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Introduction
The paper was commissioned in the context of the New Zealand Curriculum/Marautanga Project. The purpose of this paper is to:

1. provide an outline of the understandings (nationally and internationally) of what contemporary home economics education is

2. clarify the location of home economics within the draft materials for health and physical education and other learning areas

3. identify its relationship to the key competencies 

4. identify barriers and enablers pertaining to students learning related to home economics.

1. International and national understandings of home economics – 
What is contemporary home economics?

1.1 International history 

The origin of home economics in New Zealand is similar to that of other European countries and Australia. The roots of the discipline stem back to its earliest association in the 19th century with the teaching of manual training, the purpose of which was to train the mind, eye and hand co-ordination (Coon, 1964). At the same time there was also an intention for future generations to live better than the present one. From these early beginnings there emerged two predominant perceptions for the introduction of the home economics discipline: 

· The emancipation/empowerment theory. The legitimisation and documentation of a specialist body of knowledge enabling women to have more control over their lives. “The need and purpose for a new field of study in education that could help the home and family” (Cosic, 1999, p. 23). 

· The reinforcement of the notion of a ‘women’s place is in the home’, thus ensuring women continued to take primary responsibility for house-hold and child-care tasks. 

The development of home economics and the associated body of knowledge must be considered in the context of the life and times of the late 19th century, which was one of rapid change as a result of industrial revolution. These changes had significant impact on the social issues of family life, health, education and welfare, and altered the very fabric of family living (Reiger, 1986). Home economics emerged in response to the impact of these social issues on the health and well-being of home and family. 

When considering contemporary discussions of home economics and its role within the school curriculum today, it is important to understand that these two perceptions of the discipline still exist. The challenge for today’s educators is to adopt trialectic thinking. This thinking accepts that neither perception is right or wrong. It retains a tension between the two opposing views while giving emergence to a new thinking and understanding. This is not a synthesis of the ideas, but a new view from which to gain valuable insights. 
In summary, the evolution of home economics can be identified in the following phases (Pendergast, 2005; McGregor, 1997):

1880s–1924
Home economics emerged in response to social issues of the time. This is considered a highly progressive phase, accompanied by the first wave of feminism which legitimised women’s work. The basis of the study was technical practice working in integration with a social mission. The body of knowledge included the development of sanitation, health, management of home and family using scientific underpinnings, with recognition of the contribution to the arts and inclusion of social and philosophical perspectives. The teaching of life skills was the prime focus of early home economics (AAFCS, 2006).

1925–1942
Home economics’ emphasis shifted to a greater focus on management and thriftiness in response to the social, economic and political climate (e.g. World War 2). The scientific paradigm continued to be leveraged to strive for personal well-being, along with an emphasis on consumer economics.

1943–1960
Social changes of this era gave rise to increased social affluence. Home economics lost its social mission but responded with a focus on personal well-being through an increased emphasis on psychological and sociological factors affecting the home. 

1961–1981
Home economics responded to increased consumerism with a continued focus on the consumer and scientific paradigms. Home economics suffered a loss of confidence in light of feminist advocacy, and there were increased efforts at attempting to ensure academic legitimacy for home economics (Prendergast, 2005). During the 1970s the organismic paradigm was adopted. This paradigm identifies the importance of relationships between individuals and family members (McGregor, 1997).  This paradigm shift is reflected in the New Zealand Home Economics Syllabus developed in the late 1970s–early 1980s. 

1982–2002
This was a period of globalisation and post modernity. Home economics continued to focus on the importance of family and family needs. In response to the rapid societal changes, home economics promoted the use of the contextual paradigm, an eco-centred, global critical perspective. This paradigm is expanded more fully in the next section.
2006 
Home economics is experiencing a global resurgence as society grapples with a number of health-related issues directly attributable to food choices affecting personal and family well-being.

The two emergent themes are that home economics evolved in direct response to societal needs within a family framework, and at the basis of this evolution was the continued emphasis on enhancing the quality of life of individuals, families and communities. 

1.2 Contemporary home economics internationally

Home economics is described as an ‘interdisciplinary’ and a ‘multi-disciplinary’ profession, with the importance of families at the core of everything undertaken by professionals in the field (Kieren, Vaines & Badir, 1984; Vaines, 1980; Pendergast, 2005). 

