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WORKBOOK ANSWERS

 AQA AS Sociology Unit 2

 Education with Research Methods

This Answers book provides some possible answers that might be given for the questions asked in the workbook. They are not exhaustive and other answers may well be acceptable, but they are intended as a guide to give teachers and students feedback.

The candidate responses for the longer essay-style questions are intended to give some idea about how the exam questions might be answered. Again, these are not the only ways to answer such questions but they can be treated as one way of approaching questions of these types. Examiner commentaries (underlined text) have been added to exam-style question answers to give a sense of what is rewarded in the exam and which areas can be developed.

Section A Education

Topic 1 Explanations of the role and purpose of education

 The role and purpose of education

1
Socialisation

2
Equal opportunity

3
The term ‘cultural dupes’ implies that children have little control over their education and receive it in a passive way.

4
The term ‘meritocracy’ means a society where there is equality of opportunity enabling the talented to rise up to occupy society's most demanding roles.

5
The term ‘branching points’ refers to the clearly defined stages in a student’s educational life when decisions are made about their future path in the educational system.

6
Structures are anything that exist externally to individuals and shape their behaviour. Both theories see education as an important structure in the form of a social institution that helps make society work. As a structure the education system influences the people who study and work within it. This is in marked contrast to the interactionist perspective, which focuses on processes (such as labelling) within education, rather than the structure of the education system itself.

7
See plan in the workbook.

 Functionalist perspective on education

1
Shared norms and values held by most people.

2
Collective conscience

3
When there is a sense of community brought about by shared norms and values.

4
This is a term associated with Durkheim because he used it to describe a fully integrated member of society who identifies and adheres to society's norms and values.

5
Choose three from: belief in the work ethic (hard work); achievement; individualism; competition; social conformity to society’s rules and norms.

6
The image portrays the functionalist view of students as being the passive recipients of knowledge.

7
Knowledge helps to bind societies together by promoting a collective identity and thus social solidarity and social integration.

8
Parsons saw education as performing four basic functions: Adaptation, Goal attainment, Integration and Latent pattern maintenance (equilibrium).

9
The three key functions of education are:

1 As an agency of secondary socialisation reinforcing cultural norms and instrumental values. 

2 Providing skills relevant and appropriate to adult life, particularly the workplace. 

3 Sifting and sorting people by grading them according to examinations and qualifications (social selection). 

10
One mark for each of the following, or similar, factors functionalists ignore, such as labelling, racism, sexism or bullying. Another mark for identifying how and why these problems represent conflict within the education system and discussion of this in contrast to the functionalist preoccupation with consensus within the education system.

11
Parsons argues that education bridges the gulf between the home where status is ascribed and society where status is achieved. Since the emphasis of education is upon achieved status it prepares children for an achievement-orientated society. Children learn about the importance of hard work, getting on, individualism, and competition (all important work-based values). 

12
Introduction: Equality of opportunity refers to whether every child in education has the same chance to succeed and do well within the education system. In addition to social class issues, there are also issues of opportunity associated with gender and ethnicity.

Main body: Social class inequalities highlighted by the idea of ‘selection by postcode’ challenge the principle of equality of opportunity, implying that where a child lives has a huge impact upon their educational performance and hence future job prospects. AO2 point: Postcode is a generally good indicator of parental wealth and income and demonstrates how the middle class and above tend to succeed in the education system with a huge wastage of talent amongst the working class. 

Marxists, such as Bourdieu, argue that children from lower socio-economic backgrounds do not have the same opportunities as those from higher socio-economic backgrounds, due to their status in society. Bourdieu says the cultural capital that middle-class parents possess gives them the ability to manipulate the system and gear it towards the success of middle-class children. AO2 point: Indeed, even if they are ultimately unsuccessful in education, parental influence and networking ensures that the middle-class child is often still successful in the working world. This would seem to suggest that equality of opportunity is not available to the lower classes.

In contrast, functionalists like Parsons and Davis and Moore believe both the education system and wider society to be meritocratic, offering a ladder of opportunity to every child. Functionalists explain underachievement primarily in terms of cultural deprivation within those from lower socio-economic backgrounds. AO2 point: Marxists say that cultural factors are often driven by factors like material deprivation. 

Hyman claims that differences in socialisation in different classes means that when children enter schools, children with norms and values from lower socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to succeed. AO2 point: This difference in socialisation (as seen in ideas like Bernstein’s linguistic codes) hinders the lower-class child’s ability to achieve the equivalent of higher-class children.

Equality of opportunity is also limited by material deprivation. Children with less money have less access to beneficial educational resources such as the internet, which John Williams described as the ‘new engine of inequality’. They also cannot afford educational support such as private tutors, specialised equipment or enrichment activities like school trips. 

In addition, some children from lower socio-economic backgrounds undertake part-time work as well as education and then post-16 go straight into the workplace rather than to university which is the norm for the middle class. AO2 point: This shows inequality of opportunity, as more money means more opportunity. Government would claim they encourage staying-on rates with EMA (abolished 2011) and loans, grants and bursaries to encourage poorer students to go on to higher education.

Despite the out-performance by girls of boys, some feminists still see elements of sexism in education and argue that girls achieve in spite of, rather than because of, the education system. Today there is concern to identify factors which might explain the underperformance of boys, with Amanda Coffey highlighting moral panic over the education system’s failing of boys. AO2 point: However, it is important to recognise that class is still the overwhelming factor in achievement. Most middle-class boys are successful, whereas girls from deprived backgrounds can still struggle to achieve.

A further example of inequality of opportunity is seen to lie with racial and ethnicity groups in education. AO2 point: However, the situation here is complex, and again social class background would seem to be a key factor in shaping the achievement of those from minority ethnic groups. However, sociologists like Sewell argue that schools are racist institutions, and if this is true then this will clearly disadvantage certain groups. 

There is evidence from Gillborn and Youdell that certain groups, including black minorities and the broader group of the working class, are put into lower sets and streams than white and middle-class students of the same ability. AO2 point: This clearly shows that there is not equality of opportunity in our education system.

Conclusion: In conclusion, the functionalist assumptions that equality of opportunity exists would appear to be naïve. Instead, the view held by Marxists, feminists and black sociologists against the argument would seem to have more validity. Education does not exist in a vacuum and tends to reflect the wider inequalities of society. The wealthy will always use their wealth to buy advantages for their children whether this is done more subtly through moving to catchment areas of good state schools or blatantly through the purchase of privileged private education.

 Marxist perspective on education

1
Ideology

2
The term cooling out refers to the acceptance by students that their educational failure is internalised as their responsibility, not that the system is stacked against them.

3
Marxists see cultural or social reproduction as maintaining society’s social-class inequalities, in contrast to functionalists who regard it as referring to the socialisation of each generation into society’s norms and values.

4
Symbolic violence refers to the put-downs from (middle-class) teachers for not having or knowing the right manners, accent, confidence and knowledge. It is a form of bullying by teachers. 

5
The correspondence principle refers to the idea that various aspects of the workplace have matching features in the education system. By going to school students learn key values and coping mechanisms to deal with a lifetime in the workplace.

6
Although Willis himself recognises the hidden curriculum, he challenges the basic idea of Bowles and Gintis that through the hidden curriculum the schooling process produces passive and obedient workers. The hidden curriculum appears to have no effect at all upon Willis’ ‘lads’ who are anything but passive in their active rebellion. Willis’ work therefore questions the correspondence which Bowles and Gintis assume exists between school and work. 

7
The term ISA is associated with Althusser and refers to ideological state apparatus. Education, like any other ISA, is an institution that exerts ideological control. Althusser’s view of education was that it exists to control the working class through the legitimatisation of values that reflect ruling-class interests. Schools serve the capitalist system by preparing children to accept inequalities by moulding individuals into conformist behaviour and providing them with the skills necessary to fit into the capitalist workforce. Such is the strength of socialisation into these values that the working class internalise them as natural and inevitable. 

8
Marxists would see the national curriculum as a highly prescriptive exercise in defining what counts as knowledge worth knowing. They would also see it as a form of control of the working class since it regulates what subjects are taught. Marxists would argue that the national curriculum controls students just as much by the subjects that are excluded from it. They would regard subjects like sociology as excluded for deliberate ideological reasons. Marxists argue that the government do not want students to be critical thinkers and informed about divisions and inequalities in society. Instead the national curriculum produces uncritical thinkers doing ‘safe’ subjects. AO2 point: However, critics would argue this is a simplistic and naïve view and point out that there is nothing to prevent students choosing subjects like sociology as an option (but usually only at further and higher education).

 New Right, selection and vocational education

1
The New Right/neo-liberal. Some would also consider new vocationalism to be linked to the functionalist perspective.

2
Working class

3
Modern apprenticeships. Note that the word ‘modern’ has since been dropped.

4
Because it was said that large numbers of school leavers were unemployable, lacking basic educational skills.

5
Many sociologists see recent developments in vocational education and the introduction of specialist schools and academies as reflecting elements of Bowles and Gintis ‘correspondence theory’. Such initiatives may be viewed as supporting a hidden curriculum designed to promote a work-orientated ethos in such schools. The whole area of vocational education supports the work of Bowles and Gintis since it can be viewed as explicitly designed to meet the needs of employers.

6
Marxists, in particular, see vocational training as aimed primarily at children of the working class while there is an assumption that middle-class children continue to do traditional qualifications like A-levels and go on to higher education. Vocational training is thus viewed as legitimising class divisions and inequalities. Andy Green argues that the skills being developed on training schemes are mainly low skilled. Therefore trainees are only prepared for low-skilled, low-paid work that offers limited, if any, prospects of self-advancement. Dan Finn argues that the real function of training schemes is to remove young people temporarily from unemployment. Steve Craine argues that a ‘black magic roundabout’ exists: a carousel of unemployment, training schemes and unskilled work. Once on this carousel it is difficult to get off. Young people get socialised into accepting a future of unemployment, low-paid and unskilled work with frequent job changes. Marxists also see training schemes as a means of providing employers with cheap labour and as a way of undermining the power of the trade unions. [AO2 point:] The Marxist view could be seen as over-pessimistic, ignoring the fact that training provides skills making people more employable, promoting social mobility.

Topic 2 Differential educational achievement of social groups

 Social class

1
Pierre Bourdieu
2
Movement up or down the social class system. The higher the mobility the more ‘open’ a society.

3
Compensatory education refers to social policy attempts to provide extra resources to deprived and underperforming groups. 

4
Those that live in deprived areas and often on welfare, such as lone-parent families headed by women or the long-term unemployed. New Right would call the socially excluded an ‘underclass’.

5
This is the opposite of a meritocracy and occurs when students from some backgrounds or social locations are significantly disadvantaged.

6
Inequality of outcome refers to a marked difference in measured attainment and achievement between social groups.

7
Marxists would argue that politicians do this to avoid officially recognising, and hence drawing to the public’s attention, the systematic failure of a whole class of society. Instead they can imply it is just a small section of deprived people, often with the suggestion that they are somehow to blame, coming from ‘feckless’ parents or being viewed as deviant because they lack aspirations.

8
Introduction: This could begin with an outline of the evidence showing that the working class achieve less from the education system than other classes. Demonstrate early that your answer will explore outside school factors, but that inside school factors cannot be ignored (type of school, labelling etc.).

