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Abstract
This thesis examines the educational experiences of some young people living in the Hepburn Shire,
a Local Government Area (LGA) in the Central Highlands of Victoria. These young people were in
various stages of disengaging from the mainstream education on offer in the shire.
The research came about via consultation between the secondary school and Federation University
in response to data from the Department of Education and Training (DET) showing that the Hepburn
area had the lowest school attendance figures of the eleven LGA’s in the Grampians region. The
school was interested in the reasons behind the lower figures and sought to gather some further
information which might shed light on the experiences of young people who had difficulty in
connecting, or staying connected to, school. It was hoped that the resultant findings would inform
the approach taken by the schools in offering appropriate programs to support people to re-engage
with school. Thus, the research question underpinning this research is: What are the key reasons
that school attendance has been identified as being lower in the Hepburn Shire Local Government
Area than in other parts of the Grampians region?
A critical ethnographic study was undertaken comprised of participant observation, facilitated by the
researcher being situated within the school, and a series of semi-structured interviews conducted
with young people (of secondary school age), families, teachers, Principals, support staff including
welfare providers and a selection of other professionals working with youth and their families in the
Hepburn Shire.
The study revealed a complexity within the Hepburn community, where a rich diversity of views
about child-raising and education was present. Such views spanned philosophies about
‘unschooling’, the benefits of home-schooling, and a sense of permissiveness about not attending
school each day. Further, there seemed to be a tendency within the school (both by teachers and
other professionals working with youth) to talk about disengaged students and families of nonattending students in terms of deficit: there was something lacking with them, parenting skills, work
ethic, behavioural or emotional regulation, that was viewed as contributing to the students’ poor
attendance. Finally, the centrality of the teacher-student relationship to both student engagement
and disengagement was evident in the conversations with young people and their families. Building
respectful, reciprocal relationships with at least one key member of staff seems to be a major
protective factor against disengagement. And further, seems to be a pre-requisite for those students
who are entering the school for the first time, or who are re-entering after a significant absence.
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Part I Contextualising this research
i.

The genesis of the Bridging the Barriers project:

The Bridging the Barriers project was funded by School Focussed Youth Services, Hepburn Schools,
Federation University and is supported by the Central Highlands Child and Youth Area Partnership
(CHCYAP). It came about in response to data aggregated from all schools across the Grampians
region which indicated that the Hepburn Local Government Area (LGA) had the highest rate of
student absenteeism across this region. This data was supported by the subjective evidence
provided by principals, health care workers, police, social workers, and other government and
community organisations that repeatedly identified student absenteeism as critical across the area.
Surveys conducted across all schools within Hepburn identified numerous students at each school
not meeting a benchmark attendance of 80%.
A Master of Arts by Research scholarship through Federation University Australia was established
following conversations between the Principal of the secondary college and key University staff. The
aim was for the research to be conducted by the scholarship student, who would then provide the
schools and the funder with a report outlining the key messages from the interviews and
consultations with young people, their families and other stakeholder as to why attendance at
school may be problematic for some students and families. This research, and the report it
produced, was one of several activities being undertaken as a part of the wider Bridging the Barriers
project. Other activities include schools’ participation in the Middle Years Development Instrument
which collects information from students at Grade 5 and Year 8 relating to the non-academic factors
relevant to learning, and also case studies which seek to quantitatively explore the links between
attitudes, attendance and achievement across a particular cohort of students. The progress of these
undertakings was reported at meetings of the Daylesford Community Action Network, held quarterly
at the school. These meetings were attended by representatives of the funding agency, School
Focussed Youth Services (SFYS), the Department of Training (DET), the project leader of the CHCYAP,
local government representatives, school staff and representatives of other key agencies within the
Shire.
In addition to the research report provided to this group, the fieldwork yielded the data for the
Masters student to complete an academic thesis. The ‘slant’ of this thesis is more critical in nature,
and provides a vehicle for young people’s voices to be heard in the discussion of school
disengagement.
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The dual focus of the research activities is reflected throughout, most visibly in the data presentation
section (Part III), which seeks to provide some answers, from different starting positions, to the
research question: What are the key reasons that school attendance has been identified as being
lower in the Hepburn Shire local government area than in other parts of the Grampians region?

ii.

The approach taken in reviewing the literature

I am choosing to begin this orienting section with a collation and presentation of a broad selection of
literature that deals with the contributory factors that have a potential impact upon student
disengagement from schooling. This is a deliberate choice. I do, however, acknowledge that
considering the central arguments presented throughout this thesis, it may appear to be
ideologically or philosophically opposed to a stance that is unashamedly about the reframing of
school disengagement as a statement of some perceived lack in the education system itself. Opening
this thesis in this way reflects something about the prevailing thinking around student
disengagement; that is, that there is some deficit that can be located within the student themselves,
and their families, that explain the student’s incapacity to engage with school. This is true both at a
government policy level and, I think, at a school level. Presenting this information first allows me to
in a sense ‘speak back’ to it by challenging some of the assumptions and interpretations that are
made about what it means to be a student that is disengaging from school. It allows me to follow
this section by challenging this deficit view of students, and means that I can then position an
argument that seeks to critically look at the school as an environment that, for some young people,
more strongly contributes to their disengagement from it than these other factors.

iii.

Outline of the literature review

The aim of this literature review is to answer four sets of questions about student disengagement
and subsequent re-engagement in education.
First, it is necessary to define the ‘problem’. This initial exercise seeks to uncover and bring together
other understandings of such questions as: What does student disengagement look like, and what
are the nuances in student disengagement which can progress to total non-attendance at school for
extended periods? Where is school disengagement data derived from?
Next, it seemed important to look at implications for student disengagement/non-attendance.
Questions considered in this section include: What are the implications for the student themselves,
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and, what are the implications for the school and indeed for the community in having a significant
population of disengaged young people?
Third, the idea of ‘causes’, pre-disposing characteristics and risk factors are considered. Questions
pertinent to this section of the review are: What risk factors are embodied in the student, the family,
the school and the wider political landscape that may contribute to student disengagement from
education?
Finally, consideration is given to the various ways in which schools and communities have sought to
re-engage disengaged learners in education. Research which considers what elements of these
programs are thought to be necessary in the provision of a ‘meaningful alternative’ to mainstream
schooling is presented. Student perspectives of what they valued in these contexts was sought and
presented as well. Questions relating to the evaluation of these programs are also considered in this
section. Although outside the scope of this review, some reference to the wider application of these
alternative programs as it relates to their potential to transform schooling in Australia is made.

iv.

How was the literature search conducted?

The purpose of the review is summarised above; to address these aims the review was conducted in
three parts. It should be noted that although the research process aimed to gather a broad and
representative cross-section of the relevant literature, the vast body of research in this and related
areas means that what was captured was but a snapshot of all potential materials; but hopefully a
meaningful and impactful selection has been made.
First, relevant and recent national and international literature was sought, to provide a conceptual
framework for the problem and to establish a working definition together with the key words that
would form the next phase of the review.
The definition, key words and conceptual framework that were established in the first phase of the
review, were then used to conduct a systematic search of research databases. These databases
included ERIC (via Ovid) and A+ Education (via Informit), along with other databases deemed
relevant and appropriate such as Psychinfo (via Ovid) and the Humanities and Sciences Collection.
Google and Google Scholar were utilised to source grey literature relevant to the topic. Reference
lists of the sourced literature were also examined to further expand the search.
Search terms around engagement utilised the following terms:
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•

Engagement, disengagement, reengagement, connectedness/connection, truancy,
attendance, absence, suspension, drop out, exclusion, retention

These terms were crossed with the following terms (to allow for a variety of combinations to be
covered by the search terms):
•

Student, family, classroom, school, education, strategies, causes, cognitive, behavioural,
emotional, policy

The large number of results this search produced was narrowed down with a preference for
Australian research published within the last 10 years. However, numerous less recent works and
international sources were retained for the value they added to the answering of the primary
questions that were the focus of this review.

1.1 Defining the ‘problem’
1.1.1

Defining ‘disengagement’

Disengagement has been defined variously by a wide array of researchers in the field. Some view
disengagement as being quite separate from ‘engagement’, each having its own continua (Skinner
et. al., 2008). This idea is an interesting one, and has as its theoretical ancestry Herzberg’s
Motivation-Hygiene Theory (1966a). Herzberg’s initial research was focussed on employee’s
motivations in their jobs and specifically focussed on engineers and accountants, however its
findings shed some interesting light on a range of different areas, including education, and
specifically the motivations of students. It is one of the most replicated studies on (job) attitudes and
has been expanded to contexts beyond industry and employment, including teaching motivations
(Aebi, 1973; Chyung & Vachon, 2013; Medved, 1982; Sachau, 2007, for example). The central tenet
of this theory is that “the things that make people satisfied and motivated on the job (or engaged at
school) are different in kind from the kinds of things that make them dissatisfied” (Herzberg 1966a,
p. 87). This has interesting implications for those with a focus on understanding student
disengagement. Those who subscribe to, or find validity in Herzberg’s work (1966a) would argue that
the things that engage kids at school are not the same as the things, which, when lacking, lead to
disengagement. Rather, there exists a discrete set of occurrences or characteristics that may herald
this. Since these factors are different, it follows that these two feelings (i.e. engagement and
disengagement) are not the opposites of each other. As Herzberg eloquently puts it, “the opposite of
job dissatisfaction is not job satisfaction, but no job dissatisfaction” (1966b, p. 91). Whilst this may
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semantically seem illogical, after all we do equate satisfaction with being the opposite of
dissatisfaction, in terms of this research it is more than a simple play on words. So, in education
contexts, it is not enough to implement strategies shown to promote or enhance student
engagement and expect that this will then engage students who are disengaged, as the two states
are not on the same spectrum.
This paradigm, however, is not the only view of disengagement and its relationship to engagement.
Still others view disengagement as being but one end of a spectrum that has engagement at its
opposite end (Reschly & Christenson, 2012). As this review is concerned primarily with those who
are disengaged, often to the point that they do not attend school at all for extended periods, Finn
and Zimmer (2012) offer a working definition of disengagement, which has also been utilised by
other researchers (Hancock & Zubrick, 2015):
Disengaged students are those who do not participate actively in class and school activities,
do not become cognitively involved in learning, do not fully develop or maintain a sense of
school belonging, and/or exhibit inappropriate or counterproductive behaviour. All of these
risk behaviours reduce the likelihood of school success. Disengaged students may have
entered school without adequate cognitive or social skills, find it difficult to learn basic
engagement behaviours, and fail to develop positive attitudes that perpetuate their
participation in class, or they may have entered school with marginal or positive habits that
have become attenuated due to unaddressed academic difficulties, dysfunctional
interactions with teachers or administrators, or strong ties to other disengaged students (Finn
& Zimmer, 2015, p.99).

Disengagement or ‘dropping out’, as both a process and an outcome, has been studied extensively
over recent years. Much focus has been directed towards gaining a clearer understanding as to why
some students leave or drop out of school early. The pervasive message from the literature is that
disengagement is a “nuanced and multifaceted construct” (Hancock & Zubrick, 2015, p. 15) and one
that is particularly difficult to adequately define in any absolute way (Gibbs & Poskitt, 2010). Much
effort has been directed towards understanding the risk factors, or causes, or disengagement, and
this will be discussed in more detail in Part 3 of this review.
Disengagement can be experienced by students across a variety of levels (that is, from what or
whom is the student disengaged); from the content/work of the class, from participating within
class, from the school and/or with education more broadly as a worthwhile pursuit.
In addition, disengagement can occur across multiple domains; e.g. emotional, behavioural and
cognitive (Appleton et. al., 2008, Fredericks et al., 2004, Lawson & Lawson et. al., 2013). Hancock
and Zubrick (2015) argue that where the level of disengagement (“Object of Engagement”) intersects
with the domain of disengagement (“Domain of Engagement”), indicators of disengagement can be
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identified. They contend that “disengagement can therefore be indicated and measured in multiple
ways” (2015, p. 6). Figure 1 displays this information graphically (see below).

Figure 1. Hancock and Zubrick’s Conceptual Diagram of Disengagement (with examples of forms of
disengagement).

1.1.2.

Language choices in the literature

An important distinction must be made between the various ways in which those who do not attend
school are referred to. Reviewing the literature uncovered a demarcation between the language
used to name both the student and their behaviour. A stark dichotomy was evident between the
terms truant/truancy, school refuser/school refusal and being a ‘drop out’/dropping out. The
rhetoric that surrounds the term ‘truancy’ is often legalistic in its nature. Jesse (2014) refers to
truancy as a “gateway crime” inasmuch that many inmates in adult jails report that their first
interaction with the justice system was on charges relating to school absence. Gregory and Purcell
(2014, p. 38) note that links are made between truancy and conduct disorder. To further underscore
this point, other researchers have noted that, particularly in the Western academic literature,
discourse surrounding extended school absences (whatever they are called or however framed)
emphasises the pathological, and has a very strong clinical focus (Kearney, 2008a; Pellegrini, 2007;).
In contrast to this, school refusal behaviours characterised by child-motivated refusal to attend
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school and/or problems remaining in classes for an entire day (Kearney, 2008a) are often viewed
through the lens of mental illness or emotional disturbance (for example, Egger, 2003). Gregory and
Purcell (2014) note that as a label ‘school refuser’ “views the problem as primarily a within child
issue, thus deflecting attention from the school environment as an important element in
understanding and addressing school reform” (p. 46).
These language choices have impacts on the ways that students exhibiting behaviours seen as fitting
one category are viewed with respect to their non-attendance. Broadhurst, Paton and May-Chahal
(2005) argue that “official discourses that centre on generalised characteristics of ‘problem’
populations can further stereotype and stigmatise” (2005, p. 106) and that this is exacerbated where
the perspectives of the students and their parents or caregivers are not included or heard. In any
case, the implications for non-attenders, of whichever type, have much in common.

1.1.3.

Prevalence of metaphor to describe disengagement as a process and disengaged youth

The depth and breadth of research conducted into the area of school disengagement and extended
school absence is large. However, the picture that is consistently built up is that the causes of
extended school absence, together with those interventions that may assist in re-engaging such
students in learning, are complex. This complexity is borne out through the prevalent use of
metaphor in academic discourse addressing these issues. Metaphor allows for a richer
understanding to be drawn out, that is sometimes unattainable through the presentation of raw
statistics, although the statistics undoubtedly have an important and irreplaceable role to play as
well in understanding the complexity of these issues. Smyth, Hattam, Cannon, Edwards, Wilson and
Wurst (2000) argue that “pursuing research that uses statistical analyses of variables does not move
us any closer to explain the phenomenon of early school leaving” (p.17). Extending this idea, Dei
(2003) observed that there is a “human side to stories that statistics do not tell us” (p. 245).
The metaphors are various; the concept of ‘shoving’ which examines the school experiences of
young people forced out of mainstream schooling in regional Victoria (McGraw, 2011), the notion
that teachers need to enact the role of a knight and ‘joust’ for today’s students (Loader, 2015).
Additionally, disengagement is described in the terms of a ‘journey’ in numerous accounts (for
example, Lessard et. al., 2008). Lessard et. al., (2008) also evoke the metaphor of a see-saw; in their
account of the ‘dropout process’ they refer to ‘teetering’ as being a stage of the educational journey
of disengaged young people, where they act out behaviours that either prolong or sabotage their
journey. The authors consider the dynamic relationships between these two types of behaviour as a
way in which the student either seeks to continue in their education (living invisibly, walking in the
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dark, glowing [from praise], playing it safe) or to undermine it (solving problems with fists, dabbling
in the margins, turning away, [being told to] get lost!).

1.2 Implications for non-attendance- for student, school, and community
1.2.1.

How many Australian students are ‘disengaged’?

Hancock and Zubrick (2015) outline the various ways of capturing ‘disengagement’ for the purposes
of answering the question “How many Australian students are disengaged?” They consider data
from the various state and territory governments relating to Year 12 completion, ABS data around
the post-school activities of the 25% (averaged across all states) who do not complete Year 12,
classroom behaviours indicating disengagement, measures of attitude and connectedness to school
and education, and measures of school attendance from primary school to Year 10 in gaining a
broad picture of the state of disengagement. They state that “taken together, a majority of
Australian students are engaged at school, attend regularly, see the value education provides for
their future, and achieve above benchmark levels” (p. 8). They go on to estimate that perhaps 1 in 5
students is showing some signs of ‘disengagement’ across one or more levels and domains, as
articulated above.

1.2.2.

Implications for the individual student: At school and beyond

As a starting point, let’s say that all forms of non-attendance cause harm. Most harm can be located
within the non-attender themselves, according to Reid (2008, p. 346) not least because their poorer
results, and in some cases their failure to graduate/dropping out, may impact on their ability to go
on to successfully enter the labour market, or further study. Other post-school impacts for the
individual are being and remaining unemployed (Rumberger & Lamb, 2003); earning less than those
who complete Year 12 (ABS, 2009a, 2009b; ABS 2010); being three time more likely to be ‘socially
excluded’ (Azpitarte, 2012); engaging in risky health behaviours such as smoking, being overweight
with low levels of physical activity, together with poorer health and mental health outcomes (ABS,
2011a; Currie, 2009).
Impacts are also felt whilst the student is still at school, or of school-age. Numerous studies have
found that students with diminished school connectedness- the extent to which students feel
accepted, respected, included and supported by others at school- are a greater risk across numerous
outcomes (Hancock & Zubrick, 2015, p. 23). Such outcomes can include poorer health and wellbeing,
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increased negative mood/affect, higher prevalence of anxiety and depressive symptoms, and
increased risk-taking behaviours (Bond et. al., 2007; Dornbusch et. al., 2001; Resnick et. al., 1993;
Shochet et. al., 2006; Shochet et. al., 2011). Non-attendance is a major predictor for ‘drop out’
(Henry et. al. 2012) and those who do not finish secondary education are also more highly
represented on measures such as poor health and dependence on welfare as a major source of
income (Kearney, 2008b).
Whilst it is undeniable that there are adverse outcomes for young people who do not regularly
attend school, just how absenteeism affects academic performance has until recently not received a
great deal of scholarly or empirical attention (Rothman, 2001) although longitudinal research by
Gottfried (2010) provides some empirical support for the proposition that more time at school leads
to higher grade point averages. Zubrick (2014) conducted research in Western Australia that
analysed data on school enrolment and attendance, together with standardised literacy and
numeracy achievement tests (NAPLAN tests) over a four-year period. Some 415,000 primary and
secondary students were involved in this research, and the results indicate that NAPLAN results
declined with any absence from the school, and that this was a pattern “that continued to decline as
absence rates increased” (p. 34). Startlingly, this research also indicated that attendance rates in
Year 1 are “highly predictive” of absence rates in subsequent later years of schooling. This indicates
a clear need for emphasis on lifting attendance to occur early in the child’s primary school career.
The implication for the non-attending student is clear, however, the impact extends beyond them as
an individual. Given the intense support that sporadic attenders require to ‘catch them up’ to their
more regularly attending peers, Rothman (2001) raises the point that high rates of student
absenteeism are “believed to affect regular attenders as well, because teachers must accommodate
non-attenders in the same class” (p. 59).
More broadly, the implications of large proportions of student non-participation or non-attendance
can be felt at a school level too. Woodman and Wyn (2015) state that “In Australia, as elsewhere,
new transition regimes position education as a tool for economic development and labour market
competitiveness” (p. 30). Schools, and government schools particularly, are mandated to provide a
‘meaningful’ education for all; just what ‘meaningful’ means is contested. Two ways of considering
this concept of a meaningful education might be ‘Educating for economic prosperity’ and ‘Educating
for personal and social meanings’ (McGregor et. al., 2015). If schools must “provide levels of
education needed to facilitate the growth of capitalist systems of mass production” (McGregor et. al.
2015, p. 4), the fact that so many young people are switching off, or being pushed out of mainstream
education is concerning. Smyth, Down and McInerny (2014) write that what is playing out here is the
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residualisation of education- those that can ‘opt out’, by sending their children to private schools, do
so. In effect, this “produces a very skewed and distorted distribution of who is able to access and
benefit from education” (Smyth et. al. 2014, p. 4) as government schools arguably no longer operate
as a microcosm of the wider community that they are situated within.
From a macro-economic perspective, non-graduates will earn less than those that complete Year 12
and are more likely to be unemployed thereby reducing the tax base for the country. This is coupled
with statistics that demonstrate that these same people are also more likely to depend on welfare as
a main stream of income. Such considerations are not focussed on the human level, and whilst they
certainly do not present mediating and mitigating factors as to why individuals may disengage from
schooling, it is nonetheless important to consider this perspective as well.
Lastly, consideration on the generational effects of school disengagement should be considered in a
discussion of the implications for school non-attendance. The evidence from the literature proclaims
loudly that family circumstances, and importantly, parental education levels, are important factors in
whether a child will engage well with, and ultimately succeed in, school (Epstein et. al., 2002; Smyth
& Harrison, 2015). Given this, it becomes more likely that any children this non-attending/nongraduating student may have in the future will experience the same disengagement as their parent
(Rumberger, 1983).

1.3.

What causes, or contributes to the risk of, disengagement?

The literature is clear: there is no single contributory factor that explains in all, or even most, cases
of young people disengaging from school or having extended periods of non-attendance (Gregory &
Purcell, 2014, p. 46). There are a variety of risk factors that have been repeatedly identified and
articulated by numerous researchers, and these will come as no great surprise to anyone working in
the field of education or indeed in fields that provide support to young people across multiple life
domains. Considering the risk factors that attach to a given student represent a starting point in the
analysis of the processes of school disengagement and extended non-attendance (Lessard et. al.
2007). Ingul, Klöckner, Silverman, and Nordahl (2012) emphasise that the total number of risk
factors, and the balance that is present between such risk factors and any protective factors, is more
important than any one factor taken in isolation. Gregory and Purcell (2014) note that it is in the
ways that these risk factors interplay and overlap each other that real understanding of the reasons
for disengagement can be untangled.
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These risk factors, or characteristics, are useful in contextualising the prevalence of school nonattendance. Consideration will be given to the following ‘risk factors’ as they relate to student
disengagement and extended school non-attendance: 1. Factors located ‘within-child’, that is,
student characteristics; 2. Broader contextual factors, including family characteristics and social
considerations; 3. School characteristics that may have an impact on the rates of disengagement and
non-attendance of young people; and 4. Wider policy concerns that have a bearing on the issue.

1.3.1.

Student characteristics/risk factors

Certain demographic characteristics relating to the young person make their disengagement from
school statistically more likely. These characteristics include age, gender, ethnicity and geographical
location, as well as other student characteristics not linked to demographic data, such as
psychological make-up, patterns of behaviour, academic performance and self-concept, and general
self-esteem. These are discussed below.
Age appears to be a factor that increases a young person’s likelihood of disengaging from school.
This has been demonstrated in various ways, beginning with an analysis of attendance patterns from
Year 1 and beyond. The National Report on Schooling in Australia (2011) compiled by the Australian
Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) notes that attendance is relatively
constant for Years 1 – 7 with declines in attendance through Years 8 and 9, peaking in Year 10.
Linked to age is the concept of grade retention, or being kept back a grade. Rumberger (1995) stated
plainly that the biggest predictor of exiting schooling was being older in a cohort of students due to
being held back.
Disengagement also appears to be affected by gender, although research has produced some
conflicting understandings of how this is borne out. Early studies (see, for example, Rumberger,
1995) seem to suggest that being a boy increases the risk for school disengagement and eventual
dropping out. More recent studies controlling for variables of academic performance and aggressive
behaviours show girls are more likely to become disengaged (Alexander, 1997; Battin-Pearson,
2000).
Rothman (2001), in an analysis of student background factors and their relationship to nonattendance, notes that cultural background or ethnicity have impacts on attendance trends. In
particular, the findings that Indigenous Australians have absences that are 60% higher than nonIndigenous students were emphasised.
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Farrugia, Smyth and Harrison (2015) observe that “geographical inequalities have always placed
rural young people at a disadvantage in relation to their engagement with education” (p. 165) when
compared to students in metropolitan areas.
In addition to these demographic characteristics, researchers have frequently focussed on other
attributes of the young person themselves in the quest to uncover the cause for extended school
non-attendance. Such characteristics include ‘psychological make-up’, patterns of behaviours
including anti-social behaviours, physical health and the incidence of various ‘conditions’, and
mental health concerns. Seeking to understand the problem of extended school non-attendance will
necessarily have, at its core, an understanding of the young person. However, an approach that only
considers that there is something ‘within the child’ that is causing the problem deemphasises the
importance of environmental factors, such as school and the family, in the process of school
disengagement (Gregory & Purcell, 2014). It has been mentioned previously that looking at a young
person in this way is akin to a ‘medical model’, and certainly focusses a large proportion of attention
on the deficits of the individual, rather than the system within which they are operating (Smyth,
2006; Smyth, 2009; Smyth, Down & McInerney 2008; Smyth & McInerney, 2013; Wilkins, 2008).
Wilkins (2008) highlights that there is much overlap between school and the individual as it relates
to feelings of isolation within the school setting and academic difficulties. In so in many ways,
categorising these risk factors into separate, discrete sections does not represent the dynamic and
multiple ways that they interact with one another. A good example of this is ‘school readiness’ and
the development of social skills to support students as they enter school.
What is termed ‘psychological make-up’ by Kearney (2008a) appears to be related to rates of school
disengagement, especially as it pertains to school non-attendance and behaviours within class.
Kearney (2008a) notes that ‘psychiatric conditions’ are significantly associated with extended
periods of non-attendance at school. Conditions most represented in students who are disengaged
or not-attending school are depression and anxiety (Egger et. al., 2003). Kearney’s analysis also
considers physical ailments and the prevalence of certain illness in non-attenders. Asthmatics
appeared to be away from school the most due to their illness. Somatic complaints such as
headaches, stomach pains and nausea can be read as resulting from stress, and so represent an
intersection between physical and psychological conditions (Kearney, 2008a).
Persistent absentees have lower academic self-concept and general self-esteem, and manifest
different forms of behaviour than their regularly attending peers (Reid, 2008). Externalised
behaviours such as aggression and delinquency increase the risk of non-attendance at school for all
or parts of the day (Fortin et. al., 2006). Similarly, internalised behaviours such as social withdrawal,
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anxious behaviours and depressive symptoms also point to an increased risk of the same (Ingul et.
al., 2012). Qualitative research conducted on a small sample of students who participated in an
alternative education program in a regional Victorian school highlighted the importance of hearing
the student’s voice in accounts of their motivations for behaving in certain ways. This research
concluded, after hearing narrative accounts of the subjective experience of mainstream school for
these students, that “externalised behaviour is an outcome of feeling bored, tense, disrespected,
being under the influence of drugs and experiencing a loss of hope and dignity” (McGraw, 2011, p.
111).
Kearney and Sims (1997) have argued that there should be greater emphasis on the reasons why
children and young people are not going to school. A pertinent question is: What function does their
absence serve? Kearney and Silverman (1993) have suggested four categories of school refusal, cited
in Gregory and Purcell (2014, p. 38):
1. Avoidance of specific school-based stimuli that provoke negative affectivity, for example,
toilets, corridor.
2. Escape from aversive social situations, for example negative relationships with peers,
teachers.
3. Attention-getting or separation anxious behaviour. This may be displayed by somatic
complaints or tantrums where the child seeks to remain at home with the parent.
4. Rewarding experiences provided outside of school, for example watching television,
spending time with friends.

