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Abstract

In Ireland, five per cent of young people leave school with no qualifications. In all, 
almost twenty per cent leave without attempting the Leaving Certificate. Early school 
leaving is associated with poor labour market outcomes, social exclusion and a range 
of other difficulties. Explanations tend towards the epidemiological and focus on the 
action of a matrix of risk factors and causal processes. However, this explanatory 
framework is contested by practitioners and qualitative researchers. Many young 
people have been encountered in YOUTHREACH who do not conform to the morbid 
stereotype. The purpose of this thesis is to test the explanatory framework for early 
school leaving. It accomplishes this through a combination of case study observations 
of a representative sample of early school leavers in YOUTHREACH centres and 
interviews with the Observers who conducted the case study observations.

The outcomes confirm the value of the matrix as a general framework for explaining 
early school leaving. Learning and other needs are found amongst the subjects. 
Aspects of family functioning feature, as do school-based factors.. It appears that 
schools operate within learning/ behavioural norms and when the relationship 
between child and school breaks down, the school is unwilling to retrieve it. Risk- 
taking is much in evidence. Some subjects are clearly already established offenders 
and live in extreme situations. However, it is also the case that many subjects are law- 
abiding, some even timid and many families are quite normal. The research also finds 
unexpected outcomes, for example that a majority of subjects do not have problems of 
identity or self-esteem. This highlights the shortcomings of the matrix as a basis for 
resolving the difficulties of individual young people - no element applies to all.

Overall, the ‘matrix of influences’ helps to explain early school leaving in general, but 
not the individual process. Every child is different - each individual’s pathway is 
personal, idiosyncratic and incidental. As a result, while preventive measures 
demonstrate many local and individual successes, early school leaving is at the same 
level now as in 1997. Why do preventive measures have so little effect? Partly it is 
because the outcomes reflect Irish society (as do schools). The prevailing explanations 
are pathological and responses follow suit, but in fact leaving school early may be a 
rational response to an intolerable situation,

A number of new paradigms are recommended in this thesis as a result, for example 
education completion rather than school completion. New paradigms demand changes 
at the level of approaches, relationships and organisation and a keener understanding 
of lifelong learning. The formal education system has much to learn from the non- 
formal system, in youth work, YOUTHREACH and adult and community education. 
But most fundamentally, the learner must be returned to centre stage.



Chapter 1: Early school leaving

1.1 Introduction
In this chapter, I will present the background and rationale for the thesis. I will 

outline the scope of the research project, its rationale and approach. I will 

outline the general context in which the study takes place. I will also define 

early school leaving, its incidence in Ireland and will explain why it is 

perceived to be a problem. I will then discuss the evolution of policy in its 

regard.

1.2 Background and rationale
Every year in Ireland, one young person in five leaves the schooling system 

without completing the Leaving Certificate. The proportion rises to one in four 

for those who leave with less than 5 D grades. If the completion of second-level 

schooling is a young person’s right and represents the fulfilment of her/his 

entitlement to a minimum standard of education, this is a considerable failure 

on the part of the education system. For the young people themselves, it 

represents lack of fulfilment and dissatisfaction with schooling. The alleviation 

of early school leaving has been identified as a national policy priority in a wide 

range of documents and rose ‘to the top of the social policy agenda in Ireland’ 

during the 1990s (Fleming and Murphy, 2000). According to the National 

Economic and Social Forum (NESF, 1997:3) early school leaving is ‘among the 

most serious social and economic problems which this state must address’. It is 

a central challenge for adult education (Ireland, 2000a). Three principal reasons 

for this concern are identified in the literature. Firstly, it confounds the rhetoric 

of the education system regarding educational equality. Secondly, early school 

leavers are at significantly greater risk of unemployment or restriction to low- 

paid low-skilled and transitory employment. Thirdly, early school leaving is 

closely associated with social exclusion. A range of other associations also 

features in the literature. These include lone parenthood, offending behaviour, 

drug abuse and poor health.
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In response to these concerns, a range of measures has been introduced in 

Ireland. These cluster around two broad objectives, to keep young people in 

school as long as possible and to provide appropriate options and mechanisms 

to encourage those who have left to return to education or training. 

YOUTHREACH is the principal out-of-school response to early school leaving. 

The author has been its National Co-ordinator since its inception in 1988/9.

YOUTHREACH set out to be learner-centred, flexible, enabling and multi­

modal (O’Connell and Stokes, 1989) and largely succeeded in achieving this

(ESF, 1996). However, its starting point was the prevailing stereotype of the

target group (YOUTHREACH Working Group, 1989:7):

‘The majority of early school leavers ‘may display a combination of the 
following characteristics:

-  A poor school attendance record, learning difficulties and disciplinary 
problems

-  Insufficient personal and practical skills to cope with the transition from 
school to the world of work and adult living

-  Cannot be readily accommodated within existing mainline education or 
training provision

-  Lack of communications skills, including literacy and numeracy

-  Difficulties with physical co-ordination and manual dexterity. Lack of 
practical skills.

-  Poor self-im age and lack o f  self-confidence

-  Family problems

-  A home environment lacking a tradition of employment/education 
attainment

-  Direct experience of the poverty, ill-health and emotional troubles 
associated with a severely disadvantaged background

-  Experience of crime, vandalism and substance abuse’.

This is typical of the catalogues of risk factors in which the Irish literature 

abounds (see, for example, Granville, 1982b; Breen, 1984b; Richardson et al,
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1989; INTO, 1995; O’Sullivan and Gilligan, 1997; Hannan, 1997; Morgan, 

1998a; Houses of the Oireachtas, 1999). However, since 1989 this largely 

morbid stereotype has been contested on three grounds.

Firstly, from the outset, YOUTHREACH practitioners identified many young 

people who, while corresponding to certain general patterns identified in the 

literature, were nonetheless different and individual. A broad spectrum of needs 

emerged, ranging from the mundane to the extreme. Likewise, many skills and 

abilities have been revealed. Their occurrence can be idiosyncratic, but many 

are found at high, sometimes even prodigious, levels (Stokes, 1995; ESF, 1996; 

Stokes, 2000). Increasingly, these practitioners questioned the prevailing 

stereotype of an early school leaver arguing that, while the young people had 

much in common no two were the same (O’Sullivan, 1994, 1998; Stokes 1992, 

1995, 1996, 1999a, 1999b, 2000). Further doubts arose from consideration of 

the outcomes of certification options, in particular those developed by the 

National Council for Vocational Qualifications (NCVA1) but also including the 

Junior Certificate and the Leaving Certificate Applied (Ryan, 2000b, 2001, 

2003; Stokes, 2000a).

Secondly, these doubts were echoed in the work of qualitative researchers such 

as Boldt (1994, 1997) and Fleming and Kenny (1998). These writers criticise 

the ‘epidemiological’ tendency in research and policy on early school leaving. 

For example, Fleming and Kenny (1998:8) found their sample of early school 

leavers to be ‘friendly, open and welcoming’:

In general, they welcomed us to their homes with confidence and introduced 
us to parents and other family members. They were impressive for several 
reasons. They had initiative and in many cases supported each other and 
their families. They talked about school with insight and clarity. They were 
earning their own money and in most cases they felt the money was quite 
good and if they were exploited they could leave and get another job.

Thirdly, notwithstanding considerable levels of research and expenditure 

throughout the 1990s, early school leaving has remained a structural feature of 

the Irish education system.

1 Now FETAC
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Early school leaving is the focus of considerable research and analysis. There is 

broad consensus that it is a complicated process affected by many variables that 

shape a young person’s trajectory through school and beyond. These are 

gathered and presented in this thesis as a matrix of influences. But beyond this, 

views diverge. YOUTHREACH practitioners and qualitative researchers alike 

interrogate the academic and policy orthodoxy. They maintain that while early 

school leavers have much in common each set of circumstances is unique and 

that, while the prevailing explanatory framework may explain early school 

leaving in general, it does not explain why one child leaves school early and 

another does not. From this perspective, the YOUTHREACH Working Group 

profile cited above is a melange of causes, associations, characteristics and 

outcomes. Useful as such a profile might be, for example in justifying the 

expenditure of public resources, it does not answer two key questions:

-  Why does early school leaving exist in general?

-  Why does an individual child leave school early?

These are to be the guiding questions for this thesis. The research was 

conducted at a time of unprecedented social and economic change in Ireland 

during which increased Exchequer income allowed many measures to be 

introduced to alleviate early school leaving. Each of these addressed an aspect 

of the prevailing explanatory framework and started from one or more 

assumptions regarding the causes of the phenomenon. If the prevailing 

explanations and assumptions were true to the personal and institutional 

processes leading to an individual child’s leaving school early, then these 

measures would significantly decrease national rates of early school leaving and 

the present research would endorse the underpinning analysis. If, on the other 

hand, the prevailing explanatory framework did not capture these personal 

processes, then early school leaving would remain intractable. Were that to 

prove the case, the present research would help explain why this substantial 

national policy commitment and expenditure was yielding a poor return.
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The objective of this study is to contribute to our understanding of the processes 

involved in the phenomenon and how they influence, actively or passively, the 

decision to leave school. It is guided by the two questions set out above. 

Towards achieving the objective, the prevailing explanatory framework for 

early school leaving is first described and then tested through a series of 

biographical case studies. The thesis is structured as follows:

The first chapter of the thesis sets out the background to the study, defines early 

school leaving and analyses the reasons why early school leaving is perceived 

to be a problem. This chapter also contains a review of the general development 

of policy on early school leaving in Ireland and Europe.

The literature on school failure and early school leaving is reviewed in the 

second chapter. A new organisation of the explanatory framework is proposed. 

This describes a matrix of influences thought to impinge on a young person’s 

decision (whether active or passive) to leave school early. Four overarching 

categories are proposed, given  or individual fac to rs , such as gender or special 

education needs, contextual fa c to rs , such as family or school functioning, 

developm ental fa c to rs , such as transitions and turning points and finally 

m edia ting  fa c to rs ,  such as alcohol abuse and family warmth. This matrix is the 

framework for the literature review.

The research methodology is described in the third chapter.

The research findings are presented in the fourth and fifth chapters. The fourth 

consists of biographical profiles of the young people studied. In the fifth, the 

outcomes are presented using the framework of the matrix of influences.

The conclusions of the research are identified and discussed in Chapter 6. 

Recommendations regarding the organisation of the education system with a 

view to preventing or alleviating early school leaving are presented in this 

chapter. These refer to a number of levels, paradigm, policy, system, institution 

and practice.

1.3 Structure of the thesis
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1.4 Scale and limitations

The present research project is unique in scope, scale and approach. The 

explanatory framework it describes and tests is global, the research field is 

national and its focus is local and personal. While previous research in Ireland 

has tested aspects of the framework, none has addressed it in its entirety or 

confronted it with the lived experience of individual early school leavers on a 

national scale. That said, certain limitations also apply to the research. Foremost 

amongst these is the absence of statistics for a number of years. The Annual 

School Leaver Surveys, which examine the post-leaving experience of school 

leavers in Ireland, provide data through the 1990s. However, while analysis has 

been conducted for 2001/2 and 2003 neither is in the public domain at the time 

of writing. A second limitation arises from the research context. The research is 

based in YOUTHREACH Centres and surveys programme participants. As I 

will outline in Chapter 3, this yields clear benefits from the point of view of 

organising the research. But it also involves certain limitations regarding 

representation and potential for bias. I will discuss these in Chapter 3.

I will now discuss early school leaving and educational disadvantage

1.5 Early school leaving and educational disadvantage
Early school leaving occurs in the literature as a risk or causal factor in various 

forms of disadvantage and disaffection and as a phenomenon in its own right. It 

is variously seen as consequence, correlative and cause and is widely accepted 

as a watermark of disadvantage (Breen, 1984b; Raftery, 1987; Sexton et al, 

1988; Hannan & O’Riain, 1993; Kelleher, 1997; McCashin 1997; O’Mahony 

1997; Mayock, 2000; Fitzpatrick et al, 2003).

The association between early school leaving and educational disadvantage is 

not contested. The National Economic and Social Council, (NESC, 1993:133) 

argues that while in general ‘education has become more accessible and has led 

to an enormous improvement in the educational level of the average citizen’, 

this development ‘has not notably benefited the disadvantaged’. In the NESC 

view, increased participation rates do not necessarily produce a reduction in 

inequalities of outcome and ‘educational qualifications increasingly determine
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one’s class position and life chances. In this way inequalities have remained 

stubbornly entrenched’. (See also Kellaghan et al, 1995). The Annual School 

Leaver Surveys show that inequalities are transmitted and entrenched even in 

periods of economic buoyancy (Collins and Williams, 1998). In 1980 the 

unemployment rate for young people with no qualification was 14 per cent 

higher than for those with a Leaving Certificate. This difference rose to 48 per 

cent by 1997. To some degree this is a function of interactions of supply and 

demand in the labour market. However, CORI (1998) argues that education has 

begun to replace property as a mechanism by which inequalities are preserved 

from one generation to the next. The organisation makes three assertions. 

Firstly it argues that society is highly stratified in a way that ensures that 

people’s status and wealth are determined by the nature of their paid 

employment. Secondly, it claims that employment prospects are increasingly 

determined by educational qualifications. Finally, it maintains that educational 

qualifications are closely related to socio-economic status.

The meaning of educational disadvantage is contested in the literature (Rutter 

and Madge, 1981; Eurydice, 1994; Kellaghan et al, 1995). It is defined in the 

Education Act (Ireland, 1998a) as ‘impediments to education arising from  

social or economic disadvantage which prevent students from  deriving 

appropriate benefit from  education in schools'. However, Boldt and Devine 

(1998:10) place early school leaving at the heart of their definition of 

educational disadvantage. For these authors it is ‘the condition of possessing 

minimal or no formal educational qualifications and/or being inadequately 

trained’ to the extent that ‘that one’s likelihood of securing stable employment 

is disproportionately limited as compared to one’s peers by age’.

I will now discuss the definition of early school leaving.

1.6 Defining early school leaving
A number of closely related terms recur in the literature on early school leaving 

and educational disadvantage. They include school failure, school drop-out, 

early school leaving and unqualified early school leavers. There is also 

reference to achievement relative to age, as in low achiever. This usage is now

7



u n co m m o n . In  ad d itio n , y o u n g  p eo p le  m ay  b e  ch a rac te rised  as at risk, w h ic h  

te rm  h as  la rg e ly  su p e rsed ed  underprivileged. Youth unemployment, re fe rr in g  to  

th e  p h en o m en o n  o f  u n em p lo y m en t am o n g  th o se  aged  b e tw e en  15 an d  25 also  

reg u la rly  occurs. A ll th e  ab o v e  te rm s o ccu r in  th e  lite ra tu re  a n d  a ll a re  d irec tly  

re lev an t to  th is  enquiry .

T he te rm  early  sch o o l leav e r h as  b een  u sed  in  Ire lan d  s in ce  R o se in g ra v e ’s 

re sea rch  in  1971, th o u g h  R o se in g rav e  h im se lf  u se d  it an d  ‘d ro p -o u t’ 

in te rch an g eab ly . T h e  E u ro p e an -fu n d ed  E arly  S choo l L e a v e rs ’ P ro jec t w h ich  

d ev e lo p e d  in  D u b lin  fro m  1979-1983 (G ranv ille , 1982b) h e lp e d  e s tab lish  the  

te rm . It is  essen tia lly  d esc rip tiv e  and  w as fav o u red  as m o re  n eu tra l an d  less 

p e jo ra tiv e  th an  ‘d ro p -o u t’ . H o w ev er, F lem in g  an d  K e n n y ’s re se rv a tio n  

reg a rd in g  ‘early  sch o o l le a v e r’ is  p e rtin en t. T h ey  co m m en t (1 9 9 8 :5 ), th a t su ch  

u sag e  m ay  ‘c lo u d  o u r a ttem p t to  u n d ers tan d  th e m ’ b ecau se  th e  te rm  h as  ‘a t least 

a  s lig h tly  n eg a tiv e  rin g  to  i t ’. H o w ev er, it  is th e  gen e ra lly  u sed  te rm  in  Ire land , 

and  co n seq u en tly  w ill be  u se d  in  th is  th esis . T h e  te rm  ap p ears  ac ross su ch  

d iv erse  d o m ain s  as em p lo y m en t, ed u ca tio n , tra in ing , ju s tic e , h e a lth  an d  w elfare . 

In  m o s t ca ses  th e  em p h asis  is  o n  its  in c id en ce  and  asso c ia tio n s  ra th e r th a n  o n  its 

d efin itio n . W h ere  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  is defined , it is  u su a lly  as a  d ev ia tio n  

fro m  a  g iv en  n o rm , su ch  as leav in g  sch o o l before the age o f  15 o r leav in g  

sch o o l without passing five subjects in state examinations. F o r ex am p le , the  

N a tio n a l Y o u th  F ed e ra tio n  (1 9 9 8 :2 2 ) defines it as ‘th e  v o lu n ta ry  and  

in v o lu n ta ry  d ec is io n  to  leav e  sch o o l w ith o u t u n d ertak in g  Ju n io r C ycle  

ex am in a tio n s  an d /o r p r io r  to  th e  leg a l m in im u m  a g e ’.

H o w ev er, d e fin itio n s ch an g e  o v e r tim e  and  re fle c t p re v a ilin g  p a tte rn s  o f  

ed u ca tio n  p a rtic ip a tio n  an d  lab o u r m ark e t dem and . W h e n  th e  au th o rs  o f  the  

Investment in Education re p o rt (Ireland , 1966) e s tim ated  th a t  17459 y o u n g  

p eo p le  le ft sch o o l ea rly  o u t o f  a  co h o rt o f  55 ,000  in  Ire lan d  in  1962/3 th e  b as ic  

q u a lif ic a tio n  w as  the  P rim ary  C ertifica te  (R o se in g rav e , 1971). T h ese  

p ro p o rtio n s  are n o t fa r re m o v e d  fro m  th o se  fo r y o u n g  p eo p le  leav in g  w ith o u t 

co m p le tin g  th e  L eav in g  C ertifica te  in  the  late 1990s. A n o th e r  d e f in itio n  is 

ad v an ced  in  th e  Report o f  the Inter-Departmental Committee on the Problems 

o f Early School Leaving (D ep artm en t o f  L ab o u r and  D e p a rtm en t o f  E d u ca tio n ,
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1988:3), in  w h ich  th e  te rm  early  sch o o l leav e r is u sed  ‘to  d en o te  th o se  p erso n s, 

m a in ly  age 15, w h o  h a v e  le ft th e  ed u catio n al system  w ith o u t q u a lif ic a tio n s ’. B y  

th e  m id -9 0 s , th e  E u ro p e an  S ocia l F u n d  E v a lu a tio n  U n it (E S F , 1996) w as 

a rg u in g  th a t th o se  w h o  left th e  ed u ca tio n  system  w ith  5D s o r le ss  a t L eav in g  

C ertifica te  lev e l sh o u ld  b e  co n sid ered  ea rly  schoo l leavers . T h is  w as  b ecau se , a t 

th a t tim e  o f  lab o u r su rp lu s , th e  L eav in g  C ertifica te  h a d  b ec o m e  th e  essen tia l 

q u a lif ic a tio n  re q u ired  fo r all b u t th e  m o s t b asic  em ploym en t.

R esea rch  co n d u c ted  b y  the  Y o u th  E m p lo y m en t A g en cy  (1 9 8 6 ) in tro d u ce d  th e  

n o tio n  o f  p rio rity  g ro u p s o f  ea rly  schoo l leavers. T h e  A g e n cy  fo u n d  th a t 51 p e r 

cen t o f  y oung  lo n g -te rm  u n em p lo y ed  h ad  no ed u ca tio n a l q u a lifica tio n s . T hus, 

tw o  p rio rity  g ro u p s w e re  id en tified : th o se  w ho  h ad  le ft sch o o l w ith  less th a n  5 

G rad e  D s in  th e ir  In te rm ed ia te  o r G roup  C ertifica te  (Priority Group 1) and  

th o se  w h o  le ft h av in g  su ccessfu lly  co m p le ted  the  Ju n io r C ycle  (Priority Group 

2). T h e  fo rm e r w ere  fo u n d  to  h av e  s ig n ifican tly  g rea te r d ifficu ltie s  in  th e  lab o u r 

m ark e t th an  th e  la tte r. T h e  N a tio n a l E co n o m ic  and  S o cia l F o ru m  (1 9 9 7 :4 0 /1 ) 

ad d ed  tw o  o th e r p r io r ity  g roups, those still in school w h o  w ere  to  b e  th e  ta rg e t 

o f  p rev en tiv e  m easu res  (Priority Group A ) and  those aged between 18 and 21 

who have left school early without qualifications (Priority Group C ).

S u ch  d e fin itio n s  are  p red ica ted  o n  th e  ach iev em en t o f  n o rm s  th a t re flec t 

p re v a ilin g  ed u c a tio n  p a rtic ip a tio n  and  lab o u r m ark e t co n d itio n s  an d  a  young  

p e rso n ’s ab ility  to  co m p e te  for, an d  su sta in  p a rtic ip a tio n  in , em p lo y m en t. T h ey  

do  n o t re fe r  to  a  y o u n g  p e rso n ’s n eed s n o r to  the  fac to rs  th a t m ig h t p ro m p t early  

sch o o l leav ing . S o m e au th o rs  a rgue th a t lack  o f  q u a lifica tio n s  is b est 

u n d e rs to o d  as a  w a te rm ark  o f  d isad v an tag e  ra ther th an  th e  cen tra l d isad v an tag e  

th a t co n s tra in s  a y o u n g  p e rso n ’s p artic ip a tio n  in  th e  lab o u r m ark e t (S tokes, 

1995; O ’S u lliv an , 1999; D o ran  and  Q uilty , 1999; S h eah an , 1999). Indeed , 

o ffic ia l d e fin itio n s  o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  m ake no  m en tio n  o f  a  y o u n g  p e rso n ’s 

e n title m en t to  co m p le te  ed u ca tio n  to  a  s tandard  th a t w o u ld  eq u ip  h im /h e r for 

ad u lt life , o r to  co m p e te  in  the  lab o u r m arke t. T h is  is d esp ite  A rtic le  42 .2  o f  the  

C o n s titu tio n  co m m ittin g  the  S ta te  to  g uaran teeing  th a t c h ild re n  rece iv e  a  

'c e rta in  m in im u m  ed u ca tio n , m o ra l, in te llec tu a l and  so c ia l'. T h e  te rm  ‘m in im um  

s tan d a rd  o f  e d u c a tio n ’ is u sed  in  th e  E d u ca tio n  W e lfa re  A c t (Ire land , 2000).
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H o w ev er, a lth o u g h  id en tified  as an  issue b y  D ev lin  (1 9 9 9 ), no  o ffic ia l 

d e fin itio n  o f  w h a t th is  m ig h t m ean  has b een  ad v an ced  a t th e  tim e  o f  w riting . A s 

in  o th er aspects  o f  p u b lic  po licy , there  is a  s tro n g  p ro b a b ility  th a t a  d e fin itio n  

w ill be in c re m en ta lly  d ev e lo p ed  in  the  cou rts  (see fo r  ex am p le , O ’D a la ig h , 

1965; O ’H an lo n , 1996 and  B arr, 2000).

N o n e th e le ss , in  th e  las t decad e  o f  the  2 0 th cen tu ry  one  g ro u p  o f  y o u n g  p eo p le  

has s to o d  ap art in  te rm s o f  tru n ca ted  lab o u r m a rk e t tra jec to ry , co m m u n ica tio n s  

d ifficu lties , a sso c ia tio n  w ith  a ran g e  o f  an ti-so c ia l ac tiv ity  an d  soc ia l ex c lu s io n  

-  th o se  w h o  leav e  sch o o l w ith  less th an  5D s from  Ju n io r C ertifica te . B o th  

lab o u r m a rk e t an d  p e rso n a l en titlem en t b ased  d efin itio n s cap tu re  th e ir  g en era l 

iso la tion . T h ere fo re , fo r  th e  p u rp o ses  o f  th is  th esis  an  ea rly  sch o o l le av e r is 

d efin ed  as a person aged between 15-20, who has left the schooling system 

before completing, or having unsatisfactorily completed, the Junior Cycle. T his 

is th e  ta rg e t g roup  fo r Y O U T H R E A C H  w h ich  is th e  cen tra l c o n tex t fo r  the 

research . T h is  d e fin itio n  ap p lies  to  all fu rth e r u sag e  o f  th e  te rm  in  th is  th esis .

1.7 The incidence of early school leaving in Ireland
S urveys o f  th o se  leav in g  seco n d  level schoo ls in  Ire lan d  are  co n d u c ted  o n  an  

am iual basis  by  th e  E co n o m ic  and  Social R esea rch  In s titu te  fo r th e  D ep artm en t 

o f  E d u ca tio n  and  S cien ce  and  the D ep artm en t o f  E n te rp rise , T rad e  and  

E m p lo y m en t. R ep o rts  w ere  p u b lish ed  yearly  in  th e  1990s as th e  A n n u a l Schoo l 

L eav ers  S u rveys (see  for ex am p le , W illiam s &  C o llin s , 1997; C o llin s  and  

W illiam s, 1998; M cC o y  e t al, 1999). T hese  su rveys sh o w  the  in c id en ce  an d  

genera l p a tte rn  o f  ea rly  schoo l leav ing  in  Ire lan d  o v er tim e  (see  T ab le  1).

A s I have a lread y  n o ted , lacunae ex ist in  th is re search  at th e  tu rn  o f  th e  21st 

cen tu ry . S u rveys h av e  b een  co n d u c ted  fo r 2 0 0 1 /2  and  2003 b u t a t the  tim e  o f  

w ritin g  n e ith e r is in  th e  p u b lic  dom ain . H o w ev er, ed u ca tio n a l a tta in m en t w as 

su rveyed  in  th e  n a tio n a l census o f  2002  (Ireland , 2 0 0 2 b ). T h is  p resen ts  a 

co m p e llin g  p ic tu re  o f  b o th  h is to rica l and  cu rren t ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  in  

Ire land . F o r ex am p le , the n u m b er o f  in d iv id u a ls  aged  o v er 15 w ho le ft sch o o l 

w ith  on ly  p rim ary  sch o o l education  o u tn u m b ers  th o se  w h o  h av e  ach iev ed  a 

d eg ree  o r h ig h e r by a lm o st 160,000. O f  p a rticu la r in te re st to  the  p re sen t

10



re sea rch , the 20 0 2  cen su s sh o w s th a t o f  313 ,1 8 6  in d iv id u a ls  ag ed  15-19 liv in g  

in  Ire land , 5,593 le ft sch o o l a fte r p rim ary  schoo l o r w ith  no  fo rm a l ed u catio n . A  

fu rth e r 24 ,173  left w ith  ‘lo w er sec o n d ary ’ as th e ir  h ig h es t lev e l o f  ed u ca tio n , o f  

w h o m  a lm o st 17 ,000  w ere  m ale .

Table 1: early school leaving in Ireland 1990-1998

Year of 
Survey

Leavers in 
school year

Leavers with no 
qualifications

Leavers with Group Cert/ 
Junior cycle, but no 
Leaving Cert

All
Leavers

1990 88/89 4600 6 .8% 12800 19% 67300

1991 89/90 3600 5 .4 % 11500 17.2% 67000

1992 90/91 5200 7 .8% 11700 17.5% 66900

1993 91/92 3400 5 .2 % 9700 15% 64800

1994 92/93 3300 4 .9 % 10700 15.8% 67500

1995 93/94 2200 3 .3 % 10,000 14.8% 67500

1996 94/95 2700 4 % 10.400 15.2% 68500

1997 95/96 2200 3 .2% 10,800 15.7% 68900

1998 96/97 2500 3 .5 % 10,800 15.5% 69700

Source: Department of Education and Science, from Annual School Leaver Surveys

T h ese  y o u n g  p eo p le  leav e  th e  sch o o lin g  system  o v er an  ex ten d ed  p e rio d  o f  

tim e . It is e s tim ated  th a t in  any  age cohort 9 0 0 -1 0 0 0  do  n o t tran sfe r from  

p rim a ry  to  p o s t-p rim ary  schoo l, o f  w h o m  a  h ig h  p ro p o rtio n  are  T rav e lle r 

c h ild re n  (S tokes, 2000a). In 1998, th ree  h u n d red  an d  tw en ty  ch ild re n  le ft du rin g  

th e  f irs t  y ea r o f  p o s t-p rim ary  schoo l. A lm o st 1200 left in  seco n d  year and  915 

le ft in  th ird  year w ith o u t a ttem p tin g  an  ex am in a tio n . O f  an  age co h o rt, b e tw een  

3 an d  3.5 p e r cen t leav es  w ith  no  q u alifica tio n s  A  fu rther f if te e n  p e r  cen t leaves 

a f te r  co m p le tin g  co m p u lso ry  sch o o lin g  (fo u r p e r cen t w ith  less th an  5 D s in  

Ju n io r  C ertifica te , five  p e rcen t w ith  5 D s and  o v e r six  p e r c e n t w ith  one o r m ore  

h o n o u r) . A n o th er sev en  p e r cen t leav e  w ith  less th an  5 D s in  the L eav in g  

C ertifica te  (C o llin s and  W illiam s, 1998; O ’S u lliv an , 1998; M cC o y  e t al, 1999).

H o w  do these  fig u res  co m p are  w ith  o th er co u n trie s?  T h e  Jo in t C o m m ittee  on  

E d u ca tio n  and  S cience  (H o u ses o f  th e  O ireach tas, 1999 :15) a rg u es  th a t ‘Ire lan d  

h as  a  g rea te r p ro b lem  w ith  ea rly  schoo l leav ing  th an  o th e r ad v an ced  c o u n trie s ’. 

In  su p p o rt, th ey  c ite  the  p ro p o rtio n  o f  17 year o lds w h o  are  n o t in  fu ll tim e
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ed u c a tio n  (19 p e r cen t in  Ire lan d , w ith  an  E U  av e rag e  o f  16 p er cen t or, i f  

S p ain , P o rtu g al an d  G reece are exc luded , 11 p e r cen t). O th er au th o ritie s  

co n ten d  th a t ex ac t co m p ariso n s  are  d ifficu lt to  e s tab lish  g iv en  cu ltu ra l and 

sy stem atic  d iffe ren ces (E uryd ice , 1994; M cD ev itt, 1998; B u cch i, 1998). 

R ep o rtin g  o n  a  S ocra tes p ro jec t research in g  E u ro p ean  d a ta  B u cch i (1998) finds 

th a t  s ta tis tics  are to o  genera l an d  h o m o g en eo u s d a ta  a n d  fo rm a ts  are lack ing . 

R o u rk e  (1994) and  H an n an  (1 9 9 8 ) conc lude  th a t th e  Irish  figu res are ‘a ro u n d  

th e  av e rag e ’ in  te rm s o f  n o rth -w est E urope. T h e  O E C D  es tim a tes  th a t ac ro ss  its 

m em b ersh ip  b e tw een  15 and  20  p e r cen t o f  y oung  p eo p le  leav e  sch o o l ‘w ith o u t 

w o rth w h ile  q u a lif ic a tio n s ’ w ith  a  ‘sligh tly  h ig h er p ro p o r tio n ’ b e in g  c la sse d  as 

‘a t risk  o f  fa ilin g  sc h o o l’ (B u d g e  et al, 2000).

1.8 Why is early school leaving viewed as a problem?

C o n cern  w ith  ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  in  Ireland , and  in  tu rn  ea rly  schoo l 

leav in g , o rig in a tes in  the  Investment in Education re p o rt (Ire land , 1966). Its 

au th o rs  d rew  a tten tio n  to  th e  low  ra tes o f  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  Ir ish  p o s t-p rim ary  and  

h ig h e r ed u ca tio n  b y  ch ild ren  o f  u n sk illed  and  sem i-sk ille d  w o rk e rs  an d  o f  

u n em p lo y ed  and  w id o w e d  paren ts . T his w as id en tified  as one  o f  th e  a reas  in  

w h ich  im p ro v ed  p a rtic ip a tio n  m ig h t be sought. T h is  o b jec tiv e  w as  ach ieved . 

H o w ev er, the  stan d ard s req u ired  fo r p artic ip a tio n  in  the  lab o u r m ark e t an d  in 

tra in in g  and  h ig h er ed u ca tio n  also  rose , w ith  the  re su lt th a t e ssen tia lly  the sam e 

o b jec tiv e  recu rred  in  a  ran g e  o f  reports  a  g en e ra tio n  la ter, su ch  as the  W hite  

P a p e r  Charting Our Education Future (Ireland , 1995a).
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In te rest in  early  sch o o l leav in g  rev iv ed  w ith  th e  em erg en ce  o f  w id esp read  an d  

la rg e -sca le  y o u th  u n em p lo y m en t th ro u g h o u t E u ro p e  in  th e  1970s (H an n an , 

1986; O ’S u llivan , 1994; S tokes, 1995; E SF, 1996). P rev io u sly , th e re  w as re ad y  

access  to  a  w ide  range o f  u n sk ille d  em p lo y m en t o p p o rtu n itie s . Indeed , b e fo re  

th e  sch o o l leav in g  age w as ra ised  to  15 m an y  o f  th o se  n o w  id en tified  as ea rly  

sch o o l leav ers n ev e r en te red  p o s t-p rim ary  sch o o lin g  (R o se in g rav e , 1971). In  

th a t en v iro n m en t, a cco rd in g  to  E u ry d ice1 (1994), fa ilu re  a t sch o o l w as ‘an  

ed u ca tio n a l p h en o m en o n  w ith o u t any  real soc ia l c o n se q u en ce s’, w h e reas  n o w  it 

is  ‘in creas in g ly  p e rce iv ed  as a  m a jo r socia l p ro b le m ’.

W h y  is th is  the  case?  W h y  is ea rly  schoo l leav ing  the  o b jec t o f  en o rm o u s 

ex p en d itu re  in  Ire lan d  an d  e lsew h ere?  W hile  m an y  co n cern s  are  c ited  in  th e  

lite ra tu re , five  are  cen tral. T he firs t is the d eg ree  to  w h ich  th e  Irish  ed u c a tio n  

sy stem  fa ils  to  ad d ress  p e rs is ten t (and  increasing ) in eq u a lity  o f  o u tco m e, 

th e reb y  b e tray in g  its ow n  rh e to ric , and  the  d eg ree  to  w h ich  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  

is a  fu n c tio n  o f  th is fa ilu re . T h e  seco n d  is th e  w ay  th a t ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  

in h ib its  b o th  in itia l and  co n tin u in g  lab o u r m ark e t p a rtic ip a tio n . T h is  is  seen  as a  

fac to r in  p o v erty  and  soc ia l ex c lu sio n , the th ird  reaso n  fo r co n cern . T h e  fo u rth  

is th e  d eg ree  to  w h ich  ea rly  schoo l leav ing  co rre la tes w ith  o th e r d ifficu ltie s . 

T h e  fifth  is the  in c id en ce  o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  am o n g  m in o ritie s , p a r tic u la rly  

T rav e lle rs . In h e ren t in  each  o f  th ese  is an  ac k n o w led g em en t o f  th e  cyc lical 

n a tu re  o f  d isad v an tag e . E arly  sch o o l leav ing  is seen  as a  risk  fac to r fo r 

u n em p lo y m en t an d  socia l ex c lu sio n , w h ich  are in  tu rn  seen  as r isk  fac to rs  fo r 

ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  in  the n e x t generation . I w ill d iscu ss  th e se  b e lo w , 

b eg in n in g  w ith  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  as a  fa ilu re  o f  the ed u c a tio n  system .

1.8.1 Early school leaving as a failure of the education system

A s D ru d y  and  L y n ch  (1993) o bserve , ‘ed u ca tio n  is a  cen tra l in s titu tio n  in  Irish  

l ife ’. In  th is reg ard , the  em p h asis  on  ed u ca tio n  a fte r th e  p u b lic a tio n  o f  

Investment in Education (Ire land , 1966) is o f  sem inal im p o rtan ce . T w o  o f  th e  

re p o r t’s m a in  o b jec tiv es  w ere  m ee tin g  the  needs o f  a  d ev e lo p in g  eco n o m y  an d  

a ttem p tin g  eq u a lity  o f  o p p o rtu n ity  in  ed u catio n al a tta in m en t. A  rap id  ex p a n s io n  

o f  p ro v is io n  fo llo w ed  and  the  ‘free  ed u ca tio n  sch e m e’ w a s  in tro d u ced  in  1967.

1 E U R Y D IC E :  The Education Information Network in the European Community
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In  an  in creas in g ly  co m p e titiv e  env ironm en t, p u b lic  id en tif ica tio n  o f  the  

p erso n al eco n o m ic  b en e fits  o f  ed u catio n , b o th  at h o m e  and  ab ro ad , w as o f  

im p o rtan ce  in  p ro m o tin g  p a rtic ip a tio n  (C oo lahan , 1981; H a n n an  an d  S h o rta ll, 

1991; D ru d y  an d  L ynch , 1993; C lancy , 1995). In 1980, 60  p e r  cen t o f  an  age 

co h o rt sat fo r th e  L eav in g  C ertifica te . By 1995, th is  h ad  risen  to  o v e r 80 p e r 

cen t (H an n an  1998). W here  the  co m p le tio n  o f  seco n d -lev e l ed u c a tio n  is th e  

no rm , the  ac tive  o r  p ass iv e  d ec is io n  by  one y oung  p e rso n  in  fiv e  to  ab o rt h e r /h is  

ed u ca tio n  is a m a tte r  o f  co n cern , p articu la rly  w h en  se t a lo n g sid e  th e  ap p a ren t 

co n seq u en ces o f  th a t  d ec is io n  in  a  ran g e  o f  dom ains. H o w ev er, it is th e  v ery  

s tro n g  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  social b ack g ro u n d  and  ed u ca tio n a l a tta in m en t th a t 

is m o s t p e rtin e n t to  o u r p re sen t en q u iry  (R afte ry , 1987; S ex to n  e t al, 1988; 

C lancy , 1995). A s H an n an  and  S horta ll (19 9 1 :1 8 ) co m m en t, ‘eq u a lity  o f  

o p p o rtu n ity  v a lu es , w h ich  w ere  c lea rly  b e in g  em p h as ised  in te rn a tio n a lly ...  

w ere  o b v io u sly  b e in g  b reach ed  by the  g larin g  so c ia l c lass  an d  reg io n a l 

in eq u a litie s  in  ed u ca tio n a l p ro v is io n  in  Ire la n d ’. T he E u ro p e an  S ocia l F u n d  

ev a lu a ted  early  sch o o l leav e r m easu res  in  Ire land  in  1995. T h e  ev a lu a to r 

co n c lu d es  (E S F  1996 :v i) th a t ‘th e  lev e l o f  rep resen ta tio n  o f  s tu d en ts  o f  lo w er 

so c io -eco n o m ic  s ta tu s  at seco n d  lev e l sen io r cycle  an d  th ird  lev e l ed u ca tio n , 

b etrays th e  re la tiv e  in e fficacy  o f  the  ed u ca tio n  system  to  co u n te r th e  eco n o m ic  

an d  so c ia l d isad v an tag e  o f  m an y  o f  its c lien ts  to  d a te ’. In  th e ir  su rv ey  o f  th e  

p o st-sch o o l ex p e rien ce  o f  a ll leavers in  Ire land , A cco rd in g  to  M cC o y  e t al 

(1999) p a r tic ip a tio n  in  v o ca tio n a l tra in in g  (by  sch o o l leav ers) ‘o p era tes  to  the  

ad v an tag e  o f  th o se  w ith  h ig h er seco n d -lev e l a tta in m en ts ’.

It is accep ted  th a t ed u ca tio n  a lo n e  can n o t ad d ress  th e  in eq u a litie s  th a t ex is t in  

society . R a th er, as th e  C om bat P o v erty  A g en cy  arg u es in  th e  in tro d u c tio n  to  

K elleg h an  et al (1 9 9 5 ) ‘ed u catio n  p o licy  is an  essen tia l p a rt o f  any  an ti-p o v e rty  

p ro g ram m e, s in ce  a  good  q u ality  ed u ca tio n  is e ssen tia l to  en ab le  y o u n g  p eo p le  

to  escap e  fro m  p o v e r ty ’ . B u t at a p erso n al level early  sch o o l leav in g  is 

in te rp re ted  as a  fa ilu re  by the  system  to g ive y o u n g  p eo p le  th e  b as ic  ed u ca tio n a l 

req u irem en ts  fo r p e rso n a l fu lfilm en t, c itizen sh ip  and  em p lo y m en t. F o r ex am p le , 

T u ssin g  (1 9 8 1 ) arg u es  th a t each  y o u n g  p erso n  is en titled  to  all n ecessa ry  

o p p o rtu n itie s  to  b e  ed u ca ted  to  h is /h e r p o ten tia l, a  v iew  en d o rsed  in  H ig h  C o u rt
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d ec is io n s b y  O ’H a n lo n  (1996) an d  B a rr  (2000). In so fa r as ed u c a tio n  is seen  as 

an  en titlem en t, as fu n d am en ta l to  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  o n e ’s p o ten tia l an d  to  th e  

ac tiv e  fu lf ilm en t o f  p riv a te  an d  p u b lic  ro les, ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  re p re sen ts  a 

fa ilu re  b y  th e  sy stem  in  general and  sch o o lin g  in  p a r tic u la r  (E S F , 1996).

1.8.2 Early school leaving and labour market participation

T h e  link  b e tw e en  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  and  u n em p lo y m en t is a  d o m in an t th em e 

in  th e  lite ra tu re . T h o se  w ith  p o o r q u a lifica tio n s are th e  f irs t v ic tim s  o f  th e  

o p e ra tio n  o f  the  lab o u r m ark e t and  are  s ta tis tica lly  m o s t lik e ly  to  b ec o m e  lo n g ­

term  u n em p lo y ed  an d  so c ia lly  ex c lu d ed  (K o d itz , 1981; H a n n an  1986; B reen , 

1991; B a tes  and  R iseb o ro u g h  1993; Ire land , 1998b). T h e  E u ro p ean  

C o m m iss io n  (1 9 9 6 :1 7 ), p o in ts  o u t th a t ‘in  m an y  areas (o f  E u ro p e ), th e  ra te  o f  

u n em p lo y m en t o f  y o u n g  p e o p le .. . is  up  to  fo u r tim es h ig h e r  am o n g st th o se  

w ith o u t v o ca tio n a l q u a lif ic a tio n s’. In  Ire land , ed u ca tio n  is a  m o re  c rucia l 

d e te rm in an t o f  em p lo y ab ility  th an  in  o th er coun tries (O E C D , 1993). A s B reen  

(1 9 9 1 ) su m m arises , ‘h o w  young  p eo p le  fare  in  the  lab o u r m a rk e t is v e ry  c lo se ly  

linked  to  th e  lev e l o f  q u a lifica tio n s  th ey  p o sse s s ’. O f  y o u n g  p eo p le  en te rin g  th e  

lab o u r m ark e t a fte r schoo l, th e  u n em p lo y m en t ra te  is 47 .5  p e r c e n t fo r th o se  

w ith  no q u a lifica tio n s , co m p ared  w ith  9.6 p e r  cen t fo r  th o se  w ith  a  L eav in g  

C ertifica te  (M cC o y  e t al, 1999), figu res th a t h av e  rem a in ed  c o n s is ten t o v e r tim e  

(N E S F , 1997. F u rth erm o re , h av in g  re v iew ed  the  sta tis tics  o n  lab o u r m ark e t 

en try  from  1980 to  1995, H an n an  (19 9 8 :3 0 ) co n c lu d es  th a t th e  re la tiv e  p o s itio n  

o f  th o se  w ith  no  q u a lifica tio n s w o rsen ed  o v er th a t p e rio d , an d  th a t ‘re la tiv e  

ch an ces do  n o t get b e tte r w ith  t im e . . .fo r  the leas t q u a lif ie d ’.

U n q u a lif ie d  ea rly  sch o o l leav ers are  lik e ly  to  sp en d  m o re  tim e  in  

u n em p lo y m en t, to  tak e  up  m arg in a l an d  lo w -sk ill em p lo y m en t, to  h av e  m u ltip le  

em p lo y ers  an d  to  b eco m e  lo n g -te rm  u n em p lo y ed  (R o se in g rav e , 1971; B reen  

1984b; H an n an , 1986, 1998; W illiam s and  C o llin s, 1997; N E S F , 1997; D oran  

an d  Q uilty , 1998; E u ro p ean  C o m m issio n , 2 000a; M cC arth y , 2000). O ’S u lliv an  

(1 9 9 4 :2 8 ) o b se rv es  th a t ‘early  sch o o l leav ers are  c a u g h t in  a  cycle  o f  

d isad v an tag e  w h ich  is c rea ted /s tru c tu red  in to  th e  sy s te m ’. F u rth e rm o re , th is  

d isad v an tag e  p ro v e d  p ers is ten t ev en  in  the  h ig h -d em an d  Irish  lab o u r m a rk e t o f
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th e  la te  90s (M cC o y  e t al, 1999). F o llo w in g  up  a  cohort o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav e rs  

in  D u b lin , O ’S u lliv an  (1 9 9 9 :9 ) fo u n d  th a t

A  s ig n ifican t m a jo rity  o f  th e  co h o rt h ad  a  n u m b er o f  jo b s  a fte r leav in g  

sch o o l and  m an y  w ere  in v o lv ed  in  tra in in g  sch em es on  m o re  th an  o n e  

o c c a s io n ... 4 9 %  are cu rren tly  w o rk in g  in  jo b s . It is  im p o rtan t to  n o te  th a t 

2 7 %  o f  th ese  in d ica ted  th a t th ey  see no  fu tu re  in  th e  j o b s . ..

O ’S u lliv an  (1 9 9 9 :1 5 ) fu rth e r fo u n d  th a t 17 p e r cen t o f  re sp o n d en ts  w ere  ‘n o t 

w o rk in g , n o t in  fu r th e r tra in in g  n o r back  at sch o o l’ . S he  p o in ts  o u t th a t, in  

co n tra s t to  the  p e r io d  1985-1995,

in  th e  cu rren t eco n o m ic  clim ate , g e ttin g  a fo o th o ld  in  th e  lab o u r m ark e t 

p re sen ts  few  p ro b lem s fo r  the  m o re  ab le  and  co n fid en t ea rly  sch o o l leaver. 

W h a t seem s to  be  a  p ro b lem  fo r th ese  y oung  p eo p le  is p ro g ress in g  m u ch  

fu r th e r th an  th e  b o tto m  end  o f  th e  em p lo y m en t m arket.

T h e  y o u n g  p eo p le  th em se lv es  ap p ear to  re a lise  th e  co n seq u en ces  o f  ea rly  schoo l 

leav in g  (H an n an  an d  S h o rta ll 1991; H annan , 1996; B o ld t, 1994, 1997; 

O ’S u lliv an , 1999; M cC arthy , 2000). A cco rd in g  to  F le m in g  an d  K en n y  

(1 9 9 8 :9 /1 0 ) ‘m an y  sp o k e  to  u s ab o u t a  g ro w in g  aw aren ess  th a t th e ir  jo b  w o u ld  

n o t b rin g  th em  lo n g -te rm  sa tis fac tio n ’ an d  ‘w ork , w h ich  w as w e lco m e  a t fifteen  

o r  s ix te e n  years o f  age, is n o t ad eq u a te  a  fe w  years la te r’.

W h y  are  th e  u n q u a lified  so d isad v an tag ed  in  the  lab o u r m ark e t?  H a n n an  (1998) 

n o tes  b o th  s tru c tu ra l an d  d em an d  fac to rs  in  the  lab o u r m ark e t co m m en tin g , fo r 

ex am p le , th a t ‘Irish  em ployers ap p ear to  p ay  m o re  a tten tio n  to  lev e l o f  

e d u c a tio n  and  g rad es rece iv ed  in  ex am in a tio n s  th an  in  m o s t o th e r c o u n tr ie s ’. 

H o w ev er, B reen  (1 9 8 4 b ) arg u es th a t so m e o f  the  d isad v an tag es  su ffe red  by  

u n q u a lif ied  ea rly  sch o o l leav ers are  p e rs is ten t reg ard less  o f  th e  d em an d  fo r 

labour. In  h is  v iew , th e ir  d isad v an tag e  is n o t so le ly  a  m a tte r  o f  lack  o f  

q u a lifica tio n s  -  o th e r socia l and  eco n o m ic  facto rs also  w o rk  ag a in s t them .

1.8.3: Early school leaving, poverty and social exclusion

A s w e  h av e  seen , there  is a link  b e tw een  lack  o f  q u a lifica tio n s  an d  y o u th  

u n em p lo y m en t an d  th is  d isad v an tag e  p ers is ts  even  in  a  h ig h  d em an d  lab o u r 

m ark e t. B u t ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  is a lso  seen  as a g en e ra l w a te rm ark  o f  

d isad v an tag e  (S to k es, 1995) and  a  w a rn in g  sign  reg ard in g  o th e r p ro b lem s o f
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tran s itio n  to  ad u lt life (K iese lb ach , 2002). T h is  v iew  is su m m arised  b y  C h ario t 

(1990 , c ited  by  E uryd ice , 1994), th a t ‘m o re  th an  ever, fa ilu re  at sch o o l b eg e ts  

socia l fa ilu re , w h ich  m ean s  a life  o f  un certa in ty , m a rg in a lisa tio n  an d  

d ep en d en ce  o n  th e  s tru c tu res  o f  socia l a s s is tan ce ’. T h e  p re v a ilin g  E u ro p e an  

o rth o d o x y  is su m m arised  by  N o la n  e t al (1 9 9 4 :x iii) , w h o  co m m en t th a t ‘lab o u r 

m ark e t ex p e rien ces  have  b een  sh o w n  to  be  the  key  in flu en ce  on  the  r isk  o f  

p o v e rty  o v er tim e , w ith  ed u ca tio n a l a tta in m en t in  tu rn  th e  k ey  d e te rm in a n t o f  

lab o u r m ark e t su c c e ss ’.

S ocia l ex c lu s io n  is a  ‘m o re  d y n am ic ’ co n cep t th an  p o v erty  (H arvey , 1994). Its 

p ro p o n e n ts  focus on  u n d erly in g  causes as m u ch  as m an ife sta tio n s  and  o n  the  

s tru c tu re s  an d  p ro cesses  w h ich  ex c lu d e  p erso n s and  g roups fro m  fu ll 

p a r tic ip a tio n  in  the  eco n o m ic , socia l, cu ltu ra l and  leg a l life  o f  society . F o r 

ex am p le , th e  A rts  C o u n cil an d  th e  C o m b at P o v erty  A g en cy  (1 9 9 7 ) p o in t o u t 

th a t th o se  w ho  are u n em p lo y ed , liv in g  on  lo w  in co m es o r w o rk in g -c la ss  a tten d  

re la tiv e ly  few  arts  even ts. A ccord ing ly , th e  13th  R e co m m en d a tio n  in  th e ir  

rep o rt is th a t ‘the  D ep artm en t o f  E d u c a tio n ...  sh o u ld  su p p o rt and  co -o rd in a te  

arts p ro jec ts  w h ich  ta rg e t ea rly  schoo l leav ers  and  th o se  at risk  o f  ea rly  sch o o l 

le a v in g .’ H arv ey  (1994) adds th a t socia l ex c lu s io n  ‘is n o t ju s t  ab o u t la ck  o f  

m o n ey , b u t m ay  be ab o u t iso la tio n , lack  o f  w ork , la ck  o f  ed u ca tio n a l 

o p p o rtu n itie s , ev en  d isc rim in a tio n ’. T h e  co n sen su s on  the  ro le  o f  ed u c a tio n  is 

su m m arised  b y  H av em an  et al (1997 :420):

P e rso n s  w ith  m o re  ed u ca tio n  ten d  to  h av e  jo b s  w ith  m o re  p re s tig e , to  hav e  

b e tte r  h ea lth , to  secu re  the  n u m b er o f  ch ild ren  th ey  d esire , to  be m o re  

e ffic ien t co n su m ers  and  to  ra ise  ch ild ren  w ho  are m o re  lik e ly  to  rece iv e  

m o re  ed u ca tio n  th an  th o se  w ith  less ed u ca tio n  (H av em an  an d  W o lfe  1984).

S ev en ty  fiv e  p e r cen t o f  im p o v erish ed  h o u seh o ld s  in  Ire lan d  are h ead ed  b y  a  

p e rso n  w ith  no  ed u ca tio n a l q u a lifica tio n s  (N E S F , 1997). A  fu rth e r 19 p e r  cen t 

are h ea d ed  b y  a p e rso n  w ith  on ly  ju n io r  cycle q u a lifica tio n s . In  sum m ary , 

w h e th e r one ex am in es p o v erty  o r socia l ex c lu sio n , ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  is seen  

as b o th  cau se  an d  consequence .
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I h av e  d iscu ssed  th e  a sso c ia tio n s  b e tw e en  early  schoo l leav in g  a n d  its lin k s  w ith  

u n em p lo y m en t, p o v e rty  an d  soc ia l exc lusion . B u t ap a rt fro m  b e in g  

d em o ra lis in g  an d  im p o v erish in g , u n em p lo y m en t also  b lo ck s  o th e r tran s itio n s  to  

in d ep en d e n t liv ing , o r th e  a tta in m en t o f  in d ep en d en t ad u lt s ta tu s  (H a n n an  and  

O ’R ia in , 1993). It d im in ish es  se lf-im ag e , se lf-co n fid en ce  an d  se lf-b e lie f. A  

p e rs o n ’s sense  o f  co n tro l d ec lin es , fa ta lism  and  lev e ls  o f  s tress  in c rease  and  

th e re  a re  h ig h  lev e ls  o f  a lien a tio n  (H an n an  and  O ’R ia in , 1993; N o la n  e t al 

1994). I w ill n o w  b rie f ly  ex am in e  n in e  sig n ifican t co rre la tio n s  fo u n d  in  the 

lite ra tu re .

T h e  firs t o f  th ese  is lite racy . T h ere  is a  s trong  a sso c ia tio n  b e tw e en  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav in g  an d  lo w  lev e ls  o f  literacy . M o rg an  e t al (1 9 9 7 ) co n d u c ted  th e  Ir ish  

re sea rc h  fo r the  In te rn a tio n a l A d u lt L iteracy  Survey. T h ey  fo u n d  th a t  th ree  

f ifth s  o f  th o se  w h o  le ft sch o o l w ith o u t q u alifica tio n s  w e re  a t th e  lo w es t lev e l o f  

lite racy  p erfo rm an ce . M o re  th an  fo u r fifth s o f  th is  g ro u p  n ev e r u sed  a  p u b lic  

lib rary . T h ey  w ere  a lso  m u c h  less  lik e ly  to  p a r tic ip a te  in  a d u lt ed u ca tio n . 

M o rg a n  (1998a: 81-2) c ites  the  stu d y  b y  th e  A d u lt L ite racy  an d  B asic  S k ills  

U n it (1 9 8 7 ) in  w h ich  one  in  e ig h t re sp o n d en ts  rep o rted  b a s ic  sk ills  d ifficu ltie s , 

e sp ec ia lly  in  w ritin g , re ad in g  an d  num eracy . ‘T he s tu d y  also  fo u n d  a  s tro n g  

a sso c ia tio n  b e tw een  ex p e rien c in g  th ese  p ro b lem s and  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing . 

A lm o s t a ll (93% ) o f  th o se  w h o  re p o rt h av in g  p ro b lem s in  basic  sk ills  h a d  left 

sch o o l a t th e  ea rlies t o p p o rtu n ity ’. F o n tes  and  K e llag h a n  (1 9 7 7 :1 7 ) fo u n d  

c h ild re n  w h o se  fa th e rs  w ere  u n em p lo y ed , in v a lid ed  o r d ea d  w e re  s ig n ifican tly  

o v e r-rep resen ted  am o n g  th o se  w ith  ‘severe  o r m o d era te  h an d icap s  in  re ad in g  

an d  w rit in g ’. O ’S u lliv an  (1991) stu d ied  lite racy  lev e ls  in  C D V E C  

Y O U T H R E A C H  cen tres an d  fo u n d  th a t 60 p e r cen t o f  th e  sam p le  h ad  read in g  

ag es b e lo w  12 years (see  also  E S F , 1996). Indeed , O ’S u lliv an  (1 9 9 9 :1 8 ) 

c o m m en ts  th a t ‘it is d ifficu lt to  fin d  an  ob jec tiv e  in d ica to r o f  th e  lev e l o f  

su p p o rt n eed ed  to  ad d ress  th e  lite racy  p ro b lem  in  Y O U T H R E A C H ’.

T h e seco n d  s ig n ifican t co rre la tio n  is w ith  d isru p ted  tran s itio n s  to  ad u lth o o d . A s 

H a n n an  an d  O ’R ia in  (1 9 9 3 :1 0 ) p o in t ou t, w h en  u n em p lo y m en t is ‘a  lab o u r 

m a rk e t d es tin a tio n  in  i t s e l f  and  ‘n o t ju s t  a  tem p o ra ry  p h ase  d u rin g  ad o le sc e n c e ’

1.8.4 Early school leaving correlates with many other difficulties
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th is  ‘a ffec ts  tran s itio n s  to m arriag e , p a ren th o o d  and  in d ep en d en t h o u s in g ’. 

E arly  schoo l leav in g , lin k ed  as it is w ith  u n sa tis fac to ry  lab o u r m ark e t 

tra jec to ries , im p ed es sa tis fac to ry  tran s itio n  to  ad u lth o o d , esp ec ia lly  fo r  w o rk in g  

c lass you th  (B reen  1984b). C h an g es ap p a ren t in  p o s t-m o d ern  eco n o m ies , w h ere  

jo b s  h av e  sh o rte r lives and  in d iv id u a ls  find  it m o re  d iff icu lt to  e s tab lish  

su sta in ab le  in d ep en d e n t d o m ic iles , exacerb a te  th is  effec t. T h e  u n q u a lif ied  h av e  

less p e rso n a l and  so c ia l reso u rces  to  co n ten d  w ith  th e  m o re  flu id  m o d e l o f  

tran s itio n  th a t is em erg in g  in  th e  2 1 st cen tu ry  (B lasco  e t al, 2003).

T h e  th ird  s ig n ifican t co rre la tio n  is w ith  lo n e  p a ren th o o d  (W h ite , 1996; 

M cC ash in , 1997; F le m in g  and  K en n y  1998; N a tio n a l R esea rch  A gency , 1998; 

M ah o n  e t al, 1998). M cC ash in  (1997 :32 ) m ain ta in s  th a t ‘ab o u t 6 0 % ’ (o f  young  

lone p aren ts) ‘h av e  a  level o f  ed u ca tio n  w h ich  w o u ld  b rin g  th em  to  the  

m in im u m  sch o o l leav in g  age, b u t no t b e y o n d ’ w h ich , h e  sp ecu la tes , w o u ld  

T end  su p p o rt to  th e  w e ll-e s tab lish ed  link  b e tw een  early  sch o o l leav in g  an d  lone 

p a re n th o o d ’. H e ad d s, (1 9 9 7 :3 2 )

T he b ro ad  ed u ca tio n a l p ro file  o f  all lone p a ren ts  p a ra lle ls  to  a  rem ark ab le  

d eg ree  th a t o f  th e  lo n g -te rm  unem ployed . In  b o th  cases, ab o u t 50%  are  a t o r  

b e lo w  the  N o  Q u a lif ic a tio n s / P rim ary  level an d  ab o u t 75 to  80 p er c e n t a t o r 

b e lo w  th e  n ex t q u a lif ic a tio n  tier.

M ah o n  et al (1 9 9 8 :7 4 ) fo u n d  th a t th e  m ajo rity  o f  w o m en  in  the lone 

m o th e rh o o d  g ro u p  w ere  unem ployed . M cC ash in  (1 9 9 7 :v iii)  lin k s  th is  w ith  th e ir 

p o o r q u a lifica tio n s  p rofile :

lo n e  p a re n ts ’ em p lo y m en t s tatus is very  s trong ly  re la ted  to  th e ir  ed u ca tio n a l 

status: the  em p lo y m en t p a rtic ip a tio n  ra te  is 16%  fo r th o se  w ith  no 

q u a lifica tio n s  an d  69%  fo r those w ith  th ird  lev e l q u a lifica tio n s.

R eg ard in g  the  y o u n g  p eo p le  th ey  w o rk ed  w ith  in  K ild are , F lem in g  and  K en n y  

(1 9 9 8 :1 3 ) n o ted  th a t lone p aren th o o d  and  d rugs w ere  ‘tw o  key  is su e s ’, add ing  

th a t som e p aren ts  ‘ex p ressed  concern  a t the “ g ro w n -u p n ess” o f  th e ir ch ild ren  

and  h o w  at 14 th ese  young  p eo p le  have a  n u m b er o f  sex u a l an d  drug  

e n c o u n te rs ’. T h is  a sso c ia tio n  is accep ted  by  serv ice  p ro v id e rs  su ch  as the  

E as te rn  H ea lth  B o ard  w h ich  ta rge ted  its T een ag e  H e a lth  In itia tiv e  a t ‘early
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school le a v e rs . .. in  Y o u th reach , Y o u th sta rt and  s im ila r p ro g ra m m e s’ in  o rd e r  to 

red u ce  teen ag e  p reg n an c ies  in  the reg io n  (E aste rn  H ea lth  B oard , 1997 :66).

T he fo u rth  s ig n ifican t co rre la tio n  is w ith  p ro b lem a tic  d ru g  use. T h is  is a 

dyn am ic  and  ch an g in g  area  o f  enquiry . T w o  p o in ts  a re  cen tra l to  th e  p re sen t 

enquiry . T h e  firs t is th a t genera l d rug  use  is in c reas in g  in  W este rn  so c ie tie s  and  

has m o v ed  from  p e rip h e ra l su b cu ltu res  to  general ad o p tio n  (S o u th , 1999). 

M ay o ck  (200 0 :9 ) a rg u es  th a t in  Ire land , ‘b o th  em pirica l and  an ecd o ta l ev id en ce  

su g g est th a t d rug  u se  can  no lon g er be v iew ed  as a  m in o rity  a c tiv ity ’, a  v iew  

su p p o rted  by M cC arth y  (2000). H ow ever, she  adds th a t w h ile  re sea rch  h as  

e s tab lish ed  a g en e ra l p ro file  o f ‘ty p ica l’ y o u n g  h ero in  users, less in fo rm a tio n  is 

av a ilab le  on  ‘so ft’ an d  rec rea tio n a l d ru g  users.

T he seco n d  is th a t p ro b lem a tic  d ru g  use, p a rticu la rly  in v o lv in g  h e ro in , is 

asso c ia ted  w ith  so c ia l an d  eco n o m ic  d isad v an tag e  and  p o o r ed u ca tio n a l 

o u tco m es (O ’H ig g in s  &  D uff, 1995; M organ , 1999 O ’H igg ins &  D u ff, 1995; 

M organ , 1999; M ay o ck , 2000). T he E aste rn  H ea lth  B o ard  (1 9 9 7 :4 9 ) co m m en ts  

th a t ‘o f  th e  young  p eo p le  p re sen tin g  fo r trea tm en t, th irty  p e rcen t h ad  le ft sch o o l 

b efo re  th e  o ffic ia l sch o o l leav in g  age o f  15, w h ile  an o th er th irty  p e rcen t h ad  le ft 

sch o o l a t the  age o f  15 ’.

M ayock  (2000) co n d u c te d  a study  o f  y oung  p e o p le ’s ch o ices  ab o u t d ru g s in  

in n er-c ity  D ublin . S he d iv id ed  h er sam p le  in to  abstainers, drugtakers and  

problem drugtakers. She found  (2000) th a t 77 p e r cen t o f  th e  p ro b lem  

d ru g tak e rs  had  le ft sch o o l w ith o u t any  fo rm al q u alifica tio n . T h e  rev e rse  w as 

true  o f  the  ab sta in e rs  o n ly  one  o f  w h o m  had  n o t co m p le ted  a  p u b lic  

ex am in a tio n .

T h e  fifth  co rre la tio n  o f  s ig n ifican ce  is w ith  o ffen d in g  b eh a v io u r is w h a t 

O ’M ah o n y  (1 9 9 8 :6 2 -3 ) desc rib es  as a  ‘rem ark ab ly  p o w erfu l and  co n sis ten t 

ten d en cy  fo r early  sch o o l leav ing  to  be asso c ia ted  w ith  ea rlie r firs t co n v ic tio n  

an d  the accu m u la tio n  o f  a  g reater n u m b er o f  co n v ic tio n s ’. F o r ex a m p le , 

O ’M ah o n y  (1993) fo u n d  that 57 p e r cen t o f  a  sam p le  o f  p riso n e rs  h ad  le ft 

sch o o l b y  14 years o f  age. H e also  fo u n d  th a t on ly  11 p e r cen t h ad  s tay ed  on  

a fte r 16 years o f  age and  on ly  17 p e r cen t h ad  o b ta in ed  ed u catio n al ce rtifica tes  

at p u b lic  ex am in a tio n s . T h is , he says ‘am o u n ts  to  a  c lea r an d  s ta rk  p ic tu re  o f

20



ed u catio n al fa ilu re ’. O ’M ah o n y  (1 9 9 3 :1 5 2 ) adds th a t in so fa r as th ey  have  

ex p e rien ce  o f  w o rk  it is  ‘p red o m in an tly  in th e  less w e ll-p a id  an d  less 

p re s tig io u s  areas and  is o ften  o f  a casual natu re , ch a rac te rised  by  in s ta b ility ’ . 

H is co n c lu s io n  (O ’M ah o n y , 1993 :154) is that

Irish  p riso n ers  te n d  to  have  a  p o o r  ed u catio n al and  em p lo y m en t reco rd , and

to co m e from  large , poo r, o ften  b ro k en  fam ilies , liv in g  in  th e  w o rs t a reas o f

Irish  c itie s  and  to w n s.

T h ese  co n c lu s io n s  a re  re in fo rced  by  su b seq u en t research  in  Ire lan d  (O ’M ah o n y  

1997, B o n d  1999) an d  th e  U n ited  K in g d o m  (P ritch ard  and  K ing  2 0 0 0 ; P ritch a rd  

and  B u tle r 2000). In  h e r s tudy  o f  young  o ffen d ers, B ates  (1996) fo u n d  th a t 80- 

100%  h ad  reg u la rly  b ee n  ab sen tees  from  schoo l. B o n d  (1 9 9 9 ) s tu d ied  y o u n g  

o ffen d ers  in  Ire lan d  an d  fo u n d  sch o o l ex p u ls io n  and  ea rly  d ro p -o u t, as w e ll as a  

ran g e  o f  o th r fa c to rs , in  th e ir b ack g ro u n d s. O ’M ah o n y  (1 9 9 7 :5 1 ) cau tio n s  

ag a in s t see in g  a causal co n n ec tio n  be tw een  early  sch o o l leav in g  an d  crim e, 

p o in tin g  o u t th a t ‘the m ajo rity  o f  p eo p le  from  h ig h ly  d isad v an tag ed  

b ack g ro u n d s , an d  ev en  m an y  from  m u ltip ly  d ep riv ed  fam ilies , do  n o t em b ark  

on  a  c rim in al c a re e r’ . B u t he  em p h asises  the  correlation b e tw een  ‘ed u ca tio n a l 

fa ilu re ’ an d  c rim e -  o n ly  4 .6  p e r cen t o f  p riso n ers  had  th e  L eav in g  C ertifica te , 

w h ile  52 p e r cen t o f  a ll the  ch ild ren  o f  u n sk illed  m an u al w o rk e rs  a tta in ed  th is 

s tan d ard  (O ’M ah o n y , 1997:54; see also  N a tio n a l C rim e C o u n cil, 2 0 0 2 ).

T h e  s ix th  s ig n ifican t co rre la tio n  concerns p sy ch o lo g ica l d is tress . M o rg an  

(1 9 9 8 ) c ites  a  s tu d y  by K ap lan  e t al (1994) w h ich  ‘in d ica ted  a  s ig n ifican t 

d am ag in g  e ffec t o f  d ro p p in g  ou t o f  h ig h  schoo l on  m en tal h e a lth  fu n c tio n in g ’ . 

H an n an  and  O ’R ia in  (1 9 93 :142) ack n o w led g e  th a t th e  e ffec t o f  ed u ca tio n a l 

a tta in m en t on  p sy ch o lo g ica l w e ll-b e in g  h as  b een  ‘w e ll-d o c u m en ted  in  

in te rn a tio n a l s tu d ies , w ith  those  h av in g  h ig h er levels o f  ed u c a tio n  sh o w in g  

lo w er leve ls  o f  d is tre s s ’. H o w ev er, they  add  that, w h en  th ey  co n tro lled  fo r 

em p lo y m en t sta tu s, ed u ca tio n  had  no  sta tis tica lly  sig n ifican t effec t.
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T h ey  ack n o w led g e  th a t those  w ith  no q u alifica tio n s  w ere  p a rtic u la rly  d is tressed , 

b u t in  th e ir v iew  ‘m o st o f  the  e ffec ts  o f  ed u ca tio n  o n  G H Q 1 sco res  are 

ex p la in ed  by  the  d iffe ren tia l em p lo y m en t chances o f  th e  poo rly  an d  w ell 

ed u c a ted ’. T h is  ap p ears  to  be  at v a rian ce  w ith  th e  causa l re la tio n sh ip  su g g ested  

by M org an . S om e su p p o rt fo r th e ir v iew  co m es from  B ro w n e  e t al (1 9 9 8 ), w ho 

rev iew ed  ad m iss io n s  to  p sy ch ia tric  serv ices in  Ire land . T h ey  fo u n d  th a t 

‘u n sk illed  o ccu p a tio n s  h ad  h ig h  ad m iss io n  ra tes ac ro ss  h e a lth  boards, w h ile  

em p lo y ers  an d  m an ag e rs  an d  ow n  ac co u n t w o rk ers h ad  the  lo w e s t’. T h ey  add  

(1 9 9 8 :4 3 ) th a t

A d m iss io n  ra te s  fo r u n sk illed  o ccu p a tio n s w ere  six , e ig h t an d  sev en teen  

tim es th o se  o f  em p lo y ers and  m anagers in  the  M id -W e ste rn  H ea lth  B o ard , 

the  M id lan d s  H ea lth  B o ard  and  th e  N o rth  W este rn  H e a lth  B o ard  

re sp ec tiv e ly . A d m iss io n  ra tes  fo r u n sk illed  o ccu p a tio n s  in  th e  N W H B  w ere  

tw en ty  tim es th o se  o f  ow n  acco u n t w orkers.

H an n an  an d  O ’R ia in  (1 9 9 3 :1 9 8 ) co n c lu d e  th a t ‘O v e ra ll .. .  th o se  w ho fee l le ss  in  

co n tro l o f  th e ir ow n  lives sh o w  far h ig h e r leve ls  o f  p sy ch o lo g ica l d is tress  th an  

th o se  w ith  h ig h  fee lin g s o f  con tro l. W eak  fee lings o f  co n tro l are p a r tic u la rly  

a sso c ia ted  w ith  u n em p lo y m en t’.

T h e  sev en th  s ig n ifican t co rre la tio n  is b e tw een  early  sch o o l leav in g  and  

‘b eh a v io u r p ro b le m s’, esp ec ia lly  w h en  co u p led  w ith  p o o r sch o o l ach iev em en t. 

P agan i e t al (1997) c ite  P ow er, M an o r and  F o x  (1991) an d  th e ir  ana lysis  o f  d a ta  

from  th e  b irth  co h o rt o f  the  1958 B ritish  N a tio n a l C h ild  D e v e lo p m e n t S tudy. 

T h ey  fo u n d  th a t b eh av io u r p ro b lem s (fo llo w ed  by fa ilu re  to  f in ish  h ig h  sch o o l) 

a t s ix teen  years o f  age w ere  the  b e s t p red ic to rs  o f  p o o r p h y sica l an d  m en ta l 

h ea lth  in  m en  and  w o m en  at tw en ty -fo u r years o f  age. T h is  find ing  h as  been 

rep lic a ted  in  p ara lle l s tud ies in  o ther co u n trie s  (P agan i e t al, 1997). In  a  s im ila r 

vein , Je ffe rs  an d  F itzg era ld  (1997) argue th a t c h ild re n  from  so c ia lly  

d isad v an ta g ed  h o m es are m o re  th an  tw ice  as likely  to  b e  ‘b eh a v io u ra lly  

d e v ia n t’ th an  th o se  fro m  p riv ileg ed  hom es.

T h e  e ig h t s ig n ifican t co rre la tio n  is b e tw een  early  sch o o l leav in g  and  in c reased  

h ea lth  p ro b lem s, m o rb id ity  and m o rta lity  ra tes (E aste rn  H e a lth  B oard , 1997;

1 General Health Questionnaire
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K iese lb ach , 2002). D iffe ren c es  are  also  id en tified  in  o b se rv an ce  o f  h ea lth y  

liv in g  reco m m en d a tio n s . F o r exam ple , the  E aste rn  H e a lth  B o ard  (1 9 9 7 :1 2 ) 

co m m en ts  th a t

T h o se  in  the h ig h e r so c ia l c lasses  w ere  m ore  likely  to  h av e  b reas t-fed  th e ir  

b ab ies . O n ly  32%  o f  w o m en  in  th e  h ig h er p ro fess io n a l g ro u p  h ad  n ev e r 

b reast-fed , co m p ared  w ith  74%  in  the  u n sk illed  m an u a l g roup . A  s im ila r 

p a tte rn  w as o b serv ed  w ith  ed u ca tio n  level. T h e  h ig h e r th e  lev e l o f  

ed u ca tio n , the  g rea te r th e  p ro p o rtio n  o f  m o th ers  w h o  b reast-fed .

T h e  fin a l co rre la tio n  co n cern s  ea rly  schoo l leav ing , h o m elessn ess  and  

em ig ra tio n . A s reg a rd s  th e  fo rm er, th e  E astern  H ea lth  B o a rd  (1 9 9 7 :9 8 ) no tes 

th a t ‘w h e n  th ey  are  h o m eless , y o u n g  p eo p le  h av e  o v e rla p p in g  d ifficu lties  

a sso c ia te d  w ith  trau m a tic  ex p e rien ces , low  ed u ca tio n , lo w  sk ills , h o u sin g  

d ifficu ltie s  and  su b -cu ltu ra l id en tif ic a tio n ’. A s to  em ig ra tio n , H arv ey  (19 9 9 :4 7 ) 

n o te s  th a t  ‘poor, less  sk illed  and  less w ell q u a lified  p eo p le  co n tin u e  to  

co n stitu te  the  b u lk  o f  Irish  em ig ra n ts ’ in  the la te  2 0 th cen tu ry . H a rv ey  (1999) 

a lso  n o tes  th e  p ro file  o f  Ir ish  em ig ran ts  in  th e  U n ited  K in g d o m . T h is rev ea ls  

th a t  7 p e r  cen t o f  Ir ish -b o rn  p eo p le  hav e  a  co llege  deg ree , co m p a red  to 11 p e r 

c e n t o f  th e  co u n try  as a  w h o le , 37.1 p e r cen t o f  Ir ish  p eo p le  h av e  no 

q u a lifica tio n s , co m p ared  to  2 3 .7  p e r cen t o f  the  p o p u la tio n  as a  w ho le .

I w ill n o w  ex am in e  p o licy  re sp o n ses  to  early  schoo l leav in g .

1.9 Policy responses to early school leaving in Ireland

T h ere  h av e  b een  m an y  rev iew s o f  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  Ir ish  ed u c a tio n  po licy , fo r 

ex a m p le  C o o lah an  (1 9 8 1 ), M u lh o lla n d  and  K eo g h  (1 9 9 0 ), O E C D  (1 9 9 1 ) and  

W a lsh e  (1999). W h ile  p o lic ie s  o n  ed u catio n al d isad v an tag e  an d  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav in g  h av e  b een  co m p reh en d ed  in  general s tu d ies , th ey  hav e  also  been  

ex a m in e d  in  th e ir  o w n  rig h t (D ru d y  an d  L ynch, 1993; N E S C , 1993; K e llag h an  

e t a l, 1995; E S F , 1996; N A P S , 1996; N E S F , 1997; N a tio n a l Y o u th  F ed era tio n , 

1998; B o ld t e t al, 1998; R ou rk e , 1999). W hile  th ere  is  no  sh o rtag e  o f  re search  

in to  ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  and  early  schoo l leav in g  in  Ire lan d , a  d e fin itiv e  

h is to rica l o v e rv iew  h as n o t y e t been  w ritten . T h at ta sk  is b ey o n d  the  re m it th a t I 

h av e  se t fo r th is  study . A cco rd in g ly , I p ropose  to  d iscu ss  th e  general ev o lu tio n
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o f  p o licy  on  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  in  Ire land , n o tin g  a  n u m b er o f  issu es  p e r tin e n t 

to  th e  p re sen t re sea rch  en passant.

1.9.1: Investment in Education

T he ro le  o f  ed u ca tio n  in  d ev e lo p in g  eco n o m ic  p erfo rm an ce  w as asse rted  in  th e  

1966 rep o rt Investment in Education an d  freq u en tly  re ite ra ted , fo r ex a m p le  in  

the W h ite  P ap e r o n  M an p o w er P o licy  (Ire land , 1986) and  th e  rep o rts  o f  N E S C  

(1990 , 1993) and  the In d u stria l P o licy  R ev iew  G ro u p  (Ire land , 1992b). A  

general co n ce rn  w ith  ‘ed u catio n al d isad v an ta g e ’ p ara lle led  th e  c o m m itm e n t to 

eco n o m ic  d ev e lo p m en t. Indeed , m an y  rev iew s o f  ed u catio n al d isad v an tag e  c ite  

Investment in Education as a s ta rtin g  p o in t (R o sein g rav e , 1971; N E S C , 1993; 

E S F , 1996). A s K e lleg h a n  et al (1 9 9 5 :1 ) p o in t out, ‘In  th e  1960s ed u ca tio n a l 

p ro v is io n  w as p e rce iv ed  to  be the  m a jo r m ean s o f  d ea lin g  w ith  d isad v an tag e '. 

C itin g  C o lem an  (1968 , 1973), th ey  no te  th ree  essen tia lly  A m eric an  co n cern s  

w h ich  in flu en ced  re search  and p o licy  on  ‘educational d isad v an ta g e ’ d u rin g  the  

1950s and  1960s. T h e  first o f  th ese  w as  a  co n cern  w ith  p o ss ib le  T oss o f  ta len t 

to  the  n a tio n ’ a ris in g  from  early  d rop -ou t. T he second  w as a  g rea te r re a lisa tio n  

(a ris in g  fro m  th e  in te re st in  civ il rig h ts) o f  the  ex ten t o f  poverty . T h e  th ird  w as 

th e  ap p lica tio n  w ith  n ew  v ig o u r (a lso  p ro m p ted  by  the  in te re st in  c iv il r ig h ts )  o f  

the  p rin c ip le  o f  eq u a lity  o f  o p p ortun ity , ‘w h ich  w as rad ica lly  re d e fin ed  to m ean  

n o t ju s t  equal access to  a  co m m o n  c u r r ic u lu m .. .bu t equa l p a rtic ip a tio n  and 

ev en tu a lly  eq u a l ac h ie v em en t’.

A  ran g e  o f  su p p o rts  d ev e lo p ed  o v er tim e . F o r exam ple , rem ed ia l teach ers  w ere  

d ep lo y ed  to  m ee t the  needs o f  s tu d en ts  w ho  w ere  (in  the te rm in o lo g y  an d  v a lu e  

system  o f  th e  tim e) co n sid ered  to  be  ‘b a c k w a rd ’ as a  re su lt o f  p o o r  a tten d an ce , 

ad v erse  h o m e co n d itio n s  or sp ec ific  learn in g  d ifficu lties  (C o o lah an , 1981). 

S u ch  m easu res  w ere  la rge ly  sch o o l-b a sed  and  in  the  v iew  o f  B o ld t e t al 

(1 9 9 8 :8 )

ten d ed  to  w o rk  fro m  assu m p tio n s b ased  on  A m erican  an d  B ritish  th eo rie s  

w h ic h . .. su g g est th a t “d isad v an tag ed ” ch ild ren  lack  a  su itab le  en v iro n m e n t 

fo r fo s te rin g  lite racy  ab ilitie s  and  p o sitiv e  socia l a ttitudes.

O th er s tra teg ie s  are id en tified  by K e llag h an  e t al (1995) an d  B o ld t e t al (1998) 

an d  co v e r a  sp ec tru m  o f  op tions in  p re -sch o o l, p rim ary  an d  p o st-p rim ary  sch o o l
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and  p o s t-sch o o l settings. T h ey  inc lude  the  p ro v is io n  o f  ad d itio n a l ed u ca tio n a l 

m a te ria ls  and  re so u rces , cu rricu lu m  d ev e lo p m en t and  rem ed ia l teach in g . 

H o w ev er, these  m easu res  fo cu sed  on th e  im p ro v em en t o f  o u tco m es fro m  

sch o o lin g  for th o se  w ho  rem a in ed  w ith in  the  school. N e ith e r th o se  a t risk  o f  

leav in g  schoo l ea rly  n o r th o se  w ho  already  h ad  w ere  reg a rd ed  as a  p rio rity  at 

th is  tim e . H o w ev er, th ey  in creasin g ly  b ecam e th e  focus o f  ac tio n  fro m  th e  late  

1980s.

1.9.2 The Social Guarantee

Irish  p o licy  o n  ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  in  the  1960s and  1970s w as la rg e ly  

A n g lo p h o n e  and  A m erican  and  B ritish  in flu en ces p red o m in a te  in  Irish  p o licy  

on  ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  am ong  sch o o l-g o in g  ch ild ren . A  n ew  and  

fu n d am en ta lly  E u ro p e an  in flu en ce  em erg ed  in  th e  1980s, p ro m p ted  by th e  rap id  

g ro w th  in  y o u th  u n em p lo y m en t in  Ire lan d  as e lsew h ere  in  E u ro p e  in  th e  la te  

1970s and  1980s (O ’C o n n ell and  S tokes, 1989; E SF, 1996; E u ro p ean  

C o m m iss io n , 1996; W elbers, 1998). T his tim e th e  focus w as o n  th o se  w h o  h ad  

a lread y  le ft the  sch o o l system .

E arly  schoo l leav in g  w as ack n o w led g ed  as a E u ro p ean  p ro b lem  sin ce  th e  1970s 

(N eav e , 1991; O ’S u lliv an , 1994; D ’lrib am e , 1994; E u ro p e an  C o m m iss io n , 

1996; W elb e rs , 1998; S tokes, 2000a, B ain b rid g e  and  M u rray  2000). It w as a  

cen tra l co n cern  o f  th e  C o m m u n ity  A c tio n  P rog ram m es on  T ran s itio n  lau n ch ed  

in 1976 (W elb ers , 1998) an d  o f  th e  E u ro p ean  Social F u n d  in  th e  g u ise  o f  

ac tio n s to  co m b a t y o u th  u n em p lo y m en t (K astrissian ak is , 1994). T he E u ro p e an  

C o m m iss io n  reg ard ed  u n em p lo y m en t as a s tructu ra l issu e  and  p e rce iv ed  

v o ca tio n a l tra in in g  as an  ac tiv e  in stru m en t fo r g en era tin g  n e w  sk ills  an d  n ew  

em p lo y m en t ( (O ’S ullivan , 1994; D ’lrib am e , 1994; B a in b rid g e  an d  M u rray , 

2000). In  tu rn , p o licy  reg ard in g  p ro v is io n  fo r early  sch o o l leav ers  changed , 

fro m  em p h asis in g  p rac tica l sk ill tra in in g  w ith  a  spec ific  v o ca tio n a l d es tin a tio n  

to  the  in co rp o ra tio n  o f  co m m u n ica tio n  sk ills , ad ap tab ility  an d  f le x ib ility  as 

im p o rtan t co n stitu en ts  o f  tra in in g  p ro g ram m es (O ’S ullivan , 1994; E S F , 1996).

