
  

HAT98186 as a part of the Symposium HAT98185 Researching early school 
leaving: the Students Completing Schooling Project 

  

Designing a collaborative research project as a space for the enunciation of 
the 'subjugated knowledges' of early school leavers 

Robert Hattam 

 

Abstract 

In collaboration with the Department for Education, Training and Employment, and the 
Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South Australia, the Flinders Institute for the Study 
of Teaching co-ordinated the design of a research study which aims to develop a 
sophisticated account of early school leaving in South Australian secondary schools. Falling 
retention rates in the 1990s in South Australia has prompted increased concern to explain 
this phenomena with practical intent. For the past decade, the best contemporary Australian 
research in this area has generally ignored 'student voice' and has generally been either 
policy analysis or interpretation of quantitative data. To augment this work we have designed 
a study which aims to "name silenced lives" (McLaughlin & Tierney, 1993) - provide a space 
for the enunciation of the 'subjugated knowledges' of early school leavers. 

In this paper I outline: 

• the knowledge interests of the collaborating partners; 

• how these interests have been carried in the research design; 

• the features of the methodology - quantitative, qualitative, longitudinal, students-as-
researchers; 

• the need for research on early school leaving that focus's upon (ex)students 
explanations and understandings; 

• our design for sustained collaboration during the research process; 

• our design for practical intent - how might the research process translates into 
meaningful reform? and 

• an after-thought - can these voices be heard? 
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Designing a collaborative research project as a space for the enunciation of the 
'subjugated knowledges' of early school leavers 

Robert Hattam 

The aim of this paper is to outline significant aspects of the design of the Students 
Completing Schooling Project. My paper has been written as an introduction to this project, 
and sets the scene for the other papers in this symposium. 

I aim to outline what was involved in the design of a research study about early school 
leaving that involved collaboration between a credentialling Board - the Senior Secondary 
Assessment Board of South Australia (SSABSA) - a public education system - the 
Department for Education, Training and Employment (DETE) - and a university research 
institute - the Flinders Institute for the Study of Teaching (FIST). The main emphasis of the 
research is to provide a forum for the voices of (ex)students to inform the community about 
the experience of early school leaving. The three partners are collaborating to identify the 
significant reasons students have for choosing to not begin, or to not complete post-
compulsory schooling. As such we are interested in uncovering the interferences to 
successfully completing school with a view to recommending ways to improve retention 
rates in the post-compulsory years of schooling in South Australia. The research aims to 
juxtapose the complex interplay between students' lives, the structure and culture of schools 
and the constraints of a publicly valued credentialling system. 

This research study has only been possible as a consequence of securing an Australian 
Research Council Collaborative Research Grant and hence the design process of this 
research was very much focused on collaborative writing of an ARC Research grant 
application. Obviously we were successful and the Students Completing Schooling Project 
was established in January 1997 and will operate for three years. 

Setting up the conversation 

As university researchers we are only too aware of the recent "policy manoeuvre by 
successive Australian governments in pushing for greater co-operation between universities 



and industry" (Smyth and Hattam 1998: 161).We are somewhat ambivalent about our 
involvement in this 'end-user orientation' to research and development because on the one-
hand we see some dangers in hustling in the market for research. We see the possibility that 
the critical voice of university researchers could be seriously undermined and at worse that 
our voice could become commodities for sale. One the other hand we are committed to 
research that is important to teachers and students and as such we are keen to be involved 
in research that is focused on their existential concerns. Having said that, the Flinders 
Institute for the Study of Teaching aims to develop and sustain a context for those interested 
in education (as it applies to all settings) through ongoing dialogue between stake holders. 
Within such a context, we believe, that more coherent relationships can develop between 
the various sectors of the educational community, worthwhile issues for research can be 
developed that are of mutual interest, and collaboration can be further developed which 
improves the possibilities of conducting significant research and this especially relates to the 
ability to attract research funding. Such a view about educational research, that research 
might develop through dialogue with the educational community, translates into the following 
set of objectives: 

(i) to provide a context in which knowledge about teaching can be 
systematically analysed, pursued, critiqued and disseminated; 

(ii) to provide a focussed forum for dialogue about current policy issues in 
teaching and learning in general, and in South Australia and Australia in 
particular; 

(iii) to undertake a range of funded collaborative research and evaluation 
activities between members of the Institute, schools, school systems, 
educational agencies, industry, and professional associations regionally and 
nationally; 

(iv) to encourage the publication and scholarly dissemination of the research 
and evaluation projects of the Institute; 

(v) to foster the advancement of specialist training in research and evaluation 
methodologies employed in the activities of the Institute. 

