The Contribution of Research to the Reform
of Secondary Education in Western Europe*

If European educators were asked
to indicate the most important edu-
cational problem with which most
countries in Europe have been faced
since the War, surely most of them
would point out the introduction of
universal secondary education. Most
probably would also agree that two
main forces can be traced behind
the rapid expansion of enrollment in
their secondary schools. These are
increasing need for highly trained
manpower and the democratization
of our schools — strong political
forces aiming at making the educa.
tional facilities available to all
young people irrespective of their
place of residence, financial level, or
general social background. Every-
body pays lip service to these two
principles. In recent years even minis-
ters of finance have been brought to
the conviction that the investment in
human capital that education repre-
senls must result in support of edu-
cation in general and in putting more
resources at the disposal of second-
ary education. If asked, everyone
gives fervent support to the princi-
ple of equality of opportunity. Apart
from the fact that unanimity disap-
pears when it comes to translating
this principle into concrete measures
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at the level of policy making, there
would also be some disagreement as
to the relative importance of the two
principles.

This presentation will atlempt to
review some of the major educalional
problems related to these matters of
increasing need for trained personnel
and democratization of education
and to indicate the role educational
research is playing in our efforts lo
cope with the requirements of sociely.

The Problem of the Organisation
of Secondary Education

The pervading disagreement, at
least in Western Europe, has been
related to the problem of how second-
ary education should be organized.
The core of the problem has been
the dual or parallel school organiza-
tion which stemmed from a highly
stratified class society from which
various countries are moving away
at different rates.

Somewhat schematically, the basic
problem in Europe has been how to
eradicate the historic burden of the
dual class-determined school system.
In the more or less heated debate
which is preceding the educational
change, the points of view are al-
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most purely educational, at least as
long as they are stated by teachers,
whereas social and economic factors
are stressed by politicians and social
researchers, It sometimes seems to be
a professional disease, from which
especially secondary school teachers
are suflering, to overlook the fact
that the school is operating in a so-
cial and economic context and that
its goals and modes of operation will
he tremendously affected by changes
that society is undergoing.

Teachers usually conceive of the
problem in the following way. Is it
possible to keep all pupils together
within the same type of school or
within the same class? Furthermore,
at what age should they be separated
into different schools, il necessary,
in order to prefit from instruction in
an optimal way? Provided the an.
swer to the first part of the question
is “Yes,” i.e, the pupils could be
kept together under the same school
roof to the end of the secondary
school, could they then be kept to-
gether in the same classes (without
streaming) and at what age should
they be separated into different
streams or tracks according to cri-
teria of ability?
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These are the basic questions,
which, clad in various national cos.
tumes, pervade the discussion about
secondary school reform in Europe.
Quite naturally, a good deal of edu.
cational research has been devoled
1o the problems of what effect group-
ing has en the intellectual develop-
ment of the pupils,

Contrasted Philosophies
of Grouping

The problem of how pupils should
be differentiated according to criteria
of ability and/or achievement has
been structured differently by two
philesophies. For lack of better labels
these will be called the elitist and the
comprehensive conceptions,

According to the elitist conception,
the prime goal of the secondary
school is to prepare for the univer-
sity and/or the professions. There-
fore, it is maintained, in order to
keep up the standards admission lo
the academic program will have to
be based upon strict requirements.
The corresponding school organiza-
tion is characterised by parallelism
and selectivity. The compulsory ele-
mentary school and the academic
sccondary school run parallel to each
other for a certain number of grades.
Pertinent examples can be found in
the Federal Republic of Western Ger-
many, where in most states transfer
from the Folksschule 1o the academic
Gymnasium takes place at the age of
10. The two schools are then operat-
ing parallel to each other for an
additional four or five years. How-
ever, reforms projected or to some
extent already implemented in coun-
tries like France and the Federal Re-
public of Germany make provisions
for modification of the parallelism
at the age of 11.13 by means of let-
ting it become an “observation stage”
{eyele d’observation), so that a del-
inite categorization of studenis is, a1
least in theory, postponed,

The comprehensive philosophy, ac-
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cording to which the school, within
a unilary organization, should cater
to all kinds and all degrees of abil-
ity, rejects selectivity and emphasizes
freedom of choice of subjects and
programs, It tries lo achieve a maxi-
mum of flexibility in programs and
careers. In the Swedish Education Act
of 1962, any classification of the
pupils implying any kind of “stream-
ing” is prohibited. The goal is to
keep the system as flexible as possible
so as to avoid blind alleys or prema-
ture choices that cannot be corrected.

