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ABSTRACT

Making their minds up: students' choice to study social work in Iraklio, Greece

Vasileia Papadaki, Department of Social Welfare, Umeå University, SE-901 87 Umeå,
Sweden.

The present thesis examines the possible reasons social workers have for entering
and eventually graduating from the Social Work Department in Iraklio, Greece. It is a
three-phase study, consisting of three distinct but related research parts; each research
part is built upon knowledge, issues and questions derived from the preceding part.

My background in sociology influenced the choice of theoretical perspectives; I was
not interested in investigating students’ choice from a psychologically-based perspec-
tive. Bourdieu (e.g. 1977; 1987) and the work of others who have drawn on and devel-
oped his work (e.g. Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; Reay, 1998a) constituted a theoretical
framework. In addition, theoretical perspectives which recognise the interplay between
individual and structural factors (e.g. Kasimati, 1991) also proved useful. In this work
both quantitative and qualitative approaches (grounded theory, narrative analysis) were
employed.

The findings contradict views that stress the degree of free choice people have about
work; it is clear that external structural factors limit or contribute to the shaping of this
choice. This is not to say, however, that the findings stress the determining influence of
solely external factors on students’ choice. Students in this thesis describe actively
making decisions; they are players in the field of education. They enter the field with
unequal amounts of capital (economic, cultural); thus, although in theory everyone is
free to play, not everyone is equal. To the extent that they have different social back-
grounds (gender, class), their classed-and-gendered habitus differs as well. In the proc-
ess of students’ educational choice, their habitus along with the particular educational
system (with all its opportunities and restrictions) influence students’ horizons for ac-
tion, their perceptions of what is available and appropriate for them. The high value
placed on higher education (educational fetishism) is another factor influencing stu-
dents’ horizons for action. In the context of their horizons for action, students employ a
variety of strategies in order to enter higher education (e.g. the way they prepare for the
exams, their ranking of Schools in preference order etc). The outcome of these strate-
gies is their admission to the Social Work Department, which may have been intended
or unintended. After having entered Social Work, additional factors influence students’
educational choice; experiences within the School (e.g. practice tutorials) contribute to
their attitude towards social work and their studies, thus to their decision to graduate
from the Social Work Department. Students’ decision-making process is made up of
patterns of routine experience interspersed with turning points.

Keywords: educational choice; occupational choice; social work students; practice tuto-
rials; habitus; field; gendered habitus; turning points; routines; misrecognition; educa-
tional fetishism
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INTRODUCTION

Through much empirical research in other countries, (e.g. Blau & Duncan, 1967) as
well as in Greece (Kasimati, 1980), it has been established that education plays a domi-
nant role in an individual’s career. Education, particularly if its quality as well as its
quantity (years of schooling) is taken into account, probably exerts the strongest influ-
ence on occupational chances in developed countries (Blau, 1994). Research has shown
that a very strong relationship exists between an individual’s level and kind of education
and his/ her occupation. Therefore, education is the basic channel through which indi-
viduals – by making their educational choice – are channelled into the labour market
(Kasimati, 1991).

At present, in Greece, there are certain kinds and levels of education that allow the
individual to choose between various ‘occupational’ roles, e.g. if you graduate from
Law School you can have an occupational career as a lawyer, a judge, a notary.  On the
other hand, there are also kinds of education that lead to one specific ‘occupational’ role
(Kasimati, 1991), e.g. a graduate of the Social Work Departments can have one occupa-
tional career: as a social work practitioner. In the case of social work the two choices –
both occupational choice and educational choice – coincide.

An understanding of the reasons why social work students choose to become social
workers is critical for those concerned with the training of social workers and for the
development of social work as a profession. Students’ motives for studying social work
are likely to provide specific opportunities for, as well as barriers to their learning. Their
motives can either help to sustain them through the professional and academic demands
of the courses, or contribute to a sense of discontent as they struggle with the challenge
of integrating the ‘professional’ with the ‘personal’ and developing a professional iden-
tity (Christie & Kruk, 1992).

The lack of existing knowledge regarding the issue of social workers’ occupational
choice in Greece stresses the need for undertaking relevant research. The present thesis
examines the possible reasons social workers have for entering and eventually graduat-
ing from the Social Work1 Department in Iraklio, Greece. Moreover, it examines the
influence of practice tutorials on students’ attitude towards their studies and on the so-
cial work profession in general.  The thesis is a three-phase study; it consists of three
distinct but related research parts that reflect the three stages at which research was con-
ducted. Each research part is built upon knowledge, issues and questions derived from
the preceding part.

The three research parts are (in chronological order in which they were conducted):
1. A study of the possible reasons social work students have for entering and
eventually graduating from the Social Work Department in Iraklio, Greece (Study 1).
2. A study of students’ choice to study social work with regard to the Greek edu-
cational system in particular (Study 2).
3. A study of the influence of practice tutorials on students’ views on the profes-
sion of social work and on their attitude towards their studies (Study 3).

                                                  
1 When the words Social Work are written with capital letters, they refer to the Department of
Social Work at the TEI (Technological Educational Institution) in Iraklio, Greece; when they
are written in lowercase they refer to the profession.
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This thesis will include:
ß A section defining the general aims of the thesis
ß A section illustrating the context in which the three studies were conducted. In-
formation on the educational system of Greece and its main characteristics (system of
admissions to higher education, informal private education, educational fetishism, in-
formation on social work education and the student population of the Social Work De-
partment in Iraklio). Also, information on social work education and practice teaching
in Iraklio, Greece.
ß Reference to theoretical issues in focus (the issues of occupational choice, so-
ciological perspectives on education/ higher education, practice learning in social work
education)
ß A review of previous research regarding: a) factors affecting students’ choice to
study social work; b) the relationship between educational systems and educa-
tional/occupational choice and c) students’ experiences of practice tutorials and practice
teachers
ß A section on the methods used in the empirical part in general

The empirical part will be presented in terms of the three phases in which the research
was conducted; Study 1 comes first, followed by Study 2 and, finally, by Study 3. The
presentation of each of the three studies will include:
ß A section regarding the theoretical framework of the particular study
ß A section defining the specific aims and questions of the study
ß A section on the research methods employed in the study
ß Research findings
ß Discussion of the research findings of the specific study

Finally, the above-mentioned chapters will be followed by the conclusions and general
discussion.

Who is the researcher? A few words about myself

After the introduction to the thesis, let me introduce myself. I have been teaching at the
Social Work Department of Iraklio, Crete, for almost a decade now. I teach ‘Introduc-
tion to social work’ and through this introductory course I get to meet all first-semester
students when they first come to the Department. Their answers to my question “so is
this where you wanted to be?” stimulated my interest in the issue of students’ choice to
study social work. Moreover, I am also a graduate of the particular Department myself
and I have been through the same educational system as the respondents. Therefore,
with my particular professional experience as a teacher and my personal experience of
the educational system, my level of pre-understanding is obvious; I am a sort of insider
in the field. One might argue that this certain level of pre-understanding might be an
obstacle in carrying out research in the particular field. Being aware of this, I have tried
to put my pre-understandings aside as much as possible. In any case, the closeness of
the relationship of the investigator to the under-investigation-subject both threatens and
enhances the truth value of a study (Sandelowski, 1986). My background in the social
sciences (I have a degree in social work, a degree in sociology and a Master’s degree in
social work) proved valuable in providing me with means for the understanding of ‘stu-
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dents’ choice to study social work’. The theoretical framework used in the analyses of
this thesis consists of sociological/social sciences theories.
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AIMS OF THIS THESIS IN GENERAL

This chapter presents the general aim of this thesis and its three empirical parts. The
specific questions of each individual empirical part will be presented more analytically
in the empirical part, right after the chapters referring to the theoretical background and
prior research review. This is because it is important for the reader to have knowledge
of the theoretical issues and prior research findings that the questions of each individual
empirical part stemmed from, before reading the actual questions.

As mentioned before in the Introduction, the general aim of this thesis is to examine
students’ choice to enter and eventually graduate from the Social Work Department in
Iraklio, Greece. Moreover, it examines the influence of practice tutorials on students’
attitude towards their studies and on the social work profession in general. The three
empirical parts that it consists of reflect the three stages at which this study was con-
ducted. Each empirical part is built upon knowledge, issues and questions derived from
the preceding part.

The three empirical parts are (in chronological order in which they were conducted):
ß A study on the possible reasons social work students have for entering and
eventually graduating from the Social Work Department in Iraklio, Greece (Study 1).
This empirical part focuses on tracing mostly structural factors (students’ socio-
economic background and demographic characteristics, the educational system, the
system of admissions to higher education) that possibly affect students’ choice to study
social work. Also, it examines prevailing work values among students and their fami-
lies.
ß A study on students’ choice to study social work with regard to the Greek edu-
cational system in particular (Study 2). The starting point of this empirical part is
something that came out from Study 1; the fact that students’ socio-economic back-
ground and the educational system’s structure play a significant role in students’ choice
to enter Social Work and their decision to graduate from it. These structural factors
seem to have caused their educational/occupational choice to be a rather limited one
(Papadaki, 2001). Study 2 is a further examination of students’ choice to enter and de-
cide to graduate from Social Work, this time with regard to the educational system in
particular. It is an attempt to shed light on how their experience of the Greek educa-
tional system influenced their educational/occupational choice, an issue very little is
known about. I do not exclude the possibility that other influential factors may also en-
ter into the whole process; still, without overlooking this possibility, the main focus of
this study remains the educational system.
ß A study on the influence of practice tutorials on students’ attitude towards their
studies and on the social work profession in general (Study 3).  Study 3 focuses on an
issue raised from the findings of Study 2, that is on the fact that students’ feelings about
studying social work are modified according to their fieldwork practice experiences. It
examines the influence of the practice tutorials on Greek social work students’ views on
the profession of social work. It is important that all those engaged in social work edu-
cation know which factors in practice teaching have a positive effect on students’ feel-
ings towards the profession and which factors have the opposite effect.  Being able to
identify such factors in the way practice teaching is carried out today would help those
concerned with social work education to both build upon its strengths as well as to im-
prove upon its weaknesses.
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Having referred to the general aims of this work and before moving on to the theoretical
background, the following chapter will provide the reader with information on the
Greek context of the three studies. Chapter 1 is about the educational system and access
on higher education in Greece; it also includes a description of the role of social work-
ers in Greece. Furthermore, it presents an outline of the social work curriculum in the
Social Work Department of Iraklio, Greece, in order to illustrate how practice learning
is integrated into this certain structure.
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1. THE CONTEXT OF THE THREE STUDIES

This chapter illuminates the context within which the empirical part of this thesis took
place. It aims to provide the reader with information on the Greek educational system
and the system of admissions to higher education. It also includes information on social
work education in Greece, a brief description of the role of social workers in Greece, as
well as information on practice learning in the Department of Social Work in Iraklio.

1.1 EDUCATION IN GREECE – EDUCATIONAL FETISHISM

Although the main objectives of educational systems are the socialisation of young peo-
ple and the reproduction of existing social structures (Kiridis, 1997), every society has
its own characteristics that form and activate different types of educational systems.
‘Selection’ is not – as has been argued in the past – only about sorting out the most able
or academically oriented students. In an ideal society, only the abilities of individuals
would define their positions within the social system, and that could start from the very
early stages of their socialisation, including the school role. However, many factors
other than the abilities of the students influence their eventual educational experiences
and attainments. These factors include differences in the level and quality of education
available in the country, region or community where the individual lives; differential
access to educational facilities according to their social class status, religion, race and
ethnic origins; differences in the willingness and abilities of parents and others to pro-
vide the financial and psychological support necessary for the maximisation of the indi-
vidual’s potential (Gouvias, 1998).

Greece, after the Turkish occupation was over and the independent Greek State was
formed in 1830, overcame rather quickly the high level of illiteracy it had before, com-
pared to other European countries. The need to provide the newly formed State with
able bureaucrats was intense and soon large numbers of students could be found at all
educational levels. But that was not the only phase in history that the educational system
had to cover the needs of the State for educated staff. When the Second World War and
the subsequent Civil War were over, after 1949, the bourgeoisie reconstructed the State
Administration. The need for educated executives caused a steep rise in the demand for
University degrees. After the Civil War, only the public sector seemed to be capable of
absorbing a large part of the work force. Getting a University degree seemed to be the
key to a secure, permanent job and to upward social mobility. So, “higher education was
turned into the ante-chamber for non-productive but comfortable employment in the
public sector” (Tsoukalas, 1987, p.131).

Education increases one’s chances of upward social mobility. Social mobility is re-
lated to an individual’s profession and level of education and most high status profes-
sions require a high educational level (Kasimati, 1980). Therefore, the mass demand for
educational qualifications can be explained through individuals’ expectations of finding
employment after having acquired these qualifications; in this way, higher education
works as a means for achieving upward social mobility. This fact, combined with the
role of the State as the major employer of University graduates, the needs of the State
for educated bureaucrats and the existence of a democratic education mechanism, turned
higher education into individuals’ aim in life. This is what Kiridis (1997) referred to as
educational fetishism; that is, the perception of higher education as a decisive factor in
finding occupation and/or for upward social mobility turned higher education into a fet-
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ish for Greek society. Generally, “a fetish is any object of blind devotion or reverence”
(Reber 1995, p.285). The term fetishism, from which the concept educational fetishism
stems from, “emphasizes the worship of inanimate objects believed to have magical or
transcendent powers” (Reber 1995, p.285). The much-desired employment in the public
sector requires a higher education degree; thus, the dream of permanent and secure em-
ployment gave rise to educational fetishism.

In 1980 the public sector still played a dominant role in the University graduates’ la-
bour market (Tsoukalas, 1987) and in another research (Maratou-Aliprandi, Papliakou
& Hadjiyianni in Karagiou, 1988) the findings showed that higher education was con-
sidered by parents to be of major importance. 57.8 percent of parents considered higher
education as very important, 29.8 percent quite important, whereas only 1.8 percent
questioned its importance. 48.7 percent of them believed that higher education is a pre-
condition for occupational success, whereas only 28.7 percent questioned the value of
Higher Education in that period’s socio-economic conditions. Finally, 51 percent of
parents considered higher education important for their children’s upward social mobil-
ity, whereas 80 percent thought that higher education is equally important for both
sexes.

1.2 SYSTEM OF ADMISSIONS TO HIGHER EDUCATION2

Education in Greece is a social benefit and the right of every citizen, to whom it is to be
given free at all levels. There are also private schools that cover all sectors of education
but no private University or College degrees are recognised by the Greek State.

Post-secondary education is divided into University-level and non-University but still
tertiary-level-education, which is offered by the Technological Educational Institutions
(T.E.I.). At the higher education level, the introduction of T.E.I. was seen not only as an
attempt at improving standards in the provision of higher technical and vocational
knowledge, but also as a way of diminishing the trend for higher competition in Univer-
sity examinations. The most important differences between T.E.I. and Universities de-
rive from their officially stated educational objectives. The T.E.I. aim to provide educa-
tion in the classroom and in the ‘real world’ (laboratories, business, experimental fields,
organisations and other public or private establishments linked with the T.E.I.) for tech-
nologists. The reduction of chances and the high competition for University places
forced the less successful applicants to turn to the T.E.I. The T.E.I. offer an alternative
path for many high school graduates and especially for the more ‘disadvantaged’ in
terms of either purely economic wealth or cultural capital (Gouvias, 1998). At present
there are three Social Work Departments in T.E.I. in Greece.

At the time this research was conducted, Greece had one of the most restricted higher
education systems in Europe3 because of, not only the ‘numerus clausus’ policy intro-

                                                  
2 The Greek system of admissions to higher education described here was in effect at the time
this research took place. All students who participated in this research had been admitted to So-
cial Work through this system. From the year 2000 on, a modified system of admission was
gradually put into effect, with changes still being made to it every year. Appendix 1 (p.149)
shows a figure of the Greek educational system and access to higher education at the time this
study was conducted.
3 This was so at the time this research took place. However, due to both the dramatic increase in
higher education posts after 1996 and the dramatic decrease in the number of pupils who gradu-
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duced by the State for the allocation for University places but also because of the lack of
alternatives, that could seriously challenge higher education Institutes on the grounds of
‘prestige’, ‘job security’ and ‘salary levels’ that a degree-holder may enjoy. Higher edu-
cation entrance examinations (Panhellenic exams) constituted a highly selective proce-
dure, which took place in just one day for each examined subject and aimed at a pres-
tigious place in a Greek University or other higher education Institutions (Gouvias,
1998).

 ‘Panhellenic’4 exams took place at the end of the third year of the ‘lyceum’5, when
students are about 18 years old. Students took exams on composition and three more
subjects they had elected to follow in the lyceum. There were four different groups of
subjects (‘branches’) that students could choose to take exams on and depending on the
group they chose they had the right to apply for related faculties. E.g., if one wanted to
apply for Medical School, one chose to take exams on the group that included Biology,
Chemistry and Physics.

Social Work was one of the few Schools one could apply for, no matter what group
of subjects one chose to be examined on. None of the existing groups included subjects
related to social work, such as sociology or psychology (Newspaper of the Greek Gov-
ernment, 1997). So, in order to become a Social Work student one had to do well in
subjects like mathematics, ancient Greek, biology, economics, physics, Latin or history.

In completing their application form, students marked their order of priority among
the Schools and Institutions where programmes were offered. They could state up to 60
Schools in order of preference. Acceptance by the higher education Institutions was de-
termined by the applicant’s preference of Schools, plus a composite index based on the
candidate’s grades in the Panhellenic exams. A national computer match assigned suc-
cessful applicants to the particular School that was highest in their priority list and for
which they qualified on the basis of their grades.

For 77 percent of the total T.E.I. places admission to the first year was possible after
passing the Panhellenic exams, and the remaining 23 percent were reserved exclusively
for technical and vocational lyceum graduates, who gained admission on the basis of
grades in their lyceum certificates (Gouvias, 1998). In 1997 the system changed and
technical/ vocational lyceum graduates took entrance exams for the first time.

Since higher education places were limited, Greece experienced a situation where
‘demand’ exceeded ‘supply’. This imbalance was resolved by the Panhellenic examina-
tions’ system. Characteristic of the effect that the competition for a place in higher edu-
cation had brought, was the flow of student emigration abroad, which was the largest in
the world, not only in relation to the country’s population size but in aggregate numbers
too (Gouvias, 1998). According to an OECD (1996) report for the Greek educational
system, it was estimated that the number of Greek students who studied abroad ranged
between 35 percent and 40 percent of those who studied in Greek higher education es-
tablishments (Katsikas & Kavadias, 1998). What should be noted is the habit of many
high-school graduates of registering in their host T.E.I. for one year and then sitting for

                                                                                                                                                    
ate from lyceum (and are higher education candidates), the number of candidates and the num-
ber of posts available in higher education for the year 2001 was almost equal (Liatsou, 2001).
4 From now on, the term ‘Panhellenic’ exams will be used to state the higher education entrance
examinations, which candidates take at the end of the ‘lyceum’.
5 The word ‘lyceum will be used in this paper as the translation for the Greek word ‘lykio’,
which is a kind of upper high-school for pupils of 15-18 years old in the Greek educational sys-
tem.



17

a second – sometimes more – time the Panhellenic exams. By adopting this ‘strategy’
they gave themselves another chance to succeed in getting a place in a more ‘desirable’
Institute (mainly a University) (Gouvias, 1998).

Another fact worth mentioning is that in a research concerning the amount and
source of information students had on their higher education Departments before enter-
ing them (Centre of School & Vocational Guidance 1994, in Rougeri, 1997), the fol-
lowing results came up:
a) most students (38 percent) said they were moderately informed, 30.8 percent said
they were almost totally uninformed, 19.6 percent said they were quite well informed
and only 5.4 percent said they were very well informed, and
b) students’ sources  of information were mostly their parents (41.5 percent) and their
relatives (10.5 percent). Only 10.5 percent were informed by vocational guidance
classes at school.

In a more recent research (Kassotakis et al., in Rougeri, 1999) in the University of Ath-
ens, only 19.7 percent of the students stated that they were well aware of the employ-
ment prospects of the field they had chosen to study. Moreover, only 22.4 percent con-
sidered the information they got from the school vocational guidance course satisfactory
or sufficient.

1.3 INFORMAL PRIVATE EDUCATION IN GREECE

There are two kinds of private education in Greece: a) formal private education, which
includes private primary schools, high schools and lyceums and b) informal private
education, which includes foreign language schools and ‘frontistiria’. ‘Frontistiria’ is a
Greek term that stands for private cramming institutes. They are private schools that of-
fer supplementary courses on subjects which are considered to be either especially diffi-
cult (such as mathematics, physics etc.), or especially important (subjects students are
examined on in the Panhellenic exams, such as Ancient Greek, Latin, composition etc.).
‘Frontistiria’ are extremely popular among students who have decided to take Panhel-
lenic exams, since such supplementary courses are supposed to offer extra help that can
not be given by state schools and, therefore, increase the possibilities an individual has
to do well in the exams and be accepted in higher education. A research conducted in
the University of Ioannina, Greece, has shown that 73.2 percent of candidates who en-
tered the University in 1999 had attended ‘frontistiria’, while 42.8 percent had attended
private lessons (Papamattheou & Findanidou, 2001).

Research by the National Centre of Social Research in Greece, conducted in 1985,
has shown that almost 90 percent of students considered ‘frontistiria’ to be necessary or
helpful, while 50 percent declared that ‘frontistiria’ supplement and substitute for the
bad educational system (Psaharopoulos & Kazamias, 1985).

According to data of the Union of Frontistira Owners in Greece, 95 percent of candi-
dates for Panhellenic exams attend such supplementary courses. Candidates often start
these courses when they are fifteen years old and they do not give them up until they
gain access to higher education. The candidates’ families pay for ‘frontistiria’. It is es-
timated that for every 1,000 drachmas (2.93 €) spent by state schools on every student,
families have to supply an extra 720 drachmas (2.11 €) for such supplementary lessons
(Tsiros, 1997).
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Regarding education expenses, Greece spends on education 4.9 percent of the annual
GNP. This is the fourth lowest expense on education among the 29 member-states of the
OECD. However, private expenses on education in Greece are the highest in the world
and reach up to 1.4 percent of the GNP.  Higher education gets only 1.2 percent of the
annual GNP, compared to an average of 1.7% of the OECD member-states (OECD
Education database, in Kadda 2001).

It is understandable that whether a family decides to send its children to a ‘frontisti-
rio’ or not depends on the family’s income. “Children of low income families have to
overcome two serious obstacles in their attempt to gain access to Higher Education.
First of all, they have to cover the preparation expenses for the Panhellenic exams
(‘frontistiria’, private lessons) and then, even if they succeed, they have to be able to
support themselves throughout their studies” (Katsikas & Kavadias, 1994).

So, even though higher education in Greece is supposed to be given free to all citi-
zens, analysis of households’ expenses on education proves that there are inequalities
concerning access to higher education. Therefore, it is questionable whether the limited
available places in Greek Universities are occupied by the brightest and most able ap-
plicants (Tsiros, 1997).

1.4 A FEW WORDS ABOUT SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION IN GREECE

Most of the following data are based on Zoi’s (1991) report on social work training in
Greece.

The first organised effort for social work education was the Free School of Social
Welfare founded in 1937 and the first post-war School of Social Work was established
in Athens in 1945. Now, the initial training of social workers takes place in the Depart-
ments of Social Work, at the Schools of Health & Welfare Professions in the T.E.I.
(Technological Educational Institutions) of Athens, Patras and Iraklio. Social work edu-
cation is provided by the State in the T.E.I., which is non-University but still tertiary
level education. For the time being, there are no Social Work Departments in Universi-
ties. There is only the Department of Social Administration in the University of Thrace
(founded in 1996-97), which has two branches: Social Work and Social Administration.
The initial social work training in the T.E.I. Departments lasts for eight semesters and
aims to educate personnel for generic social work practice. Generic education provides
limited opportunities for the development of specialised knowledge. The Greek national
initial social work training curriculum includes general education, methodology of so-
cial work, field work (practical training) and training-on-the-job (practice in the profes-
sion) plus a thesis.

No School or other social organisation provides educational programmes for con-
tinuing the education of social workers on a permanent basis. All specialisation and
continued training presently occurs on an individual basis after graduation. T.E.I.
graduates may take a special examination and enter the first or second year of Univer-
sity level Schools related to their specialisation. According to a recent law (2327/1995),
T.E.I. graduates have the right to enter the selection procedure where higher education
graduates are selected to take part in post-graduate programmes of Greek Universities
(Kallinikaki, 1998). In fact, however, formal post-graduate courses in social work
within a higher education Institution are not yet available in Greece. According to Zoi
(1991), due to the selection procedure, the population in social work Education in
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Greece is usually very young; students have to make binding decisions regarding their
educational/occupational choice at a very early stage of their lives.

1.5 SOME INFORMATION ON THE STUDENT POPULATION OF THE
SOCIAL WORK DEPARTMENT IN IRAKLIO, GREECE

According to a project prepared by S. Koniordos (1998) for the revision of the Study
Programme of the Department of Social Work in Iraklio, T.E.I., from 1995 to 1998 the
Social Work Department had nearly doubled its student population.

From 307 registered students in the academic year 1995-6, their number increased to
376 in 1996-7 and in 1997-1998 reached 421. However, the number of students actually
studying was smaller but rising. In 1995-6 the active students numbered 230, in 1996-7
they were 265 and in 1997-8 reached 388.

Intakes of new students (registered, not active) were: 84 students in 1993-4, 103 stu-
dents in 1995-6,139 students in 1996-7 and 196 students in 1997-8. However, the ratio
between registered and active students appeared to be 2:1. For example, although the
1993-4 intake was 83 registered students, the active number of students was 40.

It is worth mentioning that not a single one of those 40 students completed their
studies in the prescribed minimum of 7 semesters. Twelve of them completed their
studies after spending an additional semester at T.E.I. of Iraklio and the remaining 28
students spent more than 4 years of study before graduation. In general, it would appear
(although, as mentioned by Koniordos, confirmatory research is needed) that the vast
majority of students had lower-middle class, working class or peasant backgrounds.
Entry requirements, as mentioned previously, were competitive, although a significant
number of students (about 1/3rd) did not have to take an entrance examination (students
from technical/ vocational lyceums up to 1997, students with special needs).

1.6 DATA ON ACCESS TO  T.E.I. (inequalities in relation to father’s occupa-
tional category and parents’ level of education)

Inequalities in Relation to Father’s Occupational Category
A quick look at Table I for the academic year 1993-4 reveals a persistent pattern of une-
qual distribution of different social groups (classification according to father’s occupa-
tion) in T.E.I. (Social Services Departments, including Nursing Departments and Social
Work Departments) posts compared to their respective representation in the total popu-
lation.

TABLE I. Indices of opportunity in Social Services Department in T.E.I. of Iraklio,
Athens and Patras.

FATHER’S OCCUPATION
1 2 3 4 5 6 7

T.E.I. DEPARTMENTS
Social Services – Iraklio 0.71 3.10 0.99 0.55 1.82 0.00 0.00
Social Services – Athens 0.54 3.70 1.35 0.21 2.10 0.97 0.00
Social Services – Patras 0.16 4.13 0.77 0.60 2.30 0.52 0.48

1= Scientific & top-managerial occupations; 2= middle level office personnel and tech-
nicians; 3=small tradesmen, storekeepers and employees in retailing; 4= independent
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farmers, cattle breeders, fishermen; 5= skilled workers in industry & services; 6= gen-
eral service sector manual workers; 7= unemployed (Source: NSSG (1993) and Ministry
of Education (1994) in Gouvias, 1998).

As we can see, the children of middle-level office personnel and technicians are repre-
sented 3.10 times more than their actual proportion in the actual population. This group
reflects the middle-class, ‘petit-bourgeois’ ideology related to the importance that a
higher degree might have on future employment prospects. The category ‘skilled work-
ers’ are also over-represented.

The significantly lower prestige attached to the T.E.I. makes it easier for the less
privileged socio-economic groups to have access to those kinds of higher education in-
stitutes, which are totally oriented towards the provision of adequate training for labour
market requirements. The lack of a higher status for the T.E.I. – which is demonstrated
by the small demand expressed by high-school graduates – is combined with the special
character of the admission policies (Gouvias, 1998).

Inequalities in Relation to Parents’ level of Education
A quick look at Tables II and III for the academic year 1993-4 reveals a persistent pat-
tern of unequal distribution of different social groups (classification according to fa-
ther’s and mother’s educational level) in T.E.I. (Social Services Departments, including
Nursing Departments and Social Work Departments) posts in relation to their respective
representation in the total active population.

TABLE II. Indices of opportunities in Social Services Departments of T.E.I. (according
to father’s education).

                                                         FATHER’S EDUCATION
T.E.I. DEPARTMENTS 1 2 3 4 5 6
Social Services – Iraklio 148.14 0.62 2.26 0.68 0.79 0.00
Social Services – Athens 240 0.75 2.29 0.55 0.57 0.00

TABLE III. Indices of opportunities in Social Services Departments of T.E.I. (according
to mother’s education).

                                                      MOTHER’S EDUCATION
T.E.I. DEPARTMENTS 1 2 3 4 5 6
Social Services – Iraklio 98.76 0.15 169 1.09 0.26 0.00
Social Services – Athens 80.80 0.63 246 0.82 0.00 0.00

1= postgraduate degree (Master’s/ Ph.D.); 2=University/ T.E.I. graduate; 3= upper-
secondary school graduate; 4= completed 9-year education; 5= completed at least a part
of 6-year primary education; 6= illiterate (Source: NSSG (1993), Ministry of Education
(1994) in Gouvias, 1998).

The group whose parents hold a postgraduate degree is impressively over-represented.
With chances of getting a place in T.E.I. from 80.8 to 240 times more than their repre-
sentation in labour market, this group stresses the important role that cultural capital
and social networking play on the individual opportunities for Higher Education. “Nev-
ertheless, we should keep in mind that this group accounts for only a tiny fraction of the
total labour force (only 0.1 percent)” (Gouvias, 1998, p.323). The opportunities of the



21

second group (students whose parents hold a first degree from University/ T.E.I.) are
still significantly lower than those of the third group (students whose parents are only
high-school graduates). Furthermore, the second group lags behind even the fourth (stu-
dents whose parents have completed only a 9-year period of schooling) and fifth (stu-
dents whose parents have completed only primary education) group.

This under-representation of the second group is because of the low prestige of the
T.E.I. in the eyes of “educated” families and the very few applications that students
coming from these families make for the specific Institutes.

1.7 A BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE ROLE OF SOCIAL WORKERS IN
GREECE

Social work is a relatively new profession in Greece. The first social workers were em-
ployed in 1950 in child welfare and health programmes (Panoutsopoulou, 1984). Ac-
cording to the presidential decree (50/1989) concerning social work graduates, social
workers aim to prevent and solve social problems and improve the quality of life. In
Greece, social workers are employed both in the public and the private sector, but most
of them are employed in the public sector (Zoi, 1994). Social workers work in the fields
of: social welfare programmes, health and mental health services, social security orga-
nizations, vocational guidance, education, community development. There is hardly any
data on the role of social workers in Greece, for example there is no data regarding the
status of social workers as professionals. This is due to the fact that there is a serious
lack of research regarding the organization and function of social services, the evalua-
tion of programmes and services and the staff applying social work programmes.

Social workers work in the application of programmes and they do not take part in
the planning and evaluation of welfare programmes (Kallinikaki, 1998). All they do is
send an annual report to the Social Work Department of the Ministry of Health and
Welfare so that their suggestion may be taken into account during planning (Zoi, 1997).

In the context of a therapy-oriented welfare system, social workers work mostly with
socially excluded individuals (SKLE, 1997). According to Papaioannou (1990), social
work in Greece is developed to a limited degree. The training conditions, working con-
ditions, salary levels, as well as the professional consciousness of social workers do not
allow social work to undertake the important role it should play. According to him, so-
cial workers working in the public sector as representatives of the state aim at adjusting
the weak groups of the population to the current socio-economic conditions, thus per-
petuating the existing social system. They prevent criticism and discontent that might
lead to demands for the changing of social conditions. However, the above criticism is
not based on research data, since no research on the role of social workers in social
services has been carried out.

1.8 SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION AND PRACTICE TEACHING IN IRAKLIO,
GREECE

This section aims to provide the reader with information on the issue of practice learn-
ing in the Social Work Department of Iraklio, Greece and on how it is incorporated into
the curriculum. This information is of interest since Study 3 of the empirical part ex-
amines the influence of practice tutorials on students’ attitude towards their studies and
on the social work profession in general.
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In order to work as a social worker in Greece, one has to acquire a degree in social work
first. This is accomplished through the Departments of Social Work in the Technologi-
cal Educational Institutions (TEI), which is non-University but still tertiary level educa-
tion. The duration of studies leading to a BA degree in the Social Work Department is
four years (eight semesters).

During the first three semesters of studies, students attend general social sciences
courses (such as Sociology, Psychology, Law, Psychiatry, Social Policy), courses on
computer use, as well as introductory courses on social work. During the following four
semesters, they attend courses on social work theory, social work methods, social re-
search, management of social work agencies, social planning. In these semesters, stu-
dents’ learning occurs both through the above-mentioned courses in the academic set-
ting as well as through placement in social work agencies. Practice teaching provides
students with the guidance and support needed during their practice placement. In the
last two semesters, there are two branches of courses that students may choose between:
Clinical Social Work or Community Development. They have the right to choose only
one of the above-mentioned branches.

So far, we have seen how practice learning is integrated into the social work cur-
riculum in the Social Work Department of Iraklio, Greece. Now, about practice teaching
in particular, during practice students learn from the experiential content of working
with particular case materials. Students must achieve certain competencies, which are
specified by the educational institution, at given points in the practice; they are placed in
social work agencies that accept co-operation with the Social Work Department of TEI
on this basis. Social workers in agencies receive no compensation for having students
practising there. The main responsibility for students’ guidance and learning lies with
the practice teacher. A practice teacher in Greece is not an agency social worker but the
person in the academic setting who teaches practice. Practice teachers hold regular
meetings with the social workers of the agency where students are placed, in order to
discuss students’ progress and how students’ practice can be organized within the cer-
tain agency’s policy. This is not to say, however, that the curriculum is jointly planned
by practice teachers and agency social workers; students should have opportunities to
work towards the competencies specified by the educational institution without ob-
structing the agency’s practice.

The practice tutorial is an essential part of fieldwork practice. Small groups of three
or four students are assigned to a practice teacher from the Social Work Department of
TEI. The practice tutorial takes place on a weekly basis at the Social Work Department.
The duration is approximately one hour per student. During the tutorial students are
given instructions about how to work; practice tutorials may also focus on problems ex-
perienced by students while working with certain cases and inappropriate attitudes on
the part of students that are to be modified.

Chapter 1 illustrated the Greek context of the empirical part of this thesis. Chapters
2, 3 and 4 that follow provide the theoretical background of the thesis, referring to the
issues of occupational choice, sociological perspectives on education/ higher education
and, finally, practice learning in social work education.
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2. OCCUPATIONAL CHOICE

2.1 DEFINING OCCUPATIONAL CHOICE

In everyday practice the term ‘occupational choice’ is widely used to state the proce-
dures of an individual’s entry into the labour market, but also the changes and decisions
that take place in subsequent stages. However, in this broad definition, ‘occupational
choice’ indicates diverse situations such as “what the individual would like to do given
the right conditions (education, opportunities) or what the individual will seek to do, or,
finally, what of all these he/she will accomplish” (Roe, 1956).

Some authors, like Ginzberg (1972) equate occupational choice with the whole pro-
cedure of acquiring occupational qualifications, a choice dominated not only by the in-
dividual’s preferences and wishes for a certain occupational level but also dominated by
various structural factors over which the individual has little – if any – control. Others,
like Super, believe that by the term ‘occupational choice’ we should mainly refer to the
psychological preferences and wishes an individual has to achieve a certain occupa-
tional level (Super, 1951).

Rothman (1987) mentions that ‘choice’ implies conscious, logical, rational decision-
making concerning careers. According to him, people do make some choices but these
choices may be shaped and limited by events and forces over which the individual has
little – if any - control. It is important to recognise that choices occur within a social
context, commencing at birth and continuing through early childhood and into early
adulthood, as individuals are introduced to cultural stereotypes and work values and as
they are subjected to an array of social and family experiences.

2.2 THEORIES OF OCCUPATIONAL CHOICE

Watson (1995) argues that in the large existing literature on the process leading to peo-
ple’s entry to work there has been a tendency for authors to stress either the individual’s
choice of occupation or the determining influence of external factors.

According to him, much of the literature on occupational choice is psychologically
based and examines the way in which the individual develops and passes through a se-
ries of stages during which his/her self-concept grows as abilities, aptitudes and inter-
ests develop. Two very influential theories of this type are those of Ginzberg et al. and
Super (Watson, 1995). Ginzberg et al., (1951) understand occupational choice as an ir-
reversible process occurring in reasonably marked periods and characterised by a series
of compromises the individual makes between wishes and possibilities. Super (1957)
proposes the notion that people strive to implement their self-concept by choosing to
enter the occupation seen as most likely to permit self-expression. He suggests that in-
terests and abilities are likely to fall into patterns more consistent with some occupa-
tions than others and people are likely to be more satisfied if they are in an occupation
that requires a pattern of interests and abilities closely responding to their own charac-
teristics.

Musgrave (1967) concentrates on the series of roles the individual passes through at
home, in education and early work experience. These roles provide the settings in which
the individual is socialised and learns to choose the work role in which he/she will
eventually settle.
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In reaction to approaches which exaggerated the degree of free ‘choice’ which people
have about work, Roberts (1975) stresses that for many individuals entry to work is a
matter of fitting themselves into whatever jobs are available, given the qualifications
which their class and educational background has enabled them to attain. Few people
can be conceived of as having any real individual choice. According to Roberts, the
feelings that people have of what is rewarding, valuable or satisfying in the world of
work are seen as being largely irrelevant to the process of determining occupational
role. If any minimal place is to be found for such considerations, “the best way of ex-
plaining them would be to say that people find attractive what society conditions them
to find attractive. In other words, people like what they are brought up to like” (Law, B.
& Ward, R. 1981, p.103).

In an attempt to do equal justice to the extent to which there are both individual
choice factors and structural circumstances working interactively, Layder, Ashton &
Sung’s (1991) research on the transition from school to work shows that structural vari-
ables (parents’ social class, sex, local opportunity structure) played a more significant
role for people entering the middle and lower level jobs in the youth market, than they
did for those entering the higher levels.

Therefore, if we wish to produce a model that identifies the various factors which in-
fluence how individuals approach work, we have to consider both objective and subjec-
tive factors. Objectively, the individual has certain resources such as money, skills,
knowledge or physique. Subjectively, the individual has motives, interests and expecta-
tions such as to make a living, achieve power or gain job satisfaction. “Both of these
sets of factors are, in turn, strongly influenced by structural factors. These are, on the
one side, the structural settings on the individual’s family, class, ethnic and educational
background and, on the other side, the occupational structure and the prevailing job
market” (Watson, 1995, p.133).

 Hodkinson & Sparkes (1997), with reference to Osipow (1990) and McNeil (1990),
speak of three theories of career decision-making that are dominant. These are:
i) The trait theory that sees the purpose of careers guidance and career decision-
making as matching person to placement, by identifying personality traits, skills and
interests that are needed for certain jobs.
ii) The developmental model of Ginzberg et al., (1951) and Super (1953, 1957, 1980)
who argue that there are developmental stages to decision-making, and that good career
decisions cannot be made until the young individual has developed his or her abilities
and personal maturity far enough. According to Hodkinson & Sparkes (1997), one
problem with this model is that an external expert has to decide what is a good decision.
Moreover, like trait theory, this model is restrictedly psychological in its focus and
treats each individual as a discrete entity, thus minimising the impact of social and con-
textual factors as part of the decision-making process.
iii) Social learning theory that addresses the interaction of social and cultural factors
on decision-making and acknowledges that they become enmeshed in an individual’s
identity, as life develops and experiences are accumulated. Here, social experiences are
seen as external influences on decisions.

According to (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997), all these three models see decision as a
fundamentally individual process, which should and can contain large elements of tech-
nical rationality; moreover the primary factors determining choice rest within the influ-
ence, if not under the control of individuals. However, Baumgardner (1977,1982) and
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Miller  (1983) argued that models of planned decision-making bear no relation to the
ways in which career decisions are really made. They emphasise the importance of hap-
penstance, as people react to serendipitous opportunities. And then there’s Roberts
(1975), in a sociological analysis of career decision-making, who – as mentioned previ-
ously – argued that decisions are not determined by the individual, but by opportunity
structures in the youth labour market, which are strongly influenced by the nature of
industrial organisation and employment, government regulation and social class.

According to Bourdieu (1977) cultural capital, defined as the cultural beliefs, per-
sonal skills, knowledge and dispositions that enable individuals to succeed also guides
the educational6 decision-making process. Social class influences one’s life-chances, but
it also shapes one’s perceptions of what the choices are. Such perceptions are shaped by
the attitudes and values of the social groups to which individuals belong, a concept that
Bourdieu (1977) labelled habitus. Habitus is a set of deeply internalised dispositions
and principles, resulting from early socialization, that organize social action. Habitus
captures the notion of students’ decision-making, wherein students internalise familial
interpretations of their objective chances of success. Thus, social actors’ aspirations are
socially derived. Students’ subsequent choices of schooling and occupations reinforce
the social order, while appearing to be both natural and chosen.

In Bourdieu’s theory, human action is constituted through a dialectical relationship
between individual’s thought and activity and the objective world (Grenfell & James,
1998). Bourdieu further represents these two as habitus and field respectively. A field is
a structured system of competing social relations at a micro and macro level. It func-
tions according to its own specific logic or rules. It is a space where a game takes place;
a field of objective relations between individuals or institutions competing for the same
stake (Bourdieu, 1987). Positions in the field may differ between various groups and the
power relations between the groups change over time (Bourdieu, 1977). Academia may
be regarded as a field; education is a field too, made up of identifiable interconnecting
relations. There is also the notion of fields within fields within fields, e.g. if education is
a field, primary, secondary and higher education are subfields.

There is also competition between different fields in society, e.g. between different
professions in the field of academia. To achieve and hold a position in a field, actors
within the field must invest in some sort of capital. It may be economic capital, but of-
ten other forms of capital are equally valuable, for instance, cultural capital. Bourdieu
argues that capital attracts capital; e.g. high academic qualifications tend to buy good
jobs. Capital attracts capital but, as in the case of education, not all individuals enter
fields with equal amounts, or identical configurations, of capital. For example, some
may have inherited wealth, family connections etc. Thus, some individuals already pos-
sess quantities of relevant capital bestowed on them in the process of habitus formation,
which makes them better players than others in certain field games; on the other hand,
some are disadvantaged. However, as Grenfell and  James (1998) argue, it is crucial that
we do not get carried away by the apparent determinism of this type of argument. There
is always choice. In fact, the system can only function because there is apparent choice.
For example, in education it is important that pupils should be seen to constantly have
choice about what they do, how they act and think in response to the pedagogic oppor-

                                                  
6 Bourdieu’s concepts – even though they originally refer to educational choices – are included
in this chapter on occupational choice theories. This is because, as mentioned in the Introduc-
tion, in the case of social work in Greece both educational and occupational choices coincide.
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tunities that are offered. However, those pupils with habitus that most resembles the
structural dispositions and values, through which the school seeks to work, are more
likely to be disposed to a certain type of practice. Such social privilege passes as a natu-
ral fact because the principle of equality of aspiration and achievement is made legiti-
mate by common implied agreement. Parents are also unknowing collaborators in the
process of legitimising social distinction as ‘natural’ differences. In other words, it ap-
pears as if anyone is free to play and everything is negotiable. If it were not so, the rules
of the game themselves would not be accepted. But even though everyone plays, differ-
ential structures ensure that not everyone is equal. Habitus, as incorporated into our
bodies and generated from life experiences, social class, background, education etc. will
affect the social practices performed by individuals.

Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) have drawn on the work of Bourdieu to develop a so-
ciological theory of career decision-making, the careership theory. In this theory they
use Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field. Their aim was to overcome the split be-
tween theories that stress individuals’ freedom to choose and theories that emphasize
the importance of structures. In the careership model individuals make their own deci-
sions, yet the limitations on their decisions are realistically recognised. The model con-
sists of three artificially separated but completely inter-related parts. The first is prag-
matically rational decision-making, located in the individual’s habitus. Habitus is a me-
diator between social structures and individual practices. The second part is choices as
interaction with others in a field, related to power relations and unequal resources indi-
viduals possess. Students’ interactions with others in the educational and professional
field are important for their understanding of the profession they have chosen to study,
as well as for their satisfaction with this choice. The third part is choices within a life-
course consisting of inter-linked routines and turning points, unexpected events that
make up the life course and may lead to unexpected career paths. Some turning points
can be planned and foreseen, whereas others cannot be predicted. As a decision is made
within a turning point, the habitus of the person is changed. Sometimes this change re-
sembles an incremental development, as when a school pupil becomes a higher educa-
tion student, whereas on other occasions a turning point may result in a much more
dramatic or even traumatic transformation. Hodkinson (1998) and Hodkinson &
Sparkes (1997) have referred to three types of turning points, although turning points
can be a combination of two or all three types. There are: structural turning points (de-
termined by external structures of the institutions involved; turning points that are
forced on individuals by external events and/or the actions of others; self-initiated
turning points, where individuals are instrumental in precipitating transformation in re-
sponse to a range of factors in their personal life in the field. Turning points are insepa-
rable from routines that follow and precede them; Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997, p.40)
have mentioned five different types of routines. Confirmatory routines reinforce a ca-
reer decision already made, so that the new identity develops in the way in which the
subject hoped and intended. Contradictory routines are about experiences which un-
dermine an individual’s original decision, as they become dissatisfied. Individuals either
begin to regret an original change or they decide that their current experience is not
adequate or appropriate. Such routines undermine the identity assumed at the previous
turning point. This in turn may result in either a self-initiated further turning point or
the development of various coping strategies. Socializing routines confirm an identity
that was not originally desired. In the case of dislocating routines an individual lives
with an identity that he/she does not like, neither becoming socialized to accept it, nor
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feeling able to initiate a transformation, perhaps because they feel they still want a pre-
vious identity that is no longer accessible to them. Finally, evolutionary routines occur
when an individual gradually changes and outgrows his/her original identity in ways
that are not especially contradictory or painful.

In the process of occupational career development the individual is influential if not
always instrumental. “Careership is not predetermined but subject to change, which is
sometimes unforeseen and sometimes planned” (Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997, p.41).
People make career decisions within horizons for action. By horizon for action they
mean:

“the arena within which actions can be taken and decisions made. Habitus and
the opportunity structures of the labour market both influence horizons for ac-
tion and are inter-related, for perceptions of what might be available and ap-
propriate affect decisions, and opportunities are simultaneously subjective and
objective” (Hodkinson & Sparkes 1997, p.34).

Thus, students’ perceptions of what might be available and what might be appropriate
affect their choices. Opportunities available to them are both objective (as they really
are) and subjective (as they perceive them to be).

So far I have referred to theories on occupational choice in general. Next, I shall refer
more specifically to a theoretical model of how occupational choice works in Greece in
particular. This model is based on the results of a nationwide research in Greece on the
social characteristics of employment, conducted by the National Research Centre of
Greece (Kasimati, 1991). No such research has been conducted in Greece since then;
therefore, this is the only available data on this issue. This model is well worth men-
tioning in the present thesis, since it provides an overall picture of occupational choice
within the specific context of Greece, which is the context of the empirical part of this
thesis. Kasimati (1991) rejected theories which stress only the individual’s choice of
occupation; in constructing this model, she paid particular attention to sociologically-
based theoretical perspectives regarding occupational choice (e.g. Musgrave, 1967;
Roberts, 1975). Thus, the model is relevant to the already presented occupational choice
theories. Besides, as I have already stated from the beginning, the theoretical framework
used in this thesis consists of sociological/social sciences theories. My background in
sociology certainly influenced the choice of theoretical perspectives in the sense that I
was not interested in investigating students’ choice from a psychologically-based per-
spective.

2.3 A MODEL OF OCCUPATIONAL CHOICE PROCESS IN GREECE

Kasimati (1991) argues that there is a causal relationship between variables that play a
significant role in the individual’s educational level choice and in occupational choice.
According to her, factors of the micro-social environment of the individual interrelated
with structural factors affect choice to a significant degree. Kasimati proposes the fol-
lowing model of occupational choice.
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Model of Occupational Choice process (Kasimati, 1991).

The following subsections will try to illuminate each factor involved in the above-
mentioned model of occupational choice process. Even though this model was devel-
oped in Greece, I have included Greek as well as international references in each sub-
section, since the international literature also indicates that such factors are indeed re-
lated to occupational choice.

• Family
Parents – consciously or not – convey their own values and attitudes to their children
and contribute to a significant degree to the formation of their children’s educational
and occupational expectations. For some occupations a sort of ‘family tradition’ is cre-
ated, that is family influence contributes to channelling children’s aspirations, wishes
and expectations into occupations that ensure family continuity and tradition.

In Greek society, family influence on occupational choice is very important, since
parents play a major role in organising their children’s lives (Kasimati, 1991). In re-
search on factory workers (Kasimati, 1991) only 5 percent of the parents stated that they
would let their children decide on their own about their future occupation. The rest
stated that they would leave their children no space for decision-making, in fact they
envisaged their children in professions that require a higher education degree, because
they would like to see their offspring succeed where they themselves had failed. Chil-
dren’s success would definitely improve their parents’ self-esteem. The family’s influ-
ence on children’s occupational choice is made clear as far as occupational aspirations
are concerned. Since children are raised in social contexts similar to those of their par-
ents regarding education, religion or occupations, they end up having similar ambitions
and aspirations as their parents. Therefore, the family is a basic source of inequality
since it has a strong influence on the child’s future occupation and financial security
(Kasimati, 1991). The socio-economic status of the families in which children are raised
has a profound impact on their development and their likelihood of benefiting from op-
portunities in the labour market (Blau, 1994).

INDIVIDUALS’
MICRO-SOCIAL
ENVIRONMENT
Family, Gender,

Values
Class

STRUCTURAL FACTORS
Socio-economic development

Educational system and its
relation to employment

Ambitions
Expectations
Preferences
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occupation
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Research in Sweden (Dryler, 1998), showed that parents working or educated within a
specific field increase the probability that a child will make a similar choice of educa-
tional programme at upper secondary school. Parents of the service classes or highly
educated parents – expected to be the most gender egalitarian in attitudes and behav-
iours – have a positive influence upon children’s choice of gender-atypical education.