An important strategy for sustaining a dialogue with those in the 'education industry' has 
been our Advisory Board. Fortunately, during one of these meetings in late 1995, the 
Director of SSABSA outlined her interests in developing a strategy to improve the South 
Australian Certificate of Education (SACE). SSABSA was committed to "continuous 
improvement" (Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South Australia 1995) and had 
developed a SACE Improvement Strategy that involved a "research approach" which was 
dependent on external funding. This research approach had two issues: "identify factors 
which inhibit students from achieving the SACE and identify factors which influence students 
to not commence the SACE studies" (Senior Secondary Assessment Board of South 
Australia 1995: 13). 

As background for this concern about retention and completion rates, significant changes to 
the post-compulsory years of schooling occurred in South Australia as a consequence of the 
Gilding (1987; 1989) reports, including: the implementation of a certificate of completion 
through the credentialling of year 11 and 12; the development of a required pattern of 
subjects; compulsory requirement of Australian Studies; a writing based literacy 
assessment; changes to the calculation of higher education entry scores; and, an open-
ended time limit on successful completion of the SACE. These changes promoted a new 
view of post-compulsory education in South Australia (consistent with what was occurring in 



other parts of the country), as being a coherent and balanced two-year sequence of studies 
culminating in the award of a certificate of successful completion. In the early 1990s 
dramatically increased post-compulsory schooling retention rates have meant a significantly 
diverse student population, and the SACE represents an important public acknowledgment 
of a valued award for completion of post-compulsory schooling for the growing numbers of 
students with aspirations other than university entrance. 

At around the same time, members of the Poverty and Isolation Team of DETE 
(Disadvantaged Schools Program in South Australia) were planning to begin their own 
research into early school leaving with a special interest in students living in poverty. 

Our interest in early school leaving was driven by a number of factors. Being interested in 
why increasing numbers of young South Australians leave school before finishing the SACE 
certainly resonated with our commitment to be involved in the struggle for more socially-just 
schooling (Smyth, Hattam & Lawson 1998). Importantly also was our expertise in doing 
qualitative research - because it was qualitative research that was required by both SSABSA 
and DETE. 

Having ascertained our mutual interest in the topic of early school leaving, the three partners 
embarked on a delicate process of collaboratively writing a research plan and grant 
submission. Crucial to this task was being able to satisfy the differing knowledge interests of 
the three partners. Whilst the three institutions were broadly interested in the same 
phenomena, each had different reasons for being interested. 

  

  

Writing different knowledge interests in the research design 

After a drafting process, the research proposal stated the following: 

The aim of the study can be stated succinctly: 

..... to identify the extent and range of students (and the complex interacting 
and contributing factors) leading to them either not commencing (or failing to 
complete) the post-compulsory years of schooling, culminating in the award 
of the South Australian Certificate of Education (SACE). 

The specific objectives are: 

1. To ascertain the numbers and categories of students involved. 

2. To identify the factors contributing to students not commencing their SACE 
studies. 

3. To identify factors which inhibit students from achieving the SACE. 

4. To explore the understandings students have of post-compulsory studies. 

5. To make recommendations for improvements which do not compromise 
the quality and standard of the SACE. 



It is anticipated that this research will generate an enhanced awareness of the 
factors which deter students from successfully completing the South Australian 
Certificate of Education. Since the Gilding Enquiry (1989), students' voices have 
been largely absent from the deliberations about post-compulsory schooling. This 
research aims to begin to rectify that situation by providing a forum and a context in 
which students' perspectives can be systematically and coherently portrayed. 
Specifically, the research will culminate in: 

(I) an analysis of retention data across all 3 school sectors to obtain a more 
accurate and comprehensive account of participation and completion of post-
compulsory schooling in South Australia, which will inform a three year 
longitudinal study; 

(ii) an extensive annotated bibliography of the literature, and a series of 
unstructured interviews which will inform the development of an interview 
protocol to be explored in structured interviews; 

(iii) production of a discussion paper for circulation and consultation by a 
range of stakeholders, especially students and teachers; 

(iv) a report identifying the factors which contribute to students not 
commencing the SACE, outlining the major findings of the study and 
highlighting issues for SSABSA; 

(v) a report identifying the factors which contribute to students not 
commencing or not completing the SACE, outlining the major findings of the 
study and highlighting issues for the DETE; 

(vi) a resource book for schools which will include a series of case studies 
and strategies outlining administrative and teaching practices which have 
made a difference to student retention and success in post-compulsory 
schooling; 

(vii) a major contribution to the advancement of the scholarly literature on 
students at risk of not commencing or completing post-compulsory schooling. 