“Although it is multi-disciplinary, it does not teach a skill for the sake of that skill, it teaches for application, it teaches for informed decision making in endless scenarios, it teaches evaluative and critical thinking skills, it empowers individuals no matter what their context.” (Pendergast, 2005, p. 8 ) 

In today’s mobile global society there is a need for a consistency of common language across recognised international frameworks of educational knowledge. The International Federation for Home Economics (IFFHE) formalised an international understanding of home economics: “The study of household management for achieving the highest quality of life” (IFFHE, 2004). IFFE advocates the need for home economists to teach vital and culturally integrated theory for human capacity building, and identifies the present challenges for home economists as sustaining a better quality of life and conveying life competencies. In addition, home economics must be seen in the context of ‘family studies’, and vice versa, in a holistic context. The description is further expanded as:
· improvement of the quality of everyday life for individuals, families and households through the management of their resources

· highlighting the impact of the social, economic and environmental impact on the management of everyday life of individuals, families and households, and

· expanding the understanding of the ecological view of the individuals, families and households in the larger environment (IFFHE, 2004). 

In countries other than New Zealand, research supports similar view points of home economics and the rationale behind the inclusion of the subject within their curriculum.

The American Association of Family and Consumer Sciences (AAFCS) identified a body of knowledge for home economics. This body of knowledge is defined as content that has a direct relationship with the daily issues individuals face as they interact with family and their environments. The threads are: basic human needs, communication skills, public policy, critical thinking, diversity and a global perspective. Specialist themes include: food and nutrition, future technological developments, textiles, shelter, economics and management, relationships with social leadership, and wellness (AAFCS, 2006).

Home economics is taught within the context of a practical application of critical theory – known as a ‘critical science perspective’. The use of critical theory also counters the assumption that all problems can be solved by science and technology as the dominant mode of reasoning (Brown & Paolucci, 1979).  

In Canada, home economics has been described as being in transition and undergoing a shift to a contextual paradigm (McGregor, 1997). This paradigm can be expressed using other terminology, for example, global, eco-centred, practical problem solving, human ecology, critical reflective, emancipatory, and dialectic. Underpinning this paradigm is the research method of ‘participatory action research’. This involves the people who will immediately benefit from the research using a process of working with others rather than on others for others. “This approach to practice and research assumes that every person is capable of knowing, interpreting and giving meaning to information – they are able to be empowered.” (McGregor, 1997, p. 10)  
Within the South Pacific, the Home Economics Institute of Australia (HEIA) is leading the way in research work in home economics. 


“The central focus of home economics education is the well-being of people in their everyday living. This involves enabling students to address increasingly complex challenges related to their well-being including those related to human development and relationships and the provision of commodities such as food, clothing and shelter. It is also concerned with effecting changes that will bring about a more just society for all people with respect to their well-being. Home economics embodies the dynamics of change. As we move through the new millennium, society and indeed individuals, need the knowledge, skills and attitudes developed in the study of home economics.” (HEIA, 2002) 

Home economics education is seen as being concerned with meeting the challenges of everyday living in a modern society. These challenges include: establishing and maintaining effective relationships, juggling paid work responsibilities (or lack of) with home and personal responsibilities and pleasures, and being able to make numerous informed consumer choices (ibid). The HEIA identifies a range of understandings and skills that all students will develop and also provides a framework for the delivery of the competencies, including the importance of metacognition. The Australian Curriculum Framework for Home Economics in the Junior Secondary School (1999) provides an outline to the purpose and understandings of home economics and student outcomes. In addition, the content areas of home economics are identified as families, food, clothing and textiles, human relationships and housing. 

Home economics education provides “the necessary balance in bringing together theoretical understandings and addressing practical everyday problems. It contributes to empowering people to become active and informed members of society with respect to both living independently and living in caring situations with other people. Students develop an understanding of the interdependence of their everyday living with that of other human beings and broader issues related to ecological sustainability” (HEIA, 2002). 

For example, in the state of Queensland, home economics is outlined as “the knowledge, practices and dispositions” necessary to:

· understand and promote well-being

· understand and think critically about personal and societal influences on well-being

· make informed consumer choices

· engage in creative and enterprising actions when meeting the needs and enhancing well-being of self and others

· develop effective interpersonal and communication skills

· make socially responsible and informed decisions

· understand the impact of decisions and actions on future well-being

· promote preferred futures for individual and family well-being in situations related to food and nutrition, human development and relationships, and living environments (Queensland, 2005).