• Gender and Occupations
In society there exist more or less strong ideas that certain types of education and career
choices are related to a particular gender. Most people confirm up to a point to social
norms and expectations of engaging in sex-consistent behaviour. They also identify
with and feel natural about choosing forms of education and employment that are in line
with cultural conventions or at least do not contradict these (Alvesson &  Billing, 1997).
Occupations are defined as masculine or feminine, therefore they are seen as natural for
women or men, respectively, to occupy. According to Billing and Alvesson (1994) jobs
have a certain gender symbolism; this means that they carry with them a broader
‘meaning’ than they objectively do. A symbol is rich in meaning and evokes a subjec-
tive response shared by those who are part of the same culture. The concept of gender
symbolism of occupations means not only that a particular job is viewed as men’s or
women’s work but it refers also to non-explicit meanings, unconscious fantasies and
associations. Gender symbolism refers to the cultural logic behind the fact that some
jobs are defined as appropriate for men or women respectively. Most occupations are
not gender-neutral; they are either vaguely attributed some sort of femininity7 or mas-
culinity or based on specific ideas about what the work involves and the kind of quali-
ties typically possesses by a man or a woman. By accepting the culturally agreed upon
rules, as mediated by people we interact with, we internalise the cultural norms and
rules and thus perhaps constrain ourselves within the prevailing gender roles. One way
of restricting oneself for example is to believe that only certain educational and occupa-
tional choices are appropriate for one’s sex. The way individuals relate to cultural mas-
culinities and femininities has to do with early and late socialization but also with their
present life context and the cultural meanings within it.

Novarra (1980) describes women’s work throughout the ages as six tasks that predate
the money economy. These tasks are still women’s main work areas and they are: bear-
ing children; feeding them and the rest of the family; clothing people; caring for the
small, the sick, the elderly and the disabled; being responsible for children’s education
and taking care of the home.

A very large part of the paid work women do today is allied to these six tasks. At the
end of the 20th century most industrialised countries have a labour market that is divided
into sectors according to sex, with women playing a dominant role within the social se-
curity, health and service sectors, teaching and the retail trade (Bradley, 1989; Reskin,
1984). Many researchers have observed that the relative traditionality of gender role at-
titudes and occupational plans may limit the level of women’s vocational and educa-
tional aspirations (Holmes & Esses 1988, Murrell et al., 1991).

                                                  
7 The concepts of femininities and masculinities are used by Alvesson and Billing (1997) to in-
dicate traits or orientations in thinking, feeling and valuing that are present in all persons, men
as well as women, although to different degrees. Ideas about what is masculine or feminine and
what is natural for men and women in relation to these qualities guide or even constrain people
in all respects regarding educational/occupational choices.
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Socialisation in the home and in society at large, especially through the images seen in
the communication media, not only provides information about and evaluation of dif-
ferent occupations, it also suggests what kind of work is appropriate for each gender.
Formal schooling operates alongside the general cultural and family socialisation proc-
esses, with school curricula and practices influencing pupils’ views on what kind of
work is appropriate for each gender (Watson, 1995). The role of the media in forming –
or at least in reflecting – expectations about occupational roles has received consider-
able inquiry. Although several studies have documented that the media depiction of
women has moved toward less stereotyping and more accuracy about the diversity of
women’s roles, the dominant conclusion derived from the study of general publications,
television and children’s material is that the portrayal of men and women continues to
be quite traditional (Phillips & Imhoff, 1997).

According to Dryler (1998), two theories have been most influential among sociolo-
gists in explaining the process of gender-typed socialisation, Bandura’s (1977) social
learning theory and Kohlberg’s (1966) cognitive developmental theory. They both as-
sume that children imitate adults, especially their parents who can be regarded as role
models. The difference between the two theories is that social learning theory maintains
that the reason why a child imitates gender specific behaviour is that he/she is encour-
aged to do so, whereas the cognitive developmental theory asserts that children actively
choose whom to imitate and that they will choose to imitate adults of the same sex. Ob-
jections have been given to these socialisation theories. For example, a child can also
choose to imitate the opposite-sex parent if the opposite-sex model is more influential
than the same-sex model (Hetherington, 1965). Hefner et al., (1975) claim that the imi-
tation of the same-sex parent in childhood can be followed by imitation of the other par-
ent later on in life.   

Reskin and Padavic (1994) reject socialisation explanations, arguing that far more in-
fluential than the messages we picked up 20 years ago earlier as schoolchildren are the
opportunities, rewards and punishments we encounter as adults. They suggest that
women, like men, choose among the best opportunities open to them, according to crite-
ria such as good pay, autonomy and prestige.

While it makes sense to argue that gender socialisation does not fully account for oc-
cupational choice, still it influences educational and job choices. Although these choices
are not fully free, it would be equally problematic to see an objective opportunity
structure as a sole determinant of women’s choices. According to Alvesson and Billing
(1997) the best job is evaluated according to subjective and intersubjective criteria. Val-
ues behind these criteria may be highly influenced by gender. For example even if high
pay interests most people there are other aspects that certainly matter, such as what is
seen as interesting work and, related to that, what is meaningful given one’s (gender)
self-image and identity. Identity is best seen in the light of early as well as later life
history. “How we are constituted by, and relate to, cultural masculinities and feminin-
ities must then be related to early and later socialisation but also to the present life con-
text and the cultural meanings that permeate it” (Alvesson & Billing, 1997, p.92).

Since the relative importance of family responsibilities varies for men and women,
work may occupy a different place in the life of women than men (Feldberg & Glenn,
1979; Quinn & Shepard, 1974; Weaver, 1978 in Devaus & McAllister, 1991). This
causes women and men to look for different things in their work and to differ in the way
they experience their work situation. The popular version of this is that women work for
pin money and a social life. Others argue that women will place less emphasis on ful-
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filment in their work (intrinsic factors) because they are more likely to obtain fulfilment
from their family role (Devaus & McAllister, 1991). A leading study of over 5,500
women of working age in Britain indicated that girls tend to base their educational,
training and job decisions on the assumption that they will be wives and mothers (Mar-
tin & Roberts, 1984). Whereas boys expect to be the primary wage-earner and to have
employment as their main lifetime occupation, “girls look forward to a working life in-
terrupted by childbirth and child rearing, usually characterised by partial employment so
as to enable them to do the domestic work involved in looking after a husband, children
and a home” (Watson, 1995). Gaskell (1992) argues that young women are more likely
than young men to make a career decision in relation to domestic circumstances. How-
ever, since many of the references presented here are American or Western European, it
should be noted that large differences may occur between countries and cultures, as far
as women’s values about family orientation are concerned.

As far as social work in particular is concerned, “social work as a profession con-
cerned with caring, has had a more direct connection with, and is more readily labelled
women’s work” (Dominelli, 1997, p.96). Men have always been a minority in social
work courses (Walton, 1975; Hallett, 1990). According to the Ministry of Welfare of
Greece, in 1994, 93.6 percent of the social workers in Greece were female. The National
Association of Social Workers of Greece has 4,000 members (Kallinikaki, 1998).

The Welfare institution has always been associated with women, at least on the
service delivery level. It is seen to perform in society the care-taking and nurturing
functions that are defined as women’s functions. The origins of the profession arose out
of the efforts of women to transfer these from the personal sphere to the broader social
arena (Walton, 1975).

• Values
The values that an individual holds also play a part in whatever occupational choice is
open to them in their particular milieu. Blackburn and Mann (1979) show how indi-
viduals may have preferences for outdoor work or for work that provides an opportunity
to ‘care’. Certain values have been noted by researchers as affecting choices of types of
careers by students. Rosenberg (1957) for example, showed that students indicating
‘people-oriented’ values were more strongly oriented towards careers in ‘caring’ profes-
sions, such as medicine or social work. On the other hand, students who valued pay and
social status to a greater degree looked towards business, while those putting values of
self-expression first were more inclined towards careers in journalism, art or architec-
ture.

According to Watson (1995), the danger with this kind of study is that it might be in-
ferred that personal values are determinants of occupational choice. It is equally likely
that the values which one would indicate when completing the social scientist’s ques-
tionnaire would be those which one felt to be congruent with the career towards which
the structures of opportunities and the influence of family, education and the rest were
pushing or pulling one. We have to be aware of the interplay between individual and
structural factors. Banks et al., (1992) showed the interplay between two aspects of in-
dividual identity:
a. a self-concept involving such matters as self-efficacy, self-esteem and self-
confidence, as opposed to depression, poor motivation and estrangement
b. a social identity which includes various attitudes, values, beliefs and commit-
ments in relation to society and social institutions.
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• Class
Class contributes significantly to the formation of the desires, expectations and choices
of young people concerning their occupations.

 According to Kasimati (1991): a) different values concerning occupations prevail in
different social classes. The value system affects individuals’ occupational choices.
Rosenberg (1957) argues that certain occupations attract people who have correspond-
ing values to these occupations. People who hold certain work values, such as working
with people, tend to choose corresponding occupations. b) Different social classes have
unequal access to the various educational levels. Educational systems are ‘class selec-
tive’ in the sense that they aim at reproducing the existing class stratification. Research
data in Greece and other countries show that, especially in higher education, higher
classes are significantly favoured by the educational systems. The class composition of
Greek higher education is such (Fragoudaki, 1985; Katsikas, 2002a, 2002b) that higher
education Departments with high prestige have mostly students of upper class origin,
whereas Departments with lower social prestige consist mainly of lower class students.
Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue that different classes and sectors of society social-
ise their children to different degrees in the cognitive and personal skills that bring ma-
terial success. They put forward a theory of ‘cultural capital’. They suggest that the edu-
cational system validates and rewards discourses associated with dominant social
groups from an early age, alienating children to whom these are unfamiliar. This trans-
missible ‘cultural capital’ leads to greater educational success for middle class children.
Research in Europe measuring cultural capital in terms of parents’ education shows a
strong relationship between the educational achievement of parents and their children
(Egerton, 1997). c) People of different class origin have unequal opportunities and
abilities to go from school into active working life. Having a higher education degree
does not always guarantee an individual a corresponding job. In Greece people of high-
class origins have occupations of particularly high status and social prestige (e.g. doc-
tors, lawyers, managerial-level employees in the public sector). On the other hand, peo-
ple of lower-middle class origins usually hope for a lower-middle level job in the public
sector. Family networks can play a significant role in individuals’ work opportunities,
e.g. middle class parents have contacts that can provide entry to careers for their chil-
dren.

Family and students’ aspirations for the future are another aspect of the influence of
class background. Parents who set high standards for their children are much more
likely to have high-achieving children (Ballantine, 1989). Coleman et al., (1966) argued
that the effects of the home environment outweigh the effects of the school programme
on achievement. Educational and social class background was the most important factor
in determining differences between students. Another extensive study by Jencks et al.,
(1972) indicated that family background accounted for more than one half of the varia-
tion in educational attainment. Regardless of the measure used (occupation, income,
parents’ education) family socio-economic status was a powerful predictor of school
performance. Parents’ involvement in the educational process also differed by social
class.

• Socio-economic development
Individuals’ occupational aspirations and choices are shaped – to a significant degree –
by the level of socio-economic development of their country and the existing supply and
demand for various jobs in the labour market. In order to choose a certain occupation
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individuals have to take into consideration that particular occupation’s status in the la-
bour market. In other words, they have to take into account factors such as: financial
reward, working conditions, future prospects for upward social mobility, and of course
their own interests and abilities. A particularly low unemployment rate favours deliber-
ate occupational choices, since the increasing demand in the labour market allows indi-
viduals to choose occupations according to their own interests. On the other hand, a
high rate of unemployment constitutes a suspending factor regarding deliberate occupa-
tional choices. Individuals are either directly discouraged to choose occupations with
uncertain employment prospects, or they may end up in occupations that are not related
to their field of studies because no jobs within their field of interests or their specializa-
tion are available (Kasimati, 1991).

• Educational system and its relation to employment
In Greece, it is estimated that, of those who finally enter higher education, only 25 per-
cent end up studying in the Departments they wanted most. Therefore, due to the re-
strictions of the educational system and the system of admissions to higher education, a
significant number of students who are considered to have ‘chosen’ what to study, have
settled for studies that lead to very different occupations from the ones they had wanted
in the first place (Kasimati, 1991).

According to Kasimati (1991), when making a primary educational choice for higher
education, the individual takes into consideration the labour market’s supply and de-
mand data. However, by the time the individual finally graduates, labour market open-
ings or restrictions may be completely different, which – up to a point - may influence
the individual’s final occupational choice. Regarding social work employment prospects
in the Greek labour market, the most recent study by the University of Piraeus in Greece
in collaboration with the Organization for the Development of the Workforce has in-
cluded social workers among the professionals with good to very good prospects of be-
ing absorbed into the labour market (Tringa, 2001).

Moreover, the universalization of secondary education and the expansion of higher
education in Greece during the last twenty years have resulted in an abundance of over-
qualified degree-holders, who are frequently forced to work in jobs where only a good
standard of general education is enough (Gouvias, 1998). This is in accordance with
Boudon’s education paradox, which reveals how the combination of individual attrib-
utes in a population may counteract the effects of these attributes. In Boudon’s own
words: “Every individual has a definite advantage in trying to obtain as much education
as possible… But as soon as all individuals want more education, the expectations asso-
ciated with most educational levels tend to degenerate, and this has the effect of inciting
people to demand still more education in the next period” (Boudon, 1974, p.198). The
rational decision of individuals to acquire substantial education in order to achieve re-
warding occupational positions has the paradoxical result that the same education now
achieves less rewarding positions than it did before and that, to achieve as rewarding a
position as one’s parents had, more education is required now than was before (Blau,
1994).

To sum up, Kasimati (1991) argues that variables playing a significant role in occu-
pational choice can be distinguished into two categories: a) factors of the micro-social
environment of the individual and b) structural factors that affect choice to a significant
degree. These factors are interconnected by causal relationships. Kasimati’s model
(which provides an overall picture of the process of occupational choice within the spe-
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cific context of Greece) played an important part in stimulating the questions of Study 1
of the present thesis, in the sense that the present research starts by focusing on and ex-
ploring most of the above-mentioned factors (mainly the structural ones).
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3. SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON EDUCATION/HIGHER
EDUCATION

As mentioned earlier, in the case of social work in Greece occupational choice and edu-
cational choice coincide. Therefore, since this thesis examines students’ decision to
study social work, the theoretical part introduces issues regarding both occupational and
educational choice. The previous chapter referred to issues regarding occupational
choice. This chapter addresses issues of sociological perspectives on education and
higher education; it deals with two aspects of inequality: class and gender. These as-
pects are seen to affect the life chances of individuals and the differential distribution of
social rewards and privileges. In the previous chapter, class and gender were used by
Kasimati (1991) as factors of individuals’ micro-social environment that affect occupa-
tional choice; by doing this she drew attention to expectations, values and norms and the
influence of these on the individual. The present chapter indicates how class and gender
can also be regarded as structural dimensions, when it comes to education.

3.1 EDUCATION AND THE PROCESS OF STRATIFICATION

Stratification refers to our position in society. Sociologists have studied stratification
defining the meaning of social class and discussing its significance and implications for
individuals in society.  Weber described class as a multidimensional concept, which is
determined by three variables: wealth, power and prestige (Gerth et al., 1958). Wealth
refers to one’s property, capital and income. Power is the ability to make major deci-
sions or to influence others to act in one’s benefit. Occupation is a main factor in one’s
prestige. Education affects occupational status and income is closely associated with it.
Various occupations have different amounts of prestige, including the ability to influ-
ence others.

From an early age, we are socialized to be members of a social class and to develop
strong loyalties to the values of our class, including education. Education plays a role in
sorting people into occupational categories according to abilities. However, according to
Ballantine (1989) many less tangible factors enter into this sorting process. These in-
clude:
ß Differences in the level and quality of education available in the country, region or
community in which one lives.
ß Differential access to educational facilities according to one’s social class status,
religion, race and ethnic origins.
ß Difference in one’s motivations, values and attitudes; differences in the willingness
and ability of one’s parents and significant others to provide the financial and psycho-
logical support necessary for the maximization of talent potentials.

According to Ballantine (1989), if we do not have other favourable factors in our lives,
schooling alone is likely to make little difference to our economic and social success in
society.

Ballantine (1989) refers to two opposing theories of stratification that are most often
used to explain the unequal class system in our society.

ß Functionalist (consensus) theory of stratification. According to this perspective,
each part of society is related to each other part in the total society. In order to maintain
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a working balance between the parts, the system has certain requirements and agreed
upon rules. From this starting point, functionalists explain the inevitability of inequality
and the role education plays in the process of stratification. A major function of schools
is to develop, sort and select individuals by ability levels to fill hierarchical positions;
according to functionalist theorists this is a rational process based on the merit of indi-
viduals. The more schooling one has completed, the more productive and valuable one
is to society. The selection process that will eventually determine occupational status
begins in school, where functionalists argue that students are placed more according to
individual abilities than to group differences such as race or sex (Ballantine, 1989).

This functionalist view of society has many critics. The following criticism draws
particularly upon the work of Ballantine (1989). From her writing, the following are the
main points of criticism exerted on the functionalist theory. It has been argued that the
functionalist perspective supports existing systems and the dominant power group, and
preserves the social order. Rather than finding a way out of inequality it is committed to
making things work (Gouldner, 1971). The implication that people must meet the needs
of the system, rather than vice versa, is seen as false and misleading. To assume that we
can locate the most talented and motivated individuals through the schools or other in-
stitutions is questionable, especially if we look at statistics as to who is successful in
society. Finally, to assume that extrinsic rewards such as wealth and prestige are pri-
mary motivators for individuals to train for certain occupations may be false. Individu-
als may have other motivations, such as humanitarian goals, for entering certain occu-
pations. In addition, not all talented individuals who wish to become, for example, doc-
tors or lawyers have the opportunity to pursue those careers (Ballantine, 1989).

ß Conflict, neo-Marxist and reproduction theories of stratification. Conflict theorists
believe that problems in the educational system stem from the conflicts in society as a
whole. Education is but one part of the system, which is based on ‘haves’ and ‘have-
nots’. Karl Marx felt that educational systems perpetuate the existing class structure. By
controlling the type of education and knowledge available to various groups of people,
their access to positions in society is controlled. This way, the educational system is
doing its part to perpetuate the existing class system, to prepare children for their roles
in a capitalistic class society that is controlled by the dominant groups. According to
conflict theorists, education in fact serves to reproduce the inequalities based on power,
income and social status (Carnoy, 1974). The values, rules and institutions of society
reflect the interests of the dominant groups, the ruling class. Origins of inequality are
found in the class structure, and education reflects this structure. Conflict theorists argue
that while statistics show a narrowing of the educational gap between groups, this has
not been translated into a more equal sharing of society’s wealth (Beck and Colclough,
1987).

In recent decades, a group of theorists called reproductionists, revisionists, and neo-
Marxists have developed explanations of stratification. Stemming from the idea that the
upper-middle class conspires to perpetuate their own class interests by limiting access to
educational opportunities for other groups, these theorists argue that the lower classes
are channelled into poor secondary schools, community colleges, vocational schools
and lower-level jobs (Ballantine, 1989). Bowles and Gintis (1976) argued that schools
are agencies for reproducing the social relations of production necessary to keep capi-
talistic systems working. Young (1971), followed by works of Bernstein (1973) and
Bourdieu & Passeron (1977), argued that the organization of knowledge, the form of its
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transmission as well as the assessment of its acquisition are crucial factors in the cul-
tural reproduction of class relationships in industrial societies. The function of the edu-
cational system, Bourdieu (1997) argued, is above all to produce the necessary social
belief in the legitimacy of currently dominant power structures; in other words to make
us believe that our rulers are ruling us by virtue of their qualifications and achievements
rather than by virtue of their noble birth or connections. “The coveted diploma or exam
paper becomes a token of social magic8, the emblem of a transformational exercise
which truly changes the essence of the chosen elite” (Moi, 1991, p.1023). According to
Bourdieu (1997), to claim that something is an effect of social magic is not to say that it
is unreal. To assign someone to a group with a superior essence, e.g. educated people as
opposed to uneducated people, operates an objective transformation determining a
learning process which in turn facilitates a real transformation able to bring that person
closer to the definition that has been bestowed upon him/her. The ideological role of the
educational system is to make it appear as if positions of leadership or power are dis-
tributed according to merit. The existence in every educational institution of what Bour-
dieu & Passeron (1979) call “miraculous exceptions” – educationally highly successful
members of disadvantaged groups – is precisely what allows us to believe that the sys-
tem is egalitarian and democratic after all. For Bourdieu, misrecognition operates in the
educational system, meaning that underlying processes and structures of the educational
system “are not consciously acknowledged in terms of the social differentiation they
perpetuate, often in the name of democracy and equality” (Grenfell & James 1998,
p.23). The pedagogic authority of the school promotes a view of schooling as a legiti-
mate or neutral process. “This illusion is further fostered in state educational systems by
the fact that individuals do not have to pay for their education directly; education ap-
pears to have the open access of being free” (Jenkins 2002, p.109).

However, some working-class students do resist the tendency towards class repro-
duction and learn to think independently, even to recognize their disadvantages. Willis
(1977) describes the school counterculture of working-class boys in England, which re-
jected the dominant values and norms of the educational process. Nevertheless, Willis’s
counterculture boys are only a few, while many working-class students conform to
norms and try to make the system work for them. The lower and upper extremes of the
stratification system are most locked in; some individuals in the middle classes are mo-
bile (Ballantine, 1989).

Social class background can aid or hinder students. A student’s social class is deter-
mined by the home environment and is reflected in school grades, achievement, intelli-
gence test scores, course failure, truancy, suspension, high school curriculum pursued
and future educational plans (Ornstein, 1977). Class is not the only variable affecting
achievement and within each class there is wide variation, but there is a significant rela-
tionship between class and achievement (Ballantine, 1989).

                                                  
8 Social magic is a socially sanctioned act which attributes an essence to individual agents, who
then struggle to become what in fact they are already declared to be. Bourdieu’s work on the
social power of the tokens of educational capital is based on empirical research in France. How-
ever, this does not mean that the educational systems of other nations are not crucial to the re-
production of social power; “there is no reason why Bourdieu’s general point about social
magic – the socially sanctioned belief in the value of certain tokens and insignia – should not be
deployed in contexts quite different from those of the French educational system” (Moi 1991, p.
1045).
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3.2 SOCIAL CLASS AND HIGHER EDUCATION

Concerns around class inequalities in access, retention and attainment within higher
education have gained in importance in recent years. It can be argued that higher educa-
tion has a particular potential for reinforcing inequalities because it is not open to all
and it is non-compulsory (Archer et al., 2003).

Social class has been associated with the concept of educational life chances. Life
chances are defined as the probability of a person of specified status achieving a certain
goal or suffering a special disadvantage (Reading, 1977). The findings regarding educa-
tional life chances in general show that the children from higher socio-economic classes
have much better educational life chances that the children from lower classes.  Studies
(Muller & Karle, 1996; Shavit & Blossfeld, 1993) have highlighted the persistence of
intergenerational inequalities that are influenced by social origins, especially at the
lower levels of education. Children of parents who have gained further and higher edu-
cation are more likely to enjoy the same advantages themselves.  The higher the social
class, the greater the chance of achieving educational qualifications. The social class
profile of university and advanced further education students in the UK shows a clear
over-representation of the upper and middle classes (Reid, 1986). The socio-economic
background of students’ families is related to the level of education they eventually
manage to achieve. In Greece, education has been unequally distributed among the
haves and the have-nots for the last thirty years (Katsikas & Kavadias, 1998).  Opportu-
nities for access to higher education are conditioned by students’ socio-economic back-
ground and by their place of origin (Kiridis, 1997). Students of peasant background are
about 2.5 percent of the student population in prestigious higher education Schools,
while they are over 10 percent of the student population in higher education Schools
with uncertain employment prospects. On the other hand, students whose fathers are
scientists/self-employed constitute the 40-50 percent in prestigious higher education
Schools, while they are 1 percent of the student population in low-prestige Technologi-
cal Education Institutions (TEI) (Katsikas, 2002a; Katsikas, 2002b). Attempts at expla-
nations derived from sociology regarding the above-mentioned facts, include the notion
that the institutional regimes of educational institutions tend to favour middle-class pu-
pils; alternatively, education as it is practised today tends to alienate working-class pu-
pils. Other sociological attempts at explanation have stressed what pupils bring to
school with them – their social class culture. Pupils from different social classes are
held to bring different language experiences, behaviours, attitudes, ideas values and
skills. When these differences are measured in some way they can then be correlated
with educational life chances, to support the proposition that the experience of being
brought up in a middle-class home and neighbourhood gives advantages in coping with
educational institutions, as currently organized (for example, the study of Bernstein,
1973). Another idea is that educational attainment has been shown to correlate with
spending levels, so the higher the resource provision, the higher the attainments and the
greater the educational life chances in that area (Byrne et al., 1975). According to
Meighan & Shiraj-Blatchford (2000) a network of causes rather than a single cause
seems to be the most plausible position.

In an attempt to refer to the relationship between social class and higher education in
particular, I draw upon the work of Archer et al., (2003) who organize the main theo-
retical approaches on this issue into two groups:
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ß Categorical and modernist approaches. This category reviews grand theories. As
Bradley (1996) discusses, neo-Marxist and neo-Weberian theorists share an under-
standing of capitalist societies as stratified by class, in which the ruling class achieves
dominance over the working class through control of poverty, production and the mar-
ket. Although largely missing from Marx and Weber’s original theorizations, the role of
the educational system has been stressed by theorists such as Althusser (1971) who ar-
gued that, within capitalist society, education is an apparatus of the state, attempting to
reproduce the conditions of capitalist production. American neo-Marxists Bowles and
Gintis (1976) also proposed that education acts as a class channel. They suggested that
although schools claim to promote equal opportunities for all, what they actually do is
reproduce a capitalist division of labour by preparing children for class-determined ca-
reers in the labour market. Although these accounts primarily refer to the relationship
between social class and compulsory education, they can be extended to higher educa-
tion, where they can be used to explain working-class under-representation in higher
education as a result of the differential channelling of working-class and middle-class
children within the school system.

Functionalist theorists view education as part of a meritocratic sorting process, de-
termining the best people for particular jobs and roles in society. However, they have
been criticised for presenting the educational system in a legitimating role which hides
structural inequalities. Applied to a higher education context, functionalist theories
would suggest that low rates of participation among working-class groups are related to
lower rates of intelligence and ability, where the more talented working-class individu-
als reach university through their own merit. However, functionalist theories can be
criticised for being simplistic in their assumptions of meritocratic determinism and for
overlooking differential patterns of participation between social groups due to their fo-
cus upon individual differences (Bradley, 1996).

 ‘Class-culture’ paradigm theorists (Byrne et al., 1975), argue that social classes are
distinguished by their differing cultures, which play a role in reproducing particular
class positions. For example, in 1960 Kelsall, Poole and Kuhn (1972, in Williamson,
1981) suggested that working-class students were differentiated from their non-
participating peers through their family and educational characteristics. They identified
parental encouragement as the key factor determining participation and found that mid-
dle-class families were more likely to encourage their children to move on to post-
secondary education. Edwards and Roberts (1980, in Archer et al., 2003) explained that
differential class participation rates in higher education were regarded as resulting from
differential valuing of higher education between social classes and contrasting class
perceptions regarding the ‘cultural accessibility’ of higher education. But as Williamson
(1981) notes, such an explanation locates the problem of non-participation in an aspect
of the family or school experience of different groups of children.

ß Process, postmodern or qualitative approaches. This group of theoretical ap-
proaches addresses ‘themes’ rather than large–scale theories. Within these approaches,
Archer et al., (2003) refer to the following issues involved in conceptualising the rela-
tionship between social class and higher education:

The role of higher education institutions in the reproduction of unequal patterns of par-
ticipation. Williamson (1981) argued that universities have excluded working-class
groups through financial, social and cultural factors; as a result the demand for univer-
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sity education was never cultivated and working-class people were never encouraged to
see higher education as something available to them. The question of class bias is not
only a question of the social characteristics of those who apply to higher education. It is
also a question of the form of higher education itself; working–class students may be
disadvantaged by institutional cultures that position them as ‘others’ in contrast to
dominant assumptions of student learners as young, white, middle class and male
(Mirza, 1995; Grant, 1997; Tett, 2000).

Individualization and the obscuring of social class. Within some post-modern ap-
proaches it has been argued that following technological and social developments, there
have been large-scale changes to patterns of reproduction of classed identities and ine-
qualities. There has been an increase in individualization (Giddens, 1991) which, it has
been argued, has led to a loosening of attachment to social class identities (Beck, 1992),
with the result that class identities and inequalities have become obscured and hidden.
These changes have placed an emphasis upon the role of family with regard to choosing
what is best for their children. But as Ball et al. (2000) point out, some families value
more highly or are ‘better’ at ‘choosing’ than others and have greater financial and cul-
tural resources to support their children. Sets of individualized tactics such as skilful
networking, moving house, paying for costly cross-city travel, are more available to
some individuals, families and social groups than to others. Concomitantly, ‘bad’
choices become a matter of individual responsibility. Thus, despite the social and eco-
nomic polarization of wealth and life-chances, Ball et al., (2000) argue that individuals
are more likely to blame themselves for life inequalities. Beck (1992) argues that ‘risk’
is also an important theme within processes of social class stratification. Risks adhere to
the class pattern, only inversely: wealth accumulates at the top, risks at the bottom. In
this sense, risks seem to strengthen, not to abolish, the class society. Poverty attracts an
abundance of risks. On the other hand, the wealth in income, power or education, can
purchase safety and freedom from risk. Therefore, it could be suggested that, within the
area of higher education choices, participation is an inherently more risky, costly and
uncertain choice for working-class groups than for middle-class groups (Archer and
Hutchings, 2000).

Risk, habitus, capital and class. The work of Bourdieu has been drawn on and devel-
oped to provide a framework for understanding processes of choice of higher education
by a number of researchers. They have examined how ‘habitus’ and ‘cultural capital’
are integral to students’ and their families’ choices of schools (Ball et al., 1998) and
universities (Reay, 1998b; Reay & Wiliam, 1999). Cultural capital refers to the knowl-
edge, language and culture, differentially accessed and possessed, that guides the deci-
sions made and actions taken. Middle-class and working-class families have differential
access to various forms of cultural and economic capital resources, which differentially
frames the educational choices that different families can or will make. Middle-class
parents pass on cultural and material advantages that privilege their children to succeed
within the educational system (Allatt, 1993). On the other hand, working-class families
experience more economic restraints and lack the same knowledge of the system and
social networks that encourage the reproduction of privilege (Reay et al., 2001). Thus,
educational choices operate as a medium of power and stratification, within which there
is an interplay of social, economic, cultural capital with institutional and family habitus.
Maguire et al., (1999) found that for middle-class students, with their increased social,
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economic and knowledge resources, choice is presented as natural, orderly, clear-cut,
almost beyond question, very unlike the chancy, uncertain process many working-class
students are caught up in. Working-class students, on the other hand, experience greater
risks and constraints in their decision-making. For working-class applicants, the impor-
tance of fitting in and feeling comfortable within an educational institution may mean
that they are dissuaded from applying to prestigious universities, which transmit a mes-
sage that such places are not ‘for the likes of us’ through an institutional habitus that
alienates ‘other’ (that is, working-class) students.

Multiple identities: class, race and gender. Feminist and critical researchers have
stressed the importance of attending to multiple social identities and inequalities, and
the interrelatedness of inequalities and race, class and gender. It has been argued that
discussions of social class inequalities must also be considered in terms of their struc-
turing by gender and race. For example, Reynolds (1997) argues that many black
women in Britain identify race as the starting point of any self-definition; she insists
that being a black working-class woman in Britain is construed as meaning something
entirely different to being a white working-class woman in Britain. Thus, it has been
argued that the meanings and effects of class will vary across time, space, race and gen-
der.

3.3 GENDER AND EDUCATION

ß Gender as a structural dimension
In this section, I will first draw upon the work of Bradley (1996) to indicate how gender
can also be regarded as a structural dimension when it comes to education.

While in the 1960s and 1970s the system of stratification was analysed mainly in
terms of class, from the 1980s there has been a growing recognition of the importance
of other forms of inequality concerning gender, age, ethnicity etc. In real life each form
of inequality cannot be analysed on its own, as a distinct set of relationships. When it
comes to class and gender for example, it is a commonplace to say that classes are gen-
dered and gender relations are class-specific. According to Bradley (1996, p.19) gender
is “a social category which refers to lived relationships between women and men; gen-
der relations are those by means of which sexual divisions of masculinity and femininity
are constructed, organised and maintained”. Every aspect of life is gendered; sexual di-
visions are constructed, organised and maintained in individuals’ private life as well as
in work, education etc. Thus, in every aspect of experience, being male or female has
implications. The set of lived relationships that constitute gender are constantly chang-
ing; however, at the same time they constitute an enduring framework of inequalities in
society. This means that the extent and precise nature of gender inequalities varies in
time, but the fact of gender discrimination remains a constant.

According to Bradley (1996) class, ethnicity and gender can be regarded as structural
dimensions. She uses the term dynamics of inequality to refer to four dimensions of ine-
quality in contemporary societies: class, gender, race and age. Bradley makes a distinc-
tion between personal identity, which is studied by psychologists, and social identity,
which concerns sociologists. Personal identity is about how we perceive ourselves and
how others see us and it stems from all the experiences that each individual has gone
through. Social identity refers to the way we as individuals locate ourselves within the
society we live in and the way in which we perceive others as locating us. Social iden-
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tity derives from the various sets of lived relationships in which individuals are en-
gaged, such as the dynamics of inequality. When individuals constantly think of them-
selves in terms of an identity and when this identity provides a more constant base for
action, this is described as a politicised identity.

Gender is currently viewed as an active and politicised aspect of identity. The femi-
nist movement, with its stress on ‘consciousness-raising’ promoted the notion of being a
woman as a crucial aspect of individual subjectivity. There are of course many ways of
being a woman. For example, gender for feminists may be a source of politicised iden-
tity that leads them to work for equality and women’s causes. For other women, aware-
ness of gender may involve traditional ways of displaying femininity, e.g. through do-
mestic or caring roles. According to that line of thought, choosing an education leading
to occupations traditionally associated with women, such as social work, may be an-
other way of displaying femininity. Given that gender experience is so differently felt
by women of different ethnic groups, ages, religions, nationalities or sexual orientations,
it is obvious that gender identities are multiple.

      
ß Gender and educational life chances
Gender has also been associated with the concept of the educational life chances an in-
dividual may have. The term educational life chances of girls and boys refers to the
probabilities of a boy or a girl achieving a particular goal or experiencing a particular
disadvantage. In UK roughly the same number of boys and girls now gain places in
higher education. Yet, the greater the prestige commonly accorded an institution, the
fewer girls are present. Girls are over represented in arts courses, whereas they make up
only one in three of enrolments in science courses (Meighan & Siraj-Blatchford, 2000).
In most countries, women students pursue traditionally feminine disciplines, predomi-
nating in arts and social sciences rather than in the scientific and technical areas that
hold better career prospects (Bradley, 1996). One of the implications of the different
subjects taken by girls and boys is that girls are therefore denied the financial rewards of
employment in some of the best-paid sectors of the economy. Even in those areas of the
labour marker that women dominate, such as education, they are to be found in the low-
est positions. In higher education, women have gained a foothold in areas such as soci-
ology and women’s studies. In Greece, gender-related stereotypes orientate girls to cer-
tain higher education Schools and occupations. Women are the overwhelming majority
in Schools such as nursing or philosophy, whereas they are a small minority in applied
mechanics (Katsikas & Kavadias, 1998). Sociology provides a range of explanations for
the different sets of educational life chances mentioned above. These explanations stress
the learning of a culture, with its in-built gender definitions. The role of schools is seen
variously. In one proposition it is seen as repeating the labels of a culture; since a soci-
ety has a traditional allocation of roles of men and women, the agencies of socialization
of that society socialize boys and girls to fit in with that pattern. Alternatively, schools
can be seen as continuing the process started outside the school by closing off further
options. On the other hand, a further proposition stresses the possibility of school
changing the traditional allocation of roles. Schools may resist this allocation and in-
crease the range of choices. Thus, they are instrumental in starting to change the social
structure by altering the expectations of pupils, therefore increasing their educational
life chances. (Meighan & Siraj-Blatchford, 2000).
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ß Gender and Bourdieu’s concept of habitus
The notion of habitus seen as a ‘gendered history’ served as a useful theoretical tool in
the present work, as we shall see more clearly later on.

Bourdieu describes habitus as “a system of dispositions common to all products of
the same conditionings” (Bourdieu 1990, p.59). As such it can just as readily be under-
stood in terms of gender disadvantage as well as social class (McClelland, 1990). The
traditional relationship between the sexes is constructed by a habitus which makes male
power appear legitimate even to women. Bourdieu’s theoretical framework predicts that
individuals growing up in relatively privileged social strata, e.g. social class, gender etc,
are more likely to develop high aspirations (McClelland, 1990). Such individuals are
more likely to be surrounded by images of success, to be able to see the connection
between effort and reward and to believe that they can achieve ambitious goals than are
their less privileged peers. “The concept of ‘gendered habitus’ shows up a common
view of the world in which the division of labour between men and women is seen as
natural” (Reay 1998a, p.60).  Men who develop high-status professional ambitions are
following the principles of their traditional role; therefore they are in accordance with
their habitus. On the other hand, women who do the same thing are from a traditional
standpoint, violating theirs.

According to McClelland (1990, p.105), the disadvantages that result from gender
and those resulting from social origin are not necessarily the same. When the various
forms of capital are taken into account, it may be seen that women and individuals from
non-privileged backgrounds occupy distinctly different positions. In the struggle to at-
tain ‘good’ jobs, cultural capital is of main importance because of its special value in the
educational system. And although the amount and forms of cultural capital are condi-
tioned partially by gender, they are strongly conditioned by social origins. Therefore,
since the category ‘women’ includes individuals from privileged social origins, one
might well expect that some women may fare better educationally than other individuals
from non-privileged social origins.

Moi (1991) argued that gender, like class, is part of the whole social field (that which
underpins the structures of all other fields) rather than any specific field of gender. It is
part of the same general social field as class and ethnicity; thus, when regarding gender
as a social construction, it is likely to be combined with other social categories and to
influence them in various ways. Sociologically speaking, gender behaves in an unusu-
ally relational way. There is no limit to its capacity for change in value and importance
according to its specific social context. “But if we assume that gender is a particularly
combinatory social category, one that infiltrates and influences every other category, it
would precisely seem to have much in common with the concept of social class in
Bourdieu’s own theories” (Moi 1991, p.1035). Even though his analyses of education,
art and taste tend to show the influence of social class on the habitus of individuals, he
never studied social class as a pure field in its own right. According to Moi (1991) we
may try to see both class and gender as belonging to the whole social field without
specifying a fixed and unchangeable hierarchy between them. Thus we might be able to
seize the complex variability of these social factors and the way in which they influence
and modify each other in different social contexts.

Social agents are always gendered; still, we cannot always assume that gender is the
most relevant factor in play in a given situation. “But insofar as gender is implicated in
all other social fields, it is always in principle a relevant factor in all social analysis: one
can therefore never discard it without further examination” (Moi 1991, p.1037).
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4. PRACTICE LEARNING IN SOCIAL WORK EDUCATION

Study 3 in the empirical part of this thesis is about the influence of practice tutorials on
students’ views on the profession of social work and on their attitude towards their
studies. The present chapter aims to provide the reader with information on the issue of
practice learning in social work education. It includes: a section on definitions of the
terms ‘practice placement’, ‘practice learning’, ‘practice teaching’; a section on practice
tutorials as contexts of learning in social work education; a section on the importance of
student-practice teacher relationship.

4.1 DEFINITION OF THE TERMS ‘PRACTICE PLACEMENT’, ‘PRACTICE
LEARNING’, ‘PRACTICE TEACHING’

The term ‘practice placement’ refers to the period of learning during which a student is
placed in a social work agency. Time spent on placement is very precious and it is re-
membered long after many other aspects of social work courses are forgotten (Shardlow
& Doel, 1996). Davies (1984), in a survey of social workers three years after complet-
ing their professional education found that they viewed the placement as the most en-
joyable part of the course. Also, placements were seen as the best taught components
and the most useful elements of social work courses.

At different times the placement has been seen to serve various educational func-
tions. For example, it has been seen as the time for the student to apply what has been
learned in the classroom or as the opportunity to integrate theory and practice. The
practice placement provides a complementary context to class-based learning: class-
room learning and placement learning together have proved to be an effective method of
promoting learning about social work practice. These two contexts for learning about
social work practice, class and placement, need to be integrated, complementary and
mutually consistent (Shardlow & Doel, 1996).

The term ‘practice learning’ is used “to refer to the learning that occurs while a stu-
dent is on placement in a social work agency. It should not be taken to imply that stu-
dents do not learn about practice in class settings. It refers to the context of learning in
the practice agency” (Shardlow & Doel 1996, p.5). A ‘practice teacher’ is usually the
person in an agency who is responsible for enabling the learning of a student. In the
case of Greece, however, this term is used to describe the person in the academic setting
who teaches practice. In the present work, the term ‘teacher’ is used in preference to
other terms used elsewhere (e.g. ‘field instructor’ in North America) because it is
grounded in ideas of teaching (Shardlow & Doel, 1996). The face-to-face teaching ses-
sions between student and teacher are referred to as ‘practice tutorials’.

In recent years, there has been a shift in emphasis in the nature of the practice
teacher’s role. ‘Teaching’ has become a more important component of the practice
teacher’s role. This is in contrast with previous approaches where students’ work was
only ‘supervised’. Sawdon (1986) observed that the use of the term ‘practice teaching’
instead of the term ‘student supervision’ reflects the positive educational and training
responsibilities of the practitioner who chooses to work with students. He stresses the
notion of teaching and emphasises the duty of the practice teacher to promote learning.
This is symbolised by the very title ‘practice teacher’.
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4.2 PRACTICE TUTORIALS AS CONTEXTS OF LEARNING IN SOCIAL
WORK EDUCATION

A practice tutorial is a meeting between student and practice teacher that aims at ena-
bling the student’s practice learning. In the case of Greece it is a formal meeting, since it
is a part of the curriculum in social work education. Some other terms, such as ‘practice
supervision’ resonate with other programmes in social work, such as the supervision
given by a manager to a social work practitioner. Aspects of this supervision may in-
clude learning but the primary focus in the meeting between a manager and a social
worker is to ensure managerial accountability for the practitioner’s work. ‘Practice tuto-
rials’ means a series of regular planned meetings, mostly on a weekly basis, between
practice teacher and student. These may involve only one practice teacher and one stu-
dent, or there may be other forms of practice tutorials such as the group tutorials, where
one practice teacher works with several students to facilitate learning.

As mentioned earlier in Chapter 1, group tutorials are employed in the Social Work
Department of Iraklio, Greece; therefore, it is useful to say a few things about this form
of practice tutorial. The group tutorial has been used for decades in field education in
social work. Its advocates claim that it has many advantages. It provides the opportunity
to learn from others through sharing knowledge, hearing different perspectives and dis-
cussing issues that are either common or unique to each group member (Bogo et al.,
2004; Kadushin, 1985; Werk & Caplan, 1998). Through experiencing group processes,
students learn about group dynamics and group work (Geller, 1994; Tebb, Manning &
Klaumann, 1996; Wayne & Cohen, 2001 in Bogo et al., 2004). Group practice tutorials
theorists and practitioners in both social work and counselling psychology stress the
importance of developing and maintaining a productive group climate where students
view themselves as interdependent and interactive in pursuit of the shared goal of
learning (Kadushin, 1985; Shulman, 1993; Hayes et al., 2000; Davis, 2002). This ap-
proach is based on students sharing their work with each other, exposing their mistakes
and uncertainties. The advocates of group tutorials argue that learning results from
feedback and discussion with peers and the teacher. Therefore, they argue, a group cli-
mate is needed where students feel respected and can trust each other with their vulner-
abilities. Threats to such a climate must be identified and resolved in order for group
tutorials to be useful.

The practice tutorial has several functions. The following conceptualisation (Shard-
low & Doel, 1996) draws particularly upon the work of Reynolds (1942) and Kadushin
(1985). From their writings, the following are some of the most important functions of
the practice tutorial:
ß Educative function. It is the opportunity to discuss and plan the student’s work and
to provide guidance and evaluation about the student’s performance.
ß Pastoral function. In the academic world, tutors have long been used to discussing
students’ personal difficulties affecting the process of learning. Similarly, practice
teachers have a long history of providing such help and support to students. Some prac-
tice teachers, when teaching students in agencies, expect them to possess and reveal
personal difficulties to their practice teacher. Students need to control the pastoral as-
pect of the practice and must be enabled to ask for help if and when needed.
ß Managerial function. The practice teacher has a responsibility to the agency’s cli-
ents to ensure that they receive an acceptable level of service from students on place-



46

ment. It is part of the function of the practice teacher to manage the amount and type of
work that students perform on behalf of the agency.
ß Administrative function. The practice tutorial is a good opportunity to make sure that
all the administrative arrangements for the placement run smoothly, that the student has
access to all the necessary administrative functions the agency provides, and that the
administrative requirements associated with the placement are completed satisfactorily.

Practice tutorials provide an important opportunity for students and practice teachers to
share the responsibility of promoting the student’s learning. The function and purpose
of the practice tutorial has to be explicit, clear and agreed by all participants. Whatever
structures are adopted to help the practice tutorial work well, it is necessary to create a
climate where students feel able to contribute and participate. If students are not able to
raise their concerns in a practice tutorial, it is not operating satisfactorily. “Above all
else, the practice teacher needs to develop the skill of giving an appraisal to the stu-
dent’s practice performance, while keeping in mind how easy it is to snuff out develop-
ing competence by over-robust or careless appraisal” (Shardlow & Doel 1996, p.109).

4.3 THE IMPORTANCE OF THE STUDENT-PRACTICE TEACHER
RELATIONSHIP

The following issues referring to the student–practice teacher relationship draw par-
ticularly upon the work of Bogo & Vayda (1998).

A number of studies have found that the relationship between the practice teacher
and the student has the power to affect students’ learning positively or negatively and
predicts satisfaction (e.g. Fortune et al, 1985; Fortune & Abramson, 1993). These stud-
ies provide empirical support for a social work practice principle: the importance of the
student–practice teacher relationship in facilitating change, learning and growth. But
why is this relationship so important? In the classroom, student learning is on a theoreti-
cal basis. Students are surrounded by peers and they know what is expected of them in a
course. Learning is intellectual and provided in the familiar form of lectures, presenta-
tions etc. Students can maintain as much privacy as they wish as far as their feelings
about the material being presented are concerned. Evaluation is conducted through ‘ob-
jective methods’ such as exam papers. The relationship with the classroom teacher is
generally impersonal and distant. On the other hand, the field practice takes place in ‘the
real world’, where learning occurs through providing services to a client, group or
communities. One student or only a small number of students are assigned to a practice
teacher, so there are fewer people meeting regularly and engaging in face-to-face con-
tact. The material they work on is often more anxiety-provoking and requires not only
intellectual understanding but also the ability to act in a helpful and professional way.
Field learning requires self-exposure and it is a continuous challenge to students’ sense
of competence and self-confidence.

According to Bogo and Vayda (1998), main qualities of an effective student-practice
teacher relationship seem to be the following:
ß Availability. Students value practice teachers who are available and easily accessi-
ble. Particularly at the beginning of the field practice there needs to be easy accessibility
and clarity about the practice teacher’s availability or support for crisis.
ß Support. Kadushin (1985) identified the importance of support in the work of super-
vision with both students and practitioners. Supportive aspects of practice teaching at-
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tend to emotional issues and create a socio-emotional climate which is responsive to
student’s feelings (Fortune &Abramson, 1993; Urbanowski & Dwyer, 1988). These
emotional reactions may be in response to practice situations and the effectiveness of
student interventions. Feelings may also be about issues associated with being a learner,
such as self-esteem, dependency and power. Qualities associated with support are:
warmth and understanding, in contrast to cold, aloof and hostile styles (Rosenblatt &
Mayer, 1975); openness, respectfulness and trustworthiness (Fortune & Abramson
1993; Urbanowski & Dwyer, 1988); accepting the student as a budding professional
(Fortune & Abramson 1993).
ß Structure. Practice teachers provide structure for field practice through the selection
of appropriate learning assignments and a range of relevant teaching methods (Baker &
Smith, 1987; Gitterman, 1989). They clarify the roles and expectations of both the stu-
dent and practice teacher with respect to the agency and the School (Hagen, 1989;
Knight, 1996).
ß Promoting student autonomy. Such behaviour is designed to encourage independ-
ence and students’ active participation learning (Rosenblatt & Mayer, 1975; Urba-
nowski & Dwyer, 1988). This includes encouraging the expression of students’ ideas
and involving students in planning and designing the learning experience (Fortune et al.,
1985; Fortune & Abramson, 1993).
ß Feedback and evaluation. Evaluation that is ongoing and given as formal and in-
formal feedback about the student’s learning and performance is associated with satis-
faction. It is very important to make clear expectations and goals and to give feedback
which is specific and constructive.
ß Linking theory and practice. The practice teacher is responsible to provide explana-
tions that help clarify practice issues and interventions, to make connections between
current learning and what should be done next in practice and to provide relevant read-
ings.