Importantly the different knowledge interests were managed in the anticipated outcomes. An 
important caveat also ensured the partnership was possible: that the recommendations for 
improvements do not compromise the quality and standard of the SACE. Putting it bluntly, 
the research had to work within the SACE arrangements. Recently these outcomes have 
been reformulated to involve: 

• an account of our evidence that forms the basis of a problem-solving phase within 
both industry partners 

• a set of materials for schools which aims to promote professional development 
around a set of issues identified in our account 

• a set of discussion papers for SSABSA around key issues for curriculum, 
assessment and credentialling. 

The need to focus on young peoples' explanations and understandings 



In preparing our research design it was important to come to grips with what we already 
knew. Especially what has been happening in and around post-compulsory schooling - 
policy and practice - and what the existing research told us. 

While the late 1980s and early 1990s saw a sharp increase in retention rates in post-
compulsory schooling in Australia and South Australia, in recent years the promise of almost 
universal participation in post-compulsory education looks more difficult to attain. 

Apparent retention rates in South Australia have altered significantly since 1986, as the 
following table indicates: 

  

 1986 1992 1993 1994 1995 

Total 54.8 92.7 86.3 81.7 71.4 

  

For South Australian youth, the 1990s are characterised by shrinking full time jobs and a 
growing expectation that possession of the South Australian Certificate of Education (SACE) 
is mandatory for entry into training, higher education or employment (Spierings, 1995). In 
this context, increasing levels of non-enrolment in and non-completion of the SACE, 
becomes a cause of concern for educators and for the wider community. Not only are young 
people "at risk" (Fisher, 1993) of not acquiring this passport to satisfying and rewarding 
employment, but they are at risk of becoming trapped within a cycle of poverty, welfare 
dependence, health problems, and homelessness (Connell, Ashenden et al. 1982; 
Department of Employment, Education and Training 1993). If South Australia is to move 
closer to universal participation in post-compulsory schooling then education systems need 
to clearly understand why students leave school before commencing study, or fail to 
complete once they have embarked on programs like the SACE. As Angus (1991, p 261) put 
it, "there is a substantial minority who do not stay, and they need to be taken into account in 
policy-making in relation to schooling." 

Present arrangements for credentialling of post compulsory education in South Australia 
were shaped by two reviews of post-compulsory schooling by Gilding (1987; 1989), which 
resulted in the implementation of the SACE as a certificate of completion of education which 
would: 

• encourage the successful completion of secondary education 

• foster students' acquisition of the skills and knowledge necessary for successful 
participation in contemporary Australian society 

• attest to students' preparedness to enter post-school studies and employment 

• be a certificate that is valued by the community and by those who hold it. (Gilding 
1989) 

The Gilding Report (1989) identified the primary goal of such studies as being "to place the 
SACE within reach of all appropriately prepared students who are willing to make a serious 
attempt and to increase progressively the proportion which succeeds." (Gilding 1989) 



Tentative evidence from credentialling processes elsewhere (Commonwealth Schools 
Commission 1987; Howard, Woodbury et al. 1994; Cormack 1995) whilst helpful still 
requires much more thorough investigation, including factors like: difficulties in students 
accommodating to required subject patterns; student difficulties satisfying the extensive 
written requirements; school practices, administration, and teaching methodologies that 
focus on sorting and selecting rather than providing opportunities for all students to learn; 
the impression held by many students that the curriculum on offer is irrelevant to their lives; 
the difficulty of being able to show a clear pathway between compulsory, post-compulsory 
and post-school options; the fact that the final years of secondary school are still largely 
"driven" by tertiary entrance requirements; an absence of adequate financial, counselling 
and support services; and, a range of situational, cultural, socio-economic, and background 
factors that militate heavily against engaging students in studies. 

Early school leavers it needs to be remembered have little or no voice in deliberations about 
what happens in our schools. The existing Australian research is almost silent on early 
school leaver voices, and most high schools are also institutionally deaf to the voices of 
early school leavers. 

