoyable i£ you 

liked the song. Songs not liked were given as being posh, 

old, slow or opera. The view was expressed that "When you 

can't sing, you donit like it. 11 • Comments were made about 

singing being an enjoyable and happy experience: "It's just 

:fun."'. 

•rcraft is not really schoolwork" brought agreement :from 

one group. In exploring the concept o.f schoolwork, the 

majority view was that schoolwork was a connection between 

teaching and learning : ttas long · as it teaches you something 

and you learn, it's schoolwork. •r. This was extended through 

such views as 11It 1 s in school-time and it's a subject -

schoolwork is when you are learning something•t, and "It rs 

learning things you need in later li:fe. 11· • The group that 

agreed with the stateme nt did consider that 11·rt is a bre ak 
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from work but you still learn something.u. I:f the other 

groups I definitions were applied, then this group would be 

considering Craft as schoolwork because learning was involved. 

One group indicated that: ''The boys get to pick what 

they want and the girls have to do sewing. It's not £air. 

You have to learn how to sew - boys and girl.s. Boys should 

do sewing, too.tt. This view raised again the issue o;f sexist 

practices. The girls giving the comment were concerned with 

not just the boys doing sewing, but they were also concerned 

with having access to the activities experienced by the boys. 

In this section on Subjects, the children saw important 

and least important subjects in terms 0£ whether or not the 
' . 

subjects related to daily life and future jobs. They saw 

Reading and Mathematics as having prime importance; they had 

a concern about the difficulties posed in learning Mathematics; 

they saw Spelling as being important now and in the future; 

they considered that Physical Education was important to 

maintain personal fitness; they considered Sport to be a 

worthwhile and enjoyable activity; they saw Singing as a 

rest :from work with variable worth; and they saw Craft as 

schoolwork because you were learning something. Future 

en.ployment rated mention in responses to .five of the eight 

statements in this section. The children showed that they 

had firm views about what happened in classrooms in terms of 

particular curricular experiences. 

Homework: The statement "Homework is not necessary" 

brought a variety of responses across groups and within groups. 

Those who considered that homework was not necessary gave 
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reasons such as: 

n-school :finishes at 3.15 and you shouldn't do 

more schoolwork.n, 

t'You should only do homework when you need to 

catch up. 11
, 

11You do e nough work at school. tt, 

11We should do our own private things outside 

schoo1.n, 

"Teachers don't always correct homework.", 

"We don't get it - once every blue moon -

sir doesn't believe in it. 11· , 

n-schoolwork :for school and not home. Hal:f 

the time parents and older brothers and sisters 

help. You should have time at home free: go 

away, do things £or parents, watch T.V. You 

learn other things at home, like piano", 

rtParents don't understand some o:f the 

work we have to do.n. 

and 

These children saw a separation between school and 

home in terms of school-type activities and home-type 

activities. They were showing an appreciation of learning 

and commitments beyond school. There was a resentment of 

teachers not correcting homework as the children were seeing 

non-correction as a devaluing of homework. 

Those who considered that homework was necessary gave 

the following reasons: 

•tYou learn at home and you know how to do it -

practise, study, learn. You learn when you don't 

know how to do things.", 
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"Gives you extra time to study for subjects 

you' re not good at, like spelling., 11 , 

ttif you don't do homework, you don't learn 

enough.u-, 

11You have to brush up on your work.", 

''It helps you get used to work,. n, 

"Don't do homework, won't learn.n, 

11Shoul.dn 1 t have too much.", 

"Shouldn't have homework on Saturdays and 

Sundays. Should only be a couple of times a week. rt, 

11At home you have time to sit down and 

study things.", 

"Helps you learn a lot more. If you don't 

do it, you will get dumber. If you don't do it 

at home, you will do it at school,._11·• 

and 

These ·children viewed homework as having benefits and 

as having a place in schooling. There were, however, 

modificiations given in terms of the amount of homework, and, 

in ef':fect, the "not necessaryn and 11necessary 11 factions were 

in some form of agreem·ent in that they considered that 
i , 

homework should not dominate out-of'-school activities. 

Two other aspects of homework were raised by children. 

The first concerned punishment: 

.nsometimes it Vs not necessary for you to get 

it for punishment • 11 • 

Homework as punishment was being seen as not the 

right way to treat homework. Homework as punishment devalued 

the worth of homework. 

I 
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The second concerned employment: 

nHomework does help you because i£ you 

get a job, you will have to do homework in 

your job. it. 

In this comment, it was being recognised that homework 

is a probable component of work and that the worth 0£ 

homework is related to future employment. Employment was, 

however, modified by t1i£ you get a jobn again indicating that 

there was awareness and concern about unemployment. 

While the children's-opinions varied as to the necessity 

£or homework, the views expressed by the children had 

substance. That there were divided views concerning homework 

was not unexpected as homework does have its proponents and 

opponents in the adult community with which these children 

interact .. 

