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Abstract 

This paper reports findings from two studies both of which used resistance theory to explain 
students' response to education. One study focussed on an inner city primary school 
characterised by high student opposition to both teachers and schooling. The other study 
examined how students, previously considered failures in mainstream education, responded 
to a 'second chance' program aimed at providing access to tertiary education. Each study 
considered the relationship between students, teachers and the curriculum and how this 
relationship was produced, negotiated and transformed within the everyday culture and 
language of the students. The first study identified conditions which led students to reach a 
decisive moment in their lives where a free, and arguably final, choice was made to reject 
school and education more generally. The second study identified factors in students' lives, 
both educational and personal, which led either to the educational access they desired or 
further frustration and failure. In reporting these findings, this paper will explore the 
theoretical and empirical common ground, and also the tension, between each study thus 
offering a deeper understanding of student response to education along a broad educational 
continuum. 

  

 

 



FIRST CHANCE, SECOND CHANCE OR LAST CHANCE? 

RESISTANCE AND RESPONSE TO EDUCATION 

  

Time present and time past 

Are both perhaps present in time future 

And time future contained in time past (T. S. Eliot). 

  

It is the future in the present that hammers freedom to inequality … (Willis, 1977: 120). 

  

INTRODUCTION 

  

There is considerable research evidence that suggests all students implicitly, and sometimes 
explicitly, distinguish between on the one hand education, and especially its credentialist, 
utilitarian value, and on the other, the form and content of actual pedagogy, curriculum and 
the organisation of schooling. In other words, students engage and react to the form rather 
than the substance of schooling. Studies show that students across all spectrums of class 
reject, dislike or avoid certain aspects of school. These studies also show that students' 
educational response is most often directed at, or in opposition to the actions of teachers in 
concrete educational contexts. However, there is ongoing debate about whether this 
oppositional behaviour can be read as a direct rejection of societal structures. 

  

Resistance theorists claim that students, even if they are not aware of it, are, by their 
oppositional behaviour, resisting the basic forms and structures of contemporary capitalist 
society. In other words, in resisting education, resistance theorists argue, students are 
resisting the essential outcome of the structuring of society; namely, oppressive social 
relations. In this reading, resistance is seen as a phenomenon of class, race and/or gender 
and therefore related to broad social structures rather than to power and oppression at a 
local level where issues of emotion and social interaction need also to be considered. 

  

Given the continuing theoretical tension between questions of structure and agency in social 
change, it is timely, twenty years after it was published, to revisit the seminal study, Learning 
to Labour (1977, henceforth LTL). In this book, Willis introduced the concept of resistance, 
changing the debate about student disaffection and moving it forward from overly 
deterministic views of social and cultural reproduction to a consideration of the 
interrelationship between social structures and agency at a local level. Willis studied the 
cultural relations of working class males in an inner-city English school. He argued that the 
students he studied, the 'lads', resisted the dominant social values and meanings of society 
by resisting the form of education which school offered. It was Willis's belief that the 



resistance of students to what it was that schools were teaching, and to the educational 
practices in schools, was a creative cultural response to a 'teaching paradigm' whose social 
relations and cultural form embodied the essence of capitalist society. Ironically, the form of 
the teaching paradigm promised upward mobility through education, but in resisting school, 
the working class boys rejected this promise, and of their own volition, cemented their 
existing class position. Although Willis believed in the creative capacity of individuals, he 
eventually saw agency as always circumscribed by the economic structures of capitalism as 
lived and experienced within geographical, historical and material locations. 

  

Revisiting Willis' work is important in understanding how the studies reported in this paper 
were framed and interpreted. As in Willis' work, both studies had as their focus students for 
whom education was not working: inner-city Koori1 students in Greytown and young people 
returning to education (the SKATE program) after previous failure and episodes of 
homelessness. In both studies, a moment of educational rejection is present, where students 
make, or reflect on making, a rational choice to turn their backs on education and its 
promises of social mobility and economic advantage; a choice similar to that made by 
Willis's 'lads'. 

This paper has as its fulcrum that moment of educational rejection where schooling ceases 
to be a viable option. The Greytown study of Koori educational response is about an 
educational first chance and documents circumstances and uncovers conditions of 
resistance leading up to the students' moment of rejection. The SKATE study is about an 
educational second chance, where students reflect on their initial moment of rejection and 
the conditions which led them to reject school. What is interesting, in the context of 
educational rejection, is that, for the SKATE students, their first chance had not been their 
last. For them, education was unfinished business. Whether the same can be said for the 
students in the Greytown study is open to conjecture. Whether the first chance is the last 
chance for these students is what is at issue. Crucially, what it is that makes the difference 
between a possible second chance and no chance for the students in these studies is of 
particular interest. 

  

The students in both studies were consciously aware of their educational powerlessness and 
the social disadvantage that their particular cultural difference brought with it. School was 
not a place that worked for them. They experienced a basic inequality at the heart of the 
educational paradigm and rejected this unequal experience both individually and in groups. 
However, there is a clear differential in the rejection of schooling for these students that 
articulates with a possible second chance. For Greytown students, the decision to reject 
school received cultural support. That is, there was a sense in which the decision was the 
only rational choice. For the SKATE students, their moment of rejection is looked upon as a 
moment of cultural fracture. It is this notion of education as unfinished business as opposed 
to a closed or completed episode that we will explore in this paper. 