Main body: Material deprivation: Smith and Noble identified strong correlation between a child's postcode and their attainment in education. AO2 point: This could be due to outside school factors as well as inside school factors (good and bad schools). Poorer children cannot afford resources like private tutors (Joan Payne), books or internet, described as the ‘the new engine of inequality’ (John Williams).

Cultural deprivation: particularly the functionalist view that children from lower socio-economic backgrounds are socialised differently. Hyman discusses how the norms and values taught to children are different in different classes. Sugarman talks about working-class children having a fatalistic outlook on education and prefer immediate gratification. AO2 points: First, these are generalisations; second, Marxists would argue that the key factor is material deprivation.

Parental attitudes: Ball et al. found in their research that the parents of children from higher socio-economic backgrounds were better equipped to exercise their rights over schools and manipulate the system. Douglas found that working-class parents attended fewer parents’ evenings. AO2 point: Dated study (1967) and critics show that it is not lack of interest but lack of time and the working patterns of working-class jobs.

Linguistic codes: Bernstein talks about the codes of speech used in education and that the more elaborated speech pattern used by the middle class is also used in schools by teachers, textbooks etc. AO2 point: This view has some validity and overlaps with Bourdieu’s ‘cultural capital’ and ‘symbolic violence’, but it presents an over-generalised and a somewhat dichotomous view of language.

Inside school factors: Working-class children are more likely to live in the catchment areas of poor schools. Interactionists focus on teacher labelling, resulting in self-fulfilling prophecy (Rosenthan and Jacobson). AO2 point: Children can challenge and reject labels. Gillborne and Youdell support the earlier work of Keddie, showing that lower sets contain most lower-class children.

Conclusion: Underachievement among the working class is caused by many outside school factors which students then take into school. School processes, such as labelling and streaming, can then impact further on these students’ learning and attainment. 

 Ethnicity

1
Chinese and Indians

2
Herrnstein and Murray claimed that black children were less intelligent than white children in the USA. They also argued that Asians had the highest levels of intelligence.

3
That underachievement by blacks is best explained in terms of the poverty, poor housing and deprived neighbourhoods they grow up in. In addition, schools that serve deprived areas tend to be poor. White children from similar backgrounds have the same low level of achievement.

4
Institutional racism occurs when schools and colleges, through their operation and practices, discriminate against some ethnic groups and favour others. Examples might include disproportionate allocation to lower sets, lack of provision of certain foods in the canteen, higher levels of exclusion.

5
Three answers from:

It is assumed that boys from female-headed single-parent families lack discipline because of the lack of a father figure; they are disruptive in the classroom resulting in higher levels of exclusion.

When the single-parent works full-time, often in employment with unsocial hours, this can lead to a disrupted family life offering limited practical support for children’s studies.

Tony Sewell (1996) argues that the predominance of female-headed single-parent families makes black boys vulnerable to negative influences from peer pressure and street culture.

Charles Murray (1990) sees black one-parent families as part of an ‘underclass’ with separate cultural values to the rest of society, including a lack of value of education.

6
Marxists argue that the poor educational achievement of many ethnic minorities is because they are located within the proletariat. They argue that the education system is designed to fail the working class and so ethnic minorities experience the same degree of oppression as white working-class members. AO2 point: However, in addition to class exploitation they concede that ethnic minorities may also experience racism from other members of society, including teachers and students. Thus ethnic minorities often find themselves, because of educational underachievement, at the bottom of the social structure in low-status, low-skilled employment, suffering unemployment levels twice that of the white population. Some Marxists see ethnic groups as constituting a reserve army of labour, used and discarded when not needed, but also acting as a surplus labour pool that helps keep all wages low. AO2 point: Non-Marxists would point out that some ethnic minority groups are successful in the education system. Therefore, rather than the system, the problem seems to lie within some groups themselves.

Neo-Weberians view the position of ethnic minorities in education as reflecting their status position and wider market position in the workplace. Neo-Weberians are more likely to recognise differentiation, reflecting the way in which some groups like Chinese and Indians will be viewed positively by teachers and schools as they tend to be the best performing groups. Groups like Gypsies, Caribbeans and Pakistanis tend to be labelled more negatively and may encounter greater levels of racism and discrimination. Neo-Weberians could also differentiate between the status difference of girls and boys in education. In order to improve education performance all round and eradicate problems like institutional racism neo-Weberians would advocate reform of the curriculum to make it more multicultural and the employment of more black and Asian teachers to act as role models. AO2 point: Marxists would maintain that the bottom line is social class position and material deprivation as the key factors explaining why some ethnic groups underperform in the education system.

7
Introduction: In order to explain why some minority ethnicities apparently overachieve while others seem to underachieve it is necessary to understand how ethnicity interacts with social class. At the same time it is equally important to understand that there is a clear differential within every ethnic group between the performance of boys and girls. 

Main body: Indian students are generally brought up in middle-class surroundings with homes rich in cultural capital and high parental expectations (it reflects ‘family honour’ to succeed). In contrast, the ethnic groups that are located predominantly within the working class, such as African-Caribbeans, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis, can face material and/or cultural deprivation in the home. AO2 points: This is a generalised picture, but clearly individuals within any ethnic group can buck trends. Also girls do much better than boys in every ethnic group.

Black boys: Sewell has identified the increased likelihood of Caribbeans being brought up in female-headed single-parent families, a street-orientated culture, lack of father/male discipline figure with older brothers often leading younger brothers astray. AO2 point: Sewell could be accused of being over-deterministic.

Schooling: ethnic group performance has also to be understood in terms of differences between types of schools and differential access to them. Ethnic groups that are predominantly located within the working class have little access to either good middle-class state schools or private fee-paying schools. AO2 point: Both Mirsza and Fuller found that self-motivated black girls could overcome schooling factors and gain examination success.

Exclusions: black students are up to three times more likely to be excluded from school than white students. Wright et al. argue that the issue of exclusions shows that black students have been failed by schools, resulting in them being less able to learn the correct information for examinations and skills for the world of work. AO2 point: Recent research shows that schools can be effective in improving ethnic group achievement, challenging practices of racism and providing a less Eurocentric curriculum.

Conclusion: In conclusion it is clear that factors both inside and outside school can account for the differential performance of ethnic groups. Whatever the effect of ethnicity, student attainment is also shaped by gender and, particularly, social class.

 Gender

1
Exam results over the past two decades show improvement for both sexes. The achievement for boys has been rising significantly over this period, but not as fast as that of girls.

2
Genderquake refers to the transformation of female attitudes towards education as a result of changes to and expansion in an increasingly feminised labour market. 

3
The term ‘feminisation of the workplace’ refers to the increased presence of women in the labour market. This has been helped by the expansion of the tertiary (service) sector and the improved academic performance of women which has given them greater access to jobs, including graduate positions previously dominated by men.

4
The term ‘glass ceiling’ refers to the barrier of prejudice and discrimination that traditionally prevented women gaining access to the top jobs. It is a ‘glass’ ceiling because women could see, but not be appointed to, the jobs.

5
In co-ed schools it seems that girls are less able to develop an ‘ethic of success’ because of domination of space and teacher attention by boys. In a single-sex school, girls are more likely to have female teachers and head teachers as positive role models. Mahony argues that a great deal of what is said by boys to girls inside and outside classrooms constitutes verbal abuse and even sexual harassment. The Danish academic Kruse argues that sex-segregation helps girls to relate and act differently, and to become owners of their own learning.

6
Choose three from:

· Boys are more disruptive in class and under pressure to comply with a macho culture that undervalues educational success (Jackson).

· Changes in the workplace have resulted in a ‘crisis of masculinity’ (Mac an Ghaill).

· Boys seem to be less conscientious at doing homework than girls (Mitsos and Browne).

· Boys are less conscientious about completing coursework and leave revising for exams to the last moment or hope for the ‘right’ questions (Ruddock).

· The introduction of GCSE exams with more coursework seems to have benefited girls more than boys (Elwood).

7
Choose three from:

· They argue that the high achievement rate of females conceals the fact that many still fail to achieve their full individual potential and encounter systematic disadvantage in schools, colleges and the workplace (e.g. ‘glass ceiling’).

· Because achievement is still primarily determined by social class, they argue that a high proportion of working-class females still underachieve.

· Options and subject choice at university remain narrow, suggesting that females still do not feel comfortable studying certain subjects or courses.

· The female ‘dual role’ of working yet still being primarily responsible for domestic work and care seems likely to continue.

· Female success, rather than being celebrated, is turned into a factor in the social problems of ‘failing boys’. 

8
It is important to see improved gender performance not only in terms of factors inside school but also factors outside school.

Inside school factors

· Changes in the organisation of education: introduction of GCSEs, national curriculum. 

· More female role models, head teachers, department heads etc.

· Changes within schools, inset, teacher encouragement, better gender-role socialisation.

· Higher levels of self-motivation (e.g. Fuller, Mirsza’s study of black girls).

Outside school factors

· Higher female aspirations and expectations (e.g. Sue Sharpe’s study).

· ‘Genderquake’ (Wilkinson) shaping motivation.

· Expansion of higher education.

· Structural changes to the labour market, including the growth of the tertiary sector and the feminisation of the labour force.

· Influence of feminism.

· Encouragement of mothers, wanting better job than their mother (Fuller).

· Growing divorce rate: subconscious recognition that qualifications are a good insurance for the future.

Remember to differentiate: girls (or boys) are not a homogenous group. Recognise the impact of social-class background and ethnicity in terms of achievement.

 Material and cultural deprivation

1
Examples include: Operation Headstart in the USA, Education Priority Areas (EPAs) in Britain. Recent initiatives in the UK include Sure Start, Education Action Zones (EAZs) and Education Initiative in Cities (EiC).

2
They can purchase educational resources such as books, CDs and DVDs to use in the home. Parents may have cultural capital which will compensate to some extent. They can afford to hire private tutors.

3
The term ‘cultural deprivation’ refers to the controversial idea that the working-class home is inferior because parents either do not value education or are less capable of supporting their children.

4
You should include three examples from the following list, with explanations:

· Poor housing, e.g. overcrowding, cold, damp, lack of personal space for private study etc.

· Inadequate diet leading to illness/absence; hunger/lack of concentration in class.

· Insufficient home learning resources (books, computers, broadband etc.).

· Having to earn money so cannot study (too tired; early leaving/university drop-out).

· Unable to afford to move house into catchment areas of ‘good schools’.

· Cannot afford private schools or private tutors.

· Stigma of free school meals leading to non-attendance etc.

· Travel costs, a factor for poor families when considering post-compulsory education.

· Tuition fees, acting as a barrier to going to university.

5
Bernstein used the term ‘restricted code’ to refer to the linguistic code typical of the working class with a limited vocabulary and short and simple sentence structures. ‘Elaborate code’ refers to the linguistic code typical of the middle class with an extensive and developed vocabulary with longer and more complex sentence structures.

6
Bourdieu’s concept of ‘symbolic violence’ reflects the idea of Bernstein’s ‘linguistic code’ very well since teachers may speak in an ‘elaborate code’ and put down and undermine working-class students for their accents and use of ‘restricted code’.

7
The theory assumes that middle-class culture is superior, whereas Keddie argues it is simply different. Smithers argues that the large numbers of working-class students who leave school at 16 is a response to their parents’ material deprivation rather than a culturally deprived home.

