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ABSTRACT 

This study is a qualitative description of the Hutt Valley 

Activity Centre, which is a special unit for disruptive secondary 

school students. The writer is the Director of this unit, and he 

applies the Getzels Guba social systems model to the data which is 

collected. 

The research is essentially concerned with the organisation and 

ad.mi."listration of the Activity Centre, a..~d the model postulates that 

social behaviour in a school is affected by institutional expectations, 

group intentions a."ld individual needs. These three aspects a.re 

developed more fully with the ins ti tuti.onal element of the model 

describing the development of the Hutt Valley Activity Centre, the 

job descriptions of staff, administration and management a.~d community 

resources and. parenttl links. In the work group element, the following 

factors which influence the group dynamics are discussed: the com

position of the group - the background and values of the students, 

the referral o:' Ylew students and assessment of students' progress, 

org.a.nisationfil proced.ur03, &nd the Activity Centre prograr:mie. The 

individual element gives a descriptive case-study of two students who 

attended the .Activity Cen.tre. 

There is a chapter which describes a typical day in the life of' 

an Activity Centre Director, with all the incidents based on what 

actually happened. The revi~w of related literature provides a number 

of source references to specitl classes or units for disruptive 

second&.;-:-y school students in New Zealand and abroad. 

The concluding chapter gives a number of recommendations relating 

to the educational unit which is studied. These include; the need 

for the l.lanagement Committee to include more representatives from 

community organisations, an increase in staffing, the need for more 

permanent tenure for the building which is occuJied, for increased 

travel allowances to cover costs incurred by staf'f _whilst on Activity 

Centre business, and an annual time allowance of' up to eight days per 

annum to be allocated to the Activity Centre staf'f for the purpose of 

visiting organisations and departments related to the Centre and its 

students. 
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BACKGROUND 

CHA.PrER·-oNE 

INTRODUCTION 

Many people are concerned about disruptive behaviour in schools 

which has increased dramatically in the last decade. Not only has 

the number of disruptive pupils increased,but the problems they 

present have b.ocom'!.! mfJ!'e 

Whatever the reasons are for the increase in concern about dis

ruptive behaviour, three things became apparent to the writer. 

1. Children who disrupt their classes arouse strong feelings 

of anger, resentment and sometimes guilt on the part of 

their teachers. 

2. Nobody is at his most clear-sighted and rational when 

feeling angry or upseto 

3. No plan of action to reduce problem behaviour is likely to 

succeed if it proposes a simple solution to a complex 

problem. 

In the last thirty years in New Zealand, authorities have begun 

to recognise the problem and have endeavoured to help the disruptive 

pupil ad.just to the school system. Educational psychologists, visit

ing teachers and social workers spend a significant proportion of 

their time working with pupils who have been disruptive at school or 

with their families. In secondary schools, especially in the last ten 

years, there has been a dramatic increase in the number of trained 

guidance counsellors who have been appointed. The emergence of 

guidance networks with posts of special responsibility for deans, has 

been motivated in part by the need to deal with disruptive pupils and 

their effect on the supposedly well motivated majority. 

When considering the prevalence of disruptive behaviour an 

ivim.ediate difficulty is definition. Galloway1 (1981) states that a 

wide definition of what constitutes disruptive behaviour is more 

appropriate. 

"Any behaviour which adults regard as problematic, inappropriate 
and disturbing to them or other pupils." 

1. Gallowa.,y, D. "Disruptive Pupils," Set No.I New Zealand Council for 
Educational Research, 1981, p.3. 



He stated that any pupil repeatedly labelled disruptive could als0 

be described as maladjustedo 

Between 1975-1984 the New Zealand :Education Department established 

ten Activity Centres to cater for pupils who could not be contained in 

ordinary schools and for whom all other alternatives had been exhausted. 

At the same time the Department funded a small number of classroom 

intervention programmes, essentially on a trial basis, to help teachers 

deal more successfully with problem behaviour in ordinary schools. 

Also, many secondary school principals were exploring new procedures 

for their potentially disruptive pupils as part of their school's · 

network of special or remedial education facilities. 

With developments in New Zealand secondary schools to deal with 

the problems of 'unmanageable children', the Minister of Education and 

his advisers were aware not only of the expense involved in creating 

additional Jctivity Centres, but also of the importance of encouraging 

a range of approaches. Following discussion within the Department, 

they commissioned a major study of recent provisionsfor disruptive 

pupils in the N.Z. education system. 2 This research project made a 

detailed study of disruptive pupils, their assessment and treatment, 

in school-based and Activity Centre programmes. 

In considering Activity Centres, Galloway and Barrett carried 

out an empirically based but quantitative study of the eight Activity 

Centres which existed at the time of the review, and thirty pupils 

attending two Activity Centres, as well as some of their parents, 

were interviewed. The writer found this study, especially the section 

on Activity Centres, very stimulating, and this provided him with the 

necessary stimulus to begin a qualitative study of the Hutt Valley 

Activity Centre where he had recently been appointed as Director. 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

This study endeavours to provide a qualitative description of 

the Hutt Valley Activity Centre, of which the writer is the Director, 

applying the Getzels Guba social systems model to the data which is 

collected. The research will essentially be concerned with the 

organisation and administration of the Activity Centre, using a 

descriptive approach. 