However, according to Bogo and Vayda (1998), there are also challenges to effective
student-practice teacher relationships. These have to do with:
ß Approval. Both student and practice teacher share the human need for approval, the
sense that one is accepted and liked. The role of the practice teacher includes the re-
sponsibility to give both positive and negative feedback, to help the student to critically
evaluate his/her behaviour in field practice. Some students may experience a negative
comment as disapproval, which may result in a loss of self-esteem and feelings of in-
adequacy. The teacher may be confused when the same students who requested direct
feedback actually get very upset when this is given. On the other hand, teachers who
want to help students but they also want to have students’ approval as good teachers
may give support and encouragement by avoiding challenge, constructive criticism and
confrontation.
ß Ruptures in the relationship. Many students are able to accept negative feedback
and challenges to their perceptions when these are given in a supportive and empathetic
context. Still, other students experience negative feedback as hurtful and as a signal that
they must protect themselves from the practice teacher. Practice teachers can then focus
on clarifying unspoken feelings and assumptions. The difficulty in such discussions
arises when teachers search for underlying explanations of students’ behaviour by la-
belling personality issues and focusing on life events which may have contributed to the
current behaviours. Some students may enter willingly into a quasi-therapeutic explora-
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tion, but inevitably boundary issues develop when teaching is confused with therapy.
Most students feel that a quasi-therapeutic approach invades their privacy and so be-
come even more guarded and anxious in practice tutorials. It would be more effective to
focus discussion on the relationship in a way that invites mutual exploration that is open
to what students have to say and that is committed to working towards joint problem-
solving to bring about changes in the way students and teacher work together.
ß Matching or Fit. Students and practice teachers may be well-matched and this re-
sults in a good fit between them. The following factors contribute to a good match:
‘Expectations of field instruction’.  Students and practice teachers may have different
expectations regarding what the practice teacher should do in some areas. Thus, it is
recommended that early in the field practice each participant’s expectations about the
teacher’s role, the student’s role etc. are clarified.
‘Learning and teaching styles’. According to Hunt (1987), the learning style describes a
student in terms of the educational conditions under which he/she is most likely to learn
and is a useful way to characterize interpersonal communication in education. It is im-
portant that practice teachers in their role as educators identify their learning style as
well as that of the student and that similarities and differences are acknowledged.
ß ‘Structure and direction’. The work of Knowles was a significant contribution to
thinking about learning in social work. His theories are based upon two main principles:
first, the fact that much of what is known about the way learning occurs derives from
studies of children and animals (Knowles, 1970); second, methods of promoting learn-
ing in the United States are becoming worse from nursery school through to college. In
his opinion, all education is dominated by ‘pedagogy’ (the art and science of teaching
children), therefore all education becomes less suitable as children become adults as
they progress through the educational system (Knowles, 1972). Knowles argues that
‘pedagogy’ is a model of learning where the purpose of education is the transmission of
culture or transmission of knowledge. Thus, in this model the role of the teacher is to
know more than the learner and to teach a prescribed body of knowledge. Challenging
the applicability of those principles of education for adults, Knowles proposed ‘an-
dragogy’, the art and science of helping adults to learn (Knowles, 1970). The role of the
teacher is that of facilitator of learning. The traditional model of the teacher who is re-
sponsible for the content of the learning transaction while the leaner is a passive recipi-
ent of what the teacher chooses to offer is rejected. Instead the teacher becomes an en-
abler who helps another to learn; he/ she “is more a catalyst than an instructor, more a
guide than a wizard” (Knowles 1970, p. 43). Students are expected to be self-directing,
to take initiative and responsibility for their own learning. There are students who ex-
pect the practice teacher to deal with their confusion about social work practice and to
teach them how to be social workers; such students often want to assume a passive role
in relation to an active practice teacher who will tell them directly how to do things.
Other students approach the field practice not wanting to lose their sense of autonomy
and therefore they do not want a teacher who discourages independence. There will be
matches and mismatches of directive or non-directive teachers with dependent or inde-
pendent students. It is important to discuss such issues early in the practice so that a
clear understanding of expectations and preferences is achieved. The learning climate
must be congenial, relaxing and comfortable in order to reduce anxiety and promote
learning. It is important to create an environment where the learner feels “accepted, re-
spected and supported; in which there exists a spirit of mutuality between teachers and
students as joint inquirers; in which there is freedom of expression without fear of pun-
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ishment or ridicule” (Knowles 1970, p.41). “A major importance of Knowles’s work
lies in his redefinition of the roles of teacher and learner” (Shardlow & Doel 1996,
p.68). Assigning the students the responsibility to learn fits well with social work ide-
ologies that place importance on autonomy and self-direction. “Nevertheless, the pri-
mary responsibility for the creation of and maintenance of a favourable learning climate
must rest initially with the practice teacher” (Shardlow & Doel 1996, p.68).
ß Issues of ethnicity, race and diversity. Some people think that to acknowledge dif-
ference is an indication of some sort of racism. To ignore difference denotes neutrality
and acceptance of all. In reality, this attitude is an obstacle in establishing a working
relationship. The power of the role of the practice teacher requires that teachers take the
initiative to encourage open discussion. Unexamined assumptions and stereotypes about
cultural differences interfere with open-mindedness. Obvious differences such as race,
disability, gender, are easier to acknowledge because one cannot pretend they do not
exist. However, differences such as sexual orientation, social class, religion are not so
obvious and may be barriers to establishing a good student-practice teacher relationship.

An important part of the dynamic of the practice teacher-student relationship is
power, as is the case for all teacher-student relationships. Practice learning can be con-
sidered as an extreme case, because the practice teacher provides the teaching on
placement and is the one who decides whether a student passes or fails. Therefore, it is
highly likely that students will feel some apprehension due to the role they occupy and
the nature of their relationship to practice teachers. Some students’ performance may be
adversely affected by this apprehension (Shardlow & Doel, 1996). Making mistakes and
being open about them is more difficult with a teacher who occupies a position of such
power and who has the authority to make judgements about the student’s practice com-
petence (Pettes, 1967).

It must be noted here that most of the references presented in the theoretical part
(chapters 2, 3 and 4) are either American or Western European, apart from Kasimati’s
model (1991) which was developed in Greece. It is true that one cannot exclude the pos-
sibility that differences may occur between countries and cultures. It is also true that my
background in sociology certainly influenced my choice of theoretical perspectives in
the sense that I was not interested in investigating students’ choice from a psychologi-
cally-based perspective. The theoretical references in the above-mentioned chapters
formed a starting point from which the whole idea of this project started; they proved to
be suitable for stimulating questions and/or for directing the sampling procedure. As we
shall see later on, the students in this study make their own decisions, yet the limitations
on their decisions are realistically recognised. Thus, theoretical perspectives that recog-
nise the interplay between individual and structural factors (e.g. Bourdieu, 1977; Bour-
dieu & Passeron, 1977; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; Hodkinson, 1998; Reay, 1998a)
proved relevant to the present research and fruitful for making sense of the findings re-
garding students’ choice to study social work.
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5. RESEARCH REVIEW

This chapter is a review of prior research findings that are relevant to the three studies
of the present thesis.  Previous research findings on career determinants in social work
are presented first, since they are directly relevant to Study 1; they are also indirectly
relevant to Study 2. This is then followed by a review of prior research on factors af-
fecting students’ higher educational choice, which is directly relevant to Study 2. Fi-
nally, there is the review of prior research on students’ experiences of practice tutorials
and practice teachers, which is relevant to Study 3.

5.1 REVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON CAREER DETERMINANTS IN
SOCIAL WORK

Prior investigations of career determinants in social work have focused on demographic
variables, personal value orientations and personality factors. Researchers (Hooyman &
Kaplan, 1976 in Black et al., 1993; Rosenberg 1957) have identified gender as a major
determinant that is attributed to the sex role socialisation to a woman’s profession. In
addition to being female, most social workers over the years have been white, married
and have come from urban areas (Golden, Pins & Jones, 1972; Council on Social Work
Education 1989 in Black et al., 1993; Pins, 1963, in Black et al., 1993). Obviously there
are multiple factors involved in the choice of careers. Social class is probably a major
factor as Pilgrim (1987, quoted in Vincent 1996, p.63) points out: “It is social class of
origin, rather than individual psychopathology that is more likely to determine whether
a person becomes a nurse in Rampton or a psychoanalyst in Hampstead”. As in nursing,
gender is an important factor in social work, where, despite recent changes and an in-
crease in the number of men entering and managing the profession, women are still a
significant majority, at least in the lower grades of qualified and unqualified social
workers (Vincent, 1996). Previous studies have demonstrated differences in the socio-
economic background and in the life experience of students in different academic fields.
It has been pointed out that social work training tends to attract people from a lower so-
cio-economic background than other professional schools (Golden et al., 1972).

Values and personal orientation also appear to be related to career decisions. Among
18 professional groups studied by Rosenberg (1957) social workers were found to be
higher in their orientation to people. Using several thousand Cornell University students
enrolled during the early 1950s as his basic sample, he asked questions about the fun-
damental reasons for their selection of an educational objective. He found that four ba-
sic values were expressed: working with people in a helping manner, earning large
amounts of money, acquiring social status and prestige and having the opportunity to be
creative and use special talents. These values seemed to be continuous, ranging from the
desire to express creativity and originality on one end of the scale to the desire for a sta-
ble, secure future on the other. Rosenberg found that the expression of values by stu-
dents in different fields varied systematically. For example, social work majors, pre-
medical students and education majors were highest in their desire to help and work
with people, while engineering, agriculture and natural science students were lowest in
this value. Social work, teaching and natural science students scored lowest on extrinsic
reward values, students who valued pay and prestige to a greater degree looked towards
business, whilst those putting values of self-expression foremost were found to be more
inclined towards careers in journalism, art or architecture.
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Marsh (1988, in Black et al., 1993) in a study of social work and business students in-
vestigated – among other factors – personal values. Social work students were found to
be ‘other oriented’ whereas business students were achievement oriented. In her study,
more female students were found to be in social work than in business. Gender has been
commonly viewed as an important antecedent of career choice, with social work re-
garded as a female profession (Hooyman & Kaplan, 1976; Kadushin, 1958; in Black et
al., 1993; Rosenberg, 1957).

According to Yael Enoch (1988), social work students have values and attitudes that
are different from those of other, even closely related subject areas. It was found that
people who chose to study social work (whether or not the professional school eventu-
ally accepted them) held different social and job-related attitudes from their contempo-
raries who chose a general academic curriculum in the social sciences.

Golden et al., (1972) found that students’ belief that social work made a valuable
contribution to society and individuals was an important influential factor in their deci-
sion to enter the profession. Gockel (1966) reported that social work students were more
attracted by the opportunity to work with people than by other occupational values.
Also, in another study of factors influencing career choice among B.S.W. students (Csi-
kai & Rozensky, 1997) altruistic reasons were reported as more important than profes-
sional reasons in social work students’ career choice.

There have been suggestions that recent recruits have little commitment to social
work’s mission of practice with the weakest and most helpless groups (Rubin & John-
son, 1984; Rubin et al., 1986). A general belief has developed that monetary reward and
prestige have become more important than altruistic motivations as reasons for pursuing
social work as a career. However, other researchers have found far different factors that
influence students’ career choice. Getzel (1983) found that service to others was the
highest concern for students, followed by a dual concern with the person and the envi-
ronment. Butler (1990) found that most students wanted to work with disadvantaged
client groups while incorporating traditional social work activities into their practice.
She found that although many students expressed interest in traditional social work ac-
tivities (e.g. casework) and client groups (e.g. substance abusers, the elderly), they often
expected to go into private practice at some point in their career.

McCullagh (1985) in research among undergraduates found that the three most im-
portant factors in choosing social work as a career were, in order of importance: a) en-
joying working with people, b) social work makes an important contribution to indi-
viduals and c) social work makes an important contribution to society. Later on, Hanson
& McCullagh (1995) studied 746 undergraduate social work students over a 10-year-
period, as far as the major factors in choosing to enter social work were concerned. The
major conclusions were that undergraduate students entering social work are motivated
by both service to others and job self-interest and that the patterns of their motivation
have not changed significantly over the last 10 years. The respondents cited working
with people, contributing to individuals and society, believing that they could succeed
in the profession and effecting social change as important factors in making their career
choice. They also consistently labelled more personal factors such as job opportunities,
working conditions and salaries as being less important.

“The findings that those choosing a career in social work are motivated by
both an interest in helping others and personal concerns such as salary and
working conditions suggest that, at least for social work majors, self-interest is
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not necessarily incompatible with an interest in others. Indeed, these two fac-
tors seem to be integrally related, as it is unlikely that social workers could
sustain an unbridled interest in helping others if they cannot also make a de-
cent living while doing so” (Hanson & McCullagh 1995, p.35).

In another quite recent study of what attracts students to become social workers, stu-
dents placed working with clients and having a career/being part of a profession as the
main attractions of training as a social worker. These attractions were placed well above
personal, societal or organisational attractions (Christie & Kruk, 1998).

In 1991, the National Centre of Social Research of Greece published the research re-
sults concerning occupational choice (Kasimati, 1991). It was found that the over-
whelming majority (94 percent) of Human Service Schools’ graduates (that is, Social
Work Schools & Infant Care Schools’ graduates) was female. In general, most T.E.I.
graduates had fathers of low educational level. According to Kasimati, this indicated
that in the eyes of people the necessity and social prestige of such Schools was low.
That is why students who ended up studying there were those who did not have any al-
ternatives (though there are always exceptions to the rule). Studying in Schools of T.E.I.
is perhaps the only way for lower social classes to achieve social advancement (Kasi-
mati, 1991). When Human Services Schools’ graduates were asked why they had de-
cided to study in those particular Departments, 40.9 percent answered it had been their
own wish but an even higher percentage (59.1 percent) stated other reasons. These other
reasons implied that graduates compromised concerning what they had really wanted to
study in the first place. Graduates were to a considerable degree children of farmers or
blue-collar workers and though their occupational choice might have been deliberate,
“that choice was made on the understanding - on the graduates’ part - that all choices
occur within a context of limited opportunities” (Kasimati, 1991, p.199).

5.2 REVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON STUDENTS´ HIGHER
EDUCATIONAL CHOICE

An overview of earlier research findings regarding students’ higher educational choice
in general is presented next, since Study 2 deals with the issue of social work students’
higher educational choice.

The orientations most demanded by the economy (including also the engineering and
computing sciences orientations at the university) are less frequently chosen than human
and social sciences, although the latter do not offer many occupational opportunities.
This leads us to question the degree of economic rationality embodied in students’
choices. The weight of the social background can partly explain such ‘bad’ orientation
choices (Rochat & Demeulemeester, 2001). In a pioneering paper, Mingat and Eicher
(1982) assumed that students operate a trade-off between the risk and return compo-
nents of the orientation choice. If one assumes that orientations with a higher rate of re-
turn (i.e. which are in demand in the labour market) are also more difficult, and that stu-
dents coming from poorer socio-economic background (Mingat & Eicher, 1982) are
also more risk-averse (i.e. they give a heavier weight to the risk component in their
computations than wealthier students), then one should observe that less privileged stu-
dents will choose less risky (i.e. less difficult or shorter) and therefore less remunerative
orientations. According to this line of thought, one could advance a very similar expla-
nation in terms of ability, another important resource constraining the students’ free
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choice of disciplines (Rochat & Demeulemeester, 2001). Some subjects might be sim-
ply less academically demanding, that is less difficult, than others. Students of lower
ability might prefer such orientations rather than more demanding ones because they
expect higher chances of success in such subjects. Here also, this choice results from a
risk-averse strategy and an avoidance of more difficult subjects, that is, riskier ones for
less able students. In their research, Rochat and Demeulemeester (2001) found that for a
complete sample of 641 Belgian higher education students, they paid attention not only
to expected economic benefits but also to the length of studies and the mere probability
of succeeding in the chosen orientation. The poorest students were more risk-averse in
their higher educational choices, as they had less financial wealth and they were less
inclined to take risks. Expected chances of success received a significant weight,
whereas the only economic reward that seemed to interest these students was the ex-
pected greater ease of entry in the labour market. On the other hand, the richest students
seemed to just follow their own preferences. They did not appear to be sensitive to ei-
ther the expected chances of success or the economic benefits linked with their orienta-
tion choice.

The choice of higher education degree courses that students make is determined by
the expectations on their opportunities of academic success. The higher their school
ability is at secondary level, the greater the risk they will be prepared to take. And on
the contrary: the lower their ability, the lower the risk to be taken, thus orientating their
choice in terms of their probabilities of success or failure (Latiesa, 1989 in De Dios
Jimenez & Salas-Velasco, 2000). It is easier for students from wealthy families to fi-
nance higher education costs, as a consequence of staying on longer at the University,
than it is for poorer families. Thus, in the case of Spain, there are economic hurdles to
access university studies; those with higher economic levels being those that will most
probably enroll on longer-duration degree courses (Gonzalez & Davila, 1998, in De
Dios Jimenez & Salas-Velasco, 2000).  Educational choice of students is explained as a
function of the educational success of their parents, being the students from higher fam-
ily educational levels those that are more likely to follow a university degree of greater
duration. Furthermore, since individuals with higher family earnings find it easier to af-
ford these studies, the probability that these students will demand a four-year course
university degree is also higher. Also, the choice that individuals make after finishing
secondary education is determined by their expectations regarding their opportunities of
academic success. Those with the best academic records are those that are more likely
to demand a long-cycle university degree rather than a three-year one (De Dios Jimenez
& Salas-Velasco, 2000).

Other studies have found that income has a positive effect on student demand for
higher education (Venti & Wise, 1983; Becker, 1990). Venti and Wise (1982), Savoca
(1990) and Weiler (1994) found that family income has a positive effect on the prob-
ability of a student applying to college. As far as the effect of parental education is con-
cerned, Venti and Wise (1982) and Savoca (1990) showed that students with highly
educated parents had a greater probability than other students of applying to college.

Sociologists have long shown how social class mediates the choice and direction of
one’s education (Cookson and Persell 1985; Kingston and Lewis 1990; McDonough
1997). Parental education and occupation were found to play a major role in an individ-
ual’s educational and occupational choice (Blau and Duncan 1967; Mare 1981; Sewell
and Hauser 1975), including the decision to enter professional schools (Egerton, 1997;
Endo 1982; Zemans and Roisenblum 1981). For example, Useem and Karabel (1990)
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emphasized the influence of social class on attending an elite law or business school and
achieving a top position in corporate management.

For the majority of people there is no moment of decision about entering higher edu-
cation. Generally middle-class students have long taken for granted that they would go
to University; this has been a clear expectation in their families (Allatt, 1993, 1996).
Other, mostly working-class, students have never considered higher education; it simply
has not been on the agenda. Going to university is viewed as a natural and expected ac-
tivity for many middle-class young people (Allatt, 1996). Many of their parents have
some knowledge of the system, however outdated, and an understanding of how to ac-
cess relevant information. They generally strongly support their offspring in their uni-
versity applications. In contrast, many young working-class people report that their par-
ents will support them whatever they choose to do (Connor and Dewson 2001, in
Archer et al., 2003; Reay, 1998b) and will not push them in any particular direction.
This has been termed as a working-class discourse of child-as-expert (Reay and Ball,
1998). Moreover, the working-class parent who has not been to university knows less
and is less able to advise their children (Pugsley, 1998; Reay, 1998b).

In a study exploring motivations for Law and Business School choice, the findings
upset the assumption that students carefully or consciously choose professional careers
(Schleef, 2000). Commitment to a particular career was vague and for some students the
two degrees, Law or Business, could have substituted for one another. Students’ ac-
counts revealed great uncertainty and ambivalence. At times, the decision seemed to
have been a ‘default’ decision (the best of all other alternatives), a ruling out other op-
tions, or a force of patterns that simply carried a student along. Although the students
certainly viewed their choices as individual preferences, the language they used (“I
knew it had to be something professional”, “it just kind of happened”) pointed to a lack
of agency.

“Habitus is a useful concept for understanding how such choices were shaped
and constrained. The context of students’ family lives, college, and even work
histories created preferences for professional schooling. The students’ habitus
included the often unspoken expectations that they would attain professional
degrees, frequently manifested as a feeling of inevitability” (Schleef 2000,
p.171).

Parental influence was strongly felt through the importance placed on professional de-
grees and status.

5.3 REVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH9 ON STUDENTS EXPERIENCES
TUTORIALS AND PRACTICE TEACHERS

No particular studies exploring the influence of practice tutorials and practice teachers
on students’ views on social work were found. Studies regarding practice teachers in
general have shown that explanations10 from practice teachers are clearly valued by stu-
                                                  
9 Review of previous research includes only quantitative surveys, since no qualitative studies
were found.
10 Explanations of the practice teacher’s/ student’s role, of the practice tutorial’s purpose, of
how to apply theoretical knowledge to practice and so on.



55

dents (Baker & Smith, 1987, Dunveley & Wolf, 1992; Ellison, 1994; Fortune & Abram-
son, 1993; Knight, 1996; Leddick and Dye, 1987; Ronnestad & Skovholt, 1993).

In one early study of practice teachers’ behaviours, Rosenblatt and Mayer (1975) ex-
amined graduate students’ views of objectionable practice teaching actions. Practice
teachers who restricted student autonomy, provided vague or unfocused teaching, did
not appear supportive or understanding, or engaged in extensive exploitation of the stu-
dent’s personality were not viewed as helpful by the graduate student respondents.
Practice teachers who were described by undergraduate students as supportive and en-
couraging of independence were evaluated positively. Students also rated as more help-
ful practice teachers who encouraged them to develop their own style and who fostered
open discussion (Urbanowski & Dwyer, 1988). This is consistent with Fortune’s et al.,
(1985) findings that MSW students who reported that their practice teachers enjoyed
their role as teachers and encouraged them to share their ideas provided more favour-
able assessments of their teachers. Piwowarski’s study (in Urbanowski & Dwyer, 1988)
of undergraduates indicated that practice teachers viewed as responsive to the needs of
their students, supportive of their students and treating their students fairly and objec-
tively were perceived by students as ideal.

In another study (Knight, 1996), the findings suggest that students benefit from hav-
ing an opportunity in practice tutorials to discuss their concerns openly; they also bene-
fit from having a clear sense of what they will be expected to learn in the field practi-
cum and of what the practice teacher’s role is. Also it seems that students recognize the
benefits of being required to examine and critically evaluate their own strengths and
weaknesses and to become self-aware. In an earlier study, Fortune and Abramson
(1993) found that student satisfaction with their practice teacher was associated with
practice teachers who were supportive, who actively involved their students in the
learning process, and who provided instructive feedback to their students. Several other
studies point to the importance of the practice teacher encouraging the student to be
autonomous and self-critical as well as helping the student link the classroom to the
field (Ellison 1994; Hoyer, 1994 in Knight, 2001).

Walter and Young (1999) in a qualitative study explored the experiences of students
receiving a combination of individual and group practice tutorials. Students reported
that group tutorials provided socio-emotional support and enriched learning about group
process and professional aspects of practice. Individual tutorials were more conductive
to revealing vulnerabilities, learning how to relate to clients and developing self-
awareness. Students also reported that initially they experienced anxiety about express-
ing their practice in the group. As self-confidence developed, they came to enjoy and
learn from group tutorials. Bogo et al., (2004), in a qualitative study regarding group
practice tutorials in social work, found that students valued practice teachers who mod-
elled the expected behaviour of a group member facilitated student learning through in-
directly teaching students how to participate in group tutorials. They wished that their
practice would have articulated expected group behaviours and explicitly taught skills
for group membership, especially when students monopolised the time and gave inap-
propriate feedback. They wanted their practice teachers to lead and encourage open
communication about current group issues among members. When tensions among stu-
dents were not addressed they believed that their learning was affected.
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To sum up, prior research findings indicate that there are multiple factors involved in
the choice of social work, such as one’s socio-economic background, personal value
orientations, gender, the educational system. The research findings on occupational
choice in Greece highlighted particularly the importance of structural factors such as
candidates’ socio-economic background in combination with the structure of the educa-
tional system.

As far as students’ higher educational choice in particular is concerned, previous re-
search has shown how social class mediates the choice and direction of one’s education.
The choice of higher education was found to be related to students’ expectations on
their opportunities of academic success. On the other hand, other research findings upset
the notion that students carefully make such choices; at times, students’ decisions were
‘the best of all other alternatives’, a ruling out of other options or a force of patterns that
simply carried a student along.

Regarding practice teaching in social work, no studies exploring the influence of
practice tutorials on students’ views on social work were found. Prior research on prac-
tice tutorials in general has shown that students particularly value certain attributes in
their practice teachers (teachers who are supportive and encouraging of independence,
fair, objective, open for discussion). Students particularly benefit from practice teachers
who actively involve their students in the learning process, provide instructive feedback,
encourage students to be self-critical and help them link theory to practice.
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EMPIRICAL PART

This is the empirical part of the thesis. As mentioned before, this thesis is a three-phase
study; it consists of three distinct but related empirical parts that reflect the three stages
at which research was conducted. Each empirical part is built upon knowledge, ques-
tions and issues derived from the preceding part. The three studies that the empirical
part consists of will be presented one by one, in terms of the three phases in which the
research was conducted. But before going into each separate study, it will facilitate the
reader to provide general information on the methods used in the empirical part and on
the process of the whole research in time.

6. ABOUT THE METHODS USED IN THE EMPIRICAL PART IN
GENERAL

Fierce battles have been fought on the quantitative – qualitative debate (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). The controversy stems from a longstanding debate in science over
how to best study and understand the world. The dominant views have often favoured
quantitative data (Patton, 1987). But even if qualitative research is gaining acceptance in
academic social research, it is still questionable if this represents a real power shift in
terms of who will get the best funding and positions in academia. The ‘war’ between
quantitative and qualitative seems to have moved to another level. What we see in social
work is the emergence of evidence-based practice and those who advocate that approach
are often very negative towards qualitative research (Nygren & Blom, 2002).

In this work both quantitative and qualitative approaches were employed. I started
quantitatively to explore factors that affect students’ choice to enter and eventually
graduate from the Social Work Department in Iraklio and then decided to go deeper into
certain issues derived from the quantitative research results by using two different
qualitative methods (grounded theory and narrative analysis). Like Miles and Huberman
(1994) I take the position that the quantitative-qualitative argument is essentially unpro-
ductive and that both approaches can be linked in a study. Qualitative and quantitative
inquiry can support and inform each other. “Narratives and variable-driven analyses
need to interpenetrate and inform each other” (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.310).

Why link qualitative and quantitative data? Rossman and Wilson (1984, 1990 in
Miles and Huberman, 1984) suggest three broad reasons: a) to enable confirmation or
corroboration of each other via triangulation b) to elaborate or develop analysis, pro-
viding richer detail and c) to initiate new lines of thinking through attention to surprises
or paradoxes, turning ideas around, providing fresh insight. Greene, Caracelli and Gra-
ham (1989) extended this list. They argued that mixed-method studies help sequentially
(results of the first method inform the second’s sampling, instrumentation etc) and can
expand the scope and breadth of a study by using different methods in different compo-
nents. The quantitative and qualitative research approaches complement each other and
are equally important in the generation and testing of social work knowledge (Grinnell,
1997)

In the present work, the research was conducted in three different phases. First, I
conducted a quantitative study in order to get a broad picture of structural factors af-
fecting students’ choice of social work. This was followed by a grounded theory study
which expanded further on issues raised from the first study and, after that, by a narra-



58

tive analysis study which went deeper into issues deriving from the preceding grounded
theory study. Why choose narrative analysis when I could have continued with
grounded theory in the third study? The third study focused on students’ experiences of
practice tutorials and how these experiences influenced their views on social work; in
other words, it was a search for the meaning of students’ experiences in relation to their
studies and the social work profession. Narratives are important units of discourse for
research because they allow for the construction and expression of meaning, an essential
activity of human experience (Riessman, 1994). Moreover, I as a researcher was inter-
ested in experimenting on and applying a different method of analysis.

The three research parts are clearly separate but at the same time each research part is
built upon knowledge, issues and questions derived from the preceding part. The fol-
lowing table shows the process of the three studies in time

PROCESS OF THE WHOLE RESEARCH IN TIME

ACTIVITIES TIME
Quantitative study (Study 1) 1998-1999
Grounded theory (Study 2) 2000-2001
Narrative analysis (Study 3) 2002-2003

As we can see on the table above, the time frame of the three studies was such that the
results from previous studies were used and further elaborated on in the studies that
followed. Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe techniques “whereby the naturalist’s alter-
native trustworthiness criteria may be operationalised” (p.301) and Creswell (1998) rec-
ommends that qualitative researchers engage in at least two of these techniques in any
given study. I will use the concepts proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Creswell
(1998) to describe what was done in order to increase the trustworthiness in the qualita-
tive studies of the research process.

 ‘Triangulation’ by method (grounded theory, written narratives’ analysis) and by
data type (oral interviews, written narratives) was employed. The findings are more de-
pendable when they can be supported by several independent sources. Their validity is
enhanced when they are confirmed by more that one ‘instrument’ measuring the same
thing (Miles & Huberman, 1994).

The ‘prolonged engagement’ is often referred to as of crucial importance for an in-
vestigator’s ability to really understand the field in focus. Being an insider in the field,
my ‘prolonged engagement’ may be too extensive. However, it has proved valuable in
helping me understand what the respondents talked or wrote about. I was knowledge-
able and I cannot claim that I managed to make myself ignorant in this project. What I
can claim, however, is that I honestly aimed at and continuously struggled to put my
own pre-understanding and experience aside as much as possible.
In ‘member checks’ the researcher solicits informants’ views on the credibility of the
findings and interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Cre-
swell, 1998). This approach involved taking interpretations and conclusions back to
participants (students) so they could judge the accuracy and credibility of the accounts.

Having provided a general overview of the methods used in the empirical part, it is
now time to move on to the presentation of each separate Study.
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7. STUDENTS’ CHOICE TO STUDY SOCIAL WORK IN IRAKLIO,
GREECE (STUDY 1)

7.1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY

Theories on factors influencing occupational choice were the theoretical perspectives
first introduced in this thesis. Most theories were either psychologically based and
stressed the individual’s degree of ‘free choice’ (e.g. Super, Ginzberg), or they stressed
the determining influence of external factors (e.g. Roberts).   They formed a starting
point from which the whole idea of this project started. From the very beginning I de-
cided that I was not interested in investigating students’ choice from a psychologically
based perspective. My background in sociology certainly influenced the choice of theo-
retical perspectives that were influential in the initial stages of the research process.
Kasimati’s (1991) model of occupational choice process, as well as previous research
findings on influential factors regarding occupational choice, proved to be suitable for
formulating questions on factors possibly affecting students’ choice to study social work
(e.g. class, gender, values and personal orientation, family expectations, educational
system etc). Also, the concepts of ‘educational fetishism’ (Kiridis, 1997) as well as pre-
vious research findings on the ‘side-effects’ of the structure of the Greek educational
system (e.g. Kasimati, 1991; Gouvias, 1998; Rougeri, 1999; Psaharopoulos & Ka-
zamias, 1985; Katsikas & Kavadias, 1994) played an important role in stimulating
questions.

In the research process, apart from the above-mentioned theoretical perspectives, ad-
ditional theories proved to be suitable for analysing the findings. Theories on the role of
the educational system in reproducing the existing class system (conflict and reproduc-
tion theories of stratification); Bourdieu’s concepts of field, capital and habitus (Bour-
dieu 1977, 1987; Grenfell & James, 1998); Bourdieu’s views on the function of the
educational system and the influence of social class on life-chances and educational
choices (Bourdieu, 1977); the concept of gendered habitus (Reay, 1998a); gender re-
garded as a structural dimension when it comes to education (Bradley, 1996); gender
related to educational life chances (Meighan & Shiraj-Blatchford, 2000); educational/
occupational choice related to gender socialisation (Alvesson & Billing, 1997).

7.2 AIMS AND QUESTIONS OF THE STUDY

Study 1, as mentioned before, examines the possible reasons social work students have
for entering and eventually graduating from the Social Work Department in Iraklio,
Greece. But why is it important to trace possible factors that influence students’ choice
of social work as a career?

Students’ motives for entering Social Work as a profession may have a profound im-
pact on their subsequent professional development and assimilation into the profession
(Lewis Rompf & Royse, 1994; Black et al., 1993). Understanding the reasons why they
choose to become social workers is critical for those concerned with the training of so-
cial workers and the development of social work as a profession. The motives of social
work students probably affect the learning and application of professional knowledge,
values and skills; students’ motives for studying social work are likely to provide cer-
tain opportunities for, as well as barriers to, their learning. Their motives can either help
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to sustain them through the professional and academic demands of the courses, or con-
tribute to a sense of disillusionment and discontent, as they struggle with the challenge
of integrating the ‘professional’ with the ‘personal’ and developing a professional iden-
tity (Christie & Kruk, 1998).

In this study I have chosen to focus on structural factors that possibly affect social
work students’ choice. It is an attempt to explore factors such as students’ demographic
characteristics and socio-economic background. It is also an attempt to see whether and
how the Greek educational system and more specifically the system of admissions to
higher education affect students’ choice. Finally, it traces students’ and their families’
prevailing work values.

More specifically, this study tries to tackle the following questions:

• What are the demographic characteristics and socio-economic background of So-
cial Work students? As mentioned earlier in the theoretical part, the class system con-
tributes significantly to the formation of the desires, expectations and choices of young
people concerning their occupations (Kasimati, 1991). Transmissible ‘cultural capital’
leads to greater educational success for middle-class children (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1977), while research in Europe showed a strong relationship between the educational
achievement of parents and their children (Egerton, 1997). Prior research has pointed
out that Social Work tends to attract people from a lower socio-economic background
than other Schools (Golden et al., 1972, in Yael Enoch, 1988). Kasimati (1991) also
pointed out that students who ended up studying in the lower-prestige Schools of T.E.I.
(such as Social Work) were mostly those students who did not have any alternatives.
Studying in T.E.I. was the only way they could achieve upward social mobility, since
they were mostly from a lower socio-economic background. Could this be the case for
social work students? Do the majority of them have lower-middle class, working class
or peasant background? And are their parents of low educational level?

• As mentioned in the theoretical part, due to the structure of the Greek educational
system students often end up studying in certain higher education Departments by acci-
dent, that is not particularly liking the subject they are about to study (Kasimati, 1991)
or not even knowing much about the subject they are about to study (Rougeri, 1997).
Could students’ choice to enter and graduate from Social Work be related to the system
of admissions to higher education (a system often criticised as being unfair, class-
selective and misleading) and if YES, in what way? What are students’ views on the
educational system, based on their recent personal experience?

• Even if Social Work was not students’ ‘choice’ in the strict meaning of the word
when they first entered the Social Work Department, it certainly is their choice to
graduate. The underlying question here is, is studying social work a compromise for at
least a number of active students?

• Researchers have noted certain values as affecting choices of types of careers by
students. Rosenberg (1957) for example, showed that students indicating ‘people-
oriented’ values were more strongly oriented towards careers in ‘caring’ professions,
such as social work. As mentioned in Chapter 5, a number of other researchers (e.g.
Christie & Kruk, 1998; Csikai & Rozensky, 1997; Hanson & McCullagh, 1995) sup-
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ported this view with their findings. Are social work (in the Social Work Department of
Iraklio) students’ values consistent with the ‘people-oriented’ values social work stu-
dents were found to have in previous research?

• As seen in the theoretical part, parents – consciously or not – convey their own val-
ues and attitudes to their children and contribute to a significant degree to the formation
of their children’s educational and occupational aspirations. Is there a relation between
social work students’ work values and the work values prevailing in their families? And
what were their families’ expectations of them, concerning their occupational choice?

• Finally, I put forward the hypothesis that the reasons why students choose to gradu-
ate from Social Work might affect what students would like to do after graduating. Pre-
vious research results (Kasimati, 1991) showed that due to the educational system a sig-
nificant number of students actually settled for studies that lead to very different occu-
pations from the ones they had wanted in the first place. If the findings of this study
confirm Kasimati’s results, then it seems logical that at least a number of students who
decide to graduate from Social Work as a compromise might prefer to do something
other than work as social workers after graduation. On the other hand, it also seems
logical to expect that at least the majority of those who decide to graduate from Social
Work because they believe it is the job that suits them, would rather work as social
workers after graduation than do something else, e.g. work in other fields.

I also expected to find that the reasons why students choose to graduate from Social
Work might be related to their decision to leave/not leave Social Work in order to study
something else, were they given such an opportunity. As mentioned in the above para-
graph, if the findings confirm that – at least a number of – students choose to graduate
because they have no alternatives (as Kasimati, 1991 argued), then it seems logical to
expect that such students would be willing to abandon their studies in Social Work even
now, if they had the chance to study what they had really wanted in the first place.

7.3 METHOD

A quantitative approach was used in order to explore and get a broad picture of struc-
tural factors affecting students’ choice to enter and eventually graduate from the Social
Work Department in Iraklio, Greece. The quantitative approach is effective in providing
critically important knowledge regarding issues about which much is still to be learned;
quantitative studies emphasize the measurement and analysis of causal relationships
between variables (Krysik & Grinnell, 1997).

a. Sampling – Data collection
In the Social Work Department of T.E.I. in Iraklio, Crete, Greece, all active students
(94) who had enrolled in Field Work Practice I. II, III and IV (that is, students in their
2nd, 3rd or possibly 4th study year11) were approached from April 1998 to June 1998.
They were asked to fill in – completely voluntarily – an anonymous, self-administered

                                                  
11 Students who appear in the results to be in the 4th study year, were those who – for various
reasons – had not graduated in the prescribed minimum of 7 semesters. When Study 1 took
place, there was no “official” 4th year of studies in the T.E.I.
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questionnaire during their practice tutorials classes, after receiving minimal introductory
comments. Students enrolled in Field Work Practice were selected as possible respon-
dents since they were the ones who had completed at least 1/3rd of their studies, and,
therefore, they were the ones who had decided to graduate in Social Work.

The first year of studies is often a sort of ‘trial year’, since those who decide to leave
the Social Work Department – usually after taking Panhellenic exams again – do so be-
fore completing their first year of studies. Statistics from the Social Work Department
of Iraklio show that the overwhelming majority of dropouts are students who leave the
Department during or at the end of their first year of studies. The following table with
data from eight academic years indicates this fact (there is no data after 1998-9 yet,
since students who enrolled in that academic year had not graduated yet at the time this
study was conducted).

Number of dropouts per academic year (data from the S. Work Department of Iraklio,
Greece)

ACADEMIC
YEAR

ENROLLED
STUDENTS

DROPOUTS
IN 1ST YEAR

OF
STUDIES

DROPOUTS
IN 2ND

YEAR OF
STUDIES

DROPOUTS
IN 3RD

YEAR OF
STUDIES

DROPOUTS
IN 4TH YEAR
OF STUDIES

1991-2 86 23.25% 1.16%
1992-3 85 38.80% 1.17%
1993-4 83 27.70%
1994-5 115 26.95% 0.87%
1995-6 103 26.20% 3.88%
1996-7 130 22.30% 2.30% 2.30% 0.76%
1997-8 197 27.90% 4.56% 0.50% 1.00%
1998-9 176 29.54% 3.40%

The response rate was 100 percent. The findings can be generalised to active students of
the Social Work Department in Iraklio Greece, who have passed their first year of stud-
ies and have had some practical experience through their Field Work Practice. These
students are likely to become social workers in Greece in the future. Although these
findings can not be generalised to students of the other two Social Work Departments of
Greece, it would be interesting to explore possible similarities among the three depart-
ments (in future research).

b. Respondents
The respondents in the questionnaire were 94 Social Work students (82 female and 12
male) in the Social Work Department in Iraklio. They were 52 second-year students, 40
third-year students and 2 fourth-year students. Their age range was 19-28 (mean age:
21.5 years old).
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c. Instrument
The questionnaire12 included mostly closed-ended as well as some open-ended ques-
tions on:
• Demographic information (sex, age, study year in Social Work), as well as informa-
tion on the respondents’ socio-economic background (parents’ educational level and
occupation, place they have spent most of their lives in)
• The process that preceded students’ admission to Social Work (kind of exams they
had to take in order to be accepted, their study method, previous unsuccessful attempts
to enter higher education, their ranking of Social Work in their preference order of
higher education Departments and, finally, the amount and source of information they
had on social work before entering the Department)
• The reasons why students decided to study in and graduate from the Social Work
Department; whether, had it been possible, they would leave Social Work now for an-
other Department and which Department that would be; their future work plans
• Parents’ expectations concerning students’ occupational choice, work values pre-
vailing in their families as well as students’ work values. It must be noted here that in-
formation on parents’ expectations and parents’ work values was based on how such
expectations and values were mirrored in the answers of the students, since students
were the respondents to the questionnaire
• Students’ views on the current Greek educational system and, more specifically, on
the system of admissions to higher education; students’ views on whether social work is
a profession that suits mostly women

d. Measures and Procedure
The data were entered into a computer and analysed using SPSS (Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences).

At the beginning the presentation of the results is more descriptive, where frequency
distributions and means are presented.

After that, there is a different kind of analysis, where the possible relationship be-
tween variables is examined. I needed a test of significance that would indicate the
probability that the relationship between two variables (which in this case were both
discrete) happened because of chance and how legitimate it would then be to generalise
to the population. In this analysis I used chi-square tests, which is the appropriate meas-
ure when we want to examine the potential relationship between two discrete variables
(Tabachnick & Fidell, 1996).

In simple random sampling (as the one used in this research) each element in the
population has an equal chance of being selected and it is possible to over-represent one
category. For chi-square to be reliable the data must consist of randomly selected, inde-
pendently measured cases, and the number of people in each category must not be too
small as this measure is sensitive to fluctuations in sample size (May, 1995). In our
case, because of the simple random sampling, some categories were over-represented
and in some categories the number of people was too small. In such cases, where chi-
square was invalid for larger than 2x2 tables, we had to modify the tables by collapsing
or combining categories, until all expected values satisfied the size criteria (Sirkin,
1995).

                                                  
12 see Appendix 2
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7.4 RESULTS – FACTORS INFLUENCING STUDENTS’ CHOICE TO STUDY
SOCIAL WORK IN IRAKLIO, GREECE

a. Students’ demographic characteristics and socio-economic background

This section of the findings presents information on student’s socio-economic back-
ground. The rational behind collecting such data is that, as seen in the previous research
review and theoretical framework, students’ socio-economic background and certain
demographic characteristics have to do with their educational/ occupational choice. The
hypotheses underpinning collection of this data are that a) the majority of students may
have lower-middle class, working class or peasant background, b) their parents may be
of low or not particularly high educational level and c) most social work students are
female. The following tables present data on students’ demographic characteristics and
place of origin, as well as on their parents’ educational level and occupation.

The sample consisted of 82 female (87.2 percent) and 12 male (12.8 percent) stu-
dents. Fifty-two were in the 2nd study year, forty were in the 3rd study year and two were
in the 4th year. Their age ranged from 19 to 28 years old (mean age: 21.5 years old, std.
deviation: 1.98). As can be seen in Table 1 the overwhelming majority was between 19
and 24 years old.

Table 1. Respondents’ age
AGE FREQUENCY PERCENT %
19-21 56 59.6
22-24 32 34.0
25-28 6 6.4
Total 94 100.0

Regarding the place students have spent most of their life in, 29.8 percent stated Athens
– Thessalonica13, 19.1 percent village up to 2,000 people, 19.1 percent town of up to
10,000 people, 16 percent city of up to 50,000 people and 16 percent city of over 50,000
people.

Table 2 displays their parents’ educational level, whereas Table 3 shows their parents’
occupational level.

Table 2. Parents’ educational level
Father’s educ. level Mother’s educ. level

Primary school graduate 39 41.5% 45 47,9%
High-school/ technical school
graduate

31 33.0% 18 19,1%

Lyceum graduate 13 13.8% 22 23,4%
Higher education graduate 10 10.6% 8 8,5%
Post-graduate degree holder 1 1.1% 1 1,1%
Total 94 100% 94 100%

                                                  
13 Athens is the capital of Greece and Thessalonica is the 2nd largest city.
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Table 2 shows that the majority of both parents (41.5 percent of the fathers and 47.9
percent of the mothers) were primary school graduates (that is, they left school when
they were 12 years old). Only 10.6 percent of the fathers and 8.5 percent of the mothers
were higher education graduates, whereas only two parents possessed a post-graduate
degree.

Table 3. Parents’ job category
Father’s job category Mother’s job category

Farmer 14 14.9% 8 8.5%
Unskilled worker 1 1.1% 1 1.1%
Skilled worker 6 6.4% 2 2.1%
Private sector employee (low-
middle level)

7 7.4% 8 8.5%

Private sector employee (mana-
gerial level)

3 3.2% 2 2.1%

Public sector employee (low-
middle level)

14 14.9% 7 7.4%

Public sector employee (mana-
gerial level)

9 9.6% 3 3.2%

Self-employed 35 37.2% 15 16.0%
Housework 47 50.0%
Other answer 5 5.3% 1 1.1%
Total 94 100% 94 100%

As far as fathers are concerned, an important percentage (37.2 percent) were self-
employed, and only 12.8 percent were private/public sector employees at managerial
level. 14.9 percent were farmers. Exactly 50 percent of the mothers were housewives,
15.9 percent were private/public sector employees of low-middle level and only 5.3 per-
cent were private/ public sector employees of managerial level.

To sum up, as far as students’ demographic characteristics and socio-economic
background are concerned, the findings indicate that the overwhelming majority of stu-
dents (87.2 percent) were female. Students’ age ranged from 19-28 years, with mean
age 21.5 years.

The vast majority of students had lower-middle class, working class or peasant back-
ground. Most fathers were self-employed, farmers or private/public sector employees at
lower-middle level. Only 12.8 percent were private/public sector employees at manage-
rial level. Exactly half of the mothers were housewives, and those working were mostly
self-employed or private/public sector employees at lower-middle level. Only 5.3 per-
cent were private/ public sector employees at managerial level. Also, students’ parents
were of quite low educational level, with a large number of fathers (41.5 percent) being
just primary school graduates and only 10.6 of them having higher education degrees.
Mothers’ educational level was even lower, with 47.9 percent of them being primary
school graduates and only 8.5 percent having higher education degrees.

 b. Process that preceded students’ admission to the Social Work Department

This section of the findings presents information on the process that led to students’
admission to Social Work. As mentioned in the theoretical part, due to the structure of
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the Greek educational system students often end up studying in higher education
Schools by accident, either without really liking the subject they are about to study
(Kasimati, 1991) or without knowing much about what they are about to study
(Rougeri, 1997).  The hypothesis underpinning collection of this kind of data was: could
students’ choice to study social work have to do with the educational system and more
specifically with the system of admissions to higher education, and if yes, in what way?
The following tables present the kind of exams through which students were admitted to
Social Work, students’ ranking of Social Work in their preference order, their study
method, their previous attempts to enter higher education and their amount of knowl-
edge on social work before entering the Department.

Table 4. Way students were admitted to the Social Work Department
WAY STUDENTS WERE ADMITTED TO THE
SOCIAL WORK DEPARTMENT

FREQUENCY PERCENT %

Panhellenic exams 49 52.1
Exams for Higher Education holders 4 4.3
Through technical/ vocational lyceums 26 27.7
Exams for children of Greeks who live abroad 6 6.4
Other category 9 9.6
Total 94 100.0

52.1 percent were admitted to the Social Work Department through Panhellenic exams
(which is the hardest type of entry examinations), whereas 27.7 percent were admitted
through technical/ vocational lyceums without exams, based on their lyceum grades
(since 1997 technical/ vocational lyceum graduates have to take exams). Students be-
longing to other categories (9.6 percent) were students with certain special needs.

Table 5. Students’ ranking of Social Work in their preference order
In your preference order Social Work was:

Frequency Percent %
The first choice 22 23.4
Among the first 5 choices 28 29.8
Among your middle choices 19 20.2
Among your last choices 25 26.6

Total 94 100.0

Social Work was the first choice for only 23.4 percent of the students while for 26.6
percent it was among their last choices. Of those (72 students) for whom Social Work
was not the first choice, 33.3 percent had stated as their first choice Schools of profes-
sions of Health & Welfare (Medicine, Psychology, Speech Therapy, Midwifery), 31.9
percent had stated as their first choice Schools for primary/secondary education teach-
ers, and 34.7 percent had stated as first other Schools (Computers, History, Archae-
ology, Law, Theatre Studies, Journalism, Maintenance of Works of Art, Veterinary Sci-
ence).
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Table 6. Students’ study method
In order to enter Social Work your study method was:

Frequency Percent %
You studied on your own 34 36.2
You attended classes in a ‘frontistirio’ 34 36.2
You had private lessons 14 14.9
You attended classes in a ‘frontistirio’ and private
lessons

12 12.8

Total 94 100.0

The majority (63.8 percent) of the students used supplementary help in order to enter
Social Work

Table 7. Students’ previous attempts to enter Higher Education
Students’ previous unsuccessful attempts to enter Higher Education:

Frequency Percent %
None 38 40.4
One 36 38.3
Two 16 17
More than two 4 4.3
Total 94 100.0

The majority (59.6 percent) of the students had one or more failures before entering So-
cial Work.

Table 8. Students’ knowledge on Social Work before they entered the Social Work
School
When you came to Social Work School:

Frequency Percent %
You knew exactly what a social worker does 5 5.3
You knew a fair amount of things about a social worker’s
job

35 37.2

You knew a few things about a social worker’s job 51 54.3
You knew nothing about a social worker’s job 3 3.2
Total 94 100.0

The majority (57.5 percent) of the students entered Social Work while they knew only a
few things or nothing at all about what a social worker actually does.

Students’ source of information was: for 38.3 percent of them social workers they
know, for 17 percent of them vocational guidance classes at school, for 13.8 percent of
them family/ relatives, for 12.8 percent the mass media, for 5.3 percent friends and 12.8
percent gave other answers (e.g. they had got information from the Social Work De-
partment).

To sum up, regarding the process that preceded students’ admission to the Social
Work Department, a little more than half (52.1 percent) of the students were admitted to
the Social Work Department through Panhellenic exams, which are the hardest type of
entry examinations. 27.7 percent were admitted through technical/ vocational lyceums
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without exams, based on their lyceum grades. Social Work was the first choice in stu-
dents’ order of preference for only 23.4 percent of them, while it was among the last
choices for 26.6 percent of them. Of those for whom Social Work was not the first
choice, 33.3 percent had stated as their first choice various Schools of Professions of
Health and Welfare (e.g. Medicine, Psychology). All others had stated as first other
Schools (e.g. Computers, Archaeology).

As far as their study method is concerned, only 36.2 percent of the students had
studied on their own in order to pass in the higher education entrance examinations. All
others used supplementary help, paid for by their families (‘frontistiria’, private lessons
or a combination of both). 40.4 percent entered higher education the first time they took
exams, while all the rest had one or more previous unsuccessful attempts.

