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Abstract 
This study aimed at providing answers to two key questions: 1) Which subjects are most preferred 
by students in secondary schools? 2) What are the reasons behind the students’ interest, or lack 
thereof, in particular subjects? The study employed qualitative methodology using a multiple case 
study holistic design. The students in the studied schools served as the unit of analysis. The study 
involved a sample of 18 secondary schools that were purposefully selected. Data were collected 
using focus group discussions, observation and documentary review. The analysis involved the 
use of the Miles and Huberman’s model of qualitative data analysis. The findings show that the 
majority of students in secondary schools preferred arts subjects notably because of the chal-
lenges they experience in learning science. The reasons for students preference of a particular 
subject included the inspiration from significant others, commitment and support provided by the 
subject teachers, the availability of teachers and their teaching approaches and relevance of the 
subject to their daily life experiences. On the basis of these findings, it is recommended that the 
government should create a conducive learning environment, especially for community secondary 
schools, that will allow students to select subjects on the basis of their ability and interests. 
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1. Introduction 
Students start secondary education with the expectations that the schools will provide them with an environment 
that will allow them to freely decide the subjects to study based on their abilities and interests. Interest in the 
subject is regarded as the most important motivational factor in learning [1]. Interest can be described as prefe-
rence to engage in some types of activities rather than others. When interested in a particular phenomenon or ac-
tivity, one is favorably inclined to attend to it and give time for it [2].  
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In Tanzanian context, students joining secondary schools are supposed to take nine subjects namely Mathe-
matics, English, Kiswahili, Biology, Civics, Physics, Chemistry, Geography, and History. In their third year of 
schooling, students are allowed to select one of the following optional bias subjects: Science, Business, Agri-
cultural Science, Technical and Home Economics subjects [3]. Thus, students opting to take science continue 
with Physics and Chemistry while those who are not opting for science bias could drop those subjects. Students 
are allowed to take a minimum of 7 and a maximum of 10 subjects. In some cases, the choice of the optional 
subjects taken is not purely a matter of students’ decision. It all depends on the availability of such subjects in 
their school. Due to unavailability of teachers and insufficient teaching and learning facilities, some optional 
subjects are offered to a very small scale within a limited number of schools. To give an impression for this, Ta-
ble 1 presents the number of students who sat for Certificate for Secondary Education Examination (CSEE) 
2013 bias subjects out of a total of 362,062 candidates [4]. 

As shown in Table 1, the optional bias subjects that were taken by many students were Chemistry (40.9%) 
and Physics (29.6%). Business subjects (e.g., Commerce) were taken by only 6.2 percent whereas agricultural 
science was taken by only 2.9 percent of the candidates. Technical subjects and home economics related sub-
jects constitute a minority of students opting for them.  

Ideally, students are expected to select subjects that suit their interests and abilities. The learning experiences 
gained in Forms I and II serve as a basis for students in deciding which subjects to take in Form III. It is worth 
mentioning that secondary school education in Tanzania is the gateway to future career opportunities. The sub-
jects selected by the students automatically dictate the kind of career paths they will enter upon graduation. 
Learning environment can play a significant role in determining students’ preference for and attainment in a 
subject. Exemplary performance is attained in the teaching contexts where students are encouraged to work with 
each other and teachers are keen to guide them accordingly [5]. Similarly, [6] contended that good teaching in-
volves effective communication and positive relationship with the students. It is expected that a teacher who 
develops a friendly teaching atmosphere will motivate students to engage in the subject even if they find it chal-
lenging. Hence, it is crucial to provide secondary school students with an environment that will allow them to 
pursue subjects that suit their interests and abilities. The provision of a favorable school environment enhances 
fairness and equity among students in terms of the quality of education they receive and in fulfilling their future 
needs and aspirations. This study sought to explore the subjects that students in secondary schools prefer to study 
and the reasons for their preferences. 

2. Research Methodology 
2.1. Research Design 
The study employed a qualitative research methodology using a multiple case study holistic design [7]. The 
sample for this study involved 18 secondary schools that were selected using the purposive criterion and reputa-
tion case selecting sampling strategies [8]. The Focus Group Discussion (FGD) was the main data collection tool 
that was used to gather information used for the study. In each school the FGD involved 6 - 8 students. A total 
of 129 students were involved in the study. 

2.2. Study Area and Participants 
A criterion used to select schools was the pupils’ performance in CSEE for the past three years. Based on that, a 
number of schools were selected, yet the final schools visited were those recommended by key informants in the  
 
Table 1. Number of Students who sat for CSEE 2013 in selected option subjects. 