Countries in the process of intro-
ducing universal secondary educa-
tion, therefore, have to lessen the in-
tellectual selectivity. In consequence,
certain subjects or topies which in
countries with a selective system are
studied in the pre-university school
have been moved up to the univer-
sity.

Thus, the elitist conception con-
tends that instruction will be very
much impaired by having children
of different levels of ability within
the same classroom. Both the able and
the dull will gain considerably by
being scparated, the earlier the bet-
ter. The comprehensive coneeption
slresses the social justice and unifi-
cation that one hopes will emerge
from mixing children of varying
ability in the same classroom.

Empirical Tests of
Philosophies of Grouping

So far, the writer has not ques-
tioned the possibility of subjecting
some of the assumptions on which
the two philosophies are based lo
empirical tests. His experience in
Sweden makes it self-evident that any
policy-making bedy that wants to
come to grips with the problems of

organizing  secondary  cducation
should call upon educational re-

searchers, if they are available, and
put resources at their disposal to test
assumptions upon which policies tend
to be buill, especially implicit ones.

Within the elitist frame of refer-
ence, the dominating problem has
been how to maximize the efficiency
of selection for the academic second-
ary school. The problem was from
the outset considered to be very sim-
ple; namely, what predictors are
good in forecasting scholastic suc-
cess within the grammar school and
what combination of such predictors
might achieve an optimum of forc-
casting efficiency? Thereby it was
taken for granted that selection
should take place at, for instance,
the age of cleven and that it would
be possible to arrive at criteria not
only of secondary school success bul
also of the selection system as such,
i.e.,, criteria derived not only from
individuals within a given type of
school but also from those outside
the school, i.e., non-applicants, not-
admitted applicants, and products of
attrition,

The most pertinent contributions
to this research have been made in
Great Britain, not least because of
its excellent researchers with a psy-
chometric background. Here will be
mentioned only the outstanding re-
search carried out by Pidgeon and
Yates'® at the National Foundation
for Educational Rescarch in England
and Wales and the lucid inquiry that
Vernon'' made for the British Psy-
chological Society. The latter points
out that the problems connected
with sclection primarily stem from
certain historical, social, and political
causes and cannot be solved merely
by improving the sclection 1ech-
nique. This disparity of esteem and
prestige of the various secondary
schools, the bias towards a linguistic-
academic type of education, the re-
percussion  effects on  the junior
school, cle, are all inherent in the
very system of selection at the age
of 114-. Vernon also points out that
selection now is as accurate as it can
rcasonably be, considering the
changes in ability and interest that
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take place among the children. With
a top validity of the best combina-
tion of predictors, one would expect
that about one quarter of those ad-
mitted to grammar school would fail
according to certain criteria, and
that six per cent of those rejected
would have succeeded.

The problem of the number of
failures in terms of early leaving and
wrong rejections is not only a ques.
tion of whether society should allow
its schools to commit such mistakes
or of how many it should be allowed
to make in terms of validity coeffi-
cients. It is also a question of how
much sociely can afford in terms of
non-utilized talent.

Within the comprehensive frame
of reference, two types ol problems
have been tackled by educational re-
searchers. The first is the relative
“productivity” of the comprehensive
as compared with the selective sys-
tem. The design of such studies is
extremely difficult, since the criteria
are legion and often selected within
the [rame of reference that will [a-
vor one or the other system. On this
point the following lesson could be
learned from Sweden.

