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ABSTRACT.

This study explores the experience of adolescent fatherhood using the techniques of
discourse analysis as developed by Potter and Wetherell (1987). Twelve adolescent
fathers were interviewed (ages 16 to 20 years). All had become fathers before turning
19 years of age. They were recruited from either the local community or were referred
to the researcher by guidance counselors at select secondary schools. Participation was
voluntary and anonymous. Six major discourses were used to construct the experience
of adolescent fatherhood. These were: (a)The responsibility discourse. All said they had
made major personal and social adjustments to ensure the welfare of their child: (b)The
compromised discourse. This positioned their role as a father compromised by societal
disinterest and disdain : (c)The agent for change discourse. Fatherhood disposed them
to discard self-injurious habits and to cease asocial behavior: (d)Duel identities discourse.
Parenthood during adolescence acted to bifurcate their identity: (e)The premature
discourse. Accelerated entry into adult roles attenuated their performance as a father:
(f)The improvement discourse. Many spoke of wishing to raise their offspring without
the detractions which featured in their own childhood. Fatherhood gave many a powerful
sense of purpose. Except for those who were prohibited access to their children, all
stated the role of being a father was their primary identity and it had an overall beneficial

effect upon their lives.



PREFACE

In 1998 my first child, Liri was born. His birth changed my life and I sought every
opportunity I could to be with him. At the time I was a high school teacher and with the
school’s approval, I sometimes took him with me to teach my junior classes. The school
had a decile 3 rating and was notable for its very high pupil exclusion rate and the low
SES of its catchment. One of my classes at the time was a low ability Year 10 class. The
students in it had minimal academic ability and adjustment issues within the class were
plentiful. To my delight, I found taking Liri with me into this class had a pacifying effect
on the students. Many female students requested to hold him and gave me unsolicited
advice on his feeding or play needs. Several males who displayed antipathy for staff,
showed fascination for my baby son, and would regularly ask to hold him or play with
him. When Liri was in the class, students seemed to be less confrontational and focused
more attention on Liri’s play, than my instruction. Two years later my second son Rufus
was born. By the time he was 18 months old, three of the students from the above class
were fathers themselves and one had two children. All three were less than 17 years of
age, and in what seemed to be in precarious positions to parent. This study explores the
experience of fathering from the perspective of males in such circumstances, and the

linguistic resources with which they construct it.



v
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I wish to first thank the following people whose generosity enabled me to complete this

thesis

The twelve young men who were prepared to discuss their experience of being an
adolescent father. This work is a testament to the honesty and openness with which they

accounted their experience of being a father when one is still an adolescent.

Dr. Keith Tuffin who guided me through the principles of discourse analysis and oversaw

my research.

My wife Lisa Mrkusic, who patiently awarded me the time to devote myself to this work.

And my two sons, Liri (aged five) and Rufus (aged two and a half) would like to thank
this thesis for being so patient. Patient as I heeded their requests to play, dance, read
stories, draw, cycle, bath, play soccer, build duplo, watch Thomas the tank engine
videos, walk in the bush and generally spend my time with them, rather than attend to

this work.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

APSETACE o R R s e sl

ACKNOWIEHRIEOIS. . insmpaamuamsismiansssmiasrvmiay IV
TADIE O CONLEIES. ..o cnssonmmsmmmssmsansssssiomsssssosssnesr aemnnsons ey sassue s nssns \4

B ) T T, viii

CHAPTER ONE: Introduction.............cccccooueimeiieecicieeiiieineeseeeeeinaeens 1
Defiving Adelescent Patherhtom. ... iisiis 2
Historical Construction of AdOleSCence..........ceeevveiiieieeeciieiieieiie e 2
Explaining the Dearth of Research.......cccvinnninmuiiiiass: 3
Accessibility of teen fathers...........coevveeeviiiieeeiiiieeeieciieccccieeeeiiees. 3
ParticIpant WArMESE. ..o aanamsumniis esvisess s e s 3
Relative male-female age differences..........cccccevvvvvevricveeeecininneenn. =
Mo Feporting by THOtBEDE . winnssnamsva s s svisss D