Australia has also produced a framework for food and nutrition education in schools (National Nutrition Education in Schools Project 1992). It has the over-arching principle of developing health promoting nutrition behaviour. It argues that in order for students to undertake health promoting nutrition throughout their daily lives they must develop food related autonomy. This was designed to be achieved through the provision of food and nutrition education programmes, providing a range of knowledge, values, and skills to empower students to take personal and social action with respect to a range of food related issues. 

In the United Kingdom the implementation of the British National Design and Technology curriculum saw the merging of two subjects – home economics and craft design technology (CDT).  This is now identified as a foundation (core) subject requiring pupils to apply their knowledge to solve practical problems (Wright, 1993).  In the junior school it is expected to be taught in themes, and in the senior school as a separate subject.

The alignment of home economics with technology has meant a loss of knowledge and skills associated with nutrition and practical food preparation. In response to this, the British Government has proposed revisions to the national curriculum, including a recommendation that all children should also be given the opportunity to experience “food preparation and practical skills in the context of healthy eating” (Halpin, 2005).

In Northern Ireland, in response to society’s concern about the nutritional problems associated with healthy eating and food choices, a new revised curriculum identifies a statutory role for home economics. It is expected that home economics will play a pivotal role in equipping young people “with the knowledge and practical skills to identify and prepare healthy food options” (Smith, 2006). 

In Singapore the home economics mission statement is: “To develop pupils’ knowledge skills and attitudes in home economics for the well being of self, family and the community” (HEC Syllabus Lower Secondary, 2002). It is a compulsory subject at this level, with the rationale that “makes clear the inter-relationships between Food and Nutrition, Textiles and Clothing and Consumer Education both in theory and practice. It enables students to examine issues that affect individuals, their families and the community while developing knowledge and skills to help them think critically and make decisions for themselves and their family” (ibid ). 

In Japan the recent curriculum reform identifies home economics as a compulsory course of study for post-compulsory upper secondary courses. Students work towards obtaining four credits from general home economics, living skills or general living skills. (Japan Curricula, 2005).

In Hong Kong, home economics is identified as an existing subject related to the “well-being of the individual, family and society”. It includes the specific subjects of home economics (food, home and family), and home economics (dress and design) and textiles. It identifies food and clothing as basic human necessities, and through the study of contemporary technologies students will “learn how to critically assess these and their impact on the well-being of individuals, families and society” (CDC, 2004). In the proposed new senior secondary curriculum the traditional five subjects associated with home economics merge into two distinct areas titled home economics, and health management and social care. 

In Finland, home economics is the subject that traditionally teaches nutrition education. In the 7th grade (age 13 years), it is compulsory to take home economics for three hours a week for one year. From grade 8–9, pupils may choose home economics as one of the elective subjects (Nutrition in Finland, 1999). Teacher education in home economics is a priority, and the Department of Home Economics and Craft Science in the Faculty of Education at Helsinki University claims: “In home economics, Finland is a forerunner in developing university studies and teacher education in Europe”. Home economics is described as “a combination of personal development, healthy lifestyles, social responsibility, sustainable development and use of resources and cultural heritage. The studies focus on nutrition education and food culture, family studies and consumer and environmental issues, all based on human aspects and everyday life” (Helsinki, 2006).

In summary, despite the many variances between countries in how home economics is implemented, there are clear unifying themes:

· home economics is responsive to change

· changing times require new ways of thinking. Inclusive in this are the specialist thinking skills of critical and reflective thinking, and metacognition 

· pervasive themes of wellness, technology, global interdependence, human development, resource development/management 

· individual, family and community, self and society are identified as a common body of knowledge

· social, economic and environmental challenges and issues, and wholeness of the global family

· over-arching themes include family, food and nutrition, food preparation, management and consumer choices

· specialisations include food and nutrition, future developments in the creation of foods, clothing and textiles, shelter, economics and management, relationships and social leadership, wellness

· application of the knowledge to relevant and authentic contexts, inclusive of food preparation.

1.3 Contemporary home economics nationally 

For the purpose of this paper, it is not necessary to trace in detail the origins of the home economics discipline and subsequent body of knowledge within the New Zealand education system. However, what is important is the identification of pertinent themes during the discipline’s more recent history and consideration of these in relation to the emergent international themes identified above.

