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ABSTRACT 

In order to investigate how able sixth form students 

felt about themselves, about learning, and about other 

people a pilot study was carried out. From an 

analysis of the findings of the pilot study, a 

questionnaire was designed which covered relevant 

affective ( social and emotional) domain aspects such as 

competitiveness, perfectionism, fear, sensi t ivity, 

enjoyment, confidence, happiness, defensiveness, 

security, worry, and choices in what and how the 

students learned. 

In order to gain more indepth informa tion abou t how 

these students felt about themselves, about learning, 

and about others, a second source of data was 

collected. Small groups of students from the 

questionnaire cohort were interviewed. The interview 

questions were based on the results from the 

questionnaire; that is the frequency counts of how 

many students agreed and disagreed with each of the 

fifty statements. These interviews gave the students 

the opportunity to respond to the results of the 

questionnaire, add a contextual base to their 

responses in the questionnaire, establish any causal 

relationships between the topics in the questionnaire, 

and reduce any researcher bias in the interpretation 

of the results. 
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The questionnaire sample cons is ted of 283 s tuden ts 

from 20 schools wh o we r e nomina ted b y their tea cher s 

a s able, according to criteria supported in t h e 

literature . The inte rview sample con s is ted of 46 

students from 7 schools. 

The research aimed to explore how the students felt 

about themselves and how they described themselves, 

h ow they felt a bout the ir own learning, how they fe lt 

wh en they were learning with others , and to point to 

any proble ms they h ad in these area s of the affec tive 

domain. 

The results showed that the students perce ived they 

had a lack of confiden ce; had fears and an xieties; 

were perfectionists at some things ; were competitiv e in 

order to remain accepted b y their group; wanted to 

c hange some things about what and how they learned, 

especially increasing the amount of discussion; were 

inexperie nced in making choices, especia lly career 

goals; fe lt stressed; wanted more life s kills; wanted to 

combine practical skills with theoretical knowledge to 

make sense of their experie nces; but enjoyed b eing 

with othe r s despite worrying about what others 

thought of them in certain circumstances. 

The students indicated that these areas adversely 

affected the quality of their learning . 
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Chapte r 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Purpose of this study 

The present study explored some aspects of the 

affective (social and emotional ) domain (Clark , 1992) of 

able s ixth form students b y asking them abou t some of 

their feelings. In parti cular how they felt : 

* about the mselves 

* about learning 

* about others. 

Four factors influen ced the decision to purs ue this 

study: 

* after studying a Masters level paper at Massey 

University on the Education of the Talented, it 

became clear that able students did not always 

succeed at school, and some of the students, 

regardless of whether they were successful at 

school or not, developed behavioural problems 

and social and emotional needs specific to able 

students 



* 

* 

the international literature on giftedness has 

c learly focused on the cognitive domain (especially 

identification of the gifted and teaching programs 

which e nhance cognit ive performance) and very 

little attention has been given to the affective 

domain1 . 

Clark ( 1992) maintained that teaching affective 

skills would e nhance cognitive performance for 

g ifted stu dents, because t he brain works in an 

integrative and synergetic way 

2 

* there has been no New Zealand r esearch to date 

on the affective domain of able students. 

The term 'able' 

In this study the term 'able', rather than 'gifted', was 

used for t wo reasons. Firstly, there has been 

discontent in e ducational circles with the term 'gifted' 

because of the adverse affects this labelling had on 

s tude nts (Delisle, 1984 ) . 'Labelling students results 

in a c hange in parent and teacher expectations, as 

well as in the self-concept of t he child' (Clark, 1992, 

p 234). 

1 In more recent literature there has b een a strong 
interest in attitudes of the gifted, and towards the 
gifted (McAlpine, 1988, 1992) . 



Secon d ly , it was an a ppropriate word to describ e the 

s t u d e n ts in this s tudy, wh o were n ot t este d for 

a bilitie s but were nominated by their teach e rs as 

having high level abilities ; hig h e r tha n exp ecte d for 

their age ( Re nzulli 1985) . 
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Neverth e less in the a b sen ce of a n y inte rnation a lly 

accepta ble a lternative term, the curre nt literature still 

u sed the t e rms 'gifte d ' and 'gifte d a nd talented'. Most 

of the literature cited in t h is stu dy therefor e, use d 

t h e t e rm 'gifted', a n d in the a b sen ce of any 

international literature u s ing t h e term 'ab le ', a ll 

r efe r e n ces in this study using 'g ifted ' s h ould be r ead 

in connection with 'a bleness' . 

The cognitive domain 

In mos t schools learning is d i rec t ed a t t h e cognitive 

domain. Students are not only given cognitive 

information but they are also t a ught how t o process it; 

b e low is an e xample . 

In chemistry students are taught about the elements -

their characteristics and way s of identify ing them. 

Students usually carry out ex periments to mix, distil, 

condense and dissolve chemicals. Conclusions are 

drawn about combinations of chemicals, and behaviours 

of chemicals in certain conditions. After a series of 

experiments it is possible to draw conclusions about 



one or more families of chemicals, and predict 

behaviours in given circumstances . 

Students are similarly taught how to process 

mathematical information or information from other 

disciplines. This means that when students receive 

information they know how to process it, and can 

reach conclusions. These skills enable students to 

make decisions about what to proceed with, and what 

to discontinue, for any desired effect. 

It has been generally accepted that both theory a nd 

practice are integral parts of the learning process, 

and students are usually provided with both textbooks 

and equipment to assist their cognitive learning. 

The affective domain, on the other hand has been 

treated very differently. 

The affective domain 

Students are not usually given information, or taught 

how to process information, in the affective domain. 

Yet students receive social and emotional information 

because they have social and emotional experiences. 

Cognitive learning situations produce social and 

emotional information because students either like or 

dislike learning situations, and because they learn in 

classes with other people. 

4 
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Wi thout be ing g iven affec tive informa tion, or process e s 

to deal with tha t information , affec ti ve ]ear ning may 

n ot ta ke place at a pace e qual to tha t of the cognit ive 

doma in. S tudents may r eceive affective information 

a nd have n o means of developin g t hat information, and 

have no p r ocesses to draw con clus ions or e n gin eer 

cons tru c tive s itua tion s for themselves . 

In mos t sch ools there is no forma l t each ing of affec tive 

processes , n o textbook s , a nd n o equipment. 

Little research is b eing don e t o ide n t ify what 

proces ses a r e mos t n eed ed. 

This s u g ges ted t ha t there may b e an imba lance 

between t h e r a te of cogni tive learning and the r ate of 

affective learning , and a difference be tween th e 

compe te n ce of t he cognitive self an d the comp e ten ce of 

the affective s e lf. 

Cla rk ( 1992) maintained tha t s tude nts could learn more 

in the cognitive domain when the whole of their brain 

wa s b eing s timulated , because the brain works best in 

an integrate d way. Clark suggested that the 

s timulation of the affective domain increases capacity 

in both the affective and cognitive domains in a 

syne rge tic way. That is, the capacity of the 

integrated brain is greater than the sum of the 



capacity of two individual (affective and cognitive) 

domains. 

Able students 
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Able students are those who have high level abilities, 

b eyond what is expected for their age, in one or more 

field(s) or sub field(s) which could be inside the 

curriculum, or outside the curriculum. 

Clark (1992) stated that the perceived gap between 

the learning in the affective and cognitive domains for 

gifted students was of particular concern for several 

r easons. Gifted students received more affective 

information from their surroundings than an average 

student and may have learned few processes to d eal 

with that information. This does not mean that gifted 

students were formally given information but rather 

that they observed more things in their environment. 

Secondly, gifted students had a higher capacity to 

learn than the average student, and so could receive 

enormous benefit in being taught affective processes. 

Thirdly, gifted students tended to experience 

heightened fear and worry from an early age, and 

needed affective skills to deal with that heightened 

fear. 

There may also be students who have high level 

abilities in the affective domain (Gardner & Hatch 

1989) who are not being identified because the 



affective domain has n ot been given as much attention 

or r esources in either the curriculum or in r es earch. 

Since there has been no New Zealand research to date 

on the affective domain of able students, this study 

aimed to explore how able sixth form students in New 

Zealand felt about the mselves , about learning, and 

about other people . 

This study then, set out to explore some as p e cts of 

the affective domain for able sixth form students , and 

in particular to investiga te how able s ixth form 

students felt about the mselves, about learning, and 

about others. 

The research design 

7 

The research design involved a questionnaire and then 

indepth interviews to some of the questionnaire 

participants. 

A literature search showed that no suitable 

questionnaire was available for the above topics and so 

the study included the design of a questionnaire. 

The questionnaire was administered to a large sample 

(283) of able sixth form students. The fifty one item 

questionnaire asked the students to respond to fifty 

statements on how they felt about themselves, about 

learning, and about other people, and the last item 



asked the s tudents t o say what they thought of the 

questionnaire. The data from the questionnaire were 

then analysed to find out how many students agreed 

and disagreed with each statement. 
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The second stage of the study involved inde pth 

interviews with small groups of students (forty six 

students in seven groups of between five and t en 

students in each group) from the original cohort. The 

purpose of the interviews was to find out more about 

how the students felt about themselves, about 

learning, and about other people by asking them to 

res pond to the res ults of the questionnaire. The 

inte rviews also gave the students an opportunity to 

add any information they saw as relevant and 

important , and an opportunity to participate in the 

interpretation of the questionnaire results (Lather, 

1986). 

The affective domain topics included in the 

questionnaire and interviews were selecte d from the 

current literature and included emotional and social 

aspects of learning, such as: 

* fear 

* sensitivity 

* enjoyment 

* boredom 

* jealousy 



* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

worry 

confid ence 

happiness 

shyness 

d efensiveness 

perfectionism 

s ecurity 

choices in what and how they learn. 

These topics were applied to individua l and group 

lea rning situations, in school a nd outside of school. 

THE AIM OF THE PRESENT STUDY 

The aim of the present study was to investigate some 

aspects of the affective domain of able sixth form 

students. 

The research findings from the questionnaire and 

indepth interviews were to provide information about 

how the students felt about themselves and how they 

described themselves, how they felt about their own 

learning, and how they felt when they were learning 

with others . 

9 



It was hoped that the ·findings of this study would 

contribute to a b e tter unders tanding of h ow ab le 

students felt about themselves, about learning, and 

about other people. 

It was also hoped that the research findings would: 

* point to any problems the students had in these 

affective areas 

10 

* point to situations or environments that these able 

students felt e nha nced their learning 

* identify any affective learning or teaching taking 

place. 
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Ch a pte r 2 

CHARACTERISTICS OF ABLE STUDENTS: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In order to find out more a bout h ow a ble s tudents fe lt 

a b out the mselves, about lear ning, a n d about other s for 

this s tudy, it wa s important to understand the 

cha racte ristics of able students . 

The r e are two main categor ies of characte ris tics of 

a b le s tudents in the lite ra ture . Firstly , the r e a r e 

charac teris tics u sed for identification pur p os es to 

a s certain wh e ther or not a s tude nt is a ble . Thes e 

characteris tics are often b ased on p r evious 

a ccomplishments and behaviours , a nd u s ually include 

some kind of "intellige n ce". 

Secondly, there are the ongoing cha racteristics of 

defined groups of ide ntified able students. These 

characteristics described students' ongoing 

preferences, and the ongoing affects of ableness on 

themselves, on their learning, and on their 

relationships with others. 
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Although there is more informa tion about the a ffec t ive 

domain in t h e second category (see Chapter 3 ) , i t is 

also important t o acknowledge the characteristics used 

in the literature to identify students with high level 

abilities. Of particular interest to this study are the 

types of "inte lligences", or range of ability areas 

described in the literature . 

Identification of gifte d students 

The process of identification of gifted students has 

been hotly de ba te d and fraught with difficulties, 

b ecause, as Garner e t al (1990) s ta t ed ' there is not a 

uniform set of crite ria to distinguish children who are 

gifted' (pl08) . 

The characteristics used for identification purposes 

and the process of identification have broadened 

considerably in the last few years. There is now: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

a broader concept of intellige nce 

a wider range of curriculum and non-curriculum 

areas where students have been identified as 

having high level abilities 

less emphasis on traditional testing 

acceptability of teacher, parent and peer 

nominations as a me thod of identification 

an acknowledgment of culture and gender 

characteristics in the identification process. 



Gardner and llatch ( 1980) took a broad v iew and 

ad,:oca ted the exis tence of multiple " in tel ligences": 

logical-mathematical , linguistic, musical, spatial, 

bodily- kines the tic, interpersonal , and in trapersonal. 

13 

Of particular interest to this study was the possibili ty 

of having high leve l abilities in o ne or more of t hese 

"inte lli gences", and the identification of intrapersonal 

and interpe r sonal 'intelligences' . 

According to Gardner and Hatch (1989) intrapersonal 

"intelligence" meant having 'access to one's own 

feelings and the ability to discriminate among them and 

draw upon them to guide behavio ur- ; know ledge of 

one's own s trengths , weaknesses, desires, and 

intelligences' (p6). 

Interpersonal "intelli gence" meant having 'capacities to 

discern and respond appropriately to the moods, 

temperaments, motivations, and desires of other 

people' (Gardner and Hatch, 1989, pG). 

S ternberg (1986) too, s uggested t here was more than 

one kind of intelligence. His triarchic theory divided 

inte lligence into three types: componential, 

experiential , and contextu a l . Componential intelligence 

referred to where a student use d mental components 

for analytical thinking. Experiential inte lligence 

referred to where a student creatively combined 



disparate experiences in insightful ways. Contextual 

intelligence referred to where a student understood 

the environment s/he was in and was able to 

manipulate it. 
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Sternberg (1986) maintained that only students with 

componential intelligence tended to do well on 

traditional intelligence and assessment tests, or rather 

that the traditional means of assessing students only 

ea tered for componen tial intelligence. 

Sternberg's view supported the argument for a 

broader approach to identification of "intelligences". 

Renzulli and Reis ( 1985) developed a model to describe 

giftedness which included 3 interlocking criteria: 

above average ( though not necessarily superior) 

ability, commitment to the task, and creativity. 

The three criteria in Renzulli and Reis' (1985) model 

have b een used in this study to mean commitment is 

the leve l and duration of motivation to complete a 

task, creativity is the number and type of unusual 

ideas; ability or "intelligence" is the number and type 

of solutions. 

Renzulli and Reis ( 1985) found that students could be 

gifted in many subject areas, or just in one specific 

area of knowle dge or performance, and that giftedness 



could b e manifested in any one or more of a very 

broad range of areas ins ide and ou ts ide of traditional 

curriculum areas. 
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They argued that traditional tests were insufficient in 

identifying the multip licity of high level abilities, and 

insufficient in catering for disadvantaged and 

culturally different groups. Although tests were seen 

as suitable in some areas, nominations by teachers, 

parents and p eer s was suggested as a suitable method 

of ide ntification for abilities in non-traditional areas 

and for under represented groups in the gifted 

population. 

Students' abilities are intermittently being assessed by 

others inside and outside of school. Their abilities 

are determined by their written, verbal or behavioural 

performance. These assessments occur formally and 

informally at school, in the home , and in social and 

sporting situations. 

However, in international research most gifted 

students h ave been identified as having high level 

"intelligence" in curriculum areas alone, and have most 

often been identified by traditional tests. 

Characteristics of defined groups of gifted students 

Recently in the literature attention has been paid to 

specific groups not previously acknowledged in the 
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identification process. Female gifted students and 

gifted students from ethnic minorities were two of the 

largest defined groups. Each group had their own 

characteristics. 

Although this study did not focus on gender or 

cultural differences, it was important to: 

* 

* 

* 

recognise that these issues were important in the 

literature 

see whether the sample of students nominated by 

their teachers as able had included female and 

non-pakeha students in proportions which 

represented the population at large 

see if there were gender and/ or cultural 

differences in the results of this study. 

Gifted females 

Recently there has been an increase in the amount of 

research done on gifted females. To date, the main 

topic concerning gifted females has been society's 

pressure to conform to a feminine stereotype which is 

inconsistent with high achievement. 

Luftig and Nichols (1992) stated that gifted females 

found it more difficult to concurrently develop their 

abilities, maintain friendships, and maintain a high 

level of self-esteem. 
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They sugges ted that there was a societal p r essu re to 

ma k e th ese criteria mutually exclusive , so that fema les 

either fitte d in socially to the detriment of their 

abilities , or v ice versa. 

Luftig and Nichols (1992) also s ugges ted that societ y 

sent mixed messag es to g ifted females e ncouraging 

them to be: 

'docile, s upporting, passive , a nd nurturing, and 

on the other hand they are expected assertively 

to develop their own talents. This conflict often 

leads to ambiguous p eer relations b etween gifted 

girls and their nongifted cou nterparts' (p114) . 

With these s ocie ta l pressures, g ifted fe males have b een 

less willing to b e identified as high achiever s . It is 

not s urpr is ing the n, that it has b een difficult t o 

identify gifted f emales , at least b y traditional methods . 

Beck (1989) argued that me ntor s hips were vital for 

assisting gifted fe male students to over come society's 

pressur e : 

'Teachers and coordinators should try to recruit 

more fema le mentors s ince they have such positive 

effects on gifte d fe male students' (p22}. 
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Cultural perspectives 

Cr a me e (1 991) and Re nzulli (1991) found that there 

were special populations that were under represented 

in gifted programs. Minority cultural groups were one 

of these special populations. Partly this was due to 

the failings of the conventional identification methods 

used (Smith et al, 1991; Re nzulli 1992), and partly 

because little was understood by the majority groups 

about the other culture concerned. 

Re nzulli (1992) sugges ted that using teacher, parent 

or p eer nominations as a means of identification was 

seen as a way of overcoming part of this proble m. 

A change in the majority cultural group's focus on 

identification methods, could also help to overcome 

part of the problem, because: 

'while it is universally accepted that gifted and 

talented children may be found in all ethnic 

groups . . . unless focussed efforts are made to 

both find and nurture minority group youth, 

employing special rather than traditional 

approaches, they remain an untapped source of 

potential intellectual and creative talent' (Reid, 

1992, p49). 

Reid (1992) added that teacher identification of gifted 

minority cultures in New Zealand is hampered by 



'midd le class , monolingual, monocultural Europeans 

working in an edu catio n system that is predominantly 

e thnocentric' (p50), and that parents of cultural 

minority students find identification of their gifted 

children difficult b ecau se of a: 

'lack of confidence in a lie n circumstances , a 

feeling of self- consciousness about their poor 

command of English, and a be lief that their 

educational duties as parents cease once their 

children have entered the formal e ducation 

system' (p53). 

19 



Chapter 3 

THE AFFECTIVE DOMAIN: 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The importance of the affective domain 

The re are several theor etical perspectives which have 

acknowledged the importance of the affective domain, 

and its contribution to the e ffectiveness of the 

cognitive domain. T hese theories have bee n followed 

up by research studies im·estigating the impact a nd 

practica l implications of these perspectives . 

It has bee n recognised in the literature for some time 

that the affec tive and cognitive domains were not 

independent - 'each person respond s as a total 

organis m or whole b eing' (K r a thwo hl e t al, 1964, p7). 

In the ir work on the affec ti\·e d omain Krathwohl e t al 

(1964) constructed a taxonomy of affective behaviours 

which described the process of learning as a 

combination of cognitive a nd affective behaviours. 

20 

The taxonomy consisted of a sequential hierarchy of 

receiving information, responding to that information, 

valuing it, a nd putting that new value into an existing 

organised structure. Each of t h ese processes was 



21 

see n as depe nd e nt on the willing·n ess of the learner to 

r ecei\·e and to r espond, 011 how the learner \·a lu e d the 

information, and where the learner placed that value 

into their existing value structure. 

Thus, like the cognitive domain, the student has 

control ove r whether or not they valued each piece of 

information. The structure of each student's affective 

domain ultimately depends on whether or not they 

valued each piece of information, and if they \·alued 

it, v\•here they place d it in their existing stru cture. 

l~rathwohl et al's (1964) taxonomy establishe d a 

paralle l between the processes that occur in th e 

affective and cognitive domains for judging 

information, and deciding what to d o with tha t 

information. 

The importance of the affective domain has b een 

supported more r ecently by Hunt (1987). He argued 

that cognition is not the sole or main ac tivit y a nd that 

'in considering intelligent behaviour it is necessar y to 

approach it as a complex human e ndeavour and not as 

a compartmentalised one' (pl08). 

This notion of reciprocal dependence was also 

supported by Clark (1992). She stated that the 

affective domain is directly related to a part of the 

brain called the limbic system. Its function is to 
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express emotions and feelings. She argued tha t the 

limbic sys tem contributes significantly to the learning 

process because it connects our inner and outer 

experiences. As a result it d etermines feelings of 

identity and helps to construct a sense of reality . It 

also supports the thinking processes , affects memory 

and attention span, and is seen a s the s timulant of 

higher cognitive thought; the more the affective 

function is developed , the more the brain processes 

become integrated, and the more s timulated the 

cognitive function becomes. 

T he affective domain ther efore , has direct r e levance to 

educational goals a nd outcomes for several r easons: 

1. Clark ( 1992) described the brain as a n integrate d 

system, where differe nt parts of the brain had the 

capacity to stimulate other parts of the brain, and to 

coop erate and form a complex whole which is greater 

than the sum of the individua l parts. The affective 

function of the brain 'more than s upports thinking 

processes ; it does, in fact, provide the gateway to 

enha nce or limit highe r cognitive function' (p33-34). 

Clark (1992) maintaine d that able s tudents were more 

familiar with their cognitive domain t han their affective 

domain , and that if gifted students could learn more 

about their affective domain they could learn more in 

their cognitive domain. 
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2. T h e way students perceive the world was 

dependent on informat ion from a combination of sources 

including information from the affective domain. 

According to Sternberg (1986) children receive 

information from within themselves (affective 

information) and from the outside world, and 

experience and intelligence together made a combined 

'knowledge' of the world. 

Clark (1992) had a similar v iew ; that gifted students 

need to apply affective information to their cognitive 

information in order to 'make sense of the world' (p40) 

and to fit in with that person's existing knowledge 

(Vygotsky, 1978; Clark, 1992). 

3. Feelings are part of the affective domain, and are 

different from the cognitive (intellectual) domain. 

However, the affective domain could influence success 

in the cognitive domain (Clark, 1992) because attitudes 

determine action (McAlpine, 1992). For example, an 

able student may feel unhappy about being at school 

and may not do well in school subjects as a result. 

4. Students needed skills to process affective 

information in the same way that students need skills 

to process cognitive information. 
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Gifted students may need assistance in d eveloping 

affective processing skills, because they may not 

develop automatically. This was of particular concern 

to Clark (1992) because 'the same heightened 

sensitivities that underlie gifted intelligence can 

contribute to an accumulation of more information 

relating to emotions than the student can process' 

(p246). 

5. Whereas cognitive skills and processes are formally 

taught in schools, affective skills and processes are 

not. 

The school curriculum requires teaching of skills which 

largely stimulated the cognitive domain. Most schools 

do not formally teach processes which stimulated the 

affective domain such as how to cope with a fear of 

failure or a lack of confidence in the classroom. If 

gifted students have negative feelings they may 

interfere with their capacity to learn in the cognitive 

domain. 

6. According to Clark ( 1992) 'high levels of cognitive 

development do not necessarily imply high levels of 

affective development' (p40). So if the gifted student 

has not developed, or been taught to develop the 

affective domain, then the advantage of using affective 

information to increase cognitive capability will be lost. 
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7. As a result there may be an imbalance between the 

skills gifted students have acquired to process 

cognitive information and the skills they have acquired 

to process emotional and social information. 

8. There could also be lost learning opportunities in 

that able students may be just as capable of learning 

affective skills as they are of learning cognitive skills, 

and that where an able student may have a high level 

ability in the affective domain, it may go undetected if 

these skills are not formally taught and/or identified. 

9. It has become much more important in recent years 

for students to achieve learning outcomes which 

included the development of both interpersonal skills 

and technical skills because the success of careers 

depends more on the combination of both types of 

skills than in the past. 

To date, many of the research studies on the 

importance of the affective domain have taken place 

under the umbrella of topics such as emotions, 

behaviours, commitment, relationships, and 

adolescence. 

Most of this research has involved mainstream students 

and few studies have been done on the affective 

domain of gifted students. 
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The resea1°ch on the interac tional nature, and 

recip1'ocal dependence of, the affective and cognitive 

domains has been summarised in the following sections . 

Emotions 

Historically, emotions in the learning s ituation have 

been valued as less important than cognitive 

information and skills, particularly at secondary and 

tertiary leve ls. As a result the active part emotions 

play in the ability and the decision to learn, has not 

been recognised . 

However, in the last decade, the re has b een some 

research done in this area . 

