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Introduction 

The impetus for this paper emerges from an unacknowledged national crisis. From a high 
point in 1992 and 1993 of over 90% retention rates of students in the post-compulsory years 
in government schools in Australia (years 11 and 12), the rates have been plummeting to the 
point where they currently hover in the high 50-60% range (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
1999). Attainment levels in 1998, according to the OECD (2000), placed Australia in a group 
of countries with upper secondary school level completion rates of 30 - 50 per cent. Added 
to this, Australia was the only OECD country in which school participation rates actually fell 
during the 1990s (Spierings, 1999, p. 8), putting Australia third last out of 16 OECD 
countries, with only 42 percent of the workforce with post-compulsory school qualifications 
(Productivity Commission, 1999, p. 31). Although not a primary concern of ours here, the 
National Centre for Economic Modelling at University of Canberra (King, 1999) estimates the 
cost of young people dropping out of school in Australia to be $AUD 2.6 billion (comprised of 
$14,700 for the individual and $22,400 in foregone taxation and additional social security 
expenditure. And, of 18 developed countries, Australia ranks second behind the USA, in 
terms of the level of child poverty, at 14 percent (as measured by families with adjusted 
disposable incomes less than 50% of adjusted median income)(Payne & Biddle, 1999, p. 8). 
The 'at risk' categories of young people supposed to be served most by schooling, are the 
very ones who are increasing in numbers. By any standards there is a major problem here, 
and one that is not being adequately addressed through the panoply of 'new right' policies 
that have rained in on government schools in Australia over the past decade or more. 

Against this backdrop, the paper explores the phenomenon of early school leaving from 
within the category of school culture, as constructed out of extensive interviews with a group 
of 209 young Australians most of whom had left school (or we struggling to stay in) before 
completing the post-compulsory years of high school. 

The paper has four parts to it. Firstly, we commence with an explanation of the contested 
nature of school culture, and consider what this means in light of young people's views of 
school culture. Secondly, we briefly discuss the 'voiced research' approach we used. Thirdly, 
based upon what young people told us, we construct a tentative cultural geography of the 
institution of the school as it intersects with the lives of young people deciding to leave 
school. Finally, we conclude with a comment about school culture and youth identity, by 
suggesting that the official scripts of what schooling is about, are at considerable variance 
with the interpretations and aspirations of young people (see also: Herr & Anderson, 1993; 
1997; Anderson & Herr, 1994). 

School culture as an orienting theory and some caveats 

Anecdotally, we know that the cultural politics of the school has a powerful effect on how 
young people make sense of schooling, the spaces that exist for them to be listened to, and 
how they work to shape schools as places. As an 'orienting theory' (Carspecken & Apple 
1992), school culture (Prosser, 1999; Davies, 1992; Smyth, McInerney, Lawson & Hattam, 
1999) has been an under-represented category in the literature and debates around early 
school leaving. While none of the possibilities outlined in the typology we will present were 
actually found in a pure form (and to that extent they necessarily remain partial), they 



nevertheless point to some important and pronounced tendencies that were profoundly real 
for the young people who experienced them. 

The intent of our research was to look for interferences to school completion that were 
located in the ways schools think about themselves and how schools position themselves in 
the way they treat students differentially. Since some students are provided with more 
appropriate pathways than others, it is clear that schools are not altogether innocent in this 
process. Some schools treat students in inclusive ways; other schools appear to be 
indifferent; and some have postures that are inhospitable and exclusionary (see, Fine, 1991; 
Donmoyer & Kos, 1993; Farrell, 1994). In each case, schools act as carriers of practices, 
policies and actions that are qualitatively different, and that are worthy of closer scrutiny. 

This is not to suggest that within a particular school the culture is fixed or mono-chromatic. 
Young people's identities appear to be in a continuous state of shifting, and the narratives 
they construct around school culture is both "oppositional" as well as "contingent . . . shifting 
according to the context" (Schutz, 1999, p. 8). Indeed, it may be more accurate to speak of 
cultures and, even then, to see them as highly contested notions, rather than unitary or 
always agreed upon. Various groups within the school struggle to fashion the culture of the 
school so as to make their view the 'norm' for what 'school' stands for. However, through the 
accounts of the young people in this research there did appear to be some dominant 
cultures in schools, and we want to spell those out in more detail as the paper unfolds. 

It is important to be clear on what lies outside our scope. In many respects, school culture is 
a crucial linkage between the aspirations and experiences of students, and the decisions 
they make to leave school prematurely. But, school culture is still one of the most elusive, 
difficult and complex notions in the educational literature. Positioning schools in relation to 
what effectively amounts to the failure of large numbers of students, is likely to be a hotly 
debated issue. In our research we did not observe school culture directly; rather we infer it 
and construct it out of the accounts of what young people told us. 

Because there is considerable scope for misunderstanding on an issue like school culture, 
we want to try and make our position on this complicated issue as clear as possible. 

School cultures are produced through a complex interweaving of socio-cultural, political, 
economic and organisational factors, together with a constellation of class/race/gender 
factors. School cultures are not the prerogative or domain of any one group - teachers, 
students, parents, politicians, the business community or policy makers. Rather, school 
cultures emerge out of and are continually constructed and re-constructed through the on-
going struggles between and among each of these groups as they vie to have their particular 
view of schooling represented. School culture, therefore, looks quite different depending 
upon whose vantage point is taken. Because of the dynamic and shifting quality of school 
culture, any attempt to capture or represent it is necessarily a fraught process because of 
what is included and excluded. 