Tests: 1tTests are importantn drew a positive 

response from all groups. Reasons £or their importance 

included secondary school placement, individual.s desiring 

to know how well they had progressed, and the need £or 

teachers to know how well children had been working so that 

nthey can help you. 11 • One child indicated that 11! don't like 

doing tests but they are important.n. This view would be 

representative or the view held by many 0£ the children. The 

competitive aspect 0£ tests was not re£erred to directly by 

any group or child but was contained within remarks about 

secondary school. pl.acement and about grade placement in 

general: 
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11You see what grades you go in. 1t, 

1'You need marks to get into a good class in 

high school or to go up a class.n, 

''You get put into grades in high school and 

other classes."', and 

"You go into the right class."-·• 

The main concern that appeared to be coming through, 

however, was related to individual progress rather than to 

competition: 

ttYou see how you' re going. n, 

"You see i£ you are progressing.", 

"You see i:f you know your work. ,t, 

ttShows how much you 1 ve actually remembered. 1t, 

nsee what you are capable o:f doing,n and 

"Like to get results to see how well you 

are going. ,r. 

The children also placed a deal o:f :faith in tests as 

a means o:f allowing the teacher to help them: 
'' 

"Teachers see how you are progressing.", 

"They give you an idea o:f what you have 

to learn. This helps the teacher.n, and 

nr£ you're bad at a subject, the teachers 

can help you •. •t. 

These remarks suggest that a constructive attitude to 

testing as o:f value in assessing a child's needs is being 

promulgated by teachers at the primary school. 1.evel. 

In·looking :further into the :future, the children saw 

tests as,important nto get certificates'' and to help 

~ d . b you get a goo JO 11 • These two statements showed that 
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certification and employment formed a part of the primary 

child's view of the importance of tests. 

Knwwledge: "What is knowledge?" el.icited responses 

that indicated what knowledge is and how knowledge is gained~ 

What knowiedge is was explained in the · following ways: 

"Your brains - what you know in your heads -

things from the past - what's going on in the world -

the way machines work. n, 

'"To know something - things that you've learnt 

and remembered - information stored in your brain. 11 , 

"Knowledge is education - what you know -

your intelligence. 11 , 

''Having brains - but everyone I s got brains .11, 

1tit's something that comes naturally.", 

•tJ:\.b.out the world - knowledge is knowing about 

the world • ."-, 
;_: .. 

ttKnowing about different things .•. ,r, 

''What you know. What you learrt and what you 
' . 

know after you've left school. 11·, 

•tit's social studies - it's school. subjects.n. 

How knowledge is gained was explained as: 

•rYou get knowledge from heads, experiences, 

school, books, newspapers, radio, T.V., telephone, 

video. tr, 

11Knowledge comes from learning - schoolwork; 

from things ·you've learnt, books, experiences.n, 

0 You get knowledge from school, teachers, 

books, older people, library.", 
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11:You get knowledge :from home and schoo1.n, 

ttYou learn :from older people, some from books.n, 

11It comes :from teachers, your brain, your 

parents, grandparents, :friends, books, but it needs 

people to print it. 11 , 

ncomes from encyclopaedia but this comes .from 

people. 11 , 

nKnowledge comes .from peopl.e. ,t, 

11You can make knowledge by learning, inventing.n, 

11You get knowledge :from teachers, T.V., reading, 

books, news, papers.", 

11-You get most from encyclopaedia.n, 

"Most knowledge comes .from schools.", 

nTeachers give you knowledge.", 

nyou can make knowledge by learning.n. 

and 

In the main, the children's concept o.f what knowledge 

is was egocentric~ knowledge was what a.ffected that 

particular child in his / her own world. The gaining 0£ 

knowledge showed that the children extended the concept from 

school into the_ wider world. The views we re quite global in 

the sense that knowledge was gained :from a variety o:f sources 

with an understanding coming through that knowledge was 

generated by people ; ttbooks, but it needs people to print it 11 , 

and •icomes :from encyclopaedia but this comes from people't 

are two ~xamples. 

Education :for Work: The statement uEducation is no good 

unless it can get you a good job 11· was agreed to by :four of 

the groups while the othe r four groups considered that 

education had value in its own r ight and was not specifically 

concerned with just employment. 

I 
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The four groups who agreed with the statement considered 

that you went to school to get a good job and that teachers 

needed to be good so that children could get good grades to 

get a job. Some concern was expressed about the lack of 

employment opportunities, and it was pointed out that 

sometimes you could get a job on the council without having 

a good education. These children considered that good jobs 

included being a secretary, a coal-miner, a £armer, a 

hairdresser or something that you wanted to do. It was also 

stated that "You still have to be educated whether or not 

you get a job because you have to be smart enough to go :for 

a job.n-. To the children in these £our groups, education's 

responsibility was to :fit you for employment. 

For the :four groups that considered that education was 

not specifically concerned with employment, education went 

":further than a job1t. Opinions expressed by the children 

included: 

1tEducation is okay :for what you do. It doesn't 

matter i:f you don't get a job as you still need to 

know things.a, 

11Education is good. You have to communicate -

read, write, talk and listen. 1t, 

1tyou don't need a good education to get a job -

depends on the job - should have a good education 

anyway. u, 

ttEven i:f you don't get a good job some subjects 

are important in your everyday life. •t, and 



79 

nooesn't matter i.f it doesn't get you a job -

education is good. It matters that you get a job 

but education won't get you a job - depends on 

the job.n. 

To the children in these four groups, education was 

valuable in a sense that went beyond job getting. They were 

not denying the importance 0£ work, but they were denying 

that getting work was the only important outcome 0£ schooling. 

Child-centredness 

In this category are grouped statements which attempted 

to explore how children viewed the meeting of their needs, 
.. 

interests and abilities in school situations. 