2. Galloway, D., Barrett, C. "Unmanageable Children? A Study of 
Recent Provision for Disruptive Pupils in the N.Z. Education System" 
ReEort on Research carried out from DeEartment of Education, 
Victoria University of' Wellin~ton trom ~,~ay 1981-Jp.]..z _128.~, under 
contract to the !few Zealand Ed,)lcation Depart-m.ent, 12830 
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RESEARCH OBJI~CTrvES 

Witi1 reference to the Hutt Valh,:y Activity Centre the writer 

sought to describe: 

1 • The 'institutional elem en!;' of the model, and £'actors 

which influence the organisation ?J}d management of the 

Activity Centre; 

2. The 'individual element' of the model, which is based on 

two case stuclie s of former students; 

3. '.!.'he 'work group element' such as the composition of the 

group, the Activity Centre timetable, orgai.,isati onal pro

cedures, and ti1e referrals and admittance of new students; 

and 

1+. To draw conclusions and make recommendations on aspects of 

the organisation and ad.ministration which may be of' use to 

the staf'f' and 11anagement Committee of the Activity Centre. 

FIELD SE'.I:TIXG 

Trw Hutt Valley Activity Centre is a special unit which is attached 

to Naenae College for administrative purposes, and which is concerned 

with meeting the educational needs of disruptive stud.en ts who have had 

difficulty in coping in a main stream secondary school. The unit caters 

for up to twenty pupils aged between fourteen and sixteen years of age, 

and its educational philosophy could be identified as being 'education 

foe surviv-al', with a special effort being made to meet the individualised 

needs of each student. 

T:::IB PROBLEM AND ITS S1"'1.'TING 

The results of the Galloway study indicate that the armual rate for 

indef'foite suspension of secondary pupils of compulsory school age is 

approxi:nately 1 , 250 or ab out six per thousand. 3 It is shown that Activity 

Centres cater f'or only a minority of students who cannot be contained in 

ordinary schools. It could be said that, apart from Social Welfare Depart

ment institutional care. Activity Centres in New Zealand provide the only 

form of structured education for pupils under 15 years of age who have been 

suspended indefinitely from secondary schools, and for whor::i. there is no 

mai:nstream secondary school option. 

This study was f'elt to be of significance to the writer because, 

after taking up the appointment, he felt the need to make a number of 

changes to the programme and methods of' administration. After com

pleting one school year at the Gen tre he began critically assessing 

3. Ibid, p.4-5. 
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each aspect of the programme and the administration and management 

of the Hutt Valley Activity Centre. This study is based on the 

critical assessment which was done in the second year of the pro

gramme. It then became necessary to decide on an appropriate class

ification scheme or typology. Such typologies are pr.Lmarily des

criptive rather than explanatory; the organisations are described 

and compared on a given list of typological features. 

It was decided to base this study on a social systems model, 

using the Getzels-Guba systems model. This model emphasises the 

need to study relations rather than entities, with process and change 

variables considered to be of vital importance. The model postulates 

that social behaviour in a school is affected by institutional 

expectations, group intentions, and individual needs. In the social 

systems model it is the relationships between these elements which is 

considered to be relevant and important. 

It was decided that this three dimensional approach would become 

the basis for describing each aspect of the Hutt Valley Activity Centre. 

ORGANISATION OF THE STUDY 

Chapter 2 describes a typical day in the life of en Activity 

Centre Director. Although Ted is a pseudonym, all of the incidents 

related are actual incidents b~sed on the recordings made during one 

typical day. Although some mii'l·'.>r details have been slightly altered 

to make the chapter more readable 9 the substance of each incident 

remains the same. 

In Chapter 3,the wTiter r~7iews related literatureo This is done 

in two sections: overseas and J.Z. It will bs seen that there has 

been only a limited amount o~ ~mpirical research in N.Z. relating to 

special classes or units for disruptive secondary school pupilso 

Chapter 4 discusses th.e methodology used in researching the Hutt 

Valley Activity Centreo 

In Chapter 5, the "Elements of' a Social System" are considered. 

The writer outlines and discusaes this with particular reference to 

the Getzels-Guba model, as thiB becomes the basis for discussing the 

administr&tion and management cf the Hutt Valley Activity Centre. 
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Chapter 6, 'the individual element', gives a descriptive case

study of two students who 'attended the Activity Centre. These are 

writ ten up undf~r three headi::igs: educational and sociaJ. background 

p1·ior Lo attendbg the Activity Centre, personality and performance 

at the Activity Centre, and a self-evaluation by each student five 

months after leaving. 

In Chapter 7, the institutional element of the social system 

model describes the development or Activity Centres in :fow Zealand, 

t:w deve lopt1Em t of the Hutt Valley Ac ti vi-ty Centre, administration 

arid rna:10.6 €:ment, job desc1·iptions of staff, cor!llnlmity resources and 

parental links. 

Chapter 8, the work group el,?.ment, i8volves a description of the 

cornposi tion of the group, refen·als and. adrni t tance of new pupils, 

oq;an.i.sational procedures, the Activity Centre Progran1me and a 

consideration of group noru1s and values. 

Chapter 9, the Conclusion 1 i::-icludes some recommendations. 

The study concl:.1des with relevant appendices and bibliography. 
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