  

In exploring this difference, we want first to return to the idea of a moment of rejection, and 
then address the question of whether rejection of the first chance can still lead to a possible 
second chance or, indeed, under what conditions the first chance is the last chance. We will 
explore this issue with reference to both the Greytown and SKATE studies. 

  



THE MOMENT: "... THE FUTURE IN THE PRESENT ... " 

  

Willis (1977, 1983) proposes that there is a moment within the collective social processes 
through which people make sense of their conditions of existence. It is a point of choice and 
transition. For the 'lads' in LTL (1977) their classic choice point was when they freely entered 
the world of manual labour. There was a lengthy period leading to the moment during which 
the 'lads' moved away from the formal institutional paradigm of their school. They 
reinterpreted school through an opposition which echoed with and was bolstered by the 
working class themes and issues in their local and wider community. When they finally 
rejected what school had seemed to offer and stand for by letting themselves get working 
class jobs, there was a feeling of beating the system. As Willis (1977: 120) puts it, " ... there 
is a moment ... when the manual giving of labour power represents both a freedom, election 
and transcendence ... " Willis (1983: 124) argues that here is a major transitional point 
"where structure and agency most crucially meet." Of interest is how the cultural activity of 
the 'lads', according to Willis, contributes to reproductive effects, a counter to the 
determinism and pessimism of theories of reproduction. Indeed on revisiting LTL, Willis 
(1983) emphasised at length that these notions of self making and choice, the workings of 
cultural production, were the most important parts of his analysis. A look at Willis's definition 
of cultural production (1983: 114) illustrates how he saw social agents becoming connected 
with structure: 

  

Cultural production is the process of the collective creative use of discourses, meanings, 
materials, practices and group processes to explore, understand and creatively occupy 
particular positions, relations and sets of material possibilities. 

  

There are two sides of the definition, namely the inherited structural location and associated 
sets of probabilities on the one hand, and the ways people attempt to understand and 
respond to these positions on the other. That is, cultural production acknowledges degrees 
of agency. Willis proposes that in between structural location and anticipated and predictable 
actions made as life choices, is a crucial and creative moment. It is this moment in the lives 
of the 'lads' where they made a free choice to be unfree, inserting themselves into the 
system of working class exploitation and oppression. "It is the future in the present which 
hammers freedom into inequality ... " (Willis, 1977: 120). 

  

FIRST CHANCE, SECOND CHANCE, LAST CHANCE? 

  

Drawing on Willis's analysis, the moment stands for the collective meaning making within 
particular intersecting sets of individual, cultural and social locations. In a sense it represents 
the culmination of a process more than a precise point in time. However, the moment does 
represent a positioning in relation to institutions: as mentioned above, a choice and a 
transition. Furlong (1991:306) describes the moment as the "end of the line" position, the 
point at which students have a well developed "rationale for rejecting school." It is this 
concept of the moment which this paper adopts. The notion presented here is that there is a 
continuum of resistance organised around the moment when students finally withdraw their 



allegiance from their school, and by extension education. The continuum of resistance is 
represented in the following figure. 

  

Figure 1: A Continuum of Resistance 

  

Conditions of Resistance 

  

It is proposed that there are conditions of resistance (Table 1) along the schooling and 
education continuum. The argument of this paper is that the presence and interdependence 
of these conditions in the relationship between groups, individuals and educational 
institutions means that resistance becomes a likely option. 

  

Table 1: Conditions of Resistance1 Powerlessness2 Feeling powerless3 School is not 
working for me 4 Rejection of an unequal educational experience5 Cultural support 

The conditions of resistance are reached in two ways. First, Willis's (1983) definition of 
cultural production is utilised. To recapitulate, the key features of this definition are a 
consciousness of social position bringing forward creative moments of culturally produced 
responses which are generated from the local milieu. In LTL (1977) Willis had used this 
concept to show that resistance by the 'lads' was culturally produced and targeted 
educational features that failed them and restricted future opportunities. The conditions of 
resistance then reflect key elements of Willis's analysis. Second, the conditions are arrived 
at inductively within the data from the respective studies, each utilising elements of Willis's 
resistance framework. The position of the Greytown study was that there were conditions in 
a primary school and its relationship with its community which seemed to lead many of its 
students to a later decisive rejection of school. The SKATE study similarly identified 
combinations of personal and educational factors which influenced success or failure as 
students looked for a second chance when they were reaccessing education after earlier 
walking away from it in their school years. 

  

In the discussion of each study which now follows, we show how conditions are identified 
which appear to lead students to take up resistant positions. Within the conditions, empirical 
common ground is reached between the studies, despite some apparent theoretical 
tensions. 

  

 

 

 



GREYTOWN: THE FIRST CHANCE LEADING TO THE MOMENT 

  

The Research Context 

  

The research employed an ethnographic methodology. Interviews were conducted with 
teaching staff (Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal) and Aboriginal community members. 
Observations in the school and classrooms focussed on issues surrounding student 
disaffection. The study was primarily carried out when the researcher was principal of the 
school. 