..... commonly the large scale survey, make dropouts the objects of research; 
rarely do they get an opportunity to have their voices heard, let alone shape 
the research questions and approaches. ...... [and] ..... the purpose of 
research has not always aimed at improving dropouts' situations. In fact, 
research that seeks to distinguish dropouts from stayins - rather than, say, 
explore how schools and political and economic conditions create dropouts-
has inadvertently fuelled policies that blame the victim. (Kelly, 1993: 9) 

In reviewing the Australian literature, we were unable to locate any significant studies that 
actually involved 'interviewing' or actually speaking with young people who had left school 
early. Instead there was a preponderance of quantitative research that confirms what we 
know already. Such work frames early school leaving in terms of certain attributes of the 
students - e.g. low socio-economic background, Aboriginal etc. What this quantitative 
research doesn't do though, is provide any form of explanation for early school leaving. 
Explanations we believe are only possible through getting access to "the ways students 
make sense of their schooling experience" (Herr and Anderson 1997: 46). Hence we wanted 
to know how (ex)students gained a sense of themselves during their last years at school and 
what role schooling played in that process (Herr and Anderson 1997: 46). 

It is clear to us, that this knowledge - student understanding of life in schools, to invoke 
Foucault is, "subjugated knowledge". 

... by subjugated knowledges one should understand something else, 
something which is altogether different namely, a whole set of knowledges 
that have been disqualified as inadequate to their task or insufficiently 
elaborated: naive knowledges, located low down on the hierarchy, beneath 
the required level of cognition or scientificity. I also believe that it is through 
the re-emergence of these low-ranking knowledges, these unqualified, even 
directly disqualified knowledges ... - that it is through the re-appearance of 
this knowledge .... that criticism performs its work. (Foucault 1980: 82) 

That our research is uncovering subjugated knowledge ironically becomes a significant 
theme that resonates as a silence in the transcripts. Our respondents report that 'student 
voice' is almost absent in the secondary school context. How this project understands 
student voice and its absence, even the naturalising of its absence I think will become a 
significant category in our recommendations. 



Towards a sociological perspective 

I believe that understanding post-compulsory schooling requires a "sociological perspective" 
(Proudford & Baker 1995) that has the potential to situate everyday life within a socio-
economic-cultural milieu and direct "the search for solutions towards contributing factors, not 
the people" (Freeland 1991: 165). To privilege everyday life is "to see human behaviour as 
the product of (completely) autonomous individuals making decisions and acting on them" 
(Freeland 1991: 191). Such an individualising view ignores and hence profoundly 
misunderstands that "young people are born into an ... already structured society, and (that) 
those structures constitute barriers to equitable access and participation well before the child 
reaches school age" (Freeland, 1991: 196). 

From a sociological perspective, reading and interpreting the way curriculum gets made in 
Australian schools reveals schooling as "contested terrain" (Edwards 1979): as a social and 
cultural location in which a number of logics or imperatives struggle for significance. 
Historically speaking, at least during the past ten years or so, the practice of teaching and 
learning in post compulsory schooling has been broadly defined in terms of an "educational 
settlement" (Freeland 1986) that often goes by the title of a 'general liberal' education, and in 
South Australia codified as the SACE. Struggles for control of what goes on the post- 
compulsory curriculum are played out daily in classrooms and staff rooms, but significant 
and defining boundaries are organised institutionally and as such are periodically settled. A 
settlement can be understood in this instance, as a framework that contains struggles within 
manageable limits. The 'general liberal' education (SACE) settlement has occurred around 
broad agreements such as: 

• pursuing a 'general' education "with in reach of all" - which in effect has meant 
supporting a competitive academic curriculum formulated around knowledge deemed 
important for everybody's children; and, 

• pursuing policies that advance the educational attainment of groups that are widely 
recognised as 'educationally disadvantaged' e.g. students living in poverty. 

Such an educational settlement needs to understood in the broader context of a post World 
War 2 political economic settlement often referred to as the welfare state, in which struggles 
by trade unionists, feminists, environmentalists, human rights activists, to name a few, have 
affected institutional and lifeworld arrangements against the grain of the interests of those 
pursuing capital accumulation, private ownership and the maximising of profit. Quite clearly, 
the educational settlement, that has been a significant part of the welfare state is now being 
significantly disrupted by the recent changes in the relationship between the federal 
government in Australia and the market. The increasing precariousness of these "new times" 
(Hall & Jacques 1990) puts added pressure on the education and training sector. Getting a 
credible 'ticket' as a means of navigating a smooth transition into the work force is becoming 
not only more important but with the 'creeping credentialism' much more difficult. But, being 
employable is still more likely, the higher the educational qualification you hold - but this is 
no longer a definite pathway into a good job. 