Kearney describes how knowing the function of the school refusal behaviour can help to inform the
intervention which is best suited to tackling the issue (Gregory & Purcell, 2014, p. 38). Since
Kearney’s research there has been an increased awareness of the importance of hearing the child’s
voice when considering aspects of school engagement and disengagement. Research by Malcolm,
Wilson, Davidson and Kirk (2003) utilised a research method which gave prominence to how
students construed ‘extended school non-attendance’. They found that students did not often point
to ‘home factors’ as the cause of their non-attendance, but that ‘school factors’ rated highly in their
reasons for not going to school. This will be discussed in more detail in later sections especially as it
relates to what risk factors inhere within schools.
The focus on student experience and motivation is important. Point four (in Kearney and Silverman’s
categorisations, listed above) highlights that, for a sub-section of students, school does not engage
with what they are interested in, and instead they seek that experience outside of the school
environment. Adolescence is a time of discovery, of external events and experiences, but also
internally, with a focus on the formation of identity, and an understanding of where one is placed
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within the wider world. For some students then, school is not the place that allows this important
identity-building work to be done (Smyth, 2009; Smyth, Robinson and McInerney, 2014; Smyth and
McInerney, 2014a; 2014b). The narrowly defined scope of what is accepted behaviour within schools
means that succeeding at school, for some individuals, means that they must quash their own
identity, and act according to the codes of accepted behaviour that school requires of them (Smyth,
2006). For some students, this may be reason enough to opt out of this environment.

1.3.2.

Family ‘risk factors’

The research is clear that the home learning environment provides the foundation for the student’s
success or otherwise in their schooling careers. Equally clear from the large body of Australian and
international literature, is that student’s coming from a ‘disadvantaged background’ exhibit more of
the markers that indicate disengagement with school. Such markers include higher rates of absence
(Hancock, et. al. 2003), lack of interest in school (Thomson et. al., 2013), poorer behaviours in the
classroom setting (OECD, 2012), and early school leaving (Rumberger and Lamb, 2003).
The term ‘disadvantage’ is often used interchangeably throughout the literature with ‘low socioeconomic status’ (low-SES). Whichever term is utilised, this state can be signalled by one or more of
the following indicators: low income, low levels of parental education, low employment
participation/unemployment, low occupational status, disability, poor physical or mental
health. (Considine & Zappala, 2002; Hancock & Zubrick, 2015; Ingul, 2002). Considine & Zappala
(2002) consolidate what is known about how low socio-economic status can affect school
engagement by stating that children from a low socio-economic status often exhibit similar patterns
of disengagement with school. Low socio-economic status is also linked to family structure, with
single parent families being common (Considine & Zappala, 2002). Sole parent families are likely to
have lower income, lower parental education levels, are more likely to have a parent who is
unemployed or employed on an insecure basis. However, controlling for other factors such as low
income, the ‘sole parent’ family structure is only weakly associated with educational attainment
(Considine & Zappala, 2002).
A typology of parents/caregivers involved with school non-attenders has been developed by Dalziel
and Henthorne (2005), and has been cited by several other researchers interested in the impacts
that family contexts have on school non-attendance (see Reid, 2008, as an example). It lists four
types of parents:
1. Those who ‘try hard’ to tackle non-attendance
2. Those who say they feel ‘powerless’ to tackle non-attendance
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3. Those who are over-protective of their child or in some way appear to be dependent upon
them for social and emotional interaction
4. Those who are apathetic, or who do not appear to engage with school or other support
professionals.

MacDonald, Shildrick, Webster and Simpson (2005) identify the generational transmission of
disadvantage in their discussion in the significance of class and place in the life transitions of socially
excluded young adults. They note that there exists a secondary labour market which is marked by
“pervasive unemployment and underemployment” (p. 881) which many people, traditionally called
‘working-class’, are now stuck within. It notes that both parents (who may have truncated school
careers) and their offspring occupy the same, ever-shrinking pool of occupations. The link between
generations is one that has attracted some research attention. Parental expectations about the
benefits conveyed through education, relating to the ability to find work and improve their
children’s lives, appear to have a marked impact on graduation rates of their children (Broadhurst et.
al., 2005). This might be for various reasons, but there is certainly a link between their own
educational attainment and the degree to which they support their children in attending and
succeeding at school. For those parents who were themselves ‘dropouts’, their own past
experiences of schooling have an influence on the approach they take with their own children (van
Breda, 2014). Parental involvement would seem to be a major predictor of school success. This
involvement can vary in type (going to parent-teacher conferences, checking homework, limiting TV
on school nights, by monitoring their child’s attendance levels) and by location (within the school
setting or at home).
Van Breda (2014) talks about such parental involvement in her research with ‘truant’ populations.
She suggests that the parents of school non-attenders most often do genuinely want their child to
succeed at school, but do not appreciate their own “indispensable role” in allowing for that to
happen. This role includes being involved in their child’s schooling (as listed above), but also in
establishing and maintaining an emotionally stable environment at home. Qualitative data would
suggest that students who drop out feel that they do not enjoy much interest and support at home,
and that their parents seem to display an unfavourable attitude to their scholastic attainment (van
Breda (2014). Parental involvement in school is related to increased engagement, but perhaps the
most impactful type of parental involvement is the function of ‘academic socialization’ that they
fulfil, or indeed, do not fulfil. Essentially, this concept includes attitudes and expectations about
school and education and conveying the enjoyment of learning, which reflects parental socialization
around the value and utility of education (Hill & Tyson, 2009).
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Trauma and dysfunction, it goes without saying, have a negative impact on a young person’s
schooling performance, engagement and attendance (Kearney, 2008a; 2008b). Many researchers
working with populations of young people either ‘at-risk’ of dropping out, or who are already
disengaged from school, see the pervasiveness of family turmoil amongst their participants. This
might be in the form of parental neglect or abuse, mobility in housing and school enrolments,
parents involved in criminal activities, parents suffering from mental health conditions, or parents
with addiction issues (Evans, 2006; Lessard et. al., 2007). Research from the UK identifies patterns of
disengagement for children who are ‘missing’ from the school system, that is, in Pellegrini’s (2007)
parlance ‘extended school non-attenders’. It provides some insights into the differing experiences
and attitudes that may exist within families of these young people (Broadhurst et. al., 2005). The
first group experienced problems at the nexus of school and home. Young people and their families
in this group had been regular participants, and some disruption to the normal course of their school
life. This interruption was seen as temporary, and both parents and young people were active in the
negotiation of the structural obstacles to their participation. The second group were termed by the
researchers to be experiencing ‘Discontinuous Multi-Dimensional Disengagement’. This group is
characterised by trying to “reclaim a previous stability” (p. 117). Young people in this group have
experienced trauma, and consequently school is not a current priority. Whilst they are experiencing
this trauma or its after-effects, these young people find it difficult to ‘put it aside’ and focus on their
roles as students (Lessard et. al., 2007). A third and final group were categorised as being
“Continuously, Multi-dimensionally disengaged”.
This disengagement is difficult to overcome in that is stems from “repeated and long-standing
negative life events over the life course” (p. 114). Participants in this category connected the
repeated, long-lasting, difficult events of their life with their school absences. Narrative accounts in
this groups are striking for their temporal framing; in them, participants (often a parent [mother
usually] and a child) move back and forth between the parent’s own childhood and the immediate
issue of the child’s schooling. It was clear that school had little relevance to the young people’s lives,
and a sense of powerlessness or ‘giving up’ is often conveyed in their accounts. The researcher’s
note that “they adopted a range of different lifestyles and these patterns of behaviour were deeply
entrenched by the time they had come to the attention of relevant agencies/researchers. Some had
simply retreated into a world with the parent, a life ‘indoors’ of ‘not doing very much’, playing
computer games or helping out with the care of younger children” (p. 116). There was little sense of
aspiration or plans being made for some projected future. Such young people present a significant
challenge to educator’s wishing to assist with their ‘reintegration’ into schooling.
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1.3.3.

School Characteristics

Schools as institutions and social environments embody certain risk factors for student
disengagement and non-attendance (Reid, 2008). Schools are inherently political places. Some
researchers assert that schools are sites which reinforce the power relationships/hierarchies of
students, as individuals, being disempowered, and where teachers are the overseers of, responsible
for, and directors of learning (Smyth, 2006). The education-production model would say that schools
provide the material resources for student learning success and the home environment provides
dispositions towards learning and emotional stability that enable learning to occur (Christle et al.,
2007). Given this emphasis on schools as places that provide material resource Funding models
undoubtedly impact on the performance of the school. One of the main recommendations of the
Gonski review of 2011 was that school funding be based on a ‘per student’ amount with additional
loadings to tackle challenges faced by any one individual student relating to social inequality (e.g.
race, locality, low SES status). These recommendations have not been adopted by the Australian
government to date, the major argument being that “teacher quality, principal autonomy and the
involvement of parents” were the more important factors in school success (then Education minister
Christopher Pyne, cited in The Australian, Dec. 5, 2013). Whilst these things do matter enormously, it
must be recognised that for poorly-resourced schools in disadvantaged communities, these people
confront many competing demands (McGregor et al., 2015).
Regarding teachers, when it comes to disengagement within schools, teachers themselves “come
out as losers” (McGraw, 2011, p. 110). Teachers are amongst the most maligned of all the
professions (Smyth and McInerney, 2007), and many students attribute the blame to teachers, when
articulating the major reason for their withdrawal from school (McGraw, 2011; Lessard, 2004; 2007).
Parents too identify negative teacher attitudes as having a contribution to student non-attendance
(Boydell & Volpe, 2008). This was especially the case where the teacher was seen as inflexible in
their approach with the young person and demonstrated what was perceived as an unwillingness to
work with students who did not, or were unable to, demonstrate their ‘one hundred percent
commitment to academics’ (Boydell & Volpe, 2008). In contrast, those teachers that could embody
the opposite dispositions offered much in the way of ‘protective factors’ to students at risk of
disengagement. What is clear from the literature is that students and parents especially place
emphasis on the crucial relationship between themselves and the young person’s teacher.
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Research from the USA by Christle, Jolivette and Nelson (2007) had this to say about the school
characteristics involved in student non-attendance:
High schools with the lowest dropout rates in the present study offered courses and school
sponsored activities that were geared to the needs and interests of students. The academic
focus was pronounced and rigorous, with additional supports for students in need. Teachers
[in these schools] showed interest in the students and administrators provided supports for
teachers. School personnel [in these schools] identified students who were at risk for
dropping out, targeted interventions based on individual needs, and monitored their
progress. School climate and positive relationships were high priorities in [these schools] and
in the classrooms. Students who are attached to supportive schools in which personnel
recognise their individuality and care about and promote their successes are prone to
complete high school and make successful transitions to adult life” (Christle, Jolivette and
Nelson, 2007, p. 334).

The above quote details some critical attributes of schools that appear to be doing well as
preventing school disengagement, at least in an American context. Some of these factors relate to
school climate. This concept is difficult to precisely define, although Kearney (2008) suggests that it
relates to students’ feelings of connectedness to school and the degree of perceived academic and
social support students feel they receive from teachers and the wider school. Other research has
suggested that having good classroom management across the school fosters a calmer environment
and contributes to a positive school climate (Metzler et. al., 2001).
Sheldon (2007) amongst other researchers has asserted that school, family and community
partnerships are associated with improved student attainment, a finding echoed in other studies
(see Epstein and Sheldon, 2002, as an example). This research noted schools must take on greater
responsibility when it comes to “connecting with and involving family members” in their students
learning (p. 274). This is especially true when parents are themselves ill-equipped or disposed to
initiate the contact.
Students themselves identify many school related risk factors that impact on their decisions to
disengage from schooling. Surveys completed by students regarding their experiences of school
indicate that students often feel bored by the content of what they are learning in school, unsafe
within the school environment, dislike certain subjects and/or teachers, and need assistance with
basic foundational skills in literacy and numeracy (Malcolm et. al., 2003; Reid, 2005; 2008). Several
of these factors are associated with lower academic performance and self-concept, heightened
levels of anxiety around going to school, and learning difficulties. Information such as this from
student’s perspectives underscores that there is a significant intersect between school, family and
student-centred factors.
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1.3.4.

Broader economic and political considerations:

With globalisation of the labour market comes the reality that OECD nations need more ‘knowledge
workers’ (Smyth, 2006). As the local market becomes more and more based upon the service
industry, working class people are less able to exchange their labour for low-paid wages in factories
or other similar settings (Hayes, 2012). This has led to higher education being expanded to almost
universal levels in Australia (Sellar, Gale & Parker, 2011) as education is increasingly seen as the key
to securing good employment. This is as true for those who have not traditionally viewed university
as something ‘for them’ as it is for those groups who are already strongly represented within higher
education. Consequently, ‘aspiration’ is no longer solely situated within the student, or their family,
as universities seek to bolster their number of enrolments from many under-represented groups.
The question then becomes, when so many students are disengaged from schooling, how can they
hope to go onto participate in higher education? Wyn (2015) notes that it is increasingly difficult for
young people to identify what the immediate benefit is to themselves of pursuing a financially costly
education, in an Australian job market that features insecure and precarious work arrangements.
This must be considered in relation to the statistics presented in the 2013 Foundation for Young
Australians report ‘How young Australians are faring’, that some 22% of 15-19 year olds are not in
employment, training or education of any kind. Smyth (2006) considers it no coincidence that
“disengagement from school by young adolescents has intensified at precisely the same time as
there has been a hardening of educational policy regimes that have made schools less hospitable
places for students and teachers” (p. 285). Focussing on the performance of schools in league table
format, and the marketing of schools according to narrowly defined measures is, according to some,
alienating a growing number of young people for whom these measures are not the central focus,
young people who value relationships more highly than performance on any given test (McGraw,
2011). Indeed, there are some calls to view the rates of disengagement, non-attendance, or
dropping out, as indicative of a schooling system that needs reforming to prevent what Smyth and
Robinson (2015) call the “haemorrhaging of young people into re-engagement programs” (p. 232).
These same authors identify a large volume of state-level (Victorian) policy, which appears to have
as its focus ensuring student engagement with school. Such policies include the inter-departmental
Vulnerable Youth Framework discussion paper (DHS, DPCD, & DEECD, 2008) which aims to provide
those young people identified as ‘vulnerable’ “inclusive, developmentally responsive, timely and
proactive, place-based and comprehensive, flexible and enduring support” (p. 32). A year later,
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DEECD released the Effective Schools are Engaging Schools- Student Engagement Policy Guidelines,
which sought to provide direction around promotion of student engagement, attendance and
positive behaviour. Inconsequence of these policy enactments, Victorian government schools were
required to create a ‘Student Engagement Policy’. This school based policy should bring the practices
within the school into alignment with school Accountability and Improvement Framework (DEECD,
2008). Other policies include the externally prepared Re-engaging Our Kids (KPMG, 2009) for
students disengaged from school, and Policy direction for flexible learning options (DEECD, 2010a) to
keep the needs of the at-risk or disengaged students at the front of departmental thinking. Smyth
and Robinson (2015, p. 229) argue that what this represents is a merging of policies that deal with
issues as various as accountability, learning, well-being, and ‘pathways and transitions’. Further, they
contend that the “greater the emphasis on impression management strategies like accountability,
student attendance, punctuality, adherence to dress codes, producing good results and managing
behaviours, the less attention is able to be invested in inclusivity and positive learning relationships”
(p. 229).
As mentioned earlier, the concept of ‘individual accountability’ as it relates to school performance
locates the blame for not ‘fitting in’ with the child or young person at odds with the system they find
themselves up against (McGregor et. al., 2015; Smyth and McInerney, 2013). This ‘deficit’ view is a
dominant attitude (Valencia, 2010) and has wide implications for students at risk of disengaging
from school, or who have in fact already done so. Looking interstate, recent QLD Department of
Education and Training policy changes have allowed principals more scope to exclude students
based on ‘behavioural concerns’. McGregor et. al. (2015) attribute this to the deficit view of students
who ‘lack some essential quality’, and say that principals face less red tape and have more autonomy
in matters relating to behavioural issues within their schools. Such measures include longer
suspensions, exclusion and the ability to discipline students for their behaviours outside of the
immediate school context. Similarly, students in NSW may be excluded for repeat refusal to follow
the school discipline codes. Such measures seem to be indicative of the political context in Australia
not being optimally positioned, from a policy perspective at least, to retain and support young
people with complex social, behavioural, material and personal needs within mainstream schooling
McGregor et. al., 2015).
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1.3 Re-engagement of disengaged/non-attending students
A recent reckoning of educational outcomes reported that the Year 12 completion rate in Australia is
at 74% (Australian Government, 2009). This statistic should be considered alongside the data that
suggests within Australia, more so than many other countries in the OECD, the relationship between
non-completion of schooling and unemployment is a strong one (OECD, 2007), and that moreover,
the relationship between socio-economic background and ‘educational outcomes’ is also stronger
than in comparable countries. The reasoning behind the ‘policy push’ to provide alternate programs
is clear. What is less clear is just what a robust and meaningful alternate program is and should do;
also unclear- and contested- is what the effectiveness of these programs is as it relates to assisting
already marginalised young people to find their place in the world.

1.4.1.

Snapshot of re-engagement programs

There appears to be consensus amongst educational academics, state and regional educational
departments, and individual schools themselves, that more flexibility is required in the programs
targeted at ‘at-risk’ or disengaged students (Bland 2012; Crane & Kaighin, 2011; McGregor & Mills,
2012; Menzies & Baars, 2015; Smyth & McInerney, 2012, p. 43; Wilson, Stemp & McGinty, 2013;
Zyngier et. al., 2014). This flexibility spans a broad array of domains: flexibility in time ‘at school’ or
attending the program, flexibility in the types of learning that is focussed on, flexibility to deal with a
vast array of students’ interests and goals, flexibility to place relationship formation and
connectedness with the students’ life/home at the core of the work being done.
This section will provide an overview of a selection of re-engagement programs that have been
devised and implemented in a variety of contexts, internationally, within Australia and in regional
Victoria. Before outlining the sorts of programs touted as ‘alternatives’ to mainstream schooling, in
their efforts to re-engage disengaged young people, it is worth considering a 2014 report, completed
by Monash University for the Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood Development.
Its explicit focus was on ‘The contribution that alternate, pull-out and externally-provided programs
within schools make to student learning, well-being and pathways’. It is especially useful in the
definitional work it does around ‘what is an alternate program?’ and ‘what does an exemplary or
robust alternate program look like?’ Such definition is important as te Riele (2007), in an analysis of
alternate education provision in Australia describes what she sees as a “bewildering array of
projects….a multitude of programs that has led to confusion and inefficiency” (p. 54). McGregor and
Mills (2010) state that ‘alternative programs’ is a term currently used to “describe schools located
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within the democratic schooling movement and to describe behaviour management units designed
to modify students’ (mis)behaviours so that they are better suited to mainstream schools” (p. 843,
author’s own emphasis and parenthesis). The Monash University report (Zyngier et. al., 2014) cite te
Riele (2012) who states that “Alternate programs may operate under a range of organisational
requirements… may be stand-alone programs that operate parallel to the mainstream curriculum,
affiliated programs that intersect with the curriculum or fully integrated programs” (p. 10).
So, the typical forms of ‘alternative program’ which has as its aim re-engaging disengaged from
learning are specialized courses and targeted programs located within schools, or, flexible learning
environments which operate external to the school environment. (Department of Education and
Early Childhood Development, 2010). Some researchers (chief amongst them Smyth et. al. 2004;
Smyth, Down & McInerney, 2014; Smyth, McInerney & Fish, 2013) have argued that the
establishment of such ‘alternative programs’ individualise the problem to the student who does not
‘fit the mould’ and inhibits discussion around systemic or institutional considerations which may
contribute to the prevalence of school disengagement. This will be discussed at greater length in the
section titled ‘Evaluating the alternative’, below.
In their book From Silent Witness to Active Agents, Smyth and McInerney (2012) focus their research
on community based re-engagement programs in regional Victorian cities, and note that whatever
the form they take such programs “provide[d] ‘second chance opportunities for young people
unable or unwilling to return to normal forms of secondary schooling” (p. 44). They note that such
programs are often officially supported and at least partially funded by the state education system.
One such program Connexions (pseudonym used by researchers to preserve anonymity) provided
learning options for some 185 students in the secondary years of their education. Referral pathways
into the program came from school personnel, health and community support services, but also
largely through the students themselves. The state of the art facility, which was located externally to
any school campus, included an information technology hub, multimedia centre, professional
recording studios and meeting spaces. Two key literacy and numeracy appointments were scheduled
with students each week, and other learning was arranged to take place around this. There were
also some ‘electives’ which incorporated community based subjects, accredited courses through
TAFE, work experiences and service learning. Students work with mentors and teachers to create
individual learning plans; these teachers are also responsible (for small groups of students) for the
management of the curriculum and for maintaining contact between home and ‘school’. Most
students work towards a Victorian Certificate of Applied Learning, but others choose to proceed with
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more academically loaded subjects to enable them to complete a high school certificate that
satisfies entrance requirements for university.
Smyth and McInerney (2013) identify other models for alternate, re-engagement programs. One
such was Stepping Out, which had the support of both the DEECD and a variety of regional service
providers. In this program, students were enrolled at the local secondary school, but attended the
program off-site in the town centre. Such models are termed ‘satellite’ programs, in that the staffing
and enrolment still resides with the school, rather than being provided by or enrolled with a totally
external (to the school) organisation. Student’s enrolment in this program attracted some
government funding, and from this pool staff were paid, facilities and environs maintained and
teaching resources purchased. The curriculum focussed primarily on the development of life skills,
literacy and numeracy, work-related topics and other subjects which will assist the students in the
completion of their high school certificate. All students had individual learning plans, and were given
the opportunity to enrol in TAFE courses and participate in other programs such as visual arts,
recreational activities, self-development, etc. The program was supported by other services such as
counselling, health care and welfare agencies, and has a specialised program within its structures for
young mothers and pregnant girls. Class sizes were small, sometimes 4-5 students, and one on one
supports for those students with additional needs were available.
Other types of programs include Youth Pathways, which was run through a local community house
in a regional Victorian town, and offers individual learning plans to its students who may have been
home-schooled or who have histories of disaffection with mainstream schooling. Beyond School,
another community based program, differs from other programs of its type in that it has a higher
proportion of students enrolled that are in the upper primary age group. The focus is like the one
outlined above: life skill acquisition, numeracy and literacy, and “hands-on, contextualised learning”
(Smyth & McInerney, 2013, p. 47).
To summarise then, whilst the models of providing re-engagement (or alternate) programs for
disengaged young people differ in structural, organisation and pedagogical ways, all of these
programs aim to “provide a qualitatively teaching and learning environment to that which young
people usually encounter in mainstream schooling” (Smyth & McInerney 2013, p. 46). The focus is
on flexibility, relationship building between staff and students, and on the creation of an
individualised learning plan for each student that encompasses such things as literacy, numeracy, life
skills development and work-related skills. Often there is a sense that such programs are also striving
to utilise connections between school learning and community life, or else forging those connections
in the work that they do within the program.
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1.4.2.

Student perspective: What do students say about these ‘alternate programs’?

There has been, in more recent years, an increasing awareness that there is much to be learned
about disengagement and re-engagement from the student perspective. The literature reflects this,
and there is a growing body of research that seeks to provide a platform for key messages from this
group (together with their family, parents and/or guardians and to a lesser extent from teachers) to
be voiced (Bland 2012; Deuchar & Graham, 2012; McGregor & Mills 2011; McInerney, 2006; Murray
and Mitchell, 2015; Riddle and Cleaver, 2013; Smyth, 2009; Smyth & McInerney, 2013; Smyth &
Robinson, 2015).
In a study that looked at a variety of alternate programs in South east Queensland, McGregor and
Mills (2010) articulated, through observations and discussions with staff and students across many
sites, a series of views that seem to echo what the wider body of literature would say are the
positives for students attending these types of programs. One student suggests that “If they created
more of these small schools… – then I reckon it would have a huge popular demand and kids would
be saved from going down the wrong track” (p. 853). It seems clear that for the majority of students
enrolled in these programs, the experience is a largely positive one. They express feelings of being
re-connected to learning, to school (personified by their teachers) and to themselves (Smyth &
McInerney, 2013). Others express feelings of increasing confidence and self-esteem, especially as it
relates to their own academic capabilities. For example, Grant, a student at ‘Kurrajong College’, a
school inspired by ‘Big Picture’ philosophy- “I actually like maths at the moment. I am getting all my
work done and I get it, which is really odd” (cited in McGregor et. al., 2015, p. 11).
Students articulate feeling more in control of their own learning, for example, Nancy, who attends a
‘flexi-school’ in southern QLD: “I’m just doing my own work at the moment, because I have my
folder, everybody in the class has their own folder where there’s a set of works in there that they
have to complete” (cited in McGregor et. al., 2015, p. 7). The individualised learning plans that are
commonly utilised for each student takes each student ‘where they are at’ (Smyth, Down &
McInerney, 2008) and this seems to be part of the reason students tend to feel positively towards
alternate programs.
Perhaps the clearest indicator of whether a student would perceive an alternate program, or indeed
their mainstream schooling experience, positively revolved around relationships. Smyth, Down and
McInerney (2008) who spoke extensively with ‘disengaged’, ‘at-risk’ and ‘disadvantaged’ students
over the course of some years echo these sentiments. They quote from several interviews in which
the student articulates that the most important thing is the relationships between themselves and
24

the staff in these programs: “It’s the people who make the difference…I feel more comfortable
around here. It’s not like student and teacher, it’s like you have friends” (Student, at p. 21).

1.4.3.

Elements of effective programs: from student and educator perspective

Research by Zyngier, Black, Brubaker and Pruyn (2015) provide a summary of the key points to be
considered in the provision of any alternate programs offered by schools to youth at-risk of
disengagement (at page 34):
1. Alternate programs should be both mainstream and relevant, with a clear relationship to the
wider community or adult world reflecting real world problems.
2. Alternate programs must be socially supportive, intellectually challenging and respond to
student needs both currently and in the long term.
3. The selection and training of the participating teachers in crucial, while it can be inferred
that leadership “from above” is less vital.
4. Alternate programs must actively involve and be connected to the students’ world and to
the communities of which they are part.

1.4.4.

Evaluating the alternative pathway

A significant and recurrent criticism of alternate programs that is found in the literature relates to
“the lack of consistency, coherence and consensus that characterise alternate program provision
overall” (Zyngier et. al., 2015, p. 24). Aron and Zweig (2003) note that the lack of clarity makes it
almost impossible to ascertain what successful outcomes of such programs look like. Black, Lemon
and Walsh (2010) outline that there is a “consistent lack of measurement or analysis in relation to
either provision or outcomes” (p. 11). Traditional methods of assessment, such as recording
attendance, may be more problematic by virtue of the flexibility that inheres in these programs,
coupled with the fact that such students that may have had a ‘chequered’ past when it comes to
attendance.
Another aspect of alternate programs that draws criticism relates to the positioning of such
programs within wider educational spectrum. Alternate programs, such as Community VCAL, have
been argued to add to the ‘deficit view’ of young people who attend these programs. Numerous
researchers (McGregor et. al., 2015; Smyth, 2009; Wright et. al., 2000) argue that students who do
not fit within existing school structures are pushed out, or shoved (McGraw, 2011) into these
alternative pathways. Zyngier, Black, Brubaker and Pruyn (2015) note that “there is a persistent
association between young people, vulnerability, risk and deficit” (p. 25), and that such students are
capable of, in some way, contaminating the wider student body. Schools (and indeed systems) that

25

subscribe to, or at least operate within, a deficit view of vulnerable young people tend to
individualise the problem to the student. Thus, they fail to look beyond the student to the wider
contributing factors; to the ways that the education system is experienced by young people. Less
emphasis is placed upon the reality that a student’s lack of social and cultural capital produces a
disadvantage to that student within the current schooling regime.
Researchers have expressed concern that alternate programs are in practice ‘dumping grounds’
where ‘problem’ students are deposited. These same researchers note that this removal (from
‘normal’ classrooms) is often associated with a range of reduced opportunity in social interaction
with ‘non-targeted’ students, increased risk of stigmatisation, and with an increased likelihood that
these ‘targeted’ students will form attitudes towards themselves as ‘other’ or ‘delinquent’ (Hawkins
et. al., 1998; Slavin & Madden, 1989; Zyngier & Gale ,2003).
There is a clear warning in the literature that seeks to highlight the potential for the needs of
vulnerable youth to be less emphasised in a market-driven educational system, with much
governmental focus on achieving targets of attendance, performance, and so on.
The picture is not an entirely negative one however. Research does show that even those students
who are most vulnerable are able to achieve quality educational outcomes if they have access a
supportive educational platform that:
“Builds on their strengths, responds to their needs, and monitors their progress; promotes
their social and personal as well as their academic and vocational development; has a focus
on practical learning related to their own life experience; encourages them to share
responsibility for their own learning and to be involved in decisions about that learning; sets
high expectations of their achievement and challenges and extends them; gives them the
opportunity to work cooperatively with others, both inside and outside the classroom; and
involves parents, the community and relevant agencies in a collaborative endeavour to
support them” (Batten & Russell, 1995).