Chamberla in (1992) administered questionnaires to 

fourth form students and found that: 

'approximate ly one-fifth of students r eporte d that 

they f elt "depressed", ''lonely", or "upset" at 

school while more than a quarter of students felt 

"res tless" . . at any given time, there may be 

a considerable proportion of students who view 

school or school-related learning activities less 

than favourably' (p66). 

Chamberlain also noted that little previous qualitative 

research had taken place in New Zealand in the area 

of quality of school life for students . 



Kuhlthau's (1989) r esearch into s tudents' information 

search strategies in libraries supported the idea that 

the affective domain impacts on the cognitive domain: 

'the information search process was a complex 

series of stages involving thoughts and feelings 

as well as actions . . traditional library 
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instruction has been based on teaching sources of 

information, while virtually ignoring the dynamic 

learnin g process invo lved in infor mation use ' 

(p226). 

E.uhlthau argu ed that r ecognition of the effec t s of the 

confus ion and the res ulting tired ness , and the r e lie f 

wh en a project was comple ted, would he lp the s tudents 

seek b etter strategies for search ing in libraries . 

Underwood et a l (]992) r eported that students said 

'they would express a n ger much more often wi th peers 

than with t eachers' (p366), and that those who tended 

to use rules to de cide whether or not t h ey would 

express anger in any given s ituation, a lso tended to 

mask sadn ess . 

It was not s urprising t hat concealment of one e motion 

was an indication of other emotions being concealed . 
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If students conceal their emotions, particularly in 

front of the teacher, then it is likely that students 

conceal emotions about learning . This concealment may 

impact on their ability to learn in the cognitive 

domain. 

Behaviour 

The research of Randhawa et al (1988) showed that 

tea cher ratings of children's behaviour in the 

classroom was almost the same as the teacher ratings 

of children 's performance in co gnitive tasks. 

Randhawa s uggested that teachers may base their 

judge ment of children's performance in cognitive tasks, 

on the children' s behaviour in the classroom. 

An exp lanation of why this might occur was offered by 

Gassin (1989) who suggested that during any 

interact ion, the participants involved in that 

inte raction organise both affec tive and cognitive 

aspects of that interaction simultaneously. 

This means then, that not only is children's behaviour 

a result of both cognitive and affective processing, 

but that the teacher's judgement of the children is 

based on the combination of the child's behaviour and 

the child's cognitive abilities . 

Therefore, where a child has high level abilities in the 

cognitive domain but less de\· e loped abilities in the 
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affective d omain, the r e would be implica tions for both 

the child a nd the t each e r . The child' s behaviour may 

influe n ce the teacher's judgeme nt of that child's 

cognitive abilities, and the teacher's judgement may in 

turn influe nce the child. 

Clark (1992) argued that i t is possible for gifted 

s tudents to have hig h levels of cognitive development 

with out n ecessarily having high levels of affective 

d evelopme nt. It follows the n that it is important for 

students to develop a ffective b e hav iours a longside 

cognitive behaviou rs. 

Commitment 

Commitment is seen as a n a ffective behaviour, b ecause 

it involves d ecis ions connected with the interests and 

va lues of a p erson . Commitme nt is a motive for 

learning. 

Hendrix e t a l' s research (1990) suggeste d tha t 

achievement contribu ted to commitme nt , a nd tha t 

commitment contribute d to the amount of effort a 

s tudent put into school , which in turn could 

contribute to highe r achievement. 'Commitment to 

sch ool was ultimate ly tied to young people's experience 

or p e rception of empowerment, success (grade point 

average ), relevan ce and effort in the student role ' 

(p134). 
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Hendrix et at (1990) considered that commitment could 

be e nhanced from three different sources: external 

rewards or those given from another person; intrinsic 

meaningfulness or a sense that one was contributing; 

and a feeling of being accepted in the community. 

Achie\·ement in cognitive act ivi ties could be rewarde d 

e xternally, but the pleasure of r eceiving an award and 

the f eeling of be ing accepted, became affective 

r esponses , which in turn could increase commitment . 

Both thi s in trins ic meaningfu lness and the sen se of 

communa lit y involved a ffec ti\· e mechanisms, which could 

ha ve cognitive implications if a s tudent wante d to 

co11 tinue , or improve, the le\·el of commitment and 

achievement in those a r eas . 

Re n z ulli (1992) argued for a different se t of crite ria 

for commitment . Each of Renzu lli' s three criteria 

in valved the affec tive and cognitive domains: 

* 

* 

* 

personality and p hysica l makeup 

level of interes t in the task 

and when the re was an overlap of these first t wo 

c rit e ria, a third criteria produced an e nergy which 

became the need to complete , or commitment to, a 

task. 
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lrresµ ec ti\-e of the debate over \\·hi c h criteria 

constitutes commitment, it seems clear that commitment 

plays a major part in a person's decision to 

concentrate, to learn, or to pursue cognitive 

achievement. 

Relationships with others 

Spence (1987) found that the deve lopment of social­

cognitive skills led to social competence which in turn 

d e t e rmine d the success of peer r e lationships. The 

success of relationships with othe r s could affect 

students' confidence in the learning e nvironme nt. 

In the past classrooms were required to be quiet 

places b ecause it was considered necessary to enhance 

learning. However, research now suggests that 

classrooms provide an opportunity to interac t socially, 

deve lop social competence, and as a result enhance 

and encourage learning. Nas tasi e t al, (1990), Jones 

(1991), Vygotsky (1976) argued that social inte r ac tion 

in a learning situation enhances learning, and that 

there should be cognisance of the contribution social 

interac tion makes to the lea rning process. 

Adolescence 

Adolescence has traditionally been known as a difficult 

period in life, and much research has been done on 

the emotional and social effects of adolescence. Some 

of this r esearch has focu ssed on assessing how 
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affective responses and b ehaviours could be improve d 

by learning more skills . 

Tyszkowa (1990) s ugges ted that a ffective d evelopme nt 

is e nhance d b y cognitive processing. She argued that 

coping with stress and difficult si tua tio ns for 

adolescents was 'effective when adequate cognitive 

e la boration of t h e s ituation occurs , d espite the 

negative e motions that the subject was experiencing' 

(pl88). 

Tyszkowa (1990) s tated t hat difficult s ituations arose 

in adolescen ce when there was an imbalance of 

aspirations and values on the one hand, and 

competencies on the other hand. When tha t imba la n ce 

continued it became necessary for a dolescents to 

redress the imbalance . Tyszkowa r ecomme nded that 

this imbalance be redressed by reconstructing t heir 

objectives using both cognitive and affective 

res ponses, and choosing to adapting one or more of 

the causes of the imba lance. 

She added that this process could produce 

defensiveness , regardless of the success of the 

adaptation. 

Tyszkowa (1990) emphasised that: 
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'a relatively large number of subjects me ntioned 

looking for r easons for one ' s own failures (both 

in learning and in interpersonal relations) 

through analysis of the whole situation, including 

one's own behaviour. With difficult interpersonal 

situations, this occurs by frequently going over 

the intellectual and emotional components of the 

situation, at an individual level and in talks with 

peers and/or adults . Such discussions help 

adolescents to understand better the s ituation 

which has occurred and the part they played in 

it. This can contribute to the lowering of the 

emotional tension and to the achievement of some 

psychological distance from the situation and from 

oneself' (p197). 

It seems that the social and emotional stresse s of 

adolescence could be improved by developing coping 

skills in adolescence. 

Jackson and Bosma (1990) in discussing coping 

strategies in adolescence raised the question 'was the 

establishment of a positive identity in adolescence a 

sort of warrant for effectively coping with stresses 

arising in adulthood?' (p219). 

If this was so, then the affective skills learned in 

adolescence to develop a positive identity would have 

far reaching effects, well beyond schooling. 



More specifi c research on the affective domain of 

school aged gifted students is summa rise d in the 

following sections . 

How students feel about themselves 
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Research on aspects of the affec tive domain relevant to 

how students feel about themselves is summarised in 

this section. The research falls into several 

categories: fears, independence, self con cept, 

creativity, perfectionism, and life choices. 

Fears 

Deverensky and Coleman (1989) investigated the fears 

of gifted children 8 - 13 years of age, and found 

'their fears to be similar to those of older "normal" 

(original author's emphasis) children and to reflect 

advanced cognitive and social awareness' (p65). 

Clark (1992) and Piechowski (1979) stated that it was 

common for gifted students to have fears which were 

more representative of older students. 

The cause of the gifted students' fear was, according 

to Clark (1992) an heightened ability to collect and 
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process that cognitive information, and conclude that 

there was rational cause for concern or possible 

danger. She argued that these fears may have been 

based on personal or world wide environmental, social 

or ethical issues. 

However, gifted students have not always got the 

affective maturity or skill to cope with, or process, 

those fears. This can result in an astuteness in 

detecting causes for concern, but a lack of astuteness 

in placing that fear in an appropriate context, or 

learning how to see that fear in proportion to other 

personal or world events, or finding any satisfying 

solution. 

Independence 

A study by Griggs (1984) found gifted learners were 

highly independent. The students were self-reliant 

and preferred to learn by themselves. She suggested 

that these students preferred self-management and 

self-monitoring to group activities. 

Self concept 

Chapman and McAlpine (1988) found that even though 

gifted students had a higher perception of their 

academic ability, than average students, there was no 

significant difference between the two groups in 

perceptions of their ability in non-academic areas. 



This meant that there had been no transfer in self 

concept between academic and non-acade mic areas. 

36 

These findings lend support to the notion that high 

level academic ability is no predictor of high level 

ability in the affective domain, and that high level 

cognitive a bilities will not provide gifted students with 

similar abilities in the affective domain. 

Creative thinking 

Creativity can be s een as a n "intelligence". Many able 

students have high level abilities in creativity (Clark, 

1992), that is, a high ability to combine previously 

unrelated ideas e ither to solve a problem, invent 

something new, or for humorous reasons. 

Clark (1992) has suggested that there is an affec tive 

component which enhances creativity; the feeling 

component of her creativity model means that a student 

needs a high level of me ntal well-being and self­

actualising qualities to develop the necessary creative 

attitude. 

Perfectionism 

Many gifted students are perfectionists because they 

are highly motivated and have high standards for 

themselves. However, Clark (1992) found that gifted 

students' perfectionism 'interferes with their 

relationships with others' (p128) because they expect 



the same high s tandards of other people. This leads 

to disappointment and dissatisfaction, and difficult 

r e lationships. 

Llf e choices 

Socie ty expects gifted students will easily find a 

career they like, and they will be successful in that 

chosen career. 
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However, Clark (1992) maintained that gifted s tudents 

(especially females) have difficulty in setting and 

attaining career and life /family goals that were 

appropriate for their abilities. 

Hollinger and Fle ming (1991 ) researched the realisation 

of potential of g ifted 27 - 29 year old females who had 

earlier taken part in Projec t CH0ICE2 . The authors 

p ointe d out that the questionnaire asked the women to 

list their three greatest achievements, and many 

women included personal and interpersonal growth, as 

well as educational and career accomplishments, as 

achievement s . 

Hollinger and Fleming (1991) supported the need for: 

2 A project in the United States for gifted and 

talented adolescent females. 



'an expanded definition of achievement that 

includes not only educational, career, and 

financial accomplishments but other 

accomplishments that fall within other personal 

and interpersonal lifespheres' (p211). 

How students feel about learning 
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Research on aspects of the affective domain relevant to 

how students feel about learning is summarised in this 

section. The research falls into several categories: 

constructive feedback, advanced level projects, 

questions in class, classroom based learning, learning 

styles, and a sense of control. 

Constructive feedback 

Gifted students in a Clark and Zimmerman study 

(1988) described some of their teachers as 'challenging 

but not offering instruction about how to succeed' 

(p344). The students expressed a need for teachers 

to provide more rigorous and supportive instruction; 

teachers who will demand high achievement and 

commitment to their ability area. 
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Advanced level projects 

Able students can become bored if the work is not 

stimulating enough, and if the teaching methods are 

r estrictive. If students are capable of learning at a 

rate, or p e rforming at a level, more representative of 

older students then their learning should include 

appropriate tasks. 

Starko (1988) inves tigated students who completed 

projects using Renzulli's Revolving Door Identification 

Model Type III enrichment. These projects were based 

on indiv idua l or group investigations of real problems, 

using the methodologies of appropriate practising 

professionals. This type of project gave the students 

the opportunity to become independent contributors 

rather than consumers of information . 

The students reported that the project effected their 

career goals, improve d research s kills, led to a more 

positive attitude toward school, and increased insight 

into personal strengths and weaknesses, than students 

not in this program. 

Questions in class 

When able students asked questions in class , they 

should be asked appropriate questions according to 

their abilities, and be given sufficient time to form an 

answer which represents their ability. 
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In Leder's study (198 8 ) teache rs spent less time 

interacting with high a chieving students, and when 

the students were asked challenging questions, they 

were not given sufficient time to do justice to the 

questions. Leder recommends that teachers give able 

students more time to reflect and formulate their own 

responses. 

Classroom based learning 

Chapman and McAlpine ( 1988) found that even though 

gifted students had a higher perception of their 

academic ability, or higher academic self-concept, than 

average students, gifted students were less satisfied 

with classroom-based experiences, than their 

counterparts. 

Learning styles 

After reviewing the literature on learning styles 

Renzulli (1992) stated that there was consensus on 

three main aspects of learning styles, all of which 

involved both cognitive and affective responses. 

Firstly, learning styles were 'natural' preferences and 

were connected with personality and the socialisation 

of a person . Secondly, styles interacted with a 

person's abilities and interests. And thirdly, the 

environment in which a person was learning may 

favour certain styles of learning over other styles. 
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Re nzulli ( 1992) argu ed that students n eed exposure to 

several differe nt k inds of learning styles 'from the 

early years of schooling ... in much the same ways 

that we provide systematic coverage and documentation 

of content' (pl 75). And that exposing s tudents to 

several different kinds of learnin g s tyles will e na ble 

the m to know which s tyles a r e most applicable to them 

personally in each subject , and will assist learners in 

blending styles tha t will b es t suit future learning and 

career activities. 

Adaptation of the c lassroom and othe r learning 

environments, and adaptation of teaching methods to 

accommodate diffe r e nt learning s ty les may well assist 

the learne r to fee l mor e comfortable in learning 

situations, a nd e nha nce learning. 

A sense of control 

When students have some sense of control over wh a t 

and how they learn, students fee l more committed to 

the task a nd more motivat ed to learn. It is a lso seen 

as validation that the student is interested in the 

task. 

Middle ton e t a l (1992) found that gifted s tuden ts 

enjoyed learning when they had some control over the 

learning process. This control produced a sense of 

academic "fun". Middle ton stated that "fun" is 

important in the learning process because it 
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' r elates to the level of ar·ousal ancl control 

percei\.-ed to be afforded by the task . . . 

teachers can influence motivation toward academics 

(subjects) by giving their students the 

opportun ity to personalise their own education ' 

( p38) . 

Ryba and Chapman (1983) supported this notion: 

'whethe r a studen t is, in reality, ab le to exert 

control over in struction ma y not be so important 

as the internal sense or feeling s/he has of being 

in control. It is this inward stat e of control which 

appears to be vita l for improving academic 

ach ievement' (p49). 

The home environment too, can offer opportunities for 

the child or adolescent to gain a sense of control and 

a feeling that their contribution is worth while. 

Karnes and D'Illio (1992) sta ted that children would 

perceive more cohesiveness in the home environment if 

they were 

'encouraged to actively participate in the 

p lanning, organisation and implementation of 

family activities. Direc t expressiveness of 

feelings, even when they are not heeded by all 
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family members, ,vill increase the e motional 

expressiveness of the child. . . . The home 

environment can be enhanced not necessarily by 

increasing actions, such as family outings, but by 

encouraging supportive attitudes that contribute 

to mutual interaction of all me mbers' (p279). 

Those who have this opportunity at home may f ee l as 

though something is lacking at school if they a r e not 

given the same opportunity they have at home. On 

the o ther hand, if a c hild h as no experie n ce at e ither 

school or home to e nha n ce their sense of contro l over 

what tas ks they do, and what they learn, they may be 

disadvantage d and inexperie n ced la ter wh e n they mus t 

ma k e life and career choices. 

How students feel about others 

Research on aspects of the affective domain relevant to 

how students feel about others is summarised in this 

section. The research falls in to several ea te gories: 

social skills , social interaction, group work, and 

discussion as a learning tool. 

Social skills 
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Be lla n ca and Fogarty (1991) s upported the n eed for 

the forma l teaching of affective s kills : 1s oc ia l s kills d o 

not develop for the class as a whole without 

de libe r a t e , s p ecific and r epeated attention to the m1 

( p38 ) . 

T hey found tha t dire ctly tea ching socia l s kill s to 

s tuden ts resulted in more effec tive learning of 

conte nt , and more on- task , on-focus , concentra ted 

s tuden t e ffort in other cu r ri culum areas . . 

Social interaction 

Socia lisation is of ten problema tic fo r a ble s tudents , 

because wit h high level a bilities they often have 

problems identify ing with peer s . T his may ca u s e 

fee lings of isola tion , a lack of b e lon ging, a nd feelings 

of b eing differ e nt, which can cause low s e lf-esteem. 

Able s tudents ofte n have thoughts and speech that are 

far more advanced than their pee rs, and as a result 

may identify with p eople s everal years their s enior to 

s ecure conversation involving a high le v el of 

knowledge . This situation may cause a 

compartmentalisation where friendships become based 

on knowledge . In a social sense, these students may 

not be as mature as their older friends. 

If able students have not spent much time discussing 

knowledge with their peers, then there may be little to 



build friendships on with children of their own age. 

Their preference for cognitive stimulation over 

affective stimulation may effect their development of 

social skills, and development of long term 

relationships. 
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Luftig and Nichols (1992) suggested that gifted 

children 'must strike a balance between being true to 

their abilities and interests and maintaining good social 

relations with their less gifted peers' (plll). 

Able students may seek the company of those with a 

similar level of ability and may need assistance in 

developing affective skills that are helpful in 

relationships with others. 

Group work 

Working in groups toward a specific goal offers a good 

opportunity to develop the affective domain. Students 

need to keep the group goal in mind, while discussing 

how the group will proceed towards that goal, seeking 

consensus, and resolving any conflicts. 

Treffinger (1991) espouses the benefits of team work 

'since effectiveness arises from the expertise and 

contributions of many people . . . Teams also offer 

built-in support, recognition, and increased 

communication' (p7). 
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T he ad \·anta g e of coope rative learning, or working in 

teams, is s upported by Galla gher, (1991): 'the group 

members are thus motivated to help each other 

so as to make the team more produc tive' (p15) in 

achieving their group goal. 

Ga lla ghe r (1991) a lso p ointe d out tha t it is a mis fit 

tha t students s p end 12 year s a t sch ool b ein g told to 

do the ir own work a nd not le t a n yo n e see their exam 

pap e r, a nd the n e xpec t s tud e nts to coope r a te with 

othe r s in a socia lly accepta ble manner . 

Discussion as a learning tool 

In the li tera ture disc ussion is seen as a mea n s t o 

connect w ha t is b e in g taught, t o wha t the s tude nts 

alread y know . Vygo t s k y 's ( 1978 ) zone of proximity 

sta tes tha t the c lose r the n ew knowle d g e b e ing 

r eceived is to knowle d ge tha t a lready exis t s in tha t 

stude nt' s mind, the grea ter is the chance tha t the 

s tudent will compre h e nd the n ew knowle d ge a nd 

ass imila t e a nd accommoda te tha t n ew knowle d ge into 

their e x is ting structure of knowledge . 

Vy gotsky (1978) argue s that p eers a r e more like ly to 

b e able to assist in that assimilation and accommodation 

of new knowledge because peers are closer to that 

zone of proximity than are teachers or parents. 

Hence discussion, or social interaction, with peers 

t e nd s t o e nhance cognition. 



Jones (1991) found that discussion in class was 

advantageous to learning: 'In order to understand 

school knowledge, rather than simply memorise it, 

students need to "make sense" of new knowledge and 

to take it on board as their own, modifying their 

existing knowledge . Talk is central to this process.' 

(p110). 

Jones argued that for able students, discussion 

outside the classroom integrated: 

'the syllabus into their daily lives, expressing a 

close and confident relationship with the school 

curriculum. This sort of casual work and talk 

. . . provided excellent practice and skills such 

as interpreting, abstracting and using one's own 

words which are necessary for acquiring school 

knowledge . (this) reinforces the legitimacy 
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of the girls' prior knowledge about how to do 

schoolwork ... (because) the students engaged 

with their teachers in the process of 

getting school knowledge' (p136-137). 

Clark and Zimmerman (1988) found that gifted students 

preferred smaller classes because it 'encouraged better 

communication and instruction' (p345) and discussion 

could take place more readily. 
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Integrated affective and cognitive learning 

Ble nding s ocia l a nd emotiona l s kills with cognitive 

s kill s in the learning e nvironme nt would b e 

p a rti cula rl y be n eficial fo1° s tude nts with high level 

a bilities , b ecause the y have oft e n d e velope d high le v e l 

p r ocessing a bilitie s in the cogni t ive domain, without 

d eveloping ma t c hing high le\-e l processing skills in the 

a ffec tive domain (Clark, 199 2). 

Of course , like e veryone , a ble p eople r e ce ive e motiona l 

a nd socia l informa tion t hrou g h e motional and socia l 

e x perie n ce , but it can not b e pre sume d tha t able 

s tude nts n ecessarily have the same compete n ce in 

process ing a ffective informa tion as the y have in 

processing cognitive information (Clark, 1992). The 

compe tence a ble students have in processing cognitive 

informa tion h as b e en assiste d b y the formal process of 

schooling. 

Garner e t al (1990) stated that 'program planning and 

impleme ntation must encompass all areas of children's 

development: cognitive, social, emotional and physical 

. . . the mind develops from interpersonal activity' 

( pllO). 
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This \·iew was supported by Clark (1992): 'meaningful 

academic ·programs integrate emotional growth' (p34). 

She felt that if the students are unable to process 

information gained from their emotional experiences 

then students may well misinte rpret the information 

'affec ting the individual negatively' (p40). 

Clark (1992)also found that if able stude nts' cogniti ve 

n eeds a r e not me t, the students' behaviours will 

include affective reactions. 

Among the mos t common reactions are impatie n ce , 

difficulty in conforming, poor interpe r sonal 

1°elationships, resentment, frustration, disruptive 

b e haviour, and their behaviour is often p erceived by 

others as being compulsive, conceited, elitist, critical, 

inhibited, demanding a nd intole rant (p38-39). 

It would seem the n, that the affective and cognitive 

d omains a r e d e p e nde nt on each other for growth and 

satisfac tion. 
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C h apter 4 

METHODOLOGY 

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

T h e aim of this s tudy was to find out more a bout how 

a ble s ix th form s tudents fe l t a bout : 

* themselves 

* learning 

* and other p eople. 
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

It is important in research methodology to includ e more 

than one source of data . Ther e are two reasons for 

this: 

1. The use of more than one research instrument 

provides an opportunity to assess the validity of each 

of the test instruments used. If the findings of each 

tes t instrume nt corroborates the findings of oth e r test 

ins truments used in the r esearch then the validi ty of 

each will b e strengthened . 

2. When the people b eing researched have a n 

opportunity to comment on the results of the r esear ch, 

clarifications can be made about the context of 

responses . This e nables those being r esearched to 

assist in the interpretation of the results, and to 

r e duce the bias of the researcher (Smith, 1988; 

Lather, 1986) . 

This survey include d a ques tionnaire , and later 

indepth group interviews. The questionna ire was used 

as a large scale investigation into what able students 

felt about the mselves, about learning and about 

others. 
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The questionnaire data were then analysed to find out 

how frequ e ntly students agreed with each statement. 

Selected frequency results then forme d the basis of 

the interview questions. The interv iews were 

designed to investigate on a smaller scale, but in a 

more indepth basis, what able students felt a b out 

themse lves, about learning, and about others. 

The purpose of the interviews was to obtain the 

students' responses to, and interpretation of, some of 

the questionnaire results, and to gather any other 

information which they saw as relevant and important. 

This allowed the students being researched to : 

* 

* 

discuss the results 

describe the context in which the questionnaire 

responses were made 

* add any information they thought was relevant and 

important 

* 

* 

* 

suggest causal relationships 

participate in the research findings and the 

construction of the research 

reduce any researcher bias in the interpretation of 

the results. 
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF QUESTIONNAIRES 

The literature databases were searched for the key 

affective issues for able students and these formed the 

basis for the pilot study questionnaire. Many of these 

issues concerned how gifted students were affected by 

school, family and friends. However, most research 

focussed on selecting gifted students to complete 

questionnaires without asking them directly how they 

felt giftedness affected them, or asked parents or 

teachers to complete questionnaires about gifted 

stud ents. 