Regarding their knowledge on Social Work before they came to the Social Work De-
partment, a large number (57.5 percent) knew only a few things or nothing about a so-
cial worker’s job. 17 percent of the students had got their information from ‘official’
vocational guidance classes at school.

c. Students’ reasons for graduating, their intention to leave Social Work and the De-
partments they would leave it for, their future work plans

Questions of this section examine the main reasons students decide to graduate from
Social Work and whether, given the opportunity, they would abandon their studies for
another higher education School. Their future work plans are also investigated. The un-
derlying hypothesis here is whether studying Social Work is actually a compromise for
at least a significant number of active students.

Table 9. Students’ reasons for graduating from Social Work
You chose to graduate from Social Work mostly because:

Frequency Percent
%

You believe it is the job that suits you 58 61.7
You will use the Degree to go to another higher education
School

10 10.6

You just wanted any higher education degree 12 12.8
You did not want to take Panhellenic exams again 4 4.3
Your family’s financial state gave you no alternative 2 2.1
Other answer 8 8.5
Total 94 100.0

As seen in Table 9, 38.3 of the students did not choose Social Work because they be-
lieved it is the job that suits them. When students were asked whether they would leave
Social Work now if they had the chance to study in another Higher Education Depart-
ment of their choice, 21.3 percent answered YES and 78.7 percent answered NO. Those
who answered YES (20 students) would leave Social Work for the Departments shown
in Table 10.
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Table 10. Higher education Departments students would leave Social Work for, if they
had the chance
Which higher education School would you quit Social Work for?

Frequency Percent %
Schools of Professions of Health and Welfare 40
Schools for primary/ secondary education teach-
ers

4 20

Other Schools 8 40
Total 20 100

Table 10 shows that 60 percent of the students would – given the opportunity – abandon
Social Work, for Schools that were irrelevant to the field of Health and Welfare.

Table 11. What students’ would like to do after graduating from Social Work
After you graduate from Social Work you would like to:

Frequency Percent %
Work as a social worker 37 39.4
Get a job with good prospects, not necessarily in social
work

9 9.6

Take exams again & study in another Higher Education
Department

6 6.4

Follow post-graduate studies 29 30.8
I haven’t decided yet 13 13.8
Total 94 100.0

As seen in the above table, 39.4 of the students would like to practise social work after
graduating.

Overall, according to this section’s findings, a little more than half of the students
(61.7 percent) stated that the main reason for deciding to graduate was that they be-
lieved social work is the job that suits them. All the rest stated other reasons, implying
that they decided to graduate because of the lack of alternatives. It is interesting to see
that a significant number (21.3 percent) of students would leave Social Work even now,
were they given the chance to study in other higher education Departments of their
choice; moreover, 60 percent of those who would leave Social Work would do so for
Schools irrelevant to the field of Health and Welfare.

Regarding what they would like to do after graduating, less than half (39.4 percent)
of the students would like to practise social work right after graduation. There are also
quite a large number of students (30.9 percent) who would like to follow post-graduate
studies.

d. Parents’ expectations concerning students’ occupational choice, work values pre-
vailing in students and their families

The findings presented in this section concern parents’ expectations regarding students’
occupational choice; this section is also about findings on work values prevailing in stu-
dents and in their families. It must be noted that the findings on parents’ expectations
and on work values prevailing in students’ families show how family opinions are mir-
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rored in the answers of the students, since the students were the respondents in this re-
search.

The rational behind the question on parents’ expectations regarding students’ occu-
pational choice is that according to the literature and previous research, the family’s in-
fluence on children’s occupational choice is made clear as far as occupational aspira-
tions are concerned. Family expectations were found to contribute to a significant de-
gree to the formation of their children’s educational and occupational expectations.

Table 12. Parents’ expectations concerning students’ occupational choice
Concerning your occupational choice, your parents:

Frequency Percent %
Wanted you to study something they liked 9 9.6
Wanted you to get any kind of Higher Education degree 24 25.5
Wanted you to finish high-school and get a job 1 1.1
Encouraged you to do whatever you thought best 58 61.7
Wanted you to have a job, but they believed starting a family
comes first

1 1.1

Other answer 1 1.1
Total 94 100.0

Table 12 shows that 61.7 percent of the parents encouraged students to do whatever
they thought best. However, quite a large number of parents (25.5 percent) wanted them
to get any kind of higher education degree, while 9.6 of the parents wanted their chil-
dren to study something they (the parents) liked.

As mentioned in the theoretical part, researchers have noted that certain values affect
occupational choices; moreover, parents – consciously or not – convey their own values
and attitudes to their children. The underlying questions here were: a) are students’
work values consistent with the people-oriented values social work students were found
to have in previous research? and b) are students’ work values related to their parents’
work values?

As far as work values are concerned, Table 13  (on the following page) presents the
means for the results of a question asking students to rate on an 11-point scale the im-
portance of four values concerning work, according to their family. The question was
“Which of the following values regarding work prevail in your family”, with 0 repre-
senting Totally Unimportant and 10 representing Extremely Important. Means are pre-
sented in Table 13 in order of importance.
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Table 13. Work values prevailing in students’ families (in order of importance as the
students rated them)
Which of the following values regarding work prevail in your family?

N
Valid Missing MEAN STD. DEVIATION

Job permanence 94 0 8.39 1.58
Satisfactory reward 93 1 8.02 1.74
Developing one’s
skills/abilities & self-
fulfilment

93 1 7.58 1.83

Social prestige/opportunity
for social advancement

93 1 7.20 1.99

Helping others 93 1 7.05 1.97

Table 14 presents the means for the results of a question asking students to rate on an
11-point scale the importance of eight work values. The question was “which of the
following dimensions of work do you consider most important”. Here again, 0 repre-
sented totally unimportant and 10 represented extremely important. Means are presented
in order of importance.

Table 14. Students’ work values in order of importance
Which of the following dimensions of work do you consider most important?

N
Valid Missing MEAN STD. DEVIATION

Developing one’s skills/abilities
& self-fulfilment

93 1 9.11 1.06

Working with people 93 1 8.76 1.54
Contributing to the improvement
of social conditions

93 1 8.14 1.61

Helping others 93 1 8.10 1.63
Satisfactory working conditions 93 1 7.63 1.86
Satisfactory reward 93 1 7.24 1.96
Job permanence 94 0 6.82 2.06
Social prestige/opportunity for
social advancement

93 1 6.31 2.40

Table 15 and Bar Chart 1 (on the following page) illustrate the importance of the same 5
work values for students and their families. Even though both the table and the bar chart
are based on data already shown in Table 13 and 14, the aim here was to illustrate more
clearly possible similarities and differences among students’ and their families’ rating of
the same work values.
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Table 15. Students’ and their families’ rating of the importance of 5 work values
Students Students’ families (according to stu-

dents’ opinion)
Developing one’s skills/abilities
& self-fulfilment

9.11 7.58

Helping others 8.10 7.05
Satisfactory reward 7.24 8.02
Social prestige/opportunity for
social advancement

6.31 7.20

Job permanence 6.82 8.39

Bar Chart 1. The importance of five work values to students and to students’ families

As we can see in Table 15 and Bar Chart 1, students considered ‘developing one’s
skills/abilities & self-fulfilment’ and ‘helping others’ as more important than their
families did. On the other hand, according to students’ opinion, families place more im-
portance on ‘satisfactory reward’, ‘social prestige/opportunity for social advancement’
and ‘job permanence’ than students did.

Major findings of this section indicate the following:
Regarding parents’ expectations concerning students’ occupational choice, 61.7 percent
of parents encouraged students to do whatever they thought best regarding their occu-
pational choice. 25.5 percent wanted their children to get any kind of higher education
degree and 9.6 wanted their children to study something they  (the parents) liked, which
shows how important higher education still is for a large number of parents.

As far as work values are concerned, on the whole students seemed to place more
importance on intrinsic values (developing one’s skills/abilities and self-fulfilment;
helping others) than their families did. On the contrary, families placed more impor-
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tance on extrinsic values (satisfactory reward; social prestige; job permanence) than
students did.

e. Students’ views on the Greek system of admissions to higher education

The findings regarding students’ views on the Greek educational system and more spe-
cifically on the system of admissions to higher education are presented here. As men-
tioned earlier in the theoretical part, the Greek system of admissions to higher education
has been criticised as unfair, class-selective and misleading. The questions echo the
most common criticisms on the Greek educational system; these are views that one very
often comes across in everyday life in Greece, in newspapers, TV programmes etc.

Table 18. Is the growth of informal private education one of the things that characterise
the Greek educational system?
Do you believe that one of the things that characterise the Greek educational system is
the growth of informal private education?

Frequency Percent %
Yes 81 86.2
No 3 3.2
I don’t know 10 10.6
Total 94 100.0

Table 19. Are pupils requested to make binding decisions for their future at a very early
stage of their lives?
Do you believe that pupils are requested to make binding decisions for their future at a
very early stage of their lives?

Frequency Percent %
Yes 63 67.0
No 29 30.9
I don’t know 2 2.1
Total 94 100

Table 20. Does the existing system of admissions to higher education Departments cre-
ate inequalities because students have to attend ‘frontistiria’” or private lessons?
Do you think that the existing system of admissions to higher education Departments
creates inequalities because students have to attend ‘frontistiria’ or private lessons?

Frequency Percent %
Yes 77 81.9
No 16 17.0
I don’t know 1 1.1
Total 94 100
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Table 21. Does the existing system of admissions to higher education usually lead one
to study something different from what one wants?
Do you believe that the existing system of admissions to higher education usually leads
one to study something different from what one wants?

Frequency Percent %
Yes 86 91.5
No 6 6.4
I don’t know 2 2.1
Total 94 100

Generally, the findings indicate that students did not have a high opinion of the Greek
educational system. The majority (81.9 percent) of them believed that the existing sys-
tem of admissions to higher education Departments creates inequalities, since candi-
dates for Higher Education exams have to attend ‘frontistiria’/private lessons and 86.2
percent believed that the growth of informal education characterises the Greek educa-
tional system. The overwhelming majority (91.5 percent) stated that the existing system
of admissions to higher education usually leads one to study something different from
what one wants. Students also stated that they felt pupils are requested to make binding
decisions for their future at a very young age.

f. Students’ views on whether social work is a women’s profession

This question stemmed from something mentioned both in the theoretical framework as
well as in the previous research review: social work as a profession concerned with
caring, is more readily labelled ‘women’s work’, and women are the majority in social
work courses. In short, this question examines whether social work students hold such
views that might influence their educational/occupational choice.

Table 22. Students’ views on whether social work is a female profession
Social work in Greece has a long tradition of being a ‘female’ occupation. Do you be-
lieve that social work is a profession that suits mostly women?

Frequency Percent %
Yes 7 7.4
No 86 91.5
I have no opinion 1 1.1
Total 94 100

g. The relationship between what students would like to do after graduation and their
main reasons for graduating

The underlying hypothesis here was that there is a relationship between students’ rea-
sons for graduating and what they would like to do after graduation.
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Table 23.
What students would like to do after graduation14

Students’ main reasons for
graduating from Social Work15

Work as a social worker Other answer Total

They believe social work is the
job that suits them

33 25 58

Other reasons 4 32 36
Total 37 57 94

x2=19.509, df(1), p=0.000.

There is a statistically significant difference between what students would like to do af-
ter graduation and students’ reasons for graduating from Social Work. As can be seen in
the above cross-table, the majority of students who chose to graduate mainly because
they think social work is the job that suits them would like to work as social workers
after graduating. The overwhelming majority of those who chose to graduate for other
reasons would prefer to do other things than work as social workers after graduation.

h. Students’ main reasons for graduating and their intention to leave Social Work for
other higher education Departments were they given the opportunity.

The underlying hypothesis here was that there is a relationship between the reasons why
students choose to graduate and whether they would leave Social Work now, if they had
an alternative.

Table 24.
Students’ main reasons for graduat-
ing16

Given the opportunity would you quit S.
Work now, in order to study in another
higher education School of your choice?

I believe it is
the job that
suits me

Other rea-
sons

Total

Yes 4 16 20
No 54 20 74
Total 58 36 94

x2=18.697, df(1), p=0.000.

                                                  
14 In the variable ‘what students would like to do after graduation’, the categories ‘follow post-
graduate studies’, ‘study in another higher education Department’, ‘work somewhere with good
prospects, not necessarily in social work’ and ‘undecided’ were combined into the category
‘other answer’.
15 In the variable ‘students’ main reasons for graduating from Social Work’, the categories
‘would use the degree to enter other higher education Departments’, ‘wanted any higher educa-
tion degree’, ‘did not want to take Panhellenic exams again’, ‘due to family’s finances I had no
alternative’ and ‘other answers’ were combined into the category ‘Other reasons’. This was
done since all these categories implied that students decided to graduate from Social Work
mainly because of the lack of alternatives (as a form of compromise).
16 See footnote 15.
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There is a statistically significant difference between the reasons why students decided
to graduate from Social Work and whether they would leave Social Work for another
School. As can be seen in the above cross-table, the majority of those who would not
abandon Social Work even now given the opportunity chose to graduate mainly because
social work is the job that suits them. On the other hand, the majority of those who
would abandon Social Work decided to graduate for other reasons.

i. Students’ work values and their families’ work values. The same four work values
were examined in students and their families.

The underlying hypothesis here was that there is a relationship between students’ rank-
ing of a work value and their families’ ranking of the same work value. Statistically sig-
nificant differences were found between the ranking of each of the four values for stu-
dents and their families.

Table 25. ‘Helping others’
Helping others (students’ work
value)17

Helping others (families’ work value) Low – medium High Total
Low - medium 21 33 54
High 2 37 39
Total 23 70 93

x2=13.866, df(1), p=0.000.

As can be seen in the above cross-table, the ranking of the value ‘helping others’ was
high for the majority of students, whereas it was low-medium for the majority of fami-
lies.

Table 26. ‘Satisfactory reward’
Satisfactory reward (students’ work
value)18

Satisfactory reward (families’ work value) Low – medium High Total
Low - medium 23 7 30
High 24 39 63
Total 47 46 93

x2=12.095, df(1), p=0.001.

As can be seen in the above cross-table, the ranking of the value ‘satisfactory reward’
was high for the majority of families, whereas this work value was not equally impor-
tant to students.

                                                  
17 In the variable ‘helping others’ (students’ work value) the categories ‘low’ and ‘medium’
were combined into one, since ‘low’ had very few cases. The same thing goes for the variable
‘opportunity to help others’ (families’ work value).
18 In the variable ‘satisfactory reward’ (students’ work value) the categories ‘low’ and ‘medium’
were combined into one, since ‘low’ had very few cases. The same thing goes for the variable
‘ability for financial comfort’ (families’ work value).
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Table 27. ‘Job permanence’
Job permanence (students’ work
value)

Job permanence (families’ work value)19 Low – medium High Total
Low – medium 18 3 21
High 39 34 73
Total 57 37 94

x2=7.124, df(1), p=0.008.

As can be seen in the above cross-table, the ranking of the value ‘job permanence’ was
high for the majority of families, whereas it was low-medium for the majority of stu-
dents.

Table 28. ‘Social prestige/opportunity for social advancement’

Social prestige/ opportunity for so-
cial advancement (students’ work
value)20

Social prestige/opportunity for social ad-
vancement (families’ work value)

Low – medium High Total

Low – medium 35 7 42
High 24 27 51
Total 59 34 93

x2=13.067, df(1), p=0.000.

As can be seen in the above cross-table, the ranking of the value ‘social pres-
tige/opportunity for social advancement’ was high for the majority of families, whereas
it was low-medium for the majority of students.

j. The relationship between students’ admission to Social Work and the system of ad-
missions to higher education.

Statistically significant differences were found among the following sets of variables:

                                                  
19 In the variable ‘job permanence’ (both families’ and students’ work value) the categories
‘low’ and ‘medium’ were combined into one, since ‘low’ had very few cases.
20 In the variable ‘social prestige/opportunity fro social advancement’ (both students’ and fami-
lies’ work value) the categories ‘low’ and ‘medium’ were combined into one, since ‘low’ had
very few cases.
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Table 29. ‘The way students were admitted to Social Work’ and ‘students’ ranking of
Social Work in their preference order’

Way students were admitted to Social Work21

In your preference
order Social Work
was:

Through
Panhellenic
exams

Through tech-
nical/
vocational ly-
ceums

Through exams for
higher education
graduates/children
of Greeks living
abroad/Others

To-
tal

The 1st choice 3 13 6 22
Among the first 5
choices

11 8 9 28

Among the middle
choices

13 4 2 19

Among the last
choices

22 1 2 25

Total 49 26 19 94
x2=32.744, df(6), p=0.000.

Social Work was mostly the first choice/among the first 5 choices for candidates who
entered higher education under not particularly competitive circumstances, e.g. children
of Greeks living abroad or students with special needs. Also, Social Work was mainly
among the first/first 5 choices for technical/vocational lyceum graduates who entered
the Department without taking entrance exams. On the other hand, Social Work was
mostly among the last/middle choices for those who were admitted through Panhellenic
exams, which is a highly competitive type of entry examination.

Table 30. ‘Students’ previous unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education” and
“way students were admitted to the Social Work Department’

Previous unsuccessful attempts to en-
ter higher education22

Way students were admitted to the Social
Work Department23

None One T w o  o r
more

Total

Panhellenic exams 7 29 13 49
Exams for higher education graduates/exams
for children of Greeks living abroad/Others

15 2 2 19

Through technical/vocational lyceums 16 5 5 26
Total 38 36 20 94

x2=31.718, df(4), p=0.000.

                                                  
21 In the variable ‘way students were admitted to the Social Work Department’, the categories
‘through exams for children of Greeks living abroad’ and ‘others’ (students with special needs)
were combined into one, because these categories are admitted to higher education virtually
with no competition. The category ‘through exams for higher education graduates’ was added to
them since it had very few cases.
22 In the variable ‘students’ previous unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education’ the cate-
gories ‘two’ and ‘more than two’ were combined into ‘two or more’ because the category ‘more
than two’ had very few cases.
23 See footnote 21.
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The majority of those who had previous unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education
were admitted through Panhellenic exams, which are the hardest, most competitive type
of entry examination. On the other hand, the majority of those who had no previous un-
successful attempts were admitted through other categories (technical/vocational lyce-
ums, exams for higher education graduates, exams for children of Greeks living abroad
and candidates with special needs), which do not face particular competition.

Table 31. ‘The way students were admitted to the Social Work Department’ and ‘stu-
dents’ study method in order to enter higher education’

Students’ study method in order to enter
higher education24

Way students were admitted to the
Social Work Department25

Studied on your
own

Used extra
help

Total

Panhellenic exams 2 47 49
Exams for higher education gradu-
ates/exams for children of Greeks
living abroad/Others

14 5 19

Technical/vocational lyceums 18 8 26
Total 34 60 94

x2=45.744, df(2), p=0.000.

The majority of those who used extra help were those belonging to the category facing
the hardest competition, Panhellenic exams.

To sum up, the tests of statistical significance revealed that:

ß There is a statistically significant difference between ‘the main reasons why students
decide to graduate’ and ‘what they would like to do after graduation’. The majority of
students who decided to graduate because social work is the job that suits them, would
like to work as social workers after graduation. On the other hand, the overwhelming
majority of those who decided to graduate from Social Work mainly because of the lack
of alternatives would like to do other things (e.g. continue their studies, work anywhere
with good prospects/ not necessarily as social workers).
ß There is a statistically significant difference between the reasons why students de-
cide to graduate and whether they would leave the Social Work Department even now,

                                                  
24 In the variable ‘students’ study method in order to enter higher education’ the categories ‘at-
tended classes in a frontistirio’, ‘had private lessons’ and ‘attended both a frontistirio and pri-
vate lessons’ were combined into the category ‘used extra help’ since all these categories were
different forms of extra help with studying.
25 In the variable ‘way students were admitted to the S. Work Department’, the categories
‘through exams for higher education graduates’, ‘through exams for children of Greeks living
abroad’ and ‘Others’ were combined into one. This is because no ‘extra help’ lessons are avail-
able for higher education degree candidates, whereas the ‘children of Greeks living abroad’ and
‘others’ (students with special needs) enter higher education virtually with no competition,
therefore no ‘extra help’ is needed for them.
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if they had an alternative. It seems that the majority of those who would abandon Social
Work decided to graduate for other reasons (more or less as a form of compromise).
ß As far as the importance of the work values ‘helping others’, ‘satisfactory reward’,
‘job permanence’ and ‘acquiring social prestige’ is concerned, chi-square tests showed
that there is a statistically significant difference between students' and their families’
ranking of those values.

Students’ admission to Social Work is related to the system of admissions to higher
education. More specifically:
ß Social Work was the first or among the first 5 choices mostly for candidates who
entered higher education under non-competitive circumstances (exams for higher edu-
cation graduates, exams for children of Greeks living abroad, candidates with special
needs). On the other hand, it was mostly among the last/middle choices for candidates
admitted through the most competitive entry examinations (Panhellenic exams).
ß Students who were admitted through the most competitive exams (Panhellenic ex-
ams) had more previous unsuccessful attempts than those who were admitted through
other, easier evaluation methods.
ß The majority of those who used extra help were the candidates who were admitted
through the most competitive exams (Panhellenic exams).

7.5 DISCUSSION

In the quantitative study, which examines the possible reasons social work students
have for entering and finally graduating from the Social Work Department in Iraklio,
Greece, I chose to focus mainly on structural factors possibly affecting students’ choice.
More specifically, I explored the possible relation of students’ socio-economic back-
ground and of the existing system of admissions to higher education to students’ choice
to enter/graduate from the Social Work Department. I also explored the work values
prevailing among students, in order to see if they are consistent with the people-oriented
values social work students were found to have in previous research.

Students’ demographic characteristics and socio-economic background

What are the demographic characteristics and socio-economic background of social
work students? The overwhelming majority (87.2 percent) of students were female,
which was to be expected with Social Work being considered ‘a woman’s profession’.
As mentioned in the theoretical part, men have always been a minority in social work
courses (Dominelli, 1997) and the Social Work Department of Iraklio seems to be no
exception to the rule. Our findings are consistent with prior research in Greece (Kasi-
mati, 1991) as well as with references in the theoretical part which showed that the
overwhelming majority of Social Work graduates were female. Gender was identified as
a major career determinant that is attributed to the sex role socialisation to a woman’s
profession in other prior research, too (e. g. Alvesson & Billing, 1997; Rosenberg
1957).

The mean age of the students was 21.5 years, with a range from 19-28 years. If we
take into account that these students had already completed successfully at least their
first year of studies, it is obvious that students entered the Social Work Department at a



81

very young age. This confirms Zoi’s report (1991) and it is something she attributed to
the selection procedure for higher education in Greece.

As far as students’ socio-economic background is concerned, the findings confirmed
what was suggested by Koniordos (1998), that the majority of students had lower-
middle class, working class or peasant backgrounds. Also, their parents’ educational
level was quite low, which is consistent with previous research findings (Kasimati,
1991); a large number of fathers were primary school graduates and only 10.6 percent
of them had higher education degrees. Mothers’ educational level was even lower, with
almost half of them being primary school graduates and only 8.5 percent higher educa-
tion graduates. Individuals’ socio-economic background – as mentioned earlier both in
theory as well as in our reference to prior research – has been identified as a major fac-
tor influencing occupational/educational choice. Our findings on social work students’
socio-economic background seem to be consistent with the data on access to Techno-
logical Educational Institutions (T.E.I.) mentioned in Chapter 1. As mentioned earlier in
theory, the significantly lower prestige attached to T.E.I. makes it easier for the less
privileged socio-economic groups to have access to these Departments of higher educa-
tion, which are oriented towards providing adequate training for labour market recruit-
ment. Departments of T.E.I. offer an alternative path for many high school graduates
and especially for the more ‘disadvantaged’ in terms of either purely economic wealth
or cultural capital (Gouvias, 1998).

The system of admissions to higher education and students’ choice to enter and gradu-
ate from Social Work

Is there a possible relation between students’ choice to enter and graduate from Social
Work and the system of admissions to higher education? According to prior research,
due to the structure of the Greek educational system, students often end up studying in
certain higher education Departments by accident, that is not really liking the subject
they are about to study (Kasimati, 1991) or not even knowing much about the subject
they are about to study (Centre of School & Vocational Guidance 1994, in Rougeri
1997). It was estimated that only 25 percent of candidates who finally enter higher edu-
cation manage to study in the Departments they wanted most (Kasimati, 1991). This
fact led us to another question, which is in a way related to the previous one: could So-
cial Work be a compromise for – at least a number of – active students?

Even though candidates had the right to state up to 60 higher education Departments
in order of preference before they were admitted to higher education, Social Work was
the first choice only for 23.4 percent of the students, whereas it was among the last
choices for 26.6 percent of them. At least to the students (26.6 percent) for whom Social
Work was among their last choices, Social Work was most probably a compromise,
since the Departments candidates rank last in their preference order are not what they
really want to study. This could perhaps be also true for those (20.2 percent), or rather
some of those, who ranked Social Work among their middle choices. Let us not forget
that when candidates make a list of 60 higher education Departments, surely the 40th

choice for example, is not exactly the Department that thrills them. Besides, as men-
tioned in the theoretical part, it is a common strategy for high school graduates to reg-
ister in their host T.E.I., in order to give themselves a chance to sit the Panhellenic ex-
ams a second time and – hopefully – succeed in getting a place in a more desirable In-
stitute, in particular a University (Gouvias, 1998). If they fail to be accepted in that
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more desirable Institute, they can always go on with their studies in T.E.I. and get a
higher education degree (since any higher education degree is better than nothing, ac-
cording to educational fetishism).

Of the 72 students for whom Social Work was not the first choice, 33.3 percent had
stated as their first choice other Departments of Professions of Health & Welfare. We
can, therefore, assume that these students were from the start attracted by humanistic,
people-oriented professions, which are related to Social Work. However, we can not
claim this is true for the 34.7 percent (of the 72 students) who had ranked first other
Departments, irrelevant to Social Work (e.g. Computers, Archaeology, Theatre studies
etc). Social work does not seem to be the kind of profession that attracted them. The
same could be true for the 31.9 percent of (72) students who wanted to become primary/
secondary school teachers. Could it be that Social Work is no more than a compromise
to these students? Or did they decide to graduate because – contrary to what they previ-
ously thought – they discovered that this people-oriented profession suits them? What-
ever the answer is, it might have an impact on both their efficiency as students, as well
as on the social work profession itself; however, this is something that could be ex-
plored further in future research.

One more thing related to the question “is studying social work a compromise for at
least a number of students”, is the main reason why they decided to graduate. 61.7 per-
cent stated that they decided to graduate because they believe social work is the job that
suits them. All the rest gave other answers (they wanted to use the degree to go to other
higher education Departments, they wanted any kind of higher education degree, they
did not want to take Panhellenic exams again, their families’ finances gave them no al-
ternative). Therefore, there is a large number of students who chose to graduate from
Social Work probably for lack of more desirable alternatives.  In similar research among
Human Services graduates, Kasimati (1991) found that an even higher percentage (59.1
percent) of students had decided to study in those Departments not because it was their
own wish but as a compromise. She attributed this to the fact that graduates were to a
considerable degree children of farmers and blue-collar workers and though their occu-
pational choice might have been deliberate, that choice was made on the understanding,
on the graduates’ part, that all choices occur within a context of limited opportunities.

There are also a significant number of students (21.3 percent) who stated that they
would leave Social Work even now, were they given the opportunity to study in a
higher education Department of their choice. Moreover, chi-square test showed that
there was a statistically significant difference between students’ main reasons for gradu-
ating and whether they would leave Social Work or not, were they given the opportu-
nity. The majority of those who would leave Social Work were those who decided to
graduate for other reasons. This could be one more indication that studying social work
is – at least for a number of students – something they would gladly change, given the
opportunity.

Students’ admission to Social Work was found to be related to the system of admis-
sions to higher education. First of all, students’ ranking of Social Work in their prefer-
ence order was related to the way in which they were admitted to Social Work. Social
Work was the first or among the first 5 choices mostly for graduates who entered the
Department under non-competitive circumstances (through technical/vocational lyce-
ums, through exams for higher education graduates, exams for children of Greeks living
abroad, candidates with special needs). On the other hand it was among the last/middle
choices for candidates admitted through the most competitive entry exams (Panhellenic
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exams). This could possibly mean that the significantly lower prestige attached to T.E.I.
(compared to Universities) makes T.E.I. Departments less desirable to students who
have higher aspirations and ambitions, such as entering prestigious University Depart-
ments through Panhellenic exams. It could also possibly mean that Social Work is most
desirable to students for whom entering a T.E.I. Department is the best they can do, due
to the way the Greek educational system is structured. For example, techni-
cal/vocational lyceum graduates who compete on the basis of their school grades with-
out taking exams, do not have the right to apply for Universities, so entering a T.E.I. is a
major success to them.

The number of students’ previous unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education
was related to the way in which they were admitted to Social Work. The majority of
those who had previous unsuccessful attempts were those admitted through Panhellenic
exams, possibly because this was the hardest and most competitive kind of entry exami-
nation. On the other hand, the majority of those who had no previous unsuccessful at-
tempts were admitted through other categories (through technical/ vocational lyceums,
through exams for higher education graduates, exams for children of Greeks living
abroad, candidates with special needs). This was to be expected, since these categories
did not face particular competition.

The way students were admitted to Social Work was also related to their use or not
of ‘extra’ preparatory help in order to enter higher education. It is interesting to see that
the overwhelming majority of those who took Panhellenic exams had resorted to private
lessons, ‘frontistiria’ or a combination of both in order to succeed. On the other hand,
only the minority admitted through other categories used extra help. This is probably
due to the fact that those taking Panhellenic exams had to go through the most competi-
tive entry examinations, therefore they needed – or thought they needed – extra help in
order to pass. All extra help is paid for by candidates’ families, therefore whether a
family decides to ‘buy’ these extra lessons or not depends on the family’s income. It
seems logical to assume that candidates coming from low-income families would be in
a way forced to choose other ways than Panhellenic exams to enter higher education.
Their only alternative then would be to compete on the basis of their school grades
through technical/vocational lyceums. But such candidates can only apply for posts in
T.E.I. and not for Universities. Could it be that all this works as a ‘selection mechanism’
leading children of less well-off families to ‘choose’ studying in Schools of T.E.I. be-
cause in fact they have no other choice? On the other hand, this line of thought does not
necessarily lead to the conclusion that family financial background is the only deter-
mining factor channelling students into either universities or T.E.I. Other factors might
reinforce or cancel out the effects of financial background, e.g. what happens, when a
candidate comes from a well-off family who are not willing to support him/ her finan-
cially and pay for extra supplementary help?

Students’ views on the system of admissions to higher education/the Greek educational
system

But apart from the findings that students’ admission to Social Work is related to the
system of admissions to higher education, what do students think of the Greek educa-
tional system and the system of admissions to higher education? The findings on stu-
dents’ views indicate that the majority believed that these two systems are unfair and
create inequalities because of the growth of informal education, they are misleading,
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often making students study something they do not really like and, moreover, they are
restrictive, forcing students to make binding decisions for their lives at a very young
age. Students’ views seem to be consistent with the criticism of the Greek educational
system (Fragoudaki, 1985; Kasimati, 1991; Zoi, 1991; Katsikas & Kavadias, 1994;
Gouvias, 1998).

Answers to other parts of the questionnaire also confirm the characterisations ‘re-
strictive’ or ‘misleading’ that students gave to the educational system. Before studying
social work, 59.6 percent of the students had one or more previous unsuccessful at-
tempts to enter higher education. Acquiring a higher education degree must have been
very important to them, since they tried so hard for it. Moreover, before students came
to the Social Work Department a large number (57.5 percent) knew only a few things or
nothing about a social worker’s job.  This confirms prior research results (Centre of
School & Vocational Guidance 1994, in Rougeri 1997). The fact that students were not
well informed about Social Work before entering the Department poses the question of
how serious or mature their choice of Social Work was, if it was based (at least for a
large number of them) on inadequate knowledge of the particular profession. Official
school vocational guidance does not seem to be particularly effective, since only 17 per-
cent had been informed through vocational guidance classes at school.

Work values prevailing among students and their families

As far as students’ work values are concerned, I wanted to see if they are consistent
with the people-oriented values social work students were found to have in previous re-
search. As mentioned earlier, students were found to score highly on intrinsic values
(e.g. Christie & Kruk, 1998; Csikai & Rozensky, 1997; Hanson & McCullagh, 1995;
Butler, 1990; Rosenberg 1957). The findings confirmed this previous research. Social
Work students in Iraklio, Greece rated as more important intrinsic work values and rated
all extrinsic values after the intrinsic ones. One possible explanation for this could be
what the above mentioned researchers claimed: that values and personal orientation are
indeed related to career decisions, therefore people who choose people-oriented profes-
sions rank people-oriented values highly. On the other hand, is it not also possible that
the intrinsic values students ranked highly when completing the questionnaire were
those that they felt to be congruent with the social work profession? As Watson (1995)
argued, it is always likely that the values one indicates in the social scientist’s question-
naire would be those which one felt to be consistent with the career towards which the
structures of opportunities and influence of family, education and the rest were pushing
or pulling one.

When it comes to the ranking of work values among students’ families, it must be
noted that there is no actual data from students’ families here. The available data reflect
students’ evaluation of how their families ranked work values, since students were the
respondents to the questionnaire. Therefore, it is according to students’ evaluation that
their families ranked extrinsic work values higher than intrinsic work values. On the
other hand, students ranked intrinsic work values first. A possible reason, which might
explain this difference, could be that students’ parents rated the importance of work val-
ues based on their experience of the labour market. Perhaps, after years of work experi-
ence and dealing with the adverse conditions of the labour market, they have come to
value tangible, extrinsic rewards more highly. Students’ ranking of work values was
found to be related to their families’ ranking of the same work values. This was to be
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expected, since as mentioned in Chapter 2, parents – consciously or not – convey their
own values and attitudes to their children and contribute to a significant degree to the
formation of their children’s educational and occupational aspirations.

Families’ expectations regarding their children’s occupational choice

What were families’ expectations concerning their children’s occupational choice? Pre-
vious research results had shown that higher education is considered by Greek parents
to be of major importance (Maratou-Aliprandi, Papliakou & Hadjiyianni in Karagiou,
1998). Once again, it must be taken into account that this study’s data show how fami-
lies’ expectations are mirrored in students’ answers, since the students were the respon-
dents to the questionnaire. The findings based on this kind of data confirmed – up to a
point – these earlier research results. 61.7 percent of parents encouraged students to do
whatever they thought best. However, a large number of parents (25.5 percent) wanted
students to get any kind of higher education degree and 9.6 percent wanted them to
study something they (the parents) liked, which indicates how important higher educa-
tion is to Greek parents.

Students’ plans after graduation – how students’ reasons for graduating affect these
plans

Another question was what students would like to do after graduation. As it turned out,
less than half of the students (39.4 percent) would like to work as social workers after
graduation. All the rest, apart from the undecided, gave other answers (they would like
to get any job with good prospects, they would like to study in other higher education
Departments, they would like to follow post-graduate studies).

Also, I expected to find that students’ reasons for graduating would affect what they
would like to do after graduation. Chi-square test results showed that there was a statis-
tically significant difference between these two variables. The majority of those who
chose to graduate because they thought social work is the job that suits them would like
to work as social workers after graduation. The overwhelming majority of those who
chose to graduate for other reasons would like to do other things after graduation. It
seems clear that students’ reasons for graduating have an impact on the way they imag-
ine their occupational future. Surely it is not very promising to have quite a large num-
ber of graduates who state that working as social workers is not what they would like to
do after getting their degree. One could argue that students are still very young; there-
fore it is only natural for them to want to try different things before settling down to a
specific job. On the other hand, what if students’ answers indicate that they would not
like to work as social workers because they actually made up their minds that they do
not like social work?

Students’ decision to graduate from Social Work as a result of a combination of factors

In conclusion, what is it that makes active students of the Social Work Department of
Iraklio, Greece decide to graduate from Social Work? The findings suggest that a com-
bination of the following factors could be part of the answer:
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ß Social work students in Iraklio rated intrinsic, people-oriented work values – which
are supposed to be consistent with the profession of social work - highly. It is also true
that a large number of students stated that they decided to graduate mostly because they
believed social work is the profession that suits them. However, the findings indicate
that it would be over-simplistic to say that students decide to graduate only because they
believe Social Work suits them or because they rank people-oriented values highly.
Such answers might reflect the truth for a large number of students. Still, we have to
take into account that approximately 30 percent stated clearly that they decided to
graduate mostly as a form of compromise and almost half of the students had ranked
Social Work among their middle/last choices. Moreover, even after having completed
successfully at least the first study year, 21.3 percent would leave Social Work for other
higher education Departments if they were given the opportunity. One cannot help but
wonder whether all those who said that they would not leave Social Work would not do
so because they actually like Social Work or because they have come to accept it as a
kind of ‘necessary evil’. On the other hand, it might also be possible that a number of
students, for whom Social Work was among the middle/last choices, changed their mind
later on during their studies and discovered that they actually liked the particular profes-
sion.
ß Mostly women students chose Social Work. Most people identify with – and feel
natural about – choosing an education and forms of employment that are in line with
cultural conventions. And while it makes sense to argue that gender socialisation does
not fully account for occupational choice, still it influences job choices (Alvesson &
Billing, 1997). As Bradley (1996) argued, every aspect of life, including education, is
gendered. Social identities derive from the various sets of lived relationships we are en-
gaged in, such as gender; thus, gender is viewed as an active aspect of identity. Aware-
ness of gender on the part of women may involve various ways of displaying feminin-
ity. According to this line of thought, choosing an occupation that is traditionally asso-
ciated with women, such as social work, may be a way of displaying femininity. The
fact that the overwhelming majority of students in a non-prestigious Social Work De-
partment of TEI are girls, may also be seen as an indication of the existence of different
sets of educational life chances for girls and boys. According to Meighan & Siraj-
Blatchford (2000), women are channelled into specific areas of the labour market and
fewer girls than boys enter the most prestigious universities. Sociologically-based ex-
planations attribute the existence of different educational life chances for boys and girls
to the learning of a certain culture with its in-built gender definitions.  In Greece gender-
related stereotypes orientate girls to certain higher education Schools and occupations
(Katsikas & Kavadias, 1998).
ß Because of their lower-middle class, working class or peasant backgrounds, students
find it easier to have access to those lower-prestige higher education Institutes (T.E.I.),
which are oriented towards providing adequate training for labour market requirements.
In Greece, candidates from peasant/working class background have always had limited
opportunities as far as access to higher education is concerned. Students of peasant
background are no more than 1 to 2.5 percent of the student population in prestigious
Schools such as Law School or Medical School. Despite the fact that students whose
father is a farmer, fisherman or stockbreeder are 19.4 percent of the total population,
they are only 4.9 of the first-year student population in universities. However, students
of peasant background are over 10 percent of the student population in higher education
Schools with uncertain employment prospects (Katsikas, 2002a; Katsikas, 2002b). As
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Kasimati (1991) mentioned, occupational choice, deliberate though it may be, is made
under the understanding – on the students’ part – that all choices occur within a context
of limited opportunities. This explains why students may end up feeling quite satisfied
with the Departments where they study, because they know that this is the best they
could accomplish. The system of admissions to higher education is particularly com-
petitive, restrictive and creates – or, rather, reproduces – inequalities through the growth
of private ‘informal’ education. Students are forced to make educational/occupational
choices once and for all very early. The findings of the present research contradict
views that stress the degree of ‘free’ choice people have about work, such as those of
Ginzberg et al., (1951) and Super (1957). They also contradict functionalist theorists
who view education as a part of a meritocratic sorting process which sorts and selects
individuals by ability levels. It is clear that external structural factors limit or contribute
to the shaping of this choice and it is questionable whether those who finally enter
higher education are the brightest and most able candidates. The findings are more in
line with the explanations of stratification provided by re-productionist and neo-Marxist
theories, according to which education acts as a class channel reproducing existing ine-
qualities.
ß Bourdieu’s concepts of capital and field also seem relevant here. Education is a
field, which players (candidates for higher education) enter without possessing equal
amounts of capital (economic, cultural or social); e.g. in our case, those who can afford
supplementary help do not have an equal amount of economic capital with those who
cannot afford it. Therefore, some players are disadvantaged from the start. Of course as
Grenfell and James (1998) argued, it appears as if anyone is free to play, everything is
negotiable. If it were not, the rules of the game themselves would not be accepted. In
our case, all students appear to have equal opportunities to succeed if they try hard
enough. But even though everyone plays, differential structures ensure that not every-
one is equal. It is interesting to see that the majority of students criticized the educa-
tional system as restrictive, misleading and unfair; but we should take into account that
these are students’ views after having played the game (entering higher education) and
after the game is over.
ß Along with the concepts of capital and field, Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus
can be used for understanding students’ educational choice as a classed-and-gendered
process. Social class influences one’s life-chances, but it also shapes one’s perceptions
of what the choices are. Such perceptions are shaped by the attitudes and values of the
social groups to which individuals belong, by their habitus. Habitus captures the notion
of students’ decision-making, wherein students internalise familial interpretations of
their objective chances of success. Thus, students’ subsequent choices of schooling and
occupations reinforce the social order, while appearing to be both natural and chosen.
The concept of gendered habitus reveals a common view of the world in which the divi-
sion of labour between men and women is seen as natural (Reay, 1998a). If the trans-
mission of capital over time is introduced, we can see how when we are born we enter
an inherited social space which provides us with access to and acquisition of differential
amounts of capital assets (Skeggs, 2002). From being born into gender and class rela-
tions we occupy the associated social positions such as ‘woman’, ‘working class’ etc
(Moi, 1991). This provides a way of understanding why mostly women of lower-middle
class, working class or peasant backgrounds choose Social Work; a ‘woman’s profes-
sion’ for which  education is provided in low-middle status TEI Schools.
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ß The concept educational fetishism (Kiridis, 1997) denotes the turning of higher edu-
cation into a fetish for Greek society, due to the perception of higher education degrees
as a decisive factor in finding permanent employment and/or upward social mobility.
Certain findings point to this direction. The fact that 63.8 percent of students’ families
covered the high cost of supplementary help in order to help their children enter higher
education indicates the importance attached to higher education degrees. Moreover, the
most highly rated work value among students’ families was ‘job permanence’, some-
thing that is associated only with public sector employment, which in turn requires
higher education qualifications. The findings also indicate that educational fetishism
seems to be less important among students than it is among their families. 25.5 percent
of students’ families wanted their children to get any higher education degree and 9.6 of
them wanted their children to study something that they (the parents) liked. However,
when it comes to students, we get a quite different picture. Only 12.8 percent of the stu-
dents decided to graduate from social work because they wanted any kind of higher
education degree, while ‘job permanence’ was the last-but-one among work values.
How can this difference between students and their families be explained? Perhaps par-
ents still believe that a higher education degree is the key to permanent employment in
the public sector as was the case when they were their children’s age, while students
may have a more realistic view regarding the rate of unemployment among higher edu-
cation graduates. The fact that 30.8 percent of the students would like to follow post-
graduate studies after graduation possibly suggests that they believe a postgraduate de-
gree is now needed to increase their opportunities for a good job/upward social mobil-
ity. As mentioned in Chapter 2, Bourdieu argued that capital attracts capital and the
various forms are in many ways interconvertible (Grenfell & James, 1998). According
to this line of thought, a higher education degree traditionally buys a good job with a
good salary. Yet, at the same time, as players (students) in the field (labour market) ac-
quire more capital, so it becomes devalued. There is qualification inflation when, over
time, a given level of qualifications no longer guarantees the same prestigious jobs
(Grenfell & James, 1998). The expansion of higher education in Greece during the last
25 years resulted in an abundance of over-qualified degree-holders (Gouvias, 1998). So
it makes perfect sense if students turn to postgraduate studies to increase their opportu-
nities of achieving rewarding occupational positions. Could all this be an indication of a
rising educational fetishism regarding post-graduate degrees? This is something that
remains to be explored in further studies.  

Students viewing Social Work as compromise: possible implications for social work
/social work education

There seems to be quite a significant number of potential social workers who view So-
cial Work as compromise. Students who see graduating from Social Work as a ‘neces-
sary evil’ are more likely to have difficulties in dealing with the demands of the courses
than students who really like studying social work. Perhaps this could be one of the rea-
sons why a large number of students do not complete their studies in the prescribed
minimum of semesters (Koniordos, 1998). It is also worth mentioning that there seems
to be a very high percentage of students who fail components of their courses. For ex-
ample, in the winter semester of the academic year 1997/8 only 9.54 percent of social
work students managed to pass all the courses they had chosen to attend (Arvanitis,
1999). It seems that students are not getting on particularly well with their studies, but
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then that is to be expected if social work is not something they are particularly inter-
ested in. On the other hand, what are the implications of teaching social work when
quite a large number of students do not want to be there? It is impossible for teachers to
get messages across to students who are not interested enough to listen. Nor is it possi-
ble to expect any feedback from students who are indifferent to their studies. This could
possibly cause the teaching stuff to feel – at times – inadequate, disheartened or even
not particularly satisfied with their job. Viewing Social Work as a compromise might
also cause students to be more vulnerable later on in their life, when they are called to
deal with challenges and difficulties as professionals; however, this issue could be ex-
plored in further future studies.

The findings indicate that the educational system and the system of admissions to
higher education seem to have many weak points which have a significant impact on
students’ choices and, in the long run, may also affect their lives as professionals. How-
ever, both educational policy and selection procedures for higher education Depart-
ments are planned centrally by the Government and the Ministry of Education. The So-
cial Work Department – or any other higher education Department – has no authority to
decide on admission/selection procedures. Therefore, only the Central State can make
any changes towards a fairer and less restrictive educational system. On the other hand,
students who are not motivated enough and have repeated failures in their studies never
have to face any consequences. For example, they have the right to take exams on the
same subject as many times as they wish if they fail the first time. Therefore Social
Work instructors may often find it hard to discourage them, especially since their fami-
lies are usually willing to support them financially for as long as it takes.

But even though the quantitative study (Study 1) has indicated that the structure of
the educational system and the system of admissions to higher education have a signifi-
cant impact on students’ choices, it has not provided us with a clear picture of what ex-
actly this impact is and how it works. The findings of the grounded theory study (Study
2) take this investigation one step further: they shed light on how the Greek educational
system intersects to frame students’ higher education choice in various ways.
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8. THE PROCESS FROM SECONDARY TO HIGHER
EDUCATION: STUDENTS’ CHOICE TO STUDY SOCIAL WORK
(STUDY 2)

8.1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY

The idea for Study 2 stemmed from the findings of Study 1. Study 1 has indicated that
students’ socio-economic background and the structure of the educational system – or
the combination of these two factors – play a significant role in students’ choice to
graduate from Social Work. Those structural factors caused their educa-
tional/occupational choice to be a rather limited one. As far as the Greek educational
system in particular is concerned, the overwhelming majority believed it to be unfair
and misleading, often making students study something they do not really like (Pa-
padaki, 2001). Therefore, we know that the structure of the educational system and the
system of admissions to higher education have a significant impact on students’ choices.
Still we do not have a clear picture of what exactly this impact is and how it works.
Study 2 starts exactly at this point.

When it comes to the use of literature in this Study, we have to keep in mind that this
is a grounded theory study. In order to understand how the literature is used in grounded
theory in contrast to the use of literature in quantitative methods, it is important to un-
derstand the underlying logic of the method. For researchers using quantitative methods,
the literature has very specific uses. It suggests theoretical and conceptual frameworks
that can be used to guide quantitative research projects and to interpret their findings.
With grounded theory research, rather than testing the relationships among variables we
want to discover relevant categories and the relationship among them; to put together
categories in new, rather than standard ways. So if you begin with a list of already iden-
tified variables, they may – and are very likely to – get in the way of discovery. Also, in
grounded theory studies you want to explain phenomena in light of the theoretical
framework that evolves during the research itself; you do not want to be constrained by
having to adhere to a previously developed theory that may or may not apply to the is-
sue under investigation. It makes no sense to start with ‘received’ theories or variables
because these are likely to inhibit or impede the development of new theoretical formu-
lations. As Strauss & Corbin (1990) said, the researcher will of course enter the research
process with some background in the literature and it is important to acknowledge and
use that. “You can use any types of literature judged as relevant, but must guard against
becoming a captive of any of them” (Strauss & Corbin 1990, p.56). Literature was used
in Study 2 before it began both in thinking about and getting the study off the ground;
but it is important to keep in mind that there was an actual interplay of reading literature
and data analysis during the study process, which contributed to its forward move. The
following theoretical perspectives  proved to be relevant: the concept of educational
fetishism (Kiridis, 1997); Bourdieu’s views on the function of the educational system
(Bourdieu, 1977) as well as his concepts of field, capital, habitus (Bourdieu 1977, 1987;
Grenfell & James, 1998) and social magic (Bourdieu 1997; Moi, 1991); the concept of
gendered habitus (Reay, 1998a; McClelland, 1990); gender regarded as a structural di-
mension when it comes to education (Bradley, 1996); finally, the issues of individuali-
zation and the obscuring of social class (Ball et al, 2000; Archer & Hutchings, 2000;
Archer et al, 2003).
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8.2 AIMS AND QUESTIONS OF THE STUDY

Given the findings that emerged from Study 1 (the importance of the educational sys-
tem’s influence on students’ educational/ occupational choice), Study 2 is a further ex-
amination of students’ choice to study social work, only this time with regard to the
educational system in particular. It must be noted that, by saying that this study will in-
vestigate ‘students’ choice to study social work with regard to the educational system’,
the possibility that other influential factors may also enter into the whole process is not
excluded; for example, it would be over-simplistic to think of the influence of the edu-
cational system as isolated from other factors such as individuals’ class background.
Still, without overlooking this possibility, the main focus of this study remains the edu-
cational system.

The aim of Study 2 is to describe patterns and to interpret them, or at least work to-
wards a provisional theoretical understanding of students’ choice to study social work
with regard to the Greek educational system. It is an attempt to investigate:
ß How students’ experience of the Greek educational system possibly influences their
educational/occupational choices
ß How students deal with this educational system when it comes to choosing their
field of higher education studies, thereby probably choosing their future profession
ß How the influence of the educational system on their decision-making possibly af-
fects the way they feel about social work now

The least one can hope for regarding social work education is that those about to be-
come social workers view social work as a desired profession and not as a necessary
evil. If any factors within the educational system affect students in choosing social work
studies as ‘the least bad alternative’, then these factors have to be identified and reme-
died.