The above quote, read in conjunction with the four summarised elements of effective or successful
programs outlined above (Zyngier et. al., 2015), provide an indication of the potential benefits across
the entire school, and indeed the broader schooling system, that might be possible through the
adoption of some of the strategies of ‘alternate programs’ by the mainstream schooling system.
To provide a brief summary, in this chapter I have provided a working definition of the term
‘disengagement’, outlined the impacts to students, families and communities of not completing
schooling, and a selected analysis of contributory factors that may have a bearing on a student
becoming disengaged from schooling. I have begun to discuss various attempts at re-engaging
students, and importantly what students had to say about such re-engagement strategies.

26

Part II Theoretical frameworks and the shaping of my research
Before turning our attention to the experiences of young people, their families, the schools and
other supporting professionals in the area, it is essential that some space is provided to position this
piece of writing in relation to the theoretical perspectives that sit behind it.

2.1.

Theoretical Frameworks

2.1.1.

Critical Social Theory

As I understand it, the purpose of robust, socially critical research is to embody disruption. It should
unsettle the status quo in its production of what Kincheloe and McLaren (2011, p. 286) term
‘undeniably dangerous knowledge, the kind of information that upsets institutions…’. This
understanding has consequently shaped this as a piece of research that draws upon critical theory.
Further, given my own background as a secondary teacher, and the fact that the site and focus of
this research is within educational settings, I am drawn to the work of Paulo Freire as a means of
placing a framework around my own philosophy of education. Additionally, the field of critical
pedagogy, informed by Friere’s work features prominently in the theoretical underpinnings of the
current research. Briefly, let us now look at the central ideas proposed by critical theory.
Critical theory emerged in early twentieth century Germany. The Institute for Social Research was
established in 1923 and by 1930 Max Horkheimer had taken on the directorship. Other key figures of
the Institute were Eric Fromm, Herbert Marcuse and Theodor Adorno, and together they developed
the school of thought referred to as critical theory. This core group were, and are still, referred to as
the Frankfurt School (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2011). At its heart, critical theory is based upon Marxist
scholarship and has as a primary focus the shining of an illuminating light upon the existence of
massive inequities and the accepted and consensual exploitation of the majority by a powerful
minority. These scholars were living and working in a historical period after Marx’s prediction of
revolution had not in fact occurred. Appalled by the “failure of orthodox Marxism” (Giroux, 2001, p.
10) on the one hand, and the rise of a particularly dictatorial type of communism on the other, they
turned their collective attention to the phenomenon of rule by ideology, and in particular, power,
which is established within the realm of culture. In this focus, they were aligned to the ideas of
Italian activist and scholar, Antonio Gramsci, who was at the time developing his work on cultural
hegemony. They were interested in the role of technological advancements of the times in shaping
and transmitting the prevailing ideological beliefs, and what impacts this had on the agency of the
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individual in being able to see and understand the forms of power and dominion that operate upon
them in everyday life (Giroux, 2001).
Critical theory is used, more specifically, to inspect “domination and subordination, promote
emancipatory interests, and combine social and cultural analysis with interpretation, critique, and
social explanation” (Anyon, 2009, p. 2). The Frankfurt School rejected the orthodox interpretation of
Marx and Engels which talked about class struggles and the ‘mechanisms of domination’ as being
largely located within the labour process (Giroux, 2011, p. 11). Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse
instead held that rationalization of the existing inequities “…had penetrated all aspects of everyday
life, whether it be mass media, the school or the workplace” (Giroux, 2011, p. 12).
Jumping forward in time now, following the relocation of the Frankfurt School to California as a
consequence of the threat to Jewish lives that was posed by the rising of the Nazi Party, Adorno and
Horkheimer returned to Germany, however Marcuse remained in the United States and became the
philosopher for an emerging student movement in the 1960s (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2011, p. 286).
In the 1970s, poststructuralism critiqued the continued focus on class inequality within Marxist
critical theory and indeed Marxist criticism of schools at this time depicted them as places that were
“little more than the instruments of powerful political and economic interests” (Foley, Levinson &
Hurtig, 2000, p. 45) and that the role of the teachers within such an institution was either as
“guileless agents of the state or handmaidens of the ruling class” (p. 45). And what of students in
such a regime? They were nothing more than “passive dummies, marching off to their respective
fates” (p. 45). Such a conceptualisation leaves little room for notions of individual agency and
freedom of choice, or indeed a conscious understanding of the forces deployed against them. A
study by Willis (1981), who conducted ethnographic research on working class young people,
challenged these ‘social reproduction’ theories prominent at the time. It was clear that these young
people were more than mere pawns, who showed resistance to the bourgeois norms of their school
which was made manifest in response to the disrespect shown to their working-class origins by both
staff and curriculum. Foley, Levinson and Hurtig (2000) note that unfortunately for these young
people such resistance often resulted in ‘dropping out’ or ‘failing’ at school.
In response to a variety of studies and theorising by post-structural, postmodern and critical feminist
scholars a “reconceptualised critical theory” (so called by Kincheloe & McLaren, 2011), p. 286) is now
articulated as comprising the following elements:
•

Critical enlightenment- Examines how the status quo is maintained so as to protect the
power and privilege held by dominant groups/individuals.
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•

Critical emancipation- This element is about making visible the dominant forces which work
to oppress human agency.

•

Rejection of economic determinism- Economic factors are not given primacy, but rather
multiple forms of power (such as class, race, gender, sexual orientation) are considered.
Economic factors are connected to these various other forms of power.

•

Critique of instrumental or technical rationality- Technical rationality, first articulated by
Herbert Marcuse in 1941, emphasises method and efficiency over purpose.

•

Reconceptualised critical theory of power (Hegemony)- Hegemony works to make
inequitable relations between members of a society appear to be the natural state of being.

•

Reconceptualised critical theory of power (Ideology)- In this reconceptualization, ideology is
not seen as a single, monolithic article imposed by a ruling elite. It incorporates the things
(such as rituals, symbols, beliefs, representations) that give rise to “consent to the status
quo and an individuals place within it” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2011, p. 291).

•

Reconceptualised critical theory of power (Linguistic/discursive power)- Language does not
simply describe the world as it is, but rather constructs it.

To conclude this section, I would like to turn now to focussing more specifically on the realm of
education.

2.1.2.

Paulo Freire

It is important that I restate the fact that my first professional identity was that of a secondary
school teacher. It was within my own initial teacher education that I first happened upon the work of
Paulo Freire, and I must- with some shame- own the fact that I did not invest the time to reading and
internalising his work as a 22-year-old. I had a young child, and was pragmatically focussed on
getting through the Graduate Diploma of Education course to secure my first teaching position so
that I could provide some financial stability for my family. I simply accepted at the time, without
deeply thinking about it, that the crux of his work was the contesting of the idea of the teacher as
the transmitters of knowledge to a passive student. I now, of course, regret the casual and
unthinking nature of my acceptance of what is surely one of the most important philosophical works
in education, and indeed in many broader contexts as well. It would have changed, for the better,
the way in which I viewed not only my role as a teacher, but it would also have prompted me to
think more deeply about the types of curriculum and pedagogical techniques that I employed
generally; one Year 10 English class (which I took in my second year of teaching) comes to mind as
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one in which I may have embodied the well-intentioned ‘bank-clerk’ teacher that Freire talks about. I
am finding the experience of reading particularly The Pedagogy of Freedom enormously satisfying,
both professionally and personally, to say nothing of inspirational, and should I ever find myself in a
Year 10 English classroom again I will endeavour to teach Macbeth very differently!
Although Freire’s work was based upon his time with disenfranchised and illiterate people in South
America, his educational philosophy has become a global model for institutions and individuals
wishing to liberalise their practice and curriculum (Duncan, 2000, p. 692). The context for Freire’s
early work was in response to an iniquitous, yet seemingly democratic voting process in Brazil in the
early 1960’s. Whilst all citizens were entitled to cast a vote in the election, illiteracy disqualified a
person from participating. Freire approached the teaching of literacy in a very different way, indeed,
one that was cast as ‘radical’ by the newly established government, and led to Freire being
imprisoned and later exiled to Chile. His approach was one that taught critical thinking and
democratic skills as well as ‘literacy’ in the traditional sense and was shaped by his distaste of the
traditional literacy texts which advocated upper and middle class values and had no meaning for the
‘peasants’ he was teaching. How can you learn what you don’t understand? And so, his alternative
to the ‘memorisation and regurgitation’ approach was to use classroom activities that validated and
enriched, rather than replaced, the culture of those he was teaching (Duncan, 2000, p. 693).
A central tenet, simple yet powerful, of Freire’s philosophy is his belief that it is necessary for
teachers to take the experiences that students bring to school with them and to then utilise these in
such a way that they are integrated into the curriculum. His thinking was that by so doing, a teacher
will legitimate the experiences of their students, and that through integrating these experiences into
the curriculum this legitimation supports the creation of “conditions for students and others to
display an active voice and presence” (Giroux, 1988, p. 117). But this legitimation is not enough in
and of itself, but rather, Freire argues that a type of self-critique of the contradictions present within
the oppressed individual’s culture must also occur (Giroux, 1988, p. 118).
Another key idea is Freire’s criticism of the ‘banking method of teaching (Freire, 1996) where he uses
the metaphor of conducting routine banking tasks, such as making a deposit, to explore ineffective
teaching which is not capable of transforming and enriching the lives of the students being taught
under such a model.
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2.1.2.1. The banking model of teaching
To explain the complex process of teaching and learning, the extended metaphor of banking and
making deposits to accumulate wealth that can later be extracted and deployed, is a rich one which
enables an analysis of the various positions which are consequently forced upon the actors in this
scenario. Here, education occurs when a teacher makes a deposit into the empty vault of the
student’s minds. This positions teachers’ as having all the agency in this transaction, they are the
ones with the resource- knowledge- and students are portrayed passively as the receptacles of this
knowledge. They are simply waiting for whatsoever it is that the teacher decides is worthwhile
knowledge to convey.
Freire sets out the further assumptions and attitudes that are inherent within the banking model:
a. The teacher teaches and the students are taught;
b. The teacher knows everything and the students know nothing;
c. The teacher thinks and the students are thought about;
d. The teacher talks and the students listen- meekly;
e. The teacher disciplines and the students are disciplined;
f.

The teacher chooses and enforces his [sic] choice, and the students comply;

g. The teacher acts and the students have the illusion of acting through the acting of the teacher;
h. The teacher chooses the program content, and the students (who were not consulted) adapt
to it;
i.

The teacher confuses the authority of knowledge with his or her own professional authority,
which she and he sets in opposition to the freedom of the students;

j.

The teacher is the Subject of the learning process, while the pupils are mere object (Freire
1996, p. 54).

Freire holds that this approach to teaching is not only ineffective, but is also a way in which the
continuing oppression of marginalised groups is allowed: “The more students work at storing the
deposits entrusted to them, the less they develop the critical consciousness which would result from
their intervention in the world as transformers of their world” (Freire, 1996, p. 73). The educator’s
role under such a model is to “regulate the way the worlds ‘enters into’ the students” (Freire, 1996,
p. 57). They are in effect a gatekeeper of learning and knowledge, along with the prescribed
curriculum, they decide what is worth knowing and how it should be best learnt.
A way around enacting a ‘banking model’ of teaching is to be, what Freire referred to as, a ‘problemposing’ educator (Freire, 1996, p. 60).
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2.1.2.2. Problem-posing education, dialogical relations, praxis and conscientization
The distinct roles and dichotomous nature of the student-teacher relationship is replaced within a
‘problem-posing’ framework with one that emphasises the co-learning that occurs through dialogue
between “teacher-students and student-teachers” (Freire, 1996, p. 61). The students being taught
also, in turn, teach, and neither party need be conscious that they are both simultaneously
occupying the roles of student and teacher. This entirely removes the passivity from the role of the
student as they learn through dialogue with their teacher, becoming ‘co-investigators’ with them
(Freire, 1996, p. 62). According to Freire, both students and educator “develop their power to
perceive critically the way they exist in the world and in which they find themselves…” (Freire, 1996,
p. 64, emphasis in original). These “dialogical relations” (Freire, 1996, p. 60) are a key way in which
‘problem-posing education’ is enacted.
Dialogue, of course, implies speech, but there is more to these relations than mere idle chit chat. For
Freire, it is crucial that work in class be generated from the student’s own experience, and is talked
about in their own idiom. He says that this is “doubtlessly, one of the fundamental axes upon which
teachers’ pedagogical practices should be built” (Freire, 1996, p. 69). Crucially, there are two
essential component parts to dialogue: reflection and action (Freire, 1996, p. 69) and together they
comprise what Freire referred to as ‘praxis’. Here students are encouraged to reflect upon the
aspects of their own worlds that they might wish to change, to consider the barriers which limit their
ability to change their realities, and then, through action based upon their reflection, overcome
these barriers or “limit-situations” (Freire, 1996, p. 80). This process, which sounds soothingly
straight-forward on paper, beginning with problem-posing education as way of incorporating the
student’s realities into a dialogical conversation with their teacher, is essentially a (very brief)
summary of the alternate approach proposed by Freire to the ‘banking model’.
Freire, in The Pedagogy of Freedom (1998) still regards conscientization (conscientizacao in the
Portugese), as an absolute necessity of the human condition (p. 55). I find it a difficult concept to
fully grasp hold of, and my understanding of it continues to evolve, as does my thinking about how it
can be meaningfully implemented in any real setting. As I understand it, conscientization is the
awakening of a critical consciousness, which involves overcoming a “naïve transitive state of
consciousness [or]… ‘false consciousness’ …” (Freire, 1985, p. 85). What it essentially requires is that
people come to an awareness of the ways in which they are oppressed or restricted within their
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world, and in arriving at this understanding, they have made visible the mechanisms of power, which
were previously hidden.

2.1.2.3. Critiques of Freire’s work
Freire’s iconic text, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, was translated into English for the first time in
1970 and so heralded the entry of his philosophy into a western context. At the time, he was
working as a visiting Professor at Harvard University. His work was variously applauded for its central
thesis that education is not and could not be neutral, viewed with suspicion for its “socialism and
justification of revolutionary violence” (Duncan, 2000, p. 693), and derided for its “vagueness,
redundancy and complex sentence structure” (Duncan, 2000, p. 694).
The concept of conscientization has drawn some scholarly criticism. There is still an emphasis on the
academic/educator in allowing or enabling the birth of this state in the student. The inherent risks of
paternalism here were addressed by Freire when he cautioned against conscientization becoming
just another method of manipulation. Skeggs (2001) talks about the possibility for conscientization
to be patronising in that those oppressed may in fact already be conscious of the ways in which they
are oppressed, but simply lack “the means to escape it”. Amsler (2011) shifts the focus away from
conscientization being patronising to its emergence being a futile awakening that, when people see
the ideologies operating to keep them down and still choose to ‘buy in’, “affirms fatalism rather than
inspire[s] hope” (p. 53).
This makes for a bleak picture. These are tricky intellectual corners to back out of, because as
Kincheloe (2007) notes, too often people acquiesce to the dominant power’s way of seeing reality
(p. 27). The relationship between praxis and conscientization is crucial in moving forward. Praxis
involves both reflection and action and is achieved through conscientization, and it is this ‘action’
element, the ability to affect change that is what Skeggs (2001) argues the oppressed ‘lack and
require’.
Later in his career Freire wrote much about the ways that neoliberalism has impacted upon how
education is conceived of and implemented. To Freire, neoliberalism works to suppress the
expression of overt political thinking and intentions in its operation. Here, neoliberalism “reinforces
a pseudo-neutrality…reducing it to the transfer of informational content to learners…” (Freire, 1997,
p. 46) whereby education is simply seen as a training exercise which delivers “merely the technical
knowledge that can qualify them for the world of production” (Freire, 1997, p. 56). In such an
environment, debate about ideology and philosophy are nonsensical and extraneous, and indeed
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may undermine the requirement that workers (or students preparing to one day be workers) remain
compliant and do not protest (Freire, 1997).

2.1.3.

Critical Pedagogy

Whilst Freire’s initial context was rooted within Latin America, there are numerous examples of the
fertility of the ideas that he expressed, with Freire’s pedagogy being “invented and reinvented for
new audiences” (McInerney, 2004, p. 60) in the service of new projects which sought to liberate
people from oppression. A significant example of how this has occurred, not only in Western
contexts, is in the emergence of critical pedagogy. Critical pedagogy was born from the work that
Freire was doing in the Brazilian slums of the 1960’s, and merged the critical theory coming out of
Frankfurt School with “progressive impulses in education” (Kincheloe, 2007, p. 12).
McLaren (2003) holds that critical pedagogy “asks how and why knowledge gets constructed the way
it does, and how and why some constructions of reality are legitimated and celebrated by the
dominant culture while others are clearly not” (p. 72). Apple, Au and Gandin (2009) define its
purpose as being the revealing of the power relations between students and others, and are
sometimes contested, within the educational contexts (both formal and informal) of adults, young
people and children. This includes engaging in an active viewing of the world from other’s
perspectives, especially those who are dispossessed (which they call ‘repositioning’), and in
challenging the prevailing ideological conditions which give rise to conditions which make
oppression a reality.
Kincheloe (2008) professes to finding it “difficult to define the term in a brief and compelling
manner” (p. 8), and so I am comforted that I am in good company in also finding the task a
challenging one. In the section above, I have provided some scholarly understanding of the functions
of critical pedagogy and now, rather than providing a definition as such, I will provide a selected list
of some of the basic concepts of critical pedagogy, outlined by Kincheloe (2008):
•

Grounded on a social and educational vision of justice and equality

•

Constructed on the belief that education is inherently political

•

Dedicated to the alleviation of human suffering

•

Concerned that schools don’t hurt students—good schools don’t blame students for their
failures or strip students of the knowledges they bring to the classroom
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•

Concerned with “the margins” of society, the experiences and needs of individuals faced
with oppression and subjugation

•

Enacted through the use of generative themes to read the word and the world and the
process of problem posing—generative themes involve the educational use of issues that
are central to students’ lives as a grounding for the curriculum

•

Centered on the notion that teachers should be researchers—here teachers learn to
produce and teach students to produce their own knowledges

•

Dedicated to understanding the context in which educational activity takes place

•

Committed to resisting the harmful effects of dominant power (p. 10).

The links back to Freire’s work should be apparent, and certainly critical pedagogy draws heavily
from his work which underscores how crucial it is for educator’s operating under a critical
pedagogical framework to understand the works of Freire.
Critical pedagogy does not take at face value what is considered worthwhile knowledge. Critical
pedagogy actively questions the process whereby knowledge is constructed, and as McLaren
articulates, questions why some constructions are seen as more legitimate than others. Certainly,
this is seen in the current climate, where students are urged to develop ‘work skills’ so that they can
obtain employment (and yes, I do appreciate the irony that I glossed over Freire as a graduate
teaching student intent upon securing a teaching job…) and that learning outside of this focus
weakens their prospects at securing a job (Giroux, 2005). Whilst those that espouse critical pedagogy
do not discount the acquisition of work skills as unnecessary, they do advocate for an education that
allows students to “contest workplace inequalities, imagine democratically organised forms of work,
and identify and challenge those injustices that contradict and undercut the most fundamental
principles of freedom, equality, and respect for all people…” (Giroux, 2005, p. 217).
Critical pedagogy is not without its criticisms. Whilst not based solely upon an analysis of class
relations, critical pedagogy nonetheless views social class as a central determinant of social
relations. And whilst it is important not to essentialise people into discrete categories of gender,
class, race, ethnicity and so on, Weis, Fine and Dimitriadis (2009) have found that these distinctions
in fact do have a real impact on people who are oppressed within social structures such as schools.
Apple, Au and Gandin (2009) highlight the criticism that is directed at critical pedagogy from feminist
and critical race theory scholars, who often see critical pedagogy as placing race and gender into a
secondary position to the analysis of capitalism (hooks, 1994; Leonardo, 2005; Luke and Gore, 1992).
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2.1.4.

A (tentative) summation of my (developing) theoretical position

What theoretical position am I bringing with me into this research? I will be up front in saying that
this is an area where I am all too aware of my own shortcomings, and the opportunities that exist for
me to broaden and deepen my knowledge of all things theoretical. I am enthusiastic about growing
my theoretical understandings and consider this to be an integral part of the evolution of the scholar
I hope to one day be.
So, to answer the question: I am influenced by the perspectives of the critical theory which came out
of the Frankfurt School; the thinker I am most strongly drawn to for his work on making visible the
injustices and inequalities which oppress disenfranchised people is Paulo Freire; and I intend to
utilise a critical pedagogical framework to understand and problematize that which is taken for
granted, and to understand the ways in which students may be attempting to communicate their
dissatisfaction with schooling through refusing to attend.
The following section deals with the methodology under which I operate in this research; critical
ethnographic research.

2.2.

Self as researcher

2.2.1.

Crafting research; the ‘bricolage’ and other musings

I come to this endeavour without a large body of research experience behind me and so, in some
ways, I approach the task ahead without needing to ‘unlearn’ or disentangle myself from previously
held notions of what a researcher is and how they must go about their craft. The benefit of this
naivety is that I am immediately and enthusiastically open to the experience of change. This
openness to change applies equally to my understandings of the content of this research project,
and of myself and my ideas about what it is to be a researcher. Having said that, I recognise that as a
beginning researcher having due regard, although not a slavish adherence, to method can help to
create meaning from the chaos, or indeed, as Butterfield (1965) would have, it the complexities
within the ‘maze of interactions’ in social research (p. 25). This is not to say that I think an
understanding of the variety of methodological options to a social researcher is unnecessary. On the
contrary, if I am to eschew strict adherence to a singular method then it is imperative that I
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understand that with which I would not align myself. As Agger (2000) says, I need to befriend the
‘friendly monster’: method.
I use the term ‘craft’ in the opening sentence of this section quite deliberately having encountered
the work of Booth, Colomb and Williams (2003) early on in my exploration of research methodology.
As I expanded the breadth of my reading to include the work of writers such as Paul Feyerabend,
Patti Lather and Joe Kincheloe, I began to understand strong, critical, qualitative research in more
nuanced ways. A ‘crafted’ object is something made with the hands, shaped by and idiosyncratically
a product of its maker. Just as the potter is present in their clay creation, and uses whichever
techniques suit the current purpose, so too the researcher in the conduct of qualitative research. So,
this being the case, I am present within this piece of research. There are two ideas that are central to
the way I have framed this research from a methodological standpoint. The first is the ‘researcher as
bricoleur’ and the second relates to the notion of the primacy of a ‘constructed’ world over a ‘found’
one. This second concept draws heavily upon the work of Patti Lather. I shall talk about these two
ideas now in turn.
The term bricoleur is one I continued to find reference to in the material I was reading. As I
understand it, the term, as first applied to qualitative research by Claude Levi-Strauss in The Savage
Mind (1966) is a French one which describes a ‘handyman or handywoman who makes use of the
tools available to complete a task’ (Denzin & Lincoln 2000, p. 680). This approach seems to me to
imply an open mindedness and a willingness to be adaptable in the circumstances within which one
finds oneself and is by nature goal-oriented. The term is often connected to the idea of ‘do-ityourself’ and whether it is because I like to apply that term to myself (and my not infrequent
tendency to take a sledgehammer to walls) or because I have fond memories of the miracles of
engineering my father could work with baling twine, this concept is one that I am attracted to in the
ways I go about doing research. What is clear to me is that there is more here for me to inquire into
to discover if I can rightly call myself a bricoleur. The way in which Wibberley (2012) explained the
conduct of research as a bricoleur resonates with me: ‘The emergent nature of the bricolage allows
for bite-size chunks of research to be carried out that have individual meaning for practice, which
can then be pieced together to create a more meaningful whole’ (p. 2). It seems to me an apt
description to talk about the research I am engaged in as ‘emergent’; one that is in the process of
coming into being. As I talk about in a further section, the conduct of research occurred over a
prolonged period of six months within the research setting (which although it consisted of a few
discrete sites, was largely centred on one school). Each time I had an interaction with a student or
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parent or staff member relationships were strengthened and enabled further exploration to occur,
whether this might be in the form of an interview or in further discussion at some later time.
Kincheloe (2001) regards the bricolage as signifying interdisciplinarity (p. 680) and goes on to say
that it is precisely this point which appears to attract controversy. The implicit assumption
underlying this questioning of the bricolage as a methodology is that it is, because of its
interdisciplinarity, necessarily superficial. According to some scholars (see Friedman, 1998; McLeod,
2000; Palmer, 1996- cited in Kincheloe 2001) having such an interdisciplinary approach would mean
that insufficient time can be apportioned to understanding any one approach to the required depth:
‘Attempting to know so much, the bricoleur not only knows nothing well but also goes crazy in the
misguided process’ (p. 681). Whilst I acknowledge the dangers that beset a fledgling researcher
attempting to position themselves in such a space, I share Kincheloe’s view that for a critical social
researcher in the field today, being a bricoleur may not be as much a choice as a compulsion. It is at
this point that the connection between the two central ideas mentioned above (the ‘bricoleur’ and
the ‘constructed world’) form something of a confluence; it is here that the second of these ideas
comes into play by, in a sense, providing support for the notion of an approach not bounded by one
philosophy.
In Against Method (1975) Paul Feyerabend argues that ‘successful research does not obey general
standards; it relied now on one trick, now on another…’ (p. 1). There are obvious links between this
short quotation and the notion of the bricoleur using the tools at hand to ‘do the job’. These two
ideas are, to my thinking, inherently compatible and speak to something else that was occurring to
me as I continued researching methodology- that is, I found within myself a natural reticence to
contain myself wholly by one or another method. This reticence, or inability, led me to the work of
Patti Lather whose theoretical work in post-positivism spoke loudly to me and enabled me to put a
framework around these half-formed thoughts I was having about not wanting to rigidly categorise
my research. For Lather, a ‘rule by method’ conceals both the emancipatory potential and origins of
science, both human and natural (p. 88). She goes on to assert that as a reaction to the absolutism of
positivist scientific paradigms there is a ‘growing awareness of the complexity, historical contingency
and fragility of the practices we invent to discover the truth about ourselves’ (p. 88). Kuhn (1970)
brings focus to the constructed world rather than one that is simply observed or ‘found’ by the
researcher. Such a post-positivist philosophy of science and research seems to, as Lather suggests,
‘turn more and more to interpretive social theory’ (p. 89).
And so, whilst I will strive to avoid what Foley (2002) describes as “excellent how-to-do-it methods
books” (p. 469) it seems important for me to be able to state (more or less) where I place myself
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within Crotty’s ‘Four Elements’ of social research (1998, p.2) as well as quickly re-shelving the copy
of Umberto Eco’s “How to Write a Thesis” (1977) which I bought on the face of its soothingly direct
title (although upon further reading it transpired to be anything but a ‘how-to book’ cautioned
against by Foley). To return to the point, Crotty (1998) suggests that when attempting to develop a
research proposal there are two important first questions that one must ask and answer: what
methodologies and methods do we propose to utilise in the research, and secondly, how do we
justify this choice? The second of the two questions is the more challenging to articulate a
satisfactory answer to, for me at least. Crotty says that “the answer to the second question lies with
the purposes of our research” (p. 2). Clearly, the ways in which data is obtained must be able to
provide the kinds of information that will fulfil the initial purpose of the research inquiry.

2.2.2.