Transition from childhood into adult life - from dependence to economic and emotional 
independence - is managed in Australia within the institutional arrangements of school, VET 
and universities. 

(T)here is much evidence ..... to suggest that schools play a major role in 
reproducing social class intergenerationally: working class children tend to 
remain working class (employed or unemployed), whereas children of the 



more dominant class stand a disproportionately higher chance of ending up 
economically advantaged. (Lankshear 1987: 23) 

The pathways available to Australians "in order to establish an independent adult identity for 
themselves" (Dwyer 1995) still reflects a society stratified according to "factors such as 
socio-economic status, gender, race, ethnicity, region and homelessness" which "combine to 
determine just who will be most vulnerable in the transition to adulthood" (Connell & White 
1989; Freeland 1991: 191). What seems central to the problem for post-compulsory 
schooling is "how to theorise the discontinuity between schools and local working-class 
communities"(LeCompte and deMarrais 1992: 303). As an important first step, it is important 
to reject the cultural deprivation theories (LeCompte and deMarrais 1992), based on a range 
of deficit views about working class communities - including the inability to defer gratification, 
being positioned as victims, and of linguistic deprivation. 

Central to the methodology is the view that youth subjectivity is socially constructed and 
hence affected by the prevailing/dominating discourses circulating in the social milieu. 
Seddon's (1995) notion that subjectivity and context are mutually constitutive - that there is 
an embedded dialectical relationship - is useful here. To give the notion of context a little 
more detail we want to argue that youth subjectivities are constructed within 'material', 
'relational', 'cultural' and 'representational' contexts. Speaking briefly, the 'material' context 
refers to such things as the opportunities to engage in the labour market and hence gain 
access to economic autonomy; 'relational' refers to available social capital, i.e. the extent of 
the social networks that support youth transition; 'cultural' refers to the politics of identity 
being played out, and hence location within specific youth subcultures and the construction 
of gender is significant, and 'representational resources' (New London Group 1996) refers to 
the discourses that youth have available to make sense of their world. 

The research methodology 

A methodology with a number of interrelated components has been devised (see Fig. 
1). Methodologically, the study will have four interactive and complementary strands, 
reflecting something of the complexity of the topic and the need to investigate it in multiple 
ways. Central to the study is capturing the voices of (ex)students in order to understand how 
they are interpreting and making meaning of their lives and, in particular, how staying at 
school and completing the SACE fits into their meaning making. The research focuses on 
the capturing of 'student voice' and qualitative and quantitative methodologies will be 
utilised. 

  

  

  

  

Figure 1. Aspects of the Research Methodology 

The timeline and stages of the research are summarised in Figure 2. 

  

  



  

  

Figure 2. Timeline of the Research Methodology 

During the first six months we establishing the organisational arrangements that we hoped 
would sustain the collaboration during the research process. A Research Team was 
appointed, a Management Group established and an Experts Group was convened. Also we 
allowed a lengthy process to prepare for the field work which involved the development of 
papers on: (see below for details of these) 

• The extent of the problem ......what should be the characteristics of the interview 
cohort? 

• Conducting 'voiced' research ....how should we conduct the interviews? 

• Students-as-researchers .... what is involved in having students involved in the 
research? 

Reading & writing our way into the field-work 

An extensive literature review was conducted that involved a careful reading of a selection of 
influential journals in the area, and making annotated entries of relevant papers using 
Endnote Plus 2. This software program functions to store bibliographic details and also 
articulates with Microsoft Word. 

In preparing to go into the field to capture the voices of students who were either 'hanging-in' 
or had 'dropped out' the Research Team worked on: 

1. Developing an understanding of the extent of the 'problem' and to determine the 
nature of the group of students who had not successfully completed post-compulsory 
schooling using material available in the existing literature and 'reading' the SSABSA 
and DECS data bases. 

2. Reviewing the literature on methodological issues related to capturing student 
voices and hence developing an interview protocol that would enable the research 
team to access the 'interpretative schema' used by this group of students. 

3. Reviewing the literature on students-as-researchers and proposing a 
methodology. 

4. Keeping in mind the longitudinal component of the study when devising the 
qualitative aspect. 

Discussion papers on these topics are discussed briefly below. 

1. The extent of the 'problem' 

The aim of this paper was to review the ways in which student participation in post-
compulsory schooling is represented with a view to informing the second phase of our 
research project - a phase which will involve interviewing (ex)students to ascertain the 
reasons why they have either 'dropped out' or why they are 'hanging in' at school. During 



this interview phase we wanted to interview a group of (ex)students that represented the 
significant characteristics of that group of students that 'drop-out'. In our proposal we stated 
we intended to interview about 200 (ex)students in the intensive interviewing phase. The 
team needed to decide how will would identify these students. The aim of this paper was to 
make some recommendations that will direct the research team's deliberations of this 
question. 