The first statement 11What I need to do is the same as 

what I have to dott was agreed with to some extent by all 

groups. While there was surface agreement that schools were 

meeting their needs, views were expressed indicating needs 

that were not being met. The children considered that their 

needs were being met through the subjects that they were 

doing, through learning to get on with people at school, and 

by learning to behave themselves in various situations. Three 

groups indicated that their nee ds were not being met in the 

areas 0£ swimming, canteens, camping and sport. All of the 

groups expressed concerns that their needs in the area o.f 

oral expression were not being met: 

11Express yoursel.f - you need to do this, but this 

doesn't happen at school because they won't let you 
.. 

stand up and say what you have to sayo You need to 

speak prope rly: you should have speech classes. 1r, and 
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11Expr_ession - oral - to express yourself confidently 

to other people to get a job, to communicate with your 

family. 11
• 

One group considered that ngirls need to learn 

housework;. boys need to learn boys' work - drive a tractor1t 

thus bringing into £ocus again these children's induction into 

a sexist world. 

The second statement 11The things that I am interested in 

are part o:f what happens at school" was agreed with by all 

groups with some reservations. The reservations were concerned 

with interests held by children outside school that could 

possibly be included in a school's program. They did not 

:feel, however, that all their interests could, or should, be 

catered for in schools. For example, many of the children 

were interested in horses, but they considered that horses 

were better left as an outside school interest because of 

possible dangers. Concerns were expressed about sport not 

meeting their interests because either a particular sport 

was not pursued at the school or the level of school sport 

was not o:f a high enough standard. One group indicated that 

they were interested in communicating with adults but that it 

didn't happen in school but did happen outside school. The 

teachers in that school should give this some thought! Some 

groups indicated that several of their interests could be 

met by having clubs at schools. One group summed the situation 

quite well with "School doesn't always cover everyone I s 

interests. 11·• 
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In the third statement 11What I do at school allows me 

to use and develop my abilities11 received a consistent 

ttsometimes"' from the groups. One group of.fered the comment 

that: 

1tSchool helps you in some ways at subjects 

you' re good at. Sometimes they don 1.t teach you; 

they ·just give it to you and tell you to do it in 

a certain time, and if you ask how to do it, they 

tell. you to sit down, and they don't help you.n. 

This group understood that learning depended upon a 

certain kind o.f relationship that required teaching help 

from teachers. This group wanted, and rightly so, 'more from 

their teachers than was being given. While many _o.f the 

children agreed that their abilities we+e being used and 

developed, there were specific concerns expressed about 

lacks in sport, music and computers. 

In this category, Child-centredness, there was no 

evidence that any children were involved actively in putting 

their views in classrooms or schools concerning their needs, 

interests and abilities. The children thought that, in part, 

their schools were catering to their needs, interests and 

abilities through the subjects and activities that were being 

experienced. They did, however, have views on what experiences 

schools could and should o.ffer, and they had views on how they 

should be offered e.g. clubs. 
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Sexism 

Sexist attitudes were evident through comments made by 

children in relation to particular statements. Sexist 

comments were made by children in £ive 0£ the groups and 

these comments evidenced that sexist attitudes were widely 

held. From the comments given, it is probable that the 

attitudes were more entrenched in the boys than in the girls, 

In particular· schools, boys and girls were separated £or games 

and in one school separate boys' and girls' playgrounds had 

been designated. Such actions tend to institutionalise sexism 

with the resultant influences being passed onto children. 

They are taught that there are boys' activities and girls .' 

activities. 

In response to Statement 26, about education being no 

good unless it gets you a job, one group di££erentiated 

between boys' work and girls' work. This group considered 

that girls should be taught housework while boys should pursue 

more manly pursuits. Statement 22, about craft not being 

schoolwork, brought forward the in£ormation that the boys did 

cra£t activities, with choices allowed, while the girls had 

to learn sewing, without choice. The girls in the group 

wanted choices between craft and sewing, and they considered 

that the boys should also do sewing as all children should 

learn to sew. In Statement 13, about boys and girls playing 

together, problems were indicated in playing games, and it 

was also indicated that one school had segregated play areas. 

Statement 1 brought responses £rom one group indicating sexist 

attitudes towards women in that they saw staying at home to 
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rear children and manage a house as not being work. This group 

saw work as synonymous with paid work, which is what men do. 

While many 0£ the children exhibited sexist attitudes in 

their views, this is not surprising as it appeared that sexist 

attitudes were stil.l institutionalised quite blatantly in some 

schools. In New South Wales, a mandatory non-sexist policy 

has been in operation since 19803 , but it appeared that sexist 

attitudes had still to be overcome among particular schools' 

staffs before many children would be able to examine and 

question their own views. 

Emp loyment 

Statement 26 was the only statement that referred 

specifically to employment. However, it was evident that the 

question of future employment or non-employment was a major 

part of the thinking of these children. Employment issues 

were mentioned in response to several statements. 

While Statement 26 sought views on the relationship 

between education and work, indications were variable in terms 

of education for work. There was concern about employment 

being relevant to education, but there was also concern for 

education being worthwhile in itself. Employment was, 

undoubtedly, significant in the views of these children, and 

concerns about job scarcity and people on the dole were given. 