The most significant period of time for the development of home economics was in the late 1970s and early 1980s. The development and implementation of the 1985 Syllabus for Schools Home Economics Forms 1–4 was pivotal for the discipline, and represents the first considered national purpose statement for home economics. The existence of this syllabus was instrumental in providing a platform for inclusion into the current health and physical education curriculum. 

The 1985 syllabus articulates the philosophy of the discipline. 


“The central concern of Home Economics is the quality of life of individuals and families. Home economics recognises the family as the most important single influence in the nurture, care and education of its members.”  It also identified that “Home economics applies principles and knowledge from the physical, biological and social sciences and the arts to the practical needs and concerns of families.” (Syllabus for Schools: Home Economics Forms 1–4, Dept of Education, 1985)

The syllabus included comprehensive objectives underpinning the key concepts of development, relationships, management and protection. The syllabus also stressed the importance of providing “authentic contexts to learning through a practical approach”. The knowledge and understandings, and values and attitudes identified in this document provided teachers with a framework to develop meaningful programmes for their students, using the themes of: 

· food and nutrition

· textiles and clothing 

· home and family living. 

The 1985 syllabus provided a framework for scaffolding knowledge and understandings, and values and attitudes for entry to the national examinations of School Certificate Home Economics and /or Clothing and Textiles. The subsequent development of the senior Sixth Form Certificate Prescription in 1986–7 enabled specialisation of study to be continued in one or more of the themes. In September 1987 a draft prescription for University Bursaries Home Economics was prepared and presented, but approval was delayed. Home economists accepted this delay when promised that home economics would be the first internally assessed Bursary subject. The draft University Bursaries prescription became the basis of the Form Seven Home Economics studies for Higher School Certificate.

These two senior course statements included sociological, creative and scientific contexts, and enabled specialisation to occur through the selection of a major focus from:

· human development and family

· living environments

· nutrition and food

· textiles and clothing.

Examples of the content as related to food and nutrition included:

· social cultural, political, psychological, and economic issues and their effects on family lifestyles, for example: eating patterns and food choices, government policies, culture and place, values and priorities, conflict with beliefs and practices, role of media and market place, changing health and safety needs

· historical, present and future trends, economic and social issues, changing social and emotional needs, using human resources in flexible and caring ways, developments in availability of food choices, nutritional issues, food production and marketing, protection of the consumer, culture, traditions and lifestyles

· development, management and innovative use of resources by individuals and groups to meet changing human needs, decision-making focus and practical application to assist wise food choices

· scientific and technological changes affecting health status, values and attitudes of individuals and groups and the influence on their health practices and well-being, health and safety, nurture and care of families, roles of government and private agencies to provide support and help for families, evaluating new information about nutritional requirements, technological and scientific developments. 

When the NZ Curriculum Framework (1993) was released the home economics body of knowledge was included in two essential learning areas – health and physical education and technology. The technology curriculum was released two years in advance of the health and physical education curriculum, and this phased implementation meant the placement of the traditional body of home economics knowledge within and across these curricula was unclear. During the development of these curricula, nutrition and the related practical food preparation was identified for inclusion in the health and physical education curriculum.

A draft position statement was tabled in 1996 by the then Home Economics Teachers’ Association (HETANZ) in an attempt to clarify directions. At the same time as these discussions were taking place, the specialist area of textiles and clothing had already begun to align itself with the design technology approach, and this positioning ensured a smooth transition for textiles into the technology curriculum in 1997.  In order to support textiles technology teachers the subject association changed its name to the Home Economics and Technology Teachers’ Association of New Zealand (HETTANZ, 1997). For the purposes of this paper, textiles has not been included in any further discussion. 

2. Relationship of home economics within the 2006 draft materials for health and physical education and other learning areas

In the context of The New Zealand Curriculum: Draft for Consultation 2006, home economics provides opportunities for students to understand and shape preferred solutions to a range of challenges in their personal, family, community and future work roles. 

With the review of the contemporary literature for home economics it is clear that the 1985 Home Economics Syllabus and 1987 senior Home Economics Prescriptions were both visionary in nature and in the vanguard of the new contextual learning paradigm. This ensured an alignment and positive transformation of home economics for the 21st century within Health and Physical Education in the New Zealand Curriculum (1999), and is reflective in the underlying concepts of “well-being, hauora, socio-ecological perspective, attitudes and values and health promotion”. 

