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WHY CHOOSE PHYSICS – IN NORWAY AND FINLAND ?
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Abstract. Questionnaire data from Norway and Finland were compared to explore the factors that
influence upper secondary school students' choice of subjects (notably physics). Results indicate that
personal and emotional factors (interest, abilities), but also practical factors (entrance requirements,
usefulness) are keywords for students' choice. Although both Finnish and Norwegian students claim to
base their educational choice mainly on personal interest and ability, there is a tendency for Norwegians
to be relatively more influenced by background and Finns to be more influenced by the educational
system (teachers, entrance requirements). These differences are discussed in light of educational policy
and sociological theory.
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Introduction

Many western countries experience a decline in student numbers within science and
technology in general and physics in particular (Jorgensen, 1998; Institute of Physics, 2001). To
improve recruitment, it is essential to understand young people's reasons for their educational
choices. Predictors for the choice of physics have been shown to include perceived future
relevance, interest, achievement, gender etc., and for female students also perceived difficulty
and appreciation (Stokking, 2000; Trusty, 2002).  

Norway and Finland are two Nordic countries with many similarities but also differences.
A key concern in Finnish educational policy during recent years has been raising the level of
scientific and mathematical competence (LUMA, 1999), and Finnish students performed
remarkably well in the international assessment programme PISA (OECD, 2001; Välijärvi et al.,
2002.). Finland also enjoys great success within research and high-technology industry. Norway,
on the other hand, bases its economy primarily on export of raw materials (oil and fish), and
although the recruitment problem in science and technology is discussed, a consistent policy to
improve the situation has been lacking.

The aims of the present work were:
1. to explore the factors that influence students' choice of subjects in upper secondary

school in Norway and in Finland
2. to compare the priorities of physics choosers with those of non-choosers and the priorities

of boys with those of girls in both countries 

The methods of research

This study is part of two larger projects with almost 3000 participating students from
Norway and Finland. More extensive results from the national projects are published elsewhere
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(Angell et al., 2001; Angell et al., 2003; Lavonen et al., 2003). Questionnaires were administered
to random samples of students (age 17-18) in their second year of upper secondary school in
both countries. In the present study, we consider only the students who have chosen physics or
social science, respectively, as their most important subject of specialisation (Table 1). The
questions analysed here were closed with a 5-point Likert scale. All differences mentioned in the
text are significant to the 95 % level.

Table 1. Information about respondents. 

Respondent group Number of
responses

Proportion of females
(%)

Finnish physics students 398 15

Finnish social science students 444 65

Norwegian physics students 173 29

Norwegian social science students 134 66

Results of the research

Students were asked to rate different arguments they might have had for choosing their
most important subject of specialisation (physics or social science). Figure 1 shows students'
rating of three different arguments for subject choice, split according to nation and subject. In
both countries, social science students rate interest in the subject higher than do physics students,
whereas physics students put relatively more emphasis on entrance requirements and usefulness
for future profession and education. Physics is, to a greater extent than social science, a subject
chosen for instrumental reasons (although interest is very important for physics choosers, too).

Figure 1. Students' rating of arguments for subject choice.

Finnish students in general put more emphasis on formal entrance requirements than
Norwegians do. Gender differences are surprisingly small (in most cases insignificant)
throughout our sample – students differ by subject choice rather than by gender or nationality.

A second question concerned which sources might, explicitly or implicitly, have
influenced students' subject choice. Students in both countries and with both genders rate
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personal interest and abilities very high, whereas parents, siblings, friends, teachers, advisers and
mass media are all rated low (Figure 2). 

Figure 2. Students' rating of various influence sources on subject choice.

In both countries, social science students rate interests and abilities as stronger influence
sources than do physics students. Norwegian students (particularly physics students) rate parents
as a stronger influence than do the Finns, whereas Finnish students claim to be more strongly
influenced by teachers in school. 

Factor analysis of the items presented in figure 2 yielded three factors. The first contained
items related to students' socioeconomic background and influences from their environment:
parents, siblings, friends and mass media (Cronbach alpha = 0.71). The second factor, consisting
of the items "advisers" and "teachers", we term "Educational system" (Cronbach alpha = 0.53).
The third factor is comprised by the items "interest" and "ability" (Cronbach alpha = 0.71).
These three factors together accounted for 60 % of the total variance. 

As the plot of these three factors in figure 3 shows, Norwegian students tend to be more
influenced by their background and environment, whereas the Finns are more influenced by the
school system as well as their personal interests and abilities. The relatively strong dependence
of subject choice and performance on socioeconomic background in Norway has recently been
commented on by several researchers (Turmo, 2003; Markussen, 2003). May we identify a
tendency here pointing to stronger influence and guidance from the educational system in
Finland, possibly related to that country's recent success within both school science and science
and technology at large? 
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Figure 3. Students' combined ratings of influence sources within the three factors
"Background/ environment", "Educational system" and "Interest/abilities".