Subject Reg. Candidates % of total candidates 

Chemistry 150,010 40.9 

Physics 108,609 29.6 

Engineering Science 1219 0.3 

Agricultural Science 10,777 2.9 

Commerce 22,699 6.2 

Food and Nutrition 1853 0.5 
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studied regions such as the regional and district educational officers. Some of the schools that were identified by 
the researchers could not be reached because data collection was done during a heavy rain season that destroyed 
some of the roads infrastructure in the respective areas. The schools visited were classified into three groups. 
The first group consisted of three schools that had exemplary performance in CSEE for the past three years. One 
of these schools was a girls’ private school and two were national secondary schools which admit students from 
various parts of the country. The second group consisted of 7 community schools that had satisfactory perfor-
mance. In the context of this study, community schools, commonly known as ward secondary schools, are those 
established for the purpose of enrolling students from catchment areas that are within the same ward. Satisfac-
tory performance was regarded as performance in which at least 50 percent of the students passed CSEE for the 
last three years. The third group comprised of 8 community schools with unsatisfactory performance in which 
less than 20 percent of the students passed CSEE for the past three years. The study involved mostly Form III 
and IV students. 

2.3. Data Collection and Analysis 
Data were collected mainly using FGD which lasted for a maximum of 30 minutes. All FGD sessions were tape 
recorded. With exception of two schools in which English language was used, all FGDs were held in Swahili. 
Other data collection methods involved documentary review and observation. FGD data were analysed using the 
Miles and Huberman Framework for data analysis. The analysis involved: verbatim transcription of recorded 
interviews followed by translation into English language; data reduction and compression without losing the key 
messages; data display, which entailed organizing the summarized information into data display sheets; and 
conclusion drawing and triangulation using data collected through observations and documentary review. 

Since this study employed a case study design and purposive sampling strategies, its findings cannot be gene-
ralized to the population as a whole but only to the studied cases (case-to-case transfer) and may be transferred 
and applied in contexts similar to that used in this study [9]. 

3. Findings 
The study intended to explore factors influencing students’ interest in a particular subject. Through FGD with 
the students, a number of reasons that influence their interest in subjects were provided as presented in the fol-
lowing sub-sections. 

3.1. Inspiration from Significant Others 
Findings of the study show that inspiration from people who matters to the students play a significant role in in-
fluencing their interest for certain subjects. The following responses from students testify the role of inspiration 
to students’ interests in the subjects. 

I like mathematics because I have a lot of inspiration from different people like my father, my sister and other 
people around me. Some of them are engineers and I would love to become an engineer (FGD, student in school 
A, 27/2/2014). 

I like mostly two subjects, the first one is mathematics. When I was a little kid, my parents used to tell me that 
mathematics is all about life, that everything is mathematics. Therefore, I was always eager to know more about 
mathematics. I found it wonderful. The second subject is chemistry...I want to be an engineer therefore I think 
Chemistry, Mathematics and Physics will help me to fulfil my dreams (FGD, student in school A, 27/2/2014). 

I love all subjects but science subjects in particular. I personally like challenges, as I know that boys like to 
take science subjects, therefore I wish to compete with them and show that even girls can excel in science (FGD, 
student in school A, 27/2/2014). 

The extracts indicate that students’ interests in a particular subject were influenced by their parents and sig-
nificant others. This finding is consistent with [10], who observed that the students’ attitudes toward particular 
subjects are significantly determined by their parents’ influence. However, in this study the influence of parents 
was not as pronounced as the influence of teaching and learning environment probably because of the nature of 
the schools involved in the study where most of the parents had not attained secondary education. On the other 
hand, eagerness to defy the common misconception that science subjects are for boys was also mentioned as a 
factor influencing some girls’ decision to pursue science. 
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3.2. Commitment of Teachers and Their Teaching Approaches 
Teachers are instrumental in facilitating teaching and learning at school. Responses of students in the study 
show that teachers are key determinant factor in encouraging or discouraging students to engage in a subject and 
have a great influence on students’ interests on the subject. Students explained attribute of teachers such as 
punctuality, friendliness, hardworking and effectiveness in teaching as some of the factors that make them like 
the subjects. The findings show that teachers who were not approachable and committed to their work eroded the 
motivation of students to pursue their subjects. The following are some of students’ responses which indicate the 
role of teachers in influencing their preference for subjects: 

I like Biology because our teacher is approachable. If a student does not understand something, he or she can 
follow the teacher who is very helpful….. (FGD, student, school B, 27/2/2014 ).  

