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Abstract 

In the context of intense policy, media and public concern about boys' scholastic achievements,  

girls' relatively high rates of post-compulsory school retention have been positioned as evidence of  

educational 'success'. Yet critical educationalists have suggested that improved female retention 

may be seen to reflect (and be a reaction to) continuing barriers to girls' equal participation in 

post-school life. Against this background, this presentation will address gendered dimensions of  

part-time senior-secondary study, focusing upon the causes and implications of girls' over-

representation within the part-time student cohort and, in turn, the over-representation of part-time 

students within disadvantaged schools. Discussion will address the gendered nature of the 

categories 'student' and 'part-time student', informed by an investigation of the lived experiences of  

girls undertaking senior-secondary study in the part-time mode. It also provides a rationale for a  

methodology for an activist intervention with a student-led workshop. The paper brings together 

activist research traditions with feminist social critiques and sociological studies of educational  

access and success, allowing a fuller exploration of this taken-for-granted group of students. 

Introduction 

Research in part-time senior secondary study has focused upon describing the phenomenon from a 

statistical perspective, which homogenises the diversity of young people’s experiences, and 

abstracts educational engagement from other parts of their lives. For many young women the taken-

for-granted features of every day life such as family, social and economic responsibilities are the 

priorities in their lives, but are the very features that sustain their gender inequality and thereby 

continued disadvantage by their school experience. 

This  paper,  against  the  background  of  research  in  part-time  senior  secondary  study  in  South 

Australia, describes a visual ethnographic approach to understanding the lived experience of young 

women. 

Background 

Young women are continuing to be disadvantaged by their school experience, through their 

continued insistence “on the importance of what might be traditional roles” (Wyn, 
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Dwyer 2000) such as, the blending together of education, work and family 

responsibilities, and being over-represented in subjects which lack effective pathways or 

vocational linkages beyond school. Young women are staying on at school longer than 

young men but achieving markedly different outcomes, more than often due to subject 

choice. There is clear evidence (Butler, Woolley 2005, Collins et al. 2000, Teese, Polesel 

2003) that choice of subjects act as the gateway to further education and training or to the 

workforce, but for many underemployment or unemployment. 

A report from the ‘young women negotiating the margins of education and work’ (Allard 

et al. 2004) study investigating the educational, labour market and social experiences of 

disadvantaged young women living in the urban–rural fringe found four critical issues 

that impact on the decision to stay at school or leave early: 1. meeting basic needs, such 

as the need for safety, security, care, respect and trust; 2. the school environment, 3. the 

social environment; 4. the desire/need to work. But a most important finding of this study 

is the importance of providing a range of alternative educational pathways for young 

women who leave school early. The authors state the need to challenge the assumption of 

a linear pathway from education and/or training into the workforce and allow for a more 

convoluted life course. 

The option of studying part-time is disproportionately taken up by female students, and 

seems to represent a way in which students can balance the range of transitional 

priorities. A quantitative study (Ramsay 2004) of South Australian part-time senior 

secondary students conducted in 2004 showed students are over represented in schools 

located in at the lowest two levels of the Department of Education and Children Services 

(DECS) Index of Educational Disadvantage. They are more likely to be female1, amongst 

the older groupings of senior students2 and overrepresented in specialist adult re-entry 

schools. 

While such studies are important for locating and quantifying students they do not allow 

for the underlying complexities of young people’s lives to come to light. There is 

evidence from transition research that there are problems with the exclusive use of such 

approaches, including 

��Understanding the incompatibilities between young people’s feelings of autonomy 

and the allegedly over-arching ‘social structures’. 

��Understanding how the complexities of social practices and contexts intersect in 

productive and inhibiting ways. 

��Being identified ‘at risk’ is simply not a compilation of indicators that predict success 

or failure. 

��Homogenising the diversity of young people’s experience. 

��Abstracting educational engagement from other social and economic relationships 

��Using language that is applied to, rather than derived from, young people 

1 61% of all part-time students were female in 2003 
2 Whereas 65% of the older group of part-time students were female this drops to 58% for the younger 

group (defined as 15-19 year olds for this particular calculation) 
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��Utilizes the old categories of student, pathways, linearity, which are insufficient to 

make sense of this new phenomenon. 