The National Board of Education
{which in several respects fulfills the
functions of the Ministry of Educa-
tion in England) in its evaluation of
the report submitted by the 1946
School Commission, which proposed
the Comprehensive nine-year school
in Sweden, strongly advocated the
necessity of making comparisons be-
tween the “old” selective and the
“new"” comprehensive system. The
1950 Education Act, which made pro-
visions for a tryout on a pilot basis
over a period of several years, was
passed almost unanimously by the
Swedish Parliament, since the Minis-
ter of Education and leading member
of the Parliament emphasized that
the outcomes of comparisons should
lay the basis for the reshaping of the
school after the tryout period. Very
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soon, however, there was a good deal
of argument about how the decision
had to be interpreted. Should a com.
prehensive school, irrespective of the
outcome of the tryout, be introduced
all over the country, or should it be
dropped in favor of the previous dual
and selective system if the outcome
turned out te be negative? In any
case, the research resources at the
disposal of the National Board of
Education were concentrated on com-
paring over a certain period the out-
come of instruction of two systems
that differed greatly in selectivity.
The one, the academic realskola, ad-
mitted an inteliectual and social elite
and took care of roughly 20-25 per
cenl. The other system in principle
took care of a hundred per cent of
the pupils in a given area. But since
in many cases Lhe two systems oper-
ated in the same areas, a consider-
able number of more able students
transferred to the well-established
grammar school in the area, whereby
the comprehensive schools were still
more handicapped since they could
not operate with pupils covering the
whole ability and social range. The
curricula were not comparable with
regard lo either the time table or
the content of the subjects. The
teachers were not comparable, since
the most qualified secondary school
teachers from the oulset worked in
the existing selective schools and the
new ones (especially because teacher
training had not been changed)
wanted to be employed at schools
for which they considered their train.
ing to be adequate,

Comparisons made in terms of at-
tainments under these circumstances
were almost completely irrelevant,
since they were made in terms of ob-
jectives especially emphasized in the
exisling secondary schools and since
only social-class differences hetween
the two types of systems were kept
under control. The main flaw in these
comparisons, however, which was

overlooked by almost everybody, was
the fact that the traditional second-
ary school had a grade-repetition or
dropout rate to such an extent that
only 50 per cent of the originally
selected group graduated from the
academic secondary school in due
time.

The Concept of Price
Paid for Selectivity

The last point brings us to an im-
portant problem within the compre-
hensive frame of reference. Besides
the quality of the fruits, i.e., the at-
tainments of those who survive in
the system, the main criterion of eval-
uation ought to be: how many are
brought how far, and in general, to
what extent is the principle of equal-
ity of oppertunity actually operal-
ing? What is the price paid in the
seleclive system for the high quality
of the few who survive? The “price,”
then, consists of the number of able
students who do not apply, who are
wrongly rejected, who are thrown
out during the course of study, and
who fail to graduate.

This problem has not been studied
to the extent that it deserves, In com-
parison with the tremendous research
work devoled to the selection prob-
lem, it might be said to have been
almost entirely neglected.

Very few surveys have been con-
ducted in order to assess the price
paid in a selective system for the
high quality of those who survive
unlil graduation. In the study on
“Larly Leaving™ initiated by the
British Ministry of Education during
the 50's, a 10 per cent sample of
pupils admitted to grammar schools
was followed up and their school rec-
ords were related to the entrance
cxaminations and their parents’ so-
cvial class. According to the opera.
lional ecriterin established, 38 per
cent of the inlake failed. The receiv-
ing grammar schools were asked 1o
divide their intake into three equal
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groups according to performance in
the 114 examinations. Among the
students belonging to the best third
and having fathers in the professional
and managerial group, 10 per cent
failed as compared with 54 per cent
of those whose fathers were unskilled
workers.