I like History because the teacher teaches well and does not miss lessons. When we were in Form III we fi-
nished all the topics and started some of Form IV topics. Also the teacher provides sufficient exercises which 
makes us understand the subject well and after marking the teacher makes corrections in the areas that most of 
us could not give correct answers (FGD, student, school F, 19/2/2014).  

I like Chemistry and Biology. Although there is only one teacher in this school for those subjects, the teacher 
is highly committed and teaches us well (FGD, student, school D, 18/2/2014).  

I like Physics because the teacher taught us well using a number of reference books. I can now solve almost 
all Physics questions comfortably. Indeed I am confident that there is no question which I will not be able to 
solve in the national examination (FGD, student, school B, 27/2/2014). 

The findings confirm the role of teachers in influencing students’ interests to learn a particular subject. This is 
consistent with the study by [11] which showed that teachers were able to influence the motivation of students via 
specific aspects of their teaching but mainly through their orientation to the student. On the other hand, some 
students indicated that they dislike certain subjects because they were disappointed by their teachers: 

I don’t like Chemistry because the teacher does not use interactive teaching methods. The teacher simply 
presents materials without checking whether students are following or not. If students ask questions, the teacher 
just ignores them and sometimes abusive words are used to discourage questions (FGD, student, school R, 
15/4/2014). 

I don’t like Chemistry and Geography. The Chemistry teacher is harsh when teaching and does not elaborate 
the concepts very well. The Geography teacher insults students. One day the teacher asked a question and told 
one of us to respond. The student was unable to respond correctly so the teacher grabbed the student and told 
him that “your head is full of milk” (FGD, student, school K, 24/2/2014). 

I don’t like Kiswahili because the teacher tells us to copy notes from our colleagues who are in Form IV. In 
few occasions that the teacher teaches us, we don’t understand the way he is teaching. If we ask questions, he 
discourages us by using abusive language (FGD, student, school J, 26/2/2014).  

I don’t understand the way our Geography teacher is teaching and I really fear the teacher. He likes to ask 
question and expects to get spontaneous answers. Now before you have even thought of the answer the teacher 
gives you strokes. I do not understand the subject and I feel that the use of corporal punishment in such a situa-
tion is unacceptable. You know sometimes we students tend to forget what we were taught in the past. Now be-
fore we even start recalling we are already punished and blamed for failure to understand the subject. This situ-
ation makes me hate the subject (FGD, student, school K, 24/2/2014). 

The findings show that teaching approaches have strong impact on students’ interest in the subject. This is 
consistent with [12] who contended that what happened in the classroom has impact on students’ opportunity to 
learn. Thus effective teachers enhance opportunities for their students to learn while teachers with poor teaching 
approaches limit the opportunities for their students to learn a subject. 

3.3. Relevance of the Subject to Real Life Situation 
The findings show that students’ value attached to particular subjects is related to the extent to which the subject 
is relevant and applicable to their real life situation. Students like subjects which enable them to obtain skills and 
knowledge to help them in their day to day activities. Notably, subject with irrelevant contents are difficult to 
follow and understand. This forces students to memorize concepts, which lead to their tendency to dislike those 
subjects. The students asserted the following in relation to the relevance of the subjects: 

I like Biology because it enables me to understand myself and other living things (FGD, student, school C, 
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20/2/2014). 
I don’t like History because it does not make sense to study things about my grandfathers which are not re-

lated to the life we are living at this time—we are taught things of the past which requires cramming than un-
derstanding. For me History has little relevance to my life (FGD, student, school B, 27/2/2014). 

I love biology because it relates to real life situation and what I learn is applicable in life. We have a good 
biology teacher, who teaches well. Also, there are sufficient books in the library and it is the subject that I do 
well (FGD, student, school B, 27/2/2014).  

3.4. Availability of Teaching and Learning Materials  
Availability of teaching and learning materials was also mentioned as an essential factor in determining students’ 
interests in the subject. Some of the students’ responses are as follows: 

Sincerely speaking, we are enjoying studying arts subjects. There is a serious shortage of science teachers, 
there are no textbooks in some subjects. For instance there is no physics textbook to the extent that even the 
teacher borrows a book from the students. Also, our science laboratory lacks the facilities that would allow us to 
conduct experiments. We don’t do practical seriously, we are only swindling (FGD, student, school P, 
17/4/2014).  