2. Student voice as research methodology 

The research literature of 'voice' and 'silence' is extensive. A paper was drafted (Shacklock, 
Smyth et al. 1998) which reviewed how these concepts are being used in social research 
with a special focus on their use in educational research involving 'youth'. Out of this 
reading, a number of significant issues require careful consideration and these include: 

• carefully defining voice - that is to say, what we choose to read into it and that what 
we do not; 

• how might we 'honour' the voices of the students we interview; 

• considering student voices against a backdrop of prior silence and providing a 
framework for hearing silence. This also means being sensitive to "self-silencing"; 

• representing voice requires coming to grips with the recognition that ethnographic 
data is 'produced' and not 'found'; 

• representing voice then requires reflexivity on the part of the researchers - to 
acknowledge the limitations of the research and the situated nature of the 
researchers. 

• being sensitive to the "triple representational problem" of how we present "(a) 
ourselves as researchers choreographing the narratives we have collected; (b) the 
narrators many of whom are social critics ... (c) [and] some who are talented 
ventriloquists for a hateful status quo; and (d) others who are graphically bad-
mouthed by these narratives" 

• the need to build into the account attention to verity, rigour and vitality. 

• considering the research interview as a "resonant space" for "purposeful 
conversations". The aim being to set up a space so that "what is important is being 
able to speak one's experience, to say what is true, or psychologically true, and 
being able to do so in safe company." 

Clearly a number of significant complex ethical issues needed to be incorporated into our 
research method. 

Out of this work the following interview strategy was developed: 

  

  

  



  

  

Figure 3 Interview Strategy 

3. Students-as-Researchers as Research Methodology 

The purpose of this discussion paper was to: 

(i) outline how the students-as-researchers aspect of the methodology augments and 
makes a significant contribution to the research methodology as briefly outlined in the 
research proposal sent to the ARC for funding; 

(ii) problematise using students-as-researchers from a 'critical' reading of the existing 
literature; and, 

(iii) outline how we want to implement a students-as-researchers component taking 
into consideration the justification and the critique. 

What we believed was essential in our study was getting access to student understandings, 
interpretations, or meaning making schema. If we (and the system - SSABSA, DECS and 
the educational community more widely) are to understand what is happening in post-
compulsory schooling then we need to understand how students are making meaning of 
what is happening to them. A central methodological issue then, was getting access to the 
voices of those who have left school early. The use of students-as-researchers within the 
project, was to open up the possibility that student researchers could get access to some 
insights that the adult researchers may not have access to. What we had in mind was 
establishing teams of student researchers within schools in which the research work will be 
a substantial part of a SACE credentialled semester. For instance within a Community 
Studies framework. In this way we can ensure students will be able to gain credit for their 
work on the project as accreditation towards SACE units. We also overcome the problem of 
time for students to be involved in this type of work. 

4. Longitudinal study 

Over the three years of the project it will be possible to gain insights into the decision making 
processes of a small group of (ex)students. As with other longitudinal studies, contact with 
the students will need to be maintained over a significant period of time. How to select a 
group that will remain accessible has been a major challenge for the research team. 

It seems appropriate in a paper which is looking back at the design process to also offer 
some analysis of the design conceptualising given the study is now well advanced. This last 
section then aims to discuss how the research problem has been reframed. 

Interrupting habitual readings 

Presently we are writing an account that we believe, represents a contemporary reading of 
early school leaving that has been developed through juxtaposing our understanding of what 
young people have told us with existing theoretical insights from the educational literature 
(Smyth 1998). We think we have developed a somewhat 'new' reading of what's happening - 
a reading that demands careful contemplation by those concerned with what our schools are 
'up to'. Having said that, we also know that our account, when finalised next year, will come 



"as the always-already-read" (Jameson 1981: 9); it will be apprehended "through 
sedimented layers of previous interpretations" (p. 9). We need to remember that we read the 
word and the world "through a set of assumptions, socially shared and often unconscious, 
that frame knowledge and our relationship to it" (MacPherson and Fine 1995: 185). We don't 
believe that these previous interpretations do justice to the lives of early school leavers. That 
our reading habits 'position' these young people into categories and world views that have 
not been interested in improving their chances of being successful at school. Rather than 
jam these complex young people's lives into inappropriate and even dangerous categories, 
we believe that it is essential to reconsider the issue of early school leaving. This doesn't 
mean abandoning accumulated wisdom, but being prepared to examine "how students are 
made "voiceless" in particular settings by not being allowed to speak, or how students 
silence themselves out of either fear or ignorance" (Bernstein 1995: xx). A reconsideration of 
this issue will require an awareness of the differentials of power that are evident in most of 
our relationships - what gets said and what gets listened is always understood to be marked 
by unequal power relations. Being sensitive to power, involves a responsiveness to 
passivity, silence, rebelliousness and alienation. 

