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ABSTRACT

This paper reports the first stage of a ceuliural study of a group of adolescent working
elags girls in transition from scheool to work/unemployment/domestic labour. The study,

employing ethnographic techniques in an inner-oity co-educational school, focuses on so-called

"sehool resisters”. [Fhe data confirm the basie hypothesis that these "resisters" are not
merely "vesisting’ - to the extent Lhat they are "resisting” at all - but rather working out
golutions to problems within social formatione. The subjects make individual decisions within

the set of options {solutions to problems) open to this particular sub-cultural group.

Centring on the school, this enthnographic study aims to identify and analyse the cultural
processes at work in the production of ideology in the life of a group of adolescent working
class girls. Much has been drawn from the most influential approach in this field, that of
the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at the University of Birmingham, U.XK. (Hall and
Jefferson, 1976, Willis, 1977, McRobbie, 1978}. The theoretical framework, Materialist
Pragmatism (MP), stems from a dissatisfaction with prevailing versions of Marxism and Feminism.
It offers an account of the production of culture, including knowledge and ideclogy, as a
problem-solving process within a context of material {including social) relations ({(Walker,

1983 a; cf. Brake, 1980, for a slightly similar approach). The theory offers a holistic and
relational account of the development of culture.

A basic tenet of MP is that people develop theories/knowledge t¢ solve problems. These
theories are developed within sccial formations or sets of relationships that are structured
in particular ways. Thus, the theories developed/learnt depend upon the theoretical options
available within the culture. DRifferent social groups face different problems and develop
different theories to solve them. This means they develop different cultures where "culture"
refers to the set of practices of a social group. However, an analysis of social formations
reveals similarities between the cultures. Within each culture we are interested in social
relations of domination/coppression; for example, in the present study, of adolescent females.
In this connection MP posits distinct causal relations in the oppression of groups because
of their class, gender, race and age. It also claims that oppressive social formations
continue to exist and are reproduced because ideologies impede the development of better
theories/knowledge of problems and solutions within social groups.

Thus, according to MP, pecople are not mere objects but subjects ~ they are theorists.
My research aims to map the development of theories or problems/solutions frameworks of one
such sub-clutural group. There is no a priori assumption that these frameworks are defective:
they may or may not be. This is an empirical guestion that must be explored in practice. The
whole theory, MP, is being tested and developed through empirical research. This research
is part of a wider research project being conducted at Sydney University. It includes
ethnographic studies of adolescents, male and female, {Newell, 1982, Walker, 1983c), as well
ag more general theoretical work {(Walker, 1983a; Walker 193b; Walker and Moran, 1983; Walker
and Evers, 1983; Walker, forthcoming).

Ethnographic techniques provide the best available tools {given the state of eduwcational
research) for this type of study. These technigques include participant observation, interviews,.
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discussion and guestionnaires enabling us to explore ways in which the subjects themselves
work out solutions to their proklems.

For the purposes of this paper I have chosen to concentrate upon a few sets of relations
and to illustrate the development of problems/solutions frameworks in practice in the subjects/
girls culture -

{a) in the school

(B) in the fanmily,

() in the group outside the school, and
(d} with boyfriends.

My choice reflects a hypothesis that these relations are the most significant in explaining
choices made by the giris; but to argue cogently in support of this hypothesis would require

attention to more data and interpretation than is possible in a short paper.

THE RESEARCH CONTEXT

The fieldwork is divided into two stages - the first stage completed in December 1982,
was located in the school with a group of year 10 girls; the second stage, to be completed
in December 1983, involves the follow-up of this group both in the schoel and outside. The
girls in the study live and go to a co-educational school in an area in the inner-city with
a very high concentration of both male and female blue collar workers and distinct concentration
of BEgyptians, Greeks, Italians, Lebanese, Turks and Yugoslavs. At the time of the 1981
census, high vouth unemployment was recorded in the area with 15.7 per cent of those employed
and seeking employment recorded as unemployed. Female unemployment was particulariy high and
it is important to add that hidden unemployment is always higher amongst young females.

SOCIAL RELATIONS IN THE SCHOOL

The school population (approx, 1,000 students and 75 staff) reflects the local population
mix. There has however been an increase in the proportion of students with an Asian background
{Chinese, Vietnamese, Kereans) in recent years. A range of traditional subjects are offered
in the school: Engiish, E.S.L., History, Languages, Art, Music, Mathematics, Science, Social
Science, Home Science, Industrial Arts, Physical Bducation and Careers. The students have
access to a counsellor and a nursing sister two days a week. Each form has a patron in charge
of administrative duties and there is a mistress—in-charge of girls to handle the problems
specifically faced by female students.