In the pilot study the research design include d asking 

able students directly how they felt ableness affected 

them. 

In the pilot study the research questions were based 

on investigating how ableness had affected able sixth 

formers' feelings about themselves and about learning, 

and their relationships with other people. 

The pilot study was developed to gauge the 

appropriateness of the questions, and to see if there 

were other topics which the students thought were 

relevant and important and should be included in the 

questionnaire for the main study. 



A secon dar y s ch ool k n own to have en r ichme n t c lasses 

for a ble s tude nts was approach e d to take p a r t in t h e 

pilot study. The school was told of the aim of the 

study and agreed to take part. 
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An open-ende d questionnaire was de v e lope d for the 

pilot study s o tha t s tudents had the opportunity to 

introduce as many topics as they f e lt we r e r e le v a nt to 

each topic . The pilo t s tudy fo cussed on: 

* h ow a nd wh e n they fo und out they were a ble 

* the good a nd b a d asp ect s of b e ing a ble : 

within the mse lves 

within their family 

a mongst frie nd s 

at s chool and 

the me dia p ortrayal of able p eople 

* their career plans. 

The initial draft of the questionnaire was administered 

in the pilot study (Table 1). The information gained 

from the pilot study was incorporated to develop the 

revised questionnaire (Table 2) which was used to 

gather data for the main study. 
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THE PILOT STUDY 

The pilot study questionnaire was administered to six 

sixth form students (three females and three males) 

nominated by their teacher as able , and was followed 

by a discussion with the students on the questionnaire 

topics. 

Table 1 
Pilot study Questionnaire 

You are in this group today because you are 
considered by your teacher to b e ab le students. 

I would like to know more about how ableness affects 
students. Please answer the questions below. 

A. Realisation 

1. How old were you when you realised? 

2. Did anyone tell you or did you come to the 
realisation yourself? 

3. Was it good news or bad news? 

4. Was it a shock or was it comforting? 

5. Would you have pref erred to have found 
out another way, or from someone else? 

6. Did things change after you realised? 



B. What is it like knowing that you are able? 

The good aspects 

7. Within yourself? 

8 . Within your family? 

9. Amongst your friends? 

10. At school? 

11. The media messages? 

The bad aspects 

12. Within yourself? 

13. Within your family? 

14. Amongst your friends? 

15. At school? 

16. The media messages? 

How do others communicate their 
attitude about ableness to you? 

17. Your family? 

18. Your friends? 

19. Your school? 

20. The media? 
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C. The future 

21. Do you want to go to university or study 
anywhere else? 

22. What career(s) do you want to pursue? 

23. Do you think being able will h e lp you or 
hinder you in a career? 

24. Has anyone been helpful in discussing 
career possibilities with you? 

25. Will your family or friends support you in 
developing your abilities? 

D. Other things 
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26. Do you feel you have enough companionship 
with other able people? 

27. Would you prefer not to be able? 

28. Would you like other people to know more 
about how ableness makes you feel? 

29. Is it different for a female to be able, than 
it is for a male to be able? 

30. Is there anything else you would like to 
say? 
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T lw fi 11 c.l i11gs from t h e p ilot stud y poin ted to s ome 

r ele ,·ant a nd importa n t topics not previou s ly include d. 

These topics wer e the n inc lude d in the r evis ed 

ques tionnaire for the ma in s tudy . Be low a r e the 

a dditiona l t opics : 

* 

* 

* 

* 

i\1os t of the students said on e of the d isadvantages 

of be in g a ble was a resulting compe titiveness a t 

school abo u t ma rks v: hi c h si n g led students out. So 

s ta te me n ts o n competitiveness, e njoyin g high ma rks, 

workin g in g r oups, an d having a say in how they 

lea1~n were the n inc lu d ed in the rev ised 

q ues tionnaire . 

All s tudents said t hat t h eir abili ties gave t h e m some 

kind of con f ide n ce at certain times, but t hat t h e ir 

abilities could a lso make them feel sensiti ve a t o ther 

t imes . So s t a t e men ts on confi d e n ce and sen s itiv i ty 

were included in the r evised q uestionnai r e. 

Some of t h e s tuden ts said that paren ts a n d teach e r s 

d id n ' t acknowledge how muc h ha rd work contribute d 

to their high marks . So a ques tion o n h a rd work 

contributing to high marks was inc lude d in the 

r e vised questionnaire . 

Only half of the s tudents fe lt they had clear goals 

for the future, while the other half s aid they had 

b een given inade qua te ad\·ice a n d ins ufficie nt 
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support for any car·eer or life c hoices . So t\,·o 

statements were added to the revised questionnafre 

on having goals and wanting a role model. 
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THE MAIN STUDY 

The main study took place in 20 secondary schools in 

Wellington. After contacting 6 schools asking them to 

participate in the survey, it became clear that several 

schools had a policy of not telling students that they 

were considered by their teachers to be able . 

Reasons given for this included: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

that parents of the students would become 

demanding 

that it was not good for pupils to be labelled 

that it was elitist to identify students as able 

that the students themselves would already know 

that they were able. 

In many of these schools staff informed each other at 

departmental staff meetings, of those students who 

were considered to be able. 

At the commencement of this study it had been 

assumed that able students knew they were able, 

either by coming to that conclusion themselves and/or 

by someone telling them. It was anticipated that able 

students could be surveyed about the affects of their 



ableness on themselves, on their learning, a nd on 

their relationships with other people. 

The discovery of the policy in some schools that able 

students could not be asked about their ableness 

necessitated a change in direction for this study. 
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All schools were happy to have their able students 

surveyed, providing ableness was not mentioned in the 

survey. As a result, the questionnaire was revised, 

with no reference to ableness. A further literature 

search took place to identify additional topics to 

replace previous questions about ableness. 

The Revised questionnaire 

The revised questionnaire for the main study was 

administered to a large number of students (283) and 

so open-ended questions were replaced by Likert scale 

options. 

The format consisted of fifty statements with a five 

point Likert scale for responses to each statement, and 

one open-ended question at the end where students 

wrote what they thought of the questionnaire. 

The students were asked to use the Likert scale 

options to indicate how frequently they felt each 

statement was true for themself for that current year. 
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The five categories in the Likert scale were: 'not sure' 

and four categories to describe how frequently they 

agreed with each statement; 'hardly ever', 'not often', 

'quite often', and 'nearly always'. The 'not sure' 

category was to be used when the student was unable 

to choose one of the other ea tegories, or did not 

understand the statement. 

The revised questionnaire (see Table 2) consisted of 

fifty s ta temen ts on: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

school 

learning 

interpersonal skills 

knowledge of their own feelings 

knowledge of other peoples' feelings 

satisfaction with group activities 

descriptions of their personal selves 

inside and outside the classroom. 

The revised questionnaire included an open-ended 

question asking the students what they thought of the 

questionnaire. 
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This was to gauge whether or not the students felt it 

was helpful to describe their feelings, and therefore 

whether or not it might be a good tool for further 

research. 

The revised questionnaire also asked the students to 

name their best subject. Ableness is considered to 

occur in a wide range of areas, and not just within 

the traditional curriculum areas ( Renzulli and Reis, 

1985). Teachers were asked to nominate students who 

showed signs of having high level abilities both within 

the traditional curriculum areas and outside the 

traditional curriculum areas . 

The 'best subject' information was required to 

establish whether or not the cohort contained a narrow 

or broad range of ability areas. 



TABLE 2 
QUESTIONNAIRE 
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SUBJECT YOU ARE BEST AT 

FEi\1..\LE i\lALE AGE 

ETHNICITY 

l. enjoy school. 

2. ,,·ould like more of a say in ,,·hat I learn . 

3 . ,·:01-ry about things. 

4. enjoy v:orking in a grollp. 

5. get bored nt school. 

6. kno·,·: more about schoolwork t han about people. 

7. Success makes me feel shy. 

8 . v:ant to contribute more during lessons . 

9. understand ho,·: I learn best. 

10. worry about what other people thin}: of me. 

11 . would like a good r ole model. 

12. am impulsive. 

13. Learning is fun. 

14. pretend not to understand what is going on. 

15. a m confident at school. 

16 . get on well with other people. 

17. have unusual ideas. 

18. have emotions that I don't understand. 

19. feel alert. 

20. know h ow to get better ma rks. 

21 . Other people are jealous of me. 

22. want to know more about leadership . 

23 . can predict my own feelings. 

2 3 4 5 
:-::is:. t . • :-~!y c;:..: ! te ::.,u::;· 
sc:e e·,~= O~te:'l .. : ·o1•:,.·s 
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24. If I am not doing well I find it hard to admit. 

25. want to learn more about people skills. 

26. am sensitive in class. 

27. fe e l secure. 

28 . \'/orkin g hard will get me good marks. 

29. can have good and bad feelings at th e same time. 

30. am independe nt. 

31. am happy when I am learning. 

32. d on't know ho"· other people f ee l. 

33 . worry about even ts in the v;orld . 

3-l. am a perfectionist . 

35. f eel d efensive. 

36. am afraid to try new things. 

37. am mot ivated in the same way other p eople are. 

38 . e njoy getting high mark s at school. 

39. would like more of a say in how I learn. 

40. l.ly communication skills are improving. 

41. don't care about the s ubjects I'm not good at. 

4 2. am h appy when I am by myself. 

43 . am similar to a lot of other people. 

44 . don't understand myself. 

45. have clear goals. 

46 . understand more about others than about myself. 

4 7. like to concentrate. 

48. get constructive feedback. 

49. am competitive. 

50. feel content when I am with other people. 

51. What did you think of this questionnaire? 

2 
ha:-.:Hy 
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3 4 
r:o-;. qu!.:.e 

o!-:.en o(t.e:i. 

5 
nea:-ly 

al'"'ays 



66 

SELECTING THE SAMPLE 

For the purpose of this study each school was given 

criteria for selecting able students. In general terms 

students needed to repeatedly show a high leve l of 

ability beyond wha t was expected of their age group. 

Ableness could be manifested in curriculum areas or 

outside of curriculum areas ( Renzulli & Reis, 1985). 

That is: 

* 

* 

in at least one curriculum subject, or part 

of one subject; for example, in furniture 

des ign but not in other areas of design, 

in organic chemistry but not inorganic chemistry, 

in gymnas tics but not in other areas of physical 

education 

or in a non-curriculum field such as leadership, 

social skills, debating, etc . 

Below are some specific examples ( adapted from: 

Bloom's Taxonomy, Krathwohl e t al, 1956 and 1964; 

Steinaker & Bell, 1979; Renzulli & Reis, 1985; 

Sternberg, 1986; Gardner & Hatch, 1989) of what 

could be considered to be indications of high level 

abilities, if the students' performance in these 

functions is beyond what would be expected for their 

age, and if they occurred on a regular basis : 



Application: 

Synthesis: 

Prediction: 

Creativity: 

Clarity: 

where a teacher is introducing a new 

concept to a class, and most students 

are just grappling with the new 

concept, but an able student has 

understood it so quickly that s/he is 

already applying it to a situation 

where a student is inventive and 

designs new constructs in thought, 

language, or materials by further 

developing existing knowledge 
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in a game where the student has 

understood the rules well, has mapped 

out the opponent's patterns, is able to 

predict what will happen next, and 

intercept the opponent's moves 

combining previously unrelated 

ideas in a creative sense, or for 

problem-solving purposes, 

a clarity of thought or language as a 

result of prioritising 
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Curiosity: a student's questions can often indicate 

that they have understood the concepts 

before they were expected to, and that 

they want even more knowledge to 

satisfy their curiosity. 

To further assist schools in the selection of able 

students it was explained that able students need not 

necessarily be high achievers, they may get bored 

easily in class and as a result may have behavioural 

problems. 

Schools were asked to put forward all of their 

students who fitted the above criteria. 
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COLLECTION OF QUESTIONNAIRE DAT A 

The researcher planned to administer the questionnaire 

to the nominated group in each of the schools, so that 

queries could be answered in a consistent way in each 

school. However in some schools this was not 

possible . Each student had his or her own timetable 

constraints, and coordinating the students from a 

variety of classes to meet at the same time during 

school hours was not always possible . 

In eight schools teachers administered the 

questionnaire. Strict guidelines were provided. In 

twelve schools the researcher administered the 

questionnaire. 

The fifty one item questionnaire took twenty to thirty 

minutes to administer. In all s chools the s tu dents 

were given the same introduction: 

* 

* 

the questionnaire was confidential 

the statements in the questionnaire related to how 

the students felt about the topics that year 



* 

* 

* 

some statements related specifically to school and 

used the words school, classes , marks or lessons, 

whereas other statements related to the whole of 

their lives including school, family and social life 

the statements on learning need not necessarily 

represent only learning that took place at school 

students should ask for an explanation if they 

found any of the statements unclear. 
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The sample and results from the questionnaire were 

analysed in SAS statistical software by the researcher 

for frequency counts and percentages: 

* by age 

* by gender 

* by ethnic group 

* by gender and subject 

* by ethnic group and subject 

* by gender and by statement 

* by ethnic group and by statement 

Results from some of the questionnaire statements were 

then used as the basis for questions in the interviews. 



THE QUESTIONNAIRE SAMPLE 

Secondary schools 

Of the 20 schools participating: 

* 11 were coeducational schools 

* 6 were girls' schools 

* 3 were boys' schools. 

Coeducational and s ingle sex schools 

Of the 283 students taking part in the survey: 

* 177 (63%) of students were from 

coeducational schools 

* 66 ( 23%) of students wer e from 

* 40 (14%) of s tudents were from 

Gender 

In the overall sample: 

* 

* 

151 (53%) wer e female stu dents 

131 ( 46%) were ma le students 

girls ' schools 

boys' s chools. 

* 1 student chose not to answer the question. 

However , from the coeducationa l schools: 

* 85 ( 48%) were f emale students 

* 91 (52%) were male students. 
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Age 

Of the 283 students: 

* 5 ( 2%) were aged 15 

* 162 (57%) were aged 16 

* 110 (39%) were aged 17 

* 4 (1 %) were aged 18 

* 2 (1 %) chose not to answer the question. 

Ethnicity 
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The largest group was Pakeha/New Zealander with 202 

( 71 %) students. The other groups were: 

* Maori 26 (9%) 

* Polynesian 19 ( 7%) 

* Asian 16 (6%) 

* from EEC countries 6 ( 2%) 

* African 2 (1 % ) 

* other 4 (1%) 

* 8 (3%) chose not to answer the question. 
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THE INTERVIEWS 

Purpose of the interviews 

Small groups of students from the original cohort were 

interviewed and asked to discuss some of the results 

from the questionnaire , and to add any information 

they saw as r elevant and important. 

The interview questions 

The questionnaire statements and the interview 

questions were grouped unde r the three themes : what 

the students felt about sch ool, about learnin g, and 

about other people. 

The data from the ques tionnaire were analysed and the 

res ults formed the basis of the inte r view questions. 

Some ques tions were based on r esults from only one 

statement, and other questions were based on results 

from two or more statements. Some inte r view 

questions with results from two or more statements 

appeared to show patterns, s u ch as: 

* 

* 

the results of one statement appearing to support 

the results of other statements within a theme 

the results of one statement appearing to conflict 

with the r esults of other statements within a theme . 



The interview questions were d esigned to encourage 

discussion. 

Interview sample 
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It was considered that fifty students, or approximately 

one fifth, of the original cohort would be a 

representative sample for interview purposes. 

Seven of the schools in the survey were selected at 

random to participate in indepth interviews. These 

schools were asked to arrange a small group ( minimum 

of five stude nts, maximum of t en students) from the 

questionnaire participants to take part in a group 

interview at each school. Of the seven schools 

p a rticipating in the interviews there were: 

* 

* 

* 

5 coeducational schools 

1 girls' school 

1 boys' school. 

There were 46 students who took part in the 

discussions. This was 16% of the original cohort of 

283 students. There were 24 females and 22 males. 

The ratio of pakeha to non-pakeha was approximately 

the same as in the total cohort: 5 to 1 . 

The students at one school had been informed by their 

teachers ( after they had completed the questionnaire, 
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and before being interviewed), that they had b een 

selected for the survey because they were conside red 

by their teachers to be able. 

Interview Methodology 

The aim of the group interviews was to collect student 

responses without restricting or influencing them with 

either my own ideas or ideas from school groups I had 

already interviewed. 

Students were told that they could r espond to each 

question from their own personal perspective, or by 

referring to what they thought was a commonly held 

opinion amongst their peers. The students were 

reminded that the discussion was confidential. 

Originally there were nine questions for the interview. 

Responses were recorded. The interviews were 

planned to take an average of thirty to forty minutes. 

After interviewing groups in two of the schools there 

appeared to be common themes in the students' 

responses which were not catered for in the nine 

planned questions. Two more questions relating to 

these topics were then added to the interview 

schedule .. 
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VALIDITY OF TEST INSTRUMENTS 

Construct validity had been obtained in two ways. 

Firstly. by designing questionnaires according to the 

relevant issues in the literature. The literature 

databases were searched prior to the designing of the 

draft questionnaire for the pilot study, and later they 

were searched a second time beca use: 

* 

* 

of the information gained from the pilot study 

and the need to replace some items because most 

schools did not want their students informed that 

they were considered by their teachers to be able. 

The second literature search was incorporate d into the 

revised questionnaire for the main study. 

And second ly, by the design of this study which 

provided the students with an opportunity to validate 

or challenge the results of the questionnaire and assist 

in the construction of this research. 



Criterion validity had been obtained through: 

* the use of a pilot study 

* followed up by the use of two sources of data 

for the main study ( questionnaire and indepth 

interviews); both sources were based on the 

same criteria. 
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Chapter 5 

RESULTS OF THE QUESTIONNAIRE 

The aim of the present study was to investigate how 

able sixth form students felt about themselves, about 

learning, and about other people. It was these three 

themes which were the focus of the questionnaire, and 

which were the basis for the development of the fifty 

statements in the questionnaire. 

The questionnaire was administered to 283 sixth form 

students who were nominated by their teachers as 

able. 



THE STATEMENTS 

There were fifty statements in the questionnaire: 

* how students felt about themselves - 23 statements 

* 

* 

how students felt about learning - 15 statements 

how students felt about others - 12 statements. 
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Some of the statements in the first category, how the 

students felt about themselves, included ideas about 

how the students felt about themselves in learning 

situations or in situations with other people. Hence 

there are more statements in the first category than in 

each of the other two categories. 

The statements in the second and third categories 

focussed more on learning and on interactions with 

other people. 

The questionnaire was designed to contain a mixture of 

positive and negative statements. 

Where students disagreed with negative statements, 

and created a double negative such as disagreeing 

with 'I don't understand myself', the results have 

often been written to include the positive meaning, 

such as 'I do understand myself'. 
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Students r esponde d to each s tatement according to how 

frequently, or infre quently, each statement was true 

for them during the current year. 

A fiv e -point Like rt Scale was used for responses. 

The fi ve categories were 'not s ure' , 'ha rdly ever', 

'not often', 'quit e often', and 'nearly a lways '. The 

'not s ure' category was u sed when the students did 

not unders tand the s tate ment or when they fe lt the 

oth er four ea tego1°ies in the Like rt scale were not 

appropriate . 

T h ere was no 'sometimes' category . The purpose of 

this was to e n courage the studen ts to think more 

about each sta tement, and to decide whe ther the 

s ta t e me n t was tru e more frequently than some times , 

or less frequently than somet imes . 

The students were asked to respond to a ll statements . 
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ANALYSIS OF DATA 

The data from the fifty statements in the questionnaire 

were analysed in SAS statistical software for frequency 

counts and percentages: 

* by statement 

* by gender and by statement 

* by ethnic group and by statement. 

Chi square tests of significance \\·ere carried out in 

Epistat statistical analysis software. The chi square 

tests determined whether the difference between 

groups of data (eg. female and male responses) were 

substantial enough to be considered statistically 

significant. When results were significantly different 

then the groups were considered to be discrete and 

independent of each other, and the differences were 

worth noting. 

The level of significant difference most commonly 

reported is p < . 05, which represents a 95% 

confidence level that the groups are indeed discrete . 

There are other levels of confidence which are more 

difficult to satisfy: 

* p < .01 (99% confidence) 

* p < . 001 ( 99. 9% confidence) 

* p < . 0001 (99. 99% confidence). 
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THEME 1 

How students felt about themse lves 

The first theme of the questionnaire was how the 

students felt about the mselves. To find out mor e 

about how t h ey felt about themse lves students were 

asked to respond to twenty three statements by 

indicating how frequently they th ought the statements 

were true for the mselves . BelO\\. are some of t he 

topics in theme one: 

* 

* 

* 

competitiveness 

confidence 

independence 

security 

* alertness 

* worry 

* s hyness 

* impulsiveness 

* 

* 

being happy by themselves 

prediction of their own feelings 

* h aving good and bad feelings at the same time 

* having clear goals 

* having unusual ideas. 

The r esults are in Table 3 below: 
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Table 3 
Theme I 

How Students Feel about Themselves 

not hardly not quite nearly 
' sure often often always ever 

N N N N N 
Statement N = 283 (%) (%) ( % ) (%) (%) 

2 27 89 109 56 
0 3. I worrv about thin1rs. (1) (9) (3 1) (39) (20) 

10 84 71 85 31 
07. Success makes me feel shv. (4) (30) (25) (30) (11) 

32 75 69 6 1 42 
11. I would like a 1rood role model. (11) (27) (24) (22) (15) 

14 39 110 85 33 
12. I am impulsive. (5) (1 4) (39) (30) (12) 

5 188 65 19 4 
14 . I nretend not to understand what is going on. (2) (66) (23) (7) (I) 

4 14 44 152 68 
15 . I am confident at school. (I) (5) (16) (54) (24) 

14 21 88 109 51 
17. I h:ive unusual ideas. (5) m (31) (39) (] 8) 

25 89 85 58 22 
18. 1 have emotions that I don't understand. (9) (3]) (30) (20) (8) 

9 II 58 156 49 
19. I feel alert. (3) (4) (20) (55) (17) 

25 2 1 68 120 47 
23. I can nredict mv own fcclini:s. (9) (7) (24) (42) (17) 

2 87 114 54 25 
24. If I am not doinl! well I find it hard to admit. (I) (31) (40) (19) (9) 

15 57 94 77 38 
26. I am sensitive in class. (5) (20) (33) (27) {13) 

7 23 51 118 81 
27 . 1 fee l secure. (2) (8) (18) (42) (29) 

23 22 74 120 42 
29. I can have Qood and bad fcel invs at the same time. (8) (8) (26) (42) (]5) 

6 3 24 126 122 
30. I am indencndent. (2) (I) (8) (45) (43) 

4 43 108 93 33 
33. I worrv about events in the world. (1) (15) (38) (33) (12) 

14 44 72 79 73 
34 . I am a oerfectionist (5) (16) (25) (28) (26) 

17 54 98 91 22 
35. I feel defensive. (6) (19) (35) (32) (8) 

4 138 102 29 10 
36. I am afraid to trv new thin11s. m (49) (36) (IQ) (4) 

5 34 73 122 46 
42. I am hannv when I am bv mvself. (2) (12) (26) (43) (]6) 

18 143 78 29 II 
44. I don't understand mvself. (6) (51) (28) (IQ) (4) 

7 35 48 102 90 
45. I have clear 11oals. (2) (12) (17) fW (32) 

4 21 53 102 100 
49. I am comoetitive. (1) (7) (19) rw (35) 
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One hundred and eighty eight (66%) students said 

they hardly ever agreed with the s tateme nt 'I pretend 

not to understand what is going on', and another 65 

( 23%) students said they did not often agree with this 

statement. This meant that when 89% of students 

understood what was going on, they did not pretend 

otherwise . 

One hundred and twenty two ( 43%) students said they 

were nearly always independent, and slightly more, 

126 (45%) students said they were quite often 

independent . 

One hundred and thirty e ight ( 49%) s tudents said they 

were hardly ever afraid of trying n ew things, and 

slightly more 102 (36%) said they were not often afraid 

of trying new things. 

Sixty eight (24%) students said they were nearly 

a lways confident a t school, and another 152 (54%) said 

they were quite often confident at school. 

One hundred and forty three (51%) students said they 

hardly ever agreed with the statement 'I don't 

understand myself', and another 78 ( 28%) said they 

did not often agree with this statement. This meant 

that 79% of students said they did understand 

themselves. 



Forty nine (1 7%) stude nts said they were nearly 

always alert, and another 156 (55%) said t h ey were 

quite often ale rt. 