Interrupting the stereotyping 

What we want to call attention to here is a realisation that there are "no innocent 
ethnographers" (Fine 1994: 75) nor are there any innocent readers. 

To be concerned with early school leaving we need to pay attention to the categories we 
use, to the words, the names, the metaphors, and to especially interrupt the stereotyping 
that 'positions' those who leave school early. Young people who leave school early are often 
referred to as 'dropouts' - both in the literature (Teachers College Record 1986) and in public 
discourse. In referring to the educational literature: 

..... the experience of "dropouts" has often been distorted and 
misrepresented. .... the very term dropout implies that students exercise a 
clear choice to leave school without graduating, and yet a fair number of 
students are pushed out or simply fade out. (Kelly 1993: 9) 

In Fine's (1991) words - we have been "framing dropouts". Where framing is being used to 
refer to a 'frame-up' - as a conspiracy to incriminate. Fine calls attention to the way 
'dropouts' are too often stereotypically represented, as a frame-up, as "depressed, helpless, 
and ever without options ... as losers" (p. 4-5). For Fine the frame-up obscures the 
"structures, ideologies, and practices that exile them systematically" (p. 5). 

... the question was no longer why a student would dropout. It was more 
compelling to consider why so many would stay in a school committed to 
majority failure. (p. 7) 

Certainly many of the young people we interviewed reported having to deal with being 
treated as a 'dropout'. "You get the occasional joke" (15) around being a dropout from 
friends but more seriously some young people reported that leaving school early was 
perceived in negative ways such as: 

Well I've had a lot of people when I've worked, and when I've been working 
they've been saying to me what's a young kid like you doing working, you 
should be at school, and so, like, that's what's been getting these ideas in my 
head. (32) 



..... it is employers, because they look down on people who quit school, as 
slackers sort of thing. (127) 

Rather than refer to 'dropouts' then we prefer to use the words 'early school leavers' (Dwyer 
1996; National Youth Affairs Research Scheme 1997). There is an implicit value judgement 
in this naming also. Being concerned with 'early' school leavers affirms a commitment that all 
young people should be encouraged to stay at school to successfully complete the SACE. 
We've written this account from such a position, and have aimed to report on interferences 
to successfully completing school. In the words of the Gilding Enquiry - why isn't post-
compulsory schooling within reach of all? We don't believe that any long-term sustainable 
improvements to retention rates will be made unless the complex interacting factors that 
interfere with successfully completing school are adequately understood/named. 

Interrupting the stereotyping of early school leavers (dropouts) requires more than just being 
careful about the labelling, or the naming. Stereotyping early school leavers might also be 
understood to involve the process(es) of interpretation of early school leaving that: 

• homogenises those who leave school early as a collective "they"; 

• presumes "to paint the Other [school leaver] from nowhere" (Fine 1994: 74) as 
though we are not all politically, socially, culturally, and socio-economically situated; 

• naturalises early schooling leaving as 'just the ways things are'; 

• rationalises early school leaving in terms of "moral boundaries of deservedness that 
thread research and policy" (Fine 1994: 74) .That is we "believe that we can 
distinguish (and serve) those who are "deserving" and neglect honourably those who 
are "undeserving" (p. 74). 

The moral boundary of deservedness has been carefully crafted in the SACE documents. To 
quote the central challenge of the SACE. 

....to ensure that mainstream post-compulsory students undertake a coherent 
range and depth of study which will equip them for adult life, work and further 
study and which is within reach of all such students given their serious 
application to the tasks. (Second Report of Gilding Enquiry, p. 30) 

Of course this caveat to a commitment to within reach of all opens up a space to not only let 
the system off the hook so to speak but places the blame squarely on the student. How can 
such a view make sense of student alienation in the post-compulsory years? With such a 
caveat, the competitive academic curriculum is free from an scrutiny. It is not possible to 
consider how schooling might be made to fit the student rather than the student fit the 
school. Any cultural or socio-economic dimensions to the problem are laminated over. 