The role of narrative/story-telling in critical ethnography

I cannot remember a time where story has not played a significant part in my life. It is the way I
order events, make sense of things that have happened, reach out in empathy to the experience of
others, imagine new ways of being, and it is also my escape when real-life becomes too busy and
complex (thank-you, Stephen King). And of course, I am not alone in this. For Barthes (1977)
‘narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society’ (p. 79); it is ubiquitous and is a
central way in which we humans make sense of the world around us. At its most basic, narrative is
story and stories generally have a setting, some characters, a sense of plot and so on. As it relates to
fieldwork, narratives can be oral, created or written and may be ‘elicited or heard during…an
interview, or a naturally occurring conversation’ (Chase 2000, p. 652) and in any of these scenarios,
narratives may be of varying length, focus, detail and context. I encountered many narratives
throughout the interview process and by being something of a fixture at the various sites of
research. These narratives provided rich and ‘thick descriptions’ (Geertz, 1973) of the experiences of
young people, their families and educators in Hepburn Shire. By allowing the voices of numerous
different people to be heard, each with their own unique perspective, I am hopeful that what will
emerge is an opportunity, through my interpretations of these stories, to weave all these various
strands together so as to form an interconnected, sensitive whole. This is not to say that these
accounts will all be in accord. Indeed, it is true to say that the contradictions apparent in a few of the
various narratives tell their own powerful stories, and that this tension between accounts adds
texture to the broader themes which emerge from the data.
Given the centrality of stories and storytelling to human meaning-making, it seems that adopting a
narrative approach in conducting and interpreting social research is a natural progression. However,
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historically this has not always been borne out in the types of social research published. As Lewis
(2011) asks: ‘why, in the research world, is there not more storytelling?’ (p. 505). To hark back to the
earlier consideration of the bricolage, if what is to hand is my own ability to tell stories and to
interpret the stories narrated by others, why then would I not utilise these tools? The answer to this,
from a positivist perspective, might well lie in the tendency for much published research to, on its
face, deny the fact that it is a piece of written work produced by a person sitting in front of a
computer screen punching away at keys on a keyboard. Once a text has been ‘authorized’ (to
borrow the term from Agger) it is open to criticism. This authorial presence is often referred to as
ecriture. Science, including much social science, says Agger (2000), erases evidence of ecriture
‘because it wants to claim validity for itself. In this sense, science is not a poem; it does not want us
to worry about its literary style or guess at its meaning’ (p. 3). The ‘worry’ remains though, because
the lessons of postmodernism and poststructuralism are that the very act of reading as argued by
the likes of Derrida and Barthes, in its interpretation of the text, is actively helping to author it.
Whether the text is a treatise on the movement of the celestial bodies or a thesis about young
people disengaging from school in regional Victoria, reading writes.
The notion of a researcher as storyteller is one that has both enormous appeal and an inherent
authenticity for me and the ways I approach this work. Agger (2000) sets out six ‘animating
concepts’ in his text, one of which, for me crucially, is the notion of ‘undecidability’. This distinctly
Derridean idea pivots upon the assertion that ‘writing, no matter how science-like in its rhetorical
conventions, does not solve intellectual problems with sheer technique, or method, because the
sociological text does not perfectly mirror the world’ (p. 3). Instead, any such text merely presents
one version among myriad possible versions. In addition to this idea of ‘undecidability’ is the notion
of ‘narrativity’. This term, narrativity, refers to the way in which writing acknowledges that it is, in
fact, writing, which is to say that it is a product of an author who provides, in the act of writing, a
mediation of events that happen ‘out there’. The oft-quoted ‘there is nothing outside of the text’
seems to insert itself at this point. A piece of writing that seeks to represent, or mirror, events
occurring in the ‘real world’ masks the impact that writing and the selection of language has on the
overall text. What is being sought throughout this piece of research is essentially a ‘presentation’,
rather than a ‘representation’ of the data, and by so doing it is hoped that this acknowledges that
what is being presented is but one version of multiple available versions. This accords with the way
in which members of the Chicago School of the earlier twentieth century sought to expand their
‘mosaic’ model of social research (see Becker, 1966; Bertaux, 1981; Denzin 1970): ‘to produce no
definitive conclusions of their own but [that] contributes to a larger collective research endeavour’
(cited in Chase, 2003, p. 653). It is my hope that this research will add to the larger picture of the
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ways in which young people are positioned and acted upon or given agency in the contemporary
schooling system.
As I outline further down in this section, I have relied heavily upon the interview as a way of
capturing, and in some ways co-constructing, the data. Throughout this process I was conscious of a
niggling concern regarding the way in which I defined the person being interviewed as the
‘interviewee’. As I became more accustomed to the experience of interviewing people I was
conscious of a shift in this conceptualisation from ‘interviewee’ to ‘narrator’. What was happening in
these interviews was that I was facilitating the telling of a series of stories, told from the point of
view of the narrator. For Chase (2000), narrative inquiry is a sub-type of qualitative inquiry whose
contours are ‘an interest in the biographical particulars as narrated by the one who lives them’ (p.
651). In the interviews that I conducted this developed real interest when the narration focussed on
similar events when told by multiple people/perspectives who had experienced them in various
ways: as student, as parent, as educator, in policy. Roe’s work (1994) on metanarratives in policy
analysis was crucial in bolstering my understanding of what can be learned by looking at the
intersection between narratives. According to Roe, a meta-narrative is simply a narrative that can be
told about the narrative (cited in van Eeten, 2007, p. 250). For van Eeten (2007) metanarratives
provide an opportunity to ‘compare and contrast’ two (or more) sets of narratives ‘in order to
generate a narrative ‘told’ by the comparison’ (p. 255). It looks at how the issues can be ‘recast’ by
the story told in the metanarrative. Schleifer’s Semiotic Square (1987) is a useful conceptual tool in
conducting this type of inquiry and will be applied in more depth in later sections dealing with the
analysis of the data.
Returning now to the conceptualisation of the interviewee as ‘narrator’: this is as important in the
way that the interview is conducted and progresses as it is in how I, as the researcher, look at the
data in my attempts to interpret it. Approaching the data by asking the question ‘What story is being
told here?’ seemed an appropriate way for me to make an entry into this activity of data analysis. It
was, after all, where I was most comfortable, and whilst this was an intuitive decision in the
beginning, as I continued I became more convinced that there were sound reasons for continuing in
this vein. Davis (1974) seems to very strongly support my conviction, arguing that the question one
must ask of the data is ‘what is in there?’ Smyth and McInerney (2013) utilise narrative portraiture in
their work with young people put at a disadvantage by ‘neighbourhood renewal’ projects in regional
Victoria. A strength of this type of data treatment is that it preserves the authenticity of the young
people’s voice in telling their own story, and at the same time, it acknowledges the narrativity that
inheres in the researcher constructing the portrait.

41

2.2.3.

In which I attempt to define the research paradigm I am working within…

In listening to the voices of predominantly young people and their families regarding how they
themselves think about non-attendance or disengagement with/from school, this research seeks to
“challenge taken-for-granted constructions of the way things are, and how they came to be like
that” (Smyth et. al., 2009, p. 4). My novice-researcher status demanded that I canvas a range of
methodological possibilities in search of the most likely method to achieve this aim.
Ethnography utilises a variety of qualitative methods in fieldwork, such as direct observation and
immersion in the field, and researcher engagement in the lives of the people being studied (Davies,
1999). The researcher herself is a ‘major instrument of the research’ (Gordon, Holland & Lahelma,
2014, p. 188). Thus, it seems to constitute a method through which to capture, analyse and voice the
data in a way responsive to the aims of the research.
Moving further, ethnography that is critical in its approach seems the best vehicle for the current
research and its aims. Thomas (1993) defines critical ethnography as ‘a type of reflection that
examines culture, knowledge and action’ (p. 2) and goes on to describe the task of the researcher
engaged in this process as one that should ‘describe, analyse and open to scrutiny otherwise hidden
agendas, power centres, and assumptions that inhibit, repress and constrain’ (p. 2-3). Inherent in
this critical intellectual work is that the researcher makes their own ‘political and ideological
assumptions explicit’ (Erickson 1996, p. 8). This is important, because critical ethnography does not
seek to criticise in a negative sense, that is, purely for the sake of making a criticism, but rather it
does so to make a contribution towards a more socially just alternative, and this will inevitably be
coloured by the ideologies espoused by the researcher. I am indebted to Thomas (1993) who
crystallised for me the distinction between traditional ethnography and that which is critical: ‘Critical
ethnography is conventional ethnography with a political purpose…Conventional ethnographers
study culture for the purposes of describing it; critical ethnographers do so to change it’ (p. 4).
Lather (1992) says that it is the work of all critical social inquiry to “change as well as understand the
world” (p. 88). McLaren (1988) adds to this picture from an educational research perspective by
arguing that critical educational scholarship should value and advance examples of
‘counterhegemonic struggle’ (p. xv) taking place within schools (and systems). In doing so,
educational researchers move beyond straight description of ‘what is’ and rather put forward
alternatives to the current state of affairs, that is, ‘what could be’ (p. xv, emphasis in original). This
offering of what ‘could be’ comes from the dialogue that occurs between the data collected- or
more accurately for the critical ethnographer, the data that is jointly constructed with the subject-
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through the fieldwork and the application of external concepts as a means of understanding what
the data is able to be read as meaning. To further articulate this idea, Willis, in The Ethnographic
Imagination (2000) describes two steps in the process towards what he calls the ‘symbolic creativity’
inherent in critical ethnography (p. x). As I found it instrumental in understanding the dialogue
between theory and data, I feel it is worth quoting in full below:
“First step: use broad ethnographic techniques to generate observational data from real life,
record with goodly inputs from subjects themselves…
Second step: experiment by bringing this into forcible contact with outside concepts,
accidentally or incidentally chosen, by trying to frame the whole with necessary complexity
and to deliver analytic and illuminating points not wholly deliverable from the field but vital
to conceptualizing its relationships… (p. xi)”.

Smyth (2006) expands on this idea through a discussion of what he terms ‘dialectical theory building’
(p. 137) which is a process of generative theme construction that occurs as researchers ‘listen’ to
and ‘hear’ data speak, and by using emergent themes to interrogate and worry extant theory and if
necessary, modify and eventually, supplant it. At the same time, existing theory is used to inform,
frame up and begin to explain data (ibid.). Willis & Trondman’s (2000) Theoretically Informed
Methodology for Ethnography (TIME), cited by Smyth (2006), places this exchange between theory
and the emergent themes into more narrative terms by stressing the conversational element that
‘amounts to a process in which fieldwork data and theoretical aspects are in continual conversation
with each other’ (p. 134). In other terms, theory explains data, but is also used in a simultaneous
fashion to extend theory, or where there is a ‘gap’ in theoretical understandings, data brings new
theory into being. For Patti Lather (1986) a reflexivity in the approach taken by the researcher
‘reveals how a priori theory has been changed by the logic of the data’ (p. 271)
I began this section by pointing expressly to my naiveté with regards to the experience of conducting
social research, and to an absence of preconceptions as to what such research can and should be.
But, perhaps on that second point, that is not entirely true, for the question of the validity of my
selected methodology has been something I have been considering throughout the project. Perhaps
I do harbour an understanding of research validity as being a concept that is quantitative in nature
and that boasts an immense sample size, because the question that keeps occurring to me is: How
can I answer the question of validity in ethnographic research? Is validity only rightly claimed where
the research leads to the development of new theory?
According to Jordan and Yeomans (1995), validity in critical ethnography rests upon its ability to
develop what they call a “critical consciousness” (p. 399) within the social groups involved in the
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research. Paulo Freire, in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed and other works calls this a process of
‘conscientization’, that is, a process where people come to the realisation that they are being
oppressed or restricted in the world, and the previously hidden structures and mechanisms of power
are revealed to them. For me, there appears to be potential for this process, wherein the researcher
reveals to the researched their own ‘false consciousness’, to be tremendously patronising. This has
been suggested by other writers such as Skeggs (2001) who point out that those people participating
in the research may already be well-aware of this condition, but simply lack the ‘means to escape it’.
It feels like a critical ethnographer is faced with a dilemma here if the purpose of the exercise is to
bring about a critical consciousness in the subjects of the research, especially those at disadvantage.
One way to move forward in the face of this dilemma is articulated by Jordan and Yeomans (1995).
Here, they suggest that the production of “really useful knowledge” (p. 401) is a worthy goal of such
research. This is focussed on the everyday experience and realities of participants’ lives and should,
in a sense, allow them to begin to understand the problematic nature of the constraining forces that
operate, sometimes hidden, on their lives and to begin to see ways that such forces could be
overcome.

2.2.4.

Gathering data as a critical ethnographer

In this section I will present those methods through which I have sought to advance the work, that is,
to draw out the data, through the fieldwork process. To guide me in the process of enacting critical
ethnographic research I have utilised many of the principles developed by Smyth, Angus, Down and
McInerney (2006). Although I refer to these aspects by different names than do the authors and in
some cases subsume multiple aspects into a single category, a selection of these ‘methodological
imaginings’ (p. 140) which have guided me in my approach to research are: embedded interviews,
purposeful conversations, dialectical theory building, voiced research ‘from below’, prolonged
immersion in the settings being studied, data representation through portraiture, speaking data into
existence, advocacy and politically oriented approach and listening for silences.
Interviews: The foremost structure, upon which this research rests, are the interviews. Interviews
occurred between myself (as researcher) and those who had agreed to have a more formalised
conversation with me about the research. In a later section I will tease apart the various categories
of interview that took place over the course of conducting the fieldwork. I would note here that for
me to present this notion of a discrete timeframe for the conduct of fieldwork is spurious given, as
discussed below, another of the methods was a sustained immersion in the community/place of
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study. Primarily this relates to who was interviewed, how the person came to be involved in the
research and what the relationship between myself and the interviewee was. Other factors to
explore here may be where the interview took place, its duration, and if it was an individual or group
of individuals together. I will return to this shortly.
Conversations, with purpose: Each of the interviews was, in effect, a conversation. I felt it was
inauthentic and even disingenuous on my part to simply approach these exchanges as solitary and
stand-alone interactions whereby I rigidly stuck to a set script of research questions. With varying
degrees of success, and increasing proficiency and confidence on my part as the research
progressed, the interviews played out as meaningful, contextual, and importantly human
conversations that were nevertheless given focus by some guiding questions about the interviewed
person’s history within, and indeed outside of, the education system. It also captured some of their
reflections on Hepburn Shire as a community.
Listening to those on the margins: The focus of the research was firmly centred around listening to
the voices of those who are marginalised in discussions about disengagement from education, that
is, the young people themselves. A central concern was to look beyond the existence of statistics
which appear to, or that can be read to, suggest attendance was a ‘problem’ for schools, and so too
for young people, their families and the broader communities of the Hepburn shire. Whilst young
people are certainly at the heart of this research, providing a space that seeks to speak back against
a policy approach that equates attendance at school with a linear increase in the quality of the
education obtained, it became clear that in many cases, perhaps most, important contributions to
any understanding of non-attendance and disengagement from schooling would be overlooked if
the voices of families were not also included in the research.
Immersion in ‘place’: Whilst I have come to the research having no prior relationship to the area or
indeed the schools of Hepburn Shire, it has been a central part of the research process that I be a
‘presence’ in the setting being studied. This has meant I have occupied space in various of the
schools, to a larger or lesser degree, and so could make connections with students, families and
school staff which, had this not occurred, would have rendered the data that much less rich. A quote
from Cohen (1978) has resonance for me regarding the benefits of becoming a ‘fixture’ at the site of
one’s research: ‘in intensive participant-observational research, one is not an occasional visitor, but
a fixture whose credibility tends to increase as his [sic] permanence becomes recognised…’ (p. 5).
This immersion allowed an accumulated knowledge of the politics of place to begin to permeate my
later interactions with people, and as my presence became more commonplace, the undercurrents
of people’s experience became more evident.
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2.2.5.

Thinking about my experiences in the field

The approaches to engaging in critical ethnographic research methods outlined above are well
defined by Smyth and McInerney (2006). They provide a set of critical imaginings that draw out the
contours of critical ethnographic fieldwork. Two of these aspects, namely the process of immersed
observation and the conducting of those more formalised interviews, warrant a few more comments
which discuss how these activities unfolded in a practical sense.
Firstly, observation was a very strong component of the research approach over the course of this
project. Much observation occurred at one site of research, the secondary college, and this
observation was an important part of getting to know the place and to begin to understand the
social life-worlds of those people who gathered there. Being in situ at the school meant that I could
witness a whole gamut of interactions between students, teachers, administrators and external
parties such as members of the Daylesford Community Action Network or allied health professionals
working in the school. Variously, these observations occurred in an immediate sense, as I was often
a participant in the interactions I was observing, and at more of a distance, where I was simply an
observer in a more clearly delineated way, and had no part in the conversation or interaction.
The way in which I went about this observation was largely organic, in that I tried as much as
possible to get to know students and teachers within the school community. I do not mean this in
any exploitative type way, it was not my intention to get to know these folks only so that I could
deepen the research I was engaged in. Certainly, however, this deepening was enabled through
building such relationships. I would profess to finding an especial joy in working with teenagers,
something about their creativity and individuality, or their willingness to give of themselves
authentically when they feel that you are genuinely interested in their experiences, has always
drawn me to such work, be it in the capacity of a teacher or in other roles I have worked in, such as
those in youth mental health. My previous roles in schools, primarily in teaching positions, meant
that I felt relatively comfortable within the school setting. There was not for me the experience of
‘culture shock’, that someone who was encountering this setting again for the first time since their
own high school career may experience. I was familiar with the feeling of such places, if such a thing
is possible to experience. It was interesting to note the assumptions that students made about who I
was prior to getting to know me. As I have mentioned earlier, whether it was my age, the way I
dressed or some ‘teacherish’ aura I exuded, the initial assumption was that I was a new teacher to
the school. As I became more of a fixture, this perception changed. Conversations accordingly
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evolved when it became apparent that I was not in fact a teacher; for one, they stopped referring to
me as ‘Miss’!
In terms of recording observations, I routinely carried a journal with me and jotted down things that
seemed interesting, important or merely informative along the way. Where I was unable to do this, I
left myself voice recordings using my phone. I returned to either these electronic or written notes at
a later time to write these observations up in more detail, and in so doing began to identify some of
the emerging themes coming through (Ryan & Bernard, 2003).
The interviews that were conducted have, in some but not all instances, a strong connection with
the observational fieldwork. Most often, I had asked someone with whom I had gotten to know
through the research to participate in a recorded conversation. This was not the case for all
interviews. Some people were suggested by other participants in the research who felt that this
person would provide an interesting perspective or was someone that felt quite strongly about the
issues to do with young people’s experience of education in the area. All interviews were however
informed by the observations I made within the school in my attempts to understand something of
the social fabric of the place.
Interviews were conducted at a time and place of the participant’s convenience. For some, they
preferred to speak at the school and for others this was a site of some discomfort. I became a fixture
at several of the local cafes and this in itself was a powerful way to make connections in the broader
community. Indeed, a few interviewees had been introduced to me by someone I was conducting an
interview with in the cafe. Interviews varied in many ways; length, depth and content. But all
conversations had the purpose of talking about the experiences of young people’s connection to
education in Daylesford. Sometimes this was through the lens of a parent or caregiver (some of
whom were home schooling their child), and other times this was through the lens of another
stakeholder, such as an allied health worker or a person working within the school and community
with seriously disengaged/disengaging young people. I did not approach the interview as a
‘professional interviewer’ and infused the conversation with personal anecdotes and more general
chat. To not have done so would have felt inauthentic and, I believe, would have meant that the
interviews were much less meaningful. I feel that it is important to state that not all interviews
proceeded in a totally free-flowing, organic manner. This at times was because of a very limited prior
relationship between myself and the person interviewed, and at other times was a function of the
person interviewed being concerned that they would be able to be singularly identified through the
content of what they had to say, despite my best efforts to allay this concern. Other times, I noticed
a sense of formality seeping into conversations between people I had come to know reasonably well.
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This was especially the case with some teachers I interviewed. They seemed to want to project a
different, less emotional voice in the recorded interviews than they had done in our earlier
conversations. It was as if the act of interviewing signalled that the relationship had, in some way,
altered and this necessitated a change of tone.
Interviews were recorded with the consent of the participant. Transcriptions were made of these
interviews, and written field notes were typed and added to these transcriptions to make an
accurate record of the interview event. In a similar fashion to the field notes, these transcriptions
were then analysed thematically to draw out the story residing in the interview text. This process is
discussed in more detail in the following section.

2.2.6.

Where am I situated in this research?

Those engaged in qualitative research are by necessity to some extent interconnected with their
object of study. Having identified this unavoidable consequence of working in the field, Davies
(1999) articulates two crucial follow-up questions that researchers must ask of themselves; namely,
what was their influence in/on the field of study, and secondly, how did this influence impact upon
the research outcomes? The ethnographic method is especially predisposed to this
interconnectedness of ‘the researcher’ and ‘the researched’ by virtue of its methods, and by the
protracted contact with, and presence in, the field of study. Indeed, describing the research setting
as the ‘field’ has a clinical connotation as something that is passive and unaffected by the presence
of the researcher. This view of the research field is something that is viewed as profoundly
problematic and unrepresentative of the realities of ‘good’ critical social research (Smyth et. al.
2006).
Such considerations lead me to consider my own status within the communities within which I am a
researcher. Certainly, I had no pre-existing relationship within any of the people with whom I
developed good working relationships and even friendships over the course of the research. I was to
this extent an ‘outsider’ coming in to conduct research in the school setting, and more broadly, in
the wider Hepburn community. This outsider status had both its positive aspects and its drawbacks.
My anonymity meant that often research participants, especially interviewees, felt that they could
be more open and honest in their responses to the research questions embedded within our
purposeful conversations. Some went so far as to articulate this in the conversations by saying that it
would be a welcome result of the research to have their viewpoints delivered to various
stakeholders, such as school administrators, in ways that did not personally identify them and so
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potentially disadvantage them. Though my status as outsider did make open conversations more
possible, my anonymity did however have its drawbacks. These drawbacks, I believe, found their
most obvious expression in the work I did in building relationships with students. Having no preexisting identity within the school meant that the process to establish rapport and trust between
myself and students was more lengthy and nuanced than would otherwise have been the case.
However, the positive to this circumstance was that, without sounding too calculating about my
approach, I could choose whose friendships and good will to cultivate, and those whose not to. This
was to prove crucial in ensuring that the data primarily voiced young people’s experiences of
disengagement from school and non-attendance at school, and not the viewpoints of other
relatively more powerful stakeholders. Smyth, Down and McInerny (2006) argue that what defines
critical ethnography is its speaking back to ‘deficit and victim-blaming views’ (p. 128) and instead
looks at ‘less deterministic constructions of how people might act in their own interests’ (ibid.).
Perhaps because of my age, or the fact that I shared an office with one of the teaching staff,
students initially assumed that I was a member of the teaching staff. In the initial stages of the year, I
spent a lot of time correcting this misapprehension, and explaining who I was and why I was loitering
around their school! To additionally muddy the waters of what status or position I occupied within
the school is the fact that I am a registered secondary school teacher (albeit one that was never
overly concerned with whether students had their shirts tucked in or their blazers on) and until quite
recently worked in that capacity in various secondary schools in Ballarat. Even given my professional
background, most people find the school setting in some ways familiar and carry with them the
spectres of their own experiences in similar institutions. As Gordon, Holland and Lahelma (2001)
note that “in educational ethnographic research, researchers are further implicated in their field,
since they have usually experienced schooling as a participant” (p. 188). In my instance, I would also
extend that implication to include involvement in educational settings as a parent, watching my own
children navigate their own educational journeys.

2.2.6.1. The role of reflexivity in this research
My intention above was to bring forward the ways in which I come to the research setting already
primed to view schooling in various ways. Being a reflexive research practitioner encompasses both
the idea that the researcher can influence the data, and that further than this, they are actively
engaged in the co-production of data. For Smyth and Shadlock (1998) the “construction of
knowledge takes place in the world and not apart from it” (p. 7). This is both ethnography’s greatest
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enabling prospect and the site for the most targeted questioning of its validity as a research method
in the social sciences. Reflexivity is a way to bring attention to the limitations inhering in any given
theoretical perspective (Smyth & Shadlock, 1998). Being that the focus of this research is to give
voice to young people’s perspectives, rather than auto-ethnographic in nature, it is important that
such reflexive writing and thinking not dominate the space and value accorded to the accounts of
the participants themselves.
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Part III

Presenting the data, telling the stories

The various data presented in this section are centred around the key research questions underlying
this thesis:
What are the key reasons that school attendance has been identified as being lower in the Hepburn
Shire local government area than in other parts of the Grampians region?
This question is addressed in at least two different ways, in keeping with the two purposes of this
project, and each mode of address serves a different purpose. By its nature, this research has
something of a split personality. The initial impetus for the work came at the behest of the Principal
of the secondary college, who had data showing that attendance was lower across the Hepburn LGA
than for all other LGAs in the Grampians region. His discussions with Federation University led to the
creation of a Masters by Research scholarship, whereby the scholarship student would conduct
focussed research leading to implementable (or at least informative) suggestions to be included in a
report for the school. Additionally, the student would also complete a piece of academic scholarship
based on the experience. In recognition of the different approaches required by each component of
this research, I have chosen to include both the themes outlined in the report and the more
narrative based ethnographic portraits and snapshots, to give voice to the variety of purposes to
which the data generated through the fieldwork and observations has been put.
This section of the thesis is a place where the data is presented to the reader, together with the
resultant themes and findings that emerged. This presentation is made in three ways. Firstly, three
larger narratives are told which address topics which, over the course of the ethnographic fieldwork,
emerged as being significant for one reason or another.
In addition to these larger narratives, several ‘ethnographic impressions’ are presented. These
impressions were selected for the contributions that they make towards developing a nuanced
understanding of the research question. It enabled those smaller observations and interactions,
which whilst small, offered some further insight into the educational experiences and decisionmaking of people in the Hepburn area.
Thirdly, in recognition of the industry-based project that was at the core of this research, the key
themes outlined in the Bridging the Barriers report component have also been included in this data
presentation. These were themes that emerged throughout the fieldwork process; that is, through
ethnographic interviewing, observation and so on. These themes are included for the value that they
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add to understanding the central research questions. Including the themes in this thesis allows me
to juxtapose some of the key messages contained within them with the messages that come through
from the narrative portraits and ethnographic snapshots. Presenting the themes is also a way to give
voice to the dual nature of this research project, which is at once, an academic research pursuit
whilst also being an industry-based research project which responds to a real-life problem identified
in the context of the schools in Hepburn LGA.
Before beginning to present the data, I will provide some descriptive demographic information
about the Shire. In doing this, I hope to more accurately depict the life-worlds of the young people of
the area, and the impact that demographics has had on the schools of the area, the secondary
school particularly.

Demographic snapshots of Hepburn Shire
The Hepburn LGA is comprised a diverse set of communities. The most recent available census data
(2011) states that in total the population of the area is 14,506 people with 10.9% of the population
being between the ages of 10 and 19 years of age. In some ways, given the ethnographic
methodology that sits behind this research, using bare numbers and statistics to describe a setting
seems to me to be an impoverished way to describe a place, but perhaps it is a good way in which to
begin the task. I have utilised a product created by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) called
the Socio-Economic Index for Areas (hereafter referred to as SEIFA) which brings together four
indexes (The Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage (IRSD); The Index of Relative SocioEconomic Advantage and Disadvantage (IRSAD); The Index of Education and Occupation (IEO); The
Index of Economic Resources (IER)).

The Hepburn LGA as an entity has a score of 967 on the IRSD, with a ranking of 288 of around 560
local government areas in Australia. However, there is some variation across the many different
communities that make up the Shire. Daylesford-Hepburn Springs is the single largest settlement in
the Shire, and it is here that the only secondary college in the Shire is located. With a population of
3377 people, 44.1% of residents have a personal income of less than $400 per week. 50.4% of the
population did not complete Year 12 or equivalent. Clunes, a much smaller settlement with only
1384 people has 53% of residents on a personal income of $400 or less per week. It has an IRSD of
890, ranking it 53rd for disadvantage in the state (DTPLI, 2011). Median house prices (and rent
averages) are much lower here than elsewhere in the Shire; $245,000 for a three-bedroom dwelling,
and $250 respectively. Daylesford median house prices and rental amounts are $448,000 and $330
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respectively. The township of Clunes itself is however a vibrant one with the Clunes Booktown
festival occurring annually, drawing visitors to the area. The town and its architecture are of
historical and cultural interest retaining much of their original goldfields era charm. Wesley College,
an elite school situated in affluent suburbs of Melbourne, has a satellite campus running from Clunes
as well. The local primary school, whilst small, is actively engaged in the community’s life and
wellbeing.
In contrast, the village of Trentham, located approximately 20km east of Daylesford has a IRSD figure
of 994, a house price median approaching half a million, and with over half of its 749 residents
having completed Year 12. Anecdotally, I was told that a lot of people who lived in Trentham were
people who would commute into Melbourne each day. Certainly, there was a large contingent of
people in the equine industry, or with the financial means to keep horses, living in this area.

