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Abstract

The research examined the curriculum history of Home Economics and Textiles
Studies in Malta. Although some studies on the history of Home Economics were
carried out internationally, none had yet focused on the Maltese context which presents
an interesting and unique case, the islands being a former British colony with a
Catholic Mediterranean culture. This study, conducted from an insider perspective,
focused on the development of the micro and macro level of the curriculum of both
subjects over a span of fifty years, during which many changes occurred in the Maltese
social, political and economic scene. These changes, in turn, had an impact on the
local educational system, which was influenced by foreign models.

The study adopted a social constructionist perspective towards the development of
Home Economics and Textiles Studies, whereby it identified the influences that were
most significant, and changes that took place over that particular span of time. The
academic, utilitarian and pedagogical traditions were also analysed in relation to the
change in status of the Home Economic and Textiles Studies curriculum.

This multi-dimensional study included life-history narratives with key individuals who
played an important role in the field, semi-structured interviews with various
individuals who had a link with the learning or teaching of the subjects, focus group
discussions with a group of young teachers, and archival research which shed further
light on what led to the changes that occurred in the curriculum over time.

The findings revealed that a number of factors led to the current status of the subjects.
These included the relationship between patterns of status and resource allocation, the
challenges posed by other subjects, the gendered nature of the subjects, the issues
regarding name change, the development of the curriculum and role of examinations,
and the career prospects of those involved in the learning and teaching of Home
Economics and Textiles Studies. The research showed how and to what extent the
socio-economic, political and cultural changes the Maltese islands experienced in the
period under study affected both the curriculum and the subjects’ community. The
study also revealed that the curricula of Home Economics and Textiles Studies
developed and evolved according to these various influences, which in turn had a
considerable effect on their status and significance, as the subjects have traditionally
been considered marginal. The analysis highlighted the impact that various
government policies had on the subjects and on the teachers’ lives and experiences, as
well as the influence it had on their beliefs and ideals.

KEY WORDS: CURRICULUM HISTORY, HOME ECONOMICS, TEXTILES
STUDIES, EDUCATION, LIFE-HISTORY.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Thesis background
1.1.1 The international scenario

During the second half of the nineteenth century, Home Economics and Textiles
Studies evolved as school subjects in many countries under various names. The terms
used for various domestic subjects changed throughout the years and was mainly
influenced by the historical, political, social and economic situations of particular
countries.! In the US, as early as 1902, ‘Home Economics’ was the term chosen to
incorporate all the areas related to domestic subjects, while in Britain and her colonies,
the terms adopted varied from ‘Domestic Economy’ and ‘Domestic Science’ to
‘Housecraft’ and later to ‘Home Economics’. Although considered as one of the
domestic subjects in Britain, Needlework mostly remained a separate discipline. It
was considered as the ‘mother of the domestic arts’, especially as it was the first subject

to be included in the school curriculum for girls (Yoxall, 1965, p. 7).

Throughout the evolution of Home Economics, several attempts were made to provide
a clear and focused definition for the discipline in order to move away from its original
domestic connotation which gave laypersons a negative impression of the field.
However, its multi-disciplinary nature proved to be a major obstacle in providing a
single definition which the members of the community could agree upon. The lack of
specificity is due to the fact that the discipline draws knowledge from other disciplines
and hence it is not conducive to a clear identification of its domain boundaries. This
situation created a sense of insecurity among home economists (Pendergast, 2001),
who for a long time have been struggling with an identity crisis, desperately in search
for identity and status. Throughout the subject’s curriculum history, the link of its
content with female-centred domesticity reduced its value as a legitimate field of
knowledge. During the 1950s and 1960s, some feminists were against the teaching of

domestic subjects, especially Home Economics in Britain and the US, as they argued

!'In this study, the term ‘domestic subjects’ shall be used as a generic term to refer to a group of subjects
which were traditional taught to females, such as Housecraft, Cookery, Domestic Economy,
Needlework, Laundry work, Housewifery, etc.



that instead of empowering women, the subject’s content reinforced the traditional

roles of females in society (Attar, 1990).

