Composing Lives:
A Narrative Account Into the Experiences of Youth Who Left School Early

D. Jean Clandinin, Pam Steeves, Yi Li, Joy Ruth Mickelson, George Buck, Marni Pearce,
Vera Caine, Sean Lessard, Claire Desrochers, Marion Stewart, and Marilyn Huber

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This research is a comprehensive inquiry into the experiences of Alberta youth
who left school prior to graduation. The inquiry, undertaken in 2008-2010, involved both
an extensive literature review and an empirical inquiry into the experiences of 19 youth

who left school early.

Literature Review

Around the world early school leaving is one of the most protracted educational
problems, but also one of the least understood (Smyth & Hattam, 2002). Prior to
undertaking an extensive literature review, the research team consulted with sociologists
with expertise in areas such as school-to-work transitions. We also undertook a statistical
overview on early school leaving for Canada and Alberta in particular, as well as for the
United States, Australia, and New Zealand. The search terms we used for the literature
review reflected the diverse ways early school leaving has been defined including, for
example, as dropping out, school leaving, pushing out, and as disengagement.

Our literature review revealed that the primary framework for research exploring
issues around early school leaving has been from an individual (risk/deficit) perspective.
More recently, disengagement perspectives, which consider broader social inequities,
have become more common. Most statistical studies delineate school leaving from a
single point in time rather than from a process of disengagement. Furthermore, and for
the most part, quantitative research presents student groups as homogenous, neglecting
the great diversity within populations in school attendance, achievement and resource
availability. Statistical data collected from an individual risk and deficit perspective do
not explore the complexities, resilience and context of early school leavers’ lives.

Problematic in the literature is that school leaving has no clearly defined boundary:

researchers use various and often unstated methods of determining rates of early school



leaving. There are clear gaps and omissions in terms of who is selected for existing early
school leaving studies. For example, research often ignores youth who withdraw prior to
Grade 9, immigrants who never attend school, youth who attend private schools, and
other groups such as youth in foster care (SickKids, 2005.)

Very few studies focus on early school leavers and families in their particularity
and over time. Little attention has been paid to how diverse young people themselves

frame the issue of school leaving.

The Methodology for the Empirical Part of the Inquiry

To inquire into the experiences of youth who left school without a high school
diploma (early school leavers), we selected a narrative inquiry methodology. Clandinin
and Connelly (2000) conceptualize narrative inquiry as a relational inquiry process within
a three-dimensional narrative inquiry space comprising dimensions of temporality,
sociality, and place. Narrative inquiry allowed us to inquire into the youths’ lived
experiences while staying attentive to the social, cultural, linguistic, familial, and
institutional narratives within which each youth’s life was embedded.

The research puzzle was composed around inquiring into how the youths’ lives
shaped their experiences of leaving school early and how leaving school early shaped

their lives.

Participants
We identified 19 youth to participate in the study. The youth came from all over
Alberta, with a higher proportion from the Edmonton area. Youth were between the ages
of 18 and 21, out of school for at least one year and had left an Alberta high school early,
that is, without graduating. Challenges in recruiting participants are included in our

report.

Study Process
The 11 member research team was composed of researchers with diverse
experiences, strengths and knowledge. Each member of the team engaged in inquiry with
one or more youth. We met in places of the participants’ choosing. We saw most



participants at least three times, including a final meeting to negotiate the tentative
narrative accounts based on our conversations with them.

The field texts (data) consisted of transcripts of the conversations, field notes on our
meetings and some of the participants’ artistic representations of their experiences. In the
first conversation we asked youth to tell us about their early years, early schooling, and
home and family experiences, which enabled us to begin to understand their life contexts.
Subsequent conversations explored the youths” school experiences including their

experiences since leaving school.

First Level of Analysis

The individual narrative accounts cannot be summarized or categorized and are
presented in the report in their entirety. They represent the unique and diverse voices of
the youth. The research team member who worked with each youth composed a narrative
account honouring that youth’s narrative of experience as sources of important
knowledge and understanding. We analyzed the field texts (transcripts, field notes,
artifacts) through working within the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space to
compose the narrative accounts. We were mindful in writing the accounts that it was our
participants’ stories shared in relation with us that we were telling.

In narrative inquiry ethical matters are considered throughout the process. Beyond
the ethics review requirements of the university, we sought out, met with, listened to,
wrote about, and eventually negotiated narrative accounts with each participant in the
study. For the accounts our participants chose their own pseudonyms. Cities, towns and

schools were either not named or given pseudonyms.

Second Level of Analysis: Developing Cross Narrative Account Threads
From late January to March 2009 our research team gathered at the Centre for
Research for Teacher Education and Development in the Faculty of Education,
University of Alberta, for several whole day meetings in order to share the narrative
accounts with each other and begin to look across the narrative accounts for patterns.
Fifteen resonant threads were identified by doing a cross-account reading. Each research

team member agreed to summarize one or more threads (drawing on all relevant narrative



accounts). In May and June, 2009, we updated our literature review to ensure relevant
new research was included. We continued to work with the threads on a controlled access
website. By October we had reduced the 15 resonant threads to six threads described in

Chapter 5 of the final report.

Resonant Narrative Threads
As a way to understand better the complexities of youths” experiences of early
school leaving we elaborated six resonant threads we identified through our cross-

account analysis. They are:

Conversation Spaces

The narrative accounts all speak clearly to the importance of creating
conversational spaces that encouraged youth to share their life experiences, including
their school and school leaving experiences. We recognized the need for safe inquiry
spaces for the youth to be able to explore their life experiences and to learn to attend to
the lives that they are composing. We were struck by the absence of opportunities for
these reflective conversation to occur. We were also deeply impressed by the willingness
of the youth to tell their stories, when given an opportunity, in thoughtful, life-affirming
ways. Some of these stories suggest the youth were attempting to navigate complex

institutional, social, and cultural narratives that were sometimes alienating and foreign.

Relationships
Relationships with family, friends and teachers shaped interactions and feelings

about school subject matter. When relationships amongst their family, friends and/or
teachers changed, it often influenced their leaving school early. In some cases fragile and
emerging new stories around being successful, being accepted, and belonging were
interrupted when relationships changed, be it relationships with family, peers, teachers or
subject matter. Often relational changes happened through unexpected and unsought after
transitions creating vulnerability, turmoil and loss for youth as they struggled to compose
new stories to live by while transitioning into re-configured families, new homes, schools

and/or communities.



Identities

The youth were composing their identities on elementary, junior high, and senior
high school landscapes as well as on complex home and community landscapes. While
they saw themselves composing who they were and were becoming, they did not tell their
stories as school dropouts. Being positioned as dropouts gave them little chance to “drop”
back in, something a few participants were contemplating. In rejecting the label of
dropout, we recognized the youths were composing their own identities, choosing to
leave or return to school as it fit in with their developing stories to live by. As students
chose to leave or return to school we saw them as struggling to develop and sustain a
sense of agency embodied in their unfolding lives. Participating in the study itself was,

for many, an act of choice that shaped a sense of authoring/authority in their lives.

Complexities Across Time

Leaving school early is not a single event. When early school leaving is considered
as a complex set of storied events composed over time, the notion of a discrete decision
or factor in dropping out of school becomes problematic. As we came to know the
complexity of the youths’ stories lived over time, both in and out of school, narrative
threads related to participants’ yearning to be recognized as “someone” started to emerge.
Interwoven in their stories to live by were sometimes contradictory plotlines that led
participants to leave school early. Complexity, multilayered stress, and continuous
tension resonated through many of the youths’ stories when viewed over time.

Responsibilities
Relational responsibility threads were evident in many of the narrative accounts.
Many of the youth were composing lives in which they struggled to balance conflicting
responsibilities. The institutional, familial, and cultural narratives in which their lives
were embedded shaped their experiences. They struggled to compose their own lives but
did so in ways that allowed them to stay connected with one or more parents, siblings

and/or extended families and to remain responsive to cultural and familial narratives.



Sometimes these responsibilities were financial. Many of the youth had to make sense of
these conflicting responsibilities on their own.

Cultural, Social, Familial, and Institutional Narratives

The youths’ stories were embedded within social, cultural, institutional, and
familial narratives that shaped their diverse unfolding lives. The youths’ stories often told
of contradictions between cultural and familial narratives and the institutional narratives,
that is, the stories of school. Caught sometimes in these contradictions, the youth were
humiliated or embarrassed in front of other students. Within institutional landscapes,
some youth’s experiences were profoundly shaped by stories of school, particularly when
policies were strictly adhered to and narrowed their educational opportunities.
Educational experiences in other countries were often not considered by the Alberta

system.

Conclusion
We conclude the report with a number of considerations with regard to the

literature review and the empirical study.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

This research study emerged from an increasing concern about the experiences of
youths who leave school early without a completion certification. Early school leaving is
one of the most complex, perennial, and protracted social and educational problems, and
one of the least understood. Although early school leaving was first recognized as a
concern in the mid-20th century, demand for better skill and knowledge levels in most
areas of employment has increased the concern of educators and policy makers about the
complex and multiple costs of early school leaving and its social consequences.

According to Alberta Education (2005), 67% of youth who began high school in
2000/2001 in Alberta schools graduated in 3 years, a further 6% graduated in 4 years, and
another 3% were expected to graduate in 5 years, by 2004/2005, for a total of 76%
graduating. Approximately one fourth (24%) of the students who began high school
would remain ungraduated. This high dropout rate concerns us as educators and
researchers and is an urgent problem in the province of Alberta. Alberta’s Commission
on Learning (2003) recommended a province-wide strategy be developed with a goal of
ensuring 90% of students complete Grade 12 within 4 years of starting high school. Lack
of high school education has lifelong consequences for the youths, including lower
earning capacities, less job satisfaction, and lower health levels (McCain & Mustard,
1999). The loss of a well-educated work force of Alberta’s young people has significant
consequences for Alberta’s economy and for the social fabric of our society.

Early school leaving is a serious and little understood phenomenon in Alberta and

Canada. A comprehensive and expansive perspective is needed to provide a better
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understanding of early school leaving. Furthermore, while there is research undertaken
from a quantitative perspective, indicating rates and general patterns of early school
leaving, there is little research that explores the life experiences of youths who leave
school early. Without in-depth data that looks across the long-term experiences of the
youths who leave school early, it is difficult to plan appropriate policies and interventions
to support them in their efforts toward school completion. This research provides such
information and understandings.
The purposes of this research study are
e to describe the life stories of early school leavers, including their accounts
of the part school played in their life stories as well as their accounts of the
part leaving school early played in their life stories;
e to understand the impact early school leaving without a certificate had on
early school leavers’ lives.
There are also three subsidiary purposes for the study:
e to conceptualize early school leavers’ experiences on their identity
formation;
e to examine the shaping influences of personal, family, cultural, social and
institutional contexts on early school leavers;
¢ to identify influential people in early school leavers’ stories.
This narrative inquiry into the experiences of youths who leave school early
focuses on the stories youths tell about their experiences and the ways they experience

early school leaving in their lives. Nineteen youths were drawn from a wide range of
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contexts in Alberta that included Aboriginal, immigrant, English as a second language,
urban, suburban, and rural. The study is timely given the high overall early school
leaving rate, the differential rate for various groups, and the need to inform educational
policies and practices. This research seeks to include the voices of the youths themselves

in order to inform policy debates and public understandings.
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CHAPTER 2. LITERATURE REVIEW -
Vera Caine and Lindsay Krawchuk

Educators, policy makers, and politicians are increasingly concerned about the
complex and multiple costs of early school leaving. These costs involve factors at a
personal level (such as poorer quality of life and compromised well-being) (Davison,
2003), an economic level (such as higher levels of unemployment and lower income),
and a societal level (such as increased demands for social services, increased crime, and
reduced community participation). Estimates of past and current school leaving rates
fluctuate and are often inconsistent due to varied definitions and measurements of early
school leaving. Great variations are also found in the explanations for early school
leaving, depending on the political, sociological, or philosophical framework chosen. Our
current understanding is shaped by the assumptions that it is advantageous for
adolescents to be in school rather than out of school, that any education is superior to no

education, and that there are explicit social and personal costs to early school leaving.