A more descriptive, narrative based account of Daylesford as a town is provided at the beginning of
the first narrative portrait (presented below).

Overview: Conduct of the research
The project received ethics clearance from Federation University Australia (A15-183). The fieldwork
was conducted throughout the final term of 2015 and terms one, two and three of 2016. Mostly, the
more formal interviews occurred over May-July 2016, with observations and embedded work within
the school occurring over the duration of this period. In total, 50 interviews were conducted with a
variety of stakeholders in the project, with a focus on providing more space for young people’s
voices to be heard. Not all those interviewed found their accounts represented in the ‘narrative
portraits’ or ‘ethnographic snapshots’, however, all were utilised in the drawing out of themes for
the Bridging the Barriers report.

Interviewees
Young
Family
Teacher/Other
Principal
person
member
school support
18
13
6
6
Table One: Number and category of interviewees

Other
Professional
7

Total
50

The following table details the guiding questions which were asked of young people (Column A) and
other adults (Column B) during the interview.
Column A: Young People interview questions

Column B: Adult interview questions
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1. What has school been like for you?
2. What’s the best thing about being at
school?
3. What’s the worst thing about being at
school?
4. What makes it hard to come to school?
5. Do you have any good memories of
school?
6. If you could imagine a school, what
would it be like?
7. What do you think would be the main
thing that would help you come to
school each day?

1. Do you think that school nonattendance is a significant problem in
the Hepburn Shire area?
2. What are the key causes of nonattendance? Are some of those related
to the area?
3. How could schools improve attendance
rates?
4. Is this also a community issue? If so
how could the community support
higher rates of attendance?
5. How are families of non-attenders
engaged in the ‘problem’? (Where
appropriate to ask this question)

Table Two: Interview guiding questions

Data analysis and the emergence of themes: notes on process
When the interviews had been concluded, they were added to the ethnographic field-notes and
together these elements comprised the data-set for the research. As I sat with the data, I began to
explore methods by which to understand the key messages contained within. Initially, I unthinkingly
assumed that themes just somehow ‘emerged’ fully formed from the data. I naively thought they
would simply become… apparent. I quickly came to see that it is ‘work’ that brings these themes to
the surface. Straus and Corbin (1997) and Glaser (1978) writing on grounded theory clarified this for
me when talking about how the process is ‘interpretive’ in nature. The generation of theory from the
data is possible concurrently with the expansion or evolution of existing theories as “incoming data
are meticulously played against them” (Strauss & Corbin 1997, p. 273).
From a practical standpoint, I relied upon the advice of Sally Campbell-Galman (2013). I used both
inductive and deductive approaches to drawing out themes from the pages of interview transcripts.
During the inductive part of this process I allowed the data to ‘speak’ and for this to allow the
themes to come to the fore. However, additionally, a deductive approach, was also taken whereby
my understandings of some of the important theoretical perspectives and lived experiences of those
that lived in the area were relied upon to provide a ‘lens’ through which to see the themes emerging
from the data.
In reality, the process of data analysis was ‘messy’ and iterative in nature. In part this was due to the
inherent duality of this research: both as a practically-oriented, action focussed report for the
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schools, and as a piece of academic research. The interaction between the two approaches allowed
for a rich diversity of understandings to be elicited. These various understandings are presented in
the section below.

3.1.

Narrative portraits

3.1.1.

Story 1: A tale of two cities

The Daylesford region has, seemingly forever, been a place where people have sought refuge,
healing and commune with nature. The Dja Dja Warrung people have long held the place to be
sacred, in part because of the prevalence of the mineral springs of the area. The concentration
density of the springs-- more than 80% of the springs in Victoria are to be found in the region-imparts a unique quality to the area that people have been, and continue to be, drawn to. The
modern perceptions of the township, fed by the prominence of the natural mineral springs which
support a range of businesses providing luxury spa retreats, are of a stylish, cosmopolitan, perhaps
bohemian resort town with a strong retail and service industry. Whilst this is certainly a valid and
real perception, it constitutes only one set of ideas about the place. It can be argued that this is
possibly something of an ‘outsider’ viewpoint. Certainly, this is how the marketing of the area as
tourist destination is presented to prospective tourists. The official tourist information from the Visit
Victoria website states that the population can almost triple on a ‘busy weekend’, and so such an
approach obviously reaches its audience. This brochure, in many ways, typifies the division that
exists in reality: those people who call Hepburn (and Daylesford in particular) home, and those who
arrive from the big smoke to ‘take in the waters’ on a Friday afternoon and who, having got what
they came for, depart on Sunday evening. Regardless, Daylesford is a place that supports a wide
range of perspectives about the identity of the place, just as it is supportive of a wide range of
lifestyles and cultures of its community members. Daylesford is the home of the ChillOut festival, the
largest rural gay and lesbian festival in Australia, and so illustrates the willingness of the community
to accept ‘difference’.
This narrative portrait draws together data produced in conversation with several people, all of
whom reside in Daylesford and have had experience with the education providers of the region.
Rather than focussing on purely one interview, with corresponding observations, this portrait
presents two initially separate narratives from families with contrasting life stories and attitudes
towards education. The narratives were selected because of the stark difference in the ways in
which the people interviewed, who were both mothers of secondary students in the Daylesford
area, spoke about their interactions with education providers and for the attitudes they expressed
towards the nature of purpose of education in general. Connections between the two accounts are
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made flowing the presentation of the two portraits, and speak more broadly to the key research
question of this study, namely, what may contribute to lower educational attendance in the
Hepburn Local Government Area?
3.1.1.1. Narrative One: Mae
I met Mae through Paul, a worker on the Reconnect program (as well as myriad other programs
supporting the youth and families of the Daylesford area) who had been employed to work at the
Secondary College in terms 1 and 2. Paul and I had met up the street at a local café across from the
supermarket, which long term locals still referred to as ‘Coles New World’, for reasons I was never
crystal clear about. The meeting was intended to be a brief discussion about the research project I
was working on, and an opportunity to ask Paul questions about the work he was doing with some
identified ‘disengaged/disengaging’ students within the school setting. I had hopes of being able to
work alongside him in order to build some trust with the students, and by extension their families.
And indeed, this is what we talked about! However, just as important as this discussion, was the
opportunity of seeing how Paul operated outside of the school gates. He spoke to at least ten
different people in the space of the five minutes it took for us to line up and order our coffees. As we
found our seats, we walked past a lady sitting at a long, central communal table, and of course, Paul
stopped and said “hi”. This lady was Mae, and she was immediately interested in the work that I was
engaged in, asking lots of questions and offering to meet up at a later stage to discuss further. We
swapped phone numbers and met a few days later at Mae’s home in Daylesford. A chance meeting
such as this was highly unlikely to have occurred without the community connections Paul had
developed over his years working in the youth space in the town.
Interviewing Mae was an immersive experience, and I feel a need to proclaim how much I learned
about education through the short conversation I had with her and her family. Mae and her partner
Dave live on a small allotment in the township where they grow and produce a large volume of their
household food requirements. They have two children, Buzz (3 years old) and Zeppelin (currently in
Year 8). Zeppelin has had periods of home-schooling after a ‘total and complete disaster’ beginning
school at John Marsden’s Candlebark school. He also attended the Dharma School in Daylesford for a
time in primary school. Zeppelin self-selected to attend St. Patrick’s College in Ballarat, a large
regional centre some 50km to the south-west of Daylesford, against the wishes, or rather the
schooling preferences, of Mae and Dave.
Arriving at the family home, I wandered down a gravel path past lush vegetable patches and
inquisitive chickens, and came to the front door to be greeted by Buzz. Mae explained to him who I
was and why I was here and encouraged Buzz, three years old, to make any comments and ask any
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questions he thought of as we were discussing all things to do with education. Lined up on the
shelves and window ledges were an array of bottles with ominous looking tubes emerging from their
depths, and a rich and yeasty smell permeated the air. Mae explained that she was learning how to
ferment foodstuffs, and offered me some homemade kvass-- a fermented drink made from rye
bread. Buzz went off to pick some tomatoes from the garden as we drank, chatting about how Mae
was teaching herself to ferment the produce from their garden (via YouTube and by starting a local
group of other people interested in fermentation). When Buzz came back inside, laden with fruit and
a suspiciously red-tinged mouth, we sat on the floor around a low table to cut the tomatoes up for a
pasta sauce, and began to talk. I opened the conversation by asking Mae to tell me something about
the family’s educational journey, having lived in the community for some time. Mae began with a
reflection on her own learning journey:
“So, my education was very traditional. I went to a Jewish primary school and secondary
school in Melbourne. I was at uni for four years and then for the rest of my life I feel I have
tried to unlearn the formal stuff and rekindle my own passion for learning…I’ve been trying
to remind myself about my own learning trajectory. How do I learn? Do I learn by doing,
watching, looking at videos on YouTube? How do I arrive there?”

Mae talked a little about Dave’s (her partner) experience of completing a PhD which charted ‘our
families transition away from an oil dependency to a community dependency’, and how this
experience was an invigorating one for not only him (‘He was a really reluctant learner but then
when he did his PhD six years ago he was like ah! I’m learning again!!’) but for the entire family. She
then began to talk about Zeppelin, and it was here that the family’s real narrative of conflict with,
and way-finding through, education is located.
“So Zeppelin started off at Candlebark at the John Marsden school, in prep. He started when
he was six…it was a total and complete disaster. He was completely pathologised by John
Marsden and singled out and shamed and ridiculed and it was just a very full on first
experience for all of us and at times took the wind out of all our interest in formal education.”

She mentions that the decision to leave Candlebark led them to a smaller (a more accurate word
might be tiny, with an enrolment of only just into double-digits) government school at Yandoit,
however, when the family sold both of their vehicles in keeping with their transition to a less oildependent lifestyle, they were unable to transport Zeppelin out to Yandoit. The school at Yandoit,
though undoubtedly very small, was mentioned in more than one interview I conducted, with a lot
of comments being focussed on the accepting culture of the school and the positive impact that
staff attitudes had on fostering a genuinely caring environment. At that time, partly because of
proximity and partly through a perceived concordance of values, Mae and Dave decided to send
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Zeppelin to the Dharma School in Daylesford. This however, was not the smooth transition that the
family anticipated.
“He didn’t have a very successful time there, again he was pathologised, labelled the naughty
boy because he couldn’t sit still well. When you have the first twenty minutes of every school
day set up as mat time where everybody has to sit still and you have wriggly boys who can’t sit
still…its setting them up for failure. A lot of boys were leaving at that time and Zeppelin was
suspended for being the naughty boy so then we home-schooled him”.

Daylesford has a strong home-schooling contingent who meet regularly to network, share resources
and ideas and collaborate. For Mae, the experience of home schooling her child was a positive and
rewarding, albeit challenging one, she notes: “[Zeppelin] is a difficult learner, very, very difficult.”
However, where the focus was on allowing Zeppelin the freedom to project manage his own work,
to allow him to run with his own ideas, she felt that the learning and the benefits were palpable. For
example:
“We had some amazing projects for him that he led and he took responsibility for, which were
amazing, you know. He wrote press releases for things and applied for quick response grants from
the Council and got money to do it and was really engaged in it. But when it was anything else
[other school work] it was really difficult, so I pity his teachers at school…Any project that we said
this is your project you have to do he was painfully reluctant and rude but when we said ‘OK, what
do you want to do?’ it was different. And so, he organised a soccer competition at the ARC and it
was unbelievable to watch him…he was writing lists and leaving them by the front door so he would
remember things he had to do first thing in the morning… he had strategies in place and knowing
what kind of learner he was, it was amazing.”

The home-schooling duties were shared between Mae, Dave and Zeppelin’s mum. The two
households work collaboratively and supportively when it came to caring for Zeppelin. Mae noted
that Zeppelin’s mum took a more ‘book learning’ approach when Zeppelin was home-schooling, and
arranged for formal literacy and numeracy supports (with Paul, as it so happens). Having the balance
between this type of learning and the ‘unschooling’, or project based experiences, offered by Mae
and Dave was seen as a real positive by Mae. At the risk of identifying Mae and her family (because
of the singular nature of what I am about to recount), a central experience that impacted on
Zeppelin’s educational disposition was the family’s decision to bicycle up to Cape York and back
again, foraging for food when they were able, on a 14-month journey. Zeppelin was 11, turning 12 at
the time, and Buzz was 18 months old:
“Buzz is an amazing forager, so he looks at a tree and thinks ‘what can I eat on that?’…Zeppelin
is a little bit embarrassed by us, we’ve been on various TV shows and got quite a lot of press and
radio (when they published a book of their travels) and when that stuff starts to happen everyone
is a bit more interested. He’s got a bit of a profile, so that aspect of it really appeals to him.”
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His decision to attend a school, one that is outside of the local community, is one that Zeppelin
made for himself. Mae and Dave would have liked to home-school him, or if not that, then have him
attend the local secondary school.
“We don’t know any of the parents there…we don’t know any of the kids or teachers. We are
a bit disengaged. But he likes it though…but he’s very much about that it’s his world…that’s his
outcome, his learning, his destiny, his choices are his.

Zeppelin’s mum is supportive of the decision however. Mae and Dave encourage him to be
responsible for the logistics of getting to school, now that he has made the decision:
“He did say the other day, do I have to go to school? And I said ‘you made the decision to go to
that school, you made the commitment and now you have to follow on with that. I don’t care
if you go to that school, I don’t give a shit if your uniform is dirty. Go wash it.’ And he is stepping
up on that level. He sets an alarm and things because he knows we aren’t going to do it for him.
But at the same time he’s so lethargic about so many aspects of it…”.

Mae had some insights too about the community of Daylesford and about the various people who
make up the fabric of the population. She notes that in many ways Daylesford has something of a
‘split personality’ and that this might go some way towards answering a question about key features
of the community that perhaps contribute to lower attendance levels:
“I guess I see it as having two main communities; one sort of old-school farming community
and one new hippie café-culture types. One new back-to-landers, that I see us as part of and
one of the old-landers. And there’s a definite hippy element and I guess we belong to that!”

Overall, Mae expressed a strong belief that the schooling system is a flawed and restrictive one, both
in the content and the way this is delivered and in the systems through which schools are organised.
For her, there were clear links between the ways that school do ‘business’ and the levels of
disengagement experienced by her step-son Zeppelin, and she supposes lots of kids. Certainly, for
her family and many others in the Daylesford area, holding strong views about the potential and
purpose of education in a broader sense may have a role to play in becoming disenfranchised with
traditional schooling and this disengagement can be quantified in lower school absences in the area.
“I’m not surprised that attendance is low…It’s so boring, sitting down… it’s like a prison being
inside eight hours a day…it’s cruel, it’s torture, it really is. It’s like what would happen if we
opened the doors, if we said we are going to create a Daylesford version of Summerhill??”
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The conversation concluded with some reflections on the family’s capacity to home-school Zeppelin
and their plans to do so for Buzz in the future as well. Mae talked about the privilege of being in a
position where home-schooling was an option for their family, and the passion that she shares with
her husband and their children for education in a broader sense.
“We have both been classically educated, we’ve both had experiences, we’ve both been to
uni, we’ve both educated ourselves. If we weren’t interested in learning, then I don’t think
the decision to home-school our children would have been…it would have been a very
different decision and I feel like we are privileged to be able to make those decisions”.

3.1.1.2. Narrative Two: Fiona
Whilst I was present within the secondary school setting, I was given space in the office of a Leading
Teacher (hereafter referred to as Ms. Warren). It was a very busy part of the school being situated
on a landing at the intersection of numerous busy corridors and a major thoroughfare from one part
of the school to others. It was also adjacent to where the ‘uniform’ desk was located several times
per week. The activities and impacts of this desk will be discussed further in the following narrative
portrait. Ms. Warren, I discovered in various interviews, was held in high regard by parents, staff and
perhaps in particular, students. She had an additional role covering aspects of student wellbeing. In
this capacity, she was an invaluable support to the work of this project by flagging various students
and families who may be interested in participating in the research, or who would provide valuable
perspectives on the issue of student disengagement. Fiona was one such ‘flagged’ person. I
contacted her directly and explained who I was and what the work I was engaged in was all about,
and asked if she would be interested in having a conversation with me. She quickly agreed and we
met the following day at school, at her request.
Fiona is a single parent of a student in Year 9 (Lainey). Lainey has over the current school year found
attending school more and more difficult. Fiona notes that it is becoming harder in getting Lainey to
school each day and that she ‘always has a day or two days off a week’. Fiona talked a little about
Lainey’s primary school experience at Hepburn Primary School, where she ‘couldn’t keep her away,
totally the opposite to now at high school’. Fiona and Lainey live in a small outlying community and
Lainey would catch the bus into school each day whilst she was attending primary school. Fiona now
drives Lainey into school each day and drops her off on her way to work. She notes that although
Lainey has a ‘good group of friends’ at high school, it is likely that ‘losing her best friend’ (who now
attends a neighbouring school in Kyneton) after primary school has had a detrimental impact on her
engagement at secondary school.
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Fiona would often break off our conversation to look around the room we were in and would bring
the topic of conversation back to her own experiences when she herself was a student at the
secondary college:
“It feels like I was here yesterday. All the other parts of the buildings are the same as when I was
here. When I walked through it before it got burnt I was like ‘it’s all the same, it’s just not a nice
school’.

Overall, Fiona felt quite negative about the secondary school and made this clear on a number of
occasions in statements such as, ‘I’m a bit like [Lainey], I just don’t like the place’. She spoke about
her own feelings as it related to Lainey’s persistent non-attendance and the interactions with the
school that this instigated.
Fiona expressed feelings of hopelessness about being able to change Lainey’s experience at school
and mentioned that following a period of extended non-attendance (‘Before the end of last year she
had a couple of months away from the school’) she approached the school to seek support to get
Lainey back at school. She was very much of the opinion that following an initial conversation with
‘whoever we had to see [up at the school]’, she was not given a lot of support to enable Lainey to
recommence regular schooling:
“I did come up and see someone at the school, whoever we had to see, but then no one
contacted me after that, they’re not interested.”

Contacting the school in general seemed to be a fraught experience for Fiona, who talked about the
cumulative impact of frequently notifying the school of Lainey’s absence. She also spoke about the
idea that most of the communication with the school only occurred in the event of something ‘bad’
or negative having occurred, rather than it being a constructive of positive experience. This
sentiment was echoed several times in conversations with families:
“I get sick of ringing up and making excuses for her so half the time I don’t. But when she’s really
sick I do. Other families have said the same thing, you don’t want to be on the phone every day
saying the same thing. You have to ring everyday when she’s sick saying ‘she’s sick today’ and then
tomorrow ‘she’s sick today as well’…what’s the point? … She’s always breaking something, every
time I see the school number I think ‘what’s she done now? What’s she broken now!’”.

Despite negative feelings associated with the physical space of the school, and the difficulties that
Lainey is currently experiencing in attending school regularly, Fiona is adamant that Lainey must
continue her education: ‘It’s important to me that she keeps coming…15 is a hard age, it’s a battle
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when you are by yourself.’ Discussions had taken place between Fiona and Lainey that centred
around Lainey perhaps changing schools, and moving to the school outside of Daylesford that her
friend from primary school now attends. Fiona felt that this would be ok and Lainey seemed to feel
that there would be more opportunities afforded to her at that school in terms of subject options.
However, Fiona returned to the idea that things might not be so different in that setting: “I can see
where she’s coming from but is she going to be any better if she does go to Kyneton? All I can do is
try and see where she is happier. I don’t know.”
Friendships seem to be both a factor that enhanced the likelihood of coming to school for Lainey,
and conversely, also contributed to the issue of non-attendance. It was Lainey’s friends who
ultimately convinced her to come back to school following her prolonged absence, but somewhat
contradictorily, Fiona identifies absenteeism as a common behaviour amongst many of Lainey’s
friends:
“Yeah, a few of her friends don’t come a lot neither. They’re all the same, a lot don’t like the
teachers in their classes. I think Lainey wanted to be with some of her other mates when she first
started and it didn’t happen…other kids she knew. She hates her mentor groups and the houses.”

There are obvious divergences in the narratives of these two women: their backgrounds and
educational histories are very different, with Mae, a relatively recent Hepburn resident, having
attended university (and her husband completing a PhD), and Fiona, a lifelong resident of the area,
not completing secondary schooling. However, just as markedly are some similarities present in their
accounts, for example, both women seemed open to changing schools at their child’s behest. Other
similarities revolved primarily around acknowledging the positive value of education. Where this
diverges again is in how Mae and Fiona understand this value: for Mae school and schooling should
be about opening the child’s experience and fostering their independence, and for Fiona school was
more about ‘the means to the end’, which in her words was the attainment of paid employment
after leaving school. She did however talk about her daughter’s desire to attend university and felt
that this was something realistic for her to aspire to.
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3.1.2.

Story 2: Do as we say, not as we do… Year 10’s and the “Values Talk”

This narrative draws upon observations and field notes made at the research site on one day in May,
and upon a subsequent recorded conversation with four Year 10 girls (Ellie, Megan, Tara and Rosie)
and four Year 10 boys (John, Seamus, Luke and Kenny). These conversations took place on a Friday
afternoon, during their final class (Maths). The students’ teacher had been supportive of the
research and had invited me in to her class to chat with some of her students, many of which were
known to be disengaged or disengaging. That I had such an uptake of students wishing to participate
in interviews must surely have been, at least partly, a function of the time of day, week and the type
of class they were attending at the time. Chatting with me seemed the more attractive option and I
was happy to capitalise on this! The focus of this narrative is perhaps more strongly centred on the
girls’ conversation as it was the more extensive, but supporting comments (or contradictory ones)
from the boys will be included where appropriate.
The four girls spanned the spectrum of school engagement: Rosie had 100% attendance and was a
quiet and conscientious student with no behavioural infractions noted on the student and learning
management software (XUNO) used at the school; Ellie, a noted ‘trouble-maker’, was a bright and
perceptive young woman who was not afraid to speak her mind and had a patchy attendance
record; Tara had good attendance at school but felt strongly that attendance and engagement were
not the same thing and often expressed boredom and disconnection from the work she was doing at
school; finally, Megan, who had a chequered schooling history with several periods of extended
absence due to anxiety and with significant periods of time in a home-schooling context.
The four boys also represented a wide spread of engagement levels: John, Luke and Kenny were
regularly attending school (at approximately 80% attendance), Seamus, an indigenous student, was
consistently absent from school and was a fixture in Ms. Warren’s office. He was also one of those
students who worked with Paul in the Reconnect Program.
Earlier in the week, the entire Year 10 cohort of students, during their pastoral care session at the
beginning of the day, were required to attend to a seminar that reiterated the school values. This
session had been decided upon after a spate of what the teachers perceived as declining standards
of behaviour in the preceding weeks. The previous week had seen the external wall of the ARC (the
shared gymnasium located at the school and utilised by the community and the school alike)
vandalised by two Year 8 boys. Another incident saw a small quantity of marijuana found in a
student’s locker, which led to potential police presence at the school and much investigative work to
uncover how this substance came to be in on the school grounds.
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The values sessions were held in the newer wing of the school, in classrooms that could be openedup to accommodate a large group of students. Teachers commenced a PowerPoint presentation
which outlined the key values of the school: Respect, Honesty, Cooperation, Courtesy, Endeavour.
Whilst I was not in attendance at the session, the office I was in had an excellent vantage point into
the large space in which the session was conducted. It was interesting just to observe the ways in
which the room was set up to facilitate the delivery of this session. It was purely about allowing
transmission of information from adult to young person. The focus of the session appeared very
much to be about the behaviours of the students and the need for them to ‘shape up’ and behave
more in accordance with the values that the school purported to hold. Students were not required
to participate actively in the session, although a few were seen to make various comments about the
content.
Seamus perhaps summed up the boys’ impressions of the sessions most succinctly:
“Oh yeah, so many times we are talking about that. You hear the same things just in different
versions, different teachers talking about it. It doesn’t matter to me, no-one listens to it. It
doesn’t make any sense.”

Luke continued this conversation talking about a teacher who favoured sending students out of the
room as the preferred classroom management strategy. Luke made links between this behaviour
and his dismissiveness of the ‘values’ talk that they had just been subjected to:
“The first day I had him he kicked like six people out. I just feel like saying something, but I
dunno… There was four people left in the class that day after he kicked everyone out. Four. Out
of like 25. I feel like, I respect him and they just don’t respect us back, half the teachers. They
don’t use their manners or anything. Some of the angry teachers. They always preach about
respect and then they just still treat you like shit.”

The idea of respect, and its absence, prompted Seamus to talk about the impact of seeing teachers
‘talking about you’, presumably in response to misbehaviour or lack of progress in class, which he
says he has experienced often:
“When they are gonna talk about you, you can hear them talking about you…they talk loud, have
you noticed that? Yeah, you can hear. If you’re gonna talk about me just talk a little quieter! They
just say anything. You can know they are talking about you, they look at you and they look away.
How does it make me feel? Shit. Bad. Don’t talk where you can see. Don’t talk about kids, at least
wait until they are gone. That’s the worst thing, they don’t.”
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The four young women interviewed following this session had a lot to say about it as well, both
positive and negative. Ellie felt that it was a timely reminder for students to respect other people,
including other students:
“It was more of a reminder, some of the students here don’t really show those
things…endeavour, respect, that stuff… They don’t know boundaries. I don’t think it’s the
school as a whole, probably our age has something to do with it…They just have to remind
the kids, it’s fair enough in a way”.

Others felt less positively about the session and thought that it was a condescending reminder of the
ways in which students are often held to different standards than adults in the school:
“I also think that the teachers ask for all this from us but they don’t respect us like they want
us to respect them…”.

When one of the students (Ellie) voiced this opinion, the others became more animated and there
followed a lengthy discussion about some of the ways that they felt this was made evident to them.
Crucially, at one point, the issue of uniform came up (this will be discussed at further length shortly).
But perhaps the most substantive parts of this conversation were to do with how these students
understood and perceived respect, and how this was shown to them at the school. Nowhere was
this more apparent than in the interactions between students and teaching staff. For these eight
students, it was this relationship more than any other that determined their feelings about school
and influenced their levels of engagement with schooling, as Ellie explains:
“There are some good teachers, but there’s some arseholes. The younger teachers are often
the better ones. I think they understand us better. I can only think of two older teachers that
I actually like, and one of them retired at the end of last year, so there’s one left.”

The issue of the age-based differences in teaching approaches was one that came up in several
interviews. The consensus was that, as a general rule (albeit a rule with prominent and stark
exceptions) the younger teachers embodied more of an approach that sought to establish strong
interpersonal relationships with students. This was clearly voiced by Tara:
“I think the younger teachers are more understanding of individual students, work a lot with
how people work differently and their wellbeing I guess you could say. And the other
teachers don’t pay any attention to it and just take the class the way they want. The good
ones actually listen to you and actually understand it in the way you mean…This happens in
and out of class. They try to do what they can to help, they put the effort in to work with
every kid in the class. The others seem not to do that”.

65

The boys echo these sentiments, with Kenny noting that ‘the teachers that do a good job’ do things
a little differently to those that students don’t seem to be able to connect with
Also clear was the sense that all the girls had of time being a commodity in short supply, and that
all their various commitments were competing for the time that they had available. They noted that
this became a concern as it related to the completion of homework and the subsequent conflict
that not completing homework may have prompted with the teacher who had assigned the work:
“They say that you need like 8 or 9 hours of sleep, but they give you so much homework
and the teachers don’t take it into considerations that you have other classes that have
homework. They make it sound like it’s not their problem, like it’s your problem, your fault,
and you’re like ‘I know that, but still…’. And school and homework and sleep aren’t the only
things you’ve got going on in your life. We’ve got social lives, Ellie has a job, I have a
job…There hasn’t been enough [time] lately to get everything done. It stresses me out a
lot.”