In the school, contact has been concentrated on one peer group of approximately thirteen
girls (for methodological reasons). Within these constraints, useful regular contact has been
made with certain key teachers, {in particular the careers teacher, the form patron, the
mistress in charge of girls, the counsellor and the nursing sister), and some groups of students.
Contact with other students in the school, parents, teachers and people in the community (eg
youth workers}) has been limited to that which arose out of contact with the subjects.

The peer groups among the students (both female and male) are gquite distinct. The groups
divide according to gender, age and interests, although there is some overlap and groups that
share interests join in various activities - "We like each others company and we all like the
same. We get along good". Many groups are antagonistic when interests clash. The most
obvious difference between the groups of females in year 10 lies in their attitudes to the
relevance of school and participation in activities organized by the school. All females in
yvear 10 share a primary interest in pursuing relationships with males. Related major concerns
inelude dress, parental and teacher authority and sexuality. Consequently, the giris make



decisions about how much to risk achievement at school in order to pursue their primary
interest, boyvfriends, and related activities. Since conformity to school rules correlates to
some extent with achievement at school, the groups can alsc be loosely graded according to
behaviour with those who are prepared to take the most risks that is they have decided the
curriculum is irrelevant for their problems, showing little or no respect for the school rules
and those who enforce them.

This is slightly more complicated than it might seem at first. Some enjoy the benefits
of conformity, such as parent and teacher approval, some (comparatively few} find the learning
process rewarding when successful at school. Others (the subjects in this research} opt to
centre their 1ife on the problems they face that seem to require more immediate attention than
school work and the solution of which provides immediate rewards. This decision is made in

the belief that achievement at schocl is not really an option for them. It is a simultaneous
process both of rejection of what the school officially offers and being rejected by the
school auwthorities. They are all failures at school but many are capable of reasonable grades.
The teachers argue that - "she could do it if only she tried". The girls believe they are
“dumb®. At the same time they don't really believe that achievement at school matters given
the likely scenario for their future, that is marriage. These beliefs are contradictory -

G. I should 'ave worked at school, its good yunno, its good for ya,
the stuff, its good t'know.
R. Why is it good t'know?
G. Yunno, it helps va ... with jobs an stuff.... I dunno its just good...

those others, yunno the're better off, they know more ... they'll do
better than us.

R. Why didn't you work harder then?

G. Too many other things to do, yuuno its hard... I'm dumb... it's me... I
can't do it.. I try to do m'homework an' I just... well I can't sit
there.,. I wanna go ring ©... I wish he'd ring me.., I clean m'house
yunno ... its me I'm useless... I'm so mixed up in the head so I lock

myself in the house an' clean up.

All the subjects/girls regard marriage, children and domestic labour as their primary
roles in the future. Many have expressed disillusionment and cynicism about their future as
"happy" wives and mothers but they don't believe that any other options exist.

R Do you see yourselves as getting married soon?

M 1 wanna get married when I'm 21.

T I don‘t wanna get married.

R Why not?

T I dunno, I see the people with all the trouble fthey have now
an' it looks hard,

M tf a guy really loves ya he'll follow ya wherever ya wanna go.

R If you do not get married, do you see yourself as working after that?

M Yeh, I don't want my husband looking after me all the time.

T Nobody does that anymore, that's the old generation.

H ya wanna bet! They do!

M T wouldn't want wmy husband saying I don't go an' buy this
dress cause I haven't got no money. I can work an' get
my own money an' buy m'own stuff as I want, yunno.

I I wouldn't wanna stay home all the time!

T ya get sick. Bored.

M There's nothing else to do if ya don't work just stay home
all the time.

T I love kids.

H Yeh, but va can't save up money if she doesnt work.

M When I'm gunna get married I would like me an’ m'husband
to work for 'bout three vears an'then keep going an'then
I can ‘'ave kids an' settle down, cause I wouldn't wanna settle
down straight away an' straight away 'ave kids. Then I'l1l be
happy to stay home with me kids, yeah'.

T When I decide to stay home an' fave kids then I'll stay home.

D, If I've got things ta cccupy myself with I'1l stay home but if

i there's nothing to do then stay home all the time I'd rather work.

Going to school is important to each member of the group because ¢f their friends/the
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group~

D That's the only good thing ‘bhout school, the friends

M I guess we all come here because we all like each other so much,
we've got a lot of friends and its not like when you go home
and you're with your brothers and sisters. Like sometimes I go
home an' ... oh well, we can tell our secrets to each other.
Tts more better at schocl cause vou get ta say what you want to
say ... you can get to swear, you get ta.... do everything.

T Sometimes I go home an' I'm by meself and I start crying, y'know,

its true, I do.