The draft New Zealand curriculum learning area of health and physical education (March, 2006) identifies the contribution of three subject areas: health education, physical education and home economics. Significantly, it retains the identification of food and nutrition as a key area of learning and practical food preparation from the 1999 Health and Physical Education in the New Zealand Curriculum. In light of recent research evidence into health and well-being, the retention of practical food preparation as a context for learning, and possible explicit identification of this as a core requirement, is timely.

Home economics provides learning contexts in selecting, preparing, cooking and serving food to ensure the empowerment of individuals and families to make informed choices in their lives in the most basic of ways. Home economics teaches the importance of critical and reflective thinking about social issues towards enabling optimum health, focusing on how students can be empowered both individually and collectively. 


“In this way people could take control of their lives in both paid and unpaid spheres, removing their dependence from others, if they chose. They could be self determining.” (Pendergast, 2004) 

Within the 1999 health and physical education curriculum statement the use of the term ‘relationships with other people’ – “interdependence of students, their communities, society and the environment” – suggests the implicit inclusion of the concept of family. In comparison, the national and international contemporary home economics body of knowledge explicitly mentions ‘family’ and ‘families’. In the home economics context the focus is on the understandings of issues that influence, and the actions necessary to improve, the well-being of individuals and families. 

The statement for home economics within The New Zealand Curriculum: Draft for consultation 2006 fully encapsulates contemporary home economics thinking:

“In home economics students develop an understanding about the factors that influence the well-being of individuals and families within the home and community, and the actions people take to enhance and sustain those environments. In the context of food and nutrition, students evaluate current issues and theories of nutrition, identify and reflect on factors that influence people’s choices and behaviours, and use this knowledge to make informed decisions. Through the processes of selecting, preparing, cooking and serving food, students develop their creativity and experience a sense of accomplishment at the same time as they develop personal and interpersonal understandings and skills that contribute to well-being.”  (The New Zealand Curriculum Draft for consultation, 2006)

There is also a relationship between home economics and the learning areas of technology and social sciences. Many teachers of home economics are also teachers of technology.

Home economics contributes to the learning area of technology through the identified technology of food and the three strands of technological practice, technological knowledge, and nature of technology. However there are fundamental philosophical differences between home economics and the intent of the technology curriculum. The body of knowledge in the health and physical education curriculum’s key area of learning in food and nutrition informs the learning within the context of technology. It is important to take this into consideration when developing programmes of learning to ensure the integrity of both curricula are retained.

Home economics may contribute to the learning area of social sciences, and although some concepts may be shared the learning focus may be different. Careful analysis of the home economics body of knowledge against the final achievement objectives will be required to identify the specific relationships.

3. Relationship to key competencies

The relationship between learning in home economics and the development of the key competencies is addressed in this section.  

The essential skills have been revised and integrated into the essential learning areas as key competencies. Key competencies are defined as “generic and needed by everyone across a variety of contexts” (MoE, Curriculum Stocktake Report, 2003).

However, “key competencies do not substitute for domain-specific knowledge. This domain knowledge can be identified in specific competencies identified only in certain contexts. However, specific competencies cannot be used effectively without the key competencies and vice versa” (Rychen, 2002, p. 7). These specific competencies with “key competencies need to be partnered in practice” (Brewerton, 2004). Context and content are both important factors.
Home economics learning experiences enable students to develop competencies, making connections between their daily lives and their future world, and to strengthen their understanding of the interconnectedness of dependence, independence and interdependence within families and society.

Research undertaken by NZCER (Hipkins, 2004; Hipkins & Conner, 2005; MoE, 2005) identifies a philosophical shift in practice and pedagogy for home economics, with positive outcomes for students. This shift includes: encouraging students to clarify their own ideas, make their own decisions, use critical analysis, reflect on their learning, use research tools and strategies, explore issues, encourages discussion, group work, and “ensuring higher order tasks involving the generation, application, analysis, and synthesis of ideas” (Hipkins & Conner, 2005).

	Key competencies 
	Examples of the relationship of home economics body of knowledge (list not exhaustive)

	Managing self
	Home economics learning experiences enable students to: 

· manage their learning process through setting personal goals and plans and reflecting on outcomes

· develop self-awareness and recognise how their decisions may affect health and well-being of themselves and others

· develop competency in the specific skills and  

      knowledge related to food selection and preparation to  

      enable informed nutritional choices. 