A similar study was made by Orr-
ing? in Sweden of a 20 per cent
sample of a year’s intake in the
academic secondary school, In spite
of the fact that admission was based
on rigid selection and that total
marks on standardized achievement
tests constituted the criteria, morc
than one-fifth of the pupils in one
type of school and almost one-third
in another left school witheut taking
an examination or without continu-
ing their studies in the pre-university
classes. Drop-outs and nen-promo-
tions were of course correlated with
entrance marks, but these correlations
were not very high. The marks from
the first grade in the receiving school
far from perfectly predicted future
success, In n special analysis, drop-
ouls and non-promotions were also
related to social class. With entrance
qualifications controlled, pupils with
working-class  backgrounds failed
much more often than others.

In West Germany, several inquiries
have been made into what is cailed
das Sitzenbleiberelend, the grade-
repealing misery. Prolessor Un-
deutsch reported at the 1959 con-
vention of the German Psychological
Association that most surveys had
shown that less than 20 per cent of
the pupils admitted on & competitive
and selected basis to the 9-year Gym-
nasium reach their Abitur in due
time. Another small group succeeds
in graduating, but with a delay of
one or more years, whereas the ma-
jority are drop-outs. The number of
Abiturienten is far less than 10 per
cent of an age group, although the
West German economy needs at least
15 per cent. Professor Ralf Dahren-
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dorf, in his recent book, Arbeiter-
kinder an deutschen Universitéten,
has shown that of all first-year uni-
versity students only six per cent are
from working-class homes, This is in
agreement with the findings from the
International Project for the Evalua-
tion of [Educational Attainment
(LE.A.), which show that among the
iwelve countries West Germany has
the highest social selectivity. Dr.
George Picht, in a recent monograph
on the German Bildungskatastrofe
(“educational catastrophe”), pointed
out that if all Abiturienten in the 60's
were to enroll in institutions of high-
er learning in order to become teach-
ers, there would be just about enough
to satisfy the demand.

Social Factors in Relation to
Equality of Opportunity

The study of social factors which
can operale as barriers to equality of
opportunily has in recent years been
promoled by the Organization for
Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (OECD). lis publication, 4bil-
ity and Educational Opportunity,?
emerged [rom a conference orga-
nized in 1961 jointly by the Office
of Scientific and Technical Personnel
of OECD and the Swedish Ministry
of Education. Among the participants
were both researchers and top-level
administrators within the Ministries
of Education. A good deal of the per-
linent research in this area has been
conducted by British educational
sociologists.

In the introductien to this paper,
it was pointed out that within a selec-
tive system everyone would pay lip
service to equality of opportunity.
The immediate implication of this
principle is that selection in a com-
pelitive situation should be made
soley on the basis of ability and not
with regard to economic or social
background. What, then, are the cri-
teria of “ability”? In most cases in-
telligence test scores, atlainment test

scores, school marks, and teacher rat-
ings. But by closer inspection these
criteria, as was already pointed out
by Chicago researchers in the forties
and studied in detail in Great Bri-
tain by a group of sociologists in the
lifties, were “loaded” with social
class factors. Thus, selection was so-
cially biased and there was some evi-
dence that the earlier the selection
the heavier was this loading,

Estimates of the
“Reserve of Ability”

A special field of study which is
closely related to the one just dealt
with is the attempts to estimate the
size of the “reserve of ability” or
“pool of ability,” and attempts to
assess the extent to which it is uti-
lized.

It would bring us too far afield 1o
delve into the technical problems
that emerged in efforts in Sweden
lo identify and measure the reserves
of ability. Some of the approaches
can be indicated, however.

In 1945, the wriler started to uti-
lize data collected by the Swedish
Central Conscript Bureau in connec-
tion with inductions to military ser-
vice. By law, practically every man
of 20 had to appear before an In-
duction Board for, among other
things, a medical and psychological
examination. Group-test data and
school records made it possible to
estimate the “pool of abilily” with a
technique similar to that later used
by Dael Wolfle in his 1954 mono-
graph on America’s Resources of
Specialized Talent)* Harngvist of
the University of Gothenburg used a
follow-up approach whereby he could
estimate the probability of success
in secondary education for various
levels of attainment in the elemen-
tary school. This was a much more
clegant and “accurate approach. Its
technicalities are presented in the
above-mentioned OECD publication
and the 1962 Year Book of Educa-
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tion,' which gives a rather complete
record of the research carried out in
Sweden in this area.