Sociological CONAILIONS...........cvvuuuuueuiiiiiirieerarieeearreeeeseanae e 6

Societal Concern Regarding Adolescent Fatherhood............cccccooiiininnie. 8
Developmental unsuitability for parenting...........cccoeveerviivvrrennnnns 8

Inter-generational pattern of adolescent fatherhood and family instability

Restricted opportunities for economic self-advancement.............. 10
Welfare of the child...........cooooiiiiiiciiiiiiiiieeeceececseeeececneee. 1
Adolescent Fathers as Parents...........ccococuvveriiienienceiiieesscieesieescneeeesieeeeens 13
Emotional connection with their offspring.........cccccccccvvciviciieeee. 13
MAeTIBl PIOVISIOIL s mivsssasssmsssinmmsimms. Lo
Positive effect upon the child via the mother..........cccococvvviciineee. 15
Aetiological Agents of Adolescent Fatherhood...........cccoccvvveevivieecicicneee.. 16

A CHAEIIC TACTOIS s v s TR WS S R RS PR AR v saeaaah L)



Asoeial bebavioral BItOrS.. cousmssmrmmmssssmsrmissssssoamsissel O
Pamily structore Taclors.vnmsmnmimninsimmsasapsaniaaisns 17
Factors of Soc10-eConomic StatUS....coauuinumnsisamssssissin 17
PSYChological FACTOES. . ocremsiississmmnmsmenssnnsassssnnsonsasnssnmssnsssnsasasenstntes B
Significant Stressors on Adolescent Fathers........cccccvvviiiiviiiiniiniiiiineeenne 19
Economics and MCOMIS. . .uuuaussisnssasiismsssmasimasssosimivissiviss 19
Lack of social services and SUPPOIt.........cccvvuvureeeresinveerneeesssveeesans 20

LTAIOHE O PATBHEIRG. . .coicuscnmmuiamsnsasssisssssasmvimmsssasms i 20

Shoricomings of the ReSeateh 10 DB ..o ceiw cininminrais s auommdiavins 21

Unclear definitions of adolescent fatherhood and specific populations

Methodological ISSIE8.. . srsrssrerismssssmsmsansmmnsressnoransssusmmmssapsensnensrsssn 23
Failure to consider phenomenological benefits...........ccccevccneeenn. 24

The Need for Qualitative INQUITY......ccccovurieeereeriiiierrseeeiiinerereeesssiseneesesnnns 25

CHAPTER TWO: The Research Technique....................cccociinnnninee. 26
Social Science 88 a Hard SCIEHEE . voinniisanminniimi s 26
AT 10 SO YOOI . oo ssonsersspmussm maEmam RO S oy 26
Social Constructionism and the Turn to Language...........cccccceveereeriiunnnen. 27
I BOONVE S PNTUARNBIR: msicussicsmonoonsess s s sia s it sies RN BN S5 SR S 28
BUBCHON . cinavimsiimissmimimsis s issermi s s i i s s el
CODSENCHON onucn comussvessannummmbsssssyssaessssnivss ssissnheivasiresshuausssasmissasse
VaNatoM cusiisinssmssniresimissi s i messiaiavn
Creneralizability/ReleVanee. ..cwuumissmsnsoasssvussmnmsmmssneess: I
ANBINEIE s rinsisirpsiamstins ioirhiprmi i Ao s en s e s Ernetanisonse sl

CHAPTER THREE: Methodology................cccccceeuviininunnnnnieninnncsnnn. 32
Participant RECIUItMENL. .........ccocoiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiesieie e snnesne. 32