Notwitstanding, the vantage point we took in representing school culture was partial and 
unapologetically that of the young informants in the study, for that was the avenue through 
which we chose to collect our data about early school leaving (see also: Mac an Ghaill, 
1992; Furlong, 1991). Written from this standpoint, school cultures can sometimes appear 
somewhat uncompromising because of the way students, especially those who have been 
'failed' by the institution of schooling, appear to construct school cultures as bearing down 
upon them. Students of the kind we spoke to are pushing back to resist the more oppressive 
aspects of those cultures through their own counter-narratives. 



There is a risk here, but one we believed was worth taking, that in providing a reading of 
school culture from a student or young person's vantage point, some aspects will be under-
represented, while others will be over-represented. Voiced research (Smyth, 1999, pp. 73 -
76) of the kind we undertook, clearly has within it the capacity to portray school culture 
antagonistically - which is not to say that it is necessarily blind to those elements which are 
virtuous in schooling. But we do need to be aware that student accounts of something as 
controversial as school culture especially when constructed around decisions to leave 
school, can appear to be somewhat harsh and uncompromising on schools and teachers. 

One way around this problem is to see teachers, at least in part, as often being the public 
face of the much wider educational system and its reforms. This is often the way students 
see teachers. To that extent, teachers are bound to be relayers or carriers of the wider 
globalisation agenda (Smyth, Dow, Hattam, Reid & Shacklock, 2000) of which educational 
policies are a part, far more than they possibly deserve. Sometimes it can be even more 
complex than this. Even where teachers attempt to implement more egalitarian ideals, this 
can often be overridden by wider considerations of competitive individualism driven by the 
global market agenda. 

Our point, therefore, is not to position teachers as entities to be blamed for early school 
leaving, but rather to portray them as being implicated, in part, in the wider ways schools are 
increasingly being constructed by wider sets of forces in contemporary times. To put this 
another way, teachers are not so much to be blamed for students who leave school 
prematurely, but rather seen as co-constructors, along with students, parents and the wider 
community, of the way schools are. Seen in this way, the role of teachers in students' 
representation of school culture needs to be viewed as a part of students' active construction 
of aspects of that culture. None of this, of course, is to in any way excuse poor teaching, and 
we have not held back on portraying pedagogy as it was presented to us through the voices 
of the young people. 

We want, therefore, to focus discussion of school culture on our main question: how does 
the culture of the school contribute to or interfere with early school leaving? Put another way, 
how are the practices of the school constructed, organised or scripted so as to include or 
exclude some categories of students? We believe the fragments of accounts of early school 
leaving as revealed to us by young people, enabled us to construct a cultural geography of 
school. 

But first there is a need to say something briefly about the research method we used. 

Voiced Research as a Sociological Method 

The term 'voiced research' (see for example: Lincoln, 1995; Johnston & Nicholls, 1995; 
O'Loughlin, 1995) is a way of characterising the bringing to life perspectives that would 
otherwise be excluded, muted, or silenced by dominant structures and discourses. Voiced 
research starts from the position that interesting things can be said by groups who do not 
necessarily occupy the high moral, theoretical or epistemological ground- they actually may 
be quite lowly and situated at some distance from the centres of power. Shacklock & Smyth 
(1997) claim that "in the telling of stories of life, previously unheard, or silenced, voices open 
up the possibility for new, even radically different, narrations of life experience" (p. 4). Fine 
and Rosenberg (1983) push this notion a little further still when they argue that: 

Critical perspectives on social institutions are often best obtained from exiles, 
that is, persons who leave those institutions. This is perhaps why exiles' 
views are frequently disparaged as deviant and in some cases conspicuously 
silenced (p. 257). 



Voiced research is, therefore, political in that it has an explicit agenda of reinserting in 
multiple ways opportunities for expression that have been expunged because dominant 
social visions hold sway. There is always continual struggle over whose views get to be 
represented and smaller voices, those which are less audible, get 'drowned out by others 
louder, more dominant, and putatively more epistemically legitimate' (Shacklock & Smyth, 
1997, p. 4). In post-compulsory schooling, who gets to speak for and on behalf of students 
and who gets listened to, is an artefact of power and who gets to exercise it. In this study it is 
the 'subjugated knowledges' of early school leavers that, whilst considered unworthy by 
those making policy, ironically hold the promise of providing the most powerful explanations. 

Briefly then, what characterises a voiced research approach? 

Because of its epistemological commitment to a more democratised research agenda, 
voiced research has to be construed in such a way that it provides a genuine space within 
which (ex)students can reveal what is real for them. This means that research questions can 
only really emerge out of 'purposeful conversations' (Burgess, 1988), rather than interviews 
(structured or unstructured). The operation of the power dimension in an interview where the 
researcher has the question and he/she is trying to extract data from the interviewee, has all 
of the wrong hallmarks for a more participatory approach. The notion that what is worthwhile 
investigating may reside with the research informant and may only be revealed when a 
situation of trust and rapport is established, can rest somewhat uneasily with some 
researchers. Not having tightly pre-formulated questions but being sufficiently confident in 
the capacity of (ex)students as research subjects to come up with research questions that 
are sufficiently 'respectable', is a very different game even for many qualitative researchers. 
At issue is who has the power to determine what is a worthwhile or robust research 
question, and young people as subjects are in a vulnerable position in this regard. When 
taken seriously, this represents a significant reversal of the way power generally tends to 
operate in research projects; the researchers 'know', and young people are expected to 
willingly comply in supplying information. Voiced research of the kind we were pursuing here 
struggles with these dynamics of power. 

