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ABSTRACT

Economic change requiring a more highly skilled workforce prompted worldwide concern over
high school drop out. Dropouts are young people who leave school early, often without attaining formal
educational qualifications. Much previous research centred on at-risk students and a range of individual,
social, family and school factors associated with drop out were identified.

This case study of student drop out and retention at three girls’ state secondary schools over
2003 suggests that early leaving behaviour cannot be understood outside of the settings in which it
occurs. Adopting an ecological perspective facilitated a deeper understanding of the complex interactions
between the dropouts and their environment.

From a narratives and numbers approach rich stories of early leaving emerged. Patterns of
leaving were consistent with national trends: The lower decile school had the highest drop out rate, and
dropouts were more likely to be Maori and Pasifika than European. Dropping out was shown to be a
complicated and iterative process in which the influence of the environment is very important.

Family and school relationships had a major impact but which had the greatest influence was
inconclusive because there was a high level of interconnectedness between these proximal settings within
the mesosystem and the bigger picture education and welfare systems. The extent of the contribution each
level made to early leaving varied across individual stories, between schools and over time.

Leaving school is an ecological transition that involves changing roles from high school pupil to
that of tertiary student, mother, worker or benefit recipient. The students’ stories show drop out to be
both an outcome, and an initiator, of developmental change.

An important challenge for schools is not necessarily to reduce the number of early leavers but
to establish effective transition programmes that assist students to become proactive in navigating the
many transitions anticipated over their life course. The implementation of such school programmes needs

to be supported by parallel changes in government policy.
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PREFACE

A crucial phase in feminist research and writing is “finding one’s voice” and this
occurs when “the researcher understands a phenomenon and finds a way of
communicating that understanding” (Reinharz, 1992, p. 16). Like many other
researchers | experimented with many different ways of writing before | found a way of
presenting the voices of the girls who left, and my own experiences. In the same way
that theoretical discussion should be traced to the data, so too should researchers
describe their own role thoroughly, “so that readers will understand the relationship
between the researcher and the participants” (Janesick, 2000, p. 389). It is my hope that

the preface will go some way towards facilitating this understanding for the reader.

My Role as Researcher: Understanding is Interpretation

“I want to be all that | am capable of becoming”
Katherine Mansfield, 1888-1923 (quoted in Exley, 1993, p. 6)

I never really thought of myself as a feminist. I like to call myself “Mrs,” as | am
proud to be married and have been to the same very supportive man, Graeme, for more
than 30 years. He is my “very best friend” and the father of our only child, Damian,
who is married to a wonderful woman, Kath, a teacher like me. They have no children
yet but I understand it is in their plans.

However, on reflection | realised that one of the driving forces in becoming a
principal of an all girls’ school was to ameliorate, for other young women, the negative
and unsupportive school situation | had found myself in as a teenager at an all girls’
school.

| wanted to be a doctor, right through school. | dreamed of being like Albert
Schweitzer, a talented musician who had given his life to medicine and helping
underprivileged peoples in Africa. | vividly recall the assembly when the principal of
the girls” school | attended asked all the students who wanted to be doctors to meet with
her at recess. This was amazing! Someone actually wanted to talk to me about my

dreams and aspirations! Well out of a school of 1,200 girls only three of us fronted. And
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the principal then proceeded to tell us that we were too dumb, that it would take us
seven years to complete and “we would only get married anyway.” Although he was
proud of what I had achieved with my life at the point he died in 2006, these remarks
were congruent with the thoughts of my father at that time. He also felt that education
was a waste of time for girls: “Why don’t you be a secretary, like your mother?”, he
said. It was only because my mother insisted that I should be allowed to make my own
choices and to aim high in my personal career goals that | was allowed to leave home
aged 17 for “further education.”