8
Introduction: Cultural deprivation is a controversial theory that divides the sociological community. Supporters argue that the working-class home culture is ‘not as good’ as that of the middle-class home and imply that working-class parents do not value education as highly. AO2 point: Opponents regard the idea as offensive and patronising, e.g. Keddy described cultural deprivation as ‘vacuum ideology’, arguing that working-class culture is not deprived but different.

Main body: Theory: cultural deprivation is essentially a functionalist idea. AO2 point: It is challenged by Marxists who argue that underachievement is primarily down to material deprivation. AO2 point: Interactionists would argue that focusing upon cultural deprivation ignores important processes within schools that undermine working-class success.

Parental interest: the work on parental values by Ball et al. and Douglas. Some suggest that middle-class parents are more child-centred because they exercise greater social control. AO2 point: Be careful to avoid generalising and stereotyping, there are exceptions in each class.

Childrearing: Leon Feinstein found that by the age of three children from poor families were already lagging by up to a year in development compared to children from wealthier backgrounds. Feinstein particularly singled out the educational background of mothers as a key factor in early childhood development. AO2 point: Support for Feinstein’s ideas were reflected in policies like Sure Start.

Language: the idea that working-class children are linguistically deprived stems from the controversial work of Basil Bernstein (1971) who identified a ‘restricted code’ for the working class and an ‘elaborate’ code’ for the middle class. AO2 point: Linguistic codes make a good link between home background factors and factors associated with schooling.

Values: in terms of values it is suggested that the working class are ‘present-time orientated’ in contrast to the middle class, who are viewed more as ‘future-time orientated’. It is argued that this promotes educational success in the middle class, who regularly make short-term sacrifices for long-term gains — a practice that sociologists refer to as ‘deferred gratification’. AO2 point: Work of Willis and others shows that many working-class students are simply not interested in educational qualifications and success.

Conclusion: Cultural deprivation is a controversial idea, and only one of many explanations for working-class underachievement. The theory fails to appreciate that norms and values are not created in a vacuum but often reflect the material and economic environment that surround families.

Topic 3 Relationships and processes in schools

 The organisation of schools

1
The term ‘comprehensive’ means a school clientele reflecting a broad range of students across social classes, gender and ethnic groups.

2
Social segregation refers to how students are segregated in a variety of different ways. Sometimes it is by sex with boys’ and girls’ schools or it can happen through children from more affluent backgrounds being educated in different schools to those from more deprived backgrounds. Sometimes schools can be segregated around ethnicity.

3
The term ‘equality of opportunity’ means that the education system is fair and equal to everyone and not discriminating in terms of race, gender, culture or religion. It therefore means that every student has the same chance to succeed and do well within the education system.

4
The better teachers, because they are desirable to employ, do not need to consider poorer schools. Poor schools often have to employ teachers who cannot get jobs elsewhere.

5
Functionalists would see the role and purpose of citizenship as enabling students to feel a sense of belonging to society and encouraging social solidarity and integration. Citizenship promotes shared consensus values. In addition they will be encouraged to behave as model citizens and be committed to achievement, conformity and wider society.

6
Choose three from the following:

· Marxists see private schools as divisive, only available to the rich and privileged.

· They see them as undermining the principle of meritocracy.

· Their old school tie networks reinforce privilege in the workplace.

· Through charitable status they have the same tax breaks and benefits accorded to charities that support the poor and destitute.

· The cost of training teachers for private schools is borne (and effectively subsidised by) the taxpayer.

7
School uniforms are seen as an important symbol of the collective identity of a school. Supporters of uniforms argue they bring a sense of belonging and visually reinforce the community of the school. Uniforms can also serve to serves to limit differences between students of different incomes and fashion styles because of the standardisation they bring. Assemblies bring the community of the school together and in the words of Durkheim are designed to promote a ‘collective conscience’. The fact that they are supposed to have a religious or moral component would only serve to reinforce appropriate social norms and values. Sports days also serve to promote a sense of collective identity as well as encouraging the value of individual and team achievement and success. Students learn that competition is a good thing and that the best win trophies. Finally any formal occasion, such as a speech day or prize day, serves a similar function in publicly celebrating and rewarding achievement and success. Like sports days, key values are reinforced such as individualism and competition.

8
Introduction: The hidden curriculum refers to the norms and values that children learn, other than the core subjects at school. It is hidden because children are not necessarily aware of the impact it has on their behaviour and thinking. All perspectives recognise the concept, including functionalists, Marxists and feminists. AO2 point: However, their interpretation about its implications and seriousness differ significantly.

Main body: Functionalists see the hidden curriculum as largely innocuous. They see it mainly in terms of internalising key norms and values, particularly those that will fit in with the needs of the economy and workplace: work ethic, punctuality and respect for authority. They also view things like school uniforms, assemblies and speech days as performing an important role in reinforcing a sense of community and social solidarity. AO2 point: Marxists would see this view of the hidden curriculum as simplistic and naïve and argue that functionalists ignore the negative impact of the hidden curriculum, such as acting as an agent of social control.

The Marxist Althusser sees education as transmitting hidden messages to students that result in conformity to the capitalist system. They argue that the hidden curriculum conditions working-class young people to accept social inequalities through the acceptance of failure and inequality. AO2 point: However, functionalists would challenge this cynical and negative view, saying that schools seek the success of everyone through the promotion of a meritocracy. They would probably suggest that it is hidden simply because nobody notices or recognises it.

The Marxists, Bowles and Gintis, also focused on the impact of the hidden curriculum in schools. They developed ‘correspondence theory’, which stresses how schooling reproduces class inequalities and prepares students to cope with the demands of the workplace. AO2 point: However, some neo-Marxists, like Paul Willis question the passive way in which traditional Marxists view students soaking up messages from the hidden curriculum. In his study the hidden curriculum appeared to have no effect on his ‘lads’ at all. 

Feminists have long argued that the hidden curriculum in school reinforces gender stereotypes and attitudes. An example of this would be teachers asking boys to move furniture around while girls are asked to clean the board or prepare refreshments. AO2 point: However, such attitudes are less common and increasingly challenged by girls.

Feminists, such as Best, suggest that females are underrepresented in textbooks, particularly in science subjects. When they do appear, they are often portrayed in a stereotypical way doing typical female roles. AO2 point: However, authors and publishers have made a concerted effort to portray female characters in books in a positive light. In terms of the hidden curriculum this could be viewed as broadening the horizons and helping to raise the aspirations amongst female students.

Conclusion: The hidden curriculum is clearly an important concept to sociologists. However, its impact on a child’s experience of schooling is disputed between different perspectives.

 Streaming and setting

1
Stephen Ball 

2
Streaming is the allocation to ability groups for all lessons, whereas setting is the allocation to ability classes for each subject. Both are in marked contrast to mixed-ability classes when students of all abilities are taught within the same group.

3
Selective schools and colleges enrol students on the basis of ability, either by measured prior attainment or some form of entrance test, e.g. entry to grammar schools was based on passing the ’11-plus’ exam. 

4
Choose two from the following:

· Gillborn and Youdell show how ‘league tables’ have put schools under pressure to improve A*–C GCSE grades and their ‘league table’ position. Streaming and setting is seen as improving standards and performance, hence attracting high ability students. 

· Middle-class parents assume their children will be in the top set and therefore support streaming as a measure that will personally benefit and stretch their children. Middle-class students are actively sought by schools, making the views of their parents influential on school policies.

· Tiered GCSEs (higher, intermediate and foundation) encourages streaming and setting according to ability. However, a lot of tiering has recently been removed from GCSEs, rendering this argument less important.

5
Middle-class parents really value educational success as means of ‘getting on’ in life and securing employment in managerial and professional occupations. They generally approve of streaming because when their children are in the top sets they are protected from the weaker or disruptive students who are viewed as holding back learning for those who want to get on. Evidence shows that top streams and sets tend to be populated by predominantly middle-class students. 

6
Gillborn and Youdell (2001) state that the ‘A–C economy’ reflects the preoccupation schools now have with as many students as possible achieving 5 A*–C GCSE grades in order to secure a good place for the school in published ‘league tables’. Their research found that students were labelled in terms of their supposed ability, which in turn was related to social class. They found that in schools driven by the 'A–C economy' working-class and black students were more likely (than middle-class and white students) to be allocated to lower sets than children doing work of the same standard. They were also less likely to be entered for higher tiers of GCSE.

7
‘Differentiation’ occurs when teachers categorise and treat students according to the ability and behaviour they associate with each stream.

‘Polarisation’ is the formation of sub-cultures among those allocated to the top and bottom streams. Top streams can become elitist, whereas bottom streams can develop ‘counter-school’ subcultures.

8
Common criticisms of mixed-ability teaching are:

· Teachers pitch their lessons to the average student. 

· The brightest are not stretched and challenged and the weakest are not supported in their studies. 

· Delivering content to mixed-ability classes is more challenging for teachers.

9
The sub-cultural approach is often associated with the interactionist perspective. By adopting a typical ethnographic approach it attempts to explore the meanings behind the behaviour of groups, in this case groups of students. AO2 point: Marxists argue that sub-cultural studies ignore the wider structures of education and society itself, which impacts upon educational achievement.

Classic studies have highlighted such behaviour such as Willis’ study of the motivations and ‘penetrations’ of his group of working-class ‘lads’. AO2 point: However, Willis has been accused of ignoring the vast majority of students between his ‘lads’ and ‘ear’oles’, something Woods covers with his eight-fold classification.

Sub-cultural studies of working-class girls show that they can respond in an identical way to their male contemporaries and form oppositional counter-school subcultures. AO2 point: However, Griffin found there were elements of negotiation being performed as girls asserted their identity. Delamont supports this, arguing that the increasingly fragmented identities within postmodern society led to a greater sense of individualism as girls reject ‘failing working-class lads’.

Many writers, such as Fuller, Gillborn, Jackson, Mac an Ghaill, Mirza, Shain and Sewell have studied the experiences of ethnic minority groups in a sub-cultural group context. These studies all reveal important insights to the meanings and experiences of ethnic subcultures. AO2 point: Some feel that researchers can be over-subjective and biased in the sympathetic coverage they give to subcultures. It could be argued that many of these sociologists had a ‘black agenda’ to their research.

A criticism of many sub-cultural studies is that the samples studied are often small and some question their representativeness and hence the possibility of drawing generalisations. AO2 point: While this is a valid criticism, Willis managed to combine an admittedly small ethnographic study within a broad Marxist ideological framework.

It is worth highlighting to an examiner that despite the criticisms of small samples and bias, the consistency of findings among sub-cultural studies does seem to suggest their validity. 

 Labelling theory

1
He found that they classified and evaluated students in terms of an ‘ideal type’.

2
Self-fulfilling prophecy

3
The ‘halo-effect’. This is when a student has positive characteristics in terms of home background, personality or performance. Teachers generally label them positively, even to the extent of overlooking some of their characteristics.

4
Streaming and setting. This institutionally labels students within the school ‘bright’, ‘middling’ or ‘stupid’.

5
Allocation to top sets or streams can boost a student’s confidence and sense of self-worth. Alternatively being assigned to bottom sets or streams leads to low self-esteem and may encourage counter-school subcultures.