	Relating to others
	Home economics learning experiences enable students to: 

· develop mutual respect, tolerance and co-operation in a safe learning environment

· foster socialisation skills through sharing food prepared with others in the home economics classroom

· increase their understanding of the importance of working together to promote structures in society

· interact confidently with others to discuss social issues affecting the health and well-being of families, community and the wider society

· enjoy working with others in the selecting, preparing, cooking and serving of food

· develop an awareness and sensitivity of their own cultural identity and the cultures and values of others

· plan strategies and demonstrate interpersonal skills to communicate appropriately with others about making health-enhancing food choices.

	Participating and contributing
	Home economics learning experiences enable students to:

· develop an intellectual curiosity and interest in social issues, for example, globalization, healthy schools, family demographics and the implications for society, food security, and management of resources

· apply problem-solving strategies in purposeful ways, both in situations where the problem and the solution are clearly evident and in those requiring creative and innovative thinking to achieve an outcome 

· use strategies to take action and meet personal and collective challenges to address issues that affect the well-being of themselves and others

· make positive contributions to their learning      

      community, family and wider community. 

	Thinking
	Home economics learning experiences enable students to:

· use the critical action cycle and appropriate research tools and strategies to explore social issues related to personal,  family and community health and well-being

· make informed decisions, solve problems and take actions that will contribute to their own well-being and that of others 

· recognise and value different points of view in discussion and debate

· discuss issues and solutions with both dialectic and trialectic thinking approaches within different contexts related to family and community, food and nutrition issues

· develop the thinking skills to enable life long learning.

	Using language symbols and texts
	Home economics learning experiences enable students to: 

· use appropriate spoken and written language to articulate their ideas

· use reasoned argument  to actively participate in informed debate on issues, for example, those related to basic family needs and broader issues related to ecological sustainability and social justice

· understand and apply language associated with critical action models

· interpret and use symbols and instructional text in food preparation 

· apply and analyse mathematical concepts related to nutrition, food choice and budgeting

· use and interpret visual, verbal and written language in the promotion of food and food products.


4. Barriers and enablers pertaining to students learning related to home economics

The identification of barriers and enablers to students’ learning in home economics is addressed in this section under the headings of:

· Gender imbalance

· Teacher confidence and professional support

· Supply and demand of teachers

· Clear learning pathways, sustainability and perceptions 

· Relevance, confidence and enjoyment of learning

Gender imbalance

The imbalance of classes by gender is an issue both nationally and internationally. It is less of an issue in the primary, intermediate and some junior secondary school programmes because of the compulsory nature of the health and physical education curriculum. However, when ‘options’ are available the classes tend to revert to their traditional gender of young women studying the subject (MoE, 2005; BSSSS, 1989; Jones, 1994). The development of resources that assist senior male students to see the relevance of learning in home economics is required. (MoE, 2005). Australian recommendations include the development of more male-orientated resources along with the encouragement of males to train as home economics teachers and to act as role models for students (Jones, 1994). Addressing these issues would become a significant enabler for student learning in home economics. 

Teacher confidence and professional support

“The single most powerful moderator that enhances achievement is feedback” (Hattie, 1999). Teachers who feel confident in their pedagogy and subject knowledge will be in a stronger position to provide feedback to students. 

Professional support and relevant resources to assist teachers to design programmes of learning are factors in aiding teacher confidence. The Beacon School project was instrumental in providing a professional development model that empowered teachers, encouraging them to use teaching and learning strategies that encouraged students to actively clarify their ideas and assumptions. Using a range of strategies, for example mind mapping and learning journals, enables students to take responsibility for their own learning (Hipkins & Connor, 2004). Principals see professional training and support of teachers as contributing to enhancing students learning (MoE, 2005).  

The provision of professional development opportunities for teachers to access current research and practice can be seen as powerful enablers. (MoE, 2005). The Beacon School project was available to selected schools in specific regions, and what is needed is increased professional development of this quality nationally. 

Clear learning pathways, sustainability and perceptions

In some schools home economics is not offered, instead other related courses may be offered, for example, food and nutrition, life skills and/or food technology. 