T h e  1983 E u ro p ean  C ouncil R eso lu tio n  on  V o ca tio n a l T ra in in g  P o licy  

g u a ran teed  access  fo r u n em ployed  sch o o l leavers to  fu ll-tim e  p ro g ram m es o f  

basic  tra in in g  and  w o rk  experience . T his w as launched  in  1984 as the  S ocia l
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G uaran tee . A s a  re su lt, u n q u a lified  and  u n em p lo y ed  y o u n g  p eo p le  b ecam e th e  

fo cu s o f  in c reas in g  am o u n ts  o f  fu n d in g  (O ’S u lliv an , 1994; E S F  E v a lu a tio n  

U n it, 1996). C lem en ce au  (1994) argues th a t th e  n ew  ac tio n s  also  sh ifted  the  

em p h asis  fro m  the  co n cern s  w ith  h u m an  fu lfilm en t an d  cu ltu ra l d ev e lo p m e n t to  

‘o b jec tiv es  w ith  a  s tro n g er eco n o m ic  ch a rac te r’.

E u ro p ean  p o licy  o n  y o u th  u n em p lo y m en t d o v e ta iled  w ith  Irish  labour m ark e t 

p rio ritie s  and  a lso  w ith  u n d erly in g  p o licy  d irec tio n  o n  ed u ca tio n a l o p p o rtu n ity  

and  p a rtic ip a tio n  as o u tlin ed  above. T he S ocia l G u aran tee  w as  in tro d u ced  in  

Ire lan d  in  1984. A s  n o ted  at 1.6 above , tw o  p rio rity  g roups o f  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav ers w ere  id en tified . O n the  tra in in g  side, an  in c reas in g  n u m b er o f  

C o m m u n ity  T ra in in g  W o rk sh o p s w ere es tab lish ed . T h ese  w ere  sm all v o ca tio n a l 

tra in in g  in stitu tio n s, set up  and  m an ag ed  by  co m m u n ity  g ro u p s, and  ta rg e tin g  

d isad v an tag ed  y o u n g  p eop le . T h ey  w ere  fu n d ed  by  A n C O , the In d u stria l 

T ra in in g  A u th o rity  (O ’C o n n ell and  S tokes, 1989; O ’S u lliv an  1994). O n  the 

e d u ca tio n  side, a  n u m b er o f  in n o v ativ e  p ro jec ts  ex p lo red  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  

an d  p ilo te d  re sp o n ses  (see  G ranv ille , 1982b an d  S tokes, 1988 o n  the  ev o lu tio n  

o f  po licy). A s G ran v ille  (1982b) reports, tw o  m a in  em p h ases  em erged . T h e  firs t 

w as  p rev en tiv e  an d  w as d irec ted  at those  young  p eo p le  w h o  w ere  p e rce iv ed  to  

be a t risk  o f  leav in g  sch o o l early . T he seco n d  ta rg e ted  th o se  w h o  h ad  a lread y  

le ft sch o o l, d ev e lo p in g  an  a lte rn a tiv e  p edagogy , ad d ress in g  p e rso n a l 

d ev e lo p m en t and  ed u ca tio n  and  tra in in g  needs. T h is  la tte r em p h asis  b ro ad ly  

p a ra lle led  th e  ex p e rien ce  o f  the  C o m m u n ity  T ra in in g  W o rk sh o p s (C ro o k s  an d  

S tokes (eds.), 1987; O ’C o n n ell and  S tokes, 1989 and  O ’S u lliv an , 1994).

1.9.3 The 1990s -  building a continuum?

T h e  T rea ty  o f  M aa s tr ic h t in  1992 d id  n o t change the n a tu re  o f  E u ro p e an  

v o ca tio n a l tra in in g  p o licy  (B ainb ridge an d  M urray , 2000). In  Ju n e  1993, the  

C o u n cil ag reed  a  re so lu tio n  w h ich  re -em p h asised  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  v o ca tio n a l 

tra in in g . Im p o rtan tly , it a lso  av o w ed  th e  n eed  to  s tren g th en  links b e tw een  

v o ca tio n a l and  general education . T hereafte r, p rev en tiv e  ac tio n s a im ed  at 

re ta in in g  y o u n g  p eo p le  in  sch o o l q u a lified  fo r su p p o rt u n d er the  E u ro p ean  

S ocia l F und .
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T h e p erio d  fo llo w in g  the p u b lica tio n  o f  the  W h ite  P ap er Growth 

Competitiveness Employment (E uropean  C o m m issio n , 1994) saw  the  

in tro d u c tio n  o f  w h a t the E u ro p ean  C o m m issio n  (1 9 9 6 :4 ) ca lls  ‘the  Y o u th s ta rt 

ap p ro ach ’. T h ree  e lem en ts  are id en tified  in  th is  ap p ro ach . T he f irs t w as 

co n stan t d ev e lo p m e n t o f  M em b er S ta te  p o lic ies  ‘to im p ro v e  the p o s itio n  and  

p ro sp ec ts  o f  y o u n g  p eo p le  seek ing  access to  v o ca tio n a l tra in in g  o r th e ir firs t 

j o b ’. T he seco n d  w as th e  u se  o f  th e  ‘m ain s tream  E S F ’ in  such  a  w ay  as to  

re in fo rce  ac tiv e  lab o u r m ark e t p o lic ies  to  c reate  o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r young  p eo p le . 

T he th ird  w as th e  d ep lo y m en t o f  the E M P L O Y M E N T -Y O U T H S T A R T  

C o m m u n ity  In itia tiv e  to  p ro v id e  ‘im petus fo r tran sn a tio n a l in n o v a tio n  and  

ex ch an g e  o f  go o d  p ra c tice  in  a w ide varie ty  o f  p ro jec ts  fo cu sed  on  th e  gu id an ce , 

tra in in g  an d  em p lo y m en t n eed s o f  the m o st d isad v an tag ed , th e  least q u a lified  

and  th e re fo re  th e  m o s t v u ln e rab le  young  p e o p le ... ’

A  fu rther d ev e lo p m e n t cam e in  1996, w ith  th e  E u ro p ean  Y ear o f  L ife lo n g  

L earn in g , w h ic h  b u ilt on  Growth Competitiveness Employment and  th e  W h ite  

P ap e r Teaching and Learning -  towards the learning society (E u ro p ean  

C o m m issio n , 1995a). B ain b rid g e  and  M u rray  (2 0 0 1 :5 2 ) asse rt th a t ‘a 

s ig n ifican t a sp ec t o f  th e  d eb a te  on  life long  learn in g  w as its fo cu s on  th e  n eed  to  

ad ap t ex is tin g  sy stem s o f  edu catio n  and  v o ca tio n a l tra in in g ’. T he te rm  and  

co n cep t o f  life lo n g  lea rn in g  is no w  w ell e s tab lish ed  in  E urope . In Ire lan d , it is 

th e  o v era rch in g  co n cep tu a l fram ew ork  for th e  W h ite  P ap e r on  A d u lt E d u ca tio n , 

Learning For Life (Ire land , 2000a). T h is  in  tu rn  ex p ressed  p o licy  on  

ed u ca tio n a l o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r those w ho left sch o o l early , e ith e r in  the 

im m ed ia te  o r lo n g e r term .

T h e  E u ro p ean  E m p lo y m en t S trategy  w as  lau n ch ed  in  1997. B ro ad  p rio ritie s  fo r 

the  E E S  are es tab lish ed  annually  in  the fo rm  o f  E u ro p e an  E m p lo y m en t 

G u id e lin es . T he g u id e lin es  are th en  in co rp o ra ted  in to  N a tio n a l A c tio n  P lan s  fo r 

E m p lo y m en t th a t se t ou t w h a t each coun try  in ten d s to  do to  c rea te  m ore  and  

b e tte r  q u ality  jo b s . Invariab ly , m easu res  to  ass is t in  th e  in teg ra tio n  o f  young  

p eo p le  w ith  p o o r q u a lifica tio n s  feature. E u ro p ean  p o licy  also  esp o u sed  th e  n eed  

to  co m b at soc ia l ex c lu sio n , a longside  im p ro v in g  em p lo y m en t o p p o rtu n itie s  and
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p re p a ra tio n  (E u ro p ean  C o m m iss io n , 1995b) an d  E u ro p ean  S ocia l F u n d  an d  

o th e r S tru c tu ra l F u n d  m easu res  su p p o rted  th is  app roach .

T u rn in g  to  Ireland , p o licy  o n  ea rly  schoo l leav in g  w as re v ie w ed  b y  an  In ter- 

D ep artm en ta l C o m m ittee  in  1987. T h is  c o m m itte e ’s re p o rt (D ep artm en t o f  

L ab o u r an d  D e p artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n , 1988) b u ilt o n  ex p e rien ce  to  th a t  da te  and  

re co m m en d ed  a  tw in -p ro n g ed  ap p ro ach  o f  p rev en tio n  an d  resp o n se . G iv en  the  

d ifficu lt eco n o m ic  s itu a tio n  at th e  tim e  and  th e  u rg e n cy  o f  th e  y o u th  

u n em p lo y m en t c ris is , the  p rim ary  em p h asis  in  th e  1980s and  ea rly  1990s w as 

o n  th o se  w ho  h ad  le ft sch o o l (O ’C onnell and  S tokes, 1989, W elbers  1998). 

Y O U T H R E A C H , w h ich  w as in ten d ed  to  d raw  all th e  p reced in g  in itia tiv es  

to g e th e r in to  one o v er-a rch in g  p ro g ram m e, w as lau n ch ed  in  O c to b e r 1988 

(O ’C o n n e ll an d  S tokes, 1989; O ’S ullivan , 1994). T h e  p ro g ram m e  has b een  

ev a lu a ted  o n  a  n u m b er o f  o ccasio n s (O ’C onnell an d  S ex ton , 1993; C H L  

C o n su ltan ts , 1995; E S F , 1996; S tokes, 2000a). It has also  b ee n  the  su b jec t o f  

acad em ic  re search  (fo r ex am p le , O ’S u lliv an  1994, Q u in n  1995), p o licy  rev iew s 

(N E S C , 1993; N E S F , 1997; H o u ses o f  the  O ireach tas , 1999), ex p lo ra tio n s  o f  its 

ex p e rien ce  (S to k es , 1995) and  its p rac tice  (S tokes, 1999a, 1999b; E u ro p ean  

C o m m iss io n , 20 0 0 a). T hese  rev iew s have  g en era lly  b e e n  p o sitiv e , p ra is in g  the  

p ro g ra m m e ’s flex ib ility  and  re sp o n siv en ess  to  need s, its  c lien t-cen tred  

ap p ro ach  and  th e  effec tiv en ess  o f  its  staff. E qually , m an y  asp ec ts  have b een  

q u es tio n ed , in c lu d in g  p ro g ress io n  ra te s  (to  fu rth e r ed u c a tio n  o r tra in in g ), 

id en tif ic a tio n  and  track in g  m ech an ism s to  ‘c a p tu re ’ th o se  w h o  d rop  o u t o f  

sch o o l as early  as p o ssib le . It is th e  cen tra l a ren a  fo r th e  p re se n t research .

T h ro u g h  the  1990s in  Ireland , early  schoo l leav in g  cam e to  be  seen  as the 

p rin c ip a l in d ica to r o f  ed u catio n al and  o th er d isad v an tag es  (B o ld t e t al, 1998; 

R o u rk e , 1999:7). A  w ide  ran g e  o f  in itia tiv es  id en tified  its  p rev en tio n  an d  the  

a llev ia tio n  o f  its  e ffec ts  as a k ey  o b jec tiv e  (R ourke , 1999; F lem in g  and  M u rp h y , 

20 0 0 ). K e llag h a n  e t al (1995) argue th a t w h ile  th e  m a jo r m o tiv a tio n  b eh in d  

v a rio u s  in te rv en tio n s  in  Ire lan d  up to the  end  o f  th e  1980s ‘seem ed  to b e  the  

p ro m o tio n  o f  eq u a lity  o f  o p p o rtu n ity ’, changes o f  em p h asis  in  p o licy  can  be 

seen  in  th e  1990s. In  p articu la r, they  say (199 5 :5 ) th a t ‘eq u a lity  seem s to  be  

in te rp re ted  in  te rm s o f  p artic ip a tio n , ra th e r th an  access  o r ac h ie v em en t’ . T h ey
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add  th a t eco n o m ic  co n cern s  are  ev id en t in  p o licy  in ten tio n s  to  ra ise  ed u ca tio n a l 

s tandards. T h ey  a lso  n o te  th e  n ew  em p h asis  o n  ta rg e tin g  re so u rces  w h e re  

p ro b lem s o f  in eq u a lity  an d  d isad v an tag e  ex ist, o n  ea rly  in te rv e n tio n  an d  o n  th e  

id en tifica tio n  o f  th o se  in  n eed  o f  in te rv en tio n . T h is  em p h as is  finds ex p ress io n  

in  the  N a tio n a l A n ti-P o v e rty  S tra teg y  W o rk in g  G roup  o n  E d u ca tio n a l 

D isad v an tag e  (1996), the E d u ca tio n  A ct (Ire land , 1998a) an d  th e  E d u ca tio n  

W e lfa re  A c t (Ire land , 2 0 00b). K e llag h a n  et al a lso  id en tify  (1 9 9 5 :6 ) th a t

A s th e  focus o f  d isad v an tag e  sh ifted  fro m  in d iv id u a l ch ild ren , f irs t to  

fam ilies  an d  th en  to  w id e r co m m u n itie s  w h ic h  ch ild ren  an d  fam ilies  in h ab it, 

so to o  d id  th e  sea rch  fo r so lu tio n s  to  the  p ro b lem s p o se d  by  d isad v an tag e .

C erta in ly , the late 1990s saw  in creased  p o licy  em p h asis  ac ro ss  the  b o ard  o n  

‘ta rg e tin g ’, in te r-ag en cy  co llab o ra tio n , p a rtn e rsh ip  ap p ro ach es , an d  a rea -b ased  

stra teg ie s  to  tack le  d isad v an tag e .

Ir ish  p o licy m ak ers  ac tiv e ly  e sp o u sed  th e  tw o  m a jo r E u ro p ean  p re o ccu p a tio n s  o f  

life lo n g  learn in g  (W R C , 1997; D ep artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  an d  S cience , 2 0 0 0 b ) 

an d  soc ia l ex c lu s io n  (H arvey , 1994; Ireland , 1997). T h ese  p o lic ie s  w ere  

ad d ressed  th ro u g h  th e  v ario u s O p era tio n al P ro g ram m es fu n d ed  u n d er the  

C o m m u n ity  S u p p o rt F ram ew o rk  1994-1999  (Ireland , 1994) and  th e  N a tio n a l 

D ev e lo p m en t P lan  2 0 0 0 -2 0 0 6  (Ireland , 1999). In  th ese , p ro v is io n  w as  m ad e  fo r 

th e  v ario u s  ta rg e t g roups an d  p rio ritie s  id en tified  a t E u ro p e an  level. T h e  

co n c e rn  w ith  life lo n g  learn ing  w as p articu la rly  im p o rtan t in  p ro v id in g  a 

co n cep tu a l fram ew o rk  fo r th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  p ro p o sa ls  fo r a n a tio n a l 

q u a lifica tio n s  fram ew o rk  (T E  A S T  A S , 1997a, 1997b).

A  general change is  d isce rn ib le  from  the  lau n ch  o f  th e  H u m an  R eso u rces  

D ev e lo p m e n t P lan  1994-1999  (Ire land , 1994). In lin e  w ith  p o licy  ch an g es 

a lread y  n o ted  above , the  genera l em p h asis  in creasin g ly  sh ifted  to the seco n d  

p ro n g  o f  the  s tra teg y  o u tlin ed  in  1987, th a t is p rev en tiv e  m easu res  a im ed  at 

th o se  s till in schoo l. B y  w ay  o f  ex am p le , the  rep o rt o f  th e  N a tio n a l A n ti-P o v e rty  

S tra teg y  (N A P S ) W o rk in g  G ro u p  o n  E d u ca tio n a l D isad v a n ta g e  (1 9 9 6 :2 2 -3 ) 

sets o u t ‘p rin c ip les  in  ch a llen g in g  ed u catio n al d isad v an ta g e ’ . T h ese  in c lu d e  

‘p o s itiv e  d isc r im in a tio n ’, ‘p rio ritisa tio n  o f  p rev en tiv e  a c tio n s ’, ‘em p h asis  o n  

the  co re  sk ills  o f  lite racy  and  n u m era cy ’ an d  ‘in te rv en tio n s  in  th e  co n tex t o f  a

29



co n tin u u m  w h ich  b eg in s  at p re -sch o o l level and  co n tin u es  th ro u g h  to  

a d u lth o o d ’. T h e  re p o rt se ts  ou t a  stra teg ic  fram ew o rk  an d  ad d resses  th e  

q u es tio n  o f  bu d g etary  po licy . In  th is, the  n eed  to  a llo ca te  ‘s ig n ifican t ex tra  

re so u rc e s ’ to  ‘ac tio n s  to  p re v en t ea rly  sch o o l le a v in g ’ an d  to  ‘th e  ex p a n s io n  o f  

seco n d  chance o p tio n s ’ is asserted .

B ro ad ly  speak ing , th e  first o f  th ese  h as  b een  m o re  v ig o ro u sly  p u rsu ed  th a n  th e  

second , p rin c ip a lly  th ro u g h  the  d ev e lo p m en t and  en tren ch m en t o f  ex is tin g  

m easu res  su ch  as su ch  as th e  H om e School C o m m u n ity  L ia iso n  S ch em e, th e  8- 

15 m easu re  an d  the  S ch o o l R eten tion  In itia tiv e  (see R y an , 1998, 1999; C onaty ,

2000). T he Irish  G o v e rn m en t se t a  ta rg e t o f  90%  re te n tio n  to  L eav ing  

C ertifica te  in  a  n u m b er o f  key  p o licy  sta tem en ts, su ch  as the  N a tio n a l A n ti- 

P o v erty  S tra tegy  (Ire lan d , 1997). R eso u rces  d ev o ted  to  th ese  m easu res  

in c reased  s ig n ifican tly  th ro u g h o u t the 1990s, and  o th er in itia tiv es  w ere  added , 

su ch  as the S choo l R e te n tio n  S chem e (D ep artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  an d  S cience , 

2002). A s regards ‘seco n d -ch an ce  o p tio n s ’, ad d itio n a l re so u rces  w ere  m ad e  

av a ilab le  to  ad u lt ed u ca tio n , and  p articu la rly  ad u lt lite racy , p u rsu a n t to  

co m m itm en ts  en te red  in to  in  the N a tio n a l D ev e lo p m en t P la n  (Ire land , 1999). 

T h is  ex p an sio n  w as n o t su sta in ed  in the  face o f  b u d g e ta ry  co n stra in ts  in  2002  

an d  2003.

H o w ev er, d esp ite  th ese  and  o th er m easu res, early  sch o o l leav in g  d id  n o t d ec lin e  

in  th e  final years o f  th e  1990s. O n  the con trary , it increased . T h e  A n n u a l S ch o o l 

L eav er S urveys (fo r ex am p le , C o llin s an d  W illiam s, 1998; M cC o y  e t al, 1999) 

rev eal th a t re ten tio n  to  the  end  o f  S en io r C ycle in  Ire lan d  p eak ed  at 84 p e r cen t 

in  1996 befo re  re trea tin g  to  81 p e r cen t in 1998. T h is p a tte rn  is co n firm ed  by  

cen su s d a ta  from  2 0 0 2  (Ireland , 2004). Som e o f  th is  m ay  be a ttrib u tab le  to 

lab o u r m ark e t fo rces  -  the  S choo l L ea v e rs ’ S u rveys sh o w  y o u th  u n em p lo y m en t 

in  d ec lin e  d u rin g  th is  p e rio d  (from  21 p e r cen t in  the ea rly  1990s to  11.5 p e r 

cen t in  1997). R e la tiv e ly  u n q u a lified  y oung  p eo p le  w h o  h ad  ‘p a rk e d ’ in  sen io r 

cyc le  schoo l p ro g ram m es du rin g  the p e rio d  o f  e co n o m ic  recessio n , b eg a n  to 

en te r  th e  lab o u r m a rk e t d irectly . T h is  is co n sis ten t w ith  lab o u r m ark e t 

ex p e rien ce  in  o th e r co u n trie s  -  in  tim es o f  lab o u r su rp lus, y oung  p eo p le  sp en d
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lo n g er in  ed u ca tio n  an d  a ttem p t h ig h e r leve ls  o f  q u a lif ic a tio n  in  o rd e r to  

co m p ete  (B udge  e t al, 2000).

O verall, a  fau lt-lin e  m ay  be d isce rn ed  b e tw een  th e  tw o  po les o f  p re v e n tio n  and  

response . T h is  re flec ts  n o t o n ly  the  p rev a ilin g  cu ltu re  o f  th e  ed u ca tio n  sy s tem  in  

Ire land , b u t also  th e  p rin c ip a l ex te rn a l in flu en ces  on  Irish  p o licy m ak in g  o n  early  

sch o o l leav in g , one e ssen tia lly  E n g lish -sp eak in g  an d  acad em ic , th e  seco n d  

E u ro p ean  an d  v o ca tio n a l.

1.9.4 Educational policy and Travellers

T h a t ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  is co n cen tra ted  am ong  T rav e lle rs  in  Ire lan d  h as 

b een  w ell d o cu m en ted  (G m elch , 1975; Ire land , 1995b; C o u g h lan  e t al, 2001). 

E d u ca tio n  p o licy  to w ard s T rav e lle rs  is co n tro v e rsia l and  h as  a lte red  co u rse  

s ig n ifican tly  o v er fo u r decades. T h ree  m a jo r p h ase s  can  be id en tified .

T h e  firs t p h ase  fo llo w ed  the rep o rt o f  th e  C o m m iss io n  o n  Itin e ra n cy  in  1963. 

T h is w as es tab lish ed  as a  re su lt o f  the in creased  v is ib ility  o f  T ra v e lle rs  in  u rb an  

areas in  th e  g en e ra tio n  afte r W o rld  W ar II w h en  in d u stria lisa tio n , u rb a n isa tio n  

and  th e  m e ch a n isa tio n  o f  ag ricu ltu re  u n d erm in ed  the  trad itio n a l T ra v e lle r  w ay  

o f  life . T h e  C o m m iss io n  a rg u ed  in  fav o u r o f  th e  ass im ila tio n  o f  T ra v e lle rs  in to  

th e  se ttled  co m m u n ity . T his p o licy  w as p u rsu ed  b e tw een  1970 an d  1983. T he 

D e p artm en t o f  E d u c a tio n ’s re sp o n se  w as to  p ro p o se  rem ed ia l an d  co m p en sa to ry  

ed u ca tio n  fo r T rav e lle rs  to  tak e  v ario u s fo rm s th o u g h t ap p ro p ria te  to  d iffe ren t 

p a tte rn s  o f  trav e llin g .

T he seco n d  phase  in  ed u ca tio n  p o licy  o n  T ravellers  w as in itia te d  b y  th e  rep o rt 

o f  th e  T rav e llin g  P e o p le s ’ R ev iew  body. T h is  d ec id ed  in  fa v o u r o f  in teg ra tio n  

ra th e r th a n  seg reg atio n , an d  ass im ila tio n  w as ab an d o n ed . In c reased  

asse rtiv en ess  by T rav e lle r g roups, in  the  1970s and  1980s b eg an  to  ch a llen g e  

p re v a ilin g  po licy .

T h e  th ird  p h ase  w as signalled  b y  the  W hite  P ap er Chartng Our Education 

Future (Ire land , 1995). In  th is  d o cu m en t, th e  D ep artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  accep ted  

th a t T rav e lle rs  w ere  a  m in o rity  g roup  w ith  a  separate  cu ltu re  an d  trad itio n s . It 

m ark ed  a ch an g e  in  p o licy  em p h asis  from  in teg ra tio n  to  in c lu s iv en ess  and  

in te rcu ltu ra lism , a lth o u g h  in teg ra tio n  rem a in ed  th e  o v e ra rc h in g  po licy
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o b jec tiv e . T h e  W h ite  P ap er ex p ressed  th e  ob jec tiv e  th a t w ith in  ten  y ea rs  100 

p e r  cen t o f  T rav e lle r ch ild ren  o f  ‘second  level, sch o o l-g o in g  a g e ’ w o u ld  

co m p le te  ju n io r  cyc le  and  50 p e r cen t w o u ld  co m p le te  sen io r cycle . T h is 

a p p ro ach  w as d ev e lo p ed  by the  N a tio n a l A n ti-P o v erty  S tra teg y  W o rk in g  G ro u p  

on  E d u ca tio n a l D isad v an tag e  (1 9 9 6 :1 3 ), w h ich  argued  that

W here  sp ec ia l p ro v is io n  w ith in  m ain stream  ed u ca tio n  ex is ts , it can  lead  to 

soc ia l iso la tio n  and  cu rricu la r d isco n tin u ity  b e tw een  trav e lle r  and  “ se ttled ” 

pup ils : access to  fu ll p a r tic ip a tio n  in  the  cu rricu lu m  can  also  be re s tr ic ted  

fo r T ra v e lle r  ch ild ren .

In  its ‘p rin c ip le s  in  ch a llen g in g  ed u catio n al d isad v an ta g e ’, th is  d o cu m en t no tes 

th e  ran g e  o f  m easu res  p ro p o sed  to  p ro m o te  the  in teg ra tio n  o f  T ra v e lle r  ch ild ren  

‘in to  m a in s tre a m ’ at p rim ary  and  p o st-p rim ary  level. It c ites  k ey  

reco m m en d a tio n s  o f  th e  T ask  F orce  on the  T rav e llin g  C o m m u n ity  (Ire land , 

1995b) w h ich  c ritic ised  the  m u ltip lic ity  o f  o rg an isa tio n s  in v o lv ed  w ith  

T rav elle rs . B y  w ay o f  ex am p le  it n o ted  that, apart from  th e  In sp ec to ra te  an d  the  

P sy ch o lo g ica l S erv ice , no  less th an  six  d iffe ren t sec tions o f  the  D e p a rtm en t o f  

E d u ca tio n  w ere  fu n d in g  T rav e lle r education . T he N a tio n a l A n ti-P o v erty  

S tra teg y  W o rk in g  G ro u p  N A P S  rep o rt (19 9 6 :3 3 ) p ro p o se d  th a t ed u c a tio n  and  

tra in in g  p ro v is io n  fo r T rav e lle rs  sh o u ld  ‘re flec t and  re sp ec t th e  cu ltu re  and  

e th o s o f  th e  T rav e llin g  co m m u n ity ’. It a lso  a rgued  th a t a N a tio n a l C o -o rd in a to r 

sh o u ld  be ap p o in ted  fo r the  S en io r T rav e lle r T ra in in g  C en tres , a p ro p o sa l tha t 

w as im p lem en ted . O ther m easu res  to w ard s th e  in teg ra tio n  o f  c h ild re n  o f  

T rav e lle rs  in to  m ain s tream  ed u ca tio n  w ere in tro d u ced  in  the  la te  1990s. 

N o n e th e le ss , a t th e  tim e  o f  w ritin g , in teg ra tio n  appears to  b e  as co n tro v e rs ia l as 

a s s im ila tio n 1.

1.9.5 Recent critiques

C o n tem p o ran eo u s  w ith  th e  re search  co n d u c ted  in  th is  th esis , a  n u m b er o f  

re v iew s h av e  b een  co n d u c ted  o f  Irish  p o licy  and  p ro v is io n  o n  ed u ca tio n a l 

d isad v an tag e  and  early  schoo l leav ing . B ro ad ly  sp eak in g , th ey  accep t the

1 For example, newspapers in April and May 2001 reported protests and walk-outs by parents 
from both the settled community and settled Travellers in Rathkeale over the inclusion o f the 
children o f ‘ itinerant’ Travellers in age-appropriate classes, i.e. classes with children of the
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general in ten tio n s o f  th e  D ep artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  and  S cien ce  o f  co m b a tin g  

th ese  p h en o m en a , b u t c ritic ise  th e  effec tiv en ess  w ith  w h ich  th is  w as being  

done.

T he N a tio n a l A n ti-P o v erty  S tra tegy  (N A P S ) w as lau n ch ed  by  th e  Irish  

G o v ern m en t in  A p ril 1995. A s p art o f  the  N A P S  co n su lta tiv e  p ro cess , a 

W ork ing  G roup  o n  E d u ca tio n a l D isad v an tag e  w as fo rm ed , to  w h ich  I have  

referred  in  the  fo reg o in g . T h is  g roup  en g ag ed  in  a  co n su lta tiv e  p ro cess  and  

p ro d u c ed  a  sy n th esis  s tra teg ic  s ta tem en t. T he W o rk in g  G ro u p ’s fin a l rep o rt 

iden tifies  a  ran g e  o f  k ey  stra teg ies. O f  p articu la r im p o rtan ce  to  th e  p re sen t 

re search  is th e  ack n o w led g em en t o f  th e  need  fo r ‘a co m p re h en s iv e  ran g e  o f  

p o lic ies  an d  ac tio n s  to prevent early school leaving and educational 

disadvantage’ ( re p o rt’s em phasis). T h e  repo rt ad v o ca tes  ‘th e  p ro m o tio n  o f  a 

cu ltu re  o f  in c lu s iv e n e s s ...a n d  the  d ev e lo p m en t o f  s tra teg ie s  to  co m b a t the  

cu ltu ra l an d  ed u ca tio n a l b arriers  w h ich  can  co n trib u te  to  u n d er ach iev em en t in  

schoo l, a lien a tio n  and  p o v e rty ’. T h e  rep o rt m ak es th e  case  fo r  ad d itio n a l 

ex p en d itu re  on ed u ca tio n  to  co m b a t ed u catio n al d isad v an tag e . In  so d o in g , it 

rep resen ts  an  ac cep tan ce  by  the n a tio n a l au th o ritie s  th a t p ro b lem s ex is ted  a t the  

tim e o f  w riting .

T he N a tio n al E co n o m ic  and  Social F o ru m  (N E S F ) re v iew ed  p o licy  on  early  

schoo l leav in g  in  Ire lan d  (N E SF , 1997). Its rep o rt id en tifie s  s tru c tu ra l 

w eak n esses  in  p ro v is io n  to  a llev ia te  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing . T h e  F o ru m  p ro p o se s  

n ew  p rio rity  ta rg e t g roups (see  1.6) and  n ew  leve ls  o f  ex p en d itu re . It 

ack n o w led g es (1 9 9 7 :4 3 /4 ) the  ‘re so u rce  co n s tra in ts ’ u n d e r w h ic h  G o v e rn m en t 

operates. H o w ev er, like the N A P S  W ork ing  G roup , N E S F  arg u es th a t ‘th e  

n ecessa ry  fu n d in g  fo r th is in v es tm en t in  ed u ca tio n  and  tra in in g  m u st be m ad e  

av a ilab le  th ro u g h  th e  a llo ca tio n  o f  ad d itio n a l re so u rces  to  th is  a rea  and  th ro u g h  

a  re -o rd e rin g  o f  p rio ritie s  on  p u b lic  ex p e n d itu re ’ . T h e  F o ru m  reco m m en d s  a 

m ix  o f  ‘p re v e n tio n ’ an d  ‘cu re ’. It m ak es  reco m m en d a tio n s  o n  th e  in itia l teac h e r 

tra in in g  p ro c ess  ‘to  tak e  on b o a rd ’ (sic) th e  d iffe ren t life  ex p e rien ce s  o f  

d isad v an tag ed  ch ild re n  and  fam ilies. It ca lls  o n  th e  D e p a rtm en t o f  E d u ca tio n

same age. Protesters alleged that this was inappropriate and was retarding the development of 
the majority o f children.
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and  S cience to ‘se t a  ta rg e t to  e lim in a te  early  schoo l leav in g  b efo re  co m p le tio n  

o f  the  Ju n io r C ycle  w ith in  the  n ex t five  y e a rs ’. R eg a rd in g  p rev en tiv e  ac tions, 

th e  F o ru m  m ak es  reco m m en d a tio n s  co n cern in g  p re -sch o o l p ro v is io n , p rim ary  

sch o o lin g , tru an cy , th e  tran sitio n  to  seco n d ary  sch o o l, cu rricu lu m , the 

ex am in a tio n  sy stem  and  a lte rn a tiv es  to  school. R eg ard in g  w h a t it te rm e d  

‘c u re s ’, it m ak es reco m m en d a tio n s  co n cern in g  Y O U T H R E A C H , su p p o rt 

se rv ices fo r th a t p ro g ram m e , em p lo y m en t and  seco n d -ch an ce  education .

B o ld t an d  D ev in e  (1 9 9 8 :1 0 -1 1 ) rev iew ed  th e  lite ra tu re  o n  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g , 

an d  in  so d o in g  also  rev iew ed  policy . In  th e ir  v iew , ‘th e  p re sen t n a tio n a l p o lic y ’ 

o n  ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag es  ‘seem s to  co v e r th ree  a re a s ’. T h ese  w ere  

‘d ev e lo p in g  p a rtn e rsh ip s  and  co -o rd in a tin g  g o v ern m en t se rv ic e s ’, ‘ta rg e tin g  

an d  re -s tru c tu rin g  re so u rces  and  p ro v is io n  w ith in  th e  fo rm a l sch o o l sy s tem ’ and  

‘ad d ressin g  the  p ro b lem  o f  early  sch o o l-leav in g  and  th e  n eed s o f  ea rly  sch o o l 

le av e rs ’ . T h ey  re fle c t on  the  v ario u s d ev e lo p m en ts  u n d er th ese  h ead in g s  and  

co n c lu d e  (1 9 9 8 :3 5 /6 ) th a t ‘the  lim ited  n u m b er o f  in te rv en tio n s u n d ertak en  

u n d er th e  au sp ices  o f  the  D ep artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  d o es n o t re flec t w ell o n  its 

s ta ted  p o lic ie s  o n  ed u catio n al d isad v an ta g e ’. T hey  ad d  th a t m an y  o f  the  

in te rv en tio n s  fo u n d  o u ts id e  the ed u ca tio n  system  w ere  ‘in itia ted  in  re sp o n se  to  

p a rtic u la r  need s, m an y  o f  w h ich  w ere  n o t b e in g  m et w ith in  th e  fo rm al sy s te m ’. 

T h ey  arg u e  th a t su ch  in itia tiv es  (w h ich  are o ften  fu n d ed  on  a  p ilo t p ro jec t b as is ) 

sh o u ld  be  ‘m a in s tre a m e d ’. B old t an d  D ev in e  ack n o w led g e  th a t in te rv en tio n s  

a im ed  a t ad d ressin g  ed u catio n al d isad v an tag e  m ay  be ‘d efle c tin g  a tten tio n  fro m  

a  sy stem  o f  ed u ca tio n  th a t is fa ilin g  a  large m in o rity  o f  s tu d e n ts ’. T h ey  en d o rse  

in te rv en tio n s  w h ich  ad o p t ‘an  h o lis tic  ap p ro ach ’, th a t is th o se  th a t see 

ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  ‘as p art o f  w id e r “ fa ilu re s” w ith in  so c ie ty  b ey o n d  th e  

e d u ca tio n  system .

R o u rk e  (1 9 9 9 ) is less  critica l. H e accep ts  (R ourke , 1999 :11 ) th a t ‘C o u n te rin g  

ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  h as o ccu p ied  a  cen tra l p o s itio n  in  Ir ish  p u b lic  p o licy  

fo r  th e  p a s t 15-year p e r io d ’ . H e argues th a t th ere  is ‘a  c lea r u n d e rs ta n d in g ’ o f  

the  links b e tw e en  ed u catio n al fa ilu re  and  la te r life d ifficu ltie s , and  o f  th e  n eed  

to  d ev e lo p  s tra teg ie s  and  p ro g ram m es to  en co u rag e  y o u n g  p eo p le  to  s tay  in  

sch o o l lo n g e r an d  p ro v id e  p o sitiv e  a lte rn a tiv es  fo r th o se  w h o  leave the  system
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early . In  R o u rk e ’s v iew , ‘su ccessiv e  M in iste rs  fo r E d u ca tio n  have  p lace d  

co u n te rin g  ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  at the top  o f  th e ir  p o licy  o b je c tiv e s ’ and  h e  

lists a range o f  in itia tiv es  in  su p p o rt o f  th is v iew  (R ourke , 1998: 11-14). R o u rk e  

also  d iscu sses  the co n trib u tio n  to p rev en tiv e  ed u ca tio n  fro m  ‘lo ca l re s o u rc e s ’. 

H e c ites  th e  ex p e rien ce  o f  p ro jec ts  and  in itia tiv es  d ev e lo p e d  by  local 

p artn e rsh ip s . S om e o f  th ese  are s im ila r in  o u tlin e  to  ac tiv itie s  tak in g  p lace  

u n d er the  m easu res  he  lis ts  u n d e r ‘na tio n al p o lic ie s  and  s tra te g ie s ’. H e  d o es  n o t 

ad d ress  the  p o ten tia l fo r co n fu s io n  and  d u p lica tio n  a ris in g  fro m  th e  p ro c ess  

w h ereb y  su ccessiv e  M in is te rs  announce  ‘in n o v a tio n s ’ in  p ara lle l w ith  th o se  

lau n ch ed  by o th er n a tio n a l bod ies, or local g rou p in g s. T h is  w as ad d ressed , 

how ever, in  the  R ep o rt o f  the  Y O U T H R E A C H  2000 C o n su lta tiv e  P ro cess  

(S tokes, 2000a: 13), in  w h ich  re sp o n d en ts  a rg u ed  tha t

T h ere  w as too  little  co -o rd in a tio n  o f  the m an y  in itia tiv es an d  serv ices 

ta rg e tin g  d isad v an tag ed  areas at n a tional an d  esp ec ia lly  lo ca l level. T h is , it 

w as m ain ta in ed , led  to  in co n sis ten cies  an d  lacu n ae  in  in fo rm a tio n  an d  

p ro g ress io n  p a th w ay s. It a lso  c rea ted  a co n flic tu a l c lim ate  o f  co m p e titio n  

be tw een  p ro v id ers .

R o u rk e  also  n o tes  th a t ‘the  in te rg en era tio n a l an d  cyc lica l n a tu re  o f  ed u ca tio n a l 

u n d e rach iev em en t and  early  school leav in g  w o u ld  su g g est th a t 

in te rv e n tio n s .. .w o u ld  n eed  to  be in ten siv e  and  lo n g -te rm ’, ad d in g  th a t

T h e  ch a llen g e  o f  “ tu rn in g  a ro u n d ” decades an d  g en e ra tio n s o f  ed u ca tio n a l 

d isad v an tag e  an d  u n d er-ach iev em en t is no t an  easy  one an d  w ill req u ire  

stra teg ie s  w h ich  are susta ined , lo ng-term , co -o rd in a ted  an d  in teg ra ted .

T h ese  v iew s are w id e ly  supported . H ow ever, th e  Jo in t C o m m ittee  o n  E d u ca tio n  

and  S cience  (H o u ses o f  the  O ireach tas, 1999) is critica l o f  th e  im p lem en ta tio n  

o f  p o licy  ac ro ss  th e  board . F o r ex am p le , they  no te  th a t  ‘th e  tw o  m ain  

in te rv en tio n s fu n d ed  by  the D ep artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  an d  S cien ce  are the  

desig n a tio n  o f  sch o o ls  as d isad v an tag ed  an d  th e  p ro v is io n  o f  rem ed ia l 

te a c h in g ’. B o th  p ro g ram m es, they  co m m en t (1 9 9 8 :2 ) are ‘sp read  th in ly  ac ross 

su ch  a  large n u m b er o f  schoo ls th a t th e ir  im p ac t is d ilu te d ’. T h e  C o m m ittee  

a lso  n o tes  th a t ‘cu rren t p o licy  is to  app ly  ad d itio n al rem ed ia l re so u rces  to  

sch o o ls  w ith  no rem ed ia l serv ice ra th e r th an  to d isad v an tag ed  sch o o ls , w h e re  it
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w as o rig in a lly  ta rg e te d ’. In an  ad d itio n a l co m m en t, th ey  p o in t o u t th a t th is  

p ro cess  is h ap p en in g  ‘ev e n  th o u g h  th e  p ro g ram m e has b een  fo u n d  to  h av e  little  

o r no  im p ac t in  d isad v an tag ed  schoo ls  as y e t’.

It is c lea r th a t the  Jo in t C o m m ittee  on  E d u ca tio n  and  S c ien ce  is n o t im p re ssed  

w ith  the  im p lem en ta tio n  o f  p o lic ies . It co m m en ts  (H o u ses  o f  the  O ireach tas , 

1999:2) th a t ‘th e re  h as  b een  a  pa tte rn  w here  p ro g ram m es f irs t in tro d u ced  to  

g iv e  sch o o ls  in  d iff icu lt a reas  a  leg  up, are g rad u ally  ex ten d e d  fa r m o re  w id e ly  

an d  the id ea  o f  ta rg e tin g  is lo s t’. T he Jo in t C o m m ittee  ad d s th a t ‘o n ly  th e  

H o m e/S ch o o l L ia iso n  S erv ice  is on  a s ig n ifican t sca le  an d  is b e in g  ex ten d e d  to  

all d isad v an tag ed  sc h o o ls ’ . T h e  po ten tia l re so u rce  im p lica tio n s  o f  ex p an d in g  

‘th ese  p ro g ra m m e s’ is  a lso  no ted .

T h e  C om m ittee  co m m en ts  (1999 : 2) th a t ‘th e  lack  o f  su p p o rt s e rv ic e s .. .is  a  

co n stan t co m p la in t fro m  sc h o o ls ’. It m ak es  v ario u s  re co m m en d atio n s , 

in c lu d in g  ch an g es in  the  fu n d in g  reg im e  fo r sch o o ls , ch an g es in  th e  

ex a m in a tio n  system , an d  so on. Som e o f  these  reco m m en d a tio n s  (fo r ex am p le  

second  ch an ce  o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r early  school leavers) a re  also  p ro p o sed  in  th e  

W h ite  P ap e r on  A d u lt E d u ca tio n  (2000a). T h e  C o m m ittee  is a lso  critica l o f  the  

co llec tio n  o f  da ta  on  ab sen tee ism , truancy  and  d rop -ou t. It co m m en ts  (1 9 9 9 :1 4 ) 

th a t ‘th e  s ta tu to ry  o b lig a tio n  to  co llec t d a ta  on  ab sen tee ism  u nder th e  sch o o l 

A tten d an ce  A c t h as  lo n g  b een  ab an d o n ed  by  th e  D e p artm en t o f  E d u c a tio n ’. T he 

C o m m ittee  adds tha t th a t th e  las t com plete  su rv ey  w as  in  1984, b u t m em b ers  

are cyn ica l as to h o w  accu ra te  su ch  figures w o u ld  be  in  any  even t.

F ina lly , the  Y O U T H R E A C H  p ro g ram m e and  the  g en e ra l fram ew o rk  o f  p o lic y  

an d  se rv ices  in  w h ich  it is n es ted  are rev iew ed  in  YOUTHREACH 2000 A 

Consultative Process -  A report on the outcomes (S to k es , 2000a). T h is  is 

acco m p lish ed  th ro u g h  a  co n su lta tio n  p ro cess  w ith  th e  v a rio u s  s tak eh o ld e rs  

in v o lv ed  in  the  p ro g ra m m e ’s delivery . T he in ten tio n  is to  p ro m o te  ch an g e  an d  

d ev e lo p m e n t to  m a in ta in  re lev an ce  in  the  face  o f  ch an g in g  c ircu m stan ces . In  

re la tio n  to  n a tio n a l p o licy , the  repo rt ca lls  for g rea te r co h es io n , av a ilab ility  an d  

co n s is ten cy  o f  se rv ices  an d  supports, m o re  f lex ib le  and  sen sitiv e  fu n d in g  

m ech a n ism s  (fo r ex am p le  to  p ro v id e  reso u rces  co n s is ten t w ith  n eed ) an d  an  

em p h asis  o n  eq u a lity  o f  o u tco m e above o th er fo rm s o f  equality . A  n u m b er o f
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critic ism s o f  th e  p ro g ram m e also  em erged  -  th ese  re fe rred  to  all lev e ls  and  

em p h asised  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  consistency , clarity , q u a lity , re sp o n siv e n ess , 

m o n ito rin g  an d  p u b lic ity .

1.10 Issues of interpretation, correlation and causation

R eflec tin g  o n  the  fo reg o in g , the  incidence o f  early  sch o o l leav ing , the  reaso n s 

w h y  it is a  m a tte r  o f  co n ce rn  and  th e  ev o lu tio n  o f  p o licy  re sp o n ses , fo u r 

p ro b lem s arise  in  th e  lite ra tu re .

T h e  firs t p ro b lem  is th e  freq u en t assoc ia tion , and  in d eed  d o w n rig h t co n fu s io n , 

in  the  Irish  lite ra tu re  b e tw e en  risk  facto rs and  ch a rac te ris tic s . A  g rea t dea l o f  

re sea rch  co n d u c ted  in  Ire lan d  arises from  th e  co n cern s id en tified  in 1.8 above . 

In B o ld t’s v iew  (1 9 9 4 :1 -3 ), the in ten tion  has b ee n  to  id en tify  ‘the 

ch a rac te ris tic s  o f  early  sch o o l leavers to  see the  ex ten t to  w h ic h  th ese  re la te  to 

the  in c id en ce  o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g ’. H e asserts  th a t th is  is b ec au se  the  

o b jec tiv e  is ‘to  id en tify  “a t-r isk ” studen ts  in  o rd e r to  e s tab lish  in te rv en tio n  

p ro g ram m es and  to  o ffe r assis tan ce , so that a  g rea ter n u m b e r o f  y o u n g  p eo p le  is 

re ta in ed  in  sc h o o l’ . B o ld t (1994) argues th a t w h ile  su ch  stud ies p ro v id e  

im p o rtan t and  u se fu l in fo rm a tio n  on early  sch o o l leav in g , th ey  do n o t sp ec ify  

p rec ise ly  th e  na tu re  o f  the  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e en  ce rta in  v ariab les  and  early  

sch o o l leav ing . H e d esc rib es  th is  app ro ach  as ‘e p id e m io lo g ic a l’, th a t is, one  in  

w h ich  early  sch o o l leav in g  is ana logous to d isease . S to k es (1999a , 1999b) and  

M ay o ck  (2 0 0 0 ) agree. B y w ay  o f  exam ple , one  n o tes H a n n a n ’s re fe ren ces  to  

‘co rrec tiv e ’ m easu res  (H annan , 1997) and the  d is tin c tio n  m ad e  by  the  N E S F  

(1997) b e tw een  ‘p re v e n tio n ’ and  ‘cu re ’. In  th is  ap p ro ach , acco rd in g  to  B old t 

(1 9 9 8 :5 5 ), ‘it  is the  ch a rac te ris tic s  o f  p eop le  th em se lv es  w h ic h  p u t th em  a t risk  

(as is th e  case  in  th e  id en tifica tio n  o f  m ed ica l p ro b le m s)’. A n d  indeed , as  n o ted  

in  1.3 above , the  Ir ish  lite ra tu re  abounds in  lists o f  r isk  facto rs. T h u s, fo r 

ex am p le , G ran v ille  (1 9 8 2 b ) suggests five s ig n ifican t in d ica to rs  for ea rly  sch o o l 

leav in g  -  p o o r  sch o o l a ttendance , p o o r sch o o l ac h iev em en t, age v arian ce  

(p u p ils  w h o  are o ld e r th an  th e ir c lassm ates), p o o r  se lf- im ag e  an d  low  

m o tiv a tio n , and  lim ited  fam ily  support. H an n an  (1997) n o tes  G ender, S ocial 

C lass and  R eg ion . B reen  (1984b) classifies  66 p e r cen t o f  ea rly  schoo l leav ers
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u sin g  fo u r v a riab le s , soc ia l class, em p lo y m en t sta tu s, sch o o l ty p e  an d  

g eo g rap h ic  reg io n . B reen  also  id en tifies  (1984b : 112) the  fo llo w in g  

ch a rac te ris tic s  fo r ea rly  sch o o l leavers -

h ig h e r p ro p o rtio n s  o f  m ales , o f  p u p ils  w ith  fa th e rs  in  m an u a l w ork , o f  

v o ca tio n a l and  co m m u n ity / co m p reh en siv e  p u p ils , o f  p u p ils  in  u rban  

sch o o ls and  o f  p u p ils  asp irin g  to  m an u a l j o b s . . .in  ad d itio n , (they) are, on  

average  older.

T h ese  ‘risk  fa c to rs ’ are u su a lly  seen  to  be p a rt o f  a  b ro ad er p a tte rn  o f  

d isadvan tage . M an y  o v erlap  w ith  those  fo r an ti-so c ia l and  o ffen d in g  b e h a v io u r  

(G rah am  and  B o w lin g , 1995; F arring ton , 1996; P e rfec t an d  R en sh aw , 1996). 

T h e  In te r-D ep a rtm en ta l C o m m ittee  rep o rt (D ep artm en t o f  L ab o u r an d  

D e p artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n , 1988) re ferred  to the  ‘m u ltip le  d ep riv a tio n  o f  th is  

g ro u p ’. P ro b lem s w ere  seen  to re la te  to  o th er su ch  areas as h ea lth , h o u sin g  an d  

th e  genera l e co n o m ic  en v iro n m en t. (S ee also  H o u ses  o f  th e  O ireach tas , 1999).

B o ld t (1998: 55 -9 ) iden tifies  th ree  p ro b lem s w ith  th is  ‘e p id em io lo g ica l’ 

app roach . F irstly , H e q u estio n s the co n cep t o f  a  s tu d en t b e in g  ‘a t r isk ’, a rg u in g  

th a t in  fac t all s tu d en ts  are at risk  o f  leav in g  sch o o l early . B y  w ay  o f  ex am p le , 

h e  no tes th a t w h ereas  liv in g  in  an  u rb an  w o rk in g  c lass  a rea  is a  p re d ic to r o f  

ea rly  sch o o l leav in g , ‘m o re  p eo p le  in  th is  s itu a tio n  re m a in  in  schoo l th an  le a v e ’. 

(S ee also  O ’M ah o n y , 1997; M ayock , 2000). S econd ly , he arg u es th a t fo c u s in g  

o n  s tu d en t ch a rac te ris tic s  m eans tha t re lev an t ch a rac te ris tic s  o f  so c ie ty  an d  

sch o o ls  are le ft u n ex am in ed . T h ird ly , he  argues th a t p rev en tiv e  p ro g ram m es are 

u su a lly  b ased  on  the b e l ie f  th a t the  v ariab les  asso c ia ted  w ith  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav in g  are in  fac t th e  cau ses  o f  early  schoo l leav ing . T h is  m ean s  that th ey  fo cu s 

on  ad d ressin g  o r ‘co rrec tin g ’ the  variab les, i.e. th e  s tu d en t ch a rac te ris tic s . A  

fu rth e r d ifficu lty  w ith  th e  app ro ach  m ay  be in ferred , th o u g h  it is no t id en tif ied  

by  B old t. It is the  a ssu m p tio n  that the young  p eo p le  th em se lv es  are the p ro b lem .

T h e  second  p ro b lem  w ith  the  Irish  lite ra tu re  is th e  ten d en cy  to  co n fu se  

co rre la tio n s  an d  risk  fac to rs  on one h an d  and  cau sa l p ro cesses  o n  the o th er. B y  

w ay  o f  ex am p le , in  re flec tin g  on  the fin d in g s o f  th e  In te rn a tio n a l A d u lt L ite racy  

S u rv ey  M o rg an  n o tes  (1998b: 113) the  ‘u n e x p e c te d ’ f in d in g  ‘th a t p o o r lite racy  

p e rfo rm an ce  is asso c ia ted  w ith  lesser in v o lv em en t in  a  ran g e  o f  n o n -lite ra cy
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ac tiv ities  in c lu d in g  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  sport, co m m u n ity  ac tiv ities  an d  g o in g  to  

film s, p lay s  and  c o n c e rts ’. T h is , he says, ‘is q u ite  rem ark ab le , s ince  it su g g ests  

th a t lite racy  has a  ro le  n o t on ly  in  ed u ca tio n  an d  w o rk  b u t in  the  k in d s o f  le isu re  

ac tiv ities  in  w h ich  p eo p le  p artic ip a te  ev en  w h en  th ey  are  no t d irec tly  re la ted  to  

lite racy  p e r s e \  H e  co n c lu d es  h is  co m m en ts  on  th is  as fo llow s:

It w o u ld  seem  th e re fo re  th a t fa ilu re  in  lite racy  is a  re s tr ic tiv e  in flu en ce  

ex ten d in g  to sev e ra l d o m ain s o f  p e o p le ’s lives. T hus, the eco n o m ic  

a rg u m en t ab o u t ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  is n o t the  on ly  co n cern  and  a rg u ab ly  

n o t th e  m o st im portan t.

H ere  w e can  see an  a sso c ia tio n  b e in g  in te rp re ted  as a  causal re la tio n sh ip  an d  a

co n seq u en t su g g es tio n  th a t ad d ressin g  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  an d  lo w  lev e ls  o f

lite racy  ach iev em en t w o u ld  also  in crease  p a r tic ip a tio n  in  o th er ‘d o m ain s  o f

p e o p le ’s l iv e s ’. B u t a  causal re la tio n sh ip  is n o t estab lish ed . M an y  au th o rs  (fo r

ex am p le , R u tte r and  M adge , 1981; B o ld t, 1994, 1998; O ’M ah o n y  1997;

M ay o ck  2 000) c a u tio n  ag a in st such  co n fla tio n  o f  co rre la tio n  an d  causa tion .

B oldt (1 9 9 4 :9 ) p o in ts  o u t tha t ‘the v ariab les  th a t co rre la te  w ith  ea rly  sch o o l

leav ing  are n o t n ecessa rily  the  cause  o f  early  sch o o l le a v in g ’. A cco rd in g  to

R u tte r and  M ad g e  (1 9 8 1 :309), the  p ro cess  o f  cau sa tio n  u su a lly  in v o lv es  a  ch a in

o f  c ircu m stan ces  ‘no one  o f  w h ich  can  reaso n ab ly  be d esc rib ed  as b a s ic ’. T h ey

co n tin u e , ‘in  m o s t cases cau sa tio n  in v o lv es  an  in te rac tio n  b e tw een  sev e ra l

d iffe ren t types o f  in flu en c e ’ and  ‘d iffe ren t m ech an ism s are in v o lv ed  in  th e

tran sm iss io n  o f  d iffe ren t types o f  d isad v an ta g e ’. R u tte r  and  S m ith  (1 9 9 5 :2 3 )

p o in t o u t th a t ‘in te rac tiv e  effec ts and in d irec t m e c h a n ism s’ m u st also  be  tak en

into ac co u n t b ecau se  ‘m any  causal pathw ays in v o lv e  m u ltip le  p h ase s  o r

m u ltip le  s te p s ’ an d  ‘it is usual fo r cau sa tio n  to  inv o lv e  m u ltip le  fac to rs  th a t m ay

in te rac t in  sy n erg is tic  w a y s ’.

T he th ird  p ro b lem  w ith  the  Irish  lite ra tu re  on  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  is tha t 

‘e d u c a tio n ’ and  ‘sc h o o l’ are freq u en tly  tak en  to  be  co te rm in o u s , e sp ec ia lly  in  

p o lem ica l co m m en ta rie s  and  po licy  do cu m en ts . H o w ev er, it is n o w  gen e ra lly  

accep ted  th a t ed u ca tio n  is a life long  p rocess th a t tak es  p lace  in  a  ran g e  o f  

co n tex ts . F o r  young  p eop le , as N E S C  p o in ts  o u t (1993 :132),
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E d u ca tio n a l ex p e rien ce s  co m e from  fo rm al schoo ling , th e  fam ily  an d  th e  

co m m u n ity  an d  s tu d en ts  w h o  are  ed u ca tio n a lly  d isad v an tag ed  h av e  b een  

ex p o sed  to  in ap p ro p ria te  ed u ca tio n a l ex p e rien ces  in  a t leas t one o f  th ese  

th ree  ed u ca tio n a l dom ains.

T h is m u ch  h as b een  reco g n ised  by  p o licy  m easu res in  Ire lan d  su ch  as the  

H o m e-S ch o o l-C o m m u n ity  L ia iso n  S ch em e (C onaty , 2000). H o w ev er, the 

d is tin c tio n  b e tw e en  ‘sc h o o l’ and  ‘ed u c a tio n ’ h as  b een  b lu rre d  b y  th e  d ifficu ltie s  

in  m easu rin g  the  im p ac t o f  such in itia tiv es  an d  th e  re la tiv e  ease  o f  q u an tify in g  

ea rly  d ro p -o u t fro m  schoo ls. T he a sso c ia tio n  b e tw een  a  ran g e  o f  d ifficu ltie s  and  

lack  o f  q u a lifica tio n s  an d /o r early  schoo l leav in g  is n o t d isp u ted . B u t w h a t is 

th e  cen tra l d isad v an tag e  fo r the in d iv id u a l?  Is it h av in g  le ft sch o o l ea rly  o r is  it 

a  co m p lex  w eb  o f  d isad v an tag es, o f  w h ich  ed u catio n al u n d e rach iev e m en t is 

one, b u t n o t n ecessa rily  the  m o s t s ig n ifican t?  I f  the  la tter, w h ile  th e re  is 

co n s id erab le  m erit  in  d ev e lo p in g  s tra teg ies  to  re ta in  y o u n g  p eo p le  in  schoo l, 

co n fu s in g  ‘e d u c a tio n ’ and  sch o o l’ is  lik e ly  to  em p h asise  th e  p e rso n a l a sp ec ts  o f  

ea rly  sch o o l leav in g , ra th e r than  the  so c ia l o r in s titu tio n a l (see, fo r  ex am p le , 

R ich a rd so n  et al, 1989).

T h e  fo u rth  p ro b lem  w ith  th e  Irish  lite ra tu re  is th e  general a ssu m p tio n  th a t  ea rly  

sch o o l leav in g  is a lw ays a  bad  th ing , an d  th a t its p rev en tio n  is th e re fo re  an  

o v e rrid in g  p rio rity . T hus, there  is a  p reo ccu p a tio n  w ith  k ee p in g  th e  p e rso n  in  

th e  sch o o l fo r as lo n g  as possib le . It is fo u n d  in  m y riad  rep o rts  and  re v ie w s  and  

h as p ro v o k e d  p o licy  co m m itm en ts  su ch  as th a t co n ta in ed  in  th e  W h ite  P a p e r  on  

E d u ca tio n  (Ire land : 1995b) and  the  N a tio n a l A n ti-P o v erty  S tra teg y  (Ire land , 

1997) to  in c rease  re te n tio n  to  90%  to the  end  o f  S en io r C ycle. T h is  in  tu rn  has 

g en e ra ted  th e  ran g e  o f  p rev en tiv e  m easu res  re fe rred  to  ab o v e . T h is 

in te rp re ta tio n  o f  the  ev id en ce  ignores the  p resen ce  o f  p erso n a l fac to rs  and  

cu ltu ra l and  so c ia l c lass in fluences. It tak es  no  acco u n t o f  p re v a ilin g  m acro  and  

m ic ro -eco n o m ic  an d  soc ia l fo rces and  em p lo y m en t p a tte rn s. It ig n o res  the  

p o ss ib ility  th a t a  p e rso n  leav ing  sch o o l a fte r Ju n io r C ertifica te  in to  an  

ap p ren ticesh ip  w o u ld  be im m easu rab ly  b e tte r o f f  th an  i f  s/he  p e rs is ted  w ith  an  

u n sa tis fac to ry  sch o o l experience . It a lso  ig n o res  the p o ss ib ility  th a t  leav in g  

sch o o l early  m ig h t in  fac t be a ra tiona l, p o s itiv e  and  in d eed  life -a ffirm in g
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d ec is io n  by  a  y o u n g  p e rso n  (B o ld t 1998; F lem in g  and  K en n y  1998). A s  B o ld t 

(1 9 9 8 :5 9 ) co m m en ts

It sh o u ld  be re m e m b ered  th a t th e  d ec is io n  to  leav e  schoo l ea rly  is 

so m etim es an  ap p ro p ria te  one; th a t the  fo rm al schoo l sy s tem  is n o t th e  b es t 

sy stem  fo r everyone; th a t th e re  are a  n u m b er o f  s tuden ts  in  sch o o l w h o  are 

‘d isen g ag e d ’ an d  n o t b en e fitin g  fro m  th e ir  ex p erien ce ; an d  th a t  m an y  early  

sch o o l leavers g e t on  w ell w ith  th e ir  lives and  do n o t reg re t th e ir  d ec is io n .

1.11 Summary and conclusion

In  th is chap te r, I  se t o u t the  b ack g ro u n d  to  the  th esis  and  o u tlin e d  its  s tru c tu re . I 

d e fin ed  early  sch o o l leav in g  an d  o u tlin ed  its in c id en ce  in  Ire land . I a sk e d  w h y  

early  sch o o l leav in g  w as a  m a tte r o f  concern . I ad v an ced  fo u r b ro ad  reaso n s

-  fa ilu re  o f  the  ed u ca tio n a l system  to fu lfil the  y oung  p e o p le ’s e n title m e n t to  

(w h a t is n o w  u n d ers to o d  to  be) a  m in im u m  stan d ard  o f  ed u ca tio n

-  th e  lab o u r m ark e t ex p e rien ce  o f  early  sch o o l leavers

-  the  lik e lih o o d  o f  th e ir socia l ex c lu s io n  and

-  the d eg ree  to  w h ich  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  co rre la tes  w ith  o th e r d ifficu ltie s .

W h y  d o es one y o u n g  p e rso n  leav e  sch o o l early  and  an o th e r n o t?  H av in g  

rev iew ed  the  p o s itio n  in  six  E u ro p ean  co u n tries, S m yth  and  M cC ab e  (2001 : 30) 

cam e to  the  co n c lu s io n  th a t ‘n o t en o u g h  is k n o w n  ab o u t th e  p a r tic u la r  

ed u ca tio n a l ex p e rien ce s  o f  the  m o st eco n o m ica lly  o r so c ia lly  d isad v an ta g ed  

g roups in  so c ie ty ’. B o ld t (1 9 9 8 :5 6 ) suggests  th a t the  v ariab les  a sso c ia te d  w ith  

ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  ‘sh o u ld  b e  stu d ied  in  m o re  d e ta il to  u n d e rs ta n d  b e tte r  th e ir  

re la tio n sh ip s  to  early  schoo l leav in g  in  o rd e r in  o rd e r to  sh ed  m o re  lig h t o n  the  

p ro cess  o f  early  sch o o l leav in g ’. T his is the  in ten tio n  b eh in d  th is  re search . In 

th e  n ex t ch ap te r, I w ill ex am in e  th e  lite ra tu re  o n  these ‘in flu en ces , fac to rs  and  

e v e n ts ’, co n s tra in ts , eco n o m ic  fo rces, p re fe ren ces  and  p ro cesses , th a t are 

im p lica ted  in  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  to  one d eg ree  o r another.
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Chapter 2: Why do young people leave school early? 
Exploring the matrix of influences

2.1 Introduction

E arly  schoo l leav in g  is th e  su b jec t o f  co n sid erab le  re search , rep o rtag e  an d  

p o lem ic . T h is  lite ra tu re  h as  i ts e lf  b een  the  su b jec t o f  a n u m b er o f  m a jo r  rev iew s, 

fo r ex am p le  by R u tte r  an d  M adge  (1981), E u ry d ice  (1 9 9 4 ), R u tte r  an d  S m ith  

(1 9 9 5 ), D u n can  and  B ro o k s-G u n n , eds., (1997), B o ld t and  D e v in e  (1 9 9 8 ) and  

C o ste llo  (1999). E u ry d ice  (1 9 9 4 :4 7 ) re fers  to  an  ‘en o rm o u s re se rv o ir ’ o f  re sea rc h  

w h ich  ‘ab o u n d s in  s tu d ies  and  th eo rie s  try in g  to  in te rp re t th e  p h en o m en o n  o f  

fa ilu re  a t sch o o l, an a ly sin g  the  s itu a tio n s w h ich  g ive  rise  to  it an d  d e fin in g  its  

c a u se s ’. H o w ev er, ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  also  featu res e ith e r as cause , co n seq u en ce  

o r a sso c ia tio n  in  a  w id e r  b o d y  o f  lite ra tu re  on  ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e , sch o o l 

e ffec tiv en ess , y o u th  u n em p lo y m en t, p o v erty  an d  soc ia l ex c lu sio n , d ru g  u se  an d  

o ffen d in g  b eh av io u r, fam ily  fu n c tio n in g  and  lo n e  p a ren th o o d . T h is  bo d y  o f  

w ritin g  o ffe rs  co n sid e rab le  ad d itio n a l en lig h ten m en t reg ard in g  th e  m a trix  o f  

in flu en ces  an d  cau sa l p ro c esses  in v o lv ed  in  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g . I w ill re v ie w  

th is  lite ra tu re  in  th is  chap te r. T ow ards th is end , I w ill p ro p o se  a  fram ew o rk  

w ith in  w h ich  to  re v ie w  th e  in flu en ces and  causa l p ro cesses  in v o lv ed  in  ea rly  

sch o o l leav ing . T h is fram ew o rk  co m p reh en d s the  ex p lan a to ry  fram ew o rk  fo u n d  

in  th e  lite ra tu re . T h e  rev iew  w ill invo lve  a  ran g e  o f  to p ic s , d isc ip lin e s  an d  

p ersp ec tiv es . I w ill b eg in  by  b rie fly  n o tin g  th e  v iew s o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav e rs  an d  

th e ir  teach ers , p ee rs  an d  fam ilies  on  th e  reaso n  fo r leav in g  sch o o l early .

2.2 The young person’s perspective
B eg in n in g  w ith  the  v iew s o f  young  p eop le  fu lfils  tw o  fu n c tio n s . F irstly , it 

e s tab lish es  th a t ev ery  ac to r in  the p ro cess has h e r  o r h is  o w n  p e rsp ec tiv e  o r 

ex p lan a tio n  fo r ea rly  sch o o l leav ing . Second ly , i t  rem in d s u s th a t the y oung  

p e rso n ’s ex p e rien ce  is cen tra l to  u n d ers tan d in g  h er/h is  d ec is io n s , w h e th e r  ac tiv e  

o r p ass iv e  (S to k es, 2 0 0 0 b ). Y oung  p e o p le s ’ v iew s o f  ed u ca tio n  are  ad d ressed  in  a 

su b stan tia l b o d y  o f  re sea rc h  b o th  in te rn a tio n a lly  (W illis , 1977; B an k s e t al, 1992; 

B a tes  and  R iseb o ro u g h , 1993) and  in  Ire land  (H an n an  &  S h o rta ll, 1991; B o ld t,
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1994, 1997; E S F , 1996; F lem in g  and  K enny, 1998; D o ra n  an d  Q u ilty , 1999; 

O ’S u lliv an , 1999; M ay o ck , 2000 ; C onboy , 2000). T w o k ey  th em es  em erg e  fro m  

th is  lite ra tu re . T h e  firs t is th a t w h ereas  re search ers , p ra c titio n e rs  and  

p o licy m ak ers  reg a rd  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  as a  p ro b lem , th e  y o u n g  p eo p le  do  not. 

A lth o u g h  o b jec tiv e ly  aw are  th a t d ro p p in g  o u t o f  sch o o l w e ak en s  th e ir  p o s itio n  in  

th e  lab o u r m ark e t an d  th e ir  lo n g -te rm  p ro sp ec ts  one  p e rso n  in  fiv e  ch o o ses  to  do 

so (G am b etta , 1987; H a n n an  and  S horta ll, 1991; B o ld t, 1997; O ’S u lliv an , 1999; 

F lem in g  an d  K enny , 1998). B u t th ey  do n o t reg ard  th e ir  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  as 

p ro b lem atic . O n th e  con tra ry , in  th e ir v iew  it w as th e ir  sch o o l ex p e rien ce  th a t 

w as the  p ro b lem  (fo r ex am p le , see H annan  and  S h o rta ll, 1991; B o ld t, 1994, 

1997; Q u inn , 1995; E S F  E v a lu a tio n  U n it, 1996; H an n an , 1998). Indeed , as 

F lem in g  an d  K en n y  (1 9 9 8 :6 ) observe, th ey  reg ard  leav in g  sch o o l as p o s itiv e , th a t 

th ey  ‘h av e  c lea rly  lau n ch e d  th em se lv es  in to  the  ad u lt w o rld , and  s ta ted  lo u d ly  

an d  c lea rly  th a t th ey  w ill n o t be p art o f  an  in s titu tio n  (th e  sch o o l system ) w h ich  

does n o t m ee t th e ir  n e e d s ’ (see  also  B old t, 1997). T h ese  fin d in g s  are  co n sis ten t 

w ith  th e  lite ra tu re  o n  tran s itio n  (fo r ex am p le , see H an n an  an d  O ’R ia in , 1993) in  

w h ich  co m p le tin g  sch o o l is one o f  th e  key  stages in  th e  ad o p tio n  o f  an  ad u lt 

iden tity . T h ey  are also  en d o rsed  by  o th er research , su ch  as th e  ‘S h an n o n  T a len t 

B an k  P ro je c t’, w h ich  b ro u g h t g roups o f  re tired  p eo p le  an d  y o u n g  p eo p le  to g e th e r 

w ith  the  a id  o f  a  fac ilita to r. O ne o f  th e ir  co n c lu sio n s w as th a t ‘w e w o u ld  n o t 

rem a in  in  an  o rg an isa tio n  th a t  co n sis ten tly  labe ls  us as fa ilu re s ’ (K ing , 1996 :7 -8 ), 

su g g estin g  th a t leav in g  sch o o l early  is a  ra tio n a l d ec is io n  fo r m any .

T h e seco n d  th em e is th e  d issa tis fac tio n  o f  the  y o u n g  p eo p le  w ith  th e ir  schoo l 

ex p e rien ce . F o r ex am p le , O ’S u lliv an  (1998) fo llo w ed  u p  a  co h o rt o f  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav ers in  D ublin . T w o  o u t o f  th ree  o f  th ese  y o u n g  p eo p le  c ited  sch o o l-b a sed  

fac to rs  in  an sw er to  the  q u es tio n  ‘w h y  d id  you leav e  sc h o o l? ’ T h e ir an sw ers  are 

p re sen ted  in  T ab le  2 be low . A sk ed  w h a t m ig h t h av e  in flu en ced  th em  to  s tay  in  

schoo l, 26  p e r cen t an sw ered  ‘no th ing , I w o u ld  h av e  le ft an y w ay ’, su ch  w as  th e ir 

lev e l o f  a lien a tio n . In d eed , M ayock  (2000) co m m en ts  th a t ‘an  o v e rw h elm in g  

sen se  o f  in d iffe ren ce  to w ard s sch o o lin g  and  ed u ca tio n  w as an  eq u a lly  p o w erfu l 

fa c to r (to  th e ir  n eg a tiv e  ex p erien ce  o f  teachers) u n d e rly in g  y oung  p e o p le ’s 

d ec is io n  to  leav e  sc h o o l’. T h ese  find ings are p a ra lle led  in  q u an tita tiv e  re sea rch  

(fo r ex a m p le  D o ran  and  Q uilty , 1998) and  q u a lita tiv e  re sea rc h  (B o ld t, 1994;
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E SF, 1996; T h o rn to n , 2000 ; M ayock , 20 0 0 ). T h ey  are also  fo u n d  in  o th e r 

co u n trie s  and  so c ie tie s  (W illis , 1977; R um b erg er, 1987; R iseb o ro u g h , 1993; 

E u ro p ean  C o m m iss io n  2000a).

Table 2: Why did you leave school?

I did not like school 37%

I did not get on with the teachers 16%

I was expelled/suspended 14%

W anted ajob /o ffered  a jo b 17%

W anted/offered an apprenticeship 4%

I was bullied 4%

Fam ily problems 3%

Financial problems 2%

Friends left 1%

Total 100%

W h ile  m an y  y o u n g  p eo p le  iden tify  a p a r tic u la r  in c id en t th a t f in a lly  p rec ip ita te s  

th e ir leav in g  sch o o l (R u m b erg e r, 1987; B o ld t, 1994) th e  m a jo rity  o f  M a y o c k ’s 

sam p le  rep o rts  a  co n s te lla tio n  o f  sch o o l d ifficu lties . T h ey  do n o t su b scrib e  to  th e  

n o tio n  th a t sch o o l is  ‘a  n ecessary  p re req u is ite  to  p e rso n a l fu lf ilm e n t’ (M ay o ck  

2000 :27 ). H o w ev er, as B o ld t (1994) p o in ts  ou t, the  y o u n g  p eo p le  th em se lv es  also  

ack n o w led g e  p o s itiv e  asp ec ts  o f  sch o o lin g  an d  M ay o ck  em p h asise s  th a t ev en  the  

m o st d ifficu lt y o u n g  p eo p le  ‘d id  n o t ren o u n ce  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  ed u ca tio n  and  

learn ing . M o st, in  fac t, reg re tted  h av ing  le ft sch o o l a t an  ea rly  a g e ’. T h is  is 

co n s is ten t w ith  the  co m m en t fro m  E u ro p e an  C o m m iss io n  (2 0 0 0 a :6 ) that, 

w hereas ‘th ese  young  p eo p le  m ay  feel an tip a th y  to w ard s  sch o o l an d  m a in s tream  

system s, th ey  a re  n o t a lien a ted  fro m  ed u ca tio n  o r from  lea rn in g ’ .

T h e ir teach ers , p ee rs  an d  p aren ts  id en tify  o th er in flu en ces an d  cau ses  (B o ld t,

1994). T h ese  in c lu d e  d o m estic  d ish arm o n y , fam ily  reg a rd  fo r ed u ca tio n , fam ily  

reso u rces  (cu ltu ra l, ed u ca tio n a l an d  fin an c ia l), u n em p lo y m en t, p e rso n a l 

d isab ilitie s  an d  ‘p sy ch o lo g ica l and  p sy ch ia tric  fa c to rs ’ and  the  ‘irre lev an ce  o f  th e  

cu rricu lu m ’. A lso , th e  n eed  fo r su p p o rts  to  co m p en sa te  fo r  th ese  and  o th e r 

d isad v an tag es  h as  b ee n  id en tified  in  a  w id e  range o f  rep o rts  an d  p o licy  

in itia tiv es . (O n  th e se  issues, see G ranv ille , 1982b; C ro o k s and  S to k es (eds.),
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1988; S tokes, 1988a; B o ld t, 1994; IN T O , 1995: E S F , 1996; M cS o rley , 1997; 

C assidy , 1998; R o u rk e , 1999; C onaty , 2000).

I w ill n o w  tu rn  to  th e  genera l ex p lan a to ry  th em es fo u n d  in th e  lite ra tu re  a n d  

p ro p o se  a  genera l fram ew o rk  th ro u g h  w h ich  to  ex am in e  th e  lite ra tu re  re g a rd in g  

the  ‘m a trix  o f  in f lu e n c e s ’ in v o lv ed  in  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing .

2.3 Towards a matrix of influences and causal processes

T h ere  is b ro ad  ag reem en t th a t ea rly  schoo l leav in g  is a  co m p lex  an d  m u lti­

d im en sio n a l p ro cess  a ffec ted  by m an y  v ariab les  and  fac to rs  (G am b etta , 1987; 

B o ld t 1994; H av em an  et al, 1997; F lem in g  and  K enny , 1998; M ay o ck , 2000 ; 

O ’S h ea  an d  W illiam s, 2001). B o ld t (1 9 9 4 :5 2 -3 ) fo u n d  th a t y o u n g  p eo p le  w h o  

leave sch o o l w ith o u t q u a lifica tio n  ‘do  so fo r  a v a rie ty  o f  re a so n s ’ an d  G a m b e tta  

(1 9 8 7 :1 8 6 ) co n c lu d es  th a t the  young  p eo p le  ‘ev a lu a te  ra tio n a lly  th e  v a rio u s  

e lem en ts  fo r m ak in g  ed u catio n al d ec is io n s, w h ich  in c lu d e  eco n o m ic  co n stra in ts , 

p e rso n a l acad em ic  ab ility  and  ex p ec ted  lab o u r m ark e t b e n e fits ’. Fie ad d s th a t 

perso n a l ch a rac te ris tic s , socia lly  ran d o m  in flu en ces, re fe ren ce  g roups and  c lass 

b iases  can  a ll d is to rt p re fe ren ces  and  life-p lans. T he o p e ra tio n  o f  th ese  

‘v a r ia b le s ’, ‘fa c to rs ’ and  ‘e lem e n ts ’ co m p rises  the ex p lan a to ry  fram ew o rk  fo r 

ea rly  sch o o l leav ing .

S om e au tho rs, fo r ex am p le  O ’S h ea  an d  W illiam s (2001), g ro u p  ex p lan a tio n s  o f  

early  sch o o l leav in g  in to  tw o  schoo ls o f  though t, individualist and  structuralist. 

T he firs t o f  th ese  re fe rs  to  ‘a  set o f  v ariab les  re la tin g  to  th e  ch ild , to  h is /h e r 

fam ily  c ircu m stan ces  an d  co m m u n ity ’ in c lu d in g  ‘issues o f  p o v e rty  an d  ex c lu s io n  

and  the  in te r-g en e ra tio n a l tran sm iss io n  and  p e rp e tu a tio n  o f  sam e th ro u g h  th e  

ed u ca tio n  sy s te m ’. T h e  second  school o f  th o u g h t re la tes to  th e  ‘in s titu tio n a l o r 

s tru c tu ra l co n tex t o f  th e  schoo l i t s e l f . M an y  th em es an d  su b -th em es fa ll w ith in  

th is  general fram ew o rk , n o t to  m en tio n  m u tu a lly  co n tested  th eo rie s  an d  

ex p lan a tio n s . T h e  sam e th em es o ccu r in  a  fram ew o rk  p ro p o se d  b y  F lem in g  an d  

M u rp h y  (2 0 0 0 :2 8 , a fte r S p rou le  e t al, 1999). T h ese  au th o rs  e lab o ra te  o n  th o se  

ex p lan a tio n s  d esc rib ed  by O ’S hea  an d  W illia m s’ as ‘in d iv id u a lis t’ an d  ad d  a 

fo u rth  and  g lo b al assu m p tio n , ‘ex p lo ita tio n ’. T h is  fram ew o rk  d ev e lo p ed  o u t o f  a 

stu d y  o f  re sp o n ses  to  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  in  th e  D u b lin  area  th a t a ttem p ted  to
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id en tify  u n d erp in n in g  ‘a ssu m p tio n s ’ and  im p lic it o r e x p lic it ex p lan a tio n s  fo r 

ea rly  schoo l leav in g  as fo llow s:

An outline o f assumptions underpinning early school leaving measures in Dublin

Assumption Explanation

Essentialism A  measure based on an essentialist paradigm believes that the problem is personal -  
low ability or low self-esteem

Consensualism A  measure based on a consensual paradigm assumes that there is a cultural deficiency 
in the family, group or community from which the pupil derives

Credentialism A  measure based on credentialism would argue that the problem lies within the 
organisation o f the schooling and administrative system -  what we might call a social 
deficiency (inflexible structures, curriculum design, teacher training, etc.)

Exploitation Finally, a measure that takes as its starting place the notion o f exploitation would 
argue that the cause of early school leaving can be located in the broader structures of 
Irish society (and)... “arises from the need to protect an economic system based on 
private profit” (Sproule et al 1999:39). The problem here is economic.

H o w ev er, o th er in flu en ces  and  ex p lan a tio n s a re  also  fo u n d  in  th e  lite ra tu re , m an y  

o f  w h ich  are no t b u ilt  a ro u n d  the  n o tio n  o f  defic iency . O f  th ese , th ree  are  o f  

p a rtic u la r  s ig n ifican ce  in  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  a  m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  an d  causes:

E co lo g ica l (co n tex tu a l) in flu en ces  and  p ro cesses . I w ill d iscu ss  th is  a t 2.5 

below ;

D e v e lo p m en ta l fac to rs, tran sitio n s and  d isrup tions. I w ill d iscu ss  th ese  at

2 .6  below ;

M ed ia tin g  fac to rs  - 1 w ill d iscuss th ese  at 2 .7  below .

B ased  o n  the  fo reg o in g , I p ro p o se  to co m b in e  the genera l th em atic  fram ew o rk s  

an d  m o d e ls  o u tlin ed  ab o v e  in to  a  m a trix  co m p ris in g  g iven , co n tex tu a l, 

d ev e lo p m en ta l and  m ed ia tin g  facto rs  (ie risk  and  re s ilien ce), as fo llow s:

Given (individual) 

factors

Factors the young person is bom  with, such as gender, 

‘intelligence’, learning needs, ethnicity

Contextual (ecological) 

factors

Family, kin, peers, neighbourhood, school, social class

Developmental factors Growth, development and transitions; the influence o f  disruptions;

adolescence

Mediating factors Susceptibility and resilience
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U sin g  th is fram ew o rk , I w ill n o w  ex am in e  the  lite ra tu re  o n  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  

to  ex am in e  the  in flu en ces  and  cau sa l p ro cesses  in v o lv ed  in  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing .

2.4 Given (individual) factors

A  ran g e  o f  g iv en  fac to rs  recu rs  in  the research  lite ra tu re . O f  th ese  th e  m o st 

s ig n ifican t are gen d er, e thn ic ity , in te lligence an d  learn in g  d ifficu lties . W h ile  

fam ily  an d  social c lass  are also  ‘g iv en ’, th ey  are d iscu ssed  as co n tex ts  and

eco sy stem s at 2 .5 .1  an d  2 .5 .6  below . I n o w  tu rn  to  gender.

2.4.1 Gender

M ales  and  fem ales  h av e  v ery  d iffe ren t ex p e rien ces  reg a rd in g  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav ing . T w o  young  m a les  d ro p  o u t o f  schoo l w ith o u t q u a lifica tio n s  fo r ev ery  

fem ale . T h is  is p a r t o f  a  genera l p a tte rn  o f  d iv erg en ce  b e tw een  m a le s  an d  fem a les  

d u rin g  ad o lescen ce . I t ap p lies to  all levels o f  ed u ca tio n  an d  is rep lic a ted  

in te rn a tio n a lly  (M erto n , 1996). E v an s (1996) re p o rtin g  on  a su rv ey  o f  3 0 ,000  

B ritish  ad o lescen ts  p o in ted  o u t th a t

-  T h e  m o tiv a tio n  o f  b o y s fa lls  from  year 8 onw ards;

-  B y  years 10 an d  11 som e 40 p e r cen t o f  p u p ils  b e lo n g  to  th ree  sch o o l g ro u p s

k n o w n  as the  d isap p o in ted , th e  d isaffec ted  an d  th e  d isap p ea red  an d  sch o o ls  

h av e  little  o r n o th in g  to  co n trib u te  to  the d ev e lo p m en t o f  th ese  p u p i ls ’ s e lf ­

e s teem  an d  se lf-resp ec t. T h ese  g roups are co m p rised  p re d o m in a n tly  o f  boys.

D isad v an tag ed  young  m en  are  m o re  likely  to  be h eav y  d rin k ers , to  use  d ru g s and  

to b acco  (S ilb e rse in  et al 1995) o r to  spend  tim e in  p riso n , w h e reas  th e ir  fem a le  

co u n te rp a rts  are m ore  lik e ly  to  h av e  becom e sin g le  p a ren ts  (G reg g  an d  M ach in , 

1997). B oys liv ing  in  a  fam ily  w ith  a fem ale  head  are s ig n ifican tly  m ore lik e ly  to 

ex p e rien ce  acad em ic  an d  b eh av io u ra l p ro b lem s th an  g irls  (L ip m an  an d  O ffo rd , 

1997). T h is  m ay  be cau sed  by  p o v erty  ra th e r th an  sing le  p aren th o o d  (see  also  

C arn eg ie  C o rp o ra tio n  o f  N e w  Y ork  1994; E vans, 1996). P o v erty  ap p ears  to 

s tro n g ly  a ffec t ad o lescen t m ales w ho seem  p articu la rly  su scep tib le  to  a  red u ced  

sen se  o f  se lf-e s teem  an d  p erso n al con tro l w h en  p aren ts  h av e  d isag reem en ts  ab o u t 

m o n ey  (C o n g er e t al, 1997). T h ey  are m ore lik e ly  to  b eco m e  o v ertly  an g ry  and
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h o s tile  th em se lv es , in c reasin g  th e  risk  th a t th ey  w ill b ec o m e  p e rso n a lly  ca u g h t up  

in  fam ily  co n flic ts  (C u m m in g s e t al, 1994).