6
Students were labelled by the school they went to. Those who passed the 11-plus and went to grammar school were viewed as academically bright and successful. Secondary modern students had to endure for the rest of their lives the label that they had ‘failed’ the 11-plus.

7
Mac an Ghaill found that teachers noticed skin colour before any other characteristic. In addition, students within ethnic groups were often viewed as homogeneous and ‘classless’ in the eyes of white teachers.

8
Stephen Ball noted that teachers described bottom sets derogatively in the staffroom; students pick up on the resentment teachers feel about teaching them. Gillborn and Youdell’s concept of the ‘A–C economy’ shows how schools write off any student seen as incapable of getting a grade C at GCSE. Consequently lower sets tend to be taught by poorer teachers, with less knowledge and perhaps poorer classroom management techniques, since these students carry less importance to the school.

9
Howard Becker developed labelling theory. When it is applied to education it is concerned with the impact of positive and especially negative labels upon student’s outcomes. Students who are seen to be less able or to deviate from the rules of the classroom are labelled negatively. A self-fulfilling prophecy occurs when future actions are interpreted in terms of these labels. This is illustrated through Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1968) highly controversial experiment in California whereby students in a school were given a pseudo IQ-test which was supposed to reveal ‘spurters’ or future high achievers. In fact they informed each teacher of their ‘spurters’ by taking every fifth name from their class registers. When the researchers returned a year later the bulk of the sample of ‘spurters’ showed greater than average gains in performance, suggesting the teachers had helped those systematically labelled to become above average achievers. 

10
Neo-Weberian and interactionist sociologists have long argued that the British education system suffers from institutional and cultural racism. The neo-Weberian argument is that the current education system derives in its structural form from a period before Britain became a multicultural society. Racism stems from the fact that the necessary adjustments have still to take place.

Many researchers such as Sewell have suggested that teachers are racist in their labelling of students and that schools remain racist institutions. Wright supports this view. She found that teachers perceived and treated minority ethnic students differently from white students. 

Mac an Ghaill observed that teachers and schools operate a reductionist approach to minority ethnic students. Because African-Caribbean boys are often expected to behave badly, they receive a disproportionate amount of negative teacher attention. This racial reductionism serves to maintain simplistic stereotypes such as ‘industrious, courteous, high achieving’ Asians and ‘disruptive and low ability’ African-Caribbeans. AO2 point: Schools would argue that professional teacher training is eradicating such ideas.

This reductionism was also found in the research of Brah and Minhas who found that Asian girls may be stereotyped as ‘passive’ or ‘docile’, in ways that lead to them being overlooked or underestimated in class. AO2 point: The danger of labelling leading to a self-fulfilling prophecy is apparent here.

Gillborn and Youdell found evidence of blatant institutional racism with black students allocated to lower sets compared to white students of the same ability. AO2 point: There may be a class factor working here too as they found that working-class students were put in lower sets than middle-class students of the same ability. To be black and working class would therefore seem to be a double disadavantage.

Institutional racism can also be observed in the high levels of exclusions of black boys. Since the 1980s there has been a phenomenal growth in black male exclusions from schools. AO2 point: While schools would defend this policy, saying that students are not excluded lightly, the significantly higher black exclusion rate appears to be linked with negative labelling. 

Sometimes there can be a degree of culture clash between schools and parental values. For example, school inspectors have found that schools may have low expectations of Bangladeshi students, even though their parents may value education highly. AO2 point: This is an example of schools having ‘racialised expectations’ and treating students in a reductionist way. 

There is clear evidence from research studies that labelling can be racist in schools. This occurs between students, but is particularly dangerous when it comes from teachers and procedures within schools and colleges themselves.

Topic 4 The significance of 
educational policies

1
Comprehensive schools

2
National curriculum

3
Free schools are state-funded and have existed since September 2011. They have the same legal status as academies and do not have to follow the national curriculum, giving them more freedom than local authority schools. They can be set up by teachers, charities, education experts and parents.

4
The Department for Education states: ‘Academies are publicly-funded independent schools’. They are free from local authority control, have the ability to set the pay and conditions of teachers, are not constrained by national curriculum and can change the lengths of terms and school days.

5
The ‘tripartite system’ was introduced comprised of grammar schools, technical schools and secondary modern schools. Allocation to these schools was determined by performance in the 11-plus exam.

6
Choose three from the following:

· Many doubted its fairness and efficiency in providing equality of opportunity. 

· Grammar schools were better-equipped, and employed higher qualified teachers with degrees. 

· The secondary modern school students sat the lower status CSEs rather than O-levels. 

· The secondary modern schools did not have sixth forms making transfer post-16 difficult. 

· Many felt the 11-plus exam was a poor measurer of ability and intelligence. 

· Finally, the system did not really cater for late developers. 

7
Choose four from:

· National curriculum: a national core curriculum for all state schools in England and Wales.

· Competition and choice: schools were in direct competition, parents now seen as customers.

· Assessment and testing: national standardised tests (‘SATs’) in key subjects.

· City Technology Colleges and Grant Maintained Schools were introduced.

· Local management of schools (LMS): head teachers given greater control of financial budgets.

· Open enrolment: schools could expand their numbers to meet rising demand.

· Opting out: schools could ‘opt out’ of local authority control and be financed by government.

8
‘Sure Start’ was introduced in 1999 as a means by which pre-school children living in the most deprived areas of Britain could receive early intervention and support. It was introduced as a form of compensatory education through clinic and nursery support to improve deprived children’s educational prospects while they were still at a pre-school age.

9
Excellence in Cities was launched in 1999 replacing the prior policy of Education Action Zones (EAZ). The policy was another form of compensatory education policy targeted at deprived inner-city areas. Schools received extra resources such as learning support units (LSUs) to tackle truancy and exclusions, while students benefited from low-cost leasing of computers, learning mentors and programmes for gifted students.

10
The marketisation of education refers to the introduction of market forces into education and is driven by neo-liberal free-market ideology. This neo-liberal New Right influence impacted significantly upon the Thatcher Conservative government who introduced an ‘internal market’ to education with the 1988 Education Reform Act. The principle of ‘competition and choice’ invited schools to compete against each other and through ‘open enrolment’ for parents to shop around as ‘consumers’ for the best schools. Policies of marketisation were therefore aimed to generate increased diversity by creating a wider range of available schools and hence wider parental choice. The principle of Local Management of Schools gave schools more freedom from local authority control, particularly over budgets, enabling more choice in expenditure. The Act also enabled school to 'opt out' of LA control and introduce a degree of selection to their enrolment. AO2 points: However, many such as Hargreaves, who coined the phrase ‘Kentucky Fried Schooling’, feel marketisation was on the one hand wasteful and on the other failed to achieve its objectives. They point to wasteful and costly competition, on the one hand, while on the other hand parental choice rarely applies in practice, with the best schools over-subscribed. This seems to be a particular problem in London with many children having to travel considerable distances in order to attend schools that would accept them.

Answers to exam-style questions on education

01 Cultural deprivation is a controversial idea, originally rooted in functionalist thinking, that social groups like the working class and some ethnic groups fail because their values are inferior to middle-class values. This is because schools tend to reflect middle-class culture.

Answers for this first question do not need to be long, but to get the 2 marks they have to be focused and detailed.

02 Material deprivation reflects aspects of poverty. Examples of how this can undermine educational performance include:

Poor housing can undermine performance in a number of ways. For example, accommodation that is cold, draughty or damp will undermine health, leading to more absent days from school. Poor housing tends to be situated in deprived areas which rarely form the catchment areas of good schools. Harrison found a correlation between deprivation and underachievement in his study of the deprived borough of Hackney, London. 

Student performance can also suffer because parents cannot afford educational resources in the home such as books, computers, broadband etc. In addition, Wikeley and Bullock found that poverty can also mean exclusion from enrichment activities such as school trips and extra-curricular events. 

Being poor can impact upon students within school, such as being stigmatised for receiving free school meals. Willow found that poorer children often experienced bullying, frequently in relation to iconic possessions such as trainers, mobiles etc. Hogan found evidence of truanting on ‘no uniform days’ if students did not have fashionable or designer clothes to wear.

To get the full 6 marks you need to do more than list three examples. Choose three clear and distinct examples and discuss them in appropriate detail. The inclusion of relevant sociological terms, perspectives and research studies can only enhance your answer and ensure that you get maximum marks.

03 Middle-class parents are seen to support their children through the education system in a number of ways. First, because they were educationally successful themselves they are rich in what Bourdieu calls ‘cultural capital’. Second, they know how the system works and how to manipulate it for maximum self-interest. So they act as both a role model and also a mentor to their children on how to be successful. 

Try to write a good first paragraph to the answer that operates as an introduction. Even with 12-mark questions try to structure your answer so that it has a clear beginning, middle and end. This opening paragraph demonstrates a clear understanding of and focus on the question and gives an early indication of how and why middle-class parents help their children to achieve.

Leon Feinstein argues that such is the advantage of, especially, a middle-class mother that some lower-class children are already a year behind the development of middle-class children by the age of three. The cultural advantages middle-class children enjoy can also be supplemented by an enormous pressure to succeed because of high parental expectations. Children are fearful of failure so are motivated further to succeed. Some provide economic incentives such as financial rewards for passing GCSEs, A levels or gaining a place at a top university.

Feinstein’s study is a good one to include because it is both relevant and up to date. Besides cultural advantage, this paragraph notes how parental pressure and incentives can also play a part.

Stephen Ball describes how middle-class parents are more knowledgeable and skilful at manipulating the school systems, describing some of their practices as ‘social barbarism’. They are more confident in dealing with teachers and head teachers, whom they view as their social equals. They tend to be more active in challenging schools over policies and actions. For example, they can put pressure on schools to relocate their children into higher sets and streams.

Ball’s work on how middle-class parents can play and manipulate the system is another good study to include. Examiners like candidates who can quote key ideas, so including Ball’s term ‘social barbarism’ adds significantly to the points already made. This paragraph suggests that middle-class parents not only pressure their children but can pressure schools and teachers too.

The term ‘middle-class drift’ refers to the practice of moving to the catchment areas of good state schools. This has been described as ‘selection by postcode’ as the high house prices within the catchment area of good schools denies access to such institutions by poorer working-class students. In addition, those rich enough to afford it will often send their children to private schools where they may assume they are purchasing a privileged education offering greater access to top universities such as Oxford and Cambridge and an ‘old tie network’ that will open doors to employment and further upward social mobility. 

This paragraph focuses on the material and financial benefits potentially available to the children of the upper middle class who can afford private education. The notion of ‘selection by postcode’ is important as those on low incomes have little opportunity of geographical mobility to live near good schools.

In conclusion, there are many reasons to explain how middle-class parents help their children perform well in the education system. However, there is a danger of viewing this process as over-deterministic. Not all middle-class children are successful, plus there is differentiation associated with gender and ethnicity.

This is a good concluding final paragraph that makes two useful sociological points. First, it recognises that the middle class is not a homogenous group and second, the presence of differentiation associated with achievement, gender and ethnicity. 

04 Marxism is a conflict perspective focused upon the social-class divisions between the minority ruling class (bourgeoisie) and the majority working class (proletariat). Marxists argue that the education system plays a significant role in the exploitation by the bourgeoisie of the proletariat. They argue that the role of education is to transmit and indoctrinate capitalist ideology into the heads of students in order to culturally reproduce the inequalities of society.