Throughout the past decades, various introspective analyses about the philosophy and
nature of Home Economics have been conducted by professionals in the field (Brown
and Paolucci, 1979; Brown and Baldwin, 1995) in order to steer the discipline away
from its long-time insecurity, and to enhance its legitimation and status. Nonetheless,
the struggles for survival that had to be endured by domestic subjects is evident in their
history, as they survived for more than a century in many schools, colleges and
universities in several countries. Where the battle was lost, due to lack of influence
and resources, the subject area itself, courses, departments and experts in the field were

permanently forced out of the curriculum (Pendergast, 2001).

1.1.2 The Maltese experience

The evolution of domestic subjects in Malta has been mainly similar to that in Britain,
due to the fact that the island is a former British colony.? It was only during these past
few decades that the subjects’ evolutionary trajectory changed according to Malta’s
political, social and cultural developments. Most changes and developments that
occurred in the British educational system were experienced in Malta after some time.
The British curricula of domestic subjects had a direct impact on their local
counterparts, which were only slightly modified to reflect local conditions. The British
influence may be clearly seen in the names given to the different domestic subjects,

the pedagogies used, the curriculum content, examinations and teacher training.

By the mid-1850s, Needlework was the first domestic subject to be included in the
curriculum of the girls’ primary schools in Malta. It was followed by other related
subjects as a measure intended to improve the social and health conditions of the local
population (Portelli, 2009). The teaching of domestic subjects flourished with the
establishment of the Housecraft School in the 1930s and the availability of Housecraft
lessons for the senior girls of primary school. The dominant patriarchal ideology and

strong Catholic values which prevailed in Maltese society proved beneficial in

2 The various terms given to ‘Home Economics’ and ‘Textiles Studies’ in Malta, including Domestic
Economy/Domestic Science/Domestic Studies/Housecraft and Needlework/Needlecraft, shall be
referred to according to the name given under which they went at that particular point in time.



promoting Housecraft and Needlework in primary and secondary schools. Although
this ideological stance gave a boost to the subjects, it greatly reinforced the traditional,
domestic and stereotypical image of the subjects. It also emphasised the utilitarian and
practical aspects of the subjects, effectively hampering their efforts in later years to

improve their status as academic disciplines.

Over the years, the curricula of Home Economics and Textiles Studies in Malta
experienced many changes which had substantial influence on their status and
significance. There were times when the subjects enjoyed popularity among parents,
students and the education authorities. The teaching of domestic subjects between the
1930s and the 1960s proved to be a boost for the status of these disciplines. By the
end of the 1960s, Housecraft and Needlework were taught to girls in the primary,
grammar and secondary technical schools. At the time, the widespread teaching of
these subjects had the support of the education authorities who believed that the
teaching of these disciplines was important for girls’ education. However, with the
introduction of compulsory secondary education in the early 1970s, Housecraft/Home
Economics was no longer taught in primary schools, and Needlework lessons only
remained on the curriculum for another decade until they were abolished. From then
on the subjects were mainly taught in secondary schools where their importance varied

according to the government’s educational policy changes.

Today, Home Economics and Textiles Studies struggle to keep a strong foothold in
the Maltese curriculum due to competition from an increasing number of other subjects
that have been introduced in recent years and that compete for a place in the secondary
school timetable. However, with the increase of health-related concerns in today’s
society, the practical and utilitarian aspects of Home Economics are regaining
importance and strengthening the subject’s claim for a place on the curriculum. In
recent years, a number of policies were implemented in schools related to the well-
being of students, and Home Economics featured as one of the subjects that can
address health-related concerns. Textiles Studies, however, seems to be a doomed
subject as it will no longer form part of the secondary school curriculum, and will
eventually be replaced by a vocational subject related to fashion. The long legacy of
Textiles Studies as the first domestic subject to be introduced for girls in schools shall

remain just a memory for those past students who studied it at school.



1.2 An insider perspective

Home Economics and Textiles Studies have been a prominent part of my academic
life since my secondary school days back in 1978. 1 became very passionate about the
subjects from the start, and chose them as options at secondary school years and at
Sixth Form. Although Home Economics and Needlework, as Textiles Studies was
called back then, were considered mostly suitable for low achieving girls and were
poorly considered by many teachers, I furthered my studies in these subjects by reading

for a Bachelors and a Masters degree in Education at the University of Malta.