Ethical ConsIderations: o uonanimiiaims i v s miisrn vy 39

Vi



Informed CONSENT.......vviiriieeiiiieeeie st eeeeeeeeeeeeaeeeeenaneeeeene 34

Anonymityand confdeMmliEV.cunaicnamamvimimimmoni 34
O 0T e e O G 34
Criterion For Participation.csisinasinssivimisasissimiusssiiisiisiisimssmsnrmnnns 35
e P AT v snsncsmssmesnennmsmnsmnunyessesmmnissatsssomes s ssmss s R SRS b 35
T TV B i i s e G BT RSP R S A b2 A B RS bR R e 37
N TASETTI IO AT RTINS < cmmsorso:anseimsnsmarios v oo s SO R A sV A S A RS 38
PRTRAIVRIR e nsupnsrinnseitome ot B A s oo S oS e S ner s A A R A A AN SR SRS 39
CHAPTER FOUR: Discursive Resources of Adolescent fathers......... 40
PrEmatiire INSEBHISE. v s i s 40
Prematurity as stressing parental relationships............c.cceceeeeennne. 41
Prematurity as lacking a foundation.........civssimesisisiinsanssssois 42
Prematurity as sSKipping Stages..........uuuuemurieeeeiiiemiereeeeniieeaeaaeeeeaenns 45
11 47
Agent for Change DISCOUTSE. .........eceiuveeiiiirrrreeeeeeeieeiseeeeeeeesesreeesseeeeeesennnas 47
Growih aygeting O YOUP a8t v mnmmisntsi e 48
Growth as being on the straight and narrow..........cccccevvevreiivnieenn. 51
Growth as separate categorization.............cveeeeeeevreisieesieeserinsesnnnns 53
SUIMMIATY . .. cevvtiieee ettt ss et ee s e e sbaa e s e ensaneeesenaraes 58
COPTONISET: DISCOUESE vy s i sl 58
Being compromised by being used...........coouveeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiciiies 58
Being Compromusell by SIFAING. . ..oowmsnnmmssmamssiess i 61
Being compromised by social opprobrium............ccceoeveeeieeniennne. 64
Being compromised by lack of respect from peers.........c.cccvvveennn. 66

NI, . oo commmsmmemsmumsmmasps e R aR o

Piuel Identties DHECOUIS: «cowmmmmsssmsmmssimsxsmvimssssmimmssssn: DY
Duel identities as staying a Kid.........cceecveeveerserrrnreeieseriesnecsneninees. 69

Duel identities as not incurring change...........cccccevecvevceininvencccee. 72

Duel identities as shooting yourself in the foot.........c.ccccvvvecvenene.. 74

vii



viil

Impravernent DIBBOBESES .oz i s s S e st 76
Improvement as spoiling your child...........cccooveeiinniiciiiiicnnnn. 76
Improvement as being around MIOTe. . .usssssissssmsmmnssssissssssnsss 9
Improvement as being different...........ccouccsanmrssccsssissicsonsesssnsananns 81
EBUIERRTIETN, o w1 A R S S TS0 83

Responsiilily INBEOUIBE . rossmsiasmsse s i ey s e e 83
Responsibility as a CONSEQUENCE. .........coovrvrieierireeeereieiieee e 83
Responsibility-as a saerilice...coomsmmmmmmmnsomssessmusasisss 85
Responsibility as looking after your children................ccccvvnnnnnn.... 87
Responsibility as making a change..........cccceveevviiiiiiiiininee e, 89
10 T — 91

CHAPTER FIVE: Discussion..........cc.ccccccoiiiiniiiiniiiiiieenecieeee e 92

APPENDICESS. ......cooommmonsmmmommmmmeonsssrsemssmsssssssimpessssimssism s 96
Az Information Sheet for Participatts, ..o wsussmasnsismsismvi 96
B: Consent Form $or PArtiCIPANES: ...esosnmmssessscnssrsensarsenssss e snmsns 99
C: Background Information for School Counselors............c.cc....... 101
D: Options for the Disposal of Audio-tape........ccccceevcieeivinianennnce. 103
B B, PO o monrmmsassmnsmmimnesimmrbrs s fo ok sbamassinss o 104
F: Summary of Results for Participants.............ccccveeciieiiieecccinnnenn. 106
Lk Fransctplion MOtalOD: e s R S 108

REBEREBENCES: ..o oo sossmmomsiss s ity s s i 5o i s 109

List of tables.

Total Live Births by Age of Adolescent Father as Reported on Birth Certificates for the
period 1/1/2001-31/12/2001.......ccooriiiiiniiieniireeeceieeeeireesessesresnsnssesssssesssens 6