This is a well-constructed introduction. It is important to get answers off to a good start. An examiner would have an early positive impression that the candidate has a good understanding of not only the Marxist perspective on education but also the question.

The French Marxist Althusser emphasises the important role education plays as an ideological state apparatus (ISA). His work on the powerful effects of ideas within education supports the idea of the 'hidden curriculum'. Schools play an important role in socialising submission, deference and respect for authority so that children come out of school prepared for their life of exploitation in the workplace. However, critics of the Marxist perspective argue that this portrayal of the education system is over-deterministic.

Even though there is a degree of repetition here to the answer to part 03, always treat each question individually and never assume that examiners will credit points made in earlier answers if they are also relevant to this question. So this is a detailed paragraph that explores the ideas of Althusser and the hidden curriculum. Note the good practice of ending paragraphs with an evaluative point if you can, to earn your AO2 marks.

Marxists, nonetheless, insist that the indoctrination of capitalist ideology by the education system creates a false consciousness. They mean by this that the working class develop a distorted way of thinking that results in them not questioning the exploitative relationships that exist under capitalism. By promoting the myth of meritocracy, students grow up feeling that society is open and fair, and that educational failure is down to the individual. Marxists describe this internalisation of personal failure as ‘cooling out’, when individuals, rather than the system, are blamed for the poor achievement levels of the working class. However, functionalists would argue that equality of opportunity does exist and educational success and its glittering prizes are available to anyone prepared to work.

This is a longish, but detailed, answer that examines key Marxist ideas like false consciousness, the myth of meritocracy and cooling out. Again the paragraph ends with an evaluative point contrasting functionalist ideas with the Marxist ideas.

Marxists, such as Bowles and Gintis, argue that the education system produces workers fit for the capitalist workforce through both the formal and the hidden curriculum. They use the term ‘correspondence theory’ to refer to similarities between educational experience and the workplace, such as lack of control. They also argue that the educational system shrouds itself in liberal ideologies promoting equal opportunities on the one hand and justifying inequality on the other, on the grounds that people who work hard earn their place in society. However, critics of Bowles and Gintis argue that they portray students as over-passive (soaking up messages) and focus too much on the hidden curriculum, ignoring the content and opportunities of the academic curriculum.

This paragraph returns to the theme of the hidden curriculum again, but discusses the work of Bowles and Gintis and their ‘correspondence theory’. As with previous paragraphs it ends with an evaluative remark, which will be credited by examiners who reward explicit and relevant analysis and evaluation.

Functionalists hold a polar opposite view of the education system, seeing it positively as a means to socialise each generation into society’s norms and values and provide industry with an appropriately skilled workforce. However, Marxist studies within schools challenge this as naïve and simplistic. For example Paul Willis, from his ethnographic study, concluded that the education system is designed to systematically fail the working class. The French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu stated that working-class students encounter what he describes as ‘symbolic violence’ from teachers in the classroom.

Although the question is about Marxist ideas, examiners will expect and reward answers that bring in alternative views that are then related back so that a clear focus remains on the question. Functionalist ideas are discussed in this paragraph but then evaluated by Marxist criticisms. Bourdieu is included here as someone whose ideas reflect Marxist thinking on education.

Marxists argue that working-class students attempts at success are repeatedly undermined by the education system. This means it is difficult for them to compete for places at top universities and the workplace against students from private schools. In addition subjects they are successful in, such as media studies and vocational courses, are periodically undermined by the media and politicians as ‘easy options’. Finally government policies such as removing EMA and increasing university tuition fees are examples that particularly hit working-class students.

This paragraph demonstrates conceptually detailed knowledge and understanding which examiners reward. They will also reward relevant and up-to-date content such as reference to tuition fees and the removal of EMA, mentioned here as factors that are seen to predominantly impact on the working class.

Therefore, the Marxist perspective can justifiably argue that the role of education is to reproduce the inequalities of society. They would argue that the education system does not operate in a vacuum but inevitably must reflect and help reproduce the wider inequalities in society. Critics, however, maintain that they are over-negative and ignore the opportunities education can provide.

This answer is rounded off by a short but effective concluding paragraph that refers explicitly back to the question.

Section B Research methods

Topic 1 Quantitative and qualitative methods of research

 Quantitative methods of research

1
Quantitative data are numerical or derived from closed questions.

2
Primary data are collected first hand by the researcher.

3
Secondary data are collected second hand by another researcher or organisation.

4
Positivism

5
Questionnaires, structured and semi-structured interviews and experiments. In addition content analysis of secondary data can provide quantitative data.

6
The term ‘target population’ means the whole group or population that is being researched.

7
Samples are a small cross section of the target population usually chosen at random. Providing they are representative, samples should produce the same results as research using the entire target population.

8
A sampling frame is a representative list of people from which a sample may be drawn.

9
The term ‘representativeness’ means that a sample is typical of the wider target population, showing the same social characteristics and in the same proportions.

10
If a sample is not representative then it will be impossible to draw generalisations about the wider target population.

11
A quantitative approach to research is typically associated with positivism and uses primarily the method of the social survey (questionnaires and structured interviews). However, quantitative data can also be derived from experiments, the comparative method, official statistics and formal content analysis of secondary texts. The quantitative approach collects numerical or quantifiable data. This is considered important in the task of establishing correlations from the patterns and trends in social behaviour. However, the ultimate goal of the quantitative approach is the establishment of cause-and effect relationships between different social phenomena. Quantitative data fit in well with computer technology; tick-box questionnaires can be optically read and statistical data can be analysed effectively. The quantitative approach is generally associated with the theoretical perspectives of macro-sociology, that is, functionalism and Marxism. Sociologists of these two perspectives tend to undertake research that investigates large-scale social processes, structures and institutions such as the social-class or educational systems. An examiner will expect you to include examples of applied research to illustrate quantitative approach.

Qualitative methods of research

1
Qualitative data take the form of words that express people’s feelings and emotions.

2
Interpretivism or phenomenology

3
Semi-structured interviews, unstructured interviews, focus groups and observation. In addition, analysis of secondary sources such as letters, diaries etc. can yield qualitative data.

4
Ethnography means the study of people and is typically used to describe an in-depth study of a social group’s way of life in its natural environment.

5
Observation is the commonest method, but unstructured interviews and content analysis of diaries are also ethnographic methods.

6
The term ‘micro-sociology’ refers to sociologists whose starting point is making sense of individual behaviour, rather than how society works (macro-sociology). It characterises the interpretivist approach and applies to perspectives like interactionism which use small-scale studies (for example, studies of classroom behaviour).

7
The term ‘naturalistic’ refers to the uninfluenced behaviour of people in their normal environment. It should be possible to obtain good quality qualitative data, high in validity, from naturalistic behaviour. Clearly, however, any imposition factor such as an observer effect or interviewer effect will influence behaviour and prevent it from being natural.

8
Qualitative research typically involves undertaking semi-structured interviews, unstructured interviews or focus groups. It can also involve both participant and non-participant observation. It is possible to collect qualitative data using open questions in questionnaires, but questionnaires are not normally considered a qualitative method. In addition, qualitative data can be derived from interpretive analysis of secondary sources such as letters, diaries. Because qualitative data are detailed information, it must be interpreted carefully by the researcher. Answers should include an example of qualitative research (such as Simon Winlow’s ethnographic study of bouncers in Sunderland) with a discussion of how and why the data are qualitative. A key aspect of qualitative research is that respondents are encouraged to elaborate and give detailed responses in their answers. Unlike quantitative data, the quality of data is detailed and in-depth. Researchers cannot easily categorise the data and rely upon interpretation, leading to the criticism that this research can be subjective according to how the researcher sees it. Therefore although data are often high in validity it is difficult to replicate (low in reliability) and because samples tend to be small it is difficult to generalise from samples that may lack representativeness.

Topic 2 Sources of data

 Questionnaires

1
A social survey is a form of research on a large number of people using questionnaires or structured interviews.

2
Closed questions offer a fixed set of responses, often in the form of multiple-choice answers.

3
Open questions invite respondents to give original and detailed answers.

4
Reliable means replicable: if the research was repeated it should secure the same results.

5
Postal or internet questionnaires tend to elicit a low response rate. This clearly threatens to undermine their representativeness.

6
Questionnaires can have imposition factors or be biased since they reflect what questions the researcher considers important or can reflect a specific political view or agenda. In addition, they can ask leading questions and therefore encourage respondents to answer in a particular way.
7
Choose three from:

· bar charts (columns representing the frequency of a category)

· line graphs (points representing the frequency of a category)

· pie charts (circular diagrams representing frequency of categories in size of segments)

· diagrams (these are often in the form of flow charts)

· statistical tables

8
A self-report study involves people admitting to certain acts of behaviour, often of a deviant nature. For example, self-report studies are used as a way of measuring levels of criminal incidents that do not appear in official crime statistics.

9
Introduction: Questionnaires involve questions that demand a response and are traditionally written on a piece of paper. However, with the advent of the internet and e-mail, questionnaires are increasingly delivered in electronic forms. They are a good source of quantitative data.

Main body: Questionnaires are traditionally used with the positivistic framework. They are viewed as most useful for collecting quantitative data through the use of closed questions. AO2 point: Because such research is easy to replicate, questionnaires are therefore seen as being quite high in reliability. 

Although questionnaires can be used for collecting qualitative data through open questions, this is less common and runs into practical problems of interpreting the data. AO2 point: As a result, questionnaires are generally viewed as being low in validity. 

Compared to interviews, questionnaires are less time consuming. This may be an important advantage when funding is tight as they are generally a cheaper method since no interviewers are needed. AO2 point: The absence of interviewers means that there can be no ‘interviewer effect’ or interviewer bias.

An advantage of questionnaires therefore is that they are usually returned quickly. AO2 point: However, compared to interviews the response rates tend to be much lower, and for postal questionnaires can be low, averaging around 25%. AO2 point: There is a risk, therefore, that respondents are not representative of the target population. 

Questionnaires can be distributed over a wide geographical area using postal or electronic questionnaires. This can save both time and money. AO2 point: However, geographical dispersal may increase the isolation between researcher and respondent and lower response rates.

One strength of questionnaires is that technology can assist with their reading (ocr of forms) or analysis of data (through spreadsheet representation). AO2 point: However, responses have to be accepted as final so there is no opportunity for the researcher to probe interesting answers or observe the social context in which questions were answered. In this sense, questionnaires can become an inflexible method. 

Because questionnaires can offer anonymity and confidentiality, respondents will hopefully give more honest answers, especially to sensitive or personal questions, than to an interviewer. AO2 point: However, with a questionnaire there is no way of telling if someone is lying. An interviewer can look someone in the eye and get a good sense of whether they are telling the truth or not.

Further problems with questionnaires include the fact that you cannot guarantee that the right person completed the questionnaire. In addition, the quality of answers may be affected by being incomplete, inaccurate or simply illegible. If respondents do not understand some questions they will leave them blank or answer inaccurately. AO2 point: However, with interviews, the interviewer can explain ambiguous or confusing questions.

Finally, respondents may find it difficult to operationalise concepts as terms may mean different things to different people. In addition, people who choose the same response may have very different meanings. AO2 point: Questionnaires do not therefore allow for the fact that, although people may share similar views or behaviours, their reasons for doing so may be very different.