Starting from situations of immediacy for the research subjects can generate more than a 
few tensions for the resource-strapped researcher. Having discussions stall, reverse, go 
down cul-de-sacs, and head off on incomprehensible tangents, is a constant and real test of 
the authenticity of the researcher and their democratic commitment to this apparently less 
structured style of research. Exploring and explicating complexity does not rest at all easily 
with the requirement of policy makers for rendering simplicity, reduction and utility in 
research-all aspects that run counter to voiced research with its tendency towards 
cacophony, multiplicity and idiosyncrasy. 

The following three phased strategy was developed (Shacklock 1997) for "purposeful 
conversations" (Burgess, 1988) around the general question, "Tell us what was going on in 
your life at the time you decided to leave school": 

  

Figure 1.: The research strategy 

Cultural geography of the school around early school leaving 

There were a multitude of ways of representing the conflicting and confounding cultures that 
seemed to be embedded in the narrative accounts of the lives and experiences of the young 
people we interviewed. But, three archetypes of school culture seemed to keep presenting 
themselves to us throughout the project, as shown below and in Table 1. 



• the 'Aggressive' School 

• the 'Passive' School 

• the 'Active' School 

Aspects of each could exist simultaneously in any one school, faculty or class; and in some 
instances, the school could even change dramatically from one archetype to another. 

While these archetypes might have some limited utility as categories, they still need to be 
treated with some caution. Rather than being definitive, they are more useful as a 
constellation of tendencies or trajectories around some helpful dimensions. 

  

Dimension 

  

'Aggressive' 

'Passive' 'Active' 

School climate • fear, silence, 
resentment 

• some students 
speak back 

• treated like 
children 

• benign attitudes 

• habitual 

• truggling to come to 
grips with changing 
nature of youth 

• some students' lives 
are written over 

• culture of 
dependence 

• treated indifferently 

• tudent voice 

• agency and 
culture of 
independence 

Inclusion/ 

exclusion 

• 'trouble makers' 
removed 

• students' own 
sense of justice not 
welcome 

• 'ease out' those who 
don't fit 

• those who 
traditionally fit the 
least are the 
most welcome ! 

Curriculum 

construction 

• hierarchically 
determined 

• streaming 
undermines self-
image 

• an intention to deal 
with the relevance to 
students' lives, but 
this is not translated 
into the curriculum 

• negotiable 
around student 
interests and 
lives 

• connected to 
students' lives 

• respect for 
popular culture 



• a socially critical 
dimension 

Students' lives/ 

emotions 

• no space for 
dealing with 
student emotions 

• acknowledges 
student emotions, but 
deals with them 
immaturely 

• students are 
listened to 

• atmosphere of 
trust 

Behaviour 

management 

• policies and 
guidelines adhered 
to and enforced 

• compliance 
demanded 

  

• attempt to operate 
equitably, but the 
school gets caught in 
the contradiction of 
wanting to operate 
differently, but not 
having the underlying 
philosophy 

• behaviour 
management 
generally 
regarded as a 
curriculum issue 

• student 
participation in 
setting the 
framework 

Flexibility • compliance 
demanded 

• gestures towards 
flexibility, but 
interpreted by 
students as 
inconsistency and 
lack of understanding 

• respectful of 
student 
commitments and 
need for flexible 
timetabling 

Pedagogy • reflects a 
condescending 
way of treating 
students 

• over-reacting and 
paranoid teachers 

• uninteresting 
classroom practice 
and boring curriculum 

• lots of misteaching 
(mis) management of 
learning processes 

• enlarges 
cultural map for 
many students 

• treated like 
adults 

• negotiation of 
content and 
assessment 

Pastoral care • no way of 
acknowledging 
harassment, 
sexism, racism, 
classism 

  

• pastoral care but of 
a deficit kind 

• inadequate time, 
skill, structure and 
commitment 

• actively 
connects with 
student lives 

• acknowledges 
importance of re-
entry and 
alternatives 

  

Table 1 The cultural geography of the school around early school leaving 



It is important to note that these archetypes of school cultures derive from our wider reading 
of the totality of the 209 interviews, and not just the instances we cite later in the paper. 

An observation that presented itself repeatedly throughout the interviews was that, generally 
speaking, the average high school tends to be characterised by dimensions that locate it 
more towards the aggressive/passive categories, while re-entry high school (for mature-
aged students who return to schooling) showed features positioning it more towards 
the active category. While certainly not applicable in all instances, this was an interpretation 
that held up remarkably well across a large number of the interviews when taken as a whole. 

Another way of interpreting this tendency is in terms of the way power is seen to be 
exercised in the respective school cultures: in the aggressive case, it was largely within the 
administrative structure and apparatus of the school; in the passive case, in large measure, 
both teachers and students appeared to be relatively powerless (although, by default, there 
was some deference towards traditional notions of power over, but this occurred largely 
unthinkingly) and, in the active instance, there was a pronounced attempt in the direction of 
negotiating power with students. 

We now turn to each of these in a little more detail, before discussing something of how 
these archetypes of school culture emerged out of the student voices. 

(a) The aggressive school 

The aggressive school distinguished itself by its emphasis on a climate of fear, silence and 
resentment, usually embodied in a 'strong discipline policy' in the school. To put this another 
way, there was a pervasive absence of a sense of trust and respect for young lives. There 
was a tendency for the school to frame success in terms of the middle class norm of 
students pursuing an academic curriculum to university entrance. Students who opposed 
this norm were labelled 'trouble makers'. Often these were the same students who had a 
robust sense of justice, or who were prepared to take a stand against what they regarded as 
school policies or practices that were disrespectful of them. This action invariably brought 
them into sharp conflict with the school authority structure. And, it was often students from 
low socio-economic 

backgrounds who failed to meet up to expectations, because their cultural capital was not 
adequately recognised. 