Methodology for the Literature Review
In order to understand the process and the implications of early school leaving, an
extensive literature search was conducted. A wide-ranging body of research exists on the
subject of school leaving, reflecting perhaps the magnitude of the problem. A systematic
search was performed using databases listed in Table 1. All of these databases were
accessible through the library system at the University of Alberta. The following terms or

combination of terms were used to conduct the article search: school leaver, school
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leaving, dropout or drop out, disengagement, push out or pushout, combined with the

terms school or education.

Table 1. List of Databases Used in Literature Search

Description

Database

Children and adolescent

Education

Family studies
Health
International

Multidisciplinary

Native studies

Psychology

Social science

U.S. government

Child and Adolescent Database

CBCA Education, Current Research, Education Abstracts,
ERIC, Primary Search

Family and Society Studies Worldwide

CINAHL, MEDLINE, Native Health Database

OCLC WorldCAT

Academic Search Premier, Duke University Press, Factiva,
Project Muse, Taylor and Francis Online Journals

First Nations Periodicals, Polar Info

PsycINFO

IBSS: International Bibliography of the Social Sciences,
PAIS International, Social Work Abstracts, Sociological
Abstracts, Social Science Research Network

U.S. government publications

It is important to note that intervention studies were excluded from the search, as

was the issue of school leavers returning to school or attending alternative schools after
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school leaving. An extensive list of literature examining the issue of dropping out of
school exists. For this reason, the searches were limited to studies published within the
past 13 years (1996-2009) and studies published in English, with a particular emphasis
placed on studies conducted in North America, Australia, and New Zealand. Studies from
Europe, Asia, and South America were excluded mainly for reasons of different
schooling systems and research published in languages other than English. All compiled
articles were reviewed by the researchers and assessed for inclusion.

The researchers consulted three individuals at the University of Alberta who
conduct research in this area.

Dr. Harvey Krahn has for many years examined the transition from school to
work and has paid particular attention to fractured transitions of high school students. Dr.
Krahn’s expertise is in survey research, and he has examined a large data set, both
regional and national, pertinent to the problem of early school leavers.

Dr. Tracey Derwing, Co-Director at the Prairie Centre for Excellence, conducts
research on the issue of early school leaving of immigrant children, particularly in the
western regions of Canada.

Chuck Humphrey, data librarian at the Rutherford Library of the University of
Alberta, has a wealth of experience in identifying potential relevant statistical databases.
In his practice he pays close attention to the limitation of using statistical information to
understand the problem of early school leaving and attempting to engage in both national

and international comparisons.
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Definition of Terms

Throughout the literature searches it became clear that various terms were used,
often interchangeably, for children and youths who left school prior to obtaining a
graduation certificate. Terms such as school leaver, dropout, disengagement/
engagement, and pushout carry clear labels or have connotations attached to them, yet
these terms are rarely defined by authors. Historically, the term dropout first surfaced in
the early 1900s but was not used widely until much later in the 20th century (SickKids,
2005).

The problem of early school leaving received attention starting in the 1950s. Prior
to this time, early school leaving was considered normal, as children and youths often left
school to contribute to the family income or worked on farms and in family businesses.
The term dropout carrying an at-risk label began to appear in the research literature in the
early to mid-1960s. Initially, the term described a new kind of deviance on the part of the
student, particularly in the context of juvenile delinquency and other adolescent issues
(SickKids, 2005). However, it is important to note that students who had dropped out of
school tended to be welcomed back to school. Until the present time, most prevention,
retention, and recovery programs are targeted towards youths who are considered
dropouts (SickKids, 2005). Around the mid-1960s the term early school leaver appeared.
Remaining popular, it is a descriptive term that generally carries few labels.

Willis (1977) introduced the idea of resistance in the 1970s in the UK. He saw
early school leaving as a quasi-political rebellion by working class youths in response to

class inequalities in schooling (Davies, 1999). The conditions for resistance include the
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actuality of being powerless, the conscious feeling of being powerless, the realization that
school is not working for the individual, and the clear rejection of an unequal education
experience, one that is also oppressive (Munns & McFadden, 2000; SickKids, 2005).
Often, students who leave due to resistance have cultural support that provides both a
community safety net and a sense of solidarity. The term resistance has been criticized
for its lack of emancipatory vision (Choi, 2005) in which youths are regarded as having
more agency in their lives. The term continues to be used not only to reflect a class-based
rebellion but also to highlight that young people exercise their power and are actively
engaged in forming their identities. School leaving is seen as a complex, contradictory,
and multilayered phenomenon (Olafson & Field, 2003).

In the mid-1980s, there continued to be a philosophical shift in the understanding
of early school leavers, which brought with it recognition that early school leaving comes
from a process of disengagement, in which early school leavers disengage themselves
from the culture of schooling. Educationists generally agree that student engagement
(e.g., time-on-task and participation) produces positive outcomes but note that there is
disagreement about what counts as engagement (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong,
2008; Harris, 2008). Finn’s (1989) taxonomy of engagement and participatory behaviors
identified three levels of engagement. In level 1, the student demonstrates adherence to
the school and classroom rules; in level 2, the student shows initiative in his/her own
learning; in level 3, the student is clearly involved in the social aspects of school life.
Finn sees disengagement as presenting behaviors that are contrary to engagement (e.g.,

not completing homework) in both academic and nonacademic school activities, as well
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as to what degree the student identifies with and values school outcomes (Davison,
2003). Disengagement is seen as a nonlinear process or pathway with a transition to
adulthood. This term also pays attention to the relational impact of others and that school
leaving is contingent on promises (kept or broken) between people. Furthermore, student
engagement or disengagement sees early school leaving as a complex and often
emotional process (Harris, 2008; Langhout & Mitchell, 2008; SickKids, 2005). Current
academic discussions view engagement or disengagement as a multidimensional
construct, although many studies investigate only one.

In Britain, the focus was to develop policies that paid close attention to the “lost
generation,” which included youths who had trouble transitioning as a result of being
truant and/or expelled from school, and those beyond school years but not working,
training, or otherwise being educated. These policies are linked with the term disaffection
in the UK.

In the 1990s and onward, research in the United States on early school leavers
identified pushout and pullout factors as explanations for early school leaving. Youths or
children are often pushed out because their presence in the school creates difficulty in
meeting some goals of school; this includes low-performing students as well as students
with discipline and/or behavioral problems. Pushouts tend to be students who have a
history of suspensions; they do not easily fit into the school system and are encouraged or
directly told to leave. Hodgson (2007) described pushout factors as poor relationships

with teachers and perceptions about one’s low academic ability. Often, bureaucratic
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regulations governing schools pressure large number of students to drop out (SickKids,
2005).

Although students are able to stay in school until the age of 21, some students
who are over the age of 18 get pushed out of school. Unlike dropouts, who are seen as
having made bad decisions in their lives, pushouts are rarely welcomed back to school.
Frequently, schools see them as troublemakers who negatively impact other students. The
term pushout was developed, in part, because the term dropout has distorted and
misrepresented the experience of students. Dropping out is seldom a clear choice of
leaving school, yet a fair number of students are pushed out and simply fade away
(Hattam & Smyth, 2003).

Pullout factors, an idea that indicates that students engage in a cost-benefit
analysis, construct school as only one part of youths’ complex lives. Leaving school
becomes a conscious and rational choice. The cost-benefit analysis includes factors such
as attraction of employment, start of a family, as well as a student’s lack of ability,
troubles with peer groups, boredom/irritation with school, cultural/social isolation, as
well as feelings of discrimination. For example, in Hodgson’s (2007) study, one
participant’s pullout factor was a clear sense of future employment which no longer
required school. Interestingly, many school leavers, with stable feelings of regret over
having left school, left due to pushout factors, not pullout factors (Dekkers & Claassen,
2001; T. Lee & Breen, 2007; Smyth & Hattam, 2004).

Around the 1990s, the term opting out also appeared in the literature, reflecting

that some students simply do not want to be bothered with education. Schools in this case
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do not always serve a meaningful or relevant purpose in these students’ lives. Students do
not take this decision lightly and often leave school for good reasons. The term opting out
recognizes that students have agency in their lives and are active participants in their
identity formation.

The term exclusion also began to be used in the literature, researchers observing
that that disaffection and disengagement ultimately led to the exclusion of some students.

More recently the term facilitated out has been introduced. The term stems from a
broader framework, which has a social justice orientation towards the students and their
community (Wotherspoon & Schissel, 2001). Facilitated out also reflects that, at times,
school officials and teachers encourage students to leave school prior to school
completion. Interestingly some students are labeled as tune outs. Tune outs are students
who have disengaged from learning, but do not interrupt class or cause problems and are,
therefore, tolerated or ignored (SickKids, 2005).

Until the present time there is no universally accepted definition of early school
leaving. Leavers are typically defined as students who leave school (not including
transfers) before they graduate from high school with a regular diploma. Some students
leave school before entering ninth grade (SickKids, 2005). There is also a general
consensus that early school leaving is the result of a long process of disengagement
(Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2009) and alienation that may be preceded by
less severe types of disengagement such as truancy and grade retention (SickKids, 2005).

Although it is appealing to use school leaver and dropout interchangeably, this

would not reflect the findings of the literature accurately. Many researchers and policy
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makers use the terms without paying close attention to their individual philosophical and
logistical underpinnings. However, researchers conducting qualitative studies most often
use the term early school leaver, whereas researchers conducting quantitative studies use
the term dropout.

Quantitative researchers struggle with the determination of the extent of the
dropout rate, as there are various ways in which it can be calculated and reported. Before
a dropout rate can even be calculated, researchers must agree on what constitutes a
dropout. Like calculating the dropout rate, the definition of dropout is not always
consistent. Fortunately, most reports provide a definition of the term and the way in the
dropout rate is calculated. Therefore, it is usually of benefit to discuss the definitions of
high school dropout in conjunction with the rates calculated. For the purposes of this
review, when a rate is reported, a definition will also be reported. In the strictest sense,
high school dropouts are those students who have left high school without meeting the
requirements to receive a high school diploma. An environmental scan of the public
literature, for example, newspaper articles, teacher association newsletters, policy and

position papers, showed that the term early school leaver is now predominately used.

Statistical Overview
Canada
The purpose of this literature review is to determine the scope of and factors that
contribute to high school dropping out. The reasons for students not completing high

school are complex and of great interest to educators, researchers, and government
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officials, as well as parents and students. Although across Canada the rate of dropping out
seems to be decreasing overall, the school dropout issue still needs to be investigated. It
is important to ensure certain groups are not being neglected due to a seemingly overall
decrease in dropout rates. For instance, the dropout rate continues to decrease in urban
schools but continues to remain relatively high in rural schools (G. Bowlby, 2005).
Provincial dropout rates generally remain higher in rural areas and in small towns than in
urban areas, especially in Quebec, Manitoba, and Alberta. The dropout rate also
continues to be higher among males. Recent data showed the rate for men aged 20 to 24
was 12.2% in 2004-2005, compared with 7.2% for young women, although both rates
have fallen since 1990-1991 (J. W. Bowlby & McMullen 2002; Statistics Canada, 2005).
Also, other groups, particularly those of lower social economic status or Aboriginal
heritage, are facing an extensive rate of dropout. Despite efforts to change the dropout
rate for marginalized populations over the last 2 decades, a significant gap in Aboriginal
students completing high school compared to non-Aboriginal students still exists in
Canada. Hango and de Broucker (2007) noted that Aboriginal youths are more likely than
non-Aboriginal youths to leave the education system with a much lower level of
attainment. In 2006, the proportion of Aboriginal peoples aged 20 to 24 who had not
completed high school was almost three times higher than that of non-Aboriginal
Canadians (Canadian Council on Learning, 2009).