G en d er d iffe ren ces  co n tin u e  fo r u n q u a lified  early  leavers in  the lab o u r m arke t. 

S ig n ific an tly  m o re  b oys (48.1 p e r cen t) th an  g irls (3 8 .9  p e r cen t) en te r 

em p lo y m en t. A  h ig h  p ro p o rtio n  o f  g irls  in  th is  g roup  is c la ss ified  as b e in g  

‘u n av a ilab le  fo r w o rk ’ - 20 .3  p e r cen t o f  g irls  co m p ared  w ith  6 .9  p e r c e n t o f  boys 

(M cC o y  e t al, 1999). D o ran  and  Q u ilty  (1998) found  th a t w h ile  m a les  are m o re  

lik e ly  to  leav e  (sch o o l) fo r  em p lo y m en t reaso n s, ‘fem a les  are a lm o s t tw ice  as 

lik e ly  to leav e  fo r fam ily  reaso n s as em p lo y m en t’ (1 9 9 8 :1 6 ). T here  is a lso  a  pay  

d iffe ren tia l - g ross w eek ly  ea rn in g s are  30 per cen t h ig h e r fo r  y o u n g  m a les  in  th is 

g roup  th an  fo r fem ales. H o w ev er, w h en  hourly ea rn in g s are e x a m in e d  the  

d iffe ren tia l red u ces  to 15 p e r cen t (M cC o y  e t al, 1999).

W h y  are boys m o re  lik e ly  to  leave sch o o l early , and  to  b ec o m e  in v o lv ed  in  risk y  

an d  an ti-so c ia l b eh av io u rs?  W hy  do young  w o m en  do  b e tte r  in  sch o o l?  T h ese  are 

co m p lex  q u estio n s  and  h av e  sp aw n ed  an  evo lv in g  an d  as yet in co n c lu s iv e  

lite ra tu re . H o w ev er, b o th  genera l and  ad o lescen t cu ltu ra l fac to rs  a re  invo lved . 

F o r ex am p le , acco rd in g  to  E v an s (1996) it is ‘n o t c o o l’ fo r b o y s to  w o rk  a t th e ir 

s tu d ies  and , ev en  i f  th ey  do, ‘th ey  h id e  th e  fa c t’. B u t eq u a lly , sch o o l fac to rs  are 

in v o lv ed  -  D o ran  and  Q u ilty  (1 9 9 8 ) c la im  th a t fem ales  ‘are as lik e ly  to  be 

in v o lv ed  in  co n flic t w ith  teach ers b u t m ales  are e ig h t tim es  m o re  lik e ly  to  be 

ex p e lle d ’. H o w ev er, a lth o u g h  m ales are m o re  likely  to  leav e  sch o o l early , fem ale  

ea rly  sch o o l leav ers are m o re  d isad v an tag ed  th an  th e ir  m a le  co u n te rp a rts , fo r 

ex a m p le  in  te rm s o f  en g ag em en t w ith  the  lab o u r m ark e t (H a n n an  an d  O ’R iain , 

1993; Q u in n , 1995; M cC o y  e t al, 1999). In  add ition , th ey  p e rce iv e  th em se lv es  to  

be  so. F o r ex am p le , h av in g  o b serv ed  a  g roup  o f  early  sch o o l leav e rs  in  K ildare , 

F le m in g  an d  K e n n y  (1998) find  tha t

T h e  b o y s w e re  m o stly  w ork in g . T h ey  w an t m oney . T h e ir fo cu s  in  m an y  cases 

w as  e v e n  m o re  sh o rt-te rm  th an  the  g ir ls . .. T he g irls  h ad  a  g rea te r sen se  o f  

s e l f  an d  ap p ea red  m o re  m atu re . S om e seem ed  co n fu sed  an d  sad  ab o u t th e ir  

s itu a tio n  in  life. T hey  w an ted  ap p ro p ria te  education , b u t w o u ld  n o t re tu rn  to  

sch o o l fo r  i t . .. T hey  (had) ex p e rien ced  the teach in g  reg im e  o f  sch o o l as a 

fo rm  o f  b u lly in g .. .T h e ir fee lin g  o f  h av in g  been  ‘p u t d o w n ’ w as m u c h  m o re  

s trik in g  th an  w ith  th e  boys.
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A s n o ted  a t 1.8.4 above , lone p a ren th o o d  is a lso  asso c ia ted  w ith  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav ing . U K  re sea rch  ind ica tes th a t m ales  w ho  co m p le te  G C E  an d  A  lev e ls  are 

on ly  h a l f  as lik e ly  to  b eco m e y o u n g  fa th e rs  as th o se  w ith o u t su ch  q u a lifica tio n s  

(A c to n  an d  H ynes, 1998). H o w ev er, the  b u rd en  o f  lo n e  p a ren th o o d  is  a lm o st 

ex c lu s iv e ly  b o rn e  by young  w om en . F lem in g  and  K en n y  (1 9 9 8 ) f in d  th a t y oung  

fa thers are ‘n o t in te re sted  in  p a ren tin g  and  in  75 p e r cen t o f  ca ses  d id  n o t stay  

w ith  th e  m o th e r  o f  th e ir  c h ild ’ (see also  Q u inn , 1995; W h ite  1996).

T h e  in ten s iv e  stu d y  o f  w h ich  y o u n g  lo n e  p a ren th o o d  is w o rth y  is b ey o n d  the  

scope  o f  th is  thesis. Indeed , as M ah o n  e t al (2001 :25 ) n o te , w h ile  u n m arrie d  

teen ag e  p a ren ts  a re  su b jec t to  ‘neg a tiv e  a tten tio n  in  th e  m e d ia  an d  p u b lic  

d iscu ssio n , y o u n g  m others u n d er tw en ty  have  no t b een  th e  fo cu s o f  m u ch  

re se a rc h ’ (in  Ire land). In so fa r as th ey  h av e , th e  ap p ro ach  h a s  b een  

ep id em io lo g ica l, fo cu sin g  o n  the  id en tifica tio n  o f  v a rio u s risk  fac to rs  an d  

p ro b lem a tic  ou tco m es. T he re search  show s an increase  in  n o n -m arita l b irth s  as a  

p ro p o r tio n  o f  all b irth s  in  Ire lan d  (fro m  14.6 per cen t in  1990 to  26 .5  p e r  cen t in  

1997). B u t th ese  b irth s  are co n cen tra ted  am o n g  w o m en  in  th e  2 0 -3 0  age g roup  

an d  th e  n u m b e r o f  m o th ers  u n d er tw en ty  has fallen  s in ce  1980. V irtu a lly  all 

m o th e rs  u n d e r  20 are u n m arried . M o st are aged  18 o r 19. B irth s  to  w o m en  b e lo w  

16 years o f  age h av e  rem a in ed  w e ll b e lo w  100 a  year. T h is  is  a t v a rian ce  w ith  

p o p u la r  p e rcep tio n  (M agee, 1994; M ah o n  e t al, 2001). T w o  fac to rs  h av e  

in c reased  th e  v is ib ility  o f  y oung  lo n e  paren ts . F irstly , th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  the  

U n m arried  M o th e rs  A llo w an c e1 in  1973 gave lone m o th e rs  an  in d ep en d en t 

in co m e  an d  w ith  it th e  o p tio n  o f  k eep in g  and  rearin g  a  ch ild  as a  so lo  paren t. 

H o w ev er, th e re  is no  ev idence  th a t th is  h as co n trib u ted  to  an  in crease  in  b irth s to 

m o th e rs  u n d e r 20 (M cC ash in , 1997; M ah o n  et al, 2001). S econd ly , m arriag e  and  

ad o p tio n  h av e  d ec lin ed  as p o s t-p reg n an cy  o r p o s t-b ir th  o p tio n s  fo r  u n m arrie d  

m o th ers , in c lu d in g  teen ag ers  (M ah o n  e t al, 1998). In  ad d itio n , d u rin g  th e  1990s, 

one in  f iv e  co n cep tio n s  to  w o m en  u n d er 20  ended  in  abo rtio n . T h is  is tw ice  the  

general ra te  o f  ab o rtio n  fo r Ire lan d  (M ah o n  e t al, 1998; M a h o n  e t al, 2001). 

Ind eed , M ah o n  e t a l specu la te  (2 0 0 1 :8 /9 ) th a t ab o rtio n  is a  fa c to r in  th e  red u ced  

in c id en ce  o f  teen ag e  b irths.

1 Now known as the Single Parent Fam ily Payment
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A s reg ard s  early  sch o o l leav in g , it is the  a sso c ia tio n  o f  p ro b lem a tic  lo n e  

p aren th o o d  w ith  w h a t H an n an  an d  O ’R ia in  (19 9 3 :1 2 5 , c itin g  In e ich in , 1981, 

1997) d esc rib e  as a  ‘v o rtex  o f  d isad v an ta g e ’ th a t is m o st p e rtin e n t. A  

co m b in a tio n  o f  re so u rces  and  cu ltu ra l v a lu es  may m ean  th a t ab o rtio n  is a  less 

f req u en t so lu tio n  to  teen ag e  p reg n an cy  in  w o rk in g  c la ss  co m m u n itie s . 

R egre ttab ly , no  d a ta  are p u b lish ed  o n  the  socia l o r  eco n o m ic  ch a rac te ris tic s  o f  

Irish  w o m en  h av in g  ab o rtio n s, and  th is  m u st rem a in  sp ecu la tiv e . H o w ev er, th e  

stan d ard  o f  e d u c a tio n  o f  lone p aren ts  in  Ire lan d  is v ery  low , w ith  ab o u t 50 p e r 

cen t h av in g  n o  fo rm a l ed u ca tio n  o r p rim ary  level on ly  (M agee , 1994; M cC ash in , 

1997). A s H an n an  an d  O ’R ia in  (1993) com m ent, ‘sing le  m o th e rh o o d ...  ty p ica lly  

fo llo w s a  p a rticu la rly  un sa tisfac to ry  se t o f  tran s itio n s  th ro u g h  e d u c a tio n  in to  the 

lab o u r m a rk e t’. T h ese  au th o rs  (1 9 9 3 :1 2 6 ) fin d  th a t

Y o u n g  w o m en  fro m  w o rk in g  c lass back g ro u n d s, w h o se  m o th e rs  o n ly  

rece iv ed  p rim ary  ed u ca tio n , w ho  th em se lv es  g a in ed  th e  In te rm ed ia te  

C ertifica te  o r less  and  w h o  spen t o v e r 60%  o f  th e ir  tim e  in  th e  lab o u r fo rce  

u n em p lo y ed , sh o w  a  s trong  p ro p en sity  to  b eco m e sing le  m o th ers .

It is su g g ested  th a t w o rk in g  c lass  v a lu es  s tro n g ly  en d o rse  th e  ra is in g  o f  ch ild ren  

as a w o rth w h ile  ro le  (H an n an  an d  O ’R iain , 1993) and  th a t p a ren th o o d  p ro v id es  a  

leg itim a te  a lte rn a tiv e  ro le , fo r w o m en  a t least (W illis , 1977). T ak in g  th ese  fac to rs  

toge ther, it m ay  b e  th a t m o re  young  w o m en  from  d isad v an tag ed  b ack g ro u n d s  

keep  th e ir  ch ild ren  and , lack in g  the  p e rso n a l reso u rces  th em se lv es , fin an c ia l and  

cu ltu ra l su p p o rts  from  fam ily , and  sy m pathy  and  ap p ro p ria te  ch ild ca re  

a rran g em en ts  fro m  th e ir  schoo l, do  n o t p e rsev ere  w ith  th e ir  e d u c a tio n  (M ah o n  et 

al, 2001). T h a t is n o t to  su g g est that th ese  y o u n g  w o m en  lack  su p p o rt fro m  th e ir  

fam ilies  -  o n  the  con trary , th ey  have h ig h  levels o f  so c ia l-em o tio n a l su p p o rt 

(H an n an  and  O ’R ia in , 1993; B o ld t, 1997). B u t th ey  are n o t en c o u rag ed  to  stay  in  

ed u ca tio n  nor, w h e n  th ey  do, are th ey  p articu la rly  w e lco m e there .

In  sum m ary , th e  fo reg o in g  suggests  th a t g ender is a  s ig n ifican t in flu en ce  o n  early  

sch o o l leav in g  in  general, w ith  effec ts  th a t p e rs is t b ey o n d  the  sch o o l. B u t it is  n o t 

i ts e lf  a  cause. A n d  d o es lone p aren th o o d  in fluence o r cause ea rly  sch o o l leav in g ?  

T he an sw er is yes. B eco m in g  p reg n an t and  g iv ing  b irth  cau ses  an  in te rru p tio n  to  

ed u ca tio n , o ften  indefin ite ly . Such  is tru e  o f  all young  m o th ers . H ow ever,
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y o u n g er fem ales, and  e sp ec ia lly  th o se  from  d isad v an tag ed  b ack g ro u n d s , a re  m o s t 

lik e ly  to  en tire ly  ab a n d o n  th e ir ed u ca tio n  (M cC ash in , 1997; M ah o n , e t al, 1998).

2.4.2 Intelligence

T h e co n cep t o f  in te llig en ce  is i ts e lf  con tested . A s R eb er (1 9 8 5 ) co m m en ts , ‘F ew  

co n cep ts  in  p sy ch o lo g y  have  rece iv ed  m o re  d ev o ted  a tten tio n  an d  fe w  h av e  

re s is ted  c la r ifica tio n  so th o ro u g h ly ’. Its d efin itio n , m easu rem en t an d  im p lica tio n s  

have  b een  su b jec ts  o f  b itte r d isp u tes  and  ex trav ag an t c la im s fo r o v er a  cen tu ry  

(G ou ld , 1981; B en so n  1987; G ardner, 1993; H e rrn s te in  an d  M urray , 1994). 

N o n e th e le ss , th e re  is a  bo d y  o f  re search  in  w h ich  it is asso c ia ted  w ith , and  

id en tified  as a  p o ss ib le  d e te rm in an t of, ea rly  schoo l leav ing . H o w ev er, th is  v iew  

is fie rce ly  co n te s ted  o n  m an y  g rounds and  th e  lite ra tu re  on  th e  su b jec t is b o th  

su b s tan tia l an d  r ich  in  con troversy .

A  co n sid e rab le  bo d y  o f  ev id en ce  accru ed  o v er the  2 0 th cen tu ry  reg a rd in g  

‘in te llig e n c e ’ and  its m easu rem en t and rep resen ta tio n  as a  p e rso n ’s in te llig en ce  

q u o tien t o r IQ . T h is  re sea rch  o rig in a tes w ith  d ev e lo p m en ts  in  p sy ch o lo g y  in  th e  

ea rly  2 0 111 cen tu ry , in  p a rticu la r tes ts  d ev ised  by  B in e t an d  S im o n  (S m ith , 1985; 

R eb er, 1985, G ardner, 1993). T h ese  tests  w ere  o rig in a lly  in ten d ed  to  h e lp  in  th e  

id en tif ica tio n  o f  p u p ils  req u irin g  spec ia l he lp  (in  rem ed ia l c lasses). H o w ev er, 

th ro u g h  th e  2 0 th cen tu ry  th ey  w ere  in c reasin g ly  u sed  to  a ssess  th e  gene tic  

p o ten tia l o f  in d iv id u a ls  and  ev en  socia l c lasses (G o u ld  1981; E u ry d ice , 1994; 

R eber, 1985; G a rd n er 1993) and  have  b een  w id ely  u sed  in  b o th  ed u c a tio n  and  

em p lo y m en t. T h e  p re m ise  lin k in g  in te llig en ce  and  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  arises 

fro m  m an y  s tu d ies  b ased  o n  su ch  tests. It is a rgued  th a t su ccess  in  schoo l 

dep en d s o n  h e rita b le  in te llig en ce , w h ich  can  be rep resen ted  b y  a  p e rso n ’s IQ  and  

th a t th is  can  b e  u sed  to  p re d ic t a  p e rso n ’s tra jec to ry  th ro u g h  th e  sch o o lin g  

system . T h u s, fo r ex am p le , G rean ey  and  K e llag h a n ’s (1 9 8 4 ) f in d in g  th a t s tu d en t 

p e rfo rm an ce  on  th e  D ru m co n d ra  V erb al R easo n in g  tes t w as re la ted  to 

w ith d raw a l an d  co n tin u a tio n  in  education . W hile  in  ec lip se  in  th e  la s t d ecad es  o f  

th e  2 0 th cen tu ry , th is  v ie w  w as rev iv ed  b y  H e rn n ste in  and  M u rray  (1994).

T h e  id ea  o f  h e rita b le  in te llig en ce  as a d e te rm in an t o f  sch o o l fa ilu re  an d  p red ic to r 

o f  su ccess  h as  freq u en tly  b een  ch a llen g ed  (fo r ex am p le , B o w les  an d  G in tis, 

1976; C h ario t, 1979; G ould , 1981; D ru d y  and  L ynch , 1993; G ard n er, 1993; 

G o lem an , 1996; M ac R u a irc , 1998). O ne strand  o f  o p p o sitio n  re jec ts  th e  id ea  th a t
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a  ‘p ap e r an d  p e n c il’ ex e rc ise  co u ld  m easu re  so m eth in g  as co m p lex  as h u m an  

in te llig en ce  o r cap ac ity  (G ou ld , 1981; G ardner, 1993). T h e  co n c ep t o f  

in te llig en ce  em b o d ied  in  IQ  tests  is a lso  ch a llen g ed , b e in g  seen  as too  n a rro w  

and  ex c lu s iv e  o f  o th er eq u a lly  im p o rtan t capac ities . S om e o p p o sitio n  is p o litica l, 

an d  re la tes  to  a  p e rce iv ed  m isap p ro p ria tio n  o f  p sy ch o m etric  te s ts  by  rac is ts  an d  

reac tio n arie s . In  S m ith ’s v iew  (1 9 8 5 :1 4 9 ), su ch  testin g  m ay  h av e  b ee n  w e ll-  

in ten d ed  to  b eg in  w ith , bu t ‘th e  a rg u m en t on  rac ia l d iffe ren ce , rife  at th e  tim e , 

sp illed  o v e r in to  d esire  to  p ro v e  th is  d iffe ren ce  in  q u ite  the  m o s t sen s itiv e  area, 

tha t o f  in te l le c t . . . ’ O thers  q u es tio n  th e  p rem ise  on  the  basis  o f  an o m alies . F o r 

ex am p le , G o lem an  (1996) c ites  re search  b y  H a rd en  and  P ih l (1995). T h ese  

au th o rs  s tu d ied  p rim ary  sch o o l boys w ho  w ere  p e rfo rm in g  p o o rly  in  sch o o l 

d esp ite  h av in g  h ig h e r th an  average  IQ  scores. T h e  re search ers  id en tified  th a t th ey  

h ad  im p a ired  fro n ta l co rtex  fu n c tio n in g . T h e  boys w ere  im p u lsiv e  an d  an x io u s , 

o ften  d is ru p tiv e  and  in  tro u b le , ‘su g g estin g  fau lty  p re fro n ta l co n tro l o v e r th e ir 

lim b ic  u rg e s ’. T h is , says G o lem an  (1 9 9 6 ) in c reased  th e ir  r isk  o f  p ro b lem s like  

acad em ic  fa ilu re , a lco h o lism  and  crim in a lity  d esp ite  th e ir  in te llec tu a l p o ten tia l. 

T h e  p re m ise  is a lso  q u es tio n ed  o n  th e  basis  o f  contrary re sea rch  resu lts . F o r 

ex am p le , w h ile  s tudy ing  the  in flu en ce  o f  fam ily  b ack g ro u n d  o n  ed u ca tio n a l 

o u tco m es T ea ch m an  et al (1 9 9 7 :4 1 5 ) fo u n d  th a t IQ  h ad  ‘no m ed ia tin g  e ffec t o n  

ed u ca tio n a l o u tc o m e s’. T h is , th ey  argue

ru n s co n tra ry  to arg u m en ts m ad e  by  H e rrn s te in  and  M u rray  (1994) a b o u t the 

p rim ary  im p o rtan ce  o f  in te llec tu a l ab ility . A cco rd in g  to  o u r re su lts , w h ile  

in te llec tu a l ab ility  h as  a  p o s itiv e  im p ac t o n  ed u catio n al a tta in m en t, it  d o es  n o t 

m ed ia te  the  in flu en ce  o f  m easu res  o f  fam ily  back g ro u n d . In d eed , o u r re su lts  

w ere  v ir tu a lly  u n ch an g ed  w h en  IQ  w as  in c lu d ed  in  the  m o d e l . ..

S om e o p p o n en ts  accep t th a t te s t resu lts  are  as th ey  are, and  seco n d ly  th a t th ey  are 

an  accu ra te  p re d ic to r o f  success o r fa ilu re  in  schoo l. F o r ex am p le , as R u tte r  and  

M ad g e  (1 9 8 1 :1 1 0 ) repo rt, ‘at all ages, m id d le  c lass ch ild ren  in  th e  (U K ) N a tio n a l 

S u rvey  h a d  co n sid e rab ly  h ig h er in te llig en ce  an d  a tta in m en t sco res  th an  d id  th e ir  

w o rk in g  c lass  co u n te rp a rts ’ . . .  S im ilar o u tco m es are fo u n d  in  Ire lan d  (L yons, 

2002). B u t th e se  critics  argue that, ra th e r th an  m easu rin g  in te llig en ce , th e  tests  

m easu re  ‘sc h o o l-read in ess ’, p rin c ip a lly  cu ltu ra l cap ita l (see 2 .5  below ). B y  w ay  

o f  ex am p le , M ac  R uairc  (1998) desc rib es  re search  d em o n stra tin g  ‘an  a lm o st
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“ steps o f  the  s ta irs” p ro g ress io n  (in  te s t o u tco m es) as one  m o v es  up th e  so c ia l 

c lass sp e c tru m ’. H e say s th a t the  o u tco m es o f  the s tan d a rd ised  tes t rev ea l ‘a 

m ark ed  d iffe re n c e ’ b e tw een  the  scores o f  th e  ch ild ren  in  the w o rk in g  c lass  a reas 

an d  the  ch ild ren  in  the  m id d le  c lass a re a s ’. M ac R u airc  (1 9 9 8 :6 5 ) adds th a t

T he reac tio n s o f  th e  teach ers  to  stan d ard ised  asse ssm e n t tests d iffe r o n  th e  

basis  o f  th e  so c ia l c lass  o f  the  school. T he m id d le  c lass  sch o o ls  fin d  th e  tes ts  

u sefu l and  see a  ro le  fo r th em  in  schoo l po licy . T h is  a ttitu d e  m ay  be  as a 

re su lt o f  the  su ccess  ch ild ren  in  th e  m id d le  c lass  sch o o ls  h ad  w ith  the  test.

T he teach ers  in  th e  w o rk in g  c lass a re a s . .. are  u sin g  a  tes t th a t th e  ch ild ren  

find  d iff icu lt an d  are co p in g  w ith  re su lts  th a t are sk ew ed  as a  resu lt o f  the  

b ias o f  th e  test.

In  h is v iew , ‘i f  th e  re su lts  o f  th e  te s t are  u sed  as c r ite ria  fo r  g en e ra l a sse ssm en t o f  

ch ild ren , the  p ro b lem  fo r the  w o rk in g  c lass ch ild  is w o rse n e d ’. M an y  ag ree , fo r 

ex am p le  D ru d y  and  L y n ch  (1993), w ho  q u es tio n  th e  o b jec tiv ity  o f  IQ  tes ts , 

a rg u in g  th a t th ey  em b o d y  m id d le  c lass cu ltu ra l v alues. T hese  v iew s are  lin k ed  

w ith  a su b stan tia l b o d y  o f  research  o n  the  sch o o ls  and  in  p a rtic u la r  so c ia l 

rep lic a tio n  an d  cu ltu ra l an d  class b ias to  w h ich  I w ill re tu rn  a t 2 .5 .4  below .

T h e p rem ise  th a t ‘h e rita b le  in te llig e n ce ’ can  b e  u sed  to  p re d ic t early  sch o o l 

leav in g  sch o o l fa ilu re  is  a lso  ch a llen g ed  by  S tokes (1995:111:7). H e b ases  th is  o n  

su rveys o f  ea rly  sch o o l leavers ca rried  o u t by  th e  Y O U T H R E A C H  W o rk in g  

G roup  in  1991 an d  1992 in  w h ich  the  o p in io n s o f  teach e rs  and  tra in e rs  w o rk in g  

w ith  the y o u n g  p eo p le  w ere  canvassed . It em erg ed  th a t o n ly  17%  o f  p a r tic ip a n ts  

w ere  d esc rib ed  as ‘s lo w  lea rn ers’ w h ile  14%  w ere  ‘cap ab le  o f  ex cep tio n a l w o rk ’. 

T h ese  fig u res  su g g est a  no rm al range (th o u g h  n o t n ecessa rily  d is trib u tio n ) o f  

ab ility . H e  e lab o ra tes  o n  th ese  issues in  a  su b seq u en t p ap e r, n o tin g  rep o rts  (fro m  

Y O U T H R E A C H ) ‘o f  in d iv id u a ls  w ho  can n o t co m p le te  sim p le  m ath em atica l 

ex erc ises o n  th e  one hand , bu t w ho  can  p ro fitab ly  b u y  and  sell ca ttle  o n  th e  

o th e r’ (S to k es , 1996:8). H e  cau tions ag a in s t o v e rs ta tin g  the  case, ad d in g  th a t

S om e o f  the  y o u n g  p eo p le  have  g reat d ifficu lty  in  learn ing . S o m e m ay  w ell 

n eed  su p p o rted  o r sh e lte red  em ploym en t. O th ers  a re  ex cep tio n a l in  a  n a rro w  

range o f  ap titu d es. M an y  d isp lay  q u ite  rem ark ab le  v a ria tio n  in  ab ility  lev e ls  

ac ro ss  a ran g e  o f  m ed ia . F o r exam ple , w e h av e  y o u n g  p eo p le  w h o  are 

e x c ep tio n a lly  ad ep t w ith  m ateria ls  (su ch  as w o o d  o r m eta l) b u t w ho  h av e  

g rav e  d ifficu ltie s  in  literacy . N o n e th e le ss , it is c lea r th a t m an y  o f  th o se  w h o
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h av e  le ft schoo l w ith o u t ad eq u ate  q u a lifica tio n s, an d  w ith  a  h is to ry  o f  

p erso n a l fa ilu re  in  sch o o l, are cap ab le  o f  v e ry  s ig n ifican t lev e ls  o f  

ach ievem en t.

T he au th o r th en  n o tes  M u ltip le  In te llig en ce  T h eo ry  as a  u sefu l f ram ew o rk  w ith in  

w h ich  to  co n sid e r th is  experience . T h is th eo ry  d eriv es  fro m  a  c o lla tio n  o f  

ev id en ce  fro m  v a rio u s  rea lm s, in c lu d in g  p sy ch o lo g y  and  n eu ro lo g y . Its co re  

m essag e  is  su m m arised  b y  G ard n er (1 9 93 :x iv ):

I f  w e are  to  en c o m p a ss  ad eq u ate ly  the  rea lm  o f  h u m an  co g n itio n , it is 

n ecessary  to  in c lu d e  a fa r w id er and  m o re  u n iv ersa l se t o f  co m p e te n ces  th a n  

h as  o rd in a rily  b ee n  considered .

P ro p o n en ts  o f  th is  th eo ry  do n o t v iew  in te llig en ce  as a s in g le  im m u tab le  and  

m easu rab le  en tity . In stead , G ard n er p ro p o ses  th a t a  ran g e  o f  d iffe ren t 

in te llig en ces  m ay  b e  iden tified , each  o f  w h ich  has ev o lv ed  fo r a  p a r tic u la r  

p u rp o se , an d  th a t ev e ry o n e  h as  th ese  in te llig en ces , a lb e it a t d iffe ren t lev e ls . H e  

also  p ro p o se s  th a t cu ltu ra l facto rs are s ig n ifican t in  o u r  d e f in itio n s  o f  

in te llig en ce . F o r ex am p le , ce rta in  so c ie ties  v a lu e  m em o ry  and  th e  cap ac ity  to  te ll 

s to ries, o th ers  v a lu e  th e  ab ility  to  co m p o se  an d  reco rd  sto ries. B ut, h e  asks, is o n e  

n ecessa rily  su p erio r to  th e  o ther?  G a rd n er d efin es an  in te llig en ce  as ‘the a b ility  

to  so lve  p ro b lem s, o r  to  create  p ro d u c ts , th a t are v a lu ed  w ith in  o n e  o r m o re  

cu ltu ra l se ttin g s ’ (G ard n er, 1993). B ased  o n  th is  d e fin itio n  an d  th ese  c rite ria , he 

p ro p o ses  sev en  sep a ra te  in te lligences. T h ese  a re  linguistic, mathematical/logical, 

spatial, musical, bodily/kinaesthetic, interpersonal and  intrapersonal.

M u ltip le  In te llig en ce  T h eo ry  has a lread y  sp aw n ed  a  co n sid erab le  lite ra tu re , b o th  

fo r and  aga inst. G a rd n e r is a t p a in s  to  em p h asise  th a t it is s till a theory in  the  

p ro cess  o f  b e in g  te s ted  and  exp lo red , and  th a t o th e r e lem en ts  are em erg in g  as it 

evo lves. T hus, an  e ig h th  ‘in te llig e n ce ’ h as  b een  ad d ed  to  th e  fo reg o in g  list, 

‘n a tu ra lis t in te llig e n c e ’ (G ard n er e t al, 1996; C am p b ell, 1 9 9 7 ;H o e rr , 1997).

To co n c lu d e , th ere  is som e ev id en ce  o f  an  asso c ia tio n  b e tw een  lo w er IQ  sco res  

and  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing . H ow ever, the v a lid ity  o f  the  co n cep t o f  h e r ita b le  

in te llig en ce  as m easu red  by  p sy ch o m etric  tests  is con tested , as is a  d irec t cau sa l 

re la tio n sh ip  b e tw e en  in te lligence  and  early  sch o o l leav ing . It m ay  be th a t lo w  IQ  

sco res  a re  an  in d ex  o f  d isad v an tag e  o r ‘sch o o l-read in ess ’ fo r m any, an d  th a t it is 

the  a sso c ia te d  p ro b lem s th a t cause th e  young  p e rso n  to  d rop  out, n o t th e  lo w  IQ .
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I w ill n o w  tu rn  to  the  re la ted  area  o f  learn in g  d ifficu lties .

2.4.3 Learning difficulties and conditions

A  w id e  ran g e  o f  spec ia l ed u ca tio n a l n eed s is  c ited  in  th e  lite ra tu re  as b e in g  

a sso c ia ted  w ith , an d  p o ss ib ly  cau sa l in, early  sch o o l leav in g . T h ey  in c lu d e  

A tten tio n  D efic it H y p e rac tiv ity  D iso rd e r o r A D H D , d y slex ia  (a lso  k n o w n  as 

S p ec ific  L ea rn in g  D isab ility  or D ifficu lty ) and  d y sp rax ia  (see  R eb er, 1985; 

G o lem an , 1997; M cK ern an , 1998; A ttw o o d , 1998; M u n d en  an d  A rc e lu s , 1999). 

A  sp ec tru m  o f  d ifficu lty  and  d isab ility  is iden tified . A  lea rn in g  d isab ility  such  as 

au tism  p resen ts  p a r tic u la r  d ifficu ltie s . H ow ever, th e re  is d eb a te  reg a rd in g  th e  

ex is ten ce , id en tifica tio n  an d  d ev e lo p m en ta l p athw ays o f  lea rn in g  d isab ilitie s  

su ch  as A D H D  and  dyslex ia . T h e  fo rm er is reg ard ed  b y  m an y  as a 

m ed ica l/n eu ro lo g ica l co n d itio n  and  is u su ally  trea ted  w ith  th e  d ru g  R ito lin . B u t 

th ere  a re  o th e r p e rsp ectiv es . E d u ca tio n a l resp o n ses focus o n  th e  c h ild  an d  h er/h is  

eco sy s tem  and  p sy ch o th e rap eu tic  re sp o n ses  focus on em o tio n a l issu es  on  th e  

b asis  th a t th ese  are cau s in g  the sy m ptom s o f  A D H D . A s fo r  d y slex ia , P oo le  

(2 0 0 3 ) n o tes ‘a  v a rie ty  o f  accep ted  d e f in itio n s’. It is n o t th a t a  se t o f  ‘sy m p to m s’ 

c a n n o t b e  id en tified . B u t m ed ica l, ed u catio n al and  in d eed  p sy ch o lo g ica l 

p e rsp ec tiv es  d iffer. In  any  even t, the  o u tcom es fo r the  ch ild  are th e  sam e 

h o w e v e r the  p ro b lem  is exp lained . T h o se  p resen tin g  w ith  th e  sy m p to m s 

co llec tiv e ly  re co g n ised  as d y s lex ia  are  at risk  o f  leav in g  sch o o l early , firstly  

th ro u g h  fru stra tio n  w ith  th e ir  in ab ility  to  equal th e ir  co ev a ls  in  read in g  and  

w ritin g  an d  seco n d ly  b ecau se  th ey  p erce iv e  th e ir  ‘tre a tm e n t’ to  b e  a s ig n  o f  

fa ilu re  (M cD ev itt, 1998; P o o le , 2003).

T h ere  is less  d eb a te  co n cern in g  the n eu ro co g n itiv e  d iso rd er k n o w n  as A sp e rg e r’s 

S y n d ro m e, o ften  d escrib ed  as a m ild  fo rm  o f  au tism . T he a ffec ted  p e rso n  u su ally  

h as  n o rm a l in te llig en ce  b u t ex p erien ces  d ifficu lties  in  th e  fo llo w in g  areas: 

R ec ip ro c a l soc ia l in te rac tio n , v erb a l an d  non-v erb a l co m m u n ica tio n  an d  genera l 

life  sk ills . M cK ern an  (1998) suggests  th a t ‘in d iv id u a ls  a ffec ted  b y  th e  sy n d ro m e 

u su a lly  h av e  n o rm al in te llig en ce  b u t ex trem ely  p o o r soc ia l an d  co m m u n ica tio n  

s k il ls ’. Its  p rev a len ce  in  Ire lan d  is unk n o w n  b u t M cK e rn an  c ites  S w ed ish  

re sea rch  th a t su g g ests  a  lev e l o f  1 in  300 o f  th e  popu la tion . M a le s  a re  m u c h  m o re  

co m m o n ly  affected . A cco rd in g  to M cK ern an  (1 998 :52 ), b e tw e en  50 p e r cen t and
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80 p e r cen t o f  th o se  w ith  A sp e rg e r’s S yndrom e leav e  th e  ed u c a tio n  sy stem  

b e tw e en  th e  ages o f  12 and  17 years. H e does n o t cite  a so u rce  fo r th is  asse rtion .

N o tw ith s tan d in g  such  estim ates , it is n o t k n o w n  h o w  m an y  in d iv id u a ls  hav e  

lea rn in g  d ifficu lties  su ch  as A sp e rg e r’s S yndrom e o r in d eed  d y slex ia . In  general, 

w rite rs  su ch  as M c K e m an  argue th a t ea rly  d iag n o sis  an d  rem ed ia l m easu res  

w o u ld  h e lp  th o se  in  n eed  and  w o u ld  red u ce  the in c id en ce  o f  ch a llen g in g  

b eh a v io u r and  early  sch o o l leav ing . I f  th is  is the case, it is n o t th e  lea rn in g  

d ifficu lty  th a t cau ses ea rly  sch o o l leav ing , b u t th e  ab sen ce  o f  asse ssm en t 

m ech a n ism s  and  ap p ro p ria te  resp o n ses . A t th e  tim e o f  w ritin g , h o w ev er, as w ell 

as  p red isp o sin g  young  p eo p le  to  leave sch o o l early , sp ec ia l ed u ca tio n a l n eed s 

also  ap p e a r to  cause  su ch  an  o u tcom e.

2.4.4 Ethnicity

T h e  e th n ic  m ix  o f  Irish  so c ie ty  is b eco m in g  co n sid erab ly  m o re  co m p lex  a t the  

b e g in n in g  o f  th e  2 1 st cen tu ry . T h ere  is as yet no  ev id en ce  o f  h ig h e r  lev e ls  o f  ea rly  

sch o o l leav ing  am o n g  n ew  Ir ish  e thn ic  groups. H o w ev er, h ig h  lev e ls  o f  

ed u c a tio n a l d isad v an tag e  an d  ea rly  schoo l leav in g  are fo u n d  in  th e  T rav e llin g  

co m m u n ity . A lth o u g h  it is  accep ted  th a t th e  s itu a tio n  is  ch an g in g , a  large  

m a jo rity  o f  T rav e lle rs  h av e  n ev e r a tten d ed  a  p o s t-p rim ary  sch o o l (N a tio n a l A n ti-  

P o v e rty  S tra teg y  W o rk in g  G roup , 1996). T h is  lack  o f  p a r tic ip a tio n  ex ten d s  to  the  

la b o u r  m ark e t w ith  T rav e lle rs  en te rin g  th e  T rav e lle r e co n o m y  in  p re fe ren ce  to  

th e  m a in s trea m  lab o u r fo rce  (N a tio n a l A n ti-P o v erty  S tra teg y  W o rk in g  G ro u p  on  

E d u ca tio n a l D isad v an tag e , 1996). A lso , w h ile  sch o o l a tten d an ce  by  y o u n g  

T ra v e lle rs  h as  im p ro v ed  in  re cen t years, acco rd in g  to  th e  H o u ses  o f  th e  

O ireach ta s  (1999) T ack  o f  reg u la r schoo l a tten d an ce  rem a in s  a  p ro b lem  w ith in  

th e  T ra v e lle r  c o m m u n ity ’. A cco rd in g  to  the  N a tio n a l A n ti-P o v e rty  S tra teg y  

W o rk in g  G ro u p  o n  E d u ca tio n a l D isad v an tag e  (1996 :13 )

O n ly  a  m in o rity  o f  T rav e lle r ch ild ren  tran sfer fro m  p rim ary  to  seco n d  level 

sch o o lin g , and  it is e s tim a ted  th a t 80%  o f  those  aged  b e tw e en  12 and  15 

years o f  age d id  n o t a tten d  any  school. T h e  m ajo rity  o f  th o se  w h o  a tten d  

sec o n d  level sch o o l leav e  w ith in  the firs t tw o  years.

A s  to  w h y  th is  sh o u ld  b e  th e  case, m an y  ex p lan a tio n s  fo r h av e  b ee n  o ffered , 

in c lu d in g  T rav e lle r cu ltu re , cu ltu ra l o p p ressio n  an d  p o v erty . C lass ica lly , 

T ra v e lle r  a ttitu d es  to ed u ca tio n  are ch a rac te rised  as p rag m a tic , w ith  ed u ca tio n
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b e in g  seen  as a legal re q u irem en t and  as a m ean s to  an  end. It is  still th e  case  th a t 

m an y  T rav e lle rs  reg ard  C o n firm a tio n  as the  end  o f  a  c h ild ’s ed u c a tio n  an d  the  

b eg in n in g  o f  ad u lth o o d . T ra v e lle r  cu ltu re  p laces a s tro n g  em p h asis  o n  w o rk  and  

trad in g  and  the fam ily . Its e co n o m y  ex ists  a lo n g sid e  the  se ttled  eco n o m y  an d  in  

m an y  fam ilies  b oys are e x p e c ted  to  ad o p t w o rk in g  ro les  w h en  th ey  re ach  an  

ap p ro p ria te  age (G m elch , 1975; M oriarty , 1996; Joyce , 1999; C o u g h lan  e t al,

2 0 0 1 ). A s the  H o u ses o f  th e  O ireach tas  (1999: 18-19) p o in t ou t, th e se  y o u n g  

p eo p le  a re  a t risk  fro m  th e  sam e  fac to rs  as the  se ttled  co m m u n ity , bu t

add itionally , h av e  o th e r sp ec ific  risk  facto rs p e rta in in g  to  th em , in c lu d in g  lo w  

sch o o l a tten d an ce , lack  o f  p a ren ta l invo lvem en t, T ra v e lle r  n o m ad ism  an d  the 

lack  o f  in te r-cu ltu ra l ed u catio n .

T h e  N A P S  w o rk in g  g ro u p  rep o rt lis ts  a  ran g e  o f  ‘k ey  issu es  in  re la tio n  to  

ed u ca tio n a l p a rtic ip a tio n  o f  T rav e lle rs  in  ed u ca tio n  at p o s t-p rim a ry  le v e l’. T h ey  

in c lu d e  the  h ig h  co st o f  seco n d  lev e l sch o o lin g  fo r lo w -in co m e  fam ilies , lack  o f  

co n tin u ity  b e tw een  th e  ch ild -cen tred  ap p ro ach  o f  p rim ary  sch o o l an d  th e  su b jec t 

fo cu s o f  second  level an d  v ario u s cu ltu ra l facto rs. H o w ev er, th e  re p o rt (N a tio n a l 

A n ti-P o v e rty  S tra tegy  W o rk in g  G ro u p  on  E d u ca tio n a l D isad v an tag e , 1996:14) 

ad d s th a t

T rav e lle rs  face  m a jo r d isc rim in a tio n  in  th e ir  d ay -to -d ay  liv es  in  te rm s o f  

access to  ap p ro p ria te  ed u ca tio n a l op tions, cu ltu ra l b a rrie rs  to  p a rtic ip a tio n , 

access to  tra in in g  an d  w o rk  ex p e rien ces , to em p lo y m en t, an d  to  sh o p s  an d  

le isu re  activ ities.

I h av e  lo o k ed  at a n u m b er o f  g iv en  factors asso c ia ted  w ith  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  in  

the  lite ra tu re . F o u r are o f  p a rticu la r im portance -  g en d e r fac to rs , in c lu d in g  lone 

p aren th o o d , h e ritab le  in te llig en ce , spec ific  learn in g  d ifficu ltie s  and  ethn ic ity . I 

w ill n o w  tu rn  to  th e  eco sy s tem s in  w h ich  th e  young  p eo p le  g ro w  and  deve lop .

2.5 Ecological (contextual) factors
T h e  lite ra tu re  o n  ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an tag e  and  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  co n ta in s  

m an y  re feren ces  to  en v iro n m en ta l in fluences. For ex am p le , N E S C  (1 9 9 3 :1 3 3 ) 

ex p la in s  th a t ‘ed u ca tio n a l ex p e rien ces  com e from  fo rm a l sch o o lin g , the  fam ily  

and  th e  co m m u n ity  and  s tu d en ts  w h o  are ed u ca tio n a lly  d isad v an tag ed  h av e  b een
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ex p o sed  to  in ap p ro p ria te  ed u catio n al ex p e rien ces  in  at leas t one  o f  th e se  th ree  

ed u catio n al d o m a in s ’. A cco rd in g  to  C o lem an  (1 9 6 6 :3 2 5 )

In eq u a lities  im p o sed  on  ch ild ren  b y  th e ir h o m e, n e ig h b o u rh o o d  and  p ee r 

en v iro n m en t are ca rried  a lo n g  to  becom e the  in eq u a litie s  w ith  w h ich  th ey  

co n fro n t ad u lt life  at the  end  o f  school.

In  th e ir  su rveys in 1991 and  1992, th e  Y O U T H R E A C H  W o rk in g  G ro u p  fo u n d  

th a t 29 p er cen t w ere  v ic tim s o f  ‘a  d ifficu lt d o m estic /co m m u n ity  en v iro n m e n t 

such  as o n g o in g  v io len ce , in tim id a tio n  o r sexua l a b u se ’ . S im ila r p ro p o rtio n s  

em erge  from  a  stu d y  o f  the  gu idance , co u n se llin g  and  p sy ch o lo g ica l se rv ice  

needs o f  Y O U T H R E A C H  p artic ip an ts  (N C G E , 1998). R e flec tin g  on th e  m o re  

n eg a tiv e  asp ec ts  u n co v e red  in  th e ir fie ldw ork  w ith  early  sch o o l leav e rs  in  

K ildare , F lem in g  an d  K en n y  (1 9 9 8 :4 2 ) ask

W h at ex p e rien ce  o f  ch ild h o o d  do m an y  ch ild ren  have  w h ich  leads th em  to  be  

sex u a lly  ac tiv e  an d  p aren tin g  a t an  age w h en  o th e r ch ild ren  fro m  o th e r soc ia l 

b ack g ro u n d s  are  h av in g  a d iffe ren t experience , and  w o rk in g  to  d iffe ren t 

am b itio n s  an d  ag en d as?

In  th e ir v iew , m o st o f  the answ ers can  be found  ‘in  the  ex p e rien ces  o f  the  fam ily , 

friends, n e ig h b o u rs  and  the  m ed ia , w h ich  are th e  m ain  co n stru c to rs  o f  sex u a l 

id e n titie s ’.

S u p p o rt fo r th e  v iew  th a t en v iro n m en t is an  in flu en ce  an d  p o ten tia lly  cau sa l is 

strong. B u t h o w  does th is  w o rk ?  O nce again , th e  lite ra tu re  is r ich  in  lis ts  o f  risk  

facto rs and  ch a rac te ris tic s , b u t w eak  in  te rm s o f  d em o n strab le  cau sa l p ro cesses . 

T hus, fo r  ex am p le , B reen  (1984b) id en tifies  th a t a  h igh  p ro p o rtio n  o f  ch ild ren  

w ho  le ft sch o o lin g  ea rly  cam e from  ho m es in w h ich  th e  fa th e r d id  n o t hav e  a 

stead y  jo b . O th e r su ch  facto rs m en tio n ed  in c lu d e  so c io -eco n o m ic  sta tu s, lo w  

ed u ca tio n a l a tta in m en t by  p aren ts  and sing le  p a ren t fam ilies  (M o rg an  1998a).

A  m ore co m p lex  u n d ers tan d in g  is re flec ted  in  the  use  o f  the te rm s ‘c o n te x t’ and  

‘ec o lo g y ’ to  d esc rib e  the  dynam ic m ix  o f  c ircu m stan ce  and p ro cess  in v o lv ed . 

T he d iffe ren ce  is b e tw een  p assiv e  (en v iro n m en ta l r isk  fac to rs) and  ac tiv e  

(eco lo g ica l p ro cesses). A n  eco log ical ap p ro ach  sees the  in d iv id u a l ch ild  g ro w in g  

and d ev e lo p in g  in  a  series o f  lin k ed  an d  in te rac tin g  eco sy stem s (B ro fen b ren n er, 

1979, 1989; R u tte r, 1995; G reene and  M oane , 2001). T h e  firs t o f  th ese  is the
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fam ily , b u t in  tu rn  th ey  in c lu d e  schoo l and  n e ig h b o u rh o o d , an d  so on. E co lo g ica l 

ex p lan a tio n s  focus o n  th e  in te rac tio n s  b e tw een  the in d iv id u a l an d  the  v ario u s  

ecosystem s, bu t a lso  o n  th o se  b e tw een  th e  eco sy stem s th em se lv es . 

B ro fen b ren n er (1979 , 1989) iden tifies  the fo llo w in g  as th e  k ey  co n tex ts  o r 

eco log ical system s in  w h ich  learn ing  takes p lace: fam ily , k in , p ee rs , sch o o ls , 

n e ig h b o u rh o o d , co m m u n ity , reg io n  an d  country . T he ch ild  in te rac ts  w ith  each  o f  

these  eco sy stem s and , in  tu rn , th ey  in te rac t w ith  each  o ther. B ro fe n b ren n e r 

iden tifies  fiv e  leve ls  o f  in teraction :

1. F ace -to -face  in te ra c tio n s  b e tw een  th e  in d iv id u a l and  g iv en  se ttings su ch  as 
fam ily , sch o o l o r p e e r  group . (F o r th o se  in  em p lo y m en t, it w o u ld  also  in c lu d e  
th e  w o rk p lace). H e  ca lls  th ese  microsystems.

2. In te rac tio n  b e tw een  the  ab o v e  settings th em selv es , fo r ex am p le , in  th e  case  o f  
a  sch o o l-g o in g  ch ild , b e tw een  schoo l and  fam ily . T h ese  are mesosystems.

3. In terac tio n s  b e tw e en  se ttin g s in  w h ich  the  p e rso n  is n o t p re sen t are 
exosystems. A s an  ex am p le , B ro o k s-G u n n , (199 7 :8 ) c ites  th e  asso c ia tio n  
b e tw een  th e  p a re n t’s w o rk p lace  and th e  p a re n t’s h o m e  o r m arita l 
re la tio n sh ip . T h ese  in flu en ce  the  ch ild  ev en  th o u g h  th e  ch ild  is n o t p re sen t in  
e ith e r system .

4. Macrosystems c o n s is t o f  the  cu ltu re  in  w h ich  the firs t th ree  system s op era te . 
T h ey  co m p reh en d  b e l ie f  system s, k n o w led g e , cu sto m s an d  lifesty les.

5. Chronosystems o p era te  o v er tim e, fo r  ex am p le  changes in  th e  in d iv id u a l and  
in  th e  en v iro n m en t.

It m ay  be, as B ro o k s-G u n n  (1997 :8 ) suggests, th a t ch ild ren  w h o se  fam ilies  are 

p o o r liv e  in  d iffe ren t eco lo g ica l system s th an  ch ild ren  w h o se  fam ilie s  a re  n o t an d  

th a t ‘th e  in te rac tio n s  am o n g  system s p ro b a b ly  d iffe r fo r  p o o r  and  n o t-p o o r 

fa m ilie s ’. H o w ev er, sh e  adds th a t these  p rem ises  h av e  n o t b ee n  tested .

In  the  fo llo w in g  sec tio n s  I w ill look  at the  key  eco sy stem s as th ey  o ccu r in  the  

re search  lite ra tu re  o n  early  schoo l leav ing  -  fam ily , k in , p ee rs , schoo l an d  

n e ig h b o u rh o o d  and  co m m unity .

2.5.1 T he fam ily

M an y  ‘fa m ily ’ fac to rs  are th o u g h t to  be  in flu en tia l in  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g . 

H o w ev er, th e  d ifficu lty  in  u n rav e llin g  the  d iffe ren t asp ects  is g en e ra lly  

ac k n o w led g ed  (B an k s, 1968; R oseing rave , 1971). T h ere  is  g en e ra l ag reem en t 

th a t th e  fam ily  i ts e lf  is in  tran sitio n  (K ie m a n  &  W icks, 1990; H ess , 1995; H ill 

and  T isd a ll, 1997; F rones, 1997). A lte rn a tiv e s  to  the  ‘tra d itio n a l’ tw o -p a ren t
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n u c lea r fam ily  s tru c tu re  are b eco m in g  p ro p o rtio n a te ly  m o re  n o rm al in  Ire lan d  as 

e lsew h ere  in  W e ste rn  E urope . T here  is m o re  co h ab ita tio n  an d  p o s tp o n em en t o f  

m arriag e , w ith  in c reases  in  s in g le -p aren t and  s tep fam ily  h o u seh o ld s  an d  

d ecreases  in  fa m ily  s ize  (H ess, 1995). W ith in  th ese  a rran g em en ts , ch ild re n  and  

ad o lescen ts  are in c reas in g ly  lik e ly  to  ex p e rien ce  m u ltip le  tra n s itio n s  in  th e  

stru c tu re  an d  fu n c tio n in g  o f  th e ir  fam ilies o f  o rig in  th ro u g h o u t th e ir  life tim es  

(H ess, 1995; M ah o n  et a l, 1998). K iem an  and  E stau g h  (1993) id e n tify  th ree  su b ­

d iv is io n s o f  co h a b itin g  g roups, ‘n u b ile  co h a b ita n ts ’, ‘th o se  w h o  h av e  p rev io u s ly  

b een  m a rr ie d ’, and  ‘n ev e r-m arried  co u p les  w ith  ch ild re n ’. T h is  la s t g ro u p  is m o s t 

re lev an t to  o u r enqu iry . A cco rd in g  to  H ess  (1 9 9 5 :1 3 3 ), th e ir re la tio n sh ip s  ap p ea r 

to  be  m u ch  m o re  u n s tab le  and  p ro n e  to  d isso lu tio n  th an  th o se  o f  m a rr ie d  co u p les  

and  ‘th e  la rg e  m a jo rity  lives in  d isad v an tag ed  eco n o m ic  c irc u m sta n c e s ’.

S tud ies o f  the  fa m ily  n o rm ally  d iv id e  b e tw een  stru c tu re  an d  fu n c tio n in g  (H ess

1995). I w ill n o w  ex am in e  th e ir re la tio n sh ip  w ith  early  sch o o l leav in g , b eg in n in g  

w ith  fam ily  s truc tu re .

(i) Family structure

A s w e  h av e  seen , p o s t-m o d ern  socie ty  h as  seen  a  d iv e rs if ic a tio n  o f  fam ily  

structu re . B u t is  th is  asso c ia ted  w ith  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g ?  S o m e re sea rch  

su pports  such  a co n ten tio n . L arger fam ilies , s in g le -p aren t fam ilie s  an d  s tep ­

p a ren t fam ilies  h av e  all b een  asso c ia ted  w ith  n eg a tiv e  ed u ca tio n a l o u tco m es 

(H ess, 1995; M o rg a n  1998a). P articu lar a tten tio n  has b een  p a id  to  th e  p o ss ib le  

n eg a tiv e  effec ts  o f  d iv o rce  or paren ta l sep a ra tio n  (A m ato  an d  K e ith  1991; 

M cL an ah an  1997). F o u r s tru c tu ra l facto rs are fo u n d  in  the lite ra tu re : th e  n u m b er 

o f  s ib lings; fam ily  sep a ra tio n  an d  d isru p tio n ; liv in g  in  a  fem a le -h ea d ed  fam ily  

and  th e  ‘s tep -p a ren t e f fe c t’.

A s reg ard s  th e  n u m b er o f  sib lings, a su b stan tia l b o d y  o f  re sea rc h  is  d ev o ted  to  

th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  fam ily  size  and  th e  co g n itiv e  and  in te llec tu a l 

d ev e lo p m en t o f  c h ild re n  (C h esn a is , 1985; H ess, 1995). H ess , (1 9 9 5 :1 5 9 ) c ites  a 

b ro ad  ran g e  o f  au th o rs  in  sup p o rt o f  h e r  co n ten tio n  th a t ‘L a rg e r fam ilie s  can  be 

so m ew h a t n eg a tiv e ly  asso c ia ted  w ith  p sy ch o lo g ica l w e ll-b e in g  (e sp ec ia lly  

am o n g  m ales) an d  th is  n eg a tiv e  re la tio n sh ip  is m o s t p ro n o u n c ed  w ith  re g a rd  to 

ed u ca tio n a l ach ie v em en t and  a tta in m en t’. It is a lso  a rgued  th a t ch ild re n  from  

large  fam ilies  a re  tw ice  as likely  to  hav e  ‘d iso rd e rs ’ as are th o se  fro m  sm alle r
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fam ilies  (H an n an  and  O ’R ia in , 1993; Jeffers  and  F itzg era ld , 1997; P e te rs  and  

M u llis , 1997). H o w ev er, th e  e ffec t appears to  be  lim ited  to  ch ild re n  ra ise d  in  

la rg e  fam ilies , th a t is th o se  w ith  fo u r o r m o re  ch ild ren  (H ess, 1995) an d  w h ile  

ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  m ay  b e  co m p reh en d ed  w ith in  th is  g en e ra l f in d in g  on  

ed u ca tio n a l a ch iev em en t th e re  is little  to suggest a  d irec t cau sa l link .

T u rn in g  to  d isru p tio n s , fam ily  life  is likely  to  be  d is ru p ted  b y  any  o f  a  ran g e  o f  

even ts. F am ilie s  ch an g e  hom e, a n ew  ch ild  is b o m , in d iv id u a ls  leav e  o r en te r th e  

lab o u r fo rce , p aren ts  sep a ra te , d ivo rce , rem arry , an d  so on. T h ese  tran s itio n s  are  

so u rces  o f  stress th a t req u ire  ad ap ta tio n  and  re o rg an isa tio n  on  th e  p a rt o f  all 

fam ily  m em b ers  (H ess, 1995). T hree  fam ily  s tru c tu ra l ex p e rien ce s  fea tu re  in  th e  

lite ra tu re  on  early  sch o o l leav ing , m arita l b reak d o w n , p a ren ta l rem arriag e  and  

liv in g  in  a  s in g le  p a ren t (an d  n o rm ally  fem ale-h ead ed ) fa m ily  (A m ato  an d  K e ith , 

1991; B arb e r an d  E cc les , 1992; D u n can  and  B ro o k s-G u n n , (ed s .), 1997).

D o es m arita l o r re la tio n sh ip  b reak d o w n  in flu en ce  o r cau se  ea rly  schoo l leav in g ?  

S o m e re search ers  th in k  so. F o r exam ple , F o m b o n n e  (1 9 9 5 ) no tes s tu d ies  

in d ica tin g  ‘a  th ree fo ld  in c rease  in  d ro p -o u t fro m  sch o o l from  n o n -in tac t 

fa m ilie s ’ . A m ato  and  K e ith  (1991) ana lysed  92 av a ilab le  s tu d ies  o f  th e  e ffec ts  o f  

d iv o rce  o n  ch ild re n ’s p sy ch o so c ia l ad justm ent. T hey  u sed  sev en  d o m ain s  to  

e s tim ate  its n e t im pact: schoo l ach ievem en t, co n d u c t, p sy ch o lo g ica l ad ju stm en t, 

se lf-co n cep t, soc ia l ad ju stm en t, m o th er-ch ild  re la tio n s an d  fa th e r-c h ild  re la tio n s . 

T hey  fo u n d  s ig n ifican t n eg a tiv e  effec ts o f  p aren ta l d iv o rce  ac ro ss  all d o m ain s o f  

w e ll-b e in g . T h a t sa id , th ey  also  fo u n d  tha t th e  effec ts  w e re  gen e ra lly  w eak , and  

ce rta in  co n d u c t an d  ad ju s tm en t p ro b lem s d iss ip a ted  o v e r tim e . C o m m en tin g  o n  

th e se  and  o th e r f in d in g s , H ess (1 9 95 :172) co n c lu d es  th a t ‘fam ily  stru c tu ra l 

ch an g es m ark ed  b y  m arita l d isso lu tio n  and  reo rg an isa tio n  p lace  ch ild ren  and  

ad o lescen ts  a t s ig n ifican tly  h ig h e r risk  fo r sh o rt-te rm  p ro b lem s in  p sy ch o so c ia l 

w e ll-b e in g ’. B u t W e issb o u rd  (1995 :53 ) argues th a t ch ild re n  are n o t n ecessa rily  

b e tte r  o r  w o rse  o f f  as a re su lt o f  d ivorce . H e m ain ta in s  th a t th ey  can  be a ffec ted  

b y  it in  d iffe ren t w ay s, ad d in g  tha t ‘It is a m y th  th a t d iv o rce  is a  m o d ern  scourge , 

b u t it is a lso  a  m y th  th a t d iv o rce  is n o n -p a th o g en ic  o r n eu tra l. R ea lity  is fa r m o re  

c o m p lic a te d ’.

A cco rd in g  to  M cL an ah an  (19 9 7 :4 7 ) ‘liv ing  in  som e ty p es  o f  n o n -in tac t fam ilies  

is  m o re  d ifficu lt fo r  ch ild ren  th an  liv ing  in  o th e rs ’. T h u s, g ro w in g  up  w ith  a
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d iv o rced  o r n ev e r-m arried  m o th e r ‘is a lm o st a lw ays a sso c ia ted  w ith  lo w er 

ed u ca tio n a l a tta in m en t and  m o re  b ehav iou ra l an d  p sy ch o lo g ica l p ro b le m s’, 

w h ereas  g ro w in g  up  w ith  a  w id o w ed  p aren t is no t. T im in g  a lso  m atte rs . ‘R ecen t 

d is ru p tio n s ’, she m ain ta in s , ‘in c lu d in g  b o th  d iv o rce  an d  rem arriag e , are  

e sp ec ia lly  d ifficu lt fo r  ch ild re n ’. S ons and  d au g h ters  reac t d iffe ren tly  to  d iv o rce  

an d  separa tion . A s F o m b o n n e  (1 9 9 5 :5 8 3 ) co m m en ts , ‘th e  cu rren t w isd o m  is  th a t 

m o th e r-so n  re la tio n s  b eco m e p e rs is ten tly  m o re  d ifficu lt, w h e reas  ad o lescen t 

d au g h ters  an d  th e ir  m o th e rs  ten d  to  deve lop  c lose  an d  in tim a te  re la tio n sh ip s’ .

It ap p ears  th a t re la tiv e  im p o v erish m en t is the  m o s t s ig n ifican t (th o u g h  n o t the  

on ly) o u tco m e o f  d iv o rce , esp ec ia lly  fo r the  cu s to d ia l fam ily  (D u n can  and  

B ro o k s-G u n n , 1997; P ag an i e t al, 1997). M any  o b serv ers  b e liev e  th a t it is th is, 

ra th e r th an  th e  p aren ta l sep a ra tio n , th a t p laces  the  c h ild re n  a t g rea tes t risk  

reg ard in g  ed u ca tio n a l o u tco m es an d  o ther e ffec ts . T h ese  in c lu d e  p o o r ch ild  

n u tritio n , lack  o f  m a te ria ls  and  su p p o rt a t hom e, m o v es  to  m o re  d isad v an tag ed  

n e ig h b o u rh o o d s  an d  sch o o ls, d ep ressio n  and  en tran ce  in to  d ev ian t su b -cu ltu res  

(H ess, 1995). H o w ev er, M cL an ah an  (1997 :48) is  am b iv a len t:

I su sp ec t th a t fam ily  s tru c tu re  is m o re  im p o rtan t th an  p o v e r ty  in  d e te rm in in g  

b eh av io u ra l and  p sy ch o lo g ica l p rob lem s, w h ereas  p o v e r ty  is  m o re  im p o rtan t 

th an  fa m ily stru c tu re  in  d e te rm in in g  ed u catio n al a tta in m en t.

B u t is it the  fam ily  stru c tu re  th a t poses the r isk  to  ch ild ren , o r is it th e  d is tress  

co n se q u en t on  fam ily  co n flic t and  im p o v erish m en t?  T h e  re sea rch  ev id en ce  

fav o u rs  th e  la tter. F o m b o n n e  (1 9 9 5 ) cites a  n u m b er o f  la rg e -sca le  lo n g itu d in a l 

s tu d ies  th a t sh o w  th a t it is ‘m arita l d isco rd  ra th e r th an  sep a ra tio n  (that) is th e  

in te rv en in g  m e c h a n ism ’. A cco rd in g  to  W eissb o u rd  (1 9 9 5 ) ch ild ren  in  h ig h - 

co n flic t h o m es are m o re  lik e ly  to  su ffe r from  d ep ressio n  th an  ch ild ren  in  s in g le ­

p a ren t h o m es (see  a lso  A m ato  an d  K eith , 1991; B lo ck  e t al, 1986).

In  co n c lu sio n , th ere  is a  g en e ra l a sso c ia tio n  b e tw een  p a ren ta l sep a ra tio n  and  

early  sch o o l leav in g  b u t th e  d irec t effec ts are w eak . T h e  lite ra tu re  su g g ests  th a t 

th e  s tress  a ris in g  fro m  fam ily  co n flic t and  p o s t-sep a ra tio n  im p o v erish m en t is the  

m o s t p o w erfu l causa l facto r, and  th a t its effec ts in  the  fam ily  fin d  ex p ress io n  in  

th e  schoo l.
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T h e th ird  fam ily  s tru c tu ra l fa c to r n o ted  in  the  lite ra tu re  co n cern s  s in g le -p a ren t 

h o u seh o ld s  (and  sp ec if ic a lly  fem a le -h ead ed  fam ilies) in  w h ich  m an y  ch ild re n  are 

rea red  or fin d  th em se lv es  in  afte r p a ren ta l separation . A cco rd in g  to  F o m b o n n e  

(1 9 9 5 ) ‘ad o lescen ts  in  s in g le -p a ren t h o u seh o ld s  h av e  b ee n  co m p ara tiv e ly  little  

s tu d ie d ’. D o es liv in g  in  a  s in g le -p a ren t fam ily  in flu en ce  o r cau se  ea rly  schoo l 

leav in g ?  M an y  au th o rs  argue th a t it does, and  th a t b e in g  re a re d  in  o r  m ak in g  the  

tran s itio n  to  a s ing le  p aren t fam ily  (usua lly  fem a le -h ead ed ) a fte r d iv o rce  o r 

sep a ra tio n , is d e trim en ta l to  ed u ca tio n a l o u tco m es and  lik e ly  to co n trib u te  to  

ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  (M o rg an , 1998a; A sto n e  an d  M cL an ah an , 1991; K iem an , 

1992). H ow ever, th is  v iew  is con tested . L ip m an  and  O ffo rd  (1997: 2 8 3 ) asse rt 

th a t ‘d iffe ren t fam ily  co n ste lla tio n s  sh o w  sig n ifican tly  d iffe ren t in flu en ces  on  

c h ild re n ’s m o rb id ity ’ . A s M cL an ah an  (1997) p o in ts  ou t, b e in g  rea red  b y  a 

w id o w e d  p a ren t ap p ears  to h av e  no n eg a tiv e  effec ts  o n  ch ild ren .

L ip m an  an d  O ffo rd  (1 9 9 7 ) find  th a t ch ild ren  w h o  h av e  liv ed  in  fam ilies  

p e rs is ten tly  h ead ed  b y  a  sin g le  m o th e r have the m o st d ifficu ltie s  in  so c ia l 

in te rac tio n s , fo llo w ed  b y  ch ild re n  in  a fam ily  th a t b ecam e fem a le -h ead ed  la te r  in  

life. B u t is the  sam e tru e  o f  ed u ca tio n a l o u tco m es?  P e te rs  an d  M u llis  (1 9 9 7 ) 

a rgue th a t i t  is no t. T h ey  fin d  th a t ‘liv in g  in  a  fe m a le -h ead ed  h o u seh o ld  a t age 

fo u rteen  (m o th e r on ly ) d id  n o t s ig n ifican tly  a ffec t acad em ic  o u tco m es’ and  the  

m o th e r-o n ly  e ffec t on  ac ad em ic  o u tco m es d isap p ears  co m p le te ly  ‘as so o n  as w e 

co n tro lled  fo r in c o m e ’. F o m b o n n e  (1995) adds th a t ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  is m o re  

lik e ly  w h en  p aren t an d  ad o le scen t are o f  a  d iffe ren t gender. T h e  o p p o site  is the 

case  in  s tep -fam ilies. T h is  su g g ests  that, w h ile  fin an c ia l s tre sso rs  are in flu en tia l 

in  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g , o th ers  (in  th is  case, re la tio n a l o r  em o tio n a l) also  

in flu en ce  th e  y o u n g  p eop le . So, liv in g  in  a  fem a le -h ead ed  fam ily  is asso c ia ted  

w ith  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g , an d  in  m an y  cases m ay  be in flu en tia l. H o w ev er, it  is 

less th e  fam ily  s tru c tu re  th an  the  a tten d an t fin an c ia l and  em o tio n a l p re ssu res  th a t 

are  causal.

T h e  fo u rth  fam ily  s tru c tu ra l fac to r is the ‘s tep -p a ren t e f fe c t’. I f  im p o v erish m en t 

co n se q u en t u p o n  fam ily  b reak d o w n  is a  s ig n ifican t s tre sso r fo r young  p eo p le , it 

m ig h t be assu m ed  th a t rem arriag e  o r a n ew  p artn e rsh ip  (w h ich  w o u ld  a lte r  th e  

f in an c ia l s itu a tio n ) w o u ld  h av e  d em o n strab le  p o s itiv e  effec ts . B ut M cL an ah an  

(1 9 9 7 :4 8 ) d isag rees , a rg u in g  th a t ‘rem arriag e  is n o t a  p an a cea  fo r d iv o rce  o r ou t-
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o f-w ed lo ck  c h ild b ea rin g ’. B u t does liv in g  in  a s tep -p a ren t fam ily  in flu en ce  o r 

cause  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g ?  T h ere  is ev id en ce  o f  a n eg a tiv e  ‘s tep -p a ren t e f fe c t’ 

on  b eh av io u ra l an d  p sy ch o lo g ica l o u tco m es (L ip m an  an d  O ffo rd , 1997). 

H o w ev er th e re  is less  ce rta in ty  as regards ed u catio n al o u tco m es. M cL an ah an  

(1997) suggests  th a t ch ild re n  in  s tep fam ilies  fa re  so m ew h a t b e tte r in  th is  re g a rd  

th an  do ch ild ren  in  s in g le -p a ren t fam ilies. H ow ever, K ie rn an  (1992) finds th a t 

fam ily  d is ru p tio n  (due to  d ea th  or d ivorce) fo llo w ed  by  p a ren ta l rem arriag e  is 

lin k ed  to  ea rlie r tran s itio n s , in c lu d in g  ea rlie r sch o o l leav ing . P eters  and  M u llis  

(1 9 9 7 ) agree and  the  e ffec t p e rs is ts  ev en  w h en  co n tro llin g  fo r in co m e  effec ts . 

R eg re ttab ly , th e ir  re su lts  d id  n o t a llo w  th em  to  id en tify  th e  re aso n  fo r  th e  s tep ­

p a ren t e ffec t n o r its causal pathw ay . P agan i e t al (1 9 9 7 :3 1 2 ) su g g est th a t 

‘ch ild ren  o ften  p e rce iv e  rem arriag e  as a second  tran s itio n  th a t co m p o u n d s  th e  

em o tio n a l s tresso rs  o f  th e  p o s t-d iv o rce  p e r io d ’. H av in g  re v ie w ed  the  lite ra tu re  o n  

th is  sub ject, H ess (1 9 9 5 ) d iv id es  the  co n seq u en ces in to  sh o rt-te rm  and  long-te rm . 

S he argues th a t th e  in tro d u c tio n  o f  a  s tep -p a ren t req u ires  ‘m a jo r  re ad ju s tm e n ts  o n  

th e  p art o f  all fam ily  m em b ers, w h ich  o ften  leads to  in c reased  te n s io n s ’. T h e  

s tep -p a ren ts  th em se lv es  have p a rticu la r sh o rt-te rm  d ifficu lties , e sp ec ia lly  s tep ­

fa thers . It appears th a t d ro p -o u t fro m  schoo l is m o re  lik e ly  (in  s tep -fam ilie s) 

w h ere  th e  p a ren t an d  ad o le sc en t are o f  the  sam e g en d er (F o m b o n n e , 1995).

In  co n c lu sio n , w h ile  liv in g  in  a  s tep -fam ily  eases fin an c ia l p re ssu res  on  y o u n g  

p eo p le , it freq u en tly  in tro d u ces  o th er stresso rs fo r b o th  y oung  p eo p le  an d  

paren ts . P a rticu la r e ffec ts  a re  n o ted  in  b eh av io u r an d  in te rp e rso n a l re la tio n s , 

e sp ec ia lly  for early  ad o lescen ts . T h ese  m ay  be lin k ed  w ith  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g . 

H o w e v e r it is ag reed  th a t re sea rch  to date  is in co n c lu siv e . I w ill n o w  d iscu ss  

fam ily  fu n c tio n in g .

(ii) Family functioning

W ith in  th e  eco lo g y  o f  th e  fam ily , the second  m a jo r in flu en ce  o n  ch ild re n ’s w e ll­

b e in g  is fa m ily fu n c tio n in g . I t is likely  th a t m an y  o f  th e  asso c ia tio n s  n o ted  ab o v e  

are  ex p la in ed  b y  fu n c tio n in g  ra th e r th an  s tru c tu re  (H ess, 1995; M cN am ara ,

20 0 0 ). F o r ex am p le , s tresses  co n seq u en t o n  p o v e rty  are see n  to have  m o rb id  

e ffec ts  o n  p a ren tin g  p rac tic e s  an d  sty les and  p a ren t-ch ild  ro le s  and  re la tio n sh ip s . 

In  tu rn , th ese  are th o u g h t to  in fluence p a rtic ip a tio n  in  ed u catio n . F am ily  

fu n c tio n in g  also  co m p reh en d s  fam ily  ro le  system s. B e rn s te in  (1971) id en tifies
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tw o  types o f  fam ily  ro le  stru c tu re , th e  p o sitio n a l fam ily  an d  th e  p e rso n -cen tred  

fam ily . T he firs t o f  th ese  is ch a rac te rised  by  a  c lea r sep a ra tio n  o f  ro les  an d  a  

‘c lo se d ’ co m m u n ica tio n  system . In  th e  second , the  ch ild  is seen  to  b e  an  

im p o rtan t m em b er o f  th e  fam ily  an d  there is an  ‘o p en ’ c o m m u n ica tio n  sy stem  

w h ich  attaches s ig n ifican ce  to  co m m u n ica tio n  and  lan g u ag e , a  fa c to r th a t h as  

b een  used  to  ex p la in  th e  re la tiv e  advan tage  o f  d iffe ren t c la ss  g roups. S o m e 

au th o rs  (fo r ex am p le , C o lem an , 1968) argue th a t the  sk ills , a ttitu d es  an d  ab ilitie s  

o f  p u p ils  th a t a re  in h erited  from  th e ir  h o m e en v iro n m en t h av e  a  s ig n ifican t e ffec t 

o n  th e ir  sch o o l ou tco m es. O th ers id en tify  n o n -eco n o m ic  fac to rs  th a t in flu en ce  

acad em ic  success. B o u rd ieu  co in ed  th e  term  ‘cu ltu ra l c a p ita l’ to  co m p reh en d  the  

cu ltu ra l d iffe ren ces  th a t re p ro d u ce  socia l c lass d iv ision . In  h is  v iew  (B o u rd ieu , 

1983: 244), ‘the  sch o lastic  y ie ld  fro m  educational ac tion  d ep en d s on  th e  cu ltu ra l 

cap ita l p rev io u s ly  in v es ted  by th e  fam ily ’. T h a t cap ita l in c lu d es  th e  lev e l o f  

p a ren ta l ed u ca tio n , v ary in g  in v es tm en t in  an d  co m m itm en t to  ed u c a tio n  an d  

aw aren ess  o f  th e  d iv id en d  to  be  g a in ed  from  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  ed u ca tio n . B o u rd ieu  

(1 9 7 3 ) argues th a t ed u ca tio n  d em an d s a  lingu istic  and  cu ltu ra l co m p eten ce  th a t is 

n o t au to m atica lly  p ro v id ed  b y  schoo ls. B ou rg eo is  fam ilies , th a t  is, th o se  w h o  are  

em b ed d ed  in  th e  d o m in an t cu ltu re , tran sm it th is  co m p eten ce  an d  th e ir  ch ild ren  

b eco m e  flu en t in  the  co d es th a t a llo w  th em  to  d ec ip h e r th e  m essag e  o f  th e  

d o m in an t cu ltu re . I w ill d iscu ss  language and  socia l re p ro d u c tio n  a t 2 .5 .4  b e lo w . 

A s reg ard s  fam ily  fu n c tio n in g , fiv e  in fluences on  a  c h ild ’s p a rtic ip a tio n  in  

e d u ca tio n  are id en tified  in  b o th  th eo re tica l d isco u rses an d  fie ld  re search :

T h e  firs t o f  th ese  is low levels o f parental education and training. M an y  

su b seq u e n t re search ers  en d o rse  R o se in g rav e ’s (1971) f in d in g  th a t ea rly  sch o o l 

leav in g  is ‘a ch a rac te ris tic  o f  th e  ed u catio n al b ac k g ro u n d  o f  th e  g rea t m a jo rity  o f  

th e  p a re n ts ’. C o n v erse ly , th e  h ig h er a  p a re n t’s level o f  ed u ca tio n , the  g rea te r the  

c h ild ’s p re fe ren ce  fo r s tay in g  on  in  school (B reen , 1984b, G am b e tta , 1987, 

H a n n an  an d  O ’R ia in , 1993; K e llag h an  et al, 1993; E h re n b e rg  an d  S m ith  1994; 

P e te rs  & M u llin , 1997; M org an , 1998). F u rtherm ore , p aren ts  th em se lv e s  c ite  lo w  

lev els  o f  p a ren ta l ed u ca tio n  as a  cau se  o f  ea rly  leav ing  (B o ld t, 1994). B ut h o w  

d o es th is  w o rk ?  O nce  aga in , the  lite ra tu re  is long  on  a sso c ia tio n s  an d  sh o rt o n  

cau sa l p ro cesses . It is tru e  th a t m an y  p aren ts  are  o r feel u n ab le  to  he lp  th e ir  

ch ild re n  (fo r ex am p le  w ith  h o m ew o rk ) on ce  they  en te r  p o s t-p rim ary  sch o o l

65



(B o ld t, 1994; M o rg an  1998). Y et, th is  seem s a  flim sy  ex p la n a tio n  fo r  su ch  a 

p e rs is ten t effect. S om e w rite rs  also  asso c ia te  lack  o f  re ad in g  m a te ria l an d  early  

sch o o l leav in g  (S m ith  et al, 1997, M o rg an  1998, c itin g  E k s tro m  et al, 1986). 

P e te rs  an d  M u llin  (1 9 9 7 ) are less ce rta in , accep ting  th a t th is  e ffec t m ay  be  due  to  

‘a  co rre la tio n  b e tw een  the  av a ilab ility  o f  read in g  re so u rces  in  th e  h o u seh o ld  and 

o th er u n m easu red  ch a rac te ris tic s  o f  th e  fam ily  th a t p ro m o te  ed u c a tio n a l v a lu e s ’. 

O th e r w rite rs  cite  lack  o f  cu ltu ra l cap ita l (B ernste in , 1971, B o u rd ie u  &  P asse ro n  

1977) to  w h ich  I w ill re tu rn  a t 2 .5 .4  below . O verall, i t  seem s lik e ly  th a t lo w  

lev els  o f  p a ren ta l ed u ca tio n  p a r t o f  a  w id e r co n ste lla tio n  o f  fa c to rs  and  p ro cesses  

th a t p re d isp o se  young  p eo p le  to  leav e  early  b u t w ith  th e  p o ss ib le  ex cep tio n  o f  

lan g u ag e , to  w h ich  I w ill re tu rn  w h en  d iscu ssin g  the  sch o o l as an  eco logy , are 

n o t th em se lv es  in d ep en d en tly  causal.

T h e  seco n d  fam ily  fu n c tio n in g  in flu en ce  is a lack o f esteem for, or utilitarian 

view o f  education. M an y  re sea rch e rs  h av e  found  th a t p a ren ts  o f  ea rly  schoo l 

leav e rs  h o ld  ed u ca tio n  or, p e rh ap s  m o re  to  the  po in t, sch o o lin g , in  lo w  esteem . 

F o r ex am p le , R o se in g rav e  (1 9 7 1 ) fo u n d  th a t ‘the v a lu e  sy stem s o f  th e  h o m es  (o f  

ea rly  sch o o l leav ers in  1970) sh o w ed  little  signs o f  a  p ro jec tio n  o f  p a ren ta l 

am b itio n s  fo r h ig h  ed u ca tio n a l p e rfo rm an c e ’. T here  w as little  ev id en ce  o f  socia l 

m o b ility , any  such  am b itio n s  ex p ressed  w ere ‘vag u e  and  d iv o rced  fro m  th e  

re a lity  o f  th e ir  em p lo y m en t c o n d itio n s ’ and  ‘the  d ro p -o u ts  w e re  in  th e  m ajo rity  

o f  cases  th e  sons o f  d ro p -o u ts ’ . H e  c ites  the  p a re n ts ’ em p h asis  o n  ‘th e  p u re ly  

fu n c tio n a l’ asp ec ts  o f  ed u ca tio n  an d  no tes the co n tra d ic tio n  b e tw een  p aren ta l 

aw aren ess  o f  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  ed u ca tio n  and  th e  g en e ra l lack  o f  p aren ta l 

am b itio n  fo r th e ir  ch ild ren  (R o se in g rav e , 1971). (S ee  a lso  E u ry d ice , 1994; 

E rik so n  and  Jo h n so n , 1996; S m yth  and  M cC abe, 2001). H av in g  in te rv iew ed  

ea rly  sch o o l leav ers and  th e ir  paren ts , B old t (1 9 9 4 ) arg u es th a t th e  m o s t 

im p o rtan t fa c to r (in  early  sch o o l leav ing ) apart from  sch o o l ex p e rien ce s  is the 

c lea r ab sen ce  o f  any  sig n ifican t in v o lv em en t, p o s itiv e  in flu en ce  o r 

en c o u rag e m e n t fro m  the  paren ts . T he young  p eo p le  rep o rt th a t th e ir  p a re n ts  w ere  

to o  b u sy  o r n o t in te re ste d  in  th e ir sch o o lin g  and  th a t th e y  d id n ’t ask  ab o u t 

h o m ew o rk . B y  and  large , h e  rep o rts , the  p aren ts  agree. A lth o u g h  th ey  do  n o t 

‘b la m e ’ th em se lv es , th ese  p a ren ts  fee l there  w as m ore  th ey  m ig h t h av e  do n e  fo r 

th e ir  ch ild ren . D ru d y  and  L y n ch  (1993) m ain ta in  th a t th e  p a ren ts  are aw are  o f  th e
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v a lu e  o f  ed u ca tio n , b u t eco n o m ic  p re ssu re  leaves th em  little  tim e  to  w o rry  ab o u t 

sch o o lin g . T h ey  arg u e  th a t p a ren ts  feel a lien a ted  from  sch o o ls  an d  are n o t fu lly  

aw are  o f  w h a t th e ir  ch ild ren  are tau g h t a t schoo l o r o f  th e  o rg an isa tio n a l s tru c tu re  

o f  sch o o ls . H o w ev er, M cS o rley  (1997) suggests  th a t so m e p aren ts  a t le a s t 

co n d o n e  ab sen ce  fro m  schoo l am o n g st th a t g roup  o f  y o u n g  p eo p le  w h o  leav e  

b efo re  fifteen  years o f  age. B o ld t (1994) co n c lu d es fro m  h is  in te rv iew s w ith  

p a ren ts  th a t w h en  th e  young  p eo p le  reach  a ce rta in  age th ey  m ak e  th e ir  ow n  

d ec is io n s and , w h ile  th ese  m ig h t be q u estio n ed , it is seen  to  be  th e  c h ild ’s ch o ice  

as to  w h a t s/he  w an ts  to  do. It is n o t d e te rm in ed  w h e th e r th is  is a  (ru ra l o r u rb an ) 

w o rk in g  c lass  a ttitu d e , o r in d ica tes  a lack  o f  aw areness o r co n fid en ce  w ith  w h ich  

to  ch a llen g e  th e  y oung  p eo p le , o r in d eed  th e  schoo ls, reg ard in g  the  d ec is io n  to  

leav e  early . H e  su b seq u en tly  n o tes  (B old t, 1997) th a t fo r  fem a le  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav ers w h o  h ad  p reg n an c ies , ‘fam ily  su p p o rt w as o f  im m en se  im p o rta n c e ’, 

th o u g h  n o t, as w e  h av e  a lready  seen  above , fo r rem a in in g  in  schoo l. H e ad d s tha t 

in  g en era l, ‘the  level o f  fam ily  s u p p o rt ...  fo r seek in g  em p lo y m en t d id  n o t seem  

to  b e  p re se n t fo r th em  in  reg ard  to  th e ir  sch o o lin g ’.

T h ese  v iew s m ove th is co m b in a tio n  o f  lack  o f  e s te e m  fo r ed u ca tio n , 

u tilita r ia n ism  an d  a lien a tio n  b ey o n d  b e in g  an  asso c ia tio n . It ap p ears  to  be  a  

s ig n ifican t in flu en ce  o n  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  in  general, an d  p erh ap s a  cau se  in  

in d iv id u a l cases.