During the interviews, concerns about employment were 

raised a number of times. Statement 1 drew responses in terms 

of the importance of schooling in gaining a job; Statement 11 

saw the same importance suggested; Statement 15 brought 

forward the subjects cons idere d important for gaining employment; 
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Statement 16 saw an emphasis given to reading as important 

for employment; Statement 17 brought forward the view that 

mathematics was important for gaining employment; Statement 

18 brought indications that spelling was important for 

employment and that there were problems in gaining employment, 

Statement 19 saw claims being made that you needed to be 

fit for employment; Statement 23 saw assumptions being made 

concerning homework and work; and Statement 24 brought 

forward the view that good test results help you get a good 

job. From the above, it was abundantly evident that 

employment iss~es did concern these primary children. 

General 

In responding to the statement in the interview schedule, 

these children showed that they had the capacity to comment, 

to suggest, to disagree and to agree. They showed tolerance 

of others' views, and they also showed a capacity to comment 

sensibly on a varie ty 0£ school issues. The extent to which 

these children were just parroting the views 0£ their elde rs 

was not possible to determine, but it would be reasonable to 

suggest that they, in many instances, re~lected the range of 

contemporary attitudes and views on many of the issues 

presented in the field research • . However, having a particular 

view, whatever its origin, and being able to express and test 

that view against others' views are the real issues. As 

Wringe states: 

•tattempts, however clumsy, on the part of' children 
approaching the condition of adults to organise 
themselves for the purpose of expressing opinions 
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ttshould not be .frowned upon or persecµ,.ted, 4 but positively encouraged and aidedn. 

Views are .formed through interactions with others, 

and the expressing and testing o.f views against others' 

views will 1ead to the con.firming or changing o.f views. 

In the views presented by these children, the most 

impo,rtant perspective coming through was that upper primary 

children have the capacity to present valid comments on 

issues that can aid classroom and school decision-making. 
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Chap ter 6 

Discussions and Conclusions 

In this chapter, I shall discuss what the chi'ldren are 

telling us about schools and how schools would be i£ we 

took notice 0£ what they are saying. I shali then discuss 

school improvement in relation to authoritarianism, moral 

development, children's rights and active involvement in 

learning. In concluding this chapter, I s:J:1all put an 

argument about what should be happening in schools. 

What Children Are Telling Us About Schools 

In conducting my £ield research, I was concerned with 

treating children as agents rather than as objects and as 

persons with something worthwhile to contribute. I wanted 

to see what sort of school we were likely ' to get if we 

treated children in this way, taking notice of their views 

in the process of school decision-making. I£ children do 

have worthwhile views 0£ schooling, we should accept that 

those views should be admitted into the decision-making 

process and should influence the types of classrooms and 

schools occupied by children. 

In expressing their views, the children in the field 

research exhibited a faith in schooling that was not shared 

py some of those who were about eight years older, had left 

school and were looking backward on schooling. 1 This 

£aith 0£ upper-primary children in schooling extended to a 

belief in education as being a worthwhile e~perience in 

itself regardless 0£ whether or not employment was gained. 
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This belief, however, was not unanimous as a significant 

number of upper-primary children considered that education's 

purpose was to gain employment. This view corresponded with 

findings from the Corrigan2 , Phillips3 and Collins et al4 

studies. 

In schools, credentialism is tied to testing and the 

gaining 0£ reports and certificates. The upper-primary 

children in this field research pl~ced a great deal of 

importance on the value of testing, and, indeed, on the 

fairness of the testing process. Just as the Year 10 

students in the Hardy study saw accreditation as important 

to their futures, especially in the world of work5 , so too 

did the upper-primary children in this field research. These 

children also saw class placement as being an important issue 

because of impending secondary school placement, and, because 

0£ this, they saw accreditation systems as being quite 

helpful. Their views contrasted with the school resistance 

arguments of Corrigan6 , Willis7 and Hardy8 in which they saw 

accreditation systems as a £actor in school resistance for 

particular secondary students. 

Teachers were a particularly salient theme in the world 

0£ these upper-primary children. It was evident that these 

children wanted good personal relationships with their 

teachers with a spirit 0£ fairness operating. They wanted 

teachers to see them as people just as they wanted to see 

teachers as people: they wanted a caring and just 

relationship. Just as the Batten and Girling-Butcher study 

saw the importance 0£ the teacher-student relationship in 
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determining the quality 0£ school li£e £or students, 9 

and just as the Collins et al study saw a need £or care and 

concern 0£ teachers £or older students,10 so this field 

research saw the same issue as a matter 0£ great concern to 

upper-primary children. 

In the area 0£ discipline, the children in this field 

research vested their teachers with the responsibility to 

punish, but they expected that it be done in a £air and 

just manner. The field research confirms the importance 

of good teacher-student relationships in developing positive 

views of schooling and self. 

The children in this field research considered that all 

school subjects were important but that some were more 

important than others. The more important subjects were 

Reading, Mathematics, Spelling and English. These children 

were giving instrumental value to schooling, seeing it 

primarily in terms of employment. These younger children 

seemed, indeed, to value schooling more highly than older 

children and some school leavers, studied elsewhere. In 

the Batten and Girling-Butcher study, Year 9 students were 

more optimistic about the value 0£ schooling than were Year 

12 students11 , and in the Collins et al study, the 

unemployed and T.A.F.E. students in particular considered 

that school had £ailed them, especially in their academic 

orientation:12 

From the field research, it was evident that the children 

accepted much of what was already being done with and £or 

them in classrooms and schools, and that they appreciated 
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schooling as being worthwhile. They confirmed that schooling 

should be co-educational, and that, in general, teachers were 

liked and respected. The re was much that was confirmed by 

the children as being worthwhile, or at the very least, simply 

accepted as part 0£ the way the world is. 