These were also schools that affirmed the Competitive Academic Curriculum (Connell 1999), 
often through processes of streaming that served to further undermine the self-images of 
particular students. Behaviour management policies and guidelines were enforced in ways 
that left little doubt as to the consequences for failing to comply. The outcome was often a 
self-fulfilling prophecy, especially notable in relation to the possession of prohibited 
substances. Students who got caught up in the implementation of these policies were left in 
no doubt about their authoritarian nature. Such a culture was not especially good, either, at 
dealing with student emotions; indeed, young people in these kind of schools were treated in 
ways that assumed that all such matters reside outside the classroom door. 

This kind of school did not have caring ways of dealing with students who 'speak back', and 
teaching approaches often appeared to embody child-like approaches, enacted by teachers 
who appeared condescending, over-reacting, and even paranoid. Issues of harassment, 
sexism, racism and classism were rampant in these schools, with an attitude of indifference 
on the part of the school, which regarded such matters as not being the rightful domain of 
the school. 



(b) The passive school 

The passive school presented itself as being much less strident, almost to the point of being 
benign in its attitudes. Underneath, however, it was struggling, with limited success, to come 
to grips with the rapidly changing nature of contemporary youth. Symptomatic of this was an 
overall failure to understand the importance of curriculum relevance to the lives of students. 
Looked at superficially, it could be said that these schools have a disposition of appearing to 
be 'nice places' on the surface. But, the odds of succeeding with large numbers of students 
are strongly stacked against these schools. 

Students found these schools to have curriculum, teaching and assessment practices that 
were boring and uninteresting, and what passes as teaching often more accurately amounts 
to 'misteaching' because of the multitude of lost opportunities for connecting in any real way 
with young peoples' lives. Many of the students in these schools described themselves as 
having been 'eased out' by a school, trying to present itself as acting in their best interests, 
while denying that it still has allegiance to an elitist curriculum that is satisfying for only the 
minority of students heading for university. In other words, they still teach to the Competitive 
Academic Curriculum. 

A further illustration of this, was an incapacity to operate flexibly, for to do this would require 
a more mature and sophisticated understanding of young people, which was absent. There 
were pastoral care programs in these schools, but they amounted to ways of handling 
problems as if they were deficits of individual students, rather than system or social 
pathologies. There was an acknowledgment that students have emotional needs, but these 
were dealt with immaturely by the school. 

In these circumstances the overall lack of understanding of young peoples' lives ultimately 
produces a culture of dependence in these schools for those who remain in the school. At 
worst, there is a process of writing over the lives and experiences of students who fit the 
self-fulfilling prophecy of appearing to be ill-suited to the Competitive Academic Curriculum. 
At the same time, there is also a fundamental failure to challenge the glossed over or covert 
manipulative power relations, that clearly exist in such schools. 

(c) The active school 

While it was not one of our objectives to uncover schools that were working well for 
students, it was inevitable that conversations with young people would reveal some 
elements of such schools, and although not quite as clearly articulated (because of the 
happen-chance way it was acquired), we have come up with a tentative archetype of the 
culture of an active school - active in the sense of reaching out to the lives of young people, 
and not merely responding to them. 

An active school presents itself as stepping out and working reciprocally with students to 
create an environment in which, regardless of background, all students have the opportunity 
to succeed. Student voice is the pre-eminent theme in schools with these cultures, which is 
used to construct rigorous curriculum and pedagogy around the lives and experiences 
students bring with them to the school. Rather than deny popular culture, or relegate it to the 
realm of 'outside of school', these schools see this as an important facet around which 
curriculum is actively constructed. 

Instances of student behaviour management are regarded not so much as requiring 
discipline, but as instances of students disengaging with curriculum that is inappropriate or 
propagated in unthinking ways. Curriculum in these schools includes both content and 
process and, as a consequence, necessarily engages with power relations between 



teachers and students. The negotiable nature of curriculum and pedagogy flows over into 
the flexible way they approach timetabling and the scheduling of student commitments, 
which is important in the way it acknowledges different forms, styles and pace of learning, as 
well as the complex lives students lead beyond the school. 

There is a mutually respectful tone within this kind of school, that winds up producing agency 
and independence in the way students own their learning and the curriculum. Above all, 
students are listened to respectfully, and there are high levels of mutual trust between 
students and teachers. The consequence is that students in this kind of school have 
enormously rich experiences, and the school is enriched as well, as the cultural map is 
enlarged for both school and students. 

As we have indicated, the mapping of school culture outlined above emerged from the 
project as a whole, but it is important to obtain at least some glimpses of the young 
informant's voices in this construction. These are at best partial, in the limited way we are 
able to present them here, and the attempt is not to try to be exhaustive. Rather, we want to 
give a flavour of what it was that the young people were saying, and how this led us in the 
direction of the kind of conceptualisation of school cultures that have emerged. 

Voices of students on school culture 

It might help if we provide some concrete instances of how students' voices represent 
specific interferences contributing to the larger picture of schools as we have just presented 
them. 

There were multiple areas in which students wanted their voices to be heard, and in 
particular, to: 

• be treated with respect and be encouraged to develop workable relationships with teachers 
and other students; 

• have a say in matters like school uniform; 

• be listened to and have their wishes/interests taken into account in choice of subjects and 
scheduling of assignments; 

• be treated fairly and consistently in respect of discipline policies; 

• have issues of harassment by teachers and students taken seriously; and 

• be empathetically listened to and heard regarding the complexity and individuality of their 
lives. 