  

Greytown is an inner urban primary school (approximately 200 students) in a large 
Australian city. It is characterised by persistent opposition2 and low academic standard 
among its majority group (over 50%) of Koori students. Greytown School has long enjoyed a 
reputation as a leader in the development of socially just curriculum, particularly in Aboriginal 
Studies and under innovations funded through the Disadvantaged Schools Program3. The 
school has also been recognised for its work in producing a warm, humane environment 
which supported the Koori students. However, despite the outward curriculum success of 
this primary school, many of its Koori students dropped out of, or did not complete 
secondary school. It seemed as though, among this group, there was a natural progression 
away from schooling. This mirrored the general situation in schools throughout Australia4. 
The Greytown research suggested that resistance was merely deflected and delayed at the 
primary school. Although Greytown's public work was widely praised, all teachers in all 
classrooms privately faced enormous difficulties translating the school's commitment to 
social justice into classroom practices designed to bring about improved educational 
outcomes for the majority of its students. This failure impacted most severely on the Koori 
students. Consequently, despite years of seemingly valuable work at the school, classroom 
practice continued to contribute to inequality and social reproduction. Given this 
predicament, the research concluded that students adopting a future resistance position was 
a distinct and logical likelihood. Within the continuum of resistance and the resistance 
conditions proposed above (Figure 1 and Table 1), the conditions in the primary school were 
then implicated in the students' propensity to become resisters. The next section discusses 
these conditions in the light of research data. 

  

Resistance Conditions 

  

1 Powerlessness 

  

The Greytown research was premised on the theoretical stance that resistance must be 
seen as a response to the part played by education in the continuation of an unequal 
society. Looking at it this way, it would be expected that resistance to school is generated 
among groups who historically are socially disadvantaged. Their relationship to other groups 



is characterised by a continuation of their generalised subordinate position in an unequal 
society. As mentioned earlier, such a stance my be challenged by those who see resistance 
as occurring across all classes (see McFadden, 1995). Indeed, this represented the first 
point of theoretical tension between the two studies pertaining to this paper (see below 
under corresponding point in the SKATE data, for discussion of group and individual 
resistance positions). 

  

The powerlessness felt by Koories living in Greytown reflected the general position of 
Aboriginal people, the most oppressed group in Australian society. On the continuum of 
social disadvantage, Aborigines generally suffer in comparison to all other Australians in 
areas which include law, employment, education, health and housing (Einfeld, 1993:1). At 
Greytown, almost all Koories lived in public housing, and the majority relied on welfare 
payments. The Aboriginal housing area of Greytown, called "The Centre", was the extreme 
example at the lowest end of living conditions for Greytown Koories. The housing is 
substandard and the physical conditions are devastating when first experienced5. It is not 
uncommon to find abandoned cars, broken glass and garbage in the streets. Heroin 
addiction and alcoholism and crime are all too common6. The situation remains, despite 
commendable efforts by local Aboriginal organisations to bring about improvements. 

  

2 Feeling Powerless 

  

The Greytown Koories were strongly conscious of their position in Australia's unequal 
society. The consciousness was fuelled by daily experiences in Greytown, but reflected 
wider relationships between Aboriginal people and the Australian community. In interviews 
there was a constant use of war imagery as Koories talked of fighting the system: 

  

Understand the system is really geared against Koories ... some of us just take what they 
give us or don't have enough discipline to be able to fight it every day. I mean it is like a war. 
There is a battle here, and there is a battle there, but the war is still raging. We might win 
one battle here but we might lose one there. But the big picture is it is still a war (Aboriginal 
mother). 

  

There was a feeling of fighting "the system", the combined forces of mainstream society. 
Feelings of powerlessness were reinforced by comparisons with other ethnic groups. 
Understandably, there was resentment that others like Greeks and Vietnamese had been 
able to elevate themselves while Aborigines remained at the bottom of the social ladder. For 
example, in an interview a Koori school worker compared Aboriginal people with recent 
migrant groups. She talked of the Aboriginal resentment towards people like Greeks who 
were once called "dagoes", a derisive name, but now were prospering. The relative 
affluence of Vietnamese in the Greytown community was also resented: "And look at all the 
Vietnamese, they're all getting up here. Where's my people? We can't even get a shop, but 
they do. So who's rippin who off ere in this lovely Australia we got ere?" 

  



In Greytown, The Centre symbolised the enormous gaps between Black and White society. 
The daily reality was that there was a gulf between Koories and what they saw as the other 
world. Crossing a road meant there was nobody who could be trusted, as a Community 
member noted: 

  

The kids are protected in The Centre. Once they cross this road they're not protected and 
the kids don't look to the police for protection because the police are their worst enemies 
with a lot of the kids. And once they cross that road they say, "I'm on me own." Down here 
you're protected. Protected from the system. 