T h e  th ird  fam ily  fu n c tio n in g  in flu en ce  is lack o f interest by parents in their child 

and her/his education, low parental motivation and expectations and fatalism  

(R o se in g rav e , 1971; C raft, 1972; K e llag h an  e t al, 1993; E ury d ice , 1994; B o ld t, 

1994; M acD o n a ld  an d  R oberts , 1995; G o lem an , 1996; M o rg an , 1998a). F o r 

ex am p le , w h en  asked  h o w  p a ren ts  fa iled  th e ir  ch ild ren , B o ld t’s sam p le  o f  p aren ts  

iden tifies  a  lack  o f  p aren ta l co m m itm en t to  the  c h ild re n ’s ed u catio n . T h ey  also  

fee l th a t p a ren ts  d o n ’t  do en o u g h  to  enco u rag e  th e ir  ch ild ren  in  ed u ca tio n , b u t 

re ly  on  o th ers  to do it fo r them . B o ld t (1994) no tes th a t in  a lm o s t ev e ry  case 

m o th ers  w ere  m u ch  m o re  in v o lv ed  th a n  fa thers  in  d ea lin g  w ith  sch o o ls , in  

p ro v id in g  any  en co u rag em en t an d  gu id an ce  an d  in  try ing  to  p e rsu ad e  ch ild re n  to  

s tay  o n  in  schoo l. B ut the  C o m m iss io n  o n  the F am ily  (1 9 9 8 :4 2 3 , c itin g  

M c K e o w n  et al, 1998) argues th a t th ere  is a d irec t p a ra lle l b e tw e en  th e  level o f  

in v o lv em en t o f  a fa th e r in  h is ch ild ’s life  and  the  c h ild ’s w e ll-b e in g  ‘in  te rm s o f
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co g n itiv e  co m p eten ce  an d  p erfo rm an ce  a t sch o o l’. T here  is a lso  ev id en ce  th a t 

p o s itiv e  a ttitu d es and  fu tu re  o rien ta tio n  in  p aren ts  in flu en ce  y o u n g  p eo p le  to  stay  

in  sch o o l and  th a t p e ss im ism  an d  fa ta lism  in flu en ce  th em  to w ard s, o r  fa c ilita te  

th em  in, leav in g  (C raft, 1972). C ra ft fin d s  tha t ag a in  m o th e rs  are m o re  s ig n ifican t 

in  th is  reg ard  th an  fa thers . B o ld t (1 9 9 4 ) agrees. H igh  lev e ls  o f  fa ta lism  are  also  

found . B u t few  o f  these  fac to rs  o p era te  in  iso la tio n  fro m  ea ch  o ther. A lso , th e ir  

in flu en ce  is lik e ly  to b e  c lo se ly  co n n e c ted  to  w ha t h ap p en s in  th e  schoo l. B o ld t 

(1 9 9 4 ) sp ecu la tes  th a t a  c h ild ’s m o re  p ro b lem atic  ex p e rien ces  in  schoo l are no t 

co u n te rb a lan ced  by  th e  h o m e and  are th u s  in tensified . (S ee  also  R o se in g rav e , 

1971; B reen , 1984b; G am b e tta , 1987; D ep artm en t o f  L ab o u r an d  D ep a rtm en t o f  

E d u ca tio n , 1988; K e llag h an  e t al, 1993; M organ , 1998a).

T h e  fo u r th  fam ily  fu n c tio n in g  in flu en ce  asso c ia ted  w ith  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  also  

is parenting practices and styles (R u tte r and  M ad g e  1981; H a n so n  et al, 1997). 

H ess  (1 9 9 5 ) c ites  ‘m o u n tin g  ev id en ce  th a t young  p eo p le  em b ed d ed  in  fam ilie s  

ch a rac te rised  by  h ig h  lev e ls  o f  co n flic t, o r  by  p aren ts  w h o  are  n o t ab le  to  p ro v id e  

ad eq u a te  su p erv is io n , e ffec tiv e  d isc ip lin e  an d  em o tio n a l su p p o rt h av e  an  

in c re a sed  r isk  o f  ex p e rien c in g  a  ran g e  o f  p sychosoc ia l d iso rd e rs ’. T h ese  in c lu d e  

‘sch o o l p ro b lem s and acad em ic  fa ilu re ’, ‘school d ro p -o u t and  u n em p lo y m en t’, 

‘d ec rea sed  fee lin g s o f  se lf-co m p eten ce  an d  p o o r p ee r re la tio n sh ip s ’ an d  ‘ea rly  

sex u a l a c tiv ity  and  u n w an ted  p re g n an cy ’. A m o n g  the in flu en tia l fa c to rs  n o ted  in 

th e  lite ra tu re  are agg ression , v io len ce  an d  arb itra ry  d isc ip lin e . F o r ex am p le , 

G o lem an  (1996) d esc rib es  a  lo n g itu d in a l s tudy  o f  870 c h ild re n  fro m  N e w  Y o rk  

S ta te  w h o  w ere  stu d ied  fro m  the  age o f  8 to  30. T h e  m o s t ag g ressiv e  am o n g  th em  

w ere  m o s t lik e ly  to  h av e  d ro p p ed  o u t o f  school and  to  h av e  co m m itted  v io len t 

c rim es  b y  th e  age o f  30. T h e ir ch ild ren  rep ea ted  the  p a tte rn . In  ad d itio n , p a ren ta l 

d isc ip lin e  w as fo u n d  to  b e  in co n sis ten t. I f  the paren ts  w e re  in  a  b ad  m o o d , th e  

c h ild re n  w o u ld  b e  sev e re ly  p u n ish ed , i f  the  p aren ts  w ere  in  a  good  m o o d , th e  

ch ild re n  co u ld  do as th ey  p leased . In  th is  w ay, p u n ish m en t w as n o t an  o u tco m e 

o f  w h a t th e  ch ild  h ad  done , bu t o f  h o w  th e  p aren t felt. T h is , h e  co n c lu d es, ‘is a  

re c ip e  fo r fee lin g s  o f  w o rth le ssn ess  and  h e lp lessn ess, an d  fo r th e  sen se  th a t 

th rea ts  a re  ev e ry w h ere  and  m ay  s trik e  at any t im e ’. C o n g er et al (1 9 9 7 ) agree, 

co n c lu d in g  th a t a  m o th e r’s h a rsh  p aren tin g  has a  n eg a tiv e  a ffec t o n  ad o lescen t 

se lf-co n fid en ce  w h ich  in  tu rn  d isru p ts  schoo l p erfo rm an ce  and  th a t h a rsh
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p aren tin g  h as  a s im ila r ad v e rse  im p ac t on  academ ic  ach iev em en t. H a n so n  e t al 

(1 9 9 7 ) fin d  th a t n eg a tiv e  re sp o n se s  su ch  as ‘yelling  and  s p a n k in g ’ a re  in v e rse ly  

a sso c ia ted  w ith  c h ild re n ’s w elfare . T h ey  also  fin d  that the  o p p o s ite  is a lso  tru e  - 

p o s itiv e  in te rac tio n s  ‘h ad  b en e fic ia l e ffec ts  on  th ree  areas o f  c h ild re n ’s w e ll­

being : sch o o l p erfo rm an ce , in itia tiv e  and  quality  o f  l i f e ’ (H a n so n  e t al, 1997; 

B e len k y  e t al, 1986; F o m b o n n e ; 1995; S m ith  et al, 1997).

T h e  fifth  a sp ec t o f  fam ily  fu n c tio n in g  th a t recurs in  th e  lite ra tu re  co n cern s  the 

availability and use o f a fam ily’s economic resources in sustaining educational 

participation, in d eed , so m e re search ers  regard  re s tr ic ted  fam ily  in co m e  as th e  

p rim ary  fac to r b eh in d  m an y  n eg a tiv e  asp ec ts  o f  fam ily  fu n c tio n in g . A s H a n so n  et 

al (1 9 9 7 :1 9 0 ) com m ent:

C h ild ren  from  eco n o m ica lly  d isad v an tag ed  fam ilies ex h ib it lo w er lev e ls  o f  

p h y sica l d ev e lo p m en t, co g n itiv e  func tion ing , academ ic  ach iev em en t, se lf­

esteem , soc ia l d ev e lo p m en t, a n d  se lf-co n tro l th an  do  ch ild re n  fro m  m o re  

ad v an tag ed  fa m il ie s . .. (M cL an ah an  and  S andfeu r 1994; H a v em an  an d  W o lfe  

1994).

T h e  v iew  th a t fa ilu re  (o r su ccess) a t sch o o l is c lo se ly  lin k ed  to  th e  eco n o m ic  

co n d itio n s  o f  the p u p il’s soc ia l b ack g ro u n d  is w id e ly  su p p o rted  (D ru d y  and  

L ynch , 1993; E uryd ice , 1994; A x in n  e t al, 1997; S m y th  an d  M cC ab e , 20 0 1 ). T he 

‘ra tio n a l c h o ic e ’ m o d e l f irs t p ro p o se d  by  E rik so n  and  Jo n sso n  (1 9 9 6 ) and  la te r  

ch a m p io n e d  by S m y th  and  M cC ab e (2001) offers an  ex p lan a tio n  o f  h o w  th is  

w orks. In  th is  m o d el, ed u ca tio n a l ch o ices are m ad e  acco rd in g  to  th e  (p e rce iv ed ) 

co sts  and  b en e fits  asso c ia ted  w ith  co n tin u ed  p artic ip a tio n . V a ria tio n  in  o u tco m es 

is re la ted  to  a  n u m b er o f  facto rs su ch  as lack  o f  eco n o m ic  re so u rces  (w h ich  lim its  

p a r tic ip a tio n  in  ed u ca tio n  i f  fam ilies  can n o t affo rd  th e  d irec t an d  in d irec t co sts  

in v o lv ed ), th e  d iffe ren t cu ltu ra l re so u rces  av a ilab le  to  soc ia l c lass  g roups an d  so 

o n  (see  a lso  E uryd ice , 1994). O th er in flu en ces are sig n ifican t, su ch  as lab o u r 

m a rk e t d em an d  fo r lo w -sk ill w o rk e rs  (B udge e t al, 2 0 0 0 ). H o w ev er, su ch  

d ec is io n s  a re  likely  to  have  b een  p rim ed  by any o f  a ran g e  o f  o th e r e ffec ts  o f  

fam ily  poverty . F o r ex am p le , H an so n  e t al (1 9 9 7 :2 2 0 ) f in d  th a t d isc ip lin e  

(su p e rv is io n  and  co n tro l) in c reases  c h ild re n ’s w ell-b e in g  in  p o o r  h o u seh o ld s , and  

red u ces  c h ild re n ’s w e ll-b e in g  in  n o n -p o o r h o u seh o ld s . O n  th e  o th er hand , 

‘p ra is in g  an d  h u g g in g  a ffec t the  w e ll-b e in g  o f  eco n o m ica lly  d ep riv ed  ch ild ren
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more strongly’. They argue that ‘residence in a non-intact family and economic 

deprivation combine to reduce children’s capacity to respond positively to good 

parenting practices’.

Financial pressure, especially when a consequence of unemployment, can lead to 

significant psychological distress, including feelings of worthlessness (Whelan et 

al, 1991). Weissbourd (1995:62) argues that when a parent is depressed, children 

may be deprived of many of their needs. He adds that this is more likely among 

those living in poverty, who often have to cope with a range of problems such as 

unemployment, health problems or mental illness, hunger and eviction. These 

create huge anxieties for parents and can compromise their ability to cater for 

their children’s basic needs. Explorations of the impact of parental depression 

also suggest a causal link with some of the dysfunctions already noted above. For 

example, Weissbourd (1995:74) also notes that depressed parents do not exercise 

consistent forms of discipline. They are either too lenient or too strict. He also 

cites a study of a long-term unemployed father that showed that, the longer he 

was unemployed, the more likely he was to describe his child in negative terms. 

A number of factors can mediate or enhance the effect of a parent’s depression -  

the child’s temperament, support from siblings or community adults, and whether 

the family has the resources to deal with the crisis. Conger et al (1997:305) 

conclude that ‘daily stressors involving family finances have a particularly strong 

direct influence on the school performance of adolescents’. They find that 

financial conflicts reduce the adolescents’ self-confidence...’ Their findings are, 

they argue, ‘consistent with the notion that family economic problems have an 

adverse impact on the school performance of teenage girls and boys’.

Overall, the research consensus is that family functioning influences early school 

leaving. Having discussed the family as an ecosystem, through family structures 

and family functioning, I will now explore the extended family, or kin.

2.5.2 Kin

The second ecosystem encountered by the child is its extended family and 

kinship network. The extended family has been the subject of extensive study in 

its own right (Hess, 1995) and is an acknowledged presence in the lives of early 

school leavers (Hannan and O’Riain, 1993; Boldt, 1997). Young and Willmott 

(1968) observe that marriage connects three families, the man’s family of origin,
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the wife’s family of origin and the family of marriage. These are linked in turn 

through their various members with other families in an ‘interlocking pattern’. 

Young and Wilmott term this a ‘kinship network’. Two additional characteristics 

were noted:

— A preference for living near their families of origin, a pattern noted by many 

other observers and one ‘often tacitly supported by housing authorities’;

-  Strong interactions and regular contacts between these families, often on a 

daily basis, but particularly between married women and their mothers.

Young and Willmott (1968:48) describe clusters of families ‘made up in the main 

of the three generations of grandparents, parents and grandchildren’. They call 

this the extended family. The grandmother is its ‘head and centre’ and her home 

is its meeting place. She performs a range of services, starting with help and 

advice given at and after childbirth, sometimes taking over her daughters’ 

household while she is inactivated. In the event of receiving conflicting advice, 

women take that offered by their mothers (See also Craft, 1987; Gaffney et al,

2001). Variations also occur. For example, a single parent who is out of contact 

with the father of her child may be restricted to her own kin.

But what is the connection between the extended family and early school 

leaving? In general, it acts as a buffer between the child and both the immediate 

family and the external environment. For example, Boldt (1997:18/19) found that 

‘parents, siblings, aunts, uncles and cousins, both in Ireland and the United 

Kingdom’ provided ‘much personal support’ after they left school. But the 

extended family’s influence is not always benign (Young and Wilmott, 1968). 

Hannan and O’Riain (1993:20) note that some researchers have ‘controversially’ 

identified a culture of poverty or unemployment, which they describe as

a contra-culture which arises in networks or communities of interlinked 
families with very high and persistent unemployment rates and low job- 
search and employment commitment levels; a culture or way of life which 
may be transmitted across generations... (Lewis 1959, 1961, 1966, 1968; 
Moynihan 1965; Matza 1966; Halsey 1974; Wilson 1987).

Before concluding this brief discussion of the influence or otherwise of the 

extended family, a paradox should be noted. It concerns ‘social capital’.
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According to Putnam (1995, 2000), this term ‘refers to the collective value of all 

“social networks” and the inclinations that arise from these networks to do things 

for each other’. While many of the neighbourhoods in which early school leavers 

might be thought to be low in these networks, and therefore in social capital 

(NESF, 2003), the extended’ family, where active, appears to represent a positive 

form of social capital. I will return to this in 2.5.5 below.

Having examined the family and kin, I will now turn to the last mentioned, the 

‘group of friends’ or peers.

2.5.3 Peer Groups

The peer group is one of the key sites of positive socialisation by which children 

and young people become committed to society’s values and to specific roles 

within society’s structure (Hill & Tisdall 1997). However, the influence of peers 

on early school leaving has not been the subject of sustained research (Morgan, 

1998). That said, ‘reference groups effects’ -  the expectations and standards of 

evaluative reference arising from membership in current or aspired to groupings 

-  have been identified and there is broad agreement that peers are significant in 

early school leaving (Hannan and O’Riain, 1993). Fleming and Kenny (1998:9) 

comment that ‘School leaving works like a trigger or domino effect: if one in a 

family or in a group of friends leaves school others will follow’. This view is 

supported by research experience in Scotland where in 1987 over 10,000 young 

people participated in a study of their leisure habits, their feelings about school 

and family, their health and their hopes and fears for the future. It was known as 

the Young Peoples’ Leisure and Lifestyles (YPLL) project. In their extensive 

account of its outcomes, Hendry et al (1993:127) comment that the findings 

‘highlight the importance of peer pressure in adolescence’. They continue:

Peer pressures transmit group norms and maintain loyalties amongst group 
members. However, conformity to the group is the price that has to be paid 
for approval and acceptance by peers.

The peer group and the school are instrumental in gradually separating the child 

from the family (Eurydice, 1994). Within the new ecosystem of the peer group, 

children form non-familial friendships. Hill and Tisdall (1997:97) see this as an 

important part of their lives. It offers them the opportunity to develop rules (and
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norms) with people on an equal level, rather than with adults who have power 

over them. Contact with peers is based more on personal liking than kin 

relationships. Friends are a source of information and support and help a child 

develop a sense of identity. They also offer feedback and evaluation as well as 

new ideas. Friendships, argue Hill and Tisdall, also allow children to practise 

social skills.

Play is a significant element in these developments. It is crucial to the 

development of socialisation and self-esteem, and in its absence or adulteration, 

the young person is likely to lose out. Thus, for example, when a group of 

American psychologists conducted a large-scale study of women to explore 

levels of ‘knowing’, they encountered ‘bleak images’ amongst the least knowing 

which they thought ‘suggest childhoods with neither much play nor dialogue’ 

(Belenky et al, 1986:32). Erikson (1995:199) proposes that play is an attempt by 

the child to deal with his daily experiences by ‘creating model situations and to 

master reality by experiment and planning’.

As children grow older, their perception of friendship changes as they grow to 

value emotional support such as intimacy and trust over physical aspects, such as 

playing together. I will return to adolescence in due course. However, as regards 

the peer group, Hess (1995:174) notes that ‘Peer relationships become more 

salient during adolescence’ (see also Coleman, 1995). According to McNamara 

(2000) and Weissbourd (1995), at the hinge of the 20th and 21st centuries, 

children often rely on other children to fulfil needs once met by the family. 

However, adolescents reliant on peers when support from parents is lacking may 

be more susceptible to antisocial peer pressure (Collins, 1990). McNamara 

(2000:41) points out that ‘Adolescent peer groups are highly influential in 

determining the sources and outcomes of stressful life events for young people’. 

She adds that cliques emerging in early adolescence

tend towards exclusion and social prejudice, and great importance is placed 
on issues of loyalty, confidentiality, trust and generosity. Lapses... may 
disqualify the young adolescent from the clique, causing much distress and 
alienation.

Contrary to popular opinions, being a member of a clique in adolescence is a 

significant predictor of adolescent emotional well-being and ability to handle
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stress (Weissbourd, 1995) and, as Hill and Tisdall (1997) find, falling out with 

friends can be a source of considerable distress for children. They add that 

children with stable and close friendships have high levels of self-esteem. Two 

types of less popular children are identified by Hill and Tisdall (1997), the 

neglected and the rejected. They describe the first of these as insecure, lacking in 

self-confidence and in social skills. They argue that these children are not 

disliked, they are neglected or isolated. As they describe the second of these, the 

rejected child, s/he joins in activities with peers, but is disruptive. This child 

frequently tries to impose her/his own wants on peers, which can lead to 

rejection. They argue that such a child may have friends, but also tends to be 

unpopular. This may engender a sense of isolation and alienation, and many such 

children leave school as soon as they can.

Are peers influential in early school leaving? Not always but often, is the general 

conclusion, either by their own act of leaving school, or by their exclusion of 

individuals from the peer activities. I will now turn to the school as an

ecosystem.

2.5.4 Schools

As we have already noted, early school leavers themselves cite their school 

experiences as the main reason for leaving school and do not regret their decision 

to leave (Boldt, 1997; Fleming and Kenny, 1998; Thornton, 2000; Mayock

2000). As the ESF (1996:89) summarises, ‘the school experiences of these young 

people have, in the majority of cases, been hugely negative’. Many researchers 

agree (Willis, 1977; Banks et al, 1992; Hannan and Shortall, 1993; Bates and 

Riseborough, 1993; Boldt, 1994; O’Sullivan 1998; Doran and Quilty, 1998; 

Smyth 1998; Mayock, 2000; European Commission, 2000a). Morgan (1998a:81) 

notes that ‘school rates of drop-out are found to vary widely even when 

controlling for differences in student population’. This, he suggests, means that 

‘school-related factors exert a powerful influence on a student’s decision to 

leave school’.

Clearly something breaks down between many young people and school. But 

what? There is considerable convergence in the literature as to the school factors 

that influence young people’s performance in, and persistence with, school
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(Rutter et al, 1979; Eurydice, 1994; Learmouth 1995; Smyth, 1998; Nicaise et al,

2001). Ten themes are identifiable in the literature.

The first key theme regarding school as a context concerns schooling and the 

reproduction o f  inequality. Poor and working class children have what Rutter and 

Madge (1981) describe as widespread and persistent difficulties in school-type 

learning and they are more likely to leave school early. This has been the case for 

generations (Drudy and Lynch, 1993; Clancy, 1995; Boldt and Devine, 1998). 

Many initiatives have been introduced to alleviate this effect, yet it persists. Why 

is this? Some writers locate the answer to this question in the nature of schooling 

itself. They argue that education is driven by an academic agenda that suits 

certain children only (Gould, 1981; Gardner, 1993; Drudy and Lynch, 1993; 

Commission on the Points System, 1999). This is not necessarily confined to one 

class or another but for reasons that are elaborated in these and following 

paragraphs working class young people are likely to be disproportionately 

disadvantaged. A second school of thought argues that the educational 

difficulties of poor children are due to a disparity between the skills used at home 

and those needed at school. In this view, the children are not in fact 

disadvantaged at all and the problem lies in the approach adopted by schools 

(see, for example, Cole and Bruner, 1971; Bernstein, 1971; Ginsberg, 1972; 

CORI, cited in NESF 1997, Houses of the Oireachtas, 1999). This view 

underpins the Home School Community Liaison Scheme in Ireland (Conaty, 

2000). Rutter and Madge (1981:115) accept that ‘there is probably something in 

this view, although it appears an oversimplification’. But the broadest and most 

substantial school of thought looks at how education reproduces inequality. Its 

proponents argue that young people are alienated by a schooling system that 

replicates the values of capitalism and the production processes of the industrial 

age and implements a consensual curriculum set by the dominant ideology 

(Cusick, 1973; Willis, 1977; Giroux, 1981; Bates et al, 1984; Apple, 1979, 1982; 

Lynch 1989). This approach stresses the repressive, selective and socially 

reproductive functions of schooling. The school is seen as disabling for any of 

several reasons:

‘disadvantaged’ students are the product of economic processes of society
in general, and schools simply reinforce existing inequalities in society;
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there is a ‘hidden curriculum’ at work that reproduces inequalities;

the school’s organisation and modes of operation favour certain social 
classes, to the detriment of the disadvantaged;

it fails to take account of the values and culture of pupils from 
disadvantaged social classes, which leads to cultural conflict.

It is argued that the school’s norms correspond to the cultural norms of the 

dominant class. Freire (1990) describes the ‘banking’ concept of education, ‘in 

which the scope of action allowed to the students extends only as far as 

receiving, filing and storing the deposits’. This, he argues, ‘serves the interests of 

the oppressors, who care neither to have the world revealed nor to see it 

transformed’. Teachers are seen to be the agents of this continued dominance. As 

Mac Ruairc (1998:62) comments,

Teachers are predisposed by their predominantly middle-class backgrounds 
(Kelly, 1970; O’Sullivan, 1980; Clancy, 1995), their training and all their 
educational experience to promote values and attitudes that tend to be in 
harmony with the system.

The school embodies and transmits a ‘cultural capital’ which incorporates these 

values as well as a body of attitudes. Children from disadvantaged backgrounds 

do not have this capital or the assumptions through which it operates. Therefore, 

the world of the school is largely foreign to many children. This leads to 

exclusion from school and also to self-excluding behaviour. In this context, early 

school leaving represents a form of resistance (Illich, 1971, 1974; Bourdieu, 

1972; Lister, 1974; Bowles and Gintis, 1976; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; 

Willis, 1977; Apple, 1982; Lynch, 1989; Riseborough, 1993; Eurydice, 1994).

The second theme concerning the school as a context is the Irish school system  

itself. Some observers argue that early school leaving is intrinsic to the Irish 

education system, built as it is around schools (Drudy and Lynch, 1993; Stokes 

1995; MacRuairc, 1998). But to what degree is this a function of the education 

system itself? This is characterised by Hannan (1998:35) as ‘extremely rigid’ and 

‘time bound’, with ‘a lot of institutional/provider interests built into its 

maintenance’. It is highly selective and differentiates between children on the 

basis of ability and social class. Furthermore the social class composition of 

schools influences student aspiration and achievement independently of the
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individual’s class background (Drudy and Lynch, 1993; Clancy, 1995). Hannan 

(1986:85) found early school leaving to be ‘quite concentrated’ in ‘schools that 

cater mainly for working class children or children from small farms or from 

families of unemployed manual workers, vocational schools and schools in 

which the poorly educable are concentrated’. However, early school leaving is 

not restricted to particular school types (Rourke 1994; Boldt, 1994). Indeed, in 

her study of early school leavers in Dublin, O’Sullivan found (1998:6) that 41 

per cent attended voluntary secondary schools and 38 per cent attended 

vocational schools. However, she adds that ‘the concentration of early school 

leavers is in VEC schools’. O’Sullivan cites Hannan’s observation (1986) that 

vocational schools, because they do not impose selection procedures, receive and 

must cope with a disproportionate number of students with lower ability levels 

and other attendant difficulties (see also Breen, 1984a; Smyth, 1998). It is 

suggested that this concentration explains the high levels of early school leaving 

from vocational schools. Smyth (1998) disagrees, arguing that the variation 

across school types may be related to different historical traditions in each of the 

schooling sectors. In her view, schools are more or less effective in countering 

early school leaving regardless o f  type (see also Hannan and Shortall, 1991) and 

the differing levels of success are attributable to intra-school factors such as 

organisation and functioning. It is also the case that unlike other European 

countries, provision for Irish adolescents is ‘almost exclusively full time at the 

secondary level, with little post-secondary alternance education, except for a 

small number of apprenticeships’ (Hannan et al, 1995:326). In Holland, by 

contrast, after twelve years of age a child may choose from a wide variety of 

courses The lack of alternatives in Ireland is a structural barrier to those who 

have weaknesses in the core curriculum. I now turn to school organisation.

The third theme regarding the school as a context is school organisation. Three 

features of the internal organisation of schools feature in the literature on early 

school leaving. The first is the general organisation of schooling into classes. 

While not thought to be directly causal, it facilitates the detachment of children 

who are less school-ready, less motivated, less gifted or more troubled. One 

young female early school leaver bitterly recounted to Thornton (2000) how her 

teacher told her parents that she was so quiet that she ‘hardly even noticed her’.
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As Cusick (1973:214) comments, school organisation ‘provides an enormous 

amount of time when students are actually required to do little other than be in 

attendance and minimally compliant'. The second aspect is streaming. This is a 

differentiation process whereby young people are grouped according to academic 

ability, usually measured by psychometric tests. According to the literature, 

streaming

has a strong negative impact on grades and examination performance 
among those allocated to lower grade classes

has a negative effect on levels of early school leaving in the first three 
years of post-primary school;

has significant polarisation effects, and tends to create greater inequalities 
between students at the ends of the ability and lower socio-economic 
status continuum;

reinforces and perpetuates the relationship between socio-economic 
background and educational achievement.

(See Bryk and Thum, 1989; Hannan, 1987; McDevitt, 1998; Smyth, 1998; 

Sheehan, 1999).

In regard to these two aspects of school organisation, it is often argued that 

smaller classes (whether streamed or not) will alleviate early school leaving (for 

example, INTO, 1995). However, there is evidence that this is not the case. For 

example, when O’Sullivan asked her cohort of early leavers what might have 

influenced them to stay in school only 26 per cent mentioned smaller classes. 

O’Sullivan observes that many were already in small classes in school. Indeed, 

small remedial classes may themselves be a causal factor in early leaving, being 

stigmatised as ‘relegation’ classes, as McDevitt (1998) notes regarding the 

experience in France where, as a consequence, ‘the use of remedial streams has 

been discouraged and reduced’.

The third aspect of school organisation identified is the adequacy or otherwise of 

support services such as guidance and counselling (Banks, 1994; NESF, 1997; 

Watts 2002).
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So, school organisation can contribute to and even promote early school leaving. 

However, school organisation is informed and animated by other, largely human,

effects (Smyth, 1998).

The fourth theme regarding the school as a context is to do with school 

functioning. Three characteristics of school functioning are of interest to this 

thesis. The first is the school’s ethos and expectations. A positive academic 

climate within the school promotes higher attendance rates and retention within 

the schooling system. Pupils perform better in examinations where teachers 

expect them to continue in full-time education (Bryk and Thum, 1989; Smyth, 

1998). The reverse is also true. Reporting on the outcomes of a range of pilot 

projects across Europe, the European Commission (2000a) comments that 

‘young people do not persist with a regime that rejects them. They react by 

dropping out’. The second is the degree to which schools involve parents and 

young people in their organisation of policy and activity. Those that do, 

especially if they offer a pleasant environment and support structures for 

teachers, have lower rates of early school leaving (Rutter et al, 1976/1981; Rutter 

et al, 1979; Learmouth, 1995; Smyth, 1998). Smyth sees this as an ‘inclusive’ 

school atmosphere. While Rutter et al (1979) note that ‘exactly what serves to 

create a particular school atmosphere remains uncertain’ it can reasonably be 

said that its general disciplinary climate does so, and this is the third 

characteristic. Schools that are effective in retaining young people have clear 

guidelines for discipline (a ‘strict-but-fair’ system) with an emphasis on 

encouragement rather than punishment (Rutter et al, 1979; Smyth, 1998). 

However, while Hill and Tisdall (1997) accept that excluding pupils who are 

disruptive can improve school performance, they point out that such actions can 

also deprive the excluded individual child of necessary requirements for proper 

learning. This can result in such children fostering delinquent behaviour as well 

as leading to future ‘social, economic and civil exclusion’ (see also Bond, 1999).

The school’s disciplinary climate is cited as an influence by early school leavers 

themselves. When ESF (1996:90) asked early school leavers why they ‘didn’t 

like’ school, they referred to ‘teachers shouting, uniforms and a range of other 

aspects ranging from “masters picking on me” to the disallowance of earrings’. 

Likewise, Boldt (1994) identifies a cycle of misbehaviour, punishment and
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misbehaviour that further alienates the young people from school. All his sample 

of early school leavers identify a particular incident that precipitated them to 

leave school (see also Rumberger, 1987). Boldt (1997:25) describes how one 

young man ‘left over an incident in which he was refused permission to leave 

class when he complained of feeling ill. A confrontation ensued and he walked 

out of his class and the school. He did not return’.

So, a school’s ethos and expectations, inclusiveness and code of discipline 

contribute to early school leaving in general and appear to be directly causal in 

the case of individual young people. However, another reason why a young 

person might not ‘like’ school is the unsuitability of the curriculum.

The fifth theme regarding the school as a context or ecosystem is the curriculum. 

This is normally understood to comprehend both syllabus and teaching 

methodology. All curriculum development actions derive from the assumption 

that the curriculum is unsuited to the needs of some (or indeed all) young people. 

Two poles of argument are found regarding early school leaving — either 

particular children are unsuited to the general curriculum or the general 

curriculum is unsuited to particular children. A number of developments in 

Ireland have been predicated on this perceived mismatch, such as the Junior 

Cycle School Programme (Granville 1982a, 1982b; Cassidy, 1998). However, 

Stokes (1995) ascribes ‘the significant detachment’ that takes place in post­

primary school to ‘the way in which learning is structured in the post-primary 

school, and the young person’s changing relationships with, for example, the 

curriculum... and teachers’. He states that ‘early school leavers are a complex 

group, comprising a range of subsets’, and suggests that one of the reasons a 

young person would leave school is because ‘s/he is gifted in areas which 

schooling does not currently value’. Many authorities agree (Drudy and Lynch, 

1993; Eurydice, 1994; Boldt, 1994, 1997; Goleman, 1996). Drudy and Lynch 

(1993:158) tell us that no specific research has been carried out on the content of 

curricula, but ‘community work in many working class areas reflects the 

concerns that the curriculum is structured in a way that is disadvantageous to 

working class children’. Drudy and Lynch conclude that ‘the curriculum, 

therefore, is another mechanism through which social and educational inequality 

is perpetuated’.
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But is it that the curriculum is unsuitable, that it is too demanding, or that it is 

offered in way that is not appropriate to all young people? The answer is 

ambiguous. Mayock (2000:27) finds that ‘a large number of early school leavers 

felt that they were unable to cope with the academic demands of the curriculum’. 

The young people surveyed for O’Sullivan’s research were asked about factors 

that might have helped them to stay in school. Forty eight per cent answered ‘If I 

was allowed to attend just the subjects I liked’. She comments (1998:9) that

a more personalised programme might have helped a significant number of 
young people to stay. Nearly half the respondents indicated that going to 
school just to attend the teacher or subject they liked would have helped them 
to stay at school.

This corresponds with the findings of the ESF (1996:89), that ‘64% of 

respondents said that “interesting subjects” were the most liked aspect of school’, 

and is endorsed by Boldt (1994). When Hill and Tisdall (1997) asked young 

people why they played truant they said it was because of particular courses 

adding that they would stop truanting if they were given more choice as well as 

change in content and in the teacher’s method of teaching (see also McDill, 

1986). According to McCombs and Pope (1994, cited in Budge et al, 2000:29),

Individuals are naturally motivated to leam when they do not have to fear 
failure, when they perceive what they are learning as being personally 
meaningful and relevant and when they are in respectful and supportive 
relationships with teachers.

That major developments have been initiated in curriculum, teaching practice 

and school organisation to meet changing needs of students indicates a general 

acceptance that such factors are significant in prompting early school leaving. 

However, as Fleming and Kenny (1998) point out, the school (still) operates on 

the basis that it is a bounded system, and that ‘everyone who arrives at the door 

must agree to work according to the rules of the system’. They liken the 

boundary of this system to a membrane around the school within which 

innovations take place. Thus, ‘whenever the educational system designs a new 

programme or whenever teachers’ unions call for change, it is done on the 

assumption that it is within the membrane that the change will happen’. In their 

experience as researchers, they say, this is a problem for early school leavers
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because ‘ the condition laid down by the system is precisely the condition that 

prevents them coming into school and staying there’.

The sixth theme in the literature concerning the school as a context concerns 

teachers, the key agents through whom the child experiences this ‘bounded 

system’. For children and adolescents, the teacher is the face of the education 

system, and for early school leavers, it is often perceived to be unfriendly. 

Furthermore, the literature is consistent on the subject. As Boldt (1994:54) 

comments

One cannot but be struck by the experiences of school described by early 
school leavers... There was broad consensus that most teachers did not care 
about them, did not understand them and were not able to relate to them...
The findings indicate clearly that a pupil’s experience of school is one of the 
most important factors in determining whether or not he or she will remain in 
school to obtain a qualification. It is also apparent that this experience 
depends largely on relationships with teachers.

This is endorsed by Cullen (2000a) and by Budge et al (2000) according to 

whom the most important element of successful programmes with troubled 

teenagers is the quality of the relationships between adults and young people (see 

also Levering, 2000). Rutter et al (1979), Bryk and Thum (1980) and Smyth 

(1998) report that rates of absenteeism and early school leaving are higher where 

pupils have a negative experience of interaction with teachers and lower where 

interaction is positive. Where this relationship breaks down, the young people are 

more likely to drop out of school. Early school leavers’ often visceral hatred of 

school results from perceived ill-treatment by one or more teachers or lack of 

respect for poor teachers (Boldt, 1994, Mayock, 2000). Where dislike of a 

subject is cited, this also is often associated with a particular teacher (ESF, 1996). 

But the reverse is also true (Stokes, 1995; Cullen, 2000a). Boldt (1994) found 

that the young people could usually identify one teacher they liked, who could 

control the class and who made the subject interesting. Those surveyed for 

O’Sullivan’s research (1998) were also asked about factors that might have 

helped them to stay in school. Forty nine per cent of the respondents answered ‘If 

I was allowed to go only to the teachers I liked’. This is consistent with findings 

by Rutter et al (1979) and others that high expectations regarding work and
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behaviour elicit positive responses from the young people. The opposite is also 

true, as Smyth (1998) reports. She identifies teachers’ perceived  attitudes to 

pupils as being significant. Pupils under-perform where teachers are perceived to 

be disinterested in pupils or are constantly giving out to them. Further positive 

views are expressed by Fleming and Kenny (1998:15) who find that schools

have an impressive knowledge about their students and generally see young 
people as candidates for leaving long before it happens. The school sees 
some students making a gradual move away, marked by increasing periods of 
absence and the inability of parents and teachers to hold their interest in 
school.

This is supported by Sheehan (1999). Fleming and Kenny (1998:8) argue that ‘if 

there is a problem of early school leaving it cannot be located in either the 

individual student or the individual teachers. Systems, institutions and social 

understandings must be sought’.

In sum, young people overwhelmingly cite the breakdown in their relationship 

with teachers as causing their early leaving. But they also identify certain 

teachers as creating a positive learning environment and relationship. This is 

endorsed by researchers. So, it appears that individual teachers are indeed likely 

to cause a young person, or groups of young people, to leave school early, 

notwithstanding the positive influences of colleagues. Equally, individual 

teachers cannot be blamed for the general phenomenon of early school leaving 

and many contribute to retaining young people in school.

As to how and why the relationship between young people and teachers and 

schools breaks down, one major strand of explanation concerns cultural bias and 

lowered expectations o f  pupils, and this is the seventh theme regarding the school 

as a context. Two key concerns are identified in this regard, social class and the 

experience of minority groups (see Labov, 1972: Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; 

Rutter and Madge, 1977/1981; Lynch, 1989; Irish Travellers’ Movement, 1993; 

Eurydice, 1994; National Anti-Poverty Strategy Working Group, 1996). This is a 

complex and controversial area and is beyond the scope of this enquiry, other 

than two precepts. The first of these is that neither teachers nor schools are 

culturally neutral. Neither is the curriculum. Eurydice summarises this 

perspective as follows (1994:55):
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The teacher.. .is not culturally neutral. His professional experience and his 
socio-cultural background greatly influence his expectations and his image of 
the ideal pupil. Teachers will rate highest those pupils who come closest to 
these and penalise those who depart from them through gestures and verbal 
and written attitudes which are quickly internalised.

The second is that the consequent cultural bias lowers teacher expectations of 

pupils from different social or ethnic backgrounds and these lower expectations 

are fulfilled in lower academic performance and earlier exit from the education 

system. Brierley (1980:54) argues that if a child is socially or culturally deprived, 

or if s/he is underestimated by teachers at school, then s/he is likely to make poor 

progress. He cites a study, Primary Education in England, which found that 

children in the inner city were more likely to be underestimated by their teachers 

than other children and least likely to be given work that would fully meet their 

potential abilities. According to Budge et al (2000:31), ‘the basic message that 

has emerged from many studies is that students expect to learn if their teachers 

expect them to learn’. How does this work? Brophy and Good (1974) note 

research findings that classroom teachers show patterns of highly differentiated 

behaviour, calling on low achievers less often to answer questions or perform 

demonstrations. The teachers also waited less time for them to answer questions, 

praised them less frequently after successful responses, criticised them more 

often for incorrect responses, and did not help them when they failed by 

providing clues or asking follow-up questions. Eurydice (1994:56) cites Becker, 

Geer and Hugues as arguing that the essence of classroom activity is the 

exchange of work for marks or status, and Perrenoud as asserting that assessment 

is traditionally associated, in school, with the establishment of hierarchies of 

excellence. Pupils are ranked according to a standard of excellence defined 

absolutely or personified by the teacher and the best pupils. These authors argue 

that assessment and the degree to which it reflects both class structures and the 

prejudices of the individual teacher may consequently be a cause of 

disillusionment, low self-esteem and early drop-out.

As against these views, two general points should be noted. The first is that there 

is a strong resistance to cultural bias within the teaching profession itself (Mac 

Ruairc, 1998) and there appears to be (in the Irish context at least) a clear policy
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commitment to providing ‘equal treatment’ (National Anti-Poverty Strategy 

Working Group, 1996). That said, there is no evidence that this will overcome 

cultural bias. The second is that a counter-bias (sometimes identified as 

resistance) is also identified in communities and ethnic groups (Willis, 1977; 

Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Riseborough, 1993; MacRuairc, 1998). Boldt and 

Devine (1998:18) cite O’Brien (1990) on the strong bonds within a community 

and within a person’s group, and how it is not acceptable to deviate from the 

community even in minor ways. This would be seen as a threat to the group and 

met with sanctions. Schools, on the other hand, foster individual competition and 

success. In this regard, Lynch (1989) argues that, since academic skills are 

accorded primacy in determining status in the school’s hierarchy, the non- 

academic child is less likely to be fulfilled in the school environment, and is at 

risk of leaving early. Stokes (1995) notes ‘the degree to which schooling 

continues one’s status as a child past an age when this is acceptable in working 

class culture’ as being a factor for some young people.

So, there is a significant school of thought that holds that cultural bias and 

expectations (or lack thereof) on the part of teachers and  communities may both 

generally influence and  cause early school leaving.

The eighth theme occurring in the early school leaving literature regarding the 

school as a context is language. This is seen to be a key mechanism for the 

expression and application of cultural bias, and has been the subject of 

considerable research and debate. Indeed, Stubbs (1983) argues that all 

educational failure is linguistic failure. Language shapes the way in which we 

experience, understand and manage our lives. But language itself is shaped by 

social context (Richardson, 1991). There is an extensive literature on the 

interaction of language and schooling, and the role that language plays in social 

reproduction. Linguistic discontinuity between the home and the school is 

considered to be a major factors associated with educational failure (Mac Ruairc, 

1998). Two general explanations are advanced for this, one to do with cultural 

capital, the other with environment.

The starting point for the first school of thought is the identification of different 

linguistic codes. The principal defining element in such a code is vocabulary, but 

it also includes syntax and grammar, usage and accent. Bernstein (1970)
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identified two, a ‘restricted code’, and an ‘elaborated code’. He associated the 

first of these with working class culture. Used to express sociability and narrate, 

it does not deal in abstractions or concepts, unlike an ‘elaborated code’, which 

utilises a larger vocabulary and addresses the ideational and conceptual as well as 

the concrete (Bernstein, 1970, 1971; Fonseca, 1996). In Bernstein’s (1970: 183) 

view, ‘As a child progresses through school it becomes critical for him to 

possess, or at least be oriented towards, an elaborated code if he is to succeed’. 

These codes are seen to represent a linguistic hierarchy. Some argue that this in 

turn reflects the structure of society. Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) argue that 

schools trade in the dominant cultural capital and that young people with access 

to such cultural capital do well in school. As Bourdieu (1991:55/6) comments, 

the competence necessary in order to speak the ‘legitimate’ language ‘depends 

on social inheritance’. He adds that ‘the education system demands what it does 

not teach. This is mainly a linguistic and cultural competence which can only be 

produced by one’s background’.

In the foregoing view, the child lacks the cultural capital embodied by the 

legitimate language. The second school of thought holds that the child’s 

relationship to language is contingent on the norms of her/his culture. This view 

is essentially ecological, and posits a different language relationship rather than 

linguistic hierarchies and handicaps (Eurydice 1994). Thus, for example, Labov’s 

findings that the language of black children in American ghettos is as rich and 

varied as that of middle class children, notwithstanding a narrower vocabulary 

(Labov, 1972; Eurydice, 1994; see also Fonseca, 1996, for similar findings 

regarding Roma gypsies). However, both schools of thought accept that the 

elaborated code is the language of school. It is argued that of itself this prompts 

teachers to lower their expectations of socially and culturally different children 

(Rist, 1970; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). As Mac Ruairc (1998) comments,

There is a general long standing finding of researchers that teachers’ 
perceptions of children’s non-standard speech produces negative expectations 
about the children’s personalities, social backgrounds and academic abilities 
(Giles, 1987 in Corson, 1994).

This in turn affects pupil performance and sense of belonging in school. Mac 

Ruairc (1998) reports that his research found ‘a clear difference between the

86



experience of the middle class child and the working class child with the 

language expectations of the school’. He adds (1998:67) that

In general the working class children were corrected more for the words they 
used and the way they spoke while the children in the middle class school 
were corrected for issues relating to good manners and for using slang...

The young people are alive to this process and frequently resist. Mac Ruairc

(1998) finds a ‘remarkable’ hostility among working class children to the 

language environment of the school and argues that policies of linguistic 

correction play a central role in forming negative attitudes towards school among 

the working classes. This view is endorsed by a considerable body of research, 

especially in the United Kingdom, for example Willis (1977) and Riseborough 

(1993). It is also consistent with research on the school experience of early 

school leavers in Ireland (Boldt, 1994; ESF, 1996). Some researchers have 

argued for the existence of ‘covert prestige’, where working class children 

choose not to use the language of school outside the school environment and 

discourage attempts at being ‘posh’ (Montgomery, 1995).

As the medium of exchange of knowledge and learning, language can be a 

powerful barrier to participation and success in education. If the school’s 

language is that of the dominant class, those who do not speak this language are 

likely to fail, to feel excluded and to leave early. In this way, language can be 

both generally influential and individually causal on early school leaving. Many 

observers also argue that, just as there is a dominant language, there is a 

dominant way of learning. I will now address this question.

The ninth theme regarding the school as a context concerns learning  and  

th inking  and  individuals ’ different ways o f  learning. The question of how people 

learn and how learning experiences should be organised to suit their various 

innate or accrued learning style is a complex one and is the subject of a 

substantial theoretical literature. Three broad schools of thought are identified, 

cognitive, behaviourist and experiential. Each of these theoretical frameworks 

looks at the individual’s development through various phases. It is also 

acknowledged that different individuals have different learning styles, such as 

activist, reflective, theoretical and so on. The prospect that a child’s way of 

learning might be linked with her/his early school leaving is raised by Stokes
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(1996:10). Arising from the experience of the YOUTHREACH programme, he 

argues that ‘different individuals have different ways of thinking and different 

gateways to learning’. He suggests that most early school leavers are naturally 

inclined towards the experiential rather than the academic, and proposes a simple 

‘learning circle’ with three gateways or entry points:

A: theory/reading/representation
B: discussion/analysis/reflection
C : action/implementation/construction

Stokes argues that academic learning, and hence schooling, tends to follow the 

sequence ABC. Hence, for example, the classic sequence of ‘knowledge -  

comprehension -  application’. He then proposes that ‘most early school leavers 

learn in the reverse order, CBA’. The implication is that if a young person’s 

gateway into a learning experience or process is experiential or action-based, and 

if their orientation is not accommodated in school, this may influence their 

continued participation. The model is crude and simplistic, and does not 

incorporate the role of processes such as feedback. However, it is consistent with 

many experiential learning models, the closest being Lewin’s model of action 

research in which learning is conceived as a four-stage cycle -  concrete 

experience, observations and reflections, formation of abstract concepts and 

testing the implications in new situations (Kolb 1984, 1993).

Gateways to learning
different people have different ways o f  learning

A: ideas, theory .structure, 
reading, représentation, design

C: action, doing, 
implementation,
construction
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This ‘learning gateways’ model also echoes Piaget’s view that experience and 

concept, reflection and action are the elements forming the basic continua for the 

development of adult thought (for example, see Piaget 1978; Kolb, 1993). In its 

very basic rendition of three ‘learning gateway’ stereotypes, it suggests Kolb’s 

identification of three views of the learning process, cognitive, behavioural and 

experiential. In describing the last of these, Kolb (1993:138) argues that it offers

a fundamentally different view of the learning process from that of the 
behavioural theories of learning based on an empirical epistemology or the 
more implicit theories of learning that underlie traditional educational 
methods, methods that for the most part are based on a rationalist, idealist 
epistemology.

In suggesting a cycle, the model also echoes Lewin and Piaget. That said, its 

derivation is anecdotal and its central premise is untested. Subjecting the 

proposition to structured observation is among the objectives of the present 

research.

The tenth theme regarding the school as a context is to do with 'learned 

inhibitions'. As I have noted in preceding paragraphs, many young people leave 

school early with negative perceptions of their abilities, for example having been 

in remedial classes (McDevitt, 1998). However, some authors argue that their 

poor self-deprecation is results from a deeper malaise, that, as the European 

Commission (2000:6) puts it,

Having spent perhaps ten unsuccessful years in school, their abiding sense is 
one of failure. Many have learned inhibitions -  a belief that they cannot do 
certain things.

These learned inhibitions are then described as ‘related to the phenomenon 

identified by psychologists as learned helplessness’. This latter term is used to 

characterise a learned state of helplessness produced by exposure to ‘unpleasant 

situations in which there is no possibility of escape or avoidance’ (Reber, 1985). 

A learned inhibition is associated with early school leaving and may, indeed, be a 

watermark of the failure of the school’s relationship with the young person. But 

causal processes are not suggested as such.
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The final theme regarding the school as a context concerns sense o f  control. Post­

primary schools are large and complex organisations and it is understandable that 

early school leavers might report that they felt they had ‘no control’ over their 

school lives (ESF, 1996; Smyth, 1998). It is clear from the assumptions 

underlying a vast bank of action research programmes and compensatory projects 

in mainstream and non-mainstream education that a variety of factors are thought 

to be involved in this to some degree. For example, Smyth (1998) suggests that 

such control may be achieved either through involvement in the school or in 

relation to subject take-up. But whatever the derivation, the feeling by a child 

that s/he has lost control of her/his school life appears to be important in 

triggering her/his disengagement from school.

I will now turn to the wider local ecosystem, the neighbourhood and community.

2.5.5 Neighbourhood and community

There is a substantial literature on the association between the young person’s 

neighbourhood of residence and its community with early school leaving. 

Neighbourhood is defined by Andrews (1997) as a ‘relatively small geographic 

area where people reside and with which they have an identity’. ‘Community’ is 

a more problematic term. It is common in political, research and polemical 

literature on education, labour market and sociology in Ireland. But as 

O’Cinneide (1985) points out, ‘the term community can mean different things to 

different people’. For our purposes, it is defined as the population of the subject’s 

neighbourhood.

The association between early school leaving and neighbourhood is well 

accepted internationally (Mac Greil 1974; Datcher, 1982; Archer and O’Flaherty, 

1984; Clancy, 1995; Andrews, 1997; Peters and Mullis, 1997; Furlong and 

Biggart, 1997; Boldt and Devine, 1998; Mayock, 2000). Indeed, early school 

leaving is one of the indicators of poverty and disadvantage used in Ireland to 

calculate the ‘overall deprivation score’. This is a measure of the general level of 

deprivation in a district and is used by Area-based Partnerships2 to identify

2 These Partnerships were established under the Local Development Operational Programme o f  
the 1992-1996 National Plan, which was developed to guide expenditure o f  European and 
national resources.
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priority areas for support and investment (National Anti-Poverty Strategy, 1997; 

Area Development Management, 1998; Ireland, 1994; 1999).

The area-based strategy to alleviating poverty has been the subject of 

considerable debate (Stokes, 1996; Nolan et al, 1998; Department of the 

Environment and Local Government, 1999; Cullen, 2000a). A key reservation is 

that up to 50 per cent of the poorest households, as well as many early school 

leavers, are not found in areas of concentrated disadvantage (Nolan et al, 1998; 

Boldt and Devine, 1998). Of itself, this would seem to undermine the case for a 

causal relationship between early school leaving and neighbourhood and 

community factors. On the other hand, it is undeniable that high levels of early 

school leaving are a feature of certain geographical areas (Area Development 

Management, 1998). But in this, where lie the causes and where the effects?

One school of thought concerns social capital. This is defined as the aggregate 

value of all social networks and the inclinations that arise from these networks to 

do things for each other (Putnam, 1995). Networks that enhance community 

productivity and cohesion are seen as positive social capital assets, but exclusive 

cliques and hierarchies that work against community interests are thought of as 

negative social capital (See also NESF, 2003). Low levels of social capital 

among the communities of disadvantaged neighbourhoods are manifest in fewer 

and weaker interpersonal networks and levels of social trust and control than are 

found in middle and upper class communities (Bourdieu 1986; Coleman, 1988, 

1990; Eurydice, 1994; Andrews, 1997; Putnam, 2000; OECD, 2001). Early 

school leaving is a consequence.

Many writers cite the effects of poverty, often linked with low levels of social 

capital. Having surveyed the extensive research literature on the subject, Brooks- 

Gunn et al (1997:2) comment that

Poor families are more likely to live in neighbourhoods with other poor 
families, and their children are more likely to attend schools with fewer 
resources and more poor classmates than more affluent families are. Poor 
children may not fare very well in large part because of their communities of 
residence, not just because of their family situations.

In this view, school failure and early school leaving are broadly predictable 

outcomes of social exclusion that is concentrated in certain neighbourhoods. A
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bleaker view is that when the number of people employed in regular full-time 

work in a neighbourhood drops below a certain threshold, then its community 

life becomes ‘disrupted’, the fabric of the area breaks down, the community 

becomes socially disorganised and family and personal relationships become 

strained. This generates anti-social behaviour and pessimism that becomes the 

norm for the area (Rutter and Madge, 1981; O’Neill, 1992: Harvey, 1994; Haase 

et al, 1996). Early school leaving is seen to be an outcome.

Not everyone accepts the premise. Andrews (1997) argues that research 

connecting community environment and a child’s well-being is inconclusive and 

Weissbourd (1995) describes the idea of a traditional community as a myth, 

claiming that ‘the community’ can mean stressful networks for some. Whereas 

some of the above views suggest a ‘community’ that is both static and passive (or 

‘acted upon’), the reality is considerably more dynamic. Four key factors are 

involved.

The first is the spatia l d istribution o f  poverty  and the loca l au thority  housing  

effect. In their examination of the spatial distribution of poverty in Ireland, Nolan 

et al (1998:xxxii-xxxiv) find poverty and unemployment to be ‘spatially 

pervasive’, that is ‘not concentrated in any particular type of area, whether it be 

rural areas, villages, small or large towns or cities’. However, they also find a 

relatively high risk of poverty facing local authority tenants. Having explored a 

number of possible reasons for this, they suggest that

it is not so much that those in urban rented housing are more likely to be poor 
than other similar households, but that the poor are more likely to be selected 
into local authority housing or that the non-poor are selected out.

This is a significant hypothesis which they suggest should be tested in future 

research. It is consistent with suggestions in the literature of low levels of social 

capital among the communities of disadvantaged neighbourhoods. If true, and 

given the influential role of poverty and unemployment in early school leaving, it 

would enhance the case that neighbourhood and community factors are 

influential and potentially causal in early school leaving.

The second is the com m un ity ’s percep tion  o f  i ts e lf  Furlong and Biggart (1997) 

note that while low labour market demand may prompt young people to ‘park’ in
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education, this can be offset by neighbourhood factors such as ‘communal 

relationships within which young people develop assumptive worlds and 

contemplate future events’. Walther et al (2004) and Blasco et al (2003) address 

the same idea in their discussion of participation as ‘biographical self- 

determination’. In this regard, Stokes (1996b:4) introduces the concept of 

‘narrative’, proposing that young people have a narrative fo re to ld  (or a p ro jec ted  

narrative. The concept derives both from oral history (Humphries, 1984; Tonkin, 

1992; Burnett, 1994a, 1994b) and from the narrative approach (sometimes 

known as narratology) used in medicine and psychology (Young, 1989; see also 

Banks et al, 1992; Bates and Reiseborough, 1993; Quigley, 2001). By way of 

illustration, Stokes refers to ‘a miner, or a shipyard worker’, and says that, 

although ‘they might actually become doctors... the accepted narrative gave 

unfolding lives a structure at key points’. He sees these personal narratives 

aggregating into a community narrative and argues that the collapse of both is 

‘far more acute in urban, and especially sub-urban areas, than rural areas’. Many 

people in disadvantaged areas, he claims, do not see themselves as having a 

biography or a personal narrative: ‘In other words, when asked, they do not 

consider their experience to be of any significance’. (On this topic see also 

Tonkin, 1992; Bruner, 1995; Quigley, 2001). According to Weissbourd (1995) 

teenagers are influenced not only by present conditions, but by their perceptions 

of the future. In his view, a child who doesn’t see any meaningful or real 

opportunities in her/his future will be less likely to fear the consequences of 

destructive behaviour. Thus, getting expelled from school does not matter 

because, as they see it, they have no real future to jeopardise. In turn, young 

people in these communities, many of them early school leavers, do not envisage 

a future, ‘only an extension of the present’ (European Commission 2000a).

This hypothesis is consistent both with Nolan et al’s findings as indicated above 

and with the concepts of both low social capital and low cultural capital. 

Certainly, the lack of confidence, identity and sense of purpose in many 

disadvantaged communities in Ireland is acknowledged in a wide range of 

research and policy initiatives (Harvey, 1994; Cullen, 2000a).

The third is the w ay the com m unity perceives i ts e lf  in rela tion to others. Caprara 

and Rutter (1995: 41) cite research by Dunn & Plomin (1990) to the effect that

93



1p e rce ived  disparities  may be as important (perhaps more important) than 

absolute levels of deprivation or risk exposure’. Thus (Caprara and Rutter, 

1995:35-6) argue that

psychosocial risks are just as likely to stem from the experience of being 
worse off, and becoming progressively less well treated as compared with 
other segments of the population, than from any absolute low level of income 
or housing conditions.

So, socially excluded communities may not accept that their disadvantaged status 

is an inevitable part of the social system and argue that their circumstances are 

not only worse than those of others but could and should be better. If so, they 

may suffer psychologically, even though in absolute terms their circumstances 

are improving.

Finally, there is the question o f  loyalty to, and  identification with, o n e 's  

neighbourhood  and  com m unity. Naturally, there are advantages accruing from 

membership of a supportive local community. But there are disadvantages too. 

There are strong bonds within the community, and frequently it is not acceptable 

to deviate even in minor ways (Boldt and Devine, 1998, citing O’Brien, 1990). 

Also, neighbourhood loyalty can act as a disincentive to take up opportunities 

outside the neighbourhood. Doran and Quilty (1998:23) note that their 

respondents ‘simply do not consider travelling beyond... their immediate 

environment as an option’.

Reviewing the foregoing, it is unlikely that the neighbourhood or community as 

such  causes either a child to leave school early, or the general phenomenon of 

early school leaving. However, the literature suggests that they predispose or 

encourage both. Factors such as poor resources, the capacity of a community to 

support its children in school, the value a community puts on education, the 

opportunities for education, the prospects of employment on completion of that 

education and the influence of peers and other significant individuals are all 

potentially influential.

2.5.6 Social class

The ecological influence I will explore is that of social class. As noted in earlier 

sections, there is a very strong relationship between social background and
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educational attainment (Roseingrave, 1971; Tussing, 1981; Rottman et al 1982; 

Breen, 1984a; Sexton et al, 1988; Hannan and O’Riain, 1993; ESF, 1996; 

Hannan, 1997; NESF, 1997; Morgan 1998; Boldt and Devine, 1998; Smyth and 

McCabe, 2001). McCoy et al (1999:13) point out that ‘class origins have a 

significant impact on a leaver’s probability of continuing to further study after 

school, as well as their labour market success’. This is part of a broader picture 

of entrenched educational disadvantage. Having studied 4000 students in almost 

100 primary schools, Fontes and Kelleghan (1977) concluded that children from 

lower socio-economic groups were more likely to have literacy problems. Swan 

(1978) published similar findings at post-primary level, concluding (in the 

language of the time) that 30 per cent of children of unskilled manual workers 

were ‘retarded in reading’ compared to 5 per cent of children from upper middle 

class groups (see also Rutter and Madge 1981; MacRuairc, 1998). Eurydice 

(1994:56) cites research showing ‘the withdrawn and “wait-and-see” behaviour 

of working class children, but adds that these children ‘do not lack interest in 

what is going on in the classroom’. The children of lower management ‘are better 

integrated’, and ‘those of upper management participate well’.

Various explanations are advanced for this social class effect. It is consistent 

with the idea of social reproduction as already described. It also echoes 

observations on class differences regarding the experience of schooling. Some 

authors refer to other ecological aspects, either singly or in combination. For 

example, Banks (1968:67) locates the explanation in ‘the experience and 

attitudes of the working class home’. Other explanations point to economic 

circumstances that are inextricable from social class (Roseingrave, 1971; Drudy 

and Lynch, 1993; O’Neill, 1992; Hannan and O’Riain, 1993; Eurydice, 1994). 

Introducing a study of social class and family cycle inequalities, Rottman et al 

(1982:1) comment that

Resource differences between families become reinforced by highly 
structured social processes that create closed social groupings: by 
infrequency of inter-class mobility, by residential segregation by social class, 
and by shared life experiences within a class. Social class differences... tend 
to be reproduced from generation to generation.
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It is also suggested (Breen, 1998:292) that ‘following more ambitious 

educational pathways is not only relatively more costly but is also riskier for 

working class than for middle class pupils and their families in the sense that the 

costs of failure are greater’. In other words, while the relative costs of education 

have decreased, leading to increased continuation in education, ‘the relative 

riskiness has remained unchanged’.

Of itself, social class is unlikely to be causal. Yet, bound up as it is with myriad 

other factors, many of them identified in these sections, the association between 

social class and early school leaving is undeniable.

Having explored the given and ecological factors involved in the matrix of 

influences associated with early school leaving, I will now turn to the role played 

by disruptions in the child’s development, and particularly her/his transition to 

adolescence and subsequently to adulthood.

2.6 Developmental factors

Disruptions in a child’s development and failure to make key transitions are 

frequently cited in the literature on early school leaving (Hannan and O’Riain, 

1993; Ryan, 1998). Before discussing these, it is necessary to clarify what is 

meant by ‘child development’. The last two decades of the 20thcentury witnessed 

a shift from studying the child in isolation to studying the child in context 

(Kellaghan et al, 1995: Greene and Moane, 2000). Development is no longer 

seen as linear and sequential. Rather, it is seen as a series of concentric rings 

surrounding the growing child and as a complex process, comprehending 

‘proximal and distal layers of influences’ (Greene and Moane, 2000:123, citing 

Brofenbrenner, 1979).

The study of child development comprehends many areas. They include physical, 

cognitive, emotional and social development. They also include personality 

formation, the development of a self-image and the development and 

incorporation of values and beliefs. As the present research did not have access 

to the subjects’ early childhood experience except in general terms, this section 

will focus on the key transitions associated with adolescence. However, two 

aspects of early childhood are associated with early school leaving and should be 

noted en passant. The first of these is early attachment experiences with parents,
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Attachment theory argues that these are internalised as a model of attachment 

which in turn regulates and predicts how a person will behave in relationships, 

especially with her/his own children (Bowlby, 1969). A number of patterns of 

attachment are identified, for example secure, secure-avoidant, secure-resistan t 

and disorganised/disoriented. Similarly, four analogous patterns of adult 

attachment are identified: secure, dism issing, p reoccup ied3 and unresolved. A 

‘transmission gap’ is also identified -  some secure parents have insecure 

children, and vice versa (Gaffney et al, 2000). The adversities associated with the 

category ‘insecure mother with insecure infant’ suggest a possible link with early 

school leaving. Some researchers support this view (Eurydice, 1994). Such a link 

between early attachment experiences and early school leaving is potentially a 

rich field of enquiry, but is beyond the scope of this thesis.

The second aspect concerns children’s early learning experiences. It is widely 

argued that future early school leavers are already disadvantaged by the time they 

enter primary school for the first time (Kellaghan et al, 1995; CORI Justice 

Commission, 1996; National Youth Federation, 1998; Hayes, 1995, 2000). This 

view underpins the Early Start Programme of pre-school education (ESF, 1997; 

Rourke, 1999, Fleming and Murphy, 2000). In addition to school-preparedness, 

various benefits accrue to children from disadvantaged backgrounds from such 

early education. These include the development of aspiration, ta sk  com m itm ent, 

socia l skills, responsib ility  (including control of one’s own behaviour), being  

able to wait, to fo llo w  directions, and  to turn to teachers fo r  help  and fe e lin g s  o f  

efficacy  or self-assurance  (Sylvia and Wiltshire, 1993; Goleman, 1996; Hayes, 

2000). These help the children maximise the return from schooling and may be 

seen as supplementary cultural capital and as building emotional experience. A 

direct link between their absence and early school leaving cannot be proven. Yet, 

their very identification as benefits and the striking concordance between the 

factors identified in this section with those identified earlier in the discussion of 

ecological influences associated with early school leaving suggests such a link.

I will now discuss transitions and turning points.

3 Preoccupied with parent’s own issues and relationships.
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2.6.1 Transitions and turning points

Various key developmental stages are identified in the literature. Transition 

theories each (for example adolescence) covers ‘one or two major transitions in 

the child’s life that involve role changes: school entrances, moves and exits; 

biological maturation; possible cognitive reorganisations; or some combination’ 

(Brooks-Gunn et al, 1996:9). ‘Turning points’, that is ‘events that might alter 

behaviours or contexts in which children operate’ are also identified, sometimes 

linked to transitions (Rutter 1994). The underlying premise is that ‘transitional 

periods are characterised by developmental challenges that are relatively 

universal; that most individuals navigate transitional periods; and [that] these 

periods require new models of adaptation to biological, psychological or social 

changes’ (Graber and Brooks-Gunn 1996:769). Many of these transitions are 

reflected in schooling (Eurydice, 1994). Each transition necessitates an 

adjustment to new circumstances. Children do not all react in the same way and 

some encounter difficulties which can manifest themselves in behavioural or 

learning difficulties, or vulnerability to dropping out of school (Eurydice 1994; 

Mannoni 1979; CORI, 1996; Boldt, 1997). There is a broad consensus that 

difficulties with transitions, for example that between primary and post-primary 

schooling, are a direct cause of early school leaving (Boldt, 1994; Stokes, 1995; 

Boldt et al, 1998, Ryan, 1998). Indeed, this view underpins the Department of 

Education and Science’s 8-15 Early School Leavers’ Measure (Ryan, 1998) and 

its successor, the School Completion Programme (Department of Education and 

Science, 2002).

I will now discuss adolescent turmoil.

2.6.2 Adolescent turmoil

Early school leaving is principally a phenomenon of adolescence. Brooks-Gunn 

et al (1996) identify two ‘epochs’, the early and late adolescent periods. The first 

of these covers the transition from primary to post-primary school as well as 

pubertal and family transitions. Key issues during this period include school 

engagement and performance, peer relationships, juvenile delinquency, self­

esteem and, especially for girls, the physical changes associated with puberty. 

The late adolescent period focuses on the transition to physical maturity and 

senior secondary school. Other themes include the transition to sexual
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intercourse, drug and alcohol use, smoking, pregnancy, childbirth, and school 

dropout. Generally, adolescence is seen as a process of adaptation to puberty and 

sexual maturation, exploration of self, identity and values and beliefs and 

accommodation of the personal, social and economic changes attending the 

transition from child to adult status (Esman, 1990; Pines, 1993; Hannan and 

O’Riain, 1993; Rutter and Smith, 1995; Duncan and Brooks-Gunn, eds. 1997). 

However, each of these is itself contingent on levels of choice that are 

unavailable in many cultures. Esman (1990:16) notes that adolescence in modem 

Western society is seen to be protracted, indeterminate, troubled and ‘marked by 

gross dyssynchrony between sexual and social maturity’. He concludes that this 

model ‘is our own cultural property and is by no means intrinsic to human 

biological nature or necessary for adaptation across the broad span of human 

social organisation’. The notion of adolescent turmoil is intrinsic to this model 

(Esman, 1990; Rutter and Smith, 1995).

During adolescence young people must deal with the physical changes arising 

from puberty, learn to deal with new patterns of social relationships, make 

decisions about careers and transpose their principal attachments from parents to 

their peers (Esman, 1990; Eurydice, 1994; Hannan and O’Riain, 1993; Brooks- 

Gunn et al, 1997). Yet, the conclusion from research is that most young people 

complete their transition to adulthood with relatively little turmoil. In this regard, 

Offer et al’s (1975) findings are apposite. Their work is described by Esman 

(1990: 24) as ‘probably the most extensive and certainly the most 

psychoanalytically informed’ of the studies of normative populations of 

adolescents. They find three main patterns of male adolescent development:

Continuous -  this group made up 23 per cent of the sample. These youths 
enjoyed a smooth unruffled progression through adolescence, enjoyed 
good relationships with families and peers, and were generally satisfied 
with themselves and their lives. They had no psychiatric illness;

Sur gent -  this group comprised 35 per cent of the sample. They featured a 
generally sound pattern of adaptation, but with more emotional conflict, 
some progression and regression, and occasional turmoil. Some conflict 
with parents was found as well as self-questioning and sexual anxiety. 
However, in general they adapted successfully. Thirty six per cent of 
clinical syndromes from the general population came from this group;
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Tumultuous growth -  this group represented 21 per cent of the sample. 
They displayed behaviour problems, inter-generational conflict and wide 
mood swings, etc. Fifty per cent of clinical cases came from this group.

A mixed group was also identified. Patterns for females are broadly similar. As 

Esman (1990:25) notes, ‘at least two thirds of the total group developed in a 

manner inconsistent with the idea of “adolescent turmoil’” . So, how is 

adolescence associated with early school leaving, other than that it is the stage of 

development when most young people leave school? The answers to this 

question are for the most part threaded through this thesis. But the categories 

identified by Offer et al resonate with other aspects of the literature already 

discussed. It is legitimate to ask whether early school leavers are more likely to 

show a pattern of ‘tumultuous growth’. Such enquiry has not taken place.

I will now turn to a number of issues relating to adolescent development.

2.6.3 Early school leavers, sexuality and gender

Puberty is a universal experience. Sexual capacities develop, accompanied by 

rapid physical growth. It demands adaptation and incorporation as well as 

assimilation into the new body image and physique (Laufer and Laufer, 1984; 

Esman, 1990; Pines 1993). Many young people make this transition with ease. 

However, as Fleming and Kenny (1998:41) comment, sexuality is ‘an issue of 

importance’ for the early school leavers they studied and those who worked with 

them. They note that ‘In frequent meal-time conversations with staff there was a 

sense of humour which leaned towards the sexually explicit too frequently’.

The complexities (and indeed terrors) of the transition to an adult sexual identity 

are clear from observations of early school leavers. For example, Fleming and 

Kenny (1998:41) found that ‘a high percentage of girls were pregnant. There 

were stories of abuse regularly told and incidents of girls being severely abused 

were not uncommon’. As in other areas, gender differences are apparent (Hannan 

and O’Riain, 1993; Ryan, 1997), for example in their divergent understanding of 

an idea such as reputation. For girls, ‘reputation’ is essentially sexual. For boys, 

it comprehends other domains as well, including sport, music and ability. So, a 

boy’s reputation is enhanced by sexual activity, whereas a girl’s is diminished. 

As a result, ‘Girls spend a good deal of energy defending their “reputation” in
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conversations with boys’ (Fleming and Kenny, 1998:14). Differences of 

perspective are not merely semantic. According to Quinn (1995:191-3) girls 

claim that pregnancy occurs because they won’t use contraceptives, because if 

they did, they would be seen to be sexually active and ‘loose’. She also finds 

(Quinn, 1995:5) that the young men are perceived by the young women to be 

irresponsible, with regard to both sexual activity and childcare.

But are they, or are they ignorant and fearful? The reduction of teenage 

pregnancies in the greater Dublin area was one objective of the Teenage Health 

Initiative. One trainer’s comments on the boys on the programme are cited 

(Acton and Hynes, 1998:53/4):

It is not a matter of not being interested. The boys come into the group each 
time with such a burden of pressure, macho behaviour, confusion, induced 
hate, fear, aggression and inability to cope and express emotions that any 
issue and method involving trust, intimacy, sensitiveness and expression of 
feeling is extremely intimidating to them. It was necessary for me to stand 
back and realise the amount of baggage brought in every time by the males 
and begin to find ways to deal with it.

These gender differences are part of a wider picture. The pressure to conform to 

idealised body images may underpin the finding by Friel et al (1999) that one 

young female in five is on a weight reducing diet, as opposed to one in forty 

males.

So, early school leavers are often vulnerable, sexually precocious, yet also 

uninformed. This may be a cause of lone parenthood for some, and consequently 

of early school leaving (see 2.4.1). It also appears that many encounter 

considerable peer pressures, confusion and emotional inarticulacy. Apart from 

those experiencing pregnancy or sexual abuse, of itself this is unlikely to cause 

them to leave school early. However, it seems of a piece with other problems and 

may be indicative of both ecological and personal influences.

2.6.4 Identity and self-esteem

The ideal end point of a child’s development is summarised by Greene and 

Moane (2000) as ‘a comfortable and authentic identity for themselves in an 

increasingly complex world’. However, this is not always a smooth progression, 

and these authors note the need for ‘more effort...to understand the difficulties
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young people of both sexes confront’ in its achievement. The establishment of an 

independent adult identity and self-esteem also feature strongly in the literature 

on early school leaving. For example, White (1996:6) argues that ‘teenagers who 

drop out of school prematurely have pronounced identity difficulties when 

compared to the normative adolescent population’. It is unclear as to whether 

these difficulties are thought to influence early school leaving, or vice versa. It is 

also argued that young people who leave school early have low self-esteem and 

less sense of control over their own lives (Ekstrom et al 1986, cited by Morgan, 

1998a). Axinn et al (1997:521) define self-esteem is ‘the central evaluative 

component of the self and reflects the extent to which individuals believe they 

are worthwhile and merit respect’. They add that children with high self-esteem 

have higher levels of well-being than those who view themselves as inadequate, 

unworthy or seriously deficient. The role of contextual factors in creating and 

developing self-esteem is increasingly acknowledged. Pines (1993:80) comments 

that in adolescence ‘feelings of self-esteem are particularly related to physical 

appearance and to the image of the self mirrored in positive or negative response 

from peer figures’. Axinn et al (1997) cite a wide range of research in their 

contention that the most important element in the development of self-esteem is 

the family, especially the quality of relationship between mothers and fathers and 

between parents and children. Self-esteem is also related to other dimensions of 

young people’s lives, such as their success in school and the work force. Certain 

gender differences are found prompting Axinn et al (1997:538) to comment that 

‘the processes of self-esteem formation may be quite different for young women 

than for young men’.

These views support the association between low self-esteem and early school 

leaving. But is there a causal connection? The answer from the literature appears 

to be yes -  for example, Axinn et al (1997) cite a range of studies to the effect 

that young people’s self-esteem is a determining force in subsequent 

achievement (including school completion).

2.6.5 The transition to adulthood

The successful achievement of a ‘comfortable and authentic identity’ is a 

complex undertaking. Reporting on their research with early school leavers, 

Fleming and Kenny (1998:12) note how their subjects were ‘rushing towards

102



adulthood at an accelerated pace’. The hurdles negotiated in a ‘normal’ or 

‘successful’ pattern of transition to adulthood are summarised by Hannan and 

O’Riain (1993:7). They identify four stages:

i. Entrance to employment directly upon finishing education;

ii. The establishment of an independent residence;

iii. Marriage only after employment stability has been achieved;

iv. Starting a family of one’s own only after marriage.

Synthesising other research, Hannan and O’Riain (1993:9) describe three main 

patterns, each related to social class:

1. Those from middle class homes go to higher education and professional 

training and have developed a long-term career orientation. They tend to 

delay marriage and childbearing, mainly in their late 2 0 s or early 30s.

2. Children of skilled manual and clerical workers tend to do quite well out of 

second level education, mainly entering apprenticeships and clerical training. 

They have developed a ‘short-term career orientation’, tending to marry and 

start a family at a younger age, typically from 2 1  onwards.

3. Lower working class children tend to do worst at school, generally leaving at 

the minimum age and entering ‘careerless’ manual or lower service 

occupations. They tend to marry and start a family at a relatively young age -  

at any time from school-leaving age onwards.

Finally, additional pressures arise from a new transition model identified in post­

industrial societies (du Bois-Reymond & Blasco, 2003). This refers to ‘yo-yo’ 

transitions, in which young people’s transitions are no longer ‘linear’, that is, 

progressing in sequence through education, employment, marriage and children 

but are synchronised (for example, education + employment) or reversible. 

Disadvantaged young people are seen to be at risk in this model as in others.

I will now examine the role of disruptions.

2.6.6 Disruptions

The developmental disruptions identified in the literature on early school leaving 

include events, influences and processes such as illness (of the child or of family 

members), conflict and separation, bereavement and periods of poverty and/or
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parental unemployment. It is argued that the timing and persistence of these 

disruptions are relevant (Rutter, 1994; Rutter and Smith 1995). Brooks-Gunn et 

al (1997) cite the work of Haveman, Wolfe and Spaulding (1991) and Brooks- 

Gunn, Guo and Furstenberg (1993) who have built ‘models for predicting high 

school completion and dropout based on events that occurred in various periods 

of childhood’. Different patterns are identified in the literature. For example, 

poverty in early childhood is strongly associated with poor schoolwork and early 

school leaving. Poverty in late childhood and early adolescent years is 

significantly less influential (Brooks-Gunn et al, 1997, citing the Baltimore Study 

of Teenage Parenthood; Lipman & Offord, 1997). Reviewing the literature in this 

area, Smith et al (1997:165) suggest that ‘family household factors may become 

more salient with age, in that they influence the outcomes of youths even with 

controls for income’.

These and other similar disruptions are at the familial or local level. Disruptions 

are also identified at wider levels. For example, mass youth unemployment of the 

kind encountered in Ireland between 1980 and 1997 is seen to have undermined 

the normal model of transition to adulthood as described above (Hannan and 

O’Riain, 1993). These authors also point out that teenage pregnancies and young 

marriages where the resources are poor create ‘serious transitional blockages’ 

and that the experience (of disrupted transition to adulthood) is ‘likely to be 

highly distressing for most young people’. Hannan and O’Riain comment 

(1993:237) ‘youth may well be a time of freedom and self-indulgence in some 

ways’, but ‘it is a highly structured and regulated experience’. They add that 

‘success or failure in early transitions can have quite distressing consequences, 

and these outcomes affect the course of their lives in very important ways’. 

Fleming and Kenny (1998:11) reflect on the experience of the lone parents 

among their sample of early school leavers:

Active sexually from a young age; family experiences of a deeply troubling 
nature, unmonitored and unmediated exposure to media influences, all come 
together to produce young women and men sexually active and becoming 
parents at an early age.

In the next section I will examine the question of susceptibility and resilience.
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The discussion so far has explored the matrix of influences and causes of early 

school leaving. We have explored the given, the ecological and the 

developmental. Their roles vary -  some simply predispose a child to school 

difficulties while others are more direct in their effects. One final area of 

discussion remains and it concerns the role of mediating factors and processes. 

These can be characterised as susceptibility and resilience or as risk factors and 

protective mechanisms (Rutter, 1990). There is a substantial literature on this 

topic. It shows that young people encountering the same influences and processes 

react in different ways. It also finds that some children are resilient to the 

negative effects of adverse conditions (Garmezy and Rutter, 1983; Furstenberg et 

al, 1987; Rolf et al (eds.), 1990; Chariot et al 1993, cited in Eurydice, 1994; 

Boldt, 1994; Bagley and Pritchard, 1998; Mayock, 2000).

Why is this? The answer is that there are factors and processes that alleviate or 

magnify the impact of other influences and causes. This is sometimes known as 

the ‘accentuation principle’ (Elder and Caspi, 1990, cited by Rutter and Smith, 

1995). On the one hand there is a mix of individual susceptibility, vulnerability 

and adversity that increases the likelihood of a child leaving school early. On the 

other there is personal resilience and a variety o f protective mechanisms that 

assist her/him to counter adversity and influence and remain in school (Rutter, 

1990; Rutter and Smith, 1995). In discussing these mediating factors, I will begin 

with those factors that place an individual risk, that is, with susceptibility.

2.7.1 Susceptibility

According to Caprara and Rutter (1995), ‘There is a wealth of evidence from 

biology, medicine and social sciences that there are major differences in people’s 

susceptibility or vulnerability to almost every type of environmental risk’. A 

number of key themes recur in the research literature regarding the factors that 

increase the likelihood of early school leaving, by multiplying the influence of 

other factors (Axinn et al, 1997; Smyth and McCabe: 2001).

The first and most important negative multiplier is poverty and its harmful 

effects on children’s educational development and participation are extensively 

documented (Hannan and O’Riain, 1993; Fleming and Kenny, 1998). This is a

2.7 Mediating factors -  the role of susceptibility and resilience
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complex influence. I have already addressed it in a number of sections, for 

example 2.5.1 on the family’s financial situation. Many researchers have found 

that negative effects disappear when they allow for income, suggesting that 

poverty is a fundamental influence and multiplier. It appears to inhibit the 

capacity of families to achieve informal social control, which in turn increases 

the likelihood of academic difficulties and adolescent delinquency, especially if 

linked to coercive parenting (Pagani et al, 1997; Conger et al 1997). As Hanson 

et al (1997) comment:

Economic hardship, income loss and unemployment have been found to 
reduce parental responsiveness, warmth and supervision and to increase 
inconsistent discipline practices and the use of harsh punishments...

The second negative multiplier is the ‘draw’ from the labour market. Early 

school leaving increases in line with increased labour market demand (Bynner,

1997). According to the OECD ‘a high drop-out rate, as in Iceland, may be partly 

attributable to the ready availability of jobs for teenagers and the knowledge that 

secondary education can be completed at a later stage’ (Budge et al, 2000:21). 

Young people are attracted to employment -  as noted in foregoing sections, it 

marks a key watershed in the transition to adulthood -  and parents with scarce 

resources may be loath to persuade them to do otherwise (Boldt, 1994). As 

Fleming and Kenny (1998:10) comment, ‘Young people experience pressure 

from their own needs and from the needs of the home to have money. Poverty 

appears to be a major factor’. Hannan et al (1995) point out that from an 

economic rational choice perspective, there is no wage advantage in choosing to 

leave school early (1995:336). They conclude that the decision to leave school 

early is a result of the interaction of supply and demand-side factors.

A third set of multipliers, is identified in the literature, this time in the affective 

domain. It comprehends worry, anxiety and fear. Goleman (1996:83-5) points to 

worry and anxiety’s ‘damaging effect on mental performance of all kind’. He 

claims that ‘126 different studies of more than 36,000 people found that the more 

prone to worries a person is, the poorer their academic performance, no matter 

how measured’ (see also Budge et al, 2000). But where might this anxiety and 

fear originate? O’Mahony (1993) points out that, measured by indictable 

offences, Ireland is safe by comparison with most European countries and vastly
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safer than most countries elsewhere. It is therefore not surprising that the 

numbers of young people directly encountering domestic abuse are small. Regan 

and Kelly (2001) report on the outcomes of a year-long Irish research project 

surveying a representative sample of the general youth population. They find less 

than one young person in ten expresses concerns about safety in the home. 

Indeed, most of their fears refer to local property crime rather than that 

perpetrated within the home. Bearing in mind earlier discussion of arbitrary and 

violent discipline when parents are under stress, it is interesting that only small 

percentages (1-2%) cited fears of parent’s temper and of sexual abuse. However, 

young women were four times more likely to be fearful of violence than were 

young men. Outside the domestic arena many young people perceive violence to 

be a routine presence in their lives. But is it? Given the widespread attention 

given to the subject in the popular media, it is noteworthy that bullying at school 

was only cited as a fear by a small number of Regan and Kelly’s respondents. 

This is consistent with O’Sullivan’s (1998) survey of a cohort of early school 

leavers in Dublin, of whom 4 per cent cited it as their reason for leaving school. 

Violence may also be a feature of many of the areas in which the young people 

live. As Regan and Kelly (2001) comment, ‘Most young people know someone 

in their family/friendship group/community who has suffered harassment, abuse 

or violence’. Of itself, this environmental violence is unlikely to cause early 

school leaving, but it enhances the effect of other influences.