“Some subjects that have essentially the same content and are assessed in similar ways may go by different names in the various schools. In 2002 it was not always clear whether a student was taking home economics or food technology and so we collapsed both subjects together and called them food technology.” (Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004, p. 187) 

This inconsistency with naming conventions may indicate teachers’ philosophical understandings lack clarity of the difference between the health and physical education and the technology curricula. It may also reflect the flexibility NCEA offers schools in planning learning programmes. There are no nationally prescribed, compulsory subjects for years 11–13. Working within this framework, schools can offer courses in traditional subjects and also create contextually focused courses – courses built on a tradition of applied or vocational courses (Hipkns, 2004; Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004). While this increased flexibility can be seen as an advantage for students, lack of alignment with clear learning pathways can also provide confusion for students and parents. 

Despite the development of achievement standards in levels 1–3 for home economics, there still remains some perception that home economics is non-academic, with a low status (MoE, 2005; Hipkins & Conner, 2005). Australian research also indicates this perception by students, parents and teachers is a barrier to encouraging students to study home economics (Pendergast, 2001). Anecdotal evidence suggests that students studying home economics are considered to be less academic in comparison to students taking other subjects; for example, teachers identified a barrier to student achievement in external achievement standards because of the ability of students with low levels of literacy to engage with and respond to complex issues (MoE, 2005). This perception of low status may also contribute to the low number of students studying home economics in the senior school. 

Low numbers of students in senior home economics classes is a potential barrier, as low student numbers affect course viability and sustainability. Nationally, home economics numbers in the senior school are lower than some subjects, but again this also reflects the lack of consistency with subject naming conventions. Yet research suggests home economics is actually viable and sustainable in schools if the numbers of students who wanted to select home economics could do so. “Nearly half the Year 11 students [surveyed] would have liked to take at least one different subject, with home economics the most popular choice” (Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004). Students cited various reasons for not being able to take their chosen option. For example,  explanations of classes being full, not meeting pre-requisites, and poor behaviour, and/or their parents did not want them to study their chosen subject (Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004). Similar results were also found in Australian research (Jones, 1994). 

Parental perception can therefore be seen as a potential barrier to student engagement and, consequently, learning in home economics. There has been a great deal of change in home economics in the last six years (Hipkins & Conner, 2005), and unless parents are aware of these changes, their own past experiences of home economics will continue to inform their understanding and perceptions of the subject. 
Home economics is academic, while retaining strongly practical components, and is popular with students and teachers (Hipkins 2004, Hipkins, Conner, & Neill, 2005). Ensuring the practical component of home economics does not become subservient to the theory is an important consideration when designing programmes of learning, to ensure the relevancy and enjoyment of students’ learning is retained. Research indicates “home economics is more likely to be assessed with a mixture of achievement standards from health and selected unit standards, some of them industry related. This mix allows for assessment of more practical aspects of food preparation and use – aspects that students clearly link to expectations that the subject will be interesting” (Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004, p. 197). However, the inclusion of unit standards is problematic. While unit standards enable the recognition of the practical aspects of home economics, their use strengthens the perception that practical aspects have a lower status than aspects assessed by achievement standards. This view may be attributable to the oversimplification of the value of practical skills involved in food preparation (Short, 2003). Furthermore, home economics teachers perceived that assessments in home economics seemed more difficult than in other subjects; for example, at NCEA level 2, these are “long and time consuming for just a few credits” (MoE, 2005, p. 8). 

Home economics’ students are also disadvantaged in their progression of study of home economics because home economics lacks the status of an ‘approved subject’ for entrance to university, and does not have a scholarship examination (MoE, 2005). By default, this adds further credence to the perception that the subject is of little academic value and provides a system, intentional or otherwise, for the traditional streaming approach to operate where home economics courses are identified with vocational pathways. 


“[Student responses] show that they are concerned with making good decisions for their futures. Many of them link their choices about options in the subjects at the core of the school curriculum (English, mathematics, and to a lesser extent, science) and their future plans, especially future study and/or future career. These links are also made for optional subjects.” (Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004, p. 205)

To increase student ability to demonstrate competence and confidence in home economics and provide transparent links to vocational and academic learning pathways, these issues need to be addressed – “a way might be found to structure new achievement standards so that they can be used to assess some types of knowledge and practical skills that seem currently to be mainly assessed by unit standards. No doubt this is an issue that will be addressed as the NCEA continues to evolve” (Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004). 