Our discussions yielded a number of themes reflecting aspects of school culture and 
associated contributory factors to early school leaving, including: 

• making students responsible for their failure 

• handling 'kids' who 'speak back' 

• falling through the cracks 

• uninspiring pedagogy 



• being treated like a child 

While each of these themes gave us a clearer idea on the features of 
the aggressive and passive schools, the students were also remarkably articulate about the 
antithesis. They sometimes drew from their high school experiences, but more often the 
revealing information came from post-school experiences, like TAFE (Technical and Further 
Education), re-entry high schools, and even the workplace. 

(1) Making students responsible for their failure 

In school cultures that had an aggressive or passive pre-disposition, there was a strong 
tendency towards a culture that regarded issues in individualistic ways - behaviour, 
attendance and progress were invariably construed as the individual responsibility of the 
student. Deviations invariably invoked retribution that resulted in predictable consequences, 
which were always couched officially in terms of failure on the part of the student to take 
personal responsibility. This frequently came across in ways that made it appear as 
'common sense', in which the (in)actions on the part of the student justifiably provoked the 
response by the school. 

This is typical of the responses students gave: 

...nothing's followed up ...it's your problem ...you are in a big place, and 
basically nobody gives a stuff (#001). 

After absences, for whatever reason, students in the aggressive and passive schools spoke 
of the difficulties of re-connecting to school: 

...the teachers would be supportive, but you have to catch up (#009). 

Students frequently mentioned the piling-up syndrome: 

...once you let yourself get behind ...it all just piles up (#009). 

On the other hand, the orientation of the active school culture was also apparent on those 
occasions in which not all teachers construed student responsibility quite so harshly: 

some teachers were really good ...if you wanted help they'd counsel you 
...encourage you (#014). 

But in those school cultures that were not favourably pre-disposed, often it was those young 
people who most needed assistance who saw themselves as being left floundering: 

....the people who were good at school, and who wanted to go to uni - they 
could do it without much trouble, so they didn't need much encouragement 
from the other teachers 'cos they already knew how to do it without getting 
help. They could just sit down and do it (#013). 

In these cases, students were being given the message that success or failure were 
individual attributes, and that non-compliance with the pedagogical regime of the school 
would have its own predictable consequences. Education, under this regime, was seen to be 
largely a one-way relationship - the school and the teacher have no responsibility to make 
sure students have a 'fair go'. 



Schools are also important sites of youth socio-cultural identity, and what is being illustrated 
above is an instance of 'interactive trouble' (Freebody, Ludwig & Gunn, 1994) - young 
people are being prevented from fully participating in the school curriculum because of a 
failure to understand the cues of the teacher, whilst teachers are seemingly unable to make 
sense of student talk. It is a case of mis-communication at the cultural level of the 
relationship between the lifeworlds of students and teachers. 

(2) Handling 'kids' who 'speak back' 

In the case of the aggressive school, demands for student commitment are very much 
undivided - the school is insistent on adherence to the version of school culture it constructs. 
The passive school is similarly characterised, although the expression of this is more by 
default than by deliberate and forceful intent. The active school, on the other hand, regards 
student commitment as much more partial or provisional, and, while this type of school may 
not have totally resolved the issue, it is at least better positioned to negotiate the intersecting 
affiliations students bring with them. 

If a school promulgates an atmosphere of fear, silence and resentment, then it is going to be 
harsh in its treatment of students it feels are 'deviant' and who are prepared to argue with it 
or interrogate it. This feature can appear to give such a school an adversarial and inflexible 
tenor, and this is one of the defining hallmarks of the aggressive school culture: 

...it's basically 'them and us', like there's teachers and there's students and a 
lot of the friction in the discipline that they try to give us. Like, our school didn't 
use to have a school uniform and they brought in a school uniform, well that 
was that. And they just took it way out of proportion ...it's just little things that 
teachers do ...Like I mean, you're allowed to wear plain blue tracksuit pants 
but if they've got a little Nike or something, you get detention (#027). 

The distance between the school and student constructions of culture in 
the aggressive school were sometimes expressed to us in terms of the school having 
'nothing to do with your life' (#062). Or, as another student put it: 'I think it is better to leave 
school ...school's over now ...You can get on with the real stuff or whatever' (#059). The 
interviewer put it back to the student (who concurred) in terms of: 'You mean, getting on with 
real life? School is the place before the real stuff?' (#059). 

In the aggressive school, this was put in terms of 'cracking down on you', 'monitoring your 
effort', 'getting carded' (referring to the official behaviour management strategy of school 
warnings prior to suspension/exclusion /expulsion). The interactive sequence went 
something like this: 

...you are getting looked at ...you get a bit more angry and a bit more angry 
with heaps going on ...At first they just talk to you about it. And then ...all the 
teachers start talking with each other, then you start getting put on, like a 
card, where you have to get it signed if you put in a good enough effort in 
each lesson, and stuff like that (#059). 

What this student was saying was that in the aggressive type school, you are under scrutiny, 
under surveillance, and if you don't shape up, then you are on the ropes and out of the 
game! On the matter of surveillance, one student saw it as extreme that the school even 
went to the lengths of installing a smoke detector in the girls' toilet to stop the students 
smoking (#008). At another school, the students believed the school uniform had been 
introduced so 'if you wandered off, they can spot you' (#027). What was seen to be missing 
in this case, according to the student, was any opportunity to be part of the decision- making 



process: 'They might have had good reasons, but they didn't discuss them with the students 
first. It was basically, we've got a school uniform coming in and you've got to wear it' (#027). 

Some students saw this as a convenient way of the aggressive school 'easing them out': 

Oh, they didn't care. No. No, they didn't really care at all. It was just like, oh 
well, you know. There's one case off our hands sort of thing, you know. They 
really didn't care (#016). 

Put in another way that captured the same sentiment, one student said: 

Instead of making it fun to be there, they made it hard for me. In the end I just 
told them to stick it because they made it too hard for me to be in their system 
...They wanted me out of school when I was fifteen (#028). 