Throughout these years, I was positively influenced and encouraged by many people,
especially several Home Economics and Needlework teachers. Their enthusiasm
inspired me to pursue a teaching career in these subjects. Being a teacher of subjects
that are constantly struggling and striving for identity spurred me on to involve myself
further in matters related to the disciplines. My involvement in curriculum design and
development and as a national examination paper setter at various levels not only gave
me valuable experience, but also provided me with a deeper insight of the subjects
from a wider perspective than that of teaching. Moreover, as an active member of the
subjects’ association for a number of years I obtained first-hand knowledge of my
colleagues’ perspectives on various issues related to the subjects, and of the efforts
made to enhance the profile of the disciplines. I also experienced and witnessed several
significant and historical moments concerning the development of the subjects. My
role as a teacher and an academic saw me directly involved in various challenges, such
as the struggle to defend the status of the subjects, tussles for more resources with the
education authorities, and the constant need to convince others about the legitimacy of

the subjects’ curricula.

My full immersion as a member of the subjects’ community for nearly 37 years also
gave me the opportunity to reflect about the historical developments of the disciplines
from an insider perspective. This required a detailed study of the subjects’ local
curriculum history within a broader context. This included both a comparative analysis
of what happened in other countries, especially the USA and Britain, and a
consideration of the Maltese historical, political, economic and social developments
that played a part in the evolution of the subjects’ curriculum history. My role as an

insider and the autoethnographic approach, which shall be fully discussed in the



methodology section, is an important aspect of this study. It adds to the evidence
provided by the narratives of the participants of the research, and was triangulated with
archival documents in order to provide a clear perspective on the issues under

discussion.

1.3 The investigation

This research set out to examine the curriculum history of two particular school
subjects in Malta, namely Home Economics and Textiles Studies, from 1960 to 2010.
It constitutes a chronological continuation of an investigation I had done for my
Masters degree on the initial establishment of the subjects in the Maltese education
system. The focus of this study is on the evolution of the Home Economics and
Textiles Studies curricula over a span of fifty years, a period when several changes
took place on the Maltese socio-political scene. In those years, Malta voted against
integration with Britain (1958), obtained independence (1964), became a republic
(1974) then a member of the European Union (2004), and restructured its economy
before adopting the Euro (2008). These changes inevitably had an impact on the local
education scenario. In fact, although the influence of foreign educational systems
remained strong, various governments sought to introduce localisation policies in
order to address the specific educational needs of the nation. This in turn had a
considerable effect on the status and significance of Home Economics and Textiles

Studies.

The investigation posed various questions. How and why have Home Economics and
Textiles Studies evolved in the Maltese school curriculum in this way? What
influenced their status as school subjects? Which social, economic and political events,
both locally and abroad, created a major impact on the curriculum of these subjects?
To what extent does the past influence the present image and status of the subjects?
What was the impact of the status of these subjects on the teachers? How did the

teachers react to the various changes made to the curriculum?
1.4 The research question

In this study, I adopted a social constructionist perspective in order to explore these
questions and investigate the curriculum history of the subjects. The theoretical

framework used for this study included Goodson’s theories on the social construction



of school subjects (1983; 1992b; 1994; 1998), Layton’s model (1972) on the different
stages of evolution of secondary school subjects and the concept of refraction in
education developed by Goodson and Rudd (2012). This theoretical framework
provided the lines of inquiry which were applied and used where necessary during this
study. The approach was autoethnographic deploying a variety of methods to facilitate
data collection. The data were examined in the light of this framework which was
intended to illuminate the data analysis and not to prove a particular theory. This
framework enabled me to employ the research paradigm and methodological
techniques most pertinent to answer the main research question. I utilised the
qualitative paradigm for this study and adopted a broadly historical approach with
regard to the development of school subjects. 1 also made use of a blend of

methodologies such as archival research, life history narratives and autoethnography.

I embarked on a multi-dimensional analysis that combines the experiences of the
teachers who are the first to encounter the curriculum, with the structures that serve as
a foundation to construct the curriculum (Goodson, 1994). Such an analysis was used

to answer the main research question:

How have Home Economics and Textiles Studies been socially constructed from 1960

to 20107

In order to answer the research question, the following secondary questions were also
necessary for this study were: What factors influenced their status and significance,
i.e., material interests? What are the evolving visions and values of these subjects, i.e.,
ideal interests? How has the balance between material and ideal interests changed

over the period under study?