For Megan, this issue is linked with attendance and students doing what they are told (coming to
school each day, on time, in correct uniform, with homework completed) and she notes that
sometimes it is all that she can do to get to school at all:
“It was such a shit week last week, like I was only here three out of the five days…They give
you grief if you’re not here. The teachers’ biggest thing is attendance and I think the
wellbeing of us should come way before that. Like, that we are here and happy, that should
be way more important”.

Megan was one of a visible group of students who, without fail, would have to report to the uniform
desk outside of the office I was situated in. The way this procedure was set up and an accepted part
of the operation of the school was interesting from my outsider’s perspective. Several times a week
a table would be set up in the landing at the end of the corridor heading towards the administration
block. This table would be staffed by Aileen, who was not a teacher but rather educational
assistant/support officer. Students who did not meet the uniform requirements, as stated in their
school diaries, would be required to present at this table and show a note from their parent or
guardian that gave a reason for their lack of correct uniform. Those that did not have such a note
would receive a note home to parents in their dairies and after a certain amount of infractions,
students received a detention. The four girls in this interview spoke with some passion about this
policy/procedure and their perceptions that it was heavy-handed (‘This school is really strict on silly
things, like you can get a detention for wearing grey socks instead of white ones’) and not
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consistently enforced (‘I got told off for wearing the wrong pants and literally everyone around me
was wearing them too.’); per Ellie:
“They focus way more on what you’re wearing to school than the work they give you. It’s so
stupid. You think they’d be at least a little bit interested in how the student feels about this,
like what’s actually going on for them, to see if they can do anything to help them instead of
giving them a detention and putting more shit on them”.

Megan continued:
“You get a note in your diary unless you’ve got a note from your parents in your diary
[explaining why you have the wrong stuff on]. I think this is really unfair because I’ve got stuff
going on with my family at the moment and I don’t have the uniform. My mum is a nurse and
she starts at 7 o’clock in the morning, so often I can’t get a note from her to tell them what’s
going on. I shouldn’t have to explain myself every time a teacher sees me out of uniform. It’s
so frustrating”.

The required repetitiveness of explanation is an important point. Megan and her mother were
essentially homeless at the time of this interview and for large periods of the early to middle parts of
the year. This was not a transient issue, but something that was ongoing over a long period. Whilst
they had accommodation, this was not secure and often relied on staying at friend’s houses and this
consequently led to numerous relocations. Megan talks about the wellbeing of students being
known about by the school in the persons of the designated ‘wellbeing people’, be this the Leading
Teacher (Ms. Warren) or the other welfare staff, including the College Chaplain. From her
perspective as a student it does not appear, and certainly doesn’t feel, as though this information is
passed along to the more mundane activities of uniform invigilation and other related activities that
are centred on student conformity in one dimension or another.
Ellie, as noted above, was a sporadic attender who often arrived late, or for only parts of the day,
and at least one day a week absent from school entirely. Whilst she acknowledges that sometimes
she could (and should) have come to school, she does talk about the impact that knowing she was
‘going to get grief’ for being out of uniform had on her decision as to whether to come to school
several times recently:
“Last week on Monday, I was late…I had to wait for mum from the airport, to come home so I
could be driven in. I was struggling to find a uniform, so I found a white top, black pants and I still
came to school. When I got here there was this teacher that I don’t like very much who was like
‘that’s not uniform’, and I explained, coz they want you to explain, but the reason is never valid
not unless you have a note signed by your parents…urgh!”
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Notwithstanding this perception, this group of students could see that the school was trying to make
positive changes as it relates to student wellbeing, including having opportunities to speak to the
counsellor and chaplain at the school. However, this appeared to have its limits for these students,
per Tegan:
“I think they try to make you feel good at school but they don’t put much effort in to the people
that really don’t. They have got counsellors and stuff but they have to understand that some kids
really don’t want to talk to them and when I was going through a hard time last year the teachers
were always on my mum’s back about me not being at school”.

For Megan, who had significant periods of time away from a formal school setting, she felt that she
was justified, and her mum as well, in deciding to remove herself from a setting that wasn’t working
for her and was exacerbating her anxiety condition. She felt that school, not surprisingly, regarded
the best way for her to overcome her issues with school attendance and anxiety was to continue
attending:
“They were like, ‘it’s not going to help her not being at school’, but it really actually did. Being
really unhappy at school…they have no idea what the right thing for me is…Sometimes, it’s valid
for me to say ‘it’s okay for me to not be here right now’. They think that because they are older
and more experienced that they know what it’s like to be a teenager. But they don’t.”

Nonetheless, all four girls could identify at least one adult, usually a teacher, within the school
setting that made a positive impact on whether they came that day. The common thread that wove
through all these descriptions of ‘the good ones’ was an emphasis on the listening skills that these
people had. This was more important to the young women interviewed (and indeed many other
young people interviewed and spoken with over the course of this research) than the capacity to
echo back these experiences to the students, or indeed to apply some kind of ‘adult/teacher’ filter
over the experience. This was clear when Tara talked about her experiences in talking to
counselling staff: ‘They try to listen and understand and then they take what you say and put it into
their own words and they don’t really get it.’
The importance of being a good listener came through loudly in the conversations with the girls and
for them it clearly links back to the school value of respect. The worker employed as a part-time
staff member, Paul (who appears in the first narrative portrait) was seen as exemplifying the types
of listening that allows students to feel respected, as explained by Megan:
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“He was my tutor when I was home-schooling and I’ve known him forever. He understands kids
and he doesn’t push it too hard if you’re struggling, he’ll step in and help you. He’s a really good
listener, when you talk to him you can see him thinking about what you are saying, not what
he is going to say next”.

To finish this section, I would like to present an excerpt from the interview where two of the girls
spoke about particularly positive interactions that they have had with teachers within the school
context. Rather than trying to distil out the key messages contained within, it seems more
appropriate to present the girls words verbatim, because they were very clear about what
mattered to them about establishing trusting relationships with teachers (upon which was built a
positive learning environment), and do not need to be filtered for clarity.
Firstly, Ellie talked about a teacher, who although taking a class in a subject that she had little to no
interest in (a technology based subject) stood out clearly for her in terms of being focussed on
listening to students and creating a positive environment within which learning could occur:
“We have a really good relationship with Mr. X who is a tech teacher, and we’ll probably never
have him as a classroom teacher again. As soon as we finish Year 8, that’s not a subject we have
to do anymore. I’m not even interested in that class but I did really well in it because he was so
good. He knew I was going through a hard time and every time he sees me he says something
like ‘Megan, are you smiling today?’. He makes me feel like if I need anything I can talk to him.”

Ellie follows this up with an account of another teacher:
“Mr. Y, he really does listen to us and does what he can to help our learning. We’ll listen to him,
we respect him and he respects us. He understands that some people don’t like talking in front
of others. He takes it into consideration that lot of students don’t like that and we can say pass
and he’ll go to someone else. Where a lot of other teachers will just be like, you know, ‘you
have to answer’ and if you say you don’t know then it’s like your fault, because in their minds
they are teaching correctly. He makes sure you are comfortable if you want to ask questions.
He makes school enjoyable. He does love every student that he teaches and he just wants to
make it a better environment so kids want to come to science. School would be so much better
if every teacher was like that.”

These two short descriptions share a focus on the primacy of the teacher’s capacity to establish
trusting, positive relationship with their students, and further, on a recognition that students are not
a homogenous group of people, but rather a collected group of individual people who have vastly
different learning profiles and preferences.
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3.2.

Ethnographic impressions

3.2.1.

Impression One: Shaun’s experience

The data for this smaller ‘impression’ comes from field notes collected over the course of my time
within the school. These notes are based on observations and conversations that occurred during
this time.
Shaun was a young man in Year 9. His was a name I heard often, in the initial stages of the project, as
I talked to people within the school about the focus of this research. People, usually teachers and
those involved in student welfare, would quickly identify Shaun and his younger brother Skip (Year 7)
as two students who would be good for me to interview. This was often accompanied by a kind of
nervous smiling or a knowingly raised eyebrow which I read to mean that I might find what they had
to say challenging. Shaun and Skip fell into the chronically disengaged category, with school
attendance sporadic and behaviours whilst attending school characterised by staff as disruptive and
volatile. One staff member seemed to have a particularly difficult time with Shaun in his classes.
Indeed, the first time I met Shaun was when I stopped by to have a chat with him after he had been
sent to the corridor for what he perceived as some minor indiscretion involving over-zealously
sharing his stationery supplies with his classmates (he’d chucked an eraser at another kid in the
class!).
Shaun was one of those disengaged students who worked with Paul in the Reconnect program and I
spent some time in their sessions together. Shaun struggled particularly with reading and engaging
in English classes was a real challenge for him. Paul would work at the school a couple of days a
week and would try and work with his students at least once each week with the aim of assisting
them to transition back to fulltime attendance. The room that Paul worked from was a very different
environment than an ordinary classroom. It was a small room, which seemed to have been a kind of
storage room for surplus pieces of furniture and other materials. There were stacks of chairs and a
variety of desks cluttering the small space. Paul had previously talked to me about the alienating
environment of the high school setting and contrasted this to the ways in which primary schools
attempt to make a ‘place’ not just a ‘space’ for learning to occur in. He felt strongly that this is more
personally meaningful to students: ‘It has their stuff in it, and it’s their room’. Interestingly, this
clutter did not seem to detract from the learning that occurred within the room, and this may have
been to do with some of the other ways that Paul tried to manage the sensory environment. He kept
the room slightly more dark than usual, and as it was tucked around a corner away from the hustle
and bustle of the Year 8 corridor, it was quiet too.
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It was interesting to watch Paul work with Shaun. Paul had talked to me earlier about how Shaun
was a keen cards player and so when I walked in to the room a game was already in progress. I took
over from Paul while he talked about what Shaun was doing in English currently. Shaun had not
brought the book the class was working on with him to his session with Paul, but rather than being
irritated by this, Paul left Shaun and I to our game and went off to the library to collect a spare copy.
When he returned, Paul began reading from the text, but asked us to continue playing. I am no cardsharp, nor do I have anything like a good poker face…so I think that Shaun enjoyed being the expert
who had to teach me the rules, and indeed, the magnitude of his eventual victory (he beat me
soundly).
Afterwards I reflected on this, and concluded that it (Paul simply allowing Shaun to continue with the
game) was a very clear example of the mastery that Paul had in creating safe environments for these
students, and in putting relationships at the front and centre of what he does. He knew his students
very, very well and not just as students but as people too. He had already had a conversation with
Shaun about Shaun’s grandmother: asking how she was and telling me some stories about this
venerable lady with whom he had worked with for many years. Whilst it was a genuine conversation,
it was also a very clear message to Shaun that Paul knew about his connections in the community
and that he (Paul) knew that Shaun’s life did not begin and end at the school gate.
That Paul allowed the game of cards to continue was interesting and, I think, showed that he was
prepared to respect Shaun and not impose his own will on the order of events at the expense of
Shaun’s by dictating what should occur and when. Additionally, it also seemed to allay some of
Shaun’s anxiety around engaging in English tasks, as his primary focus could appear to be on the card
games. He was visibly more relaxed when he had something in his hands to focus on. That he was
actively listening and thinking about the text being read to him became evident later on when he
asked some questions about the development of one of the particular characters in the story, and
made links to his own life experiences that appeared to mirror those of the character in the text.
This approach seemed to work well for Shaun, and Paul was not the only staff member to pick up on
this. Ms. Warren, the leading teacher/student wellbeing coordinator, also adopted a modified
approach with Shaun. She was a teacher that students were drawn to, and was consistently talked
about in the interviews as being a positive force in a lot of student’s lives. She made the decision to
remove Shaun from a certain class that was particularly problematic for him. It was in this class that
he would often butt heads with the teacher and would consequently be sent from the room. Ms.
Warren, acknowledging the likelihood of this outcome (that Shaun would not be present in the
classroom) instead took this as an opportunity for relationship building with Shaun and, in addition
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to this important aspect, used it as a vehicle to enhance his own feelings of self-worth and positive
interactions with school. Ms. Warren had Shaun do a variety of tasks with her (that she would have
otherwise been doing alone) from changing furniture around, to setting up for other events, helping
students who had lost their locker keys and so on. Whilst these activities may appear on their
surface to be simply ‘busy work’, they were more profound than that for Shaun. Ms. Warren was
showing him that he was valued (she was always very vocal about thanking him for his help) and
removing him from a situation that was only going to enflame feelings of disconnection from school.
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3.2.2.

Impression Two: “That” street in Creswick

This impression attempts to provide a glimpse of the ways in which certain areas of Hepburn Shire
are, in a sense, pathologised by school staff, welfare organisations and government. In addition, it
explores how this ascribed pathology impacts the perceptions that residents have on their
interactions with school. Data for this snapshot has been derived from observations, conversations,
field notes and a recorded interview with one family from Creswick, who had children attending
both the local primary school and the secondary college in Daylesford.
There was as a certain street in Creswick, a small town some 27km west of Daylesford, that had
been the subject of numerous conversations I had had in various contexts and company over the
course of the field work aspect of this research. In conversation with Wayne, a housing worker with
Child and Family Services, and long term Hepburn Shire resident, he talked about ‘that street’ often
and the disproportionate amount of his work that was located within this specific area. He talked
about a particular family that he was working with currently: “I went around there at 1 o’clock in the
afternoon and they were all still in bed. Mum, dad, all the kids. They told me that they’d all had a
late night. And then when I did get them up, they were all playing on their phones. I was like, you
actually have to engage here and talk to me”.
The street again came up in conversation during DCAN (Daylesford Community Action Network)
meetings. Again, this was based upon a deficit view of the residents of such areas as being
unemployed or with low incomes, having high rates of drug and alcohol abuse and insecure housing
and was focussed on establishing a community based opportunity, a barbecue or some such event,
to get residents input into what the challenges to school and early years’ attendance and
participation were.
In school contexts, the same kind of attribution occurred, with this street or zone, being singled out
as being particularly problematic in some ways. This was true in both primary and secondary
contexts, with one school worker, in relation to a recurring ‘problem-student’: ‘You just have to look
at where she comes from’. Other school staff took a more sensitive approach and talked with
sadness about the experience of seeing kids from families who live in these areas wandering the
streets late at night, without shoes on or a meal in their bellies and giving them a ride home. In both
types of reference, the inference was clear; there was something lacking in the lives of these young
people, whether that be parental supervision or something else to do with the young person’s own
choices.
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I had come across Kylie numerous times, or had heard her name mentioned by staff several times,
whilst I was in the secondary school setting. As I walked around the school she would often be sitting
in the corridors having been sent out by one of her teachers for one indiscretion or another. I came
across her often at the uniform desk having to explain why she was not in uniform. Other times I
would hear conversations about Kylie and her poor behavioural and attendance records. Kylie’s
mum Julie was invited to take part in the research and I had a conversation with her at their home
(Kylie had been invited to participate as well).
When I had arranged to meet with Julie I had inadvertently copied down the incorrect number for
their address and so when I knocked on the front door of the house that I was expecting to be the
right one, I was greeted by a young woman with a toddler in tow who looked at me very suspiciously
and, quite rightly, asked me who I was and what I wanted! When I explained that I was looking for
Julie she looked relieved, and pointed me in the right direction and remarked ‘I thought you were
gonna be from CAFS or something!’.
Having found the right place, I was welcomed in to the home Julie shares with her daughters Kylie
(who lives in a caravan out the back) and Gemma, and her partner Garry. Julie and I sat down at the
kitchen table where we were greeted by two enormous- to my eyes anyway- bulldogs. We had a
chat about the dogs (turns out the female was in heat and that this was causing all kind of issues in
the neighbourhood!) and then the conversation turned to discussing Kylie, and what the family’s
educational journey has been. Julie first notes that for Kylie, who is in Year 8 currently, it was one
particular subject (science) that seemed to be a catalyst in her not wanting to go to school:
“She started not wanting to go because she didn’t like science, and I didn’t know that was why
she was so cranky in the mornings. She would go to school of a morning then the office would
ring and say she was sick and I knew there was more to it than that…she thought the work was
irrelevant to life”

School in general was not a place that Kylie enjoyed going to and would often ask to stay home to
help Julie, who has migraines frequently and takes in ironing to support the family financially.
“She has had a day off because I’ve had a migraine she’s wanted to stay home and help me but
mostly it’s because she doesn’t like school. I mean, mind you, she’s got friends and stuff, just
doesn’t like the teachers and stuff and she’s got this attitude like: ‘Kylie why aren’t you in
uniform?’ and she’s like ‘Why should I be?’. It’s so embarrassing because I don’t bring her up
like that…she can come across as really rude”.
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Julie talked positively about the approach that the school has taken with Kylie this year, with small
changes being made to attempt to help her come to and stay at school. Small modifications made
to Kylie’s program such as allowing her to sit in the library during science appear to have made a
difference in Kylie’s attendance at school:
“But you know, if they can help her overcome this whole science thing with this anxiety
stuff, it would be a better place for her. The individualised approach seems like a
positive, Mr. X (teacher) rang me on Thursday or Friday to tell me that Kylie had played
up but it was the first time she had played up since the week before that I’d seen him.
There is obviously an improvement, and I could notice a difference because she was
up and she would get ready for school and she would tell me how she sat in the library
and caught up on her work…It’s funny how something little like one subject or one
teacher can make such a big difference”.
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3.2.3.

Impression Three: DCAN Meetings

The Bridging the Barriers project, of which the research component (essentially, this Masters
project) is but one part, came about in response to the secondary school Principal identifying that
attendance was an issue at the school. The data seemed to indicate that lower attendance at school
was a trend that began in the early years with Maternal and Child Health and extended through the
primary years also.
The Principal of Daylesford Secondary College (DSC) approached School Focussed Youth Service
(SFYS) and made an application to obtain funding to support the re-entry into mainstream education
of identifiably disengaged students, or those who were entering a mainstream environment for the
first time (ever, or in a long time). This funding allowed for the Reconnect program, staffed by Paul,
to operate in the first half of 2016. Through the Central Highlands Child and Youth Area Partnership
(CHCYAP), a consortium of agencies with an interest in the wellbeing of young people in the region,
Federation University became involved in the project with the intention of uncovering some of the
important reasons young people’s attendance was lower in the area to ensure that the solutions
proposed were in fact addressing the underlying issues being experienced by young people and their
families in the Hepburn area.
The wider Bridging the Barriers project was of interest to numerous parties in the Hepburn LGA and
in the wider Central Highlands area and so project progress updates were given at the Daylesford
Community Action Network (DCAN) meetings. These meetings, held approximately quarterly, were
usually hosted by the secondary college, and had attendees from various community organisations,
schools and government organisations.
I attended approximately four of these meetings from the end of 2015 to November 2016. Meetings
were usually chaired by the Highlands LLEN (Local Learning and Employment Network). They were
interesting meetings, particularly in relation to the evolving understandings that various parties had
about the scope and purpose of the Bridging the Barriers project. One of the primary, although least
frequently attending, members of the group was the Hepburn Shire Council. Throughout the year,
the Council’s Youth Plan was being written and so Council had a keen interest in the outcomes of the
Bridging the Barriers project. I recall one meeting clearly, and it is my observations and subsequent
field notes of this meeting that comprise the data from which this narrative is constructed.
The agenda for the meeting had been sent out in advance and the major topic of discussion for
today was scheduled to be framing some community consultations that would occur later in the year
with a focus on understanding poor attendance rates at early years’ education providers such as
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MCH and kindergarten. This was being led by the Principal Advisor of CHCYAP and the General
Manager of Community Services from the Shire. Conversations had turned to discussing the progress
of the various elements of the project. The Principal had talked about the various other aspects of
the project: a case study of the 2015 Year 8 cohort where attendance, achievement and attitudes
were looked at across a variety of different categories such as parental educational levels and
marital status; the MDI (Middle Years Development Instrument) results for the school in Hepburn.
The MDI is an instrument developed by the South Australian Department of Education and Child
Development and measures students in Years 6 to 9 across five dimensions of development: Social
and emotional development, connectedness (to school, within the family and to their broader
communities), school experience, physical health and wellbeing, constructive use of after-school
time.
When discussion turned to the framing of the community consultations with families of children in
the early years of their education, this is where I could make some interesting observations. Two
things became apparent to me during this discussion; firstly, that there was degree of territoriality
over the ownership of the Bridging the Barriers project itself, especially in relation to the place that
the FedUni partnership had in the wider project. The CHCYAP had a broader age-focus than the
scope of the Bridging the Barriers project, with its birth-18 years focus. This was seen in tensions
between the CHCYAP advisor and the Principal over what additional projects I could be reasonably
expected to be involved in under the banner of still working on the ‘Bridging the Barriers project’,
with the Principal advocating strongly that it needed to have clear links to the secondary context,
and the CHCYAP often suggesting projects targeted at younger years.
The second impression I formed here, and the one that is most pertinent to the point I wish to make,
is that there was an a priori assumption made by some people around this table that it was the
‘poorer folk’ who were at the heart of this attendance issue. (Here, links back to the ethnographic
story of Julie and Kylie are important to make, especially in relation to Kylie’s ‘visibility’ within the
school). This attitude or assumption made evident in the targeted way that one particular area of
Creswick was spoken about as being a good place to set up a community forum (a barbeque in the
park was suggested as a way of engaging this community, which I found interesting). To me, the
most telling part of this meeting was that whilst one the one hand, the project was about uncovering
the realities and subtleties behind non-attendance, on the other (more practical) level, people
assumed that they already knew what the results of the research would be. In making such
assumptions, half (or perhaps even more) of the picture is denied: that is, that through the
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interviews, it emerged that a lot of ‘middle-class’, or even the ‘alternative lifestyle’ folk were just as
much part of the story of non-attendance at the school as were those from lower SES backgrounds.
Importantly, what this assumption also obscured was not only the ‘who’, but the ‘why’ as well. By
this, I mean, that the non-attendance itself could not just simply be read as a group of disadvantaged
kids skipping out on school because of poor parenting, lack of impulse control, deviant behaviour, or
some other deficit residing within them as individuals. The real message from the data seemed to be
that for a good cross-section of the groups not attending or sporadically attending, disengagement
from the offerings of mainstream education, in terms of curriculum, pedagogy and ‘climate’ or
‘culture’, was a more likely response to the question of ‘why’ they weren’t attending. This is, clearly,
much less an individualised problem localised within a group of identified ‘poor kids’, and is a more
challenging thing for a school to address.

78

3.3.

Key Themes: Bridging the Barriers report

3.3.1.

Theme One: Student-situated factors

This section discusses characteristics that attach to young people which may contribute to their
likelihood to disengage from schooling or to exhibit a pattern of non-attendance.

3.3.1.1. Prevalence of mental health concerns
Frequently, students, their families and support professionals identified mental health concerns as
contributing factor in the student’s absence from school. Largely, this was to do with anxiety and
depressive feelings. Some people attributed the onset of these feelings (especially anxiety) as being
triggered by an experience that may have occurred at school, but in other instances it was felt that
the onset of this issue was a more pervasive, unrelated to school, but impacting upon attendance.
Often, for people who chose to home-school for a time spoke about the link between overcoming
anxiety and having ‘time-out’ from the school environment. Parental mental illness, and its impacts
on school attendance, was also talked about frequently in interviews. This will be further discussed
(see 3.3.2.3).
YP (Young Person) 3: “I used to love school and I would never skip days because I just loved it
so much...but I became very unhappy and I developed anxiety really badly and that’s a big
reason why I home schooled”
F (Family member) 3: “So, I ended up taking her to a psychologist and the psychologist just
said why don’t you just give her a term off and home-school her? And we did, and she was
much happier.”
YP6: “Last year the girls I walk around with were cutting themselves and that really got to me”.
S (Other professional or school staff) 2: “I went around to the house, at 1:00 in the afternoon
mind you, and mum and dad were still in bed with all the kids playing video games in the
lounge room. Mum in particular has had her own battles recently.”

3.3.1.2.

Student aspirations varied greatly and some students expressed difficulty connecting
what they learned at school to their aspirations for life post-school.

Discussions with young people often turned to where they saw themselves in life after school.
Conversations, and student ideas, varied a great deal. For some students, a sense of where they
would like to be after school evaded them. They did not feel that they knew what they might like to
do after school, or have a sense of the possibilities open to them. These people, often young men
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and those young women who may be said to show their disengagement in behavioural terms rather
than cognitively (that is, through truancy), often also expressed bewilderment or irritation at what
they viewed as a lack of ‘utility’ in school subject offerings.
On the other hand, some students expressed very clear views about what they would like to do postschool. They expressed their hopes and plans clearly, and were often aiming admirably high in the
types of courses and occupations they had identified as being something they would like to pursue.
For these students, there were fewer comments to do with being able to connect school to these
post-school lives, and where there were, students seemed recognise that school could be a means to
their desired ends. Still other students talked in positive terms about the work they were doing, but
this was remarkably less than talking about the impact that relationships with teachers had on their
feelings about school.
YP4: “I had all these interests and stuff and I was so excited to come to high school coz they
had like a class dedicated to it but the classes that I took just put me off”
YP7: “Some classes you like and some you don’t like but I kinda think that’s every school. And
when you get older you can choose more of what you like, there’s more choice this year”.
YP11: Learning is kind of sometimes important. The stuff we learn though I’m not really into,
it’s stupid stuff...like learning Italian”
YP12: “Part of the problem is I’m not learning the stuff that I want to be learning”.

3.3.1.3.

Students are actively engaged in a process of identity creation, including negotiating
relationships with their peers. For some young people, school is not a place where this
can occur.

The prominent way in which this theme emerged from the interviews was in the ways students and
others talked about things to do with uniform and discipline policy. Students often talked about the
thing going on in their lives that hampered their capacity for wearing uniform as per policy and felt
at times that staff responses to this was to rigidly enforce rules without enquiring too deeply into
the context. Others did not value the rationale behind strict enforcement. This was often sensed by
families as well.
Other conversations revolved around exclusion from classrooms for behavioural transgressions.
Students were supportive of consistency in applying consequences to certain behaviours, but some
expressed that where this was not visibly the case it was detrimental to their ability to engage in the
classroom and certainly impacted on their relationships with staff.
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Other students talked about their relationships with peers and discussed the impacts of negative
thinking and behaviours of their friends. Other things that emerged in this thematic area were to do
with balancing competing demands and responsibilities with the requirements of school.
YP1: “School and homework and sleep aren’t the only things you’ve got going on in your life.
We’ve got social lives and jobs and sports and stuff. There just hasn’t been enough time to get
things done lately.”
YP7: “Some other people (students) say how much they hate it (school) and that can put you
off school a bit. How they hate this teacher or that class...That can sometimes bring me down
a bit, them hating school and saying that they want to leave”.
F1: “You know, he’s 14, he’s wanting to experiment with a whole range of things that we
object to, which is great, and we understand that part of that is his age, and that it’s about his
autonomy”.
YP1: “They (teachers) think because they are older and more experienced that they know what
it’s like to be a teenager, but they don’t...times are really different now. The only people that
really understand things that I’ve gone through are my classmates and other girls my age”.
YP4: “Lining up and explaining myself, why I’ve got jeans on, it honestly makes me feel like a
criminal”.

3.3.2.

Theme Two: Family-situated factors

This section acknowledges the central role that families play in supporting young people to attend
school and explores the impact that family stressors and attitudes can have on student engagement.
A shift of focus beyond ‘within-child’ factors is more in line with a social model of understanding
disengagement, where the influence and intersections of multiple factors including the home and
family life of young people is considered.

3.3.2.1.

