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What factors influence girls’ uptake of KS4 ICT at Shenfield High School?

The research proposal relates specifically to the factors that influence uptake of GCSE ICT as an optional course by girls at Shenfield High School, Essex. Shenfield High School is a mixed comprehensive school approximately twenty miles from the London borders. In 2003, the school was awarded specialist status for Business and Enterprise. The school is very different to the majority of ‘similar’ schools nationally, as defined by PANDA report comparison, due to the teaching of boys and girls separately and the setting and banding for all subjects. Many KS4 course remain sex segregated for teaching but, in ICT, the teaching groups are formed of mixed ability boys and girls.

The school boasts a strong ICT department and encourages all pupils in their ICT proficiency in both optional courses and the compulsory delivery of National Curriculum KS4 requirements. However, despite some school-produced statistics that suggest the uptake of girls is growing the department and school feel that girls are not confidently and commonly opting for GCSE ICT where, historically, they do very well and the reasons for this are unclear.

The central purpose of this inquiry is to identify the factors that influence girls’ uptake of GCSE ICT at Shenfield High School. The inquiry will be undertaken with the perspective of a causal puzzle i.e. attempting to determine factors and the influence they have in the girls’ ultimate GCSE option course choice.

It is intended that this inquiry will bring about possible changes to:

· the choice of KS4 course offered

· the type of resources create and used

· the delivery of the subject material 

· the way in which the offered course is promoted to Year 9 girls

· the way in which the subject teacher is perceived

As a female practitioner of ICT, I have long held the belief that girls tend to opt out of ICT at KS4 and higher levels due to their perception of the subject as one that only males can succeed in. I have experienced surprise by male colleagues at my interest in ICT and am keen to discover if such stereotype stances linger and influence secondary school girls in their subject choice.  

The research follows a recent spontaneous and improvised attempt to increase uptake by the ICT department. The ICT Coordinator and Assistant Coordinator targeted the top six sets and personally visited the classes. The male teacher visited the boys’ classes and the female teacher (the author) visited the girls’ classes and in both cases, stressed the advantages of the KS4 course. The disadvantages were also described but depicted as ‘challenges’ for the students who are already acknowledged as bright due to the school banding and setting. It was originally intended that this attempt would form part of this research but that is not the case. 153 students opted for ICT last year yet only 93 have for the forthcoming academic year. This unusual dip can be attributed to the myriad of network problems that began before December of last year and persisted for most of the current academic year. ICT as a subject still maintains a high profile, when speaking to students but, unfortunately, faith in the hardware has been lost and impacts a planned strand of the research.
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