8.3 METHOD

Given the dearth of systematic research in Greece as far as the educational system and
students’ educational/occupational choice is concerned, this is an exploratory and de-
scriptive study, where a qualitative method of analysis was employed.

Undertaking a qualitative study is appropriate when – among other things - the topic
needs to be explored and also when there is a need to present a detailed view of the
topic (Creswell, 1998). Qualitative methods permit the researcher to study selected is-
sues, cases or events in depth and detail; the fact that data collection is not constrained
by predetermined categories of analysis contributes to the depth and detail of qualitative
data (Patton, 1987). Qualitative data provides richness, diversity, accuracy and contex-
tual depth. Among other things, such data can be used to develop categories for render-
ing explicable and coherent the flux of reality and to locate social structure, order and
patterns, as well as variations (Abramson & Mizrahi, 1994).

The grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) was used in this study in
order to describe patterns and to interpret them, as far as students’ choice to study Social
Work with regard to the educational system in particular is concerned. Generally
grounded theorists start with a set of experiences they wish to explore (Charmaz, 1990);
in this case, ‘students’ choice of Social Work studies and how the educational system
affects this choice’. The purpose of a grounded theory study is to specify the conditions
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that give rise to specific sets of action/interaction pertaining to a phenomenon and the
resulting consequences. It is generalizable to those specific situations only (Strauss
&Corbin, 1990).

Semi-structured interviews with Social Work students were conducted using the-
matic questions with probes and invitations to expand further on issues raised.

a. Sampling

A qualitative researcher usually works with small samples of people, nested in their
context and studied in depth. Qualitative samples tend to be purposive rather than ran-
dom (Kuzel, 1992; Morse, 1989). Qualitative sampling is often decidedly theory-driven,
either up-front or progressively, as in grounded theory (Miles & Huberman, 1994). The
power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich cases for study in depth.
Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about issues of
central importance to the purpose of the evaluation, thus the term “purposeful” sampling
(Patton, 1987).

Maximum variation sampling was employed in this study. This strategy for purpose-
ful sampling aims at “documenting diverse variations and identifying important com-
mon patterns” (Miles & Huberman, 1994 p.28). For small samples, a great deal of het-
erogeneity can be a problem because individual cases are so different from each other.
However, according to Patton (1987), the maximum variation sampling strategy turns
that apparent weakness into strength by applying the following logic: any common pat-
terns emerging from great variation are of particular interest and value in capturing the
core experiences and central, shared aspects regarding an issue. When selecting a small
sample of great diversity, the data collection will yield two kinds of findings: a) high
quality, detailed descriptions of each case, which are useful for documenting unique-
ness, and b) important shared patterns which cut across cases and which derive their
significance from having emerged out of heterogeneity. The researcher using a maxi-
mum variation sampling strategy would not be attempting to generalize findings to all
people or all groups, but rather looking for information that elucidates variation and
significant common patterns within that variation.

In order to maximize variation in a small sample, one begins by selecting diverse
characteristics for constructing the sample (Patton, 1987). In the present study, research
participants were selected among students of the Social Work Department of TEI in
Iraklio, Greece. Selection was based on the following criteria:
ß All students had completed at least one and a half years of studies (3 semesters) at
the Social Work Department of Iraklio, Greece. Therefore they were the students who
had decided to graduate in Social Work. The first year of studies is often a sort of ‘trial
year’ since those who decide to leave the Social Work Department do so before com-
pleting their first year of studies.
ß The educational background of students’ parents varied. (Students’ parents were
primary school graduates, higher education graduates and post-graduate degree hold-
ers).
ß The way students were admitted to Social Work; under particularly competitive
conditions (Panhellenic exams) or under non-competitive conditions (e.g. technical ly-
ceum graduates who were admitted through not particularly hard exams and had no
right to apply to University Departments)
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ß Gender. Both female and male students participated in the research. One could argue
that this could be considered of less importance since in Social Work there is a very
strong overweight of women. On the other hand, maybe it could give new nuances to
the study to include men as well, since they might give additional information about
how the system works in general.

I personally interviewed fifteen students from the Social Work Department of Iraklio.
None of these students were enrolled in my classes at the time the interviews were con-
ducted. Moreover, I made sure that the possibility of these students attending my
courses in the future was nonexistent; therefore I would never be involved in a student-
teacher relationship with the respondents during their studies in Social Work.

As far as the sample is concerned, there is not anything we can see that speaks for the
idea that the sample is substantially different from other similar students (social work
students of TEI) in Greece. It would, however, be far-fetched to say that the results are
valid for other kinds of students. The following table provides information on the sam-
ple.

RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS
Gender Mother’s educ.

Background
Father’s educ.
background

Way students were
admitted to S.
Work

Year
of
studies

1 F Primary school Primary school General lyceum 3rd

2 F University degree University de-
gree

General lyceum 3rd

3 F Lyceum High school General lyceum 3rd

4 M Lyceum Lyceum General lyceum 4th

5 F PhD holder PhD holder General lyceum 3rd

6 F Primary school Primary school General lyceum 4th

7 M Did not finish
primary school

Primary school General lyceum 2nd

8 F Lyceum Primary school General lyceum 3rd

9 F Lyceum Primary school General lyceum 3rd

10 M Primary school Primary school Technical lyceum 3rd

11 F Lyceum Primary school Technical lyceum 3rd

12 F Primary school Primary school Technical lyceum 3rd

13 F Primary school Primary school Technical lyceum 4th

14 F Primary school Primary school Technical lyceum 3rd

15 F University degree University de-
gree

Technical lyceum 2nd

b. Interview schedule

Interviews “can yield rich sources of data on people’s experiences, opinions, aspirations
and feelings” (May 1995, p.91). Semi-structured interviews were conducted using the-
matic questions26 with probes and invitations to expand on issues raised. I drew on
                                                  
26 see Appendix 3
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many sources to develop the interview schedule. First of all, literature, which can
stimulate questions and direct theoretical sampling (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). My own
professional experience; years of teaching experience at the Social Work Department
and listening to students talk about how they decided to study Social Work, year after
year, was an important source of theoretical sensitivity. Finally, personal experience;
having been through the same educational system in order to study Social Work repre-
sented yet another source of theoretical sensitivity. Of course I was careful not to as-
sume that everyone else’s experience had been similar to mine.

The interviews took about 50-60 minutes each and were divided into two main sections:
ß Questions in a standardized format regarding information about sex, parents’ educa-

tional level, the way students were admitted to the Social Work Department and, fi-
nally, the ranking of Social Work in their preference order (when they were still
higher education candidates).

ß Qualitative information about the topic was gathered by asking the following ques-
tions:

1. How did you feel about studying social work before you were admitted to the
Social Work Department?
2. Judging by your experience, has secondary education influenced your opportu-
nity to study the profession you wanted and if so, in what ways?
3. Judging by your experience, has the system of admissions to higher education
influenced your decision to study social work and if so, in what ways?
4. How did you deal with the influence of the above-mentioned dimensions of the
educational system (secondary education/system of admissions to higher education)?
5. Were there any other factors that affected the way in which you dealt with the
educational system's influence?
6. How do you feel about studying social work now?

 c. General remarks regarding the interview

All fifteen interviews took place in Iraklio from June 2000 to November 2000. They
were all conducted in an office of the Social Work Department of Iraklio, where we had
no interruptions. I had taught some of the interviewees in the past, the others knew me
by sight. Before beginning the interview the aim of this study was explained. Partici-
pants were assured that their confidentiality would be guaranteed and that the results
would be available to them if they were interested. None of them objected to recording
the interviews, they all stated they knew why this had to be done before I had to explain.
They were all very eager and willing to talk about their experiences of the educational
system, some of them even said things like “ah, at last I can tell someone what I’ve been
through” or “well, now you’ll hear the truth about me and Social Work”. They were
really very talkative, except two who had to be invited to expand on issues raised, when
they started talking about experiences that were particularly painful to them. After the
interview was over, many stated that they were glad they had had the chance to talk
about the particular issue, and that “talking about it made them consider and realize
things that had not crossed their mind up until then”. These are two of the common
benefits for study participants. “Study participants get to be listened to; they may gain
insight or learning” (Miles & Huberman 1994, p.291).
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One last remark about the interviews is that they were of course in Greek. I did the
translation into English myself and then had it checked over by a native English
speaker. I did my best to remain faithful to the original text; when, at times, word-to-
word translation was impossible since it made no sense at all, I made sure that the
meaning of the original text remained unaltered.

d. Data analysis

The analytic process was based on immersion in the data and repeated sortings, codings
and comparisons that characterize grounded theory. Theoretical sensitivity, that is the
ability to recognise what is important in data and to give it meaning (Strauss, 1990),
came from technical literature27 as well as from professional experience in the field of
social work education in Greece.

Analysis began with open coding, which is the examination of minute sections of
text made up of individual words, phrases and sentences. Open coding is the process
that “fractures the data and allows one to identify some categories, their properties and
dimensional locations” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990 p.97). The basic analytic procedures by
which this is accomplished are: the asking of questions about data and the making of
comparisons for similarities and differences between each incident, event and other in-
stances of phenomena. Similar events and incidents are labelled and grouped to form
categories. These codes and categories were systematically compared and contrasted,
producing increasingly complex and inclusive categories (see appendix 4).

Open coding was followed by axial coding, which puts data “back together in new
ways by making connections between a category and its subcategories” (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990 p.97). Axial coding is a complex process of inductive and deductive
thinking involving several steps. These are accomplished, as with open coding, by
making comparisons and asking questions. In axial coding

“we develop each category in terms of the causal conditions that give rise to it,
the specific dimensional location of this phenomenon in terms of its proper-
ties, the context, the action/interactional strategies used to handle, manage, re-
spond to this phenomenon in light of that context, and the consequences of any
actions/interaction that is taken” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p.114).

From this process of axial coding categories emerged and some were assigned in vivo
category labels (see appendix 5).

Finally there was the selective coding. Selective coding was the integrative process
of “selecting the core category, systematically relating it to other categories, validating
those relationships (by searching for, confirming and disconfirming examples), and
filling in categories that needed further refinement and development” (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990 p.116).  The core category is the central phenomenon around which all
other categories are integrated. Codes and categories were sorted, compared and con-
trasted until saturated, that is, until analysis produced no new codes or categories and
                                                  
27 According to Strauss & Corbin (1990), technical literature includes reports of research stud-
ies and theoretical or philosophical papers characteristic of professional & disciplinary writing.
These can serve as background material against which one compares findings from actual data
gathered in grounded theory studies. Technical literature can also be used to stimulate theoreti-
cal sensitivity and direct theoretical sampling.
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when all of the data were accounted for in the core category of the grounded theory
paradigm model (Srauss & Corbin, 1990). In our case, none of our categories was ab-
stract enough to encompass all. In this case the central phenomenon had to be given a
name. The process from secondary to higher education: students’ choice to study social
work is a label abstract enough; all the other categories can gradually be related to this
core category. If we attempt to relate the other categories to it, thereby making them
subsidiary categories, according to the “paradigm model” of Strauss & Corbin (1990),
the scheme could be as on the following page.

8.4 FINDINGS

The scheme on the following page presents the general outcome of the grounded theory
analysis. This scheme is constructed according to the “paradigm model” developed by
Strauss and Corbin (1990); here, it is used as a means of presenting research findings
and how the data are interrelated.

In order to facilitate the reader, a brief reference to the terminology of Strauss and
Corbin (1990) used in the scheme is necessary.
ß ‘The process from secondary to higher education: students’ choice to study So-
cial Work’ is the phenomenon (the central event about which a set of ac-
tions/interactions is directed at managing)
ß Causal conditions are the events or incidents leading to the development of stu-
dents’ plans regarding their future after secondary education. At an early stage these
plans are rather vague but become more and more specific though as time passes. Such
plans are subject to changes and often readjusted throughout the process from secondary
to higher education
ß Having these – at first, general – plans, students undertake certain strategies
(actions taken in order to manage/respond to the phenomenon) in order to accomplish
their goals.
ß Strategies occur within a certain context (a set of conditions within which strate-
gies are taken in order to manage/respond to a specific phenomenon)
ß The intervening conditions are broader, structural conditions bearing upon stu-
dents’ strategies.
ß Consequences refer to outcomes and consequences of strategies employed by
students. These might not always be predictable or what was intended.

The following sections of the present chapter include a detailed presentation of each
part of the scheme (causal conditions, context, intervening conditions, strategies, con-
sequences) shaped by the paradigm model.

The selection of quotes presented in the following sections is a matter of representa-
tion and validation, as Knafl and Howard (1984) have discussed while distinguishing
between different purposes of research. Because my aim was to understand the phe-
nomenon of ‘the process from secondary to higher education: students’ choice to study
social work’, I have selected quotes that represent the variety of possible aspects. My
selection of quotes is related to my categorizing of data in the sense that I have selected
typical statements in order to illustrate each category.



FIGURE 1: THE PROCESS FROM SECONDARY TO HIGHER EDUCATION: STUDENTS’ CHOICE TO STUDY SOCIAL WORK
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a. Conditions of the Greek educational system that affect the shaping of students’ plans
regarding their educational/occupational choice

While still at school, students seemed to have few or even no opportunities at all to dis-
cover what they would like to do after lyceum. The amount of information provided
through secondary education on various occupations was very little or non-existent.
Only in one case did the student feel she had been quite well informed. Apart from this
particular case, students’ evaluation of secondary education’s role in helping them find
the right profession for them ranged from neutral to negative.

Two main factors caused this inadequacy on the part of secondary education. These
were the structure of secondary education in Greece and the way the school vocational
guidance course was organised. As far as the structure of secondary education in Greece
is concerned, both general and technical lyceum graduates stated that it is no more than
an antechamber for higher education, which provides few opportunities for students to
acquire general knowledge. Emphasis is on subjects that students will be examined on
in order to enter higher education (such as maths, ancient Greek etc), whereas all other
subjects are considered to be of secondary importance. Moreover, it is of little or no
help at all when students need to find out what it is that they want to do after their
graduation from lyceum.

“I feel that secondary education has given me nothing, on the contrary I
graduated with many gaps in the knowledge I was supposed to have acquired.
I still don’t know what the occupation I would like to do is.”

Stimuli on various professions provided through secondary education usually have to do
only with subjects of the school curriculum, which students are to be examined on later.
As another student said:

“Secondary education normally has quite a strong influence on students’ abil-
ity to find the occupation they’d like to do in the future. Most pupils want to
be physicians, mathematicians, literature teachers and so on because the role
models they see at school are their own teachers. In my school, we had noth-
ing but the ordinary curriculum. I come from the provinces and I never had the
opportunity to participate in a theatre group for example, so that I could see if
I would like… something to do with the arts. All we had was the ordinary
school curriculum.”

As mentioned before, all students stated that, to them, secondary education was no more
than just a step towards higher education, a means to an end.

“I used the educational system in order to enter higher education. I always
tried to be a good student and pass… ok, I tried to learn too… but what do you
really learn at school now… except basic stuff… that they will later examine
you on, so you can move on and do something else (enter higher education). I
knew I wanted to move on, but where to? What did I want to do next, what
suited me best? I never got to find that out, not through school anyway.”
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Now, regarding the course of school vocational guidance, although all but two students
(in whose schools there was no teacher to teach this course) had the opportunity to at-
tend it, they all stated that either it did not cover their needs at all, or it provided them
with insufficient information. This was due to the way the course was organised, taught
by non-specialised teachers of various disciplines (e.g. literature teachers, gymnasts etc)
just by reading about various higher education schools from a schoolbook. As a result,
nobody really paid much attention; they all thought it was boring and useless. As a gen-
eral lyceum graduate said:

“In the general lyceum I attended, school vocational guidance was taught by a
gym instructor. Sometimes, we’d have no lesson at all. You know, because it’s
very common for gym instructors to do this course, some of them do gymnas-
tics instead. Ok, some others gather pupils in the classroom and tell them a
couple of things.”

A technical lyceum graduate stated:

“In my case, school vocational guidance played no role at all. We had this
teacher, whom I don’t even remember, she used to come in the class and
then… it was playtime. Sometimes we didn’t even have a lesson, we told her:
let’s just go out instead.”

All descriptions of school vocational guidance courses were more or less similar, except
one student who had a very good experience of a teacher who had really wanted to help
students and dedicated a large amount of time to talking to them, even outside class
hours. It seems – through what has been mentioned so far – that students had limited
opportunities to discover the profession they might really like through secondary edu-
cation. As a result, they often felt particularly confused and uncertain about their future
educational/occupational choice.

“Secondary education did not help me at all to discover the profession I might
like. I was really in a state of confusion about what I’d LIKE to do and about
what I COULD do.”

However, although opportunities to discover through school vocational guidance what
they would really like to do in the future were limited, most students did nothing about
it. What seemed to be of greater importance to them at that time was just to do well in
admission exams. Entering higher education seemed to be the goal to achieve, a means
to an end, and the particular area of studies was of less importance. As a student said:

“I remember in vocational guidance we were given this little book, which I put
away in my bookcase the very same day. I didn’t feel I knew what I wanted to
do next, but as far as I remember I didn’t even try to find out any information,
I had no time for questions anyway, I was under too much stress at the time
thinking about the exams and all.”

Others tried to find some information by asking their parents, relatives, reading books or
watching TV programmes. But it was only those who came from a well-educated family
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background who had the opportunity to go to their parents for information, since parents
of low educational level could be of no help to their children on this issue.

It is obvious that secondary education provided students with limited opportunities to
discover what profession they really wanted. This is one way in which the Greek edu-
cational system influenced the shaping of their plans regarding their educa-
tional/occupational choice. But apart from secondary education, there were also certain
structural characteristics of the system of admissions to higher education that affected
students’ plans. These structural characteristics were: the differences between technical
and general lyceum, the use of supplementary help (frontistiria, private lessons) and the
number of higher education Schools candidates had the right to apply for.

Choosing what kind of lyceum to attend was of major importance to students. This
choice may limit their educational/occupational choices since, by choosing technical
lyceum, students give up their right to apply for University Schools. It is only through
general lyceum that candidates are entitled to apply for both Universities and TEI. As
far as students’ views on technical lyceum were concerned, on the whole they thought
of it as having much lower prestige, compared to general lyceum, since it only led to
TEI Schools. General lyceum graduates seemed to look down on it; to them it was a
rather low-quality school for low-quality students. As two of them said characteristi-
cally:

“I believed that technical lyceum was for inferior quality students, whereas
general lyceum was for good students. Technical lyceum’s style did not suit
me. What suited me was something more serious. I’m not a technical-lyceum-
kind-of-guy. I didn’t like to play truant, it isn’t my style.”

“Technical lyceum has a different mentality, although… I don’t know many
technical lyceum graduates… there must have been quite a lot here in Social
Work… I don’t know if it’s accidental that I never knew many of them. How
come they escaped my notice? I can not remember a single technical lyceum
graduate right now.”

On the other hand, technical lyceum graduates themselves often felt uncomfortable and
looked down on for being technical lyceum graduates.

“At first, during my first year in Social Work, I wouldn’t tell anyone I was a
technical lyceum graduate. I felt that it was enough for others to hear the word
‘technical’ and they started looking at me in a way… without knowing any-
thing else about me, they put a label on me.”

In the context of such views on technical lyceum, students with high academic pros-
pects (such as entering prestigious University Schools) and very good performance at
school chose general lyceum. All students believed that it was much easier to enter TEI
Schools through technical lyceum, since admission exams for technical lyceum gradu-
ates were not particularly competitive and generally the academic demands of this kind
of lyceum were quite low. This was a strong motive for choosing technical lyceum for
students with lower academic prospects (such as studying anything that would help
them find a job) and not-so-good academic performance at school.
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“First of all, I chose technical lyceum because general lyceum required a lot of
studying and I wasn’t willing to do that. I thought: why be a fool? Why don’t I
try through technical lyceum, which is much easier?”

However, there were those who felt attending technical lyceum was the only option
available to them, as we shall see right now, while referring to the use of supplementary
help.

The fact that the use of supplementary help is most important in increasing candi-
dates’ chances of entering higher education seemed to be widely accepted among stu-
dents. In private cramming institutes (frontistiria) students felt that teachers dealt with
them individually and therefore both frontistiria and private lessons offered extra help
that could not be given by state schools. This supplementary help made up for the
school’s inadequacies. As a student said:

“Attending private lessons helped me because the school did not give me the
opportunity to understand some things … Because they never see you as an
individual, see if you understand so far and then go on with the lesson. They
just say ‘we have to go on with the lesson ‘cause we have to cover all these
chapters and then the bell will ring soon’. At the frontistirio they deal with you
as an individual, that is the main point after all, that is what you pay for.”

Supplementary help, however, was not something all students had access to. Their abil-
ity or inability to afford frontistiria or private lessons led to unequal opportunities to
enter higher education Schools of their choice. Especially as far as the highly competi-
tive admission exams through general lyceum were concerned, students who could not
afford supplementary help were often discouraged from attending general lyceum and
opting for Universities. They chose technical lyceum instead, since it was less competi-
tive and, thus, had the right to opt only for TEI Schools. Therefore, the ability to acquire
supplementary help or not seemed to work as a ‘selection mechanism’, leading children
of less well-off families to ‘choose’ studying in Schools of T.E.I. because in fact they
had no other choice. This is illustrated in the following quote of a technical lyceum
graduate.

“I wanted to study Medicine in the University but my mum was afraid to send
me to general lyceum, she wanted me to apply for TEI. She’d asked me:
-Do you want to do something with your life, do you want to continue your
studies?
-Yes, I want that very much
-What do you want to be?
-I want to study Medicine
-Can you? Do you really want to? Can we afford it?
So I said: ok, I like TEI Schools too, but only those that are people-oriented.
The idea of me aiming at something higher was rejected because we didn’t
have enough money. If you don’t acquire supplementary help on each course
of the Panhellenic exams you can’t pass, it’s true.”

It is worth mentioning that candidates did not question the existence of frontistiria, even
though they exist because of the deficiencies of the formal educational system. Not only
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had they come to accept informal private education but they also seemed to feel lucky
for being able to afford it.

“School does not provide you with the required knowledge in order to enter
higher education. So, the whole system is based on informal supplementary
help. Supplementary help was something positive in my case, I was lucky my
parents could afford it.”

The number of higher education Schools candidates have the right to apply for was an-
other characteristic of the system of admissions to higher education system that influ-
enced students’ plans after secondary education. Candidates for higher education have
the right to state up to 60 Schools in order of preference. At this point in their lives, stu-
dents were not mature enough and did not have enough life experience to be absolutely
sure of what they wanted. All they knew is that they should do as was demanded of
them: enter higher education.

“I was just a kid, just a kid. A good kid… who sets aims… with good pros-
pects. I was so very naïve. Totally conformed to what was demanded of me at
that point.”

The possibility of including up to 60 Schools in their preference list combined with their
desire to enter higher education, often led some of them to include Schools in their pref-
erence list as alternatives in case they did not enter their desired School; they did so
even if they did not know anything about them or if they did not like them. They felt
that the larger the number of Schools in their preference list, the more chances they had
of entering higher education. As a result, a number of students ended up entering
Schools they did not really want. Sometimes they even decided to graduate from such
Schools, since they had managed to enter them. As a student said:

“I believe that the opportunity to state up to 60 preferred Schools is wrong.
Because we include all 60 in our preference list and we enter a School we may
not like… we just include all 60, we don’t choose. I’d rather have the right to
include only 5 Schools in my preference list because then I would try to ana-
lyse the whole thing more, think about it more. Lots of us have entered Social
Work – or other higher education Schools – and then we say: what are we do-
ing here, why did we come here, and… ok since we’ re here let’s finish this
School, because here is where we managed to win a place.”

The very experience of taking admission exams – successfully or not – as well as stu-
dents’ feelings about that whole procedure, exerted significant influence on how stu-
dents planned their future after secondary education.

General lyceum graduates ended up physically and psychologically exhausted by
their effort to prepare for the admission exams. They were under a great deal of stress in
order to succeed and under great pressure in order to prove that they could succeed.
They hardly ever had any free time for themselves, as they were constantly running to
and from frontistiria, or spending enormous amounts of time studying at home. As a re-
sult, this period of preparing for the exams was extremely hard on them and counted as
a very negative experience. By no means were they willing to go through it again, they
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simply dreaded the mere thought of having to go through the same process again, even
if, in some cases, that meant that they would have to give up hope of trying again to
enter the School they desired most. This was a period of extremely strong feelings that
are best illustrated in their own words, as in the following two quotes:

“I remember that there was this mentality, that if you don’t study 8 hours a day
there’s no way you can pass. When I think back… it was a battle, a slaughter.
SLAUGHTER is the word. I don’t even want to remember that time. What I
remember most is the enormous stress to prove to others that you can make it,
that you can pass. Mostly to others. I attended frontistiria systematically, in all
examined subjects, which I sometimes saw as a waste of time. I went to school
and then to frontistirio. I was constantly running from one place to the other. I
was out in the streets all day, running, so I could catch up with everything. But
there were no 8 hours left in a day for me to study, I had to stop sleeping in
order to find these 8 hours. I remember I never watched TV, I listened to mu-
sic only while I was making coffee… things like that. It was dead quiet all
around me. Madness, that time was a complete madness.”

“I was so tired at that time, I took the exams mechanically and it was over. I
WANTED it to be over. I’d reached a state of apathy, I didn’t care… I just
wanted it to be over as soon as possible.”

Sometimes they came to detest the whole process so much that they were willing to at-
tend and graduate from any School they would eventually manage to enter, just so that
they would not have to take admission exams again. Students who entered Social Work
while the particular School was among their last preferences, stated that they had been
under so much stress and pressure during the preparation period and had tried so very
hard, that they felt it was just not worth it to go through the same thing once again. They
were discouraged by their previous experience and felt there was no way they could do
better a next time.

“I simply felt I’d exhausted all my resources, physical and psychological.
Taking Panhellenic exams was soul-destroying for me. I believed this system
is not worth a second attempt when students have already done their best. I
couldn’t take going through this thing again and I believe I didn’t deserve to
suffer.”

The preparation period had no such effects on technical lyceum graduates, since they
went through a much less competitive system in order to enter higher education. They
put little or medium effort into studying. This is why they were not especially stressed
or pressured throughout the whole process; remembering that particular period did not
stir feelings of bitterness or memories of intense pressure.

“Studying… ok… I studied a little more when the exams were getting near, I
can’t say it wore me out. I remember I was very cool during the year I took
admission exams… when I was to take exams I was really cool, no sign of
stress, as if I was going for a cup of coffee.”
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As mentioned before, general lyceum graduates ended up physically and psychologi-
cally exhausted by their effort to prepare for the admission exams. Consequently, the
prevailing feeling after the exams were over was relief. It was enough for them that the
whole procedure was over, no matter what the outcome would be.

“During the exams I was so tired, I just sat the exams, wrote mechanically
what I knew…and it was over. I wanted all this to finish. And from then on I
didn’t care about what was to come, whatever that would be.”

Most students had had one or two unsuccessful attempts at entering higher education
before entering Social Work. Each failure made them feel more disappointed, more un-
able to control their own future, some of them even started to compromise, thinking that
any higher education School would do for them.

“Panhellenic exams played a decisive role in my studying Social Work. I
didn’t want to take exams again because I’d been under a lot of stress… after
the exams I thought I couldn’t possibly try harder. So even though I wanted
Psychology, I ended up in Social Work.”

They felt responsible for failing and for letting everybody down, their families and
teachers who had believed in them. Having experienced such intense feelings of disap-
pointment and helplessness affected the way they felt when they finally entered Social
Work, especially since it was not their preferred School. They were pleased but not
overjoyed; their efforts had not led to the desired outcome.

“When I didn’t pass it was a disappointment for me and for all the others. I
was under such psychological pressure that when I found out I hadn’t passed, I
fainted. I felt I was a failure. Not that I felt successful when I entered Social
Work. The previous two years had been so intense that the fact that I’d passed
was not enough to cause me to feel anything else”, said a general lyceum
graduate who entered Social Work at the third attempt.”

Technical lyceum graduates who entered Social Work at the first attempt had not been
especially stressed or pressured throughout the preparation process. They were quite
relaxed both before and after taking the exams. However, those few who had made pre-
vious unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education felt the same way as the general
lyceum graduates. Having experienced disappointment, they decided to settle for any
higher education School they could manage to enter, no matter if they liked the particu-
lar School or not.

“Would I sit admission exams again? I don’t think so; I don’t think I’d go
through the same ordeal again. I’d attend absolutely any School I’d manage to
enter… and given time, I’d grow to like it.”
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b. Students’ plans regarding their future after secondary education resulting from the
above-mentioned conditions of the educational system

Due to the limited opportunities students had to discover the profession they liked most,
they seemed to be in a state of confusion regarding their plans after graduating from ly-
ceum. Some of them had in mind certain higher education Schools they would like to
enter; these were the exceptions and they were all among those who were later to attend
general lyceum and who planned to enter prestigious University Schools. However,
even among these students the majority seemed to be rather uncertain about their future
plans, making their mind up one minute and then having second thoughts about it the
next minute. As a student said,

“When I was still in secondary education, I planned to study Literature. I al-
ways thought that was what I really wanted. And then, when I was in the third
class of the lyceum and I’d already turned in the paper with the statement of
the higher education Schools I wanted to opt for… I remember it was late af-
ternoon when all of a sudden it hit me: I DIDN’T want to be a literature
teacher. I liked reading literature; I liked writing. But I did NOT want to teach
it. But that’s what Literature graduates do for a living, they teach! And then I
said to myself “NO, forget about having second thoughts, I’m probably wrong,
I probably want Literature.”

Structural characteristics of the system of admissions, such as the necessity of supple-
mentary help and the number of Schools candidates could apply for, increased students’
confusion. They tried to make up their minds on which lyceum to choose (based on
whether they could afford to pay for frontistiria), some tried to estimate which lyceum
would increase their chances of entering higher education and, finally, they all included
a very large number of higher education Schools in their order of preference, no matter
whether they really liked them or not.

“I chose general lyceum, ‘cause I thought I was good at theoretical subjects
taught there, I included 60 higher education Schools in my order of prefer-
ence… but the truth is I was in a state of confusion about what I really
wanted.”

However, all students had one plan in common regarding their future after secondary
education, they were sure of one thing: they all wanted to enter higher education. In
their minds at that time there seemed to be no alternative, higher education was an end
in itself.

“Ever since I remember myself, I’ve always thought there was one thing for
me to do in life: take admission exams for higher education.”

Students who had already tried to enter higher education and failed had the same plan in
mind as all the rest; it was never questioned that they were to enter higher education, no
matter how many times they would have to try.  Even if their experiences of taking ad-
mission exams often made them settle for less than they had originally hoped for, ac-
quiring a higher education degree was what they planned for their future.
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c. Context in which students undertake certain actions regarding their educa-
tional/occupational choice

In the process from secondary to higher education, students acted in the context of: the
pressure on them to succeed in the exams, the amount of knowledge they had about so-
cial work before entering it, their desire to enter Social Work and, lastly, their views on
the system of admissions to higher education while they were still at school.

Students were under pressure to succeed. This was due to: their own and others’ ex-
pectations; the amount of family money invested in supplementary help.

The psychological pressure to succeed was extremely high for general lyceum gradu-
ates and lasted all through lyceum in most cases, while it got more and more intense af-
ter each failure. Their families usually had high or extremely high expectations regard-
ing their children’s educational future. They definitely wanted them to enter higher edu-
cation or enter prestigious University Schools; some of them even envisioned their chil-
dren’s postgraduate studies. Their occupational expectations were more or less similar.
Most of them wanted their children to have what they considered as high-status jobs,
whereas others simply wanted their children to find any job that would make them
happy. The pressure on students was either direct or indirect. Direct pressure was ex-
pressed through constant questioning (parents kept on asking whether students had
studied hard enough, how they did in tests etc) or overprotection from parents (they
were constantly worrying over them, preparing extra meals etc), which grew more and
more intense with each unsuccessful attempt. Indirect pressure stemmed from what stu-
dents felt they should do, even if this was not expressed directly by their family. Stu-
dents most often felt that they owed it to their parents to succeed because they had paid
for the frontistiria. Even if parents never actually said so, the feeling that they had to
pass because they owed it to their parents was very common.

“For three years supplementary help increased my stress. It may not have in-
creased my knowledge in any field but it definitely increased the stress. It was
like: you HAVE to pass, failing is ok, we understand it, but you simply cannot
fail! Your mother has paid for this, your father has paid for this” said a stu-
dent.”

After repeated failures in the exams however, parents often became directly critical to-
wards their children and blamed them for not having tried hard enough.

“Parents feel they pay and pay while you do nothing. They express this in
various ways, indirectly, and when they get angry, directly. Those were bitter
times… only remembering it… sometimes I cannot even talk about this. Be-
cause stress and pressure were extremely intense.”

Often it was like parents felt it was they who were taking exams and not their children.
They took the whole thing very personally and, because of that, their pressure on stu-
dents to succeed was intense. This is very clearly expressed in the following quote:

“My mother used to tell me: WE shall pass… and after my unsuccessful at-
tempt: YOU failed. This was an extreme amount of guilt for an eighteen-year-
old boy.”
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All boys were expected to enter higher education; however, this was not so for all girls.
Some parents had no particular academic expectations of their daughters; this was espe-
cially true for the fathers.

“They expected me to do what is usually expected of a woman in a village:
work for pin money, raise a family, stay at home. Nothing in particular re-
garding studies. Only my mother wanted me to be financially independent, but
this independence was not necessarily associated with acquiring a higher edu-
cation degree.”

“My parents didn’t have high expectations of me…you know, like: you should
become this or that… it was more like: you must be a good person, a good
girl, you must find someone, get married and raise a good family.”

“My dad would have had no problem at all if one day I’d told him I wanted to
be a housewife. It was my mother who said: you must study something, so you
won’t be a housewife like me.”

Teachers, both in school and in frontistiria, were another source of pressure for students,
by expecting them to succeed. Students’ success in the exams was seen as proof of their
own worth as teachers. The better the students’ academic performance, the higher the
pressure was.

“At school my teachers saw that I was good and they said: you must enter a
good School, you must get good results… I remember characteristically this
teacher at the frontistirio who used to say to me: ‘You will glorify my
name’… I felt an enormous pressure on me.”

In the context of all that was expected of them, students shaped more or less high aspi-
rations about their own future, which served as an additional factor of pressure.

“The pressure from others was indirect, never expressed in words, but then the
pressure started to stem from my own self. I’d internalised all others’ expecta-
tions and I started to demand things of myself. And I reached this state of per-
fectionism, which caused me tremendous pressure and stress when I was to
take the admission exams.”

Students seemed to totally accept this pressure, and saw it as something normal at that
time. Only one student decided to deal with it by leaving her hometown and moving to
Athens, away from the family, something which made her feel much more relaxed.

The amount of pressure decreased dramatically in cases where parents’ expectations
of students were low. This was the case also with technical lyceum graduates, whose
parents did not expect particularly much of them.

“My parents used to tell me: whatever you think best, if it makes you feel
good do it, otherwise do something else. I attended frontistiria only in maths
and not systematically. I was very cool when I took admission exams, no sign
of stress, I felt like I was going for a cup of coffee.”
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The only technical lyceum graduate, who was under high pressure, was the only one
whose parents were higher education degree holders. The fact that they were teachers in
a lyceum made her feel she had to succeed even more.

“Everyone said teachers’ kids have to be very good students, this mentality
was everywhere. And it made me feel bad. It was taken for granted from the
start that I’d take exams for higher education and pass.”

As far as the knowledge students had on social work before entering the School is con-
cerned, students’ opinions, likes and dislikes regarding social work were usually based
on little or even totally insufficient knowledge about social work. Only two students
knew quite a lot about the profession, which was due to the fact that they happened to
know social workers personally. These students knew what they were choosing when
they included Social Work in their preferred Schools. For all the rest, the fact that they
included it in their preference list was based on very general assumptions about what
social work is.  This lack of knowledge is clear in the following quotes:

“I had this very vague idea about social work without really knowing what it
is. And I chose it because I liked the notion of being a social worker… the way
it sounds. I knew they work in prisons, hospitals and so on and they help peo-
ple, but I didn’t know what it is that they do.”

“I knew very little about social work, somehow I’d always associated it with
psychology and I thought a social worker is the psychologist’s assistant.”

There were also those who included Social Work among their last choices not hoping to
gain a place in this School, but as an alternative, in case they failed to gain a place in the
Schools they wanted.

“I was totally ignorant about what social work was, I had included it in my list
of preferences just in case I didn’t gain a place anywhere else. When I found
out I’d got a place in the Social Work Department I decided to look deeper
into the matter. And then I happened to see this film, ‘Ladybird, Ladybird’…
which is an accusation against social work practice. Before knowing I’d en-
tered Social Work I was generally stressed. After finding out I’d got a place in
this Department I got very stressed over social work and what I was about to
become.”

Now, regarding students’ desire to enter Social Work, as far as general lyceum gradu-
ates are concerned, most of them had never even thought about studying social work;
social work was ok but not for them. Their attitude to the particular profession ranged
from neutral to neutral-to-positive, except one student who was clear from the start that
social work was what she wanted. In their own words:

“Before finding out I’d entered Social Work I had totally vague feelings about
it, I wasn’t interested in social work at all, I felt… nothing.”
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“Social work seemed to be good but I’d never even thought about actually
studying it.”

Others had a clearly negative attitude towards social work from the start; they had
wanted to study something else and included it in their preference list in case all else
failed.

It seems that those who had a neutral-to-positive attitude to social work, were mostly
challenged by the image they had of social workers as professionals who knew how to
solve their own as well as other people’s problems.

“Social Work sounded good, like ‘doctor’ or ‘lawyer’… social workers help
people. While I was thinking about my future, that is when I was considering
my possible alternatives in case I didn’t manage to be a teacher, because I’d
always wanted to be a teacher… well, I thought I might like social work,
mostly because I could learn things about myself there. It was something I sort
of liked as an idea, but it certainly wasn’t the occupation I preferred most.”

The only general lyceum graduate who was clear she wanted to be a social worker from
the start, was motivated by her desire to help people. Previous experience of marginal-
ized groups and her contact with social workers influenced her decision, too.

“I wanted to study social work. This had been so ever since I was young. I
wanted to do something that has to do with people, especially people who face
difficulties… I had some gypsy friends when I was little. And the things that I
saw affected me so that I wanted to be able to do something one day profes-
sionally, to help these people. Another thing that influenced me was my aunt
who at that time studied social work.”

Technical lyceum graduates on the whole seemed to have a more positive attitude. All
of them but one stated that they had wanted to study social work. The fact that it is a
people-oriented profession and the notion that maybe it could offer solutions to their
own problems seems to have been most important to them.

“I saw this social worker on TV and I said to myself: Wow! Being a social
worker and solving people’s problems, cool! Even if you never practise social
work, it will be good for you if it helps you solve your own problems.”

Besides, even for those technical lyceum graduates for whom Social Work was not their
first choice, their first choices – in all cases but one – were health and welfare profes-
sions.

Among general lyceum graduates now, those whose preferred School was people-
oriented had a little more positive attitude towards social work, since they thought that it
was somehow relevant to what they wanted.

“My first choice was Psychology and that’s why I included Social Work in my
preference list before taking admission exams not as my first choice, but I
wouldn’t mind entering Social Work because it’s something similar to Psy-
chology.”
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On the other hand, the students whose preferred Schools were not relevant to Social
Work had a more clearly negative attitude towards it.

“I was mostly interested in Literature or Archaeology. I didn’t like Social
Work, at first I didn’t even want to come to Iraklio.”

On the whole, students’ dreams about their future contributed to the shaping of the atti-
tude they had towards social work before entering it. General lyceum graduates’ aca-
demic/ occupational aspirations were particularly high. All of them, except the one stu-
dent who had wanted to study social work from the start, dreamed of entering Univer-
sity Schools and acquiring prestigious jobs related to the degree they would get. For
such students, TEI Schools did not match their dreams.

“While I was at school, I had a very blinkered view of the world. I had this
imaginary world, the world of the University. I envisioned being a lawyer as a
prestigious occupation, thought of lawyers as fighters against crime… and I
would like people to salute me as a ‘crusader’ and say: look at this guy, wow!”

Technical lyceum graduates on the other hand, had lower and more practical academic
and occupational aspirations. While still at high school, some of them dreamed of en-
tering University, an option they soon excluded by choosing to attend technical lyceum,
either because they thought this was easier, or because they had no money to spend on
supplementary help. By the time they were in lyceum, they were already less selective
and wanted to enter any higher education School and find a job related to the degree
they would get, or even any job regardless their degree.

“I knew I had to study something because I didn’t want to be a housewife and
I didn’t want to stay in my village.”

Generally, the prestige acquired through Universities and a subsequent good career was
very important to all boys, although not to all girls. None of the boys had even thought
about being social workers. The only one who had ranked Social Work School first, had
done so without actually knowing what it was; he was training as a professional athlete
and took admission exams only because his mother wanted him to.

Moreover, as illustrated in the following quotes, social work was in some girls’ mind
a profession associated mostly with women; the same seems to be the case for some
parents.

“Social Work sounded to me…great…like we say “he’s a doctor”, “he’s a
lawyer”, “she’s a social worker”…it has a sort of prestige. It’s more than a
profession, it helps people.”

“I’d ranked Social Work second. My mother… she likes Social Work more
than I do. She thinks it’s very interesting, you know… for a girl…she’s so
very enthusiastic about it.”
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Apart from what I have referred to so far, students’ educational/occupational choice was
also made in the context of their views on the system of admissions to higher education
while they were still at school.

While still at school and before taking admission exams, general lyceum graduates
believed that entering higher education was well worth the effort and money required of
candidates. The value of a higher education degree was such that it would compensate
them for all the pains they took in order to pass. They never questioned the rationality of
the system of admissions.

“I used to believe that the amount of effort that was required of me in order to
pass made sense. At that time, I didn’t care if the system regarding admission
to higher education abroad is more rational. Here the prevailing mentality is:
‘you have to try EXTREMELY hard to enter higher education, in order to
fully appreciate its value’. This affects the way you see things and pretty soon
you start saying: I want to reach this goal and I will do WHATEVER it takes
to make it.”

Moreover, they believed it was completely up to them to succeed since the system pro-
vided all with equal opportunities. Therefore, responsibility for either failure or success
lay solely on the candidates. This affected how they felt after unsuccessful attempts to
enter higher education, leading to feelings of self-blame and despair.

“When I found out that I hadn’t passed I went crazy. Because the system
makes you believe that it’s completely up to you to succeed, so failing is your
fault. If you fail, you are the one who is not good enough, you are inadequate,
and it’s all your responsibility. The individual is held responsible for every-
thing…‘The system is great, everyone else has succeeded because they tried
harder, they studied more’… whereas you were the one who didn’t try hard
enough. All this can lead to extreme situations; I knew that some of my friends
had even thought about committing suicide. I hadn’t reached that stage, but I
was terribly disappointed. I used to say: ‘I’m not worth it, since I failed I
didn’t deserve to enter higher education’. And just seeing the others who’d
passed… I felt inferior to them; felt they were better than me. Because they’d
made it, because they were more clever.”

As far as technical lyceum graduates were concerned, some criticized the system of ad-
missions for restricting students’ opportunities to choose what they would really like to
do, by favouring only those who could acquire supplementary help. Others had exactly
the opposite view. They felt that it was completely up to them to decide what they
wanted to do and the system of admissions had no influence on their decision-making
whatsoever. It seems that the latter were the students who had lower ambitions from the
start and did not have a higher education School they particularly wanted to enter.

d. Broad, general conditions influencing students’ actions regarding their educa-
tional/occupational choice

Broad and general conditions act either to facilitate or to constraint the ac-
tion/interaction strategies that students adopted regarding their educational/occupational
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choice. Students’ strategies were influenced by the following general conditions that
have to do with their families: their family educational background, the family climate
and family financial status. Views regarding the high value of higher education degrees
prevailing among students while they were still at school also influenced students’
course of action.

Generally, a high family educational background was important in the sense that it
provided students with a fair amount of cultural capital, which is a prerequisite for suc-
cess in formal schooling. Those who did not have it, started off with a serious disad-
vantage that the school is neither willing nor ready to remedy.

“School is basically interested in one thing: you should be at a certain high
level when you enter it. And you are supposed to bring this high level to
school with you in order to be able to attend, in order to be noticed by the
teacher.”

As far as general lyceum graduates are concerned, they all came from families who had
high educational expectations of them, regardless of what their parents’ educational
level was. Parents who were primary school graduates wanted their children to succeed
academically because they thought that this would guarantee their children a better life
than that of their parents. They viewed a higher education degree as a means for upward
social mobility. Moreover, in some cases, it was as if parents wanted to fulfil through
their children the unfulfilled dream they themselves had to enter higher education.
These expectations – directly or indirectly conveyed – were very clear to their children.
The following quotes illustrate the above.

“My family’s expectations of me were set the day I was born, better yet before
I was even born. What will we do with our child? We will make him a
GRADUATE!”

“My mother was crazy about higher education studies because she had no de-
gree herself, those who adopted her had cut her off from primary school after
the third class. She used to tell me that she saw books as something sacred.
And she passed this message to me very intensely: study, so you can advance
socially.”

Parents who were University graduates or PhD holders had also high expectations re-
garding their children, but for different reasons. They wanted them to succeed academi-
cally as they themselves had.

“Too much was demanded of me. It was mostly the others who indicated indi-
rectly, they never told me straight: if you don’t do this, it’s over, it’s not worth
it to try for something less… but indirectly they showed me that I had to suc-
ceed in something good, something prestigious. My parents were University
professors so I had to try very hard, to do my best and even more.”

In cases where parents were of particularly high educational background, they would
help students with their studying while preparing for the exams, too. It was clear to stu-
dents that they were expected to advance academically and enter not just any higher
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education School, but mostly prestigious University Schools; this would enable them to
acquire equally prestigious jobs later on. As a result, their own dreams regarding their
future matched their parents’ expectations.

Regarding technical lyceum graduates, their parents were of a generally lower edu-
cational level than those of the general lyceum graduates. Their parents’ expectations of
them were lower, too.  All technical lyceum graduates, except one, had parents who
were primary school graduates. Having never advanced to higher education, most of
these parents felt that a TEI degree was enough to guarantee their children a better life
or upward social mobility. They were satisfied with their children getting any higher
education degree in order to find a job. In their minds, the value of acquiring a higher
education degree lay mostly in the possibilities it would offer their children to find any
white-collar occupation. Some parents did not mind at all about what their children
would choose to do. In the case of the only technical lyceum graduate whose parents
were higher education degree holders their expectations were not high either, due to the
previous experience they had had of higher education Departments that their older chil-
dren had entered.

“My parents influenced my educational/occupational choice in the sense that
they told me “ok, you should study something with a low unemployment rate
so you can have a job later on”, because my parents had experienced what
happened to my sister, she’s been an unemployed University graduate for
years now.”

Technical lyceum graduates’ aspirations matched the expectations their families had of
them and they generally tried to please their parents by going for TEI Schools through
technical lyceum.   

Apart from parents’ educational background, the educational background of the older
children in the family was related to all parents’ expectations, too. In cases where none
of the older children had managed to enter higher education, their desire to have at least
one child who could succeed was even stronger. Also, in cases where their other chil-
dren had entered TEI Schools, parents wished for (at least) one child to enter University.

“They used to tell me: you are the youngest and since you are doing so well at
school, you will study something better than your sisters, who have all entered
TEI.”

Now, regarding the family climate, in cases where the family climate was good students
knew their parents would be there to support them all the way, in any way they could.
They offered psychological support, or even financial support for supplementary help.
In cases where the family climate was not good, this served as an important obstacle in
students choosing freely what they wanted. It did not deter them from trying to enter
higher education; however it prevented them from choosing what they really wanted
and led them to make certain compromises. They knew they could not rely on their par-
ents for support and that this would have an impact on their opportunities to succeed, no
matter how hard they tried to study. This can be seen in the following quote:

“There was a very bad family environment around me which was not suppor-
tive at all… in fact it was exactly the opposite. Their main reason for not
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wanting me to study was that they feared they’d lose control over me, that I’d
escape from home where I was a puppet. I was a good student and I wanted to
study archaeology. It wasn’t just that my family didn’t support me. They de-
terred me from continuing with my studies and directed me towards finding a
job and getting married. So, in order not to lose everything, I persuaded them
to let me attend technical lyceum, which was easier, and I wouldn’t need fron-
tistiria. Not that I was happy about this option, it meant I would have to forget
about archaeology.”

Provided that the family climate was good, parents were willing to do everything in
their power to help their children to succeed. When families’ financial status was high
or even very high, they could afford to offer their children all the necessary supplemen-
tary help. In all these cases, students conformed to their families’ expectations and did
their best to please their parents. This, in the case of general lyceum graduates, meant
that in order to be well prepared for the exams, they spent many hours attending fron-
tistiria or private lessons. All this help offered by their families though, combined with
their parents’ high expectations, increased the sense of pressure as well as the guilt they
felt after each unsuccessful attempt.

“When you’re still at school you believe that entering higher education proves
your worth. This is the mentality in society in general… I remember every-
one’s first question was: you failed to enter University AGAIN? That’s how
they talked to me. The parents who felt that they paid and paid… and I did
nothing. The stress and pressure were enormous. When I failed, the image they
had of me collapsed. I couldn’t explain to them that you may study hard and
still fail the admission exams. They couldn’t get it. I felt I was a FAILURE.
That’s the word.”

Students who came from families that were not particularly well off, had an extra obsta-
cle to face regarding their occupational choice: they could not afford supplementary
help. This led them to two options; either they decided to go for less prestigious Schools
which were easier to enter and therefore did not require much supplementary help or
they tried to earn the money needed themselves. However, this latter choice did not
work, as students may have made the money but there were other side effects. They did
not have enough time or energy to devote to their studies.

“My parents could not help me financially, so I worked as a waitress in a café.
But the money still wasn’t enough; I had to have private lessons with someone
from the University. So I got two jobs, I worked as a secretary in a microbi-
ologist’s office in the morning, went to frontistiria at noon and then worked in
the café at night. This was from March to June. It killed me; it exhausted me. I
hadn’t prepared properly for the exams, I mean, I attended frontistiria, I paid
for them, but then I had no time left in order to study.”

