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Subject choice in first year in some schools is based on:

1. The first year student choosing his/her subjects at the end of first year;

2. The first year student choosing his/her subjects during the year;

3. The first year student on entering the school decides his/her subjects.

The purpose of this article is to address the first years in the third category; choosing before entering the school.

1.
Research 

An examination of the research on subject choice at this particular age of student and subject choice reveals some interesting research but not enough. If anything, it provides evidence to suggest that a child of 11-13 should not be put in such a position. As Stables (1997: 197) claims “… children are made to take responsibility for potentially major life choices as young as 13 or 14.”  Interestingly he claims studies in general terms have tended to regard students as only superficially free to choose or as not free to choose at all. Studies by Ball (1981), Woods (1976, 1979) and Diamond (1986) see subject choice constrained by factors both within and outside the school resulting in using subject choice as a means of selection, particularly for the less able. Stables (1997) argues that the interests of the schools are served more than the interests of the student’s subject choice. It is an interesting point but if the question is asked why do schools in the Irish school system request incoming students to choose before entering the school, it may be inferred that internal factors take precedence over the student’s subject choice.

Previous studies of students’ subject choices have identified 5 key factors that influence their decisions:

1. A liking for the subject;

2. perceived usefulness/importance of the subject;

3. ability/success in the subject;

4. parents’ advice;

5. teachers’ advice.

Nevertheless, all the research must give some pointers to guidance counsellors on what advice to give students and /or parents/guardians to students entering post primary and having to choose their subjects. There are many studies to suggest that effective learning is strongly linked to motivation (Howe:1984, Ainley 1984) For incoming first year students, studies suggest that being offered a choice of subjects based on market research of students by the school resulted in students being more positive in their learning. In the Irish context however, how many schools can afford to be in the position of offering subject choice to incoming first years where there may be fears of losing a specialist teacher due to choice of students who are not yet in the school? I argue neither for nor against the approach taken as it may result in job insecurity of individual teachers in the school.

Although motivation is a very positive aspect to subject choice, we all know what 12 year olds can be like, sometimes naïve and immature. A number of studies suggest, as guidance counsellors, we should be aware that: 

(a) students’ choice of subject is linked to his/her career aspirations;

(b) career aspiration in the early teenage years is heavily divided along gender-stereotypical lines;

(c) there is volatility in young people’s choice of career. 

Furthermore, studies have pointed out a general lack of “abstraction and interconnectedness” in student’s thinking that would be expected from a Piagetian formal thinker. Stables found students of this age tended to hold narrow views about the relevance of their subjects and many had academic aspirations yet few had academic interests. White’s (1982) research suggests that students had little awareness of their long term future at this early stage of adolescence.

The obvious problem facing both parties is the issue of choosing subjects when there may not have been exposure to such subjects previously. How many times have we said “Do what you enjoy and/or are interested in!”?  Stables (1997) claims subject interest inevitably implies previous interest in the subject, as future interest is impossible to determine. Studies have shown that subject interest itself can be volatile and students can complain about subjects not being what they were led to expect. Ryrie’s (1979) study found that usefulness of a subject for a future career was given more weight than the criterion of liking or general interest. Future usefulness or the relationship between a subject and a desired career was the main criterion of pupils when assessing subject importance in Stables and Wikeley’s (1997) study. Furthermore, Adey and Biddulph’s (1997) study suggest that students are drawing a distinction between interest and enjoyment, i.e. interest relates to subject content and enjoyment relates to the learning processes.  They claim most students only see usefulness in terms of direct application to a field of employment. What students do not appreciate is the distinct contribution each subject can make to their social, emotional and intellectual development.

 For the guidance counsellor, facing the problem of subject choice for incoming students is proving a daunting task. On a positive front, the research indicates students were not incapable of decision making; they also approached option choices methodically and had spoken to appropriate adults and were aware of peer group pressures. The role of parents as appropriate adults should not be underestimated. Bardell’s (1982) study indicated clearly that pupils considered parental advice to be far more important than teacher advice in influencing their option decisions.
Regardless of the research the guidance counsellor in this awkward position must ensure that the incoming student has a “quality of choosing”. Stables suggests three requirements for teachers, principals and guidance personnel:

1. there is a need for relevant information to be available to guide choice;

2. there is the possibility of volatility in the student’s own preferences and aspirations;

3. consideration should be given to the changing nature of the employment market.

The research draws a number of conclusions:

1. it highlights the role of parents as chief advisers in subject and career advice;

2. there is a gender issue in relation to subject choice at this age level;

3. there exists a relative perceived status of subjects available;

4. both vocational and subject preferences of students are volatile;

5. girls can have lower academic and career aspirations than boys ;

6. different kinds of students require different kind of guidance;

7. there has been a lack of guidance in this area in the past. (OECD:1990)

Stables (1997:202) summarizes it well when he states “The success of a programme of subject choice in terms of student satisfaction and motivation and more broadly conceived educational benefit depends on the quality of student preparation for choice.”  This is based on the premise that the students are sufficiently mature to be able to think analytically about the choices available.

The research suggests that students require an enormous deal of information to help them realise the variety of opportunities that are really open to them and to see that the subjects they take do not lead in a straight forward way to desired careers. Given the age and maturity of the student the best advice may be to keep their options open. 

2.
The Ideal Guidance Counsellor in the Ideal World 

1. The guidance counsellor visits the local primary schools explaining the importance of subject selection in second level. He/she gives an interest inventory to these pupils and scores them.

2. The school organises an induction course for the incoming first years, possibly, the first week back after the summer where the students get a taste of each subject with a detailed course outlined for the next three years with career implications included.