  

3 Schooling Is Not Working For Me 

  

There is an obvious linking of the first three conditions. The feeling that schooling was not 
going to bring about success was a common group belief among children and adults. 
Aborigines knew the history of their people and schooling. The continued failure to bring 
forward significant educational improvement for the majority of Koori students condemned 
them to the lowest level in the continuum of social disadvantage. Although it was seen that 
Greytown Koories looked to education as a way of improving their lives, the reality was that 
few Aboriginal students gained benefits from their dealings with educational institutions at 
primary, secondary and tertiary levels. This was the case for most of the Koori students who 
passed through Greytown School. Academic standards throughout the school were 
depressed and Koori students were over represented in the low achievers. Aboriginal 
workers in the school knew that Koories spent a lot of time at school for little apparent 
academic reward. Neither teachers (White or Black), nor parents, believed that success at 
high school was guaranteed to follow, even for those who seemed to be doing well at 
primary level. This prediction was based on previous patterns. Most Koori students who 
went to secondary school from Greytown did not make it through to Year 12. The following 
comment from an Aboriginal teacher sums up the collective feeling: 

  

School meant nothing. "What was the point of it?" I used to think to myself. You go through 
all those years at school, hard times, you don't virtually achieve anything. There's very few 
[Aborigines] that actually make it right through the exams as well. 

Do you think a lot of Aboriginal people are sending their kids to school but thinking deep 
down they're not going to make it? 

Definitely, that's an underlying attitude. I know as a parent that I want my children to succeed 
and I'm pushing my children to succeed, but yet you still have that element of doubt of 
saying, "You know it's going to be bloody tough out there when they get out there in the real 
world." And you think to yourself, "What is the point of making them go to school if they're 
not going to get anywhere." 

  



As previously pointed out, analyses of the curriculum at Greytown School revealed that 
teaching practices produced in the relationship between the school, teachers, students and 
community were directly implicated in the failure of the Koori students (see, Hatton, Munns 
and Nicklin Dent, 1996, Munns, 1996). What is critical, despite where the "blame" falls, is 
that there was a very strong community sense that schooling was not working for the 
students. That feeling was based in reality. 

  

4 Rejection Of An Unequal Educational Experience 

  

Among the conclusions drawn from the research was that the oppositional behaviour of the 
Koori students at Greytown School was inextricably connected with the protracted failure of 
this school and schools throughout Australia to deliver educational success for the majority 
of Aboriginal people. Koori students became increasingly aware that education was part of 
the system they were fighting and that for most it was a losing battle. Many students find 
school a discouraging and difficult place. Few would feel, like Australian Aborigines, the 
sheer weight of a seemingly unwinnable contest that extends from society, through the 
neighbourhood to the school yard. Note again the battle imagery in this interview with a 
Koori mother: 

  

Aboriginal kids still have that battle every time they walk through the gates at 9.00 am in the 
morning. 

And can the kids feel that it is a battle? 

When they get old enough to realise. When you're five and six you don't understand what is 
happening around you. You know that you have a fight on your hands on a daily basis but 
you don't understand the wider implications of that, but as the kids get older they certainly 
realise that it is very much a part of their lives. 

And then school becomes harder and harder as they realise? 

It becomes more of a battle, it is like swimming against the current. The only way they can 
stay afloat is to grab on to something or to grab a branch as they are going down with the 
current. 

In such a dangerous fight, it was not surprising that the school "lost" students before they 
reached Year 6. It is important to recognise that educational loss was manifested in different 
ways. Many were seen to have little hope of educational success from their earliest years at 
school. The data indicated that a lot of these students stayed in school and for the time 
being "survived" it. However, they were in real terms "lost". Others reached their moment 
and made, what seemed for them to be a straight forward choice that education had nothing 
further to offer them. A teacher talked about this: 

  

It was a straight forward choice. Even those kids knew that what they were doing was 
probably not good for them. You'd talk to them. I remember one afternoon we talked to them, 



and they said, "Yeah we should work at school because that will give us a better opportunity 
later on." But the next day they were walking the streets and they were over the fence. 

  

Their choice signified a resistance position. History had shown that most Greytown Koori 
students would reject high school. There was convincing evidence from the data of the 
research that the oppositional actions of many of the Koori students would inevitably 
become resistance positions. 

  

5 Cultural Support 

  

As the students became increasingly aware that school was not for them, they also realised 
more and more that the community anticipated their failure. With this anticipation there was 
cultural support for their opposition and resistance. Here it must be understood that this did 
not necessarily mean that Koori people happily accepted their children's rejection of school. 
Support, in this sense, signified an understanding that another person had been let down by 
the system. An Aboriginal teacher at the school used the image of a community safety net 
which mirrored feelings of resignation: "Yeah, I got jarred up as well. It's another Koori kid 
that the education system didn't look after." Another Aboriginal teacher, even though his job 
was to encourage the Koories to stay at school, completely empathised with their resistance: 

  

I think that if someone came up to the Koori kid and said, "You can't read or write," and that 
kid was shamed about it, I think it would be easy for that kid to say, "Well the system didn't 
accommodate me." So it's easy to say that and then go along your other line, living on the 
street or following another pathway of life. It's much easier for the kids to say that, and I don't 
blame them, I'd say the same. 