They "jig* school (truant} and individual classes as much as they can without being
expelled and/cr loosing the School Certificate on grounds of poor attendance., Early in
the year their main fear was having their parents brought up to the school since that
generally meant the loss of privileges, such as freedom to go out on weekends, or a
belting from their father. As the time for leaving school drew near, {(they all intended
to leave at the end of year 10}, they became increasingly aware of the risk of losing the
School Certificate and the bearing that this would have on their ability to get jobs. They
carefully calculated how far they could push the teachers (in relation to "jigging” and the
breaking of other rules) without losing the School Certificate. A couple in the group éecidéd
to risk even this. These two were denied the School Certificate on the grounds of poor
attendance and unacceptable behaviour.

The careers teacher has made every effort to make his classes interesting and relevant.
He has attempted to provide an accurate andrealistic representation of the options open to the
giris when they leave school. He activetely encouraged the girls to become involved in a
simulated experience of "work life" though drama organized by a local theatrical group but

they have not been interested, In his words - "The kids who need it most won't participate ...
they are just not interested". They however, formulate the problem slightly differently -
"oh thaty boring stuff, Mr ... he's alright, he tries to help us but... its boring an' all

the goody goodies do that ... teachers thiank they know whats best for us... I dunnc."”

The girls are "resisting"” authority but more importantly they don't really believe they
need the information. Most of their relationships reinforce their belief that their future
lies in domestic labour - all other work will function toc support this occupation and in itself
is unimportant. The careers teacher has tried to provide information about the nature of work
in various occupations in the hope that the girls will realise that the higher their grades
the greater the chance of gaining more interesting employment. However, they dont believe
that they can succeed at school even if they did work hard and they don't really care if the
work is boring. The work experience organised by the careers teacher provided a break from
the routine of school for them and a chance to dress up and wear makeup but most of the group
found it boring because they weren't with their friends. Careers lessons are a favourite to
"jig" since it is not considered as important as other subjects both by the teachers and the
girls. For the girls "ijigging” these classes hrihgs fewer repercussions. Conseguently the
girls don't really believe there iz an unemployment problem. They all believe they will get
the jobs thay want. They see the boys with whom they meet outside the school moving at their
whim from work to unemployment and judge them as “dole bludgers”. Despite the careers teacher's:
efforts they have done nothing whilst at school to prepare for leaving. They all express the
desire to go to a technical college as they believe that this would serve the same function
as school (a meeting ground for friends) without inhibiting their behaviour in the way schoeol

doas ~ smoking, Tanguage, dress.

H I'm gonna be a nurse aid.

R Why?

H Cause, thats all I can get. I don't want to he a secretary
cause a lot of people, y'know , you wouldn't get the job no
more cause therets a lot of people doing it.

R What made you think of being a nurses aid?

B Oh, you get paid a lot of money to do it and I can do it when

I finish fourth form. Just go to tech two days a week,
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M Well, I've always liked secretary and I got a typewriter for my
birthday, but there's a lot of kids that's doing it, I don't think
I can do it cause I'm not smart encugh.

T Beautician, hairdressing.

M If I lose weight I wanna be a model

R "Why?'

T I love modelling.

R How important is going to tech?

T Yes I wanna go to tech, yunno, still stay with my friends.

M I guess I'm really worried about when we leave each other,
yunno, we won't get to tell our worries like we do how. We
won't get to jig anything, we'll be by ourselves.

T Look, I can talk to m'mother, vunno I tell her what happens an'
everything but with v'friends its different, yunno, its better.
I enjoy talking with my friends better.

M ¥Y'get to trust 'em more, you don't think they're gonna tell ya
off or anything.

B I reckon friends are the most important thing y‘know.

R Are you worried about being bored when you get a job?

M Nah, I'm gonna miss me friends. That's the only thing we're worried
about. Wot anything else. Nuh!

R Is the money important?

Group Na

T M'dad always said, you want to stay under this roof you can stay as

long as you like just pull your socks up and do good work at school
and don't worry about the money, I can give you anything you want.
n T like to earn money but its not important to me.

The school curriculum doesn't overtly reinforce the sexuwal division of labour but there
is little in the way of counter-sexist education. The girls are encouraged to do woodwork
and the boys’are encouraged to do home science by some teachers but this does little to
challenge traditional beliefs, held by both females and males, that are reinforced in the family,

Within the school the girls are often described by the teachers as the "trouble-makers®,
"qummies’, ratbags", "resisters”, "sluts" and "moles". The girls themselves believe they are
quite different to the rest of year 10 girls as indicated by their reference to the "goodies".
The object of their day is to maximise the time they spend pursuing their interests, not
necessarily to disrupt classes or make life difficult for teachers. They do resist authority
{both parental and teacher) when compliance conflicts with their interests. At the same time,
however, there is a need to overtly condemn the people and the institution which they have
both rejecfed, and been rejected by, in order to legitimise the path they have taken. They
do actively put down kids who have chosen a different path.