Alcohol and drugs and their consequences constitute the fourth group of adverse 

multipliers. Two broad themes emerge from the literature, the effects of parental 

abuse of drugs and alcohol and the abuse of drugs and alcohol by young people 

themselves. As regards the first of these, there is little disagreement with the 

premise that alcohol and drug abuse is a cause of family dysfunction and poverty 

(Strategic Task Force on Alcohol, 2002). Substance abuse by parents, relatives 

and members of the local community is often cited in polemical literature as a 

negative influence on young people’s participation in education (for example, see 

McCarthy, 2000). It is also seen to be a central and causal element of a matrix of 

difficulties faced by disadvantaged families and communities. However, inter- 

generational effects are contested. Some researchers maintain that children who 

drink and use illicit drugs are more likely to have parents who drink heavily and

107



that, as Silbersein et al (1996:517) put it, ‘offspring of alcoholics are 

approximately five times more likely to develop alcohol-related problems than 

offspring of non-alcoholics’. But research in the United Kingdom suggests that 

both abstainers and heavy drinkers are more likely to have heavy drinking 

children (Velleman, 1992; Velleman and Orford, 1999). As regards drug use, 

Farrell (2001:165) points out that ‘little is known about the social and 

psychological effects on children of parental drug use’. Farrell refers to research 

on the social and psychological effects on young children of parental opiate use 

which found that only a few children showed evidence of social-emotional 

problems, but the majority were experiencing difficulties in school. This research 

is ongoing.

Turning to young people’s abuse of drugs and alcohol, this is a highly political 

question in Ireland and is the subject of considerable levels of attention in the 

popular media. Regrettably, as Mayock (2000) and others point out, research has 

been almost entirely epidemiological. As such it is useful, but should be treated 

with considerable caution. One of the few uncontested aspects of this question is 

that use of alcohol (as reflected in both frequency of drinking and the quantity 

consumed per occasion) increases steeply during adolescence and then declines 

sharply in early adulthood (Rutter and Smith, 1995, Friel et al, 1998). As to 

gender effects, while it may once have been the case that boys drank more 

heavily, took more drugs and generally engaged in more risky behaviour than 

girls (Silbersein et al, 1995) this is no longer true, especially in Ireland. 

Successive surveys conducted by the European School Survey Project on 

Alcohol and other Drugs (ESPAD) reveal that 16-year old girls in Ireland binge- 

drink as frequently as boys do. They also reveal similar use of inhalants. While 

there is no social class effect regarding the consumption of alcohol (Friel et al,

1998) the abuse of heroin is largely a working class phenomenon in Ireland 

(Mayock, 2000).

But does their use of alcohol and drugs influence young people’s participation in 

school? The consensus view is summarised by Silbersein et al (1995) that ‘poor 

school achievement, truancy and school drop-out are highly associated with 

substance use’. Mayock’s (2000) research found that a high proportion of 

problem drugtakers was expelled from school (11 out of 18). At the same time,
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only 2  of these individuals indicated that their drug abuse was a significant factor 

in the decision to leave school. But these young people started using drugs earlier 

than drugtakers and abstainers, the other groups identified by Mayock (2000) and 

it may be that their school difficulties and the drug-taking are indicative of 

broader, deeper difficulties. Mayock does not claim a causal link between early 

school leaving and problematic drug use. The young people were from the same 

area and, it may be inferred from the text, shared the same social and economic 

characteristics. Other susceptibilities may be in play, such as personal capacities, 

family structure, family functioning, and so on. There may also be unidentified 

coping mechanisms or resilience factors in the differing responses of the young 

people to drugs. This corresponds with the findings of Velleman and Orford

(1999) who identify a number of resilience factors regarding alcohol. That said, 

the strong association between alcohol and drug abuse and early school leaving is 

incontrovertible, and the likelihood is that alcohol and drug abuse are both 

directly causal and greatly heighten the influence of other factors.

A fifth theme concerns the operation of multiple adversities and synergistic 

effects. Those influences that increase the effect of given individual, ecological 

or developmental factors rarely exist in isolation. That social problems cluster in 

families and neighbourhoods is also accepted (Rutter & Madge, 1981; Hannan 

and O’Riain, 1993; Bagley and Pritchard 1998). Synthesising research in the 

United Kingdom and the United States, Rutter & Madge (1981) conclude that ‘at 

least one in twenty families suffer from multiple problems’ and that ‘the 

proportion in inner city areas is certainly considerably in excess of this’ (see also 

Rourke, 1994; Fleming and Murphy, 2000). This view forms the basis for a wide 

range of State interventions in Ireland. However Nolan et al (1998) express 

reservations. They accept that clustering of disadvantage exists, but question the 

case for cumulative disadvantage. They also argue that poverty is spatially 

dispersed, and is likely to be as severe in a dispersed rural setting as in an urban 

‘disadvantaged area’.

Multiple disadvantages are often characterised as a continuum or cycle of 

deprivation (Rutter and Madge, 1981). For the European Commission (1996:19) 

Tack of qualifications, unemployment, dependence on social security, 

accommodation difficulties and health problems contribute to create a situation
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in which various types and causes of disadvantage are mutually reinforced’. It is 

also argued and widely accepted (though not universally) that each element of 

the cycle is likely to renew, magnify or entrench the others. According to Rutter 

and Pickles (1991) ‘synergistic effects’ often occur, a view supported by Hannan 

and O’Riain (1993) and Stokes (1995). Caprara & Rutter (1995) point out that 

single stressful experiences that occur truly in isolation carry low risks, but that

Serious risks tend to derive from a combination of adversities or stresses 
occurring at the same time, from meaningful links between a current stress 
and a previous adversity, or from accumulations of stresses/adversities over 
time.

They add that ‘the addition of an extra risk factor may have an overall effect that 

is greater than its effect on its own, if it increases the rate of multiple adversities’. 

Irish experience supports the view that adverse factors combine in the cases of 

many Irish early school leavers (O’Sullivan, 1994; Stokes, 1995)

Throughout the literature it is clear that this is a complex area, and that causal 

mechanisms and/or relationships operate in intricate ways. However Rutter and 

Madge (1981) argue that it is also necessary to recognise the possibility of 

protective as well as vulnerability mechanisms adding that the ‘synergistic or 

catalytic effect can also work in the opposite direction. In other words, protective 

factors may also be in play. It is to these protective factors that I will now turn.

2.7.2 Resilience

The study of resilience attempts to identify factors and processes (or protective 

mechanisms) that might explain individual variations in response to risk factors 

and adversities (Rutter, 1990; Axinn et al, 1997). It has been the subject of 

considerable research across many disciplines (Rolf et al, 1990). In summarising 

the position, Rutter (1990:181/2) identifies the ‘crucial role’ played by three 

fields of research in establishing the importance of the concept. The first of these 

is quantita tive research with h igh-risk  popula tions  such as the children of 

mentally ill parents and the consistency with which this research found marked 

variations in outcomes. The second is research into tem peram ent, which 

confirmed that children’s qualities influenced their responses to a variety of 

stress situations. The third is research into the ways in which p eo p le  m eet key life 

changes a n d  transitions. This places emphasis on the importance of person-
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environmental interactions at these key turning points. It also comprehends the 

study of coping and mastery which identified variations in the ways in which 

people deal with threat and challenge. In this, agency was emphasised -  as Rutter 

(1990:182) puts it, ‘Resilience was not just a matter of constitutional strength, it 

was also a reflection of what one did about one’s plight’. But if we turn to early 

school leaving, what are the key protective mechanisms? Five key variables are 

identified in the literature.

The first of these concerns individual factors and personality features. These 

include temperament, intelligence and cognitive abilities, social and 

communication skills, autonomy, self-esteem and a positive social orientation; 

(Rutter, 1990 quoting Garmezy, 1985; Hess, 1995). Goleman (1996) argues that 

‘emotional intelligence’ is such a factor. This is a relatively recent concept 

promulgated by Goleman (1996). It has spawned its own growing literature. As 

with Multiple Intelligence Theory, it attempts to synthesise outcomes of research 

and practice, and allows for cultural specificity and learned behaviours. 

Certainly, as argued by Goleman, a strong case can be made that low levels of 

emotional intelligence influence early school leaving. However, the present 

research does not have the appropriate access to address this possibility.

The second protective factor is family cohesion and parental warmth. According 

to Hanson et al (1997:191), ‘A substantial body of research has shown that 

parental warmth, involvement and moderate control facilitate children’s 

adjustment and achievement’. Children appear to benefit when they are raised in 

homes where the parents are warm, responsive and highly involved with their 

children; where parents monitor and direct children’s behaviour and punish 

misdeeds in a consistent and non-hostile manner; and where parents have high 

and clearly stated expectations. This includes close affectional ties to family 

members, including grandparents and siblings as well as family cultural 

resources (Rutter, 1990, quoting Garmezy, 1985; Hess, 1995).

The third protective factor consists of positive expectations (of and by self and 

family), hope and optimism and positive perceptions of the future. I have already 

dealt with the beneficial effects of positive expectations and future orientation in

2.5.1 above. According to Hanson et al (1997), ‘High and clearly stated parental 

expectations can provide a sense of direction and motivation to children’ (see
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also Rutter, 1990; Morgan, 1998). Craft (1972) finds that higher levels of future 

orientation and activist values in mothers were associated with staying on in 

school, especially for girls. Expectations may be related to hope and optimism, 

which are cited by Goleman (1996) and Boldt (1997). As regards optimism, 

Goleman (1998:88) describes it as ‘an attitude that buffers people against falling 

into apathy, hopelessness or depression in the face of tough going’ (see also 

Seligman, 1991).

The fourth protective factor is the availability of external support systems that 

encourage and reinforce a child’s coping efforts. A range of external supports is 

identified as pivotal in building resilience. Some are found in the extended 

family. For example, Young and Wilmott found (1968:58) that ‘by being more 

easy-going’ grandparents ‘can supply the children with another model of what 

adults are like’. This relationship of ‘friendly familiarity and almost of social 

equality’ has been observed across a range of cultures and societies. They 

comment (1968:192) that ‘in a three-generation family the old as well as the 

young both receive and give services; the aid is reciprocal’ (See also Rutter, 

1990, Boldt, 1994; Hess, 1995). Such external supports may also be found in 

school (Ryan, 1998) or in the community (European Commission, 2000a). There 

is also considerable support in the literature for the concept of mentoring as a 

protective mechanism. Mentoring is described by NICEC/NCGE (1998) as ‘a 

one-to-one relationship, which essentially faces “inwards”: the mentor’s purpose 

is to offer motivation, non-judgemental support and a positive role model’. An 

advocate also qualifies as external support but here the purpose is to engage with 

other agents or agencies on the client’s behalf ((Rutter and Smith, 1995; 

NICEC/IGC 1998; Stokes, 1999b; Tallaght Partnership, 1999; Ryan, 2000a; 

Watts, 2002).

The final protective factor is the mediating impact of geographical factors on 

early school leaving. For example, Fleming and Kenny (1998:12) find rural 

school leavers different to their urban counterparts, being ‘in general, more 

successful at school’ and many having achieved ‘excellent results in the Junior 

Certificate’. In a comment that endorses those made above on family cohesion as 

a protective mechanism, they add that ‘Their families too were more frequently 

together as a unit offering support to the young person’. However, negative
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effects are also apparent. For example, Rourke (1994) argues that the problems 

faced by disadvantaged young people in rural areas are often more extreme than 

their urban counterparts. They include issues of access such as transport. Indeed, 

Boldt (1997) found a higher degree of pessimism among his Edenderry and 

Kilkenny samples when compared to Dublin and Dundalk. In a comment that 

may explain these findings, Hannan and O’Riain (1993:106) comment as 

follows:

Looking at the lower working (and small farms) class, we find somewhat 
higher levels of educational failure or underachievement in Dublin and the 
larger cities.., and greater educational success in the particularly remote area. 
However, the greatest problems of underachievement are amongst the lower 
working class of smaller rural towns...

2.8 Summary

In this chapter I have explored the elements that go to make up the matrix of 

influences and causes behind early school leaving. I began by examining the 

young people’s perspective on early school leaving. They largely cite school- 

related factors for their decision to leave early. I then noted the general themes 

found in the literature, before proposing a framework for the matrix of factors as 

follows -  given or individual factors, contextual factors, developmental factors 

and mediating factors. Using this framework, I examined the literature on early 

school leaving.

Among the given factors, I noted that gender is thought to be predictive, but not 

causal, apart from lone parenthood. I also noted that intelligence as represented 

by IQ is associated with early school leaving, but that it may be an indicator of 

school readiness and not a person’s full range of capacities. However, learning 

difficulties such as Asperger’s Syndrome are thought to be directly causal, unless 

identified and adequately addressed early in the child’s life. Similarly, ethnicity, 

which is still largely identified in the Irish context with Travellers, is associated 

with early school leaving, with the culture of Travellers strongly prompting 

young people, especially males, to leave school early. Turning to ecosystems, I 

examined the literature on the family, the school, the neighbourhood, the peer 

group and social class. In each of these a range of factors are associated with 

early school leaving. Many are clearly influential, and they include family
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functioning, the Irish school system, school organisation, curriculum, cultural 

bias and the lack of accommodation of different ways of learning in school. In a 

number of instances, for example teacher-pupil relationships, it is agreed that a 

direct causal process may be identified. These are few. Rather, it appears to be a 

combination of pragmatism and indifference regarding education, coupled with 

increased stress and diminished self-esteem and sense of control arising from 

such ecological factors as family conflict, poverty and parental depression that 

cause early school leaving.

I also explored developmental factors and the role of disruptions. There is 

general agreement that a young person experiencing difficulties in making a key 

transition (for example from primary to post-primary school) is significantly 

more likely to leave school early. However, adolescence of itself is rarely either 

influential or causal. This is not to understate the difficulties of finding a mature 

adult identity and problems regarding this transition, for example to do with 

sexuality, were noted.

Finally, I examined the role of mediating factors such as susceptibility and 

resilience. A number of factors may be identified that either increase the 

possibility of a morbid outcome or protect against the same. Many of these are 

contextual, such as family cohesion and parental warmth. Factors such as alcohol 

and drug abuse, either by the young person or her/his parent(s) increase the 

likelihood of difficulties in school. On the other hand, positive expectations and 

future orientation are powerful protections against early school leaving.

Through these explorations a number of other factors emerged that should be 

noted, for example the role of mothers and their relationship with the child from 

birth. Indeed, the question of relationships threads its way through the entire 

chapter and the breakdown of relationships, with teachers and schools, but 

possibly also with family and support networks, is particularly significant in 

early school leaving.

In the next chapter, I will outline and discuss the research context, methodology 

and rationale.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

3.1 Introduction

In Chapter one I set out the background to the present study, introducing the 

phenomenon of early school leaving and the reasons why it is and has been the 

focus of concern in Ireland and Europe. In Chapter two the matrix of influences 

identified as being either influential or causal in early school leaving was 

described and discussed. In this chapter I will describe and discuss the research 

methodology adopted.

3.2 The research context

The research is based in YOUTHREACH. This programme emerged from 

European funded project strands in the 1970s and 1980s (Stokes, 1988) and has 

itself been influential in shaping European policy and practice (European 

Commission, 2000a). Although it is a national programme, it is locally managed 

and delivered. Provision takes place in out-of-school centres. YOUTHREACH 

was originally envisaged as a response to the youth unemployment crisis of the 

1980s, that is, as a labour market or training measure rather than education. 

However, the proportion of the programme delivered by the education system 

increased through the 1990s and its focus increasingly embraced individualised 

personal and educational objectives. This process and the inherent tension in the 

programme between economic goals and personal goals has been remarked by 

observers (O’Sullivan, 1994; Quinn, 1994; ESF, 1996). It has been the subject of 

extensive reportage. A brief general description is included in Appendix 3.

3.3 Towards an appropriate methodology

How are the guiding questions for the research to be answered? As we have seen, 

many factors are at play in early school leaving. The challenge for the researcher 

in testing such a complex explanatory framework is to construct an appropriate 

research methodology. As Blalock and Blalock (1982:5) point out, it is necessary 

to view social phenomena ‘as complex problems to which equally complex 

methods must be applied’. As regards the present research, it is not necessary to
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replicate the epidemiological research in which the Irish literature abounds. 

Neither is it appropriate to replicate qualitative (often localised ethnographic) 

studies, however much they have added to our understanding of the question of 

early school leaving. For the purposes of this research, other methods are called 

for. Accordingly, the present study is built around three elements:

1. A series of case study observations: these explore the operation of the matrix 
of influences on individual young people and were conducted by experienced 
practitioners (Observers). They generate biographical profiles and yield both 
qualitative and quantitative data;

2. A series of in-depth, semi-structured interviews with the Observers who 
conducted the case study observations.

3. A number of triangulation interviews with expert practitioners.

In its pragmatic incorporation of elements from different research 

methodologies, this could be styled a qualitative approach, defined by Van 

Maanen (1983:9) as

an array of interpretive techniques which seek to describe, decode, translate 
and otherwise come to terms with the meaning, not the frequency, of certain 
more or less naturally occurring phenomena in the social world.

However, Sugrue and Ui Thuama (1994) opt for the term ‘interpretive’ as more 

inclusive. This term includes ‘ethnographic, qualitative, participant- 

observational, case study, symbolic interactionist, phenomenological and 

constructivist’. The approach is also influenced by a number of other 

methodologies such as grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) and 

‘illuminative evaluation’. I will return to the former below. As regards the latter, 

in describing this approach Herbert (1990:36) emphasises that a subject should 

not be ‘examined in isolation, but in context’ adding that

observation, interviews with participants, questionnaires, analysis of 
documents, and background information are integrated to help ‘illuminate’ 
problems, issues and significant features of the programme.

Herbert adds that this methodology is practitioner-oriented, problem-centred, 

flexible and cross-disciplinary. It is also heuristically organised, that is, the 

research issues are progressively re-defined as the study goes on and new data
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emerge. An observation phase occupies a central place in illuminative

evaluation, of which Blalock & Blalock (1982:94) comment,

Its advantage is that it allows the researcher to document the behaviour of 
subjects as it occurs and events as they take place. It is not as dependent as 
other methods on the subject’s ability or motivation to participate.

The overall approach exemplifies what Sugrue and Ui Thuama (1994) identify as 

‘mixed methods with an interpretive bias’. Typical of this is ‘a combination of 

interview and/or observation’ but also including ‘further enquiry elements as a 

means of triangulation’ (Sugrue and Ui Thuama, 1994:117). I will begin my 

description of the research process with the case study observations.

3.4 The case study observations

The foregoing paragraphs already suggest why case study observations are such 

a central part of the research. The question ‘why does an individual child leave 

school early?’ is only answerable in terms of the experience of that child. So, 

how is that experience to be captured, especially where it may involve incidents 

or influences that are not available to the researcher? Case study observations 

offer one way to resolve this conundrum. Of course, case study is not a single 

method but ‘an umbrella term for a family of research methods having in 

common the decision to focus an enquiry around an instance’ (Adelman et al, 

1980: 48). As O’Sullivan (1994:144) summarises, ‘Research techniques typically 

used in case studies include participant observation, life histories, observation 

and interviews’. Stenhouse (1988:49) notes that case study is particularly 

appropriate to enquiry into the problems that arise in education, which

involve such a complex interaction of variables that they elude quantitative 
techniques which reduce disparate observed phenomena to the homogeneity 
of traits or types.

As to observation, it is widely used by researchers, and boasts a range of 

techniques. Nonetheless, as Blalock & Blalock comment (1982:94/5), as a 

scientific method it ‘requires specialised expertise and strong adherence to 

procedures that yield reliable, accurate information about the phenomenon being 

studied.’ This reservation was addressed by the structure and spatial distribution 

of the research, the choice and briefing of the Observers and by triangulation as
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is described below. Fifty eight case study observations were conducted at ten 

sites. Towards this end, sites were chosen, experienced practitioners were 

identified as Observers and subjects were selected.

3.4.1 The sites

The choice of sites and identification of Observers were closely linked. As 

regards the selection of a research site, Burgess (1982:61) cites Spradley (1980) 

in identifying five criteria to be used. The first of these is simplicity -  that is, a 

research site that allows researchers to move fro m  studying  sim ple situa tions to 

those w hich are m ore com plex. The second is accessibility, that is the degree of 

access and entry that is given to the researcher. The third is unobtrusiveness. This 

is explained as situations that allow the researcher to take an unobtrusive role. 

Fourthly, there is perm issib leness. This is understood to refer to situations that 

allow the researcher free or limited or restricted entry. Fifth, there is 

partic ipa tion . Becker (1970) suggests that one way to avoid the problems 

associated with the other procedures is for researchers to locate themselves in 

natural settings where observation can occur. Burgess (1982) notes that it is 

important that activities can be easily studied, that individuals who are 

representative of the group are present, that the setting remains ‘natural’ once an 

observer becomes involved and that the setting is ‘representative’.

The research was located in YOUTHREACH Centres. These offer a general 

environment that satisfies the foregoing conditions and criteria. Each is a natural 

setting, boundaries can be established and activities can be easily studied. All 

participants are early school leavers and representative of the group to be studied. 

As will be described below, the Observers are themselves members of the 

centre’s community, so the site remains ‘natural’. The Centres also satisfy the 

demand for simplicity, accessibility, unobtrusiveness, permissibility and 

participation. The particular sites for the present research were identified 

according to the following criteria:

-  They should be broadly representative in geographical terms;

-  They should be situated in a broadly representative range of socio-economic 
contexts (for example, inner city, county town and so on);
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-  Experienced and reflective practitioners should be available on the site to 
conduct observations, according to the criteria set out below;

-  There should be sufficient flexibility for staff to fully engage with the 
research process.

Ten regions were identified across the country and one site was identified in 

each. At the time of the research, this constituted one centre in seven of the 

YOUTHREACH programme. There is little room for bias in the sites 

themselves. In the Dublin area there was an inner city site and a suburban site 

located in a large disadvantaged council housing area. Other sites were in the 

south (major city and regional capitol), the south-east (county town), the south­

west (county town), the mid-west (small and isolated town), the east (small 

town), the border region (county town), the midlands (small town) and the west 

(small town with extensive rural catchment area). They offered a comprehensive 

sample of inner and outer urban, small town and rural contexts.

3.4.2 The Observers

The second question to be decided concerned those who would carry out the case 

study observations, the Observers. In addition to those already noted regarding 

the choice of sites, a number of factors were decisive in the decision to use 

experienced practitioners as the key actors and informants in the research. They 

include the scale of the undertaking. The study, in effect, is an aggregation or 

meta-analysis of ten site studies. The prospective Observers also embodied local 

and particular knowledge. As already noted above, they being members of the 

centre’s community, the site remains ‘natural’. Of particular significance was the 

high level of access and trust between the Observers and subjects. The author 

would not have been able to develop such a relationship. According to Blalock & 

Blalock (1982:95), the basic prerequisite of all participant observation is that the 

researcher must gain the confidence of the persons being studied:

The researcher’s presence must not disrupt, or in any way interfere with, the 
natural course of the group’s activities, and the subjects must give honest 
answers to questions and not conceal important activities from the 
researcher’s view... Participant observation depends on the interpersonal 
skills of the investigator and on the ability to prevent personal biases from 
distorting interpretations.
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The research approach, of involving individuals who have worked among the 

young people for a considerable length of time and have built up strong 

relationships with them and their communities recognises and incorporates this 

point of view. The Observers are also identified on the basis of theoretical 

sensitivity. This is an aspect of grounded theory (Strauss and Corbin, 1990:42-3). 

It refers to a personal quality of the researcher and indicates an awareness of the 

subtleties of meaning of data. Among sources of theoretical sensitivity are 

professional experience and personal experience. The analytic process itself 

provides an additional resource. As to the identification of the particular 

practitioners, the research process also incorporates the approach known as 

judgem ent sampling. Burgess (1982:55) explains this as follows:

In judgement sampling informants may be selected for study according to a 
number of criteria established by the researcher such as their status... or 
previous experience that endows them with special knowledge...

In the light of the foregoing, the Observers were chosen according to a number of 

criteria:

-  Their experience in working with early school leavers and the level of trust 
and confidence established between them and the participants in their 
Centres;

-  Their professional profile, including qualifications;

-  Their knowledge and understanding of the subject of early school leaving in 
general, in their Centres and in the communities they served;

-  Their capacity and willingness to conduct and contribute to the research and 
maintain the integrity of the research project and process;

-  Their location, to satisfy the need for appropriate geographical distribution 
as described above. In this sense, choice of site and choice of Observer were 
closely linked.

The Observers were identified by the author. Given the potential for bias in this, 

it is appropriate to discuss my own theoretical sensitivities. The national co­

ordination of YOUTHREACH represented the third phase of my career in 

education, after five years of teaching in disadvantaged schools and ten years of 

curriculum development. As practitioner, researcher and National Co-ordinator, 

the focus of my work has been the alleviation of educational disadvantage and
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the promotion of effective and responsive practice and policy towards that end. 

National co-ordination operates in both fields (policy and practice) and at a 

number of levels, Departmental, local (VECs and communities) and centre (Co­

ordinators, staff and programme participants). The work of national co­

ordination was closely intertwined with the pursuit of this doctoral study, each 

informing the other. The reflective processes involved in developing and 

executing the present research prompted engagement with, and in some cases 

publication of, a range of ideas, concepts and possible paradigm changes relating 

to my own work and that of the wider service framework addressing 

disadvantage. Amongst these were,

-  Appropriate methodologies to address learning difficulties and early school 
leaving (Stokes; 1996b; 1999a);

-  Processes of change in education in general and in programmes addressing 
early school leaving in particular (Stokes, 1995; Stokes, 2000a);

-  The need for inter-agency collaboration and community-based approaches to 
service delivery in general and education and training in particular. This was 
adopted by the Department of Education and Science and FAS as the 
‘District Approach’ policy (Stokes, 1996a; Stokes 2002a, 2002b);

-  New paradigms of service delivery involving formal and non-formal sectors, 
for example in guidance and counselling. This latter was adopted both by the 
European Commission and by the Department of Education and Science and 
FAS as the so-called MAGIC approach, this acronym deriving from 
Mentoring, Advocacy, Guidance, Information and Counselling (Stokes, 
1999a; European Commission, 2000b).

The foregoing informed the process of identifying and negotiating with the 

Observers. In addition to satisfying the criteria set out above, those identified 

were experienced, insightful and reflective practitioners, sensitive to research and 

professional parameters and their relationship of trust with the young people in 

their Centre had been observed by the author on visits to their Centres. Six were 

co-ordinators (managers) since their particular YOUTFIREACH Centres had 

opened. Seven had qualifications in education or training practice (one with 

additional qualifications in adult education) and two in youth work (both with 

additional qualifications, one in counselling, the other in sports coaching). Nine 

had experience in second-level or adult education, training or youth work before
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recruitment to YOUTHREACH and one had been recruited from industry. This 

individual had worked on YOUTHREACH since its inception, No Observer had 

less than five years experience in YOUTHREACH. All were known to the author 

as concerned and thoughtful professionals and in a number of cases, they had 

themselves contributed to the development of the conceptual framework for 

YOUTHREACH and the various ideas and models noted above.

Before agreeing to become involved in the research process, each Observer was 

briefed by the author on the purpose of the research, the approach to be adopted 

and their role. This included technical aspects (for example as regards the 

identification of subjects) and process. A short note on the process was then 

forwarded to those participating in the research, accompanied by a copy of the 

Observation record. Both are reproduced in Appendix 1. The author did not 

initiate contact while the Observation was in progress but was available to the 

Observers. Subsequent to the completion of the observations, the Observers were 

interviewed. I will return to these at 3.4.4 and 3.5 below.

Is there potential for bias in the observations? There is, and two factors are noted 

in particular. The first is the scope for personal bias on the Observers’ part 

regarding particular subjects. However, the author argues that much of the 

Observation record leaves little room for such bias, being a straightforward 

record of what is known of, and told by, the subject. In addition, there is 

considerable cross-referencing in the record. For example, the question of the 

family’s history, including its history of employment, is addressed in a 

succession o f  questions. These canvass the Observer’s point o f  view (B.2 ‘Very 

briefly outline the family narrative if known’) and that of the subject (C.2 ‘how 

does the young person see her/himself, particularly in relation to personal, 

family, community histories/narratives?’). The second factor concerns the 

author’s professional role and status and the possibility that his relationship with 

his informants would compromise their independence in pursuing their role in 

the research. As against this, it was stressed to respondents that this was a private 

study and was being pursued in the author’s own time and at his expense. As 

regards their independence, the Observers were employees o f  their respective 

Vocational Education Committees and the author had no supervisory function 

over their work nor indeed their employment. Consequently, there was no sense
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in which their role was compromised. Indeed, the author argues that the contrary 

was the case. One of his functions in the overall YOUTHREACH programme 

was to provide a general support and ‘listening post’ for co-ordinators, 

explaining and mediating their general experience to national and local 

authorities. In this sense it is argued that, just as the Observers had established a 

relationship of trust with the participants in their Centres, so too had the author 

with them. As a result, it can be argued that their contribution to the research was 

more inquisitive, reflective, forthcoming and committed than would have been 

the case with another researcher.

3.4.3 The subjects

By definition, each subject is an early school leaver by virtue of participating in a 

YOUTHREACH programme. The choice of specific subjects was consequent 

upon the identification of sites. They were chosen from participants in the ten 

sites on a random basis, by month of birth. All young people born between 

January 1st and March 31st in any year were identified to yield a 25 per cent 

sample of programme participants. No other specification was made except that 

subjects should have been on the programme for at least three months, so that a 

relationship of trust would have had time to develop.

Two areas of potential bias are identified. The first is that subjects might present 

subjective accounts of certain of their experiences, for example in school, or with 

teachers: This has been acknowledged in the literature review and will again be 

acknowledged in the presentation of the research outcomes. The second concerns 

sampling. As Burgess (1984) notes, each strategy for sampling a group carries 

inherent problems of representation. For example, Becker (1970) refers to the 

study of incarcerated deviants as a mechanism for studying deviance and 

identifies that bias exists in such a group, for the deviants that are studied are 

unsuccessful -  they have been caught. Similarly, those studied in the present 

research do not include young people who have also left school early, but have 

successfully entered the labour market. This may somewhat bias the outcomes of 

the research towards the problematic end of the spectrum. However, the purpose 

of the research is not to compile a quantitative study of early school leaving nor 

of the characteristics of early school leavers. Rather, it is to probe the matrix of 

influences and causes associated with early school leaving. While quantitative
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outcomes from the sample are useful in their own right, their principal function is 

to illuminate consideration of the explanatory framework and they are best taken 

as indicative rather than conclusive. In many instances, as I will show, the 

outcomes suggest further fields of enquiry.

3.4.4 The case study observation process, instrument and analysis

So far, I have described where the study was conducted, who was observed and 

by whom. I will now describe the observation itself. This process took place 

between April and June 1997. It was guided and recorded by an individual 

observation record. This is in questionnaire format with both closed and open 

questions (Appendix 1). The function of such an instrument is explained by 

Blalock and Blalock (1982:97) as follows:

In most studies, even very exploratory ones, the goal of the investigator is to 
develop a specific format for observing and recording observations prior to 
data collection, based on previous knowledge of the phenomenon.

The observation record enquires into the various factors identified in the matrix 

of influences. It should be noted that the sequence in which the matrix is 

presented in Chapter 2 post-dates the circulation of the Observation record and 

reflects subsequent reorganisation of the author’s analysis of the explanatory 

framework. However, the themes explored are the same. Observers were advised 

that the observation process should take at least a month and that the record 

should be completed over time and not as a single set piece. They were also told 

that the process was reflective and participatory rather than interrogative of the 

young people. They were encouraged to actively involve the subjects in the 

observation process on topics where such involvement was appropriate, for 

example in reflecting on their childhood or school experiences. It was accepted 

that Observers would exercise professional discretion as regards the discussion 

of certain areas of the young people’s lives with them, such as possible incidence 

of sexual abuse. Where direct enquiry of the subjects was inappropriate, the 

Observers simply recorded what they knew from their work and observation. The 

individual subjects were not identifiable by the author.

The observation record generates biographical or narrative profiles of the 

subjects. It also yields general qualitative and quantitative data. While the
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observation record provides a case-study framework within which to conduct the 

observations, it also prompts reflection by the observers as experienced 

practitioners, a process allowed for in the research through the follow-up

interviews with Observers (Blalock and Blalock, 1982).

Subsequent to the completion of the observation phase of the research, the author 

collated the data contained in the 58 observation records for analysis. Firstly, 

biographical profiles were assembled for each individual, of which examples are 

included at the outset of Chapter four. In themselves, these vindicate the 

approach, presenting narratives and real life experiences to illustrate the 

operation of the matrix of influences. Secondly, the case study observations were 

analysed under the headings identified for the matrix to yield both qualitative and 

quantitative insights and outcomes. As to how this was done, Table 3 (page 127) 

presents part of the analysis of answers to question B . 8  of the Observation 

record, ‘Is there a history of violence in the family?’ Those identified in the table 

are the subjects where the answer is yes. Similar data were compiled for each of 

the 75 questions of the observation record. These were then analysed under the 

various headings of the matrix of influences as set out in Chapter 2.

3.5 The interviews with the Observers

Subsequent to the completion of the observations, in-depth interviews were 

conducted with the Observers. According to Easterby-Smith et al (1991), in- 

depth interviews are ‘the most fundamental of all qualitative methods’. 

Interviews have a range of advantages, according to Denscombe (1983), 

including the generation of ‘hard data’ if the interview is recorded and 

transcribed, as these were. The author requested and obtained permission to 

record the interviews. This was forthcoming in all cases.

Ten interviews with Observers were conducted, from 30 June 1997 to 28 July 

1997. Each interview lasted approximately two hours and was subsequently 

transcribed. Notes were also taken during the interviews, firstly as a back-up 

record of the conversation in the event of technical mishap and secondly to note 

emerging themes and illuminations as they arose. This is consistent with the 

grounded theory concept of not only testing theory, but building it as well 

(Strauss and Corbin, 1990).
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Table 3: Themes emerging from family narrative: Violence

Name

Catherine Violent father -  occasional separations

Carol Clip on the ear type

Gerard Would not think there was violence normally, but trainee came in with black eye, said 
he got it while arguing with his father -  slipped and hit the radiator

Gemma Family feuding in the area -  has witnessed extreme violence -  were shot out o f  their 
house -  first daughter’s father was stabbed in the neck and died

Jason Physical violence by Father and Mother’s new partner

Caitriona Yes -  the Father would have acted aggressively towards the Mother when he was 
living at home

Zuni Yes -  Mother’s partner has been involved in violence in last family

Francis Yes -  both Mother and Father

Bridget Yes- Father to Mother and now eldest Brother is violent towards the women in the 
family

Joseph Yes- including the kids -  violent crime etc

Katie Mother is the consistent one that holds the family together — father aggressive and 
violent toward him and his brother

Martha Yes -  Extended family and she presents as if  afraid

David Yes -  extended family -  children appear to be afraid o f  adults

Matthew Yes (no comment)

Wayne Yes (no comment)

Thomas Unknown -  but timid when approached

Kevin Yes (no comment)

Margaret Yes (no comment)

Jackie Many difficulties -  Jackie spent time in foster care -  at one stage family attended 
family therapy, this helped but the situation is very unstable -  some beatings... but 
only in the immediate family -  the children were beaten when they were younger

Derek Yes- father has a violent and feared temper

Yvonne Very abusive father -  violent to all members o f  the family -  particularly this one

Graham Family abuse, violence in home, joy riding

Tina Yes -  father beat mother

Karl Yes -  a clip around the ear now and then

Annette Yes -  fights and beatings when father was drunk

Grace Parents married young -  alcohol problem with father -  mother physically abused -  
children suffered -  little food care or space - Yes -  children beaten when he was 
drunk

The interviews afforded the Observers an opportunity to reflect on the process 

and outcomes of the case study observations and to comment as experienced
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practitioners on the subject of early school leaving in general and the matrix of 

influences in particular. As a result, they enlightened many aspects of the 

research and added breadth and depth to the outcomes of the case study 

observations. Although structured on the themes and questions of the observation 

record, the interviews themselves were open-ended and as the series progressed 

came to include questions prompted by earlier interviews. Where the record 

asked direct questions regarding the individual subjects, the interview posed 

general inquiries aimed at eliciting broader answers and reflections. A copy of 

the interview schedule is included in Appendix 2.

While the author already had a clear understanding of the views of the Observers 

(having conducted the interviews), nonetheless it was considered important to 

have what Denscombe (1983) describes as ‘hard data’ to hand, and so, the 

interviews were transcribed in their entirety. Comments were allocated under the 

different headings set out in Chapter two. They were then analysed in parallel 

with the analysis of the outcomes of the observation record.

As regards the potential for bias in this part of the process, points made regarding 

the potential for bias among the Observers apply to the interviews.

3.6 Triangulation

The final element of the research process is triangulation. As I have already 

noted, the present research is an example of an interpretive approach, or of 

‘mixed methods with an interpretive bias’. As Burgess (1984) notes, researchers 

use multiple strategies to overcome problems arising from, among other factors, 

a single method or single set of data. He adds that the most widely used term to 

be found in the literature is triangulation, a term ‘borrowed from psychological 

reports’ to refer to situations when a hypothesis can survive the confrontation of 

a series of complementary methods of testing. Guba and Lincoln (1985) also note 

the use of such techniques to strengthen conclusions. In the present research the 

element of triangulation was incorporated to provide ‘depth-of-field’ to the 

outcomes of the observations. This is an example of what Burgess (1984) terms 

multiple strategies in which researchers use ‘a range of methods, data, 

investigators and theories within any study’ to overcome any problem of bias. In 

using the term, however, he espouses a further aim, not only to see different
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approaches used alongside one another, ‘but also to see them integrated within 

the course of an investigation’ as was the case with the present research.

Triangulation was accomplished through a series of three interviews that took 

place on 21, 23 and 28 July 1997, after the observation case studies and the 

interviews with the Observers had been completed. This triangulation process 

involved five expert practitioners:

-  a YOUTHREACH co-ordinator with 15 years experience in a variety of 
settings with the group being studied. This practitioner was qualified as a 
teacher, as a reality therapist and as a psychologist;

-  two youth drama practitioners, both qualified to Master’s degree level, who 
had concluded a one-year pilot programme with four YOUTHREACH 
centres exploring the young people’s personal, family and community 
narratives and sense of place;

-  two photography teachers specialising in youth work. These had worked in 
over thirty YOUTHREACH settings focusing on visual literacy, visual 
perception, sense of place and learning to learn.

These interviews followed the same interview schedule as those with the 

Observers, but with two changes of emphasis. Firstly, additional questions had 

been identified arising from other interviews. These questions reflected evolving 

perspectives and understandings of the issues and outcomes. Secondly, the 

process prompted these interviewees (based on their professional experience and 

knowledge of early school leaving) to reflect and comment on what appeared to 

be the outcomes to date of the research, rather than on the outcomes of the 

observation case studies. The analysis of these triangulation interviews followed 

the same pattern as those with the Observers. As their function was to comment 

on emerging outcomes and add depth of field rather than generate core data for 

the research, the issue of bias is not significant in these interviews.

3.7 Generalisation

Finally in this chapter, the question of generalisation arises. It is the case that 

‘interpretive’ studies do not demand a strict representational base. Furthermore, 

the primary focus of the present research is to test, illustrate and illuminate rather 

than quantify the matrix of influences associated with early school leaving.
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Nonetheless, as is clear from the foregoing, every effort was made to generate a 

representative sample and the process by which sites, subjects and respondents 

(Observers) were identified was such as to generate representative outcomes 

from which generalisations might be made. The research generated both 

qualitative and quantitative data of considerable significance and reliability due 

to the structured nature of the process, the numbers involved in the study and the 

range of information gathered. However, as O’Sullivan (1994) notes, the case 

will only yield to generalisation if it possesses its own internal coherence. In the 

present research, internal coherence is generated by

1. the common structure of the Observation Record

2. the selection of subjects from YOUTHREACH centres only

3. the choice of experienced co-ordinators as Observers.

In turn, generalisation is sustainable through

1. The national scale of the research and the distribution of the Centres from 
whose participants the subjects were drawn

2 . the random selection of subjects

3. the expertise of the participating Observers as described

4. triangulation.

3.8 Summary

In this chapter I have outlined the research process. I have set out the research 

context and objective and discussed the development of an appropriate research 

methodology. Each element of the adopted methodology was described and 

discussed, including the case study observations, interviews with the Observers 

and triangulation interviews with expert practitioners. In the next chapter I will 

present a selection of the case study biographies.
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Chapter 4: The young people

4.1 Introduction
In this Chapter I will profile the subjects of the research. I will follow this with 

an overview of the case study observations.

4.2 The subjects
A slight majority (51.72%) of the subjects is female. While out of line with early 

school leaving patterns in Ireland, in which males outnumber females by 2:1, this 

is consistent with recruitment to YOUTHREACH in the later 1990s (Stokes, 

2000a). Of those observed, one young person was bom in 1975, one in 1978. The 

majority were bom between 1979 and 1982, with the largest number (36 per 

cent) bom in 1981. These were 16 when the research was conducted. Two of the 

subjects are lone parents. Another is expecting her first child. This is lower than 

is true of YOUTHREACH nationally. As for ethnicity, four of those surveyed 

were Travellers, and two were of mixed ethnic background. Subjects are 

identified by forenames in the text. These are not their given names. I will now 

give an overview of the young people’s profiles.

4.3 The subjects’ profiles -  an overview
As outlined in Chapter 3 the case study observations generated a broad range of 

quantitative and qualitative data. But it is with the short biographical profiles that 

we begin. In these, we find a wide range of circumstances and conditions. Each 

of the so-called ‘risk factors’ is found, often in abundance. However, while 

elements of the matrix recur throughout, their occurrence is not uniform. Six 

profiles are presented below, and the other 53 are summarised. Each observation 

is numbered from 01 - 058, hence the number beside each name below.

Gerard (05 )

Gerard is sixteen. His parents are married and the family has ‘a good lifestyle’ 

living in a rural setting near the Shannon. He has a ‘very caring father’, but a 

‘very critical mother who blames outside forces and A.D.D. for his problems’. 

He has a ‘perfect’ younger sister who is ‘doing well in school’, and has ‘no 

faults’. His father lives with the family and is employed in a bank. His mother 

also works, making wedding dresses, but ‘resents time taken off to sort out
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problems’. According to the Observer, his mother ‘sees no good’ in her son. He 

‘can’t please her’, gets ‘no praise’, and ‘doesn’t bring anything home’. There was 

dialogue at home, and ‘middle class values’ were discussed. He received 

affection from his father, of whom ‘he speaks warmly’. His mother’s affection 

was and is ‘limited’ and he seems to have accepted her rejection. He has little 

time for his sister. He ‘does not see himself as an active part of the family’. He 

appears to have been left a lot as a child, though he says he was happy. Play was 

part of his childhood, but his mother says he showed no emotion as a child. The 

family lives in an isolated area, and Gerard has ‘no community feelings’. There 

are ‘strong family ties’ but ‘no contact with neighbours’. Instead, he ‘looks to 

others for leadership’. Friends are very important to him, he is ‘very influenced 

by his peers and wants to please them’. He Tikes to conform with the group 

despite family feelings’.

Gerard ‘did well in primary school’ but there was ‘a difficulty with a teacher’ 

about which he is not forthcoming. This is his main reason for leaving school. He 

did not adapt to secondary, was disruptive and left, or was expelled, in 1st year. 

His family was resigned to him leaving school. He left with no qualifications. He 

fitted in to YOUTHREACH but ‘tagged’ along with others. He has poor 

communication skills. The Observer comments that he is ‘capable of much more’ 

but Gerard ‘can’t see the need to put in the work’. He sees himself as very 

intelligent and as having no difficulty learning. He may be right. He sat and 

passed two subjects in the Junior Certificate last year and two this year, ‘despite 

no work being done outside class’. He also gained a First Aid Certificate.

His learning path sequence is theory-action-discussion (ACB). In multiple 

intelligences, he is ‘stronger than average’ in mathematical/logical, ‘average’ in 

bodily/kinaesthetic and intrapersonal, and ‘weak’ in the rest. The Observer 

comments that he ‘never reads, only speaks when spoken to, never offers 

opinions and listens to music non-stop on breaks’. He is ‘a follower’. He ‘seems 

content with his own company and will work on his own but will only do the 

m inimum ’. He ‘thrives on competition’, for example quizzes, but ‘backs off if 

noticed (and) needs to be challenged’. Gerard has seen several psychiatrists with 

no clear result, and he has refused to see another. His mother is convinced he has
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ADD and wants a prescription for it, from Dublin if necessary. She ‘wants a label 

for his problems’.

Gerard is passive and apathetic. He sees himself as very employable and expects 

to find employment, as is normal in his family. He ‘feels his father will get him a 

job ’. Meanwhile, YOUTHREACH fills the time. He ‘wants a proper job, wants 

to do an apprenticeship’ but he is ‘not prepared to do the work at the moment’. 

He ‘has put the future on hold. (He is) aware of the need to leam/work but (is) 

not doing anything about it’. He is ambivalent and apathetic.

Gerard was ‘caught stealing fortified wine’. He has been connected to ‘a knife 

incident that sounds worse than it actually was’. He stole and sold an angle 

grinder from a local shop (he added it to an order form) and was responsible for 

selling it. However, he ‘fears the law’ and claims he was ‘led into trouble’. He 

feels his father can get him out of trouble. He sees nothing wrong with drugs. He 

is angry with the Gardai for ‘wrongly accusing him’. He has ‘little capacity to 

change (and) no interaction with society’. He is ‘not able to say things despite the 

want to ’. He also has ‘no appreciation of (his) relative comfort compared to (the) 

group -  his home life (is) taken for granted’. As to what he might do in terms o f 

a career, the Observer suggests computers. He is ‘very quick to learn if  he can 

apply himself academically’.

Asked to identify potential barriers to learning, the Observer cites ‘(his) M other’s 

attitude, his immaturity and lack of vision. He also has little motivation to learn 

and poor concentration. His self-esteem is very low. He is ‘afraid of failure, (and) 

needs to be same as his peers, so (he) won’t perform to his ability. Success (is) 

slagged by his peers’. His inhibitions are learned -  ‘success (was) not rewarded 

as a child’. However, he has a ‘logical mind (and) enjoys competition’. He is 

good at soccer, a quick learner, especially with computers. ‘Academically, if  he 

put his mind to it, (he) could achieve much more than he is doing’. (He) likes his 

own company, and has had no experience of a mentor.

Joseph (015)

Joseph is an eighteen year old Traveller. His parents are married. They are 

‘respected prominent members of the Travelling community’. They have many 

children. His father lives with the family. ‘Though regularly unemployed, the
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family members are very successful in terms of Traveller economics’ and ‘would 

be considered wealthy’. There is Tots of physical’ abuse in the family, and a 

general history of violence and violent crime, including the children. The 

Observer quotes Joseph:

I’ve been dragged into the office o f every school I’ve attended to be given 
out to (for bullying/extortion)... the only difference now is that my father 

isn’t here ready to give me a beating I ’d never forget when we got home.

Home relationships are the foundation for all his outside relationships, yet he 

played on the streets as a child. There is ‘no evidence o f mirthful anything. (The) 

the only fun is to hurt or put down somebody’. There was no affection. However 

there was dialogue and conversation, between father and male children, about 

‘horses, scrap, money, cars, drink, family (extended), fights, strength, weddings 

and funerals and England’. Values and morality were imposed rather than 

discussed. ‘His family believe the police beat their grandfather to death. They are 

all very angry and aggressive personalities. They are good business people, 

respected and feared Travellers’. He has ‘definite knowledge and understanding 

o f family identity and pride’. In this milieu, he sees himself as ‘hardworker and 

leader’. He defines friendship in terms of loyalty’.

Joseph left school after primary, and is described as school refuser, truant and 

disruptive. He ‘attended the Junior Secondary Education Centre’. His main 

reason for leaving school was ‘frustration’. ‘He was told to colour in colouring 

books and not to bother with regular class subjects’. He was expelled and the 

school’s attitude was ‘relief. He left with no qualifications and illiterate. His 

ability to learn is ‘not great’, but he is ‘very intelligent’. As far as he is 

concerned, learning is for settled people who have the opportunity to get paid 

jobs. No Traveller he knows ever had one. However, he now regards literacy is 

important for passing a Driving Test. His learning path follows the sequence 

action-theory-discussion (CAB). The Observer comments that it is ‘mostly C, 

some A, very little B \  In terms of multiple intelligences, he is regarded as 

‘stronger than average’ in linguistic, mathematical/logical, spatial, intrapersonal 

and environmental/naturalistic. He is ‘average’ in bodily/kinaesthetic, ‘weak’ in 

interpersonal and ‘very weak’ in musical. He ‘responds to personal attention’.
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According to the Observer, ‘he is a perfectly formed misogynist, as his father has 

shaped him. He is hardworking and skilled in the art of blaming, and abrogating 

any personal responsibility for his own growth. (He is) closed to challenge and 

change’. He is definite, not ambivalent, and in terms of Belenky et al’s five 

levels of knowledge, he is at ‘subjective knowledge’. He ‘believes he has the 

franchise on truth. (He has been) brought up with strong Traveller cultural beliefs 

and abides by them. He respects those (who are) physically stronger’. As regards 

voice, ‘he has too much to say and no respect for anyone else’s opinion except 

his father’s’. He accords women no respect, and in his view, no woman’s opinion 

is valid. He can do no wrong in the eyes o f his father.

Joseph sees himself as a leader who controls his friends’ behaviour, as crafty, a 

good dealer, loyal friend and hard worker. In his own eyes, he is a useful, 

hardworking, intelligent Traveller, ‘one who looks out for friends, defends 

family values and image, and contributes financially to his home’. He regards 

drugs as evil, but petty theft is fine if you get away with it. In his view, ‘only 

Mogs get caught’. Crime is acceptable, violence is justifiable and the Gardai are 

only ‘pigs’ who have it in for him. (He) can’t understand why this is. His family 

believe the Gardai ‘bet his grandfather to death’. He has been served with ‘four 

summonses this week alone for stealing metal (“collecting scrap”), resisting 

arrest and trespassing’. He has been previously cautioned for physically 

assaulting a female neighbour in her own doorway. Joseph is described by the 

Observer (who has worked with him for seven months) as a ‘potential criminal 

(with) no propensity for, or interest in, changing or taking responsibility for 

negative behaviour’. As for authority figures, ‘he gets on with hard-workers 

except women and Gardai’. He has difficulty in making transitions and a 

recurring pattern o f attending places only frequented by other Travellers. He 

‘assumes the same dominance in each place’. Thus he was a member o f the 

Surlas Traveller club, but was ‘thrown out for bullying’. He is described as 

having a ‘huge, well dressed presence’. For him, love is ‘purely physical 

domination’. In terms of expectations, he is described as ‘negative’ and 

‘pessimistic’. He has no expectations of education or training. He views 

YOUTHREACH as work -  ‘it keeps him from being arrested’. He does not 

expect to be employed, but is expected to be a prominent community leader and
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entrepreneurial Traveller like his father. This is likely and realistic. As far as he 

sees it, manual work is the only real work. His ultimate goal is to own his own 

truck as soon as possible.

Joseph is contending with multiple adversities. These include his anger and 

aggression, his criminal activity and his learning needs. They also encompass his 

difficulties with ‘parental control and aggression’ and his ‘inability to express 

positive emotions’. He also contends with family interference and a range of 

personal hang-ups. For example, he thinks that expressing positive emotions 

suggests homosexuality towards which he is very bigoted. Personal insecurity is 

his most significant adversity. On the other hand, has also has virtues, for 

example his intelligence and perception. He has ‘good business skills’, he is 

capable o f ‘abstract thought’, he ‘can read any social/personal situation’ and he 

has diplomacy skills.

Lisa (025)

Lisa is sixteen. Her parents are farmers who receive social welfare. They are 

married and have four children. Her father lives with the family. He farms, but 

has not been otherwise employed. Two sisters work, and a brother is at school. 

She experienced play, affection and dialogue as a child - she is well adjusted and 

very articulate, and her family is described as ‘very loving and supportive’. The 

Observer suggests that values and morals were discussed, and were ‘very high’. 

She is ‘very close’ to her mother, father and grandfather. They are ‘a close family 

who seem to worry and care for her’. She knows this, and ‘feels they will be 

there to support her’. She herself ‘feels responsible to (her) parents and won’t do 

anything to worry them, e.g. miss the bus home’. As to her self in relation to 

family and community, ‘she’s still finding herself, so she needs her family’. She 

‘has close friends, who are important to her’. She was a member of a club, in 

which she ‘learned to be a part of team’.

She left school in 2nd year, with no qualifications. She ‘couldn’t cope’ and was 

‘disinterested’ ‘. Her family did not mind, ‘as long as money is earned’. She had 

no ‘nasty experiences’ in school, and ‘found it quite pleasant’. Her learning path 

is theory-discussion-action (ABC). In multiple intelligences, she is ‘above 

average’ in interpersonal, and ‘average’ in the other seven. As regards the 

organisation of learning, she is best suited by ‘small groups’ -  she ‘feels lost in
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large groups’. She ‘feels she is a good learner’, but ‘doesn’t think she is very 

good/smart in the school sense’. ‘At this moment she needs a lot of rebuilding of 

confidence. She’s very capable but has suffered a knock back’. She was 

employed after leaving school, but ‘had a bad experience’ (she was ‘let go’). As 

a result, she is ‘disappointed’ and ‘has a battered self-image’.

She regards herself as ‘too young and is waiting for something to happen’. She is 

‘open to suggestion’. She is ‘well-voiced but also quiet and unassuming yet 

given the chance, she can shine brighter than any o f them’. Education is of 

moderate importance to her. ‘ She is clever and well capable of surviving on what 

she has so far’. She also regards ‘doing things right, progressing, completion’ as 

important. She has ‘good social skills -  (is) positive about society and thinks 

she’ll fit’. She ‘stays out of trouble’. She shows disappointment and a sense of 

failure more than anger. This is due to her bad experience at work. She has a 

‘strong concept o f right and wrong’ and can be objective. ‘Crime is repugnant to 

her’. On physique, she is very clear, positive and conscious of weight’. As 

regards love, she ‘has a boyfriend and seems to have a good relationship’.

Lisa is positive and hopeful in outlook. She has no strong opinions on what 

constitutes ‘real’ learning, other than Teaming how to do things or to get 

qualifications’. She expects that ‘YOUTHREACH will direct her in the most 

suitable direction’ and sees it a place that will give her the ‘chance’. She feels 

she’s too young to know what ‘real’ work is just yet, but ‘hairdressing is an ideal 

choice’. Work also means ‘earning a living or contributing’. She wants and 

expects to find a job, and ‘when she finds the direction she’s going, she’ll be 

very employable’. So, she is ‘keen to learn and please, doesn’t look for bother’.

Lisa has few significant adversities. She has some reservations regarding 

authority, ‘due to experiences at school and work’ lacks self-confidence, but she 

is working on these. Any inhibitions she has are Teamed inhibitions’. Her most 

pressing needs are for ‘confidence building’ and ‘to get adequate training to 

enable her to find a suitable direction’. However, ‘she has common sense and is 

very willing to be a good person’. She is very well supported by her family and is 

keen to learn and make progress.
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Beth is sixteen years of age. Her parents are unmarried new age travellers. There 

are three children. Her mother is in a second relationship. There is no known 

history of violence or other similar difficulties. She has lived with her father as 

well as her mother. She experienced play, affection and dialogue. She is ‘quite 

stimulated’ and conversation at home ‘developed thoughts (and) ideas’. The 

family’s values are ‘atypical’. She ‘is well-oriented’ regarding family and 

community and ‘has a strong sense of self and how she interacts at this level’. 

She accepts that relationships exist at different levels. She ‘understands what 

being “different” means’ and is ‘very socialised’. She Tikes to have special 

friendships’. Insofar as she had a mentor, it was her ‘mother and other interested 

adults’. She left school in 2nd year, with no qualifications. She had no difficulty 

in making transitions, nor had she any learning problems. Beth left school 

because she was ‘too bright and emotionally advanced for her class group 

(having been) placed in the wrong year grouping following return from England’. 

Schooling was a negative experience for her -  she Tacked stimulation and 

emotional support’. Her family was ‘supportive’ o f this decision, but the school 

was ‘not happy’. She is described as ‘open’ and she ‘finds learning easy’. Her 

learning path follows the sequence theory-discussion-action/experience (ABC). 

In multiple intelligences, she is ‘stronger than average’ in all areas. The Observer 

comments that she ‘needs imaginative, creative areas’ and is best taught through 

‘discovery, self learning and stimulation’. She is also a ‘medal winner in 

swimming’. Beth is ‘definite’ rather than ambivalent. She has adopted a 

particular image and style, for example a Mohican haircut, and has a clear sense 

of what she wants to do -  writing as a career. She is well able to express her 

thoughts and ‘can rationalise and verbalise (her) point of view’. As to what she 

considers ‘really important’, the answer is ‘socialising in a general sense (and) 

having work published’. In terms of social responsibility, she is ‘very 

developed’, ‘open to change and dances with it’. She has ‘quite (a) well 

developed sense’ on crime and drugs, and ‘can see all the grey areas’. She has no 

great difficulties with authority -  she ‘understands bureaucracy and dealing with 

blockages’. On a personal level, she has ‘strong day-to-day skills ie cooking, 

sewing, etc.’ She is ‘secure’ with her intelligence. Physically, she is ‘at ease

Beth (035)
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swimming, unlike female peers, who dislike and feel vulnerable in bathing 

costumes’. She ‘isn’t afraid to show anger’ and ‘likes to be “in love”, (and) 

understands different types of love, maternal, sexual’.

Her expectations are characterised as ‘positive/hopeful’. She ‘wants a degree and 

to be a writer’. She ‘accepts that different people have values that are different to 

hers’ as regards work. She expects to be self-employed (as a writer) -  this is not 

a common expectation in her family or community. The Observer suggests that 

she ‘will work in the artistic field’, and acknowledges that writing is a realistic 

goal, noting that Beth is a ‘gifted poet’. In this regard, it is unsurprising that Beth 

regards YOUTHREACH as ‘something to do’ rather than education. She needs a 

‘more stimulating environment’... Her ability level is ‘way beyond Foundation 

level’. Indeed, the Observer argues that she is ‘ready for (a) 3rd level type 

learning environment’, but will require ‘creative supports, imagination and a 

means of credentialising ability that will reflect that ability’. Her most pressing 

general needs are for ‘focus and energy from committed adults’.

Other than her lack o f educational credentials and the minority lifestyle o f her 

family, Beth has no blockages. No learning or personal difficulties are known, 

nor are any weaknesses, inhibitions or hostilities. Her most significant adversity 

is the ‘inflexibility o f (the) system’. She is described as a ‘gifted poet, self starter, 

imaginative, drawn to artistic types’ who is likely to be a writer.

Samantha (045)

Samantha is sixteen years of age. Her parents were not married and are now 

separated. Her mother is living with her present partner, with whom she has two 

young sons. All three children live in the house. Her father ‘is presently serving a 

prison sentence in England’. Her mother is working part time and her partner 

‘has not worked for a number of years’.

There is a history of sexual abuse (by her mother’s partner) in the family, 

centring on Samantha. ‘The reason given for leaving England is a report given to 

social services’. The sexual abuse ‘has apparently carried on recently’. ‘When 

pressure from advances has become too much’ Samantha will stay with her aunt. 

‘On occasions (she) has spent up to three nights sleeping in car parks’. There was 

no play in her childhood, and ‘all affection seems to have come from her father’.
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While values and morality were not discussed, at present ‘there seems to be a 

lover’ and her mother has accused her of being a ‘slag’ or ‘tramp’. She is ‘in fear 

in her own home and even when sick will not go there’ (during the day). Because 

o f the family’s moving she has no sense of community history or visible ties. She 

sees herself as ‘very much on her own’ in family and community, and ‘feels she 

has been isolated by her mother’s lack of attention’. In her family, peer group 

and community, she ‘is seen as a kind of loud-mouth who is constantly drawing 

attention to h e rse lf. Any friendship is always o f an intense nature.

She left school in third year with no qualifications. She encountered difficulties 

with transitions, was seen as very disruptive, with a short attention span. Her 

main reason for leaving school was her ‘inability to conform to school structures’ 

and she ‘was asked not to return to school’. Her family’s attitude to her leaving 

school was ‘ambivalent’. Because o f her short attention span ‘and need to be 

noticed’, she has difficulty learning, but she is ‘an extremely intelligent person’. 

Asked if particular learning/teaching approaches suited her, the Observer 

answers that she ‘has to feel safe and unthreatened. (She) is very capable but 

craves 1:1 attention’. Her learning path sequence is discussion-theory- 

action/experience (BAC). In multiple intelligences, she is ‘stronger than average’ 

in environmental/naturalistic, ‘average’ in linguistic, mathematical/logical, 

musical and bodily/kinaesthetic, ‘weak’ in interpersonal and ‘very weak’ in 

spatial and intrapersonal. Although she ‘has had a very poor experience of 

school system both here and in England’, she now ‘feels she wants to return to 

school in an effort to prove “everybody” wrong’, and this is a priority for her. 

While acknowledging that the Leaving Certificate Applied would be a realistic 

objective for her, the Observer does not feel that she ‘has the capacity to fit into 

the formal system’.

Samantha is generally apathetic, fatalistic and needy. She ‘has developed a 

number of strategies in trying to make her the centre of attention which in turn 

gives her more time with individuals’. As regards engagement with society, 

employability, hostilities and anger, the Observer comments that she ‘will have 

difficulties until wider issues are resolved’. These issues are rooted in sexual 

abuse. That said, she ‘will always have something to say, which is part of her 

strategy’. She ‘has difficulties’ with authority, ‘but if  approached in a caring way
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will respond’. She is becoming involved in petty crime, and is presently under 

JLO1 and probation. Physically, she is bulimic at present, but regards herself as 

‘well turned out’. ‘Her demeanour towards males is very animated’. She ‘would 

have major problems with relationships and would always be at extreme ends’. 

As regards a place of reflection or refuge, she goes to her bedroom, ‘constantly 

behind a locked door’ and care professionals (for example the Garda JLO) have 

expressed concern about this.

Her expectations are characterised as ‘negative/pessimistic’. She sees learning 

only ‘as a way of proving people wrong’. So, ‘she has set a lot on returning to 

formal education’. She sees YOUTHREACH as education, and ‘has achieved all 

targets which have been set and now has a positive view of her intelligence’. As 

regards work, she ‘has no opinions, and is unable to focus on anything in the 

future’. She does not expect to find work. This is the prevailing expectation in 

both family and community. But the Observer challenges this self-perception as 

unrealistic, ‘because she is too talented/smart not to get a job ’. As to predicting a 

possible career path, the Observer comments ‘not at this time’.

Although she is personally able, Samantha is dealing with both ecological 

adversities and personal susceptibilities. Sexual abuse in the home is 

predominant among the former, and has generated blockages -  ‘having to deal 

with the issues both physical and mental’ and behaviours, possibly including 

bulimia. Outwardly, she exhibits no inhibitions, but the Observer suspects she 

conceals them in order to fit in to her peer group. The Observer also feels her 

blockages and inhibitions are learned -  she ‘needed to survive’. Her short 

attention span also poses difficulties for learning. Her most pressing education 

need is ‘to remain within YOUTHREACH as headway is now being made with 

personal problems’. Her most pressing general needs are for ongoing ‘contact 

with social services and counselling... to enable her to deal with issues that are 

there at present’.

Padraig (055)

Padraig is seventeen years of age. He lives with his widowed mother. His parents 

married in their twenties. His late father was very interested in football and

1 Garda Juvenile Liaison Officer
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worked for the county council. His mother is involved in part-time work. She 

was a factory worker prior to marriage. The family is large and sensitive, and ‘all 

experienced difficulties at school after (their) father’s death’ (following a short 

illness of three weeks). After this, the ‘children would have benefited from 

counselling’. His mother suffered from depression. There is a ‘good work ethic 

on both sides o f the family’. Padraig experienced play as a child in a ‘big 

family’. There was a ‘sharing atmosphere -  happy -  simple living style -  lots of 

fun’. There was also affection, and it is ‘very evident from the way (he) describes 

family relationships and this extended to grandparents’. So too with dialogue -  

there was ‘open communication (and) good rapport’. Sport was a major topic of 

conversation, especially the GAA, in which the family was ‘very important - 

there were visitors and gatherings’. Values and morality were discussed in terms 

of ‘honesty, respect for other people, property (and) responsible behaviour’. 

Padraig is ‘proud of his family (but) not too interested in community’s history 

and location’. This is developing. That said, he is Tost in (his) family at tim es’. 

His mother is in a new relationship. He ‘generally gets on well with his family 

(but is) intolerant of other young people being irresponsible. On friendship, he is 

a ‘good friend, pleasant, fun to be with’, but not when a bad mood ‘arrives’. He 

has not known a mentor.

He left school having failed English in the Junior Certificate. He had no 

particular difficulties with transitions. He lost interest after his father’s sudden 

death. He was ‘not interested in following the academic route’, and ‘did not like 

his former school or teachers’. Padraig is ‘moody and depressed due to family 

bereavement’. His mother agreed with the decision to leave school and was 

‘quite pleased that YOUTHREACH was an option and that her son could prepare 

for a trade and possibly apprenticeship’. The school was agreeable, as Padraig 

was not progressing. He was a member of a club (rugby), but is not now.

Padraig has ‘no learning difficulty’ and his ‘intelligence’ is ‘average’. His 

learning path is action/experience-theory-discussion (CAB). He is ‘capable of 

judging, analysing’. As regards multiple intelligences, he is ‘stronger than 

average’ in interpersonal (‘good with group, but not necessarily with authority 

figures’), intrapersonal and environmental/naturalistic, ‘average-to-stronger than 

average’ in spatial and bodily/kinaesthetic, and ‘average’ in linguistic and
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mathematical/logical. He is ‘easily bored’ and suffers from mood swings. He 

‘needs to be constantly challenged’, having ‘good mathematical reasoning’, and 

he needs a new direction. Pádraig ‘requires motivation, encouragement’. He 

‘thrives on recognition and praise’ and ‘has ability, but does not always use it’. 

As to whether particular learning/teaching approaches suit him, the answer is 

yes, ‘50% practical, 50% theory (and) room for own artistic creative ability’.

At present he is beginning to work out his experience, but he lacked support in 

this area due to the burdens placed on his mother after his father’s death. In terms 

o f Belenky et al’s levels o f knowledge, he is at subjective knowledge. According 

to the Observer,

He is very concerned with “se lf’ -  likes special attention and to “stand out”.
He has a quiet disposition. (He) relates well within group, (but) can be

disruptive when moody.

Pádraig is active and curious and likes to grab the limelight when he has success. 

He is a thinker and poses questions but likes black and white answers. He can be 

both very definite and ambivalent -  ‘it depends on his mood’. He is not apathetic. 

As to social responsibility, he is ‘very conscious in this area’. He ‘has something 

say (but) at times (finds it) difficult to express his “true” feelings’ and how to 

relate his fears. He ‘tends to ponder a lot’. His sense of position in society is 

‘mediocre’. But he has the capacity to change and experience in employment will 

be significant. He ‘needs to be fulfilled’. He has not been involved in any anti­

social activity. However, his relationships with authority are ‘difficult -  this has 

been apparent with some tutors’. He expresses ‘very strong opinions against 

crime, drugs or petty theft’. He has ‘no time for anyone who gets involved’. He 

tends to use alcohol as a weekend escape. He is ‘neat/clean cut (and) interested in 

his appearance. He is ‘capable o f love; is loved and aware of mother’s and 

family’s feelings towards him ’.

His long-term goal is to be a skilled worker after finishing training in engineering 

or metalwork, or as a mature student changing direction. He recognises that it is 

‘important to have (the) necessary skills for a worthwhile jo b ’. He ‘expects to be 

successful (and is) willing to give time to training’. He is ‘definitely’ 

employable, being ‘intelligent (and a) good methodical worker (who) will 

eventually find his niche’. In this, he is not unusual in his immediate and
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extended family, amongst whom there is a ‘good work ethic’. ‘YOUTHREACH 

has been beneficial in that it is paving the first step in his career path’.

Padraig is dealing with a number of ecological adversities. The principal one is 

the death of his father. This generated ‘resentment (and) sorrow’. He also ‘has to 

get on with and respect the person he is working with. He can build up dislikes 

without reason and ‘needs to mature’. He is ‘not willing to express feelings or 

inhibitions, eg fears. Padraig has a number of ‘weaknesses and hostilities’. There 

are ‘mood swings’ and he was ‘intolerant of other people. He resents authority at 

times. Padraig is ‘angry at losing (his) father (and) would like to have his career 

path sorted out’.

Asked if his inhibitions are learned or otherwise, the Observer answers 

‘practised’. He ‘keeps things to himself after losing (his) father whom he 

considered a close friend and confidante’. He ‘relates to his mother, but not in the 

same way’. He ‘often feels she has “enough on her plate” to deal with other 

family members’. He ‘requires time’, and ‘would benefit from counselling and 

moving from home’. Apart from time, his most pressing education needs are for 

‘a job he likes (and) a good holiday’. His most pressing general need is ‘to feel 

and experience success’. As to which supports might best assist him, the 

Observer suggests ‘a period away from home; further training; relationship with 

girl (long-tem); trust building; meeting adults to listen and relate to’.

The other case studies

The six foregoing profiles were chosen as the 5th, 15th, 25th, 35th, 45th and 55th of 

the series, in order to gain an appropriate spread. The many different strands o f 

the study are evident in them. Other young people’s stories are equally complex, 

for example Gemma. She is sixteen, and lives in foster care, in a small town, 

west of the Shannon, where she moved from a disadvantaged area in L .

Her mother was 14 when Gemma was bom and a grandmother at 31. She 
(mother) has seven children, 5 girls and 2 boys, by three separate fathers. 
Gemma is the 2nd child. There are different fathers for the first two children 
and the next five have the same father. This man occasionally lives with the 
family. She does not see much of her birth father. A grandmother plays a 

strong role in the family but rejects Gemma as she is not her birth 

granddaughter. She feels unaccepted by her ‘grandmother’ and, in turn,
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doesn’t consider her mother’s partner to her ‘father’. Her eldest sister has a 

baby. All the children are in different foster homes at present. The family was 
threatened and had to move house. She has few happy memories of 
childhood ‘except day trips with others’. She ‘seems to have looked after the 
younger children’.

Her mother’s present partner is unemployed on a long-term basis. The family 

has ‘no history of employment’. There is a history o f violence in the family, 
but ‘not towards (the) children’. There has been ‘family feuding in the area. 

She has witnessed extreme violence and (the family) were shot out of their 
home. Her mother’s first daughter’s father was knifed in the neck and died’.
She is related to disreputable families in L  who are feuding. She is
‘very aware o f her family and extended family’s reputation in the area’ and 
distances herself and her part o f her family from them.

The various elements identified for the matrix of influences in Chapter 2 recur 

throughout the case studies. If we take given factors, there are young people with 

learning difficulties such as Sheila, who ‘finds learning difficult -  her 

concentration is poor, and she was identified in school as having ADD’. 

Ethnicity also features. There is Zuni, whose father is Asian and who felt 

discriminated against in school. There is also Bridget, whose family live in 

extreme poverty and social exclusion and who has a ‘huge sense o f Traveller 

culture and hostilities from the settled community’ in the town she lives outside 

of. All her siblings have been early school leavers. Ecological factors also 

feature, for example in Francis’ life. He is a Traveller. His parents are separated. 

There are three children in the family. All live in care, as he has since he was five 

years old, due to his parents’ inability to provide proper care. We also find 

examples of developmental disruptions and difficulties with transitions, for 

example, Jason, and susceptibility and resilience, such as Robert.

In these case studies, we can see the matrix at work. In all cases, one or more 

causal factors can be identified. Yet, there are substantial variations in exposure 

and response to risk factors.

In the next Chapter I will examine the research findings regarding the matrix of 

influences.
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Chapter 5: The Research Findings

In this chapter I will describe the outcomes of the research regarding the matrix 

of influences identified in chapter two under four major headings, the given, the 

ecological, the developmental and mediating factors, that is, susceptibility and 

resilience. Before doing so, I will note the young people’s given reasons for 

leaving school.

5.1 Leaving School
A small but significant proportion of the subjects (over 5 per cent) left straight 

from primary school. Twenty per cent left in or after 1st year in post-primary, 

almost 36 per cent left in or after 2nd year and 34 per cent in or after 3rd year. 

These figures are consistent with national patterns (see 1.4 above). Only 12 per 

cent had Junior Certificate qualifications. This accords with the report o f the ESF 

Evaluation Unit (1996) which found that 71 per cent o f YOUTHREACH 

respondents had no formal qualification whatsoever.

As to their reasons for leaving school, the outcomes are consistent with research 

described at 2.2 above. The responses are summarised in Table 4.

Table 4: Stated main reason for leaving school

R ESP O N SE N %

NR 4 7

Disliked Teachers/ felt picked on by teachers 12 21

Disliked school / system did not suit him /her 10 17

Couldn’t keep up: 8 14

Couldn’t Cope with pressure: 4 7

Expelled/suspended: 7 12

Financial reasons: 4 7

Felt that didn’t fit in: 2 3

Miscellaneous 7 12

School-based factors predominate. In three cases out o f four, dysfunction 

between the young person and the school was the primary reason for leaving. 

These include interpersonal problems with a particular teacher or teachers (21 

per cent), problems with schooling and the organisation of learning (17 per cent), 

problems with learning (14 per cent) and problems with discipline and behaviour
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leading to exclusion from school (12 per cent). Others ‘couldn’t cope’ (7 per 

cent), ‘didn’t fit in’ (3 per cent). Only 7 per cent left for financial reasons. These 

then are the reasons the young people cite for leaving school. But what o f the 

influences behind these perceptions and decisions? What o f the matrix of 

influences described in Chapter two? I will now examine the findings o f the 

research in this regard, beginning with ‘given’ factors.

5.2 Given (individual) factors
5.2.1 Gender

There are few differences between males and females observed in this study as 

regards reasons for leaving school. However, females are twice as likely to 

dislike teachers or to feel picked upon by teachers than males. Conversely, males 

are twice as likely to dislike school or to find that the system did not suit them. 

This may indicate that girls personalise school and its structures more than boys. 

Also, no differences are apparent regarding discipline or expulsion nor indeed to 

making transitions. However, if  we turn to the school’s attitude to the subjects’ 

leaving early, we find that all of those whom the schools wanted to continue are 

female. Where the response is ‘agreed with decision to join YOUTHREACH’, or 

‘relieved’ (that the subject left school), four out o f five are male. As for families’ 

attitudes to their child leaving school early, there is little to suggest that parents 

are more unhappy about females dropping out of school early than males. 

However, females are 2.5 times more likely to have experience of a mentor than 

males, this function being fulfilled by older sisters, grandmothers and 

grandfathers, aunts, cousins and ‘other interested adults’. It is not clear why this 

function would be fulfilled with young women and not with young men.

O f the twelve subjects (20 per cent of the total) who regard themselves as 

intelligent (rightly or wrongly), seven are female. At the opposite end of the 

spectrum, of the eleven who see themselves as ‘not intelligent’, eight are female. 

Differences are also apparent with regard to values and what the subjects regard 

as ‘really important’. O f the seven who favour education or qualifications, six are 

female. O f the eleven prioritising recreation and socialising, nine are female. 

Conversely, of the thirteen who favour a job or employment, nine are male. 

Females have more positive expectations of training than males, but males are

146



more optimistic regarding employment. Paradoxically, females appear to have a 

more positive view o f their own usefulness. O f the 19 identified as having no 

sense, or a conditional view, of their own usefulness, 14 are males.

Turning to perceptions o f the future, females are more likely than males either to 

have no projected narrative or to envisage marriage, starting a family and settling 

down. O f the eight who foresee this scenario, seven are female. Males are more 

likely to envisage employment. With few exceptions, both male and female early 

school leavers appreciate the importance of work and envisage being employed. 

However, their projected occupations are stereotypical. O f the eleven for whom 

‘catering, chef or bar work’ is suggested, ten are female. O f the eleven for whom 

‘construction, wood, metal’ is suggested, all are male. O f the five possible 

‘factory operatives’, four are females and o f the three for whom office work is 

suggested, all are female. Females appear to have a stronger sense o f family and 

family ties and males to have a significantly lower sense o f their own status in 

their family, peer group or community. They also seem more susceptible to 

inhibitions and low self-esteem. Generally females look after themselves better 

and are significantly more satisfied with their appearance (1.5 to 1). Amongst 

those reported to value friendship, or to be popular, females outnumber males by 

26:20. Six young people (10 per cent o f the sample) are described as Toners’, of 

whom four are male. Those with few friends (of whom there are 4) and those 

with difficulties in making friends (also 4) are all male.

Turning to the issue o f social responsibility, 14 of the 21 who are described as 

‘very responsible’ are female. Of the 14 who have ‘no sense of social 

responsibility’, 10 are males. Females are less likely to have been involved in 

anti-social activity, with males significantly more likely to have been involved in 

theft, assault and vandalism though the proportions are small. A triangulation 

interviewee suggests that these differences may be explained by ‘norms and 

values’ and that roles are ‘quite traditional’ within the peer group. She adds:

I have never met any female joy-riders. They are all males. It is the males 
who are... action orientated. The girls may well be drinking cans on the side 
and urging on the guys but they are not the ones doing that bit.

On the other hand, females are reported to be more likely to show anger, 

including anger against family and injustice. Perhaps surprisingly, they also have
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a more distant relationship with authority. Most of those reported to ‘respect but 

fear’ authority are female. Within the family, four o f the five of those where 

sexual abuse is reported or suspected are female. O f the thirteen subjects 

identified as positive about or capable of love, eleven are female. O f the seven 

who are negative or have no appreciation of love, five are male.

Additional issues arise in the case of young female Travellers. For example, 

while interested in work, having a ‘strong vision o f the future’, being clever and 

well able to learn, Catherine also carries the ‘cultural inhibitions o f a female 

Traveller’. Similarly, it is reported of Bridget that ‘she dresses and looks well — 

especially considering the lack of facilities in the halting site (no hot water/toilets 

etc)’. Given the importance of appearance to adolescents, this is an additional 

problem for a young woman to deal with. I will return to the experience of 

Travellers in 5.2.4.

5.2.2 Intelligence

The second ‘given’ factor identified in Chapter 2 is intelligence, comprehending 

such concepts as IQ and multiple intelligences. As regards the first o f these, only 

two Observations specifically mention Tow IQ’. The absence of such references 

is consistent with the scarcity o f educational support services in Ireland at the 

time of the study. Participants are not assessed in YOUTHREACH and it is 

beyond the scope o f the present research to carry out such an exercise. 

Accordingly, the outcomes are indicative rather than conclusive.

David is ‘slow’, Josephine has ‘general comprehension difficulties with ideas 

and theories’ and Aoife has a ‘mental age of 12’. In a similar vein, ‘inability to 

keep up with academic work in school’ is recorded for six subjects, that is, ten 

per cent of the sample. In Karen’s case, it is cited as the reason for leaving school 

early. There are frequent references to ‘slow learners’, for example Francis who 

is described as an ‘academically slow-learner (with) lots of negative experience 

of past learning’. In the Irish education system, this usually means a child has 

been assigned to a class for ‘slow learners’. The assessment on which such 

assignment is based is usually carried out by a remedial (or Teaming support’) 

teacher, a guidance counsellor or educational psychologist.
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Over 40 per cent of the subjects have negative perceptions o f their intelligence. 

Many confuse intelligence and learning difficulties and see themselves as ‘not 

intelligent’ or not academically intelligent. O f itself, this may be instrumental in 

their early school leaving. On the other hand, even greater numbers (50 per cent) 

see themselves as intelligent and capable of learning, and many are justified in 

this view. The observations frequently note intelligence and ability to learn as 

with Gerard, Tina and Grace. Samantha is ‘extremely intelligent’. Beth is ‘open 

and finds learning easy’ and is ‘secure about this’. According to the Observer,

She came to us as gifted and actually left school because she was emotionally 
far more mature and .. .intellectually far more mature than her peer group and 
simply couldn’t hack it any more.

She is not alone in this. As another Observer comments, ‘There’s a good 

percentage of extremely bright kids in here that the academic system didn’t 

suit...but (who) have high IQs’. There is reference to the ‘huge general 

knowledge’ these young people possess.

They’d have hobbies like remembering the size o f all the ships out on the 
Irish Sea, and trains. They’d have factual information, very detailed stuff that 

would be their hobby outside of here...football scores...and be able to keep 
recalling them. And be interested in the world around them.

It is not possible to establish if any of the subjects have conditions such as 

impaired frontal cortex functioning.

Turning to ‘multiple intelligence’, Observers were asked for their impressions of 

the subjects against the eight ‘intelligences’ identified in the literature on the 

concept. As multiple intelligences are not readily tested empirically, it was 

accepted that this would be a matter of opinion based on the Observers’ 

professional experience. The findings are shown in Table 5. Notwithstanding the 

reservations expressed above, the exercise yielded useful indicative outcomes. A 

normal distribution is clear in the ‘Total’ row. Less than 10% of the total is 

described as ‘very weak’ and even fewer as ‘exceptional’. Patterns emerge 

within the various categories, for example an apparent weakness in 

‘mathematical’ intelligence. By contrast, few are described as ‘very weak’ (and 

none as ‘exceptional’) in bodily/kinaesthetic intelligence. The scores for 

‘interpersonal’ are high, though a number of Observers comment that this could
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be attributed to the emphasis given to this area in YOUTHREACH, that is, after 

the young person left school. Even so, the fact that early school leavers, who 

would have been assumed to be weak in this area, have average or strong 

capacity in this area, however and whenever it developed, is significant. 

Similarly, the scores for ‘naturalist’ are also high. The Observers particularly 

cited Travellers in this regard.

Table 5: Multiple Intelligences
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Linguistic - 4 13 34 4 3 58

Mathematical - 7 24 21 5 1 58

Spatial - 9 15 21 13 - 58

Musical 9 6 12 19 10 2 58
Bodily/ 1 16 27 14 58

Kinaesthetic
Interpersonal - 3 17 15 20 3 58

Intrapersonal - 8 20 21 9 - 58

‘Naturalist’ - 2 13 26 17 - 58

Total 9 40 130 184 92 9 464

In general, the Observers acknowledge the value of Multiple Intelligence Theory 

as an idea, a way of explaining and understanding the young people they work 

with and a prompt to teaching or training. But they also express reservations and 

worry in particular about assessment, standards and norms in these new fields. 

One Observer comments that ‘you can be relatively brilliant in here but in actual 

and real terms it (might be) only average’.

Two other themes emerged from the research under this heading. The first is to 

do with the wide variations evident across individual capacities and the second 

with contextuality. It is clear from the case studies that individuals can display 

wide variations across their own skills or capacities, and to a greater extent than 

is allowed for in the curricular organisation o f schools. Some are outside the 

norms both in terms o f high and low achievement and in terms o f the range of 

their abilities. In addition, certain young people are significantly more able in
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some areas (for example, wood) than others (for example literacy). By way of 

example, Sheila is very weak in mathematical/logical, intrapersonal and 

environmental/naturalistic intelligences, weak in linguistic and spatial 

intelligences, average in musical and bodily/kinaesthetic intelligences and 

stronger than average in interpersonal. The second theme is to do with 

contextual learning. Interviewees suggest that the speech of many early school 

leavers becomes more complex when they are speaking about a subject they are 

interested in or deem important or relevant. This includes vocabulary and 

sentence construction. This supports the premise that conventional measures of 

vocabulary are both culturally and technically inadequate to accurately measure 

the capacities of many young people. I will return to this theme in 5.3.4.

5.2.3 Learning difficulties and conditions

As I have already noted, intelligence and learning difficulties are closely linked 

in the minds of the subjects. The case studies reveal that three subjects in five 

have one or more learning difficulties or conditions. Another one in five is able 

but restricted by problems of motivation or confidence, and the other one in five 

has no significant learning difficulties. Some learning difficulties are to do with 

literacy (for example Laura and Thomas), or numeracy, or both, as with Emmet 

and Derek. Some young people are identified as ‘slow learners’, either explicitly, 

as with Francis and David, or implicitly, as with Bridget, who is ‘unable to 

understand certain words (and) would be too embarrassed to ask for help’.