Diverse views within the community in relation to the value of education

This theme came through very strongly in the interviews. The diversity of views within the
community takes multiple forms. Firstly, there are those in the community who indicate that they do
not place a high value upon education. This can be manifested by expressions of permissiveness in
allowing days off from school, or a lack in follow-up with their children where attendance has been
flagged by the school as an issue. Comments such as ‘school didn’t matter very much to me when I
was coming here’ also indicate that this issue has generational impacts, where parents are
communicating their own opinions to their children.
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Conversely, there is a significant sub-section of the community who, whilst they do place a high
value on education as a concept, do not necessarily ideologically subscribe to the ways it is delivered
in a mainstream setting. The strong support of the Dharma School, Candlebark School and a large
home-schooling contingent speak to this community view. People interviewed talked about the
importance of individual expressions of identity and choice, social and emotional learning, hands-on
learning opportunities and freedom from the confines of a classroom.
YP2: “I think it would be hard to have parents who make you go to school every day, I just
could not deal with that.”
YP3: “What would it matter if I missed a couple of periods?”
F1: “There’s a definite hippy element, and I guess we belong to that. Then there is long term
residents. Home-school network is really strong in this community. I’m not surprised that
attendance is low. It’s so boring sitting down in what’s like a prison, inside eight hours a day.
It’s cruel. It’s torture really. What would happen if we opened the doors, let the kids be free,
and said we are going to create our own version of Summerhill?”
F3: “It’s really hard to get her going in the morning, she’s in the bungalow out the back and it
takes her such a long time to get ready. She’s got to straighten the hair, and all that. She’s
often late, if she misses the bus that it”.
S1: “What I am trying to say is that it’s the families I see of these kids. They don’t have that, I
don’t know, respect for education, but the majority of XX friends you know, they’ll say to mum
‘I don’t want to go to school today’ and she’ll say ‘OK darling, we won’t worry about it today’.

3.3.2.2.

Structural disadvantage strongly linked to school attendance rates

The instances of low household income, tenuous housing, parental unemployment and lower
educational attainment, and single parent households, in those instances would seem to echo much
other research which has found links between structural disadvantage and young people’s school
attendance.
S1: “There’s a lot of dysfunctional families in this community and a lot of drug and alcohol and
I think it has a huge impact on the kids. Like who’s gonna drive you to school when it’s 3
degrees and rainy?... I know kids here who have to buy or make their own lunches not for any
other reason than the family is busy”
S3: “The parents, single parents especially, don’t have the strategies or supports to get the
kids to school, the strength to say ‘no, you are going to school’, and I think that’s to do with
the poverty cycle of disadvantage”.
F4: “When their dad has got them, it’s totally out of my hands, he might tell me that he
dropped them off, he lives in XX (suburb approx. 20km away), but then she’ll (student) will
come home and say that she didn’t go to school today”.
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3.3.2.3.

Many families experiencing significant stressors including family breakdown, trauma
etc.

As above, families expressed that there were various important and disruptive external factors that
impacted on their abilities to support school attendance. Some of these seemed to be more longlasting impacts. For other families’ it was a transitional period such as when they were securing new
housing. For them, increased attendance was expected once the immediate issues were resolved for
their family.
YP3: “You get a note in your diary unless you’ve got a note from your parents in your diary
about why you’re out of uniform. I think this is really unfair because I’ve got stuff going on
with my family at the moment and I don’t have the uniform”
YP4: “My mum is a nurse and she starts at 7 o’clock in the morning so I can’t get a note from
her”.
YP1: “I shouldn’t have to explain myself every time a teacher sees me out of uniform. It’s so
frustrating”.
F4: “I’m on my own since their father died when she was in kinder. It’s harder to get them up
out of bed of a morning. And they’ve (the children) got you on the spot where they want you.
Sometimes she’s hard to get here of a morning. She’ll always have one or two days off a week
because I just can’t get her here.”
S6: “We are seeing so many more instances of trauma, whatever form that takes, in the
families that we support, especially in the last eighteen months. Sometimes, going to school
is the last thing that is on their minds”

3.3.3.

Theme Three: School-situated factors

This section deals with the school as a powerful institution that can impact, in both positive and
negative ways, upon student engagement.

3.3.3.1.

Relationships with teachers is paramount for many students

Students were quick to identify teachers that made attendance at school a positive experience for
them. The links between a sense of engagement at school and the relationships with at least one
staff member were strongly put forward from a student perspective. They articulated, clearly, the
kinds of things that separated these teachers from others who had not had such a positive impact on
them. Crucially, this revolved around a show of concern, that is ‘caring’, for students as people.
Understanding their (student) experiences, being a good listener, exhibiting a flexibility of mind-set
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around participation in class, and having patience rather than a quick reaction to challenging
behaviour, were seen as hallmarks of teachers who had positive impacts on students’ lives, and by
extension, their continued engagement with (and attendance at) school. Students also expected
teachers to be strong models for the behaviours that students themselves were expected to exhibit,
and frustration was expressed where perceived failures to do so presented themselves.
Strong pedagogical practice was spoken about, and was important to students, as was the content of
the classes they were a part of. However, time and again, the conversation returned to issues that
were relational in nature. It was felt that a good relationship with the teacher was a necessary
condition for full student engagement in the class, regardless of how good the teaching or how
exciting the content.
Families and students both commented on the structural and organisational differences between
the primary school and secondary school settings, especially as it relates to the opportunities for
students to form close connections with staff. This theme is explored in further detail below (theme
3.3.3.4.).
YP4: “They just set us proper work and they don’t yell at us and they talk to us like normal
human beings. They talk to you and help you”.
YP1: “I think some teachers are more understanding of individual students and their
wellbeing and how they sometimes work differently”
YP9: “When they (teachers) are gonna talk about you, you can hear them talking about
you...they talk loud, have you noticed that? Yeah, you can hear. I say to them, when that
happens, ‘if you’re gonna talk about me just talk like a little quieter’. They just say anything.
You know that they are talking about you, they look at you and they look away again”.
YP2: “They, the good ones, try to do what they can to help, they put the effort in and work
for every kid in the class. The others they seem not to do that.”
YP7: Miss XX is really good. She’ll let me come into her office and do my work and catch up
on my stuff when I’ve been away sick or whatever. She’s really nice. You know she cares
about you. She’s really good at being respectful, she’ll help me catch up and take time to
explain things thoroughly so I can understand. She’s a good teacher”.
YP6: “There was a large group of girls in my year last year hating it (school) and they left, a
lot to do home-schooling. They’re back now though. The biggest thing for those girls was
probably the teachers. I guess they didn’t feel like they were being respected by the teachers
and that was why they didn’t want to be there”.
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3.3.3.2.

Student wellbeing was often seen as an additional duty, or the province of designated
staff, rather than an integral part of the role of all adults within the school

This theme is linked to the ideas presented above in 3a. This has been discussed separately to give
voice to the experiences of staff, where it is divergent from the views presented previously.
S1: “I know a lot of people in the town which can be a good thing...I have good connections
with these kids, like if I see them down the street and they are fifty cents short for some hot
chips, I’ll usually given them the money. That’s why I think a lot of them come to me at school
when they have confidential issues. I’ve got a relationship with them not just as a teacher.”
S2: “There are some staff here who are sticklers for uniform and there are others like myself
who would just rather the kid comes to class, no matter what they are wearing. If that kid is
coming to school without a uniform every day you should also be looking at whether that kid
has also got no food, or if they have no jumper and it’s 5 degrees outside.”

3.3.3.3.

Communication between student, caregivers and school was seen as a critically
important factor in keeping students at school when difficulties or reluctance to attend
arose

There are a number of considerations that were raised under this theme. Parents of repeated, or
extended, non-attenders talked about the cumulative effects on them of phoning school each day to
report more absence, and indicated that often this contributed to them avoiding contact with
school.
More positively, families talked in positive terms about the communication between key staff
members, students and themselves when implementing an individual learning plan. This was a
repeated comment and families valued the chance the see their child’s individual needs being
addressed where they were having difficulty in engaging. Students echoed this sentiment.
YP13: “Talking with the chaplain is really helpful for me. I find talking reduces my stress levels
when I want to hurt myself…Normally when I tell Mum how I’m feeling with school, if I wasn’t
crying at the time I don’t think she would have realised how serious it was for me”.
F5: “She struggled in the last six months a lot and was probably more at home than at school. I
spoke to the teachers about it, they were really good and would send some stuff home”.
F5: “Sometimes you dread picking up the phone and saying to the office people ‘my kid won’t
be in today, again’. You do dread ringing up…” (Ringing school to inform repeated student
absences)
F6: “I had to sort of push to follow up with school when (student) wasn’t coming. Even asking
teachers for us to be kept in the loop, that didn’t really happen.”
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3.3.3.4.

Transition between primary schools and secondary schools regarded as a critical event
in assisting set the tone for continued school engagement (The structural and cultural
differences between primary and secondary school was often see as jarring and a
potential contributor to school disengagement)

It is important to acknowledge that the views expressed in the interviews painted a picture of
transition processes that were largely positive and helpful in establishing the student in their new
school context. However, beyond that, families and support professionals did identify the structural
and organisational ways in which the secondary setting can, in some cases, work to impede the
students’ connection in their new environment. There is not necessarily a lot to be done, but it
warranted inclusion because of the frequency with which it was raised during interviews.
Key ideas identified as potentially impacting on attendance and engagement here were: the
structuring of the time-table into discrete discipline-based classes (and the resultant smaller chunks
of time each teacher spent with each student), the largeness of the school environment, the lack of
‘place’ for lower year students that were used to having a home-base in primary school. To some
extent this last idea may matter more to parents than to students, at least consciously, and may be
an expression of their natural anxiety about sending the child off to high school.
This was also the theme that seemed to elicit the most thinking in interviewees around the ways in
which this aspect could be changed in some way to have a positive impact on student engagement.
Ideas raised included: a restructuring of the pastoral/homeroom system to allow more continuity
and connection between one staff member and a smaller group of students, a specifically zoned
area for the younger years that may provide some buffer from the ‘culture shock’ of transferring into
the secondary setting, and the establishment of a shared language or charter between all the
primary schools in Hepburn and the secondary college to assist in communication between schools,
students and their families.
S6: “I was working with a student in Year 8 that struggled to count to 20, and this came as a
surprise to (student’s) maths teacher. This kid was more often not at school than actually here.
There just didn’t seem to be that communication between the primary schools and the
secondary school, or they seemed like they were speaking different languages”.
F3: “Her problems really seemed to start because of the change from primary to secondary
school. Whether that was because of her age, or the changing in her group of friends, or what,
I don’t know. But I saw a real change from Grade 6 to Year 7”.
YP10: It was really good to be able to come up to the secondary school and have a look around
and see what it all looked like. It made it easier if you knew that stuff before your first day, it
was good to meet some of the teachers too”.
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F3: “It’s (secondary school) just so different from primary school. I just feel like they can’t chase
you up about stuff and keep you in the loop especially about school-work. I feel like at primary
school it’s easier, you know, you pick them up each day from the classroom and are given
updates in that way”
F5: “There is a one-on-one teacher in primary classrooms whereas up her you have all different
teachers, they don’t have one specific teacher that knows you more personally. I don’t think
they get to know the students as easily up here. The timetable limits that and I know they’ve
got heaps on. You go here one minute, and then, bang, you’re gone to the next class and they’ve
got heaps more students and they all have to move on to the next class, so it’s harder.”
YP12: “I’m supposed to be in science right now, I don’t like it coz I always get sent out and we
are doing a prac today. I forget why I get sent out. I distract people, I get bored. I really like PE.
I play footy. I don’t reckon the teacher knows where I am right now”.

3.3.3.5.

Parent engagement and involvement at primary school, in particular, was consistently
spoken about in positive terms by both schools and families

Some interviewed expressed a desire to maintain a level of involvement with the education of their
child post-primary school. Some felt that they did not know how they could do this and perhaps
indicated that this is an area where communication between school and home could be bolstered.
F6: “My son has just gone into Year 7, we’ve been at XX Primary School which has been a great
experience, great opportunities there to engage with the curriculum and support the school.
So we had ways in which we could help in the classroom through the kitchen garden program
through reading programs through just whatever our skill sets are. My partner and I are both
involved in the performing arts so we can bring that skills set to the school and help out that
way. It’s been a great experience for us”.
F3: “I just don’t feel like I can get involved, not in the same way I could in primary.”

3.3.4.

Theme Four: Broader social, demographic factors

This section discusses the wider social factors to do with demography, changing economic realities
and the effects of policy on the issue of school disengagement

3.3.4.1.

Changing economic and labour market demands create uncertainty around young
people’s futures.

Students, families and other support professionals expressed concerns about future opportunities
for employment in the area. For students, this was manifested at frustration that they are unable to
do more hands-on learning that related to vocational goals and in a general indifference to being at
school, rather than in a job. Teachers acknowledged the role that such experiences offered to
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students who may have self-identified as being more practically than academically inclined, and
lamented the reduced opportunities to provide them.
S1: “On Monday this week there was a construction course and (student) came home from
school and said honestly, since Year 7, that was the best day of school he’s had. There are lots
of kids like that who are not going to be academic kids, not go to university and they need to
learn skills. That’s what is needed”.
F3: “It’s so hard because you just don’t know what the future holds for these kids, what jobs
are they going to be able to get, will they have to leave the area, what is there for them here?”
YP11: “School is just terrible, terrible. There is just nothing I wanna do. I kind of like PE I guess
and tech type subject, they’re pretty cool.

3.3.4.2.

Community at large is vibrant and diverse, and those interviewed often expressed a
desire for the links between the community and the schools to be strengthened.

Hepburn Shire itself is a diverse and vibrant place with a strong sporting, arts and cultural scene,
together with a rich local history and a deep pool of human capital that enriches the sense of
community experienced by those that reside here. Interviewees viewed this as an excellent, if
underutilised, resource and valued a deep connection between the school and the broader
community.
F6: it’s great when you’ve got a community like this one, it’s really interesting it’s got a lot of
elements you’ve got your sporting, your arts, your sustainable people, a lot of different aspects
of the community but it’s not a fragmented community it sort of weaves in and out.
S2: “We’ve had students up the street reciting poetry they had written at the ANZAC day
commemoration, we’ve got them going down to the bowls club, and lots of artists come
through the school as well”.

3.3.4.4.

In policy that schools must enact, attendance is strongly focussed upon, sometimes
being framed as a necessary and sufficient condition to ensuring a quality education for
all young people.

Whilst most agreed with the idea that stronger attendance supports better outcomes for young
people, there was a significant conversation around the focus on attendance, and its potential to
obscure discussions that focussed on root causes of disengagement and non-attendance in the first
place. This was heard from staff, other professionals, parents and young people themselves, and was
eloquently put in the quote provided below:
YP8: “They concentrate more on what you are doing outside of school, more than your
education, they more concentrate on like what you’re doing and what colour shoes you’re
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wearing and not like ‘oh, his education, or his life is not going so good, maybe we should
improve on that a little bit!’”
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Part IV

What can be learned about school disengagement in Hepburn
Shire?

How does this research contribute to understanding the ‘problem’?
This research adds its voice to an expanding body of academic literature that seeks to shift the focus
of school disengagement from individual students onto the school systems and environments that
students find themselves within. The initial research question was ‘What are the key reasons that
school attendance has been identified as being lower in the Hepburn Shire local government area
than in other parts of the Grampians region?’. This question was the starting point for the research,
and hoped to provide some information for the schools that could be acted upon to increase student
attendance levels. The question shaped the form and content of the Bridging the Barriers report. In
this thesis, this initial question remained an important one. But, what emerged through the
fieldwork and data analysis processes was that it did not go far enough and did not interrogate one
of the crucial aspects of the issue. Herein lies a tension between the two aspects of this research
endeavour; report and thesis. To my thinking, this entire research was motivated by a drive to
uncover ‘problems’ that could be fixed. Crucially, such problems were usually not seen, by those
with power, as being located within the school experience or system, but were firmly held to be
properties of students, families and perhaps entire sections of the community. So, an important subquestion explored in this research became about by allowing young people (and their families) an
opportunity to characterise their own attachment to education, and what links they made between
this and their attendance patterns at school.
This section of the thesis takes some of the most powerful messages contained within the preceding
data-presentation section and considers them at more length for the implications they have on
school disengagement and non-attendance in Hepburn Shire. Three important things emerged from
the data: repositioning disengaged kids in the conversation about school non-attendance; the school
not being a microcosm of its community; and, the centrality of the relationship between teachers
and students to school engagement and attendance.

4.1.

Repositioning disengaged kids in the discourse around school non-attendance

The broader Bridging the Barriers project, as discussed in the earlier, orienting sections of this thesis,
came about as a result of the Principal of Daylesford Secondary College enquiring into the reasons
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behind lower school attendance in the region. This enquiry, it was hoped, would provide some
further information which would increase the likelihood of success of programs implemented to
address this perceived problem. The impulse behind this approach is a laudable one. Rather than
adopting a top-down approach which sought to define both what the disengagement/attendance
‘problem’ was and the solution to it, the project enabled space for the voices of young people and
their families to be heard, together with the perspectives of school staff and other relevant
professionals working within Hepburn Shire in the realm of youth work and education. Within such
an approach there is an acknowledgement that the schools and other stake-holder organisations
such as Child and Family Services, Hepburn Health Services and others, do not hold all the answers
to issues as complex as school disengagement. It allowed that young people (and their families to an
extent) are the experts in their own lives, and for positive change to occur the perspectives of young
people should be sought, heard, understood and acted upon.
This allowance is made more complicated however, by the concurrent implementation of the
Reconnect program within the school. This program, talked about at some length in earlier chapters,
was staffed by Paul and targeted a select few students within the secondary context who were
returning to school after some time away, or who were at significant risk of disengagement. So,
whilst the idea was to conduct a fact-finding research project, which aimed to uncover complexities
in the ways in which disengagement manifested itself in Hepburn Shire, the reality was that major
decisions had already been taken to begin working with students who for one reason or another
were identified as being problematic. Again, the impulse behind this action is an honourable one:
that is, that given the research would take some time to complete, the school did not wish to, in the
words of the Principal, ‘sit on our hands’ when they knew there were young people within the school
who were recently disengaged, or who were currently disengaging from, school.
To my mind, this spoken commitment to research (to better understand and hear youth
perspectives) coupled with a somewhat paternalistic approach to providing support for students
who ‘lack the skills’ to connect with and succeed at school is a confusing mix. It raises the need to
consider the ways that young people who are disengaged (or disengaging) are perceived and
positioned by school. This is evident in the language used to describe these young people (and their
families and support networks) and in the decisions taken around the provision of their education.
Language which characterises students as either “lazy”, “not academic” or “disruptive” was used
variously by adults talking about sporadic attenders. Similarly, their families were often cast as being
‘lacking’ on key indicators of effective parenting, such as “moral strength to simply send the child to
school” or not “role modelling good behaviours around commitment and effort to school and work”.
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To build up a picture of the position that young people who are disengaging from schooling occupy
within the school and community, it is necessary to start by considering some of the social
demographics of the school population and the community more broadly. Hepburn Shire, and
Daylesford as a microcosm of the wider local government area, contains much diversity in its
population. Interviews revealed that people identify many, somewhat discrete, groups within the
community, and this was remarkably consistent across most interviews. These groups can be
categorised as: ‘old Hepburn’, those who have moved into the area for ‘lifestyle’ reasons, and lower
SES families. These categories are drawn, of course, with very broad brush strokes, and one of the
things that makes the wider Hepburn shire intriguing is the presence of communities with markedly
different social demographics. Trentham residents, for example, appear to have socio-economic
status indicators that are higher than other towns in the Shire, measured by income, property values
and proportion of rental to owned accommodation (see Appendix).
The ‘Old Hepburn’ label can be expanded to include families that have lived in the area for multiple
generations and includes the farming families of the area, many of whom have their roots in the
European (Swiss-Italian) immigration of the 1800s that continues to flavour the area.
The ‘Lifestyle’ category could include the crude distinctions of tree-changers, ‘hippies’, and members
of the LGBTI community. This category is a rich one in terms of discussion that will be expanded on
in the next section, and it relates to the diversity of views and values of education that are present
within the Daylesford (and wider Hepburn) communities. People within this category have made a
conscious decision to move into the area because of their perceptions of it as a place that is
welcoming of a diverse range of lifestyle choices, or the possibilities to change the way in which they
were currently living in some way.
The third category-- I use the word with reservation, because to use it seems to imbue these
distinctions with a solidity that is not possible in reality-- are the families that were identified as
being from low SES backgrounds. These families were known to the school administrators and staff
and were identified as having a number of indicators such as being from a single parent household,
experiencing tenuous housing situations and parental unemployment, which might attract the label
of being ‘at risk’. Conversations with schools and other professionals in the area were interesting for
their tendency to ascribe these characteristics more strongly to families that resided within a locale,
such as pockets of Creswick. It is this concept, or rather this observation from both schools and
support professionals, that I wish to focus on a little more closely in this section. Children from such
families were represented (perhaps over-represented) in the Reconnect program, and certainly from
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a survey of the schools’ attendance records it was clear that many children from these families had
lower than optimal attendance.
I will argue here that the identification of being ‘at risk’ is inextricably linked with a deficit model of
understanding disengaged young people and by extension, their families. This argument will draw
upon research literature that seeks to define social class and will look to explore the interplay
between membership of a ‘low’ socio-economic class and educational engagement/success.

4.1.1.

Relevance of social class

In Marxist scholarship, classes are foundational elements of society and are relational in nature,
being created and mediated by the mode of production (Marx & Engels, 2002). In capitalist society,
there is a cleavage between those who own the means of producing material goods (the bourgeoisie
or ruling class), that is land, tools, technology and so on, and those (the proletariat) whose
subsistence is reliant upon the sale of their labour (to the bourgeoisie) at a price far below what it is
worth. Herein lies the inherent antagonism between the classes which underpins capitalism (Malott,
2009, p. 280). These binary categories have been expanded to include various other ‘middle’ classes;
working class, upper middle, etc. As Grinberg, Price and Naiditch (2009) note, these distinctions belie
a wide spectrum of lived experiences that are not bounded by any one class distinction. Simply put,
things are more fluid than stark categorisation allows for. Social class is operationalised, to some
extent, by socio-economic status. SES has markers that relate generally to educational attainment,
income and net worth/wealth, and occupational categories. But surely there is more to ‘class’ than
this. Grinberg, Price and Naiditch (2009, p. 270) point beyond such markers to other “subtle and
important factors such as representations of certain knowledge and culture”.
bell hooks (1994) shines a light on these less tangible, material elements of class. Recounting her
experiences of university as a person of working class roots she talks about coming to “understand
that class was more than just a question of money, that it shaped values, attitudes, social relations,
and the biases that informed the way knowledge would be given and received” (p. 178). hooks’ used
an example to give definition to this understanding. Her example was based upon the way that
student’s emotional responses to stimuli, offered within the classroom, were interpreted by faculty
members (and other students) in relation to their class backgrounds. She felt that the exuberance
with which some working-class students would respond was routinely read as being aggressive and
disruptive and further, that the class experience of the “materially privileged” (p. 181) was
constructed as the universally normative one, thereby excluding others who did not fit this mould.
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With respect to the Hepburn context, discussions of class and its impact on school engagement are
relevant for a couple of reasons. Firstly, the region has a fair proportion of people who have made
conscious decisions to move to the area for, clumsily named, lifestyle reasons. Such people, perhaps,
have access to a higher degree of material wealth and social capital. This will be discussed in the
section following. Secondly, class and its manifestation as socio-economic status were a recurring
conversation point in DCAN meetings and in discussions with both the school chaplain and welfare
staff and the external CAFS staff member present in the school. Frequently identified was an area of
Creswick with high concentrations of government housing stock and some of the outlying towns in
the Shire with very low populations and services available within the township. The other way this
pre-occupation with class, specifically those of low SES, was made visible in the school was in the
activities of the wider Bridging the Barriers project. Here a case study approach was taken that
looked at a particular cohort of students (Year 8’s) and followed them as they progressed through
their schooling (data from two years had been analysed at the time of the field work component of
this ethnographic research). The measures of interest were ‘the three A’s’: attendance, attitude
(taken from the DET ‘Attitudes to School Survey’) and achievement (results derived from
standardised testing such as On Demand testing and NAPLAN where available). In conversation with
the person collating these pieces of data, discussion returned to topics of the families’ social capital
such as whether the parents (or parent in single-parent households) had completed secondary
school and if they were employed currently.
Such considerations, whilst coming from a place of trying to understand the difficulties that some
young people and their families had in attending school regularly and engaging whilst there,
nonetheless individualised the ‘problem’ to the individual student (or family). Something was risky
about their particular set of characteristics that made sporadic attendance (or behavioural
disengagement whilst at school) more likely. In doing this, the wider social issues and indeed the
characteristics of the school itself that may have contributed to the issue are obscured. As important
is the fact that a focus on those from low-SES backgrounds means that other groups, such as people
who ‘flexibly home school’ are not seen as contributing to lower attendance rates, even though the
reality might be that they have a sizable impact on the schools’ attendance rates. Before proceeding
further, I would now like to set out my understandings of the term ‘underclass’. The term was
originally used by Gunnar Myrdal in 1963, and whilst it had a cultural relevance for the United States
in the 1960’sand 70’s, it is nonetheless relevant in the present time, location and indeed research
pursuit.
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4.1.1.1. Underclass
The term ‘working class’ carries with it the denotation of being an active member of the labour
force. It’s right there in the name after all: ‘working’. Those who occupy the ‘lower class’ can be
conceptualised as being on the bottom rung of a ladder (Bauman, 2005); however, there is still the
possibility of climbing upwards (through education, effort and maybe luck). For Bauman (2005),
those of the underclass are external to this hierarchy entirely, performing no function in society
which might be made visible through contribution to the economy by providing goods or services (p.
71). They are “people without role…and in principle beyond redemption” (Bauman 2005, p.71). They
are not on the ‘ladder’ at all.
The term underclass was coined by Gunnar Myrdal in 1963 (cited by Bauman, 2005) in writings that
expressed concern that de-industrialisation would contribute to ever-expanding sectors of the
population being permanently out of work because of the diminishing pool of jobs brought about by
the de-industrialisation process. That is, this expanding unemployment was the hard logic of the
economy and was not a consequence of some inherent failing of the individuals affected by the
changing times. There were simply not enough jobs for those that wanted them. However, as time
went on, media depictions of this emerging underclass (such as a Time magazine cover story in 1977)
began to pair unemployment with delinquent behaviour, criminality and moral wantonness. Here,
the behaviour of the underclass, which was expanded to include other ‘undesirables’ such as
teenage and unwed mothers, those addicted to drugs, criminals, and so on, is put under the
microscope, decried as aberrant, and according to Bauman “it is the [moral majority] who, of right,
sit in judgment” (2005, pp. 74-75). Wyn and Whyte (1997) discuss the underlying anxieties that
permeate and inform this type of linkage between the underclass’s unemployment and imputed
delinquency: the threat of ‘them’ against ‘us’ (nice, employed middle-class folk). This is perhaps
doubly true for underclass youth, whose behaviours are monitored and fretted over by many. This is
not purely an attitude held by private individuals but is also expressed in government policy. In the
UK, beginning in the 1990s, a significant number of young people who were either not gainfully
employed or actively participating in education (and so were ‘at risk’ in one way or another) were
earmarked for ‘remedial programmes’ (Dwyer & Wyn, 2001, p. 145).

4.2.

The school is not a microcosm of the community it is situated within

The section above dealt primarily with the aspect of ‘underclass’ as it related to the ways in which
young people who may arguably fit this description experienced schooling. Here, in this section, the
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diversity present in the Daylesford community is analysed from a different angle. It was not
uncommon to hear variations of the phrase ‘some people just value education differently’ used in
conversation with school staff, community members and other professionals (including community
services folk from the local council). This was generally followed up with some connection drawn
between school absences, home-schooling and the lower than benchmark immunisation rates
across the Shire. Often the term ‘hippy’ was thrown in to the conversation for good measure, or
alluded to in some way as if it was a dirty word! That there were myriad values present within the
community towards the mainstream secondary school was evident in the attitudes expressed in the
interviews and the presence of a strong home-schooling contingent. Whilst this diversity can
probably be true of any community, it does seem to play out more strongly in the Hepburn
community and where this is most visible is in its largest centre of Daylesford/Hepburn Springs.

