Participation in the VCE Sciences

Prepared by Dan O’Keeffe, Australian Institute of Physics (Vic Branch) Education Committee

Measuring participation in a meaningful way is a difficult exercise.

Possible Methods

i)
‘Bums on Seats’

A first approximation would be to use the number of students who do the subject.  This data is easily accessible and gives a sense of reality as it measures ‘bums on seats’.  A graph of such data would be of use to those staffing schools, selling text books or responsible for organising first year university intakes.  However it is limited in identifying trends.  Variation in the number of births over time restricts the usefulness of the data.  Changes over time not only in the birth rate, but also in the number of women of child bearing age will impact on student numbers.

ii)
Percentage of Year 12s

A second approximation is to express a subject’s enrolment data as a percentage of the Year 12 population.  This information is relatively easy to collate as the size of the Year 12 population is usually available from the same source as a subject’s enrolment data. This is a commonly used method and it is quite adequate for analysis over a short time span of several years.

However for analysis over a period of more than ten years, it can be inaccurate.  Those who have worked in schools for a couple of decades will recall significant changes in the size of the Year 12 population.  There have been times when the retention rate, the percentage of students staying on to Year 12, has dramatically risen and times when it has dropped.

This variation in the retention rate will impact on the accuracy of the second method, particularly for those subjects that attract a small proportion of the Year 12 population.

iii)
Percentage of Age Cohort

A third method that overcomes this problem is to express a subject’s enrolment data as a percentage of the age cohort.  The size of the age cohort may be difficult to determine, but it can be readily obtained from secondary school data.  A few years earlier the age cohort was all in one place together at the one time, the first year of secondary school.  This data can then be used to determine ‘the percentage of students who enter secondary school who go on to do a particular subject’.  This measure is quite an accurate measure of the ‘percentage of the age cohort doing a particular subject’ and so gives a reasonable indication of the intrinsic popularity of a subject.

It is this measure that is used in the rest of this document.
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