Cross-National Comparisons
of School Systems

Comparative education has recent-
ly started to take advantage of the
cross-national variation in certain
important variables which can be ex-
pected to affect the “productivity”
of various schoo] systems by coura-
geously trying to devise international
evaluation instruments. This has been
done in the domain of mathematics
instruction in the Inlernational Proj-
ect for the Evaluation of Education
Attainment (the L.E.A, study). Social
bias entering the secondary schools
could be assessed by comparing the
social-class distribution of the 13-
year-olds, where one hundred per
cent of the age group was still in full-
time schooling, with the same dis-
tribution among the pupils in the
pre-university year, i.e., in the termi-
nal class of the secondary school. A
selectivity index could be arrived at
by relating the number of pupils at
the terminal level in cach social
class with those in the schools for
13-year-olds. The selectivity index
could then be related to the propor-
tion of the age group in the pre-
university year, i.e., in the terminal
class. As could be expected, general
sclectivity is strongly related to so-
cial-class bias,

Of perhaps greater interest in this
conneclion may be the attempis to
estimate the “yields” of various
school systems. It would be of only
limited value, if not irrelevant, to
compare, for instance, the average
petformance of a high-school grad-
uate in the United States with, for
instance, that of the pupils in Eng-
land who are just about lo sit for
their G.C.E. examination A level. In
the first place, the proportions of the
age group in these two specific cases
differ greatly. A comparison ought

MARCH 1888

to be made with corresponding per-
centages. It would apparently be
much more fruitful 1o compare, let
us say, the 95th, the 90th, and the
75th percentile levels of pupils in the
two types of schools. But this would
not be fair to one school system tak-
ing care of a higher proportion of the
age group than the other. One can,
however, make the comparison by
taking out the proportions of the
total age groups at parlicular per-
centile levels. Thereby it is discov-
ered that countries where educational
opporiunities are broadened do not
suffer from “lowering of standards”
measured by the achievements of a
comparable proportion of the total
age group. A quantitative increase in
enrollment does not necessarily im-
ply a decrease of quality.

Research on Curriculum Content

Another important problem area
in sccondary cducation, where em-
pirical research can yield important
contributions to the considerations
of policy-makers, is related to cur-
rictlum content. One illustrative re-
search program was carried out at
the writer’s institute in cooperation
with the 1957 School Committec,
which, according to its terms of ref-
crence, had to reconsider the objec-
tives and hence the curriculum con-
tent of the upper section of the com-
prehensive school, ie., grades 7
through 9. Five subject areas, namely,
mathematics, mother tongue, physics,
chemislry, and civics were the object
of this research., Methods of leach-
ing, time devoled to the various
topics, and the outcomes of instruc-
tion were studied in representative
classes. In cooperation with industry
and commerce, analyses were made
of requirements put upon employees
in terms of topics included in the
study. Retained knowledge and skills
were assessed by means of lesls given
to school-leavers,

The 1960 Gymnasium Commitiee

conducted an extensive study which
comprised all the Swedish university
professors and representative groups
from the Civil Service, industry, and
commerce. The gymnasium curricu-
lum was divided into 65 small areas
and the participanls were, among
other things, asked to rate these areas
in two respecls, their contribution to
the university subject or the occupa-
tion which the rater represented and
their contribution to general educa-
tion.

The two studies have been pre-
sented in recent articles in the fnter-
national Review of Education’’
An example will illustrate the kinds
of leads that can be obtained not
only for policy-makers but also for
curriculum-constructors, Latin, on the
whole, has been studied with the
same objectives for more then a hun-
dred years. The pupil was expected
to be able to read classical authors.
But it turned out that in the univer.
sity evaluation Latin was to be re-
garded as primarily a vocational sub-
ject. It should prepare students who
wanted to specialize in the sludy of
modern languages (nol te mention
preparation for teaching Latin and
the study of history). Most agreed
that the important contribution thai
Lalin could make to general educa-
tion would be to give an etymological
dimension to the study of modern
languages in the secondary school.
The capacity to read ciassical authors
was not a primary goal.