One hundred (35%) students said they were nearly 

a lways competitive, and slightly mor e 102 (36%) said 

they were quite often competitive. 
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Eighty one (29%) s tudents said they nearly alwa ys felt 

secure, and a no ther 118 (42%) said they quite ofte n 

fe lt secure. 

Ninety ( 32%) s tude nts said they nearly always had 

clear goals , a nd another 102 (36%) said they q uite 

of ten had c lear goals. 

In summary: With the 'nearly always ' and 'quite' 

ofte n categories combine d more than two thirds of the 

s tude nts described t hemse lves as : 

* acknowle dging what was going on ( 89%) 

* independent (88%) 

* not afraid to try new things (85%) 

* understanding the mse lves (79%) 

* confide nt at school (78%) 

* a lert (72%) 

* compe titive (71 %) 

* secure ( 71 %) 

* h aving clear goals (68%) 
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THEME 2 

How students felt about learning 

The second theme of the questionnaire was how the 

students felt about learning. To find out more about 

how they felt about learning students were asked to 

respond to fifteen statements by indicating how 

frequently they thought the statements were true for 

themselves. Some of the topics in theme two are listed 

below: 

* enjoyment of learning and school 

* receiving constructive feedback to support their 

learning 

* wanting more of a say in how and what they 

learned 

* understanding how they learned best 

* knowing how to get better marks. 

* wanting to know more about leadership 

* wanting to contribute more during lessons. 

The results are in Table 4 below: 
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Table 4 
Theme 2 

How Students Feel about Learning 

not hardly not quite nearly 
' sure ever often often always 

N N N N N 
Statement N = 283 (%) ( % ) (%) (%) (%) 

3 15 55 154 56 
01. I eniov school. m (',\ (19) (54) (20) 

16 18 72 129 47 
02. I would like more of a sav in what I learn. (fi\ (fi\ (25) (46) (17) 

2 44 105 105 26 
05. I 11et bored at school. · (I) (16) (37) (37) (9) 

12 49 96 103 23 
08. I want to contribute more during lessons. (4) (17) (34) (36) (8) 

29 18 43 108 82 
09. I understand how I learn best. (10) (fi\ (15) (38) (29) 

6 34 8 1 134 27 
13. Learning is fun . (2) (12) (29) (47) (J O) 

14 9 32 130 97 
20. 1 know how to 11et belier marks. (5) (3) (I 1) (46) (34) 

17 44 81 86 54 
22. I want to know more about lcadershio. (fi\ (1 6) (29) (30) (19) 

4 3 8 75 191 
28. Workin11 hard will !!Cl me 11ood marks. m (I) (3) (27) (67) 

10 8 63 144 55 
31. I am hannv when I am leamin 11:. (4) (3) (22) (51) (19) 

I 1 4 38 237 
38. I eniov 11ettin11 hi11h marks at school. (0) (Q) m (13) (84) 

19 21 60 109 73 
39. I would like more of a sav in how I learn . (7) (7) (21) (39) (26) 

7 140 78 30 27 
41. I don ' t care about the subiects I'm not 1100d at. (2) (49) (28) (11) (10) 

10 19 47 133 71 
47. I like to concentrate. (4) (7) (17) (47) (25) 

16 26 71 126 41 
48. I 11et constructive feedback. (6\ (9) (25\ (45) (14) 



Two hundred and thirty seven (84 %) students said 

they nearly a lways e njoyed ge t ting high marks at 

school, and another 38 (13%) said they quite often 

enjoyed ge tting high marks at school. 
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One hundred and ninety one stude n ts ( 67%) said they 

nearly always felt that working hard would get t h em 

good marks , and another 75 (27%) s tudents said they 

quite often felt tha t working hard would get t h em good 

marks. 

Ninety seven ( 34%) s tude nts said they near ly always 

knew how to g e t b etter marks, a nd an othe r 130 ( 46%) 

s tudents said they quite ofte n knew how to g et b e tte r 

marks . 

One hundred a nd forty ( 49%) s tudents said they 

nearly a lways car e d about the s ubjects they wer e not 

good at, and another 78 (28%) students said they quite 

often cared about the subjects they were not 

good at. 

Fifty six (20%) stude nts said they nea rly a lways 

enjoyed school, a lthough another 154 (54%) said they 

quite often enjoyed school. 

Seventy one (25%) students said they nearly always 

liked to concentrate, and another 133 (47%) students 

said they quite often liked to concentrate . 
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Fifty fi ve (19%) students said they were nearly always 

h appy whe n they were learning, and a nother 144 ( 51 % ) 

said they were quite often happy when they were 

learning. 

Eighty two (29%) students said they nearly always 

unde rstood how they learned best, and another 108 

( 38%) said they quite often unders toad how they 

learned b es t. 

Seventy three (26%) students said they nearly always 

wanted more of a say in how they learne d, and 109 

( 39%) students said they quite often wanted more of a 

say in how they learned. 

In summary: With the 'nearly always' and 'quite often' 

categories combined approximately two thirds or more 

of the students said they: 

* enjoyed getting high marks at school (97%) 

* felt working hard would get them good 

marks (94%) 

* knew how to get better marks (80%) 

* cared about the subjects they were not 

good at (77%) 

* enjoyed school (74%) 

* liked concentrating (72%) 

* were happy when they were learning (70%) 



* understood ho\,· they learned best (67%) 

* wanted more of a say in how they 

learned (65%) . 

In the nearly always cat egory 84% of s tudents said 

the y enjoyed g e tting high marks, but only 20% of 

studen ts said they e n joyed school. 
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Two thirds of students (67%) said they nearly always 

felt that hard work would g et them good marks, but 

only a third (34%) of students said they n early a lways 

knew how to get better marks, and less than a third 

( 29%) said they nearly a lways knew h ow they learned 

b est . 

A s imilar number of students in both the 'nearly 

always' and 'quite often' categories said they 

unde r stood how they learned best ( 29% and 38% 

respectively) and said they wanted a say in how they 

learned (26% and 39% respectively). 
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THEME 3 

How students felt about others 

The third theme of the questionnaire was how the 

students felt about other people. To find out more 

about how they felt about others students were asked 

to respond to twelve statements by indicating how 

frequently they thought the statements were true for 

themselves. Below are some of the topics in theme 

three: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

getting on well with other people 

enjoyment from working in a group 

knowing how others felt 

knowing more about others than about themselves 

* worrying about what others thought of them 

* improvement of their communication skills 

* wanting to learn more about people skills. 

* knowing how other people felt 

* jealousy 

* motivation. 

The results are in Table 5 below: 
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Table 5 
Theme 3 

How Students Feel about Others 

not hardly not quite nearly 
sure ever oft en often a lways 

N N N N N 
S tatem ent N = 283 (%) (%) (%) (%) ( %) 

4 28 61 130 59 
04. I cniov workinl! in a 11:rouo. (I) (10) (22) (46) (21) 

54 83 83 48 10 
06. I know more about schoolwork th3n about oconle. (19) (29) (29) (17) (4) 

3 58 82 75 65 
10. I worrv about what other oconle think of me. (I) (20) (29) (27) (23) 

7 3 6 113 152 
16. I !!et on well with other nrnnle. (2) (I) (2) (40) (54) 

110 44 64 44 17 
21. Other ocoole are icalous of me. (39) ( 16) (23) (16) (6) 

14 27 54 132 54 
25. I want to learn more about peoolc skills. ('i) (10) (19) 147) 119) 

23 74 !OS 69 11 
32. I don't know how other nrnnlc feel. (8) (26) (37) (24) (4) 

72 48 60 83 20 
37. I am motivated in the same way other nrrmJc arc. (25) (17) (21) 129) (7) 

19 11 27 150 76 
40. Mv communication skills are imnrovinl!. (7) (4) (9) (53) (27) 

46 80 82 66 5 
43. I am similar to a lot of other peoole. (16) (28) (29) 123) 12) 

29 85 121 38 8 
46. I understand more about others than about mvself. (10) (30) (43) (13) m 

15 6 25 132 99 
SO. I feel content when 1 am with other """nlc. ( 'i) (2) (9) (47) (35) 



One hundred and fifty two (54%) students said they 

nearly always got on well with other people, and 

another 113 ( 40%) said they quite often got on well 

with other people. 
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Ninety nine (35%) students said they nearly always felt 

content when they were with other people, and 

another 132 ( 4 7%) students said they quite often felt 

content when they were with other people. 

Seventy six (27%) students said they nearly always 

felt their communication skills were improving, and 

another 150 (53%) students said they quite often felt 

their communication skills were improving. 

However 85 (30%) students said they nearly always 

knew as much or more about themselves than about 

other people, and another 121 (43%) students said they 

quite often knew as much or more about themselves 

than about other people. 

Fifty nine (21%) students said they nearly always 

enjoyed working in a group, and another 130 ( 46%) 

said they quite often enjoyed working in a group. 

Fifty four (19%) students said they nearly always 

wanted to learn more about people skills, and another 

132 (47%) students said they quite often wanted to 

learn more about people skills. 
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In summary: With the 'nearly always' and 'quite often' 

categories combined approximately two thirds or more 

of the students said they: 

* got on well with other people (94%) 

* felt content when they were with other people (82%) 

* felt their communication skills were improving (80%) 

* understood as much, or more, about themselves as 

they understood about other people ( 73%) 

* enjoyed working in a group (67%) 

* wanted to learn more about people skills (66%). 

Although 80% of the students said their communication 

skills were improving, 66% said they wanted to learn 

more about people skills. Perhaps this is because 

almost half of the students ( 49%) said they worried 

about what other people thought of them, and nearly 

three quarters of students ( 73%) said they knew as 

much or more about themselves as they did about 

other people. 
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Gender differences 

Themes 1, 2, and 3 

The frequency results of the 'nearly always' and 'quite 

often' categories were combined into an 'agreement' 

category, and the results of the 'hardly ever' and 'not 

often' categories were combine d into a 'disagreement' 

category. 

Using the Chi square test there we r e some significant 

differe n ces at the . 0001, . 01, and . 05 le vels b e tween 

f e male a nd male stude nt r esp onses t o the fifty 

statements. The diffe r e n ces were: 

* significantly more female students agreed with 

the statements: 

I want to contribute more during lessons 

(p < .0001) 

I am sensitive in class 

{p < .01) 

I can have good and bad feelings at the 

same time {p < . 01) 

I am happy when I am by myself 

(p < .01) 

I want to know more about leadership 

(p < .05) 



* s ignificantly more male stude nts agreed with the 

s tate me nts: 
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I pretend not to understand what is going 

on (p < . 01) 

I don't know how other people feel 

(p < .01) 

* significantly more female students disagreed with 

the statement: 

I don't know how other people feel 

(p < . 01) 

* significantly more male students disagreed with the 

statements: 

I enjoy school 

(p < .01) 

I am sensitive in class 

(p < .01) 

I am happy when I am by myself 

(p < .01) 

I have clear goals 

(p < .01). 
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BEST SUBJECT 

In approaching the schools to nominate able 6th 

formers it was emphasised that high level abilities 

could be manifested in any curriculum subject area, or 

outside of the curriculum. Teachers in the schools 

nominated students who were considered to have high 

level abilities within the curriculum, and outside the 

curriculum in sports, leadership, debating, and 

performing and non-performing arts. 

The questionnaire asked the students to name their 

best subject. The purpose of this was to record the 

range of ability areas in the cohort. 

The responses to which 'subject you are best at?' are 

ranked in Table 6 below. 



98 

Table 6 
Subjects the students say they are best at 

Rank Subject N % 
n = 283 

1st J\,!aths 62 22 

2nd English 42 15 

3rd Accounting 16 6 

4th Biology 15 5 

5th Computing 14 5 

6th History 12 4 

7th Economics 11 4 

8th = Chemistry 10 4 

8th = An 10 4 

10th = Music 9 3 

10th = Physics 9 3 

10th = Typing 9 3 

13th = French 8 3 

13th = Geography 8 3 

15th Science 7 2 

16th Physical Education 6 2 

17th Design 5 2 

18 th Debating 4 I 

19th Latin 3 1 

20th Legal Studies 3 1 

21st Classics 2 1 

22nd Technical Drawing 2 I 

23rd Religion 2 I 

24th Media Studies 2 1 

25th Clothing, Drama. German, 
Japanese, Journalism, Leadership, 
Maori (each subject named by 
I student) 7 2 

No response 5 2 

TOTALS 283 100 
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Nearly a quarter of the students (22%) name d Maths as 

their b est subject. Maths, together with English, 

Accounting, Biology, and Computing, accounted for 

more than half (53%) of their best subjects. 

Languages and the arts were not well represented in 

the top ranking subjects. 

Science was named separately by seven students but 

science was taught as separate disciplines in the 6th 

form, eg . Physics, Chemistry, and Biology . However 

these students may have intended to say that they 

were good at all science subjects. 

A broad range of thirty one subjects was named. 

However, most of these were curriculum subjects. 

Only two . distinctly non-curriculum subjects were 

named: Debating (4 students) and Leadership 

(1 student). However there were curriculum subjects 

named which were not traditionally associated with 

students who have high level abilities: Typing 

(9 students), Religion (2 students), Technical Drawing 

( 2 students), Clothing (1 student). 

This involved 19 students (7%) out of 283 whose best 

subject was different from the subjects which students 

with high level abilities were traditionally expected to 

be good at. 
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Gender differences for best subject 

There were differences b e tween the subjec t rankings 

of female and male students, and both were different 

from the combined rankings. 

Tab le 7 below shows the comparisons of the first 18 

rankings for female and mal e stud e nts. 

Table 7 

Female and male best subjec t rank in gs 

Fema le J\ 1 a I e 

Rank Best subject N. Ran k Best Subj ec t N 

1 Sl I English 31 l St 1'bths 34 

2nd I 1'faths 28 J1d I Engli sh 11 

3rtl Accounting 13 3m= Economics 8 

4th Biology 10 3m= Physics s 
5th = French 7 i 3m = Computing 8 

5th = Typing 7 6th History 7 

7th = Chemistry 6 I 7th I Art 6 

7th = Computing 6 8th = Biology 5 

9th = History 5 Sth = Design 5 

9th = /1.lusic 5 10th = Chemistry 4 

11th = Art 4 10th = Music 4 

11 th = Geography 4 I 10th = Geography 4 

11th = Science 4 I 13th = Accounting 3 

14lh = Debating 3 13th = Sport 3 

14th = Economics 3 13th = Science 3 

14th = Sport 3 16th = Latin 2 

17th = Classics 2 16L1t = Technical drav.~ng 2 

17lh = Legal Studies 2 16th = Typing 2 

I 
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There \•:ere differences between the rankings for best 

subject for female and male students. 

In one subject there was a significant difference 

between the number of female and male students who 

named it as their best subject 

The differences were: 

* There was a significant difference between the 

number of female ( 31) and male ( 11) students 

who named English as their best subject 

(p < .01). 

* The 1st and 2nd ranks for female students 

were English and Maths respectively. The 1st 

and 2nd rankings for male students were the 

reverse order; Maths and English respectively. 

* More than twice as many female students (28) 

named English as their best subject, than did 

male students (11). 

* More than three times the number of female 

students (13) named Accounting, than did male 

students (3). 

* Twice as many female students ( 10) named 

Biology, than did male students ( 5). 
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* Whereas French ranked 5th for female students, 

French was not ranked in the top 18 subjects 

for male students. 

* Whereas Physics was ranked 3rd for ma le 

students, Physics was not ranked in the top 18 

subject s for female students. 

* Whereas Chemistry ranked 7th for fema le 

students, Chemistry rank ed 10th for male 

students. 

* No female s tudents named Design, Drama, 

Graphics, Japanese, Journalism or Technical 

Drawing as their best subject. 

* No male students named Classics, Clothing, 

Ge rman, Graphics, Journalism, Leadership or 

Maori as their best subject. 

Best subjects for non-Pakeha 

Most non-pakeha g r oups by subject were so small that 

no pattern was discernible. The largest groupings 

were 8 (31%) Maori students, and 5 (26%) Polynesian 

students who named English as their best subject, and 

8 (50%) Asian students who named Maths as their best 

subject. 
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QUESTIONNAIRE ITEM 51 

What the students thought of the questionnaire 

The students were asked an open ended question to 

gauge whether or not the students felt it was helpful 

to describe their feelings, and therefore whether or 

not it might be a good tool for further research. 

Forty nine percent of the responses supported the use 

of the questionnaire: 

* It was good to express my feelings ( 22%) 

* It was interesting; it was enjoyable; it was 

worthwhile ( 15%) 

* It was well constructed to match the purpose of 

the survey (9%) 

* It was good to be able to say how 6th formers 

feel (3%). 

Gender differences for item 51 

More females said it was interesting, enjoyable, or 

worthwhile (45) than did males (21). The chi squared 

test shows that this difference is just less than 

significant at the O. 05 level of confidence (p > . 05). 
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DISCUSSION 

The literature suggested that gifted students may have 

affective (social and emotional) needs that are not 

being met, and that learning situations which do not 

adequately cater for gifted students' cognitive needs 

may exacerbate their affective needs. 

The literature also suggested that gifted students may 

not have learned as many skills in the affective domain 

as they have learned in the cognitive domain. 

The present study sought to find out more about how 

able sixth form students felt about themselves, about 

learning, and about other people. 

The questionnaire results gave an indication of what 

able sixth form students felt about themselves, about 

learning and about others. 

However, the diversity of topics in the questionnaire, 

especially in theme 1, meant that the results raised 

many questions about possible links between topics, 

but few inferences should be made from the 

questionnaire results alone. 

Almost half of the questionnaire topics were raised 

again in the interviews where more indepth information 

was gained about the context in which the 



questionnai re responses were made . The results of 

the interviews are dis cu ssed in the next chap t e r. 

Theme 1: how students felt about themselves 

105 

The results of the questionnaire showed that more 

than two thirds of the cohort said they were 

indepe ndent, not afraid to try new things, confident 

at school, and secure. What did this mean? 

These results could suggest they had some kind of 

strong self identity in the affective domain, and could 

mean they were courageous as well. 

More than two thirds of the cohort also said they were 

competitive, had clear goals, understood themselves, 

and when they understood what was going on, they 

did not pretend otherwise. What did these results 

mean? 

Clear goals could mean that they had already 

prioritised what they wanted in life. This seemed 

reasonable, because they said they understood 

themselves. They also said they were competitive, so 

perhaps their goals included doing well, or aiming to 

be the best, in whatever they chose to do. 

Most of the students (89%) disagreed with the 

statement 'I pretend not to understand what is going 
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on' . Pe r·haps they fe lt confident e nough to accept, 

and e ,·en deal with wh atever they perceived was going 

on, regardless of whether this produced a difficult 

situation or not. If this was the case, it would 

suggest that these students were confident about 

the mselves . It could also mean that they had 

developed good intraper sonal, and perhaps 

interpersonal, skills in the affective domain 

(S ternberg, 1986) . 

Althou gh 89% of s tude nts disagreed with the statement 

'I prete nd not to unde r s ta nd wha t is going on', fewer 

s tudents (71%) disagreed with the s tatement 'If I am 

n o t doing well I find it hard to a dmit.' So, more than 

a quarter of s tudents (28%) found it hard to admit 

when they were not doing well. Perhaps this 

indicated that more students found it hard to accept 

s ituations connected with their success, than a 

situation that was more general . 

Although 78% of students said they understood 

themselves, fewer students said they understood their 

emotions (61%), and fewer still said they could predict 

their own feelings (59%), and 57% said they had good 

and bad feelings at the same time. 

If students felt they understood themselves and had a 

strong sense of self identity, perhaps they were not 

concerned when they did not understand their 



emotions or had unpredictable feelings, or had good 

and bad feelings at the same time. 
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Approximately half of the students said they worried; 

58% worried about things, and 45% worried about 

events in the world (and 49% worried about what other 

people thought of them in theme 3). It is important to 

note that approximately half of the cohort worried 

quite often or nearly always, and that these results 

supported Clark's ( 1992) description of gifted 

students. That is, that they typically had a 

heightened sense of fear. 

More than half of the students (57%) said they had 

unusual ideas. This may suggest that they have a 

strong sense of creativity (Clark, 1992). 

Theme 2: how students felt about learning 

There were more students who said they enjoyed 

getting high marks at school (97%) than there were 

students who said they enjoyed school (74%). These 

results suggested that students enjoyed success at 

school more than they enjoyed school. 

With a strong interest in success then, it was not 

surprising that 77% of students showed concern over 

subjects they were not good at. There could be 

several reasons for this. Perhaps after succeeding in 



some areas, students had difficulty in coping with a 

lack of success in other areas . 
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There were more students who said that working hard 

would get the m good marks (94%) , than the r e were 

students who said they knew h ow to get better marks 

( 80%). These results s uggested that nearly all 

students knew how to get good marks but fewer knew 

how to improve those marks, and get even higher 

marks. 

Considering that 97% of students enjoyed getting high 

marks it would seem worthwhile to find out more about 

why 20% of the s tudents did not know how to increa se 

their ma rks . 

Sevent y percent of students said they were happy 

wh en they were learning, but fewer students (57%) 

said learning was fun. This may suggest that some 

students con sider e d learning to be serious but 

enjoyable. In comparison though, there were many 

more stud e nts who enjoyed getting high marks than 

there were s tudents who e njoyed learning. 

The results indicate d that students wanted changes in 

their learning environment. Almost two thirds of 

students said they wanted more of a say in what (63%) 

and how (65%) they learned, and 40% said they wanted 

to contribute more during lessons. 
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It is interesting to note that similar numbers of 

students said they understood how they learned best 

( 67%) and said they wanted more of a say in how they 

learned (65%). If these students knew how they 

learned best, then what changes did they want in how 

they learned? 

Almost half of the students said they wanted to know 

more about leadership. This is interesting because 

society expects able students to be leaders because of 

their high level abilities (Clark, 1992), but only half 

of the students in the cohort expressed an interest in 

knowing more about leadership. It is possible that the 

other half of the cohort identify more with a more 

private academic stereotype ( described as the media 

image in the pilot study). 

Theme 3: how the students felt about others 

A large number of students said they got on well with 

other people (94%) and felt content when they were 

with other people (82%), and yet only 67% said they 

enjoyed working in a group. This indicated that most 

students liked to socialise with others but fewer liked 

to work with others. One third of the students then, 

preferred to work alone (Griggs, 1984). 

Even though so many students felt their communication 

skills were improving (80%), almost two thirds of 
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stude nts still wanted to learn more about people skills 

(66%). It is not evident from the questionnaire results 

whether students interpreted people skills as being 

mainly communication skills or whether they 

interpreted it as being broader and included such 

things as included group dynamics and assertiveness. 

Seventy three percent of students said they 

understood as much, or more, about themselves as 

they understood about other p eople, and 58% said they 

understood more about people than about schoolwork. 

This implies that many students understood more about 

themselves, than about school work . 

Fifty seven percent of students said they were 

different from a lot of other people, and only 36% of 

students said they were motivated in the same way as 

other people. These results indicated that there were 

many students who saw themselves as being different 

from other people, especially in motivation (Griggs, 

1984). 

Best subject 

The criteria for ableness given to schools, on which to 

base selection of the sample, included subject areas 

inside and outside of the curriculum . However, it was 

expected that most students identified by their 
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t ea ch ers as able, would have shown high level abilities 

in traditional curriculum areas. 

There was a wide range of 31 'best subjects', but most 

were traditional curriculum subjects. Maths (22%) and 

English (15%) were the largest groups of 'best 

subject', as would be expected. 

Non-curriculum subjects, Leadership and Debating, 

were named as best subjects by only five students. 

However, another fourteen students named curriculum 

subjects which were not traditional 'best subject' areas 

for able students such as typing and technical 

drawing. These students may well have had high 

level abilities in non-curriculum areas but interpreted 

the question to mean their 'best subject' at school. 

What the students thought of the questionnaire 

This item was included in the questionnaire to gauge 

how students responded to a questionnaire on personal 

matters, and to see if it was supported well enough to 

suggest using it for further research. 

There was a wide variety of responses to this item on 

the questionnaire. Forty nine percent of students 

strongly supported the use of it especially as an 

opportunity to express their feelings. 



Another 16% of students wanted an opportunity to 

write a fuller response to the statements or were 

interested in the research results. 
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Twenty seven percent of students were indifferent or 

had difficulty in responding to one or more 

statements. Only 5% thought it was a waste of time or 

too p ersonal. 

The questionnaire was designed with a mix of positive 

and negative statements for balance. However, the 

students may have had some difficulty in responding 

to some of the negative statements, and in hindsight it 

may have been better to have u sed only positive 

statements. Reducing the Likert scale to two or three 

categories may have h e lped students as well. 

Gender cliff erences 

The results showed that there were some s ignificant 

differences b etween t h e responses of female and male 

students, suggesting that any recommendations taken 

from this study s hould accommodate the needs of both 

genders. 