Similarly, Mendelson (2006) indicated that among the Aboriginal populations in
Canada, those aged 15 years and older had a much higher proportion of people failing to

complete high school than the Canadian population as a whole (54% to 35%,
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respectively). According to the latest available data from the 2001 census, there was a
decline in both Aboriginal and the population as a whole (15 years or older) who had
“less than high school” as their highest level of educational attainment. For Aboriginal
peoples, the rate decreased to 48% and the population as a whole to 31% (Mendelson,
2006). A recent study by Hallet et al. (2008), which explored the role of consistent ethnic
self-identification and school attrition in Canadian Aboriginal youths, found that students
who consistently declared their Aboriginal heritage had the highest school dropout rate.
In a Statistics Canada report by Siggner and Costa (2005), the educational
attainment of Aboriginal people living within Canada’s metropolitan areas (CMAs) was
examined. The CMAs included in the study were Montreal, Ottawa-Hull, Toronto,
Sudbury, Thunder Bay, Saskatoon, Vancouver, Regina, Winnipeg, Edmonton, and
Calgary. In these CMAs, Aboriginal youths aged 20 to 24 years were less likely to have
completed high school than non-Aboriginal youths. This study found that the rate of
Aboriginal youths who had not completed high school declined between 1981 and 2001,
but the rate for non-Aboriginal students showed a much steeper decline in the same time
period. Using data from the 2001 Aboriginal peoples survey, Siggner and Costa analyzed
the reasons Aboriginal youths gave for dropping out of high school. The most frequent
response by Aboriginal males was “boredom” (25%), compared with 19% of non-
Aboriginal Canadian males reporting the same. For female Aboriginal youth, 25% stated
that the main reason they dropped out was due to “pregnancy or caring for their
children,” whereas only 16% of non-Aboriginal female Canadians listed this as a reason

for leaving school without a diploma.
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One of the most common places to receive estimates of dropout rates is from
government reports or statistics bureaus. The Labour Force Survey (LFS) data is
collected by Statistics Canada, with the main objective to produce estimates and
information about employment and unemployment in Canada. However, the LFS
provides information on the educational attainment of the population along with school
attendance estimates. When these two figures are combined with the age of respondents,
a dropout rate can be calculated (G. Bowlby, 2005). Usually, the dropout rate is
calculated using the 20-24 year age group as it accounts for those students who graduate
high school in more than 3 years or leave school and return. Individuals in the 20-24 age
group who have not graduated or are not enrolled in high school can be considered
dropouts. Using LFS data, the dropout rate in 2004—2005 was 9.8%, which is a
significant decrease from the rate of 16.7% in the 1990-1991 school year (G. Bowlby,
2005).

One of the most recent Canadian studies uses data from the 2000 Youth in
Transition Survey (YITS; J. W. Bowlby & McMullen, 2002). The YITS is a large
Canadian longitudinal study that collects information about the transitioning of youths
through education, training, and into the work force. The study surveyed two major focus
groups, those who began participating at age 15 and those who began their participation
between the ages of 18 and 20. There were over 22,000 participants from 10 provinces
that comprised the 18-20 years age group and 29,330 in the 15 years age group. The
study surveyed participants every 2 years beginning in 1999 and followed participants for

7 years. The YITS defined high school dropouts as those students who were not enrolled
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in a high school and had not completed the requirements to receive a high school diploma
by December 1999. The high school dropout rate is the proportion of youths in a
specified age group who have not completed their secondary education and were not
working towards its completion (J. W. Bowlby & McMullen, 2002, p. 25).

Figure 1 depicts the dropout rate trends in Canada, defined as the proportion of
high school leavers not attending school among 20 to 24 year olds by gender for the
academic years 1990-1991 to 2004-2005. The dropout rate declined over the time period
from 21% to 14% for men and from 16% to 9% for women. This decline in the dropout
rate over time may result from both fewer youths leaving high school without graduating
and a greater number of dropouts returning to complete their high school diploma before

the age of 24 (Raymond, 2008).

Figure 1. High school dropout rate among 2024 year olds in Canada, academic years
1990-1991 to 2004-2005. From M. Raymond (2008), High School Dropouts Returning

to School. Culture, Tourism and the Centre of Educational Studies. Ottawa, ON:
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Statistics Canada. The dropout rate is defined as 20 to 24 year olds without a high

school diploma and not in school.

While in 1990-1992 to 1992-1993, eastern Canada had the highest dropout rates

in the country, over the three most recent school years (2003 to 2005) the dropout rate in

these provinces has been in the 8% to 10% range, ranking them among the lowest in

Canada (Table 2). With dropout rates falling as they have in Atlantic Canada, there now

appears to be two groups of provinces, the first consisting of Atlantic Canada, Ontario,

and British Columbia, with relatively low dropout rates, and the second, made up of

Quebec and the prairie provinces, with rates that have averaged above 10% over the last 3

years. Although overall dropout rates have decreased in recent years, there remain

subpopulations where dropping out remains relatively high (G. Bowlby, 2005).

Table 2: Dropouts® and Dropout Rate, Canada and Provinces, 1990-1991 to 1992-1993

and 2002-2003 to 2004—2005 School Year Averages®

1990-1991 to

2002-2003 to

1992-1993 2004-2005
Dropout Dropout
Thousands rate (%)  Thousands rate (%)
Canada 316.0 15.7 216.2 10.1
Newfoundland and
Labrador 10.0 20.0 2.8 8.0
Prince Edward Island 1.8 19.1 0.9 9.7
Nova Scotia 12.0 17.9 5.7 9.3
New Brunswick 8.6 154 4.5 9.2
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Quebec 84.3 17.4 60.1 11.9
Ontario 114.2 14.7 74.8 9.1
Manitoba 125 16.1 9.9 13.0
Saskatchewan 10.4 16.3 7.3 10.7
Alberta 30.8 15.8 28.8 12.0
British Columbia 315 13.3 21.2 7.5

! Defined as 20 to 24 year olds without a high school diploma and not in school.

2 Since the Labour Force Survey is a sample survey subject to some inherent error, particularly among smaller
geographies, provincial dropout rates are averaged over 3-year periods. This is done to improve the confidence in the
trend.

From Statistics Canada, 2009. Labour Force Survey. Retrieved from http://www.statcan.gc.ca/cgi-bin/imdb/
p2SV.pl?Function=getSurvey&SDDS=3701&lang =en&db=imdb&adm=8&dis=2

There seems to be a substantial difference in the dropout rates between some
urban and rural areas in Canada. According to G. Bowlby (2005), the rate of dropping out
is especially high in rural Alberta and Quebec and fairly high in Manitoba. In both rural
Alberta and Quebec, the dropout rate was approximately 1 in 5 for those in the 20-24 age
group. Bowlby indicated that there is a great discrepancy between the dropout rates
between the rural and urban areas and cities in Alberta. For instance, in small towns and
rural areas the dropout rate was 17% and 21.7% respectively, whereas in the metropolitan

areas it was 9.9% (Bowlby).

Provincial Dropout Rate
In Alberta, it is estimated that approximately one in four students who starts high

school do not graduate (Alberta Education, 2008). Recent provincial statistics reveal that
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high school completion rates have remained relatively constant over the last 5 years (see
Table 3).

Table 3. Alberta High School Completion Rates

2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

N % N % N % N % N %

3yr
43,373 67.8 43,222 69.3 43,032 70.4 43930 70.4 44,661 71.0
completion

4yr
42,679 723 43,346 734 43,192 75.1 43,013 76.2 43913 76.3
completion

S5yr
42,099 75.2 42,636 755 43,318 774 43,174 78.6 42,987 79.5
completion

From Alberta Education, 2008, “Accountability Pillar Results for Annual Education Results Report (AERR).”
Retrieved from www.education.alberta.ca/media/852263/provincialaprresults2008.pdf

According to Alberta Education (2008), the high school completion rate (in 3
years) was 71.0% in 2007. The completion rate has remained relatively constant since
2003-2005, when the average was 69.1% (Alberta Education, 2008). Students in Alberta
were considered to be high school completers if they had met the requirement to receive a
high school diploma or equivalent within the tracking period of 5 years after entering
Grade 10. Those who were not enrolled in school or a high school completer were

therefore considered to be early school leavers.
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The Alberta government also calculates the rate of school leaving and returning to
school for Alberta students aged 14 to 18 for each academic year. The results are the
annual dropout and returning rate. Dropouts are those students who are not registered in
the education system (which includes K-12, postsecondary, or apprenticeship program)
and who have not completed the requirement for a high school diploma from the previous
year (i.e., if 2005-2006 is the year of interest, the rate from that year would be those
students who dropped out in the 2004-2005 school year). For the 2004-2005 school year,
the dropout rate was calculated at 5%. Of those who dropped out, 21.4% returned to

school within one year (Alberta Education, 2008).

The United States

According to Snyder, Tan, and Hoffman (2006), using data from the U.S.
Department of Educational Statistics, the percentage of dropouts among 16 to 24 year
olds declined from 14% in 1977 to 10% in 2004. Laird, Lew, DeBell, and Chapman
(2006) used data from the annual Current Population Survey (CPS), the annual Common
Core Data (CCD) and the Annual GED Testing Service (GEDTS) in order to determine
the dropout situation in the United States through the 20022003 school year.

There are numerous ways one can collect, calculate, and report rates of dropping
out and completion. Laird et al. (2006) indicated four ways the dropout and completion
rates are commonly calculated: the event dropout rate, the status dropout rate, the status
completion rate, and the average freshman completion rate. Each provides valuable

information, with inherent strengths and weaknesses, in determining the scope of the
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dropout situation in the United States. These are presented here, along with some of the
statistics they yield.

First, the event dropout rate

estimates the percentage of both private and public high school students who left

high school between the beginning of one school year and the beginning of the

next without earning a high school diploma or its equivalent (e.g., a General

Educational Development certificate, or GED). It can be used to track annual

changes in the experiences of students in the U.S. school system. (Laird et al.,

2006, p. 1)

In 2002—-2003, 4% of students who were enrolled in October 2002 had left school
by October 2003 without having met the requirements for a high school diploma. Using
this data, one can see a downward trend in the event dropout rate. The event dropout rate
fell from 6.1% in 1972 to 4% in 2003. However, there has been no significant overall
increase or decrease in the event dropout rate since 1991 (Laird et al., 2006). In 2002—
2003 there were no differences in the event dropout rate between males and females. In
the same year there were significant differences in the dropout rate among ethnic groups,
with Hispanic students being more likely to drop out than Caucasian or Asian students.
The event dropout rate was not significantly different for African American students or
for those who indicated more than one race. However, there were significant differences
found for family income.

In 2003, those living in low-income families were 5 times more likely than those

in high income families to drop out. Since 1990, event dropout rates have
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fluctuated between 3.6 and 5.7 percent for middle-income students and between
1.0 and 2.7 percent for high-income students, event dropout rates increased from
9.5 percent in 1990 to 13.3 percent in 1995 and then declined to 7.5 percent in
2003. (Laird et al., 2006, p. 4)
Older students were more likely to drop out than younger students. For instance in the
2002-2003 reference year, 2.5% of 15-16 year olds and 2.95% of 17 year olds dropped
out compared with 5.7% of 19 year olds and 20.8% of 2024 year olds (Laird et al.,
2006).
Second, the status dropout rate
reports the percentage of individuals in a given age range who are not in school
and who have not earned a high school diploma or equivalency credential,
irrespective of when they dropped out. The rate focuses on an overall age group
as opposed to individuals in the U.S. school system, so it can be used to study
general population issues. (Laird et al., 2006, p. 1)
The U.S. national status dropout rate shows a decline from 14.6% in 1972 t0 9.9% in
2003 among those 16 to 24 years of age. “Males aged 16—24 were more likely than
females to be high school drop outs” in 2003, 11.3% compared with 8.4% respectively
(Laird et al., 2006, p. 6). For Caucasians, the rate fell from 12.3% in 1972 to 6.3% in
2003, and the rates for African Americans fell from 21.3% to 10.9% in the same time
period. For Hispanic students, the rate fell from 34.3% in 1972 to 23.5% in 2003.

Interestingly, in 2003, 39.4% of Hispanics in the 16-24 year old age group, born outside
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the United States, were dropouts. Those of Hispanic origin that were born in the U.S.
were less likely to drop out than those who immigrated to the U.S. (Laird et al., 2006).