Dyslexia is also mentioned, for example with Gemma, Martha and Lorraine, for 

whom it is severe. Caitriona has a ‘severe mental block re numeracy -  refuses to 

do it’. Poor concentration is frequently cited (for example Gerard). Some o f the 

subjects have more than one difficulty to deal with, such as Joseph who is 

‘almost illiterate -  poor concentration’. Much the same is said of Alan who has 

‘poor retention, concentration and co-ordination’. Others lack confidence or 

motivation as a result o f a literacy problem. For example, Majella is ‘great at 

expressing herself verbally emotionally and intellectually in speech but not in 

writing’ and Tacks confidence because she can’t spell’.

Poor concentration is occasionally linked with Attention Deficit Disorder 

(ADD), as with Sheila whose ‘concentration levels are poor’ and who has been 

‘identified as being ADD’. In several cases there are also indications of
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hyperactivity. However, not all Observers espouse this designation. While 

identifying individuals like Trevor ‘who can’t, just can not, sit down, but who 

excels at canoeing’, some just see their participants as ‘kinaesthetic’ or ‘hyper’. 

As one of these Observers puts it,

They have to keep moving... and they don’t fit into school. Like Lorraine... 
she’s a great girl. Apart from the bad language and short temper, but she’s a 

good kid. Very bright. She should be in school. And she couldn’t sit. She 
couldn’t stop talking and she couldn’t stop moving. She thinks too quickly. 
She says you have to sit quietly in school...and you can’t be talking and 
interrupting and she said I could never stop doing that, so she left for that

Those subjects who have learning difficulties are conscious of them. For 

example, Gemma ‘knows she has real problems with reading and writing’ and 

Jackie ‘sees herself as needing a lot of help’. And, as predicted in the literature, 

the experience of being in a slow class appears to increase the young person’s 

pessimism regarding her or his intelligence, as with Bridget who, feeling that she 

is a slow learner, ‘puts herself down re learning’. Overall, the high proportion of 

subjects with such difficulties and the apparent correlation with pessimism 

regarding academic intelligence may be linked with a young person becoming 

detached from schooling. I will return to this in 5.3.4 below.

5.2.4 Ethnicity

As I noted in Chapter 2, while it is not suggested in the literature that ethnicity 

itself causes early school leaving, attendant factors, such as culture, oppression 

and economic circumstance, contribute to a child’s detachment from school. 

Four of the subjects are Travellers and two (Zuni and Karen) are of mixed ethnic 

background. Seven themes emerge from the present research -  identity, culture, 

their different living circumstances, employment histories, anger, how they came 

to leave school and their perceptions o f the future.

As regards the first of these, identity, the research shows that, whatever their 

various family histories and economic circumstances, each o f the young 

Travellers has a strong sense of identity and pride in being a Traveller whether 

settled, as Catherine is, or not. For example, Francis has a ‘detailed knowledge’ 

o f family and community narratives and, while ‘always questioning these areas’ 

has ‘tremendous ownership of his family, culture and community as to his own

152



personal identity’. The same is true of Bridget, whose sense of being a Traveller 

has been entrenched by ‘hostilities from the settled community’ in the adjacent 

town and ‘being moved to the side of the road’. Identity is more complex for 

Karen and Zuni -  the former and her mother are ‘sensitive about colour issues’ 

and the latter has changed her surname three times. According to the Observer, 

identity is a major issue for her.

She has no other people of her own culture here in town. As a result she’s 
very independent, autonomous and very strong. She is quite capable o f facing 
up to the challenges and adversity and confronting people who challenge her 
as being different.

Turning to the question of culture, Traveller culture is dynamic and evolving. In 

particular, the interest in and effects of education among Traveller women is 

mentioned by the Observers. That said, certain fundamentals remain. A 

triangulation interviewee comments:

For females there is a very tight cultural norm... and very strict rules vis-à- 
vis their sexuality. Even drunken fathers... are quite concerned about their 

Traveller girls and will call to the centre if  they think they’re going out with 
guys or being met after the centre. They try to look after their virtue and... 

there is still a culture about marrying off young Travellers quite early.

Similarly, there are many references to the strength, strictness and clarity of 

moral codes and religious observance among Travellers. Catherine has a ‘very 

strong sense of morality’ and is ‘strongly against any sort o f drug abuse or petty 

crime’. O f course, there are exceptions. Bridget’s family is described by her 

Observer as ‘very disadvantaged and very oppressed and yet... very hard 

working’. At the same time, the children are involved in ‘petty crime’, being 

expected to contribute to the family’s resources. So, ‘she should bring home 

something from here if she can, a bottle of Mr. Sheen, some soap, washing up 

liquid. Those things go missing. Everyone should bring home something every 

day’. It is not, he says, ‘major stealing... it contributes to the household 

economy’. Zuni and Karen have strong, law-abiding views.

The third theme concerns the range of domestic circumstances in which these 

particular young people live. Catherine’s family is settled and lives in a highly 

disadvantaged Dublin suburb. Her parents live together, but there are occasional
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separations. Her father is violent. Bridget’s family lives in considerable poverty 

in ‘an unofficial halting site, which is to be moved’. They have ‘2 trailers and 12 

children’ and may be evicted ‘onto the side of the road’. Francis lives in foster 

care, as do his brother and sister. His father lives in a caravan in Limerick. His 

mother is ‘unstable and verbally aggressive’ and lives in council housing. He 

‘has the option to move home (and live with his mother) but doesn’t think his 

mother can mind herself. Joseph’s family are ‘respected prominent members of 

the travelling community’, and his father ‘would be considered very wealthy’. 

Zuni lives with her mother and her mother’s fiancé. Her father is Asian, but she 

rarely discusses him. Karen lives with her mother. The latter is divorced and 

formerly lived in England, where she met Karen’s father, who is o f Middle 

Eastern extraction.

The fourth theme is employment history. None of the parents o f the young 

Traveller subjects are employed in the formal economy. This does not mean that 

they do not work. Bridget and Joseph’s fathers are ‘held in high regard as hard 

workers among the Traveller economy’. The former is ‘a mash picker1’ who 

combs ‘through the dump’. He is described as ‘a poor quality scrap dealer and 

wouldn’t be as committed to the work ethic but would tick over’. Joseph’s 

parents ‘do well at all the fairs and horse race meetings with flags and banners 

and also in terms of scrap dealing’. Catherine’s father does not work and the 

family history of employment is ‘erratic’. Francis’s father ‘just about ticks over 

on social welfare’.

The fifth theme is anger. The subjects are acutely aware o f their relative 

disadvantage, and anger, frustration and fatalism are palpable in the case studies. 

For example, Bridget is ‘angry towards injustices and unfairness’, and Joseph’s 

family ‘are all very angry and aggressive personalities’.

The sixth theme refers to leaving school, transition from primary to secondary 

school is especially problematic for Travellers. Catherine ‘failed to make the 

transition’ from primary to post-primary. Francis ‘didn’t feel included’ and the 

school’s attitude to his leaving was ‘relief. Joseph was ‘thrown out’ of school, 

which was ‘relieved that no further trouble would come from this quarter’.

1 ‘M ash’ refers to the rubbish that is crushed in a council tip-head.
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According to the Observer, young Travellers have difficulty with this transition 

‘because generally, they are not encouraged’. He also claims that young 

Travellers in his centre had no knowledge of an entrance examination for the 

local secondary school. ‘They weren't even told it was on’ he says, ‘yet, most of 

them make a very successful transition to the Junior Secondary Education Centre 

for Travellers. They make very good transitions to places where their peers are’.

Karen left school because she felt unable to keep up with the academic work, and 

while ethnicity shaped much of her life, it was of little significance to her 

schooling. By contrast, Zuni left school because she ‘felt that she was 

discriminated against’. She alleges that the school principal had made racist 

remarks, that she was ‘victimised and bullied’ by other students ‘because she is 

coloured’ and that, ‘instead of dealing with the bullying... the school asked her 

to leave or victimised her even further’. According to the Observer, “When 

she... stood up for herself she was asked to leave even though she’s very 

intelligent and capable of a good Leaving Cert and university degree. And she is 

now in YOUTHREACH”.

The seventh theme is to do with their views on learning and perceptions o f the 

future. As regards their views on learning, the key influences are general family 

experience and personal and familial aspirations for the future. For some, 

education is an access pathway to employment and integration. For example, of 

all participants in her YOUTHREACH Centre, Catherine is ‘the one most 

concerned about her literacy’. While others take a short-term view of their 

priorities, ‘she’s more concerned about her career. She’s very definite about what 

she wants to get a job in but the others aren't’. Zuni is described as highly 

intelligent, creative and knowledgeable -  ‘analytical and critical’. However, she 

‘seems to have given up’ and ‘wants to prove that she can get on in life without 

qualifications’.

As to the subjects’ perceptions of the future, Catherine has a strong sense of the 

future and wants to work in the settled economy in catering. Francis’s family 

presumes that he is going to be part of the local Traveller economy, but he 

himself has ambitions to be a tradesman and a qualified lifeguard. Bridget ‘will 

always be connected with the Traveller culture... but doesn’t want to be the wife 

of a Traveller man’. She very much wants to work, ‘but feels that as a Traveller,
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this is out of the question’. Joseph is ‘expected to be a prominent community 

leader and entrepreneurial Traveller dealer -  like his father’. Zuni is described as 

‘very musical’ and has ambitions to work in this area. She is also interested in 

receptionist work, ‘to fall back on’.

Reviewing the foregoing, the research outcomes support the association between 

ethnicity and early school leaving. However, ethnicity itself is not causal. Rather, 

as with many other factors, it appears that the many social and economic factors 

attending ethnic diversity are more influential.

5.3 Ecological factors
As we have seen in Chapter 2, ecological or contextual influences form a 

substantial part of the matrix o f influences and causal processes identified in the 

literature. I will begin with the outcomes on the family.

5.3.1 The family

The case studies reveal a range of functional and structural characteristics in the 

subjects’ families. For example, there is considerable violence. Indeed, it is a 

dominant influence for ten per cent. Also, one in ten has siblings with a different 

father. One family in ten lives in very significant poverty. One subject in three 

has parents who are separated.

Instability in the subjects’ families is found throughout the country. However, it 

appears that the closer a family is to the major urban centres, the more likely it is 

to break down under pressure. It also appears that extra-familial relationships are 

common, though less so in the west of Ireland, and such activities are often 

public knowledge. Some parents have different families. As one Observer notes, 

‘we’ve had students here whose mother is living with so-and-so’s father. So 

you’re actually talking about a very incestuous community’. Family histories are 

also significant. For example, Joseph’s family believes ‘the police bet their 

grandfather to death’. Sheila comes from a ‘comfortable well off home’ and lives 

with her parents and two brothers. But another brother committed suicide. There 

is also conflict with the mother of the deceased brother’s children.

How do the subjects perceive themselves in relation to their families? One in 

four has strong links with her/his family and community and feels included and 

positive about it but the rest do not. The outcomes are summarised in Table 6
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below. Those grouped in the positive categories include individuals whose 

positive is qualified. For example, Josephine ‘fits into (her) family history 

strongly (but is) somewhat fearful of the wider community’. Among the 

‘negative’ categories, Gerard ‘does not see himself as an active part o f the 

family’. Martin ‘sees himself as being only one of many children. (He) realises 

that resources are limited and that he may be helping by “leaving home’” . 

Embarrassment and rejection are evident in some cases. For example, while 

Ronan is quite comfortable in his community, he ‘denies his mother’s history’. 

She is from Armagh and holds ‘very republican views’.

Table 6: Self-image in relation to family, community histories/narratives

Response N %

Strong links with family/community -  feels sense o f inclusion 10 17

Happy/positive aspects identified 6 10

Wants to get away 4 7

Feels an outsider/sense o f exclusion 6 10

Embarrassed about some aspect 5 9

Difficult aspects to family life 4 7

Miscellaneous (largely negative) 15 26

N R 8 14

I will now examine the findings on the family under the two broad headings of 

family structure and family functioning.

(i) Family Structure

As regards family structure, three out o f four subjects live in a two-parent family, 

the majority with married parents. The findings are shown in Table 7 below.

Table 7: Marital status of parents

RESPONSE N %

Parents married 36 62

Parents separated 9 15

Parents separated, new partners 8 14

Other -  Unmarried parent (2); Widow (2); Parents separated -  has 
lived in care since he was 5

5 9
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The interviewees strongly suggest that this is unrepresentative o f their experience 

of early school leavers and may be a quirk of the sample. One, working in a west 

Dublin suburb, says it is ‘most unusual’ in her experience of early school leavers 

in the Dublin area where ‘there’s a high rate o f one parent families. The majority 

would be mothers with the children but I do have a family here at the moment 

where the father is with the children’. Indeed, such is the case with Anita. 

Another Observer comments that ‘instability rather than security’ characterises 

many families. Her views are supported by the case studies, and are echoed by 

respondents throughout the interviews. It also appears that marital stability 

increases as one moves west from Dublin. So, in a centre 20 km from Dublin, it 

is reported that ‘the four (subjects) all have separated parents’, adding that 

‘maybe 80 per cent of our trainees have separated parents. There are very few 

who come from a two parent family’. West of the Shannon, by contrast there 

were four whose parents were separated out of forty course participants.

The first family structural theme identified in Chapter 2 is number o f  siblings. 

This only emerged as a significant issue in 3 per cent o f cases. The largest group 

was those with three children in the family. Few came from very large families. 

As with marital stability, there is a geographical variation. Subjects’ families 

appear larger in west Dublin and in the west of Ireland than elsewhere. In west 

Dublin, the average in the group under observation was 7, and one o f the families 

had 9 children. In general, according to the Observer, ‘there would be five or six 

in the family’. The largest family o f those living west o f the Shannon has 15 

children. That said, two subjects from the same area are only children.

Disruptions and separations such as marital breakdown, parental remarriage, 

living in a single parent family and bereavement are the second family structural 

theme identified in Chapter 2. These are evident in one third o f cases. 

Separations are frequently part of a general pattern of familial instability or the 

outcome of other intra-family factors such as alcoholism. But does the 

experience of family disruption or separation as such directly influence young 

person’s early school leaving? In a number of cases, the answer appears to be 

yes. Rory’s parents separated when he was three. He ‘experienced sadness, 

bitterness and resentment in the first few years after this’ and did not understand 

why his father left -  the latter was involved in another relationship. He is

158



withdrawn, and was affected by the impact on his mother o f his parents’ 

separation. In school, he was bored and disruptive and absented himself when he 

did not like the teacher or subject. There were ‘too many students and he didn’t 

fit in’. School was ‘glad to see him leave’. It is possible that lack o f money 

(arising from parental separation) may have made the YOUTHREACH 

allowance attractive. Yvonne is another example. Her parents separated after five 

children -  her father was alcoholic, violent and abusive. Like Rory, she is very 

angry with her father, but is also very resilient. Needing money ‘to help with 

family support’, she left school to take up employment and was encouraged to do 

so by her family. In this case, it was the consequent impoverishment rather than 

the parental separation that caused her to leave school early. Yvonne is highly 

intelligent, and the Observer comments that ‘if she had been bom into a different 

environment there’s no doubt...that she’d excel at her chosen profession’. The 

Observers broadly agree that family breakdown has significant psychosocial 

effects. One refers to the ‘hurt and the pain’ it causes and another describes its 

attendant difficulties as ‘highly significant’ in contributing to the process o f early 

school leaving. He asked one subject where he would be if  his father hadn’t left 

when he was 12 and was told ‘I’d be in school’. However, it is also argued that 

not all young people are so affected and in some cases, such as Tina’s, there are 

too many other family dysfunctions for parental separation to be seen as the 

cause of early school leaving.

Bereavement also features. Lorraine is 15 years o f age. She left school in 2nd 

year. Her father died a year ago. He was a roofer. To that point, the family was a 

happy one, with no apparent problems and well respected in the neighbourhood. 

She has two significant problems. The first of these is the death of her father, 

which triggered coping difficulties at home -  ‘her own grief and feeling her 

mother’s grief and rebelling against it’. The second is her school experience and 

problems with the Garda Siochana. As the Observer comments, these came 

together ‘all at once’. Combined with her weakness in writing, her short fuse and 

bad language, not to mention low community expectations of education, they 

triggered her early school leaving. Similarly, Padraig’s father died over a year 

ago after short illness of three weeks. The Observer comments that the children 

‘would have benefited from counselling and (the) mother suffered from
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depression’. To that point it had been a very happy household, very well known 

and involved in sporting circles. Coming to terms with bereavement and 

consequent burdens on his mother are central problems for Padraig.

The third family structural factor identified in Chapter 2 is living in a single 

parent family. Almost one subject in six lives in a female-headed household. 

Most live with their mother, though Tina lives with her father. Two o f the 

subjects live with widowed mothers. Families occasionally separate for periods 

of time, for example Catherine’s. Two of the subjects, Beth and Gemma, were 

bom to young lone parents. Beth is a new age traveller. Gemma’s mother is a 

very important figure to her but ‘she yearns for a father’. In some cases, the 

observation profile indicates more complex situations. For example, Majella’s 

mother ‘would have always had men living with her’. She is ‘a very impractical 

person but has a good relationship with her children’ The Observer suggests that 

‘this stems from her looking for sympathy for her mistakes’. She has six children 

to three different fathers and is expecting a seventh. While the proportion o f 

these early school leavers living in a single-parent or female-headed household is 

high, there is no evidence, either in the case studies or the interviews, that living 

in such circumstances actually causes early school leaving. Rather, it seems of a 

piece with other factors.

The fourth family structural factor noted in Chapter 2 is the ‘step-parent effect’. 

As I have already noted, the parents of three in ten of the subjects are separated. 

In most of these cases, either or both parents are in new relationships, often with 

children. In 10 per cent of cases the young people are living in a family situation 

with siblings who have a different father. In one case, the subject’s own father is 

unknown. Some o f the situations are complex, such as Majella’s and Gemma’s. 

However, the only example o f a problematic ‘step-parent effect’ is Samantha, 

who has been the subject of sexual abuse by her mother’s partner. That said, 

interviewees identified two issues related to step-parents. The first is that in some 

cases the step-parent is seen to be overly protective in an effort to win the young 

person over. It is also suggested that young people compete with the new partner 

for the attention of their parent. The second concerns the consequences o f the 

parent having a child with the second partner which, as one interviewee outs it,
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‘breaks up the old roles and throws into sharp relief any tensions that may 

already exist between (the) step-father and the partner's child (i.e. the subject)’.

Summarising the above, the parents o f seven in ten o f the subjects are married. 

Granted, some of those relationships are unstable but overall, while the evidence 

supports the association between early school leaving and family disruption and 

separation, it does not establish that such separation is itself causal. Rather, it 

suggests that all are part of a wider set of instabilities and associations. I will 

return to this under family functioning below. In addition, while there may be a 

general association between family size and early school leaving, the research 

findings do not support the view that family size is a causal factor in early school 

leaving. Finally, the observations offer no direct evidence that a step-parent 

effect causes early school leaving. I will now turn to family functioning.

(ii) Family functioning

As I noted in 2.5.1 above, family functioning is identified in the literature as a 

major influence on children’s well-being. While some o f the subjects’ family 

histories are quite normal, such as Lisa’s, overall the case studies present a 

catalogue of family dysfunctions. Violence is a major factor for one in ten, as is 

poverty. There is a history of trouble with the law for one in ten. Drug or alcohol 

abuse features in the family backgrounds of one in eight. All told, three out of 

five of the sample contends with at least one family dysfunction. One Observer 

summarises that whether functional or dysfunctional, ‘they're all families under 

pressure, financially or in terms of ability to cope...’ By way o f example, 

Margaret’s mother is ‘in ill-health’. Her parents have a ‘poor relationship’ and 

her mother is ‘involved in an extra-marital affair’. In Kevin’s case, his mother is 

dominant and violent. There is poor hygiene in the home, his father lives with the 

family ‘in a m in or role’ and is ‘terrorised by the mother’. Two older brothers are 

in trouble with the law. Some of the subjects have themselves assumed quasi- 

parental responsibilities, even towards their own parents. For example, Francis is 

a young Traveller whose mother is unstable and verbally aggressive. According 

to the Observer, he lives in care and ‘has the option to move home but doesn’t 

think the mother can mind h erse lf. In a similar vein, four cases o f a submissive 

mother and authoritarian father are identified. This is 7 per cent o f the sample. 

For example, Derek’s mother ‘has a nerve problem’ and his father ‘seems to
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dominate’. Indeed, the Observers point out repeatedly that one of the attractions 

of a programme like YOUTHREACH is that it offers what one Observer calls ‘a 

safe and secure environment, which they don’t have at home’.

I identified a number o f family functional influences in 2.5.1 above. O f these, 

levels of parental education were not established across the sample in the present 

research, although levels of education may be inferred from occupational status 

(or otherwise). These suggest that levels of parental education and training are 

generally low. I will now discuss the remaining influences.

The second family functional influence identified in Chapter 2 is a lack o f  esteem 

fo r  education. It is thought that many parents o f early school leavers emphasise 

the ‘purely functional’ aspects of education and that the absence o f significant 

involvement, positive influence or encouragement on the part o f parents is of 

central importance in early school leaving. Certainly, with the exception of 

Padraig, whose family is well known in GAA circles, there are few examples of 

supportive networks other than the extended family in the research findings. As 

to the value placed on education, a spectrum of parental attitude is identifiable. 

Parents wanted their child to stay in school in only one case in six. A similar 

number of parents accepted the decision (to leave) but are disappointed. Almost 

half the parents ‘don’t mind’ or ‘don’t care’ that their child left school. The 

remainder, another sixth, actually supports the decision to leave. Boldt’s view 

that when young people reach a certain age the decision is seen as theirs to make 

is generally endorsed. For the young people and their families ‘adulthood begins 

at 15’, says one Observer, who adds that ‘many of the parents were out working 

at that stage’. Another points to ‘the value system within the family’. She cites 

‘someone who has his own business, who left school when he was 14’ who 

might ask ‘why does my son have to go for five years to do a Leaving Cert when 

he could have his own business a few years down the road?’

While school experience is significant in shaping perceptions o f learning, 

parental support is central. As the Observer in the west of Ireland argues, 

motivating young people in education and training is ‘very difficult if  it’s not 

coming from the parents or from one parent anyway’. In effect, early school 

leaving can be ‘a family tradition’ in which schooling is ‘something you do’ and 

education, o f itself, is ‘not hugely important’.
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The third family functional influence identified in Chapter 2 is lack o f interest, 

low motivation and expectations and fatalism  among parents. The research 

outcomes support the literature in this regard. For example, in Tony’s family, 

there is a Tack o f parental control -  little encouragement (and) no motivation 

from (the) family’. Dora has ‘few expectations o f education’ and seems to view 

it as worthless, having received ‘no praise or encouragement from home’ when 

she passed her Junior Certificate’. The Observer in west Dublin compares this 

disinterest and lack of motivation with the interest and expectation of families 

with higher levels o f cultural and social capital. These offer ‘a lot more 

resistance’ to the young person leaving school. Such parents visit her centre, 

asking to see around it. They usually have ‘very specific aims and objectives’ for 

their child and she instances requests to ‘push him towards an apprenticeship or 

mainline training’. However, it is also argued that many parents ‘don’t have the 

confidence to come in and sit down and... attend a meeting or whatever, it would 

just be too daunting to do that’. According to the Observers, parents with low 

levels of education are likely to have low expectations o f their children and in 

turn the subjects’ long-term expectations are that ‘they will end up like their 

parents, living in the area with a large family, perhaps unemployed’. For 

example, of Caitriona ‘it would always have been presumed that she would have 

a baby at a young age’, and so it proved. An Observer comments, ‘on one level 

their expectations are realistic because they are...observing the world and seeing 

the pattern of employment and...how they fit that pattern or not’. Thus, Joseph 

has no expectations of education or training (he regards YOUTHREACH as 

‘work’, since he receives an allowance). As far as he is concerned, education is 

for settled people who can get jobs and no Traveller he knows ever had one. 

Triangulation interviewee CM feels the young people are ‘as limited by their 

perception of the world and o f themselves as by any lack of abilities’.

The fourth functional factor identified in Chapter 2 is parenting practices and 

styles. Young people embedded in high-conflict families or whose parents are 

unable to provide adequate supervision, discipline or emotional support, are 

thought to be at increased risk of early school leaving. The factors identified 

were aggression, inconsistent discipline, harsh parenting and the level of 

involvement of the father. These themes also arise in the research findings. For
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example, in Laura’s family, ‘violent language (is) always used and insults hurled 

at each other but (they) would die for each other at the same time’. It is also 

claimed that many of the families do not have the general coping skills required 

to deal with the routine problems that arise in daily life. One Observer says ‘they 

would hit the young person, rather than try to solve the problem’. Also as 

predicted, inconsistent discipline features in the case studies and in the 

interviews -  ‘One day they get reprimanded for something and then the next day 

they don’t get reprimanded for the same thing.’ As a result, the subjects are said 

to take comfort in the consistency and security they find in YOUTHREACH.

Harsh parenting is also in evidence. In some cases both parents are involved. 

Tina’s mother is ‘very accusative’ and her father ‘threatening’. In other cases, for 

example Gerard, it is one parent. No affection is evident in over a quarter o f the 

observations. Jackie ‘at times feels that her mother had no love for her and does 

not show her kindness -  at a case conference she said “you’re not my mother” 

meaning she did not fill a mother’s role’. That said, almost two in five show 

evidence o f family affection and warmth. I will return to this in 5.5.2 below.

A related issue also arose in the course o f the research, the respective roles o f the 

mother and of the father in the subjects’ families. While these were not addressed 

in the case studies as such, a broad consensus emerged in the interviews. It is 

claimed that ‘there’s a better relationship between the mother and the children 

than the father and the children’ and that the subjects ‘love their mothers a lot. 

The father figure is often the one who gets the brunt of...dislike or...bitterness’. 

This is certainly the case with Jason, who ‘feels extreme anger towards his father 

and his actions’ but ‘has a lot of time for his mother and all she has been 

through’. One triangulation interviewee acknowledges that some fathers ‘are 

very good to their kids’ but says it is seen as the female role to nurture and parent 

the child. Mothers ‘keep the house together (and) keep the family together, both 

physically and emotionally’. The mother ‘does the housekeeping things, like the 

washing, the cooking’, but is ‘also the one who will get you a new pair of 

runners if  you want a new pair o f runners’. In turn, the subjects are more likely to 

speak o f loving their mother. In contrast, while the father lives with the family in 

two out of three cases, many appear to be relatively insubstantial figures. 

Observers report that there is very little affection shown between fathers and
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children whereas ‘the mother would express it’. In some instances, such as 

Karen’s, the father has no involvement with the family at all -  he has ‘not been 

seen for 10 years and (is) unwelcome at this stage’. It is felt that the negative 

effects o f such paternal absence are clear and that, as one Observer says, ‘They 

seem to be looking out for that father figure’. Padraig and Gemma are cases in 

point. As against that, severe family dysfunction can result where the father is 

dominant. For example, Sean’s father ‘controls every aspect and element of 

family life’. His mother is not coping and the children are unable to make 

decisions. Much of Sean’s self-image is shaped by this family experience o f 

paternal dominance -  ‘he is shy and has been quite withdrawn’ and is ‘doubtful 

o f his capacities’. Meanwhile, Joseph is ‘a perfectly formed misogynist as his 

father has shaped him’.

The fifth family functional factor identified in Chapter 2 is the availability and 

use o f a fam ily’s economic resources in sustaining educational participation. 

The research outcomes generally support the literature as regards family histories 

o f employment. When mothers and siblings are included, there is a positive 

family history o f employment in just over half the case studies. However, the 

subject’s father is working in only one case in three, and there is no family 

history o f employment for one family in five. For one in six, there is a history o f 

intermittent engagement with the black economy and casual employment. The 

same proportions hold regarding employment ‘in the last year’. So, over half the 

fathers are long-term unemployed. The father’s employment status is unknown in 

a further 16 per cent of cases. This is generally due to his having left the family 

and in some cases, the country. For example, Tittle is known’ of Patricia’s father. 

There has been ‘no contact with him for many years’. Overall, parental 

unemployment is very significant in the lives o f those observed, and where 

parents are employed, it is generally in low-skill activities. O f the one family in 

five for which there is no history of employment, one set of parents is described 

as ‘unemployable’ though ‘the children are willing to work’. Financial pressures 

are likely in families characterised by long-term unemployment and in a number 

o f cases the observers identify an inability to manage the family’s financial 

affairs as the defining problem faced by the family. For Darren, there is 

‘inadequate parenting, shortage of money, separation’. In Thomas’s case there is
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a ‘spiral o f money lending’ and the whole family is ‘unable to get up in the 

mornings’.

The interviewees generally maintain that the research outcomes under-represent 

the level o f paternal unemployment among early school leavers and suggest that 

it might be attributable to labour shortages at the time of the research. In a large 

Dublin suburb, the Observer comments that

The number o f trainees where one or other, or both parents are in 
employment are few and far between in this area, particularly for the ones 
who come from a background where both parents are unemployed and for 
generations before that have been on social welfare. Their aim is to reach 18 
to be part of that culture and to be on social welfare.

Circumstances are much the same elsewhere. ‘I can’t think o f any parent... o f the 

whole of our cohort who has a job ’ claims one Observer, but he adds that his 

Centre has also had early school leaver participants ‘whose parents were very 

wealthy. They owned businesses and shops and so on’. Many families are clearly 

hardworking and sometimes both parents work. For example, Gerard’s father 

works in a bank and his wife makes wedding dresses. A wide range o f paternal 

occupations is evident, including welder and taxi-driver (Robert), mechanic 

(Trevor), farmer (15 per cent o f cases), roofer (Yvonne) and bricklayer (Rory). 

Other occupations include factory work and catering. Five per cent o f fathers are 

self-employed. A number of fathers are occupied in the Traveller economy. 

Although Joseph’s parents are ‘regularly unemployed’, they are ‘very successful 

in terms o f Traveller economics’ and ‘wealthy’. Mothers work in over 20 per 

cent of cases. Their work is generally low-skilled. This experience ramifies into 

the lives o f the young people and Observers identify a discernible difference 

between those whose fathers are working and those whose fathers are not. It is 

argued that their attitude to work is better and that they are more interested in 

work experience and progression. They also differentiate between urban and 

rural participants, the latter being more likely to have worked. Some fathers have 

intermittent engagement with the labour market. For example, some fathers 

collect the small farmer’s dole.

Having discussed the findings regarding the family, I will now turn to kin.
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The second major ecosystem identified in the literature is the kinship network or 

extended family and its influence is clear in this research. In many of the case 

studies the extended family provides a largely positive and mediating ecosystem 

for the child. For example, Karl often tells stories of play, games and jokes 

within his extended family. They are ‘hugely loyal to each other’ and are known 

as ‘a tough family able to take care of their own’. They have imbued him with 

the message ‘don’t bring trouble to the door’ and ‘stand up for your family and 

friends’. The family keeps a watch on Karl having identified him as one who 

might, get into trouble. This protectiveness can have an extensive reach. For 

example, George was sent to relatives in England, with court approval, to keep 

him out o f trouble. The extended family also offers key role models. For 

example, the only member of Bridget’s family who works is an aunt, about 

whom she talks a lot. ‘She likes the fact that she’s working’. Lorraine looked up 

to and was influenced by her cousin, who has ‘a car, an apartment, a job and a 

fella’. I lowever, other factors can override such positive influences -  the strong 

tradition of work and shared love o f music in Jackie’s extended family did not 

prevent her from leaving school early. And not all subjects have positive 

experiences in their extended families. For example, Martha’s extended family is 

‘very complicated’. There is a history of violence and one of her uncles has 

committed murder. Some protective factor seems to be at work here however, 

because she is keen to get away from this background, to receive training and to 

be employed, and is prepared to cycle a long way (to YOUTHREACH) each day 

towards this end. Alan also harbours ambitions to transcend a background that he 

identifies with the margins of society.

Particular mention is made in the literature of the largely positive central role 

played in the extended family by grandparents, and this also features in the 

present research. Rory has ‘strong loving relationships with his extended family, 

especially his maternal grandmother’. The young people re reported to ‘have a 

very strong affection for grandparents and talk an awful lot about them’. One 

Observer associates this with ‘the time spent with grandparents and maybe 

staying with them or just being up in their house a lot. A lot of them would have 

felt a lot o f security with grandparents’. The nature o f dialogue with grandparents

5.3.2 Kin
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is different from that with parents. One triangulation interviewee sets these 

interactions in what she calls ‘that stormy time o f adolescence where parents are 

the last people who kids want to speak to, because they don’t have that 

objectivity and they’re very quick to criticise’. She does not feel that this is 

particular to any social class. Grandparents are seen to have distance, perspective 

and time. They are also able to mediate.

Particular mention is made of the grandmother. For example, Matthew ‘never 

talks about his childhood except for the short time spent with his Gran’ and 

Margaret’s Granny ‘provided a listening ear away from the fights’. Majella’s 

mother looks after her eldest daughter’s child. Reflecting on the experience of 

working with young people in Dublin’s inner city, one Observer recalls that ‘the 

ones who would be close to their grannies would be much more trusting and 

much more involved in the centre’. Another Observer agrees, commenting that

Where there isn’t a mother or a non-functioning mother figure, a good granny 
can’t be beaten. I have found down the years where grannies have taken on 

the role of the mother and have made a brilliant job out of their son or
daughter’s children (where the son or daughter) simply wasn’t capable o f 

doing it.

It is also reported that ‘kids will talk about when their granny died things were 

never as good’ (for example Patricia) and that ‘when the granny starts to fail, 

things go off the rails’. However, grandfathers also play an important role, 

particularly with young males. The case studies contain one clear exception to 

this general pattern o f good relationships with grandparents. As we have read in

4.3 Gemma’s family circumstances are complex. She is rejected by her siblings’ 

grandmother who does not consider her part of the family. Gemma is ‘hurt by 

this’. However, there are too many other adversities in Gemma’s background for 

this to be seen to contribute to her early school leaving. Finally, a number of the 

Observers point out that the grandparents themselves are not necessarily old 

people. For example, Gemma’s mother was a grandmother at 31. This is not 

uncommon. Instances are also identified of YOUTHREACH participants and 

their mothers having babies at the same time, though not among the present case 

studies.

168



Overall, the research substantiates the view that the extended family is important 

to the young people. On balance, it appears to operate as a protective mechanism 

rather than a direct influence. Where this is absent, as in Gemma’s case, the 

young person is left exposed.

5.3.3 Peer groups

The third ecosystem identified in Chapter 2 is the peer group. This is one o f the 

key sites of positive socialisation for young people. The research endorses the 

significance of the peer group in the subjects’ lives. Three themes emerge in the 

research outcomes:

-  The importance o f belonging

-  Peer group processes, including experience of play, friendship and status

-  The peer group influence on early school leaving.

As regards the first o f these, belonging is extremely important to the subjects and 

underpins many of the values that the young people associate with peer relations 

and friendship, such as loyalty. Thus, ‘Friends are important’ to Karen, and she is 

‘very influenced by peers and wants to please them. Being liked by her peers is 

the main focus of her life’. Yvonne too ‘draws strength from her sense o f 

belonging’. Triangulation interviewee SM argues that acceptability in their group 

is a key factor in the subjects’ development of a persona adding ‘there is always 

a fear... among all teenagers that if  you are really yourself... (you) might not be 

included...’ This, she argues, is connected to how the young people respond to 

approval and affection. A second triangulation interviewee adds that ‘the greater 

the social exclusion, the more likely that kids will hang out with people who are 

like them and hang out with them exclusively’. She explains this as follows:

If you’re out o f school... you’re going to be looking for people o f your own 
type to hang around with. Because very often people are down on you... 

you’re staying in bed, maybe you’re not bringing in money or whatever and 
creating hassle with the Gardai. You’re not getting on with a whole lot of 
other people in the community. It’s important to make sure that you’re 

accepted by a group of like-minded people.

In the absence of networks o f friends and a broad range of activities, the subjects 

often continue to associate with people they have known since primary school
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and to adopt the norms of that group. Indeed, their exclusion from other groups 

(such as sporting groups and networks) increases the importance o f their own 

group as a means of belonging and developing an identity and, as several 

respondents remark, it is ‘very painful for them’ when they are ostracised.

The second theme emerging in the research concerns peer group processes. Four 

factors are found: the subjects’ experience of play, their understanding of 

friendship, their experience of peer friendship and their perception o f their 

position in their peer group. As regards the first of these, fifty two per cent o f 

cases experienced mirthful play. Many experienced happy childhoods. For 

example, Jason’s mother worked in crèches when he was 3/4 years o f age. He 

adjusted well and play was important in the crèche. Darren has a ‘great sense o f 

fun and his mother ‘would seem to be a caring person who likes children’. Aidan 

has ‘very vivid and pleasant memories of childhood and play’. He had a 

treehouse and toys. Having engaged in sporting activities seems to engender very 

positive memories of childhood (Ann-Marie, Ronan), as does participation in a 

shared family activity, such as music, as is the case with Jackie. In some cases, 

caveats are entered -  Robert had a happy childhood, ‘but was spoilt’, and Majella 

experienced play ‘until it became time for her to help with younger children in 

the home -  she feels strong responsibility for them’. The general figures are as 

follows:

Table 8: Mirthful Play

Response N %

Yes 30 52

Not much 5 9

No 12 21

Don’t know/NR 11 19

However, one in five did not experience childhood play and one in ten 

experienced little. Josephine is among the latter -  ‘she probably had more adult/ 

older company than playmates’ and is ‘lonely at times’. Gemma ‘does not seem 

to have many happy memories except occasional day trips with others’. Joseph is
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among the former. While he ‘played on the streets’, there is ‘no evidence o f 

mirthful anything -  (his) only fun was to hurt or put down somebody’. Katie’s 

father’s tyranny prevented mirthful play, and there was no play for Sean, because 

‘children had to be productive from an early age’.

While not disputing these aggregate outcomes, nor that many of the young 

people have broadly positive recollections, the Observers question the nature of 

the play involved in many cases. One professes surprise at the subjects’ pleasure 

in what she considers childish activities. She maintains that they hadn’t 

experienced many of these in their childhood. For example, ‘Most o f them had 

never assembled a jigsaw’. Asked what had they done, she replied ‘played on the 

streets, (that) seems to be the main th ing ...’ She concludes that play was 

something that happened ‘among the children, but not necessarily with the 

parents’. Lack of adult supervision of children at play is also identified by others.

The experience o f two subsets of the target group also emerged in the research, 

that o f young lone parents and Travellers. As regards the former, neither Patricia 

nor Caitriona experienced happy childhood play. They are members o f a group 

of young lone parents (all female). Their Observer found that most o f the group 

‘wouldn’t have had experience of play and would find it very difficult to play 

with their own children’. She also cites work conducted with lone parents in her 

Centre by Bamardos and the Irish Playgroup Association. They were ‘looking at 

play and playing with children’. It appears that ‘the young mothers have a 

difficulty in playing as such with their children, in giving them the time’. She 

infers that they didn’t experience play in their own childhoods. On the whole, it 

appears that young Travellers have more positive experience of play in childhood 

than other early school leavers. Catherine recollects childhood differently to the 

other subjects in her group. Bridget is very responsive to poetry and the Observer 

suggests that she had been ‘encouraged to be creative’. But there are exceptions 

too. Both Francis and Joseph’s childhoods were bleak and violent and lacking in 

play or affection.

Turning to the subjects’ perceptions of friendship, it was noted in Chapter 2 that 

as children grow older their perception of friendship changes as they come to 

value emotional support such as intimacy and trust over physical aspects such as 

playing together. This distinction is a great deal less clear cut with the subjects.
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In general, it appears that emotional support and physical aspects (for example 

associating in groups for social purposes) are closely connected. Loyalty, shared 

values and interests and neighbourhood or clique solidarity and belonging are 

central to their concepts o f friendship. Thus, Dora ‘would fight with her best 

friend but has shown great loyalty in the past - friends are important to her’ and 

Karl ‘will stand by his mates through anything except drug taking’. Friendship is 

‘very important’ to Jason, he ‘feels very awkward around new people — old 

friends would be where his loyalties lie and (he) would be in contact with them 

every weekend since he moved to new location’. Loyalty is ‘absolutely huge’ 

and loyalty and friendship are ‘very closely intertwined’. ‘They’ll say a friend is 

somebody who’ll stick by you no matter what’, according to one Observer. 

Others agree - ‘if  that means giving a fella a black eye that’s what you do, if 

that’s what’s necessary’. Thus, for example, Sheila is loyal to her friends despite 

their anti-social activities and the consequent ‘censure from authority’ for 

maintaining these friendships. The young people ‘feel very let down if somebody 

strays away. Loyalty is important but they don’t always get it... and they get 

very annoyed if somebody breaks ranks’ and ‘Never ratting on somebody is 

important’. However, this commitment can be equivocal. One Observer claims 

that

if it comes to a situation where it’s group responsibility and they’re all being 
punished unless somebody owns up for stealing something, they will land 
someone in it even though they’ve spoken about (that person) being their 

friend all week.

Almost without exception, the Observers also identify a concomitant sense that 

‘you stand up for yourself... and you teach your children to look after themselves 

and that means being able to give as good as they get’. In support, triangulation 

interviewee SM cites two YOUTHREACH participants she worked with 

commenting that ‘you’ve got to get them before they get you’.

Shared values or interests also feature as a basis for friendship. Others suggest 

local or community aspects. Most of their friendships are formed in the young 

people’s neighbourhoods and in school. One Observer notes that in ‘working 

class local authority estates there is a particular approach to ‘friendship and 

loyalty’:
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There’s a sense of commonality o f approach, commonality o f friendships and 

the more friends that are around, the more one is able to cope with whatever 
the difficulty is. Then that applies also to enjoyment, not just problems. 
Enjoyment of all going out together and meeting so and so.

Others are more pessimistic. One Observer and her team feel that ‘It would be 

for strength rather than anything else (such as confiding in someone) that they 

would see friendship as being important’, this giving rise to association in 

cliques.

As regards the subjects’ experience of peer friendship, 80 per cent o f subjects 

have a generally positive outlook regarding friendship as is shown in Table 9. In 

10 per cent o f cases the person is described as a loner or an outsider, and in a 

further 7 per cent the subject struggles with regard to friendship.

Table 9: Subjects’ experience of peer friendship

Response N %

Popular/m akes friends easily/im portant to subject 42 72

Fe w  friends, but good friends 4 7

H as own cliqu e  (e xc lu siv e ) 2 3

C a n  be lonely/loner/doesn’t not have m any friends am ong peers 6 10

D ifficu ltie s  m aking friends/with close friendships 4 7

Regarding the subjects’ experience of friendship, the observation records include 

words like ‘caring’, ‘close’, ‘loyalty’, ‘friendly and outgoing’, ‘dependable’. 

Robert has ‘no difficulty in making friends’ and while Zuni ‘trusts people a little 

too easily’, she ‘has deep friendships and often her friends would show concern 

for her and people seem to really care about what happens to her’. Reservations 

are expressed in certain cases. For example, Katie (who did not experience play 

as a child, and whose father is violent and aggressive towards her and her 

brother) is ‘good at friendship - especially with girlfriends -  (but) negative 

towards boys to avoid criticism’. Charlie is ‘friendly if someone makes the first 

move’ and Majella is ‘loyal, trustworthy and giving -  (friendship is) very 

important to her although she changes friends a lot’. With Samantha, ‘any 

friendship is of an intense nature’.
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There may be differences between patterns o f friendship between males and 

females. Triangulation interviewee MS comments that

For lads there’s very much a sense of belonging to the group and the group 

could be maybe a core of three or four people, (though it could be) up to a 
dozen or more people. With girls it’s slightly different. There’s a group but 

there’s more o f a sense of a best friend and there are endless falling-outs with 
their best friend.. .It’s different. (And) very important.

The case studies also identify a number of ‘outsiders’, for example Thomas and 

Kevin who are described as loners. Similarly, friends are ‘not really that 

important’ to Emmet, ‘as he depends on (his) family’ and Sean is ‘reliant on (his) 

younger brother to form relationships’. Ronan ‘sees himself as fitting in well’ but 

in fact ‘struggles with close friendships’. Jackie ‘seems rarely to have friends of 

her own age’. She is friendly with a separated man of 50. The Observer believes 

this friendship to be ‘innocent though she was subjected to rumours over it’. It is 

difficult to identify the factors that make one child more likely to be an outsider 

than another. However, such individuals constitute 10 per cent of the sample. It 

is not possible to establish if  this is a higher proportion than among the general 

population. Clearly, outsiders (those who feel they do not belong) have particular 

difficulties where belonging and peer group conformity are at a premium. While 

it is difficult to separate from other factors, this outsider status seems significant 

in their early school leaving. From the case studies, it also appears to be strongly 

associated with continuing difficulties.

Turning to the subjects’ perceptions of their status in their peer group, almost 

four in ten of the young people see themselves as having mainly high status. By 

way of example, Patricia ‘would feel very important in her own family and peer 

group outside the centre’ and Bridget is ‘extremely aware o f her position in peer 

group’. But three in ten perceive themselves as having low status. For example, 

Karen ‘blends in well with peers and is well liked -  although own self-image is 

one of indecision and lacking in confidence’. The rest are mixed or ambivalent. 

Most of these are Toners’ or ‘outsiders’ or have problems in establishing close 

friendships. These include Glenn who ‘doesn’t have any (friends) and doesn’t 

see the need to have any’ and Francis, who ‘sees himself as constantly having to

174



establish respect among fellow Travellers -  though settled young people have 

more time for him’.

The third theme emerging in the research concerns the influence of the peer 

group on early school leaving. The research strongly suggests that the peer group 

is itself influential in early school leaving. Gerard ‘was slagged off for 

succeeding by peers’ and Glenn ‘was afraid to express an opinion in school in 

the fear of being laughed at by friends’. Indeed, he now ‘feels he could have 

done better if  he had been more careful in his choice of friends’. Aidan ‘sees 

himself as popular but (is) an easy target for more sly and streetwise young 

people’ -  he is ‘aware that he is easily manipulated by his peers’... Some 

subjects are part o f problematic peer groups. For example, Margaret ‘has good 

friends, but all (are) very troubled’. Martin ‘has (a) confidence problem’ in 

relation to friendship with his peers, whom he tries to impress. The Observer 

surmises that this may explain ‘his criminal history’. Karl is ‘often used as the 

fall guy with peer group’ which engages in ‘joy riding’.

There are high levels of conformity and compliance within the group. As one 

triangulation interviewee notes, ‘if  it’s perceived to be part of the culture o f the 

group to throw shapes and be verbally aggressive and physically aggressive then 

they tend to comply with that’. Trevor is a case in point, having a history of 

conflict over the past two years, largely influenced by his peer group. One 

Observer comments that as the young person detaches himself or herself from 

the family, friends’ opinions become more important, even outweighing those of 

the parents. Another Observer adds that ‘They have to be seen to play the game, 

and if  the game isn’t one that suits them as individuals, it’s very hard for them to 

play a different game’. She has met many young people who would be ‘very very 

hesitant in going along with the flow, but yet they do it, despite their feelings’. 

For example, Caitriona ‘needs to be popular’, so she ‘tends to go with the group 

consensus rather than stand on her own two feet’. Others recall young people 

‘who have very good ability, and in many cases ability to go on to third level, but 

have allowed themselves to be overshadowed by the peer pressure stuff and ... 

have never really allowed themselves to blossom and emerge’.

To conclude this section, we have established that belonging is very important to 

the subjects and their need to belong influences their actions and in a number of
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cases their participation in education and other activities. The research suggests 

that the peer group is an active and highly significant influence on young 

people’s early school leaving and more so than is acknowledged in Irish research 

or policy literature. It is a topic worthy of further investigation.

5.3.4 Schools

In Chapter 2 , 1 note the general finding in the literature that early school leavers 

overwhelmingly cite school-based factors as the cause o f their early school 

leaving. As we have seen in Chapter 4, this is supported by the outcomes o f the 

present research. The reasons cited include ‘disinterest’, ‘hated school’, ‘classes 

too crowded’, ‘didn’t want to do higher subjects the school wanted her to ’, ‘too 

bright and emotionally advanced for class group’ and ‘school was a long distance 

away from her (25 miles)’. Bullying and being withdrawn by parents for home 

duties are also cited. Many of the subjects are described as having been, or been 

seen as, ‘disruptive’ in school, or ‘school refusers’. One in five was a truant. 

However, one Observer summarises that ‘They all put it down to hating school, 

hating the teachers, always being in trouble in the class’. She adds that while 

very few would say they found it too difficult, ‘the vast majority would put it 

down to their relationships with the teachers’. On the other hand, a small number 

o f subjects had positive experiences. For example, Yvonne ‘had no difficulties in 

school at all’ -  she left because she needed money to help with family support. 

Gemma ‘did not mind school’ but left with her peer group -  she was not 

expected to stay on. Patricia’s main reason for leaving was that she did not want 

to do the higher subjects the school wanted. Some, like Zuni, enjoyed the peer 

contact. Francis ‘believed it was important to have somewhere to go everyday — 

to have structure about your life even if you’re not really involved’ and that it 

was ‘important to meet people your own age even if he didn’t have any after 

school friends’.

The attitude o f the schools to the young people leaving is equivocal -  school 

authorities are as likely to have wanted a subject to remain in school as to have 

been relieved that s/he was leaving. Where the school wanted the subject to stay, 

the reason for leaving is usually ecological, as with Yvonne, who left because 

she needed to earn money for her family, and Annette, who left because o f the 

distance she had to travel to school. These young people had no learning or

176



behavioural problems. Schools appear a great deal less tolerant of those who do. 

Thus, for example, Lorraine was ‘politely asked’ to leave by the school. The 

more troubled the subject, the greater the level of relief felt by the school, as with 

Joseph and Jackie, whom the school ‘would not keep one day beyond her 15th 

birthday’. Some interviewees suggest that schools are achieving growing success 

in retaining ‘the more committed young people’ and that consequently those who 

come to YOUTHREACH are increasingly referred by probation and social 

workers. Others argue that most schools do their best to retain young people, but 

are limited by local factors, such as the age of the staff cohort and lack of 

resources.

The first key theme regarding school as a context identified in Chapter 2 

concerns schooling and the reproduction of inequality. As might be expected 

from the literature, the majority of subjects hail from the rural and urban working 

class background associated with early school leaving. Over half the subjects’ 

fathers are not in employment, many on a long-term basis. One sixth o f fathers 

are involved in the black economy. This does not include the Traveller economy. 

There is no history of family employment in over 20 per cent o f cases. On the 

other hand, three subjects in ten live in families with well-established patterns of 

employment. Where fathers work, the majority are involved in low-skilled work 

or in part-time farming. However, they include individuals engaged in skilled 

trades and self-employment, such as Trevor’s father, who is a self-employed 

mechanic or Lorraine’s late father who was a roofer. In two cases, the subject’s 

father is in the army. In addition, five o f the subjects hail from comfortable 

middle-class homes — Gerard, Sheila, Anita, Aoife and Dean. This represents 

almost nine per cent of the sample. It is pertinent to the issue o f the reproduction 

of inequality that in four of these cases a learning need or disability has been 

identified or suggested by a parent. Sheila has been diagnosed with ADD and 

Gerard’s mother claims he has ADD. Anita has dyslexia and Aoife is a slow 

learner. That these well-supported children left school early suggests that 

learning difficulties are themselves inherently socially and educationally 

excluding. But they also indicate that middle class parents are substantially more 

aware o f such difficulties, more likely to press for a diagnosis of a child’s
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apparent learning problems and more prepared to try to find optimal solutions for 

their children.

Overall, the research does not add greatly to our knowledge in what is a well- 

researched area. In general, the data support the view that education is an engine 

of social reproduction. In this, the exceptions noted in the foregoing are 

significant.

The second theme identified in Chapter 2 regarding the school as a context 

concerns the Irish school system itself. The subjects attended all types of school, 

secondary, Community and vocational. This reflects changes in provision of 

second level education in Ireland and the increasing prevalence o f Community 

Schools. However, the persistence of early school leaving despite widespread 

structural change in Irish education challenges the view that the system’s 

structure and differentiation into school types o f itself causes early school leaving 

or educational disadvantage. Rather, it suggests that the Irish school system 

reflects, reproduces and indeed reinforces the inequalities inherent in Irish 

society.

School organisation was the third factor identified in Chapter 2 and two aspects 

in particular -  its general organisation into classes and the policy of streaming 

where implemented. The issue of a school’s capacity or willingness to respond to 

those encountering difficulties in these regards was also raised.

As regards the general organisation into classes, I indicated in Chapter 2 that its 

contribution to early school leaving was to facilitate the detachment of children 

who are less motivated, less gifted or more troubled. The research broadly 

confirms this view, pointing to the difficulties posed for young people who find 

it difficult to make the transition from primary school. As one Observer 

comments, ‘they move from one person’s set of demands...across a range of 

different subject areas to eight or maybe ten people’s demands’. These people, 

she adds, may or may not be interacting or relating with each other’, will all have 

‘different sets of standards and expectations and personalities of their own and 

ways of tackling their subject’. The young people can get completely lost in that 

‘because of their frame of reference from primary school’. They ‘see it as the 

teacher picking on them. They haven't understood that the system is different and
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the teachers teach subjects’. Some of these young people have learning 

difficulties, but not all. Another Observer reports that she has encountered ‘very 

intelligent, very creative, artistic’ young people, who also ‘do not fit into the 

academic, structured, organised second level’.

As regards streaming, the present research generally endorses its association with 

early school leaving and raises two issues. The first concerns the process 

whereby a young person is identified as being at a certain level for streaming or 

participation in a special needs class. One Observer refers to ‘a special needs 

class in one of the secondary schools’ through which some of her participants 

had come. She claims that whereas some children are in this class because they 

have ‘genuine difficulties learning.. .others have ended up in it because they have 

so many problems that they’re not learning’. She notes that those of her 

participants who have been psychologically assessed are often described as 

‘borderline mentally handicapped’. Having seen how these young people have 

developed subsequently, she challenges this diagnosis as ‘quite misleading’ and 

often ‘totally inaccurate’. She explains this as follows:

They test their reading ability and because they haven’t been attending or 
there are problems in the home and they are disturbed they will come out... 
at a reading age of seven when they should be 13 or 14. So they are put down 

as if that was their capacity to learn.

Often, she concludes, membership of a special class ‘has nothing to do with their 

actual ability’. If such is the case, streaming and allocation to a special needs 

class is an outcome o f personal and ecological factors and is likely to entrench 

existing social positions. It is also suggested that punitive streaming takes place. 

One respondent recalls that ‘the boys very often start in the A class in school, but 

by the time they come to us they have invariably been put down to the D class’. 

She believes this has ‘more to do with behaviour... than ability’. The subjects are 

reported to resent and react pessimistically to being put in both lower streams 

and special needs classes in school. Caitriona ‘spent a lot o f time in the slow 

class’ and feels that ‘this caused her literacy and numeracy difficulties to get 

worse’. In this regard, the associated lack of encouragement, support and 

expectations are seen to influence early leaving.
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The second issue raised by streaming concerns self-perception. While there is 

general agreement regarding its impact, the Observers are divided as to whether 

membership of ‘slow’ or special needs classes is a positive or negative influence. 

Some argue that such a class gives encouragement whereas being in the bottom 

stream at school would not. Others disagree, arguing that participation in lower 

streams or classes usually convinces the young person that s/he is less intelligent, 

and this self-image is very common among early school leavers. As one 

Observer comments, ‘there’s no doubt that at a very early age they “know” 

they’re “thick”’. I will return to this theme when discussing ‘learned inhibitions’ 

below. These differing opinions among the Observers may reflect differences 

between individual schools.

The third aspect of school organisation that is implicated in early school leaving 

is support and the lack thereof. This was not tested in this research. However, it 

is clear from the interviews that there is a lack of such supports and that it is an 

active element in the matrix. O f Emmet, who has a physical disability, we read 

that ‘School didn’t seem to have the capacity or interest in dealing with his 

special needs’. One Observer (in Dublin) cites individuals in her centre ‘with a 

reading age of seven or eight... who haven’t been part o f a remedial group’ and 

wonders

How have they got through? If they were part o f a remedial class they might 

have been able to work on that but it seems to me they have just been ignored 
in a classroom situation and have just drifted from year to year.

In her view, ‘the resources aren’t there in the mainstream and they haven’t had 

the opportunity for a one-to-one to improve literacy and numeracy skills’. Many 

Observers are sympathetic to the pressures faced by schools. They cite various 

difficulties, including lack of screening and assessment and large classes. But 

others identify ‘those who have fallen behind and... aggressively find some 

system to cope with it’ as a small but significant group. Samantha is an example. 

A second and more substantial group comprises ‘the quieter ones who are just 

slowly left behind’, such as Lisa.

Overall, the case studies indicate that school organisation and indeed a school’s 

lack of organisational response to learning and other difficulties contributed to 

some of the subjects’ early school leaving.
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The fourth theme identified in Chapter 2 regarding the school as a context or 

ecosystem is school functioning. Of the characteristics noted relevant to this 

enquiry, the school’s disciplinary climate emerges as most central. Learning 

problems or not, many of the subjects have, as one Observer puts it, ‘a very 

strong basic inability’ to conform to the school structures and rules. In his view,

They find it very hard to cope with the discipline end of it... and the results 
and attention they receive from individual teachers based on their academic 
results and their ability to achieve within that class.

Disruptive behaviour is recorded for twenty one subjects, that is, thirty six per 

cent of the sample. Twelve are male and nine female. In most cases, a pattern has 

been evident from the time the subject entered post-primary school, often 

associated with difficulties encountered in the transition from primary school. 

Different levels are evident. Some young people, for example Joseph and Jackie, 

pose enormous problems for a school. For many, however, disruption and 

detachment are closely linked, with the young people’s attendance tailing away 

to the point where they are deemed to have left. A Dublin Observer comments 

that young teenagers have ‘massive energy’, ‘yet they’re sitting them all down all 

the time and insisting that they keep still... and if they give trouble you make 

them more still or get rid of them... which is presumably what’s happening in 

schools’. Four patterns o f exclusion are identifiable in the research findings:

Expulsion-, four o f the subjects were ‘expelled’, o f whom three are male. 
These represent the more extreme behaviours encountered, bullying and 

extortion (Joseph) and ‘a flame-throwing incident’ (Glenn). The latter’s 
parents were incensed at his expulsion for a first offence, but the school was 
adamant. Fie has settled well into YOUTHREACH and without further 
incident. Jackie is the female. Schools found it impossible to cater for her. 
One principal told the Observer that ‘he had never come across anything’ like 
her behaviour. Another school is said to be ‘still reeling’ from her time there.

Suspension-, three were ‘suspended’, of whom two are female, Katie and 

Sheila. Trevor is the male. Katie and Trevor dropped out, the latter after a 
series of conflicts with teachers and pupils. Sheila was ‘advised to move on’, 
notwithstanding that she had been diagnosed as having ADD, and the 

school’s learning support teacher was acting as a mentor to her.
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A polite request: three were asked not to return to school. For example, 

according to Lorraine, she ‘wasn’t thrown out or kicked out’. The teacher’s 
words were, ‘1 am asking you politely to leave and not to come back, I am 
not expelling you, I am asking you to leave’.

General indifference to the young person’s drift from school, in most cases, 

the young people’s disruption accompanied a more general disengagement 
from school. In effect, the relationship between the young person and the 

school broke down, and the school was unable or unwilling to retrieve it. In 
most cases where disruptive behaviour is identified, the school’s reaction to 
the subject leaving was ‘relief.

Perspectives differ on this process of exclusion. One Observer notes a mismatch 

between ‘the young people's perception of what they are and others’ perception 

of what they are’. While ‘they wouldn't see themselves as having been disruptive 

in school’, principals and teachers in the schools ‘who were delighted to see the 

back of them because they couldn't manage them at all would tell you awful 

stories about how disruptive they were’. It is also noted that teacher pressure (on 

principals and deputy-principals) can be a significant factor in expulsion.

The other characteristics of school functioning identified in Chapter 2 are school 

ethos and expectations and inclusiveness, that is the involvement of parents and 

young people in the organisation of school policies and activities. The case 

studies do not add to our knowledge in these regards.

The fifth theme identified in Chapter 2 regarding the school as a context or 

ecosystem is the curriculum. While the curriculum is not cited as a direct cause 

of early school leaving in the case studies, the subjects deprecate or resist the 

programmes on offer in the schools they attended. Sinead found school ‘okay, 

but not interesting’ and Rory found it ‘boring’. He absented himself when he did 

not like the teacher or subject. Yet, the subjects are not alienated from learning. 

Rather, they are realistic, pragmatic and utilitarian. Real learning is seen to be 

something that takes place in other domains, often closer to work or personal 

interest contexts. This is consistent with the views of Watt (1996) who maintains 

that children come to school with ideas about what is worth learning and what 

constitutes achievement. The overriding message regarding the curriculum from 

the research is to do with its relevance or otherwise. Observers claim that the
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subjects are more likely to be engaged if  the subject matter is ‘relevant, useful 

and meaningful to them’. For example, Tina ‘needs to be interested in the subject 

and motivated. She needs to be told the relevance o f what she’s doing’.

Literacy is a case in point. Observers agree that, regardless o f ability, few o f the 

subjects see literacy and numeracy as being important or relevant to their lives. 

One reports that ‘You hear it time and time again -  when are we going to use 

this? What are we doing this for?’ However, if  literacy and numeracy are linked 

to a clear goal such as employment or progression in education and training this 

attitude changes. The Observer in the south-west recalls,

Francis wasn’t interested in literacy, and then he came along one day and 
said, ‘I can get to this level of lifeguard and lifesaving (but) the last one I 

can’t do, because I can’t write a report. Can I leave that exam this year and 
do it next August instead and can I just learn to write up reports all year?’ He 
came up here and he wouldn’t miss the literacy class. When we went on 
holidays for a week, he wanted to know.. .(when) it would be made up. When 

they have something to aim at, literacy becomes important.

This pragmatism applies across the curriculum. For example, Gerard thinks that 

academic schooling is ‘o f no use’ and feels that ‘learning is in life skills, 

preparation for life’ and Sinead ‘realises that to get a good job she must learn 

new skills’. However, other factors are also identified, such as the young 

person’s interests and values and their emphasis on doing rather than learning. 

Thus, according to one respondent, ‘people here (in this Centre) learn to read  so 

that they can get the opportunity to d o \ Another agrees, arguing that learning 

experiences such as learning to read and write, only make sense to the young 

person if they are set in a context s/he recognises or values because then ‘they 

don’t see that as learning, they see that as doing’. Participants in her Centre 

might be ‘producing amazing stuff in multimedia, but ‘they wouldn’t say to you, 

I’ve learned this or that...they’d show you what they had d o n e This links with 

language and learning styles, which I will address below.

The sixth theme regarding school functioning identified in Chapter 2 is teachers. 

In this regard, the present research endorses the literature cited in 2.5.4. It is true 

that one in six of the subjects enjoyed school and, in general, got on well with 

teachers. For example, Lisa ‘had no nasty experiences in school’ and ‘found it

183



quite pleasant’. But the sense of negative interaction between the subjects and 

their former teachers is pervasive. Thus, David ‘hated school because he felt he 

was disliked by the teachers and was being picked on all the tim e’. This is a 

recurrent phrase and is expressly cited in over one third of cases. It is clearly 

implicit in many others. Sometimes this is to do with resentment rather than 

rejection. For example, Tony describes his vocational school experience as ‘a 

real doss’. He was ‘unhappy there’. He ‘did not get on with teachers’, and ‘felt 

they were not interested in him at all, and did not spend any extra time with him ’ 

because, as he himself puts it, ‘other lads were more intelligent’.

Experiences with individual teachers are also cited, but less often. For example, 

Gerard had ‘a difficulty with a teacher’ in primary school (about which he is not 

forthcoming). These appear to override otherwise positive experiences, as with 

Zuni, who ‘enjoyed the friendships’ associated with school, but ‘especially 

disliked the principal’, alleging racist remarks. In turn, the principal was 

‘relieved’ when she left. Similarly, Ann-Marie was ‘well liked at school’, she 

‘got on with teachers’ and the school ‘would have liked her to stay on’. However 

she had ‘one bad experience’ as a result of which she felt ‘victimised and 

bullied’. Effects are visible at both the individual and general level. One 

Observer recollects ‘one particular teacher in a school in the town’ who kept her 

centre full all the time. ‘Kids were just dying to get out from him and would have 

gone anywhere to get there’. When this teacher took early retirement, ‘our 

waiting list plummeted’.

The seventh theme regarding school functioning identified in Chapter 2 is 

teachers, cultural bias and expectation. Two precepts germane to the present 

enquiry were noted, that neither teachers nor the curriculum are culturally neutral 

and that consequent cultural bias lowers teacher expectations of pupils from 

different social or ethnic backgrounds, these expectations being fulfilled in lower 

academic performance and earlier exit. While a number o f instances in the 

observation case studies suggest cultural bias -  Zuni’s complaint of racist 

remarks from the school principal, for example -  it is unproven in the research.

The eighth theme identified in Chapter 2 concerns language and specifically the 

influential role thought to be played by linguistic discontinuity between home 

and school. Two broad schools of thought were noted. The first posits a
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linguistic hierarchy. The second argues that the child’s relationship to language 

is contingent on the norms o f her/his culture. The research finds evidence to 

support both these lines of argument. There is little dialogue, if  any, in one 

family in three. In some cases, it is limited by family numbers (for example, 

Gemma) or is with certain people only (7 per cent of the sample). Granted, some 

Observers argue that this is little different to the experience o f young people in 

school, and family dialogue is reported in half the cases observed. Yet, the 

Observers’ descriptions of the language used in subjects’ families and amongst 

peers are consistent with the concepts of linguistic codes and cultural capital. 

‘Bread and butter’ matters predominate. Conversations are largely to do with 

everyday matters and rarely with ideas, that is, with the currency of school. Thus, 

for Sean, family conversation is ‘concerned with everyday work around the 

home -  among the siblings about animals and machinery’. Some conversations 

(less than one in ten) are hostile or argumentative. These include discussion 

based on ‘suspicion o f outsiders, particularly authority’ and an emphasis on 

rights’ (Carol) and ‘drink, family, fights, strength, weddings and funerals’ 

(Joseph). A typical Observer comment is that the subjects have ‘an inordinate 

interest in who’s doing what on the street and who said what’. One individual 

recalls that ‘they could spend a whole hour telling you she said and I said and he 

said and I said and he said and then I said to him and then he said to me’. 

Another respondent concurs that ‘It doesn't seem to be about ideas at all. There 

are exceptions, and of course you get kids who are interested in (poetry), but 

generally their language is very concrete’. But with these exceptions 

conversation in the home extends beyond the routine and addresses issues of 

substance, with the Observers using terms such as ‘openly discussed’, 

‘developed thoughts and ideas’, ‘adult feelings’, ‘good rapport’, ‘vocabulary well 

beyond his years’. But in these cases other home factors are also at work. One 

Observer says that those who read books ‘have a better understanding of things 

and ideas’ and are more likely to generate their own ideas. But books are not the 

only source of ideas. Triangulation interviewee CM instances a drama exercise 

with YOUTHREACH participants:

It involved imaginary friends. You and I would be talking but my imaginary
friend would be talking to me and your imaginary friend would be talking to
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you and the two imaginary friends were talking to each other. But we were 

only aware of our own imaginary friend...and...they handled that 

convention, which is quite a difficult, strict, dramatic convention, 
extraordinarily well because of films like ‘Ghost’...

That cultural factors might be in play is also supported. Peer and community 

pressures are seen to inhibit expression of ideas. In most (but not all) cases, the 

subjects do not demonstrate or do not value what Bourdieu (1991) describes as 

the ‘linguistic and cultural competence’ required by schooling. In general, their 

vocabulary is limited, but some Observers doubt if this is a true watermark of 

their linguistic or cultural competence, citing their use of technical or special 

interest languages and also of unofficial or auxiliary vocabularies. I have already 

noted the importance of learning being contextually appropriate or relevant. 

Observers noted that many young people speak in more complex patterns about 

activities or matters that they are personally very interested in or value highly 

than about something in which they have no interest, or do not value. Their 

sentences are more complex and their vocabulary extensive, technical and 

sometimes abstruse. This is encountered in everyday activities such as sport as 

well as more specialised activities, such as rearing pigeons. It is also clear that 

the young people have and use auxiliary languages. The vocabulary they use on a 

daily basis may appear limited in terms o f the school and dominant culture, but 

with peers and in non-school settings they use a substantial additional range o f 

words that are not recognised in the official or dominant vocabulary. These cover 

a broad spectrum of themes, but Observers specifically cited sports, drugs, guns 

and horses, areas for which, as CM comments, ‘they have loads of words... and 

phrases... to describe things that we wouldn't have words and phrases for’.

The sophistication with which the subjects deploy their different repertoires of 

language is noted by a number of Observers, one of whom comments:

They present the language style and behavioural style that they perceive is 

appropriate to the occasion, so that talking to a priest, for example, or talking 
to somebody that they would respect, they would use a different language to 

talking with their friends or their parents.
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This is, it is reported, less a matter of vocabulary than of tone and ‘how they say 

something’. Both ‘pitch’ and ‘tone’ are well chosen, it is argued and ‘They 

would still get the same message across’.

Overall, the research supports the argument regarding linguistic discontinuity 

between home and school, both because the language of the home is clearly not 

that of the school and family and peer cultural norms are at work. The outcomes 

on language also raise questions regarding the appropriateness o f certain 

psychometric tests. The question of special interest languages and auxiliary 

merits further research

The ninth theme identified in Chapter 2 regarding the school as a context is to do 

with ways of learning and thinking. As we have seen, contextuality and 

relevance are important to the young people when it comes to learning and they 

differentiate between learning and doing. I noted the view that individuals have 

different learning styles and gateways to learning, and that it has been argued 

that early school leavers tend to be those who are inclined towards an 

experiential or active learning approach. So it proves. The Observers were asked 

to identify the subject’s learning paths, according to Stokes’ Teaming circle’, 

itself derived from Kolb (1993). Readers will recall that this comprised three 

‘gateways’, A: theory/representation, B: discussion, analysis, reflection and C: 

action, experience. Half the subjects enter this ‘learning path’ at C. One in three 

of these, that is 17 per cent of the sample, follow the sequence CAB. For the rest, 

the sequence is CBA. Furthermore, almost 30 per cent enter at B -  they are 

discursive or reflective learners. Only one learner in five enters at A, of whom 7 

per cent learn in the sequence ACB, rather than the classic academic sequence 

ABC. Individual variations are evident. For example, with Joseph, it is ‘mostly 

action, some theory, very little discussion’. Robert learns entirely through action. 

For Lorraine, the path is ‘BAC if she’s asked to do something on her own, and 

CBA if it’s a group task’. A small but possibly significant gender bias is also in 

evidence, with six females following the ABC sequence to two males. As against 

that, a small majority of those following a CBA path are male.

None o f these findings can be regarded as conclusive, and this is clearly an area 

that demands further study. However, one outcome is unambiguous -  the 

majority of early school leavers are experiential learners, at odds with the
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academic path pursued in schools. O f itself, this demands further exploration, as 

it is of fundamental importance, not only to the reorganisation o f school towards 

prevention of early school leaving, but also towards the provision o f lifelong 

learning opportunities.

The tenth theme concerns the idea that early school leavers end their school 

careers with Teamed inhibitions’, that is, having learned what they cannot do, 

rather than what they can do. There is considerable support for this view in the 

present research. Only a quarter of subjects see themselves as intelligent and half 

have negative perceptions of their ability to leam. For example, Jacinta ‘thinks 

she is thick’, Josephine ‘regards herself as “stupid” ’. Seân ‘is aware of his 

limitations much more than his capacities’ and while Bridget actually ‘finds it 

easy to pick up things’, she herself ‘feels she is a slow learner and puts herself 

down’. However, these inhibitions are largely to do with academic or school 

subjects. One Observer claims that ‘some o f them particularly have blocks with 

maths’ and she described how they were ‘flabbergasted’ when they passed 

NCVA assessments. Another makes similar remarks about literacy.

There is broad agreement that this negative self-perception is rooted in the young 

people’s school experience. Those who were in slow classes see themselves as 

stupid -  intelligence is measured in terms of performance in school and in 

examinations. Since the subjects have not passed examinations, they do not see 

themselves as intelligent. This view appears to be entrenched for those who 

attended slow classes in school, who see themselves as less intelligent than 

others. In addition, it appears that assignment to a ‘slow class’ convinces parents 

that their child is less intelligent. As already noted, peers are also influential. 

However, in keeping with previous comments on language, the young people are 

markedly more positive regarding specific areas of interest or ability, such as 

practical skills. Thus, while Carol ‘thinks she is thick’, she is ‘confident in her 

abilities’ in practical areas. This positive self-image is often linked to perceptions 

o f personal usefulness. Over 70 per cent of subjects see themselves as ‘useful’ to 

a greater or lesser degree. For example, Aidan ‘is aware o f his problems with 

literacy’ and ‘doesn’t see himself as intelligent’. However, he ‘is very 

knowledgeable’ and ‘sees himself as very useful and helpful especially with his 

father on the farm and where the horses are concerned’. Young people from rural
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backgrounds seem to have a more positive outlook on their ability to learn. So, 

even though a majority of the subjects do not regard themselves as academically 

intelligent, up to half the sample are positive or confident about their ability to 

learn. Patricia is an example -  she ‘knows she learns quickly’ and ‘is open to 

learning’. Gerard ‘sees himself as very intelligent’. George ‘knows he’s not 

stupid’, but is an experiential learner. For him ‘real learning’ is ‘being shown and 

taught and being able to understand and ask questions’. He is ‘particularly suited 

to one-to-one small group settings’ where it is ‘safe to ask a question (and) admit 

to not understanding something’. Overall, the case that early school leavers carry 

‘learned inhibitions’ is endorsed, but principally as regards academic subjects. It 

is not proven that such inhibitions cause early school leaving. It is more likely 

that detachment from school and the development o f inhibitions regarding 

academic learning go hand-in-hand. This is another area that warrants further 

investigation.

The eleventh theme noted in Chapter 2 is early school leavers’ sense of control 

over their school lives. It was not examined in the research. I will now turn to the

subjects’ wider local ecosystem.

5.3.5 Neighbourhood and community

As regards neighbourhood and community, various issues were identified in 

Chapter 2 such as social capital, the spatial distribution o f poverty and 

community’s self-perceptions. There is some support in the outcomes for the 

association between early school leaving and low levels o f social capital in a 

community. Certainly, some subjects have little contact with their local 

communities. Their perceptions of that community vary, as I will discuss below, 

some being positive and some not. Only one generalisation can be safely made 

on this subject from the research outcomes. It is that some communities have 

higher levels of social capital than others and where they do young people appear 

to have more positive outlooks as indicated by comments regarding the Mahon 

peninsula quoted below. But this does not mean that they are less likely to leave 

school early. Indeed, it may be that more positive outlooks, for example 

regarding employment, mean they are more likely to leave school early, but also 

less likely to be unemployed than other young people. This is a complex area and 

warrants further investigation.
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Turning to the spatial distribution of early school leaving, the findings o f the 

research are consistent with the literature cited at 2.5.5 above. Early school 

leaving appears to be ‘spatially pervasive’, that is, the subjects are not 

concentrated in any particular type of area or house. Many, like Catherine, 

Jacinta and Josephine, live in local authority housing and, as their Observer 

points out, ‘even if they haven’t lived in this immediate area...they come from a 

similar area somewhere else’. Others live in varying degrees of comfort or 

isolation in urban and rural settings. Sheila comes from a comfortable well-off 

home’. She is unusual, but not unique. Bridget’s family live in two caravans in 

an unofficial halting site, Sean and Dora live on small farms and Gerard, Martha, 

David and Annette live in rural isolation.

The community’s perception of itself, and the concept of projected narrative 

were also raised in Chapter 2. The subjects have complex and often contradictory 

perceptions of where and amongst whom they live and they variously despise, 

tolerate or embrace their wider ecologies. In some cases, they have no sense of 

neighbourhood or community. For example, Sean has a poor interaction with his 

neighbours. But others are, as one Observer asserts, ‘very proud of where they’re 

from’. For example, Tina has a strong positive sense of her inner city community 

and is part of a well-known and popular family. Community is ‘important’ to 

Jason, and ‘to fit into a place is crucial’.

As to whether there is a local authority housing effect, it is the case that the 

majority of participants live in local authority housing or small farms. Those 

from local authority housing are as likely to have a positive outlook on their 

community as a negative one. So, for example, Lorraine is proud o f her house 

and o f her family’s standing in the community. They are popular, and she has 

Tots o f friends’ and is very secure in her peer group. A strong sense o f belonging 

is exemplified by one anecdote from Cork:

We were coming back on the bus from our field trip last year and coming 
down the hill the Mahon peninsula was across the river and one young fella 

said Took boy, there’s paradise!’

However, as many have a negative view of their neighbourhood, some with a 

sense o f relative inferiority. While Carol is loyal to her community, she regards it 

as ‘a kip’ and wants to emigrate. Two triangulation interviewees had worked
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with early school leavers in a range of centres on a range o f photographic 

projects and recounted how

generally they wouldn’t want to photograph in their own area. They would 

say there’s nothing to photograph here or, they would feel uncomfortable 
about photographing in their own area... They would nearly always choose 
to go away from their area.

On the subject of ‘projected narrative’, many Observers confirm that many early 

school leavers live in communities that have little sense of, or optimism about, 

the future. Additionally, they report that ‘there is a distinct difference between 

areas about a sense of employability’. For example, people feel more employable 

on the south side of Cork. There, young people’s employment prospects ‘can 

always be measured against family members and family background and the 

history o f employment’ whereas on the other side of the city, ‘it can be measured 

against ¿¿«employment, and past histories of unemployment’.

In Chapter 2 the question o f how the community perceives itself in relation to 

others was also raised. There is little doubt that the subjects are aware of where 

they live and the relationship between their neighbourhood and others. For 

example, Jacinta lives in a large local authority estate in a suburb o f Dublin. The 

area has high levels o f unemployment and early school leaving. She contrasts her 

neighbourhood with others in terms of ‘kip’ versus ‘posh/snobby’. Yvonne is 

much more positive, having ‘great pride in her sense of place’. It is ‘a very 

secure world, and unrelated to other more prosperous areas’. Yvonne’s own 

ambitions for life are generic to her community. This sense of neighbourhood 

appears to predispose the subjects to a range of behaviours and expectations, 

both positive and negative. The Observer in one Dublin location comments that

You can actually see it from kids that might come in say from places like R—
—  G— . They would be hard nuts coming in because they’ve learned that’s 

the way you survive and people from N— Street, there’s just a total difference 
in their personality because they hadn’t to be as tough as the kids from R-----
- G— . There’s a marked difference. Without asking them their address you 
would nearly know where they’re from.

The subjects have mixed feelings about their neighbourhoods and communities. I 

have already noted the pride that some feel in their neighbourhoods and
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communities. For example, Karl comes from a tough family and sees the place 

he lives in as ‘the toughest in the area, a good place to live’. Observers comments 

that many have a ‘fairly strong sense o f community’, but not ‘always in a healthy 

way, more in a sense of being hostile to anyone outside o f it’. For example, 

Majella has a strong sense of her area being better than any other, but only sees 

this when comparing housing estates. This is associated with ‘those who come 

from pockets of local authority housing’ who have a ‘distinct sense o f where they 

come from’. It is asserted that ‘they all come from housing estates so even 

though they give out about their housing estate they still wouldn’t let another 

trainee give out about their estate’. One Observer summarises that some subjects 

‘find it difficult to envisage an identity outside the family and community’.

That community can be static. It is reported that ‘a lot of the kids...in  

YOUTFIREACH tend to stay in the same place all their lives’. This respondent 

adds that there is ‘no sense o f moving out or moving on’ and one’s ‘whole life is 

played out on the very local community stage’, a view endorsed by other 

interviewees and in the Observations. Thus, despite her very high intelligence 

and potential, Yvonne has no aspirations to become anything other than what is 

the norm for her community -  ‘she wants a little job, little flat, little baby’. As an 

Observer in the Border area comments, ‘While they might be totally wild, in the 

sense o f staying out all night and getting into trouble, when it comes to actually 

going beyond the housing estate frontiers or the town they feel totally lost. They 

really shy away from that, much more so than (say) the average one at school 

who might have led a much more sheltered life.

Movement to another area can challenge the young people’ association of self 

and community. Those who have closely identified with their community and 

area may find change difficult. Jason is a case in point. His having had to move 

home twice has ‘affected him greatly’. He ‘can’t fit into (his) present 

environment’ and he hates the area, which greatly distresses him.

Do the neighbourhood and community influence early school leaving? As I have 

noted above, the subjects live in a variety of contexts, but predominantly in local 

authority housing and rural isolation. In a general sense, neighbourhood and 

community may predispose to or support early school leaving, but there is no 

evidence in the study to suggest they are directly causal. Other influences are
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also present, including peer influences, lack of facilities, and so on. It is also 

evident that resilience factors are at work. The research suggests that negative 

perceptions of neighbourhood and community are prejudicial to a young person’s 

education. The degree to which this happens is directly proportional to the young 

person’s sense of security and status in family and community and her/his 

family’s standing in that community. In this their own perceptions and 

expectations and those of their neighbours tend to be fulfilled. Rural isolation 

appears even more prejudicial to the subjects’ well-being. This prospect merits 

further inquiry.

I will now turn to social class.

5.3.6 Social Class

The final ecosystem noted in Chapter 2 is social class. As can be seen from 

foregoing sections, the vast majority of subjects grew up and now live in homes 

with few financial or other resources. Most live in households dependent on 

social welfare. Furthermore, perhaps as many as twenty per cent live in 

significantly impoverished circumstances. Over half the fathers are unemployed 

on a long-term basis. In addition, the father’s employment status is unknown in a 

further 16 per cent. This is generally due to his having left the family and in 

some cases, the country. Few of the subjects live in middle class families. From 

this it appears that the single most important indicator of potential early school 

leaving appears to be social class. Indeed, social class is confirmed as an 

overarching pervasive influence. The ramifications of this central fact are 

explored elsewhere in this thesis.

5.4 Developmental factors
As outlined in 2.6 above, disruptions in a child’s development and failure to 

make key transitions are frequently cited in the literature on early school leaving. 

Our interest here is not in child development as such, but those aspects of the 

child’s development that might be linked to his/her early school leaving.

5.4.1 Early years

In general, the case studies do not examine the subjects’ early years, except as 

regards general family factors and play. These are dealt with elsewhere. In a 

number of cases references are made to early health problems, for example
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M arg are t has a  h is to ry  o f  h ea lth  p ro b lem s. T h ese  are seen  to  lin k  w ith  o th e r 

facto rs, b u t d id  n o t cau se  early  schoo l leav ing . T h e  O b serv ers  co m m en t o n  th e  

general ex p e rien ce  o f  ch ild ren  in  the  su b jec ts ’ fam ilies. T h is  in c lu d es  th e  feed in g  

o f  in fan ts , d ie t in  e a rly  and  late  ch ild h o o d , ab sen ce  o f  to u ch , the p ro v is io n  o r 

lack  o f  early  ed u ca tio n a l o p p o rtu n itie s  and  th e  b en efic ia l e ffec ts  o f  th e  ca re  o f  

very  young  ch ild re n  by  ex ten d ed  fam ilies. P a rticu la r m en tio n  is m ad e  o f  th e  lack  

o f  ad u lt su p e rv is io n  o f  ch ild ren  p lay in g  in  the  street. E a rly  a ttach m en t ex p e rien ce  

w as n o t p a r t o f  th e  s tu d y  and  any  co n c lu sio n s reg ard in g  links or p ro c e sse s  are  

specu la tive . A t face  v a lu e , it appears th a t G erard  and  Jac in ta , an d  p o ss ib ly  C aro l, 

ex p e rien ced  a ttac h m e n t d ifficu lties . O n the  o th er hand , a ttach m en t is in d ica ted  in  

m an y  m o re , su ch  as C atherine , R obert, G em m a (d esp ite  h e r ex trao rd in a ry  

d o m estic  c ircu m stan ces) and  D arren . S om e ad d itio n a l genera l in s ig h ts  em erg e  in  

the research . A s reg a rd s  em o tio n al in te llig en ce , m an y  o f  th e  b eh av io u rs  ev id en t 

in  the case  s tu d ies  are co n sis ten t w ith  th o se  d esc rib ed  b y  G o lem an  (1 9 9 6 ). W h ile  

‘em o tio n a l in te llig e n c e ’ w as no t te s ted  as such  in  th e  re search , th e  case  s tud ies 

g ive general su p p o rt to  its o p era tio n  as a m e ta -ab ility  th a t d e te rm in es  h o w  w ell 

o r p o o rly  in d iv id u a ls  can  use  o th er ab ilities.

