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In both U.$.A, and Australia leaving school early is xegar&ed aé a probleﬁ, but for very different
reasons. In U.S.A, the term drop-out is used and it has pejorative ovértones, being éssociated with
'deviancy; delinquency and méral siackness. COne social scientist haslsuggested that:

Failing school closes doors, not oniylschooi doors but.the doors to a -

decent life. ‘the lack of a high school diploma marks today’'s young |

adult as unfit for employment, for advancement, for the good things in

1ife; in short it marks him or her as a misfit, (Namenwirth 19§9)
Similay judgments are frequent in the litexature and examples‘of the views of some quite well known
educators and social seclentists can be found in Schfeiber (i968). There is, in U,.8.A., enormous pressures
on students to remain in school to 12th vear and to graduate with a high school dipleﬁa ~ and most do:
about 82 per cent of the whites, 65 per ceant of the hispanics and 50 per cent of the biacks,

In Australia leaving school before 12th year is statistically and behaviourally normal, At the
present time about 35 per cent of those who start high school remain to 12th year. The propertion, which
has been increasing slowly over the years, appears to have reached a plateau. ;irls, who for many years
have tended to leave earlier than boys, now show a greater retemtion rate. In the Australian literature
there is no hint of a social stigma assocciated with early leaving. Rather the concern is with the
problems in the employment market due to low educational qualifications. A comprehensive review of the
literature on Australian school~leavers is provided by Poole (1978); and on the transition f£rom school
to work by Sturman (1979) and Blakers (1978). Whereas the American literature contains many studies
which attempt to predict who will drop-out, with a view to intervention, the Australian literature tends
to assume that early leaving in itself is not a problem. Rather the discussion is addressed to the post-
school prospects of students with poor educational background. Among the few studies which have attempted
to identify the personal characteristics of early school leavers in Australia are those of Poole (1978),
Copnel et al (1975), Hammond and Cox (1967) and Gilchrist and Hammond (1971),

The framework in which discussion of dropeouts or sarly leavers takes place is largely a-theoretical.
Dropping-out is seen as a problem: in the U.5.A, one to be prevented; in Australia one with effects which
should be ameliorated. The theories implicit in many reports are that dropping-out eor early leaving is
due to poor scholastic performance at school or to a home environment which 1s not conducive to sustained
scholastic effort. In the latter case measures of S8ES (father's occupation, parental education, etc.) are
frequently used as indicators.

While there is plenty of evidence to show that the student who does not do well in school, or who
comes from a poor family, is more likely than average to leave edrly the associations are far from perfect,
There are plenty of students who leave school early despite doing well or despite good family
circumstances. So far, in our search of the literature, we have not come across any attempt at a

theoretical framework within which the 'problem' can be explored., The following section of this paper

“?he research referred to in this paper is part of a larger study of adolescents in Australia and U,S$.A,
being made in conjunction with Bruce J, Biddle and Barbara J. Bank (University of Missouri) and Daphne
Keats and John Keats (University of Newcastle).
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reports some data which started us thinking about the phenomenon of early leaving. The final section is an
attempt at constructing a framework within which the phenomenon may be explored.

Some 0dd Findines

Somewhat unexpectedly in a study of adolescents in U.5.A. and Australia we found a tendency for the
early leavers in both countries te limit thelr engagements with other people. The study from which the
observation came was designed for a different purpose - to test some hypotheses concerning norms and
preferences relating to school and aleohol, and the consequences of dropping-out in different societies;
the observation that drop-outs limited their social engagements was made incidentally.

Samples of in-school and drop-ocuts aged 15-18 were matched in and across countries with respect to
age, sex, soclal class and, in U.5.A., race, The Australian samples were drawn from Sydney and Newcastle;
an in-school and drop-out sample in each. The U,5.,A., in-school and drop-out samples were both drawn from
the city of 8t. Louis. In addition a further in-school sample was drawn from Columbia, MiSSOuri.* This
last data-set is not.used in the analysis because the social composition of Columbia is atypical due to
the large number of professional families associated with higher education or with hospitals,

Nevertheless Columbia was used as a check on the representativeness of the in-school data. The Sydney and
Newcastle data were initially analysed separately. It was found, however, that there were feyw significant
differences between the two cities and the samples were combined and are referred to as Australian in-
school or drop'out;

The data were obtained from Interviewing each respondent for a pericd of between one and two hours by
trained interviewers of the same nationality as the respondent, The interviewer made a written Teport on
each interview; the data for statistical analysis, however, was derived ffom coding the tape-recorded
answers to set questions. The original study was concerned, among other things, with the effect of
referent others on respondents’' norms and preferences, especially in relation to the drinking of alcohol
and level of performance in school. Respondents were asked to name the persons whose opinions were
important to them:

"Now I'd like to ask you some questions about persons whose opinions are

important to you personally. To some degree, all of us are concerned about

people's apiﬁions. Whose opinions are important to you personally?!
The interviewer probed to exhaust the possible number of such persons, and the responses were
classified éécording to their order of importance and the relation of the referent other to the respoendent;
parent, sibling, other relative, teacher, other adult, friend ete. Ir analysing the‘data it was noted
that the drop-ocuts were inclined fo nominate fewer referent others than the in-school group. The

differences existed in both Australia and the United States. ({see Table 1),

TABLE 1 : NUMBER OF REFERENT OTHERS BY IN~-SGHOOL/DROP-QUT
Austratia’ U.S.A.
In-School Drop-Cut In~School Drop~Qut
Per cent nominating four or more 51 20 76 59
Mean no. of R,0,s 3.6 2.6 5.0 4.1

*The In-school and Drop-out means for Sydney were 4.0 and 2.7, and for Newcastle 3.3 and 2.5

“Ihe sample sizes were (In-school and Drop-out respectively) Australia; 112, 96; St. Louis: 50, 48;
Columbia 50, O,
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Before trying to explain these differences we checked the possibility that drop-outs may nominate
fawer refereng others beéause:

1} they are not attending school and would be less inclined to nominate school personnel,

2) they may be living in households where there are fewer other persons,

3) the tendency to take account of others' opinions may be class-linked.

The fivst of thesé possibilities was tested by classifying the referent others who were pominated
according to whether the person was family, school persomrel, other.aduit or peer. School pérscnnel
(teachers, counsellors, other adults comnected with school) were nominated far less than any of the other
groups, and overall wveceived fewer than five per cent of all nominations. There were no significant
differences between in-school and drop-oubs with respect to numbers of nominations of schoel personnel.
(Family received by far the highest proportion of nominations.)

With respect to the second possible spurious association, it was found that the average slze of the
households where drop-out and in-school respondents were living was larger for the dropw-out sample in
Australia and similar for the two samples in U,.S.A.: Australia in-school 4.73, drop-out 5,14, U.S8.A, in-
school 5.87, drop-out 5.73. Thus, if anything, because they live in larger households, the Austratian
drog«outs_might have been expected to nominate more referent others rather than fewer.

The possipility of different social elasses tending to nominate more referent others was tested by
correlating the two variables. (Despite the fact that the samples were balanced with respect to fupper'
and 'lower' sceial class composition there were considerable variations at the extvemes; see below). In
‘neither country was the asscciation of socital class and referent others large: Australia .10; U.S.A,
.22. Step-wise regression aralysis showed that number of referent others contributed to dropping out
independently of social class.

Thus the differences between the in~school and drop-out samples are large, they occur ian both
countries (and in both Australian cities) and there appears to be no obvicus explanation in terms of
other related variables. The next step in the explanation was to see 1f there were similar variables
also related to droppiqg out, Perhaps failure to nominate others is an indication of a limited capacity
to relate to others; the drop-out may be a socially isolated person and dr0pping—out may be a result of
this isolation. The interview was perused for other items which might indicate thersame tendency. One
of the questions asked in the interview was “What kind of job do you intend to have when you finish youx
edgcation or training?" Responses were classified using the .S, Census Bureau System, inte 15 groups
according to the area of the work-force to which the occupation belonged, rather than status level. (A
separatfe classifigation was used to code prestige level.) It occurred to us that respondents' job
choices may aléo indicate a preference for or against relating with other persons. The drop-outs, we
hypothesised, would be more likely to choose 'thing-oriented' occupations, while those still in~school
would be more likely to choose a person-oriented job.

The list of occupational groups was glven to a psycholegist who was unaware of the purposes of the
study and he was asked to classify each according to whether a young person, in making a career choice,
would be likely to perceive it as a job bringing him into association with other perscns or with things.
person-related jobs were defined as "where the worker has to relate to other people. This may involve
helping, co-operation or competition, dominating or submitting, or manipulating. The relation may be

with other workers or clieats. Thing-related jobs are where the above conditions are unlikely to a?ply
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and where the worker is manipulating inanimate objects, ideas or cyphers". The instructions stated that
the list of 15 occupatiocnal groups did not have to be divided equally - there could be as few as one or asg
many as 14 in either category.