Methodology 

In light of these concerns, this study takes a visual ethnographic approach to studying the 

lived experience of young women, who are completing their post-compulsory secondary 

studies part-time, and to bring to light the complexities inherent in the contemporary 

choices of young people. Visual ethnography incorporating photography, video and 

electronic media is becoming increasingly incorporated into the work of ethnographers. 

(Bloustein 2003, Collier Jr, Collier 1986, Pink 2006, Prosser 1992)As tools for research 

they offer opportunities for gathering rich descriptive images which can make sense of 

the study of everyday settings, subjective experiences and hybrid identities, including 

providing an excellent medium to bridge cultural or class boundaries (Collier Jr, Collier 

1986)Photographs can also shed light on the ‘taken for granted’ or the ‘unquestioned’ 

(Taylor 2002). 

The methodology chosen for this part-time SACE study encouraged young women, as 

key collaborative informants, to look at their lives through the three themes of 1) self, 2)  

school and other institutions, and their 3) imagined futures through the camera lens. 

Study location and Cohort 

The study is based in four locations: three adult re-entry school sites located across outer 

metropolitan Adelaide, and a regional centre in the south-east of South Australia. The 

study cohort is ‘at risk’ young women aged between 16 and 25 years who are completing 

their post-secondary schooling part-time. Some of the ‘at risk’ factors relate to attributes 

of the individual, gender, family, the school, and to social and locational disadvantage. 

For economically disadvantaged young women though “being ‘at risk’ is a lived, 

embodied experience where too few economic, social and educational resources are made 

available to assist their negotiation” (Allard 2005:77) For some young people education 

is sometimes secondary for a period in their lives, or needs to fit in with other more 

pressing aspects, such as, family and social relationships, pregnancy, poverty, and 

surviving social and personal distress. For the young women in this study all or some of 

the ‘at risk’ factors, embodied experiences and focus of their lives exist. Some of the 

young women are mothers with one or two children, some of whom have made very clear 

autonomous decisions about the importance of a credential and a future with dual roles as 

mothers and workers. Others are young women who have had their secondary schooling 

disrupted through family problems or illness, school bullying by peers, or employment 

commitments. All these young women with very little social and cultural capital are 

negotiating their place within the arena of the education system. Some are also 

negotiating access to resources within part-time employment opportunities and the 

government welfare institutions. For the study cohort as a whole their future lives will be 

negotiated within the framework of the Australian Government’s new industrial relations 

laws, which are aligned with neo-liberal ideology and ‘choice biographies’(te Riele 

2004), and for many who are young mums or with varying levels of disability the 

Welfare to Work regime. 
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Method 

In this study the research participants, 8 to 10 young women in each site, were recruited 

through school staff. Along with recruitment, staff also organised that participation in the 

study would be counted towards SACE points, coming in under the heading of 

‘community studies’. An initial group meeting took place, the purpose of which was to 

introduce ourselves and the research participants to the study, confirm their participation, 

discuss the three research themes, and how the study would be advanced, and disposable 

cameras distributed. The research participants had two weeks to take photographs within 

and around their lives. 

The follow up focus group meeting was an opportunity for each research participant to 

speak directly to the photos they had taken, and through shared or similar experiences of 

each young woman, to explore the dynamic relations between the meaning and 

experience of self and imagined futures. The use of shared understandings in a group, 

based on similar experiences between members, Callaghan (2005:1) suggests, can assist 

gaining ‘an insight into habitus’, “because such groups, properly constituted, can act as a 

milieu for habitus”. 

Within the broad field of visual ethnography, encompassing health promotion and 

participatory action research there are a range of descriptors for providing research 

participants control of the camera and the opportunity to identify, explore and 

communicate about aspects of their everyday lives. ‘Auto-photography’ (Taylor 2002) is 

a term used within the field of visual ethnography and ‘photo voice’ (Wang C 1999) is 

used within the fields of health promotion and participatory action research. ‘Auto-

elicitation’ and ‘photo-elicitation’ are terms used when using the photographs to 

stimulate discussion in a group setting and explore participants’ beliefs, attitudes and 

meanings. An outcome of using auto-photography and auto-elicitation contributes to a 

greater sense of collaboration between the researcher and the research participants. 