Conclusion: While questionnaires are good for being high in reliability and collecting quantitative data, the interpretivist approach would criticise them as a research method for being being low in validity and weak in collecting qualitative data.

Examiners will expect you to include examples of educational research studies using questionnaires. Suggested recent examples: John Abraham (1995); Innes and Scott (2003); Carolyn Jackson (2006); Kellett and Dar (2007). 

 Interviews

1
Structured interview

2
Semi-structured interview

3
Unstructured interview

4
Focus group

5
Qualitative data

6
The term ‘rapport’ is used for interviews in which a good trusting relationship builds up between the interviewer and the interviewee. As a consequence it is hoped the respondent will volunteer good valid data.

7
When the interviewer influences the quality and nature of responses psychologists call this ‘demand characteristics’. This is a form of imposition factor. It can happen because of the social background of the researcher. For example, a male interviewer may be inappropriate when researching sensitive areas of women’s experiences. Interviewers can also undermine research by asking leading questions or showing disapproval about certain answers.

8
Choose two from:

· Time consuming.

· Expensive compared to questionnaires.

· Interviewing is a skilled task (not everyone can do it well).

· If an interview is recorded or filmed it may make respondents nervous or reticent.

· It is difficult to write down everything said verbatim.

· Interviewer may misinterpret the meaning of answers to questions.

· There may be a social desirability effect whereby respondents want to please the interviewer.

9
Introduction: Semi-structured interviews involve an interviewer reading out a series of questions from which follow-up questions and respondent elaboration are encouraged. It is therefore a method that collects both quantitative and qualitative data and is seen as offering elements of reliability and validity.

Main body: Positivists view the common questions of semi-structured interviews as scientific because they are standardised, high in reliability and generate quantifiable results. AO2 point: However, interpretative sociologists argue that unstructured questions will allow the interviewer to ‘dig deep’ into motivations, meanings and understanding and so consequently produce data high in validity.

Transcribing the initial questions is not normally too much of a problem with semi-structured interviews. AO2 point: However, when respondents give lengthy follow-up answers then there is a transcription problem. This can be alleviated by recording interviews.

An advantage of interviews over questionnaires is that the response rate tends to be higher. Interviewers can observe the social context in which answers are given. For example, they can register the facial expression, tone of voice, body language and the, status of the respondent. AO2 point: However, by being present the interviewer has the potential to create an interviewer effect whereby interviewees may see interviewer as an ‘expert’, or they may be influenced by tone of voice, appearance, gender, ethnicity or age of the interviewer.

Compared to unstructured interviews, semi-structured interviews are easier to replicate, therefore they are higher in reliability. AO2 point: However, interpretivist sociologists would respond that it is also a good method for the collection of qualitative data rich in validity: a ‘win-win’ situation.

The success of using a semi-structured interview depends upon the benefits it offers over a structured interview or questionnaires. This will clearly depend upon a number of factors. These include the rapport that exists between interviewer and respondent, the types of question asked, the willingness of the respondent to open up to their private feelings and the quality and depth of qualitative data.

Conclusion: In conclusion, AO2 points: semi-structured interviews are perhaps an under-used method, when considering their potential to produce both quantitative and qualitative data. This means that they can also be credited with having elements of reliability and validity at the same time.

Examiners will expect you to include examples of educational research studies using semi-structured interviews. Suggested recent examples: Gerwitz, Ball and Bowe (1995); Tony Sewell (1997); Wright, Standen, John, German and Patel (2005); Archer, Hollingworth and Halsall (2007); Carolyn Jackson (2006).

 Observation

1
Ethnographic literally means the study of people and refers to close observation studies.

2
Qualitative data

3
The term ‘covert’ means that people being observed have no idea they are being studied.

4
Participant observation involves directly interacting as a member of the group being studied. Non-participant is observing the group from the outside.

5
These tend to be groups who are either very private or involved in deviant behaviour.

6
The key benefit of covert research is that since people in the group are unaware of being studied they should act naturally and hence more valid data should be produced.

7
Choose two from:

· Problems in gaining access to the group.

· Recording data at the time without arousing suspicion.

· Relying on memory of events and conversations at the end of the day.

· Avoiding participating in deviant or criminal activities.

8
Choose two from:

· It involves spying on people which means deception is occurring.

· Respondents have not given their informed consent.

· Respondents are not in a position to withdraw at any time.

· Issues of confidentiality may arise.

9
The data obtained are usually good qualitative data, high in validity. It offers an invaluable insight into the motivations, meanings and behaviour of a group. Covert observation may be the only method available, if they refuse to cooperate in other ways. It can change public or official attitudes, for example, reducing prejudice. Informed consent can be gained retrospectively.

10
Because of the close and intimate nature of observations they are almost impossible to replicate. Sometimes the dynamics of the relationship between the researcher and group produces unique results. Observation therefore tends to be very high in validity but low in reliability.

11
Often the size of group being studied is very small, raising issues of representativeness and the difficulty of drawing generalisations from the study. In addition, the groups being studied are often described as ‘exotic’ or deviant and therefore are not representative of mainstream society.

12
‘Going native’ occurs when the researcher gets so close to the group being studied that their judgement becomes clouded and objectivity is lost. The researcher has lost the essential quality of detachment and as a consequence bias and subjectivity can characterise the research, undermining its validity.

13
The term ‘Hawthorne effect’ refers to the ‘observer effect’ on workers that occurred when Mayo was researching in the GEC Hawthorne plant. The workers increased their output even though their working conditions deteriorated in terms of light and heat. Even if research is covert, researchers can never rule out the fact that their presence may influence the dynamics of the group.

14
Introduction: Non-participant observation is an example of a qualitative research method. It is a method used within an interpretative or phenomenological approach, concerned with the lived experiences of the group being studied. 

Main body: Non-participant observation involves making detailed observations of a group, from the outside, over a given time. AO2 point: However, this is one of the big disadvantages of this method compared to questionnaires and interviews in that observation can be time-consuming and hence expensive.

The data is recorded personally, usually in the form of field notes. AO2 point: However the transcribing of notes can be difficult in the field and relying on recalling data at the end of the day can be very unreliable.

Non-participant observation can be done overtly or covertly as appropriate to the group being studied. Covert is often suitable when groups are criminal or deviant. AO2 point: However, there will be a trade-off between higher validity but lower reliability as it is difficult to replicate such research since it often depends upon a unique relationship between observer and observed.

Overt non-participant observation avoids many of the ethical issues associated with covert research. With this non-participant observation, the group is aware of the researcher's presence and will presumably have given their consent to be observed. AO2 point: However, there is a risk of an ‘observer effect’ whereby the researcher’s presence influences the group’s behaviour. 

Non-participant observation may not gain the insights and validity which covert participant observation can achieve as observers immerse themselves in a group. However, when researching education it is often impossible to do covert participant observation because of the age difference between researchers and students. In addition, non-participant observation lessens the risk of ‘going native’, when observers lose detachment and objectivity by identifying wholly with the group studied.

Conclusion: In conclusion, non-participant observation is a common method used in the study of education. It is favoured by interpretivist researchers for its ability to collect qualitative data high in validity. AO2 point: However, as a method it is low in reliability, takes time and can lead to an observer effect.

Examiners will expect you to include examples of educational research studies using observation. Suggested recent examples: John Abraham (1995); Tony Sewell (1997); Gillborn and Youdell (2000).

Topic 3 The distinction between primary and secondary data

1
Primary data are collected first hand by researchers. They can take the form of quantitative or qualitative data.

2
Three from: questionnaires, interviews (including focus groups), observation, experiments.

3
The key advantage is that researchers know how primary data were collected. Primary data therefore have a specific quality in that they may not currently exist within the public domain. Another advantage is that they are up to date, which is a weakness of a lot of secondary data.

4
Secondary data have already been produced by someone else and published.

5
The quality of secondary data can be variable, depending upon the source and the way they were collected, which might not suit the purpose in hand. Phenomenologists argue that statistics tell us nothing other than who collected them, how they were collected and for what purpose.

6
When secondary data have been produced by a dependable source, and are freely or cheaply available, it saves the researcher both time and money since it can be used directly. This avoids the need to duplicate research and collect it first-hand. Secondary data can therefore also be used directly by researchers to test hypotheses or to supplement their own research. 

7
Official statistics are numerical, quantitative data collected by government and its agencies.

8
The government and its agencies are the main gatherers of statistics.

9
While some statistics, such as birth rates, death rates, marriage rates etc. are accurate in the UK (but less so in developing countries) Marxists are critical of official statistics. They argue that they are manipulated, often to lessen social problems or to show the government and its policies in the best possible way. Sensitive figures, such as crime rates, suicide rates, unemployment rates etc., are often accused of underestimating the social problem.

10
A formal content analysis occurs where a text is scrutinised in detail in order to uncover its meanings. This involves a rigorous and systematic analysis of content, such as the work of the Glasgow University Media Group.

11
The comparative method involves the collection of data which are then systematically compared between groups, nation states or societies. Durkheim’s classic study of suicide is an example of the comparative method. By comparing suicide rates across Europe he was able to come up with sociological explanations that suicide rates were influenced by levels of integration and regulation in society.

12
Introduction: Research data can be collected from either primary or secondary sources. Primary data are collected first-hand by the researcher. Secondary data already exists, having been collected by another researcher or organisation. With regard to both primary and secondary data, sociologists can acquire either quantitative data or qualitative data.

Main body: Primary data are collected through methods such as social surveys (questionnaires, structured interviews), other interviews and focus groups, observation and experiments. AO2 point: However, secondary data may have to be used if a sociologist is researching a historical period or slant.

The advantage to the researcher of collecting primary data is that they know exactly how it has been acquired and can vouch for the rigour of the research strategy. Primary data, provided it has been collected appropriately, have an intrinsic quality that can be trusted. AO2 point: This means that when researchers are testing a hypothesis, or pursuing the aims of their research, they can specifically tailor their questions to obtain primary data that addresses these requirements. 

Clearly, the quality of secondary data can be variable, depending upon its source and the way it was collected. A good source might be government statistics whereas a poor source could be an internet site where someone makes unsubstantiated claims. AO2 point: However, even official statistics have been criticised for being subject to political interference and bias. The interactionist Atkinson argued that they tell us nothing more than who collected them and for what purpose.

Nonetheless some official statistics, like birth rates and marriage rates, are reliable. When secondary data have been produced by a dependable source, and are freely available, it saves the researcher both time and money since it can be used without the necessity of collecting it first-hand. AO2 point: Secondary data can therefore be used directly by researchers to test hypotheses or pursue of the aims of their research. 

Some positivist sociologists view secondary quantitative data as more scientific and consequently as having a higher level of validity. Because it tends to derive from larger samples, they see it as more representative and less subjective. AO2 point: However, the source and method of data collection should always be carefully considered before using data second-hand.

Marxists, feminists and interactionists are all sceptical of using secondary official statistical data. For example, Marxists perceive most official statistics as designed to put a positive slant on the capitalist system. Feminists argue that statistics tend to reflect patriarchal assumptions about the world and ignore women’s experiences. Interactionists tend to see statistics as serving only to reflect the world interpretation of those who collected them. AO2 point: While these perspectives all make valid points, it would be wrong to view statistics as having no value at all. Many see them as the obvious starting point to examine social phenomena.