3. The guidance counsellor holds a meeting with parents of the incoming students to outline the hazards of choosing subjects at this stage of growth and outlines the possible approaches that can be followed.

4. The student in consultation with the guidance counsellor, who along with the results of the interest inventory, discusses the options open to the student that are available in the school. 

5. The student consults his/her parents/guardians regarding the advice given and his/her experience of the subject. The student makes his choices.

3.   Specific Subject Requirements 
Following on from the research listed, the advice of keeping the options open seems more valid and appropriate at this stage of growth. Vivian Cassells has written about subject and course choice after the Junior Cert. in a previous supplement. I would suggest the reading of this article in conjunction with the material here to get a broader view of subject choice.  The Junior Cert. allows the student to undertake up to ten subjects for examination and I would see a basic core of five subjects:

(a) Irish

(b) English

(c) Maths

(d) Language to meet NUI requirements and/or specialist language courses

(e) Science to offer the student the opportunity of the many careers routed in this subject which are listed below.

On top of these five the student will have CSPE and then chooses subjects from the following groups:

(a) Social Studies Group: History, Geography, Art, Music and Home Economics;

(b) Applied Science Group: Engineering, Technical Graphics, etc.

(c) Business Studies Group:  Business. 

The importance of the first five subjects mentioned above should be elaborated upon. In the case of Irish, it is firstly a requirement for the NUI, namely a pass in ordinary or honours level suffices. Listed below are the main courses that require honours Irish and students in first year will need to be made aware of this.

Courses Requiring Honours Irish
	Course
	Institution

	Early/Modern Irish 
	TCD

	Computers/Irish
	TCD

	Irish
	TCD

	Commerce/Modern Irish
	UCD

	Irish Studies
	UL

	Commerce/Irish
	UCC

	Law/Irish
	UCC

	Primary Teaching
	St. Patrick’s Drumcondra.

	Primary Teaching
	Mary Immaculate College, Limerick.

	Primary Teaching
	Colaiste Mhuire, Marino.

	Primary Teaching
	Froebel College, Sion Hill.

	Primary Teaching
	Church of Ireland College, Dublin.

	Gno/Cumar
	Galway-Mayo IT


Most of the Universities/Colleges require students to have passed English at Leaving Cert. level but the following careers/courses require honours English for entry to course.
Courses Requiring Honours English
	Course
	Institution

	English Literature
	TCD

	English
	TCD

	Media Studies
	NUI Maynooth

	Communications
	DCU

	Journalism
	DCU; DIT

	Multimedia
	DCU

	Media Arts
	DIT

	English, Media and Cultural Studies
	DLIADT

	Audio Visual Communications
	IT Tallaght


The taking of honour Maths at Leaving Cert. is usually done by students who have successfully completed the Junior Cert. cycle. For a first year student to give up first year maths at honours level implies a number of courses he/she will not be eligible for. Below are some courses/careers listed that require the honours maths.
Courses Requiring Honours Maths
	Course

	Engineering at degree level

	Computer Engineering

	Maths

	Computer Science at degree level

	Management Science

	Theoretical Physics

	Information and Communication Technology

	Computational Chemistry/Physics

	Actuarial and Financial Studies

	Economics and Finance

	Maths Science


The third language requirement is essential for entry to the NUI universities namely, UCD, UCC, Maynooth and UCG along with five recognised colleges namely, Royal College of Surgeons, St Angela’s College of Education, National College of Art and Design, Shannon College of Hotel Management and the Institute of Public Administration. For courses specialising in languages the honours level grade is generally required.
Courses Requiring Honours Language
	Course

	French/German

	Computers and German/French

	Law with French/German

	European Studies

	Germanic languages

	Business/Commerce with French/German/Russian/Japanese

	Commerce with French/German/Spanish/Italian

	Law with French Law

	Engineering with a Language

	Politics and French

	Applied Languages


The taking of Science in first year is important as there are many courses in the Science, Engineering and Technical areas requiring science subjects at Leaving Cert. Below are some of the careers/courses listed requiring a Science subject.
Courses Requiring a Science Subject(s):

	Course

	Clinical Speech

	Theoretical Physics

	Physiotherapy

	Occupational Therapy

	Radiography

	Science

	Pharmacy

	Human Genetics

	Computational Chemistry/Physics

	Physics/Chemistry Advanced Materials

	Architecture

	Agricultural Science

	Engineering

	Medicine

	Maths Science

	Computer Science

	Sports Science

	Food Science

	Equine Science

	Veterinary Science

	Forensic Science

	Human Nutrition

	Optometry

	Nursing


Schools by some form of process will need to inform students of the consequences of choosing or not choosing a subject in first year along with the level the student undertakes. As mentioned previously, the process I have used above ensures parents, student, teacher, principal and guidance counsellor are involved. 

The student of 12 or 13 years of age has now in some way consulted, experienced and understood the complexities of subject choice. A final note may be in relation to the level the student intends to undertake these exams. Speaking from my experience as teacher and guidance counsellor, I would strongly suggest that a student tries the honours level if he/she feels they have the ability. If the subject proves difficult then I would ask the student to undergo a process in order to change. In my practice, I ask the individual to fill in a change of subject/level of subject form which involves teachers, parents, guidance counsellor and principal. When due consideration is given to the matter by all concerned a decision is made and processed by the Principal. This has proved successful and puts the guidance counsellor at the heart of the process.

In summary, asking students to choose subjects before entering the post primary school is comparative with Frost’s “Two roads diverged in …..”  This article is geared towards guidance counsellors but maybe the practitioners to gain most from this article are managers/principals.

Gerry Berry
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