I don’t like science subject because in our school we have a shortage of science teachers. For instance we 
have only one Chemistry teacher who teachers all the classes from Form I to Form IV. So the teacher cannot 
teach effectively. The other challenge we have is lack of science laboratory equipment and chemicals. In some 
cases you can be in a laboratory doing say a food test practical and then you are told there are no chemicals for 
testing starch (FGD, School D, 18/2/2014).  

I don’t like science subjects because we are learning theoretically, we don’t do any real practical work.  
There is what is called alternative to practical which is really confusing us. The teacher will come and tell you if 
you mix hydrogen peroxide with manganese two oxides you will see a mixture with certain colour, but if we had 
apparatus and chemicals we could have done this on our own and observe what will happen. So we are not 
doing practical but we get narrations of what will happen if you do a certain experiment (FGD, school E, 
18/2/2014). 

The students highlighted that lack of textbooks, laboratory facilities and science chemicals were among the 
factors that made them dislike the respective subjects. The literature maintains that the school plays a significant 
role when it comes to issues related to students’ subject choice. The availability of resources in schools dictates 
students’ choice of particular subjects [13]. It can therefore be inferred that resources availability in schools 
contributes to students’ interests in a subject. 

3.5. Availability of Teachers 
During the study, it was revealed that students’ interests in a subject can be affected by the school circumstances. 
It was noted that there is a scarcity of teachers in some schools which affect students’ subject choice. The fol-
lowing are a few of the many responses given by students who participated in the study: 

I don’t like science subjects because there are no science teachers in our school. The lack of teachers demo-
tivates us to take these subjects. We end up dropping science subjects. In some cases, students who take these 
subjects have to rely on their friends who receive tuition from other schools. They end up learning very little and 
hence fail to understand the subject to the desirable level of attainment (FGD, student, school K, 24/2/2014). 

The subject that I am uncomfortable with is Chemistry because our school has no chemistry teacher. We 
didn’t learn Chemistry in forms I to III. Recently, we got a Chemistry teacher but we’re already in form IV. I’m 
wondering how can a teacher manage to teach all of the classes from Form I to IV, considering that every class 
has two streams (FGD, student, school M, 14/4/2014). 

I like science subjects yet I have dropped them. The school has a serious shortage of science teachers and 
there are no science laboratories and apparatus. Teachers are unable to prepare and teach us how to conduct 
practical. They are only teaching theoretically (FGD, student, school I, 17/2/2014). 

The findings further show that students lost interest or have dropped a certain subject because they did not 
have teachers. The following extracts indicate the situation: 

I can say that I do not like Chemistry because our teacher was on study leave and we did not have any other 
Chemistry teacher in school. So, having stayed for one year and a half without a teacher has made me lose in-
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terest in the subject. Although the teacher is back, he is still the only teacher in school and is supposed to teach 
all the classes from Form I to Form IV. So it is really difficult for him to teach all of us effectively. The teacher 
cannot afford giving us sufficient exercises and assisting individual students who might need further assistance 
(FGD, student, school K, 24/2/2014]. 

I don’t like mathematics. When I started secondary school Form I used to like Mathematics and I was doing 
very well. Unfortunately the teacher who was teaching us passed away and we did not get a replacement teacher. 
So the whole of second term in Form I we did not study mathematics. When we started form II the teacher we 
had did not care about our background, and started straight with the form II topics. So I found that there was a 
gap in my learning as we had not completed Form I syllabus and I started hating the subject. I could not under-
stand what the teacher was doing, expecting us to understand the latter topics before the previous ones (FGD, 
school E, 18/2/2014). 

I don’t like Biology and Mathematics because we have no teachers for those subjects. Even if you try to study 
on your own you really reach a point where you cannot cope and you just give up. Even if you seek help from 
fellow students who attended tuition they only help to some extent but they cannot substitute the role of a teacher 
(FGD, student, school I, 17/2/2014). 

The lack of science teachers was further confirmed in the school records. Some schools did not even have a 
single teacher for some science subjects. Furthermore, in the most of the schools visited, there were either one or 
two teachers for the whole school. The shortage of science teachers is a national problem. For example in 2013 
the Government employed a total of 14,060 teachers in secondary schools, but only 2,014 of these (14%) were 
science teachers. There is a nationwide shortfall of 37,130 teachers in secondary schools and most of them 
26,948 (73%) are science teachers. The critical shortage of science teachers has serious implications in terms of 
the effectiveness of teaching those subjects in schools. 