  

Cultural support meant that there was a completely different family and community reaction 
when a student dropped out of school. Quitting school and cutting oneself off from future 
opportunities which education supposedly offers is usually associated with feelings of failure. 
However, in the Koori community, there appeared to be less shame in running the streets 
than fighting a losing classroom battle. This critical distinction was drawn by a Koori 
community worker when she reasoned that parents would allow their children to stay away 
from school if they were not coping and unhappy: 

  

The parents take the attitude of well, "Me kid can't read, he can't add up, so it's the teacher's 
fault, so I'm not going to send him to school. Let him run around The Centre if he wants to. 
Let him be king pin out there all on his own in the streets." There's not as much shame in 
that, different from a Whitefella not turning up at school. 

  



At Greytown, resisting school offered a sense of solidarity, another individual struggling 
against the wider oppression and rejecting success offered by the system under its own 
terms. The research has shown that invariably this position brought more cultural sympathy 
than being successful in the Whitefella's world. 

  

It seemed community members and teachers alike felt that there was an inescapable 
inevitability in students dropping out of school. Teachers observed that "at Greytown it was 
seen as a natural progression to fall away." In interviews with Koori people there was a belief 
that the community were conditioned into believing this: "People expect our kids to just drop 
out of school and not succeed and just hang with the rest of the crowd." It was part of "that 
rebellion against society." One parent expressed the resignation of many: "Well they are not 
surprised when it does happen ... They say, 'Oh well that is only natural,' and then they just 
leave it at that." The results of this "natural" progression seemed too common on the streets 
of Greytown: 

  

The bulk just opted out of it. 

Some times it seems easy just to opt out and run the streets? 

Run the streets, look through the world through the bottom of a glass or what ever else they 
need to get them through the day or the night. 

  

Summary 

  

Within the context of Greytown School it has been argued that there were conditions which 
were likely to result in Koori students making a final rejection of education (see Table 2). The 
crucial condition was the continuation of educational inequality within the school. There is a 
strong case for proposing that the persistence of the other four conditions depended on an 
educational paradigm which was implicated in the continuation of the Aborigines' oppressed 
position in society. The likelihood of students adopting a resistant position and choosing to 
reject education depends on the strength of the five conditions. The likelihood that this first 
moment of rejection comes to represent a sense of closure depends on the strength of the 
cultural support. 

  

Table 2: Conditions of ResistanceGreytown School & Community1 
PowerlessnessAborigines most oppressed group in society - Greytown Koories represent 
general position2 Feeling powerlessWidespread consciousness of powerless position3 
School is not working for me Parents and students have low expectations based on reality4 
Rejection of an unequal educational experienceOpting out of a losing battle5 Cultural 
supportCommunity safety net and sense of solidarityIn the discussion of the second study 
that follows, different resistance consequences are highlighted when rejection is not 
culturally supported, but engenders feelings of cultural fracture. 



Skate: The Second Chance - Reflecting On The MomentThe Research ContextThe research 
in the SKATE study also employed an ethnographic methodology. Interviews were 
conducted with students and teaching staff in a program of 'second chance' education over a 
period of two years. The program was delivered in a university setting. The students in the 
program were returning to education after episodes of homelessness and educational 
failure. 

  

The SKATE program has been running for eight years. Initially, the program was funded by 
the federal Australian government through an equity initiative, the submission for which 
argued the link between homelessness and poor mental and physical health. Education, it 
was argued, would not only give previously disadvantaged students new skills and abilities, 
but increase their self-esteem and sense of self-worth. The institutional aim of the program 
was clearly to provide the opportunity for students to access higher education. The majority 
of the students involved in the program chose to become involved voluntarily, and did so 
because they expressed a desire to change the circumstances of their lives. The program 
participants were young people, usually between the ages of 17 and 25, whose educational 
experiences had been disrupted and whose opportunities to pursue an education had been 
limited by social circumstance, emotional deprivation, criminal behaviour or even sickness. 
Typically the students in the program met one or more of the following criteria, they would 
have: left school at around age thirteen; known homelessness and lived in 'squats' or 
refuges; not had parental support; experienced some form of abuse or violence or been 
involved with crime and been educationally disadvantaged and at risk. 

  

An independent evaluation of the program delivered in September 1993 indicated that just 
over half of the students who had been involved in the 1992 program "were involved in some 
form of productive activity (such as work, further education or other programs" during the 
first half of 1993 (St Francis Welfare Committee, 1993: 18). Given "the background and often 
problematic personal histories of those who enrolled, this is considered to be significantly 
positive" (St Francis Welfare Committee, 1993: 5). This was also true of the 1993 
cohort7.Resistance Conditions1 PowerlessnessThe SKATE students all experienced a 
domestic powerlessness that impacted significantly on their school experience. The family 
backgrounds which the students in this program had were best characterised by instability, 
lack of support, conflict and sexual, physical and emotional abuse. These characteristics 
were neither class nor gender specific, although the females in the program were more likely 
to have experienced sexual abuse than were the males. The most common characteristic 
that the families of students shared was parental separation. Some found themselves 
involved in parental tugs of war that affected both their accommodation and school status. 

  

There was an overwhelming sense of lack of parental support within the group and also of 
any sense of belonging in the families from which they came. For many students this lack of 
support expressed itself most clearly in a lack of communication in the home which they felt 
led inevitably to conflict and the breakdown of family relationships. In many cases the 
breakdown of communication and resulting conflict ended in being "kicked out" of home. 