Interpretive sociologists argue that a lot of good quality qualitative data can be derived from looking at personal documents such as diaries and letters. AO2 point: Great care must be exercised with such documents as they are prone to individual bias. In addition, because of their individual nature, they are frequently unrepresentative and it is difficult to draw generalisations from them.

Conclusion: In conclusion researchers will clearly use both primary and secondary data. Secondary data are available and save expensive research. However, researchers may still choose to conduct primary research if available data are out of date, incomplete or questionable.

Topic 4 Positivism, interpretivism and sociological methods

 Positivism

1
Quantitative data

2
Emile Durkheim

3
Closed questions

4
Because sociologists should operate like natural scientists and only record what is observable. In this way the truth can be recorded free from the researcher’s own biases and subjective beliefs.

5
Value-judgements have no empirical content as they are essentially subjective in nature. Therefore researchers have a duty to report what is observable without being selective or allowing their own beliefs or opinions to influence their judgement or selectively collect and analyse data.

6
Correlation refers to the relationship between two social factors. For example, there is currently a correlation between being female and an increased chance of examination success. 

7
Cause-and-effect relationships are more certain than correlations, implying that the existence of one thing will lead to another thing happening. In the social world (and even in natural sciences) these are rare.

8
Social facts are identifiable, structural factors that are observed as impacting on human behaviour.

9
Multivariate analysis involves the simultaneous study of two variables. It was advocated by Durkheim to avoid incorrect correlations. For example, in the study of why some students achieve more than others researchers should look at class, gender and ethnicity together.

10
Introduction: Positivism is a scientific method, linked in with modernist thinking that was developed originally by Auguste Comte. It reflects the approach of the earliest classical sociologists, such as Durkheim’s study of suicide. 

Main body: Such sociologists modelled their research approach on the natural sciences. A major division exists between sociologists who favour a positivistic approach and those who adopt an interpretivist approach. AO2 point: However, there are sociologists, called realists, who adopt an approach that embraces elements of each.

The guiding principal of positivism is that social phenomena should be observable; since they believe that behaviour and ideas are determined by external structural forces, then evidence can be collected by counting the number of times people do things. AO2 point: However, realists argue that not all social phenomena are directly observable. For example, you cannot observe religiosity.

By modelling itself on natural scientific model, positivism adopts an objective approach and aims to collect quantitative data in the form of statistics and social facts. It seeks to establish correlations between variables but its ultimate goal is to prove cause-and-effect relationships. AO2 point: However, even in the natural sciences there are few cause-and-effect relationships, rendering the task of finding them in sociology almost impossible.

Most of early classical sociology, with the notable exception of Weber, adopted and shared the bulk of positivistic ideas. Comte's clear aim was to give sociology the same status as the natural sciences by developing a rigorous methodology. These early sociologists believed that a rigorous study of society would reveal that it followed invariable laws, and were somewhat influenced by the ideas of Darwin. AO2 point: However, interpretivists argue that this approach is flawed as our subject matter is not the same as natural sciences. People have consciousness and therefore do not conform to laws.

Positivists assume that human behaviour, like the behaviour of matter, can be 'objectively' measured. Such accurate measurement is necessary to explain behaviour. Observations of behaviour based on objective measurement will make it possible to produce statements of cause and effect. Theories may then be devised to explain observed behaviour. AO2 point: Interpretivists would respond that we need to understand through interpretation before we can explain human behaviour.

According to positivists, factors which are not observable, such as meanings, feelings and purposes, are not particularly important and can be misleading. So for example, truancy rates in schools can be observed and quantified and therefore they are an example of reliable data. However, because the range of meanings students attach to truancy are not directly observable and measurable, they have no value to positivists. AO2 point: To an interpretive sociologist, by contrast, this is crucial to an understanding of the motivations and meanings behind this action. 

Interpretivists therefore challenge the positivistic approach, arguing they put too much emphasis on the scientific approach. In fact, their basic argument is that the scientific approach can actually block and obscure good sociological research because the positivist concern with collecting hard data or facts may conceal the real meaning behind social behaviour.

Conclusion: In conclusion, positivists believe that the meanings and purposes people attach to their behaviour are largely inconsequential. AO2 point: However, intepretivists would argue that only by following Weber’s advocacy of ‘verstehen’ can we fully understand human behaviour. Positivists would respond that such sociological research is inherently subjective and falls short of the rigour of the scientific method.

Interpretivism

1
Either: phenomenology or anti-positivism

2
Qualitative data

3
By their nature such documents are personal and open to subjective bias. So sources like diaries have to be used with considerable care, although they can provide qualitative data that is high in validity.

4
Semiotic analysis literally means the study of signs but here refers to systematic content analysis of interpreting the meanings and messages behind media content. This can be textual analysis but also includes messages implied through font, colour, images etc.

5
Interpretivists say that positivist sociology underestimates the degree of choice that people have and their ability to resist structural influences.

6
Interpretivists believe positivism underestimates the degree of free-will that people have, especially in their ability to behave in ways that resists structural factors.

7
Verstehen in German means ‘understand’. Weber advocated that researchers should aim to understand their subject matter by putting themselves in subjects’ shoes, or getting inside their heads to empathise.

8
Unlike the subject matter of the natural sciences, human beings have consciousness, which means that when they are aware they are being researched they may change their behaviour and act unnaturally. This is why interpretivists argue that the positivistic approach is flawed and that the experiment method is rarely useful in sociology.

9
Realism recognises strengths within both the interpretivist and positivist approaches, yet it is also critical of key elements within both. Realists share the positivist view that the social world is made up of structures, but it disagrees that these are necessarily observable. It also shares the view of interpretivists that because people have consciousness, they can both create and recreate the social world. Realists often adopt a triangulation approach to research and will collect both quantitative data and qualitative data, arguing that the strengths of each compensate for the weakness of the other.

10
Introduction: An interpretivist approach is a theoretical approach to research that focuses upon the subjective meanings that lie behind individual actions. Its origins lie with Alfred Schütz and Edmund Husserl and are embraced by micro-sociological perspectives like interactionism. It has always been subject to criticism by positivism, but latterly realism has questioned the inherent subjectivity of this research.

Main body: Unlike positivism, the interpretivist approach rejects the idea that society can be studied in the same way that natural scientists study the physical world. Instead, they argue that because human beings have consciousness, they are able to define situations and give meaning to their actions and the behaviour of others. AO2 point: However, positivists would respond by arguing that research should be based on social behaviour that is directly observable and therefore measurable.

Using his concept of ‘verstehen’, Weber saw accounts of the world as primarily based upon an attempt to understand and make sense of people’s actions. Reality is therefore subjective, that is, whatever is real or meaningful to people. AO2 point: However, positivists see reality as both objective and external to people. 

Through the collection of qualitative data interpretive sociologists seek to understand how individuals create their reality. AO2 point: However, positivists argue that people’s behaviour is shaped by observable 'social facts' or structural factors that exist externally to the individual. The extent of these ties is only measurable through quantitative data.

Interpretive sociologists challenge the positivist view that people are like puppets on a string manipulated by social structures. Instead they see people as having a degree of free-will and choice. AO2 point: This shows that the predictable and observable social world of positivists is simply not applicable.

Although Weber denounced any attempt to model sociology on the natural sciences, he maintained that sociology could still be scientific providing it had methodological vigour. The starting point for all sociology, he argued, should be understanding (‘verstehen’) of the subjective meanings behind people’s actions. Thus we should study the motives that lie behind any particular action in order to understand the prevailing social situation. AO2 point: However, positivists would argue the reverse; only by understanding the situation (structure) can we make sense of individual behaviour.

Pawson, as a realist, argues that the problem with the interpretivist approach is that it can result in multiple interpretations. It therefore follows that there can never be any definitive, literal accounts of social action but only versions of why it has taken place, produced from the point of view of different observers. AO2 point: Realists criticise interpretivism on the grounds that we have no access to the original data, but only descriptions of observations or accounts of interviews; we have to rely entirely on the researcher’s integrity in remaining unbiased. 

Because of the problems discussed above many research sociologists use a combination of both interpretivist and positivist approaches. This third approach of realism recognises strengths and weaknesses within each of the two approaches and advocates a triangular approach to methods and the collection of both quantitative and qualitative data.

Conclusion: In conclusion, interpretivism can take credit for producing some of the most interesting research in the history of sociology. AO2 point: However, positivists argue that there is a danger of interpretivist research being little more than subjective interpretation. Realists would argue for a third way that recognises both the strengths and weaknesses of each approach.

Topic 5 Theoretical, practical and 
ethical considerations

 Practical and ethical considerations

1
Time: while surveys can be completed relatively quickly, interviews and observation can take a long time. 

Financial constraints: the longer research takes the more expensive it becomes. Attracting funding can be difficult.

2
While sociologists should always operate in a profession way and keep their personal life separate to their research, the two can conflict. Research topics can be driven by factors such as: issues that are currently fashionable, likely to receive funding, lead to lucrative publishing deals or be career enhancing, rather than for the intrinsic merits of the research.

3
The bottom line to any piece of research is that methods used have to be practical and appropriate. Sometimes researchers have to use methods they ideally would not use.

4
Time constraints might rule out certain forms of method, especially observation.

5
When researching a past era, researchers have by necessity to use secondary data. Such data have to be used with care since it may be biased or incomplete.

6
Except in special circumstances, all participants in research should be aware that the researcher is undertaking research and its nature and purpose, in order to give their agreement (‘informed consent’) to participate. 

7
Avoiding informed consent is only appropriate in circumstances when there is no alternative but to undertake ‘covert’ research. This, however, raises serious ethical issues.

8
Anonymity is very important; all respondents should be guaranteed anonymity with all data collected treated in strictest confidence. 

9
Under the cover of anonymity respondents may well open up and give more detailed and honest answers.

10
The BSA advises that when the research is published the full context in which a person’s statements or actions occur should only be described in a limited way. False names are standard practice.

11
Researchers must perform their duties in a professional and competent manner that does not bring the subject of sociology into disrepute.

12
Sociologists must always consider the use that may be made of their results, however unintentional. For example, the research by Humphreys was subsequently used by homophobic elements in society to build up anti-homosexual attitudes.

13
Participants should always be able to refuse to cooperate and withdraw at any time.

14
The subject matter of research should not undermine the physical, social or psychological well-being of respondents. No one should be hurt or disadvantaged by sociological research, so great care must be exercised when researching sensitive areas like rape, domestic violence etc.

15
The respondents should be debriefed about the nature of research and findings.

16
Researchers may need to build up a professional relationship between themselves and respondents in order to gain more valid responses from them. Therefore building a rapport is considered normal and appropriate between researchers and respondent. However, researchers must conform to professional standards and never construct close relationships with people merely in order to report on their activities. There will be times when they may have to draw a fine line and use their professional judgements.

Theoretical approaches and sociological methods

1
Triangulation

2
There are ethical issues involved in researching children and you need the informed consent from parents/guardians. Kellett and Dar clearly felt children might find adult researchers intimidating, so felt that child researchers would obtain more valid data.

3
Positivism

4
Quantitative data

5
Qualitative data

6
Realism

7
Structural theories like functionalism and Marxism.

8
Because it emphasises the importance of understanding how society works in order to then see individuals as a product of that society. Individuals are seen as shaped by society’s norms and values through socialisation and conventions of social control, therefore it is essential to understand how society functions.