Higher education in Greece is considered to be of high value, because of both the pres-
tige and the practical benefits it is widely believed to provide. This image is something
students grew up with.
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“When I was still at school, I remember watching filled with awe all those kids
(the candidates) on TV when it was Panhellenic exams time. You know it was
like watching… THE SOCIETY OF GRADUATES.”

Generally, in Greek society there was a wide-spread belief in the value of succeeding in
the admission exams and entering higher education. It was this belief that led candidates
who had succeeded in the admission exams to criticise those who had failed. This, in
turn, led those who had failed to feel very bad.

“When I failed for the second time… things got really tough… I only had a
few friends and acquaintances and they’d all entered higher education, even if
that was at the second attempt. And I had to put up with all this horrible criti-
cism, even from my own friends, indirectly… they used to tell me: ‘well, don’t
you study hard enough? Don’t you study history?”

“I watched my girlfriend, who’d entered University at the first attempt, lecture
me: ‘well, aren’t you studying ancient Greek?’… And I thought to myself: I
must be one of THEM (those who have entered higher education), I must
reach the point where I can say ‘aren’t you studying?’ …and when my turn
comes and I’m one of THEM, they’ll just have to shut up.”

“I see all those kids who entered higher education at the first attempt, they are
so terribly arrogant, they’ve got this ‘I-passed-because-I-deserved-it!’ look.
All those who succeed at the first or even at the second attempt find it so easy
to act like that… to judge those who failed and say ‘they failed in one course,
they are worthless’. It is no accident that all the friends I now have, managed
to enter higher education at the third attempt.”

According to students’ accounts, as far as higher education in Greece is concerned, it is
widely believed that the social prestige acquired through University degrees is high. A
TEI degree, on the other hand, is only of medium prestige. But apart from acquiring
prestige, a higher education degree is believed to provide its holders with practical bene-
fits by helping them find permanent jobs. Therefore, families’ desire for their children
to enter higher education is very strong.

General lyceum graduates believed that acquiring a higher education degree was very
important, though the value of this degree in the labour market concerned them very
little or even not at all. What seemed to be very important to them was the prestige as-
sociated with the degree. Higher education was like a one-way-street to these students,
even if, at times, there was nothing in particular that they wanted to study. Entering
higher education was an end in itself, through which they would prove their worth; they
saw no possible alternatives to taking admission exams.

“Ever since the first class of the lyceum I could see that my only prospect in
life was to take Panhellenic exams and enter higher education. But, to tell you
the truth, I don’t really know if there was a School that really interested me…
I wish I’d had the choice not to go through all this. But, at that age, you can’t
see that a higher education degree may have no particular value, you believe
that by entering a higher education School you prove your worth.”
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Technical lyceum graduates viewed higher education in a more practical way. Most of
them wanted to get any degree because they felt it would help them to find a job and
they were not particularly concerned about the prestige associated with the degree.

“My main goal was to get ANY higher education degree. I’d ranked Market-
ing before Social Work but when I entered Social Work I didn’t feel sad. Be-
sides, I didn’t even know much about Marketing. I only had this vague idea
about what it was. I just knew I had to get a degree so I could find a job later
on.”

e. Students’ strategies in making their educational/occupational choice with regard to
the educational system

The first step students took in their process towards higher education was to choose a
lyceum.

Those who dreamed of entering University Schools chose a general lyceum, since
this was the only way to accomplish their aim, plus the fact that they thought of the
technical lyceum as having much lower prestige. After choosing a general lyceum, they
then had to decide what higher education Schools they wanted most. That meant first of
all choosing a branch (group of subjects to be examined on).  When choosing a branch,
students made their occupational choice at the very same time since, as we have already
explained in the theoretical part, the branch chosen determines the kind of higher edu-
cation Schools candidates have the right to apply for. There were students who chose a
branch after having thought about professions and Schools they might like. These were
the students who were relatively clear about what they wanted to be and they chose their
branch accordingly. On the other hand, there were also students who chose the branch
that seemed to be easier or that included subjects they were good at. That is, they chose
what they thought was the easiest way to enter higher education, without really thinking
about what field of higher education this could lead them to. It was like their main goal
at that time was to enter higher education, regardless the field of studies they would
then have to follow.

“I chose the third branch (including History, Latin, Ancient Greek) because it
was the only group without maths… so the choice of the third branch was de
facto ever since the first class of lyceum when I hadn’t thought about profes-
sions. From then on, I started considering the professions that this branch
might lead me to, because that was to be my future. I chose a group of subjects
first and then I started thinking about various professions I might like.”

Technical lyceum graduates’ choice of lyceum was based on three reasons: a) they
based their choice of lyceum on their probabilities of success or failure. Students of
lower academic ability and students who simply were not willing to study hard chose
technical lyceum, since they believed this would increase their chances of entering TEI
Schools, b) their own – and their families’ – aspirations were not particularly high, so
they did not mind excluding Universities from their options and c) even if they wanted
Universities, they knew they had to attend a general lyceum and sit highly competitive
exams. Since they believed that supplementary help was absolutely necessary in order
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to pass these exams and their families could not – or would not – support them finan-
cially, they had no choice but to attend technical lyceum, which was much less com-
petitive. Their next step was to choose a branch. Some of them chose a branch ration-
ally, according to what they thought interested them most. Others chose a branch for
less rational reasons and without thinking seriously about which Schools it could possi-
bly lead them to.

“I chose the branch of Economy and Administration. By accident, I just didn’t
like the other branches much. To tell you the truth I don’t even remember what
they were. Actually, in choosing this branch I was influenced by the fact that
all my friends had chosen it.”

During the last class of lyceum, students ranked higher education Schools in their pref-
erence order before taking admission exams. While ranking Schools in preference order,
all general lyceum graduates ranked University Schools first. This decision was taken
under the influence of the prevailing views regarding the different status of University
and TEI Schools in Greece. Even the student who stated that she had wanted to study
Social Work from the start, ranked a University Department first. Let us see what she
said on this issue:

“The first School in my preference list was Theatre Studies, which is a Uni-
versity School. I ranked it first just like that, because I generally like anything
that is people-oriented, but what I was really interested in was Social Work,
which was my first choice among TEI Schools. I ranked Universities first,
then TEI. And I did so because there is this mentality here that… it is Univer-
sity that’s really higher education and it has all this prestige, whereas TEI
Schools are inferior.”

Students ranked higher education Schools according to how much they liked each
School, too. However, they all included a large number of Schools in their preference
list, not because they liked all these Schools, but because from a certain point on, they
wanted to enter higher education no matter which School. The reasons for including So-
cial Work in their preference list was for most of the students exactly that. They ranked
it among their middle or last choices just in case they did not manage to enter the Uni-
versity Schools they desired.

“I didn’t really want Social Work. It was the first TEI School in my preference
list, I wanted to study Literature and I had ranked University Schools first, 22-
24 University Schools. I ranked TEI after Universities. I thought: just in case I
don’t do well in the exams, at least I’ll enter a TEI School, any School.”

Some other students included Social Work because it was relevant to the University
Schools they wanted most (students whose preferred School was Psychology, for exam-
ple), again as an alternative in case they failed to enter that University School).

For those who had chosen to attend technical lyceum, since all Universities were ex-
cluded, the remaining number of Schools was quite limited. They ranked Schools either
according to how much they liked them, or after following others’ advice and without
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giving it a second thought. The latter strategy occurred among students who were not
particularly interested in higher education.

“Social Work may have been my first choice but it was not really my choice.
It was my literature teacher’s choice. I wasn’t much interested in higher edu-
cation. I remember she said that her sister was a social worker and that it was
an interesting School and why not include it in my preference list. I ranked it
first. I didn’t know what it was at all.”

Among the three male students who participated in this study, two of them who were
general lyceum graduates ranked University Schools first, while Social Work was in-
cluded among their last choices as an alternative in case they failed to enter Universi-
ties.

“I’d ranked Social Work among my last choices, thinking, I’ll take anything
that comes my way if I fail to enter Law School.”

The other boy, who was a technical lyceum graduate, had ranked Social Work first;
however, he was not interested in social work at all. He was an athlete (he eventually
had to give up on his dreams after a serious injury at 19) and had decided to go for a
higher education degree only because his mother wanted him to do so. His ranking of
Social Work was his teacher’s idea and something he did not care about at all.

As far as girls are concerned, apart from those for whom Social Work was their first
or among their first choices, even those who had ranked it among their middle or last
choices said that they liked the idea of studying a helping profession; that was some-
thing none of the boys mentioned.

“I didn’t know what social work was exactly. But I included it among my
middle choices because I liked the whole idea of helping people.”

Now, when it comes to the methods students used in their preparation for admission ex-
ams, general lyceum graduates conformed totally to the requirements of the system of
admissions. Given the fact that the number of places available in higher education was
very limited and admission exams were highly competitive, they knew they had to put
an extremely large or very large amount of effort into their studies. They all believed
that attending supplementary help was a necessity if they wanted to succeed, so they all
used supplementary help, systematically and in all examined subjects. This was possible
since their parents had both the ability and the will to support them financially through-
out the whole process. The very heavy workload of that period caused them to feel psy-
chologically and physically exhausted. This can be seen in the following quote:

“I conformed totally to what was demanded of me at that time. I’d reached a
point where I had to learn by heart translations of ancient Greek texts in order
to pass. So I made my mother sit opposite me and we did hours and hours of
role playing, she was Jocasta and I was Oedipus, for example. So I wouldn’t
forget my lines… now it’s easy to talk about it, but back then I felt like there’d
be no tomorrow for me.”
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Attending long hours of frontisiria added to students’ exhaustion.

“We were at the frontistirio 24 hours a day, it’s a wonder we didn’t eat or
sleep there too. It was barbarous, totally barbarous. I had this friend I used to
go to frontistirio with, she used to ride with me on my motorbike and we were
like convicts being taken away for execution.”

At that time and during the first attempt, they all felt that that they were doing the right
thing, which would get them to higher education. If some of them questioned the whole
system, it was only slightly and occasionally.

Technical lyceum graduates’ preparation for admission exams was a lot easier than
that of general lyceum graduates, since admission exams through technical lyceum are
much less competitive. Students did not attend frontistiria systematically and if they did,
it was not on all examined subjects. There was only one student who attended frontis-
tiria systematically. She was the only one whose parents had a higher education degree
and they really expected her to succeed.  These students put little or medium effort into
studying. This is why they did not experience feelings of exhaustion or despair like
those attending general lyceum. The lack of such feelings is clearly illustrated in the
following quotes:

“Ok, I studied a little in the last class of the lyceum and a little more when the
exams were getting near. I can’t say I got tired because of it. I attended fron-
tistiria… but only in a supplementary way, not in order to get on well in, say,
maths. And so I can’t say I had a hard time throughout the process.”

“I only studied Economy a lot, I didn’t particularly care about the rest. We
were 9 kids in the class and we were like… a company of friends with our
teachers. I was the best student compared to all others who weren’t really in-
terested in school. I had a hard time and I really tried, from the point of view
that I spent many hours studying Economy and sometimes I pressed myself
quite hard to study… and I’m not used to pressing myself.”

But what happened if students failed the admission exams? Failure was not enough for
general lyceum graduates to give up on their dream to enter higher education. After
having failed, they decided to try again; most of them had one or two unsuccessful at-
tempts. The strategy they employed in order to succeed was to study just as hard as the
first time, or even harder and use just as much supplementary help. Only one student
changed her way of preparing for the exams. Since non-stop studying and long hours of
frontistiria had not been enough to make her succeed, she decided to minimize the time
spent on frontistiria; she continued to study hard but also saved time for herself to do
things she liked. This change in her preparation method decreased the amount of stress
and pressure she felt and so she was able to do better in the exams.

As mentioned before, general lyceum graduates really believed that entering higher
education was worth any amount of effort or money. Failing after having tried very hard
and experiencing all that defeat caused them to change their views. As a general lyceum
graduate said:
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“The first devaluation of ‘entering University’ for me was when I failed to
enter higher education twice. The third year, when I finally passed, on the one
hand I was glad for my parents who had invested so much money on me, but I
wasn’t happy. Even if I’d managed to enter Law School, which was my
dream, I wouldn’t have been happy.”

All except two technical lyceum graduates entered Social Work at the first attempt. Of
those two who entered Social Work at the second attempt, one failed because she had
not prepared properly the first time, so she decided to try harder the second time. The
other one was the girl whose parents were higher education degree holders. She attrib-
uted failure to the fact that she had been under a lot of pressure and stress to succeed,
since her parents had high expectations of her. She then decided to take it easy the sec-
ond time, she minimized the time spent on frontistiria, so she could have more time for
herself and diminish the stress on herself.

Once they had entered Social Work, general lyceum graduates’ feelings varied. The
one student who had wanted it from the start was thrilled and of course decided to at-
tend the School at once. However, there were those who did not feel particularly happy,
since Social Work was not what they had wanted from the start. When the exam results
were announced they either felt nothing or they were dissatisfied; they did not view
themselves as being successful at all. Others felt a little better about entering Social
Work, but only because they had accepted the fact that there was no way they could
enter the Schools they wanted most; in other words, they had already compromised. A
student said characteristically:

“Literature was my first choice. When I saw my marks in the admission exams
I knew I hadn’t managed to get a place there. A month later, when I saw that
I’d entered Social Work I was glad; you see, I knew I could not enter Litera-
ture. I didn’t mind, I’d got used to the idea of studying social work ever since
I’d seen my marks. And at that time I started to develop an interest in anything
that had to do with Social Work.”

Students then had to make up their minds about whether they would attend Social Work
or not. This decision was influenced by their experience of preparing for the exams and
circumstances in their lives that affected each one individually (number of unsuccessful
attempts they had already made, possible alternatives available to them, personal rea-
sons). They carefully weighed up the pros and cons in each situation in order to make
up their minds.

Many students did not want to take admission exams again because the preparation
period had been terribly exhausting and they felt that they had already done their best,
and it had not been enough to provide them with a place in their preferred School. These
feelings were particularly common among students who had made a large number of
unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education. As a student said:

“I decided not to take exams again, because I was extremely exhausted, I
couldn’t take studying anymore. And it was obvious to me that in the system
of admissions luck played a very important part. I mean, I was a very good
student and in 3-4 hours (of the exams) my whole future was at stake. I’d al-
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ready failed once because I happened not to be feeling well psychologically
the days before the exams. And I didn’t want to go through it again.”

There were also students who felt more or less the same even though they had entered
Social Work at the first attempt.

“I believe that it’s not worth it to try a second time when you’ve already tried
your best once and failed. And I didn’t want to go through all this again, I
couldn’t stand going through it again… I believe I didn’t deserve to suffer so
much.”

All these students immediately decided to attend the Social Work Department and to
graduate from it.

Other students were not so desperate and, even if Social Work was far from being
their preferred School, decided to attend the School for a trial period and then make up
their mind if they would like to take admission exams again or not. Their interest in the
courses taught in Social Work in the trial semester and their experiences in Iraklio (in
and out of School) during that time influenced their decision to study Social Work.

“I can say that I compromised with the idea of studying Social Work, it wasn’t
hard for me to adjust. I liked the courses, I discovered I had things in common
with the other students I met here, I liked the School and everything we did
here”, said a student whose preferred School was Literature.”

As was to be expected, students’ decisions were made in the context of the possible al-
ternatives available to them in the event that they decided not to attend Social Work. In
cases where they had no alternatives, Social Work was a one-way-street. When they had
other options, they planned ahead after having taken these options into account. As a
student said:

“I had the alternative to study abroad but I didn’t have the courage to leave at
that time… my parents would also have paid for me to attend a private School,
but the degree wouldn’t have been recognised by the Greek state. So I came to
Iraklio for a trial semester to check things out in Social Work and then decide
what to do.”

Technical lyceum graduates present a totally different picture to that of the general ly-
ceum graduates. They were really pleased or very pleased when they found out they had
entered Social Work and felt proud regarding their accomplishment. For some of them,
entering Social Work was much more than they had hoped for; they had not tried par-
ticularly hard, nor did they have high aspirations. The fact that they were happy with the
results was to be expected since Social Work was either their first choice or among their
first five choices. In their own words:

“The day I found out I’d entered Social Work was the happiest day of my life.
It was something I really wanted.”
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“I never thought I’d manage to come here, I never thought I’d make it. Enter-
ing Social Work was totally unexpected. When I saw the results, I was very,
very happy.”

Since they felt like that, all technical lyceum graduates decided to attend Social Work at
once.

Other factors influencing students’ decision to attend the School – even if only for a
trial period - were personal reasons, such as their need to be more autonomous away
from home, the family climate and people who were important in students’ lives. This is
illustrated in the following quotes:

“I wanted to leave home because I felt very oppressed there. I was their little
girl and they were always fussing over me. There was so much overprotection
that I couldn’t make my own decisions, I couldn’t do anything alone. There-
fore, it was very important for me to go away to a School as far away from my
hometown as possible.”

“A factor that influenced me a lot was love; she was a student, she’d entered
University at the first attempt and even my own parents would look at me and
say: she may be whatever she is… but she is A STUDENT. You are
NOBODY.”

f. Consequences of students’ strategies

Whether particularly hard or particularly easy, it seems that the preparation period had
its impact on students’ subsequent academic performance in the Social Work Depart-
ment.  As mentioned before, admission exams through technical lyceum were not par-
ticularly competitive. This fact had an impact on the academic performance of some of
the technical lyceum graduates at Social Work School. Those who were affected were
students who were admitted to higher education quite easily, and who were therefore
not used to studying hard. It was such students who found Social Work particularly dif-
ficult. As one of them said characteristically

“As far as studying while I was in secondary education is concerned, I didn’t
give a damn. I got 20 in one of the examined subjects in the admission exams
and that’s how I passed. I just happened to read the specific topic that they
asked for in the exams the weekend before; I was lucky, that’s all. That’s why
I’m really having a hard time now studying in Social Work.”

Quite the contrary happened to some general lyceum graduates. The way they had pre-
pared for the admission exams left them so exhausted that they had difficulties during
their first year in Social Work; they were fed up with studying and, as a result, wasted
one or two semesters. As a general lyceum graduate said:

“The system of admissions to higher education influenced not only my enter-
ing Social Work, but also the way I studied in Social Work. When I got a
place here, I suddenly escaped parental control, I didn’t have to spend endless
hours at a frontistirio… having to study was the last thing on my mind. So I
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just slept for a year; that was a loss resulting from the emotional state I was in
at the time, due to what I’d been through with the preparation period and all
for three whole years. I thought, you know… “Go away, all of you, leave me
alone, now I’ve passed”… and I’m still trying to make up for this year I’ve
wasted.”

When it comes to students’ feelings about Social Work at the time this research was
conducted, it became evident that their feelings about their choice to study Social Work
and about the social work profession in general were not shaped only by how much they
had wanted to study Social Work from the start. All these feelings were modified during
their studies in the School, mostly through their fieldwork practice experiences and their
evaluation of what they had gained through their studies.

All students felt that they had definitely gained from their studies regarding theoreti-
cal knowledge. They had also gained from their studies a lot on personal level, since
their studies had helped them to learn more about themselves as well as to accept them-
selves more. Students regarded this gain on a personal level as being of equal or even of
higher importance than the gain in theoretical knowledge.

“I like the fact that we deal with people and we gain all this theoretical knowl-
edge. But what I like most of all is that it makes you think. It makes you think
about yourself and find things about yourself and little by little it helps you
mature as a human being. A lot of things have changed in my life ever since I
first came here and I don’t think that’s just because I changed place of resi-
dence. The School has made me change and I believe no other School would
have given me the motivation to change.”

Students whose fieldwork practice experience was good and who felt that they had
gained a lot from social work studies so far, felt satisfied with their decision to study
social work.

“I feel great about being here in Social Work. People I’ve met in this School
have contributed significantly to the way I’m feeling, like my first fieldwork
practice teacher, for example. Social Work has made me work on myself, has
helped me on issues that I was very preoccupied with. And at this stage I’ve
found things to do that really interest me.”

Even those students whose attitude towards Social Work before entering it was neutral
or negative were much more positively inclined towards Social Work after having a
good fieldwork experience. There were also students whose feelings about Social Work
underwent radical changes after attending the School: although it had been among their
last choices they ended up really liking it. This was due to the fact that their initial dis-
like of Social Work was based on false assumptions about the profession or about TEI
Schools in general.

“I’d heard that the job of social workers is to keep files on people, abuse all
their personal information. I hated it, because I don’t agree with such things in
principle. But after coming here, I found out that it wasn’t like that at all… and
my attitude to the profession changed.”
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The fact that they had already gained from their studies in the particular School, made
them see social work in a more positive way.

On the other hand, students whose fieldwork experience was not particularly good
had ambiguous feelings about their choice to study social work. Even if they felt they
had gained from their studies, this was not enough to make them feel good about their
choice to study social work.

“I can not say clearly whether I like Social Work or not. I stayed here until the
end and that means something, I guess. There is a huge difference between so-
cial work in theory and social work as it is practised; at least this is what I
have seen so far, through my experience. And this is what’s disappointed me
most.”

Disappointment arising from their fieldwork practice experience caused them to feel
angry and even momentarily willing to give up Social Work. However, the large
amount of effort they had made in order to enter the School combined with the fact that
they had not really discovered what profession they might really like, prevented them
from seeing Social Work as a lost cause, at least at this stage of their life.

“I get up to go to work (fieldwork practice) and I say to myself: I don’t want to
do this thing in my life. The thing is, I don’t know what it is that I’d like to do.
But I don’t want to see the whole thing (Social Work) as a lost cause, that
would be disastrous for me… if I’d already spent 4 years on a lost cause… and
if we add the 3 years of preparation for the admission exams… I’d just have to
sit down and cry. But I refuse to do that.”

All students in general stated that their attitude towards social work now was much
more realistic and critical than it had been when they first entered the School. Their ex-
periences made them see things more clearly, but not necessarily more pessimistically.

“When I entered the School I had a positive attitude towards social work and
now that I’m about to finish it I have a neutral-to-positive attitude. It is no bed
of roses as I thought it would be at the beginning, but then again… I saw the
working conditions; I had personal experience of things you have to deal with
as a social worker. I had a very good fieldwork practice experience. So now
that I’m about to graduate I can say that I have an optimistic as well as down-
to-earth attitude towards the profession.”

Now, let us see students’ future occupational plans. As far as general lyceum graduates
are concerned, students who wanted to study social work from the start or who came to
like it through their experiences during their studies in the particular Department, were
clear about wanting to practise social work after graduation. Another category of stu-
dents who were clear about wanting to practise social work were those on whom their
families exerted a great deal of influence from the start; they stated that they would
work as social workers not because they liked social work, but because finding a job
related to their degree would please their parents.
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“I’m going to practise social work. Why? Both for me and for my parents… as
a matter of fact… I’m sorry to say this, but mostly for my parents; I come sec-
ond. I don’t know if this is good or bad, but that’s the way it is. My parents
have always played an important part in my choices and I don’t know how to
put a stop to this.”

Those who had ambivalent feelings about the profession were either unclear about what
they would like to do in the future or they stated that they would like to practise social
work but only under certain working conditions (such as having a high degree of auton-
omy or working as part of a good interdisciplinary team).

Students who were admitted through general lyceum were much more ambitious
about the future than technical lyceum graduates. Most of them had in mind to follow
postgraduate studies after graduating from Social Work. Their motivations for this kind
of plan varied greatly. There were those who wanted to follow postgraduate studies be-
cause they felt this was the only way they could acquire sufficient specialized knowl-
edge (since the Social Work Department provides them only with general knowledge),
in order to be really efficient and more confident as professionals in the future. These
students were clear from the start that they wanted to do something further on social
work and were mostly intrinsically motivated. On the other hand, there were others who
were thinking of pursuing postgraduate studies because they viewed the extra qualifica-
tions as a means for acquiring more money, prestige and more advanced positions in the
hierarchy of their future workplace.  For some of them, a postgraduate degree would
offer them the prestige Social Work lacked; somehow it would make up for the fact that
they had only managed to enter a TEI School, they would no longer be just TEI gradu-
ates. Others, who had already decided that they probably would not like to work as so-
cial workers, viewed a postgraduate degree as an opportunity to pursue a career other
than social work.

“I feel a little disappointed and an inclination to run away from Social
Work...but through a way that Social Work has prepared and which will lead
me to something else. I can’t imagine myself working as a social worker but I
can’t imagine myself very far from the social sciences either.”

Most technical lyceum graduates were sure about one thing: they wanted to practise so-
cial work in the future. In this decision they were motivated by various factors. For the
majority, a very important motive seemed to be the desire to have a permanent position
with a salary that may not be particularly high, but at least is secure. Such a motive was
not mentioned in any general lyceum graduate’s account. For a number of technical ly-
ceum graduates the wish for a permanent position also meant wishing for a position as
undemanding as possible and with as limited responsibilities as possible. Social work
seemed to them a highly responsible and difficult profession; they wanted to avoid all
kinds of difficult cases either because they feared they would not be able to handle
them, or because they simply wanted a job with as little to do as possible. Others, who
were intrinsically motivated, wanted to practise social work because they liked it and
hoped that through it they would be able to help people.
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There were also students who were undecided about whether they would like to practise
social work in the future because they considered the profession too demanding for
them.

“I have realised how soul-destroying this profession is. Soul-destroying in the
sense that… I don’t want my job to interfere in my life so much. I would like
to work somewhere 8 hours a day and then go home. Not having to do inter-
views and phone calls all day… and a million other things. I don’t like this. I
may end up practising social work but I also might do something else.”

It must be noted that it was only technical lyceum graduates who found social work too
demanding or too difficult for them and stated that they would prefer a less responsible
job.      

On the whole, technical lyceum graduates were much less ambitious compared to
general lyceum graduates. For most of them the thought of continuing their studies after
graduation from Social Work had not even crossed their minds. Only one student
planned to continue with postgraduate studies in order to gain more knowledge that
would later help her when practising social work.

g. Summary of the findings of Study 2

This study has tried to identify patterns – and to interpret these patterns – of students’
choice to study social work with regard to the Greek educational system.

Few students seemed to be certain about what it was that they actually wanted to
study in higher education; secondary education was of no particular help on this matter.
On the whole, secondary education seemed to work mostly as an antechamber for
higher education providing few opportunities to acquire general knowledge; moreover,
the course of school vocational guidance was of very little or even no help at all, due to
the way it is organised. However, students did very little or even nothing in order to
remedy the lack of adequate information; what seemed to be of greater importance to
them at that time was to just do well in admission exams. Students who had already
tried to enter higher education and failed had the same plan in mind as all the rest; en-
tering higher education.  Acquiring a higher education degree was what all students
planned for their future even when their experiences of admission exams and/or unsuc-
cessful attempts made them settle for less than they had originally hoped for.

Structural characteristics of the system of admissions increased students’ confusion.
They tried to make up their minds on which lyceum to choose (based on whether they
could afford to pay for frontistiria), some tried to estimate which lyceum would increase
their chances of entering higher education and, finally, they all included a very large
number of higher education Schools in their list of preferences, regardless of whether
they really liked them or not. General lyceum graduates in particular mainly included
TEI Schools in their list of preferences just in case they failed to enter University. All
boys, except the one who did not care for higher education at all, ranked Universities
first; this was not the case for girls.

Apart from the ranking of desired Schools in order of preference, students employed
a number of other strategies that they felt would increase their chances of success. First
of all, they chose the type of lyceum they would attend. Students who chose general ly-
ceum did so because that was the only way they could opt for University Schools. Such
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students, often being under continuous pressure by both their parents and teachers to
enter higher education, adopted a number of strategies in order to succeed (such as
studying very hard and getting a lot of supplementary help). On the other hand, techni-
cal lyceum graduates chose technical lyceum, thus excluding the opportunity to apply
for Universities from the start, for two kinds of reasons:
ß They hoped this way their chances of entering TEI Schools with less effort would
increase or they were not willing to study hard
ß Their families could not afford (or were not willing to pay for) the supplementary
help that they considered of crucial importance in order to enter Universities; therefore
they compromised by entering TEI Schools, which was a goal they felt they could
achieve.

Students’ preparation for the exams differed according to which kind of lyceum they
attended. Those attending general lyceums and aiming at prestigious University Schools
studied very hard and attended frontistiria or private lessons systematically and on all
subjects that they were to be examined on. Those attending technical lyceum did not
seem to study particularly hard; at times the whole preparation period seemed to be very
easy on them. They either did not acquire supplementary help or they attended frontis-
tiria, but only occasionally and in very few subjects.

All strategies students adopted in order to enter higher education occurred within the
context of:
ß The pressure on them to succeed, which was due to their own and others’ academic
expectations and also due to the family money invested in supplementary help. This
pressure was extremely high for general lyceum graduates and lasted all through lyceum
in most cases, while it got more and more intense after each failure. The amount of
pressure decreased dramatically in cases where parents’ expectations of students were
low. This was the case with technical lyceum graduates, whose parents did not expect
particularly much of them. Regarding family expectations, all boys were expected to
enter higher education. On the other hand, this was not so for girls; some parents, espe-
cially fathers, had no particular academic expectations for their daughters.
ß The amount of knowledge students had about social work. Their likes and dislikes
were usually based on little or even totally insufficient information about the profession.
Only two students knew quite a lot about it. All the rest included Social Work in their
preference list based on general assumptions about Social Work.
ß Their wish to enter this School. Most general lyceum graduates had never even
thought about studying social work; they all ranked University Schools first while So-
cial Work was among their middle or last choices. On the other hand, all technical ly-
ceum graduates but one stated that they had wanted to study social work. Since Univer-
sities were excluded for them, the remaining number of Schools was quite limited; they
ranked Schools either according to how much they liked them or after following others’
advice. It must be noted that none of the boys had ever thought about becoming social
workers, the prestige associated with University degrees and the prospect of a good ca-
reer was very important to them all. This was not so for girls. As far as girls are con-
cerned, even those who had ranked Social Work among their middle or last choices
mentioned that they liked the idea of studying a helping profession, something none of
the boys mentioned. It seems that, in girls’ minds, social work was a profession suitable
for women.
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ß Their views on the system of admissions. General lyceum graduates believed that
entering higher education was well worth the effort and money required of candidates
and that it was entirely up to them to succeed. This explains their feelings of intense de-
spair and self-blame after their unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education. Some
technical lyceum graduates criticized the system of admissions for restricting students’
opportunities to choose what they would really like to do, by favouring only those who
could acquire supplementary help. Others had exactly the opposite view. They felt that
it was completely up to them to decide what they wanted to do and the system of admis-
sions had no influence on their decision-making whatsoever.

The following broad, general conditions seemed to bear upon students’ strategies:
ß The educational background of students’ families, the family climate in general and
the family’s financial status. All general lyceum graduates came from families who had
great expectations of them, regardless of what their parents’ educational level was. Par-
ents of high educational background wanted their children to succeed academically just
as they themselves had; those who were only primary school graduates wanted them to
succeed because they viewed higher education as a means for upward social mobility.
The parents of technical lyceum graduates were of a generally lower educational level
that those of the general lyceum graduates and their expectations of their children were
generally lower; most of them felt a TEI degree was enough to guarantee their children
upward social mobility. In cases where the family climate was good, students knew
their parents would be there to support them all the way, in any way they could. They
offered psychological and/or financial support for supplementary help. In cases where
the family climate was not good, this did not deter them from trying to enter higher edu-
cation; however it prevented them from choosing what they really wanted and led them
to make certain compromises. When families’ financial status was high or even very
high, they could afford to offer their children all the necessary supplementary help. On
the other hand, students who came from families that were not particularly well off had
an extra obstacle to face regarding their occupational choice: they could not afford sup-
plementary help. This led them to two options; either they decided to go for less pres-
tigious Schools which were easier to enter and therefore did not require much supple-
mentary help or they tried to earn the money needed themselves.
ß The prevailing views regarding the high value of higher education degrees. Higher
education in Greece is considered to be of high value, because of both the prestige and
the practical benefits it is widely believed to provide. This image is something students
grew up with. The social prestige associated with University degrees is high. A TEI de-
gree, on the contrary is only of medium prestige. General lyceum graduates believed
that acquiring a higher education degree was very important because of the prestige as-
sociated with it, though the value of this degree in the labour market concerned them
very little or even not at all. On the other hand, technical lyceum graduates viewed
higher education in a more practical way. Most of them wanted to get any degree be-
cause they felt it would help them to find a job and they were not particularly concerned
about the prestige associated with the degree.

On the whole, it seems that the general lyceum graduates who are now in the Social
Work Department seem to have entered and to have decided to study Social Work for
three kinds of reasons:
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ß Because, even if they were not particularly thrilled with the idea of studying Social
Work they could not bear to go through extremely competitive admission exams again
ß After repeated failures, they no longer believed they could enter their desired Uni-
versity Schools so they decided to settle for Social Work
ß Because they wanted to study Social Work from the start (it must be noted that only
one general lyceum graduate in this study wanted Social Work from the start).

On the other hand, technical lyceum graduates:
ß Were not particularly interested in Social Work, they just wanted any higher educa-
tion degree
ß Wanted to enter University Schools but compromised with easier-to-enter TEI
Schools because they could not afford supplementary help
ß They were not really interested in higher education, someone else chose Social
Work for them
ß They liked Social Work from the start (although not one of these graduates admitted
to really wanting to study specifically Social Work; it was just among the Schools they
preferred most)

However, in this study the decision to attend and graduate from Social Work is not seen
as something that is forced upon students, due to external structural conditions. Al-
though certain characteristics of the educational system (such as the existence of fron-
tistiria) seem to work as selection mechanisms, students do not remain passive. Even in
cases where Social Work was not what they wanted in the first place, they made very
active decisions about their future steps, after carefully weighing up the pros and cons.
Attending Social Work for a trial period helped them decide whether they wanted to
continue or not. Their fieldwork placement experiences as well as their experiences in
and out of School during that time were of crucial importance in helping them make up
their minds.

The way students were admitted to Social Work had an impact on their academic
performance at the School later on. Those general lyceum graduates who ended up psy-
chologically and physically exhausted from the preparation for admission exams reacted
by adopting a rather rebellious attitude after their admission to higher education; they
abandoned studying and thereby wasted up to a whole year. Those admitted without
particular effort through technical lyceum seemed to find Social Work’s academic de-
mands too high.

This study indicates that, generally, the way students feel about studying Social
Work now – after having entered and attended the School for at least a year – is not
based only on how much they wanted this School from the start; their feelings were
modified according to their fieldwork practice experiences and their evaluation of what
they gained through their studies. Those who wanted Social Work from the start or who
came to like it after entering it are those willing to practise it in the future. Others are
willing to practise it merely for practical reasons, such as the salary. Postgraduate stud-
ies seem to be an option mostly for general lyceum graduates. Motivations for acquiring
postgraduate degrees vary from intrinsic reasons (need to acquire specialized knowledge
in order to be more effective to people who need you) to extrinsic reasons (opportunities
for a better career inside or even outside social work or for higher prestige).
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8.5 DISCUSSION

Factors of the Greek educational system/the system of admissions to higher education
influencing students’ educational/occupational choice

The findings of this study indicate what previous studies (Centre of School & Voca-
tional Guidance 1994 in Rougeri, 1997; Kassotakis et al. in Rougeri, 1999) have shown
that students embark on their educational decision-making process based on insuffi-
cient, sometimes even non-existent information. This is due to both the way the school
vocational guidance course is organised, as well as to the whole structure of secondary
education, which is characterised by students as ‘an antechamber to admission exams’.
Students’ choice of social work, therefore, is not based on concrete knowledge of what
the profession actually is; rather, it is based on vague ideas and piecemeal information.
This could be one of the explanatory reasons why some students who do not want to
study social work from the start change their views totally after attending the School for
a couple of semesters. Such students’ initial dislike of social work could be based on
false perceptions regarding the profession, a fact that explains their change of attitude
towards it once they have the chance to get to know what it is really about.

One could argue that an ideal educational system would be a system that would pro-
vide all candidates with equal opportunities to succeed and where selection would be
about sorting out the most able or academically-oriented students. In such a system, stu-
dents would be able to choose courses in which they were interested and for which they
were suitably qualified. However, it is clear that in the Greek educational system factors
other than the abilities of the students influence their eventual educational attainments
and educational/occupational choices. There are groups of students who definitely share
advantages that others do not have. For example, students whose families are willing
and able to support them financially and psychologically or those whose family educa-
tional background works in their favour, either by providing them with high cultural
capital or by having the necessary knowledge to inform and help candidates in their
educational/occupational choices.

Certain factors operating within the structure of the educational system work as class
selection mechanisms, channelling students into prestigious University Schools or non-
prestigious TEI Schools according to their varying class backgrounds. As mentioned
earlier in the theoretical part, according to conflict, neo-Marxist and reproduction theo-
ries of stratification social class background can aid or hinder students. In our case, the
particularly competitive system of admissions creates, or rather reproduces, inequalities
through the growth of private informal education. The more ‘disadvantaged’ students, in
terms of either purely economic wealth or cultural capital, who can not afford supple-
mentary help, are in this way channelled into the less competitive technical lyceums in
order to increase their opportunities to enter higher education; thus they are excluded
from the start from University Schools which might lead to more well-paid or prestig-
ious occupations.

What is obvious from the above is that family income has a positive effect on stu-
dents’ demand for certain higher education Schools (University Schools) in the sense
that in order to gain entrance to such a School the family must be able to afford the cost
of the supplementary help needed. This confirms the findings that, in Greece, the ability
to afford supplementary help is a prerequisite for access to higher education; access to
higher education depends on whether the family income is enough to offer frontis-
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tiria/private lessons (Karantinos et al., 1992). Generally the widespread use and neces-
sity of acquiring supplementary help, which supplements and makes up for the inade-
quacies of formal education, also stands as an obstacle in the way of all students whose
families can but will not cover such expenses. Students coming from homes where the
family climate is not good and parents are not supportive are often forced to limit their
options to attending technical lyceum. Thus, as Kasimati (1991) has argued, the family
is a basic source of inequality since it has a strong influence on children’s financial se-
curity and future occupation.

Students also have to make binding decisions for their future – in the context of the
prevailing views regarding the high value of higher education – at a very young age.
Thus, acquiring the degree – often any degree – becomes an end in itself. At that mo-
ment, the possibility given to them by the educational system to state up to 60 Schools
in their preference list tempts them to include the maximum number of Schools in their
list so as to increase their opportunities to enter higher education. This results in the
seemingly absurd phenomenon of students who claim that they never really wanted to
study social work, the very School they have entered, even though that particular School
was among their so-called ‘choices’.

The character of the admission exams is another factor that influences students’ edu-
cational/ occupational choice. The experience of preparing for and then taking the
highly competitive admission exams through general lyceum is enough to discourage a
number of students from trying again. Students are willing to take exams again and
again, just as long as they enter just any higher education School; once they have man-
aged to enter a School, no matter whether that was among their first or last choices, the
temptation to settle for that School in order to avoid the ordeal of taking the admission
exams again is very strong. But then again, maybe it is exactly the fact that students of-
ten do not really know what it is that they want to study that makes that temptation so
strong; they may include a large number of Schools in their preference list without par-
ticularly desiring any of them. Besides, ranking is often based on insufficient knowl-
edge about various professions and on the belief that all University Schools should
come before lower-status TEI Schools no matter what the field of studies.

How do students deal with the educational system when it comes to their choosing a
field of higher education studies?

At times, Greek students seem to operate a trade-off between the risk and return com-
ponents of their educational choice. Students of lower ability choose lyceum or
branches that are less academically demanding, because they expect higher chances of
success in such subjects. This choice results from a risk-averse strategy and an avoid-
ance of more difficult subjects (that is, riskier ones) for less able students. They choose
technical lyceum and opt for TEI Schools because they feel that by doing so their
chances of entering higher education are maximized. Such behaviour on the part of the
students is in accordance with prior research findings (Rochat & Demeulemeester,
2001; Latiesa 1989 in De Dios Jimenez & Salas-Velasco, 2000).

It has to be noted that, in the consciousness of people, the use of informal supple-
mentary education seems to have become interwoven with the formal education system;
having to acquire supplementary help is unquestionably accepted by candidates and
their families; they see it as a necessity that can be of great help. Attending frontistiria
or private lessons is a significant burden on the family budget. However, not only are
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there no protests about this, but on the contrary those who can afford this extra help end
up feeling lucky. A possible explanation for the lack of protests could be that individual
families feel that there is nothing they can do about the situation. Neither political party
seems to be committed to reforming education so that supplementary help will not be
necessary; therefore the only course of action left to them is to pay up for private tutor-
ing.

Gender differences are evident when it comes to students’ educational/occupational
choice. There were girls who felt that their families had no particular academic expecta-
tions of them, whereas all boys felt that they were expected to succeed academically. If
family expectations were such indeed, this can be attributed to the view that work occu-
pies a different place in the life of women than men (DeVaus & McAllister, 1991).
Among such families, boys may still be expected to be the primary wage earners
whereas girls may still be expected to make career decisions in relation to their future
domestic roles as wives and mothers. Some female students admitted that studying so-
cial work had never even crossed their minds, even though they had included it in their
preference list. But even those girls who had ranked Social Work among their middle or
last choices stated that they liked the idea of studying a helping profession, something
none of the boys mentioned. This was more or less to be expected since most occupa-
tions are not gender-neutral; what is seen as interesting or meaningful work is influ-
enced by one’s gender self-image and identity (Alvesson & Billing, 1997). Let us not
forget that the welfare institution has always been associated with women, at least on
the service delivery level; it is seen to perform in society the care-taking and nurturing
functions that are defined as women’s functions (Walton, 1975). Thus, it is only natural
for some girls to view social work as a profession that suits women. As far as male stu-
dents are concerned, they all stated that they had never even thought about entering So-
cial Work, let alone practising the particular profession. They had all aimed at Univer-
sity Schools or other careers (such as sports) and Social Work was their alternative in
case all else failed. This is not surprising since social work is labelled as women’s work
(Dominelli, 1997). Besides, TEI Schools are not particularly prestigious and research
has shown that the lower the prestige commonly attached to an institution, the more
girls are present (Meighan & Shiraj-Blatchford, 2001). Moreover, as Bradley (1996)
argued, every aspect of life, including education, is gendered. Awareness of gender on
the part of women may involve various ways of displaying femininity. According to this
line of thought, studying social work – an occupation that is traditionally associated
with women – may be a way of displaying femininity.

As in the research by Schleef (2000), the findings of the present study upset the as-
sumption that students carefully or consciously choose professional careers – or at least
higher education Schools. Commitment to a particular profession is vague for most stu-
dents and they are really mixed up about what it is that they really want. Their accounts
reveal confusion and uncertainty regarding their educational choices, which are based
on their limited life experience and the insufficient information they have. That does not
mean that there are no students who are clear about what they want; such students, how-
ever, were the small minority in this study.

There are also students whose decisions were the result of a limited choice; at times,
their decision seemed to have been a ‘default’ decision, the best of all other alternatives,
or a ruling out of other options. They were well aware of the limitations and although
their educational/occupational choice might have been deliberate, it is obvious that this
choice was made on the understanding – on their part – that all choices occur within a
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limited context of opportunities. This confirms earlier research results (Kasimati, 1991).
For example, it was clear to them that if their families could not or would not support
them financially in order to pay for informal private education, then they would have to
settle for certain Schools, often ruling out Schools that they wanted most.

Within the context of the particular educational system, with all its opportunities and
restrictions, students do not remain passive. They try to go after what they want, re-
gardless of whether they are clear about what that is or not; if they estimate that this is
not plausible then they choose the best of all other alternatives. Even those who do not
want Social Work from the start do not remain passive after entering it. They carefully
weigh up pros and cons in order to make up their mind; this is what the trial period at
the School is for.

The Greek system of admissions and its side effects on students

General lyceum graduates have to go through an exhausting (both physically and psy-
chologically) preparation period in order to face the very competitive Panhellenic ex-
ams. In the end, the whole process leaves them so worn out that they often cannot help
but abandon studying after their ‘mission’ (entering higher education) is accomplished.
Thus, we have the phenomenon of formerly very industrious students whose academic
performance in higher education is poor. On the other hand, technical lyceum graduates
who seem to be admitted in TEI Schools with significantly little effort, compared to the
ones from general lyceum, have difficulties adjusting to a more academically demand-
ing environment. This seems to be the side effect of the partial treatment they get from
the educational system as far as admission to higher education is concerned.

A system of admissions to higher education that ‘burns out’ half the candidates (gen-
eral lyceum graduates who are supposed to be more able and have higher ambitions)
and favours the rest (technical lyceum graduates who aim only at TEI Schools) does not
seem to make sense. The outcome of this differential treatment turns out to be against
the interests of all students in the end. In an educational system, entering higher educa-
tion is not an end in itself; entering University or TEI Schools should not be seen as the
end of a student’s career, as often seems to be the case, but rather as the beginning of a
new chapter.

Can we be optimistic when few students enter Social Work because it is the School they
desire most?

The rather disappointing finding of this study that few students enter Social Work be-
cause it is the School they desire most is moderated by another finding: students’ feel-
ings about Social Work can be and often are changed due to their experiences at the
School. More specifically, fieldwork practice experiences, gaining self-knowledge and
learning to accept oneself seem to play a very important role in students’ change of
heart; however, these issues were not explored any further here since it was beyond the
aims of this study. Now, in an ideal educational system, where all students have ade-
quate information on various Schools and equal opportunities to enter them, one would
expect students to have more or less settled likes and dislikes and to be quite firm in
their preferences. Quite here means that with some subjects students cannot always be
sure in advance that they are really going to like them, no matter how much advice and
information they are given. In the Greek educational system though, students have to be
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as sure as possible about what they want at a very young age, because once they enter a
higher education School and then find out they do not like it then their options are to
either settle for it or go back to lyceum and take admission exams again. However, since
the Greek educational system is far from being ideal, often it is only after having en-
tered a particular School that students can really tell if they like it or not. Ironically, it is
the very fact that the Greek educational system is far from being ideal that allows us to
be optimistic; students may enter Social Work with a neutral or even rather negative at-
titude towards it and then come to like it after finding out what the profession is really
about.

On the other hand, one could argue for a less optimistic view. It is true that none of
the respondents in this study stated that they wished to abandon their studies in Social
Work, no matter whether they had wanted to study in the particular Department from
the start. But does that mean that students really end up liking Social Work even if they
were not particularly fond of it from the start? Simon and March (in Hirszowicz, 1981)
argued that, according to general rules substantiated by social psychology, we normally
assume that, in the long run, the level of aspirations of an individual is adapted to the
possibilities of satisfying them, and that these possibilities depend partly on external
circumstances and partly on the ability of the individual concerned; in simple terms,
people want what they think they can get. According to this line of thought, an explana-
tion of why students who do not want Social Work from the start begin to like it after
entering the School could be that, for lack of better alternatives, they reduce their ex-
pectations to reach a new balance of satisfaction with what they can achieve. This view
could also explain why it is mostly technical lyceum graduates who want to study social
work from the start and rank it among their first choices; maybe they just want what
they feel is the best they can achieve.

Students’ future occupational plans

As far as students’ future occupational plans are concerned, their desire to practise so-
cial work or not in the future is not an indicator of their like or dislike of social work
and of their identification with the profession. This is so because their motives for prac-
tising social work vary greatly, ranging from intrinsic ones (such as the desire to help
people) to extrinsic ones (such as the need to have a permanent job and salary).

The fact that it is mostly general lyceum graduates who are willing to pursue post-
graduate studies comes as no surprise since these are supposed to be the students with
higher academic aspirations and/or abilities. What surprised me – or rather, what was
unexpected – was the amount of doubt and uncertainty expressed by a number of tech-
nical lyceum graduates as to whether they would be able to meet the profession’s de-
mands. These students hold a view of social work being a profession of excessive diffi-
culty and demands, whereas that is not so for general lyceum graduates.  Perhaps this
difference between technical and general lyceum graduates could be explained by the
fact that such technical lyceum graduates were admitted to Social Work without having
had to try particularly hard; they are used to setting goals that can be achieved with the
minimum possible effort and they have no desire to change that.
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Theoretical concepts relevant to how the Greek educational system influences students’
educational/occupational choice: educational fetishism, capital, field, habitus, social
magic, individualization and the obscuring of social class.

