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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 I experimented with many different ways of writing before I 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 I 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 I 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 I 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 I had found myself in as a teenager at an all girls’ 

school.  

I wanted to be a doctor, right through school. I dreamed of being like Albert 

Schweitzer, a talented musician who had given his life to medicine and helping 

underprivileged peoples in Africa. I vividly recall the assembly when the principal of 

the girls’ school I 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 I was allowed to leave home 

aged 17 for “further education.”  

Of course I never even tried for medical school. By then I had lost confidence in 

my ability. It was still in the days before the Equal Pay Act of 1972, and even though I 

worked after school and in the holidays I could not earn enough money to live off as a 

student. So I took a government studentship. That is how I got into teaching. It is a 

decision I do not regret as I feel I have made a difference for many young people in both 

secondary and tertiary education settings in the 35 years I have been involved with 

“education”. I 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. I 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. I owe her a debt of gratitude 

which I am pleased to be able to pay back, if somewhat indirectly, through the work I 

have done with Maori in Wanganui, and more recently in Northland. 

I began this research when I 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 I 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 I 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 
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the other two school sites which form part of this case study.  

Before that I had worked in two other polytechnics1

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

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

 and I 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. I 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 I 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 I 

developed with the participants, the girls who dropped out of school, which has 

privileged such amazing stories. There are some things I know which cannot become 

part of the formal record but which have moved me to tears. 

 When I was reading Shulamit Reinharz’s book I realised that I 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 I 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) 

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