Of course I never even tried for medical school. By then | had lost confidence in
my ability. It was still in the days before the Equal Pay Act of 1972, and even though |
worked after school and in the holidays | could not earn enough money to live off as a
student. So | took a government studentship. That is how | got into teaching. It is a
decision I do not regret as | feel | have made a difference for many young people in both
secondary and tertiary education settings in the 35 years | have been involved with
“education”. | have been especially interested in assisting students with special learning
needs of any kind, whether they are physical or intellectual disabilities, or barriers to
learning through family or other circumstances. | have always had a particular interest
in the progress and achievement of young Maori women, because it was a young Maori
girl who took me under her wing as a seven year old new immigrant and looked after
me in the playground when the Pakeha kids gave me heaps. | owe her a debt of gratitude
which | am pleased to be able to pay back, if somewhat indirectly, through the work |
have done with Maori in Wanganui, and more recently in Northland.

I began this research when | was a principal of a girls’ secondary school out of a
sense of social justice, as well as from a practical concern for my school’s declining
roll. I was interested in the reasons why some senior students left school before the
course of study they had enrolled in for the year was complete. Although | felt that the
inquiry would be assisted by the insider information being a principal would bring, this
concept provided many challenges for the Massey University College of Education
Ethics Committee. My original proposal reflected the positivist paradigm | was
influenced by at the time: it included a list of strategies aimed at avoiding researcher
effects, minimizing bias and reducing ethical concerns. One of these was the
employment of a research assistant to follow up the students who left from my own
school, although disappointingly few Face-to-face Interviews resulted. However, being

a principal had other advantages, and it did facilitate access to both staff and students at



the other two school sites which form part of this case study.

Before that | had worked in two other polytechnics® and | had always been
interested in equity issues, about making sure students who were in some ways
disadvantaged were given every opportunity to make the best of their ability and the
opportunities available. | had done some work on drop out from Wanganui Polytechnic
in 1995, and this interest continued in my role as Executive Dean at NorthTec
(Northland Polytechnic).

Laurel Richardson considered “writing as a method of inquiry, a way of finding
out about yourself and your topic....a way of ‘knowing’—a method of discovery and
analysis” (2000, p. 923). And so it was with me. It was not until the writing up stage
that | came to the realisation that this research is predominantly about women. It is
about the girls who left school, their teachers and their mothers. It is about the women
who tried to help them along the way, the principals, deputy principals, deans, the
careers and guidance counsellors. And it is also about the special relationship |
developed with the participants, the girls who dropped out of school, which has
privileged such amazing stories. There are some things | know which cannot become
part of the formal record but which have moved me to tears.

When | was reading Shulamit Reinharz’s book | realised that | was one of those
women she had identified, who intended to study other people’s experience but who in
the process recognise they are part of the group studied and use this identification to
deepen the study (1992, p. 235). Reinharz made some wonderful links, through Andrée
Collard, with the ecological conception | have chosen as the best way to portray my
findings. She maintained that feminist researchers are housed in particular academic
disciplines and theories but simultaneously connected to feminist scholarship, living in
the house of their body and personal relationships.

Ecology is woman-based almost by definition. Eco means house, logos

means word, speech, thought. Thus ecology is the language of the

house. Defined more formally, ecology is the study of the

interconnectedness between all organisms and their surroundings—the

house. (Collard, 1989, p. 137, quoted in Reinharz, 1992, p. 241)

In accordance with both philosophical hermeneutics (Schwandt, 2000, p. 194) and

accepted feminist practice, | bring my own experiences, as both a principal and a past

1| worked at Hawke’s Bay Community College as the Head of Science and Technology in the decade prior.



pupil of an all girls’ school, into the interpretation and analysis of the stories of the
young women who left school early in 2003. Analysis and interpretation are coloured
by these experiences and those of the research journey, for “understanding is
interpretation” (emphasis in original, ibid.).

My hope in sharing my own story, alongside those of the leavers, is to contribute
to an improved understanding of the way these young women come to leave school at

that time.