The list of oceupaticns in the original order, and the classification of person-related (P) or thing-

related {T) is:
Glamoreus occupations "actress'", "professional athlete"
Religiéus cceupations
Political or legal occupations
Educational and research occupations

Medical Occupations

ooy g

Welfare/social service occupations

Recreational/ecological occupations (e.g. camp director,
forest ranger)

Military occupations
Farm and agricultural work
Entrepreneurs ("go into business for myself", owners)

Deviant occupations (e.g. gamblers, aumbers-runner)

Horgo=" 3 g e

Clerical occupations including accountants, bookkeepers

Artiests), musicians, authors, reporters *

2=}

Other public contact occupations (e.g. salespersons, beauticians)

Oceupations such as manufacturing, mining engineer
Artists, musicians and authors were rated T; reporters P. Because the group could act be split it was
omitted from the analysis.
When this classification was tabulated against in-school or drop-out it was found that the drop-outs

were about twice as likely as the in-school respondents to choose a thing-related occupation,

TABLE 2 : CAREER CHOICE OF ZN-SCHOOL/DROP»OUT RESPONDENTS

Australia U.8.4,
In-School Drop-0ut in=-School Drop-Cut
Per cent chocsing Thing-relalted 29 67 26 50

*The In-schocl and Drop-out percentages for Sydney were 33 and 65, and for Newcastle 25 and 69,

Thus far the evidence supports our theorising that drep-outs prefer to avoid occupations which bring
them into association with others, énd that this preference is part of a general disposition to limit
engagements with other pecple. Naturally we expected the number of referent others to be associated with
preference for a person-oriented cccupation, but this proved not to belthe case. Thg correlation for
hustralia was .02; for U.S.A. .01. Apparently the two variables, which we thought might be indicators of
what we tentatively labelled as a socially Limited personality (SLP), are statistically quite independent
of oné another,

Before speculating further on the nature of these aésociations it will be useful to check the extent
to which they cerrelate with various background measures, Four iﬁdices had been constructed‘for the main
stud&: social class (parents' education level + status of father's occupation), religion (frequency of
church attendance + membership of sect-type religion), family coherence {(absence of one or both parents,
ﬁresence of ether adults in househeld) and family structure (first born + size of family). We expected
that the index of family cohesion would be related to the numbgr of raferent others nominated and to choice
of a career which was persen or thing oriented. Our reasoning was as follows, Nomination of few other

persons whose opinior is regarded as important, or aveidance of a career which required interaction with
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other persons were indicators of a personality in which the individual found it difficult to make a
satisfactory relation with others. The origin of this trait is generally to be found in the child's
velation with his parents. Where there is conflict in the home, perhaps prior to one parent leaving or
where there are other adults present, the child is likely to be subjected to conflicting authority. In
such clrcumstances the development of basic trust of others and capacity te form satisfactory emotional
relationships may be impeded, as may be the capacity to accommodate to mildly suthoritarian demands. (The
literature on drop-outs contains ample documentation of the increased likelihvod of leaving séhooi eatly
if the student is from a broken home. The potential drop~out is presented as & lonely person, unable to
tolerate even the mildly authoritarian behavicur of teachers, and isolated from the dominant peexr group.)

We had no reason to expect any particular association between the other three background variables
and our indicators of a socially limited persomality even although the literature contains abundant
documentation of a iink between droppingeout and coming from a lower social class family. There are also
a few studies reporting links of staying in schoel with religious commitment, with small family size and
with being first-born. {(See below).

In our study it turned out that each of the four background variables was associated with dropping-
out ,‘k but that none of them (apart from SES in USA), including family cohesion, was significantly |

associated with either indicator of a socially limited personality.

TABLE 3 PRODUCT~-MOMENT CORRELATIONS OF BACKGROUND VARTABLES WITH NUMBER
OF REFERRENT OTHERS, 'IYPE OF CAREER AND DROP-OUT INDEX.

U.8.A, Australia
No. of  Perxson No. of Person
R.O.s or Thing bD.o, R.0.8 or Thing D.0,
: Orientation . Qrientation

Social Class W22 -, 28 24 .16 ~.13 .31
Religion A1 02 .31 .01 -.G7 .13
Family Cchesion .03 -.09 .36 .03 ~.12 .23
Family Structure © .60 .02 .12 - .05 . =07 W23

When combined, the four background variables account for 17 and 25 per cent of the variance in the
drop~out index in Australia and U.5.A. respectively. The two SLP variables account for 20 and 8 per cent
respectively; when 21l six variables are entered in the equation and the variance accounted for by the
background variables is put aside the two SLP variables still account for L4 per cent in Australia‘and 3
per cent in‘U.S.A. Thus, allowing for the correlatiom with background variables, the number of referrent
others and making a person or thing-oriented career choice still makes a substantial contribution to the
statistical explanation of dropping-out in Australia. In U.5.A. over‘hazf the variation due to thelSLP
variables can be agcounted for by b%ckground, mainly social class.