What Children Would Like Schools to Be 

I£ we took notice of what these children had to say, 

schools would be somewhat different. Working from my results, 

there would be more active and meaningful participation by 

children in the classroom and school. They would be regarded 

as people who had something to contribute rather than just 

receive. A spirit of co-operation, fairness and active 

participation would permeate the classroom and school, and 

there would be opportunities £or choosing aspects of the 

curriculwn. The role of the teacher would be respected, but 

the teacher would earn that respect through the fairness of 

his or her actions. The teacher would use the results of 

tests to help children improve, and the teacher would be 

responsive to individual needs in that required help would be 

forthcoming. Classrooms and schools would be friendly, 

co-operative places that were concerned with meeting the needs, 

interests and abilities of children. There would, however, be 

a strong emphasis on the teaching and learning of reading, 

writing, arithmetic and social studies. 

There is no doubt that the classroom or school preferred 

by these children would be an effective teaching/learning 

environment. The childrenrs views on good schooling are well 

supported through what is known about effective classrooms and 
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schools, through required directions in New South Wales, 

and through my experiences as an inspector o:f schools. By 

relating to children in a personal way and by involving them 

in terms 0£ their own suggestions, the classroom and school 

would be ·a more open, :friendly, active and interactive place .. 

that would be monitored by pupils and teachers working 

together~ 

School Imp rovement in Relation to 

Authoritarianism, Moral Development, 

Children's Rights and Active Learning 

Authoritarianism: Schools and classrooms in the :field 

research were essentially authoritarian in practice. This 

was shown by the children's responses which indicated that 

teacher talk dominated classrooms, and that there was little 
·' ' 

choice and little participation in classrooms. These 

classrooms tended towards Phillips' de:finition o:f 

conventional classrooms: 

1tConventional classrooms are those in which 
taachers are doing all the instructing and 

·talking, and the children merely passively 13 repeat or write down what is being taught 11 • 

The majority o:f children in this £ield research were not 

content with the passive role expected of them and not 

prepared to have knowledge simply ngiven out by the authority, 

namely the teacheru~14 Instead, they indicated that they 

wished to be active in the teaching/learning process. This 

wish was not based on their current school experience. This 

is interesting because many o:f their opinions show a 

preparedness to accept schools as they are and to treat their 

experiences as "natural"'• Yet they bring with them into schools 
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a definite sense of themselves as agents, regarding 

authoritarian treatment as a grievance and passivity as 

unnatural. 

Moral Development: Through active participation, children 

are able to test their views aginst the views or others. 

Teachers and schools nwho make provisions £or student choice 

and feedback and attempt to develop the social behaviour of 

students are more likely to move their classrooms to a 

cohesive and autonomous stage of developmentn-~15 While 

classroom only is mentioned, I see no reason as to why the 

same conditions concerning choice, feedback and social 

behaviour should not apply to the wider school. Teachers 

and schools need to value student autonomy and change and 

16 overcome £ear of loss 0£ control, and they should be 

concerned with Sandercock's (1978) participation as decision

making model in which the children would be an essential part 

0£ the decision-making team, thus adopting an optimistic 

view of human nature. 17 

The children in the £ield research, were not testing 

their views aginst the views of others.- Much 0£ what 

happened was imposed upon them. They did, however, display 

opinions about the worth 0£ rules, teacher strictness, teacher 

fairness, work and pupil behaviour that were worthy 0£ being 

tested in a moral sense. Through those opinions, these 

children displayed the ability to question that which was 

imposed. and, there£ore, the ability to participate as part 

0£ a decision-making team. What was needed was the structure 

which allowed this questioning and thinking, helping chi ldren 

to move through stages 0£ moral development rather than 

valuing a primitive obedience orientation. 
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Children's Rights: As the child is a person and not an 

object, he/she has the right to participate in order to have 

his/her views given serious consideration in the decision

making process. Of course, there are limits to how much a 

child can be left to decide on her/his own • . One of the major 

points of the field research was to get some sense of what 

those limits ought to be. This study is not arguing for totai 

school decision-making by children, but rather for their 

views, as involved agents, to be taken into account, and for 

the developing of structures which help them to be agents who 
.. 

think about the decisions which affect them. 

The children in the field research rejected the notions 

of being passive learners and of being treated unfairly, but 

they accepted, to some extent, what was being done £or them 

through a teacher-determined curriculum and what was being 
'. 

done to them through teacher-imposed discipiine. These 

apparent contradictions reflect the children's attempts to 

reconcile their views about themselves as active and 

worthwhile persons with the experienced fact of authoritarian 

structures. The denial of participation is a denial of the 

child's right to develop as a good chooser in those decisions 

that affect his/her life . 

Active Learning : Schools and teachers need to negotiate 

the curriculwn with all affected parties. Without inputs 

from parents, community members and children, knowledge 

selection for the curriculum and its subsequent transmission 

in the classroom may not be ensuring each person an equal chance 

. . t 18 . in socie y. This study sugges ts that both at the school and 
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classroom levels the educational interests 0£ the child will 

be best met through active learning approaches. 