Xi

TABLE OF CONTENTS

ABSTRACT ii
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS iv
PREFACE Vil
TABLE OF CONTENTS Xi
LIST OF TABLES XV
LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS XVi
INTRODUCTION 1
PART 1: LITERATURE REVIEW 7
CHAPTER 1: RETENTION AND DROP OUT—CONCEPTS AND RESEARCH 9
The Dropout Problem 11
Historical Origins 13
What the Policymakers Say 18
Drop Out in the United States of America 18
Discussion 33
Schools and Teachers 35
Socialisation into the School 37
Socioeconomic Status and Ethnicity of Dropouts 42
Transitions 44
Students 46
Problems in Adolescence 46
Identity Seeking in Adolescence 49
Psychoanalytic Perspective on Adolescent Development 50
Cognitive Perspective on Adolescent Development 53
Behavioural and Social Learning Theories 55
Ecological Perspective on Adolescent Development 57
What Makes Some Teenagers More Resilient? 59
Parents 60
Conclusion 70
CHAPTER 2: EXAMINING DROP OUT IN CONTEXT—AN ECOLOGICAL
PERSPECTIVE 74
The Ecological Framework 74
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 78
Microsystem 78
Mesosystem 79
Exosystem 80
Macrosystem 80
Chronosystem 81
Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) Model 81
Framework for the Study of Drop Out 83
The “Big Picture” Context: Macrosystem and Exosystem Features of Student Drop Out
in New Zealand 86
New Zealand: Geographical Context 86
Historical Context of Drop Out and Retention Problems 89
Changes in the New Zealand Economy 90
The Politics of Education System Reforms 92

Curriculum, Qualifications, and the Role of Schools 95



Xii

Health and Welfare
Sociocultural Factors
Employment Opportunities
Conclusion
PART 2: TALKING TO DROPOUTS IN THEIR OWN SETTINGS
CHAPTER 3: DESIGN AND CONDUCT OF THE CASE STUDY
Background
Other girls’ schools
My own school
Objectives and Research Questions
Research Study Method
The Case Study Research Design
How Will the Design Connect to the Paradigm Being Used?

102
106
121
126
132
134
134
134
135
138
139
140
141

How Will the Empirical Materials Generated Allow the Researcher to Speak to the

Problems of Praxis and Change?
Who and What will be Studied?
What Strategies of Inquiry will be Used?
What Methods or Research Tools will be Used for Collecting and Analysing
Empirical Materials?
Methodological Issues
Selection of the Case: The Issue of Representativeness?
Researcher Bias and Validity
Time in the Field
Reliability
Generalisation
Summary of Methodological Issues
Procedures Used to Collect Data
The Intentions Survey
Documentary Evidence
Socioeconomic Status
Attendance
The Telephone Interview
Face-to-face Interviews
Focus Groups
Student Stories
CHAPTER 4: DROP OUT PLACES, PEOPLE AND PATTERNS
The School Site: A Physical and a Social Setting
Repo High School
Key Informants at Repo High
Cameo Student #2324
Cameo Student #2227
Cameo Student #220
Cameo Student #2286
Cameo Student #271
Cameo Student #2126
Cameo Student #2348
Awa High School
Key Informants at Awa High
Cameo Student #3333
Cameo Student #3167

142
143
144

146
148
149
150
158
162
163
165
167
168
170
171
173
174
174
177
178
180
181
183
187
187
187
188
189
189
190
191
192
195
196
197