Third, the status completion rate

indicates the percentage of individuals in a given age range who are not in high

school and who have not earned a high school diploma or equivalency credential,

irrespective of when the credential was earned. The rate focuses on an overall age
as opposed to individuals in the U.S. school system, so it can be used to study

general population issues. (Laird et al., 2006, p. 2)

According to Laird et al. (2006), in 2003, 87.1% of 18 to 24 year olds not enrolled
in high school had received a high school diploma or equivalency. The completion rate
has increased since 1972 from 82.8% to 85.6% in 1990 to 87.1% in 2003. Males in the
18-24 age group were less likely (85.1%) than females (89.2%) to have completed high
school (Laird et al., 2006). Asian/Pacific Islanders had the highest completion rate
(94.9%) in 2003, followed by Caucasians (91.9%), African Americans (85%), and
Hispanic (69.2%) in the 18-24 age group (Laird et al., 2006).

Fourth, the average freshman graduation rate

estimates the proportion of high school freshman who graduate with a regular

diploma 4 years after starting 9th grade. The rate focuses on public high school

students as opposed to all high school students or the general population and is
designed to provide an estimate of on-time graduation from high school. Thus, it
provides a measure of the extent to which public high schools are graduating

students within the expected period of four years. (Laird et al., 2006, p. 2)
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For public school students in the class 2002—-2003, the average freshman graduation rate

was 73.9 % (Laird et al., 2006), compared to 72.6% in 2001-2002.

Australia

The school system in Australia is similar to that in Canada and the United States.
Schooling in Australia starts with a year of preparatory school followed by 12 years in
primary and secondary school. In the final year, year 12, students can study for a
government-endorsed certificate that is recognized by all the Australian Universities and
Colleges as well as many international universities.

One type of statistic that is reported by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS,
2006) is the apparent retention rate. This is the number of school students in a certain
year (in percentage) of their cohort, which is either at the commencement of their
secondary school or at year 10, who make it to year 12 of secondary school (ABS, 2006).
In 2005, the “apparent full-time retention rate” from year 7-8 to year 12 was 75.3%. This
is down from 75.7% in 2004 but up from the rate of 72.2% in 1995 (ABS, 2006). In 2005
the retention rate was significantly higher for girls than for boys (81% to 69.9%,
respectively).

One of the largest Australian studies that analyzed school leaving in Australia is
the Longitudinal Surveys of Australian Youth (LSAY). This study follows students in
Australia and their transitions through school to postsecondary education and into the
workplace. It includes samples of a number of cohorts in order to analyze the movement

of youths within Australia. Many reports have been published from this data. Of
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particular interest is a report written by McMillan and Marks (2003), which focuses on
the cohort of youths who were in their ninth year in 1995 and who were followed until
the year 2000.

McMillan and Marks (2003) describe their conception of school leavers (see
Figure 2). In their study, a non-completer is a student who left school before completing
Grade 12. They then further subdivide non-completers into early school leavers (those
who leave before the completion of year 10) and later school leavers (those who leave
after starting Grade 11 but before completing Grade 12).

According to these definitions of school leavers, McMillan and Marks (2003)
determined that

approximately 9 per cent of the cohort are classified as early school leavers, a

further 13 per cent are classified as later school leavers, 41 per cent are classified

as school completers who had not entered higher education, and 38 per cent are

classified as school completers who entered higher education in the year after

Year 12 or in the following year. (p. 8)
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Figure 2. Categories of school leavers. From J. McMillan and G. N. Marks, “School
Leavers in Australia: Profiles and Pathways,” 2003. Longitudinal Surveys of
Australian Youth (LSAY Research Reports No. 31, p. 7). Melbourne: Australian

Council for Educational Research.

New Zealand
Another country that has a similar education system to that of Canada is New
Zealand. The New Zealand Education System, like those in Canada, United States, and
Australia, is comprised of primary, intermediate, and secondary schooling. However,
New Zealand secondary school starts at year 9 and ends with the completion of year 13
(New Zealand Ministry of Education, 2005). Therefore, dropping out of school would be
defined as leaving before completing 4 years of high school as opposed to three as it is in

Canada, Australia, and the United States.
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According to a report from the New Zealand Ministry of Education (2005), the
percentage of people who left school without receiving a high school qualification was
13%. In New Zealand, certain students tend to have higher dropout rates than others, such
as Maori students. The Maori are the indigenous peoples of New Zealand and, according
to the 2001 New Zealand census, make up close to 15% of the population. The report
indicates that when analyzing the highest level of attainment of the population, Maori
students were more likely to have “little or no formal attainment” (25% compared to 13%
for New Zealand as a whole). It was noted, however, that the rate of high school
completion seems to be improving, and those without high school completion seem to be

on the decline for the population as a whole as well as for Maori students.
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Figure 3. Percentage of school leavers in New Zealand with little or no formal
attainment by ethnic group, 1993-2005. From New Zealand Schools: A Report on
the Compulsory Schools Sector in New Zealand, 2005, p. 19, Aukland: New Zealand

Ministry of Education.
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Framing Early School Leavers
No one framework has been developed that is able to capture the complexity of
early school leaving. In general, students at risk of early school leaving are viewed from
either an individual deficit perspective that elaborates risk factors, or from disengagement

perspectives, which take into account wider social inequities (Cassidy & Bates, 2005).

Individual Deficit Model (Risk Factors)

The individual deficit model relies on simple, causal attribution of risk factors and
sees both the individual and family as the primary cause of early school leaving. Early
school leavers and their families are seen as a homogenous group, despite increasing
evidence that school leaving is a complex and multivariate process. Schools are seen as
unable to prevent early school leaving and, in general, both institutional and societal
problems are ignored. Knesting (2008) noted that understanding the problem of early
school leaving “requires going beyond the limited scope of individual student

characteristics to include school factors in students’ decisions to leave or stay in school”

(p. 3).

Trends with Dropouts

The research suggests that there is no typical dropout. Many factors seem to
interact in the decision to drop out, and dropping out can be seen as more of a process
than an event. There is much research that illuminates trends in those who drop out of

high school in Canada. J. W. Bowlby and McMullen (2002) use YITS data to compare
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dropouts and graduates on various characteristics. For instance, those who had graduated
high school were twice as likely to have at least one parent who had completed
postsecondary education (56.6% vs. 27.9%, respectively). Dropouts were also more
likely than graduates to have parents who had not completed high school (26.9% vs.
8.7%). In terms of grades, high school dropouts were more likely to have lower overall
grade averages and were more likely to have overall grades under 60% than were
graduates. However, not all of the dropouts in the sample had low grades. Half of the
dropouts had a B average or better and an additional third had C average or better. It was
indicated that only 3.6% of dropouts had academic averages that fell below 50% (J. W.
Bowlby & McMullen, 2002).

Another factor that is indicative of future risk of dropping out is repetition of a
grade. According to J. W. Bowlby and McMullen (2002), dropouts were five times more
likely to have repeated a grade in high school and boys were more likely than girls to
have repeated a grade. Jimerson, Anderson, and Whipple (2002) investigated the
relationship between grade retention and dropping out of high school by doing a literature
review of studies of high school drop out. They located 17 studies that met the criteria for
their study and addressed the issue of grade retention and high school drop out. The
results indicate that grade retention can be one of the most powerful predictors of high
school drop out.

“When you are eighteen years old and you’re in a classroom of grade ten’ers you

just can’t handle the garbage that goes on in school. I couldn’t handle being in a class
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with a bunch of immature people” (Participant, cited in Tanner, Krahn, & Hartnagel,

1995, p. 51).

Incidence of Elementary Grade
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Graduates Dropouts
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Figure 4. Comparison of dropouts and graduates on elementary grade
retention by gender. From At a Crossroads: First Results for the 18- to 20-
Year-Old Cohort of the Youth in Transition Survey (p. 34), by J. W.
Bowlby and K. McMullen, 2002. Ottawa, ON: Human Resources Canada,

Statistics Canada.

Another major factor often cited as being strongly related to high school dropping
out is that of working while in high school. J. W. Bowlby and McMullen (2002) indicated
that, of the entire sample surveyed, 61.5% of students worked for pay while 38.5% did
not. Dropout rates were lowest among youths who worked a moderate number of hours

during the week. Bushnik (2003) used YITS data to investigate the relationships of
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working while in high school to leaving school without obtaining a high school diploma.
Bushnik indicated that the “highest proportion of students to drop out were those who
worked greater than 30 hours per week followed by those students that did not work at
all” (p. 11).

Dropouts tended to have more negative behaviors, such as skipping classes, than
high school graduates. They were also more likely than graduates to have friends with
few educational aspirations (J. W. Bowlby & McMullen, 2002).

One of the major issues related to high school dropping out is that of engagement.
Finn and Rock (1997) sampled minority students from low-income families. Students
were classified as either successful school completers, school completers with poor
academic performance or non-completers. The groups were compared in terms of
psychological characteristics as well as engagement behaviors. The study uses Finn’s
(1989) taxonomy of engagement or participatory behaviors. Finn argued that with
participation comes identification with school and a sense of belonging, which promotes
a feeling of self-worth.

Norris, Pignal, and Lipps (2003) discussed the measurement of school
engagement; although their sample was elementary students, the findings still have
relevance to the issues of engagement. They defined school engagement as “children’s
behavioral involvement in and emotional identification with the social and academic
realms of school” (p. 27). They also differentiated between academic engagement and
social engagement. Academic engagement involves interaction with teachers, the

curriculum, and school governance, whereas social engagement refers to the out-of-
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classroom aspects of school life such as relationships with peers and extracurricular
activities. More engaged students are less alienated from school and have a high
academic achievement.

Research from the YITS (18-20 year old group) indicates that dropouts tend to be
less engaged than graduates. To measure school engagement among the 15-year-old
cohort included in the YITS, researchers asked students various questions related to their
level of identification with the school, the social aspect of school, and academic aspects
of school life (Bushnik, Barr-Telford, & Bussiere, 2004). It was found that those students
who had dropped out by age 17 were less engaged at age 15 than those who had not
dropped out. Approximately 26% of dropouts reported not being very socially engaged,
and 39% reported they were not very academically engaged. Only 49% of dropouts
participated in extra curricular activities (at age 15) while in school, whereas 66% of

those who continued and graduated were involved in extra curricular activities.

Risk Factors — Clusters

By looking at the extensive risk factors gleaned from the literature (see Appendix
A), one can see that the high school dropout problem is far from one in which a student
simply decides to leave school without a diploma. Generally, it appears that students who
drop out are likely to be those who are unmotivated by their class work; who have
problems with either the school authorities, the police, or both; who skip classes or are
often absent; who are pregnant or married; who are poor and must work; who have

family problems; or who have drug or alcohol problems (F. W. Lee & Ip, 2003).
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Although these are likely very salient contributing factors, the high school dropout
phenomenon is extremely complex.

The at-risk factors for early school leaving can be loosely categorized into several
strands such as social factors, socio-political-economic factors, school related
characteristics, and family characteristics. By far the largest category is that of personal
characteristics of the student. Although there is some indication of who drops out, as just
discussed above, it is likely many of these factors contribute to leaving school without a

diploma, a process that may vary depending on grade level (Stearns & Glennie, 2006).

Critique of Risk Factors

Although some key factors have been identified that likely are related and assist
in predicting who is at risk of dropping out, these lists may not be that helpful in
predicting who will drop out. The purpose of identifying risk factors in the first place is
to give administrators and educators a way of identifying those who may need
intervention in order to keep them in school. Research on risk factors that lead to early
school leaving may represent a starting point for understanding the complexity of the
dropout process (Lessard et al., 2008). However, an important question is how beneficial
are risk factors in actually predicting who will eventually drop out of school? Gleason
and Dynarski (2002) investigated middle school students and looked at which risk factors
were effective in predicting who would eventually drop out of high school. They
investigated five types of commonly identified risk factor categories each with various

commonly reported risk factors contained within. The risk factor categories are (a)
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demographic characteristics and family background, (b) past school performance, (c)
personal/ psychological characteristics, (d) adult responsibilities, and (e) school or
neighborhood characteristics. Their results indicated that the factors associated with the
highest dropout rates were high absenteeism and being overage by two or more years.
However, none of the single risk factors contained within the above categories effectively
predicted future dropouts. Three fourths of the students identified as at risk of dropping
out were not dropouts 2 to 3 years later. Therefore, although risk factors assist in
identifying those who may drop out, they are not as effective as one would hope. Gleason
and Dynarski concluded that when our risk factors are ineffective in predicting who will
drop out, intervention programs will end up serving those who would not have dropped
out and missing those who eventually do drop out.