Supply and demand of teachers

Australian research (Pendergast, Reynolds, & Crane, 2000) identifies a projected shortage in the number of trained home economics teachers as a significant barrier to learning in home economics. The study found:

a) there exists a growing shortage of home economics teachers 

b) the reason for the shortage is directly attributable to loss of specific teacher training courses for specialist home economics teachers

c) tertiary institutions appear to be hesitant/slow in adjusting programmes to meet changing demands for what and how home economics teachers are expected to teach 

d) shortages were the normal experience in comparison to over supply.

Although no such study has been completed for the New Zealand context, an assumption is made that the outcomes would be similar to that of the Australian research. Data to support this assumption includes:

· In 1987, less than 45% of New Zealand home economics teachers were under the age of thirty-nine. As this group of teachers draws closer to retirement age there are significant implications for filling these existing positions and any newly created positions due to increased student numbers (Research and Statistics, 1987).  

· The number of home economics teaching graduates was already in decline at the time of the above research, and the trend has continued.

The consequences of this shortage are that schools face either collapsing courses, recruiting teachers from overseas, or employing teachers with ‘an interest in the field’ but with no formal teacher education in the specialist area. Student learning in home economics is inevitably affected as students are taught at NCEA levels by people without the necessary knowledge of underlying principles, approaches and content. Many schools report the shortage of supply and of suitably trained teachers, including availability of qualified day relievers, is of significant concern to short- and long-term sustainability of home economics. New Zealand has significant career opportunities for people with qualifications and expertise in food and nutrition, for example, as food technologists in industry, nutritionists in health related occupations in the community, and in the tourism industries. The shortage of home economics teachers impacts on the supply of professionals in all these areas.

Relevance, confidence and enjoyment of learning

Students enjoy studying home economics, and home economics was one of the most popular 2003 optional choices at year 11 (Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004). Students’ reasons for taking home economics are explicitly linked to its contextual focus – they chose it for “life skills” and for “the practical aspects” (ibid, p. xvii) The most commonly cited reasons that students valued learning, and in particular home economics, were because it was enjoyable, interesting, exciting, challenging, relevant and useful, and they enjoyed the practical aspects (Hipkins, Vaughan, Beals, & Ferral, 2004; Hipkins & Conner, 2004; Jones, 1994).  Students are also clear about the relevance of their learning on personal, interpersonal and societal levels. This was described as “broadening their view of the world and increasing their understandings of social issues” and “home economics students often noted the appeal of the subjects practical components such as cooking” (MoE, 2005, p. 5). 

Enjoyment is seen to be significant in improving student outcomes as evidenced by current learning research, which indicates a correlation between positive emotions and their contribution to higher order thinking and long-term memory effectiveness (Pendergast, 2006; Haksell, 2001). If enjoyment is such a crucial factor to learning, then there are clear implications for the sustainability of students as life long learners (Hipkins & Vaughan, 2002).

Relevancy is also achieved by the provision of meaningful learning contexts that enable students to have ownership of their learning process. At the same time, learning needs to be challenging, entertaining and allow for opinions to be expressed. The learning environment and relationships with the teacher is also a contributor to ensuring enjoyment of learning. Students like the more relaxed approach to teaching and learning and “felt they had better relationships with their teachers” (MoE, 2005, p. 5). It has also been noted that students find home economics was less stressful [in comparison to other subjects] because of the way it was conducted (Jones, 1994).

Conclusion

The home economics body of knowledge continues to be relevant and meaningful for students today and in the future. Within international and national contexts there is resurgence in home economics, as it is increasingly recognised as relevant to meeting current and future societal needs. Current research identifies significant changes in the learning and teaching focus of home economics, reflective of current and emerging paradigms and learning theories. These changes have been instrumental in enabling New Zealand students to achieve in home economics. These changes recognise home economics as a field of study that provides relevant and meaningful contexts for students’ learning. This research also recognises the contribution of the home economics discipline to the New Zealand Curriculum, in particular in the health and physical education learning area of the draft curriculum.

Despite the barriers of perceptions, gender, teacher supply and lack of recognised qualification pathways in the senior secondary school, home economics continues to provide meaningful courses of study for students, which they enjoy. This is a powerful enabler for student success in learning. Home economics is continually responding and transforming in response to society’s changing needs, but never losing the focus on the well-being of individuals and families within the home, community and society. 
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