Students were also able to quickly see the price of compliance: 

It was a very nice neat school if one got A's in everything and particularly if it 
was in Maths, Chemistry, Biology, Physics (#007). 

Students often portrayed the aggressive school as a place where 'teachers are continually 
yelling this and that at us' (#087). The way the process was experienced was captured by 
this student: 

...you don't learn anything if you don't make mistakes ...And I would probably 
have been a pretty difficult student ...I'd have a teacher, you know, yelling this 
and that at me. I'd like, well you know, say, you can't say that to me. I'd get 
myself into trouble because ...I've never been able to just shut up and not say 
what I think ...I know I have to accept rules but I'm no good at accepting the 
ones that I find unreasonable (#087). 

Another student put it in terms of speaking up for herself: 

I'm the kind of person that says what I feel and the teachers don't like that 
(#023). 

In some schools that fitted the aggressive typology this sounded like a systematic process of 
purging, of 'cracking down' as the students called it: 

...they wanted people that had a goal to go somewhere ...If you hadn't been 
putting in a top effort, they would be trying to get rid of all the trouble makers. 
Just keep a class of kids that want to go straight onto uni or TAFE. They've 
got it all organised (#059). 

It is important that we comment briefly on the preponderance of negative comments by 
students so far, which ought not to be surprising in that the project was, after all, pursuing 
interferences to young people completing schooling. It would have been most surprising 
indeed were it otherwise. What was surprising, however, were the number of positive stories 
(often interspersed with the negative ones), based around post-school experiences, of how 
young people would have liked school to have been for them. 

 



(3) Falling through the cracks 

In schools where the active culture predominated, there was a more flexible approach to 
negotiating the curriculum and pedagogy with students: '...They'd help you work out a plan 
so you wouldn't fall behind' (#014). By way of contrast, in the passive school, the culture was 
much less pro-active: 'they didn't encourage me to leave, but they didn't encourage me to 
stay. They said, it's your decision' (#014). For another student: '...I think they called me to 
return some books or something. I just went in and did that' (#004). Another typical response 
indicative of the indifference of the passive school was: 

... they just said, if I wanted to leave, to get a note from my parents ... and get 
the teachers to sign the leave form (#062). 

In other words, young people who had experienced life in aggressive and passive kinds of 
school cultures, and who had also been in active schools, were able to show how the 
teachers in the latter were genuinely grappling with issues in ways that amounted to trying to 
understand the lives of these young people. 

Flexibility was a major axis around which school culture rotates. It can take multiple forms. 
For example, scheduling dates for assignments so that students are clear about their 
commitments and can feasibly plan and handle both heavy school commitments and the rest 
of their complex lives outside of school, seems to be a logical thing to do. However, in many 
cases we heard evidence to the contrary often amounting to refusal (especially 
in aggressive school cultures) by teachers to listen to students' perspectives: 

They'd say 'no way, you've had plenty of time like, four weeks, three weeks, 
and you've left it to the last minute, that's not acceptable'.... Why can't they 
just give it all to you at the start ...so you know what you're looking at in 
advance (#009). 

Another facet of flexibility often centred around the issue of how the school handled the 
possession of prohibited substances, and the school cultures differed remarkably in their 
response to this. 

A typical story, usually from the aggressive or passive school, would centre around a 
student, who had previously not had a history of suspension, being suspended for the 
possession of marijuana. Suspension brought with it immediate difficulties for students 
maintaining their studies, but it also had tangible consequences upon the later return to 
school: 

...some [teachers] were really nice and understanding and did their best to try 
and help me catch up, but one teacher held it [my suspension] against me 
and called me a 'waste of space' and that [I was] 'taking up space in the 
classroom' (#015). 

The same student indicated that, while the school offered her counselling, re-entry meetings, 
and behaviour plans, in the end the teachers just didn't 'have the same respect for me...I 
didn't really feel part of the school when I came back' (#015). What this student was saying 
was that the school culture of playing it by the rules was setting her up for almost certain 
failure because of the way the suspension process worked and the stigmatisation that 
accompanied it: 



...lots of emphasis on working out your time management [but] missing out on 
five weeks stuffed that up . . missed all my time lines and this stuffed up the 
rest of the year (#015). 

There seemed to be a fairly well defined slippery slope for students who engaged in 'running 
amuck'. One student reported having been 'suspended nine times ...[but not having been] 
into smoking or drugs ...just misbehaving, not doing schoolwork ...in trouble for talking in 
class' (#070). He went on to say that he 'used to muck around in class, get sent to the focus 
room, and when you got four focus rooms, you got suspended' (#070). It is not hard to 
imagine how infractions like this could easily escalate, especially where students 'couldn't 
see the point to [what they were learning]' or who 'found some subjects boring' (#059) - a 
frequent response from students who had made the decision to leave school early. 

Yet even here questions about consistency of treatment were never far away, especially 
around the issue of uniforms - a constant source of interactivetrouble. Indeed, so salient was 
the issue of school uniforms that young people raised this in an unsolicited way in 65 of the 
209 interviews, and then it was generally in relation to the way it impacted on their sense of 
identity. There seemed to be different forms of treatment for different students, depending 
upon their previous 'record of being in trouble': 

There was one incident where I got in trouble for my uniform ...I had to go 
home, change my uniform and then go back to school and there were two 
other students in the class who basically had the same thing wrong with their 
uniform, but they didn't get into trouble for it and I thought that was unfair. I 
could never understand why I'd get in trouble for something but yet someone 
else would have the same thing wrong and they wouldn't get in trouble for it, 
then you'd try and say something to the teacher, 'how come I'm getting in 
trouble and that person's not' and they turn around and say you're back 
chatting (#025). 