Some researchers have even tried to categorize certain characteristics into types of
dropouts. For instance, Kronick and Hargis (1990) suggest three types of dropouts: the
low-achiever pushouts, the quiet dropout, and the in-school dropouts. Each of these
categories has specific characteristics. The low-achiever pushouts are those students who
experience repeated academic failures and react to these failures through aggressiveness
and misbehavior. The misbehavior often leads to reprimands and sanctions from school
and only ends when the student eventually becomes expelled. The quiet dropout is listed
as a frequent dropout type by Kronick and Hargis. The quiet dropout may have a history
of academic failure but does not act out in the manner in which the low-achiever pushout
reacts. The quiet dropout does not externalize the frustration. Due to the lack of outward

indicators that there is a difficulty, these individuals may go unnoticed until the time of
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drop out. The in-school dropouts are those students who remain in school until the
graduation year but, before graduation, fail the final exams due to deficiencies in their
knowledge. Although these categories may be useful for categorizing some of the
students who have dropped out, they may not be useful as they do not account for certain
characteristics known to be related to drop out such as family experiences, school related
factors, and socioeconomic status.

Janosz, LeBlanc, Boulerice, and Tremblay (2000) endeavored to empirically
explore the value of using a typological approach to prevent and study school drop out.
The variables used to develop the typology were based on individual school experience
characteristics, such as school grades, grade retention, commitment to schooling, attitude
towards schooling, level of stress in school, disciplinary sanctions, involvement in school
and extra curricular activities, and school misbehavior, to name a few. The results of the
study led to four categories: quiet dropouts, disengaged dropouts, low achiever dropouts,
and maladjusted dropouts. The quiet dropouts are those that do not misbehave in school,
demonstrate moderate to high levels of commitment to school, are usually involved in
school activities, do not require disciplinary sanctions, have positive views about school
attendance, and can have somewhat low achievement. The quiet dropouts appear to be
fairly good students overall except for lower achievement. The disengaged dropouts are
those that display some school misbehavior, have a low commitment to school, feel they
are less competent than their peers, do not like school, care little for grades and have few
educational aspirations, and demonstrate average academic performance. The low

achiever dropouts are those who have a weak commitment to education and have some



Early School Leavers Final Report 36

school misbehavior, but their defining characteristic is that they have very low school
performance. These students often have difficulties meeting the requirements to pass their
courses. The maladjusted dropouts are those individuals with poor academic
performance, weak commitment to school, and a high level of school misbehavior. This
type of dropout obviously has the most negative profile of the four listed. The quiet
dropouts and the maladjusted dropouts are said to be the two most common types of
dropouts (Janosz et al., 2000).

The utility of classifying dropouts has some strength in terms of assisting
researchers and educators in being aware of the etiology of the dropout. It also draws
attention to the necessity of further inquiry into those classified as quiet dropouts, as
these students are usually not identified as being at-risk. They seem like good students
and thus go unnoticed until the point when they decide to drop out completely. Brown
and Rodriguez (2009) also found “that the sources of [students’] progressive

disengagement from school did not lie in the accumulation of risk factors” (p. 221).

Process Theories of Disengagement
Although individual deficit models continue to be explored, process theories of
disengagement have become more common. These theories take into account that
disengagement from school is a nonlinear, partial and fragmented process that is often
contradictory, complex, filled with subversive forces and tensions, as well as a struggle
for most students (Archambault et al., 2009; SickKids, 2005; Janosz, Archambault,

Morizot, & Pagani, 2008). Hodgson (2007) described school leaving as “having complex
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historical antecedents that form and grow over time” (pp. 1-2). Points of disengagement
have been referred to as starting points, faltering points, and end points. At times,
students start from scratch; these are students who have multiple risk factors at the
family, school, and community level. Other students have primarily protective factors,
and, after leaving school early, they still see the possibility of negotiating their way back
to school. The in-between students have a mix of both risk and protective factors
(SickKids, 2005).

Dropping out is not just an event but rather a process (Bradshaw, O’Brennan, &
McNeely, 2008). It is not just a matter of deciding not to come back to school one day.
According to J. W. Bowlby and McMullen (2002), many youths drop out and return to
school several times before leaving school completely. Of the youths surveyed in the
YITS, 59.6% of dropouts reported having left school at least one time before actually
dropping out, 18.9% had left twice, and 6.3% had left three or more times. Students also
had a variety of reasons for leaving: most cited school-related reasons (41.7%); others
reported work-related reasons (27.3%), personal reasons (16.9%), and other reasons
(14.1%). One of the main reasons for dropping out of school was being bored or
uninterested (19.9% of dropouts) (J. W. Bowlby & McMullen, 2002).

Men were more likely than women (33.7% to 16.8%) to indicate that the main
reason they left school was work. Of the men in this group, 19.8% indicated that they
“wanted to work,” but 13.95% indicated that they “had to work due to money problems”
(J. W. Bowlby & McMullen, 2002). To the contrary, females were more likely (29.1%)

than males (16.9%) to report personal or family reasons for dropping out of high school.
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Out of all female dropouts in their survey, 15.9% indicated that the reason for leaving
school was due to being pregnant or to caring for their own child (J. W. Bowlby &
McMullen).

At times, dropping out can be related to the number of times a student has school-
related sanctions coupled with low achievement (Arcia, 2006). Suspended students had
substantially lower pre-suspension achievements than did students in the comparison
group, gained considerably less academically throughout 3 years with suspensions, and
had high dropout rates. All patterns were considerably more marked with increases in
suspensions and with decreases in achievement (Arcia, 2006).

When students were asked to reflect on their decision to drop out of high school,
“45.9% were ‘sorry’ they had, and 29.6% had ‘mixed feelings’ regarding their decision to
drop out”; “females were more likely than their male counterparts to have regretted their
decision to drop out” (J. W. Bowlby & McMullen, 2002, p. 42).

Recently, Lessard and colleagues (2008) described how some factors influence
the process of dropping out. In their qualitative study of the lived experiences of
dropouts, Lessard et al. outlined three elements of this process as setting the stage,
teetering, and ending the journey. Dropout participants described strategies to prolong
their journey and strategies to sabotage it. Apt metaphors such as teetering (Lessard et
al., 2008) and winnowing (Hodgson, 2007) describe the gradual but continuous process of
moving in and out of school. T. Lee and Breen (2007) identified three phases of the early
school leaving process as encompassing exclusion from school, transition to the work

force and the “now” phase. Participants described negative experiences in school that led
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to explicit or implicit exclusion, which in turn led them to seek alternatives outside
schooling and to finding full-time work. They then described their current satisfaction or

contentment to live with their decisions.

Critical Approaches to Disengagement

A key historical shift occurred in the late 1980s when researchers recognized the
potential impacts of the environment on early school leavers. They argued that in order to
understand early school leavers it was important that their behavior was framed as a
reaction to cultural needs and aspirations. Early school leavers are impacted by the school
context, structures, and norms, and their decision is often the end result of a longstanding
struggle and various decisive moments along the pathway (Munns & McFadden, 2000).
A flow chart (see Appendix B) highlights the multiple influences and experiences that
ultimately lead to the tactical maneuver of a student to completely disengage from school.
Early school leaving is situated within the school context, as well as in a social-cultural
context, and is explored from a perspective of identity formation. Sefa Dei (2008) also
draws our attention to schooling as community, where education must cultivate a sense of

identity within community and culture.
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School Context
Rhythms In and Out of School — Continuous Moving

I don’t know, I always felt I was kind of trapped at school, you know, trapped in

this one little stream where I had to go along and do it and I couldn’t get out and

live my life. (Participant, cited in Smyth & Hattam, 2004, p. 79)

Some early school leavers describe their experiences as a feeling of being trapped
in a narrowly defined identity story. Others describe it as a dropout dance, a dance in
which they both flex their muscles and perform, as a way to exert power over their own
choices (Davis, 2006). Frequently, these students move in and out of school and their
school stories are marked by repeated absences. The rhythms of moving in and out of
school are filled with signifiers of rejection, even if the goals of school leavers and those
who eventually graduate remain the same (Tanner et al., 1995).

Early school leavers often move in and out of school for school related reasons,
not necessarily because of cultural resistance. The themes of alienation and boredom are
particularly strong, and some children and youths are able to endure this, while for others
it leads to a continuous moving in and out of school, where the final decision to not return
to school is most often ambiguous and tentative (Langhout & Mitchell, 2008; Tanner,
2001). T. Lee and Breen (2007) described exclusion from school as either explicit
(isolated and ostracized) or implicit (bullying, gossip). Participants described themselves
as being an “outcast” or “like prisoners” and that school was a barrier to achieving their

goals rather than a way to achieve them as reasons why to leave school early.
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On the other hand, many school policies and procedures encourage disciplinarians
to use suspensions and transfers to “get rid of” students they deem troublemakers.
Langhout and Mitchell (2008) described a hidden curriculum explained as the values,
norms, and beliefs transmitted via the structure of schooling. Implicit messages are
conveyed in school that are mired in race, ethnicity, social class, and gender issues.
Academic disengagement can occur for all students but can be especially strong for
disadvantaged youth when they learn a different message from the stated one. Implicit
messages that their engagement was inappropriate and subsequently learning that school
is not for them is heard. Similarly, Hodgson (2007) explained the unconscious school
operation of separating, categorizing, and labeling students into various groupings can
imply an exertion of power and control. The continuous moving of students in and out of
school is seen as a mechanism through which schools help perpetuate racial and class
stratification in the larger society (Bowditch, 1993). This is particularly so in the case of
students with a history of criminal activity and students who are expelled from school due
to troublesome and troubled behavior (Cassidy & Bates, 2005).

It is also important to note that the turbulence in the lives of children caused by
residential mobility, school staff and peer turnover, and other elements of instability

contributes to early school leaving (Hanna, 2003; Terry, 2008).

Voices In and Outside of School
Some teachers were really nice and understanding and did their best to try and

help me catch up, but one teacher held it [my suspension] against me and called



Early School Leavers Final Report 42

me a ‘waste of space’ and that [ was taking up space in the classroom.

(Participant, cited in Smyth & Hattam, 2002, p. 388)

Voices both in and outside of school contribute to students leaving school prior to
graduation. Some students are exposed to continuous remarks that clearly indicate that
they are not welcome at school. Peer rejection in school or negative influences of peers
outside of school can play a large part in why students leave school (Lessard et al., 2008;
Terry, 2008). On other occasions it is that people outside of school do not acknowledge
the relevance of the school experience for students, which leads to a feeling of being
misunderstood or not being recognized at all. Family and friends have profound
influences over students’ decisions to leave school. Lack of parental support and
unsupportive attitudes actively encourage students to quit. In a study by Terry, examples
of unsupportive behavior include repeatedly being uprooted and moved or having family

turmoil due to divorce or drug and alcohol use.

Unquestioned Assumptions

“We did not like to go to school. It was useless and boring. We just went to
school because our parents wanted us to do so and we don’t know the meaning”
(Participant, cited in Lee & Ip, 2003, p. 103).

In the current socioeconomic and political climate, schools often operate from a
one-size-fits-all approach. This is evident in standardized testing, as well as in school
resources and the provision of career advice given in schools (Archer & Yamashita,

2003; Fine & Weis, 2003). Schools neither attend to nor question issues of inequality or
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unequal distribution of resources and needs; schools are breeding grounds for
competition, where everyone competes against everyone and students are often troubled
by the assumption of sameness. Schools create a horizon of im/possibility and
un/desirability (Archer & Yamashita, 2003).