The silenced voices of students in schools also needs to be understood in a socio-cultural 
milieu in which youth policy is based on "youth as trouble" (Cormack, 1996) and media 
representations of youth that promulgate moral panics about "drop outs", "juvenile 
delinquency", "gang violence" (to name a few) that render young people the subject of 
pathology, deviance or blame. (Roman 1996). "Youth, its cultures and subcultures, have 
always been seen as a social problem in the minds of general public and policy makers" 
(Brake 1980: 167). This processes of stereotyping we believe is about banishing many early 
school leavers to the margins of society: a place in which "they cohere momentarily around 
deficiencies", "represented as unworthy, and immoral, or pitiable, victimised, and damaged" 
(Fine 1994: 74). 



Naming the problem! 

To be concerned with early school leaving we also need to pay special attention to how we 
even name 'the problem'. For those developing education policy the 'problem is usually 
named as falling retention rates. But, naming the problem as 'falling retention rates' hides a 
lot of the complexity of contemporary post-compulsory teaching and learning in schools. For 
those working in schools, the problem is often understood as needing to cater for an 
increasingly diverse student cohort. It's not about retention rates - it's that schools are being 
asked to offer a meaningful transition into adult life for an increasing diversity of students 
staying on beyond compulsion. This struggle for relevance is more intense in schools that 
draw their students from communities most affected by the micro-economic reforms being 
done to the Australian workforce (Wyn & Lamb 1996). Schools are interested in why 
students are 'dropping out' (Fine 1991) of school, but also why they are 'staying-on' 
(Patterson & Raffe 1995). That many are "disaffected pupils" (Weis and Fine 1993) puts an 
added strain on life in classrooms. 

For students, the problem is navigating a transition (Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee 
1991; Freeland 1991) to economic independence in a world characterised by " a new social 
condition of suspended animation between school and work. Many of the old transitions into 
work, into cultures and organisations of work, into being consumers, into independent 
accommodation - have been frozen or broken" (Willis 1985: 6). Staying on at school, or not, 
is being read by young people in the light of dramatic changes to the labour market. The call 
for the 'clever country' - for an education and training led recovery is unconvincing because it 
is well known that the labour market for young people has all but collapsed (Spierings 1995) 
except for part-time unskilled work - work that really requires compliant low paid workers 
rather that competent, problem-solvers who can work in groups etc. That staying on is an 
option, also involves deciding if families can provide the material, social and cultural 
resources that will enable them to successfully inhabit school culture. Is schooling relevant 
(Batten & Russell 1995) to possible future trajectories given what resources are available 
and what desires are had for the future? 

For parents, it's about dealing with two possible types of angst. Of wondering what will 
happen to your child when they leave school uncredentialled, in a precarious job market 
characterised by a creeping credentialism (Commonwealth Schools Commission 1987). Or, 
the stress of having a child completing the SACE, a stress which intensifies in year 12 - the 
work load and the stress on being able to measure up in a competition that has always 
favoured those groups in society with ready access to material, cultural and social capital 
(Bourdieu 1986). 

The problem being investigated here looks different from where you read the world! 
Perspective is everything. 

If we are to work against "protecting privilege, securing distance, and laminating the 
contradictions" (p 72), as both researchers and readers, it is important to erode the 
"fixedness of categories" (p. 72) - we search relentlessly to pigeon hole - to come clean on 
our own socio-cultural location, and "listen .... to the plural voices of [early school leavers], 
as constructors and agents of knowledge" (p. 75), and to understand in a more sophisticated 
way the technologies of stereotyping. For our part, we are attempted to construct a text that 
amplifies the plural voices of early school leavers. We want you to hear the "uppity voices" 
(Fine 1994: 75) of early school leavers. 

In this sense we believe that the voices of early school leavers need to be considered as 
"subjugated knowledges".(Foucault, 1980b). Putting it most bluntly the knowledge of young 
people is subjugated knowledge, because is not elicited, it is not listened to. As a culture we 



don't seem interested in 'knowing' in a dialogic way, that is, knowing that affects how we 
might act in the future, what young people know about themselves and, about how they 
make sense of their lives. What seems increasingly evident is the need to struggle to 
actually open up a space of enunciation for early school leavers. Its not that they are 
silenced, a view that was central to the design of this study, but that early school leavers, 
even when they do speak can not be heard. 

Is it possible, at this time, to open up a space of enunciation for early school leavers? 
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