Class-Room Implementation
of Educational Research

School reforms to a greal extent
will have to be implemented in class
rooms. There are tremendous impli-
cations for teacher training and in-
service lraining. In several countries
policy-makers (especially at the gov-
crnmental and parliamental level)
are {ar ohead of the teachers in their
conception of the organization and
the [unctions of the school. Policy
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desicions on school organization have
repercussions on curriculum con-
struction and instructional practices.
For instance, the keeping of hetero-
geneous classes and abolition of
grade-repeating call for more indi-
vidual instruction.

One striking feature of the school
reforms, at least in Europe, is the
strong resistance to change that es-
pecially secondary-school teachers
in some countries have shown. In
Sweden, the majority of subject
teachers were against the grouping
procedures decided by the Parlia-
ment and codified in the 1962 Edu-
cation Act. In West Germany, the
Philologenverband is strongly op-
posed even lo moderate change pro-
posed by the Deutscher Ausschuss
Jiir das Bildungs- und Erziehung-
swesens. This attitude, apart from in-
stitutional factors that account for
resistance, might be ascribed to lack
of awareness among teachers of the
social implications of the school.
Many teachers conceive ol their role
mainly in terms of purely instruc-
tional performances. It is as if the
school operated in a social vacuum.
Therefore, in following up policy
decisions on educational change, one
must very carefully consider the con-
sequences for teacher iraining. Ex.
tensive in-service programs may have
to be embarked upon. Surveys per-
taining to information and attitude
will have to be made so as to get a
basis for the measures that will have
to be taken. Marklund® made an in-
vestigation, on behalf of the 1957
Swedish School Committee, of all the
trainee teachers who were just aboul
to finish their training. The teachers’
knowledge of the reform of education
—aims, reorganization, methods of
instruction, and consequences for the
teachers—was measured by an in-
formation test. The teachers’ attitude
toward the reform was measured by
an inventory containing statements
about the reform taken from the
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daily press, teachers’ periodicals,
cte. Prospective class teachers (teach-
ing grades 1 through 6) expressed
a more positive attitude toward re-
{orm than did subject teachers (teach-
ing grades 7 through 12). The cor-
relation between information scores
and attitude scores for subject teach-
ers was as high as .5. The hypothesis
advanced, that the attitudes of the
teachers whose teaching situation
will change more profoundly as a
result of the reform will be more
negative than those whose situation
will largely be unchanged, was veri-
fied.

The fact that attitudes and infor-
mation correlated more highly among
secondary teachers than among pri-
mary teachers was explained by the
same hypothesis, namely, that those
whose situation tends 1o change
greatly tend to be more emolionally
involved.

The Question of
Freedom of Research

But what about the freedom of re-
search in terms of choosing problems
and methods of inquiry? Would it
not be endangered by getting assign-
ments from policy-makers? If a re-
search institution, inside or oulside
& university, is approached by, for
inslance, the Ministry, which pro-
poses a study of a problem related
to school organization and is willing
to pay the bill, what is left of the
freedom of the research worker?
Well, he can of course turn down the
proposal. But let us assume that he
accepts it, Will he succeed in pre-
serving his integrity? In the first
place, the researcher has a rather
wide margin of freedom in the sense
that he must almost without exception
have to re-frame the problem turned
over to him by the policymaker.
split it up into sub-problems and
bring out its implications before he
can iry to work out a design as a
basis for a budget to be submitted

1o his Ministry. Secondly, the writer
cannol remember any case when he
and his collcagues have not had com-
plete freedom in choosing the meth-
ods for lackling the problems pre-
sented. Thirdly, when collecting data
and analyzing them, in spite of very
often conducting the study within a
tight time schedule, the research
worker encounters problems that
otherwise he would not have met,
problems that are really basic.

Utilitarian, shori-lime research can
cven promole the kind of inquiry
that academicians usually praise at
their banquets, namely, research that
is of no use to anybody.
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