W h ile  little  is re v ea led  regard ing  the su b je c ts ’ early  learn ing  ex p e rien ces , som e 

O bservers  p o in t o u t th a t the  sub jects ap p ear to  h av e  m issed  o u t o n  ex p e rien ces  

th ey  th em se lv es  w o u ld  have  th o u g h t cen tra l to  ch ild h o o d . O ne co m m en ts  th a t 

w h en  she p lays q u iz  g am es w ith  her co m m u n ica tio n s  g roup  in  Y O U T H R E A C H , 

she finds y oung  p eo p le  w ho d o n ’t k n o w  ‘the  n ex t line to  Humpty Dumpty sat on 

the wall. T h ey  d o n ’t  k n o w  nurse ry  rhym es. T h ey  w o u ld n ’t an sw er a  q u es tio n  

abou t G o ld ilo ck s. T h ey  w o u ld n ’t k n o w  w h a t h ap p en ed  to  th e  th ree  b e a rs ’ . 

A n o th er ro o ts  th is  in  th e  a rea  o f  the fam ily ’s soc ia l and cu ltu ra l cap ita l. F o r her, 

‘th e re ’s a hu g e  g a p ’ b e tw e en  ‘w ha t w e  w o u ld  do, read  to  o u r k id s, ta lk  to  th em  

and  p la y ’ and  the  ex p e rien ce  o f  m an y  o f  h e r ea rly  sch o o l leav e rs  -  ‘T h ey  n ev e r 

got th a t ea rly  lea rn in g  an d  care and  I see th a t as a  h u g e  gap  in  th e ir  e d u c a tio n ’.

5.4.2 Transitions and turning points

In  C h ap te r 2 , I n o ted  th e  im portance  o f  tran s itio n s  and  tu rn in g  p o in ts . C erta in ly , 

a  s ig n ifican t n u m b er o f  the sub jec ts  hav e  en co u n te red  d ifficu lty  in  m ak in g  

tran sitio n s. A lm o st 40 per cen t found  th e  ch an g e  to  p o st-p rim ary  d ifficu lt and  

th is , in  itse lf, w as  su ffic ien t to  d isengage  th em  from  schoo ling , d esp ite  h av in g
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lik ed  p rim ary  sch o o l in  m an y  cases. T in a  is a  case  in  po in t. A lth o u g h  d esc rib ed  

as ‘very  b r ig h t’ an d  w ith  ‘g reat p o te n tia l’, she lik ed  p rim ary  sch o o l an d  ‘h a ted  

seco n d ary  sc h o o l’. A m o n g st th e  o thers w h o  h ad  d ifficu lties  w ith  th is  tran s itio n  

are C ath erin e , G erard , D arren  an d  T revor. O ne  O b serv er reca lls  th a t

A  lo t o f  th e  p a ren ts  w ou ld  say (o f  th e ir  ch ild ren  that) th ey  k n ew  th e  m in u te  

th ey  w en t in to  seco n d ary  schoo l, th ey  co u ld  see  the change h ap p en in g . T hey  

w ere  g rea t in  p rim ary  schoo l (b u t) th e  m in u te  th ey  w en t to  sec o n d ary  

sc h o o l...

A n o th e r ag rees th a t som e young  p eo p le  find  th is tran s itio n  d ifficu lt, b u t 

a sso c ia te s  th e  p rin c ip a l d ifficu lty  w ith  p u b e rty  as a  tu rn in g  po in t:

T he m ain  p ro b lem  seem s to h ap p en  in  seco n d  year and  th a t co in c id e s  w ith  

the o n se t o f  p u b e rty  for boys in  particu la r. A  lot o f  th em  stru g g le  th ro u g h  

firs t year, be  th ey  in  rem ed ia l or w h a tev e r c lass g roup  th ey  are in , b ecau se  

th ey  are still ch ild ren  bu t th ey  ten d  to  h it p u b erty  th e  su m m er at th e  end  o f  

f irs t year an d  in to  seco n d  year and th en  a ll he ll seem s to  b reak  loose.

T w o  o f  the  fo u r T rav e lle rs  in  the  sam p le  h av e  d ifficu lties  w ith  tran s itio n s , 

C a th erin e  and  Jo sep h . T here  a re  cu ltu ra l fac to rs  at w o rk  in  th e  la t te r ’s case, 

sp ec ifica lly  th e  trad itio n  tha t a  b o y ’s ed u ca tio n  w as co m p le te  on  reach in g  

C a th o lic  co n firm a tio n . A s I n o ted  at 5 .2 .4  above , it is a lso  su g g ested  th a t m an y  

y oung  T rav e lle rs  fin d  th e  tran sitio n  fro m  p rim ary  to  secondary  d ifficu lt b ecau se , 

as w as c la im ed , ‘genera lly , they  are n o t e n c o u ra g e d .. . ’

T he su b jec ts  h av e  also  en co u n te red  p ro b lem s w ith  o th er tran s itio n s , su ch  as 

m o v in g  hom e. J a s o n ’s paren ts  sep a ra ted  w h e n  he w as 12 an d  he  h as  b een  

‘a ffec ted  g re a tly ’ by  m o v in g  to a  n ew  h o m e tw ice  since the sep ara tio n . H e  fee ls  

th a t ‘to  fit in to  a p lace  is c ru c ia l’ b u t h e  can n o t fit in to  h is p re sen t en v iro n m e n t 

w h ich  h e  ‘h a te s ’. In  h is op in ion , he  w as g e ttin g  on  w ell a t schoo l, h ad  good  

frien d s an d  en jo y ed  liv in g  in th e  area. S ince the  m ove he h as  b eco m e w ith d raw n . 

H is loya lties  lie  w ith  o ld  friends and  he is in  co n tac t w ith  th em  ev ery  w eek en d . 

H e h ad  no  d ifficu ltie s  in  m ak ing  th e  tran s itio n  fro m  p rim ary  to  p o s t-p rim ary , b u t 

m o v in g  area  and  sch o o l ‘to ta lly  u p se t h im ’. In  Ja so n ’s case, th is  d ifficu lty  

u n d o u b ted ly  co n trib u ted  to  h is early  sch o o l leav ing . H o w ev er, he  is a lso  

‘acad em ica lly  w e a k ’ an d  his cannab is u se  is n o w  a  p roblem .
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T ran sitio n s  in v o lv e  ch an g e  b u t as one O b serv er ex p la in s , ‘th e re  isn 't an  

ex p ec ta tio n  th a t you 're  g o in g  to  go th ro u g h  d iffe ren t tran s itio n s  and  ch an g es  as 

you  go a long , p a rticu la rly  i f  th e re  have b een  p a tte rn s  o f  early  sch o o l leav in g  in  

the  fa m ily ’. C o n seq u en tly , the  O b serv ers  em p h asise  th e  b en e fits  o f  m en to rin g . 

T h ey  also  no te  th e  co n trib u tio n  o f  ritu a l in  ass is tin g  th e  y o u n g  p eo p le  to  m ak e  

tran sitio n s , T hus, w h ile  re lig io n  is no t im p o rtan t in  te rm s o f  sp iritu a lism  o r fa ith , 

it p ro v id es  w h a t O b serv ers  ca lls  ‘a  sense  o f  o rd e r ’ and  structu re . F u n e ra ls  are 

p articu la rly  sig n ifican t, it is c la im ed , b u t so too  are ‘b irth s, H o ly  C o m m u n io n , 

b ir th  o f  f irs t ch ild , ch ris ten in g , w e d d in g s ’.

T he re search  su p p o rts  th e  v iew  th a t m an y  early  sch o o l leav ers h av e  d ifficu ltie s  in  

m ak in g  tran s itio n s  an d  th a t th is  is causa l in  som e cases. So, m easu res  to  su p p o rt 

ch ild ren  in  m o v in g  fro m  p rim ary  to p o s t-p rim ary  ed u ca tio n  are v in d ica ted . B u t 

in  m an y  in stan ces  th ese  d ifficu lties  are lin k ed  to  o th er fac to rs  b ey o n d  th e  

co n fin es  o f  th e  sch o o l, and  to  b e  e ffec tive , su p p o rts  m u st fo llow .

5.4.3 Adolescent turmoil

A s w e h av e  e s tab lish ed  in  C h ap te r 2, one  o f  the key  tran s itio n a l o r 

dev e lo p m en ta l s tag es  is ado lescence . In  2 .6 .2  I n o ted  O ffe r e t a l ’s (1 9 7 5 ) 

id en tifica tio n  o f  th ree  m ain  p a tte rn s  o f  ad o lescen t d ev e lo p m en t an d  ask ed  

w h e th e r early  sch o o l leav ers w ere  m o re  likely  to  b e  d raw n  fro m  one  o r o th e r o f  

these  g roups. T h e  su b je c ts ’ p a tte rn  m ay  be in fe rred  fro m  th e  case  stu d ies . 

H o w ev er, o u tco m es sh o u ld  be  trea ted  w ith  cau tio n  fo r tw o  reaso n s. T h e  f irs t  is to  

do  w ith  th e  g ro u p  -  w h ile  th ey  are rep resen ta tiv e  o f  p a r tic ip a tio n  in  

Y O U T H R E A C H , th ey  are n o t rep resen ta tiv e  o f  Irish  ad o lescen ts  n o r do  th ey  

n ecessa rily  re p resen t a ll early  sch o o l leavers. T here  are o th er ea rly  sch o o l leav ers  

w ith  ev e n  m o re  d iff icu lt b ack g ro u n d s an d /o r beh av io u rs w h o m  th e  p ro g ram m e  is 

u n ab le  to  acco m m o d ate . T he second  is th a t th e re  is no  m ean in g fu l b en c h m a rk  

ag a in st w h ich  to  ju d g e  a g iven  su b jec t’s pattern . It cou ld  be argued , p e rh ap s , th a t 

by  d e fin itio n  an  ea rly  sch o o l le a v e r’s p a tte rn  is su rg en t at best.

T h a t said , it ap p ears  th a t th irty  six  p e r cen t o f  th e  sub jec ts  h av e  a  ‘tu m u ltu o u s  

g ro w th ’ p a tte rn , 43 p e r cen t h av e  a  su rg en t p a tte rn  and  21 p e r cen t h av e  a 

co n tin u o u s  p a tte rn . E sm a n ’s figures w ere  21 p e r cent, 35 per cen t and  23 p e r  cen t 

re sp ec tiv e ly , w ith  a  n u m b er o f  in d iv id u a ls  in  tw o  sets. So, u n su rp ris in g ly , it 

ap p ears  th a t ea rly  schoo l leavers are m ore  likely  to  have  a  tu m u ltu o u s  p a tte rn  o f
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ad o lescen t d ev e lo p m e n t th an  a  no rm al d is trib u tio n  o f  y o u n g  p eo p le . G e n d er 

d iffe ren ces  are ap p a ren t. M ales  o u tn u m b er fem ales  by 2:1 am o n g st th o se  w ith  a  

‘tu m u ltu o u s  g ro w th ’ p a tte rn . F em ales  o u tn u m b er m ales s lig h tly  fo r  th o se  w ith  a  

su rg en t p a tte rn , an d  b y  3:1 am o n g st those  w ith  a  co n tin u o u s  p a tte rn . So, it 

ap p ears  th a t m ale  ea rly  sch o o l leav ers  a re  m o re  lik e ly  to  h av e  a  m o re  tu rb u len t 

p a tte rn  o f  ad o lescen t d ev e lo p m en t th an  fem ales.

T w o  key  p o in ts  em erg e . T h e  firs t is th e  degree  to w h ic h  c lea rly  id en tifiab le  

fac to rs, u su a lly  b u t n o t ex c lu s iv e ly  eco log ical, are re sp o n sib le  fo r  a  ch ild  h av in g  

a  m ore p ro b lem a tic  p a tte rn  th an  w o u ld  o th erw ise  have b een  the case. K ey  fac to rs  

in c lu d e  fam ily  sep a ra tio n , bereav em en t, p a ren ta l a lco h o lism  and  sex u a l abuse . 

T h e  seco n d  is th e  rem ark ab le  d eg ree  o f  p erso n al re s ilien ce  d em o n s tra te d  in  a  

n u m b er o f  cases, p a rticu la rly  M atthew , A lan  and  S am an th a , w h o se  p a tte rn  o f  

d ev e lo p m en t h as  b een  co n tin u o u s d esp ite  ex trem e eco lo g ica l s tresses. O th ers , 

h o w ev er, d em o n stra te  h ig h  levels o f  suscep tib ility , v a rio u s ly  m a n ife s t as 

su b m issiv en ess , p ass iv ity  and  o ffen d in g  behav iou r. I w ill n o w  lo o k  at th e  k ey  

th em es  arising .

T h e  f irs t o f  th e se  is in v o lv em en t in  an ti-so c ia l ac tiv ity  w h ic h  is c o n s is ten t w ith  

th e  id ea  o f  tu m u ltu o u s  g row th . T he case  stud ies sh o w  th a t 55 p e r cen t o f  th e  

su b jec ts  h ad  no  su ch  in v o lv em en t. O f  the rem a in d er, 14 p e r c e n t h ad  b een  

q u es tio n ed  o r w a rn ed  b y  th e  G arda S iochana  an d  12 p e r  cen t h ad  b e e n  in v o lv ed  

in  theft. S m alle r p ro p o rtio n s  have p ro b lem s w ith  v an d a lism , ag g ress io n , d rugs 

and  a lcohol. F o r ex am p le , G erard  is in v o lv ed  in  theft. H e  is n o w  in v o lv ed  w ith  

th e  G ard a  Ju v en ile  L ia iso n  sch em e as is Jo sep h , w h o se  o ffen ces  are m o re  

serious. M artin  h as  b een  o rdered  to  live  in  a  P ro b atio n  h o s te l a n d  h as  b een  

in v o lv ed  in  ‘m an y  in c id en ts  ran g in g  from  v an d a lism , th e ft to  d iso rd erly  

b e h a v io u r’. K a tie  h as h an d led  s to len  p roperty . G eo rg e  en g ag ed  in  ‘h o u se  

b reak in g  an d  e n te r in g ’ an d  G raham  has b een  in v o lv ed  in  ‘s tea lin g , d rin k in g , so ft 

d rugs and  jo y  r id in g ’ . T h e  la tte r’s fam ily  d id  n o t en g ag e  in  d iscu ss io n  o f  v a lu es  

an d  m orality . H e v iew s h is  re la tio n sh ip  w ith  so c ie ty  as ‘o u tla w ’. H e h as h ad  a  

m en to r, b u t in  a n eg a tiv e  sense  -  ‘as reg ard s  stea ling , d rin k in g , d ru g s an d  jo y  

r id in g ’. H e th in k s  m o n ey  is really  im p o rtan t an d  w o rk  ‘is fo r h o rs e s ’. A s fa r as 

C h arlie  is co n cern ed , ‘i f  y o u  d o n ’t get caugh t, th e n  it is n ’t  a  c r im e ’
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I f  w e tu rn  to  a ttitu d es, as o p p o sed  to  behav iou r, a  sp ec tru m  o f  v a lu es  an d  b e lie fs  

is id en tified , a lo n g  w h ich  d iffe ren t in d iv id u a ls  s itu a te  th e ir  v iew s and  ac tio n s . A  

sligh t m a jo rity  o f  th e  su b jec ts  (57  p e r cen t) are o p p o sed  to  c rim e  and  th e  u se  o f  

d rugs, 9 p e r  cen t a re  am b iv a len t and  21 per cen t th in k  th a t c r im e  is accep tab le . A  

fu rth e r 12 p e r cen t th in k  th a t cannab is  is accep tab le , th o u g h  n o t h ero in . O f  th o se  

w ho  are o p p o sed  to  crim e , few  ex h ib it any  g rea t d ep th  o r u n d ers tan d in g , o th e r 

th an  B eth , w h o  ‘can  see all the grey  a reas ’ . M o st a re  n a rro w  an d  d raco n ian  like 

Jo sep h in e  w h o se  a ttitu d e  is th a t c rim in als  sh o u ld  be lo ck ed  up  -  ‘th ro w  aw ay  th e  

k e y ’. T rian g u la tio n  in te rv iew ee  S M  fo u n d  the  young  p eo p le  she  w o rk ed  w ith  to  

be  ‘ex cep tio n a lly  co n se rv a tiv e ’ and  ‘v ery  O ld  T estam en t as w ell, an eye fo r  an  

ey e ’. F e a r  is a  m o tiv a tin g  fac to r fo r a sm all n u m b er like  S ean . H e  h as  a  ‘g rea t 

fear o f  g e ttin g  in to  tro u b le ’ and  h is o p in io n s ‘rev o lv e  a ro u n d  th is  fe a r’. P e tty  

th e f t is to le ra te d  b u t ‘o th er th in g s like rape, sexua l assau lt, all th o se  so rt o f  

th in gs, ab u se  o f  ch ild re n  o r crim es (against) ch ild ren  w o u ld n 't be a c c e p ta b le ’.

A sk ed  ab o u t th e  su b je c ts ’ sen se  o f  socia l resp o n sib ility , th e  O b serv ers  re p o rt th a t 

36 p e r cen t are ‘very  re sp o n s ib le ’, 31 per cen t are in te rm ed ia te , m o s t o f  th em  no t 

d ev e lo p in g , and  29 p e r cen t are n o t re sp o n sib le . F ran c is  is am o n g st th e  ‘very  

re sp o n s ib le ’ -  he ‘w o u ld  co n sid er h im se lf  very  h o n es t, re liab le  (in cap ab le  o f  

ly ing) an d  lo o k in g  o u t fo r o th e rs ’. D av id  is d esc rib ed  as ‘p o o r  b u t im p ro v in g  in  

Y O U T H R E A C H ’. M an y  are n o t d ev e lo p in g  in  th is  w ay, su ch  as S im o n , L isa  and  

M aje lla . C a itrio n a  ‘w o u ld  be  o u tsp o k en  re soc ia l issues b u t h o w  re sp o n sib le  she 

feels  o r h o w  m u ch  she w o u ld  p u t h e r th o u g h ts  in to  ac tio n  w o u ld  be  lim ite d ’ . 

A m o n g s t th o se  w ith  no sen se  o f  social re sp o n sib ility  are C aro l, K a tie , R o n an  and  

G eorge. R o b ert b e liev e s  ‘he  ow es n o th in g  to  a n y o n e ’. M artin  ‘p rid es  h im s e lf  on  

b e in g  ab le  to  be so c ia lly  irre sp o n sib le ’.

A re  va lu es an d  m o ra lity  are d iscu ssed  in  the  su b je c ts ’ h o m es, and  i f  so , in  w h a t 

w ay? T h e  an sw er is e ith e r a  yes o r a  q u a lified  yes fo r tw o  in  th ree . C learly , m an y  

o f  th e  p a ren ts  co n sc io u sly  try  to  tran sm it a set o f  v a lu es  to  th e ir  ch ild ren . T he 

o b se rv a tio n s  fe a tu re  s ta tem en ts  such  as ‘s tro n g  sen se  o f  v a lu e  an d  w o rth ’, 

‘m o th e r d iscu ssed  w ith  h e r the d iffe rence  b e tw een  rig h t an d  w ro n g ...f ro m  a 

m o ra l p o in t o f  v ie w ’. In  so m e cases, th e  re lig io u s e thos o f  the  h o m e  d efin e s  th is 

d iscu ssio n , as in  E m m e t’s case. M any  paren ts  are m o re  d irec tiv e . In  J o se p h ’s 

fam ily , v a lu es  are ‘im p o sed  ra th e r th an  d iscu ssed ’ . V a lu es  an d  m o ra lity  w e re  n o t
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d iscu ssed  in  24  p e r cen t o f  cases. H ow ever, acco rd in g  to  som e o f  th e  O b serv ers , 

p aren ts  do  n o t a lw ays p rac tice  w h a t th ey  p reach , ‘i t ’s do  as I say, n o t as I do. 

T hey  w o u ld  te ll the  k id s , fo r ex am p le , d o n ’t get d ru n k  b u t th e  D ad  w o u ld  be  o f f  

h is h ead  th a t n ig h t’. O th ers  rep o rt th a t p a ren ts  o ften  c lo se  ran k s w ith  th e ir  

ch ild ren , ev en  to  th e  p o in t o f  lying, and  p o n d e r th e  ex am p le  se t by  th is  am ora l 

approach :

W e w o u ld  b e  am azed  a t the  am o u n t o f  p a ren ts  w h o  w ou ld , in  the  las t tw o  

years, lie  fo r th e ir ch ild ren . T he tra in ees  w o u ld  te l l  y ou  a  s to ry  an d  th ey  

w o u ld  b ack  th em  up . Y o u  k n o w  tha t th e  p aren ts  are ly in g  as w ell.

P erhaps as a  co n seq u en ce , am b ig u ity  on  rig h t an d  w ro n g  is rep o rted  o n  th e  p a rt 

o f  som e sub jec ts  like  D arren . H e know s the  d iffe ren ce , b u t fo r h im  ‘th e  c rim e  is 

getting  c a u g h t’ and , w h ile  h e  has ‘h igh  m o ra ls  and  w o u ld  n o t do  an y th in g  to  h u rt 

an o th er p e rso n ’ h e  is ‘q u ite  op en  to  u sin g  th e  sy s tem ’. F o r  ex am p le , h e  p re ten d ed  

he w as liv in g  w ith  h is  g ran d m o th e r to c la im  trav e l a llo w a n c e ’. O ne O b se rv e r 

adds th a t som e o f  h e r g roup  o f  y oung  p eo p le  fee l th a t ‘i f  th ey  h a v e n ’t en o u g h  

hash  fo r th e  w e e k e n d ... th en  i t ’s okay  to  go and  steal to  fe ed  th a t h a b it’.

T he seco n d  th em e  co n cern s  the cen tra lity  o f  d ru g s an d  a lco h o l to m an y  young  

p e o p le ’s ex p e rien ce . H av in g  w o rk ed  w ith  early  sch o o l leav e rs  in  fo u r D u b lin  

lo ca tio n s, tr ian g u la tio n  in te rv iew ee C M  n o ted  h o w  th e ir  liv es  are ‘g o v ern ed  in  

som e w ay  by  d ru g s ’. U p  to  12 years o f  age she says ‘th e ir  w h o le  liv es  a re  b ased  

a round  I ’m not going to do drugs and I ’m not going to find  myself in that 

situation, I'm better than that’. S he iden tifies  the  n ex t p h ase  as 12 to  15 years  o f  

age, ‘w h ere  d ru g s a re  all a ro u n d  a n d ...a l l  o f  th e ir  d ec is io n s  h in g e  a ro u n d  

w h e th e r th ey  are g o in g  to  get in v o lv ed  in  a  drugs re la ted  scene o r n o t’ . B e tw een  

15 and  18 ‘th ey  are m o re  likely  to have se t th e ir m in d  o n  som e p a tte rn  w h ic h  is 

re la ted  to  d rugs o r n o t’ . She th in k s th e  d rugs p a th w ay  en d s at ab o u t 18:

I f  th ey  h a v e n ’t d o n e  drugs b y  th e  tim e th e y ’re  18, th e y ’ve  h ad  to  w o rk  so 

h ard  to get to  th a t p o in t tha t they  p ro b ab ly  h av e  m ad e  a lte rn a tiv e  d ec is io n s 

th a t w ill lead  th em  on  to  the p o ss ib ility  o f  em p lo y m en t. B u t d rugs, m o re  th an  

an y th in g  e lse , seem  to b e  at th e  core o f  the  n a rra tiv e  fo r th o se  years.

T o  date , and  at th e  tim e  the research  w as ca rried  out, th is  ex p e rien ce  has 

p rin c ip a lly  b een  a  p h en o m en o n  o f  the ea s t coast, an d  p a rticu la rly  o f  the  g rea te r 

D u b lin  area. S h o u ld  d rugs b eco m e m o re  w id e ly  av a ilab le  th ro u g h o u t th e
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country , th e  sam e issu es  w ill ce rta in ly  surface. In  th a t reg ard , an d  fro m  th e  sam e 

ex p erien ce , S M  h ig h lig h ts  ‘th e  w h o le  set o f  m o ra ls  a ro u n d  d ru g s ’ :

A lco h o l w as ab so lu te ly  fine  an d  y ou  w ere q u ite  w ith in  y o u r rig h ts  to  try  to  

en co u rag e  y o u r p a ls  to  d rin k  o r to  sm oke hash . H ash  is fine. It is  n o t a  drug. 

A n d  th e n  y ou  g e t o n  to  E s an d  th ey  are fine  i f  y ou  o n ly  d ro p  th em  o n ce  o r 

tw ice  a  w eek . H ero in , w e ll i t ’s n o t so b ad  o n ce  you  are sm o k in g  it b u t once  

y o u  are sh o o tin g  up , y o u  are a  loser.

I w ill re tu rn  to  th is  q u es tio n  in  th e  sec tio n  5.5.

T he th ird  th em e  em erg ed  s trong ly  in  th e  research . It co n cern s  risk  tak in g  a n d  th e  

p u rsu it o f  ex c item en t. D iffe ren t te rm s are u sed  by  the  O b serv ers , am o n g s t w h ic h  

is 'the buzz’. In  w e st D u b lin , can n ab is is no t reg ard ed  as a  drug , o r ‘as an y th in g  

th a t’s d am ag ing . T h ey  w o u ld  see  it as w h a t th e y ’d get a  b u zz  o u t o f  a t th e  

w e ek en d ’. T h e  b u z z  com es in  m an y  w ays, so m e legal and  som e n o t - spo rt, 

d rugs, d rin k in g , jo y -rid in g . It also  com es, as w as p o in ted  o u t in  th e  M id lan d s  an d  

C ork , from  rio to u s  b eh a v io u r and  figh ting .

A p a th y  an d  p a ss iv ity  co n stitu te  a  fo u rth  th em e  a ris in g  reg ard in g  ‘a d o le sc en t 

tu rm o il’. O ne su b jec t in  fiv e  is d esc rib ed  as apa the tic . O ne su b jec t in  s ix  is  o r is 

n o t ap a th e tic , d ep en d in g  on  th e  issue  o r c ircu m stan ce . H a lf  th o se  o b se rv ed  are 

not. G e ra rd  is d esc rib ed  as ap a th e tic  and  p assiv e . H e  h as  ‘p u t th e  fu tu re  o n  h o ld  -  

k n o w s ce rta in  th in g s  n eed  to  be done b u t is n o t w illin g  to  do an y th in g  a b o u t it 

y e t’ . In  so m e cases , ap a th y  arises fro m  anger, as w ith  C aro l, w h o  ‘can  h av e  

s tro n g  fee lin g s b u t seem s d ep ressed / angry  a  lo t o f  the  tim e  b u t d en ies  it a n d  so is  

o ften  a p a th e tic ’. I t a lso  arises fro m  se lf-in te rest, as w ith  R o b ert, fo r  w h o m  ‘th e re  

m u s t be so m eth in g  in  it fo r h im  -  i f  he  sees no  in te re st o r re aso n  in  w h a t is on  

o ffer th en  (he is) to ta lly  ap a th e tic ’ . A lan  is am o n g st th o se  w h o  are  n o t ap a th e tic  

-  he is ‘v e ry  d e te rm in e d ’ . So too  is G lenn , w h o  is ‘very  c lea r in  h is  v ie w  o f  

w h ere  he  is g o in g  in  the  w o rld ’ as is Jo sep h , th o u g h  the la tte r is a lso  p ess im is tic .

T h e  fifth  th em e  u n d e r th is  h ead in g  concerns an g e r and  hostility . O b serv ers  w ere  

a sk ed  i f  th e  su b jec ts  d isp lay ed  anger. T he an sw er is yes in  60  p e r cen t o f  cases, 

o u tn u m b erin g  th o se  w ith o u t an g er b y  a lm o st 2:1 . A llo w in g  fo r  th e  

‘m isc e lla n e o u s ’ ca ses  (p rim arily  th o se  w h ere  no  re sp o n se  w as  reco rd ed ), th is  

w o u ld  su g g est th a t tw o  o u t o f  th ree  early  sch o o l leavers  is ca rry in g  a  s ig n ific an t 

level o f  anger. T h e re  is no  m ean in g fu l co m p ariso n  w ith  o th ers  o f  th e  sam e age.
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B ut th is  seem s h ig h  an d  seem s to su g g est th a t ea rly  sch o o l leav e rs  are m o re  

p ro n e  to  an g e r an d  to  s itu a tio n s  o r ex p e rien ces  th a t m ig h t genera te  it. It d em an d s  

fu rth e r research .

Table 10: Anger, hostility

R esponse N %

Shows or expresses anger in general 15 26

Shows or expresses anger against family/m em ber o f family 8 14

Shows or expresses anger against authority figures 5 9

Shows or expresses anger against discrim ination/injustice 4 7

N o real anger/socially concerned anger 19 33

N R/M iscellaneous 7 12

T h e range o f  re sp o n se s  is se t o u t in  T ab le  10 (su b jec ts  are a llo ca ted  o n  th e  b as is  

o f  the  p rin c ip le  anger). O f  these , D arren  ‘gets ang ry  w h en  c h a lle n g ed ’ an d  is 

p a rticu la rly  h o s tile  to  h is  m o th e r’. P ad ra ig  is ‘an g ry  a t lo s in g  (h is) fa th e r’ . J a so n  

‘w o rk s o u t o f  th e  h u rt and  p a in  o f  ‘w h a t h ap p en ed  w ith  h is fa th e r’ (w h o  is 

a lco h o lic  and  w h o se  d rin k in g  b roke up  the fam ily ). H e has ‘a  lo t o f  a n g e r and  

co n tem p t fo r h is  fa th e r b ecau se  o f  the  w ay  h e  w as tre a ted  b y  h im ’ an d  he ‘w o u ld  

lik e  to  do  p h y sica l h a rm  to  h is fa th e r’. O th ers  w h o  feel an g er to w ard s  th e ir  

fa th e r in c lu d e  C a itrio n a , K a tie  an d  Y vonne.

O thers are ang ry  ag a in s t au th o rity  figures, fo r ex am p le  G erard , w h o  is an g ry  at 

the  G ardai ‘fo r w ro n g ly  accu sin g  h im ’. S choo l is th e  fo cu s o f  som e s u b je c ts ’ 

anger, fo r ex am p le  A n n -M arie  and  Tony. A ll o f  th o se  w h o  are an g ry  at 

d isc rim in a tio n  o r in ju s tice  are T ravellers o r o f  m ix ed  race , su ch  as C a th e rin e  o r 

7,iini B rid g e t is v e ry  co n sc io u s o f  d isc rim in a tio n  an d  is ‘ang ry  to w ard  in ju s tice  

and  u n fa irn e ss ’. F ran c is  is angry  ‘at n o t b e in g  accep ted  100 p e r cen t by o th e r 

T rav e lle rs  (and) a t b e in g  trea ted  like a  ch ild  o f  c a reg iv e rs ’. H e is ‘esp ec ia lly  

ang ry  at (h is) m o th e r  fo r tak in g  aw ay his good  ch a rac te r w ith  anyb o d y  he  trie s  to  

im p re ss ’.

R ev iew in g  the  fo reg o in g  parag rap h s, ad o lescen t tu rm o il ap p ears  s tro n g ly  lin k ed  

w ith  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing . B u t the  re search  o u tco m es do n o t d em o n stra te  

causality . R a th er, it seem s tha t an ti-so c ia l b eh av io u r, risk -tak in g , ap a th y  and
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an g er are o f  a  p iece  w ith  o th er factors. T h ey  are as lik e ly  to  b e  signs o f  

f ru stra tio n  and  d e tach m en t as to  be in fluences.

I w ill n o w  tu rn  to  sex u a lity  and  re la tio n sh ip s.

5.4.4 Sexuality and relationships

A s I o u tlin ed  in  2 .7 .4 , a sp ects  o f  sex u a lity  an d  the  y o u n g  p e o p le ’s ex p e rien ce  o f  

tran s itio n  to  sex u a l m atu rity  are th o u g h t to  be o f  cen tra l im p o rtan ce  in  ea rly  

sch o o l leav ing . I w ill p re sen t the  find ings in  th ree  p arts , the  first d ea lin g  w ith  

sex u a lisa tio n , th e  seco n d  w ith  the  d ev e lo p m en t o f  sexual re la tio n sh ip s  an d  the  

la s t w ith  o th er re la ted  issu es  th a t em erg ed  in  th e  research .

(i) Sexualisation

I h av e  ch o sen  to  g roup  th ree  m ajo r th em es em erg in g  fro m  th e  case  s tu d ies  an d  

in te rv iew s u n d e r th is  head ing . T he firs t is ea rly  sex u a lisa tio n , the  seco n d  is 

sex u a l ab u se  and  th e  th ird  is in ap p ro p ria te  behav io u r.

T h e  O b serv ers  id en tify  early  sex u a lisa tio n  as a genera l p h en o m en o n . O ne 

O b se rv e r co m m en ts  th a t ‘w e have 15 year o ld  g irls  w ho  are  ju s t  one  step  aw ay  

fro m  m o th ers , w h o  are  sex u a lly  ac tiv e ’ ad d in g  th a t h av in g  ch ild ren  a t a  y o u n g  

age is  ‘re sp ec ted  an d  ac cep ted ’ as is th e  fac t th a t ‘y o u n g  g irls  a re  m o th e rs  

e a r l ie r ’. F o r ex am p le , C a itrio n a  w as 16 w h en  h e r ch ild  w as b o m . She is n o w  18. 

In  h e r case, v a lu es  an d  m o ra lity  w ere  d iscu ssed  at h o m e, ‘esp ec ia lly  re  sex  and  

ge ttin g  p re g n a n t’ and  it w as stressed  to h e r th a t ‘she  w o u ld  a lw ays b e  su p p o rte d ’ . 

P a tr ic ia ’s ch ild  w as  b o rn  w h en  she w as 17 -  she  is n o w  22  and  acco rd in g  to  th e  

O b serv er, ‘it w o u ld  have  b een  p resu m ed  th a t s h e ’d h av e  a  b ab y  a t a  y oung  a g e ’.

A s ag a in st th is , f irs tly  so m e O bservers argue th a t ea rly  sex u a lisa tio n  is a  genera l 

p h en o m en o n  in  Ire lan d  and  n o t one con fin ed  to  u rb an  and  ru ra l w o rk in g  classes. 

S eco n d ly , it is c lea rly  the  case  tha t m an y  o f  the  su b jec ts  a re  not sex u a lly  ac tiv e , 

fo r  ex am p le  S inéad , C harlie , A nne tte  and  G race. A id an  h as ‘h ig h  m o ra ls ’ and  

‘d o es  n o t en g ag e  in  sexua l ta lk ’. In som e cases the  su b jec t is in flu en ced  by  

fam ily  ex p e rien ce . F o r ex am p le , A n n -M arie ’s tw o  s is te rs  w ere  th ro w n  ou t o f  the  

fam ily  h o m e b ecau se  o f  p regnancy . She is ‘very  aw are  o f  her fa th e r’s v iew s  on  

p re g n a n c y ’ and  is  cau tio u s regard ing  sexual activ ity . C u ltu ra l fac to rs  are also  

im p o rtan t. In  B r id g e t’s fam ily , re la tio n sh ip s  and  ‘b e in g  ca refu l a ro u n d  the  

o p p o site  s e x ’ w ere  cen tra l to  her co n v ersa tio n s w ith  h e r m o th er, as w o u ld  be
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trad itio n a l in  a T ra v e lle r  fam ily . M artin  is ‘very  in h ib ited  to w ard s  in v o lv em en t 

w ith  m em b ers  o f  the  o p p o site  s e x ’. B u t o th ers  are s im p ly  w o rk in g  th e ir  w ay  

th ro u g h  a  n o rm al p ro c ess  o f  d iscovery , like  M atth ew  w ho  is d esc rib ed  as h av in g  

‘m ix ed  fee lin g s to w ard s  m a le /fe m a le ’. D a rren  is ‘a little  e ffe m in a te ’ and  ‘gets  o n  

b e tte r w ith  g irls th an  boys. H e has been  ‘slag g ed  fo r b e in g  g a y ’.

T h a t sa id , s ig n ifican t lev e ls  o f  sexual ac tiv ity  are ev iden t. S o m e y o u n g  m a le s  

lead  w h a t a O b se rv e r d esc rib es  as ‘fa r from  sh elte red  sex  l iv e s ’. In  som e cases 

th is  is p a rt o f  th e ir eco sy stem . M aje lla  is an  ex am p le . S he is 19, an d  ex p ec tin g  

h e r f irs t child . H e r m o th e r h as six  ch ild ren  to  th ree  sep a ra te  fa th e rs  an d  is 

ex p ec tin g  h e r  sev en th . In  L au ra ’s case, h e r  tw o  siste rs  h av e  b ab ies  an d  ‘no 

ap p a ren t p a r tn e rs ’ . Z u n i’s m o th er, w ho is h e rse lf  a  s ing le  p aren t and  ‘is g o in g  to  

m arry  h e r f ia n c é ’ (w ho  is n o t Z u n i’s fa ther), is ‘k n o w n  to  b e  h av in g  a 

re la tio n sh ip ’ w ith  an o th e r y oung  m an. In  o thers, h o w ev er, o v e rt sex u a lity  is n o t a  

fea tu re  o f  th e  fam ily  eco sy stem . D o ra ’s fam ily  is s tab le  an d  h a rd  w o rk in g  an d  

h e r m o th e r is ‘ve ry  co n cern ed  w ith  issues o f  m o ra lity ’. T h e  fam ily  live  in  a  ru ra l 

area, an d  D o ra  sp en d s as little  tim e there  as p o ssib le . H er o w n  p rio ritie s  are 

‘m oney , boys and  so c ia lis in g ’ and  she in d u lg es  in  a  m ix  o f  ‘a lco h o l an d  b o y s ’.

In  a  n u m b er o f  cases, o th e r features o f  th e  fam ily  eco lo g y  m ay  e x p la in  th e  

su b jec ts ’ b eh av io u r. F o r ex am p le , G ra ce ’s p a ren ts  are m arried  an d  sep a ra ted . H er 

fa th e r is a lcoho lic . H er m o th e r w as p h y sica lly  abused , the ch ild re n  w ere  b ea ten  

and  ‘th e re  w as little  food , ca re  o r sp ace ’ . T he ch ild ren  are ‘all a ffec ted  in  som e 

w a y ’. G race  lives w ith  an  aun t. She is in te llig en t, re s ilien t an d  w ell th o u g h t o f  b y  

h e r peers. B u t she also  ‘seeks a tte n tio n ... w ith  h e r re la tio n sh ip s ’ . S he ‘n eed s  to  

feel w an ted  and  is h ap p ie s t w h en  in  a  re la tio n sh ip ’.

F ina lly , so m e O b serv ers , w h ile  accep ting  th a t a  s ig n ifican t p ro p o r tio n  o f  y o u n g  

fem ales  are sex u a lly  ac tive , q u estio n  w h e th e r th ey  ac tu a lly  co n sen t to  th ese  

ac tiv ities , th a t is, w h e th e r th ey  are p ro ac tiv e  p artic ip an ts , o r see th em se lv es  as 

h av in g  no  cho ice . In  o th er w o rd s, is th e ir  sexua l ac tiv ity  s im p ly  w h a t is ex p ec ted , 

p a r t o f  th e  ev e ry d ay  life  o f  a teen ag er in  th e ir  p ee r g ro u p  and  so m eth in g  th ey  do 

n o t feel em p o w e red  to  ch a llen g e?  T hey  th in k  so.

T h e  seco n d  m a jo r th em e to  em erge reg ard in g  the  su b jec ts ’ sex u a lity  is sexual 

abuse . T h e re  are o n ly  tw o  reported in stances o f  sex u a l abuse  am o n g  the  su b jec ts ,
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o ne  o f  w h o m  is S am an tha . S u sp ic io n s  are ex p ressed  in  th ree  o th e r cases, o r 5 p e r 

cent. T h is  is co n s is ten t w ith  th e  ex p e rien ce  o f  O bservers. O ne  ‘n ev e r h ad  to  dea l 

w ith  a  c a se ’ and  an o th e r h ad  en co u n te red  it once. T h a t said , a  sen se  o f  u n ease  

p erm ea tes  the  o b serv a tio n s an d  th e  in terv iew s. In  general, th e  O b serv ers  fee l th a t 

th e  in c id en ce  is h ig h e r th an  rep o rted  and all ack n o w led g ed  sex u a l ab u se  as a  

g en e ra l b ack g ro u n d  p re sen ce  in  th e  su b jec ts ’ lives. In  one  C en tre , w h ile  th e re  

w as n o  case  in  the o b se rv ed  g roup , ‘th ere  are one  o r tw o . . .ev e ry  year. T h ere  w as  

a  p a r tic u la rly  bad  year w h en  w e h ad  five young p e o p le ... ’

B u t i f  the lev e l o f  sexua l ab u se  is h ig h e r th an  rep o rted , w h y  is it n o t d isc lo sed  b y  

the  v ic tim s  or d isco v e red  by  re lev an t p ro fess io n a ls?  T h ere  is a  su b s tan tia l 

lite ra tu re  on  the su b jec t o f  m an ip u la tio n  o f  v ic tim s to  fo resta ll d isc lo su re . T h is  

a sp ec t o f  th e  su b je c ts ’ ex p e rien ce  is b ey o n d  th is  enqu iry . H o w ev er, th e  

O b serv ers  su g g est tw o  o th e r reaso n s fo r n o n -d isc losu re . T h e  f irs t o f  th e se  is  th a t 

the  v ic tim s  are aw are  o f  th e  lik e ly  consequences. T h e  p ro b a b ility  o f  fam ily  

sep a ra tio n  co n seq u en t on  a lleg a tio n s  o f  sexua l ab u se  is  i ts e lf  seen  as a 

d is in cen tiv e  to  d isc lo su re  an d  a  cau se  o f  u n d er-rep o rtin g  -  ‘th ey  k n o w  th e  so c ia l 

w o rk e rs  w o u ld  be b ro u g h t in  an d  th e  fam ily  w o u ld  be  sp lit u p ’. T h e  seco n d  is 

th a t th e  ex p e rien ce  is so in trin s ic  to  som e p e o p le ’s lives th a t th ey  are u n aw are  o f  

it as abuse . O ne O b se rv e r argues th a t ‘i f  th ey ’ve g ro w n  up  w ith  it, i t ’s p a r t o f  

th e ir  d a ily  p a n o ram a’. She ad d s th a t ‘I have k id s  here  w h o  ca rry  b ig  d a rk  sec re ts  

an d  w h o  w ill ta lk  ab o u t sec re ts  b u t w o n ’t d iv u lg e  the s e c re t’.

T h e  O b serv ers  also  c ite  d ifficu ltie s  w ith  d efin itio n s and  in d ica to rs . ‘It d ep en d s 

o n  h o w  y o u  define  sex u a l a b u se ’, w as  one answ er. In  one  s ite  it w as a rg u ed  th a t 

‘i f  y o u  lo o k .. .  a t s ta tu to ry  rap e  as h av in g  sex  w ith  a girl u n d e r 16 years  o f  a g e .. .  

th en  h a lf  th e  g irls  in  th is  cen tre  o r m ore have b een  ra p e d .. .b e c a u s e  th e y ’re  

sex u a lly  a c tiv e ’ . B u t is th is  sexual abuse? T h e  O b serv ers  a lso  su g g est th a t 

a c cep ted  in d ica to rs  are co n fu s in g , for ex am p le  ‘use  o f  sex u a lly  ex p lic it 

la n g u a g e ’. B y  th is  crite rion , th e  language and  b eh a v io u r o f  ce rta in  tra in ees  

in d ica tes  th e  p o ss ib ility  o f  sex u a l abuse. B ut, th ey  say, all teen ag e rs  u se  

in ap p ro p ria te  lan g u ag e  and  th a t th is  in d ica to r co u ld  lead  to  the  co n c lu s io n  th a t 

‘th e  w o rk in g  c lass is ram p an t w ith  sexual a b u se ’. In  general, O b serv ers  m a in ta in  

th a t lan g u ag e  sh o u ld  be  tak en  w ith  o th er ind ica to rs , re ferrin g  to  ‘in ap p ro p ria te
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b eh av io u r, th e ir  h an g -u p s ab o u t sexua lity , h ang-ups ab o u t t o u c h . . . ’ A s one  o f  

th e ir  n u m b er p o in ts  ou t,

B ar th e  T rav elle rs , m o s t o f  th e  o th ers  w ould  be v ery  p ro m iscu o u s  an d  ac tin g  

o u t sexually . T h ere  are  no  b o u n d arie s  a round  tha t in  te rm s o f  co m in g  o n  to 

w o rk e rs , th in g s th a t w o u ld  cau se  you concern.

M an y  o f  th ese  th em es co n v erg e  in  M a rth a ’s case. H er p a ren ts  a re  m arried . T h ere  

is a  h is to ry  o f  p o v erty  and  th ey  live an  iso la ted  ru ral ex is ten ce . H er fa th e r h as  

b een  in  tro u b le  w ith  th e  law  an d  an  u n cle  w as co n v ic ted  o f  m u rd er. T h e re  h as  

b een  no  a lleg a tio n  o f  sex u a l abuse , b u t M arth a  ‘a llu d es  to  ex p e rien ce s  w ith  

re la tio n s ’ . She is ‘u n h ap p y  in  h e r fam ily  and co m m u n ity  an d  is p re p a re d  to  cycle  

a  lo n g  w ay  every  day  to get aw ay ’. M arth a  regards a  n u m b e r o f  th in g s as 

im p o rtan t, am o n g st w h ich  are  ‘h av in g  a boyfriend  (o r sev e ra l), c rea tin g  an  

im p ress io n  (and) g e tting  p ra is e ’. She is d esc ribed  as ‘h u n g ry  fo r  love, h u g g in g  

m a le  staff, very  p h y sica l w ith  boyfriends. She is u n aw are  o f  the  p a ram ete rs  

b e tw een  sexual and  n o n -sex u a l lo v e ’.

T he th ird  th em e to  em erg e  in  the  research  reg ard in g  sex u a lity  co n cern s  

in ap p ro p ria te  b eh av io u r. T h is  em erg es in  spec ific  case  s tu d ies  as w ell as the 

general co m m en ta ry  o f  th e  O bservers . It is one o f  the  in d ica to rs  o f  p o ss ib le  

sex u a l abuse . O ne co m m en t su m m arises  o ther v iew p o in ts  a lread y  cited:

W e n o tice  th is  w h ere  th ey  w o u ld  sexua lly  m ake up  to  in s tru c to rs  o r to  m u ch  

o ld e r m en. I t ’s as th o u g h  th ey  d o n ’t have th e  n o rm al-ty p e  b arrie rs  w h ere  

th ey ’re  sex u a lly  re la tin g  to  the k id s  th e ir ow n  age.

T h is  re sp o n d en t adds th a t it is no t on ly  ‘th a t th ey  w o u ld  be in v itin g  o r 

p rec ip ita tin g  sexua l in te rac tio n s  w ith  o ld er p eo p le  bu t th ey  also  seem  to  be m u ch  

m o re  sex u a lly  ac tiv e  w ith  a  lo t m o re  p eo p le ’. T he case s tu d ies  a lso  fea tu re  o th er 

in ap p ro p ria te  b eh av io u rs . In  K e v in ’s case, it is a ‘h is to ry  o f  to u ch in g  up  p ee rs  

and  w o m e n ’. K ev in  m ay  be m ild ly  m en tally  h an d icap p ed . A n o th e r is Jack ie . 

B o th  h e r b ro thers are d isru p tiv e . S he w as ‘lite ra lly  sta lk in g  a  m an  o f  ab o u t 30 

years  w h o m  she a lread y  k n ew  as he  had  given w ork  to  h e r b ro th e r’. She m ad e  

o b scen e  p h o n e  ca lls  to  h im , w h ich  he ev en tu a lly  taped , and  m ad e  th rea ten in g  

p h o n e  ca lls  to h is g irlfriend . A cco rd in g  to  her, he  sh o t a t h e r  a f te r  she p u t a  s to n e  

th ro u g h  h is  w in d o w  in  the m id d le  o f  the n ig h t’. W h ile  th e  O b se rv e r su sp ec ts  she
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m ay  h av e  b een  ab u sed  o u ts id e  h e r fam ily , th is is n o t p ro v en . So, any  lin k  

b e tw een  sexua l ab u se  and  h e r ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  is a  m a tte r  o f  sp ecu la tio n .

(ii) The development of sexual relationships

So fa r in  th is  sec tio n , I hav e  ad d ressed  the  q u es tio n  o f  sex u a lity . B u t h o w  is th is 

s itu a ted  in  the  d ev e lo p m en t o f  th e ir  re la tio n sh ip s?  D ifficu lties  lo v e  are e v id e n t in  

h a lf  th e  case  stud ies. T h ese  ru n  th e  g am u t from  o v er-a ttach m en t -  M aje lla  ‘lo v es  

to o  m u c h ’ -  to  an  ap p a ren t in ab ility  to  lo v e  -  fo r Jo sep h , lo v e  is ‘p u re ly  p h y sica l 

d o m in a tio n ’. Jac in ta  is ‘cy n ica l’ and  K atie  ‘sees lo v e  as a  c o m m o d ity ’. R o n an  

d o es n o t fu lly  u n d ers ta n d  lo v e  -  ‘he  feels th a t lo v e  is a lw ay s co n d itio n a l, 

e sp ec ia lly  at hom e, th a t is, he  is o n ly  loved  w h en  h e  is s ick  o r n o t th e re ’.

A n o th e r O b serv er asse rts  th a t th e  y oung  p eo p le  ‘lo v e ’ th e ir  fa m ily  an d  ‘lo v e ’ 

th e ir b o y frien d  o r g irlfrien d , b u t th e  w o rd  m ean s d iffe ren t th in g s  in  d iffe ren t 

co n tex ts . ‘S e x ’, she  adds, ‘co m es in  the  m id d le  as so m eth in g  w e  hav e  o r  do 

w h ich  d o e s n ’t have to have  any  lo v e  a ttached  to  i t ’. It is a lso  a rg u ed  th a t ‘th e re  is 

n o  d ev e lo p m en t o f  re la tio n sh ip s ’ and  th a t m o st o f  the  b o y -g irl re la tio n sh ip s  are 

b o u n d  u p  w ith  s ta tu s  in  the  p ee r g roup  and  w ith  the y o u n g  p eo p le  d e tach in g  

th em se lv es  fro m  th e ir fam ilies . C yn ic ism  is also  rep o rted . O ne  O b se rv e r 

co m m en ts  th a t ‘lo v e  h as m ean t v ery  n eg a tiv e  th in g s s o m e tim e s .. . ’ A s ev id en ce  

o f  p h y sica l affec tion , an o th er O b serv er in stances ‘love b ite s  and  b lack  ey e s ’. O n 

th e  o th e r hand , m an y  o f  the  su b jec ts  have no d ifficu lties  in  th is  regard . F or 

ex am p le , L isa ’s fam ily  is ‘ve ry  lo v in g  and  su p p o rtiv e ’ an d  she  ‘h as  a  b o y frien d  

an d  th ey  seem  to h av e  a  v ery  go o d  re la tio n sh ip ’.

T u rn in g  to  d iffe ren ces in  a ttitu d es  b e tw een  m ales  and  fem a les , th e  case  s tudy  

o b se rv a tio n s  do  n o t te ll a  g reat deal in  th is  regard . B u t th e  in te rv iew ees rep o rt 

th a t m ales  an d  fem a les  have  d is tin c tly  d iffe ren t p e rcep tio n s  o f  lo v e  and  

sex u a lity . ‘L ove is n ev e r m en tio n ed  b y  the  fe llas in  fro n t o f  an y  p e rso n ’ says 

one. It is ‘gen e ra lly  seen  as sex u a l lo v e ’ by the  y oung  m ales , acco rd in g  to  

an o th er. T h e  g irls see it q u ite  d iffe ren tly  -  ‘I t ’s so m eo n e  to  th in k  y o u ’re 

w o n d e rfu l and  m in d  y ou  and  te ll y ou  n ice  th in g s ’, th e  O b serv ers  c la im , and  

‘re la tio n sh ip s  and  lo v e  are the  b ig g est su b jec t o f  c o n v e rsa tio n  b e tw een  the 

w o rk e rs  here  and  the  young  g irls  w h en  th ey  m ee t in d iv id u a lly  on ce  a  w e e k ’. 

M a le s  o ften  en g ag e  in  c ru d e  sex u a l ta lk  and  v ig o ro u sly  ex p ress  ag g ressio n , b u t 

th ey  h av e  d ifficu lty  in  ex p ress in g  ‘inner fee lin g s’, u n lik e  fem ales. T h a t said ,
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tr ian g u la tio n  in te rv iew ee  C M  p o in ts  o u t that ‘em o tio n a l su p p o rt is all v e ry  w e ll ’ 

b u t so m etim es ‘w h a t y o u  (really ) n eed  is to  be  ab le  to  m o v e  o u t o f  y o u r g a f f  and  

m o v e  in to  so m eb o d y  e ls e ’s g a f f .  T h is  k ind  o f  p rac tica l su p p o rt ‘is rea lly  s tro n g  

an d  ad m irab le  as w e ll’, she says, add ing  th a t fo r th e  su b jec ts , ‘lo v e  is n ’t 

so m eth in g  you  say ’ o r ‘so m eth in g  y ou  ta lk  abou t, it is  so m eth in g  y o u  d o ’. It 

fo llo w s th a t ‘i t ’s n o t so m eth in g  y o u  ana lyse e ith e r’.

F ina lly , young  T rav e lle rs  share m an y  o f  the a ttitu d es an d  ex p e rien ces  o u tlin e d  

above . In  som e cases th ey  are m o re  ex trem e. F o r ex am p le , as one O b se rv e r 

n o tes, in  T rav e lle r cu ltu re , ‘a  m an  to u ch in g  a m a n  is a h o m o sex u a l and  i f  y ou  are 

a  h o m o sex u a l y ou  are th e  scum  o f  the  earth , y o u  are lo w er th an  a T rav e lle r in  

th e ir  eyes, so m eo n e  th ey  can  lo o k  d o w n  o n ’. T h a t said , th e  y o u n g  m en  ‘all w an t 

to  be  p erce iv ed , like  m o st young  fe llas, as s tu d s an d  b asica lly , all th e  ta lk  is 

a ro u n d  th a t’. T h ey  ‘ta lk  cru d e  an d  ro u g h  and  d isg u s t th e  g irls  w ith  th e ir  ta lk  bu t, 

i f  th e  tru th  w ere  k n o w n , esp ecia lly  the T rav e lle r fe lla s , th e y ’re  lead in g  v ery  

sh e lte red  sex  l iv e s ’. T rav e lle r g irls are rep o rted  to  be ‘sad d en ed  a t the  d iffe ren ce  

b e tw e en  w h a t th ey  p e rce iv e  to be ro m an tic  lo v e  and  the  rea lity  o f  w h a t th e y ’re 

g o in g  to  go in to ’. In  th is  regard , B ridget ‘k n o w s w h a t she  w an ts  fro m  

re la tio n sh ip s  w ith  y o u n g  m e n ’, yet ‘she has in h ib itio n s  ab o u t d ev e lo p in g  d eep  

re la tio n sh ip s ’. S he ‘d o e s n ’t w an t to  be  “th e  w ife” o f  a  T ra v e lle r  m a n ’. H o w ev er, 

C a th erin e , w ho  is  se ttled , sees love clearly , ‘e sp ec ia lly  in  re la tio n  to  h e r fam ily  

a n d  w o u ld n ’t h av e  a  p ro b lem  ex p ressin g  i t ’.

(iii) Other related issues emerging from the research

F ina lly , th e  re sea rch  su g g ests  tw o o th er facto rs th a t m ay  be c lo se ly  lin k ed  w ith  

ea rly  schoo l leav in g  itse lf, ‘n ee d in e ss ’ and  dependency . A s reg ard s th e  f irs t o f  

th ese , an  O b serv er in  th e  B o rd er a rea  no tes th a t m an y  o f  the  y o u n g  p eo p le  she  

h as  w o rk ed  w ith  h av e  b een  reared  in  c ircu m stan ces w h e re  lo v e  w as m in im a l o r 

in co n sis ten t, ‘an d  th ey  w o u ld  be  ju s t  g rasp in g  a t s tra w s’. T h ese  y o u n g  p eo p le  

ca n  be very  needy, she  says, and  co n seq u en tly  very  v u ln e ra b le  in  a  v arie ty  o f  

w ay s, fo r ex am p le  to  lo n e  p aren th o o d , and  co n seq u en t ea rly  sch o o l leav ing . 

Jac k ie  is an  ex am p le . H er in ab ility  to  d is tin g u ish  b e tw e en  sexua l an d  n o n -sex u a l 

lo v e  has a lread y  b een  cited . ‘L o v e ’ is very  im p o rtan t to  h er, an d  she n eed s to  feel 

loved . S he ‘is v e ry  a ffec tio n a te  an d  in c lin ed  to  h u g  and  to u ch  ad u lts  a  lo t -  som e 

o f  h e r ac tio n s are lik e  th o se  o f  a  young  child . S he w ill c lin g  to  lo v e  w h e rev e r it is
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o ffe re d ’. T he O b se rv e r w o rrie s  th a t ‘th is  cou ld  lead  h e r  in to  t ro u b le ’. M an y  o f  

th e  y oung  p eo p le  also  ap p e a r to  co n fu se  love and  d ep en d en cy , a  p o in t  m ad e  

rep ea ted ly  by  the O b serv ers . C aro l is an  exam ple . S he is  cyn ica l ab o u t love, 

b e liev es  th a t ‘no b o d y  g iv es  a  s h it’, an d  ‘con fuses love w ith  d ep e n d e n c y ’. A n  

O b serv er re fe rred  to  h e r g ro u p  o f  lone paren ts:

T h e  ch ild ren  are d ep e n d en t o n  them , th ere fo re  th e ir  ch ild ren  lo v e  th em , so 

th ey  love th em  (back ). T h e y ’re d ep en d en t on  th e ir  o w n  m o th ers , so there  is 

so m eth in g  a ro u n d  love th e re  as w ell bu t n o t am ong  ea ch  o th er o r w ith  th e ir  

partners.

A re  sex u a lity  and  sex u a l re la tio n sh ip s  im p lica ted  in  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g ?  

R ev iew in g  th e  fo reg o in g  sec tio n , w h ile  sex u a lity  and  re la tio n sh ip s  in  th em se lv es  

do  n o t in flu en ce  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing , it is c lea r th a t m an y  su b jec ts  h av e  

en co u n te red  a  sex u a lly  ac tiv e  cu ltu re  e ith er in  the  h o m e  o r in  w id e r society . 

C o u p led  w ith  p erso n a l n eed in ess , th is  m ay  p lace  in d iv id u a ls  at r isk  o f  early  

sex u a l ac tiv ity  an d  p o ss ib le  lone p aren thood . T h is, in  tu rn , m ay  lead  to  ea rly  

sch o o l leav ing . In  a  n u m b er o f  cases, m o st o b v io u sly  S a m a n th a ’s, sex u a l ab u se  

is a  p o w erfu l in flu en ce  on  ed u catio n al p artic ipa tion . In  o thers , it is p a rt o f  a 

w id e r p a tte rn  o f  ad v e rs ity  co n trib u tin g  to  early  sch o o l leav ing .

I w ill n o w  tu rn  to  id en tity  and  self-esteem .

5.4.5 Identity and self-esteem

T h e v iew  th a t ea rly  sch o o l leavers have  ‘p ro n o u n ced  id en tity  d iff ic u ltie s ’ and  

lo w  se lf-es teem  an d  th a t o n e ’s p hysical ap p earan ce  an d  th e  ap p ro v a l o f  th e  p ee r 

g roup  are im p o rtan t in  th ese  regards w as n o ted  at 2 .6 .4 . It is su g g ested  in  the  

lite ra tu re  th a t th e re  is  a  causal connection . T he o u tco m es o f  th e  p re se n t re search  

do n o t o v e rw h e lm in g ly  en d o rse  these  v iew s. W h ile  it is tru e  th a t as m an y  as tw o  

o u t o f  fiv e  o f  th e  su b jec ts  have  d ifficu lties  w ith  id en tity  an d  se lf-es teem , th e  

m ajo rity  does n o t h av e  the  k in d  o f  p ro fo u n d  defic its  in  th ese  areas th a t m ig h t be  

ex p ec ted  from  the  lite ra tu re .

D o  th e  su b jec ts  h av e , as W hite  (1997) suggested , ‘p ro n o u n ced  id en tity  

d iff icu ltie s ’? S om e do, b u t o n ly  one in  five. In  ju s t  o v er 30  p e r cen t o f  cases, the 

su b jec t h as  som e d ifficu lty  or is in  tran sitio n . B ut th e  in d iv id u a l has no 

s ig n ifican t id en tity  d ifficu ltie s  in a lm o st 50 p e r cen t o f  cases. D a rren  is one o f
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th o se  w h o  do. H e  is ‘em b arrassed  ab o u t w h ere  he  lives an d  (h is) lack  o f  

e d u c a tio n ’. H is s is te r  ‘g iv es  h im  a hard  tim e  ab o u t b e in g  in  Y O U T H R E A C H ’. 

H e h as ‘p re ten d ed  th a t h e  lives in  a  p o sh  area  and  th a t he is in v o lv ed  in  d ram a, 

(in) p an to  in  the G a ie ty ’. O thers w ith  id en tity  d ifficu ltie s  in c lu d e  M artin , w h o  

h as no sense  o f  id en tity  o r p u rp o se , G erard , D ora , M atth ew , S am an th a  an d  

D avid . T he la tte r’s fa m ily  are b o rn  ag a in  C h ris tian s , he  n ev e r sp eak s o f  h is 

fam ily ’s h is to ry  o r lo ca tio n , is ‘afra id  and  b u llie d ’, is a  loner, and  h as  no id e a  o f  

w h a t h e  w o u ld  like  to  do  o r be.

S om e o f  th e  su b jec ts  a re  in  tran sitio n , like P ad ra ig  an d  A n n -M arie . T h e  la tte r  is 

‘s till very  y oung  (an d ) d o e s n ’t  k n o w  w here sh e ’s h ead in g  yet, b u t she  w ill w o rk  

h a rd ’ . T h o se  w ith  no id en tity  d ifficu lties  in c lu d e  C aro l, S im on , L isa  and  B eth . 

T hey  a lso  in c lu d e  so m e  y o u n g  p eo p le  w ho  h av e  a  s tro n g  sen se  o f  id en tity  d esp ite  

o th er d ifficu lties . F o r ex am p le , n o tw ith stan d in g  h e r o w n  o ffen d in g  b eh a v io u r 

an d  h e r p a re n ts ’ sep a ra tio n , T in a  has a s trong  sense  o f  co m m u n ity . S he ‘is p a r t o f  

a w e ll-k n o w n  fam ily  and  is p ro u d  to  be  p a rt o f  i t ’ . S he is p e rso n a lly  o p tim is tic , 

h as  a  ‘s tro n g  sen se  o f  b e lo n g in g ’ and  is in te re sted  in  h a ir-ca re  as a  career. 

G e m m a’s fam ily  b ac k g ro u n d  is even  m ore d ifficu lt, y e t she ‘sees h e rs e lf  in  th e  

sam e p a th  as h e r m o th e r  -  a s trong  h ap p y  fam ily  d esp ite  th e ir  t ro u b le s ’. 

A lth o u g h  each  h as o th e r issues w ith  w h ich  to  co n ten d , the  fo u r T rav e lle rs  hav e  

no id en tity  d ifficu ltie s . A  m o rb id  ce rta in ty  o f  id en tity  a lso  fea tu res , a lb e it ra re ly , 

fo r  ex am p le  w ith  G rah am , w h o  sees h im se lf  as an  ou tlaw , and  Jo sep h , w h o  sees 

h im s e lf  as a  u sefu l, h a rd w o rk in g  in te llig en t T ravelle r, b u t w h o  is a lso  a  v io len t 

law breaker. H is  c ap ac ity  fo r v io lence  and  th eft is p a r t o f  h is iden tity .

It is a lso  a rgued  in  th e  lite ra tu re  th a t early  sch o o l leav ers h av e  low  se lf-es teem . 

M an y  O bservers agree , w ith  one co m m en tin g  tha t the  su b jec ts  h av e  a  ‘to ta l and  

u tte r lack  o f  se lf-e s teem  an d  se lf-w o rth ’. In  h e r ex p e rien ce , ‘y o u  hav e  to  s ta rt to  

b u ild  th em  up  fro m  s c ra tc h ...r ig h t ac ross th e  board , reg a rd le ss  o f  th e ir  a b ility ’. 

B u t in  s ta rk  co n tra s t to  th is  v iew , and  in d eed  to  th e  lite ra tu re , it tran sp ire s  th a t 

less th an  a  q u arte r o f  the  su b jec ts  have  low  se lf-esteem . In  14 p e r cen t o f  cases, 

the  an sw er is eq u iv o ca l and  60 p e r cen t h av e  p o s itiv e  o r h ig h  se lf-esteem . 

T h o m as is am o n g  th o se  w ith  low  self-esteem . H is  fam ily  ‘lives in  p o o r 

c irc u m sta n ces’ an d  is ‘cau g h t in  a m o n ey -len d in g  s p ira l’. T h e  ‘w h o le  fa m ily  is 

un ab le  to  get up  in  th e  m o rn in g ’. T h o m as ‘reco ils  w h en  a p p ro ach e d ’ an d  is
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‘t im id ’. H e is am b iv a len t an d  ap a th e tic  and  ‘feels  very  in a d e q u a te ’. H e h id es  in  a  

g roup  situation . H e h as  ‘a  fear o f  b e in g  laughed  a t’ . O th ers  inc lude  T o n y  and  

A o ife . T h o se  fo r w h o m  th e  an sw er is equ ivoca l in c lu d e  R o b ert, K a tie  and  

M artha , w ho h as  p o o r  se lf-es teem  apart from  h e r ap p earan ce , o f  w h ich  sh e  is 

aw are  and  is co n fid en t. A m o n g  the  60 per cen t w ith  p o s itiv e  o r  h ig h  se lf-e s teem  

are L isa, B e th  an d  A lan . In  D e a n ’s case, a lth o u g h  he  le ft sch o o l in  2 nd year, h e  is 

‘in te llig e n t’ and  ‘sp o ile d ’ . H e is ‘in te rested  in  ideas, h as  a  n a rra tiv e  sen se  o f  the  

s e lf  and  is in q u is itiv e ’. H e sees h im se lf  on  a ca reer p a th  lead in g  to  o w n e rsh ip  o f  

h is  o w n  com pany . T h e  O b se rv e r co m m en ts th a t ‘h is se lf- im ag e  is g o o d ’. A n o th e r 

is Jo sep h  w ho  d o es n o t su ffe r  fro m  low  self-esteem , ex cep t as regards sch o o lin g . 

Y vonne is a ‘seco n d  m o th e r ’ in  h e r fam ily , and  in  h e r p e e r  g ro u p  ‘she  is p o p u la r  

and  a  real le a d e r’. W hen  w e lo o k  at iden tity  and  se lf-e s teem  to g eth er, w e find  

that:

E ig h t sub jects , o r  14 p e r cent, have  both  id en tity  d ifficu ltie s  an d  lo w  se lf­

esteem .

F iv e  su b jec ts  h av e  no id en tity  d ifficu lties , bu t d isp lay  lo w  se lf-esteem , su ch  

as Jac in ta  and  Jo sep h in e .

S ev en  h av e  id en tity  d ifficu ltie s  coup led  w ith  h ig h  se lf-es teem . T h ey  in c lu d e  

G erard , w ho  h as  a  h ig h  reg ard  fo r his ab ility  to learn.

S o m e su b jec ts  hav e  h ig h  se lf-es teem  in ce rta in  a reas an d  lo w  se lf-e s teem  in 

o th ers , e sp ec ia lly  learn ing . F o r exam ple , C aro l ‘th in k s  she is th ic k ’, b u t h as  a 

h ig h  o p in io n  o f  h e r  em p lo y ab ility . B rid g et is an o th er -  w h ile  she reg ard s  h e r s e lf  

as a s lo w  learner, she is ‘q u ie tly  co n fid en t’ reg ard in g  tra in ing . D a rren  sees 

h im s e lf  as very  in te llig en t an d  in so fa r as he h as  lo w  se lf-e s teem  it d e riv es  fro m  

h is p h y siq u e  and  h is p e rcep tio n  o f  his n e ig h b o u rh o o d . H e  also  h as  id en tity  

d ifficu ltie s . P a tric ia  fee ls  very  im p o rtan t in  h er o w n  fa m ily  and  p ee r g ro u p  

o u ts id e  the  cen tre , b u t is less ce rta in  o f  her sta tu s w ith in  th e  Y O U T H R E A C H  

C en tre . In  a  n u m b er o f  cases, the  O bserver su g g ests  th a t the  su b je c t’s se lf­

e s teem  is in fla ted , as w ith  R onan. H e sees h im se lf  as ‘w e ll ra n k e d ’ in  fam ily  and  

co m m u n ity , b u t th e  O b se rv e r feels th a t ‘h is fam ily , tim e  an d  s e lf  is a s ta te  o f  

co n fu s io n ’. A s fo r Jack ie , she  ‘sees h e rse lf  as hard  w o rk in g  (tru e) and  reaso n ab le
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(un true) and  co -o p e ra tiv e  (m o st o f  th e  tim e ).’ (C o m m en ts  in  p a ren th es is  a re  by 

the  O bserver).

In  th e  lig h t o f  th e  accep ted  re sea rch  consensus, th ese  fin d in g s  a re  u n ex p ec ted . 

So, h o w  are w e to  reco n c ile  the  lite ra tu re , no t to  m e n tio n  th e  v iew s  o f  

ex p e rien ced  O b serv ers , w ith  w h a t w e  fin d  in  the  case  s tu d ies?  A  n u m b er o f  

facto rs ap p ear to  be s ig n ifican t. F irstly , the  sub jects  h av e  a lread y  le ft sch o o l and  

h av e  sp en t tim e  in  an  en v iro n m en t (Y O U T H R E A C H ) th a t is g ea red  to  en h an ce  

se lf-esteem . T h ey  w e re  n o t all so  p o sitiv e  abou t th em se lv es  w h e n  th ey  b eg a n  the  

p ro g ram m e, as m ay  b e  seen  w ith  T revor and  D erek . S eco n d ly , w h ile  su b jec ts  

have  low  se lf-e s teem  reg ard in g  schoo l-type learn ing , th e ir  se lf-p e rc ep tio n  is 

m u ch  m o re  p o s itiv e  w h en  m easu red  in  term s o f  q u alitie s , cap ac itie s  o r ac tiv ities  

w h ich  th ey  th em se lv es  reg ard  as im portan t. T hese  in c lu d e  d em o n strab le  sk ills , 

em p lo y ab ility , p e e r s ta tu s, a th le tic  or spo rting  ab ility  and  so on. T here  is su p p o rt 

fo r th is  co n c lu s io n  fro m  trian g u la tio n  in te rv iew ee  M S w h o  p o in ts  o u t th a t fo r 

se lf-es teem  to be  h ig h  ‘you n eed  to  be  good  at th o se  th in g s th a t you  v a lu e ’. T hus, 

‘i f  y ou  are g o o d  a t w o o d w o rk , i f  y ou  are good at fo o tb a ll an d  th o se  are the  th in g s  

th a t yo u  v a lu e , in  v ery  s im p lis tic  te rm s, you 'd  h av e  a  g o o d  se lf-e s te e m ’.

C erta in ly , su ccess in  such  n o n -acad em ic  ac tiv itie s  ap p ears  to  im p ro v e  se lf­

esteem . W ayne is a go o d  ex am p le  o f  this. H is fam ily  is p o o r and  th e re  is a  

h is to ry  o f  v io len ce  and  p e tty  crim e. H e w an ts  to  d is tan ce  h im s e lf  fro m  th is 

back g ro u n d . H e  sees h im se lf  as im p o rtan t in  h is co m m u n ity  and  am o n g  his 

p eers. H e le ft sch o o l in  1st year. H e w as d isrup tive , fe lt th e  sy s tem  w as too  s tric t 

an d  th a t h e  w as u n im p o rtan t -  ‘on ly  a  n u m b er’. H o w ev er, h e  h as  ‘no  learn in g  

d iff ic u ltie s ’ and  ‘h as no  d ifficu lty  w ith  any th ing  h e  is in te re sted  in ’. H e is a  

m em b er o f  a b o x in g  club , and  th e  p erso n  in  charge has b ee n  a m en to r fo r h im . 

W ayne is n o w  ‘a  very  p o s itiv e  and  defin ite  p erson , a  g o o d  co m m u n ica to r, 

o rg an ise r and  w illin g  to  w o rk  hard. H e has an  in te re st in  ach iev in g  h ig h  

s tan d ard s in  sp o rt an d  in  learn ing . H e feels it is im p o rtan t to  be  so m eb o d y  an d  to  

ach iev e  th is  he  m u s t w o rk  h a rd ’.

T u rn in g  to  p h y sica l ap p earan ce  and  approval o f  th e  p ee r g ro u p , P in e s ’ (1 9 9 3 ) 

v ie w  o f  th e  im p o rtan ce  to  se lf-es teem  o f  ‘physical ap p earan ce  and  th e  im ag e  o f  

th e  s e lf  -  m irro red  in  p o s itiv e  o r n ega tive  resp o n se  fro m  p ee r f ig u re s ’ w as c ited  

in  the rev iew  o f  the  lite ra tu re . T h e  p resen t re search  su p p o rts  th is  v iew p o in t. A
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p red ic tab le  sp ec tru m  o f  aw aren ess  and  se lf-co n fid en ce  is ap p aren t. T h ree  g ro u p s 

are found :

-  O n e-th ird  are c lea rly  h ap p y  w ith  th e ir appearance: th is  g ro u p  in c lu d es 

P a tric ia , S heila , M arth a , B eth , A id an  and  T ina. A n n e tte  is ‘a ttrac tive , 

p leasan t, im p eccab le  an d  p ro u d  o f  h e r ap p ea ran ce ’. A s w ith  o th e r aspec ts , 

d ev e lo p m en t h as  ta k e n  p lace  in  Y O U T H R E A C H . F o r ex am p le , F ra n c is ’ 

s ta tu re  h as  im p ro v ed  w ith  co n fid en ce  -  he ‘sw aggers n o w  as o p p o sed  to  th e  

m o o ch in g  o f  o ld ’;

-  O ne th ird  are  p o s itiv e  b u t m o re  se lf-conscious: th is g ro u p  in c lu d es  C aro l, 

C a itrio n a , K aren  an d  Jack ie . M artin  has a  ‘go o d  a ttitu d e  to w ard s (the) 

p h y sica l s ide  th o u g h  ta tto o ed  an d  p ierced . (Fie) does n o t reg a rd  h im s e lf  as 

g o o d  lo o k in g ’;

-  O ne th ird  co m p rises  th o se  w h o  are co n sc io u s o f  th e ir  w e ig h t and  th o se  w h o  

m an ife stly  lack  co n fid en ce . A m o n g  th is  g roup  are Jo sep h in e , R o b ert, K a tie , 

S ean  and  R onan . D o ra  is d esc rib ed  as fo llow s: ‘o v erw eig h t, lo v e  b ites, b o d y  

odour, d irty  c lo th es , v e ry  ca re less  and  d esp ite  ap p ro ach  h as  n o t im p ro v ed  -  

p ro b ab ly  u n h ap p y  an d  n o t ab le  to  im prove h e r ap p e a ra n c e ’.

It seem s u n lik e ly  th a t the  su b jec ts  are ex cep tio n al fro m  th e  genera l ru n  o f  

ad o lescen ts  in  Ire lan d  w ith  reg ard  to  their p h y sica l se lf-im ag e  and  th e  O b serv ers  

co n sis ten tly  h o ld  th a t, on  the  w h o le , th ey  are no t. T rian g u la tio n  in te rv iew ee  S M  

arg u es th a t ‘th e  fear o f  lo o k in g  s tu p id ’ is ‘p re d o m in a n t’ fo r  ‘all p eo p le  o f  

b e tw e en  14 and  17 years o f  a g e ’ and  it is a s tage  w h en  ‘Y o u  do n 't w an t to  lo o k  

silly . I t ’s the  age w h en  y ou  are try ing  to  be so m eth in g , so m eb o d y  th a t p eo p le  

w ill re sp e c t’. W o rk in g  w ith  early  schoo l leavers  in  fo u r D u b lin  Y O U T H R E A C H  

C en tres , she  fo u n d  th a t th is w as

in c red ib ly  s tro n g  in  th e  cen tres. E v e ry b o d y ... (w as) in  th e  p ro cess  o f  c rea tin g  

o r ju s t  h ad  c rea ted  th e ir p e rso n a  and  i f  th a t w as d en ted  in  any  w ay  it w as 

very , very  dan g ero u s.

T h is  p ro cess  co m p reh en d s  p hysical app earan ce  and  co n ten d in g  w ith  w h a t one 

O b se rv e r d esc rib es  as p u ts  it, ‘all th e  p ressu re  to  be ab o u t s ix  stone  and  b e  rea lly  

th in  an d  w ear c lo th es  th a t ex p o se  a lo t o f  th e ir  b o d ie s ’ . In  h e r ex p e rien ce , the  

g irls  b e liev e  th ey  w ill o n ly  be lik ed  i f  they  are very  th in  an d  ‘ev en  th e  o n es th a t 

a re  sev en  an d  a  h a lf  s to n e  seem  to th in k  o f  th em se lv es  as b e in g  tw o  to n  T e ssy ’. 

T h u s, Jo sep h in e  is ‘V ery  se lf- co n sc io u s o f  b e in g  o v e rw e ig h t (and) d o e sn ’t like
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o u td o o r p u rsu its ’. H o w ev er, it is no t o n ly  g irls  w h o  are  su b jec t to  th is. D a rren  

h as  ‘serious in h ib itio n s  ab o u t h is  b o d y ’ and  ‘w o rries  a  lo t ab o u t h is p h y s iq u e ’. 

H e th in k s  he is o v e rw e ig h t an d  p re ten d ed  to  be  bu lim ic . H e  re fu ses  to  go to 

sports. In the  cen tre , h e  ‘re fu sed  to  rem o v e  a  w a rm  fleece  ja c k e t ev en  th o u g h  

d rip p in g  w ith  sw e a t’. T h is  d isco m fo rt w ith  th e ir  ow n  b o d ies  recu rs  in  the  

in terv iew s. A s to  the  so u rce  o f  such  in h ib itio n s, a  n u m b er o f  O b serv ers  p o in t o u t 

th a t ‘so m e ...w o u ld  be n o ticea b ly  n eg lec ted  in  th e ir  ap p earan ce  and  h y g ien e  and  

th a t so rt o f  th in g ’ and  indeed , th is  app lies to  a n u m b er o f  th e  su b jec ts  o f  th is  

research . It is a lso  su g g ested  th a t th is  is lin k ed  to th e  su b je c ts ’ d o m estic  

s itu a tio n s , ‘th e  m o o d  th ey  are in ’ o r w h e th e r ‘th ey  h ad  a  h ard  w eek en d  o r . . .  

th in g s are  rea lly  b ad  w ith  th e m ’.

P ressu re  to  b e  fa sh io n a b le  is a lso  cited. W h ile  it is ag reed  th a t th is  is th e  sam e fo r 

all teen ag ers, ad d itio n a l d ifficu ltie s  face early  sch o o l leavers, m an y  o f  w h o m  hail 

fro m  ec o n o m ica lly  d isad v an tag ed  hom es. H o w ev er, o n e  O b se rv e r arg u es th a t 

financial resou rces are seco n d ary  to  se lf-esteem , in s tan c in g  B rid g et, ‘w h o  lives 

in  the  m o st d ep riv ed  co n d itio n  (in  a  h a ltin g  site) w ith  no w a te r and  no to ile t’ bu t 

w h o  is ‘the b e s t d ressed , w ith  th e  m o st m ake-up  on, in  th e  p lace  here. Y o u ’d 

sw ear she  w as go ing  o u t fo r th e  n ig h t in  term s o f  d ress an d  p h y sica l ap p earan ce , 

hyg iene  and  c lea n lin e ss ’ .

M oney  an d  sense  o f  p u rp o se  are  also  im p o rtan t reg ard in g  se lf-e s teem  and  in d eed  

physical appearance . O ne o f  th e  O bservers  desc rib es  a  fo rm e r p a rtic ip a n t w ho  

h ad  recen tly  secu red  em p lo y m en t -  ‘su dden ly  he to ta lly  c lean ed  up  and  ch an g ed  

a lto g e th e r’. It is a lso  rep o rted  th a t th o se  ac tiv e  and  reaso n ab ly  su ccessfu l in  

spo rts  also  ten d  to h av e  h ig h  se lf-esteem , to  be  w e ll-p resen ted  an d  aw are  o f  

hyg iene. B y w ay  o f  ex am p le , A nn-M arie  le ft schoo l b ec au se  o f  ‘o n e  bad  

e x p e rie n c e ’. She ‘p lays fo r tw o  lo ca l fo o tb a ll te a m s’. T h is  in v o lv es  b o th  

te am w o rk  and  tra in in g  3-4 tim es a  w eek . She is ‘v e ry  a th le tic , th in , 

h y g ie n ic ...v e ry  fit and  full o f  en e rg y ’. S port is m ore im p o rtan t to h e r  th an  

ed u catio n . S he h as  a s trong  sense  o f  u sefu ln ess  in  so c ie ty  and  fam ily . She 

ex p ec ts  to  find  em p lo y m en t, w ith  ju stif ica tio n .

A s reg ard s  T rav e lle rs  and  id en tity  and  se lf-esteem , the  case  s tu d ies  su g g est th a t 

yo u n g  T rav e lle rs  se t th e ir  se lf-im ag e in  a  cu ltu ra l co n tex t an d  h av e  no  id en tity  

d ifficu ltie s . In  all cases, se ttled  or no t, th ey  are d esc rib ed  as h av in g  a s trong
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sense  o f  fam ily  h is to ry  and  are  aw are  o f  T rav e lle r cu ltu re . C a th e rin e  h as  a 

‘s trong  im age o f  an d  is co n sc io u s  o f  being  a  T rav e lle r in  a  se ttled  co m m u n ity ’ . 