For many of these students, families offered little or no emotional support at most times, but 
particularly so at times of stress or crisis. Families were often seen as creating rather than 
helping to solve problems. Without parental support some of the students in this program 



were faced with making important decisions about their lives at extremely young ages, often 
the most important decision being whether to attempt to stay at school after leaving home. 

  

2 Feeling Powerless 

  

The SKATE students experienced various kinds and levels of violence and abuse, which 
occurred, for the most part, in their own homes. The most commonly remembered 
responses to the various forms of abuse which they suffered were frustration, feelings of 
helplessness, and anger. Students' decision to leave home was often seen as the only 
possible response to an untenable domestic situation. The abuse, particularly sexual abuse 
of girls, was often at the hands of trusted adults, uncles, neighbours and family friends. The 
students said that families could not deal with reporting in any sense and the child rather 
than the adult perpetrator shouldered the burden of guilt associated with the abuse. Jeremy 
explains his decision to leave home and the related frustration and lack of reporting options. 

  

Jeremy Well I had no choice. I was, back when I was 13, on my 13th birthday [laughs] that 
was the day I left home. My mum and dad had just had a divorce. The divorce went on for 
about 4 years (...) I wanted to get out because I was sick to death of being bashed by him 
[his father], sexually abused by him, a whole pile of things, um and I had no choice but to 
leave ... for my own sanity. 

  

With such fractured family lives many of the students help satisfy their need to belong with 
groups that are "into drinking and drugs". With drug and alcohol abuse comes trouble. 
"Trouble" for the majority of students relates to convictions for minor drug related offences, 
but it can also mean not being able to hold down a job, engaging in criminal activities to 
enable the purchase of drugs and alcohol, or the loss of friends through drug related deaths. 
For a few, trouble becomes endemic and entrenched, adding to their spiralling sense of 
powerlessness. 

3 School is not working for me 

  

School, as an institutional site, is where the factors of unstable homelife, lack of permanent 
and stable accommodation, and lack of familial support interact. Unstable homelives, lack of 
family support or instability in the family, and, after leaving home, lack of stable 
accommodation, all contributed to students reporting problems of one kind or another at 
school. Students remembered being "unable to study", unable "to retain anything", "not 
concentrating on concentrating", being "disruptive", they remember "truanting" or "jigging 
school", "falling behind", "just not being stable". For many students "moving from school to 
school" was a major problem in the instability they felt. The home life that they led was not 
seen as appropriate for school success. 

  



In general terms, schools were thought of by students as institutions which lacked the 
capacity to support people other than those who already had family support. 

  

Terri: (...) the school system can't do anything about your problems because they don't 
acknowledge there is, they are really just set up for families aren't they. 

  

School was also seen in retrospect by many students as a "waste of time" because for them 
it had proved "frustrating" and been full of "problems", particularly with teachers. There is a 
direct link, however, from school to home in the chain of frustration, the medium being the 
emotionality of the child. What was happening at home, whether teachers knew it or not, 
affected the students' responses to school. Students remembered being absolutely 
frustrated in their attempts to reach out and express this emotionality. 

  

The way schools treated the emotional fragility of these students is perhaps best captured 
by Eleanor in this powerful indictment of her schooling. 

  

Eleanor: School was a waste of time for me. 

  

MMcF: What was a waste of time about it? 

  

Eleanor: Well, instead of being encouraged to do well, and to use it to my benefit, I think I 
was destroyed as a person through school. (...) For instance through my behaviour, like 
being raped and what not, and all this anger, instead of dealing with it, I was sort of broken 
more, in a sense, you know, but I was expressing emotions which were not accepted. 

  

MMcF: So are you saying that the sort of anxiety you were feeling there wasn't supported? 

  

Eleanor: No, it was, um, how can I put this ... it was punishable! 

  

"Conventional" schools were seen as places of "control" and "conformity", places where 
there were "no compromises". They were also seen as places where the problems which 
students framed in response to the constraints under which they lived were not addressed. 
While this may seem harsh, it is a perception shared by the students. This perception of 
"control" coupled with those of lack of responsiveness and support left many students 
seemingly no option but to "opt out". 



  

4 Rejection of an Unequal Education Experience 

  

Teachers, surprisingly, were often directly implicated in the students' decision to leave 
school early. 

  

Arrow: So I was like going to school, coming home and going back to work again, and 
eventually it all got on top of me and ... 

  

MMcF: School went. 

  

Arrow: Well it was the last to go, I really wanted to do it, but I really couldn't. I fell behind 
really badly and one of the teachers just turned around and said, 'Oh look you're just going 
to be a checkout chick, I don't know why you bother.' So I quit. 

  

Here we can see operating both the spurning of the request for help and also the power of 
the teacher in communicating expectations of success or failure. Arrow's expected 
occupational trajectory is made abundantly clear to her. 

  

Early leaving is also closely associated with "getting too far behind", getting too much of a 
"bad time" from teachers, being under too much emotional pressure, being dissatisfied with 
the relevance of the system, and not having "any money" to continue in school after leaving 
home. The consequences of early leaving for the majority of these students is low skill 
employment, or unemployment, and a sense of not fitting in to the social mainstream. 