We were also interested in how physics students experience their subject. Figure 4 shows
that physics students in both countries find the quality of teaching high but the workload great.
Norwegians, to a greater extent than Finns, find the subject interesting, the pace of teaching high
and the subject difficult. Especially in Norway, the subject's (deserved) reputation of high
workload and difficulty probably contributes to keeping the number of physics students down.
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Figure 4. Physics students' degree of agreement (on a 1-5 scale) with different statements
about their physics course.
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Conclusions and implications

Our results are largely in line with previous research (Stokking, 2000; Davenport et al.,
1999) and indicate that personal/emotional factors (interest and abilities), but also
practical/instrumental factors (entrance requirements, usefulness) are keywords for students'
choice of subjects in upper secondary education. Especially Finnish students emphasise the
usefulness of physics for future education and job or for entrance requirements. This might be an
effect of educational policy, through counseling, and through advising students and parents. The
demanding nature of the subject probably keeps student numbers down, particularly in Norway.
Despite this, physics choosers are enthusiastic about the subject and the instruction. 

Generally, students' responses are similar between nations and genders so that students
may be characterised by subject choice rather than by nationality or gender. In the case of
physics, we speculate that this may be related to the strong and quite uniform culture that "school
physics" represents, which seems to be similar across nations. This culture has recently been
described by for instance Carlone (2003), and it is characterised by traits such as an image of
being difficult and objective and an emphasis on concepts, laws, and calculations rather than
human, historical and social aspects of science. It seems that this culture attracts a certain type of
students. Physics may be described as a subject choosing its students, rather than the reverse.

How does the process of physics choosing its students come about? Clearly, in line with
the results presented here, it is related to student characteristics such as abilities, interests and
background. As we have seen, students in our survey rated personal interests and abilities as the
overwhelmingly most important influence sources for their choice. However, we did not get
much information regarding how the students imagined that these interests and abilities had
arisen.

Theory may aid us here. The concept of "cultural capital", introduced by the sociologist
Pierre Bourdieu, is useful (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990). Numerous investigations have shown
that specific aspects of the home background such as the number of books in the home, parents’
education, orientation toward school, learning and traditional "high culture" shape adolescents’
interests, values and priorities and thereby also (to some extent) their school performance and
educational choices. Several recent studies (Turmo, 2003; Markussen, 2003) have shown that
educational choice patterns as well as performance for Norwegian students are surprisingly
strongly related to cultural capital. This is surprising because Norway with its social democratic
government for several decades has nourished educational policies that explicitly aim at
removing social biases in education. Although the relation to home economic capital seems to
have gotten weaker, the relation to home cultural capital seems to persist.

The picture that emerges from our study is that although both Finnish and Norwegian
students claim to base their educational choice mainly on personal interest and ability, there is a
tendency for Norwegians to be relatively more influenced by background and Finns to be more
influenced by the educational system (teachers, advisers, entrance requirements).

These differences may be related to educational policy (LUMA, 1999). Raising the level
of scientific and mathematical competence has been a key concern in Finnish educational policy
during the last few years, and Finnish students performed remarkably well in the PISA
assessment. This trend may also be linked to the recent success of Finnish science and
technology. In Norway, on the other hand, there has been a lot of discussion about falling
enrollment in science and technology, but a strong and consistent policy to change this has been
lacking. Regarding educational choice guidance from school, we believe that most counselors do
not have a science background themselves and may, because of this and because of the subject’s
reputation of being hard, be less likely to guide students in the direction of physics. 

Thus, our recommendations based on this small study are:
• More attention should be given to educational choice guidance in secondary school –

probably particularly so in Norway. Physics in particular might profit from this, and physics
teachers should take an active role as "ambassadors" for their subject.
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• If recruitment is to be improved, physics needs to get away from the image of being difficult
and work-intensive; probably also from the prevailing culture of the subject (which is likely
to be even harder to change).

• Finally, there is a need for more research exploring the interaction between students’
socioeconomic background, their interest and performance in various school subjects
(notably physics), and their actual educational choices. 
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Резюме

ПОЧЕМУ ВЫБИРАЮТ ФИЗИКУ - В НОРВЕГИИ И ФИНЛЯНДИИ ?

Еллен К. Генриксен, Карл Ангелл, Яри Лавонен, Андрес Иснес

Данные анкетного опроса из Норвегии и Финляндии были сравнены, чтобы
исследовать факторы, которые влияют на выбор учащихся средней школы предметов
(особенно физики). Результаты указывают, что не только личные и эмоциональные
факторы (интерес, способности), но также и практические факторы (требования,
полноценность) - ключевые для выбора учащихся. 

И финские и норвежские учащиеся утверждают, что основывали свой
образовательный выбор главным образом на личном интересе и способностях.
Наблюдается тенденция, что выбор финских учащихся больше всего повлияло
образовательная система (преподаватели, требования). Для норвежских учащихся
главным был общий контекст выбора. Эти различия обсуждены в свете образовательной
политики и социологической теории. Физика, по мнению ресспондентов, трудный
предмет. Гендерные различия были маленькие в течение исследования. 

Больше внимания в средней школе необходимо уделить руководству выбора
предметов, особенно в Норвегии. Преподаватели физики должны взять активную роль как
"послы" для своего предмета.

Наконец, есть потребность в большем количестве исследований. Необходимо
выяснить  взаимодействие между социально-экономическим фоном учащихся, их
интересами и работой по различным школьным предметам (особенно физики). 
Ключевые слова: физика, образовательный выбор, образовательная политика. 
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