Female students were significantly more likely to want 

to contribute more during lessons than their male 

counterparts, and more likely to see themselves as 

being sensitive in class. 
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Significantly more female students said they were 

happy when they were by themselves, and wanted to 

know more about leadership. 

Significantly more females felt they did know how 

other people felt. Whereas significantly more male 

students said they did not know how other people felt. 

Males were significantly more likely to pretend not to 

understand what was going on, than were females. 

Males were significantly less likely to enjoy school and 

have clear goals. 

As would be traditionally expected, English ranked 

first for female students for 'best subject', whereas 

Maths ranked first for male students. 

Whereas Physics ranked third for males, physics was 

not in the first eighteen rankings for females. 

More than twice as many females ( 45) thought 

completing the questionnaire was interesting, enjoyable 

or worthwhile, than did males ( 21) . 
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Chapte r 6 

RESULTS OF THE INTERVIEWS 

The purpose of the group interviews was to find out 

more about how the students felt about themselves, 

about learning, and about other people . 

Key r esults from each of the three themes in the 

q uestionnaire became the basis for the interview 

questions . T h e students were aske d to discuss the 

r esults and to a dd any r e le \·ant and important 

information. 

This gave the students the opportunity to d escribe 

the context in which the ques tionnaire responses 

were ma de, to suggest any causal relationships in the 

r esults, and to reduce any researcher bias in the 

interpretation of results. 

The interview questions were designed to cover a 

broad range of topics from each of the three themes, 

and included questionnaire results with high, low and 

medium degrees of agreement. 
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Some of the interview questions involved the results of 

only one s ta te ment from t he ques tionn aire , a nd the 

other interview questions involved the r esults of at 

leas t two similar ( or dissimilar) statements from the 

questionnaire. 

Students were sometimes asked to comment on these 

r esults, and sometimes asked to explain apparent 

differences b e t ween these r esults . 

When asked to explain differences s tudent s sometimes 

addressed these diffe r ences, but at other times they 

preferred to s imply give a contextual b asis t o each of 

the statements in the interview question. 

T he s tudents ' sometimes responded to a question by 

reintroducing topics which had already been 

discussed. And sometimes they pre - e mpted my 

questions by speaking about topics which I had 

planned to introduce late r in the interview. As a 

result there are r ecurrent theme s . 

One r eason for this may have bee n that they 

remembe red statements from the questionnaire which 

they had previously completed, or p e rhaps the 

students felt that several topics were interrelated . 

The students in most schools responded to each 

question. However there were some interview 



questions which received li ttle or no response from 

some sch ools . 
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When completing the questionnaire students had 

interpre ted two of the statements differently from the 

inte nded meaning wh en the questionnaire was 

d esigned. These differences are discussed as they 

arise in the t ex t b e low . 

Studen ts were told that they could respond to each 

question from their own p ersonal perspective, or by 

referring to what they thou g ht vvas a commonly h e ld 

opinion a mongs t their p eers . 

The students were inte r ested in talking about the 

r esults of the questionnaires, and every discussion 

was lively. 

The students were reminde d that the discussions were 

confidential. 

There were 15 interview questions: 

* how students felt about themselves - 6 

* how students felt about learning - 5 

* how students felt about others - 4. 



THEME 1 

HOW STUDENTS FELT ABOUT THEMSELVES 

List of interview questions 

Below is a list of the six questions in theme 1: how 

students felt about themselves. Each question is 

repeated at the beginning of the results of each 

interview question. 
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1. Why was it that more than two thirds of students 

(79%) said they were confident at school and yet 

40% said they were sensitive in class? 

2. Why was it that almost half of the students felt 

shy about success? (41% agreed and 55% 

disagreed) . 

3. More than two thirds of the class agreed with 

these two statements: 

* I feel alert (72%) 

* I have clear goals ( 68%) . 

Would you like to comment on these results? 



4. Just over half of the class agreed wi t h the 

following two statements: 

* 

* 

I am happy when I am by myself (59%) 

I am a perfectionist (54%) . 

Would you like to comment on these res u lts? 
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5. Less than half of the students agreed with these 

statements: 

* I feel defensive ( 40%) 

* I am afraid t o try n ew things (14%) 

Would you like to comment on these r esults? 

6. These are the results of the responses to three 

statements on students' feelings. 

* 

* 

* 

I can have good and bad feelings at the 

same time (59%) 

I have emotions I don't understand (28%). 

I don't u nderstand myself ( 14%) 

Would you like to comment on these results? 
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INTER VIEW QUESTION 1 

Why was it that more than two thirds of students 

( 79%) said they were confident at school and yet 40% 

said they were sensitive in class? 

I am confident at school 

Some of the stude nts sa id they thought it was pos sible 

t o fee l confident at s c hool b e cause of external 

circumsta nce s such as whe n they got good marks, and 

b ecause othe rs thought of them as being confident, 

but at the same time it was also possible to feel a lack 

of internal self confidence. Other students felt that 

they had not thought about the issues very much to 

date. Below are comments from three schools: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'You can feel confident at school, especially if you 

get good marks.' 

'When others think of you as confident, you look 

confident and you believe it.' 

'It is possible, in fact it is easy, to feel confident 

at school and sensitive in class.' 

'Some students are confident at school, but not 

confident about themselves.' 



* 

* 

' I ts possible to b e confid ent on the surface, 

confident in groups, b u t not confiden t in 

yourself.' 
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'Maybe we haven't thought about ourselves much, 

about sensitivity or confidence.' 

'Maybe confidence and sensitivity are a bit like 

p eople s kills - you can exp e rie nce things but you 

are not really processing it. ' 

I am sens itive in class 

When the ques tionnaire was designed this stateme nt 

was inte nded to mean "I am self-conscious in c lass and 

prefer to avoid s ituations , like asking questions, 

which may place the focus solely on me". Half of the 

students in four of the schools thought the stat eme nt 

meant "I am sensitive to other p eople ' s feelings in 

class". 

In reference to the intende d meaning the students 

answered with the following comments concerning 

sensitivity in class and in groups, reasons for 

sensitivity about asking questions and speaking out in 

class, the effects of sensitivity in class, and helping 

those who are sensitive . 
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Sensitivity in the classroom 

There were differing opinions between the schools as 

to whether or not sixth formers were sensitive in 

class, and what sensitivity depended on. The 

students in four schools chose to talk about sensitivity 

in class. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'I feel confident in some subjects and sensitive in 

others.' 

'Some people are shy about saying things in class.' 

'Very few are confident enough in class to stand 

up and give unusual ideas.' 

'Shyness is common. Its hard to read out loud in 

class.' 

'People need more confidence to ask questions in 

class. Some teachers are trying to encourage it, 

and it is working.' 

'Most third formers are too shy to ask questions in 

class, but not many sixth formers are.' 

Sensitivity in a group 

The students in two schools specifically talked about 

sensitivity in groups. 

* 

* 

'You can be confident in doing your own work but 

lots of people are sensitive about doing solo things 

in a group.' 

'More people are confident if they are in a small 

group.' 
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Reasons for sensitivity in class 

The students in four schools talked about why they 

thought sixth formers were sensitive about asking 

questions, or speaking out, in class. Most of the 

comments were about fear of what others would think 

of them. 

* 'It would be easier if school wasn't so serious. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

There is a fear that people think you are dumb if 

you ask questions. It is probably not true.' 

'In class you don't want them to say she's smart 

but she can get it wrong.' 

'If everybody in class says they understand, then 

you don't want to say that you don't understand.' 

'If you are known for always getting it right, 

there will be trouble if you get it wrong.' 

'If you are intelligent you are too proud to ask for 

help. You get locked into a stereotype.' 

'In maths no-one asks for help. It's too 

embarrassing.' 

'Some ask questions in class. Then other people 

call out that the question has already been asked. 

You feel stupid that you weren't listening.' 

'Students won't ask questions. They're too shy 

and it's uncool to show interest in the subject.' 

'You don't want to admit that you don't know. 

Smaller classes are not so embarrassing.' 

'Sometimes I would rather try and find out later, 

or even just forget about it, than go through the 



* 

* 

emba rrassment of asking something stupid in 

c lass .' 
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'Those who want to achieYe, fear failure.' 

'Sensitivity affects everybody from time to time.' 

Effects of being sensitive in class 

* 

* 

'Shy ness holds people back .' 

'The more confident I feel the more I learn.' 

'Confiden ce to ask ques tions in c lass depends on 

personal confidence, confidence in the s ubject, the 

teacher and classmates . Confidence affects your 

ability to learn.' 

Other concerns about sensitivity 

The s tudent s in one s chool f e lt that c lassmates could 

offer help to those who wer e sensitive . 

* 'You can help others if they are sensitive.' 

Summary of responses to interview question 1 

The students said that it was possible to feel confident 

at school but sensitive in class. The students also 

said that it was possible to have extrinsic confidence 

but feel a lack of intrinsic confidence, so that 
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s tudents fe lt confide n t a t s ch ool or in groups but 

la ck e d confide nce in the mse lves . 

They said that good marks helped their confidence. 

The students said that confidence to ask questions in 

cla s s dep ende d on s ever a l fac tors: personal 

confidence, confidence in the subject, the teacher, 

and classmates. And so it was not surprising that 

s tude nts fe lt confide nt in some subjects but sensitive 

in othe rs, and confident in s mall groups but sensitive 

in large groups. 

The students gave several r easons for being sensitive 

in class, most of which we r e connected to what other 

p eople might think of them if they spoke up or asked 

questions: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

shyness was common 

few students were confident enough to stand up in 

class and give unusual ideas 

when students were considered to be intelligent 

they would be embarrassed if they spoke up and 

got it wrong 

they feared that people might think they were 

dumb if they asked questions 

they were too proud to ask for help, especially if 

they were intelligent and identified with the 

stereotype of an intelligent person 



* 

* 

those who wanted to achieve, feared failure 

it was uncool to s how interest. 

The students said that the more confident they wer e 

in class the more they could learn. 

INTERVIEW QUESTION 2 

Why was it that a lmost half of the students fe lt shy 

about success? (41% agreed and 55% disagr eed). 

Success makes me feel shy 
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Comments fell into two categories. The first category 

was about how success, and the feelings that are 

associated with it, are largely dependent on external 

aspects such as anticipating how other students will 

react. The second category concerned learning more 

about how to handle success. 

Dependent on how others see it 

Below are the comments from students in two schools: 



* 

* 

* 

* 
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'There is a hierarchy of what subjects it is 

accep table to b e good in. ' 

'Success is not cool in certain subjects. Success in 

physics means you are clever, in art it means you 

are talented, in religious education it means you 

are holy. It depends how you fe e l about that 

success. There a r e diligence prizes for hard work 

in each subject too. Diligence in some subjects is 

OK.' 

'You don't want others to think you are boasting. 

Depends on how others react. You're not shy by 

yourself; you're proud of you rself.' 

'The sixth form is bette r. People are more grown 

up. Others feel good for you when you are 

successful.' 

Learning more about how to handle success 

The comments below were from students in one school: 

* 'You're not taught how to take compliments, in or 

out of school. You need help with compliments. 

You need to say thanks.' 

* 'Pride is confused with overconfidence or 

* 

arrogance. We don't know enough about it.' 

'I'm just learning in this discussion that we are all 

thinking the same. Whereas before I thought that 

others think differently. I just thought the others 

would think I was boas ting. ' 
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Summary of responses from interview question 2 

The students said they felt proud of themselves when 

they were successful but felt shy about success in 

front of others when they expected other people to 

view it badly, for example : 

* some students would be pleased for you and others 

would think you were boasting 

* success was considered to be cool in some 

subjects, but not in others. 

Students wanted more help in dealing with success. 

They felt that pride was confused with arrogance. 

During the interview in one school the discussion 

process allowed students to understand that they were 

all thinking the same thing; they all feared that others 

would think they were boas ting. 

INTERVIEW QUESTION 3 

More than two thirds of the class agreed with these 

two statements: 

* I feel alert (72%) 

* I have clear goals (68%). 

Would you like to comment on these results? 
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I feel alert 

Most students agreed that they felt alert quite often, 

but that ther e were circumstances that effected their 

alertness. Below a r e the comment s from six schools : 

* 
* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

' I am more a lert in my own time, not at school.' 

'It takes till Wednesday to become a lert, then I 

have two days of it.' 

'It changes daily. It depends on sleep, interest, 

family, and social distractions . ' 

'You n eed to prioritise . I am a lert ou t of school , 

but I a m never a lert in a lesson . ' 

' It depends on the time of the year. Early in the 

year it is good, but late in the year it is n ot.' 

'There is a cycle . If I am not alert at the 

beginning of a concept, the n the next day I can't 

be b othered cat ching up.' 

'At sch ool we a r e told to do things, but at h ome I 

can choose . I can study better at home . ' 

'Some days I am alert and some days I'm not. It 

d epends on the teacher a nd if the student is 

interested in the s ubject . ' 

' I am a lert but not focussed . ' 

'I am surprised so many a re alert . It d ep ends if 

you are being forced to s tudy three hours a 

night.' 
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I have clear goals 

The students' comments fell into four categories: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

assistance that the students said is currently 

available to help the m develop goals 

areas where the students said they neede d more 

assistance to develop goals in general 

areas where the students said they would like more 

assistance to develop career goals in particular 

and concerns the students said they had about 

attainment of goals they had set. 

Available assistance for students to develop goals 

Four schools chose to talk about assistance available to 

students to clarify their goals: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'If you want help it is there .' 

'Some work has been done at school on goals.' 

'Help is not advertised enough.' 

'The family can encourage you.' 
I 

Wanting more assistance in developing goals 

Four schools talked about wanting more assistance in 

developing general goals. 

* 'Sometimes a teacher will ask you about your 

goals. The student responds on the spot without 

really thinking about it.' 



* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'Goals are not covered well. We need more.' 

'Would like more assis ta nce with goals.' 
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'We need to be given heaps of options and goals.' 

'The short term goal is to pass exams. Long term 

goals are not discussed fully.' 

'People have come to the school and given group 

talks but you need one-to-one advice. Its not 

individual enough.' 

* 'The sixth form is too late. We need ad vice when 

we are much, much younger. Perhaps in primary 

school.' 

Wan ting more assistance in developing career goals 

The students in four schools talked about wanting 

more assistance in planning career goals. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'Some know what they want to be, and some of 

them are dreaming.' 

'When you choose a subject you need to know what 

career you want. Sixth formers need more career 

help from school or family.' 

'Very few have career goals.' 

'We need a career adviser before the sixth form, 

because we do the same subjects in the seventh 

form.' 

'Most of us have life goals or family goals, or at 

least we have thought about it. But not many of 

us have professional goals.' 



* 

* 

* 
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'We've been told about careers from when you are 

young, but there has been no discussion yet. The 

school has been good in working against sexism 

and cultural problems though.' 

'We need to know which subjects lead to which 

qualifications and we need to know which 

qualifications lead to which careers.' 

'Not really shown why you should want a 

particular career. ' 

* 'There should be more career advice. We don't 

really know what's out there.' 

Wanting more assistance in attaining goals 

The students in two schools talked about wanting more 

assistance in attaining goals they had already set for 

themselves. 

* 

* 

'I guess about half of the students know what they 

want, but they don't know how to get there.' 

'We dream of careers, but some have no hope of 

achieving them. With goals you need a dream and 

the pathway, or you have to change the dream.' 
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Summary of responses to interview question 3 

Most students agreed that they felt alert quite often, 

but certain factors could influen ce their level of 

a lertn ess. Most of these factors suggested personal 

cycles such as more alert early in the year, or early 

in the week, or at home , or in their own t ime . Some 

stude nts said: 

* 

* 

t h ey were more alert and could study better at 

h ome whe n they could choose what to do next 

they were alert but not focussed 

it was d ifficult to be alert with th ree hours study 

every night. 

T h e s tudents said t hat t hey r eceived some assistance 

in setting goals from family and school, but that help 

was n ot advertised enough . 

The studen ts said they wanted more assistance in 

setting goals , particularly career goals, and that they 

n eed e d assis tance in attaining those goals . They said 

that some students who ha d set goals often had no 

idea h ow they could attain those goals . 

The s tudents said they wanted one-to- one advice on 

setting long t e rm goals , and they wanted it earlier 

than in the sixth form year because students had to 

take the same subjects in the s ix th a nd seventh forms . 
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Students said they wante d to know which courses led 

to which qualifications and which qualifications led to 

which careers. 

INTERVIEW QUESTION 4 

Just over half of the class agreed with the following 

two statements: 

* 

* 

I am happy when I am b y myself (59%) 

I am a perfectionist (54 %) . 

Would you like to comment on these r esults ? 

I am happy when I am by myself 

Few comments were made about the results of the 

responses to this statement. The students in two 

schools said they felt happy when they were by 

themselves, but also enjoyed working with others or 

being in .the company of others. 

* 

* 

'At school you are in groups, and in your own 

time you are by yourself. I enjoy both.' 

'It is possible to be happy by yourself and enjoy 

other people. ' 



I am a perfectionist 

The students' comments included descriptions of 

perfectionists, reasons for becoming a perfectionist, 

reasons for not becoming a perfectionist, and the 

number of p erfectionists . 

Descriptions of perfectionists 
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The students in three schools described what they saw 

as aspects of perfectionism. 

* 

* 

* 

'Very, very few students would work only and 

have no social life .' 

'The r e are different types of perfectionism.' 

'Perfectionists are more critical because they are 

obsessed. They forget about people.' 

Reasons for becoming a perfectionist 

The students in four schools gave reasons why they 

thought people became perfectionists. 

* 

* 

* 

'You can become one because you are always 

striving to achieve. You are used to going the 

extra step to achieve.' 

'Depends on how high your motivation is.' 

'There is a difference between being happy in 

yourself and your own confidence, and whether 

you need to be a perfectionist.' 
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Reasons for not becoming a perfectionist 

The students in four schools gave reasons why they 

thought people did not become perfectionists. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'There's not enough time or incentive to be 

one.' 

'It is better to complete work and have it 

assessed, than to make it perfect.' 

'It is not cool. You get hassled for perfectionism.' 

'You don't lose marks for untidiness, but teachers 

are proud of fussiness and tidiness. Our peers are 

against fussiness.' 

'You can be handicapped because you are 

obsessed.' 

The number of perfectionists 

Students in two of the schools chose to comment on 

what they perceived as the number of perfectionists. 

* 

* 

'Not many people are.' 

'There are a few who are perfectionists at 

everything and they don't want to try anything 

new, because they are good at what they already 

do. But there will be more who are perfectionists 

at one thing or another.' 
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Summary of responses to interview question 4 

Students said that they were happy when they were 

by themselves, but also enjoyed being with others and 

working in groups . 

Students had a variety of descriptions of 

perfectionists: 

* 

* 

* 

they were more critical because they were obsessed 

they worked hard and had no social life 

they forgot about p eople. 

The students also gave reasons why they thought 

people became perfectionists and why they did not 

become perfectionists. 

Reasons why people became perfectionists: 

* 

* 

* 

high motivation 

used to going the extra step to achieve 

low self confidence and fe lt the need to fill the 

gap with perfectionism . 

Reasons why people did not become perfectionists: 

* it was not cool 

* not enough time or incentive 



* 

* 

* 

it was better to comple te work and have it 

assessed than to make it perfect 
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peers were against fussiness but teachers were 

proud of it, even though they did not lose marks 

for untidiness 

being obsessed was a handicap. 

The students did not think there were many 

perfectionist at everything, but that there were 

perfectionists at one thing or another. The few who 

insisted on p erfectionism in everything, were not 

likely to try anything new because they were good at 

everything they already did . 

INTERVIEW QUESTION 5 

Less than half of the students agreed with these 

statements: 

* I feel defensive ( 40%) 

* I am afraid to try new things (14%) 

Would you like to comment on these results? 



I feel d efens ive 

The students at only one school commented on 

d efensiveness. It was in connection with 

defensiveness of their school work. 

Defensive about schoolwork 
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* 'Lots of s tudents are defensive about the quality 

of their own work. ' 

I am afraid to try new things 

T he students ' comments included r easons for not 

try ing n ew things , being afraid but t rying n ew things 

a n yway, and not being afraid of trying new things. 

Reasons for not trying new things 

The stude nts in five schools chose to give reasons for 

b e ing afraid to try n ew things . 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'We were advised at sch ool not to try n ew subjects 

this year. ' 

'I prefer not to fail.' 

'Depends how major it is .' 

'I'm uneasy about new things. ' 



* 
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'New things would be a risk for seventh formers. 

You could p ick up a n ew s ubjec t a nd be r eally 

good at it. It depends on your confidence but it is 

a risk.' 

Being afraid, but trying new things anyway 

The stude nts in four schools talked about being afraid 

to try new things, but doing so anyway. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'Yes I have a fear of n ew things, but it doesn't 

mean I won ' t try it anyway.' 

'I feel r e ticent but I still try n ew things.' 

'Its easier if you do a n ew thing with a friend.' 

'I fear failure. I want to try new things, but I'm 

afra id. I am plea s e d whe n I do try something new, 

but it is awful if it goes wrong.' 

Not being afraid of trying new things 

The students in two schools commented on not being 

afraid to try new things . 

* 

* 

'Very few are afraid to try new things.' 

'I like new things . I like challenges . ' 



Summary of responses to interview question 5 

Students in only one school chose to comment on 

defensive ness. They said a lot of students were 

defensive about the quality of their own work. 

The students gave reasons for being afraid, and 

reasons for not being afraid, to try new things. 

They a lso talked about being afraid but trying new 

things anyway . 

Reasons for being afraid to try new things: 

* 

* 

* 

pref e rring not to fail 

being uneasy about n ew things 

it depended on how major it was 
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* it was a risk especially picking up a new subject 

for seventh form. 

Reasons for not being afraid to try new things: 

* liking new things 

* new things were seen as a challenge. 

The students said that even though they were afraid, 

they tried new things anyway. They said that it was 

easier to try new things with a friend, and that they 

were pleased when they did try something new. 



INTERVIEW QUESTION 6 

These are the results of the responses of three 

statements on students' feelings. 

* 

* 
* 

I can have good and bad feelings at the 

same time (59%) 

I have emotions I don't understand (28%). 

I don't understand myself (14%) 

Would you like to comment on these results? 
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I can have good and bad feelings at the same time 

The students' comments included acceptance of mixed 

feelings as being normal, problems associated with 

having mixed feelings, causes of mixed feelings, 

learning about mixed feelings, people to talk to about 

mixed feelings, and problems with new feelings. 

Acceptance of mixed feelings 

Students in three of the schools said they accepted 

having good and bad feelings at the same time. 

* 
* 

* 

'It is normal. Don't worry about it.' 

'Teenagers are mostly like this.' 

'It is OK to have mixed feelings but I'm scared of 

them.' 
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Problems associated with having mixed feelings 

The students at three schools s aid they had problems 

with having good and bad feelings at the same time. 

* 

* 

'Some p eople might panic if they have good and 

bad feelings at the same time . ' 

'It is hard to get over mixed feelings . ' 

Causes of mixed feelings 

The stu dents at two schools chose to talk about what 

they saw as the cause of having good and bad feelings 

a t the same time. 

* 

* 

'You can do things that are good but for the 

wrong reasons. ' 

'If you are happy but you fee l sorry for someone 

else, then you have to decide on the best 

reaction.' 

Learning more about mixed feelings 

Students at two schools talked about learning issues. 

* 

* 

'We need to learn more abou t it . ' 

'You can't learn about yourse lf or learn from 

others any faster so you are bou,nd to have mixed 

feelings.' 
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People to talk to about mixed feelings 

Students at three schools mentioned peop le they could 

talk to about having good and bad feelings at the same 

time. 

* 

* 

* 

'There is peer counselling from trained seventh 

formers and from sixth form deans and the 

guidance counsellor. It has just started.' 

'Some say it is good to go to the counsellor, and 

some say it is bad. If I have new feelings, it is 

better to talk to mates about it. Better still, talk 

to acquaintances about it.' 

'I communicate mixed feelings to friends, but some 

people have high standards for themselves and 

they find it more difficult to talk to others about 

it.' 

New feelings 

* 'The first time I have a new feeling I'm not sure 

about myself and I worry.' 

I have emotions that I don't understand 

The students' comments included acceptance of having 

feelings they did not understand, how they reacted to 

having emotions they did not understand, and 
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unders tanding the phenomena of having emo t ion s they 

did not understand. 

Acceptance of having emotions they did not understand 

The students in one school talked abou t accepting that 

they had e motions t hey did not unders tand. 