Giving voice through their own photographs provides recognition of the significance of, 

in this case, young women’s experience and that their range of identities is important and 

that they matter. Solomon (1995) (quoted in (Wang C 1999) Wang 1999:186) states 

“women’s actual experience tells a different story. There is a split between the fictitious 

woman represented publicly and how we know our daily and private selves to be”. 

Focus group meetings and the use of photographs provides contextual reflection, and can 

be a very creative way of gaining information from research informants, and particularly 

suited for obtaining several perspectives about the same topic. Such reflection, drawn 

from beyond the individual, allows for lived experiences to be introduced, viewed and 

discussed that might not have been considered by the researcher or a ‘constructed’ 

response from another form of research method. 

Research implications in using photographs are both positive and negative. On the 

positive side the use of still images provides a mutual research context for the participants 

and the researcher. Photographs elicit personal narratives which illuminate lives and 

experiences, reflecting the social reality of the informants’ life. They enhance the 

expression of beliefs through visual metaphors, offer the opportunity for reflexive 
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learning and reduce researcher misrepresentation (Taylor 2002). Photographs are 

inherently ambiguous, their specifiable meanings emergent in the viewing process. This 

ambiguity is not a disadvantage or limitation; rather, the multiple meanings negotiated by 

viewers can be mined for the rich data they yield. Because photographs trigger multiple 

meanings dependent upon the experiences of the viewers, what is considered significant 

may take the ethnographer by surprise, leading to unexpected revelations (Becker 1974). 

The activity of looking at photographs provides an arena for studying the meanings each 

viewer attributes to aspects of their daily lives. On the negative side are technical 

challenges associated with taking photographs (Pink 2006). Participant’s confidence and 

comfort with the use of photography, and manner in which participants conceptualised 

the role of still photographs in representing reality. 

Theoretical framework 

For the social research enterprise photographs and group meetings alone however do not 

inform the objectives of the broader research question, but it is in the extended analysis 

framed by a body of theory (Becker 1974) that extends its meanings and value to a 

broader audience. Becker (Becker 1974:12) invokes a quote from Gandhi to impress the 

point “If you want to photograph a man spinning, give some thought to why he spins. For 

millions of Indians, it was the symbol of their fight for independence”. The part-time 

SACE study is framed by the theoretical lens of Bourdieu’s key technologies, or 

‘thinking tools’ (Webb et al 2002) of field, capital and habitus familiar to many 

researchers in the field of education. Education is identified as being in a position to 

reproduce rather than ameliorate social inequality “because of the disjunction between 

habitus or dispositions a student brings from home and the school habitus” (Bullen E, 

Kenway J 2005:54). Similarly Allard (2005:77) contends that these technologies “are 

important tools for developing more nuanced and informative insights” into the lives of 

disadvantaged young women, or those considered ‘at risk’ of not being able to access the 

necessary resources “in a range of different contexts” to achieve their educational 

milestones, such as the credentialed completion of senior secondary education. 

Study theme: Self and Institutions 

Rather than analysing society in terms of economic classes Bourdieu (Bourdieu, 

Wacquant 1992) uses the concept of field which is a social arena, symbolic social space 

or milieu in which we live, manoeuvre and struggle in pursuit of desirable resources. 

Within these arenas or social space is a system of social positions, or hierarchy, 

structured in terms of power relationships, in which agents are constantly maneuvering 

and negotiating for positional resources. Bourdieu’s concept of social field allows for 

interrogation of specific contexts within young women’s lives, and an insight into the 

development of agency. The education system is one of the many fields in which young 

women from this study struggle for the positional resources. Bourdieu (1999:4) claims 

within contemporary life there has been a proliferation of social fields and an 

intensification of what he identifies as ‘positional suffering’ not necessarily through 

absolute poverty, but through relative cultural and social poverty. Such a description 

describes a more dispersed set of forms of social and cultural disadvantage, rather than a 

simple bi-polar objective division of included and excluded. 
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Capital described as both social and cultural is constituted through whatever is ascribed 

value in the social field. Social capital is constituted through “contacts and group 

memberships which, through the accumulation of exchanges, obligations and shared 

identities, provide actual or potential support and access to valued resources” (Bourdieu 