The following theoretical concepts seem to be relevant to how students’ experience of
the Greek educational system possibly influences their educational/occupational choice:
ß Educational fetishism (Kiridis, 1997). Educational fetishism manifests itself
among students as well as among their parents; higher education is considered to be of
high value because of the prestige and the practical benefits it is believed to provide.
Educational fetishism is apparent in families’ academic expectations of their children
regardless of the parents’ educational background, even though it may be due to differ-
ent reasons. Parents who have no higher education degrees want their children to enter
higher education because they believe this will guarantee their children permanent em-
ployment and upward social mobility. Moreover, they want to fulfil through their chil-
dren the unfulfilled dream they had of entering higher education. On the other hand,
parents who have higher education degrees want their children to succeed as they them-
selves had. The fact that parents were willing to do everything in their power to help
their children succeed (e.g. ‘buying’ all the necessary supplementary help) is an indica-
tion of how strong educational fetishism is. However, the degree to which educational
fetishism is found among families differs between girls and boys; it also differs between
general and technical lyceum graduates. All boys felt that they were expected to succeed
academically and they usually aimed at prestigious higher education Schools. On the
other hand, there were girls who felt that their families had no particular academic ex-
pectations of them; all some parents expected of their daughters was that they would
work for pin money and/ or raise a family. Educational fetishism is present among both
general and technical lyceum graduates. Entering higher education may often be an end
in itself, but for different reasons. General lyceum graduates are not so concerned about
the value of a higher education degree in the labour market; prestige is what is impor-
tant to them. Technical lyceum graduates on the other hand view higher education de-
grees in a more practical way, as a means to find a job. Finally, there is an indication of
educational fetishism on a post-graduate level, but only among general lyceum gradu-
ates most of whom had in mind to follow post-graduate studies after graduation from
Social Work. In cases where they were extrinsically motivated, they viewed a post-
graduate degree as a means for acquiring more money, prestige and more advanced po-
sitions in their future workplace.
ß Bourdieu’s (1977, 1987) concepts of capital, field and habitus. Secondary edu-
cation is a field within which two different subfields are visible: general lyceum (which
is a higher-status subfield leading to prestigious higher education Schools and careers)
and technical lyceum (which is a lower-middle status subfield leading to TEI Schools
and offering limited opportunities). Both subfields connect with and share the principles
of the main field, while at the same time having their own particular characteristics.
Each subfield has its own way of doing things, its own rules and beliefs, its own legiti-
mate means. Players (pupils who are candidates for higher education) enter the field
without possessing equal amounts of capital (economic, cultural or social); e.g. in our
case, those who can afford supplementary help do not have an equal amount of eco-
nomic capital with those who cannot afford it. Thus, some individuals already possess
quantities of relevant capital bestowed on them in the process of habitus formation,
which makes them better players at certain field games; on the other hand, other players
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are disadvantaged from the start. Of course as Grenfell and James (1998) argued, it ap-
pears as if anyone is free to play, everything is negotiable. If it were not, the rules of the
game themselves would not be accepted. In our case, all students appear to have equal
opportunities to succeed if they try hard enough. While still at school, students believed
that entering higher education was well worth the effort and money required of candi-
dates and that it was up to them to succeed, since the system provided all with equal op-
portunities.
ß As Bourdieu argued, the ideological role of the educational system is to make it
appear as if positions of leadership or power are distributed according to merit (Moi,
1991). Certain educational diplomas or exam papers carry very high social prestige and
become tokens of social magic. Social magic, the socially sanctioned belief in the value
of certain tokens and insignia, has very real effects; it assigns someone to a group with a
superior essence (in our case, ‘those who succeed in admission exams’ opposite to
‘those who fail admission exams’). This process operates an objective transformation
determining a learning process which in its turn facilitates a real transformation able to
bring that person closer to the definition that has been bestowed upon him/ her. ‘Those
who have succeeded in admission exams’ – in other words, ‘the future higher-
education-graduates’ – belong to a prestigious group of superior qualities. Due to the
socially sanctioned belief in the value of their good grades in admission exams, they end
up looking down on those who have failed; in turn, those who have failed feel really bad
about the whole thing and struggle to be a part of those who have succeeded. One may
argue that ‘entering higher education’ is not so important and that it would make more
sense if ‘getting a higher education degree’ was a token of social magic. But it must be
noted here that in Greece ‘entering higher education’ is a testimony of success. This is
because once students enter higher education they are expected to graduate, since even
if they have repeated failures in their studies they have the right to take exams on the
same subject as many times as they wish. There are no limitations regarding e.g. the
length of their studies or the number of failures they are allowed to have in basic
courses.
ß Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can be used for understanding students’ educa-
tional choice as a classed-and-gendered process. Social class influences one’s life-
chances, but it also shapes one’s perceptions of what the choices are. Such perceptions
are shaped by the attitudes and values of the social groups to which individuals belong,
by their habitus. Habitus is described as “a system of dispositions common to all prod-
ucts of the same conditionings” (Bourdieu, 1990, p.59). As such it can be understood in
terms of gender disadvantage as well as social class. (McClelland, 1990). The tradi-
tional relationship between the sexes is constructed by a habitus which makes male
power seem legitimate even to women. “The concept of ‘gendered habitus’ shows up a
common view of the world in which the division of labour between men and women is
seen as natural” (Reay 1998a, p.60). Bourdieu’s work predicts that individuals growing
up in relatively privileged social strata, e.g. social class, gender etc, are more likely to
develop high aspirations (McClelland, 1990). Such individuals are more likely to be
surrounded by images of success, to be able to see the connection between effort and
reward and to believe that they can achieve ambitious goals than are their less privileged
peers. For example, a girl’s quote: “Social Work was among my middle choices. It
sounded to me… great… like we say ‘he’s a doctor’, ‘he’s a lawyer’, ‘she’s a social
worker’... it has a sort of prestige”, illustrates how high-status professions such as doc-
tor, lawyer etc. are associated with men, while lower-status professions are associated
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with women. Men who develop high-status professional ambitions are following the
principles of their traditional role; therefore they are in accordance with their habitus.
On the other hand, women who have lower-status professional ambitions are also –
from a traditional standpoint – in accordance with their habitus. In the present study, no
male student had ever even thought about entering Social Work, let alone practising it;
Social Work was the alternative in case their attempts to pursue other more prestigious
careers failed. When it comes to girls, even those who had ranked Social Work among
their middle or last choices said that they liked the idea of a helping profession. Moreo-
ver, the fact that certain parents associated social work mostly with women made them
unknowing collaborators in the process of legitimizing gender distinction as ‘natural
differences’.
ß The notion of individualization and the obscuring of social class, as used in con-
ceptualising the relationship between social class and higher education by Archer et al.,
(2003) is relevant to the above-mentioned situation. Ball et al., (2000) argued that indi-
viduals are more likely to blame themselves for life inequalities, even though within the
area of higher education choices, participation is an inherently more risky, costly and
uncertain choice for working-class groups (Archer and Hutchings, 2000). Study 2
showed that, while still at school and before taking admission exams, students believed
that entering higher education was well worth the money and effort required of them.
They believed it was up to them to succeed and they never questioned the rationality or
fairness of the system. Only a few technical lyceum graduates criticized the system of
admissions for restricting students’ opportunities to choose what they would really like
to do, by favouring those who could afford extra supplementary help. Most students
ended up taking full responsibility for passing or failing the admission exams, which
explains their feelings of self-blame and intense despair after their unsuccessful at-
tempts to enter higher education.

A few general remarks on admissions criteria and educational policy in Greece

Once students are admitted to the Social Work Departments, it is the responsibility of
social work educators to ensure that students who graduate from their programmes are
prepared to be competent practitioners. But even earlier than that, it is important that
candidates’ suitability for the profession is assessed as accurately as possible before
they enter Social Work. In addition to academic criteria, social work educators have
long acknowledged the importance of non-academic factors (such as personal attributes,
values consistent with the tradition of the profession, commitment to improving social
conditions etc) in the development of professional workers (Miller & Koerin, 1998). In
Greece, students’ admission into Social Work is based solely on their grades in admis-
sion exams; moreover, the findings of this study indicate that the structure of the educa-
tional system is such that a number of students seem to end up studying social work as a
form of compromise. Furthermore, students who are not motivated enough and have
repeated failures in their studies never have to face any consequences (and this applies
to all higher education Schools). For example, they have the right to take exams on the
same subject as many times as they wish if they fail the first time. Therefore Social
Work instructors may often find it hard to discourage them, especially since their fami-
lies are usually willing to support them financially for as long as it takes.
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As mentioned earlier, in Greece both educational policy and selection procedures for
higher education Departments are planned centrally by the Government and the Minis-
try of Education. The Social Work Department – or any other higher education Depart-
ment – has no authority to decide on admission/selection procedures. Therefore, it is
important that the State makes changes towards a fairer and less restrictive educational
system. Hopefully the new system of admissions will be in that direction; however that
is something that remains to be seen. On the other hand one could also argue that the
framing of admissions criteria primarily in academic terms possibly overlooks the spe-
cial nature of a professional programme that prepares students for providing the public
with services. Service provision to the public requires appropriate safeguards and pro-
tections that a student’s academic performance cannot adequately assure (Gibbs, 1994).

As we have seen so far in the discussion of the grounded theory findings, students’
feelings about Social Work can be and often are changed due to their experiences at the
School. The way students feel about studying Social Work after having entered and at-
tended the School for at least a year, is not based only on how much they wanted this
School from the start; their feelings were modified according to their fieldwork practice
experiences and their evaluation of what they gained through their studies. This is
where the narrative analysis study comes in, stemming from the above-mentioned find-
ings and exploring which factors in practice teaching have a positive effect on students’
attitude towards the profession and which factors have the opposite effect.
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9. THE INFLUENCE OF PRACTICE TUTORIALS ON STUDENTS’
VIEWS REGARDING SOCIAL WORK   

9.1 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK OF THE STUDY

The idea for Study 3 stemmed from the findings of Study 2. The findings of Study 2
have indicated that the way students feel about studying social work after having en-
tered and attended the School for at least a year is not based only on how much they
wanted this School from the start. Their feelings were also modified according to their
fieldwork practice experiences; a number of students referred more specifically to the
influence of certain practice teachers on their feelings towards their studies and the pro-
fession in general. This stimulated my interest and I decided to investigate this issue
further. Reading literature on fieldwork practice in social work education did not pro-
vide me with specific knowledge on the subject of ‘if and how fieldwork practice expe-
riences are related to students’ feelings towards their studies and the profession’. I en-
tered the study with some background in the literature, concerning mostly previous re-
search findings on students’ experiences of practice tutorials and practice teachers. The
initial research question was ‘how fieldwork practice experiences possibly influence
Greek social work students’ views on the profession of social work and on their stud-
ies’. Because of the nature of the research question, a qualitative approach was em-
ployed. “In qualitative studies the research question often starts with a how or what so
that initial forays into the topic describe what is going on” (Creswell 1998, p.17).
Moreover, a qualitative study was chosen because the topic needed to be explored, since
“variables could not be easily identified and theories were not available to explain the
behaviour of participants” (Creswell 1998, p.17). Thus, this qualitative study did not
begin with a list of already identified variables, the relationship among which I aimed to
test. Throughout the research process there was an actual interplay of reading literature
and data analysis. The following theoretical perspectives proved to be relevant and help-
ful for analyzing the findings: the functions of practice tutorials (Shardlow & Doel,
1996); issues regarding the importance of student-practice teacher relationship and fac-
tors challenging an effective relationship (Bogo & Vayda, 1998); Knowles’s (1970,
1972) work regarding adult learning; issues regarding the advantages of group tutorials
(e.g. Kadushin, 1985; Shulman, 1993; Hayes et al., 2000; Davis, 2002); power, as part
of the dynamic of the student-practice teacher relationship (Shardlow & Doel, 1996).   

9.2 AIMS AND QUESTIONS OF THE STUDY

The practice component of social work training has always been of major importance to
students undertaking it. Therefore, the way this component of the Social Work curricu-
lum is organized is of great importance as far as the quality of education students are
provided with is concerned. The practice tutorial has been a linchpin for promoting so-
cial work students’ learning on placement; it appears to have been the dominant mode
of learning (Shardlow & Doel, 1996). The role of the practice teacher in particular has
been the provider of necessary and appropriate learning experiences that furnish stu-
dents with the opportunity to demonstrate their ability in the practice of social work
(Boswell, 1996).

Study 3 started with the general aim to provide an initial exploration of ‘how field-
work practice experiences are related to students’ feelings towards their studies and the
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profession’. In the process, as we shall see more clearly further on, I decided to focus on
‘the influence of the practice tutorials on students’ views regarding social work’. Study
3 is also an attempt to investigate which factors in practice teaching have a positive ef-
fect on students’ feelings towards social work and their studies and which factors have
the opposite effect. Being able to identify such factors in the way practice teaching is
carried out today would help those concerned with social work education to both build
upon its strengths as well as to improve upon its weaknesses.

9.3 METHOD

According to a review by Ryan et al., (1996) the most common method of investigating
the practicum has been the satisfaction survey (collected from students, graduates, and
employers). However, according to Valo (2000), this technique fails to reveal the mul-
titude of variables involved since survey questions predetermined by the researcher tend
to conceal students’ own conceptions of the topic. Thus, research on the practicum
should be carried out qualitatively and inductively, analysing students’ individual expe-
riences. The best experts on the benefits, concerns, shortcomings and delights of the
practicum are the students themselves. This study examines students’ experiences of
practice tutorials and how these have influenced students’ views on social work; in
other words it is not only about past events or actions but also about how students un-
derstand those events or actions. Narrative analysis was employed in this study since
narratives allow for the construction and expression of meaning (Riessman, 1994). Nar-
rativization does not simply tell about past actions but also about how individuals un-
derstand these actions, that is, meaning. Telling stories is one of the significant ways
used by individuals to construct and express meaning (Mishler, 1995).

a. Sampling

Research participants were selected from students who had experienced at least 2 se-
mesters of practice tutorials in the Social Work Department of TEI in Iraklio, Greece.
At the time this research took place, there were 94 students (82 female and 12 male) at-
tending practice tutorials. Maximum variation sampling was employed in this study.
This strategy for purposeful sampling aims at “capturing and describing the central
themes or principal outcomes that cut across a great deal of participant variation” (Pat-
ton, 1987 p. 53). For small samples, a great deal of heterogeneity can be a problem be-
cause individual cases are so different from each other. However, according to Patton
(1987), the maximum variation sampling strategy turns that apparent weakness into a
strength by applying the following logic: any common patterns emerging from great
variation are of particular interest and value in capturing the core experiences and cen-
tral, shared aspects regarding an issue. The researcher using a maximum variation sam-
pling strategy would not be attempting to generalize findings to all people or all groups,
but rather looking for information that elucidates variation and significant common
patterns within that variation. In order to maximize variation in a small sample, one be-
gins by selecting diverse characteristics for constructing the sample. In our case, selec-
tion was based on the following criteria:
ß Students had experience of different practice teachers
ß Their fieldwork practice had taken place in different agencies
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ß They were male and female (two boys and thirteen girls); therefore, the findings are
based mostly on women’s views. On the other hand, the strong overweight of women in
the sample is no different than the strong overweight of women in the general student
population in the Department (men constitute about 13% of the student population).

b. Narrative Questions28

Students were asked to write two narratives (two short stories) about experiences during
their fieldwork practice that have affected their attitude towards social work; one that
has affected their attitude in a positive way and one that has affected their attitude in a
negative way. They were also asked to write down in what way these experiences af-
fected their attitude towards social work.

On the whole, the same four types of experiences were found to have both a positive
and a negative effect on students’ views regarding the profession of social work.  These
were: practice tutorials (found in 14 narratives), client-related situations (12 narratives),
co-operation with other professionals working in the agencies (2 narratives), establish-
ing co-operation with authorities (2 narratives).

Out of the total number of 30 narratives, 14 narratives referred to practice tutorials as
factors influencing students’ views on social work and their studies. The findings pre-
sented in this work come from the analysis of these 14 narratives. The reason why I
chose to focus on practice tutorials in particular is that practice tutorials are an essential
part of social work education and the present work is mainly oriented towards students’
choice to study social work with regard to the educational system in general. Another
reason for this choice was the fact that the majority of written narratives (14) referred to
practice tutorials as experiences affecting students’ attitude towards social work.

c. Data analysis

A method for analysing and working with short reflective narratives (Nygren and Blom,
2001) was used in the present study. The method is based on Ricoeur’s (1976) interpre-
tation theory and has borrowed parts of the analysis of oral narratives developed by the
Department of Nursing, Umeå University (e.g. Nilsson et al., 1999) and by the Unit of
Nursing Science, University of Tromsö (e.g. Talseth et al., 1999).

The texts were analysed in three steps. In the first step the narratives were naively
read; this resulted in the identification of categories covering how students’ views on
social work were influenced by their experiences of the practice tutorials they attended
during their fieldwork practice. The procedure was to stop after each naive reading and
formulate an open and preliminary answer to the question: what meanings are expressed
by these stories?  The naive reading was then followed by a careful structural analysis
where the aim was to identify meaning units in the text. The purpose of the structural
analysis is to generate a matrix that is much more detailed and logical than one that
emerges from the naive reading. Finally, the naive whole was brought together with the
themes from the structural analysis in order to ‘ground’ an interpreted whole. What was
done here was to weigh up the results of the naive reading of all narratives into a com-
mon frame of reference and then let the various themes generated from all cases in the

                                                  
28 see Appendix 6
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case-by-case structural analysis merge into that frame for the creation of a new inter-
preted whole.

By employing this method of analysis, the empirical material gathered was more
structured as well as more reflective than transcripts from interviews. Some respondents
commented that having to write down one experience in the form of a short story
“seemed hard at first but in the end it helped us focus on what was really important”.
This method was more timesaving for those of the narrators who had the ability to focus
easily on their writing; also for the interpreter, since the transcription procedure was
omitted.

The limitations encountered in this method of analysis were that the ‘midwife effect’
of the interviewer disappeared (Nygren & Blom, 2001); some respondents admitted
feeling unsure about what to write and said that they “would feel better if there was
someone to give us clues on what exactly we should focus on while writing”. A few
others stated that the form of short stories did not give them enough space to develop
their reasoning, therefore perhaps important aspects remained unexpressed.  Most stu-
dents were surprised to be asked to actually write down stories; a number of them com-
mented that they would rather talk than write because, as they put it, “talking is much
easier”.

The 14 narratives comprise a number of story types of positive/negative experiences
of practice tutorials that influence students’ views on social work.

The presentation of students’ positive and negative experiences of practice tutorials
that influence students’ views on social work comes next. In order to facilitate the
reader let us explain the terms, borrowed from Nygren and Blom (2001), used in the
presentation of these experiences. There are conditions and situations under which the
experiences take place. Main stories describe the actual experience (in our case, kinds
of positive/negative experiences of practice tutorials). Strategies describe students’ way
of dealing with the situation described in the main stories (in our case, how they han-
dled positive/negative types of practice tutorials). Reflections are the parts where stu-
dents reflect on their experience and its consequences (in our case, how posi-
tive/negative experiences of practice tutorials influence their views on social work).

Before moving on to presenting the main stories, a few words about the conditions
and situations under which all 14 narratives take place. The conditions that were found
show that, during their fieldwork practice, students come across and have to deal with
certain issues such as defining their professional role in the agency where they practise,
understanding the aim and content of social work practice in that particular agency etc.
Students may already possess theoretical knowledge on such matters, however it is only
during their field practice that they are actually called on to put theory into practice.
Practice tutorials provide the necessary help and guidance that students need in order to
face successfully the challenges met in their fieldwork practice.  The situations found
show that practice tutorials are conducted in small groups (3-4 students) on a weekly
basis at the Social Work Department of TEI. The duration is approximately 1 hour per
student.
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9.4 FINDINGS

a. Students’ positive experiences regarding practice tutorials and practice teachers (main
stories)

Students viewed practice tutorials as a positive experience in the following cases:

Students are satisfied with the educative function of practice tutorials.
Practice tutorials are a source of guidance, feedback and knowledge, integrating theory
with practice.  When students are initially placed in an agency, they usually carry cer-
tain preconceptions with them and they only have very vague ideas about what they are
supposed to do in that agency and what their professional role there might be.

“My fieldwork practice was to take place in a community. I was completely
lost; I kept thinking, ‘What am I doing here?’… but that didn’t last long. It
changed in one practice tutorial. My question was: what can one do in a com-
munity centre? We talked for hours and my teacher helped me see all those
details that I had no knowledge of but which are crucial for social work prac-
tice.”

At a later stage, and once they have adjusted to the organization, different kinds of
challenges arise: they have to work on things like establishing good co-operation with
other professionals, work with clients in an effective way, be objective in their work.

“I was really mad at this teacher in the primary school where my practice took
place. So mad, I couldn’t even talk to her for 5 minutes, let alone co-operate
with her. Talks with my practice teacher helped me see clearly, evaluate and
reconsider my attitude towards the particular teacher. Ok, she never got to be
my favourite person in the world, but at least I can say a decent co-operation
was established.”

However, even though students’ needs may vary at different stages of their placement
(e.g. at the beginning they need more help to become orientated to the agency and its
function; later on, a review of their work with clients is very important), practice tutori-
als remain the main source of guidance and support throughout their fieldwork practice.
Students seem to value practice teachers who encourage their autonomy and active par-
ticipation in learning transactions where the learner is not a passive recipient of what the
teacher chooses to offer and where they feel at ease to expose their uncertainties.

“I expressed all my doubts and fear over the difficulty of the particular case.
My practice teacher did not provide me with any answers; she made ME
think… she asked me what I thought I should do. She said: I’m not here to
give orders; I’m sure you have an opinion of your own. Let’s talk about it.”    

Practice tutorials helping students understand better/ resolve personal issues.
While practicing, students often come across incidents that touch upon their own per-
sonal experiences. At times like that, discussions during the tutorials provide the context
in which such issues can be brought up and clarified.
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 “There was no way I could co-operate with this guy but I couldn’t really tell
what was bothering me. Until I realised that I’d spent my whole life drawing
away from those I considered homosexuals. Through our discussions in the
practice tutorials I realised how past experiences (the issue of my grandfa-
ther’s sexual orientation) still affected my way of thinking and attitude.”

This is a very helpful and important procedure to students, since unresolved personal
issues and experiences often deter them from being objective and capable in their pro-
fessional roles. Students appreciate and value this procedure and are more than willing
to open up in a tutorial group where members have come to know and trust each other
and which is a source of feedback and support.

Perceiving practice tutorials as an example of excellent co-operation among all mem-
bers of a team.
Practice teachers themselves and relationships developed among members of the tutorial
group (teacher, participating students) act as role models for students, as an example of
how they may relate to their colleagues in their future professional life.

“Once again, the head of the primary school turned down our proposal to or-
ganize an activity in the classroom. I went to the practice tutorial feeling let
down and frustrated until I talked it over with the others and managed to think
of another option. I felt I wasn’t alone in this. That’s what I hope to find later
on in my professional life. I mean, if it’s happened once it can happen again,
right?”

According to students’ narratives, excellent co-operation is based on: a) a practice
teacher who enjoys teaching, encourages co-operation among students and develops a
rapport with them, is well-organized, fair in grading and treats them all equally, and, b)
students who are willing to work hard, share the same work values and believe that they
can benefit from establishing a good rapport with their fellow students.    

The feeling of ‘being accepted’ by both the practice teacher and the other members
of the tutorial group is very important to students.

“And then it was my turn and I started explaining how things had gone with
the particular client. Even though I knew I’d made a mess of the whole thing,
my teacher commented that such mistakes were common among students with
little experience. She said that she believed in me and in my abilities and that
she was sure I would do better next time. The other students made a few
comments, emphasizing that they’d probably have made the same mistakes
had they been in my place. I felt accepted as a person and as a future profes-
sional then.”

b. Strategies students use to deal with these positive experiences

Whether or not students turn to their teacher for guidance and support is conditioned by
who that person is and the conditions under which practice tutorials are conducted.
Generally students who wrote these narratives open up easily and benefit the most from
practice tutorials when these are conducted in a relaxed atmosphere, with a practice
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teacher who maintains a friendly attitude and open mind, is genuinely concerned about
them and has both the knowledge and the will to provide the necessary help and guid-
ance. This is described in the following quote:

“My practice teacher treated us as equals and supported us. For the first time
in my studies I started to participate actively, I spoke my mind. I kept asking
her questions because I knew she’d be able to provide the answers, or rather,
she’d help me find the answers myself.”

In this case they are willing to share anything that may trouble them; even personal is-
sues or experiences that they feel deter them from being objective and effective in prac-
tice. Students’ strategies may also vary depending upon the phase of their relationship
with the practice teacher and the other students in the practice tutorial group. They are
often hesitant to open up about their concerns or worries when they are at the beginning
of their co-operation with the particular teacher and a positive relationship has not yet
been built; it is when the practice teacher is understanding, interested in his/her work
and open towards the students that students start to open up little by little. Then they are
ready to share anything when members of the tutorial group have already developed a
supportive, trusting relationship and they all share the same interest and enthusiasm for
work.

“I appreciated the fact that my practice teacher never stuck her nose in our
personal issues. We (the students) had got so close as a group that it was only
natural to open up. When I told them I wasn’t sure I could handle this case of
child abuse, as I’d been a child abuse victim myself, they listened to me with
sincere interest. They offered their opinions. I told them things I’d never
talked about before.”

“There was nothing to hide. I could be 100% sincere and tell the truth about
everything that had happened. I talked about the mistakes I’d made while han-
dling the case… and I spoke up and stated my opinion when I disagreed with
the others. Because above all I felt safe and accepted in there.”

Of course such a relationship does not happen accidentally; students work for it by
maintaining a positive, open attitude towards other members of the tutorial group.

When practice teachers encourage students’ autonomy and active participation, stu-
dents end up adopting a more active role and taking on responsibility for their cases.

“So when my practice teacher said she was sure I could come up with an idea,
I started pondering over the case and trying to think of what I should do with
that client; I started seeing the whole thing as MY responsibility, as a question
I had to answer MYSELF.”

c. Students’ reflections on these positive experiences

Students identify various ways practice teaching has affected positively their views on
social work. First of all, they gained on knowledge; they acquired a realistic view about
social work practice and the possible obstacles one may encounter. Discussions with
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practice teachers stimulated their interest in their studies and the profession of social
work in general; they began to view themselves as potential social workers for the first
time. In students’ own words:

“Talks with my teacher through the practice tutorials stimulated my interest
and made me actually see myself – for the first time – as a potential social
worker.”

“Through our discussions my questions regarding social work were answered.
I could finally understand how I could use the resources available for my
work, what I could actually DO. My practice teacher helped me see what so-
cial work can do when professionals practicing it are efficient and love what
they do.”

Students also gained on self-knowledge, evaluated and moderated attitudes that limited
their ability to co-operate successfully with others and be objective in their work. On the
whole, the positive experience helped them form an optimistic view about their future.
As a student said

“I’ll carry this experience with me throughout my studies and my future ca-
reer. It has given me the faith to go on, knowing that in the future – in my
studies as well as in the professional arena – I will possibly meet such persons
that will support my efforts to practise social work effectively.”

When practice teachers encourage students’ autonomy, students adopt a more active
role. This in turn makes students feel stronger and it has a positive impact on their self-
image as ‘professionals’.

“The message from my practice teacher was that we never provide others with
ready-made solutions; deep down they know what’s good for them... all we do
is suggest things to them. And this is how she treated us in the group tutorial;
she never provided us with ready-made solutions. This attitude was so right; it
helped me become more autonomous, it made me feel stronger. I felt like… a
social worker who could take care of things.”

Overall, these positive experiences led students who had a negative or neutral attitude
towards social work to develop a more positive attitude towards the profession; students
who were already positively inclined towards social work maintained this positive atti-
tude. Also, such experiences stimulated students’ interest in their studies.
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d. Students’ negative experiences regarding practice tutorials and practice teachers
(main stories)

Practice tutorials constitute a negative experience for students when:

The practice teacher does not provide students with the necessary guidance, informa-
tion and support.
At the initial stages of the placement students rely on their practice teacher for essential
information regarding the agency they are to practise in; they also expect and need to
learn what exactly is demanded of them as far as their work there is concerned. In sub-
sequent stages (once they are familiarized with the agency and its function) they expect
their practice teacher to give them the necessary guidance and support as far as the cases
they take on are concerned and to generally be able to answer to all questions that arise
regarding their practice. However, in some occasions practice teachers are not able or
willing to undertake such duties. As a result, students feel confused, unsure about what
to do, insecure regarding their professional role and their abilities.  The following quote
from a student practicing in a mental health rehabilitation centre illustrates such a situa-
tion.

“When I asked my practice teacher to tell us about the agency she took a book
out of a shelf, gave it to me and said: here, read this. I did read it; however,
I’m afraid I was not particularly enlightened. I will never forget how it felt to
be among 10 mentally ill people without really fully understanding mental ill-
ness, without knowing if they were under medication or not or what I was to
expect of them… My teacher had not considered it important to fill me in on
what I was to confront in the agency. I was at a loss and most of all scared.”

Students expect their practice teachers to be supportive towards them. When teachers
are all too ready to exert negative criticism without taking the time to really understand
what is going on, students perceive this as lack of support.

“A student started talking about one of her cases. Her client’s story… it was so
similar to something I’d experienced myself that I was shocked. I could see
myself in that story… so I just listened and kept quiet. The practice teacher
kept staring hard at me and then she started pressuring me by saying: ‘come
on, say something, EVERYONE else does’. I tried to utter a word and she
snapped at me: ‘is that ALL? That’s not so important, really!’.  I’d expected
her to be more supportive there and I got rejection and negative criticism in-
stead.”

The practice teacher focuses too much on students’ personal issues, sometimes at the
expense of focusing on issues regarding students’ work at the agency.
The following quotes illustrate such cases:

“The teacher was theoretically speaking about the issue of death in the family.
I was very embarrassed and angry when a student, after having been ques-
tioned persistently by the teacher about her father’s death, started crying. No
matter what the teacher said, she wouldn’t stop crying. Why the student had to
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talk about that, I’ve no idea. I mean, the issue of death had not arisen as an ob-
stacle in her work or anything like that... I kept thinking how terribly I’d feel if
I was forced to open up to a group of people I hadn’t chosen to be with.”

During practice tutorials, issues brought up often trigger off discussions about students’
personal experiences. This is something students seem to value a lot, provided it is done
so they can improve as professionals and not out of context, just because the teacher
wants to. They are frustrated however, when they feel that they are expected to expand
on personal issues at the expense of discussing academic and professional issues (e.g.
their cases, questions about the agency etc). However, in cases like this, there are often
students who choose to go along with the ‘game’ the practice teacher wants to play and
keep referring to personal issues in order to win his/her favour.

“Talking about personal issues should be done with a purpose, e.g. when a
student can’t handle a case due personal experiences. I remember a fellow stu-
dent constantly referring to her own experiences in situations that were usually
totally irrelevant to the practice tutorial. The teacher did nothing to stop this;
on the contrary, the student was encouraged to go on and on. Instead of getting
feedback on our cases we ended up discussing that student’s personal issues
for hours.”

Practice teachers abuse their authority.
Students get very angry and frustrated when their given rights as students are violated
for no apparent reason or when they have to respect rules that practice teachers them-
selves violate.

“Everyone is expected to be on time for the practice tutorial. Well, I don’t re-
member a single occasion when my practice teacher didn’t stand us up. She’d
be late for 30, 40 minutes… or even an hour. Sometimes she didn’t even show
up at all. And of course, not only did she neglect to inform us she wouldn’t
come, but on the contrary, we were expected to ask around the whole School
about her whereabouts. When I finally suggested changing the time we met so
there’d be no delays, she gave me a pointed look and said: I didn’t get it! Are
you by any chance criticising ME?”

Practice teachers’ attitude is in contrast to social work ethics and values.
Students see their teachers as role models so they are both disappointed and angry to see
that practice teachers are not what professionals should be (e.g. they make derisive and
racist remarks about certain groups of people, they do not respect or treat others equally
etc). Students believe that maintaining such attitudes renders anyone unfit for teaching
or practicing social work; they reject such teachers even if they have a very good theo-
retical background that students can benefit from.

“In every practice tutorial the teacher in charge did everything in her power to
belittle and humiliate all of us; she did the same thing to other teachers who
were sometimes present. She was the know-all, with a ‘look-at-me, I’m-a-role-
model’ attitude. Oh, I’m not questioning her theoretical background. But every
time our meetings concluded with her telling us: ‘is that clear to you? Good!
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I’ve given you enough guidance and knowledge not just for this week, but for
a whole month! You need nothing more!’ This made us all feel very humili-
ated.”

e. Strategies students use to deal with these negative experiences

When students feel that practice teaching does not meet their needs, they initially decide
to wait a bit and see if things will improve. They are very hesitant to speak up and say
what is troubling them because they fear this may have an impact on the evaluation they
will get from the teacher. After some time has passed and things still have not improved
students employ one of the following three basic sets of strategies. They decide to take
the risk and talk to the practice teacher frankly about the way they feel.

“I thought, what the hell, I’ll just tell her straight to her face how I feel no
matter what happens next.”

They decide to adjust to what the practice teacher wants even if they feel this is not right
and their educational needs are not met because they are afraid that speaking up might
result in a negative evaluation from the specific teacher.

“I decided to go along with what he wanted; he was wrong, but then he was
the teacher who’d evaluate me.”

They just remain passive; they do not complain but nor do they comply to what they
feel the practice teacher wants.

“I never complained; on the other hand, I often didn’t do as the teacher would
have wanted because I believed she was wrong.”

 It seems that speaking up is the hardest and most rare attitude.

f. Students’ reflections on these negative experiences

Regarding their studies, students were negatively influenced by types of practice tutori-
als as the ones described above. Not getting adequate guidance or encouragement from
practice teachers made them go as far as to consider abandoning their field practice for a
semester, or even considering abandoning Social Work. Lack of guidance and instruc-
tion made them unsure about what their professional role in the agency should be; they
started feeling inadequate. At times, ignorance and lack of support made them even
view social work practice as a threat to their physical or mental health.

“My practice teacher had not considered it important to inform us about what
we were to face at the mental health rehabilitation centre; we never even
touched upon issues such as mental illness, whether the mentally ill are dan-
gerous etc. I was unprepared; most of all I was afraid. This experience made
me see social work as a threat for my physical and mental health, I thought I’d
rather do anything else than practise social work.”
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Experience of practice teachers who did not respect social work values or ethics made
them question the profession itself; they began to think that if they were to meet and co-
operate with other such professionals in the future, then maybe social work is not worth
it and choosing another profession would be preferable. When practice teachers do not
live up to students’ image of a good professional, then that leads them to pessimistic
conclusions about social workers and the profession in general. This is illustrated in the
following quotes:

“The detest I felt towards the teacher became a detest towards the social work
profession itself. I was not willing to put time and effort to my studies.  I kept
thinking: if things are like that at the School (social work) imagine what hap-
pens out there in the world, where conditions are much more competitive.”

“I thought my teacher was completely unfit for teaching; the woman wasn’t
capable of teaching others. And since such teachers do exist, I considered
quitting my studies, at least for that semester.”

Overall, these negative experiences led some students to consider abandoning their
studies for a semester or even permanently, while others started having doubts as to
whether they would like to work as social workers and under what circumstances. Other
students started doubting whether they were actually capable of meeting the demands of
the School.

“I felt rejected, I got no support from her (the practice teacher). I felt she
didn’t understand me on the one hand… and on the other hand I felt ‘inade-
quate’ to meet the demands of that semester, at that level. So I quit my studies
for a semester in order to give myself some time, in order to think more clearly
and perhaps regain strength.”

Another thing observed through the structural analysis of narratives was how students
referred to themselves. There was an extensive use of “I” in all negative narratives; on
the contrary students switched to “WE” when referring to the closeness and team spirit
prevailing in their practice tutorials.

g. Summary of the findings of Study 3

Students viewed practice tutorials as a positive experience in cases when:
ß They were satisfied with the educative function of practice tutorials.
ß Practice tutorials helped students understand better/resolve personal issues.
ß Practice tutorials worked as an example of excellent co-operation among mem-
bers of a team.

Students benefit the most from practice tutorials when these are conducted in a relaxed
atmosphere, with a practice teacher who maintains a friendly attitude and open mind, is
genuinely concerned about them and has both the knowledge and the will to provide the
necessary help and guidance. Moreover, the feeling of being ‘accepted’ within the tuto-
rial group and practice teachers who encourage autonomy and active participation are
valued by students. Students’ attitude may vary depending upon the phase of their rela-
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tionship with the practice teacher and the other students in the practice tutorial group.
They are: a) often hesitant to open up about their concerns or worries when they are at
the beginning of their co-operation with the particular teacher and a positive relationship
has not yet been built; then b) they are ready to share anything when members of the
practice tutorial group have already developed a supportive, trusting relationship and
they all share the same interest and enthusiasm for work.

Students identify various ways practice teaching has affected positively their views
on social work. First of all, they gained on knowledge and they acquired a realistic view
about social work practice. When practice teachers encouraged students’ autonomy,
students accepted a more active role; this affected positively their self-image as social
workers. Discussions with practice teachers stimulated their interest in their studies and
social work in general; they began to view themselves as potential social workers for
the first time. Students also gained on self-knowledge, evaluated and moderated atti-
tudes that limited their ability to co-operate successfully with others and be objective in
their work. On the whole, the positive experience helped them form an optimistic view
about their future as professionals.

Overall, these positive experiences led students who had a negative or neutral atti-
tude towards social work to develop a more positive attitude towards the profession;
students who were already positively inclined towards social work maintained this
positive attitude. Moreover, positive experiences stimulated students’ interest in their
studies.

Students viewed practice tutorials a negative experience in cases when:
ß Practice teachers do not provide students with the necessary guidance, informa-
tion and support.
ß Practice teachers focus too much on students’ personal issues, sometimes at the
expense of focusing on issues regarding students’ work at the agency.
ß Practice teachers abuse their authority.
ß Practice teachers’ attitude is in contrast to social work ethics and values.

When students feel that practice teaching does not meet their needs, they initially decide
to wait a bit and see if things will improve. They are hesitant to speak up because they
fear this may have an impact on their evaluation from the teacher. After some time has
passed and things still have not improved students employ three basic sets of strategies:
a) they decide to take the risk and talk to the practice teacher frankly about how they
feel, b) they decide to adjust to what the practice teacher wants even if they feel this is
not right and their educational needs are not met because they are afraid that speaking
up might result in a negative evaluation from the specific teacher and c) they just remain
passive; they do not complain but nor do they comply to what they feel the practice
teacher wants. Speaking up seems to be the hardest and most rare attitude, according to
students’ narratives.

Lack of guidance and instruction made students unsure about what their professional
role in the agency should be; they started feeling inadequate. At times, ignorance and
lack of support made them view social work practice as a threat to their physical or
mental health; some students started doubting whether they were capable of meeting the
demands of the School. Experience of practice teachers who did not respect social work
values or ethics made them question the profession itself; they began to think that
maybe social work is not worth it and choosing another profession would be preferable.
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Overall, these negative experiences led some students to consider abandoning their
studies for a semester or even permanently, while others started having doubts as to
whether they would like to work as social workers and under what circumstances.

9.5 DISCUSSION

The findings of this study indicate that the experience of practice tutorials as a whole
influences students’ views on the profession of social work but it also works as a posi-
tive or negative stimulus as far as their studies in social work are concerned. Students
often base their views on social work – and their expectations of what they will face in
the professional arena later – on the very experiences acquired through practice tutori-
als. It is therefore of great importance to all those concerned with social work education
to ensure that practice tutorials are organized in the best possible way. After all, the fact
that students chose to refer to and give elaborate narratives on the particular issue of
tutorials when asked about experiences that have affected their views on social work
highlights the importance of this part of the curriculum.

When do practice tutorials constitute a positive experience?

This seems to depend on the traits of the practice teacher and on the climate prevailing
among members of the tutorial group.

As far as the kind of practice teachers that students seem to particularly benefit from
are concerned, the findings of this investigation suggest that students clearly value
practice teachers that are able to provide them with the necessary knowledge, guidance
and support, which is consistent with prior research (Baker & Smith, 1987, Dunveley &
Wolf, 1992; Ellison, 1994; Fortune & Abramson, 1993; Knight, 1996; Leddick & Dye,
1987; Ronnestad & Skovholt, 1993). Students also appreciate and have a lot to gain
from practice teachers that enjoy their role as teachers, something Fortune et al., (1985)
mentioned as well. In accordance with Knight’s findings (1996), they also recognize the
benefits of being required to examine their own strengths and weaknesses and to be
self-aware when this is done with the help of a non-intruding, open-minded practice
teacher, who is genuinely concerned about them.

Excellent co-operation among members of the practice tutorial group is an enriching
experience that influences students’ views on social work positively. This comes as no
surprise, since three to four students in a group provide a variety of different ideas, give
each other feedback, share their different personal and professional experiences and cre-
ate a very rich and complex resource. It is also much easier to challenge one’s practice
teacher from within the safety of a group (Hildebrand, 1995). Of course there may also
be drawbacks such as competition for the teacher’s attention and approval, but these are
things the practice teacher can deal with.

Practice tutorials appear to function well when they are conducted in a comfortable
climate of mutual trust and respect, where students are encouraged to think for them-
selves and where practice teachers do not adopt a ‘know-all’ attitude. Consequently,
students’ narratives reflect frustration with practice tutorials that do not satisfy the
above conditions. Moreover, students’ narratives reveal that they value teachers who
encourage student autonomy and active participation. This is in accordance with
Knowles’s (1972) ideas about the application of certain teaching principles in social
work education. Knowles argued – among other things – for the importance of a learn-
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ing climate where the learner feels accepted, respected and supported. He also rejected
the traditional model of the learner as a passive recipient of what the teacher chooses to
offer. The teacher’s role is redefined as being more of ‘a guide than a wizard’ (Knowles,
1970). Schön (1988), being preoccupied with educational conditions that are favourable
to the development of ‘reflective practice’, also emphasized the need for educational
experiences that create creativity and encourage intuitive problem-solving to make best
use of practical experience. “The role of the educator is, therefore, more like a musical
conductor or drama coach than a traditional professor” (Pietroni 1995, p. 43).

What are students telling us about practice tutorials as a negative experience?

Lack of adequate guidance and support emerged as one of the factors that render prac-
tice tutorials a negative experience, which is consistent with prior findings (Rosenblatt
& Mayer, 1975). These findings may be cause for concern. On the aspects that are the
most important and most directly related to the aim of social work education (that is, the
preparation of students for social work practice), some students express dissatisfaction.
One could argue that these findings could be unique to the particular School of social
work represented in this study. However, the results may reflect a lack of knowledge
about what teaching skills are needed to help students transform classroom learning into
effective practice. The findings suggest the importance of examining what practice
teachers actually do in the classroom, particularly their ability to enhance and structure
their students’ learning.

Other reasons for practice tutorials influencing students in a negative way are re-
flected in the stories where practice teachers focus too much on personal issues – often
at the expense of providing instruction – when reference to such issues does not have to
do with students’ performance as professionals and their field practice in general. It is
the practice teacher’s responsibility to identify and discuss with students issues that may
hinder them in their work; and it is true that certain students may not be willing to rec-
ognize the need for this process and participate in it. However, it is important that this is
done strictly in the context of student’s practice experiences, in an atmosphere of genu-
ine interest and mutual trust and certainly not at the expense of providing instruction.

Practice tutorials as arenas for the visualization of roles

The findings indicate that tutorials function as arenas for the visualization of roles. Both
the teacher as a role model and the student as learner are referred to in students’ narra-
tives. As Wijnberg and Schwartz (1977) argued when referring to the role systems
model of practice learning, relationships between practice teachers and students are de-
fined and circumscribed by social roles; these roles have the function of creating ex-
pectations and imposing identities for participants, for example as a practice teacher or
as a student.  The findings of the present study suggest that students perceive their prac-
tice teachers both as educators and as role models. That is why teachers who abuse their
authority and whose attitude is in contrast to social work values have a negative effect
on students’ image of the profession itself. What students are telling us is that there is
more to being a practice teacher than possessing a good theoretical background and
adequate knowledge of the agency. If teachers want to get their message across to stu-
dents, it is important that their attitude is not in contrast with the professional ethics.
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Practice tutorial advantages: expressing opinions, learning form others, feeling ac-
cepted, gaining support

Students’ hesitation to openly confront their teachers when they are dissatisfied is
hardly surprising. Power is an inescapable part of the dynamic of relationships between
all teachers and students (Shardlow and Doel, 1996). This is especially true where the
teacher has considerable influence on decisions about the student’s level of competence.
In our case, the practice teacher is the one who decides whether a student passes or fails.
Students feel more comfortable to express their opinions freely with a practice teacher
who combines knowledge and insight on issues troubling them and who has an open
mind and welcomes constructive criticism. Moreover, the very nature of group tutorials
allows students to speak up more easily from within the safety of the group (Hildebrand,
1995); therefore the possible abuse of authority by the teacher is restricted. Students in
this study consider the group tutorial as an example of excellent cooperation among
members of a team. It provides them with the opportunity to learn from others through
hearing different perspectives and discussing issues that are either common or unique to
each group member, something that group tutorials theorists have claimed too ( Bogo et
al., 2004; Kadushin, 1985; Werk & Caplan, 1998). Group tutorials theorists stress the
importance of developing and maintaining a productive group climate where students
view themselves as interdependent and interactive while trying to achieve the common
goal of learning (Kadushin, 1985; Shulman, 1993; Hayes et al., 2000; Davis, 2002). The
importance of such a climate is obvious in students’ narratives. So is the importance of
feeling ‘accepted’ by both the practice teacher and the other members of the tutorial
group. Communication, which is an integral part of human life, takes place among
members of the tutorial group. As in any form of human communication, the individu-
als’ need for ‘confirmation’ is of great importance (Watzlawick et al., 1967). Practice
tutorials are successful when members accept (‘confirm’) each other’s definition of self,
when they can confirm one another in their personal qualities and capacities. All mem-
bers of the tutorial group share the human need for approval, the sense that one is ac-
cepted and liked (Bogo & Vayda, 1998).

Support is identified as one of the main qualities of an effective student-practice
teacher relationship (Bogo & Vayda, 1998). Supportive aspects of practice teaching
have to do with practical situations and the effectiveness of student interventions; they
also have to do with issues associated with being a learner, such as self-esteem, depend-
ency and power. The findings of this study show how lack of support regarding the
tasks students take on or negative feedback when students expect warmth and under-
standing affects negatively students’ attitude towards their studies.

Functions of practice tutorials that students particularly value: the educative and the
pastoral function

Shardlow and Doel (1996) referred to four major functions of the practice tutorial: the
educative function, the pastoral function, the managerial function and the administrative
function. Students in this study referred specifically to two of these functions, possibly
because they are of major importance to them: the educative function and the pastoral
function. As we have seen, these two functions feature heavily in students’ narratives of
both positive and negative experiences. As far as the educative function is concerned,
practice tutorials can be a source of guidance, feedback and knowledge, integrating the-
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ory with practice; thus, they stimulate students’ interest in their studies and contribute to
the formation of a positive attitude towards the profession. In the case of negative expe-
riences regarding the educative function, students are not provided with the necessary
guidance and support; this results in them doubting whether they want or are able to
work as social workers. They may develop negative views on the profession and con-
sider abandoning their studies temporarily or even permanently. As far as the pastoral
function is concerned, practice tutorials constitute positive experiences when helping
students understand and resolve personal difficulties affecting the process of learning.
However, students are frustrated when they are asked to expand on personal issues at
the expense of discussing academic and professional issues. In such cases, students see
that approach as a waste of time and an invasion of their privacy; they become more
guarded and anxious in practice tutorials, a situation that Bogo and Vayda (1998) ar-
gued may lead to a rupture in the student-practice teacher relationship.

Practice tutorials and students’ decision to study social work

But the most important finding that came out of this study is that practice tutorials are
related to students’ decision to graduate from social work. According to students’
views, practice tutorials are a way of clarifying their work role and acquiring a realistic
view about what social work practice really is. This might in a way compensate for the
fact that students often embark on their educational decision-making process based on
insufficient, sometimes even non-existent information. Even when students do not have
a clear picture of what a social worker’s role actually is, practice tutorials provide them
with all the necessary information. In cases of positive practice tutorial experiences, this
can influence students to continue with their studies, having acquired a good or in some
cases improved view regarding the profession of social work. It is obvious that in such
cases students’ interest in their studies is stimulated. On the other hand, having negative
practice tutorial experiences can influence students to consider abandoning Social
Work, either for some time or even permanently. Students doubt whether social work
actually suits them and may consider choosing a different profession. Their decision is
based on knowledge of social work practice acquired through experience and not on un-
certain hunches and piecemeal information.

Undoubtedly, the last thing we want is for components of social work education,
such as the practice tutorials, to exert a negative influence on students’ views on the
profession of social work or on their studies. The possible weaknesses of practice tuto-
rials are not irreversible; they can be eliminated or eased. The views of students, par-
ticularly if they are detailed and unrestrained, should prove valuable in this.

The data of this study are based on the perceptions of students reflected in their sto-
ries; therefore the fact that student evaluations of their practice teacher may reflect a va-
riety of influences unrelated to the teacher’s skill and ability as an educator has to be
taken into account. Students in this study did not offer any insights into the possible in-
fluence of issues of ethnicity, gender and diversity on practice tutorials. Perhaps if I had
specifically introduced such themes in the narrative questions, that would have elicited
important information. However, the narrative questions did not include predetermined
variables, since the study was a search for the meaning of students’ experiences in rela-
tion to their studies and the social work profession. The findings of this investigation
contribute to what is known about practice teaching but they also underscore the need
for further study.
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10. CONCLUSIONS AND GENERAL DISCUSSION

As mentioned in the Introduction, the aim of this thesis is to investigate the possible
reasons social work students have for entering and eventually graduating from the So-
cial Work Department in Iraklio, Greece. The findings contradict views that stress the
degree of ‘free’ choice people have about work, such as those of Ginzberg et al., (1951)
and Super (1957); it is clear that external structural factors limit or contribute to the
shaping of this choice. This is not to say, however, that the findings stress the deter-
mining influence of solely external factors on students’ choice; respondents in the three
studies of this thesis describe actively making decisions. Thus, theories that stress either
the individual’s choice of occupation or the determining influence of external factors
did not seem adequate in this case. I have already discussed the findings of each study
separately using various theoretical perspectives; in this overall discussion I have
mainly used Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital, field and habitus as a means for
understanding the way in which social structure interweaves with human activity within
the sphere of students’ choice to study social work. Bourdieu’s terms have been used
here in an attempt to overcome the split between individually-oriented educational
choice theories and structural theories. The work of others (Grenfell & James, 1998;
Reay, 1998a; Hodkinson, 1998; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; Moi, 1991; McClelland,
1990) who have drawn on and developed Bourdieu’s work, has also provided me with a
useful conceptual framework for understanding students’ choice to study social work.

The main findings of this work

Recapitulating the main findings of this work, a combination of factors seems to influ-
ence students’ choice of social work. First of all, students’ choice of higher education is
based on insufficient and piecemeal information on what the social work profession
actually is. Official school vocational guidance either did not cover students’ needs at
all, or it provided them with insufficient information. Students’ accounts often reveal
confusion and uncertainty regarding their educational choices. Naturally, there were
students who were clear about what they wanted, but they constitute the small minority
in this study. Gender is another factor related to students’ choice. It is mostly women
students that choose social work.

The system of admissions to higher education is another influential factor; it is par-
ticularly competitive and creates or, rather, reproduces inequalities through the growth
of ‘informal’ education. Moreover, students have to make educational/occupational
choices at a very young age. Because of their lower-middle class, working class or
peasant backgrounds, students find it easier to gain access to lower-prestige higher edu-
cation Schools (T.E.I.) where Social Work is taught. At times students make their
choice knowing that it is the best they can do under the particular circumstances. For a
number of students their decision to study social work seems to have been either a ‘de-
fault’ decision (the best of all other alternatives) or a ruling out of other options.

Regarding how the educational system is related to students’ choice to study social
work, the findings indicate that students seem to belong to two different groups, based
on whether they wanted to study social work from the start or not:
ß There are students for whom Social Work is their choice (in the strict, limited
though it may sometimes be, meaning of the word) and, on the other hand,
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ß Students who, absurd though it may seem, end up in the Social Work Depart-
ment by accident (meaning that either they did not want to or they had never even
thought about studying social work before).