* 

* 

* 

'Everyone has emotions that they don't 

unders tand . It is natural. Its a dolescence . And it 

is the same a ll your life . ' 

'I a m not alone . I am not the only person who 

sometimes doesn 't unders tand myself.' 

'It is not a problem yet .' 

Reactions to having e motions they did not understand 

The s tudents at two schools t alked about the ir 

reactions to having emotions they d id not understand. 

* 

* 

* 

'It might make me fee l frustrated. I con centrate on 

good feelings. ' 

' I tell oth ers if I have a problem. ' 

'I ask friends if I don't understand myself.' 

Other comments 

Students at two schools made other comment s . 

* 

* 

'I only jus t understand my feelings now.' 

'Some people punish themselves if they fail.' 



145 

I don't understand myself 

Although 79% of students disagreed with this 

statement, and therefore felt they did understand 

themselves, none of the groups of students commented 

on this result. 

Summary of responses to interview question 6 

Students said they unde r s tood that having good and 

bad feelings mixed toge ther, and having emotions they 

did not understand, was part of adolescence . These 

emotions howe ver, did create problems for them. 

Some students said that they panicked when they had 

good and bad feelings at the same time, and that it 

was hard to get over those mixed feelings. Some 

students said they thought it was normal to have good 

and bad feelings mixed together but that they were 

scared of them. 

The causes of having good and bad feelings together 

that students mentioned were: 

* 

* 

doing good things but for the wrong reason 

feeling happy for themselves but sorry for someone 

else at the same time. 
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Some students felt that they needed to learn more 

about mixed feelings, and other stude nts felt that they 

could not speed up the process of learning about 

themselves and hence should expect to have mixed 

feelings. 

Some students did n ot want to talk to others about 

mixed feelings because they had high standards for 

themselves. Other students said there were people 

they cou ld talk to about mixed feelings: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

trained seventh formers 

s ixth form deans 

friends 

acquaintances 

school counsellor. 

The students had mixed feelings about talking to the 

school counsellor. Some students thought this was a 

good idea and other students thought this was a bad 

idea. 

New feelings could make students lose self confidence 

and worry. 

Students said that having emotions they did not 

understand sometimes made them feel frustrated. 

Their solution was to concentrate on good feelings or 

speak to others about the problem. 



The s tude nts in one sch ool mention e d that some 

students punish the mselves wh en they faile d. 
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None of the students commented on the results of the 

statement 'I don't understand myself'. 
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THEME 2 

HOW STUDENTS FELT ABOUT LEARNING 

List of interview questions 

Below is a list of the fiv e questions in theme 2: how 

students felt about learning . Each question is 

repeated at the beginning of the results of each 

interview question. 

7. Nearly three quarters of the students (74%) said 

they enjoyed school, and yet nearly half of the 

students ( 46%) said they got bored at school. Can 

you explain how this could happen? 

8. Almost two thirds of the students said they wanted 

more of a say in HOW (63%) and WHAT (63%) they 

learned. Would you like to comment on these 

results? 

9. Almost all students said they enjoyed getting high 

marks (97%), but fewer (80%) said they knew how 

to get better marks. Can you explain this? 
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10. I have the r esults of two stateme nts about 

learning and concentra tion: 

* 

* 

almost three quarters of students said they 

liked to concentrate(72%), 

but only 57% of students said they thought 

learning was fun. 

Would you like to comment on these results? 

11. More than half of the students (59%) said they got 

constructive feedback. Would you like to comment 

on this result? 
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INTERVIEW QUESTION 7 

Nearly three quarters of the students (74%) said they 

enjoyed school, and yet nearly half of the students 

( 46%) said they got bored at school. Can you explain 

how this could happen? 

I enjoy school 

Students from all of the schools said that some 

subjects were boring, while the social life at school 

was enjoyable. 

The students in all of the schools said their enjoyment 

of school was partly due to their social life. Some 

students said they also enjoyed the schoolwork and the 

security of school. 

Enjoying the social life at school 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'I enjoy talking to friends at school.' 

'The social life at school explains most of the 

enjoyment. ' 

'I enjoy school because of lunch breaks and 

friends.' 

'I enjoy the extra-curricular activities like sport 

and music.' 



* 

* 

'The social life before sch ool, and at breaks 

is great.' 

'The seventh form buddies that you get in the 

third form were good because they organised 

activities for you.' 
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* 'The social life at school was good in the third, 

fourth and fifth forms, but the six th form is not 

so great.' 

Enjoying schoolwork 

Students in three schools said they sometimes enjoyed 

the schoolwork, but for different reasons: 

* 

* 

* 

'The work is sometimes intense, and that is 

sometimes enjoyable.' 

'Some subjects are good. It depends on the 

teacher.' 

'The easier the subject, the more interesting it is.' 

Enjoying the security of school 

The students in one school said school gave them a 

sense of security. 

* 'I enjoy the security of school.' 

Other corn.men ts 

The student's at one school suggested that their 

enjoyment of school depended on how happy they were 

at home. 



* 1 I enjoy school. It d epends on the family . 

Some enjoy home more and some enjoy school 

more .' 

I get bored at school 
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Students in all of the schools said that the boredom 

which they sometimes experienced at school was due to 

a variety of reasons: the subjects, the level of work, 

the teaching methods, the routine of school, and 

personal reasons. 

Bored with the subjects 

Students in five of the seven schools said that the 

boredom they experienced in some subjects was due to 

the subject itself. 

* 

* 

'Schoolwork can be boring. It depends on the 

subject.' 

'Some subjects are boring. Some are not. 1 

Bored with the level of work 

The students in one school said the level of work was 

sometimes a source of boredom. 

* 'Sometimes the work is not stimulating enough.' 
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Bored with the teaching methods 

The students in three sch ools said they thought that 

t eaching methods were responsible for some of the 

bore dom that students felt at school. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'When the teacher goes back over work it is 

boring.' 

'It is boring to listen to the teacher all the time.' 

'If the teacher has problems controlling the class 

it is boring.' 

'Even if you get a· bad mark the teacher should 

encourage you, otherwise you get a bad attitude. 

Those students who get encouraged, do well. The 

students who get fourth in class get no prizes and 

get no e ncouragement. Students need more 

knowledge about how the teacher reacts to you.' 

Bored with the school routine 

The s tudents in two schools said they felt that the 

routine at school was boring. 

* 

* 

* 

'Classes are routine and monotonous. ' 

'There is a sameness since the age of five. We 

want something new. We want individuality and 

freedom . Uniforms don't help individuality . ' 

'We always have to work. We always have to sit 

inside and sit at a desk.' 
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Personal boredom 

The students from two schools said that they f e lt 

bored on some days without b eing able to attribute 

any specific reason for this. And the students at a 

third school agreed that it was easy to get bored when 

they got behind in their work. 

* 

* 

* 

'I have days of boredom, but it can still be 

enjoyable overall.' 

'Some days I just feel bored , and some days I feel 

OK. It doesn't depend on anything.' 

'If I a m not doing well I find it hard to work 

towards anything and get bored .' 

Summary of the responses to interview question 7 

The students said that their enjoyment of school was 

often centred around: 

* 

* 

socialising in the breaks 

extra-curricular activities 

and sometimes school work. There was a variety of 

reasons why students felt schoolwork was enjoyable, 

and these reasons represented different perspectives: 



* 

* 

* 
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the intensity of work 

the easie r the subject, the more interesting it was 

the enjoyment depended on the teacher. 

Other reasons for enjoying school were: 

* 

* 

the security of school 

enjoying school more than they enjoyed being at 

home. 

The students said that schoolwork could also be a 

source of boredom: 

* 

* 
* 

* 

* 

* 

when it was not stimulating enough 

when they got behind in their work 

when they were not doing well and found it hard 

to motivate themselves 

when teachers had problems controlling the class 

when work was repeated 

when students had to listen to the teacher a lot. 

The routine and monotony of going to school everyday 

and always sitting inside at a desk were also 

mentioned as sources of boredom. 
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INTERVIEW QUESTION 8 

Almost two thirds of the students said they wanted 

more of a say in HOW (65%) and WHAT (63%) they 

learned. Would you like to comment on these results? 

I want more of a say in how I learn 

The students in five of the s even schools chose to talk 

about different ways in which they preferred to learn. 

The other two schools did not respond to this part of 

the question. 

There were several types of responses. There were 

statements about ways in which they preferred to 

learn. This included styles of learning which they 

had experienced infrequently, but felt they would 

prefer more frequently in learning situations. The 

students also commented on modes of learning 

currently offered to them. 

Although the students were aware that this question 

on learning included learning experiences inside and 

outside school, most of their answers were centred 

around school and classroom learning. 
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Wanting more student input in classes 

Students in two of the seven sch ools chose to talk 

about student input in class time. Of the comments 

b elow, three of them are about wanting more 

discussion, and one of them is about wanting more 

choice within a given boundary. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'Need mor e discussion with teachers, not one way 

talking.' 

'We need dis cussions to get different opinions, to 

get the wide r picture , to clarify our own ideas, to 

become more involved.' 

'Discussions are more enjoyable, and I 

reme mber things b e tter after a discussion.' 

'We have done a project on our own, found results 

and conclusions, and presented them. It was great 

because we need a boundary but we could choose 

the topic.' 

Wanting less passive learning 

The students in two of the seven schools said they 

felt that learning could be increased if they were 

involved in more active learning styles. 

* 

* 

'I'm bored copying down notes and learning for 

exams. I want an explanation and I want to be 

involved in activities.' 

'There is too much spoon feeding. If you cannot 

make notes from texts at school, then you will not 



know wha t to write d own in lectures at 

uni versity . ' 
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Wanting different teaching methods 

The students in two of the seven schools chose to talk 

about teaching methods as possible ways to improve 

how s tude nts learne d. 

* 

* 

'We have to copy down notes while the teacher 

ta lks. We can't liste n while we are copying notes, 

so we take the notes home and teach ourselves.' 

'Some t ea chers ask y ou to ask questions and the n 

more p e ople do it.' 

Wanting different learning processes 

Stude nts in two of the schools talked about group 

work and involvement in activities as preferred ways 

to learn. 

* 

* 

'I want to do more group work. We do group 

experiments in physics and chemistry, but its from 

a book and we are told exactly what to do.' 

'Need more activity, more involvement, then I 

remember better.' 

Wanting application of theoretical knowledge 

Students in two of the schools said they preferred to 

learn by being given a practical application of the 

theoretical perspectives they were learning. 



* 

* 

* 
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'Need to put theory into practice .' 

'Need more practical work to put things you know 

into practice, otherwise there is no motivation to 

continue.' 

'Classes should be more practical. One physics 

class was great because all of the students were 

moving around: students had to pretend they were 

electrolytes and had to move around, then the 

teacher told us to pretend there was more voltage 

and we had to move faster, then we had to jump 

over things because she told us to pretend there 

was resistance. I remembered it well in the exam.' 

Wanting assistance in meeting learning expectations 

The students in one of the schools chose to talk about 

a disparity in learning outcomes. The students 

thought teachers had expectations that some kinds of 

learning had occurred, when actually the students felt 

that they needed assistance to achieve that learning. 

* 'It is expected in the fifth form that you do not 

think very much for yourself, then in the sixth 

form it is expected that you begin to think a little 

for yourself, then think a lot more for yourself in 

the seventh form, and even more so at university. 

But no-one helps you make those changes. It is 

just expected.' 



Other corn men ts 

There \\·ere othc1· c:onmien t s about how much they 

learned, and what factors effected why or how they 

learned. 

Competition 
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The s tudents who had been to ld by their school that 

they were able said they felt tha t the competitiven ess 

amon gs t ab le students, to a certain extent, could 

de te rmine how much the,· lea i-ne d. 

* 'Able s tude nts are ahvays trying to keep up with 

competitors in t h e sixth form.' 

Pace 

T h e s tudents from one sch ool mentioned that the ir own 

personal pace varied from day to day, and cou ld effect 

h ow the,· learned . 

* ' I might not want to work tha t day b ut I want to 

work twice as hard t he nex t day.' 

I want more of a say in what I learn 

Students in a ll seven schools chose to ta lk about this 

part of the question. There was a wide variety of 

r espon ses. 



Wanting to learn more life skills 

The students in four of the seven schools said they 

wanted to learn more about life skills. 

1G1 

* 'We need more social skills, parenting skills, work 

experience, and life skills.' 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'We want to learn how to budget, and get a 

driver's licence like they do in the transition 

classes.' 

'We have six periods a day, but every once 111 a 

while we need something different, for example 

social skills.' 

'I really want to do transition classes but it is not 

recognised at our level . · 

'I want to see what people do m their job, for 

example in a factory. ' 

Wanting more curriculum choices 

The students in six of the seven schools chose to talk 

about curriculum matters. Some of the comments were 

about choice in the curriculum, or choice within a 

school subject, and others were about what the 

students saw as the function of the curriculum . 

* 'The curriculum is too restricted, and there are 

not enough modular options for individual choice 

within a subject, like history . ' 

* 'There is no choice in the sixth form. We don't 

have e nough experience in choosing. We should 



* 

* 

* 
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have a choice in books, say in English text.' 

'We could avoid texts and see more p eople, life and 

jobs. This would give us more interest in school, 

and more insight into what to pursue, and more 

willingness to accept other ideas.' 

'I don't really nee d maths, but I do it to be 

accomplished and to show I am able to learn.' 

'We haven't used computers and you don't get 

experience unless you do computer studies 

classes.' (girl's school) 

'Some subjects are not available at school, such as 

horticulture.' 

Wanting schoolwork to relate to life outside of school 

The students in three schools chose to talk about 

changes they would like to see in what they learned, 

so that it had more relevance to their life outside of 

school. 

* 'Subjects need more relevance to everyday life.' 

* 'I want to know how the subject relates to life.' 

* 'I want to know when to use maths principles in 

life.' 

* 'I want to be able to use what I learn outside of 

school.' 

Wanting schoolwork to have a use in the future 

Only two schools chose to talk about the future use of 

what they learned. 



* 

* 

'Not very useful content. No use in it for the 

future . 1 
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'Students need to have more input into the 

curriculum instead of being taught things that we 

can't use later. 1 

Wanting to know WHY they are learning specific topics 

The students in two schools felt that it was important 

to b e told the reason wh y they were learning what 

they were learning . 

* 

* 

* 

'We learn things but we don't know the reason.' 

'I want clear goals at the beginning, for example 

what we are about to learn a nd for what reason.' 

' Some times we do work on a t opic but we are 

ignora nt of what it is for . 1 

Summary .of the responses to interview question 8 

The students said they wanted to have more of a say 

in how they learned because they were not content 

with the learning modes available to them. In 

particular they wanted to : 

* have more discussions 

* b e allowed to s e lect what they wrote down 

* b e e n couraged to ask more questions in class 



* 

* 

* 
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be involved in more active learning styles rather 

than listening and copying down notes 

b e given the opportunity to put theory into 

practice 

be assisted in developing learning techniques. 

The students clearly wanted to b e le ss passive in their 

learning situations and felt that they would like to be 

more invo lved in activ ities and d ecision making. 

The s tude nts fe lt that discus s ions gave the m the 

opportunity to h ear different opinions, a llowed them to 

clarify their own ideas, and h e lpe d t hem remember 

things better. 

The students said they want ed more of a say in what 

they learned because they were not content with what 

they were learning. In particular they wanted: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

to learn more life skills, such as parenting skills, 

social skills, budgeting, work experience 

to have more choice within the curriculum 

to have more experience in making choices 

to learn more about people and life but not by 

using textbooks 

to learn the kinds of things that could be used 

outside of the classroom, now and in the future 

to be told why they were learning what they were 

learning. 



INTER VIEW QUESTION 9 

Almost all students said they enjoyed getting high 

marks (97%), but fewer (80%) said they knew how to 

get better marks. Can you explain these results? 

I enjoy getting high marks 
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The students in all seven schools agreed that they 

enjoyed getting high marks, and that most people they 

knew also enjoyed getting high marks. However the 

students said there were comfortable and uncomfortable 

consequences of getting high marks. 

The advantages of getting high marks 

There was a variety of responses, including personal, 

career, and family reasons why getting good marks 

was enjoyable. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'I like getting high marks because it is good to 

pass, good for my career, and it makes my 

parents proud.' 

'When I get high marks I know I am doing my 

best.' 

'I have a fear of failing and high marks help.' 

'You can feel pleased for yourself.' 
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The disadvantages of getting high marks 

The disadvantages appeared to be focussed on what 

other people, including friends, thought of those 

students who got high marks. The competitiveness 

me ntioned b y the students, was seen as an 

uncomfortable phenomena for two reasons: unless they 

competed they felt they were not accep ted in the same 

way as when they did compete , and they f e lt 

competition was strenuous. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'The sixth form is competitive. It makes you work 

but it is hard k eep u p wi t h others a ll the time.' 

'Competition is ugly and it interferes with 

friendship.' 

'You can b e seen as a n erd when you get high 

marks. It depends on wh e ther you boast or not.' 

'Others can be jealous.' 

I know how to get better marks 

There was a variety of responses to this part of the 

question. The students in two of the schools 

mentioned that hard work, or working consistently, 

was necessary to get better marks. The students in 

two other schools mentioned working hard or working 

consistently, and strategies that they used to get 
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better ma rks. The students in three schools 

mentioned only strategies. Some of the comments are 

based on exams. 

Working hard 

* 'About 20% of the class work hard but don't know 

how to get better marks .' 

Working hard and consistently to get better marks 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'Work consistent ly. Organise notes and time well .' 

'Pay at tention during class.' 

'Yes hard work gives you better marks, but you 

n eed some luck as well. ' 

'Work consistently, b ecause if you work too hard 

on one assignment then you will not have enough 

time le ft for your next assignment.' 

'There is a big jump from the easy fifth form to a 

difficult sixth form year. I prefer internal 

assessment so I can work steadily.' 

'Do your homework.' 

Strategies for getting better marks 

* 

* 

* 

'Pick a subject with a teacher who marks easy, or 

who doesn't bother about spelling details. Lots of 

students pick up on this.' 

'Need criteria to do well. Some teachers give it to 

you, but the criteria has to be flexible - skill 

based rather than petty exactness.' 

'Select what you study so you do the easiest bits 



last. Then you wi ll have adequate time on each 

part.' 

168 

* 'You need to know what the teacher wants. You 

need to be given criteria and topics.' 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'You need to identify strategies - work smart 

rather than work hard .' 

'After you have learnt it in class, do review 

exercises at home to remember it. ' 

'Build up your concentration span gradually from 

half an hour to three hours.' 

'In c lass I take notes, but I have no idea what it 

means so I go home and learn it. ' 

* 'I concentra te on what I know well. Others 

* 

* 

concentrate on what they don't know.' 

'I study better if I read a loud and talk to myse lf. 

Others write it out again in a different way.' 

'Some people cram, and some people use model 

answers which they learn and adapt.' 

Other recommendations for getting better marks 

Students in two schools talked about other important 

issues in getting better marks. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'Have an interest in the subject.' 

'Be confident in what you know when you are 

sitting the exam.' 

'Have commitment.' 

'Teachers in the fifth form told us you need to 

prioritise study above extra-curricular activities.' 



Knowing more about study s kills 

T he s tu d e nts in one s ch ool expressed in te res t in 

lea r ning more about s tudy skills. 

* 'I nee d to know mor e a bout s tudy s kills . Am I 

doing it the b est wa y? ' 

Summary of responses to interview question 9 
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T h e s tude nts in all s even s ch ools agreed t ha t they 

e njoyed getting high mar ks, howev e r the r e wer e 

a d vanta g es a nd disadv anta g es in g etting high ma rks . 

The ad vantages we r e tha t it was good for the m to 

s u cceed - p e rsonally , for their p a r e nts , and for their 

future careers. 

The main disadvanta ge was tha t with a focus on high 

ma rks students we re alway s competitive . This meant 

that: 

* 

* 

in orde r to feel part of the group s tude nts had to 

r emain competitive , which was stre nuous 

s tudents had to ha ndle success discretely to 

prevent becoming unpopular with friends. 



The students sugges ted a variety of methods as to 

h ow to get better marks: ha1°d work, working 

consistently, and several s trategies. T he strategies 

included: 

* 

* 

* 

doing review exer cises at home 

learning mode l answers and ad apt them where 

necessar y 

doing the easiest bits last so that you have 

adequate time on each part 
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* building up your concentration span gradu a lly from 

half a n h our to three houi0 s 

* 

* 

* 

* 

con centrating either on what you know well, or 

what you know least well 

writing out your n otes again in a different way 

r eading aloud to yourself 

asking the teach er t o give you skills based 

criteria to work towards. 

The students in most sch ools fe lt that they needed to 

know more about study skills to improve t heir chances 

of getting better marks. 
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INTERVIEW QUESTION 10 

I have the results of two statements about learning 

and concentration : 

* 

* 

a lmos t t hree quarters of s tudents said they liked 

t o con cen t rate (72%), 

but only 57% of s tudents said they thought 

learning was fun. 

Would you like to comment on these results? 

I like to concentrate 

Al though t h e s tu dents in a ll of the schools agreed that 

they liked to concentrate , the stude nt's comments 

mainly concerned difficulties which interfered with 

concentra tion . Below are comments from the four 

schools which chose to talk about con centration : 

Aspects which made concentration difficult 

* 

* 

* 
* 

* 

'So hard to concentrate after so much work . ' 

'Th e r e is no major incentive. I can pick up things 

next year.' 

'It is not easy to concentrate all the time.' 

'I can't concentrate all the time.' 

'It depends on the subject . ' 
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Learning is fun 

The students' comments fell into two categories: when 

and why learning was fun, and situations that effected 

whether or not learning was fun. 

When and why learning was fun 

Below are comments from the six schools that chose to 

talk about when and why learning was fun. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'When I am learning skills it is more interesting, 

and class is fun.' 

'Learning is satisfying.' 

'When you feel as though you've learned something 

and succeed at it, it is good.' 

'It is fun at the moment of understanding.' 

'It is interesting to have knowledge, to feel the 

mind is growing. I like to know things. ' 

'In my own time I seek a learning situation or seek 

relaxation. It depends. Sports are good for both.' 

'It is fun when you don't have to struggle to 

understand.' 

'Yes learning is fun, but it is hard to admit. It 1s 

not cool to admit that you like learning.' 

Fun of learning dependent on other things 

Students in three schools talked about learning being 

dependent on other things, such as the teacher, and 

the concept of being taught. 



* 
* 

* 

* 

* 
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'Some teache r s are good, o ther s are b oring.' 

'Mos t six th forme rs are curious but n ot inte r este d 

in being taught.' 

'There is a differe nce between being taught and 

taking in information.' 

'Some teachers just write on the board . You need 

discussion and activities. The t eacher needs to 

know that students want to learn to understand 

and not learn to r e cite information . ' 

'The teache r te lls y ou so y ou know it, but 

y ou don't know why . 'Why ' would h elp us to 

r emembe r . We have a s k ed teach e r s and they 

say it is to pass exams.' 

Summary of responses to interview question 10 

Students in all of the schools agreed that they liked to 

concentrate, but there were things which could 

interfere with their concentration: 

* ther e was no major incentive to concentrate in the 

sixth form, such as external exams 

* it was difficult to concentrate after so much 

schoolwork . 



The students felt learning was fun: 

* 

* 

* 
* 

at the moment of understanding 

when they gained knowledge 

when they learned skills 

when they did not have to struggle to learn . 
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The students felt that some teaching methods detracted 

from the fun of learning, such as students being 

asked to recite rather than understand concepts, and 

not being told why they were learning what they were 

learning. 

The students considered that it was not cool to admit 

that learning was fun. 

INTERVIEW QUESTION 11 

More than half of the students (59%) said they got 

constructive feedback. Would you like to comment on 

this result? 
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I get constructive feedback 

The students' comments fell into five categories: 

* 

* 

* 

where they said they were receiving constructive 

feedback from, and what type of constructive 

feedback it was 

giving constructive feedback 

areas where students felt there was a lack of 

constructive feedback 

* who students wanted more constructive feedback 

from and why 

* concepts of feedback that were not helpful. 

Receiving constructive feedback 

The students in three schools chose to talk about 

receiving constructive feedback: 

* 

* 

* 

'Everybody gets it from sports groups.' 

'Some of the class get it from home. Sometimes 

they ask for it at home.' 

'The art teacher sees a student's work and gives 

constructive feedback to the whole class. Then 

each student can choose to listen or not. It is not 

focussed on one student and it is not 

embarrassing, and they are not forced to do what 

he says. It works well.' 



* 'If the teacher gives criteria to students then 

stude nts g e t information from the marks on each 

criteria.' 

Giving constructive feedback 

The students in three schools talked about giving 

constructive feedback: 

* 

* 

* 

'I say to friends "It might h elp if . . ff f 

'Giving someone constructi\·e feedback is a fine 

art.' 