  

5 Cultural Fracture 

  

Schools and teachers were not able to address, or even acknowledge, the emotional and 
material needs of the SKATE students or the constraints under which they lived, including 
the failure of their families to provide caring, nurturing and supportive environments. For 
many of these students, teachers did not even "act as if they cared" about their emotional 
and related cognitive development. The students resented this lack of care in a social 
institution supposedly there to offer care, support and guidance. For the SKATE students, 
schools failed them in precisely the same way that their families did. Both social institutions 
did not offer support or understanding, or the opportunity to experience an environment 



which could be described as caring and nurturing. There is an overwhelming sense of social 
fracture for these students in their memories of both family life and schooling. 

  

The students who have been able to access the SKATE program have in some way 
accessed social, emotional or material support sufficient to enable them to see education as 
a viable option in their lives. Ironically, the overriding wish for the majority of SKATE 
students is stability. This is the ingredient that so many of these students see as missing 
from their lives and the thing from which they see stemming the security and happiness of so 
many other people their age. They want a solid base from which to build a more satisfying 
and productive life. They want to reconnect with education as a socially supportive institution 
and to ameliorate their sense of personal and cultural fracture. They want to prove to 
themselves and others that they can "do it", that is, return to education and succeed. 

  

But the most crucial factor in these students' lives which had enabled them to make the 
decision to return to education was the support of an adult, or significant other, "who cared" 
and who convinced them that they were worth something, that they had a contribution to 
make to society. Whether that person was a youth worker at a refuge, a counsellor in a drug 
and alcohol program, a Salvation Army worker or even a member of the family or a teacher 
who had kept in touch, support was necessary for these students to reach a turning point in 
their lives. 

  

Summary 

  

The response of the SKATE students to their schooling is not simply resistant and indicative 
of a wider social disaffection. It is the result of resentment and emotional turmoil which 
systems of schooling and teachers are inadequately equipped to deal with. In many cases 
schooling and teachers actually exacerbate or compound the emotional and cognitive 
constraint sets that the students bring to education. The conditions identified in the Greytown 
study are remarkably similar to those which the students in the SKATE study articulated as 
they reflected on their previous life experiences and schooling (see Table 3, below). The 
students recounted stories of being in extremely powerless domestic situations where they 
were often the victims of violence and abuse. Their emotion charged awareness of this 
powerlessness affected significantly their experience of schooling. School, they argued, was 
not a place that worked for them or was able to cope with their behaviour or personal 
circumstances. In fact, school was characterised, on the whole, as a waste of time; for some 
it was described as a "horrible" time. These students did not so much drop out of school as 
experience a sense of being pushed out (Rumberger, 1995). However, there is still a clear 
sense of rejection of the experience that school offered them. There is a crucial difference 
though between the resistance conditions that the SKATE and Greytown studies identified. 
For a number of the more successful SKATE students in particular, education was seen as 
unfinished business. That is, their personal circumstances had led to an outcome that had 
fractured their previous educational expectations. More importantly, they had experienced 
some form of personal support for this feeling of fracture. Some important other/s in their 
lives had been convinced, and had convinced them, that they could still, "do it", that they, 
"had it", that is, had the ability to return to education and succeed. 



  

  

Table 3: Conditions of ResistanceSKATE Students1 PowerlessnessStudents experienced 
violence and abuse in the home and consequent problems at school 2 Feeling 
powerlessStudents had a clear sense that they were unable to do anything about this 3 
School is not working for me School could not cope with the behaviour or the circumstances 
of the students4 Rejection of an unequal educational experienceSchool was no option, it had 
to go5 Cultural fractureEducation is important to improving your life and someone else 
believes you can 'do it', that is, be an educational successConclusionThe respective stories 
of the Greytown and SKATE students have shown that there are, at the same time, complex 
group and individual processes which may encourage students to resist school. They also 
show there is a strong link between primary, secondary and post-compulsory schooling 
outcomes. Conditions of resistance affecting both groups (for example, Greytown students) 
and individuals (for example, the SKATE students) which are not satisfactorily addressed in 
early years produce effects along the whole continuum of the schooling experience and 
beyond. 

  

The Greytown and SKATE studies suggest that resistance to school is not just at, or close 
to, the moment of rejection, that is, it is not just a secondary school option taken up by 
disaffected students in their middle teenage years. This has important implications for 
educators. First, it demands an approach which addresses a continuing problem at its 
source, namely, in the early years of schooling. Furthermore, it requires a recognition that, 
for certain individuals in their first educational chance, the moment of final rejection of school 
is very much an irretrievable position; there is little turning back from a full-blown resistance 
position. This full-blown position has cultural support as one of its central elements. The 
studies also highlight a continuing dilemma for many secondary school teachers facing 
resistant students. These teachers are forced to attempt to apply solutions which are almost 
always too late. This is true also for teachers in post-compulsory educational institutions 
seeking to offer 'second chance' students access to the benefits that education offers. These 
teachers find that one of the greatest barriers to access and success is students' experience 
of the first chance. For these students education is not a resource they can deploy 
comfortably in their lives. 