Continging the egploratipn we examined the relation of the aleohol variables with our supposed
indicators of a spcially 1imited pergonalify. The guantity of alcocholic beverages consumed had been found

to differentiate batween the in-school and drop-out groups in both countries; and the frequency of

% :
For the correlational analysis a drop-out index is used which is composed of remaining in-school or
dropping~out plus level. of educational aspiration.
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consumption also differentiated the two groups in U.8.A.*% Assuming that alcohol consumption, at least in
excess, might be an indication of an isolated or lonely person, we expected that there may be an
association with refevent others and career choice, Only in the U.S.A., however, was there a significant
association: .17 between preference for a career which was thing oriented and frequency of deinking,

Finally, in attemp#ing to elucidate the way in which the number of referent others -and type of
carveer contribute to dropping out, we checked the association with performance in school. Students had
provided a selfw-report on how well they had done in school. Wot unexpectedly this correlated strongly
with the dyop-out index: .37 in Australia and .46 in U.S.A. Once again, however, the associations with
SLP variables were insignificant: .06 with number of referrent cthers, and -,02 with person/thing in
U.5.A,; .12 and ~.11 in Australia.

In order to sum up the connections which we have explored so far - between background, school
performance, number of referent others, type of career goal and dropping-cut ~ we will present a model

which was submitted to a causal path-analysis procedure,

Path Coefficients (significant at p < ,05) for the prediction of Dropping~out of School
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The product~moment correlations of the index of dropping-out With frequency and quantity of drinking
were respectively: for Australia .07 and .22; for V.S.A, .36 and .22,
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In the model the ‘dependent variable is-the drop-out index.. The indepéendent variables are. two of the
background variables and the two SLP variables which may be thought of as sociological and psycholegical
determinants respectively of leaving school early. Level of performanmce in school - doing well - is
introduced as an'intermediate or process-ﬁariable.*'

The models illustrate that whereas the influence of &Sccial class {in both countries) and family
cohesion (in U.$.A,) on career goal and dropping-cut tends to be mediated through performance at school,
the contributions of the number of referent others and pergon or thing orientation bear directly on
dropping~out.

To summarise: .up to this point we have found that dropping-out of secondary school tends to be
associated with nominating relatively few other persons as ones whose opinion is vegarded as personally
jmportant, and with cheosing an occupatien which is thing-oriented rather than person-orientedl Eﬁen
though these findings were incidental to the planned purposes of the study thelr strength suggests that
they may have some significance. This conclusicn is reinforced by the fact that the agsoclation occurs in
both Australia and U,.S.A., countrias where the context of dropping-out is very diffevent, and within
Australia in both cities of the sample. The discovery of the assoclation of dropping-out with thing-
orientation was prompted by noticing that drop-outs nominated few referent others, and theorising about
their having & limited preference for engaging with other people. The asscclation with thing-orientation
turned out to be even stronger than that with few referent others; however thess two measures were found
to be statistically unrelated to one another. Furthermore, neither of thgse variables, which we had
tentatively called 'socially limited pewsonality' indicators, was related to family cobesion. This was
surprising since pocr_family cohesion was known to be associated with dropping-out, and it seemed a
reasonable hypothesis that a limited capacity to relate with others would.oriéinate in a disturbed family
environment., Other checks indicated that these two SLP variables were not related to excessive drinking,
which we had thought may also indicate loneliness; or with self-reported level of performance in school
which could be regarded as an aspect of the process of dropping-out.

The fact that neither of the SLP variables was statistically related to one another, to background
factors (except social class in U.5.A.), toJa precesé wariable or to indicators of perscnal disturbance
meant that they added substantially te the statistical prediction of dropplng out.

What explanations can be offered for these associations which have emerged incidentally to the main
study, éssuming of course that the results are not a statistical fluke (which seems unlikely, given that
the differences are large, are independent of one another, and occur in each of the three loéatiqns of the
study); and assuming that they are not spurious effecgé due to being ;inked with other variables which are
genuinely associated with dropping-out -~ a possib%iity which seems unlikely, at least to the extent which
we are able to check?‘J

Towards a Theory

In seeking to construct a theoretical frame-work which well help explain the phenomena which have
been observed it is useful to recall that:
. both social psychological and contextual variables contribute to dropping-out

. within these sets of variables various measures appear to contribute independently

Fzgures 1 and 2 report all path coefflcients obtained between 1ndependent, intermediate and dependent
variables that were significantly different from zere at p{ .05,