9
Macro-sociologists use quantitative data and methods like social surveys (questionnaires, structured interviews), experiments, the comparative method, formal content analysis.

10
It is known as the ‘bottom-up approach’ because it emphasises the importance of understanding the motivations and meanings that lie behind individual’s actions. It is typically associated with an interpretivist approach or the interactionist perspective where the researchers are practising verstehen, that is attempting to put themselves in the shoes of the people they are studying.

11
Qualitative data and methods like focus groups, semi-structured interviews, unstructured interviews, observation, and analysis of personal documents like diaries.

12
Introduction: The approach of sociologists was traditionally shaped by their theoretical connection to a sociological perspective (functionalism, Marxism, interactionism etc.), which will determine if their approach is positivist or interpretivist. AO2 point: However, in the real world of research today, this dichotomous approach has become blurred as triangulation often prevails and researchers often adopt a realist approach seeking both quantitative and qualitative data.

Main body: Functionalists adopt a structuralist view of the social world and see human behaviour as shaped by the social institutions that make up society. Functionalism is therefore a ‘top-down’ approach, meaning that society exists above and beyond, and is therefore more important than, the individual. Since they see human behaviour as shaped by the socialisation of a value-consensus, this affects the functionalists’ research. AO2 point: This emphasis upon consensus tends to drive research into taking a narrow look at only the positive aspects of society. Critics argue that this is a biased and value-laden approach that researches factors that contribute towards integration rather than investigating areas of conflict.

Marxism has much in common with functionalist approach in that it is also a ‘top-down’, macro-sociological, structural approach. Like functionalism this causes its researchers to adopt a positivist position. Marxists also see human behaviour as shaped or determined by the social organisation of society. However, Marxists see society as characterised by conflict rather than consensus. AO2 point: Because Marxists see life-chances as primarily shaped by the wider structure of their social-class position, their focus of research is only upon negative aspects of society, such as divisions and inequalities that they feel are unfair and unjust. Critics argue this is also a biased and value-laden position.

Interactionists, in contrast to the perspectives above, adopt a micro-sociological bottom-up approach, where the focus is on individual and group behaviour rather than society and its institutions. Consequently, the emphasis in research studies is upon the collection of qualitative data and seeing the world as it really is to its members (validity). AO2 point: However, functionalists and Marxist sociologists argue that it is impossible to understand human behaviour without examining society and its structures.

Interactionists adopt an interpretivist approach and would regard the positivist search for correlations and cause-and-effect relationships as fundamentally misguided, since people socially construct social situations and the interpretations people give of behaviour often vary. AO2 point: However, positivists stress both the value of the scientific method, and the importance of a rigorous approach to research through the hypo-deductive method.

Analysis of the feminist approach is complicated by the differentiation of types of feminism. Needless to say, Marxist-feminists will adopt a research approach and agenda similar to Marxists, but with the feminist focus on gender inequalities. Other feminists will adopt research strategies that reflect their position. AO2 point: This shows that some feminists see patriarchy as a structure and hence adopt a positivist approach, while others, searching to make sense of women’s experiences and behaviour, adopt an interpretivist approach. AO2 point: However, the fact that the feminist perspective is political (they want change) and agenda setting has led to the criticism that it too is biased and value-laden.

Conclusion: In conclusion, the ‘positivism versus interpretivism’ debate is viewed by many as over-simplistic and to a large extent now obsolete. The reality is that in contemporary research sociologists often as a matter of good practice use a combination of the two approaches. This is sometimes referred to as the realist approach, an approach that recognises strengths and weaknesses within each of the two other approaches.

Answers to exam-style questions on 
research methods

01 Reliability refers to the extent to which research can be replicated. It is generally associated with a positivistic approach and the use of methods such as social survey (questionnaire or structured interviews), although it can apply to the study of secondary data, like official statistics, as well.

This is a detailed account of reliability which is explained, linked to relevant methods and the positivist approach and discussed in relation to primary and secondary data.

02 The first reason could be the size of the sample. If a sample is too small then it cannot reflect the full characteristics of the target population. Rapoport and Rapoport in their study of dual career families had a sample of just seven, which could be viewed as quite unrepresentative.

The second reason could be that a sample is drawn from a narrow group of people. For example, a sample of students drawn from private schools would not be representative of all school children, a sample of students drawn from the south may not be representative of those in the north etc. Oakley’s study of housewives was drawn solely from women living in London and could be viewed as quite unrepresentative. 

These 4-mark questions are essentially formulaic in the sense that if you give two clearly explained factors you should gain the marks. This answer provides the required two factors with explanation and examples of why a sample may not be representative.

03 The first problem with historical documents is proving their authenticity. Even experts can make mistakes as was shown when the eminent historian Lord Dacre wrongly declared the Hitler Diaries authentic. While not guaranteeing authenticity, the use of a historical document from a respectable source will give some indication that its date is accurate and is associated with the appropriate person.

Many historical documents turn out to be forgeries because they form part of a political event or perhaps a propaganda campaign. When sociologists are researching a previous era they have to rely on historical documents. However, they should always be prepared for the chance that authentic documents may later turn out to be forgeries.

This answer provides two clear problems of using historical documents with an explanation.

04 Unstructured interviews are used within the interpretivist approach as a means of obtaining qualitative data that is generally high in validity from respondents. An unstructured interview takes the form of a conversation whereby the interviewer attempts to build a rapport in order that the interviewee feels comfortable to volunteer detailed and valid accounts. In this, a good sense of understanding is constructed about the subject matter being investigated.

This is a good, detailed introduction. Unstructured interviews are defined and unpacked in terms of their nature and purpose.

A weakness with the unstructured interview is that there can be an interviewer effect and interviewer bias whereby the researcher’s behaviour, or even just their presence, can influence the responses interviewees give. For example, they may see the interviewer as an ‘expert’, or may be influenced by tone of voice, appearance, gender, ethnicity or age of interviewer. AO2 point: However, if interviewers are aware of this, then they can act to avoid it as much as possible.

The interviewer effect is one of the biggest problems with unstructured interviews. It is addressed early in this answer, followed by an evaluative point.

In an unstructured interview the sex of the interviewer can have a significant interviewer effect. This is especially the case when asking questions about gender. For example, boys may feel under pressure to emphasise their masculinity and distance themselves from feminine characteristics when interviewed by a male. Females are unlikely to open up about feminine issues unless the interviewer is female herself. AO2 point: But even here social class, age and ethnicity may act as a barrier to the interview’s progress.

A second problem is identified here and discussed with examples. It is followed by a useful AO2 point.

A practical problem in conducting unstructured interviews is that the researcher cannot be sure how long each one will last. For example, when Ann Oakley (1974) interviewed pregnant women for her book ‘From Here to Maternity’ the interviews lasted from between one and a quarter to three and a half hours. AO2 point: However, there is a danger that if interviews are too long then the interviewer may become too close to the respondent and lose their sense of detachment and objectivity.

This is an interesting practical problem identified together with a good evaluative point about possible undermining of the quality of data collected.

Transcribing the conversation of an unstructured interview can be problematic. Recording either audio or video is one solution but could inhibit some respondents from opening up and hence the quality of qualitative data would be lessened and made less valid. AO2 point: However, normally respondents forget they are being recorded after the interview has progressed for some minutes. One of the skills of the interviewer is putting respondents at ease.

Another relevant practical problem is addressed here, followed by an evaluative point.

The process of being interviewed can be something of a stressful activity for people, especially if the subject matter is personal or private in nature. Interviewees may initially feel threatened by the ‘expert’ status of the interviewer. For example, Jocelyn Cornwell found her respondents offered only what she called ‘public accounts’, that is, their ‘best face’ responses, but not how they really felt. She argued that only if people feel comfortable will they freely offer up how they really feel with ‘private accounts’ of their life and provide truly qualitative data. AO2 point: However, Cornwell conceded that it sometimes took five or six interviews before people would give her ‘private accounts’. This is clearly unpractical for most researchers to do, and raises questions about the validity of a lot of data from unstructured interviews.

This paragraph is packed with useful content. The example of Cornwell is appropriate and informative, followed by a perceptive evaluation point.

Sometimes the respondent may go off on a tangent, and this requires the interviewer to carefully bring the subject matter back on course. The skill of the unstructured interviewer is therefore to guide the discussion along without influencing in any way the responses of the respondent. AO2 point: However, despite the use of subtle prompts and probes, it may be difficult to keep some respondents on task.

This  paragraph addresses another practical problem and raises the point that it is important for skilled interviewers to be used with this method.

In conclusion, the unstructured interview is a useful method for gaining an insight into the informant’s interpretation and view of the world. When successful, the validity of the qualitative data generated in such cases can be both detailed and in-depth. However, as identified, there are many potential problems which highlight the need and preference for using skilled and proven interviewers.

This is a good final paragraph to round off the answer.

Section C Research methods in context

Answer to exam-style question

01 The comparative method was developed first by Emile Durkheim within a positivist framework in his classic study of suicide. However, it is also a method embraced by Max Weber who is most closely associated with the interpretivist approach to research. It is therefore a practical method that could be used in a comparative study of truancy since it cuts across the traditional theoretical dichotomy of positivism/interpretivism.

This is a useful introduction that places the comparative method in its historical context. There is an early evaluative point about its usefulness and how it transcends traditional theoretical boundaries.

The comparative method involves the systematic comparison of apparently similar phenomena between societies, or of groups within a society. In this way relationships or correlations in the education system may be observed, such as truancy rates. AO2 point: However, the problem with this method is that the usefulness of undertaking true comparative sociological investigation varies according to the nature of the subject matter. A study of truancy between genders, social class, ethnic groups or across time periods could usefully be undertaken using this comparative approach.

This paragraph shows the examiner a clear understanding of what the comparative method is and offers a useful evaluation point. There is an explicit attempt to relate it to truancy in education.

In the comparative method the social world effectively becomes the laboratory. This is therefore a method favoured by positivists and used to test hypotheses of causal relationships. AO2 point: However, it could well be argued that most sociological research on education is based on the comparative approach, since sociologists constantly make comparisons between groups (class, gender and ethnicity), even within the same sample when research is longitudinal. Given that studies of truancy seek correlation and causes behind patterns of this behaviour, this must involve making comparisons. 

This is a detailed paragraph. It locates the comparative method with the positivist approach. There is extensive AO2 discussion, relating the comparative method to educational research and specifically a study of truancy.

Although Durkheim’s study of suicide is the classic example of the use of the comparative method, Weber demonstrated through his comparative work on the influence of the great religions that it can also be used by non-positivists. Therefore, as a method it could usefully be used to compare research on the meanings behind truancy. AO2 point: However, by its very nature it is most useful when research is looking at content that lends itself to contrasts. So, for example, studying truants may not lend itself to this method if their motives and backgrounds are similar.

This paragraph begins by making a useful point about Durkheim and Weber, although it takes a little while before its focus turns to education and truancy. This is followed by an explicit AO2 evaluation point.

In conclusion, this method is less popular than more conventional methods. However, there is evidence that it is actually undertaken in education research and could be applied to the study of truancy more than sociologists necessarily realise.

This conclusion rounds off the answer, reflecting on the frequency with which the comparative method may be used in educational research on truancy.
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