In both cases, the educational system and more specifically the system of admissions to
higher education seem to play an important role in students’ decision to study social
work; of course this is not to say that the influence of the educational system is isolated
from other factors such as individuals’ class background. In order to illustrate how this
is done, we have to look at the options students have when entering higher education.
Candidates may choose between the following two options:
ß They may choose to attend general lyceum, which gives them the opportunity to
opt for both University and TEI Schools. Candidates then have to participate in highly
competitive admission exams. In order to increase their chances of success, supple-
mentary help either through ‘frontisiria’ (private cramming institutes where students
attend courses in groups) or through private lessons (which students attend individually)
is considered to be of crucial importance. However, due to the significant cost of infor-
mal education, only well-off families can support their children financially throughout
the whole process. Therefore, candidates whose families cannot afford the extra cost
have to compete on unequal terms with those who are privileged enough to be able to
acquire the necessary supplementary help.
ß They may choose to attend technical lyceum, thus having the right to opt only
for TEI Schools. Candidates who go for this option then have to participate in a not par-
ticularly difficult type of admission exam. A number of students choose technical ly-
ceum either because they are not interested in entering University Schools or because
they are not willing to study particularly hard; in the case of such students, their deci-
sion to attend technical lyceum is a ‘choice’ in the strict meaning of the word, made af-
ter pros and cons are carefully weighted up. However, it would be over-simplistic to say
that this ‘choice’ applies to all students. The truth is that for a number of candidates the
technical lyceum is the only option they have got; coming from families who are either
unable or unwilling to support them financially in order to acquire supplementary help,
they feel that their chances of succeeding through general lyceum are minimal.

Regardless of which of the two above-mentioned options students choose, what they all
have in common is a strong desire to enter higher education. This desire is related to the
educational fetishism which is present among students as well as among their parents.
Within the context of the particular educational system with all its opportunities and re-
strictions, students do not remain passive; different groups of students employ different
patterns of strategies regarding the way they prepare for the exams, their ranking of
Schools in their order of preference, their decisions to try again after having failed one
or more times etc.

So far, I have referred to factors affecting students’ choice to study and graduate
from Social Work which take effect mainly before students’ admission to Social Work.
But what is also important is that there are additional factors operating within the Social
Work curriculum, after students’ admission to Social Work. The findings indicate that
the way students feel about studying social work after having entered and attended the
School for at least a year is not based only on how much they wanted this School from
the start; their feelings are also modified according to their fieldwork practice experi-
ences. More specifically, the findings have shown that practice tutorials are a source of
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both positive and negative experiences that respectively affect students positively or
negatively. Positive experiences stimulated students’ interest in social work and their
studies and they began to see themselves as future professionals. When it comes to
negative experiences though, their impact was such that they even led some students to
consider abandoning their studies, while others started questioning whether they would
like to work as social workers and under what circumstances.

Cultural capital, field, habitus, gendered habitus as a conceptual framework for under-
standing students’ choice to study social work

As I have already mentioned, Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital, field and habitus
as well as concepts coming from the work of others (Grenfell & James, 1998; Reay,
1998a; Hodkinson, 1998; Hodkinson & Sparkes, 1997; Moi, 1991; McClelland, 1990)
who have drawn on and developed Bourdieu’s work, have proven fruitful in providing a
conceptual framework for understanding students’ choice to study social work. Bour-
dieu describes habitus as “a system of dispositions common to all products of the same
conditionings” (Bourdieu 1990, p.59) and although his theoretical framework has been
developed more extensively in relation to social origins, it can easily be applied to the
analysis of ‘gender disadvantage’ as well (McClelland, 1990). As such, it can be used
for understanding students’ educational choice as a classed-and-gendered process. So-
cial class influences one’s life-chances but it also shapes one’s perceptions of what the
choices are. Habitus captures the notion of students’ decision-making, wherein students
internalize familial interpretations of their objective chances of success. Thus, students’
educational/occupational choices reinforce the social order, while appearing to be both
natural and chosen. In other words, “habitus produces action but because it confines
possibilities to those possible for social groups an individual belongs to, much of the
time those actions tend to be reproductive rather than transformative” (Grenfell & James
1998, p.139). In the present research, we have seen how certain class-selecting factors
operating within the structure of the educational system channel students into prestig-
ious University Schools or non-prestigious TEI Schools according to their varying class
backgrounds. The majority of students in the Social Work Department of Iraklio had
lower-middle class, working class or peasant backgrounds. Well-educated parents of
general lyceum graduates not only helped their children prepare for the exams, but they
also expected them to enter prestigious University Schools. As a result, these students’
aspirations matched those of their parents. On the other hand, technical lyceum gradu-
ates had parents of a lower educational level than the parents of general lyceum gradu-
ates; having never advanced to higher education, most of these parents felt that a T.E.I.
degree was enough to guarantee upward social mobility to their children. Technical ly-
ceum graduates themselves had lower and more practical academic and occupational
aspirations.

A number of feminists have drawn on Bourdieu’s theory of culture and found it use-
ful in gender analysis (e.g. Reay, 1998a; Moi, 1991). Reay (1998a) has attempted to de-
velop an understanding of habitus in relation to gender as a ‘gendered process’. The
concept of gendered habitus reveals a view of the world in which the division of labour
between men and women is seen as natural. From being born into gender and class re-
lations individuals occupy the associated positions such as ‘woman’, ‘working class’ etc
(Moi, 1991). Bourdieu’s work predicts that individuals growing up in relatively privi-
leged social strata (e.g. social class, gender etc) are more likely to develop high aspira-
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tions (McClelland, 1990). According to this line of thought, men who develop high
status professional ambitions are following the principles of their traditional role; there-
fore, they are in accordance with their habitus. On the other hand, women who have
lower-status professional ambitions are also – from a traditional standpoint – in accor-
dance with their habitus. The present thesis has shown that it is mostly women who
choose Social Work; a ‘woman’s profession’, for which education is provided in low-
middle status TEI Schools. No male student had ever thought about entering Social
Work, let alone practising it; Social Work was the alternative in case their attempts to
pursue other more prestigious careers failed. When it comes to girls, even those who
had ranked Social Work among their middle or last choices said that they liked the idea
of a helping profession. In addition, certain parents who were said to associate social
work with women, contributed unknowingly to the process of legitimizing gender dis-
tinction as ‘natural differences’. Moreover, although the high value placed on higher
education (educational fetishism) seems to be a commonality across social class, it dif-
fers according to gender. All boys felt that they were expected to succeed academically
and they usually aimed at prestigious higher education Schools. On the other hand, there
were girls who felt that their parents had no particular academic expectations of them;
they just expected their daughters to work for pin money and/or raise a family.

So, both gender and social class seem to play an important role in the process of stu-
dents’ occupational/educational choice. Thus, I tend to adopt Moi’s (1991) view that we
may try to see both class and gender “as belonging to the whole social field without
specifying a fixed and unchangeable hierarchy between them” (p.1035). Although social
agents are undoubtedly always gendered, one cannot assume that gender is the most
relevant factor in play in a given situation. For example, the data of this work indicate
that gender alone is not the decisive factor in play in students’ educational choice. In
certain cases, being a girl combined with a low financial/educational family background
orientated students towards attending technical lyceum and opting only for TEI Schools.
In other cases of high educational family background, the family’s as well as the stu-
dent’s educational aspirations were high regardless of the student’s gender. In any case,
insofar as gender is implicated in all other social fields, one can never discard it without
further examination (Moi, 1991).

For Bourdieu, the effect of individual aspects of habitus in and through human prac-
tice is actualized in an objectively defined field, a structured system of social relations at
a micro and macro level. These relations determine and reproduce social activity in its
various forms. Bourdieu often writes about social activity as a sort of game in which
there are winners and losers. There are rules governing how the game is played, what is
and is not allowed; by entering the game, individuals implicitly agree to be ruled by it
(Grenfell & James, 1998). Thus, secondary education in Greece can be seen as a field
within which two different subfields are discernible: general lyceum (which is a higher
status subfield leading to prestigious higher education Schools) and technical lyceum
(which is a low-middle status subfield leading to TEI Schools and offering limited op-
portunities). Both subfields connect with and share the principles of the main field,
while at the same time having their own particular characteristics. Each subfield has “its
own way of doing things, rules, assumptions and beliefs; in sum, its own legitimate
means” (Grenfell & James 1998, p.21). Some individuals already possess quantities of
relevant capital bestowed on them in the process of habitus formation, which makes
them better players than others in the particular field. Players (in our case, lyceum pu-
pils who are candidates for higher education) do not enter the field with equal amounts
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of capital (economic, cultural or social). For example, students who can afford supple-
mentary help do not have an equal amount of economic capital with those who cannot
afford it. Moreover, a high educational family background is important in the sense that
it provides students with a fair amount of cultural capital, which is a prerequisite for
success in formal schooling. Those who did not have it, started off with a serious disad-
vantage that the school was not willing to remedy. However, despite the apparent de-
terminism of this argument, “in education it is important that the school should be seen
to be free from direct influence and coercion in its professional activity. Pupils con-
stantly have choice about what they do, how they act and think in response to the peda-
gogic opportunities that are offered” (Grenfell & James 1998, p.21). It appears as if eve-
ryone is free to play in the field of education, everything is available for anyone who
wants to try to have it. If it were not, the rules of the game themselves would not be ac-
cepted. Still, the fact that the rules of the game are recognised by all players does not
mean that all players will play the game in the same way (Moi, 1991). The different po-
sitions of different players in the field require different strategies. To the extent that dif-
ferent players have different social backgrounds (they may be of different gender, class
etc) their habitus can not be identical. As we have already seen, students playing in the
field of secondary education employ a variety of different strategies in order to achieve
admission to higher education. For example, some students desired University Schools
but did not possess the necessary economic capital to afford supplementary help; they
chose to attend technical lyceum, thus opting only for TEI Schools. In the case of stu-
dents whose families were willing and able to support them financially, they did not
have to make this kind of compromise. So, it seems that even though everyone plays
differential structures ensure that not everyone is equal; players do not enter the field
with equal amounts of capital in the first place. Moreover, one could argue that it is in
fact questionable whether everyone can play in the field of education. Certain groups are
excluded to a greater or lesser degree. For example, in Greece, candidates who are deaf
or blind are admitted to higher education without admission exams, over and above the
determined number of students to be admitted to each Department or Faculty. However,
after their admission, the lack of necessary facilities for the disabled within the higher
education Departments makes it very hard for them to complete their studies success-
fully.

Misrecognition and the Greek educational system

For Bourdieu, misrecognition operates in the educational system; misrecognition has to
do with how underlying processes and structures of the educational system “are not
consciously acknowledged in terms of the social differentiation they perpetuate, often in
the name of democracy and equality” (Grenfell & James 1998, p.23). The pedagogic
authority of the school promotes a view of schooling as a legitimate or neutral process.
“This illusion is further fostered in state educational systems by the fact that individuals
do not have to pay for their education directly; education appears to have the open ac-
cess of being free” (Jenkins 2002, p.109).  In the case of Greece, education is said to be
a social benefit and the right of every citizen, to whom it is to be given free at all levels.
However, in practice things are quite different. For example, we have seen how, even
though higher education is supposed to be given free to all citizens, there are inequali-
ties concerning access to higher education. The research findings of the quantitative
study showed that students criticized the educational system as being unfair or mis-
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leading; however, these were students’ views after they had entered higher education.
On the other hand, the grounded theory study showed that, while still at school and be-
fore taking admission exams, students believed that entering higher education was well
worth the money and effort required of them. Misrecognition is discernible here; most
students believed it was up to them to succeed and they never questioned the rationality
or fairness of the system. That is why they ended up taking full responsibility for pass-
ing or failing the admission exams, which explains their feelings of self-blame and in-
tense despair after their unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education.

Social work students’ educational/occupational decision-making process:  patterns of
routine experience interspersed with turning points – decisions  made within horizons
for action

Jenkins (2002) criticized Bourdieu for being structurally deterministic and for failing to
incorporate a theory that can provide a way for the changing of habitus, which can be
seen as a sort of invisible hand that controls the actions of individuals. In response to
this criticism, Hodkinson & Sparkes (1997) expanded on Bourdieu’s writings by talking
about horizons for action and about the existence of turning points and routines in the
career decision-making process. These concepts proved a useful tool for making sense
of social work students’ educational choice, helping me avoid a polarised explanation
focused either on social structures or individual free choice.

People make pragmatically rational decisions within their horizons for action. “Hori-
zons are the perspectives on and possibilities for action given in any field or intersection
of fields” (Hodkinson 1998, p.97). In the case of educational choice, habitus, the struc-
ture of the educational system, as well as the high value placed on higher education
(educational fetishism) influence students’ horizons for actions. Students’ perceptions
of what might be available and what might be appropriate affect their choices; opportu-
nities available to them are simultaneously subjective (as students perceive them) and
objective (as they really are). Horizons for action are segmented, in the sense that no-
body considers the whole range of possible opportunities in education or the labour
market. Within the literature there are different explanations of such segmentation,
which emphasize its relation to factors such as social class, gender, ethnicity etc (Hod-
kinson & Sparkes, 1997). According to this line of thought, young men may not con-
sider the possibility of a career in social work because of the gender stereotyping of
jobs.

In their sociological theory of career decision-making, the careership theory, Hod-
kinson and Sparkes (1997) have drawn on the work of Bourdieu with the aim of over-
coming the split between theories that stress individuals’ freedom to choose and theo-
ries that emphasize the importance of structures. In the careership model that they de-
veloped, individuals make their own decisions, yet the limitations on their decisions are
realistically recognised. Individuals are influential if not always instrumental in the de-
velopment of occupational careers; “careership is not predetermined but subject to
change, which is sometimes unforeseen and sometimes planned” (Hodkinson & Sparkes
1997, p.41). The findings of this thesis indicate that students describe actively making
decisions. They have all been instrumental, to a greater or lesser degree, in determining
what career they will eventually follow. Students’ educational/occupational decision-
making process seems to be made up of patterns of routine experience interspersed with
turning points. In this work’s data it was possible to discern the three different types of
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turning points that Hodkinson (1998) and Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997) have referred
to. There are structural turning points, determined by external structures of the institu-
tions involved. One such structural change comes at the end of high school, when stu-
dents have to choose whether to attend general or technical lyceum. Other turning
points are forced on students by external events and/or the actions of others. For exam-
ple, the student who had decided to become a professional athlete had to change course
and decided to be a social worker after having suffered severe injury. Other turning
points were self-initiated, that is students concerned were instrumental in precipitating
transformation in response to a range of factors in their personal life in the field. Such a
self-initiated change came when students decided not to take admission exams again
and started attending courses in Social Work because they were exhausted and they
could not bear to go through extremely competitive admission exams again. Turning
points can be a combination of two or even all three types. The following example il-
lustrates such a case. At the end of high school, a student had to choose which type of
lyceum to attend, general or technical. She wanted to study Archaeology in University;
therefore she had to attend general lyceum. However, her parents decided not to support
her financially. Thus, without being able to afford supplementary help, her possibilities
of entering University decreased dramatically so she decided to attend technical lyceum
and opt only for TEI Schools instead. Here we have a turning point that is both struc-
tural (attending lyceum after high school is determined by an external structure, the
Greek educational system) as well as forced on the student (her parents’ decision not to
support her financially left her no choice but to attend technical lyceum). But at the
same time, this turning point is also self-initiated; the student concerned was instru-
mental in precipitating a transformation in response to factors in her personal life in the
field (she decided to settle for technical lyceum since her parents would not support her
financially in order to opt for University). It is obvious that some turning points can be
planned and foreseen, while others cannot be predicted. As a decision is made within a
turning point, the habitus of that person changes. “Sometimes this change resembles an
incremental development” (Hodkinson & Sprkes, p.39), as when a lyceum student goes
on to a desired higher education School. Sometimes a turning point results in a more
dramatic – or even traumatic – transformation, as in the case where severe injury forced
the student who trained as a professional athlete into an identity he had never even
thought about, that of being a social worker.

Turning points are inseparable from routines that follow and precede them (Hodkin-
son, 1998). The data of this study indicate that the decision-making regarding studying
social work is not final by the time students enter the School. Experiences within the
Social Work School constitute routines that affect students’ views on social work and
their interest in their studies. I have identified the following four types of routine in my
sample:

Confirmatory routines “reinforce career decisions already made so that the new
identity develops broadly in the way in which the subject hoped and intended” (Hodkin-
son 1998, p.102). Such is the case of students who had a positive attitude towards social
work from the start, whose fieldwork practice experience was good and who felt that
they had gained a lot from their studies so far. These students felt satisfied with their
decision to study social work and they saw themselves as potential social workers.
In the case of contradictory routines, “the person’s experiences undermine the original
decision, as he/she becomes dissatisfied and either begins to regret an original change,
or, alternatively, decides that the current experience is no longer adequate or appropri-
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ate” (Hodkinson 1998, p.102). An example of contradictory routine is the case where
students had negative experiences of practice tutorials. At times, this led them to self-
initiated turning points, such as to consider abandoning their studies for a semester or
even permanently. Others developed coping strategies to deflect attention away from
their dissatisfaction with experiences within the School, e.g. they started seeing Social
Work as the first step which would allow them to follow postgraduate studies that
would in turn provide them with the opportunity to pursue a career other than social
work. The result of such contradictory routines is to undermine the identity assumed at
previous turning points (Hodkinson, 1998); students do not envisage themselves prac-
tising social work in the future, even though they had originally chosen to study social
work when they entered the School.

There are also socialising routines, which “confirm an identity that was not origi-
nally desired” (Hodkinson 1998, p.102). This is what happened, for example, in the case
of a student who had originally desired to study Literature but failed to enter that par-
ticular School. She entered Social Work instead and at the time the present research
took place she had already become socialised into seeing herself as a social worker and
she did not intend to retry entering Literature School. Her interest in the courses she at-
tended in Social Work in the trial semester influenced her decision to study social work.
This case is an example of how a turning point (entering Social Work instead of the de-
sired Literature School) combined with the socialising routine that followed it (experi-
ences in the trial semester) can bring about an individual’s transformation of identity
(she started seeing herself as a social worker).             

Evolutionary routines occur “when a person gradually changes, outgrowing their
original career identity, in ways that are not especially contradictory or painful” (Hod-
kinson & Sparkes 1997, p.40). Such is the case of a student who had originally desired
to study marketing and who, having failed to achieve that, entered the Social Work De-
partment. Given that she did not even know much about marketing in the first place and
she had only wanted a higher education degree so she could find a job later on, she eas-
ily adjusted to the idea of being a future social worker.

Making up their minds: students’ choice to study Social Work in Iraklio, Greece: the
process

To sum up, the following figure illustrates what this whole chapter has referred to so
far: the process of students’ decision-making to enter and graduate from Social Work.
What is the figure telling us in words? Students are players in the field of education.
They enter the field with unequal amounts of capital (economic, cultural). To the extent
that they have different social backgrounds (gender, class), their classed-and-gendered
habitus differs as well. In the process of students’ educational choice, their habitus
along with the particular educational system (with all its opportunities and restrictions)
influence students’ horizons for action, their perceptions of what is available and appro-
priate for them. The high value placed on higher education (educational fetishism) is
another factor influencing students’ horizons for action. In the context of their horizons
for action, students employ a variety of strategies in order to enter higher education (e.g.
the way they prepare for the exams, their ranking of Schools in preference order etc).
The outcome of these strategies is their admission to Social Work, which may have
been intended or unintended. After having entered Social Work, additional factors in-
fluence students’ educational choice;  experiences within the School (e.g. practice tuto-
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rials) contribute to their attitude towards Social Work and their studies, thus to their de-
cision to graduate from Social Work. Students’ decision-making process is made up of
patterns of routine experience interspersed with turning points.

                                Patterns of routine experience interspersed with turning points

Figure 2. The process of students’ decision-making to enter and graduate from Social
Work.

Towards a reframing of admissions criteria

The findings of this work clearly indicate that the existing educational system is far
from being perfect. However, this should not necessarily lead us to adopt a pessimistic
view regarding the future of social work education in general. Shedding light on the
weaknesses of a system may feel frustrating at first; but it is only after we have identi-
fied the problematic areas that we can begin to find a remedy. Certain changes towards
a fairer and less restrictive educational system have to and can be made. When it comes
to admissions policy, this may mean a reframing of admissions criteria; admissions
based solely on academic criteria possibly overlook the special nature of a helping pro-
fession such as social work. The social work profession has always recognised that non-
academic factors, such as personal qualities, values and experiences are woven into the
fabric of social work, through its emphasis on the professional use of self (Miller & Ko-
erin, 1998). Admissions criteria currently used in all higher education departments in
Greece are set by the State. Thus, social work educators are actually excluded from the
whole admission process; they have never been asked for their opinions on admissions
criteria and the procedure of student assessment. It should be both the right and obliga-
tion of Social Work Departments to have a say in the formation of a model for defining
and assessing applicants’ suitability.
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The system of admissions to higher education has been and is still undergoing changes
since the present research was conducted. For example, students are now examined on
all courses of the curriculum in order to enter higher education and not just on four
courses of their choice; they have the right to apply for an unlimited number of higher
education Schools instead of a maximum of 60 Schools etc. Whether the modifications
will lead to an improved, less restrictive system remains to be explored in future re-
search, since the whole system is still undergoing changes every year.

Practice tutorial experiences as a challenge to the rather rigid structure of educational
fetishism; suggestions for improving the quality of practice tutorials

At first glance, the finding that very few students enter Social Work because it is the
School they desire most is not very encouraging. However, what has to be taken into
account here is that, due to the structure of the Greek educational system, it is often only
after students have entered a higher education School that they can tell if they really like
it or not. Views on social work can be and are often changed during students’ studies in
the particular Department. And this is what is most important and gives cause for opti-
mism here; factors within the Social Work curriculum affect students’ views and atti-
tude towards Social Work and their studies. At this point, the relation between practice
tutorial experiences and educational fetishism is also worth mentioning. Educational
fetishism (Kiridis, 1997) is present among students as well as among their parents, even
though it manifests itself differently according to students’ gender and the type of ly-
ceum they attended. The findings clearly indicate that educational fetishism is one of
the broad conditions bearing upon students’ strategies when it comes to their educa-
tional choices; at first glance it seems to exert a very strong influence on such choices.
However, a more careful look at the findings of the three studies as a whole reveals a
factor that is able to open up the rather rigid structure that educational fetishism seems
to be: practice tutorial experiences. Negative experiences may cause students to go as
far as to abandon their studies in Social Work; in such cases, educational fetishism
alone is not enough for them to decide to graduate.

According to students’ views, practice tutorials are a way of clarifying their work
role and acquiring a realistic view about what social work practice really is. The impor-
tant thing in acquiring this kind of knowledge regarding the function of practice tutori-
als is that, once we have it, we can then proceed to build upon the strengths of the ex-
isting curriculum as well as try to improve upon its weaknesses. Students’ views, par-
ticularly when they are detailed and unrestrained, should prove of valuable help in this
cause; after all they are the ‘experts’ on the benefits, concerns and shortcomings of the
existing system. The findings highlight the importance of the practice teacher’s role as
an educator; therefore, Social Work Departments must do their best to ensure that prac-
tice teachers fulfil their role in the best possible way. As mentioned earlier in Chapter 1,
a practice teacher in Greece is the person in the academic setting who teaches practice.
However, due to the fact that the Social Work Department in Iraklio is understaffed, it is
common practice for agency social work practitioners to be employed as part-time
practice teachers. Social work practitioners employed as part-time practice teachers are
required to have at least five years of work experience and a Master’s degree. However,
since social workers with a Master’s degree are usually hard to find, the majority of
part-time practice teachers have only the required work experience. Naturally, the ideal
situation would be to have a sufficiently staffed Department. If that is not possible, at
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the very least all part-time practice teachers should be required to participate in an ori-
entation programme prior to taking students. As has been argued by several authors
(Abramson & Fortune, 1990; Curiel & Rosenthal, 1987) Social Work Schools must
work closely and on an ongoing basis with practice teachers, introducing them to the
knowledge and skills students are expected to acquire and to the techniques that they
will need to use in order to help students integrate theory with practice. Unfortunately,
at least for the time being, this is not the case in the Social Work Department of Iraklio.
No systematic orientation programme exists for social work practitioners employed as
part-time practice teachers; moreover their working conditions are not good (low pay,
lack of facilities etc). It must be noted that even though Study 3 focused specifically on
the issue of practice tutorials, this is not to say that practice tutorials are the only influ-
ential factor; however, the investigation of other influential factors could be the subject
of future research.

Identifying what the weak spots are is a prerequisite for improvement and progress.
In our case, it is the first step for improving the quality of social work education.
Moreover, it is an important step towards ensuring that we educate competent future
professionals who can contribute to the development and upgrading of the social work
profession.

A final comment

Considering the amount of my pre-understanding in the particular field, one may ask
whether I have actually discovered anything new, or whether any of the results came as
a surprise to me. The truth is that some of the results were what I expected, while I was
genuinely surprised by others. For instance, I expected to find that a number of students
did not want to study social work from the start; however, the fact that approximately
30 percent of the students stated that they had decided to graduate from Social Work as
a form of compromise came rather as a shock to me. I knew sitting Panhellenic exams
was a hard process but I never imagined it to be as painful to some candidates as certain
students described it to be. Also, the – sometimes determining – influence of practice
tutorials on students’ views on social work came as a surprise. Overall, this is the con-
tribution of this thesis to the already existing knowledge on the choice of the profession
of social work, at least as far as Greece is concerned: the information on the degree to
which the educational system can affect students’ choices not only before but also after
entering Social Work. The quantitative and qualitative data gathered and analysed
through three different research methods point to the same direction, which can be con-
sidered as a validation of the consistency of the findings. For instance, Study 1 showed
that the educational system influences students’ choices, which was confirmed and ex-
plored further in Study 2. Study 2 indicated the influence of fieldwork practice on stu-
dents’ views on social work, an issue that was confirmed and investigated further in
Study 3.
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SUMMARY

Making their minds up: students' choice to study social work in Iraklio, Greece

Vasileia Papadaki, Department of Social Welfare, Umeå University, SE-901 87 Umeå,
Sweden.

The present thesis examines the possible reasons social workers have for entering and
eventually graduating from the Social Work29 Department in Iraklio, Greece. The thesis
is a three-phase study; it consists of three distinct but related research parts. Each re-
search part is built upon knowledge, issues and questions derived from the preceding
part. The first research part is a study of the possible reasons social work students have
for entering and eventually graduating from the Social Work Department in Iraklio,
Greece. This is followed by a study of students’ choice to study social work with regard
to the Greek educational system in particular. Finally, there is the study of the influence
of practice tutorials on students’ views on the profession of social work and on their at-
titude towards their studies.

My background in sociology influenced the choice of theoretical perspectives; from
the very beginning I decided that I was not interested in investigating students’ choice
from a psychologically-based perspective. In this work both quantitative and qualitative
approaches were employed. I started quantitatively to explore factors that affect stu-
dents’ choice to enter and eventually graduate from the Social Work Department in
Iraklio. In 1998, a questionnaire was distributed to all active students (n=94) who had
enrolled in Field Work Practice; the response rate was 100 percent. I then decided to go
deeper into certain issues derived from the quantitative research results by using two
different qualitative methods (grounded theory analysis of 15 oral interviews in 2000
and analysis of 30 written narratives in 2002; in both cases the sample was drawn from
students of the Social Work Department of Iraklio, Greece).

Students have to make educational/occupational choices at a very young age; their
accounts often reveal confusion and uncertainty regarding their educational choices.
The majority had insufficient and piecemeal information on what social work actually
is. Regarding how the educational system is related to students’ choice to study social
work, students belong to two different groups, based on whether they wanted to study
social work from the start or not. There are students for whom social work is their
choice in the strict, limited though it may sometimes be, meaning of the word. On the
other hand, there are students who, absurd though it may seem, end up in the Social
Work Department by accident (meaning that either they did not want to or they had
never even thought about studying social work before). In both cases, the educational
system and more specifically the system of admissions to higher education play an im-
portant role in students’ decision to study social work; of course this is not to say that
the influence of the educational system is isolated from other factors such as individu-
als’ class background. Candidates may choose between the following two options:

                                                  
29 When the words Social Work are written with capital letters, they refer to the Department of
Social Work at the TEI (Technological Educational Institution) in Iraklio, Greece; when they
are written in lowercase they refer to the profession.
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ß They may choose to attend general lyceum, which gives them the opportunity to
opt for both University and TEI (Technological Educational Institutions) Schools. Can-
didates then have to participate in highly competitive admission exams. In order to in-
crease their chances of success, attending private cramming institutes or individual pri-
vate lessons is considered to be of crucial importance. However, due to the significant
cost of informal education, only well-off families can support their children financially
throughout the whole process. Therefore, candidates whose families cannot afford the
extra cost have to compete on unequal terms with those who are privileged enough to be
able to acquire the necessary supplementary help.
ß They may choose to attend technical lyceum, thus having the right to opt only
for TEI Schools. Candidates who go for this option then have to participate in a not par-
ticularly difficult type of admission exam. A number of students choose technical ly-
ceum either because they are not interested in entering University Schools or because
they are not willing to study particularly hard; in the case of such students, their deci-
sion to attend technical lyceum is a ‘choice’ in the strict meaning of the word, made af-
ter pros and cons are carefully weighted up. However, the truth is that for a number of
candidates the technical lyceum is the only option they have got; coming from families
who are either unable or unwilling to support them financially in order to acquire sup-
plementary help, they feel that their chances of succeeding through general lyceum are
minimal.

Regardless of which of the two above-mentioned options students choose, what they all
have in common is a strong desire to enter higher education. This desire is related to the
educational fetishism (Kiridis, 1997), the high value placed on higher education. Within
the context of the particular educational system with all its opportunities and restric-
tions, students do not remain passive; different groups of students employ different pat-
terns of strategies regarding the way they prepare for the exams, their ranking of
Schools in their order of preference, their decisions to try again after having failed one
or more times etc.

After having entered Social Work, experiences within the School contribute to their
attitude towards social work and their studies, thus to their decision to graduate from
Social Work. Practice tutorials are a source of both positive and negative experiences
that respectively affect students positively or negatively. Positive experiences stimu-
lated students’ interest in social work and their studies and they began to see themselves
as future professionals. When it comes to negative experiences though, their impact was
such that they even led some students to consider abandoning their studies, while others
started questioning whether they would like to work as social workers and under what
circumstances.

The findings contradict views that stress the degree of free choice people have about
work; it is clear that external structural factors limit or contribute to the shaping of this
choice. This is not to say, however, that the findings stress the determining influence of
solely external factors on students’ choice. In an attempt to overcome the split between
individually-oriented educational choice theories and structural theories, Bourdieu’s
concepts of cultural capital, field and habitus (e.g. 1977; 1987) and the work of others
(e.g. Grenfell & James, 1998; Reay, 1998a; Hodkinson, 1998; Hodkinson & Sparkes,
1997) who have drawn on and developed Bourdieu’s work, has provided me with a use-
ful conceptual framework for understanding students’ choice to study social work.
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Students in this thesis describe actively making decisions; they are players in the field of
education. Thinking in Bourdieu’s terms, secondary education in Greece can be seen as
a field within which two different subfields are discernible: general lyceum (which is a
higher status subfield leading to prestigious higher education Schools) and technical ly-
ceum (which is a low-middle status subfield leading to TEI Schools and offering limited
opportunities). Players (lyceum pupils who are candidates for higher education) do not
enter the field with equal amounts of capital (economic, cultural or social). For exam-
ple, students who can afford supplementary help do not have an equal amount of eco-
nomic capital with those who cannot afford it. Thus, although in theory everyone is free
to play, not everyone is equal. To the extent that they have different social backgrounds
(gender, class), their habitus differs as well. Habitus can be used for understanding stu-
dents’ educational choice as a classed-and-gendered process. Habitus captures the no-
tion of students’ decision-making, wherein students internalize familial interpretations
of their objective chances of success. Thus, students’ educational/occupational choices
reinforce the social order, while appearing to be both natural and chosen; the findings
show how certain class-selecting factors operating within the structure of the educa-
tional system channel students into prestigious University Schools or non-prestigious
TEI Schools according to their varying class backgrounds. The concept of gendered ha-
bitus (Reay, 1988a) reveals a view of the world in which the division of labour between
men and women is seen as natural. According to this line of thought, men who develop
high status professional ambitions are following the principles of their traditional role;
therefore, they are in accordance with their habitus. On the other hand, women who
have lower-status professional ambitions are also – from a traditional standpoint – in
accordance with their habitus. The present thesis has shown that it is mostly women
who choose social work; a ‘woman’s profession’, for which education is provided in
low-middle status TEI Schools. No male student had ever thought about studying social
work, let alone practising it; Social work was the alternative in case their attempts to
pursue other more prestigious careers failed. When it comes to girls, even those who
had ranked Social Work among their middle or last choices said that they liked the idea
of a helping profession. Moreover, although the high value placed on higher education
(educational fetishism) seems to be a commonality across social class, it differs ac-
cording to gender. All boys felt that they were expected to succeed academically and
they usually aimed at prestigious higher education Schools, while the opposite was the
case for a number of girls. Both gender and social class seem to play an important role
in the process of students’ occupational/educational choice; still the data of this work
indicate that gender alone is not the decisive factor in play in students’ educational
choice. In the process of students’ educational choice, their habitus along with the par-
ticular educational system (with all its opportunities and restrictions) influence students’
horizons for action, their perceptions of what is available and appropriate for them. The
high value placed on higher education (educational fetishism) is another factor influ-
encing students’ horizons for action. In the context of their horizons for action, students
employ a variety of strategies in order to enter higher education (e.g. the way they pre-
pare for the exams, their ranking of Schools in preference order etc). The outcome of
these strategies is their admission to Social Work, which may have been intended or
unintended.

Students’ decision-making process is made up of patterns of routine experience in-
terspersed with turning points.  There are structural turning points, turning points that
are forced on students by external events and/or the actions of others and self-initiated
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turning points. It is obvious that some turning points can be planned and foreseen, while
others cannot be predicted. As a decision is made within a turning point, the habitus of
the individual changes. This change may resemble an incremental development or it
may be a more dramatic – or even traumatic – transformation. Turning points are in-
separable from routines that follow and precede them. The data of this study indicate
that the decision-making regarding studying social work is not final by the time students
enter the School. Experiences within the Social Work Department (such as practice tu-
torial experiences) constitute routines that affect students’ views on social work and
their interest in their studies. I have identified the four types of routine in my sample:
confirmatory routines, contradictory routines, socialising routines and evolutionary
routines.

Bourdieu’s concept of misrecognition of how the underlying processes and structures
of the educational system perpetuate social differentiation, often in the name of democ-
racy and equality, is discernible among social work students in Iraklio, Greece. While
education is said to be a social benefit and the right of every citizen, in practice things
are quite different. For example, even though higher education is supposed to be given
free to all citizens, there are inequalities concerning access to higher education. The re-
search findings of the quantitative study showed that students criticized the educational
system as being unfair or misleading; however, these were students’ views after they
had entered higher education. On the other hand, the grounded theory study showed
that, while still at school and before taking admission exams, most students believed it
was up to them to succeed and they never questioned the rationality or fairness of the
system. That is why they ended up taking full responsibility for passing or failing the
admission exams, which explains their feelings of self-blame and intense despair after
their unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education.

Due to the structure of the Greek educational system, it is often only after students
have entered a higher education School that they can tell if they really like it or not.
Views on social work can be and are often changed during students’ studies in the par-
ticular Department. And this is what is most important here; factors within the Social
Work curriculum affect students’ views and attitude towards Social Work and their
studies. The findings clearly indicate that educational fetishism exerts a very strong in-
fluence on students’ choices. However, a more careful look at the findings of the three
studies as a whole reveals a factor that is able to open up the rather rigid structure that
educational fetishism seems to be: practice tutorial experiences. Negative experiences
may cause students to go as far as to abandon their studies in Social Work; in such
cases, educational fetishism alone is not enough for them to decide to graduate.

The findings of this work clearly indicate that the existing educational system is far
from being perfect. Certain changes towards a fairer and less restrictive educational
system have to and can be made. When it comes to admissions policy, this may mean a
reframing of admissions criteria; admissions based solely on academic criteria possibly
overlook the special nature of a helping profession such as social work. Admissions
criteria currently used in all higher education departments in Greece are set by the State.
It should be both the right and obligation of Social Work Departments to have a say in
the formation of a model for defining and assessing applicants’ suitability. Identifying
what the weak spots are is a prerequisite for improvement and progress. In our case, it is
the first step for improving the quality of social work education. Moreover, it is an im-
portant step towards ensuring that we educate competent future professionals who can
contribute to the development and upgrading of the social work profession. When it
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comes to practice tutorials, the important thing in acquiring knowledge regarding their
function is that, once we have it, we can then proceed to build upon the strengths of the
existing curriculum as well as try to improve upon its weaknesses.

Keywords: educational choice; occupational choice; social work students; practice tuto-
rials; habitus; field; gendered habitus; turning points; routines; misrecognition; educa-
tional fetishism
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APPENDIX 1

FIGURE OF THE GREEK EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM AND ACCESS TO HIGHER
EDUCATION AT THE TIME THE RESEARCH WAS CONDUCTED

Primary school
(6-12 years)

High school
(13-15 years)

Technical lyceum
(16-18 years)

General lyceum
(16-18 years)

Technological Educa-
tional Institutions
(TEI)
(through lyceum grades
up to 1997/exams for
technical lyceum gradu-
ates after 1997)

Technological Edu-
cational Institu-

tions (TEI)
(through Panhellenic

exams)

Universities
(through Panhellenic

exams)
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APPENDIX 2

QUESTIONNAIRE DISTRIBUTED IN THE QUANTITATIVE STUDY (STUDY
1)
This is a strictly personal and anonymous questionnaire. You are requested to give sin-
cere answers to all the questions since the success and accuracy of this research depend
on you.

1. Sex:
Male Female

2. Age:
……………………………………………………………………………………………

3. Year of studies in Social Work:
2nd year
3rd year
4th year

4. Parents’ educational level:
Educational level Father Mother
Primary school graduate
High school/ technical school graduate
Lyceum graduate
Higher education graduate
Post-graduate degree holder

5. Parents’ occupation:
Occupation Father Mother
Farmer
Unskilled worker
Skilled worker
Private sector employee (lower/middle
level)
Private sector employee (managerial level)
Public sector employee (lower/middle level)
Public sector employee (managerial level)
Self-employed
Without a trade/ profession
Housework
Other (define what)……………………… ……………………

……
………………
………
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6. Place where you’ve spent most of your life up to now:

Village up to 2,000 inhabitants

Town up to 10,000 inhabitants

City up to 50,000 inhabitants

City over 50,000 inhabitants

Athens / Thessaloniki

7. You were admitted in the Social Work Department through:
Panhellenic exams
Exams after having acquired another higher education degree
Technical/Vocational lyceums
Exams for children of Greeks who live abroad
Other categories

8. In your preference order of higher education Departments, Social Work was:
The 1st choice
Among the 5 first choices
Among the middle choices
Among your last choices

9. If Social Work wasn’t your first choice, which higher education School was your
first choice?

……………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………

10. In order to be accepted in the Social Work Department:
You studied on your own
You attended classes at a ‘frontistirio’
You attended private lessons
You attended both private lessons & classes at a ‘fron-
tistirio’

11. Previous unsuccessful attempts to enter higher education:
None
One
Two
More than two
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12. When you came to Social Work Department:
You knew exactly what a social worker does
You knew quite a lot about a social worker’s job
You knew only a few things about a social worker’s
job
You knew nothing about a social worker’s job

13. Which were your sources of information on Social Work before you were accepted
in the Department?

Vocational guidance classes at school
Family/relatives
Friends
Mass media
Social worker/s I know
Other answer

14. You chose to graduate from Social Work mostly because: (you may give only one
answer)

You believe it’s the right occupation for you
You’ll use the degree to take exams and get in another higher education De-
partment
You wanted to have any higher education degree
You didn’t want to go through Panhellenic exams again
Your family’s finances gave you no alternative
Other answer (define what)
…………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………
……………..

15. If you had the opportunity to leave Social Work now and study in another higher
education Department of your choice, would you do it?

Yes No

16. If YES, which higher education Department would you go to?
……………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………………
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17. After having graduated from Social Work Department, you’d like to:
Work as a social worker
Work somewhere with good prospects, not necessarily as a social
worker
Take exams again and get into another higher education Department
Follow post-graduate studies
First of all, get married and have a family
I haven’t decided yet

18. Your parents, as far as your occupational choice is concerned:
Wanted you to get a degree in something they liked
Wanted you to acquire any kind of higher education degree
Wanted you to graduate from lyceum and get a job
Encouraged you to do whatever you thought best (higher education studies or anything
else)
Had no particular expectations, wanted you to have a job but starting a family comes
first
Other answer (define what)
…………………………………………………………………………..
……………………………………………………………………………………………
………………

19. Which of the following work values prevail in your family? (circle a number from 0
to 10 in the following criteria, where 0 stands for Totally Unimportant and 10 stands
for Extremely Important)

Social prestige/opportunity for social advance-
ment

0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10

Satisfactory financial reward 0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10
Helping others 0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10
Job permanence 0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10
Developing one’s skills & abilities and self-
fulfilment

0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10

20. Do you believe that one of the things that characterise the educational system is the
growth of informal private education?
Yes No I don’t know

21. Do you believe that pupils are requested to make binding decisions for their future
too early?
Yes No I don’t know
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22. Do you think that the existing system of admissions to higher education Depart-
ments creates inequalities because students attend “frontistiria” or private lessons?
Yes No I don’t know

23. Do you believe that the existing system of admissions to higher education usually
leads one to study something different from what one wants?
Yes No I don’t know

24. Social work in Greece has a long tradition of being a female occupation. Do you
believe that social work is a profession that suits mostly women?
Yes No I have no opinion

25. Which of the following dimensions of work do you consider most important? (Cir-
cle a number from 0 to 10 in the following criteria, where 0 stands for Totally Unim-
portant and 10 stands for Extremely Important)
Helping others 0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10
Contributing to the improvement of social
conditions

0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10

Job permanence 0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10
Social prestige/opportunity for social ad-
vancement

0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10

Satisfactory working conditions 0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10
Satisfactory financial reward 0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10
Developing one’s skills & abilities and
fulfilling oneself

0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10

Working with people 0    1    2    3    4    5    6    7    8    9    10
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APPENDIX 3

INTERVIEW SCHEDULE FOR PARTICIPATING STUDENTS IN THE
GROUNDED THEORY STUDY (STUDY 2)

ß Sex……………………………………………………………………………..
ß Father’s educational level………………………………………………………
ß Mother’s educational level……………………………………………………..
ß Way you were admitted to the Social  Work Depart-
ment………………………………………………………………………
ß Ranking of Social Work in your preference order when you were still a higher
education candidate……………………………………………………………...

ß How did you feel about studying social work before you were admitted to the
Social Work Department?

ß Judging by your experience, has secondary education influenced your opportu-
nity to study the profession you wanted and if so, in what ways?

ß Judging by your experience, has the system of admissions to higher education
influenced your decision to study social work and if so, in what ways?

ß How did you deal with the influence of the above-mentioned dimensions of the
educational system (secondary education/system of admissions to higher education)?

ß Were there any other factors that affected the way in which you dealt with the
educational system’s influence?

ß How do you feel about studying social work now?
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APPENDIX 4

EXAMPLE OF OPEN CODING

Provisional category: PRESSURE ON STUDENTS TO SUCCEED

SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
FAMILY
EXPECTATIONS

General lyceum graduates
ß Academic expectations

ß Logic behind academic ex-
pectations for parents who were
primary school/technical school
graduates
ß Logic behind academic ex-
pectations for parents who were
university graduates/PhD hold-
ers
ß Occupational expectations

Technical lyceum graduates
ß Academic expectations

ß Logic behind academic ex-
pectations for parents who were
primary school/technical school
graduates
ß Logic behind academic ex-
pectations for parents who were
university graduates/PhD hold-
ers
ß Occupational expectations

ß Enter any higher education
School…enter prestigious univer-
sity School…follow postgraduate
studies
ß Students should have a better
life than parents…should advance
socially…should do what parents
had no chance to do
ß Students should succeed aca-
demically like parents

ß Students should find high
status jobs… any job that would
make them happy

ß Students should study anything
they wanted in order to find a
job…students should enter higher
education… did not mind at all
ß Students should have a better
life than parents…should advance
socially…should do what parents
had no chance to do
ß Students should succeed aca-
demically like parents

ß Find any permanent white-
collar job… any job that would
make them happy
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SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
TEACHERS’
EXPECTATIONS

General lyceum graduates
ß Kind of teachers

ß Psychological pressure on stu-
dents
ß Academic expectations

Technical lyceum graduates
ß Kind of teachers

ß Psychological pressure on stu-
dents
ß Academic expectations

ß School teachers…
frontistiria teachers
ß Very high…
high…non-existent
ß Student would enter
university…would enter it
at 1st attempt…would fail

ß School teachers…
frontistiria teachers
ß Very low… none

ß Student might suc-
ceed…student would suc-
ceed…none

SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
STUDENTS’
OWN
EXPECTATIONS

General lyceum graduates
ß Academic expectations

ß Non-academic alternatives

Technical lyceum graduates
ß Academic expectations

ß Non-academic alternatives

ß Take Panhellenic ex-
ams and enter university
ß Never thought about it

ß Study anything that
would help them find a
job…enter any higher edu-
cation School
ß None…be professional
athlete…be a blue-collar
worker
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SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
PRESSURE
FELT BY
STUDENTS

General lyceum graduates
ß Kind of pressure
ß Manifestation
ß Source of pressure

ß Intensity

ß Variations in intensity

ß Continuity
ß Duration

Technical lyceum graduates
ß Kind of pressure
ß Manifestation
ß Source of pressure

ß Intensity

ß Variations in intensity

ß Continuity
ß Duration

ß Psychological
ß Direct…indirect
ß Parents...teachers…their
own self…views on value of
higher education in society
ß Very high…high…non-
existent
ß Growing after each failure
ß Continuous
ß All through lyceum…last
class of lyceum

ß Psychological…financial
ß Direct…indirect
ß Parents…financial condi-
tion…society
ß Non-
existent…medium…high
ß Growing after each failure
ß Continuous
ß All through lyceum…last
class of lyceum

SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
STUDENTS’
ACADEMIC
PERFORMANCE
AT SCHOOL

General lyceum graduates
ß Quality
ß Variation

Technical lyceum graduates
ß Quality

ß Variation

ß Very good…quite good
ß Throughout school

ß Very good…quite
good…medium…bad
ß Throughout
school…improved after
entering technical lyceum
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SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
USE OF
SUPPLEMENTARY
HELP

General lyceum graduates
ß Cost for the family
ß Amount of time spent

Technical lyceum graduates
ß Cost for the family

ß Amount of time spent

ß Very large…large
ß Extremely large…very
large

ß Non-existent…
low…medium…high
ß None…small…medium
…large…very large

SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
PARENTS’
EDUCATIONAL
LEVEL

General lyceum graduates
ß Parents’ educational level

Technical lyceum graduates
ß Parents’ educational level

ß Primary
school…lyceum…university… PhD

ß Primary
school…lyceum…university

SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
COMMON
VIEWS ON
HIGHER
EDUCATION
IN GREECE

ß Social prestige acquired through
higher education degrees

ß Practical profit from higher
education degrees
ß Families’ desire for children to
enter higher education
ß Role of frontisiria/private les-
sons in helping students enter
higher education

ß Very high regarding uni-
versity…medium regarding
TEI
ß Helps  f ind a  job
…permanent employment
ß Extremely strong…strong

ß Absolutely necessary
…helpful
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SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
STUDENTS’
WAY OF
DEALING
WITH
PRESSURE

General lyceum graduates
ß Use of supplementary help
ß Number of courses students used
supplementary help on
ß Spare time kept for oneself
ß Way to escape pressure

ß Amount of effort put on studying

ß Conformity to what they felt was
expected of them
ß Goals they set

Technical lyceum graduates
ß Use of supplementary help

ß Number of courses students used
supplementary help on
ß Spare time kept for oneself
ß Way to escape pressure
ß Amount of effort put on studying

ß Conformity to what they felt was
expected of them
ß Goals they set

ß Systematic
ß All examined courses
…some courses
ß None…very little
ß Moving away from
family…none
ß Extremely large…very
large
ß Total

ß Entering university

ß Systematic… occa-
sional
ß All courses… some
courses…none
ß Lots… little…none
ß None
ß Very large… large…
medium
ß Total

ß Entering TEI

SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
CHANGES
AFTER
ESCAPING
PRESSURE

General lyceum graduates
ß Pressure felt by student
ß Kind of changes

ß Major decrease
ß Student’s performance at
school improved

SUBCATEGORY PROPERTIES DIMENSIONS
STUDENTS’
FEELINGS
ABOUT EXAM
FAILURE

General lyceum graduates
ß Kind of feeling
ß Intensity

ß Variation

Technical lyceum graduates
ß Kind of feeling

ß Intensity

ß Major decrease
ß Student’s performance at
school improved
ß Increasing with each failed
attempt

ß Disappointment…did not
care particularly
High… did not care particu-
larly



APPENDIX 5

EXAMPLE OF AXIAL CODING: PRESSURE ON STUDENTS TO SUCCEED

                                                                                                             Context

                                                                                                                                                                                                       Consequences

          Causal conditions                                                                                                                   Strategies

                                                                                                   Intervening conditions

ß Family expectations
ß Teachers’ expectations
ß Students’ own expectations

ß Pressure
felt by students

ß Students’ academic
performance at school
ß Parents’ educational
level
ß Use of supplemen-
tary help

ß Common views regard-
ing higher education in
Greece

ß Students’ ways
of dealing with
pressure

ß Students’ attitude
towards themselves
during preparation
ß Changes after es-
caping pressure
ß Feelings about
exam failure
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APPENDIX 6

INSTRUCTIONS GIVEN TO PARTICIPATING STUDENTS IN THE
NARRATIVE ANALYSIS STUDY (STUDY 3)

Students were asked to write a narrative (a short story) given the following instructions:

1. Write a narrative (a short story) about an experience during your fieldwork
practice that has affected your attitude towards Social Work in a positive way.
In what way has this experience affected your attitude towards Social Work?
2. Write a narrative (a short story) describing an experience during your fieldwork
practice that has affected your attitude towards Social Work in a negative way. In what
way has this experience affected your attitude towards Social Work?