  

The Greytown study focussed on common features of the Koori students' oppositional 
behaviour as they interplayed with the school's curriculum and teachers' classroom 
practices. Despite the research intent to concentrate on these group processes, there was 
evidence from the data to indicate that the Koori students did not all respond in the same 
way to their school and classroom. The research uncovered stories of individual Koori 
students who added to the pressure of teaching at the school because of the very difficult 
nature of their behaviour. It is important to distinguish between their extreme behaviour and 
the general Koori student opposition aimed at the curriculum. There are dangers, as Furlong 
(1991) suggests, in seeing all acts of school rejection as rational responses by well adjusted 
students. There was no doubt that at Greytown School there were Koori students who might 
be classified in psychological terms as behaviour problems, and it would be romantic to 
suggest otherwise. Climbing out of windows, sitting in the middle of busy roads or walking 
out of the school indicated that some students reacted very emotionally to situations they 
found themselves in at school. The individual "school problems" of these students were 
often exacerbated by issues they were facing at home and in their community. These 



problems demanded and needed community and school support, not always forthcoming as 
also indicated in the SKATE study. Koori students who faced difficulties at home and in the 
community, obviously had compounded the difficulties which confronted other students. In 
the end, the group processes of cultural support for school rejection seemed to be a 
deciding factor for the inevitability, finality and solidarity of the rejection. Cultural support 
helped bring on the moment. 

  

By contrast, the SKATE study focussed on the emotionality of individual students and the 
impact on their social interactions. Many students made direct links to their family situation in 
accounting for behaviour at school which they described as "disruptive". The evidence in the 
SKATE study suggests that, as Furlong (1991) argued, there are indeed important 
psychological issues to take into account in attempting to explain sociologically student 
disaffection. The "emotionality" expressed by students in schools, has, indeed, its roots 
elsewhere: in the peer, family and social context. The experiences of the SKATE students 
affirms this view, but also indicates clearly that, in addition, schools are social and 
institutional contexts in themselves where this emotionality plays out. For the students in this 
study, what is often read or interpreted as societally targeted oppositional behaviour is more 
likely a response to their immediate social and personal context, including school. 

  

Perhaps the most significant finding from the comparison of the two studies is the way in 
which the cultural support identified in the Greytown study operated to entrench educational 
rejection and the way in which cultural fracture, as identified in the SKATE study, may allow 
a second chance. The ironic connection between the two positions is that support is central 
to both. For the Koori students in Greytown, support for their rejection of schooling in effect 
blocks the pathway to education. For the 'second chance' students in the SKATE study, it is 
not until appropriate support is found that a sense of educational and social fracture can be 
mended and a pathway opened up to educational opportunity and potential success. How to 
provide such a pathway when educational rejection has cultural support becomes the 
challenge that needs to be addressed. 

  

  

The Road Not Taken 

  

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 

And sorry I could not travel both 

And be one traveller, long I stood 

And looked down one as far as I could 

To where it bent in the undergrowth; 

  



Then took the other one, as just as fair, 

And having perhaps the better claim, 

Because it was grassy and wanted wear; 

Though as for that the passing there 

Had worn them really about the same, 

  

And both that morning equally lay 

In leaves no step had trodden black. 

Oh, I kept the first for another day! 

Yet knowing how way leads on to way, 

I doubted if I should ever come back. 

  

I shall be telling this with a sigh 

Somewhere ages and ages hence: 

Two roads diverged in a wood, and I - 

I took the one less travelled by, 

And that has made all the difference. 

  

Robert Frost 
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KEY TO TRANSCRIPTS 

  

[ ] Background information 

  

... Pause 

  

(...) Material edited out 

  

___ Transcription from different section of the interview or from different interview follows 

  

* From field notes 

  

  

1 "Koori" and "Koories" are the names Aboriginal people use for Aborigines from New South 
Wales. Henceforth these terms will be used when describing Greytown Aborigines. 
Aborigine and Aboriginal will be used to talk about indigenous Australians in a broader 
sense. 

2 By oppositional behaviour, it is meant a range of classroom behaviours which seemed to 
work against teachers' intentions3 The Disadvantaged Schools Program is a poverty 
program aimed at reducing educational inequality. In various evolutionary phases it has 
been operating since 1975.4 Nationwide figures on school retention among Aboriginal 
students show this occurs in many schools (see, National Review of Education for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, 1995). A final rejection of school seems to be an obvious 
choice for many Aboriginal students who are struggling academically. 



5 This is a nation wide problem. Over 30% of the total Aboriginal population are homeless or 
living in substandard accommodation with inadequate water, electricity, waste disposal and 
roads (Response by Governments to the Royal Commission, 1992). 6 There is much more 
to The Centre than what I describe here. There are many strong, caring families and 
outstanding community projects. This description merely conveys initial, surface 
impressions. 

7 As a postscript to this paper, on 13 November 1997 the university at which the SKATE 
program operates announced that funding would not be available to continue the program 
after 1997. 

   

7Munns and McFadden (1997) - First Chance, Second Chance or Last Chance? 

  