Different rules for different students, different rules from different teachers. 
You get a strict teacher, you tend [to] get into a lot of trouble; you get an 
easier teacher, you get away with murder, but, yeah, I think so. If you're one 
of these goodie goodies getting straight A's and stuff you can pretty much 
wear what you want as far as [you can?] go, but if you're one of these people 
that tries to stand out a bit and you wear the slightest thing wrong, that's it, 
'Go to detention', 'Go and get expelled' and stuff (#027). 

From another student, there was a very clear picture of how the detention process worked: 

I got suspended and put on probation. I used to give the teachers a hard time. 
I was horrible, a complete bitch. I know a lot about the school's detention 
system. I was always getting it for minor things, like not wearing the correct 
uniform. You'd be told to pick up papers or go to the detention room. I used to 
love going to the time-out room because I could go to sleep there. It was 
often packed. Sometimes it was so full I had to sit outside in the corridor. You 
get pushed out of class into the time-out room for even looking sideways 
(#083). 

  

It is hard not to be left with the impression of a suspension, exclusion, expulsion policy that 
was putting these young people on a fast track out of the school. Connell (1993) summed up 



the effect of students contesting the authority structure of the aggressive school in these 
terms: 

One locked into fighting authority via the school, they are, educationally 
speaking the walking dead (p. 25). 

(4) Uninspiring pedagogy 

The young people were also very articulate about what uninspiring (and inspiring) teaching 
looked like. In the words of one: 

Like maths. Instead of teaching the class he would actually like write up on 
the board and as he was writing he would be talking to the board and 
teaching the board and we'd be sitting there like, yeah okay, and you'll go 
through it and the next thing you know you're lost and ... too late, he keeps 
going so you just, oh. So that's when you start talking to your friends because 
he's actually like talking to the board. He's got no eye contact with you so you 
just lose him and then if you don't understand a problem you put your hand 
up and he can't see you so he just keeps going so you miss that part, miss 
that part, you just give up. You just don't worry about it... 

I got along with some of the other male teachers like the PE teachers, 
because they actually, they actually talked to you and teach you the skills 
instead of like throwing it up on the board and it's so boring ... Teachers treat 
you like you're a child and like I wasn't allowed to do nothing and like if you're 
late they would spew at you and it was just full of pressure ... Like when it 
comes down to it, I can do the work but I need someone to go through it with 
me, like a couple of times, to understand it. The teacher will say it on the 
board but I need extra help to go through with it, to understand it (#083). 

What students like this and many others were saying was that schools in 
the aggressive category produce 'dickhead behaviour' (#151). They were conveying the idea 
that certain school cultures set up antagonistic sets of relationships between teachers and 
students, the culmination of which leaves no other option than to leave school - even when 
this meant giving up on getting school credentials. It seems that for many students school is 
not worth the aggravation, a notion that Aggleton (1987) describes in terms of 'symbolic 
challenges which are directed against fundamental power relations that act pervasively 
throughout society' (p. 124). It seems that the way in which the context of the school itself is 
structured, especially the enactment of pedagogic relationships, can be highly pre-disposed 
to pushing targeted students out: 

Yeah, because the teachers, they don't explain it to you properly. They 
explain bits and pieces, then if you put your hand up and ask, they say, 
weren't you listening? You should listen...It's like, well, I was listening (but you 
don't get a chance to say), but I still don't understand. So, they go off their 
head, and you say, what a waste of time, why am I here, and you just get up 
and walk out, go home, and forget all about school (#153). 

As another said: 

Teachers just chilled me out ...and the school just gave up on me in the end 
...When I left, they just said 'see you later' (#152). 



On the other hand, good teaching (embodied in an active culture) was represented as 
teachers: 

...who would talk to us ...not just write on the board, or say, do this page and 
finish it by the end of the lesson ...I need things explained again ...with maths, 
do an example for me, then I understand. When I don't understand, I just 
leave it behind (#151). 

As an example, this time of the active school culture, a young person related the flexibility 
introduced by a substitute teacher: 

We had this substitute teacher who came in one day. And we were sitting at 
the back and were talking and that, and we just turned around and he said, 
this is ridiculous. Let's get outside and actually do sport instead of sitting in 
here learning about sport. It's like, yeah. Wicked, let's go. We had a great 
day, and everyone felt a lot more respected, because we went out for most of 
the day and actually did physical fitness out in the sunshine. Then we came in 
and did Maths and stuff in the afternoon. You know it was still balanced, but 
we weren't sitting there staring at little black and white lines for nine hours a 
day, you know (#028). 

It seemed that young people, who self-deprecatingly described themselves as 'having an 
attitude problem' or 'getting shitty really easily', could not handle the child-like way the school 
treated them. 

We repeatedly heard accounts from students who had become caught up in the rules and 
structures of the school, especially in the case of the aggressiveschool. Again, invoking the 
voice of the young person in the portrait, they resented being treated like children. In other 
words, 'in high school you are treated like you are a child, so you act like a child' (#093). 
Students held strong views about how they were treated, both in terms of the theory and the 
practice. Sometimes, as in the case of one student, these views were tempered by 
retrospective realisations that 'I didn't actually realise the work I had to do. I've looked into it 
more, and now I've realised I've got all this homework to do' (#093). For this student, and 
others like her, there was the added complication of an inherent contradiction of being told 
that, as a year 12 student, she had the freedom 'to do whatever you want', but on the other 
hand, the reality of the school was that it wanted to 'keep a firmer clasp on you, treating you 
like you are a year 8, saying, you can't do this, do that' (#093): 

Like most kids at school are there because they just don't know what else to 
do. And the school just doesn't allow that independence (#093). 