3.6. Language of Instruction 
Language of instruction was among the factors that encouraged students to like or dislike a particular subject. 
Students indicated that the use of English language limits their level of understanding of the concepts and hence 
made them dislike the subject. Students indicated that they liked subject in which the language was clear to them. 
The following are some of students’ responses in relation to the language of instruction: 

The biggest challenge here at our school is mainly English language. Our English language proficiency is 
very low and teachers are not doing anything to help us! Teachers have not implemented the English speaking 
policy which requires students to speak English. They use Kiswahili in teaching but students cannot use Kiswa-
hili in responding to the national examination questions. We are all required to write in English. So at the end of 
the day students know points for a particular question but the problem is how to write them in examination pa-
per in proper English language (FGD, school E, 18/2/2014). 

I think the major factor which contributes to massive failure rate in this school is the use of English language. 
Many students in the school do not speak English when they find English in Examinations they fail to respond to 
questions and sometimes they don’t even understand the demand of the question. So they end up answering dif-
ferent things from what they have actually been asked (FGD, student, school C, 20/2/2014). 

I hate Mathematics because I do not understand it. The teacher uses English in teaching and wants us to ask 
questions in English while we are not conversant with that language because of our poor foundation of English 
language when we were in Primary school (FGD, student, school P, 17/4/2014). 

I like Kiswahili because it is our national language and I understand the teacher better than I do in subjects 
taught in English ((FGD, student, school L, 24/2/2014). 

4. Discussion of the Findings 
The findings show that, the majority of students in community secondary schools prefer arts subject. However, 
this was mainly out of their ability and interests but due to prevailing circumstances in their schools such as 
shortage of teachers, laboratories and other science teaching and learning facilities. Even the few students who 
indicated that they like science were unsure that they would do well in the form four national examinations due 
to the teaching and learning challenges in their schools. These findings suggest that, in the studied schools, what 
determined the subject selection was the particular school environment. The availability of sufficient resources 
provided wider opportunities for the students to select subjects they liked while lack of facilities limited students’ 
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options. In that regard, some students were forced to select subjects that conflicted with their wishes, interests 
and abilities. It is clear that their preference for either arts or science subjects was largely determined by the 
availability of teachers and other resources. 

Responses of students who participated in the study show that teachers play a significant role in influencing 
students’ tendency to like or dislike a particular subject. Teachers who use student friendly teaching and learning 
approaches, who are punctual, committed and sensitive to the needs of their students contributed to enhancing 
students interests in the subjects they were teaching. On the other hand, students indicated that the teachers’ poor 
teaching methods, use of abusive language, lack of commitment, and failure to code switch while teaching con-
tributed towards their dislike of certain subjects. The findings are consistent with [10] who showed that the 
teaching methods and style, attitude towards the students and relationship with them significantly affect the stu-
dents’ preference for certain subjects. 

The availability of teachers and school related factors are among key determining factors in eroding or devel-
oping students’ interests in particular subjects. The influence of parents was not as pronounced as the influence 
of teachers possibly due to the nature of the parents in the studied areas. The study findings show that most par-
ents in the community schools have never been to secondary school and have relinquished all responsibility re-
garding their children’s education to the school. Schools with sufficient teachers and resources provided students 
with wider opportunities to select subjects they liked while those with lack of facilities limited the students’ op-
tions. 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 
The findings suggest that there are inequities in terms of how students select subjects in various schools. The 
evidence from the studied schools shows that students from well-resourced schools were advantageous in the 
sense that the environment enabled them to decide freely subjects that interested them. The optimum learning 
environment in their schools facilitated them to excel in all subjects. Thus the decision to select subjects of their 
focus was based on their interests and ability. However, in Tanzania the majority of the students are enrolled in 
ward/community secondary schools which have challenges related to the availability of teachers and teaching 
and learning facilities. As a result, they are denied the opportunity to select subjects according to their wishes, 
abilities and interests. On the basis of these findings, it is evident that the majority of students from inadequately 
resourced schools take arts subjects, contrary to their wishes. The problem related to taking subjects that do not 
interest them may contribute towards massive failure of students in their final examinations. As contented by [1], 
interest in the subject is the most important motivational factor in learning. 

Based on the findings of the study, the following measures are recommended: firstly, the government should 
create a conducive learning environment, especially in community schools, that will allow students to select 
subjects on the basis of their ability and interests. This is necessary to ensure that the students are not denied 
opportunity to study and excel in the subjects of their interest. Secondly, the school authorities should make fol-
low up and collect regularly the students’ views regarding teaching and learning for each subject. Most of the 
problems identified by students, especially those in relation to the teachers, can easily be sorted out with the 
school authorities. This will allow the students to enjoy the subjects they take and increase the possibility of at-
taining good performance. 
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