The girls spend their school days finding places in the school where they can smoke and
talk. When in the playground they are attracted to the fence where boys drive past in "hotted
up" cars. Sometimes they "3ig" classes with the equivalent male group of "resisters” but
most of them are more interested in the boys who have left school,

Relationships with most teachers are antagonistic.. The extent of this antagenism
varies according to how determined individual teachers are to enforce the scheol rules. The
girls treat most with indifference and those teachers who are more active in the enforcement
of rules with contempt. The girls behave most antagonistically to those who link the breaking
of a school rule with sexual behaviour. The interesting point is that this link is not made
for the eqtivalent male group in the school. For the boys "resistant" behaviour seems to
bring power. For the girls sometimes it does but often degradation follows. It also has
bearing on the way they regard their pasi£ion in relationships with males. It reinforces
notions of "women as objects for male sexual desires™ and the double-standard maintained when
boys are not criticised for sexual promiscuity but the girls are.

G. The're pigs, yunno, some of them, not all, .some are nice,
they care yunno, but most of them... well they dort care..
they don't care what happens to us... we never wanted to make

any trouble... they just don't care.
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SOCIAL RELATIONS IN THE FAMILY

We have noted that ethnicity and class play major roles in shaping the frameworks of the
subjects. Eleven of the girls are first generation migrants, one is native born with migrant
father and Anglo-Saxon background mother and two are native-born with both parents of Anglo-
Saxon background. All their families are earning low incomes often with both parents working
very long hours in either factory work or cleaning. Only one of the girl's parents run their
own small business (a shop) and seven live on social security (widow's pension and sickness
benefit}. Five of the girls live with one parent only.

The two native-born girls with both parents of Anglo-Saxon background face very different

problems outside the school than the other girls., They rarely mix with the others outside

the schoel, face fewer parental restrictions on their behaviour, have fewer family commitments
and move in a very diffrent peer social scene - the "pub" scene. For the purposes of this
paper I will confine my discussion of social relations outside the school to those of the girls
whe belong to various ethnic communities. Ethnic background shapes the frameworks of the girls
in two obvicus ways: in relation to thHeir future role as wives and mothers and their integration
into the respective ethnic communities.

The Turkish, Lebanese and Portugwese families spend much more time in their local community
groups and place more conservative expectations upon the females in the group than the Greeks
and Italians and most definitely more than the families of Anglo-Saxon background., For the
Turkish and Lebanese girls steady intimate relationships with boys are generally a fantasy.

One Portuguese girl has managed to maintain a steady relationship with a male but the two
families are close friends and there has been some discussion of marriage. For the Lebanese
girls there are plans for arranged marriages.

For all the ethnic groups in the study it is very important that their daughters remain
"good gixls” - "My mum says, I give you my eyes, but you have tc be good at everything y'know,
if you're no good... whats the use y'know." The notion of a "geood girl" equates not only with
virginity but also with "lady~like" behavicur such as not swearing, not smoking and not wearing
sexually provocaﬁive ciothes. TFor the giris, the issue then becomes one of how to conceal
their behaviour from their parents and still behave in a way that separates them from the
"goody-goodies" at school. Smocking, swearing, being "sexy" and jigging school give them some
power when otherwise they are. comparatively powerless. Their virginity, however, is of great
importance. This relates to the attitudes of males in their communities. Virginity is
conceived as the cne thing that can be proved. The Lebanese girls, for example, are avare that
virginity is the most important asset an unmarried female has within their cultural group-

M On yva wedding night, va 'ave ta bleed - ya husband has to take
the bloody sheet back to ya parents in t'morring.. if ya don't
bleed he knows ya not a virgin.... they all know... then ya never
marry again. No Lebo bloke wants a girl thats not a virgin.

H. Ya 'ave o marry a Lebo ... me dad says... 'ave to be a good girl,.

The expectation for males, however, in these communities is quite different. It is
believed that males need to gain experience sexually but that they should do this discreetly
and only with women outside their particular community. - "Blokes need to know how to do it..
What would ya do on ya wedding night if he didn‘'t know what ta do... imagine if he 'ad
to ask me what ta do!" This behaviour is also considered "natural® since it is believed that

males need sexual gratification regularly and females don't.

All the migrant girls are restricted to outings at night when a chaperon is present.
However, an older brother or older cousin of either sex is considered a suitable chaperon.
This does in fact give the girls same freedom as they could often find understanding female