1993:143). Cultural capital, “identified as a crucial axis of social inequality” (Bennett, 

Savage 2004:7) is associated with the positioning value of such things as attributes, skills, 

knowledge and awards. Education, for example, is an important field because of its 

capacity to confer high levels of cultural capital upon its participants. Such cultural 

capital plays a crucial role in the reproduction of dominant social relations and structures 

(Bourdieu, Passeron 1990). 

Under the study theme of self and institutions photos from the study reflected four main 

areas of importance and order: family, friends, education and employment. The family 

was the arena where many of the young women were taking leading roles, be it as 

mothers with small children (many of them single mothers), or as carers and supporters 

of adult family members. The photos generally reflected the family as a site of immense 

emotions, with varying levels of material and cultural poverty, but in many instances, 

reflecting high levels of social capital. One young woman presented as a ‘tough’ person, 

loudly letting the group know that she will just present photos of her ‘bong’. But what the 

photos showed more than anything was the love and devotion she had to her mother who 

was reportedly suffering from alcoholism. Friends are an important source of social 

capital and often, next to the family, a central source to the sense of well-being. The 

photos depicted the many aspects and importance of these friendships. The photos of the 

education institutions and the discussions that described them, showed a continuum of 

emotions ranging from the importance of being there to intense unhappiness of having to 

be there. But many of the young women acknowledged the importance of the credential 

that they believed they needed, and the staff who believed in them. Other institutions 

featured in the photos, in particular institutional agencies of the state. Within these fields 

they very often found themselves needing to draw on all the capital they possessed in 

order to negotiate for both themselves and family. Employment provided economic 

capital, but was a site for many where they had very little or no opportunity to exercise 

agency. 

Photos that were profoundly telling were ones that used metaphors for how they felt 

about school as an institution, such as, stairs, long halls, clocks in school rooms, empty 

school recreational areas, and school yards close to the road. 

Study theme: Imagined Futures 

Bourdieu’s (ref) habitus is the key to social reproduction and in this study the theme of 

imagined futures, because it is what actually generates the regular practices that make up 

social life, the way in which agents develop attitudes and acquire dispositions, or more 

simply where social agency is constructed. Habitus both generates and shapes action, 

becoming active in relation to a field, and the same habitus can lead to very different 

practices and stances depending on the state of the field and the social agent’s position in 

the field (Bourdieu 1990). 
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or some their imagined futures were clear and possible. They strongly identified with the 

importance of the credential in enabling them to achieve their goals. For a second group 

their imagined futures were vague and full of uncertainties. For a third group they had at 

that stage of their lives no imagined future other than to be a mother and partner. They 

were heavily embedded in the demands of the here and now. They attended the 

educational institution for the childcare offered and the learning’s that came from healthy 

parenting type courses, and the friendships. These were the young women in the study 

that strongly reflected Bourdieu’s ‘positional suffering’. The young women in this study 

who had clearly identified with the importance of a credential and their futures (and many 

of these were the young single mums) was their sense of pride in what they were 

achieving. But in line with their subject choice and future work interests they were taking 

up areas in youth work, child care, disability and mental health studies. All that we know 

too well are work areas that are marginally paid and chronic with casualisation. 

Bourdieu’s theoretical framework provides us with the capacity to mine the complexities 

of young people’s lives as reflected in the photographs, to move beyond the statistical 

perspective and understand how the complexities of social practices and contexts 

intersect in productive and inhibiting ways. 

Conclusion 

This study brings to light the lived experiences of young women, who are negotiating the 

completion of post-compulsory senior secondary education. Research in part-time senior 

secondary study, in the context of a changing environment and government policy focus 

on retention, shows while the length of engagement maybe an important measure there 

are a myriad of other important factors that shape the school experience and more 

importantly the post-school outcomes. To invoke the values of the teachers who work 

with these young people, and in particular one school, it is the wellbeing of young people 

that’s important not the pointy end of statistics. 
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