The theoretical perspectives I adopted enabled me to take the ‘middle ground’ as
metaphorically suggested by Goodson (1994). This study located the middle-ground
between the policies that structure the curriculum and the realities that take place
within the classroom. A focus on the ‘middle ground’ allows for an investigation of
the lives of teachers who experienced both ends of the continuum (Goodson, 1994).
The study also addressed the historical context in order to highlight the micro and
macro influences that had an impact on the development of the curriculum of these

subjects.



1.5 Research data

My research data for this thesis was mostly collected from two primary sources,
archival documents and life history/semi-structured interviews. The archival
documents include official and unofficial documents located at the National Archives
of Malta, the Ministry of Education and the University of Malta. I accessed additional
archives, such as those of the Home Economics and Needlework Teachers Association
(HENTA) and the Nutrition, Family and Consumer Studies (NFCS) office. I also
conducted a series of life history and semi-structured interviews for this investigation.
The life history interviews involved past key players in the field, whereas the semi-
structured interviews focused on individuals who still have an active role in the
teaching of the subjects. Besides these interviews, additional data was also obtained
from online focus group discussions with young, less experienced teachers and non-
participant observations in schools where the main focus was the natural setting of the

Home Economics and Textiles Studies laboratories.



1.6 A route map

This study consists of the following chapters shown in the table below:

DESCRIPTION OF CHAPTERS

Chapter 1 introduces the research while presenting the theoretical framework and the
research question. It also provides the backdrop to the specific issues discussed in the study.

Chapter 2 presents a historical overview of the educational system in Malta from 1960 to
the present, with references to specific policies that were introduced by the various
governments, highlighting the important changes that took place in the education sector and
their impact on the evolution of Home Economics and Textiles Studies.

Chapter 3 provides an overview of the historical evolution of Home Economics and
Textiles Studies in Malta, with reference to the local and international literature. The first
part focuses on the development of the curriculum history of the subjects in Malta from
1960 to 2010. In the second part are discussed the major themes emerging from international
studies that were relevant for the analysis of the Maltese scenario. A timeline of events is
also included for easy reference.

Chapter 4 focuses on the literature pertaining to the social constructionist perspective in
curriculum research. It also deals with Goodson’s theories on the development of school
subjects (1983; 1992b; 1994; 1998), the concept of refraction as used in education by
Goodson and Rudd (2012) and Layton’s model (1972) on the evolution of school subjects.

Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the multi-method approach that was used to gather the
relevant data for this research. It highlights the reasons for choosing an autoethnographic,
qualitative approach, and the issues concerning the role of the insider, together with its
ethical implications. The chapter also includes a detailed description of the procedures used
to recruit participants, the ethical considerations concerning the data collection process, and
the way the data was sorted and catalogued for easy access.

Chapter 6 focuses on the evolution of the status of Home Economics and Textiles Studies
as school subjects. It describes how the subject’s community struggled to enhance the
subject’s academic status by developing a scientific body of knowledge. The chapter also
deals with the relationship between status and resource allocation, with particular reference
to its implications for Home Economics and Textiles Studies as practical subjects.

Chapter 7 provides an analysis of the relationship between the evolution of Home
Economics and Textiles Studies in Malta, and gender issues in the patriarchal society of the
Mediterranean island. It presents a critical account of how gender issues evolved through
the years leading to Home Economics being offered as a subject option to boys. The chapter
also delves into the impact of males on the subject’s community that has been traditionally
dominated by females.

Table 1.1: A description of each chapter. (Table continues on the following page)



DESCRIPTION (cont. ...)

Chapter 8 discusses the struggle to provide a clear definition of domestic subjects,
highlighting the underlying concerns of the subjects’ community regarding status, image,
public perception and the subjects’ identity.

Chapter 9 discusses the development of the syllabi of Home Economics and Textiles
Studies from 1960 to 2010. The analysis illustrates the strong British influence on the
subjects’ syllabi, and how the practical components of the subjects, which were the main
focus of the syllabi for many decades, experienced a gradual decline, leading to a new
emphasis on decision-making and problem-solving skills. The introduction of new
pedagogies and assessment procedures in the syllabi of both subjects, is also taken into
account.