Schools rarely question their own assumptions and learning environments and
often children contemplate: “Like most kids at school are there because they just don’t
know what else to do. And the school just doesn’t allow that independence” (Participant,
cited in Smyth & Hattam, 2002, p. 391). These seem to be the inexorable pathologies of
the current school and government bureaucracy (Smyth & Hattam, 2001). More recently,
Smyth and Fasoli (2007) stated that it is no easy task to reform schools to be less punitive
and thus reinvent themselves to show students that schooling is relevant and worthwhile.
Developing respectful relationships with students, parents, and community was essential
for positive outcomes to happen, otherwise a “spiraling culture of worthlessness and

hopelessness would likely to persist” (p. 280).

Mismatch Between Education and Schooling
They had me going a little bit. That’s what made me go for a couple of months,
but the teachers there never did hands on training. They’d always stick to the
books, and the books just put me to sleep. I’d just get tired. I was there for three
months, and we never worked on anything. We just sat there with our books. My
father’s a mechanic, so I know something about mechanics, and I like it. But,

since we never did anything, it never caught my attention. | could stay home and
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work with my dad on cars and learn more. (Participant, cited in Jeffries, Nix, &

Singer, 2002, p. 42)

The mismatch between education and schooling is well expressed in the students’
accounts of their early school leaving experience, many of them indicating that attending
school is often not about education but about attaining a certificate. In many cases
students felt they did not learn anything or, at least, anything that was relevant to, or
would help them improve, their lives. Lessard et al. (2008) described situations where
students felt like they were “walking in the dark.” Participants described how going
through the motions of school was confusing to them and failed to link the educational
journey with their futures. Similarly, Harris (2008) noted that until teachers are aware
that the students see purpose behind schooling and class work, they are unlikely to

engage and fail to see the relevance of learning.

Positions of Power
The school favors students who perform well in examinations. It can help the
school build up its reputation. We are bad students, since we perform badly
academically. Teachers are willing to spend time with good students to drill their
examination skills after class. They would never spend time with us to discuss
things taught by them we don’t understand. (Participant, cited in Lee & Ip, 2003,
p. 101)
The issue of power within schools, particularly between teachers and students and

between administrators and students, has received little attention. Yet, schools could be
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understood from a notion of schools as spaces of regulated confrontation. From this
stance schools are seen as places where teacher and student (counter)scripts intersect in
often less than authentic forms of interaction (Smyth & Hattam, 2001). Indeed, these
often inauthentic relationships are filled with power struggles that reflect not only when
teachers and students engage, but also when teachers and students do not engage.
Langhout and Mitchell (2008) described how the power dynamic favors the schools and
teachers in a system “where the teacher is the police, judge and jury” (p. 605).

Teachers sometimes reflect the notion that schools become sorting stations in
children’s lives, and that those who do well are both rewarded and helped to become
somebody. The educational powerlessness and the social disadvantage that accompanies
many students of cultural difference are used to push students out of school. This
particularly holds true for Aboriginal students (Munns & McFadden, 2000), “but they get
pushed away because they don’t have what the other kids do” (Smyth & Hattam, 2004, p.
87). Smyth and Fasoli (2007) described relational power when referring to the
inequalities of allocating resources, such as who gets provided the necessary resources to
succeed in school. Related to the notion of social capital, disadvantaged children may not
have a say or any power and thus become less trusting of the school system.

Other times students who feel that teachers are not interested in them and do not
care much about them, find themselves in what Dei, Mazzuca, Mclsaac, and Zine (1997)
referred to as a “network of disinterest,” with detrimental emotional and cognitive effects
(Hay et al., 2004). Lowered teacher expectations combined with some encouragement to

opt out of mainstream education also leads to a pushing out of students, or perhaps a
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facilitating out of students (Davison Aviles, 1999). Students often do not have a choice
about the school they would like to attend, leading to a feeling of powerlessness and
being stuck.

You know, it’s like going to the job where you work and you hate your job. Every

chance you get to leave that job, you will leave. And there’s nothing that we can

do ... The difference between us going to school and having a job is you can quit
and find another job. This school — we can not go anywhere else ... then you get
stuck going to a school like this and you’re just not learning. (Participant, cited in

Fallis & Opotow, 2003, p. 110)

In the current era of high-stakes testing, it has also been noted that educators and
students are under great pressure to increase students’ academic performance; failure on
the students’ part to perform well often leads to a feeling of deficit among “low”
achieving groups (Archer & Yamashita, 2003). Students not only are then exposed to an
uninspiring pedagogy but also are made responsible for their failure. These discourses,
practices, and policies indicate an area of new authoritarianism (Smyth & Hattam, 2001,
2002; Hodgson, 2007). Early school leavers often cite this authoritarianism as a reason
for leaving. As well, they resist schools that are seen as embodying the essence of
capitalist society (Munns & McFadden, 2000). Hodgson (2007) states “the way power
operates in schools to produce particular kinds of cultures and identities and how these
are resisted, reconstructed and bypassed by some students can lead to increased

pessimism and loss of faith in school as a legitimate place to be” (p. 13).
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Relational Being

If you don’t enjoy the people you hang around with, you can’t, you don’t want to

learn so you just leave, you know. If you don’t, you know, if you’re going to

school and getting hassled out and you’ve got no-one to talk to or ... then you
won’t have a good time so you won’t stay there. (Participant, cited in Smyth &

Hattam, 2004, p. 83)

School personnel often fail to connect with the lives and worlds of students they
are meant to engage with (Cassidy & Bates, 2005). Often there is little time, amidst the
administration of tests and the attention to individual characteristics, to engage with
students. A report by the Ministry of Learning in Alberta (cited in Hay et al., 2004)
identified issues such as negative teacher-student interaction and low teacher expectations
as strong factors contributing to students dropping out of school. Feeling valued by
available, open-minded, and patient teachers helped prolong the educational journey for
some students (Lessard et al., 2008). While outright school failure is not particularly
significant in early school leaving, the relationships with teachers, feelings of boredom,
and an irrelevant curriculum, matter deeply (Tanner et al., 1995). As described by one of
the researchers, “Melanie described feeling like a number among thousands without faces
and without connections. She expressed feeling lost in the large student body once her
few close friends were no longer there” (Jeffries et al., 2002, p. 41). Similarly, others
talked about living invisibly by not wanting to attract attention and not being counted

(Lessard et al., 2008).
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Being Different in Schools/Continuous Rubbing Up

School is certainly not about being different or being given a voice or expressing
opposition, as schools often legitimatize and reproduce large structured inequalities and
silence students (Fine & Weis, 2003). Students can be explicitly or implicitly excluded
from an education, simply because they were made to feel that they did not deserve it,
because they did not fit the perception of a “normal” or ideal student (Lessard et al.,
2008).

Clearly, the wider power of school relations has some measure in shaping identity

and aspiration, but equally, young people also bring their own indigenous cultures

and sensibilities to what they are prepared to accept, and this may not always be

consistent with the school’s agenda of making them “obedient and subordinate

citizens.” (Smyth & Hattam, 2001, p. 380)
Unfortunately, these often happen to be students who choose to leave school early (Choi,
2005). Schools often position students in terms of class and gender and limit the
discussion of their aspirations based on these categories. The issue of poverty is largely
silenced in schools, so that students from less than middle-class backgrounds feel
alienated (Hattam & Smyth, 2003). Expecting middle class backgrounds also leads to a

narrowly constructed identity story of children (Fine & Weis, 2003).
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Social-Cultural Contexts
Policies
Current government policies often see young people as human capitalists rather
than socially and culturally embedded characters. Policy makers treat education as a
technical rational choice, further ignoring the larger, complex life stories of youths.
Trying to compose a story of school engagement has to be understood in light of these

policies (Ball, Maguire, & Macrae, 2000).

Consumer Culture
More than in any previous period of history, teenagers now spend more time
among their peers, leading to an unprecedented aged-based social segregation. When
examining the school leaving story of Korean youths, Choi (2005) found that it became
clear that the Korean consumer culture
evoked these youths’ consumer desires and accelerated disengagement from
school. The youths were vulnerable to an environment that solicited their money
such as game rooms, Internet cafes, dance halls, bars and taverns. In this culture
money became a yardstick to measure the worth of a person. (p. 309)
The combination of economic dependence and age segregation offers an unappealing
combination of a subordinate status, and all its anxieties, with an intensified reliance on
peer approval (Davies, 1999). T. Lee and Breen (2007) described social networking
changes when students drop out and how all ties to friends were broken by the decision to

leave school early.
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Social Issues

I miss a lot of school but it’s not because I want to. I miss school when I’'m

needed at home. I try to help out as much as I can, especially now that my dad’s

been laid off. Last year, Mom was sick and she called the school and they came
and told me. | ran to my locker and grabbed everything and | ran out. I just ran

out. If my mom needs me I’ll come running home. (Olafson, 2006, p. 32)

In general there is an underestimation of the demands of private life for students,
especially for those living in poverty and those who have experienced family turmoil
(Hattam & Smyth, 2003; Lessard et al., 2008; Terry, 2008). Many opportunities in life
are classed (Ball et al., 2000) and reflect the existing social structures. Some researchers
have drawn attention to the societal barriers to achievement and attainment, particularly
as it is reinforced and reproduced within the school system (Tanner et al., 1995).

Furthermore, the focus on young peoples’ transitions to adulthood has failed to
take account of fundamental shifts in social and economic relations, which affect both
young and old people (Ball et al., 2000). It is critical to note that current social conditions
are rapidly changing for youths, which affects their decisions of early school leaving
(Davies, 1999). These issues have not been well addressed, and silences exist,
particularly regarding the role of leisure and pleasure in the lives of young people (Ball et

al., 2000).
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Community

I don’t get with the program because then it’s doing what they [teachers] want for

my life. | see mexicanos who follow the program so they can go to college, get

rich, move out of the barrio, and never return to give back to their gente (people).

Is that what this is all about? If I get with the program, I’'m saying that’s what it’s

all about and that teachers are right when they’re not. (Participant, cited in Weis

& Fine, 2005, p. 93)

Children and youths are strongly shaped by the communities they come from. At
times, obtaining educational achievements rarely encountered in the community leads to
the possible alienation of students in their own homes. At other times, community
members disapprove of certain programs because they are not comfortable with the
program, for example, being embarrassed that their children attend special classes

(Davison Aviles, 1999).

Identity Formation

Many adolescents live a story of being disaffected by school and struggle to gain
even a minimal education from their school experience, with the result that many leave
school disillusioned (Smyth & Hattam, 2001). School for some also becomes an
alienating and irrelevant experience, and some of these children develop an oppositional
frame of reference for their identity (Choi, 2005; Smyth & Hattam, 2001).

I quit school because | enjoy freedom and fun-seeking with my friends ... I can

see my friends for the whole day, talking, smoking, and playing in the playground
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... even if we don’t do anything, I enjoy freedom and companionship I get being

with them. (Participant, cited in Lee & Ip, 2003, p. 105)

Once identities are inscribed at school by school failure and reputation, it is
difficult to participate at school in the future (Archer & Yamashita, 2003). The scripting
of an individual’s life was sometimes initiated at school and at other times developed
within a student’s community. “Man, I never thought like that — | just hope to make it to
the next day” are words from a young African American male, who described a limited
life expectancy (Davis, 2006, p. 294).

It has to be recognized that young people have a heightened sense of agency and
are often not prepared to have their identities ignored or subordinated within the
dominant school and policy framework. School trouble often stems from the interactive
trouble between trying to become somebody and the narrowly defined identity that
schools expect (Smyth & Hattam, 2004). School policies, teacher attitudes and reactions,
and peer rejection all provide the message that those who leave school early do not
belong (Lessard et al., 2008). It is imperative that researchers and policy makers rethink
the importance of context and its impact on students. T. Lee and Breen (2007) suggested
opportunities for students to voice their needs and experience power and control.