While the chil,dren were accepting 0£ what happened to 

them, they indicated clearly that they wished £or more active 

and meaningful involvement. The children were suggesting that 

the practices being promoted in schools in New South Wales 

should be happening in their schools: active learning. 

School Imp rovement~ I am advocating active participation 

and learning by children to enable classroom and school 

improvement. By allowing children to exercise their right 

to be involved in those decisions that affect their lives, 

teachers would be better able to understand children's needs. 

This should promote worthwhile cognitive growth and moral 

development. SUch participation would amount to a 

significant improvement in the functioning or classrooms and 

schools in relation to effective and lasting learning and the 

potential £or contribution to our democratic society. 

What I am advocating is supported by the findings from 

the field research. The school preferred .by the children 

would promote active participation and learning. The 

children's concerns are my concerns. 

The children's views in the field research did have 

limitations. In some instances, the children hadn't thought 

about an issue but accepted what was. This was exemplified 

through their views on co-education, compulsory schooling, 

school subjects and discipline. It appeared that views 

expressed on iss~es such as unemployment, homework and 

accreditation were very much reflections and acceptance 0£ 
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various adult views. They brought rorward their many views 

that had been shaped by their particular experiences. Despite 

limitations, the children had worthwhile views that questioned 

the ways in which they were treated and the effectiveness 0£ 

their schooling. They had much to say that would be agreed 

to by major educationists £rom John Dewey onwards. 

What Should Be Happening in Schools 

Philiips {1979) in discussing teachers in New South Wales 

state schools stated that: 

''Many teachers are still remarkably ignorant 
about children and their development and 
thinking processes and arrogant in their 
ignorance. They induce discipline by 
external pressure rather than by conscience 
building; they teach with little or no 
skil.ls in perpetuating or encouraging creativity, 
curiosity, sel.f initiative, sel:f responsibility 
and self learning. Primary teachers are 
increasingly reinrorcing the practices and 
consequences 0£ .fair and understanding 
parenting, but many are restrictive and a 
large proportion are authoritarian in stylen.19 

While Phillips acknowledges some small. advances in terms 

of approaches in state schools, she, like Butts in 1954, 

is quite critical of teachers operating in authoritarian 

modes in relation to children and their growth and development. 

Connell et al {1982 ) observed that while New South Wales 

state schools have been the scene 0£ much innovation in the 

last generation, it was difficult to think of any change that 

had been made because 0£ the demands or the schools' clientele, 

and, in e££ect, changes have been imposed without much 

involvement and participation.20 

Middleton (1982) is concerned that there should be 

alternatives in Australian schooling because 0£ the authoritarian 
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21 schooling that most children encounter. As authoritarian 

attitudes have shaped Australian schooling, it is seen _by me 

to be essential that the awareness o:f teachers be raised in 

terms of other ways and approaches that can and should be 

employed in classrooms and schools. It is imperative that 

teachers become aware that children do have the potential 

to contribute to and gain from approaches that respect them . 

and their views. Teachers have to realise that the ways in 

which they were taught are not necessarily the ways to teach. 

I do not deny that some teachers and schools do have 

philosophies and practices that are contributing well to the 

needs, interests and abilities o:f children, but my concern 

is that the rhetoric of the primary curriculum and aims of 

education in New South Wales have not had, at this stage, 

su:f:ficient impact on classroom and school practices. I£ 

Freeman Butts visited schools in New South Wales today, I 

reason that he would make similar comments concerning primary 

education as he made in 1954. He would certainly be 

commenting upon :forward-looking statements that were poorly 

evidenced in practice, £or while the directions in statements 

:from the 1950 1 s to the present have gained strength in terms 

o:f individual needs, interests, abi1ities, attitudes, habits, 

and values, and the thrusts have called for openness, 

participation, and inquiry, schools in the region I studied 

have, in essence, remained and continued as authority conscious 
'. 

institutions. While the rhetoric points to child-centred 

approaches in education as the desired direction for primary 

schools to pursue, Middleton's assertion concerning secondary 



97 

schooling could a1so be applied to primary schooling: 

''The message reaching the child at both 
the conscious and unconscious level.s is .... 
that the ground rules are predetermined. 
Not only do the teachers name the game 
{which is compulsory), they decide the 
rules, umpire, keep score, name the best 
players, and write the press reports. 
Children who are schooled :for ten years 
o:f their :formative youth in a 
predetermined organization are in danger 
o:f habitually accepting organizations and 
institutional s;2'"1ctures as :fixed and 
unchangeable. 11 

Schools must promote the active participation o:f 

children and allow them to make choices and decision~. 

Unless this is done, we are in danger o:f reproducing 

authoritarian history, violating children's rights, :failing 

to help with the development o:f decision-making skills and 

moral understanding, and o:f producing compliant non-thinkers •. 
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Chapter 7 

Particip ation b y Children in Classrooms and Schools 

In this £inal chapter, I would like, brie£ly, to 

sketch ways in which children might pro£itably participate 

in classrooms and schools. 

There has to be deliberate planning, organisation, 

encouragement and support> if there is to be worthwhile 

participation1 , and the parameters must be known and 

understood by all parties. Exploring these parameters 

leads children to understand that with rights go 

responsibilities, and that they have to accept responsibility 

£or their actions, an important aspect 0£ mora1 development. 