'In art and music, students are taught to give 

constructive criticism to others.' 

Lack of constructive feedback 

The students in two schools chose to talk about a 

perceived lack of constructive feedback: 

* 

* 

'Don't get much from students.' 

'Sometimes I get constructi\·e feedback from my 

parents, but not often from teachers.' 
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* 'Students don't give it because others think it is 

being critical.' 

Wanting more constructive feedback 

The students in four schools talked about wanting 

more constructive feedback than what they were 

presently receiving: 



* 

* 

* 

* 

'Yes we get some from teach ers, but we want 

mo r e.' 
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'Parents try to, but they don't really succeed. 

They t e ll you to do what you know you s h ould do, 

but you don't really want to hear it. I would like 

parents to have more s kills .' 

'It depends on the teacher. In prac tical c lasses 

like Tech drawing, English, Film Studies , 

Ch emistry, Scie nce and Woodwork the teach ers do 

it, but stude nts want more . We want it to b e 

normal.' 

'Right now it does n't bother me, but I would like 

more b efore it r eally mattered . ' 

When feedback was not helpful 

The students in three schools talked about situation s 

w h ere they had not found constructive f eedback 

h e lpful : 

* 

* 

* 

'Construc tive feedback h e lps . Sometimes students 

and teachers try to do it, but when it fails it is a 

nuisance. ' 

'Usually the feedback is do this and don't 

do that.' 

'I wouldn't want it from a new person.' 
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Summary of responses to inte rview question 11 

Students said they liked getting cons tructive feedback 

but they did not get nearly enough. They wanted to 

receive a lot more constructive feedback from all 

sources until it became normal to give it and r eceive 

i t. 

The s tude nts named several sources of constructive 

feedb ack : 

* 

* 

* 

* 

s port s groups 

home 

teachers giving feedback in the class 

t each er s giving marks for each of several criteria. 

However, students f elt tha t only some teachers gave 

construc tive feedback, and students felt they would 

like more con s tructive feedback from more t eachers . 

Some of the feedback that stude nts received amounted 

to 'do this and don't do tha t' a nd was not seen a s 

con s tructive . 

The students said they wanted parents and teachers to 

have more skills in giving constructive feedback. 
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THEME 3 

HOW STUDENTS FELT ABOUT OTHERS 

List of interview questions 

Below is a list of the four questions in theme 3: how 

students felt about others. Each question is repeated 

at the beginning of the results of each interview 

question. 

12. Eighty percent of students said their 

communication skills were improving and yet 66% of 

students said they wanted to learn more about people 

skills. Can you explain this? 

13. Two thirds of students said they enjoyed working 

in a group (67%) and slightly less said they knew how 

other people felt (63%). Do you have to know how 

other people feel to enjoy working in a group? 

14. Although 82% of students said they felt content 

when they were with other people, 50% of students 

said they worried about what other people thought of 

them. Would you like to comment on these results? 
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15 . One in five s tude n ts ( 21 %) said they knew more 

a b out sch ool wo r k than abou t people . However , a lmos t 

the same number of students (19%) answered 'not sure' 

in response to this stateme nt. Would you like to 

comment on the findings? 



INTERVIEW QUESTION 12 

Eighty percent of students said their communication 

skills were improving and yet 66% of students said 

they wanted to learn more about people skills. Can 

you explain this? 

My communication skills are improving 
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The students' comments included why and how much 

they thought their communication skills were 

improving, what helped to improve their communication 

skills, the actual learning of communication skills, and 

what practical steps they said they needed in order to 

improve their communication skills. 

Communication skills are improving 

The students in three schools said they thought their 

communication skills were improving. 

* 

* 

* 

'Yes, my communication skills ~re improving 

because I socialise more now that I am older.' 

'My communication skills are slowly improving.' 

'My communication skills improve every year. They 

improve as you get older.' 
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What helped to improve communication skills 

The students in three schools chose to talk about what 

they thought improved their communication skills. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'Part-time jobs with the public are helpful.' 

'School is helpful. Not directly , but you see the 

same p eople every day.' 

'I need to see more people .' 

'I'm beginning to realise the impact of my 

communication skills on others.' 

Practice to improve communication skills 

The students' in four schools said they thought 

practice would improve their communication skills. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'I n eed practice in public speaking. ' 

'I need practice at job interviews .' 

'We need classes to e mphasise group work 

and presenting.' 

'You get them in the third form but we need 

more discussion where everyone speaks .' 

'You can't teach communication skills. You 

need experience. ' 

The learning of communication skills 

The students in four schools chose to talk about the 

learning of communication skills . 



* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'If your family does not communicate well 

then school is the only place to learn. ' 

'I'm learning more tact.' 

'I need communication skills in general.' 

'I need to learn how to talk to people.' 
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'I want communication skills - listening, speaking, 

how to approach people and groups and other 

nationalities, and to overcome shyness.' 

'We have had helpful videos in religious studies 

about communication, family life and social justice. 

They should be used in the fourth form. We had a 

visit to a prison too. Prisoners told us it is not 

worth it. It makes me feel that they weren't told 

that it is not worth it.' 

I want to learn more about people skills 

The students talked about wanting to learn more about 

people skills, where they said they learned about 

people skills, and the need for people skills. 

Wanting to learn more people skills 

The students in two schools said they wanted to learn 

more about people skills and both schools suggested 

learning them at school. 
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* 'Social skills s hould be introduce d in t o the 

curriculum . ' 

* 'You need more people skills . Pe rhaps they s hould 

be taught in religiou s studies . ' 

Where they say they learned abou t people s kjlls 

There was a \·arie ty of opinions from three schools 

a bout where they said they learned about p eople 

s ki lls . 

* 

* 

* 

' You get people skills from fr iends , fa mily, TV and 

conversation . ' 

'You lea1·n about people through ex pedence . You 

don't s tudy people . ' 

'Team spor t s h elp but it i s difficult t o know othe rs 

a t sch ool .' 

Having a need for people skj lls 

One school me ntioned the n eed for p eople skills . 

* 'Whe n you ge t a job you n eed p eople skills . You 

need a balance. ' 

Othe r comme nts 

There we r e a dditional comments from three oth e r 

schools . 

* 'If you figh t at home you experience it, but you 

don't u nde r s tand the struc ture.' 
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* 'I want to know more about others.' 

* 'Social s kills would be helpful to everybody.' 

Summary of the responses to interview question 12 

The students felt that their communication skills were 

improving, but they clearly wanted to, and felt the 

n eed to, improve their skills even further. 

They identified situations which they said gave them 

the opportunity to improve their communication skills: 

part-time jobs, socialising at school, and meeting new 

p eople . They felt that practice was imperative. 

Although they spoke about 'learning' and 'practicing' 

communication skills some students did not indicate 

that these skills could or should be formally 'taught'. 

However most students felt that people skills should 

not only be formally taught, but taught in the 

curriculum at school. 

They identified situations where they gained 

experience in, and learned, people skills (interactions 

with family and friends, from educational videos, and 

from TV). 



186 

The students fe lt that they needed t o learn more abou t 

people skills to make sense of their experiences . 

They also predicted that they would require the m in 

e mployme nt situations. 

INTERVIEW QUESTION 13 

Two thirds o f students said they enjoyed working in a 

group ( 67%) and slightl y less said they knew how 

other people felt (63%) . Do you have to know how 

otheio people feel to e njoy \vorking in a grou p? 

I enJoy working in a group 

Below are the comment s from students in two schools . 

The students' comments in all seven schools suggested 

that a lthough they ofte n enjoyed working in a group, 

they a lso pref erred to do some things on t heir own, 

and that working together in a la rge group was not 

always s u ccessful. 

* 

* 

'I would prefer to discuss the topics with others, 

and then write the assignment alone.' 

'Mos t s ixth form classes are in big groups. It 



* 

* 

depends on the dynamics of the group and the 

confidence you have.' 

187 

'In large groups two or three people do everything 

and others do nothing. ' 

'People should be given the opportunity to work on 

their own sometimes . ' 

I don't know how other people feel 

Most of the students' comments were about getting to 

know other people and distinguishing between friends 

and other people: how they got to know others, how 

much they got to know others, and exp eriences that 

had helped them to get to know others. 

How they knew how other people felt 

The students in two schools talked about how they 

knew about other people's feelings . 

* 

* 

'You can pick up on things about others without 

being close friends. Some people you can get to 

know better, regardless of whether they are 

friends or not . ' 

'How could you know how others feel? They have 

to tell you, unless they have failed an exam, and 

then you know. ' 
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How much they knew about other people 

T h e students in one school mentioned how much they 

knew about others. 

* 'You always think you can know someone more. 

How well do you ever know someone?' 

Experiences that helped to get to know other people 

The students in two schools talked about experiences 

they had which helped them g et to know other p eople 

better . 

* 

* 

'We had a leadership week and I enjoyed it. We 

had a week to get to know others, learn to trust 

others, communication skills, problem-solving and 

negotiating.' 

'We had a camp for a few days to get to know 

other the sixth formers. This familiarity will give 

you confidence. But no skills were taught.' 

Other comments 

The students in three schools mentioned other issues 

which they saw as important. 

* 

* 

* 

'Some people have topics to talk to people about 

but they cannot get on with others.' 

'Everyone's different. People are unpredictable.' 

'There is a difference between knowing how others 

feel and caring whether others feel OK.' 
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Summary of the responses to interview question 13 

The students saw the idea of knowing how others felt 

as a more complex issue than the idea of knowing 

whether or not they enjoyed working in a group. 

The students in all seven schools agreed that working 

in a group was often enjoyable. However, there were 

times when they pref erred to work alone, especially if 

they wanted to complete an assignment, or if the 

dynamics of the group were not conducive to 

producing a genuine group effort. 

The students felt that people were complex, and 

expressed uncertainty about how much they ever 

really knew about other people. 

The students determined whether or not people were 

friends by the feelings they had for them, rather than 

how much dialogue they had with them, or how much 

they knew about them. 

The students differentiated between: 

* becoming more familiar with other people by 

engaging in conversation with them on the one 

hand, and actually being friends on the other 

hand 

• 



* knowing how other people felt on the one hand, 

and caring about how othe r people fe lt on the 

other hand. 
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Only two schools chose to talk about situations which 

they said he lped to get to know other people better. 

These were a three day camp and a leadership week. 

Both were organised by teachers at the respective 

schools. 

T he students said that both s itua tions offered 

opportunities to get to know other s by practical 

experience in group work, and simply by being 

together. They said that skills to understand othe r 

people b e tter were not formally taught. 

INTERVIEW QUESTION 14 

Although 82% of students said they felt content when 

they were with other people , 50% of students said they 

worried about what other people thought of them. 

Would you like to comment on these results? 
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I feel content when I am with other people 

There was agreement from the students in each of the 

schools that they were usually content in the company 

of others. 

However, they chose to spend more time talking about 

the other part of the question. 

I worry about what other people think of me 

The students chose to talk about reasons why they did 

and did not worry about what other people thought of 

them, and conditions that determined whether or not 

students worried about what other people thought of 

them. 

Worrying about what others thought of them 

The students in four schools talked about why they 

worried about what other people thought of them. 

* 'Being self conscious is common. Its because the 

sense of belonging is strong - group pressure.' 

* 'I think that sixth formers are more sensitive with 

people they know at school, than they are outside 



* 

* 

* 

* 
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of s chool. I think i t is because they like p eople a t 

school and don ' t want to offend them. ' 

'People worry more in a new group because you 

want to impress them.' 

'You worry because y ou don't want to look like a 

fool.' 

'You fear r ejection no matte r how confide nt you 

feel.' 

'At s chool I'm n ot \•;or ried, but outs ide s c hool I 

worry about n ew p eople I mee t if I like the m.' 

Not worrying about what others thought of them 

The students in three s chools talke d about not 

worry ing what othe r p eople thought of the m. 

* 

* 

* 

* 

'I take wha t othe rs say a s constructive criticism.' 

'I used to worry more , but not now. ' 

'If you are confide nt the n you don't worry about 

what .others think.' 

'Yes probably half of the students would worry 

about what others think. ' 

Conditions that determine whether students worry 

about what others thought of them 

The students in two schools talked about reasons why 

they did or did not worry about what others thought 

of them. 



* 

* 

* 

* 

'There's not much emphasis placed on the 

individual. More emphasis is placed on accepting 

others.' 
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'People worry too much about what others think of 

them.' 

'It varies from person to person.' 

'The sixth form is close. There's more unity, not 

just clusters like there was in the fifth form.' 

Summary of responses to interview question 14 

Students in all of the schools said they usually felt 

content when they were with other people but they did 

not choose to discuss this further. 

The students said they worried about what other 

people thought of them in certain situations. 

Students said they worried about what others thought 

of them when: 

* 

* 

* 

they liked that other person(s) or wanted to 

impress them 

did not want to feel foolish 

were self conscious because they wanted to feel 

as though they belonged to that group. 



Students did not worry wh en: 

* 

* 

they felt confid en t 

they accep te d comme nts from others as 

con s tructive criticism. 
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Wh ether or not students worried abou t what others 

thought of them a lso dep ended on other, more global, 

condi tions. These conditions were not dependent on 

individual situations : 

* 

* 

* 

individual d ifferen ces 

the clos en ess and unity of students in t h e 

s ixth form as opposed to the clus ters of 

s tu dents in the fifth form 

more emphas is in the sch ool on accepting 

others rathe r than on t he individu a l. 

INTERVIEW QUESTION 15 

One in five students (21%) said they knew more a bout 

schoolwork than about people. However , almost the 

same number of students (19%) answered 'not sure ' in 

response to this statement. Would you like to comment 

on the findings? 



I know more about schoolwork than about people 

One in five students answered this statement in the 

questionnaire by saying they were not sure. 
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The intended meaning of this statement, when the 

questionnaire was designed, was explained to the 

students: "this year I have increased my knowledge 

about matters in the curriculum, more than I have 

increased my knowledge about acquaintances, family 

members or friends, or increased my knowledge about 

relationships with people". Students in four of the 

seven schools said they had read the statement in the 

same way as was intended. 

Almost half of the students in the other three schools 

said they had interpreted the statement as "I like 

reading books and studying, and pref er reading books 

and studying to socialising with others". If they felt 

they enjoyed socialising, then they had disagreed with 

this statement. 

Other students saw the ambiguity and were not sure 

which meaning was intended at the time of answering 

the questionnaire. 

Some other students were not sure whether they knew 

more about schoolwork or more about people. 
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For the purpose of the interview the original meaning 

was used . 

There were quite marked differences in the opinions 

between schools. The s tu dents in some schools felt 

that students knew more about schoolwork, and in 

other schools the opinion was that students knew more 

about people . 

The students also raised the issues of not knowing 

how much they knew about people, learning about 

other people at school, and a variety of related issues 

comparing knowledge of schoolwork to knowledge of 

other people. 

Knowing more about schoolwork 

* 'It is possible to know more about schoolwork than 

about friends. People are complicated. School is 

easier to understand.' 

* 

* 

'Depends, some get people skills outside school, in 

the family, and others don't.' 

'Heaps of people know more about schoolwork than 

people - more about facts than about feelings. 

Heaps of people are not good at relating to each 

other.' 

Knowing more about people 

The students in two schools felt that they knew more 

about people than schoolwork. 



* 

* 
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'You're bound to know more about people.' 

'More people know about others than schoolwork. 

By the sixth form you know more about people 

after four years of school together. You know how 

they feel.' 

Not knowing how much they knew about people 

The students in one school chose to talk about the 

idea of not knowing how much they knew about 

people. 

* 

* 

'From birth you know about schoolwork. You have 

only known about chemistry for the last two years. 

But there is nothing to show how much you know 

about people.' 

'If you haven't started learning about people how 

do you know what there is to learn or if you can 

learn?' 

Learning about other people at school 

The students in two schools talked about the idea of 

wanting to learn more social skills at school, and one 

of these schools mentioned a successful program at 

their school. 

* 'It would be helpful to use a book or a Buddy 

System.' 



* 
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'If we were taught social skills we could improve in 

school work .' 

* 'We want a balance. We need more social skills 

work at school. Then we could be more confident 

and ask the teacher for h e lp.' 

Other comments 

The students in two schools compared learning 

school work to learning about people. 

* 

* 

* 

'In the third form you learned how to accept 

yourself. In the sixth form yo u learn e d how to 

make soaps (which is prac tical), and to test 

theories ( which is useful) and there are science 

fairs if you want to go to them.' 

'If you have no social life, then you can study and 

get success that way. ' 

'With people you learn by instinct, but you force 

yourself to know about physics.' 

Summary of responses to interview question 15 

Some students found this statement ambiguous and so 

the questionnaire results for this statement were not 

reliable. 
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The intended meaning of this statement was: 

"this year I have increased my knowledge about 

matters in the curriculum, more than I have 

increased my knowledge about acquaintances, 

family members or friends, or increased my 

knowledge about relationships with people". 

The discussion in relation to this meaning showed that 

the students were divided: some thought that students 

knew more about schoolwork, and others felt that 

students knew more about people. 

Some students said they knew more about school work: 

* because schoolwork was easier to understand than 

people 

* 

* 

because they knew more about facts than feelings 

because they did not get much opportunity to 

learn people skills in the family or outside school. 

Other students said they knew more about fellow 

students at school than schoolwork because they had 

spent four years together. 

Students in one school felt there was nothing to show 

how much they knew about people, whereas the school 

system gave indications of how much they knew about 

schoolwork (ie. results of assignments and exams). 
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Students in two sch ools felt that p eople or socia l s kills 

wou ld e nha n ce th ei r learning of school work, 

particularly in improving their confidence in a s king 

questions . 

The s tude nts in two schools ma de a ddi t iona l c omments: 

* 

* 

* 

if a s tude nt has n o socia l life then s tudy ing can 

bring another kind of success 

lea r ning a bout p eople is instinc tive, but learning 

a bou t schoolwork requires diligence 

s tude n ts were ta ugh t hO\\. to accept themselves in 

the third fo r m, a nd taught a bout schoolwork from 

t h en on. 

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION 

Although I did not ask the s tudents wha t they thought 

of the inte r v iew s tudents in four out of seve n schools 

made comments any way. All th e comments were 

positive and supported the u s e of the survey . 

* 

* 

'I liked doing that and I think all sixth formers 

should do it.' 

'It was a good questionnaire because it was 

anonymous , and if you a r e too s hy to say it you 



* 

* 

* 

could say it in a questionnaire .' 

'The discuss ion afterward s was good . ' 

'Its made me think. ' 

'Tea chers should do this for us.' 

DISCUSSION 
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Able students by d efini tion have high level abilities in 

the cognitive domain, but wha t about the affective 

domain ? Do able students fee l as compe tent in the 

affective domain a s they d o in the cognitive doma in? 

Do they have proble ms in the affective domain and do 

they want any assistance to develop further 

competence in the affective domain? Do able students 

feel that their competence in the affective domain 

effects their competence in the cognitive domain? 

The present study sought to answer some of these 

questions by asking 283 able students to complete a 

questionnaire on how they felt about themselves, about 

learning, and about others. Small groups of students 

from the questionnaire cohort were then interviewed to 

gather more indepth information about these three 

themes. Below is a discussion on the findings of the 

interviews. 
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How students felt about themselves 

'One of the most prevale nt myths about gif ted stude nts 

1s the belief that no special considerations are needed 

in their personal and social development' ( Zaffrann & 

Collangelo , 1979, p142). 

The results of the interviews s upported the idea that 

the able students in this sur\·ey did want assistance in 

their p e rsonal and social d e \·e lopmen t , and that how 

they felt about themselves and about others did impact 

on the ir opportunities to learn. 

The r esults s howed that although they felt confident 

in groups at school they did not feel confident in 

themselves. The s tudents said that they did not feel 

confident whe n they were s ing led ou t in a g roup: that 

is, when they were seen as more successful than 

othe rs, when they asked ques tions in class , or whe n 

they were given compliments about their ability or 

their performance. 

The reason why the students did not feel confide nt 

was that they had fears about what their peers would 

think of them. It became clear to one group that the 

interview process allowed them to see that the other 

s tudents in the group had the same fears, and that 

discussion could assist them in reaching a common 

understanding amongst their peers. 
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The students particularly wanted assistance in being 

able to show pride in their success, without appearing 

to be arrogant, which would make them unpopular with 

their peers. These situations produced conflict. On 

the one hand they said they were privately pleased 

about succeeding, and felt pleased for their parents, 

but on the other hand were unable to express how 

they felt to their peers without fear of rejection. 

These fears must impact on the quality of 

communication, and relationships, with their peers. 

The students had other fears. Many students said 

that although they did try ne\,· things sometimes, and 

wanted to feel more comfortable about trying new 

things, they feared failing at something new. 

Trying something new was a risk for these able 

students for several reasons: they were known for 

their successes, they probably had expectations that 

they would succeed, and others probably had similar 

expectations of them. 

In this way, they seemed to have identified with the 

stereotype of the gifted student; that is, someone who 

is accustomed to success, inexperienced at failure, and 

trapped into seeking those activities where they will 

succeed. 



It was interesting that the students said they were 

teased when they did well, and teased when they 

failed. 
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Although all of the groups accepted that mixe d 

feelings were part of adolescence, some of the 

s tudents said they were scared of them, and some of 

the students said they were particularly afraid of new 

feelings. 

This seemed similar to their fear of trying new things. 

The difference was that the stude nts could control 

when they tried n ew things, but n ew fee lings may not 

be so controllable . 

There were varying opinions about perfectionism. 

Some of the students said that although there were not 

many who were perfectionists in every thing , about half 

of the s tudents were perfectionists in some areas. 

One group of students said that it was easy for 

s tudents with high motivation, and those who were 

used to going the extra step to achieve, to become 

perfectionists, but that perfectionism was an obsession 

and could be handicapping. Other students said there 

was not the time or incentive to be a perfectionist. 

With a fear of failure, a history of succeeding, and 

high motivation, students might find it difficult not to 



be perfectionists and go the ex tra step to ensure 

success. 
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The students also said they were competitive and had 

to remain competitive, to continue being accepted in 

their group. The momentum of competition and 

perfectionism, and fear of failure, may cause able 

students considerable stress. 

What is all the success and stress for? 

The achievements of able students suggests that they 

would find a suitable career easily (Clark, 1992). 

However, the students said they would like more 

assistance in setting and attaining goals; in particular, 

they wanted more information about setting and 

attaining career goals. One group wanted specific 

information about which courses led to which 

qualifications and which qualifications led to which 

careers, and one group wanted one-to-one career 

counselling. 

The results showed that these able students did not 

find choosing career goals easy, and they needed 

substantial assistance in planning how to attain those 

goals. 
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How students felt about learning 

There were many aspects of learning which students 

said they would like changed. Essentially these were: 

* 

* 

* 

how they learned 

what they learned 

why they learned. 

The students said they were not satisfied with how 

they learned. They wanted to be more actively 

involved in their own learning; tha t is, they wanted: 

* 
* 

* 

more discussion to hear different opinions 

more discussion to clarify their own ideas 

more discussion to remember ideas better. 

The students felt that they could learn a lot from 

discussions and that there was a lack of discussion as 

a learning tool in their experiences. It was 

particularly relevant that they felt that discussions 

helped them remember better. It would appear then, 

that discussions should be used more often in class, 

and that informal learning based on discussions in a 

social situation with parents, peers (Jones, 1991), or 

mentors (McAlpine, 1988) could be an effective way for 

these able students to learn. 



The students said they were bored with the passive 

learning styles available to them. The key changes 

the students said they wanted were: 

* less repetition 

* less listening to the teacher in class 

* less copying down of notes in class 

* less routine of sitting inside at a desk 

* less unstimulating work 

* less teacher time spent controlling the class. 
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It is clear that students wanted to feel more actively 

involved in their own learning. The discussions did 

not extend to explaining why they wanted to be more 

actively involved. Perhaps the students perceived 

that being more actively involved in their own learning 

might increase their motivation, or increase their 

range of interests, or increase the pace at which they 

learn, or increase their satisfaction in learning? 

Whatever . their reasons, the students felt sure that 

they experienced boredom at school because of the 

passivity in learning styles available to them ( Renzulli, 

1992). 

The students wanted more constructive feedback where 

they were told what they could do to improve. It is 

interesting that even though these students were 

considered to have high level abilities and most were 
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probably succeeding in their schoolwork, they still 

wante d to know how to improve (Clark and Zimmerman, 

1988). 

They said they were currently getting a lot of 'do this 

and don't do that' type of feedback, but would 

appreciate feedback that was more constructive. The 

students felt that constructive feedback was an 

effective way to learn, and were interes t e d in having 

more constructive feedback from both parents and 

teach e rs. 