Issues of identity and inequality surface for many students. At times an escape
from learning has been interpreted as suggesting that learning identities have been used
up. At other times early school leaving is an attempt to preserve already fragile and
fragmented identities (Archer & Yamashita, 2003; Ball et al., 2000). In the struggle to

become somebody, early school leaving is a temporary improvisation (Ball et al., 2000).
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Unfortunately, through increasing pressures at school, young people view themselves as
not good enough and leave school (Archer & Yamashita, 2003). Leaving school, then, is
a tactical maneuver amidst the complex process of identity formation (Hattam & Smyth,
2003).

Making the decision to leave school is part of the process of becoming someone.
At other times employment or caring for others is seen as choosing more adult-like
identities (Archer & Yamashita, 2003). “I felt like the world was spinning without me. A
lot of the people | knew had jobs and they were going out and doing things and they had
money” (Participant, cited in Tanner et al., 1995, p. 105). The performance of identities,
expressed by fashion style and body image, helped some students stay in school while
others were pushed out or excluded (Smyth & Hattam, 2004). For other students the
process of success or even staying at school involved muting their voices (Smyth &
Hattam, 2004). Particularly children from minority groups experienced the constructing
of very limiting identities for them (Toohey, 2000).

Most of the teachers keep bugging me to get my work done. You have to do it

their way, a certain way, and if you don’t then you’re just going to get punished

for it. And it has to be done by a certain time. It just turns me off. Sometimes, I

refuse to do the work. When they challenge me, | feel like I have to challenge

them right back. It’s my life, it’s my school work. It just bugs me how they think

they have control over our lives. (Participant, cited in Olafson, 2006, p. 41)
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Issues and Directions for Future Research
Around the world, early school leaving is one of the most protracted educational
problems, but also one of the least understood (Smyth & Fasoli, 2007; Smyth & Hattam,
2002). Throughout the literature review it was evident that a number of issues exist with
the available statistical data as well as with the interpretation of the statistical data. Many
areas remain unexamined or are largely unexplored in the current literature. In the

following section, key issues are highlighted which point to directions for future research.

Primary Focus on Individual (Risk/Deficit Perspective)

Limited quantitative data exists that emphases and explores the complexities,
resiliencies, and contexts of early school leavers’ lives. The data that is collected is
primarily gathered from individual risk and deficit perspectives. The early school leavers’
survey conducted within Canada tends to reinforce the notion of individual deficits,
pathologies, or inadequacies. The United States has focused predominately on breaking
down data by race or ethnicity. Furthermore, very few studies examine their data from
multiple perspectives (Orfield, 2004) or from theoretical perspectives. For the most part,
quantitative research presents student groups as homogenous, neglecting the great
diversity within these populations both in school attendance, achievement, and resources

among other things (Feinstein & Peck, 2008).
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School Leaving as a Point in Time Rather Than a Process

Most statistical studies delineate school leaving from a single point in time rather
than from a process of disengagement. Consequently, most studies have not examined
early school leaving from a longitudinal perspective (SickKids, 2005). Few studies have
looked at the lives of early school leavers through the process of leaving school to
transitioning to adulthood (Hickman, Bartholomew, Mathwig, & Heinrich, 2008). Paying
attention to this process over time could provide invaluable information into the
connections between health and well-being and early school leaving. As well, problems
relating to dropping out appear in the most acute form in the ninth grade, a critical
transition for many students, yet most research on school leavers focuses on students in

Grades 10 to 12 (Orfield, 2004).

No Coherent Framework for Early School Leaving Exists

School leaving has no clear definition or boundary; in fact, researchers use
various and often unstated methods of determining leaver rates (SickKids, 2005).
Researchers and school personnel often focus on societal and student characteristics to
account for why some students make decisions to stay in or drop out of school. There are
clear gaps and omissions in terms of who is selected for existing early school leaving
studies. Research often ignores youths who withdraw prior to Grade 9, immigrants who
never attend school, youths who attend private schools, and other groups such as youths
in foster care (SickKids, 2005), despite the fact that others (Langhout & Mitchell, 2008)

have shown that disengagement can start in elementary school. Schools may choose to
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push out students in order to do well on achievement testing, yet no statistics account for
the various reasons for early school leaving. There is a need to develop a universal
definition of early school leaving (SickKids, 2005) which reflects the impact of school
structure, size, and curriculum in relation to early school leavers, and in relation to the

phenomena of push out and being facilitated out.

Missing Perspectives

Almost entirely missing in the attempt to understand the phenomena of early
school leaving are the voices of school administrators, teachers, and parents. Only
recently have studies emerged on teachers’ conceptions of student engagement (Harris,
2008) and linking student and teacher experiences with student disengagement (Langhout
& Mitchell, 2008). Given the relational nature of teachers’ work, one must ask questions
such as the following: How do teachers make sense of educational policies and school
disciplinary practices that appear to be pushing their students out of school? How do
teachers grapple with the aggressive promotion of the completion of Grade 12 with
respect to early school leavers, in particular with regards to issues of equity and social
exclusion (Taylor, 2002)?

Parents, too, play an important role in the lives of children, and no studies, either
qualitative or quantitative, have examined parents’ beliefs, attitudes, and understandings
of early school leavers. Recognizing that students live amidst communities, some studies
have examined community and cultural values that influence school leaving. However,

this work is at the beginning stages.
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No Consideration of Early School Leavers
in Context and Over Time

Very few studies focus on early school leavers and families in their particularity
and over time. It has been established that family and friends have profound influences
over students’ decisions to leave school early, but few studies have explored the views of
peer groups and families from this perspective. Yet, examining the experience of early
school leaving in a larger sociocultural context would allow for a richer understanding of
the issues and the phenomena. For instance, little attention has been paid to how diverse
young people frame the issue of school leaving. Attention needs to be paid to subgroups
such as leshian/gay/bisexual/transgendered youths, Aboriginal youths, youths in rural
areas, Francophone youths, first and second-generation immigrant youths, and visible
minority youths and their understandings and experiences of early school leaving.
School-based efforts to prevent early school leaving must address students’ circles of
influence, within in-school and out-of-school contexts.

It has also been clear that the labor market plays a role in the phenomenon of
early school leaving, yet a further in-depth analysis of the influence of changing labor
markets and policies on gaining further educational qualifications needs to be undertaken.
Some research shows that unstable employment patterns for parents lead to drop out
among adolescents. These findings need to be further substantiated and expanded, as they
indicate the importance of placing the problem of early school leaving within a larger
social-cultural context (Randolph, Rose, Fraser, & Orthner, 2004). There is a need to

listen more carefully to what students say about their school experiences and their
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involvement in their schooling with supportive teachers and administrators (Knesting,
2008). Langhout and Mitchell (2008) suggested that future focus should be to allow for
conversations about the purpose and goals of school, as well as the facilitation of teacher

and student empowerment.
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CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY: A NARRATIVE INQUIRY INTO
THE EXPERIENCES OF EARLY SCHOOL LEAVERS

To inquire into the experiences of youths, who have left school without a high
school diploma (early school leavers), over time and across different school, work, social
and home contexts, we selected a narrative inquiry methodology. We adopted the
following definition of narrative inquiry:

Arguments for the development and use of narrative inquiry come out of a view

of human experience in which humans, individually and socially, lead storied

lives. People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as

they interpret their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a

portal through which a person enters the world and by which their experience of

the world is interpreted and made personally meaningful. Looked at this way

narrative is the phenomenon studied in inquiry. Narrative inquiry, the study of

experience as story, then, is first and foremost a way of thinking about experience.

Narrative inquiry as a methodology entails a view of the phenomenon. To use

narrative inquiry methodology is to adopt a particular narrative view of

experience as phenomenon under study. (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 477)
This definition guided our research process as we framed our research puzzle, located
participants, composed field texts, and, through interpretation and analysis, moved to the
composition of research texts. While narrative inquiry shares features in common with
other forms of qualitative inquiry such as the emphasis on the social in ethnography and

the use of story in phenomenology, it is a unique research methodology. Clandinin and
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Connelly (2000) developed a conceptualization of narrative inquiry as a relational inquiry

process within a three-dimensional narrative inquiry space.

The Three-Dimensional Narrative Inquiry Space

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) identified the three dimensions of a narrative
inquiry space as temporality, sociality, and place. The first dimension, temporality, draws
attention to the past, present, and future of events and people. Events under study are in
temporal transition, that is, events and people always have a past, present and a future. In
narrative inquiry it is important to always try to understand people, places and events “as
in process, as always in transition” (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 480).

The second dimension is sociality. Connelly and Clandinin (2006) noted that:

narrative inquirers are concerned with personal conditions, and, at the same time,

with social conditions. By personal conditions we mean the feelings, hopes,
desires, aesthetic reactions, and moral dispositions of both the inquirer or
participant. By social conditions we mean the existential conditions, the
environment, surrounding factors and forces, people and otherwise, that form the

individual’s context. (p. 480)

A second aspect of the sociality dimension draws attention to the relational aspect
of narrative inquiry, that is, the relationship between participants and inquirers.
Emphasizing the relational aspect of narrative inquiry, Connelly and Clandinin (2006)
wrote, “Inquirers are always in an inquiry relationship with participants’ lives. Narrative

inquirers cannot subtract themselves from relationship” (p. 480).



Early School Leavers Final Report 61

Place, the third dimension of the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, draws
attention to “the specific concrete, physical and topological boundaries of place where the
inquiry and events take place” (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 480). All events take
place in places and the specificity of location is crucial. As they noted, “Place may
change as the inquiry delves into temporality” (p. 481), and a narrative inquirer needs to
think through the impact of each place on the experience.

Working narratively to study the lives of young people who left school early
allowed us to honor the youths’ lived experiences as sources of important knowledge and
understanding. It was their stories, as they told them in relationship with us as
researchers, to which we attended. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) allowed us to see that

narrative inquiry is a way of understanding experience. It is collaboration between

researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in social
interaction with milieus. An inquirer enters this matrix in the midst and progresses
in the same spirit, concluding the inquiry still in the midst of living and telling,
reliving and retelling, the stories of the experiences that made up people’s lives,

both individual and social. (p. 20)

While narrative inquiry begins with a respect for people’s everyday lived
experience, we knew that narrative inquiry did more than valorize individuals’
experience. Narrative inquiry allowed for an exploration of the social, cultural, linguistic,
and institutional narratives within which each individual’s experiences were constituted,
shaped, expressed, and enacted. However, narrative inquiry begins and ends in the storied

lives of the people involved. Narrative inquiry, as both a view of the phenomenon and as
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a methodology, allowed us to study an individual’s experience in the world and, through
the study, seek ways of enriching and transforming that experience.

Narrative inquiry, thus, allowed us to relationally inquire into the lived
experiences of the youths while staying attentive to the social, cultural, linguistic,
familial, and institutional narratives within which each youth’s life was embedded. We

honoured each youth’s narrative of experience in the narrative accounts.

Finding Our Participants

As we wrote in the literature review, we selected the term early school leaver
rather than school dropout, which evoked a deficit view of our participants, or school
pushout, which evoked a negative view of schools. Our criteria for selection of
participants were that youth (a) had left an Alberta high school without a certificate, (b)
were between the ages of 18 and 21, and (c) had been out of school for two Septembers,
that is, for one or more years. Knowing the high number of early school leavers who had
left Alberta schools (see Chapter 2), we anticipated we could find youths through posting
a series of posters in schools, agencies, and community outlets. Furthermore, we
anticipated that we could meet the youths who had left school early through contacting
agencies who might work with them.

Finding participants was much more difficult than we anticipated. Our first poster
(see Appendix C) was focused on the youths themselves. We put the posters in coffee
shops, art centers, employment agencies, and on community notice boards in retail outlets

and libraries. When we had limited response we began to question our recruitment
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strategies. In conversations with people in schools and agencies as well as informal
conversations among ourselves and with colleagues, we designed another poster that was
directed to others who might know a youth who had left school early (see Appendix D).
Both posters were also translated to French. We put these posters in the same or similar
locations but we also posted them in educational institutions and agencies.

When we mailed the posters to contact people, we also included a letter outlining
the purpose of the research, the research team, and the parameters for participation. When
we received little response to this initiative, we wondered if perhaps a more direct line of
communication would attract more potential participants. We began to also include a
more personal letter explaining to potential participants exactly what we were expecting
in terms of participation including the number of conversations and other details. See
Appendices E and F.