4.2.1.

Conceptualisations of home-schooling

Home-schooling, according to commentators and scholars researching within the area, is becoming
an increasingly popular educational choice for parents in Australia (English, 2015; English, 2013,
Harding & Farrell, 2003; Townsend, 2012). Just how popular the practice has become is difficult to
ascertain. Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 2012 census data showed that, at that time, 184,000
children were not represented at all in the statistics on children within the compulsory schooling
years (6-15 years). Some of this gap, although it is difficult to be categorically certain of this, may be
attributable to home-educated children whose parents have not registered with the appropriate
home education authorities. Despite this seeming popularity, as recently as 2015, there was a
perceived dearth of academic literature on parental decision-making to home educate their children
within an Australian context. Research coming out of the Queensland University of Technology
presents in-depth, qualitative data collected via flexible interview, with a focus on the reasons
parents choose to base their children’s education within a home context. English (2015) utilises the
definition of home-education as articulated by Harding and Farrell (2003): “the education of children
within the home setting…overseen by parents or other adults, significant to the child and family” (p.
125). Despite its growing popularity, home education and those who practice it are still subject to
stereotypes. Morton (2012) notes that these stereotypes include perceptions of home-schooling
families range from ‘social misfits’, tree-hugging hippies’, and religious zealots through ‘hot-housing’
parents with an iron-clad determination that their children should reach dizzying academic heights
at very early ages (p. 45-46).
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Greater numbers of parents who choose to not register with education authorities may suggest that
parents choose home-schooling for ‘philosophical reasons’ (English, 2015; Harding & Farrell, 2003),
and do not want any interaction with the ‘system’ or government at all as it relates to the education
of their children. Such research as is available in this area discuss the motivations of home-educating
families in terms of philosophical approaches. English (2015) talks about the links between homeeducating and the parenting philosophy known as Attachment Parenting. This approach to raising
children can be typified by infant-cue based and extended breast-feeding, weaning that is child-led,
co-sleeping and ‘baby-wearing’ (that is the practice of carrying children close to the body of a
parent, often in a sling). Varnham (2008, citing Harding, 2006) argues that the major prompts and
motivations to home educate include “religious belief; parental responsibility; concerns over quality
of teaching, especially around literacy and numeracy; social development; avoidance of bullying and
other negative peer experiences; distance and special needs” (taken from English 2015, p. 4).
Harding (2006) ascribes these motivations as philosophical, although I feel that this label may not
consistently be applied to all the motivations stated above. This is especially the case in the instance
of ‘concern over teaching quality’. Concerns about content (i.e. the pushing of particular values and
ideologies within schools) would certainly be philosophical in nature, but to be concerned about the
quality of education and the pedagogy utilised seems to me to be rooted in an educational
motivation, rather than a philosophical one.
English (2013) placed home education on a continuum with other private education practices
available. This was evident in the sense that “it was chosen for many of the same reasons as other
modes of private education are chosen” (p. 18). English then goes on to articulate three such
reasons: ‘a desire to maintain a positive social milieu’ (p.18) which would presumably, for these
parents, not be possible in a non-private school setting; ‘parents attempting to manage the
transmission of values, particularly positive values around learning’ (p. 18); and, ‘the acquisition of
wider life skills’ (p. 19) could occur in an environment that ensured the child’s individual needs were
being met, and one that offered children agency over their own learning and in following their own
interests. For English (2013) “the decision to home-educate is part of a two-fold strategy. On the one
hand, it allows middle class parents to activate their cultural capital (cf. Lareua, 2008) as these
parents had the ability to accommodate their children’s individual needs. Second, the strategy of
home educating was chosen because it allowed these parents to manage the risk when problems
with the school…arise” (p. 7).
Suzannah Rowntree, in an article published in Quadrant in 2012, took a very different view on the
motivations of parents who elect to home-school with much more of a ‘freedom from government
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ideology’ slant. This is of course unsurprising given the publication’s obvious political adherences.
Herself home-schooled as a child and young person, Rowntree argues that home-schooling has
reached a point where the broader community will acknowledge that “home education isn’t just for
hippies, anarchists and theocrats” (p. 74). In light of its growing popularity, Rowntree feels that
home educators are faced with an increasing level of involvement from the government who seek to
regulate and scrutinise the pedagogy and curriculum delivered to children who are home educated
in order to establish benchmark levels of education provision. This intrusion, is to Rowntree and
others who feel similarly, unwelcome. Rowntree particularly decries the passing of the 2006
Education and Training Reform Act and its mandate that students should receive instruction in eight
key learning areas including ‘studies or society and environment’, all of which must be taught in a
manner consistent with six principles that include ‘the values of openness and tolerance’. Her
argument throughout appears to be that people choose to home educate to avoid, as one mother
she spoke to put it, “the socialism she was taught at school and later rejected” (p. 74). In an analysis
that looks at the state controlling of education throughout history, reaching back as far as the
Ancient Greeks, Colonial America and the Prussian nationalist agenda for Germany before moving
into an Australian colonial context, Rowntree argues that state controlled education has an interest
in only turning out, to quote “compulsory-schooling whistle-blower” (p. 76) John Taylor Gatto (in his
essay ‘The Public School Nightmare’), “obedient soldiers to the army; obedient workers to the
mines; well subordinated civil servants to government; well subordinated clerks to industry; citizens
who thought alike about major issues” (p. 76). Rowntree concludes this whistle-stop tour of the
history of education by concluding that home education is the cure to “the social control that still
inspires compulsory state schooling” (p. 78).
Within the interviews conducted in the Hepburn area a number of those people who had elected to
home-school their children, for at least some time, articulated concerns that resonated with the
research literature on philosophical motivations to home-schooling. One interviewee (Jules, whose
step-son had a chequered attendance record at the secondary college), who incidentally also
referred to Gatto in our conversation, also felt that the government was too closely involved in
setting the agenda in terms of curriculum and were still in the business of raising compliant, rather
than critically aware, citizens.
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4.2.2.

Unschooling

A lot of the interviewees/narrators who I spoke with had at least some personal experience with
home schooling, and several of them also referred to what they were doing as ‘unschooling’. The
term ‘unschooling’ emerged in three very powerful interviews, two of which I will draw upon in this
discussion: one interview was with Mae, which is detailed earlier, and the second instance was in an
interview conducted with two women who were active in the home-schooling network in the area.
They had contacted me to be involved in the project after hearing about it from none other than
Paul, who maintained connections with the home-schooling families.
Unschooling is a difficult term to define in any formal way given that the practice is, almost by
necessity and certainly by design, informal and will vary from family to family. Many of those who
adhere to its principles appear to see the approach as “more of a lifestyle rather than a philosophy
of education” (Gray & Riley, 2013, p. 3). In any case, John Holt is commonly regarded as establishing
the usage of the term and popularising the practice in the 1960’s, and unschooling is consequently
centred on his belief that “children want to learn about the world, are good at it, and can be trusted
to do it without much adult coercion or interference” (1977, p. 1). A search of the research literature
into unschooling shows that the area has yet to be exhaustively studied; the search brought up a
number of qualitative studies, including many thesis and dissertations, and one in particular (MartinChang, Gould, and Meuse (2011)) talked about the difficulties in ‘gaining access’ to these
communities in order to conduct research. The authors argued that this may be attributable to the
home-schooling community’s self-imposed seclusion or insularity. My own experiences in
conducting the field work in Daylesford and surrounds could not be further from this. Many people
who choose to educate their children by home-schooling/unschooling actively sought me out to be a
part of the research, and in most cases, the contributions that they made to the overall data set
were invaluable. Many families were perfectly able to articulate what it was about their own (or
their children’s own) experiences within school that led them to choose an alternate path. Toni, one
of those women who were introduced to me through Paul, had this to say: ‘It’s like a prison cell,
being expected to sit on the mat and listen and not be able to explore and set your own agendas and
to follow the bell like a sheep’.
Paul worked with numerous young people in their family homes who had followed this unschooling
ethos, often because the parent or caregiver acknowledging that foundational literacy and numeracy
skills were not being adequately addressed by their program or, where there was such a thing, a
curriculum. In other instances, such as with Mae’s family, the child themselves expressed a desire to
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re-enter mainstream schooling. Paul then worked on ‘smoothing their transition’ back into the
classroom, usually by working on numeracy and literacy skills.
The primary aim of the ‘unschoolers’ that I spoke with (and this aim is echoed in the research
literature on unschooling) seems to be the raising of ‘healthy, happy, responsible and intrinsically
motivated children’ (Betozzi, 2006, Masters’ thesis). There is an important point of contrast here,
between the two cohorts of people discussed to date: that is, home-schoolers/un-schoolers and
families with children in mainstream schooling from low SES backgrounds. The point of contrast,
linked back to the discussions of class, pivots on the ability to choose how to employ one’s time.
Various researchers have made the claim that to choose to home-school is a luxury, in that it is a
time-intensive process that takes one or both parents away from paid economic activity. Not all
families are in a financial position to exercise this choice. Peter Gray, who, along with Gina Riley,
conducted a qualitative survey of 232 home-school/unschooling families (primarily in a US context,
although with some respondents from other countries including Australia) made this observation
about what he terms our ‘time-starved society’: “Perhaps the key ingredient to an unschooling
education is time, for parents and children alike; time to explore, think, and make one’s own
decisions” (Gray & Riley, 2013, p. 22).
Returning to the narrative portrait titled ‘A tale of two cities’, there is much to draw from the
conversations with these two women. Whilst it is perhaps too neat to ascribe one to each category,
some interesting things emerge when viewing these discussions through this lens nonetheless.
Fiona, who works as a cleaner and is a long-time Daylesford resident expressed that she had no time
to spend on curating educational experiences for her daughter who had had periods of
disengagement from school. On the other hand, Mae was energised and enthused by this
opportunity, even though the time where she had a role in home schooling her step-son had now
passed. Mae, who is university educated and a self-proclaimed member of the hippy element of the
community talked a lot about the self-directed nature of the work her step-son, Zeppelin was
engaged in. Contrastingly, Fiona talked about not being equipped, in either time or knowledge, to
help her daughter as she progressed into the higher years of schooling, feeling overwhelmed by the
requirements of maths and English at these levels. Another interview with Lara, a single mum to one
of the Year 10 girls interviewed, was employed as a nurse, and seemed actively engaged in her
daughter’s education, assisting with homework on a Monday evening in collaboration with another
young lady and her mum. In this way, they would work through the homework requirements for the
week together thereby reducing the time-pressures later in the week. Even though she felt equipped
to do this, she did express other ways in which she felt the burden of being time poor and having to
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work long hours (often with very early starts) to provide for the family. In this instance, the luxury of
home-schooling was not a permanent option for this family, even though after a brief period of
schooling her daughter from home both she and the young lady felt the experience to be positive
both from a wellbeing and educational point of view.

4.3. An old adage, a teaching truism, and a simple truth: “Students don’t care what you
know until they know that you care”
In this third and final section, I will discuss the impact that the teacher-student relationship has on
the students’ experience of school. From the interviews conducted with students in the secondary
years of schooling it was clear that, to them, teachers who were interested in forming positive
relationships with students were powerful agents in promoting connectedness to school. The focus
of this discussion, whilst relevant to all year levels across both primary and secondary contexts, will
be on students attending secondary school. The discussion will incorporate the concepts of ‘caring’
as it relates to teacher’s and their educational practice; the idea of cultivating ‘hope’ as being a
critical way that teachers are able to exhibit this type of caring for their students; the difference
between ‘false hope’ and a ‘critical hope’ is explored through linking these concepts back to the
ideas of Paulo Freire; and, the ways in which teachers might foster student connection through
acknowledging and utilising the righteous indignation that students may feel about the inequalities
they perceive in their own lives and social contexts.
As a starting point, or a way into this discussion, I would like to begin with a quote taken from an
essay written in 2009, just after the election of Barack Obama to the US presidency, by educator and
educational researcher Jeffrey M. R. Duncan-Andrade:
“We may think that if we send out the ‘disobedient’ child, we have removed the pain from our
system. It simply does not work that way. Rather, when we exclude a child, we introduce
another social stressor into the micro-ecosystem [the classroom]. We rationalize the exclusion
by telling ourselves that we have pulled a weed from the garden, allowing for a healthier
environment for the other children to grow. This ignores the fact that every student in our
classroom is part of a delicate balance built on interdependency” (p. 190, parenthesis added
for clarity).

Here, Duncan-Andrade equates the classroom with a living, interconnected eco-system and extends
the metaphor in such a way that the students and teacher comprise the living organisms present
within this system. Other research, in other contexts and from a variety of perspectives, has noted
this interconnectedness. Gottfried (2014) looked at the achievement effects of the classmates of
tardy students in urban classrooms and found that the classmates of students who are often late to
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class are themselves likely to score lower on standardised testing. Whilst this looked at the tardy
behaviour of students and the impacts on their fellow students, the influence is also present in the
interactions between teacher and students. The eco-system metaphor seems to me to be a rich, and
apt, one. In any case, Duncan-Andrade’s (2009) quote seemed to me a good place to begin this
discussion, because of the frequency with which it appeared students were sent out of the
classroom at the secondary school. Not uncommonly, I would sit outside a classroom, leaning
against a corridor wall, with students who had been, to use Duncan-Andrade’s metaphor, ‘weeded
out’ from the classroom by teachers who appeared to utilise this option (the student’s removal) as a
first port of call when faced with ‘challenging’ behaviours. As I walked around the corridors, either
with some purpose in mind, or else engaged in what I will call ‘purposeful wandering’, I began to
notice familiar faces sitting outside classrooms. What I also began to understand was that exactly
whose classrooms they were sitting outside was also a recurrent theme. There seemed to be a
pattern in this information.

4.3.1.

‘There are two types of teacher in this place…’: The role of ‘caring’ in teaching

As I write this I can see that there is a risk, I suppose, in pursuing this topic, that the resultant
discussion will emerge in some ways as a ‘witch-hunt’ of the teachers who work within the school.
This is assuredly not my intention, and I would like to take this opportunity to state that my
conversations and interactions with teachers, both at the secondary college and at the numerous
primary schools in the shire, showed, largely, a group of professionals who valued the importance of
their occupation and worked to provide the best opportunities for the students in their classrooms,
schools and communities. I have stated elsewhere that I am a teacher myself (and in fact am married
to one) and that I acknowledge this as a bias that I carry with me into this work. I would argue that I
have worked to ensure I am not unduly coloured by this in my research, and the best and truest way
I can ‘manage’ this is by showing my fidelity to the voices of those who are subject to ‘the education
system’: the young people. I do this by hearing and recording their voices. This fidelity extends
(albeit, to a lesser degree) to the families of young people, as in this research there was a
considerable number of parents who were themselves students of schools in the Shire and had
come across the same educator’s in their own schooling experience.
So, it would be an act of academic, professional and personal cowardice on my part were I to ignore
the data as it emerged from the interviews with respect to the importance of the role that teachers
played in ensuring students feelings of connection to school. This same data showed conversely,
how crucial student interactions were with teachers in cementing the feelings of disengagement that
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some students experienced. This data not only emerged from the interviews with young people, but
also their parents and, tellingly, again in key conversations with staff members (themselves teachers)
at the school. In addition, the process of being situated within the school meant that I myself was
witness to the impacts that certain teachers had on the school experience of students.
This concept can perhaps be best summed up by a short, yet considered, observation made by Year
10 student Mae in our interview: “There are two types of teachers in this place- the ones who give a
shit about you, and the ones who don’t”. Or perhaps it’s better summed up in the decidedly blunter:
“There are some good teachers, but there’s some arseholes”. This sentiment was echoed by Julie
who talked about the importance of teachers’ listening skills and having meaningful conversations
with students, especially those who are disengaging from school: “If the teachers could like I dunno
just sit there and talk to the child and get a connection and get them to open up more, whether it’s
(Kylie) or others, maybe that would help”.
So, perhaps unsurprisingly, it seems that both students and parents want to feel as though the
teachers can move beyond teaching models where they are simply the transmitters of information
and knowledge to their students; the clerks or tellers in Freire’s ‘banking model’ of education. What
is being demanded of teachers is that they know their students in meaningful ways, and that they
exhibit authentic care for them as individuals, and only then, when these pre-conditions have been
satisfied, can they expect to teach their students anything. These ideas, revolutionary when first
expounded, have much support from the recent crop of research literature. The links which reach
back into the theoretical underpinnings of Paulo Freire’s work are also evident here. Teacher’s must
know their students to provide the social and emotional support student’s need and further, to
make the school curriculum relevant to these students.
‘Caring’ could possibly be derided as being too ‘touchy-feely’, non-confrontational, un-challenging
and so in some ways inhibiting individual growth or transformation. I argue strongly, and in good
company, that this is not the case.

4.3.2. Classroom Management as a central element and visible manifestation of the teacherstudent relationship
Student interviewees consistently returned to the interactions they have with teachers, both within
the classroom and outside of it, in discussing their own engagement or disengagement with school.
Indeed, such a pre-occupation confirms Garner’s (1995) findings that ‘Teachers, rather than
curriculum, are the substantive opinion-formers’ (p. 28) for students as it relates to their connection
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of disconnection with education. Teachers occupy an important position in the larger space of
student engagement, beyond merely being the deliverers of educational content. As I referred to in
the section above, it was often that an interview was conducted in the corridor after a student had
been asked to leave by a teacher. Jackson, who was sitting outside a Humanities classroom at the
same time each week, prompted me to explore student experiences of classroom management and
look toward the links that the application of various techniques may have with students’ potential to
disengage from school.
Since the latter part of the previous century, research has emerged that seeks to present student
perspectives of the classroom management strategies of their teachers (Cothran & Ennis, 1997;
Cothran, Kullina & Garrahy, (2003; Suppaporn, 1999). Students in this study were acutely aware of
the dynamics of the classroom and offered a range of theories explaining the types of behaviours
they saw exhibited by both students and teachers within the classroom. These theories range in
focus from looking at a macro-level at the school, in terms of a policy analysis of ‘discipline’, to what
amounts to almost psychoanalysis of individual teachers and students. Examples of these types of
observations, respectively: “They (disruptive students) just don’t know boundaries, and I think that’s
something that is not really consistent across all the teachers in this school. It’s like there should be
some kind of policy that says you should set what your boundaries are and then if someone mucks
up, stick to that” (per Megan); and “but some of them (teachers) will just give you a smart arse
comment back…power hungry I reckon…I reckon half of them got bullied as kids and want to take it
out on the kids…” (per Seamus).
The assertions made by Cothran, Kulinna and Garrahy (2003) that “in addition to being the impetus
of teacher action, students are educational theorists too, actively influencing and interpreting the
learning environment” (p. 436, citing Nicholls, 1992), were certainly borne out in the types of
responses students gave to interview questions regarding classroom management and indeed,
teacher-student relationships. Cothran, Kullina and Garrahy (2003) go on to talk about the
importance of teachers being able to hear the educational theories of their students and
acknowledge that it is not their actions (that is, their own actions as teachers) alone that will
determine student engagement and thus, learning outcomes. Students are active members in this
environment, each coming into the room with a unique set of ideas, beliefs, patterns of behaviour
and expectations that add to the dynamic nature of any classroom.
Commonly, student interviewees would begin a discussion of classroom management or discipline
practices by stating that they understand the need for such in the everyday work of the teacher, and
could see that it often came from a place of wanting the create the best environment for the
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greatest number to learn. Research from Norway by Havik, Bru and Erstevag (2015) examining how
school factors, including classroom management strategies employed by teachers, were related to
truancy and school refusal behaviours found that “teachers’ classroom management could play a
role in school refusal indirectly by preventing bullying and social exclusion by peers (p. 221). More
directly, the study also found that classroom management strategies which students interpreted as
being poor or unsupportive increased the risk of school truancy and refusal behaviours in secondary
school students. In the interviews from the current study this is glaringly apparent: “Why would I
want to stick around when as I soon as I walk in the room he yells at me for something I did last
lesson?” (per Seamus). These accounts from both the current study and the Norwegian research
certainly lends support to Pomeroy’s (1999) findings in the UK context amongst permanently
excluded students. In Pomeroy’s study, as in this study, students had no problem with discipline that
was deemed fair and reasonable and appropriate to the student’s (misbehaviour), was administered
respectfully, and was motivated by a concern for the student’s wellbeing. According to (student)
Jeremy, however, the severity of the misdemeanours that he needed to perpetrate to warrant being
ejected from this classroom appeared to be getting less and less severe over time as the teacher
appeared to be becoming almost hyper-sensitized to his (Jeremy’s) behaviours. In many cases,
Jeremy felt that the teacher asked him to leave as a ‘pre-emptive strike’, aimed at preventing the
misbehaviour from occurring at all. The cavalier nature of this type of teacher ‘classroom
management’ was noted by the wider student group, with the usual suspects (that is, the teachers
who over-utilised sending students from the room as a management strategy) were widely known
and talked about by several students. The two groups of Year 10 students, both male and female,
could rapidly recount those teachers who simply saw this is the most effective way of maintaining
control in their classroom, regardless of whether (or not) they were the ones being sent from the
learning space.
This has obvious links back to the Duncan-Andrade quote which headed this section, in that it
underlines the ecology of the classroom environment being one of interrelatedness and connection.
The teacher’s behaviour, whilst not directed towards any ‘non-misbehaving’ student is nonetheless
witnessed by them: “They are watching when we [teachers] interact with their peers. When we
become frustrated, and punish youth who manifest symptoms of righteous rage or social misery, we
give way to legitimate doubts among other students about our capacity to meet their needs if they
are ever in pain” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009, p. 191, parenthesis and emphasis added). Jeremy, when
asked what it was that today had caused him to be sent from the room, couldn’t really (or at least
didn’t in our conversation) say with any certainty what it exactly was that had prompted the teacher
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to ask him to leave. He did say that he didn’t enjoy the class and the teacher was fully aware of this
and that this sometimes led them to ‘butt heads’, in Jeremy’s words.
Another snatched conversation, this time with Charlie, a Year 8 student who had been sent out of a
Science classroom, is illuminating in the light it sheds on student perceptions of being ejected from
the classroom. Charlie says, when asked by me ‘where are you meant to be right now?’: “Science. I
don’t like it coz I always get sent out and we are doing a prac today. I forget why I get sent out. I
distract people. I get bored”. Charlie was one of those hyper-visible students that seem to be present
in every school; known to all the teachers, support staff, welfare staff and the student body, and
having several of the classic ‘at-risk’ markers (in Charlie’s instance, this was indigeneity, low parental
income/unemployment, parents not completing high school). He was a cheeky and likable character
who nonetheless seemed to be always in trouble for one indiscretion or another. He expressed what
I interpreted as a genuine bewilderment as to why he was sent out of the science class that day and
to me this underscored a very real lost opportunity for the teacher to have reached out and forged a
positive connection with him. This idea-- that challenging situations often present unique
opportunities to forge relationships with students-- is explored further in the section below, and is
linked back to the theoretical (and indeed deeply practical) work of Paulo Freire.

4.3.3.

The unavoidable hierarchies of schools

Undoubtedly, schools, even the most democratically operated, are institutions that have entrenched
hierarchies. These hierarchies exist amongst the full gamut of individuals who work and learn in such
spaces; between staff, teaching and non-teaching staff, teachers and administrators, teachers and
students, and so on. Pomeroy (1999) in research that looks at the views of permanently excluded UK
students in the final few years of their secondary education presents student understandings of
hierarchy in honest terms: “Most clearly, the young people interviewed perceive themselves as
occupying the lowest position in a hierarchy while teachers assume the highest position” (p. 475).
Imbalances in relative power between these two groups is also inherent in this understanding; along
with a higher position on the school hierarchy comes a greater share of the power to make decisions
and act upon those who occupy a lower rung. Whilst this can also be said of those young people
interviewed in the current study, there is also an element, expressed strongly by Ellie, of students
using their voices to exercise some measure of agency over their school experiences. As Smyth
(2013: Losing our way?) states: “The days of young people acquiescing and being compliant and
silent are long gone” (p. 117) but that in light of this “schools were universal in their desire to find
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ways of including students and their lives in authentic decision-making relating to their learning” (p.
117). Where students do not feel that this imperative is understood by their teachers and schools
they are increasingly opting to “switch off, tune out, disengage, disconnect, and ‘drop out’ (Smyth
et. al., 2000; Smyth & Hattam, 2004) of a school experience that does very little to connect what
they are learning to the realities of their lived experiences. As Jeremy said: “Why be here if you don’t
know why you’re here, and you get told to ‘get out’ anyway?”
Pomeroy (1999) talks about flattening out hierarchies present in schools as being key ways to
empower students and thereby increase their engagement with school. She says: “Flattening the
hierarchy and rejecting particular behaviours which reflect the power imbalance seemed to hold
some significance for the young people” (Pomeroy, 1999, p. 476). In Hepburn, students saw such
‘flattening’ occurring within the secondary college setting in a variety of ways. This ranged from the
simple to the complex. Simple things included having teachers speak to them ‘as people’ who were
concerned not only about their welfare, but also their educations and ultimately their futures. It was
this conversation capacity that seemed to set some of ‘the good ones’ apart. Students perceived this
as an erosion of the artificial barriers between teaching staff and their students. They acknowledged
that while this distance may have historically been the norm, in a modern schooling environment it
was perceived by students as inhibiting their ability to connect with that teacher. Being unable to
connect with the teacher inhibited their connection to the learning the teacher was trying to
promote and so, schooling more generally. Students seem to be demanding a more authentic
connection with the people employed to teach them, and this sentiment was echoed by the
Principal in conversations following the tabling of the Bridging the Barriers research report in
November 2016. Teachers, not necessarily demarcated by age, vary wildly in their ability to relate to
students in this way, and whilst it is perhaps not a bad ‘rule of thumb’ to suggest that it is the
younger teachers (or perhaps, the more recently employed teacher by the current principal) who are
more adept at relating to students in such ways, this is by no means an accurate representation of
the realities. Two teaching staff members, both over 40 years of age, Paul and Eileen were again and
again identified by students as being able to develop trusting relationships with them. They were
seen to expend effort in ‘getting to know’ students as people first. Paul was one such person. Paul
was not employed as a teacher but as a Learning Support Officer. He was perceived by students as
being a teacher because of the function he performed and the continuity of his service within the
school.
More complex attempts to flatten the hierarchies and power differentials within the school include
notions of allowing students to have input into the curriculum they are exposed to. Smyth (2013)
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says: “Unless students can find spaces in which to co-construct the curriculum and bring their own
texts into the curriculum, then the results are likely to be alienation, sabotage, or outright rebellion
(p. 117).

Concluding Remarks
Perhaps the clearest message to come through from the interviews with young people, wherever
they were positioned on the disengagement continuum, was that, for them, one of the biggest
factors that influenced their feelings of connection with school was having teachers who could
connect with them on a human level. This ability to connect was a necessary first step, especially for
those students who were most disengaged, that if not met, prevented them from engaging with the
curriculum at all. Teachers whose pedagogy aligned with those principles outlined by Kincheloe
(2008), especially those principles to do with countering the dominant, hegemonic powers that often
exist within schools, and with having the curriculum emerge out of the interests and experiences of
the students, had the most profoundly positive influence on the educational attachment of their
students. There were some magnificent teachers, who whether by design or simply as a function of
their personal philosophies, saw themselves firmly as ‘co-investigators’, to appropriate Freire’s term,
with their students. Those teachers who knew the struggles faced by their students, and infused
their teaching with this knowledge in efforts to overcome such ‘limit situations’ (Freire’s words
again) were highly valued by the students.
Hepburn Shire, and Daylesford particularly, is home to a diverse population who have expressed in
the interviews very strong, and often oppositional, attitudes to education. Such a wide range of
attitudes is not reflected in the pedagogy and curriculum of the school. Certainly, students from
families who had strong opinions about non-mainstream schooling philosophies were often some of
those students who were ‘on the list’ of sporadic attenders. Non-attendance could perhaps be
reframed as an opportunity for the school to hear the messages that students (and families) are
giving voice to in their non-attendance, rather than simply looking for therapeutic ways to increase
attendance rates.
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