On the other hand, when they had the opportunity to experience how the active school 
(usually an adult re-entry high school) responded in a helpful and constructive way to the 
issue of how to treat them respectfully, students were in no doubt: 

Um, [the school] was really good just because they treat you like adults. If you 
don't want to go, you don't have to, basically, as long as you keep handing 
your work in on time (#004). 

Students who had left school and gone into employment also had a good basis upon which 
to make judgements, and often their current workplaces (exploitative as they were) provided 
a good reflective opportunity, as the following student was able to indicate: 



I was only 6 months off of being 18 but I'm treated so different at like my work 
place. I'm treated like an adult whereas they treat you like little primary kids 
and I couldn't go back to that environment where they like tell you what to do 
and treat you like little tiny kids. I just couldn't do it now. I just, I mean, I'd go 
to an adult re-entry but I wouldn't go back to like a normal, you know, high 
school (#016). 

For this student the situation was summed up in these words: 'I don't think they actually 
focus on the students' needs enough. They don't understand' (#016). Another shrugged her 
shoulders philosophically and said: 'It's just school' (#015). It seemed that being treated as a 
child and without respect was a claim made repeatedly by the young people in this study. 

To bring the paper to a close we want to illustrate the permeable nature of the boundaries 
around each archetype school culture, and the contradictions and complexities within them, 
especially given the shifting identity narratives of many young people. 

Conclusion: Cultural geography and the crossing of school boundaries 

We have tried to give a picture of how schools position themselves in the way they relate to 
youth in and around school culture. Another way to put this is that the intersection of young 
people's identity formation with the entity we call school can be understood from Bourdieu's 
(1991, p. 384) notion of schools as 'spaces of regulated confrontation' - that is to say, from a 
position in which schools are seen as places where teacher and student (counter)scripts 
intersect in often less than authentic forms of interaction. It is within this 'social space' 
(Gutierrez, Rymes & Larson, 1995, pp. 446-453) that the power relations of teachers' official 
scripts and students' unofficial scripts are 'constructed', 'co-constructed' and 're-constructed' 
in the way teachers and students live out their school and classroom lives. 

While most teacher scripts are dominant and restrictive (as in the case of 
the aggressive and passive schools), with the primary emphasis being upon social order and 
'the physical control of students' bodies ...that is, their movements, whereabouts, and 
silence' (Gutierrez, Larson & Kreuter, 1995, p. 413), students also construct their own 
'counterscripts' in the 'underlife' that clearly exists in the context of classrooms. These tacit 
agreements, or 'scripted pacts' are observed, maintained, and played out at the level of the 
classroom and the school. 

When school authorities talk generally of their students, they usually have a particular group 
of students in mind: it is this group that determines the contextual boundary of the school's 
geography; it is this group that the school's discourse about students implicitly refers to; it is 
this group that gives meaning to how the school thinks of its purposes and what it does; and 
at this deep level, it is this positioning that makes other groups invisible or superfluous. 

Such a view can help us make more cohesive sense of the characteristics of the three 
school 'types' described earlier. 

The boundary around the aggressive school, with its traditional and elite characteristics, is 
provided by the concept of the competitively successful and structurally docile student. 
Examinations provide quality control on the meaning of 'successful'. The client of such 
schools is the would-be academically successful student (and/or parent), with their 
accompanying characteristics of conformity and conservatism (embodied, for example, in 
the school uniform). Because the structure and ideology of the school is focused on the 
successful student, the morality of the school (that which conserves its structure) and the 
ethics of the school (that which conserves its ideology), are compatible. Such schools are 
thus stable and strong, and are quite easily able to justify the exclusion of both non-



conforming and non-successful students without compromising the integrity of the school. 
The boundary conditions make such students, and others like them in the community, 
structurally redundant, and thus personally invisible. Such schools will defend the current 
credentialling requirements and tertiary/university entrance scores because both are 
compatible with their positioning, and thus with their interests. It is also about maintaining the 
status quo. 

The boundary around the active school, with its inclusive and responsive characteristics, is 
provided by the concept of educating as well as they can all the young people who attend 
the school. The ideology of such schools stresses attributes such as diversity and flexibility, 
and attention is given to the complexities of individual students. The traditional school 
structures (both power structures and physical classroom and timetabling structures) have to 
be modified. All unsuccessful students, whatever the reasons, are seen as losses. They 
remain visible as failures of the school. As with the aggressive school, such schools contain 
few internal contradictions between ideology and structure, and so they have considerable 
stability. However, they exist in a larger societal context where strident and powerful voices 
extol the virtues of elite schools, even as they mouth platitudes about inclusivity and 
equality. So theaggressive school maintains the much larger gravitational pull, and the 
inclusive school must expend considerable energy to hold its social position generally, as 
well as in relation to specifics such as credentialling flexibility, and non-punitive behaviour 
management practices. 

Most schools exist precariously balanced between these two, and so the passive school 
is passive because it is confused, and is trying to balance contradictory forces which are 
only dimly perceived. Structurally, they remain tied to tradition, and thus to the social 
relations and physical containments of the aggressiveschools. Ideologically, they accept 
most of the principles of inclusion and equality that pervade the official rhetoric. The most 
vocal parent groups and some teachers pull them towards the classic vision of the elite 
school, a direction supported by the cold political reality of economic rationalism, with its 
fundamental assumptions of individual merit, competition, and money-happiness equation. 
Their professionalism and the inclusive values and compassion of some of their teachers 
and students moves them towards the ideal of a much more responsive, humane and 
equitable system. They make the best choices they can in the light of their confusion. 
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