Claire Desrochers and Marion Stewart contacted and visited the following
agencies in Edmonton and Calgary — Inner City High; Boys and Girls Clubs of Calgary;
Calgary Mennonite Society; Calgary Catholic Immigrant Society; Norquest College; Old
Strathcona Youth Coop; Pride Centre; YMCA,; Outreach Network; Bow Valley College;
Canadian Arab Friendship Association; Multicultural Health Brokers; Native Students
Association, U of A; Mennonite Centre for Newcomers, Edmonton; Alberta Child Youth
Initiative; Aboriginal Youth Suicide Prevention; St. Theresa Pregnant and Parenting Teen
Program; Youth Emergency Shelter; Native Friendship Centre; outreach schools in

several school districts; and school principals in several school districts.
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On the assumption some of the youths would be in the work force, we also sent
posters to employment agencies and to a large local construction company. We also
contacted people and agencies outside of the two major urban centres. Many people we
contacted thought they knew youths with whom we could talk. We continued to put up
posters. Over time we gradually began to reach the young people. Members of our
research team also made personal contact with youths to ask if they knew possible
participants. Sometimes participants suggested other possible participants through a
snowball sampling process.

We found youths slowly over an 18-month process. As we found youths who
agreed to meet with us, we selected individuals from our research team to meet with
them. Sometimes researchers asked to work with certain individuals who seemed
particularly interesting to them. Sometimes decisions were made on the basis of
researchers’ time schedules and availability to travel to other towns and cities to meet
with the youths.

The 19 youths with whom we met came from all over the province, with a higher
proportion from the Edmonton area than from other places in Alberta. We did, however,

hear the stories of youths from diverse places across the province.

Challenges in Recruiting Participants
Recruiting participants who are early school leavers was difficult for several
reasons. Firstly, there is no institutional base from which to elicit participants. We needed

to reach the general population, individuals involved in a range of activities, in order to
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find people to fit our unique criteria (between the ages of 18 and 21, out of school for a
year, leaving an Alberta high school without graduating). Secondly, the youths who have
left school early are not easily identifiable, as they have become part of the general
population after leaving school. Thirdly, the idea of leaving school early (dropping out)
has a stigma attached to it. The phenomenon seems to be treated as a matter that is
private, personal, and evokes feelings of shame or failure for some. Fourthly, the
experiences around leaving school early is a difficult subject to broach and difficult for
youths to admit to, making it harder for our contacts in the community to refer potential
participants to us. Some were uncomfortable raising the topic or felt they could risk
alienating the youths. Fifthly, some of the youths did not see themselves as early school
leavers but described themselves as individuals taking time out for various reasons (see
Narrative Accounts). It is something we began to understand through the stories of our
participants. In retrospect, we wonder about the choice of the descriptor “early school
leaver’ in that we have become increasingly aware of how language does not easily allow

us to represent the actual and perceived experiences of youths.

A Shifting Research Team
Clandinin, Buck, Steeves, Pearce, Mickelson, Li, Guo, and Guo formed the initial
research team, but some changes ensued. Drs. Shibao and Yan Guo were unable to
manage the heavy workload and challenges the project entailed. They left the project in
the second year. Dr. Marilyn Huber initially planned to work with the team as research

coordinator. She conducted the first pilot conversation with a participant and did a great



Early School Leavers Final Report 66

deal of initial project set up around processes. She left to assume a position with Alberta
Education. Dr. Claire Desrochers worked as project coordinator for years 1 and 2. Drs. Yi
Li and Pam Steeves moved to other provinces but maintained significant involvement.
Graduate students Sean Lessard and Marion Stewart maintained significant involvement
throughout the 2 years. Dr. Vera Caine, who worked on the literature review in the pilot
study year, returned in year 2 to work with participants and to do some work on updating
the literature review. Jean Chaw-Kent joined the team to update Chapter 2 in April
through July of 2009. Dr. Gloria Yusishen, a former doctoral student in the Centre,
worked with the tentative threads on the website and prepared a draft of Chapter 5 for the
rest of the team.

Our large research team was composed of researchers with diverse experiences.
Each researcher brought unique strengths and knowledge to the work. As we worked with
participants and one another on the team, research relationships and conversations with
participants unfolded in somewhat different ways. In narrative inquiries, there are no pre-
set interview question guides, and we followed that process in our research. We did,
however, create a tentative outline or way of being with participants. To that end, the
initial outline for beginning the conversations allowed each researcher to create openings
for participants’ stories. In this way, we created the possibility for each individual

researcher’s distinctive imagination and knowledge to shape the relationships.
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Narrative Inquiry With Participants

Using a narrative inquiry methodology, with attentiveness to the three-
dimensional narrative inquiry space — temporality, sociality, and place — enabled us to
work with multiple forms of field texts (data). It was crucial that participants felt
comfortable in telling what, for some, were hard to tell stories. We also knew that we
were all researchers with multiple university degrees and that participants could see us as
somewhat intimidating given they had left school early.

In our initial research team meetings, we agreed that we would begin our
conversations by working through the informed consent forms (Appendix G). We,
however, wanted a way to begin that would allow the youths to focus on the whole of
their life experiences rather than on their particular school experiences.

We set up our meetings mindful of creating comfortable spaces for participants.
Because we were trying to build relationships, often our conversations happened around
food. Some participants were accompanied to the first meeting by someone they trusted
and with whom they were familiar. We met in places the participants had chosen. As
researchers and participants, we were somewhat uncertain at first about how the
conversations would proceed. As the relationships developed over time, we came to
eagerly anticipate our meetings. The time between meetings seemed to enrich the spaces
for reflection for both researchers and participants.

The first youth with whom we talked helped us devise a way to think about
working with other participants. Although she did not want to pursue more than one

conversation with us, her brief participation helped us design an approach to beginning
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the research conversations with other participants. We intentionally did not start with the
event of leaving school but with the temporal unfolding of their lives in different places
and in different relationships. We asked each youth to tell us about their early years, early
schooling, and home and family experiences, which enabled us to begin to understand the
whole of their life contexts.

In subsequent conversations, we shared tentative annals or time lines of the
youths’ life experiences, asked further questions that we had not understood from the first
conversation, and often asked them to bring artifacts, memory box items, or photographs.
On a number of occasions, they invited us to visit their elementary and junior high
schools, and, when possible, we did this. On some occasions, other family members and
friends were introduced. Sometimes we attended family and cultural events with the
youths.

We saw most participants three times, for two conversations and then a final
meeting for sharing the tentative narrative accounts we had written about our
conversations with them. Occasionally, we saw participants only twice; on a few

occasions, we saw participants four or more times.

Ethics
Relationships among narrative inquirers and participants are at the heart of
narrative inquiry. “Relationship is key to what it is that narrative inquirers do” (Clandinin
& Connelly, 2000, p. 189). While we completed the ethics review process at the

University of Alberta, we often discussed the relational ethics that lived at the heart of
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narrative inquiry. Clandinin and Connelly (1988) wrote about the central place of
relationships in collaborative research. They drew attention to negotiation as understood
in terms of the negotiation of entry and exit from a school or classroom. However, they
also wrote of the ongoing negotiation of the narratives of experiences carried within the
researcher and participant involved in the inquiry, the “negotiation of two people’s
narrative unities” (p. 281). They described this as a deep experiential process that lives at
the heart of the relationships the researcher and participant negotiate. In this way, the
narratives of their experiences shape the inquiry.

Ethical matters need to be narrated over the entire narrative inquiry process. They

are not dealt with once and for all, as might seem to happen, when ethical review

forms are filled out and university approval is sought for our inquiries. Ethical
matters shift and change as we move through an inquiry. They are never far from
the heart of our inquiries no matter where we are in the inquiry process.

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 170)

And so it was for our work with the early school leavers. Beyond the ethics
review requirements, we knew we needed to continue to think about relational ethical
ways as we sought out, met with, listened to, wrote about, and eventually negotiated
narrative accounts with each participant in our study. While we felt the long-term
relational responsibilities to our participants, at the same time we lived with the ethical
tensions around the extent to which research participants would engage in the research.

Ethics approval was first granted in the summer of 2007 and was renewed in April

of 2009.
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From Field Texts to Interim Research Texts

For each participant we composed a narrative account. We drew on the field texts
(transcripts, field notes, artifacts) and worked within the three-dimensional narrative
inquiry space as we wrote these accounts. We were mindful in writing the accounts that it
was our participants’ stories shared in relation with us that we were telling. We realized
that narrative inquiry is relational inquiry, and we knew that as researchers we were co-
constructing the accounts with participants. We wanted to be respectful of the youths’
stories of their experience. We negotiated each narrative account with the participant. At
that time, when we and they had made the necessary changes and had an opportunity to
tell us whether they felt the account was an adequate representation of their experience,
we asked them to select pseudonyms for themselves. In the narrative accounts we
described home communities and demographic information when it was important to the
experiences of the participants. We did not name cities, towns, or schools in order to
provide anonymity to participants. Occasionally when we did mention schools or places,
we created pseudonyms for them.

As we worked on the move from field texts to research texts, we formed our
somewhat large and physically separated research team into smaller works-in-progress
groups. The smaller groups allowed us to respond to each other’s tentative interpretations
and representations in the narrative accounts. These responses from two or three

colleagues allowed us to create more valid and thoughtful accounts.
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In late January 2009, our research team gathered at the Centre for Research for
Teacher Education and Development for a 2-day meeting in order to share the narrative
accounts that were finished and to discuss the next steps in the move from field texts to
research texts. On the second day of the January meeting, after having read all of the
completed or almost completed narrative accounts, we engaged in a tentative cross-
narrative account analysis to identify threads. We recorded the emerging threads. In
February and March of 2009 we continued work on the unfinished narrative accounts.

In March 2009, our research team was invited to share some of the narrative
accounts at a half-day meeting with the Bullying Prevention Youth Group brought
together around the topic of bullying. This group had previously met together several
times. Our purpose for sharing the accounts with them was to discover if youths would
find that our representations “spoke” to them and if they found that our accounts
resonated with their experiences of schooling. The 14 youths who participated found our
accounts compelling and provided helpful response about ways to share the work. They

asked if we would return when we had completed the accounts.

From Interim Narrative Accounts to
Looking Across the Narrative Accounts
On March 27 and 28, 2009, our whole research team gathered again in the Centre
for Research for Teacher Education and Development with the purpose of reading the
remainder of the narrative accounts but also to begin to look across the narrative accounts

for resonant threads or patterns. We understood there would be multiple perspectives on
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the interpretation of narrative accounts. We looked at the stories from an inquiry stance in
order to offer a deeper and broader awareness and appreciation of the experiences of
early school leaving as well as to open up new wonders and questions about early school
leaving. At the end of the first day, we had identified 15 resonant threads by doing a
cross-account reading. These 15 threads were put on large sheets of paper (one per sheet)
and researchers then identified field texts from the participant(s) with whom they had
worked on the chart paper. This material was later typed.

Each research team member agreed to write one or more threads (drawing on all
relevant narrative accounts). We also set up a (controlled access) website where narrative
accounts and threads could be posted. During April, May, and early June of 2009, we
finalized accounts and prepared threads that allowed us to highlight the intersections,
overlaps, gaps, dissonances, and silences across the lives of the youths. In mid-June of
2009, we held a teleconference to bring researchers together for a review of all narrative
accounts and the threads.

In May and June, we updated our literature review to ensure relevant new
research was included. By July, when we had all of the narrative accounts written and for
the most part negotiated with the youth, we presented a public lecture on the research as
part of the Summer Institute on Building Peaceful Communities.

In July through October, we continued to work on the 15 threads that were on the
web site. We added further field texts which allowed us to create more nuanced
understandings of the complexities in the youths’ lives. In October, Gloria Yusishen, with

Pam Steeve’s help, further refined the resonant threads and wove them into six larger
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threads. The chapter Gloria Yusishen wrote was then circulated to all team members who
further revised the accounts in order to create valid and authentic resonances across the
19