The students were dissatisfied with what they learned 

for two r easons. 

Firstly, they felt they should be given more choice to 

better suit their interests. Having more decision 

making power, and more control, over what they 

learned may well increase their motivation to learn 

(Ryba and Chapman, 1983). 

Students said if they could choose they would like to: 

* 

* 

* 

broaden the type of information they had 

(Sternberg, 1986) 

know more about other people 

broaden the type of skills they had (Clark, 1992; 

Sternberg, 1986) 



* 

* 

* 

* 

learn more social skills to enhance learning 

(Nastasi et al, 1990) 

learn more life skills such as budgeting, 

parenting, and job skills 

know the marking criteria for assignments 

learn more study skills and revision strategies. 

Secondly, they did not feel they had sufficient 

experience in exercising choice (Ryba and Chapman, 

1983). This was particularly relevant because they 

realised that they were going to have to make more 

and more choices on their own, as they got older. 
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Students also wanted to ask more questions in class 

than they were currently asking. When they wanted 

to clarify or increase what they were learning they 

feared being ridiculed for asking "stupid" questions in 

class or expressing more interest than was "cool". 

The students in some groups wanted to receive more 

encouragement to ask questions. 

Why do students learn? 

There were three reasons which arose from the 

interviews. Firstly, students felt that the emphasis 

on marks at school caused competitiveness, and they 

felt that in order to remain part of the group they 

had to continue competing for marks. The students 

said that this was strenuous. 
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However, they also said there were advantages in 

getting good marks personally, for their parents, and 

for their careers. 

This meant that there was some ambiguity and tension 

arising from succeeding at school. Unfortunately none 

of the interview groups talked about what they 

thought might happen to their marks if there was less 

competition, and what they thought might happen to 

their group if there was no competition . 

Secondly, students wanted to know why they learned 

what they learned. The said they preferred to be 

told why it was important, and how they could use 

that information outside the classroom (Sternberg, 

1986). The students said they wanted to learn to 

understand and apply information rather than learn to 

recite for exams. 

Sternberg (1986) supported the notion of connecting 

the theoretical world with the practical world in 

learning situations: 'experience mediates between what 

is inside - the internal, mental world - and what's 

outside - the external world . . . (We should) be 

looking at how experience affects a person's 

intelligence and how intelligence affects a person's 

experiences' (p59). 
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Perhaps if students saw a s tronger connection b e tween 

the practical uses of their information and classroom 

learning they might have more reasons for learning 

(Downs, 1986) . 

Thirdly , a lthough most s tudents felt ha ppy when they 

were learning, it was considered unacceptable to s how 

their enjoyment, particularly in certain subjects. The 

students might openly enjoy learning more if there was 

a culture t hat accept ed learning as fun (Middleton et 

a l , 1992) . 

How students felt about others 

T here were four k ey findings from the interviews 

about how s tude nts felt about others : they were fear 

of what oth e rs t h ought of them , the n eed to b ecome 

more confide nt, the need to learn more people s kills , 

and making sense of their experiences with other 

people . 

The students expr essed fear of what others thought of 

them in the following situations: 

* 
* 

* 

* 

asking questions in class 

expressing interest in a subject 

talking about their s uccesses 

not competing for marks. 
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Their sense of belonging to a group was strong 

enough to inhibit their behaviours in all of the above 

situations. Yet during the interview one group said 

that they thought these fears were peculiar to them 

individually and were previously not aware that other 

students had the same fears. 

It is important to validate students' fears by listening 

to them and discussing them, but as a result of a 

discussion students may then feel that there is no 

reason why the fear should continue (Tyszkowa, 

1990). 

Students felt they needed to become more confident 

with other people so that they would worry less about 

what other people thought of them. 

Students clearly enjoyed success privately but wanted 

to be able to manage success in public better. 

Students felt that if they were more confident they 

would be able to accept criticism better and learn from 

it, and they would be able to ask more questions in 

class, and learn from the answers. 

It seems .then, that if students experienced a 

reduction in fear of what others thought of them, then 

students would experience an increase in confidence. 
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Increased confidence may allow learning situations to 

become more sociable and thereby improve their 

learning (Nastasi et al, 1990). 

The students articulated quite clearly what people 

skills they thought the y needed and why. They felt 

they needed more people skills both for their learning 

and for future employment. 

The s tudents pointed out that there were n o exams to 

prove how much they knew about other people . 

They said that they would like to learn more people 

s kills within the curriculum, and that they needed to 

learn more people skills b e cause p eople we r e complex. 

The s tudents felt they particularly needed to improve 

their communication skills so that they could say what 

they wanted to say, and have the effect they wanted 

to have such as expressing pride in their success, 

without appearing to boast. 

They said that they knew that practice was imperative 

to improve communication skills. 

Stude nts felt clear that friendships were not decided 

by how much dialogue they had with each person, but 

rather the feeling they had about those people. It 

was interesting to note that students did not think 
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that the quantity of communication was important in 

friendships, but at the same time students did not 

mention the quality of communication in connection with 

any relationships. 

Students felt that discussions were good learning tools 

and used in conjunction with other modes of learning 

such as writing on their own, could create a variety 

of learning styles. This interest in discussions could 

be used as an opportunity to address other concerns 

that the students had, such as the need to practice 

communication skills, and the need to hear other 

people's opinions. 

Some students said they needed more people skills to 

make sense of their experiences with other people . 

This meant that students wanted to know how to 

process information about people, and about their 

reactions to people, so they could learn from it 

(Clark, 1992). 
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Chapter 7 

CONCLUSION 

The present study set out to explore what able sixth 

form students felt about themselves, about learning, 

and about others. 

Th e interview responses added more indepth 

information to that collected in the questionnaire. The 

results of the interviews showed quite clearly that the 

students wanted to learn more about themselves, about 

learning, and about others, and that they had areas 

of concern. 

Students responded to the interview questions in ways 

that integrated issues which were previously in three 

separate t hemes . T his suggested that the problems 

they had were interrelated. The students offered 

solutions including discussing problems, and learning 

more information and skills. 

Self Confidence 

In the questionnaire 78% of students said they were 

confident at school. However, in three out of seven 

interviews students enlarged on this and said they 
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could feel confident in a group ( extrinsic confiden ce) 

but not confident about themselves (intrinsic 

confidence). Many students said they were not as 

confident as they would like to be when they wanted 

to speak up in class. 

The students said they wanted to learn how to be 

more confident so that they could ask more questions 

in class. They wanted to be encouraged to ask more 

questions. The students also said that if they had 

more confidence they could ask the questions they 

wanted to for clarification, and then they could learn 

better. 

The students also wanted to learn how to deal with 

success more confidently: how to accept compliments, 

and how to show a pride in their success without 

appearing arrogant. The responses in the interviews 

showed that the students feared that taking pride in 

their success would be read by other students as 

boasting, and cause the students to become unpopular. 

So where does this fear come from? Parents, peers 

and the community are all significant transmitters of 

attitudes, who probably all give mixed messages to the 

gifted (McAlpine, 1992 Renzulli, 1992). Perhaps the 

stereotype that has been perpetuated means that both 

students and teachers disdain the brilliant, 

hardworking, non athletic student (McAlpine 1992). 
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It is clear that more research should be done in this 

area to investigate how the students' confidence could 

be raised so that they can ask the questions they 

want to ask in class, and therefore get the information 

they want or need, and to take pride in their 

successes without it being misread by other students. 

Although in the questionnaire only 14% (39 out of 283) 

of students said they were afraid to try new things, 

many students in the interviews said they did not 

have as much confidence as they would like to try new 

things. Students said they lacked confidence to try 

new things, because they feared failure, even though 

they felt that new things were often interesting and 

challenging. 

The students said that those with low self confidence 

may become perfectionists, because then they could 

feel successful at some things. Fifty four percent 

(152 out of 283) students said that perfectionists felt a 

fear of failure when trying something new. They felt 

that trying something new with a friend was a good 

solution. 

Having new feelings sometimes caused students to lose 

confidence in themselves, even though new feelings 

could be good feelings. The students said that 

although they accepted having good and bad feelings 



together as normal for adolescents, they also found 

them hard to deal with. 
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Since new activities and new feelings were difficult for 

the able students in this survey, the researcher 

suggests that further research be done on these topics 

to investigate what circumstances would reduce that 

difficulty. According to this research students can be 

quite informative in describing circumstances which 

they perceive to reduce the difficulty. 

Goals 

Clark, 1992 stated that people who were considered to 

be gifted at school did not always attain the 

employment positions, careers, and life satisfaction 

that was expected. 

The students said they wanted assistance with goal 

setting, especially career goals. They wanted to know 

which courses led to which qualifications and which 

qualifications led to which careers. They also wanted 

to find out how to attain goals they had set. 

If they received assistance in setting and attaining 

goals then the students would have the opportunity to 

discover any unrealistic goals which they may have set 

for themselves. This could prevent students from 

working towards inappropriate or unattainable goals. 
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It would appear imporlf-lll t for able sixth form s tudents 

to be given the op portunity to experience more goal 

setting. It is appropriate to suggest that further 

research be carried out to investigate whether the 

s u ccessful ACHIEVE program (Poskitt e t a l, 1993) 3 

could be used for able s ixth formers. 

People skills 

The s tude nts said they wanted to be taught people 

s kills forma lly in the curricu lum , so tha t they could 

ma k e sense of their experiences (Clark, 1992). T his 

could b e particularly he lpful when d ealing with the 

above intrins ic confidence problems. 

They a lso felt they would need a balance of both 

people skills and their own specialist expertise in 

e mploy ment s itua tions . This could b e particula rly 

important wh e n students considered their car eer goals . 

The s tudents were particularly interested in learning 

more people s kills , life s kills, social skills, parenting 

skills, and communication skills without relying 

excessively on textbooks. The s tudents clearly 

wanted to include experien ce from outside the 

3 The ACHIEVE program involves students setting 

and negotiating their own learning goals each day 

with parents and t eacher s . 
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classroom into their learning, and they wanted to learn 

things inside the classroom which were a lso re le van t 

outside the classroom (Clark, 1992; Iozzi, 1989; 

Sternberg, 1986). 

Active learning 

Students felt that some teaching me thods r e stric t e d 

them to passive learning styles which created boredom. 

The students felt that more active learning styles such 

as discussions, and having the opportunities to make 

more choices ( especially making more of their own 

decisions) , would enhance their learning (Renzulli, 

1992; Griggs, 1984). 

Discussions in class 

Students showed a very strong inte r est in having 

discussions. In relation to their past experiences they 

felt that discussions gave them the opportunity to hear 

other people's ideas, which in turn helped them to 

clarify their own ideas, and in turn helped them to 

remember the lesson better. 

The students emphasised that practice, particularly in 

communication skills, was imperative. It would seem 

appropriate then to incorporate communication skills 

and other people skills, as preparation for discussions 

in the classroom (Jones, 1991). 
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Choices or options 

Students felt they did not have enough experience m 

making choices ; they wanted to choose topics wi thin 

the curriculum, choose projects within topics, a nd 

mak e choices such as what to write down wit hin each 

lesson. They felt that they were expected to make 

mor e and mor e decisions for themselves each year, 

b oth academically and personally, and therefore n eed e d 

more s kills in making d ecisions . This is particularly 

r e levant to career choices mentioned earlier . 

There is a second advantage in offering c hoices. 

When s tudents are given choices, or a sense of control 

over what is learned or experienced, it enhances t heir 

interes t in the topic and the ou tcome, and enhances 

learning to the exte nt that even a perceived sense of 

control will enhance learning ( Ryba & Chapman , 1983) . 

These findings on prefe rred learning styles for ab le 

students in this survey has implications fo r teaching, 

and for career counsellors. More research is n eeded 

in this area, particularly in New Zealand. 

Stress 

It was clear from the inte rview responses that the able 

students in the survey were under considerable 

stress. 
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They felt they must compete for marks. If they did 

not compete for marks then they would no longer be 

considered part of the group they were in. The 

students said that it was stressful to continually keep 

up with this competition ( Hitchfield, 1973). 

In the pilot study the students had said they were 

disappointed that parents and teachers were unaware 

how much work went into getting good marks. It 

appeared to the students in the pilot study that 

parents and teachers assumed students got high marks 

because they were able and did not need to put much 

effort into it. 

When the students in the main study did get good 

marks they could not talk about it without fear of 

being accused of boasting and as a result, become 

unpopular. 

The students got high marks even after not having 

the confidence to ask the questions they wanted to ask 

in class. 

Students concealed their enjoyment of learning because 

it was not "cool" to admit that they did enjoy it, even 

though 57% (161 out of 283) of students agreed in the 

questionnaire that 'learning was fun' and 70% (199 out 

of 283) of students said they were 'happy when they 

were learning' (Middleton et al, 1992). 
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The students indicated that they did not know enough 

abou t the world outside of school to make decisions 

such as career goals (Herr & Watanabe, 1979). Yet, 

the curriculum subjects they had already chosen has 

in some ways limited their career options. The 

students said they n eed ed one-to-one counselling to 

assist in developing realistic goals . 

Sixth form students will be forced into making career 

d ecisions within one or two years. The students in 

the survey said they have insufficient experience in 

making such choices and decisions . 

Students are not only learning formally from the 

curriculum, but they are also learning informally about 

what is acceptable practice amongst peers a t school. 

This includes the notion that it is "uncool" to admit 

they like learning, that competition is a way to gain a 

sense of belonging in a group, and that asking 

questions in class is not worth the risk of possible 

humiliation. It is these notions that are causing 

stressful situations for able students. 

Without acknowledgment of the problems that the 

students have talked about in the interviews, this 

informal learning will probably remain a strong 

determinant of their behaviour, and the stress may 

continue to affect the quality of their learning. 



Recommendations 

The able students in this survey wanted to develop 

more affective skills, so they could: 

* 

* 

* 
* 

* 
* 

* 

feel more confident 

have less fears 

set goals more accurately 

b ecome more skilful in choosing 

make sense of their experiences 

learn better 

have less stress. 

The literature points to several ways that these 

problems could b e addressed. 
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Several models aimed at developing affective skills 

have been described in the literature, and two of the 

most pertinent are summarised in the following section. 

Betts' 1985 Autonomous Learner model (Davis & Rimm, 

1989, ppl75-179) combines the affective and cognitive 

domains in indepth and enrichment activities, for both 

the individual and groups. The model was designed to 

help gifted students: 



* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

develop more positive s e lf-concepts 

comprehend their own giftedness 

develop social skills 

increase their knowledge in a variety of subject 

areas 

d evelop their thinking, decision-making and 

problem-solving skills 
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demonstrate responsibility for their own learning in 

and out of school 

and ultimately become responsible, creative, 

independent learners . 

Williams' 1986 Model for Developing Thinking and 

Feeling Processes ( Davis & Rimm, 1989, ppl 77-179) 

also combines activities and develops skills in the 

cognitive and affective domains simultaneously. The 

model has three dimensions: content or curriculum, 

strategy or teacher behaviour, and process or pupil 

behaviour. The pupil behaviour dimension is designed 

to develop: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

curiosity (willingness) 

risk taking (courage) 

complexity ( challenge) 

imagination (intuition) . 

Several theoretical frameworks and practical programs 

aimed at developing affective skills have been 
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describe d in the liter·ature, and are summarised in the 

following section. 

Downs (1986) advocated that because people are 

complex, teaching should include the development of 

both the affective and the cognitive domains in 

learners, to reflect that complexity. 

Wragg (1991) and Cutbrush (1987) both concluded that 

education programs that were developed solely for 

information, or cognitive purposes, and did not 

contain affective development were not successful: 

'clearly the informational approach has been 

discredited' (Cutbrush, 1987, p48). Iozzi (1989), and 

Sternberg ( 1986) emphasised the importance of fusing 

learning in the affective domain into the existing 

curriculum at all ages from kindergarten to high 

school. 

Church (1990) observed that teachers predominantly 

use the lecture method to teach vocabulary, principles 

and concepts, but that 'adolescents need activities 

with opportunities to do and feel as well as inculcate 

facts' (p9). 

Robinson (1986) used confluent education in a research 

program; that is, 'an approach in which cognitive and 

affective elements are integrated in both individual and 

group learning' (pl93) . Significant academic gains 
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were recorded in reading, maths and problem-solving . 

Behavioural changes were repo1~ted by teachers 

including an improvement in communication, increased 

co-operation, and a reduction in hurtful remarks and 

actions. 

Downs (1986) argued that c lasses should encompass 

the affective domain by b eing action- orientated, trying 

to develop all the senses, ha,:ing a multicultural 

e mphasis, and involving students in the planning of 

activities and events. 

Iozzi (1989) advocated that where there was teaching 

and learning about attitudes a nd values, there should 

be frequent simulations and role plays involving a 

large amount of interaction between students, and not 

just from students to t he teacher . 

Church (1990) stated that the use of role play and 

simulations would assist the learner in comprehending 

the need for social skills, and in comprehending the 

social consequences of actions. 

Downs (1986) used an interesting concept of 'needing 

to know'. She suggested that 'the dynamic importance 

of need in learning must be fully exploited. People 

learn best when they have a need to know' (p42). To 

follow on from this concept, it would appear 

constructive to discuss with the students which uses 
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and applications of that knowledge they are interested 

in, before teaching any given topic. 

Me nis (1989) believes that it is important to e nhance 

the learner 's attitude to, as well as ins truct in, the 

s ubject matte r. He stated tha t one of the important 

roles of teaching is to develop positive attitudes 

toward s the s ubject matter , a nd its application to 

everyday !if e. 

However, he cautioned that improving the a ttitudes of 

students towards the s ubject matter is partly 

d epende nt on good t eaching me thods, s t rategies and 

condition s of learning . 

Blum-Anderson (1989) s tated that attitudes and beliefs 

that students hold, about the s ubject a nd about 

the mselves as learners of t hat s ubject, are just as 

important in the learning process as a r e the cognitive 

e leme nts . 

She espoused several t eaching s trategies to foste r 

healthy student attitudes towards the s ubject matte r : 

* 

* 

* 

helping students to understand frustration, 

acknowledging anxiety 

realising that when a student is upset at not being 

able to understand a new concept 'nearly all of 

that s tudent's menta l e nergy will focus on the 



* 

* 
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emotion itself and the cognitive processes will be 

arrested' (p164) 

being aware that student confidence is not stable 

and that confidence depends on how easy it is for 

that student to absorb novel concepts 

relating the topics to occupations and personal 

use. 

Downs (1986) suggested that student attitudes to the 

subject depended on how easy it is for the students to 

express anxie ty, fear, confusion, and other emotions 

implicit in the learning of new concepts and ideas. 

If students perceive that problems have developed 

either in the cognitive domain or in the affective 

domain there are usually few well known, accepted and 

reliable sources of assistance available to them. 

Society, and the education system, to date have not 

made it easy for students to blend their social and 

emotional responses into a learning context. 

Zaffrann and Colangelo (1979) stated that counselling 

programs should be established for gifted students. 

They advocated developmental guidance to help gifted 

students understand the stages of human development, 

differentiated guidance to respond to individual needs 

particularly pertaining to giftedness, and counselling 

involving 'the facilitation of mental health and 

creativity' (plSl). 
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McAlpine (1988) reviewed the literature on creativity 

and noted that students could be encouraged to think 

more creatively by being formally taught to do so, and 

with the influence of role models in an informal 

learning situation. The formal learning situations 

should allow students: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

to be given the time to think of alternatives 

to be given rewards for original thinking 

to have the opportunity to play with ambiguities 

and uncertainties 

to be encouraged to reclassify and restructure 

ideas 

to be encouraged to be intuitive by operating on 

minimal clues for maximum conclusiveness. 

The infc;>rmal learning situations such as role modelling 

should offer students: 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

* 

enthusiasm and confidence in a playful context of 

ideas 

a one-to-one relationship 

confidence 

an increasingly critical voice 

a sense of judgement of one's own performance 

a holistic style of learning and thinking. 

Deverensky and Coleman's (1989) results suggested 

there was a need for teachers, parents and 
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administrators to provide appropriate forums for gifted 

children to discuss their f ears, and to realise that 

these fears were legitimate and similar to those of 

other gifted children their own age. They argued 

that effective inte rvention programs can decrease the 

anxieties of gifted children, promote a sharing of 

ideas, and lead to effective solutions . 

Headey and Waring (1990) argued that it would be 

useful if 'effective coping s trategies could be 

ide ntified, and perhaps taught, so that individuals 

suffering adversity could b e he lped to h elp t h emselves' 

(p328). 

Whe n children do take the opportunity t o express 

e motions in learning situations, it is important that the 

s ituations are dealt with skilfully, so that childre n are 

not discouraged from this kind of expression in the 

future . 

Guilbault (1988) stated that when a student gives a 

t eacher information about their current emotional and 

social disposition, it would be advantageous if the 

teacher understood how it effected the learning 

capacity of the student. She acknowledged the value 

of this kind of information from students about 

themselves, and argued that with this additional 

information 'Then can a teacher understand. Then can 

a child learn' ( p464) . 
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Downs (1986) maintained that learning can be enhanced 

by the provision of an emotionally safe environment, 

where the learner can safely explore any fears and 

can afford to risk change. She suggested that 

teacher training courses should include the 

development of the affective domain in the student 

teacher. This would give the student teacher 

adequate skills to teach children affective skills later 

in his or her own classroom. 

She argued that 'since methods of teaching are 

personal ways of using self, they cannot be given; 

they must be discovered' (p43), and that the 

processing of the meaning of any new discoveries was 

vital: 'since people learn most effectively from their 

own experience' (p43) learning should be based on 

discovering meaning through student involvement. 

This could be gained through discussion and group 

work which allows for feelings to be part of the 

curriculum. 

She argued that student teachers should learn in the 

same way that she advocates for any learner - through 

experience, discovery, and involvement. 

Lewis (1987) investigated the effect of teacher's 

classroom management techniques, by asking the 

students for their view. 
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The findings s howed tha t 'teachers were seen to use 

emba rrassment of students as a t echnique for 

controlling classes' (p182) . Students fe lt s ympathetic 

for the mis behaving student if the teacher's 

inte r vention was deeme d inappropriate (unclear rules, 

de manding ap ologies from s tudents , moving s tude nts 

without warning, mis ta rgetting the cause of the 

problem, unjus tified r esponse to the problem s u c h as 

ye lling at the student). 

Whereas , wh e n the teacher was seen as p rais ing 

a ppropria t e s tudent b ehaviour as a class r oom 

ma nageme nt t echnique, the stude nts we re less like ly to 

sympathise with the misbe having s tudent . 

T h e s tude nts r eporte d that a ripple effect operated in 

the classroom in that those who n e v er misbe haved still 

s uffe red t h e adve r se affective consequences of b eing 

prese nt when punitiv e measur es wer e being 

sanctioned . 

Hey man et al (1992) found tha t affective learning was 

not restricted to school env ironme nts but wa s instead 

part of a much larger environment. Affective 

learning, according to Heyman, involved the family 

and the community because children start school with 

e x p eriences, values and behaviours which they have 

learned from the home or the community. Therefore, 

Downs ( 1986) argued, the school, the family, and the 



community should all be involved in the formal 

education process. 

Renzulli ( 1991) believes that the 
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'effective programming for gifted and talented children 

is not a function of schools alone . . . we view the 

gifted child as part of a much larger system 

incorporating family, cultural milieu, classroom, 

school, and community. Furthermore, we view the 

issues surrounding the . . . education of gifted and 

talented students as including personal and social 

issues as well as cognitive ones' (p73). 

This study concludes that able students are not as 

skilful in the affective domain as they would like to 

be, and that this lack of skill affects the quality of 

their learning. 

This study recommends that the existing models and 

research findings be incorporated to address the 

existing problems that able students have in the 

affective domain. 

Teachers, counsellors, and parents can make a 

difference to the quality of able students' learning, 

and to the stress levels involved in that learning, 

when they become aware of the able students' needs 



and the educational is sues involved in addressing 

those needs. 
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APPENDIX 

Below are the results of the chi square tests of 

significance carried out on gender differences in the 

questionnaire responses: 

I want to contribute more during lessons 

(0.000015) 

I am sensitive in class ( 0. 0023) 

I can have good and bad feelings at the same time 

(0.0046) 

I am happy when I am by myself ( 0. 0028) 

I want to know more about leadership (0.014) 

I pretend not to understand what is going on 

(0.0099) 

I don't know how other people feel .( 0. 0029) 

I don't know how other people feel (0.0012) 

I enjoy school ( 0. 0086) 

I am sensitive in class (0.0085) 

I am happy when I am by myself ( 0. 0094) 

I have clear goals (0.0080) 

named English as their best subject (0.0072) 

the questionnaire was interesting, enjoyable, or 

worthwhile ( 0. 056) 
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