The model I am proposing is that the child is accepted as 

part of the decision-making team. However, surrounding the 

child is a teacher and a whole school responsible £or 

ensuring planning, organisation, encouragement and support 

to ensure child participation. 

Structuring Participation 

(a) The Classroom: 

The teacher is c entral to fostering active participation 

in the classroom. Children cannot be expected to exercise 

responsibility in participation in decision-making unless 

the classroom climate and organisation are such that 

participation is developed along positive lines~ There has 

to be an openness, as pointed out by Kohlberg and Turiel (1971), 

so that children can develop a sense of justice2 by testing 

their views against the views 0£ others. Teachers must be 

more aware that they constantly act as moral educators, 3 
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and, there:fore, openness should raise such education to a 

more overt level :for the bene:fit of both pupil and teacher. 

There should be discussions with children about ·how 

they view what i _s happening in the classro9m with and for 

them. From the field research, it is evident that children 

can express strong views concerning teachers and their 

actions, and discussions on these actions would be 

enlightening for both parties. Teachers should £ind out how 

children view teachers' actions and they should be prepared 

to negotiate with children on their actions. In the same 

manner, pupils have to explain and negotiate their actions 

with teachers. In the :field research, pupils saw teachers 

as people, and I would suggest, along with Wringe (1981), 

that teachers must see children as people whose wishes, 

. . d . t :f . h b ak . l 4 aspirations an poin so view ave to et en serious Y• 

There is little doubt that openness can cause strains between 

5 children and adults, but these strains can be seen as 

growing points as mutual trust develops. 

The discussion of relevant issues, relevant to both the 

teacher and/or child, should be timetabled. The teacher 

must set aside time so that what has happened can be discussed 

and reviewed. During this time the teacher is a partner 

rather than a controller, and he/she must be very aware of 

the decision-making possibilities that arise £or :future 

classroom directions. 

Children need to be encouraged to contribute to (though 

not to control) the rormulation or the class curriculum. The 

directions being pursued can be displayed on the classroom 
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wall, thus inviting comment and input. When units 0£ work 

in various areas are being developed, these should be discussed 

by the teacher with the children so that inputs and 

expectations can be explored. From the field research, it 

was evident that those interviewed could contribute to 

curricular areas. In imple menting the curriculum, the 

classroom teacher must ensure open, active and interactive 

approaches •. 

Class rules can and ought to be decided between teacher 

and children as ownership by all of the rules should enhance 

their acceptance and implementation. Ru1es, however, should 

not be seen as immutable, for all involved should understand 

that rules are really guidelines £or action that need to be 

tested, and, if' necessary, changed to ensure continuing 

relevance. This process is a rights issue as well as a 

moral development concern. The children in the field research 

were accepting of' the teacher's authority in the classroom 

but were not so accepting that he/she should have such 

authority over playground activities. The playground issues 

displayed a shift to a contested arena, an arena in which 

one had more right t o control over one's own choices. To 

be a good chooser, choice has to be fostered and encouraged. 

This is supported by Kohlberg and Turiel (1971) in their 

contention concerning moral stages and the need to encourage 

consideration o:f _nmoral conflicts and their integration at a 

· 6 higher stage of developmenttt. The teacher has the 

responsibility to organise the classroom and to establish the 

climate to allow this to occur and to encourage it in the 
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At the school level, formal decision-making structures 

need to be established to allow active participation by 

children. An elected student representative body should be 

.formed with the express purpose of contributing to those 

areas that a:f.fect the students' school li:fe. Students from 

at least Year 3 on could contribute to such a body. While 

parameters o.f participation and action need to be established 

and understood by all parties, not just the children, these 

parameters should be negotiated with the student representative 

body so that there is meaning in the operation .for the total 

school. The representative body must be given worth in the 

life of the school so that what the body deliberates upon 

and decides is treated seriously by the schooi authorities. 

I.f there are problems with the deliberations or decisions, 

these would be negotiated and not simply subjected to 

principal veto. The representative body must have standing 

within the school community, and this includes parents, and 

must operate in an organised meeting sense.-

While such a representative body would be aiding moral 

education, the major concern is one o.f rights. To overcome 

inexperience, children have to have worthwhile experiences, 7 

and as has been pointed out by Holt (1975), there are problems 

with open communication where it has not previously been 

experienced and strains do develop. 8 From the field research, 

the children raised many issues that were whole-school issues 

that would have been worthwhile topics f'or a student 

representative body to deliberate upon. Such topics included 

playground activities, homework, curricular activities, and 
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school discipline., 

A representative body needs to have specific 

responsibilities in relation to school organisation. 

Responsibilities related to organising assemblies, sporting 

activities, community involvement functions, and providing 

representatives on school committees could be vested with 

the representative body. While teachers woul.d be involved 

with the representative body, I see their role as being 

participants with the students. They wou1d be approachable, 

caring and concerned, and would be advisers, not controllers. 

Schools nave set up councils, prefect systems and other 

student groups as part 0£ their structures, but in far too 

many cases, such groups have contributed little or nothing 

to the li.fe of the school because they have been status 

groups, or groups refused any real powers, rather .than groups 

that have participated in the decision-making processes of 

the school. 