Chapter 10 aims to answer the research question set at the beginning of the study. It
includes a comparison between Layton’s model on the evolution of school subjects and
Home Economics and Textiles Studies in Malta, and discusses the forces that influenced the
social construction of the subjects. Reference is also made to the concept of refraction in
education. Furthermore, the chapter addresses the issue of the changing patterns of
development of the subjects’ curricula in terms of the relationship between the material and
ideal interests of the key players in the study.

Chapter 11 consists of a brief conclusion to the study. It re-states the research question, the
theoretical framework used, the limitations of the study, the original contribution to
knowledge, and some final considerations on the findings.




CHAPTER 2

THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT - EDUCATION IN MALTA

2.0 Introduction

This chapter provides a brief overview of the history of education in Malta, in order to
allow a better understanding of the circumstances in which certain changes occurred
and the impact they had on the development of Home Economics and Textiles Studies
in Malta. It covers a period of fifty years, from 1960 to 2010, highlighting specific

policies introduced by various governments over thirteen legislatures.

2.1 The education of Maltese children prior to 1960 - Elementary and secondary

schooling

The post-war era in Malta was a difficult time for the island’s economy. Malta had
just played a very significant role as a British colony during the Second World War.
The education of the young had necessarily been neglected during that difficult time.
Consequently, that period was very challenging for Maltese society. At the time, the
local government considered education as one of the key factors which could have had
an impact on the island’s economy. The establishment of compulsory elementary
education for all and the setting up of proper technical education were two challenges
faced by the government of the time. In fact, both were implemented by 1960 as part
of the island’s first industrialisation programme. Industrialisation was top on the
government’s agenda, so apart from attracting foreign companies to establish their
manufacturing activities in Malta, the authorities focused on training people in the
skills mostly required by the companies. A skillful workforce was one of the pre-

requisites for the improvement of the island’s economy.

In the late 1950s, primary education was compulsory for children from 6 to 14 years
of age. The government constructed new schools and repaired other in various
localities across the Island. The first two years of schooling, stages 1 and 2, were spent
in the infants’ school which was co-educational. In the remaining years, from
standards 1 to 6, the students were segregated by sex and attended the senior section
of the school. The students who succeeded in finishing their primary education

continued to secondary school.
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Prior to 1959, students between 10 to 13 years of age or older could sit for a
competitive and selective entrance examination, and if successful they could proceed
to the secondary schools. In Malta, there were three grammar schools for girls and a
lyceum for boys. Students spent five years in the secondary school and these schools
prepared their students for the Ordinary level of the Oxford General Certificate of

Education (GCE) in the above mentioned subjects.

By 1959, two Secondary Technical schools were also established; one to cater for boys
and another one for girls. Originally, these schools were intended to provide a three-
year programme on general education with a technical and vocational bias. However
these schools ended up offering a five-year secondary education and the academic bias

of the curriculum was still clearly predominant.

Besides government schools, there were a number of schools run by independent
organisations or religious orders. By 1961, they provided education for 19,000
children (DEdF, No. 850/62, Report on schooling available in Malta and Gozo, p. 2)
in the elementary and secondary sector. The male and female Catholic religious orders

catered for the majority number of students attending in non-government schools.

2.2 Education beyond 1960 - meeting the needs of the Island

In 1959, the Maltese Government enacted a national Development Plan for the period
1959-1964 (MDP 1959-64). Education featured prominently in two aspects, as a
general educational programme and as a contributory factor to the development of
economic growth. Vocational and technical education became a top priority for the
government, as after gaining independence in 1964, it had to change its dependency
on employment of the Maltese with the British Armed Forces to an economy based on

industrial production and tourism.

The change in government administration in 1961 brought about several reforms in the
Maltese education system. Courses held at the Secondary Technical Schools were
extended up to five years, this leading to the foreign GCE examinations, as was the
case in the Lyceum and the Girls’ Grammar Schools (RwDE 1963). The newly elected
Nationalist Party wanted to keep in line with the national Development Plan of 1959
laid out by the previous administration, in order to affirm the importance of technical

and vocational education.
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During the mid-1960s, with the aid from the United Nations Childr