Putu High School
Key Informants at Putu High
Cameo Student #1388
Cameo Student #1123
Cameo Student #1540
Cameo Student #1395
Cameo Student #1261
Site Effects on Student Drop out
Symbolism of School Sites
Patterns: Who Left, When, Where and Why?
What is the Extent of the Dropout Problem in These Girls” Schools?
When Did They Leave? Time of Leaving and Other Chronosystem Effects
Who Left? Characteristics of Leavers Compared to the Total Senior School
Population
Ethnicity
Repo High School Ethnicity
Putu High School Ethnicity
Awa High School Ethnicity
Leavers’ Ethnicity patterns within and across the schools
How Old Were the Early Leavers and at What Levels Were They Studying?
Qualifications of Leavers
Putu student achievement
Repo student achievement
Awa student achievement
Qualifications of leavers by ethnicity
Returning to School to Get a Good Education: A Wider Range of Courses
Motivation to Return for Further Study in the Senior School
Interests as Indicators of Integration
Leavers’ Plans
Wavering Persisters
Reasons for Leaving?
Discussion
CHAPTER 5: STUDENTS’ STORIES
Mum and Me
Leaver’s Portrait #2324
What Other Students Said: How Did the Family Influence Dropping Out?
Sex, Drugs, and Rock ’n Roll
Parenting Skills as a Factor in Dropping Out
Background Effects
Making Time for Daughter
Parents’ Effectiveness at Dealing with School Problems
Other Family Issues Affecting Drop Out and Retention
Summary
The Snow Job: School Effects in Dropping Out
Leaver’s Portrait #2286
Relationships with Teachers: The Snow Job
Identity Seeking: Desperately Seeking Susan

Xiii

198
201
201
202
202
203
204
205
213
216
216
218

222
223
223
226
226
227
227
228
229
230
230
231
232
237
239
245
254
256
260
264
265
266
274
275
282
286
290
295
297
298
299
299
304
306

What Other Students Said: Careers Development and Careers Advice in Ecological

Transitions
Discussion

316
329



Xiv

Summary 336
Conclusion 339
CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 347
Methodological issues 348

Chronosystem effects 353

Therapeutic Consequences of Storytelling 354
The Findings 355

The Inter-Relationship Between the Many Factors Known to Influence the Decision

to Leave School Early 355

The Role of the Family 359

The Nature of the Decision-making Process 362

The Differences Between Those Who Stay and Those Who Leave 370

The Contribution of the School and Educational System in the Generation of

Inequality/Difference in Retention Rates 376
Implications 379

Implications for School Practices 380

Transitioning from school 382

Summary 385
REFERENCES 389
APPENDICES 389

Appendix A: At-Risk Student Profile Characteristics 390

Appendix B: Leavers’ Form 391

Appendix C: Letter and Information Sheet for Parents 393

Appendix D: Letter and Information Sheet for Students 396

Appendix E: Intentions Survey 400

Appendix F: Coding for Intentions Survey 402

Appendix G: Summary of Leavers Interviewed 412

Appendix H: Telephone Interview Schedule 414

Appendix I: Leavers Without Telephone Contact 416

Appendix J: Face-to-face Interview Schedule and Consent Form 417

Appendix K: Editing and Notation in Key Informants’ Transcripts 423

Appendix L: Strategies to Reduce Drop Out and Increase Student Retention 426

BIBLIOGRAPHY 429



Table 1

Table 2

Table 3

Table 4

Table 5

Table G

LIST OF TABLES

Apparent Retention Rates by Age, Ethnicity and Gender for 2003

Percentages of School Leavers (by Ethnicity) Eligible to Attend
University

Comparison of Retention Rates in Girls’ State Secondary

Schools, 2002

Leavers 2003: Highest Qualification on Leaving

Ethnicity of Leavers with NCEA Level 2 in 2003

Appendix G: Summary of Leavers Interviewed

107

109

135

229

232

412

XV



XVi

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure1  Ecological model of drop out behaviour showing contexts 85
influencing New Zealand students at the time of the study
(2003)

Figure2  The relationship between the percentage of senior school 217
leavers and school decile

Figure 3  Timing of leaving from Repo High over 2003 219
Figure 4  Ethnicity of leavers compared to total school populations 224
Figure 5  Leaving students by school and year level 228
Figure 6  Reasons given by students for returning to school in 2003 238
Figure 7 Main interests by school and student status 241

Figure8 What students imagine they will be doing in the following 248
year and in the future:
8A 1 YearPlan
8B 5 YearPlan
Figure9  What students imagine they will be doing in five years’ time 252
Figure 10 Wavering persisters: When students felt like leaving 255

Figure 11 What made the wavering persisters decide to continue? 256

Figure A Appendix A: At-risk Student Characteristics 390