Schools should regularly evaluate their curriculum and 

organisation. From the field research, it was obvious that 

children do have views that should be admitted into school

level evaluations. These views would add worthwhile dimensions 

to the evaluations. To deny children's views when evaluating 

is to not really want to know the outcomes of the schooling 

process and to turn an evaluation into a formal ritual. It 

is also to deny participation in the school's decision-making 

processes and, therefore, to deny the child's right to be 

9 taken seriously as a person. 
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This study has attempted to show that primary-age 

children do have worthwhile and relevant views that must 

be admitted into the classroom and school decision-making 

processes £or the bene£it 0£ the child, the teacher and the 

school. It has also attempted to argue that by fostering 

participation in both classrooms and schools, teachers will 

ensure that their schools are more humane places, that better 

learning occurs, and that schools are satisfying places to 

work in because they foster human rights, moral development 

and active, happy children rather ~han relying on 

stultifying authoritarian traditions.-
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Appendix 1. 

Dear Pupil, 

In the writing o:f your diary,. I want you to write about 
what you want to write above. Before writing your diary, 
think about, what happened in the classroom and in the 
playground. 

If you are writing about other people, there is no need 
to use their names as names in this diary are not 
important. 

You are asked to start your diary on ~onday, 27th September, 
and keep it :for the whole o:f the week. 

Thank you :for keeping your diary. 

Yours sincerely, 

A. Foggett 
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Appendix 2. 

Dear Parents, 

Your child has agreed to keep a diary about school £or 
one week. This is not compulsory, but the keeping 0£ 
the diary.will aid a study of' how children view 
schooling. Also involved in this study will be an 
interview at school o:f your child in a group situation. 
This interview will ").;ake place some weeks after the 
keeping of' the diary. 

I£ you sodesire, your child does not have to be 
involved. I:f your child is involved, I woul(t ask that 
no help be given in the writing 0£ the diary. The 
diary will be kept £or the week commencing Monday, 
27th September. 

Thank you in anticipation 0£ your co-operation .• 

Yours sincerely, 

A. Foggett 
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Appendix 3 

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE AND RESPONSE SHEET 

The items are to be presented in the form given 

but probing will be undertaken to explore aspects of 

each item as these aspects arise during the conduct 

0£ the interview. Responses will be recorded by the 

interviewer. 

SCHOOL 

1. ALL CHILDREN SHOULD GO TO SCHOOL. 

2. SCHOOL IS A GOOD PLACE TO BE o 

3. BOYS AND GIRLS SHOULD BE SEPARATED IN HIGH SCHOOLS • 

ttEXPLORE SINGLE-SEX RELATED TO CO-EDUCA.TION1t. 
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TEACHERS 

4. CHILDREN LIKE TEAOIERS. 

5 • TEACHERS ARE TOO STRICT. 11EXPLORE THE MEANING OF 

I STRICT' It'. 

6. PRIMARY CHILDREN LIKE TO WORK WITH THE SAME TEACHER 

ALL THE TIME. 

7 . TEAOIERS ARE ALWAYS FAIR. 

8. TEACHERS SHOULD BE ALLOWED TO USE THE CANE. 

ttEXPLORE CORPORAL PUNISHMENT1t. 
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9. TEACHERS SHOULD PUNISH a-IILDREN WHEN THEY 00 SOMETHING 

WRONGo 1t£XPLORE THE CONCEPT'WRONG'n. 

10. CHILDREN PREFER TEAa-IERS TELLING THEM WHAT TO 00 • 

11. TEACHERS TALK TOO MUCH IN THE CLASSROOM. 

I 
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PEERS 

12,. CHILDREN SHOULD GET ON WITH THEIR WORK WHEN THE 

TEACHER IS OUT OF THE ROOM. 

13. BOYS AND GIRLS PLAY TOGETHER DURING RECESSES. 

14. DURING RECESSES a-IILDREN PLAY SPORT. 
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SUBJECTS 

15. ALL SCHOOL SUBJECTS ARE I MPORTANT. 

16 • READING IS THE MOST IMPORTANT SUBJECT THAT WE DO • 

17. MATHEMATICS IS EASY. 

18. ALL CHILDREN SHOULD BE ABLE TO SPELL WELL. 
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19. PHYSicAL EDUCATION IS IMPORTANT. 

20. SPORT IS GOOD. 

21.- SINGING IS ENJOYABLE. 

22. CRAFT IS NOT REALLY SCHOOLWORK. 
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23. HOMEWORK IS NOT NECESSARY • 

24. TESTS ARE IMPORTANT • 

25. WHAT IS KNOWLEDGE? 

26 • EDUCATION IS NO GOOD UNLESS IT CAN GET YOU A GOOD JOB • 
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CHILD-CENTRED 

27. WHAT I NEED T0 00 IS TI.IE SAME AS WHAT I HAVE TO 00 • 

1tEXPLORE THE MEANING OF 1NEEDS 1 1to 

28. THE THINGS THAT I AM INTERESTED IN ARE PART OF WHAT 

HAPPENS IN SCHOOL • •tEXPLORE THE MEANING OF I INTERESTS 1 11 
0 

29. WHAT I DO AT SCHOOL ALLOWS ME TO USE AND DEVELOP MY 

ABILITIES. 1tEXPLORE THE MEANING OF 'ABILITIES r ,t. 