F ran c is  h as  ‘a  d e ta iled  k n o w led g e  o f  th e  h is to ry  o f  h is  fa m ily  an d  c o m m u n ity ’, 

ev en  th o u g h  h is o w n  fam ily  h as  b ro k en  up. H e ‘has a  s tro n g  id ea  o f  h is  id en tity  

in  re la tio n  to  it a l l ’. Jo sep h , a lth o u g h  in  co n stan t tro u b le  w ith  th e  law , h as  no  

id en tity  d ifficu lties . T u rn in g  to  se lf-esteem , F ran c is  w as  ap a th e tic  an d  

d is in te rested , co m in g  from  a  b ro k en  h o m e and  liv in g  in  care , N o w , th o u g h  still 

15 years o f  age, b u t h av in g  sp en t tim e  in  Y O U T H R E A C H , h e  ‘p e rce iv es  h im s e lf  

as cu ter, m o re  k n o w led g eab le  and  stree tw ise  th an  h is  p ee rs  b u t n o t as 

acad em ica lly  in te llig e n t’. H e has b eco m e a  ‘positive , se lf-co n fid en t y o u n g  ad u lt 

w ith  g reat co m m itm en t to  p e rso n a l change and  d ev e lo p m en t an d  g ro w th ’. H is  

s ta tu re  h as  im p ro v ed  w ith  con fid en ce . Jo sep h  sees h im s e lf  as  a  ‘le ad e r w ho 

b e liev es  he co n tro ls  h is  f r ie n d s ’ b e h a v io u r ... and  p e rce iv es  h im s e lf  to  be  crafty , 

a  go o d  dealer, loyal fr ien d  and  a  h ard  w o rk e r’. A s fo r the  fem a les , C a th e rin e ’s 

ex p ec ta tio n s are p o sitiv e , she  is co n fid en t o f  b e in g  heard , th o u g h  (as a lread y  

n o ted ) sh e  has cu ltu ra lly  p ro m p ted  in h ib itio n s reg ard in g  h e r body . S he is ‘v e ry  

se lf-co n sc io u s o f  h e r ap p earan ce  (and) looks a fte r h e r s e l f .  B rid g e t’s se lf-es teem  

is low er. She reg ard s h e rs e lf  as a  s low  learner. B u t sh e  is eq u a lly  co n sc io u s o f  

h e r appearance , as I have  a lread y  n o ted  above. T h e ir O b se rv e r co m m en ts  th a t the  

young  T rav e lle r w o m en  ‘are a ll u n co m fo rtab le  in  te rm s o f  th e ir  b o d ie s ’ an d  

‘m o re  so th a n . .. re g u la r  teen ag e rs  are b ecau se  it is v iew ed  as d irty  an d  n e g a tiv e ’. 

H e c ites  d iscu ssio n s th a t to o k  p lace  as p art o f  the C e n tre ’s w o m e n ’s g roup  as 

re flec tin g  ‘h o w  little  th ey  k n o w  abou t th e ir  b o d ie s ’. In  h is v iew , ‘i t ’s 

u n b e liev a b le  fo r th e ir  age th a t th e y ’ve go t so fa r and  k n o w  so little . A n d  it is n o t 

ju s t  the  fem ales — th e  fe llas a re  so m isin fo rm ed  it is u n b e liev a b le  and  (they) 

w o n ’t  en g ag e  in  any  co n v e rsa tio n  ab o u t it because  th ey  w a n t to  av o id  it a t all 

c o s ts ’.

It is tru e  th a t th e  c la rity  o f  T rav e lle r cu ltu re  assists  y o u n g  T rav e lle rs  in  m ak in g  

th e  tran s itio n  to  an  ad u lt iden tity . B u t th a t iden tity  its e lf  m ay  be  im p lica ted  in  

o th er d ifficu lties  th e  y o u n g  p eo p le  face as regards se lf-es teem  an d  k n o w led g e  of, 

an d  co m fo rt w ith , th e ir o w n  bod ies.

F in a lly , ex a m in a tio n  o f  the  case  stud ies rev ea ls  no d iffe ren ces  b e tw een  m a les  

and  fem ales  as reg ard s  se lf-esteem . H ow ever, s ig n ifican t d iffe ren ces are ap p a ren t
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as reg ard s  id en tity  d ifficu ltie s . O f  th o se  with id en tity  d ifficu ltie s , te n  a re  m ale  

an d  th ree  are fem ale. O f  th o se  w ith  no id en tity  d ifficu ltie s , e ig h teen  are  fem a le  

an d  n in e  are m ale . It is n o t c lea r w h y  th is is, b u t the  o u tco m e  is c o n s is ten t w ith  

re search  c ited  in  2.5.1 above . It is a  fin d in g  th a t d em an d s fu r th e r in v estig a tio n .

5.4.6 The transition to adulthood

In  2 .6 .5  I n o ted  a  n u m b er o f  k ey  them es reg ard in g  the  tran s itio n  fro m  y o u th  to  

ad u lth o o d . I re fe rred  to  th e  th ree  m a in  p a tte rn s  id en tified  by  H an n an  an d  O ’R ia in  

(1993). A  m a jo rity  o f  th e  su b jec ts  co n fo rm  to the  th ird  o f  th e se  p a tte rn s  -  T o w er 

w o rk in g  c lass, d o in g  b ad ly  in  sch o o l and  leav in g  early  an d  ad o p tin g  “ca re e r le ss” 

m an u a l o r lo w er se rv ice  o cc u p a tio n s’. S in e ad ’s p ro jec ted  n a rra tiv e  en cap su la te s  

th e ir  o b jec tiv e  and  m o d e l o f  su ccessfu l tran sitio n . She h as  a lread y  le ft school. 

N o w  her o b jec tiv es  are ‘to  fin d  a  jo b , get a  boyfriend , g e t m arried , se ttle  in  th e  

a rea  and  h av e  a  large fa m ily ’ . A n  O bservers co m m en ts  th a t ‘T h ey  w a n t v e ry  

o rd in ary  th in g s . . .a  h a p p y  fam ily  life  and  a  fa irly  secu re  j o b ’. B u t she  em p h asise s  

th a t ‘at th e  sam e tim e , a  lo t o f  th em  a ren ’t  g o in g  ab o u t th e ir  liv es  in  a  w ay  th a t 

th ey  w ill h av e  th a t’ . F o r ex am p le  G erard  ‘w an ts  a  p ro p e r jo b  o r an  

ap p ren ticesh ip , b u t (is) n o t p rep a red  to  p u t in  the  w o rk  a t p resen t. (H e) fe e ls  h is 

fa th e r w ill p ro v id e  a  j o b ’.

T h ere  a re  m an y  ex cep tio n s  to th e  standard  patterns. L o o k in g  th ro u g h  th e  case  

s tu d ies , w e  fin d  a ty p ica l b ack g ro u n d s  such  as R o b e rt’s, T re v o r’s and  R o ry ’s -  

th e ir  fa th e rs  are  sk illed  trad esm en  and  th ey  see th is  as th e ir  lik e ly  tra jec to ry . 

S h e ila  lives in  a co m fo rtab le  w e ll-o f f  hom e. H er fa th e r is se lf-em p lo y ed  in  the  

sca ffo ld in g  b u sin ess . H e r b ro th ers  w ork  fu ll-tim e . S he h as  b een  d iag n o sed  as 

h av in g  A D D , an d  h e r co n seq u en t b eh av io u r is the  k ey  to  h e r leav in g  sch o o l 

early . T h e  O b se rv e r su g g ests  h e r tran sitio n  m ay  b e  ac co m p lish e d  th ro u g h  lo n e  

paren th o o d . D e a n ’s fa th e r is in  the  ca r-va le ting  b u s in ess  an d  his m o th e r does 

v o lu n ta ry  w ork . H e  is a n  on ly  ch ild , and so m ew h a t spo iled . H e n o w  h as  a  c lea r 

tra je c to ry  in  m in d , fro m  Y O U T H R E A C H  to an  ap p ren ticesh ip  to  b e in g  a 

m an ag e r and  th en  o w n in g  h is  o w n  com pany. H e also  en v isag es  go ing  to  co lleg e  

as a m a tu re  s tuden t. O th e r sub jec ts  are lik e ly  to  ach iev e  h ig h e r  o u tco m es th an  

m ig h t b e  ex p ec ted  from  th e ir  c ircum stances. T hey  in c lu d e  W ay n e an d  A lan  

ris in g  ab o v e  ad v e rsitie s , p ro b ab ly  to  w o rk  in  sport. T h ere  is B eth , a N e w  A g e  

T rav e lle r w ith  (ju stified ) am b itio n s  to  get a  d eg ree  and  b eco m e a  w riter. A n n e tte
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also  has am b itio n s  to  go to  co llege . She d ro p p ed  o u t o f  sch o o l la rge ly  b ec au se  o f  

th e  d is tan ce  she h a d  to  travel. T h is  w as co m p o u n d ed  b y  h e r  fa th e r’s a lco h o lism . 

T he O b serv er su g g ests  she co u ld  ev en  becom e a  teacher.

It is  tru e  th a t som e y o u n g  p eo p le  are n o t yet ready  to  co n tem p la te  p ro g re ss io n  to  

w o rk  o r fu rth e r tra in ing . A s  one  O b serv er pu ts  it, ‘w h e th e r  o r n o t th ey  see 

th em se lv es  as b e in g  em p lo y ab le  (and  I th in k  th ey  do), th ey  d o n ’t re a lise  th e  

a ttrib u tes  and  sk ills  th ey  are  go ing  to  need  to  h a v e ’. T hus, M artin  ‘h a s n ’t  re a lly  

co n tem p la ted  the  n u ts  and  b o lts  o f  w o rk ’ an d  S am an th a  ‘h a s  no o p in io n s  (ab o u t 

w o rk ) and  is u n ab le  to  fo cu s on  any th ing  in  the  fu tu re ’. In  ad d itio n , O b serv ers  

n o te  th a t ‘It has to  be  w o rth  your w h ile  to get up ea rly  in  th e  m o rn in g , to  trav e l 

and  to  w o rk  e ig h t h o u rs ’. T he a lte rna tive  is ‘the  do le , y o u r m ed ica l ca rd , re n t 

a llo w an ce  and  so o n ’. I f  a jo b  does n o t pay  enough , ‘w h y  b o th e r? ’ A lso , som e 

su b jec ts  are u n d er-am b itio u s . So, Jaso n  is likely  to  w o rk  in  co n s tru c tio n  in  an  

u n sk ille d  cap ac ity  a lth o u g h  he is ‘very  good  at c o m p u te r g ra p h ic s /d raw in g ’. 

O th ers  h av e  d ifficu lty  in  en v isag in g  key  steps in  a  n o rm a l tran s itio n , su ch  as 

P a tric ia  w h o  ‘w o u ld  lik e  to  se ttle  w ith  a  p a rtn e r an d  h e r c h ild ’ b u t ‘sees d ifficu lty  

in  leav in g  h o m e ’. T h e  su b jec t can  be d escrib ed  as d is in te re s ted , u n re a lis tic  o r 

u n read y  fo r w o rk  in  on ly  12 cases, rep resen tin g  21 p e r  cen t o f  th e  sam ple.

O verall, a  su b s tan tia l m a jo rity  o f  the  sub jects  asp ire  to , an d  are  cap ab le  of, w ork . 

M o reo v er, th ey  reco g n ise  th e  im portance o f  w o rk  in  es tab lish in g  o n e ’s 

in d ep en d en ce  and  p e rso n a l ad u lt identity . So, M a tth ew  an d  S im o n  are ‘aw are  

th a t w o rk  is very  n ecessa ry  fo r su ccess’. In  som e cases th ey  are  n o t sp ec ific  as to 

w h a t th ey  w a n t to  w o rk  at. A n n -M arie  and  C a itrio n a  w a n t to  w o rk  ‘w h e re  y ou  

can  ea rn  en o u g h  an d  the w o rk  is in te re stin g ’. W h ere  the  su b jec ts  are sp ec ific , 

th e ir  in ten tio n s  a re  ste reo ty p ica l. F o r the  m ales  th ere  is m e n tio n  o f  m an u a l w ork , 

co n s tru c tio n , fac to ry  w ork , fa rm ing , w o rk in g  w ith  m en , an d  so on. P o ss ib le  

av en u es su g g es ted  fo r fem ales  inc lude  ca tering , ch ild ca re  an d  h a ird ress in g .

B earin g  in  m in d  w h a t w e h av e  found  reg ard in g  w ays o f  learn ing , re lev an ce , 

id en tity  and  se lf-esteem , it is unsu rp rising  that th a t one  O b se rv e r c la im s th a t 

so m e o f  th e  su b jec ts  see th em se lv es  ‘as being  em p lo y ab le  in  areas in  w h ich  

th e y ’re co n fid en t o f  th e ir cap ab ilitie s’. She adds th a t ‘th e y ’re n o t a fra id  

o f . . .w o rk  p ro v id ed  i t ’s w h a t th ey  class as real w o rk , an d  p ro v id ed  th a t i t ’s .. .  

w o rk  th ey  are  in te re sted  in ’ . A typ ical op tions are su g g ested  in  a  sm all n u m b e r o f
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cases. R eal w o rk  fo r Z u n i is s in g in g  an d  m usic , an d  ‘sh e  h as  h ig h  e x p e c ta tio n s ’. 

B e th  ‘w an ts  to  be  a  w r i te r ’ and  ‘accep ts  d iffe ren t p eo p le  h av e  v a lu es  w h ich  are  

d iffe ren t to  hers in  th is  a re a ’.

It m ay  also  be  th a t accep ted  pa tte rns o f  tran s itio n  to  ad u lth o o d  are  b e in g  

su p p lan ted  by n ew  c ircu m stan ces. F o r exam ple , M arg a re t h as  a lread y  ach ie v ed  a  

L ev e l 2 N C V A 2 q u a lifica tio n . She n o w  w ants to  b eco m e  a  chef, an d  th is  is 

rea listic . B u t it is n o t a  lack  o f  q u alifica tio n s , n o r in d eed  soc ia l c lass , th a t  in h ib its  

h e r p ro g ress, it is in te rn a l fam ily  dynam ics, in h ib itio n s a n d  fears. A lso  s tan d ard  

m o d e ls  o f  tran s itio n  p re su m e  socia l s tab ility  and  p red ic tab ility  and  do  n o t tak e  

a cco u n t o f  m u lticu ltu ra l e lem en ts  in  m o d ern  Ire land , re p resen ted  in  the  case  

s tu d ies  by  Z un i, K a re n  and  th e  young  T ravelle rs . In c reasin g ly , in d iv id u a ls  w h o se  

fam ilies , o r p a rts  th e reo f, h av e  no  h is to ric  link  w ith  es tab lish ed  p a tte rn s  o f  

tran s itio n  are likely  to  a tten d  Ir ish  schoo ls. In  tu rn , so m e are  lik e ly  to  leav e  early . 

T h e  p re sen t case  s tu d ies  su g g est th a t tw o  m u tu a lly  re in fo rc in g  fac to rs  m ay  o f  

th em se lv es  p ro m p t ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  and  d isru p t safe  tran s itio n  to  ad u lth o o d . 

T h ey  are, th e  ex p e rien ce  o f  sch o o lin g  itse lf, and  re s is tan ce  (by sch o o ls , o r 

e lem en ts  th e reo f) to  n o n -ty p ica l in d iv id u a ls  or th e ir  m o d es  o f  p a rtic ip a tio n , fo r 

ex am p le  lik e  K aren , w h o  a tten d ed  schoo l in  the  U n ited  K in g d o m .

5.4.7 Disruptions

T h e  lite ra tu re  on  th e  in flu en ce  o f  d ev e lo p m en ta l and  tran s itio n a l d is ru p tio n s  on  

ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  w as  n o ted  in  C hap ter 2 , and  several p a tte rn s  w ere  id en tified . 

F o r ex am p le , p o v e rty  in  ea rly  ch ild h o o d  is s tro n g ly  a sso c ia ted  w ith  p o o r 

sch o o lw o rk  and  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing . In  the  p re sen t re search , w e  fin d  th a t 

e ig h teen  (30 p e r cen t) o f  the  sub jects  live in  fam ilies  th a t h av e  a lw ay s b een  poor. 

E lev e n  (19 per cen t) liv e  in  fam ilies th a t h av e  n ev e r b een  p o o r  o r d ep e n d en t on  

so c ia l w elfare . A  seco n d  p a tte rn  is the  a sso c ia tio n  b e tw een  tran s itio n  to  a fe m a le ­

h ea d ed  fam ily  in  la te r ch ild h o o d  o r early  ad o lescen ce  an d  p o o r acad em ic  

p erfo rm an ce . F iv e  o f  the  sub jects have  alw ays liv ed  in  a  fem a le -h ead ed  

h o u seh o ld . S ev en  h av e  do n e  so since early  ch ild h o o d  an d  five  hav e  d one  so in  

re cen t tim es. T h e  p re sen t re search  ind ica tes th a t th e  m o re  re cen t the  tran s itio n , 

th e  g rea te r th e  lev e l o f  u p se t and  d isru p tio n  to  the  y oung  p erso n .

2 Now FETAC
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B ereav em en t in  th e ir  im m ed ia te  fam ily  w as c lea rly  in flu en tia l in  th ree  cases , 

L orra ine , P ad ra ig  an d  S heila . T he las t-n am ed  shares a  ‘co m fo rtab le , w e ll-o f f  

h o m e ’ w ith  h e r p a ren ts  an d  tw o b ro th ers  live at h o m e ’. A  th ird  b ro th e r 

co m m itted  su ic ide , an d  th e  fam ily  is co n ten d in g  w ith  th is . S h e ila  is so c ia lly  

s tro n g  and  acad em ica lly  po o r. S he th in k s  sch o o l w as ‘o k a y ’ b u t she  w as  a lw ays 

in  tro u b le  ‘tak in g  th e  rap  fo r  o th e rs ’ . A t sch o o l she w as  id en tif ied  as h av in g  

A D D . O n  balance, it d o es  n o t appear tha t h e r b ro th e r’s su ic id e  an d  its  a f te rm a th  

w ere  the key  in flu en ces  in  h e r leav in g  schoo l. R ather, it w o u ld  ap p ea r th a t a 

co m b in a tio n  o f  A D D  (h o w e v er th is  is u n d ers to o d ) an d  p ee r in flu en ce  w ere  m o re  

sig n ifican t. D ea th  in  the  ex ten d ed  fam ily  ap p ears  to  h av e  in flu en ced  P a tr ic ia ’s 

ea rly  schoo l leav ing . T h ere  a re  several reasons, b u t in  h e r  case  it ap p ears  th a t the  

illn ess  and  d ea th  o f  h e r  g ran d m o th e r during  th e  year she  w as  stu d y in g  fo r h e r  

Ju n io r C ertifica te  w as  im p o rtan t. P a tric ia  sat th e  ex am in a tio n , b u t d id  n o t re tu rn  

to  schoo l. She is d esc rib ed  as in te lligen t. She becam e a  lo n e  p a ren t at seven teen .

O ne fin a l case  sh o u ld  also  be m en tio n ed , th a t o f  L isa. W h ile  she  q u ite  en jo y ed  

schoo l, she  le ft in  2 nd year, b ecau se  she ‘co u ld n ’t c o p e ’. S he is d esc rib ed  as ‘v ery  

ca p ab le ’ and  got a  jo b  a fte r schoo l. H ow ever, she  w as ‘le t g o ’ an d  as a  re su lt, she  

is  ‘d isap p o in ted  an d  h as  a b a tte red  se lf- im ag e’. T h is  is a  d is ru p ted  tran s itio n  to  

ad u lth o o d , an  ex am p le  o f  w h a t H an n an  and  O ’R ia in  re fe rred  to , an d  c lea rly  th e ir  

v iew  th a t such  d is ru p tio n s  a re  ‘h igh ly  d is tre ss in g ’ is b o rn e  out.

O verall, the case  s tu d ies  len d  su p p o rt to the  v iew s ex p ressed  in  th e  lite ra tu re  

reg ard in g  the  in flu en ce  o n  ed u catio n al o u tco m es an d  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  o f  

d isru p tio n s to d ev e lo p m en t o r transition .

5.5 Mediating factors -  the role of susceptibility and resilience
In  C h ap te r 2 , 1 id en tified  th e  ro le  o f  su scep tib ility  and  re s ilien c e  in  en h an c in g  o r 

a llev ia tin g  a p e rso n ’s lik e lih o o d  o f  leav ing  schoo l early . I a lso  ra ise d  th e  issu e  o f  

m u ltip lie r  effects. I w ill n o w  exam ine the re sea rch  fin d in g s, b eg in n in g  w ith  

su scep tib ility .

5.5.1 Susceptibility

T h e firs t ‘fu n d a m e n ta l in flu en ce  and  m u ltip lie r’ n o ted  in  C h ap te r 2 is  poverty . 

A lth o u g h  th ere  are  ex cep tio n s  like S heila , th e  v as t m a jo rity  o f  su b jec ts  g rew  up  

(and  n o w  live) in  h o m es w ith  few  financ ia l re so u rces . In c lu d in g  tw o  w h o se
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m o th ers  are w id o w s, fo r ty  o f  the  fifty  e ig h t su b jec ts  live  in  h o u seh o ld s  d ep e n d en t 

on  soc ia l w elfare . T h is  does n o t in c lu d e  M atth ew , w h o se  fa th e r is d e sc rib ed  as 

‘m y s te rio u s’ and  w h o se  em p lo y m en t sta tus is n o t k n o w n . C o n ten d in g  w ith  

lim ited  reso u rces  is a  m a tte r o f  rou tine  to  m any. In  W a y n e ’s case, the  fam ily  is 

p o o r  and ‘it is n o t co n s id e red  im p o rtan t to w o rk ’ . S o m e  su b jec ts , p e rh a p s  as 

m an y  as tw en ty  p e r cen t, live  in  sig n ifican tly  im p o v erish ed  c ircu m stan ces. O ne 

O b serv er co m m en ts  th a t in  th e  course o f  h is w o rk  h e  h as en co u n te red  ‘a  p o v e rty  

th a t no w o rd s co u ld  d e sc r ib e ’. T he case  s tud ies in c lu d e  a  n u m b er o f  ex am p le , 

su ch  as T h o m as an d  D erek , w h o se  fa ther is ‘in v o lv ed  a  lo t w ith  g rey h o u n d s and  

h o rse s ’ and  ‘w o rk s  in te rm itte n tly .. .fo r p eo p le  in v o lv ed  w ith  a n im a ls ’. H is 

em p lo y m en t h is to ry  is ‘sc a tte re d ’. T he fam ily  ‘fu n c tio n s  a t a  very  p rim itiv e  level 

-  b as ic  h u m an  n eed s  are n eg lec ted  i.e. p ro p e r m eals , w ash in g , c lo th in g  and  

ro u tin e ’. S choo l ‘m e a n t n o th in g ’ to  D erek.

A  cau sa l seq u en ce  is c lea r in  S ean ’s case. H is fam ily  lives on  a  sm all fa rm  an d  is 

d ep en d en t o n  so c ia l w e lfare . H is  fa ther is u n em p lo y ed  o n  a  lo n g -te rm  b asis  an d  

in co m e fro m  his so n s is ‘very  im p o rtan t’ to S ean ’s fa ther. T h e  la tte r  is ‘very  

au th o rita r ia n ’ and  th e  ch ild ren  w ere  ‘ex p ec ted  to  be  p ro d u c tiv e  fro m  an  early  

a g e ’. S ean  is d esc rib ed  as ‘su b se rv ie n t’. H e le ft schoo l in  3 rd year, say ing  th a t he  

‘c o u ld n ’t co p e  w ith  th e  p re ssu re ’. C ertain ly , he  h ad  p ro b lem s w ith  sch o o lin g  -  

he  becam e o b sess iv e  ab o u t h o m ew o rk , ‘d o in g  it o v e r an d  o v e r’ . H o w ev er, the 

lik e lih o o d  is th a t h e  w a s  to ld  to  leave schoo l by  h is  fa ther.

T h ere  is an  id en tifiab le  cau se  fo r the  fa m ily ’s p o v e r ty  in  som e o f  th e  case  

h isto ries. In  G ra ce ’s case , it is h e r fa th e r’s a lcoho lism . T h is  is a lso  th e  case  w ith  

M artin . H e is one o f  11 ch ild ren  and  ‘sees h im se lf  as o n e  o f  m an y  in  a  h o m e  o f  

lim ited  re so u rc e s ’. H o w ev er, he  also ‘fee ls  ch ea ted  by  th ese  c irc u m sta n c e s ’ . In  

th ese  cases, it is d iff icu lt to e s tab lish  w h ich  com es first, a lco h o lism  o r p overty .

W h a tev e r its  o rig in s , an d  w h e th e r it is a  d irec t cause  o f  th e ir  ea rly  schoo l leav in g  

o r a  m u ltip lie r o f  o th e r in fluences, th e re  is no  d o u b t th a t b o th  p o v e r ty  and  

im p o v erish m en t p lace  g reat s tra in  on  fam ilies and  u n d erm in e  th e  w e ll-b e in g  o f  

th e  sub jects . A s th e  O b se rv e r in  the  sou th  east p o in ts  ou t, th e  young  p eo p le  w an t 

to  h av e  th e  sam e c lo th in g  and  fo o tw ear as th e ir p ee rs , and  these  are o ften  

exp en siv e . ‘T h ese  a re  b ad g es th a t th e ir  p aren ts  d id n ’t  h av e  to  w ear to be  

accep ted  in  th e ir  p ee r g ro u p ’ she com m ents, ad d in g  th a t th is  is ‘a  huge p re s su re ’.
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Indeed , she  feels  th a t th e  p ressu res  a re  such  th a t th a t so m e y o u n g  p eo p le  re so rt to  

p e tty  th e ft in  o rd e r to  co m p ete . O verall, th e  case  th a t p o v e rty  is  a  fu n d a m e n ta l 

in fluence an d  m u ltip lie r  regard ing  early  sch o o l leav in g  is su p p o rted  b y  the  

re search  o u tcom es.

T he second  n eg a tiv e  m u ltip lie r  n o ted  in  2.7.1 ab o v e  th e  ‘d ra w ’ fro m  th e  lab o u r 

m arket. T h e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  lab o u r m ark e t d em an d  an d  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  

w as n o ted  at. T h is  is d iff icu lt to  te s t w ith  th e  p re sen t su b jec ts  as, b e in g  o n  a 

Y O U T H R E A C H  p ro g ram m e , by d e fin itio n  th ey  h av e  n o t been , o r  are n o t 

p resen tly , su ccessfu l in  th e  lab o u r m arke t. N o n e th e le ss , th e  in flu en ce  o f  

p rag m atism  and  ra tio n a l ch o ice  id en tified  in  th e  lite ra tu re  are ap p a ren t fro m  the  

sam ple  o f  su b jec ts . T h e  lab o u r m a rk e t’s cap ac ity  to  d ra w  a y o u n g  p e rso n  fro m  

schoo l ap p ears  to be in v e rse ly  p ro p o rtio n a te  to  th e  su b je c t’s su ccess o r  in te re s t in  

school. F o r ex am p le , S in e a d ’s m ain  sta ted  re aso n  fo r leav in g  sch o o l w a s  th a t she  

‘w an ted  to  ea rn  m o n e y ’. She h ad  no bu rn in g  p ro b lem s w ith  schoo l i ts e l f  -  i t  w as 

‘okay  b u t n o t in te re s tin g ’. A s a lready  n o ted  u n d e r  p o v erty  (above), so m e su b jec ts  

ex p e rien ced  p aren ta l p re ssu re  to  leave schoo l fo r fin an c ia l reaso n s, su ch  as A n n - 

M arie  an d  Sean. In  b o th  fam ilies , th e  ab ility  to  co n trib u te  fin an c ia lly  is 

im portan t. I f  a fam ily  n eed s m o n ey  and  i f  jo b s  are av a ilab le , the  lik e lih o o d  is  th a t 

sh o rt-te rm  needs w ill o u tw e ig h  any co n sid era tio n  o f  lo n g -te rm  benefit. T h is  w as 

th e  case  w ith  Y vo n n e , w h o m  the sch o o l w a n te d  to  re ta in  and  w h o  ce rta in ly  h as  

th e  cap ac ity  to  co m p le te  secondary  ed u catio n , b u t w h o  fe lt she n eed ed  to  b e  

co n trib u tin g  to  th e  fa m ily  incom e. In  D o ra ’s case, th e  d esire  to  be  fin an c ia lly  

in d ep en d en t o f  h e r fa m ily  in te rac ted  w ith  an o th e r in flu en ce  -  she d id n ’t  like 

teach ers  an d  fe lt ‘p ick ed  o n ’ .

T he th ird  se t o f  m u ltip lie rs  id en tified  in  C h ap te r 2 co m p reh en d s  w orry , an x ie ty  

and  fear. T h e  re sea rch  o u tco m es strong ly  su p p o rt the  lite ra tu re  in  th is  re g a rd  an d  

fo u r th em es em erge:

-  fear o f  v io len ce  and , in  tu rn , the level o f  v io len ce  en co u n te red  b y  th e  

sub jects;

-  p e rso n a l fears , in c lu d in g  fea r o f  fa ilu re ;

-  p ee r fac to rs  and  fe a r o f  re jection ;

-  fear o f  th e  o u ts id e  w o rld  o r fear o f  the  u n k n o w n
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V io len ce  is a  ro u tin e  fac t o f  life  fo r 45 per cen t o f  the  su b jec ts  o f  th is  s tu d y  an d  a  

d o m in an t fac to r fo r  25 p e r cent. In re flec tin g  o n  th ese  fin d in g s, th e  O b se rv e rs  

d is tin g u ish  b e tw e en  a  ‘c lip  a round  th e  e a r’ an d  serious v io len ce . O ne co m m en ts  

tha t ‘th ey  w o u ld  g e t “ a b o x ” . A n o th e r adds th a t in  so m e  fam ilies  it seem s to  be 

‘a lm o st an  accep ted  p a r t o f  the  fam ily  d y n am ics  th a t y ou  get s lap p ed  a ro u n d  a  b it 

i f  y ou  get o n  th e  w ro n g  side o f  th e  fa th e r’. T h is  is  so co m m o n p lace  th a t 

O b serv ers  d o u b t th a t  th e  su b jec ts  w o u ld  see it as v io lence . ‘T h ey  w o u ld  see  th a t 

as th e  n o rm ’. V io len ce  is a lso  a ttrib u ted  to  fru stra tio n  and  in ab ility  to  ad d ress  

and  re so lv e  issues a ris in g  b e tw een  p aren t and  ch ild .

A s reg ard s  th e  in s tan ce s  o f  ex trem e v io len ce , th is  is a sso c ia ted  w ith  c r im in a lity  

in  th e  im m ed ia te  o r ex ten d ed  fam ily  in  a  n u m b er o f  cases, fo r ex am p le  G em m a, 

M arth a  an d  D av id . In  a  sm all n u m b er o f  cases it m ay  arise  fro m  p aren ta l m en ta l 

illness. In  K e v in ’s case , h is m o th er is d o m in an t and  v io len t. O th erw ise , ex trem e  

v io len ce  is a lm o st in v a riab ly  lin k ed  w ith  a lco h o l ab u se  in  th e  fam ily . In  som e 

in stan ces th is  has n o w  ceased . F o r ex am p le , G ra c e ’s fa ther is a lco h o lic . In  h e r 

ow n  w o rd s, ‘I h ad  to  k eep  o u t o f  F a th e r’s w ay  w h en  h e  w as d ru n k ’. S he m o v ed  

ou t o f  hom e. In  J a s o n ’s case, v io len ce  is a  fam ily  p a tte rn  -  n o t o n ly  w a s  h is 

fa th e r v io len t, b u t so  too  is h is m o th e r’s n ew  p artn e r. A s fo r M argare t, sh e  ‘liv es  

in  fe a r’ o f  v io len ce  an d  abuse. A w ay  fro m  h e r fam ily , she  is ‘go o d  w ith  p e o p le ’ 

and  w h e n  she g o es aw ay  on  resid en tia l trip s  she  is ‘tran sfo rm ed  -  th e  fe a r  g o e s ’. 

V io len ce  is a lso  seen  to  b e  in te r-g en era tio n a l (fo r ex am p le , B rid g e t’s fam ily ). A s 

trian g u la tio n  in te rv iew ee  M S  sum m arises, ‘so m e o f  th e  m o s t v io len t y o u n g  m en  

th a t w e ’ve h ad  o v e r th e  y e a rs .. .  w o u ld  have  h ad  q u ite  a  lo t o f  p h y sica l ab u se  

w h en  th ey  w ere  g ro w in g  u p  (and) they  a re .. .e m u la tin g  th a t’. Jo sep h  is a  case  in  

po in t. F in a lly , v io len ce  is also  asso c ia ted  w ith  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  an d  p ee r 

in flu en ces. In  D u b lin ’s in n e r city , the  O b serv er rep o rts  th a t w h ile  v io len ce  is  no t 

n ecessa rily  a  fea tu re  o f  all fam ilies, ‘I f  y o u ’re liv in g  in  the  f la ts . . . th e r e ’s a  ro w  

every  o th e r n ig h t’ . A n o th e r com m ents th a t th e  y o u n g  p eo p le  ‘ten d  to  c o m p ly ’ 

w ith  ‘th e  n o rm s o f  w h a te v e r g roup  th ey  h ang  a ro u n d  in ’. In  h e r ex p e rien ce , m an y  

o f  th e  y o u n g  p eo p le  ‘d o n 't have  a very  ex ten s iv e  rep e rto ire  o f  b e h a v io u rs ’. T h ere  

is ‘an  o v e r-a ttr ib u tio n  o f  m o tiv e  and  u n d er-es tim a tio n  o f  c o n te x t’ so , ‘i f  you  

th in k  so m eb o d y  is g o in g  to  be a  th rea t you  d ea l w ith  th a t q u ite  a g g re ss iv e ly ’ .
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T h ere  are no  co m p arab le  figures fo r the  p o p u la tio n  at large , b u t th e  in c id en ce  o f  

v io len ce  in  th e  lives o f  th e  sub jects  ap p ears  h igh .

A  second  se t o f  fears is iden tifiab le , large ly  d eriv in g  fro m  p e rso n a l in secu rity  

and  lo w  se lf-es teem , id en tity  d ifficu lties  an d  fear o f  fa ilu re  o r ex c lu s io n . A s  an  

ex am p le  o f  p erso n a l in secu rity , T h o m as ‘feels  v e ry  in a d eq u a te ’. H e  is tim id  and  

fearfu l w ith  au tho rity . T h is  d eriv es  from  h is  fam ily  b ack g ro u n d . H e  a lso  h as  a 

‘fear o f  b e in g  laughed  a t’ and  a  ‘fe a r o f  d iv u lg in g ’. F o r o th e rs  su ch  as G era rd  

an d  M arg are t, th ere  is fe a r o f  fa ilu re . In  M a r th a ’s case, th is  is co u p led  w ith  ‘fear 

o f  n o t b e in g  lik ed ’. O b serv ers  rep o rt tha t w h e n  faced  w ith  an  o p p o rtu n ity , th e  

su b jec ts  ten d  to  ‘p u ll o u t ra th e r th an  risk  fa ilu re ’. O ne desc rib es  h e r ex p e rien ce :

T h e  k id s  w e h av e  th e  m o st d ifficu lty  w ith  are  th e  ones w h o  are  so  lo ck ed  in to  

fear - I  can 7 do it, i t ’s too hard - and  th ey  w o rk  th em se lv es  in to  su ch  a 

fren zy  o f  fru stra tio n  a n d ...h ig h  ad ren a lin e  levels, th a t th ey  p h y s ica lly  c a n ’t 

do  it. T h ey  g e t so flu ste red  th ey  ca n ’t th ink . ilI ’m stupid". And th en  th ey  say  

“this is stupid, this is f-ing stupid, why are we f-ing having to do f-ing this 
So y o u ’re co m in g  c lo se  to  getting  a  s trong  p h y sica l reac tio n , th ro w in g  d o w n  

th e  p e n  an d  s to rm in g  o u t the  door.

T h e  th ird  th em e  co n cern s  p ee r facto rs  and  p articu la rly  fea r o f  e x c lu s io n  o r o f  n o t 

belong ing . F o r ex am p le , M artin  is in secu re  w ith  h is p ee r g roup  an d  P a tric ia  is 

‘h es itan t to  ex p ress  o p in io n s, d esp ite  h av in g  th em  on  m o st th in g s ’. T h ey  h av e , it 

is rep o rted , ‘a  fea r o f  n o t being  ab le to be th e m se lv e s ...  T h ey  h av e  to  go  w ith  the  

g an g ’. T h e re  is a lso  a  ‘fear o f  n o t fittin g  in, fe a r o f  b e in g  o u ts id e  o f  h e re , o f  n o t 

b e in g  to u g h  en o u g h  to  get by, n o t b e in g  sm art en o u g h  to  m a n a g e ’.

T he fo u rth  th em e co n cern s  fear o f  the o u ts id e  w o rld  an d  o f  th e  u n k n o w n . F o r 

ex am p le , Jo sep h in e  is  ‘so m ew h at h o stile  to ’ an d  fearfu l o f  th e  w id e r co m m u n ity  

in  h e r n e ig h b o u rh o o d  w h o m  she regards as a  ‘gang  o f  d ru g  p u s h e rs ’. S he is a lso  

‘lo n e ly  in  th e  p e e r g ro u p ’ d esp ite  b e in g  p a rt o f  a  c liq u e  an d  is ‘h o s tile  to  

o u ts id e rs ’. O ne O b se rv e r argues th a t the  su b jec ts  feel safe in  th e ir  k n o w n  p lace s , 

bu t fear th e  u n k n o w n . In  h e r experience , ‘th ey  w an t to  live  an d  w o rk  in  th e ir  o w n  

a re a ’, no t b ecau se  th ey  are p ro u d  o f  th e ir  n e ig h b o u rh o o d , b u t b ecau se  

‘g en e ra tio n s befo re  th em  h a v e n ’t m o v ed  o u ts id e  the  a re a ’. It is a lso  sa id  th a t ‘a 

lo t o f  th em  w o u ld n 't  be  seriously  th in k in g  o f  ev er liv in g  an y w h ere  e lse . T h ere  

w o u ld  be  no  q u es tio n  o f  go ing  w ith  a  j o b ’. H ow ever, an o th er re sp o n d en t d o u b ts
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th a t the  y o u n g  p e o p le  p erce iv e  th is as fear. She asso c ia te s  it  w ith  ‘th e  tig h t 

co m m u n ity  th in g , g ro u p  n o rm s and  s tick in g  to  the  g ro u p ’. It is su g g es ted  by  

in terv iew ees th a t th is  m ay  in h ib it y oung  p eo p le  from  trav e llin g  to  seco n d -lev e l 

sch o o lin g  o u ts id e  th e ir  areas.

T h e  fo u rth  g roup  o f  m u ltip lie r fac to rs  id en tified  in  C h ap te r  2 co m p reh en d s  

a lco h o l an d  d rugs. It is c lea r from  th e  re sea rch  th a t sep a ra te ly  a n d  to g e th e r 

a lco h o l an d  d ru g s a re  an  en o rm o u s an d  p ro b lem atic  p re sen ce  in  th e  liv es  o f  th e  

sub jects. T he O b serv ers  rep o rt th a t a lcoho l, as one O b serv er p u ts  it, co n trib u tes  

to ‘s ig n ifican t d ifficu ltie s  d o m estica lly  and  ed u catio n ally , fa r m o re  so th a n . ..  

p e tty  crim e o r m in o r d ru g  m isu se ’. In  h is  v iew , it is ‘th e  all p e rv ad in g  

b ack g ro u n d  in f lu e n c e ’. H is v iew  fin d s su p p o rt in  th e  case  stu d ies . T w o  lev e ls  are 

ev iden t. T h e  firs t is th a t  o f  th e  fam ily  eco logy , and  th e  ro le  o f  a lco h o l and  d rugs 

in  fam ily  fu n c tio n in g . T he second  is to  do w ith  th e  su b jec ts ’ o w n  p e rso n a l se t o f  

b eh av io u rs  an d  a ttitu d es.

A s reg ard s  th e  f irs t o f  these , th e  O b serv ers  rep ea ted ly  d esc rib e  h o w  a lco h o l 

p erm ea tes  m an y  fa m ily  lives and  h o w  th e  young  p eo p le  a re  in d u c ted  in to  a 

‘d rin k  c u ltu re ’. C o m m en tin g  tha t she had  seen  bab ies b e in g  g iv en  th e ir  m ilk  in  

g in  b o ttle s , one d esc rib es  h o w  the  e ld es t ch ild  ‘m inds the  y o u n g er one  w h ile  the 

p aren ts  go  o u t to  the p u b ’ . A n o th e r O b serv er adds th a t ‘w e h av e  p eo p le  u n d er 

age h ere  w h o se  p a ren ts  ac tua lly  b rin g  th em  to  th e  p u b  and  b uy  th em  d r in k . .. I t ’s 

seen  as a lm o s t a r ig h t w ith in  som e fa m ilie s ’. T h ere  is a lso  h eav y  d rin k in g  in  the 

h o m e, in c lu d in g  u n d er-ag e  d rink ing . It is c la im ed  th a t som e p aren ts  a re  ‘rea lly  

n o t c a p a b le ...  o f  tak in g  on  paren ta l re sp o n sib ilitie s ’ and  w e h av e  seen  ex am p les  

o f  th is  e lsew h ere  in  th is  thesis. It is a lso  argued  th a t a lco h o l abuse is a  m a jo r 

cau se  o f  u n em p lo y m en t, poverty , v io len ce  an d  u n p lan n ed  p reg n an c ies , an d  ev en  

th a t so m e fam ilie s  ‘w o u ld n ’t th in k  any th in g  u n u su al ab o u t h av in g  all th e ir  

m o n ey  sp en t o n  it an d  n o t h av in g  fo o d  and  so o n ’.

T h ese  v iew s are re flec ted  in  the case  stud ies. M oreover, the  re sea rc h  fin d in g s 

su p p o rt th e  v iew  th a t these effects, in  tu rn , in flu en ce  th e  su b je c ts ’ ed u ca tio n a l 

h isto ry . M artin  is  an  exam ple . H is  fa th e r’s abuse  o f  a lco h o l cau sed  

u n em p lo y m en t, p o v e r ty  and  o th er fu n c tio n a l p rob lem s. T h ese  in  tu rn  led  to  

M a r tin ’s sch o o l d ifficu ltie s  and  early  leav ing . In  m an y  cases, a lco h o l ab u se  leads 

to  v io len ce . F o r ex a m p le  C a itr io n a ’s fa th e r w as em p lo y ed  a t one  tim e , b u t w as
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in ju red  in  an  acc id en t, an d  ‘sq u an d e red ’ th e  co m p en sa tio n  aw ard  o n  drink . 

P o v erty  is a  cen tra l issue fo r  th e  fam ily  as w ell as v io lence . In  M a rg a re t’s case, it 

is h e r m o th e r w h o  d rin k s heav ily . T h ere  is v io len ce  in  th is  fam ily  too . In  m an y  

in stan ces, b o th  p a ren ts  d rink , fo r ex am p le  in  Ja c k ie ’s fam ily . T h e re  w ere  

bea tin g s w h en  she w as y o u n g  and  ‘the  v io len ce  and c ritic ism  she ex p e rien ced  

h as  le ft h e r  u n ab le  to  tak e  d ire c tio n ’. In  som e cases, th o u g h  ce rta in ly  n o t all, th is  

v io len ce  lead s to  m arita l b reak d o w n . F o r ex am p le , G ra ce ’s fa th e r is d esc rib ed  as 

a lcoho lic . ‘H er m o th e r w as p h y sica lly  abused , the ch ild ren  su ffe red , th e re  w as 

little  fo o d  ca re  o r sp a c e ’ . T h e  ab u se  o f  a lcoho l and  its  im p ac t o n  fam ily  

fu n c tio n in g  is the  m a in  cause  o f  h e r leav in g  school.

H eav y  co n su m p tio n  o f  a lco h o l and  d rugs does n o t n ecessa rily  in v o lv e  such  

excesses. In  m an y  in stan ces, the  im p ac t is o f  lo w  in ten sity  and  m an ife sts  i ts e lf  in  

e ffec ts  su ch  as in co n sis ten t d isc ip lin e . A n  O b serv er com m en ts,

I f  th e re  is a  d rin k  p ro b lem  in  th e  fam ily , one day  th ey  g e t re p rim an d ed  fo r 

do in g  so m eth in g  w h ere  the  fo llo w in g  day  th ey  w o n ’t  be  rep rim an d ed  

b ecau se  the  p a ren t or p a ren ts  are u n d er th e  in fluence o f  d rink . I t ’s d ifficu lt 

fo r th e  young  p e rso n  to  k n o w  w h a t she  is a llo w ed  o r n o t a llo w ed  to  d o . ..

O th er e ffec ts  are also  ev id en t, fo r ex am p le  in  J a so n ’s fam ily . H is fa th e r ab u sed  

a lco h o l an d  w as v io len t and  h is  p aren ts  separated . Jaso n  is v e ry  an g ry  to w ard s  

h is  fa ther. In  tu rn , he  h im se lf  is a  h eav y  h a sh  user. H e ‘does o n e  th in g  a t a  tim e 

and  ev en  fin d s  it h a rd  to  co n cen tra te  on  th a t’. It is ack n o w led g ed  th a t p e e r and  

n e ig h b o u rh o o d  in flu en ces a re  also  invo lved , b u t it ap p ears th a t h is  fa th e r’s 

a lco h o lism  and  v io len ce  are cen tra l to  h is ow n  d rug  abuse  an d  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav ing . H o w ev er, o thers are  m o re  resilien t. F o r ex am p le , w h ile  m em b ers  o f  

W ay n e’s fam ily  are in v o lv ed  in  d ru g  d ea lin g  and  crim e, he  is no t, an d  is 

d e te rm in e d  to  ‘c lim b  above all th a t’ . H e is d esc rib ed  as ‘v e ry  re sp o n s ib le ’ and  

‘to ta lly  o p p o sed  to the  use  o f  d ru g s ’. A n n e tte  is an o th er ex am p le . H er fa th e r is 

a lco h o lic  an d  v io len t. H e is d esc rib ed  as ‘a ty ran t in  d r in k ’, th o u g h  also  ‘a caring , 

lo v in g /d e m o n s tra tiv e  m a n ’ w h en  sober. She regards a lco h o lism  as an  illn e ss  and  

‘does n o t ap p ea r to  be  sev ere ly  d am ag ed  as a  re su lt o f  fam ily  b ac k g ro u n d ’. N o r 

is th is  th e  m a in  re a so n  w h y  she  left school. S he le ft b ecau se  o f  the  d is tan ce  she 

h ad  to  trav e l. H o w ev er, the  effec ts  o f  a lcoho l abuse , e sp ec ia lly  the  co n seq u en t 

p o v erty , w e re  a lso  sign ifican t. A lan  is a lso  resilien t. W h ile  h is  o w n  fam ily  is
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‘n o rm a l’, h is u n c les  a re  ‘on  h e ro in  and  liv ing  n ea rb y ’. H o w ev er, th is  seem s to  

h av e  s tee led  h im . ‘H is o w n  sense  o f  the  fu tu re  is d efin ed  b y  the n eed  to  b reak  

aw ay  fro m  (a  p o ss ib le  fu tu re  of) d ru g  d ep e n d en ce ’.

A s to  the su b je c ts ’ o w n  b eh av io u rs  and  attitudes, O bservers see th em  re p lic a tin g  

fam ily  p a tte rn s  o f  a lco h o l abuse. In  the sou th , th ey  id en tify  a  ‘th e  lack  o f  

m o d e ra tio n ’ an d  a  sen se  th a t ‘fro m  a  very  ea rly  age y ou  can  go  o u t an d  co n su m e  

v ast q u a n titie s ’ o f  a lco h o l fo r w h a tev e r re a so n ’. A lco h o l is d esc rib ed  as ‘a  

s ig n ifican t cau se  o f  a  lo t o f  m is ta k e s ’ and  ‘th e  cause o f  th e  m a jo rity  o f  teen ag e  

p re g n an c ie s ’. W h ile  s im ila r v iew s are  ex p ressed  in  D u b lin , th e  p re v a len ce  o f  

o th e r d rugs th an  a lco h o l is a lso  cited . M o reo v er, th is  is seen  to  be ‘as b ig  a  

p ro b lem  in  th e ir  (su b je c ts ’) p a re n ts ’ g en e ra tio n ’ . C an n ab is is th e  m a in  su ch  d rug . 

H o w ev er, h e ro in  is a lso  a facto r, as in  A la n ’s case. T h e  m isu se  o f  p re sc rip tio n  

d ru g s is a lso  c ited  as a  se rio u s  p ro b lem .

A  ran g e  o f  a ttitu d es  is ev id en t to w ard s  a lco h o l and  d rugs am o n g  th e  su b jec ts . 

S om e are in ex p erien ced , such  as E m m et -  ‘d rugs and th e ft (a re) n o t p a rt o f  h is  

ex p e rie n c e ’. O th ers  a re  fearfu l, h o stile  o r reserved , su ch  as R o b ert, w h o  is 

‘a f ra id ’ o f  d rugs, o r Jo sep h in e . S he ‘d o esn ’t  even  sm o k e ’, says the  O b serv er, and  

is ju d g e m e n ta l on  c rim e  -  ‘lock  th em  up  and  th ro w  aw ay  th e  k e y ’. Y v o n n e  is 

‘very  an ti-d ru g s’. K arl ‘w ill s tan d  by  h is m ates  th ro u g h  an y th in g  ex c ep t d ru g - 

talcing’. H o w ev er, m o s t reg ard  a lcoho l as accep tab le  and  im p o rtan t in  th e ir  lives. 

T here  are th o se  w ho also  reg ard  can n ab is  as accep tab le , su ch  as C aitrio n a , w ho  

b e liev es  it sh o u ld  be  legalised . T h e  su b jec ts  in c lu d e  can n ab is  u sers, fo r ex a m p le  

C aro l. T h ere  are also  th o se  w ho d isc rim in a te  b e tw een  d rugs -  G eo rg e  th in k s  th a t 

‘h e ro in  is d an g ero u s, h ash  and  a lcoho l are o k a y ’. A  sm all n u m b er are  m o re  

c lea rly  an ti-so c ia l. F o r ex am p le , in  G ra h am ’s v iew  drugs and  c rim e are ‘all o k ay  

- j u s t  d o n ’t g e t c a u g h t’ . H e h im se lf  h ad  a  m en to r ‘as reg ard s  s tea ling , d rin k in g , 

d ru g s and  jo y r id in g ’. T rev o r tends to  be an ti-so c ia l, an d  em p ath ises  w ith  

c rim in a ls  an d  drugs.

A  fifth  th em e  w as id en tified  in  2 .7 .1 , the  o p era tio n  o f  m u ltip le  ad v e rsitie s  an d  

sy n erg istic  effec ts . T h e  re search  find ings su p p o rt the  lite ra tu re  in  th is  area. 

O b serv ers  id en tity  ‘a c o c k ta il...a lc o h o l, v io len ce  p erh ap s, u n em p lo y m en t, 

p o v e r ty  an d  a n g e r’. T he synerg istic  effec ts  o f  m u ltip le  ad v e rsitie s  are  also  clear. 

In  E m m e t’s case , fo r ex am p le , the O b serv er com m ents th a t each  ad v e rs ity
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‘im p acts  o n  the  o th e r, c rea tin g  a  co n sid erab le  b u rd e n ’. A ll o f  th e  su b jec ts  h av e  

p ro b lem s a lth o u g h  in  m an y  cases th e  d ifficu lties  are s ing le  ad v e rs itie s , n o t 

co m p o u n d ed  by  o th ers . T hree  key  p o in ts  em erge. T h e  f irs t is th a t  so m e su b jec ts  

live in  ex trem e c ircu m stan ces. T h ey  in c lu d e  M arth a , D av id , Jac k ie  and  

S am an tha. F ran c is  fo rm erly  liv ed  in a  v e ry  d ifficu lt en v iro n m en t, b u t h as  liv ed  in  

care fo r ten  o f  h is  f if te e n  years. T h ese  young  p eo p le  co n stitu te  up  to  o n e  fif th  o f  

the sam ple , a  fa r g rea te r p ro p o rtio n  th an  w o u ld  o ccu r in  the  p o p u la tio n  at large . 

G iv en  th a t all su b jec ts  are  early  sch o o l leavers, it seem s in arg u ab le  th a t m u ltip le  

ad v ers itie s  are c lo se ly  asso c ia ted  w ith  and  in flu en tia l o n  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g . 

T he seco n d  p o in t is th a t in  a n u m b er o f  cases, su ch  as G em m a, W ay n e  an d  

A n n e tte , in d iv id u a l re s ilien ce  and  o th e r p ro tec tiv e  m ech an ism s ap p e a r to  

co u n te rac t th e  co ck ta il o f  m u ltip le  adversities . In  o u r sam ple , th ese  fac to rs  w ere  

n o t su ffic ien t to  k eep  th e  ind iv idua l in  school. N o n e th e le ss , th ey  h av e  h e lp e d  the 

y oung  p eo p le  re m a in  m o re  o p tim istic  and  less d am ag ed  th an  m ig h t h av e  b een  

expected . I w ill re tu rn  to  th is  asp ec t in  the  fo llo w in g  sec tion . T h e  th ird  p o in t is 

th a t m u ltip le  ad v e rs itie s  are n o t alw ays m u tu a lly  re in fo rc in g . A cco rd in g  to  th e  

O bserver, F ra n c is ’ co n s id erab le  adversitie s  do  n o t m u ltip ly  each  o th e r b ecau se  

‘he is ab le  to  d isc e rn  in  any  g iv en  situ a tio n  w h ich  ad v e rs ity  n eed s  to  be 

o v erco m e, o r a t le a s t co n fro n ted  o r re co g n ised ’.

I w ill n o w  ex am in e  th e  fin d in g s o f  the  re search  o n  th e  su b jec t o f  re s ilien ce .

5.5.2 Resilience

In C h ap te r 2 , I id en tif ied  a n u m b er o f  v ariab les  id en tified  in  th e  lite ra tu re  

reg ard in g  in d iv id u a l re sp o n ses  to  risk  factors o r su scep tib ilitie s . O f  co u rse , the  

su b jec ts  are all ea rly  sch o o l leavers, an d  the  re s ilien ce  o r p ro tec tiv e  fac to rs  in  

p lay  are n o t su ffic ie n t to  p rev en t that. N o n e th e less , d iffe ren t lev e ls  o f  re s ilien c e  

are ev id en t am o n g  th e  sub jects. F o r ex am p le  th ere  is the  v a ria tio n  in  re sp o n se  to  

p aren ta l a lco h o l ab u se  and  v io lence . I f  w e take Jaso n  an d  A n n e tte , the  fo rm e r’s 

en g ag em en t w ith  life  is still d o m in a ted  by h is  fa th e r’s a lco h o lism  an d  the  

co n seq u en t co llap se  o f  h is  p a re n ts ’ m arriage  w h e reas  th e  la tte r ‘rea lise s  

a lco h o lism  is an  i l ln e s s ’ an d  ‘does n o t ap p ear to  be sev ere ly  d am ag ed  as a re su lt 

o f  fam ily  b a c k g ro u n d ’. S u ch  v aria tio n s in  re sp o n se  recu r th ro u g h o u t th e  case  

stud ies. I w ill ex a m in e  the o u tcom es aga inst the  v ariab les  id en tified  in  C h ap te r 

tw o.
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T he first o f  th ese  co n cern s  in d iv id u a l factors an d  p e rso n a lity  fea tu res. A  n u m b er 

o f  th ese  em erg e  fro m  th e  case  stud ies, one  o f  w h ich  is tem p eram en t. F o r 

exam ple , G race  w h o  ‘has had  a  d ifficu lt ro ad  th ro u g h  life ’, is d esc rib ed  as ‘a  

very  u n d ers tan d in g  p e rso n ’ and  a  ‘good  natu red , caring , loyal f r ie n d ’ ...  w h o  ‘h as  

coped  very  w e ll’. T em p e ram en t is a lso  the m o s t ap p a ren t d iffe ren ce  b e tw e en  

G em m a an d  Jack ie . B o th  live in  d ifficu lt c ircu m stan ces . A nd , w h ile  b o th  a lso  le ft 

schoo l early , th e ir  ex p e rien ces  o f  schoo l and  Y O U T H R E A C H , n o t to  m e n tio n  

o th er eco sy stem s, w ere  v ery  d ifferen t. G em m a, w ho is in  ca re  and  w h o se  

b ack g ro u n d  is the  m o re  chao tic , is d esc rib ed  as ‘an  ab so lu te ly  lo v e ly .. .v e ry  easy  

going , o u tg o in g  g ir l’ . S he has ‘no ch ip  o n  h e r sh o u ld e r ab o u t h e r life ’, says th e  

O bserver, w h o  also  d esc rib es  her as ‘very  p h ilo so p h ic a l’ and  ac cep tin g  o f  life  as 

it com es. In  co n tra s t, Jack ie , w h ile  also  ‘friend ly  and  o u tg o in g ’ can  be  d is ru p tiv e , 

m oody , ag g ressiv e  an d  o bsessive , and  ‘sees h e rse lf  very  m u ch  in  th e  v ic tim  ro le ’.

T he seco n d  p e rso n a lity  fac to r to  em erge in  th e  re sea rch  is w h a t tr ia n g u la tio n  

in te rv iew ee  M S  te rm s ‘p ers is ten ce  in  the  face o f  ad v e rs ity ’. A s she p u ts  it,

A s w ell as h av in g  a na tu ra l ap titude  to w ard s so m eth in g , y ou  also  n ee d  to  

h av e  q u a litie s  o f  p e rs is ten ce  and  m o tiv a tio n  and  a ty p e  o f  ru th le ssn ess  to  

p u rsu e  w h a tev e r it is y ou  are in te re sted  in  a t th e  ex p en se  o f  o th e r th in g s. A n d  

th a t can  be q u ite  d ifficu lt.

O thers agree, one  d esc rib in g  h er co n v ersa tio n  w ith  L orra ine , reg a rd in g  h e r 

a sp ira tio n  to  em u la te  h e r cousin  ‘w h o  has h er o w n  car, an  ap a rtm en t and  a  j o b ’:

She k ep t say ing . ‘I w o u ld n ’t be  ab le  to  s tick  at i t ’. It w as the  sam e fo r schoo l. 

She c o u ld n ’t  s tick  at i t . . .S h e  sa id  ‘sh e ’s fifteen years... e a rn in g  for th a t ca r 

and  th a t a p a rtm e n t’ and  ‘I co u ld n ’t  do  th a t’. A n d  I ask ed  w h y  c o u ld n ’t  you  

do th a t - ‘ah  I c o u ld n ’t s tick  at i f .  So she d o e sn ’t  h av e  th e  p ersev e ran ce . A n d  

I  t h i n k  th a t’s the th ing  w ith  a  lo t o f  o u r k id s . . . i t ’s th e  sam e w ith  

e d u c a tio n ... ‘I w o u ld n ’t s tick  at i t ’ ... i t ’s no t in  th e ir cu ltu re , in  th e ir values.

S om e O b serv ers  a rg u e  that the su b jec ts  are gen e ra lly  u n c lea r as to  th e  gap  

be tw een  th e ir  p re se n t sk ills  and  qu alifica tio n s and  th e ir  asp ira tio n s  in  te rm s  o f  

o ccu p a tio n  an d  ea rn in g  pow er. T h a t said , p e rsev e ra n ce  an d  m o tiv a tio n  are 

ev id en t in  th e  case  s tu d ies  o f  A nn -M arie , W ayne an d  A lan . In  A n n -M arie  an d  

A la n ’s case , th e ir  s tro n g  in tere st in  sp o rt (fo o tb a ll an d  b o x in g  re sp ec tiv e ly ) 

seem s to  b e  an  im p o rtan t factor. A lan  is s lig h tly  d iffe ren t. H e  is p e rso n a lly
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m o tiv a ted  and  d e te rm in ed , and  has ch an n elled  th is  in to  k ee p -fit and  v o lu n ta ry  

w ork . In th ese  areas, m en to rs  are im portan t, an d  I w ill re tu rn  to  th is  to p ic  below .

F inally , fam ily  an d /o r co m m u n ity  support, cu ltu re  o r s tren g th  can  en g en d er 

p ersev eran ce . In  th is reg ard , F ran c is  is a  T rav elle r and  h as  g ro w n  up  in  ex trem ely  

d ifficu lt fam ily  c ircu m stan ces . H e has com e to te rm s w ith  th ese , an d  am o n g  h is  

strong  p o in ts , th e  O b se rv e r lists ‘pe rsev eran ce , re s ilien ce  (and) p o s itiv e  a ttitu d e ’. 

H e is d esc rib ed  as a  ‘fo rw ard -lo o k e r and  a  go o d  p la n n e r’. H e has a  s tro n g  

in te re st in  h is fam ily  an d  th e  sup p o rt o f  socia l w orkers.

T he second  v ariab le  is fam ily  cohesion , p aren ta l w a rm th  and  ab sen ce  o f  d isco rd . 

T he re search  fin d in g s sh o w  the  fo llow ing :

-  F am ily  co h es io n  is ev id en t in  tw o  o u t o f  fiv e  cases. In  sev e ra l cases, the 

co h es io n  re la tes  to  re cen t fam ily  a rran g em en ts  -  fo r  ex am p le  in  K a re n ’s case  

it does n o t in c lu d e  h e r father;

-  P aren ta l w a rm th  and  a ffec tio n  is ev id en t in  th ree  o u t o f  five  cases. H o w ev er, 

it em an a tes fro m  o n e  p aren t only, p rin c ip a lly  th e  m o th er, in  a q u arte r o f  

these;

-  A b sen ce  o f  (fam ily ) d isco rd  is found  in  ju s t  u n d e r h a lf  o f  all cases;

-  T here  is little  co n sis ten cy  in  the o u tcom es -  som e in d iv id u a ls  co m b in e  

p o s itiv e  and  n eg a tiv e  answ ers. F o r ex am p le , in  G e m m a’s case , th e re  is no  

fam ily  co h esio n  b u t th e re  is affection . T h at said , th ere  is a lso  d iscord .

T he o u tco m es are am b ig u o u s. F o r exam ple , a  re la tiv e ly  b en ig n  fam ily  eco logy , 

in  w h ich  there  w as fam ily  cohesion , p a ren ta l w a rm th  and  a ffec tio n  and  an 

absence  o f  d isco rd , d id  n o t p ro tec t R o b ert fro m  early  sch o o l leav ing . In  h is case, 

h is  tem p eram en t o u tw e ig h ed  these  p ro tec tiv e  facto rs. M u ch  th e  sam e is tru e  o f  

D ora , w h o  also  g rew  u p  in  a large fam ily  ch a rac te rised  by co h esio n , p a ren ta l 

w a rm th  and  in te re st an d  absence o f  d isco rd  and  w h o se  p a ren ts  ‘seem  to  be 

e n c o u ra g in g ...a n d  to  w an t w h a t’s b e s t’ for th e ir ch ild ren . T h e re  are  o th e r 

ex am p les  in  th e  case  stud ies o f  young p eo p le  w ho  h av e  som e o r all o f  th ese  

p ro tec tio n s , b u t w h o  still left schoo l, fo r ex am p le  S inead , B eth , C harlie , and  

L orra ine . K arl ‘k n o w s th a t h is paren ts  care fo r h im  and  h is  b ro th ers  lo o k  o u t fo r 

h im ’. A n ita  ‘w as th e  spec ia l c h ild ’ and  D ean  w as  ‘sm o th e red  and  a d o re d ’. In  

m o st o f  th ese  cases, th e ir  d isen ch an tm en t w ith  sch o o l o u tw eig h ed  fam ily
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p ro tec tiv e  factors. In  A o ife ’s case, o v er-p ro tec tiv e  p a ren ts  a re  th em se lv es  p a r t o f  

the p ro b lem . She w as  ‘sh o w ered  w ith  affec tion , h ap p y  a tm o sp h ere , co m fo rtab le , 

go o d  h o lid ay  trip s an d  m a te ria l lu x u rie s ’. B u t she is a lso  a  s lo w  learner, w h o  w as 

‘v ery  d ifficu lt all a lo n g ’ in  schoo l. H er early  leav in g  w as  a  m u tu al d ec is io n  

b e tw een  schoo l an d  her. In  m an y  cases, som e o r all th ese  p ro tec tiv e  fac to rs  are 

m issin g , fo r ex am p le  w ith  M arth a , D av id , M a tth ew  an d  W ayne, a lth o u g h  so m e 

p e rso n a l tem p eram en ta l fa c to r h as  p ro tec ted  the  la s t n am ed  fro m  h is  eco lo g ica l 

ad v ersitie s . F am ily  w a rm th  h as  no t p ro tec ted  G rah am  w ho  sees h im s e lf  as an  

ou tlaw . H o w ev er, w h ile  fam ily  cohesion , w a rm th  an d  ab sen ce  o f  d isco rd  m ay  

n o t h av e  b een  su ffic ien t to  k eep  the  young  p eo p le  in  schoo l, th ey  ap p ear to  h av e  

h ad  a  b en efic ia l im p ac t in  o th e r areas o f  th e  su b je c ts ’ lives. T h ey  p re sen t as m o re  

o p en  and  tru sting . T h e  b en e fic ia l effec ts o f  su p p o rt fro m  th e  ex ten d ed  fa m ily  

also  em erge in  th e  re search .

T h e  th ird  p ro tec tiv e  fac to r id en tified  in  the lite ra tu re  co m p reh en d s  p o s itiv e  

ex p ec ta tio n s , h o p e  an d  o p tim ism  abou t the  fu ture . I h av e  a lread y  d iscu ssed  the 

im p ac t o f  lo w  ex p ec ta tio n s  ev id en t in  the  case stud ies. O ne  O b se rv e r reco u n ts  

h o w  she has m et ‘m an y  p a re n ts ’ w ho say  o f  th e ir ch ild  ‘ah  h e ’s very  s lo w  at 

sch o o l, I have  to  tak e  h im  ou t, he  c a n ’t  keep  u p ’. T h is , sh e  adds, is sa id  in  th e  

p re sen ce  o f  th e  y o u n g  p erso n . She asks, ‘w h a t is th e  ch ild  led  to  b e liev e  o n ly  th a t 

he is s lo w  o r h e  is u n d e r-ac h ie v in g ? ’ Y et, th o se  w ith  p ess im is tic  o u tlo o k s  

re p resen t a m in o rity  o f  th e  sub jects. N o tw ith s tan d in g  th e ir  p ess im ism  re g a rd in g  

sch o o lin g , th ree  o u t o f  fo u r h av e  generally  p o s itiv e  ex p ec ta tio n s  o f  ed u ca tio n , 

see in g  it as a  m ean s to  get a  be tte r jo b , a  trade , to  ‘ge t o n ’ in  life, o r  fu rth e r 

ed u ca tio n . F o r ex am p le , w h ile  A n n -M arie  w as ‘u n in te re s te d ’ in  sch o o l, she 

ex p ec ts  to  be tra in ed  an d  steered  to w ard s a jo b  b y  Y O U T H R E A C H . S h e  also  

ex p ects  to  fin d  a  jo b . T h ree  o u t o f  fo u r also  ex p ec t to  get em p lo y m en t. In  

general, th o u g h  n o t in  all cases, th is is in  lo w -sk illed  w ork . F o r ex am p le , L au ra  

has  no  ex p ec ta tio n s  o f  ed u ca tio n , nor th a t it is th e  p a th  to  a ‘b e tte r ’ w ay  o f  liv in g  

-  ra th er, she b e liev es  th is  w ill be acco m p lish ed  b y  h ard  w ork . S ean  ex p ec ts  to 

fin d  w o rk  in  m an u a l o r sem i-sk illed  w o rk  (in v o lv in g  h an d s) an d  th is  is a 

co m m o n  ex p ec ta tio n  in  fam ily  and  com m unity . A s  m an y  as tw o  ou t o f  th ree  

fam ilies  are s im ila rly  po sitiv e . S om e have  m ix ed  p o sitio n s. F o r  exam ple , C aro l is 

o p tim is tic  ab o u t f in d in g  w ork , bu t is ‘fa irly  h o p e le s s ’ ab o u t h e r p o s itio n  in
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society . G era rd  h as  h ig h  ex p ec ta tio n s  o f  h im self, y e t h a s  ‘p u t th e  fu tu re  o n  h o ld ’ . 

R o b ert is b o th  p e ss im is tic  an d  arrogan t. Jack ie  is h e r s e lf  gen e ra lly  p o s itiv e , b u t 

h e r  b ac k g ro u n d  an d  p e rso n a l su scep tib ilitie s  override . In  a  n u m b er o f  in s tan ces, 

th e  y o u n g  p e rso n ’s o w n  op tim ism  o v errid es  n eg a tiv e  fam ily  ex p ec ta tio n s  o r 

co n d itio n s . F o r ex am p le , W ay n e  has h ig h  ex p ec ta tio n s o f  h im se lf, fu e lle d  b y  h is  

in te re st in  b o x in g  a n d  th e  su p p o rt o f  a  m en to r, w h ile  h is  fam ily  h av e  lo w , o r no , 

ex p ec ta tio n s, b e in g  in v o lv ed  in  crim e and  theft. G e m m a  co m es fro m  an  a rea  o f  

h ig h  u n em p lo y m en t an d  is ‘su rp rised  b y  the  id ea  o f  h e r g e ttin g  a  j o b ’. B u t sh e  is 

o th erw ise  o p tim istic . S om e sub jects  h av e  h ig h  ex p ec ta tio n s , su ch  as A n n e tte , 

P ad ra ig , D ean , K a tie , T rev o r, A lan  an d  R ory. F ran c is  b e liev es  th a t ‘an y  co u rse  is 

p o ss ib le  i f  y o u  study , p rac tice  and tra in  re p e titiv e ly ’. G len n  ‘sees h im s e lf  as 

a lw ays w o rk in g  and  d o in g  w e ll like h is p a re n ts ’. H is p a ren ts  and  s ib lin g s  are 

a lread y  w o rk in g  fu ll-tim e . F low ever, som e ex p ec ta tio n s  are u n rea lis tic , fo r 

ex am p le  C a ro l’s, A o ife ’s an d  D a rre n ’s. H e  w an ts  to  a tten d  co lleg e  a fte r 

Y O U T H R E A C H , an d  to  b eco m e  ‘an  ac to r, d o cto r, n u rse , ta lk -sh o w  h o s t’.

T h e  fo u rth  p ro tec tiv e  fac to r c ited  in  th e  lite ra tu re  re v ie w  in  C h ap te r  2 is th e  

b en e fic ia l e ffec t o f  ex te rn a l sup p o rt system s an d  in  p a r tic u la r  o f  m en to rs . In  th is  

reg ard , th ree  k ey  fin d in g s  em erge  from  the  research . T h e  firs t is th a t tw o  su b jec ts  

o u t o f  th ree  h ad  no  ex p e rien ce  o f  a m en to r u p  to  th e  age o f  15. F am ily  m em b ers  

ac ted  as m en to rs  fo r  a  q u arte r o f  sub jec ts  and  a  teac h e r o r ca re  w o rk e r in  7  p e r 

cen t o f  cases. A  c lu b  lead e r ac ted  as m en to r in  o n ly  tw o  cases. A  m e n to r  is 

m en tio n ed  as a  n eg a tiv e  in fluence in  one in stan ce  (G rah am ’s) ‘as  reg ard s  

stea ling , d rin k in g , d ru g s an d  jo y  r id in g ’. In  one O b se rv e r’s v iew , i f  th e re  h ad  

b een  a  m en to r o r k e y  w o rk e r in  the schoo l, ‘it w o u ld  h av e  k ep t th em  th e re ’. T he 

b en e fits  are c lea r fro m  W a y n e ’s case. H e  ‘sees h is  fa m ily  as b e in g  o n  th e  edge  o f  

so c ie ty  an d  w an ts  to  g e t aw ay  from  th a t’. W ay n e is  a  m em b er o f  a  b o x in g  club  

an d  h as  tra in e d  in  D u b lin  and  abroad. ‘T he p e rso n  in  charge o f  th e  b o x in g  c lub  

h as  tak en  a  g rea t in te re s t’ in  h im  and  h as  ‘g iv en  h im  an  a im  in  life ’. H e  n o w  has 

‘an  in te re st in  ach iev in g  h ig h  s tandards in  sp o rt an d  in  le a rn in g ’. H e a lso  ‘th in k s 

it is im p o rtan t to  b e  so m eb o d y  and  is w illin g  to  w o rk  h ard  to  ach iev e  th a t’. 

W ay n e  ‘d o es  n o t w a n t to  get inv o lv ed  in  crim e a n d . . .is to ta lly  o p p o sed  to  th e  use  

o f  d ru g s ’ . H e  w an ts  to  get a  good jo b  ‘p re fe rab ly  in  th e  fie ld  o f  sp o r t’. T he 

m en to rin g  b y  the  le ad e r o f  th e  b o x ing  c lu b  w as too  la te  to  k eep  W ayne in  schoo l,
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bu t it am elio ra ted  o th e r n eg a tiv e  effec ts , and  has b een  ex trem ely  im p o rta n t in  

h e lp in g  h im  e s tab lish  a  goal in  life.

T he seco n d  is th a t th e  ex ten d ed  fam ily  o ften  p ro v id es  a  su p p o rt sy s tem  th a t 

en co u rag es  an d  re in fo rce s  th e  ch ild ’s cop ing . T h is is as m ig h t be  ex p e c ted  from  

the d esc rip tio n  o f  ex ten d e d  fam ily  fu n c tio n in g  in  2 .5 .2  an d  5 .3 .2  above . A  fam ily  

m em b er ac ted  as a  m en to r in  a  q u arte r o f  all cases. A ll p o ss ib le  co m b in a tio n s  

occu r in  th e  case  stu d ies , fro m  Jo sep h in e  and  C a ro l’s ‘o ld er s is te r’ to  P a tr ic ia ’s 

la te  ‘N a n n y ’ (g ran d m o th er). T h e  la tte r  w as ‘v ery  im p o rtan t to  h e r  -  lik e  a seco n d  

m o th e r’. F o r Z uni, it  is h e r m o ther. B rid g e t ‘ta lk s  a  lo t ab o u t h e r  A u n tie  -  likes 

the fa c t th a t she  is w o rk in g ’. In  E m m e t’s case, ‘h is  o ld er s ib lin g s  seem  to  hav e  

ad o p ted  th is  ro le ’ as he  is th e  youngest. F o r Jack ie  it  w as h e r la te  g ran d fa th er, 

w ith  w h o m  she sp e n t a  lo t o f  tim e . ‘S he is n o w  frien d ly  w ith  a  5 0 -y ear old 

sep a ra ted  m an  in  the  to w n  and  co n fid es  in  h im ’. T h e  O b se rv e r b e liev e s  the 

re la tio n sh ip  to  be p la to n ic .

T he th ird  is th a t the  su b jec ts  ap p ear to  h av e  h ad  little  ex p e rien ce  o f  c lu b s, but 

w h ere  th ey  do, th e ir  e ffec t is gen era lly  benefic ia l. L ess th an  one  th ird  o f  the 

su b jec ts  are p re sen tly  m em b ers  o f  a  club , and  h a lf  h av e  n e v e r  b een . T he 

O b serv ers  en d o rse  th ese  find ings. A cco rd in g  to  one O bserver, ‘w h en  th e y  o p t ou t 

o f  one, th ey  o p t o u t o f  ev e ry th in g ... ev en  a  y o u th  c lu b ’. T h e  b en e fits  o f  h av in g  

b een  in  a  c lu b  are ev id en t from  the case  stud ies. P ad ra ig  w as a  m em b er o f  a 

ru g b y  club . It p ro m o ted  d isc ip lin ed  p a rtic ip a tio n  an d  a  sense  o f  b e lo n g in g . In  

G le n n ’s case, c lu b  m em b ersh ip  p lay ed  a  p o sitiv e  p a r t in  h is  a s s im ila tio n  in to  

Y O U T H R E A C H . P o sitiv e  effec ts a re  n o ted  fo r o thers, su ch  as A n n -M arie , 

L aura , A lan , and  A o ife , and  also  fo r  th o se  w h o  w ere  fo rm erly  c lub  m em b ers , 

su ch  as L isa, w ho  T ea m ed  to  be  p art o f  a  te a m ’ and  R ory , w h o se  m em b ersh ip  o f  

a  so cce r c lu b  ‘has k ep t h im o u t o f  tro u b le ’. B ein g  a  m em b er o f  a  c lu b  ap p ea rs  to 

have  b een  h e lp fu l to  G em m a in  d ea lin g  w ith  h e r ch ao tic  b ack g ro u n d . A m o n g st 

th o se  w h o  h av e  le ft c lubs o r hav e  n ev e r jo in e d , a  n u m b er o f  re aso n s  re c u r -  a 

lack  o f  fac ilitie s , a  c lu b  n o t b e in g  p a rt o f  a  local trad itio n  and  th e ir  u n w illin g n ess  

to  g e t in v o lv ed . In  a  n u m b er o f  in s tan ces, the  O bservers  a lso  co m m en t o n  h o w  

th e  su b jec t m ig h t h av e  benefited . F o r ex am p le  S ean  ‘m issed  o u t o n  a  lo t  o f  so c ia l 

in te rac tio n  and  th e  cap ac ity  to  d eve lop  re la tio n sh ip s’. It is a lso  ack n o w led g ed
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th a t o th er fac to rs  c a n  o v errid e  th e  b en efits  o f  c lub  m em b ersh ip . F o r  ex am p le , 

Jo sep h  w as a  m em b er o f  a  y o u n g  T rav e lle rs  club , b u t w as  ex p e lle d  fo r  b u lly in g .

T he im p ac t o f  g eo g rap h ica l fac to rs  is th e  fin a l m u ltip lie r  n o ted  in  C h ap te r  2. 

T w o  genera l p o in ts  are n o ted  th e re , firs tly  th a t ru ra l y o u n g  p eo p le  seem  m o re  

su ccessfu l th an  u rb a n  co u n te rp a rts  and  seco n d ly  th a t p ro b lem s fa ced  b y  y o u n g  

p eo p le  in  ru ra l a reas are o ften  m o re  ex trem e, in c lu d in g  issu es  o f  access . A s 

reg ard s th e  f irs t o f  th ese , I h av e  a lready  n o ted  p o s itiv e  a sso c ia tio n s  fo r ru ra l 

en v iro n m en ts  e lsew h ere  in  th is  th es is , fo r ex am p le  in  p la y  an d  fa m ily  s tru c tu re . 

T he O b serv ers  b ro a d ly  su p p o rt th e  v iew  th a t young  p eo p le  in  ru ra l a reas  are 

m o re  ro u n d e d  th an  u rb an  co u n te rp arts  and  th a t a  ru ra l b ac k g ro u n d  fu n c tio n s  as a  

p ro tec tiv e  m ech an ism . Y o u n g  p eo p le  fro m  ru ra l b ack g ro u n d s are  seen  to  h av e  a  

m o re  p o s itiv e  o u tlo o k  o n  th e ir  ab ility  to  learn . T h ere  is a lso  a  s tro n g er w o rk  e th ic  

an d  sense  o f  u sefu ln ess . O ne O b serv er suggests  th a t ‘th o se  fro m  th e  co u n try  

seem  to be  th a t b it  m o re  b a la n c e d ’ and  ‘h a n d y ’. She a ttrib u tes  th is  to  h av in g  

ta sk s  to  do  fro m  ch ild h o o d . A id an  is an  exam ple . H e le ft sch o o l b ec au se  h e  w as 

m ak in g  no  p ro g ress  an d  ‘d id n ’t tak e  schoo l se r io u s ly ’. B u t h e ’s u se fu l, g o o d  w ith  

an im als  (ho rses) an d  reg ard s  w o rk  as th e  ‘fo rep o in t in  l i f e ’. H e  is  a lso  d esc rib ed  

as ‘aw are  o f  h is  p ro b lem s w ith  lite rac y ’, an d  ‘very  k n o w le d g e a b le ’. A  ru ra l 

b ack g ro u n d  also  o ffe rs  g rea te r av a ilab ility  o f  m en to rin g  an d  g en e ra l su p p o rts , fo r 

ex am p le  th a t o ffe red  b y  fam ily  G A A  co n n ec tio n s to  P ad ra ig . H o w ev er, b e in g  

fro m  th e  co u n try  is n o t a lw ays p ro tec tiv e . Ind eed , it is q u ite  th e  o p p o s ite  fo r 

D ora . S he is aw are  o f  h e r lik e ly  fu tu re  liv in g  in  th e  co u n try  an d  she d o es  n o t like 

th e  p ro sp e c t to  su ch  a  d eg ree  th a t i t  is i ts e lf  an  ad v e rs ity  fo r  her. In  th is  case , and  

o th ers  su ch  as L isa , b e in g  fro m  a  ru ra l b ack g ro u n d  is  b en e fic ia l in  te rm s o f  soc ia l 

d ev e lo p m en t b u t n o t schoo ling .

A re  p ro b lem s faced  by  y oung  p eo p le  in  ru ra l areas m o re  ex trem e?  T h e  case 

s tu d ies  co n ta in  ex am p le s  o f  ru ra l iso la tion , u rb a n  an d  ru ra l p o v e rty , la ck  o f  

ap p ro p ria te  tra n sp o r t an d  lack  o f  m obility . F o r ex am p le , M a r th a ’s ex ten d ed  

fam ily  liv es  in  ru ra l iso la tio n . It is  u n c lea r w h e th e r the iso la tio n  is  cau sa l in  her 

fa m ily ’s m an ifo ld  d y sfu n c tio n s o r v ice  v e rsa  b u t the  ru ra l en v iro n m e n t h as  n o t 

p ro tec ted  her. In d eed , th e  iso la tio n  co m p o u n d s adversity . H o w ev er, sh e  to o  is 

re s ilien t. S he h as  ambitions to  escape th is  b ack g ro u n d  an d  cyc les a  co n sid e rab le  

d is tan ce  each  day  in  o rd e r to  g e t aw ay. A n n e tte ’s is an o th e r case  w h e re  a
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g eo g rap h ica l e ffec t can  b e  seen. S he com es from  a  fam ily  o f  15. S h e  is a  h ig h ly  

in te llig en t young  w o m an  and  has ju s t  tak en  a  n u m b er o f  su b jec ts  in  th e  L eav in g  

C ertifica te . She is  d esc rib ed  as ‘w e ll reg ard ed , h igh ly  re sp ec ted , an d  ad m ire d  -  a  

d e lig h tfu l g irl -  w e ll ab le  to  c o p e ’. T h e  fam ily  h o m e w as o v e rc ro w d e d  an d  h e r 

m o th e r s tru g g led  to  cope. H er fa th e r is a lco h o lic  and  d o es  n o t liv e  w ith  th e  

fam ily . A n n e tte  ‘lo v ed  p rim ary  sch o o l and  en joys le a rn in g ’. She h ad  ‘no  rea l 

d ifficu lty  w ith  sch o o l i t s e l f ,  n o r  w ith  th e  tran s itio n  to  seco n d  lev e l, b u t 

seco n d ary  sch o o l w as  26  m ile s  fro m  h e r hom e, and  she w as  ‘m iss in g  tim e , 

g e tting  w e t (and) i l l ’ . W h ile  A n n e tte  d ea lt w ith  o th er eco lo g ica l d ifficu ltie s , it 

seem s th a t th e  k ey  to  h e r ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  w as to  do w ith  a  co m b in a tio n  o f  

d is tan ce  (fro m  sch o o l and  fro m  b u s  ro u te) an d  poverty .

5.6 Summary
In  th is  C h ap ter, I h av e  ex am in ed  th e  o u tco m es o f  the  re sea rc h  re g a rd in g  the  

m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  asso c ia ted  w ith  early  sch o o l leav ing . Its o p e ra tio n  is clear. 

T h ere  are in d iv id u a ls  w ith  learn in g  p ro b lem s. E co lo g ica l an d  d ev e lo p m en ta l 

fac to rs  a re  rep resen ted . T here  is ev id en ce  o f  b o th  v u ln e rab ility  an d  re s ilien ce . 

E ac h  e lem en t o f  th e  m a trix  is fo u n d  am o n g  the  sub jects , o ften  in  ab u n d an ce . 

S everal o v e ra rch in g  g en e ra l in flu en ces  are apparen t, the  m o s t im p o rtan t o f  w h ich  

is socia l c lass . T h e  o ccu rren ce  o f  m o rb id  fac to rs  such  as p a te rn a l u n em p lo y m en t 

an d  th e  ab u se  o f  a lco h o l and  d rugs ap p ears  h ig h  w ith  lin k ed  lev e ls  o f  ca su a l and  

so m etim es ex trem e  v io lence . A s ag a in st that, no  e lem en t o f  th e  m a tr ix  is 

u n iv ersa lly  p resen t. F o r ex am p le , w h ile  v io len ce  is ro u tin e  in  45 p e r  c e n t o f  

fam ilies, in  m an y  th ere  is none. T h is p a tte rn  h o ld s  th ro u g h  th e  m a tr ix  o f  

in flu en ces. F u rth e rm o re , th e  re search  o u tco m es rev eal u n e x p e c te d  fin d in g s , fo r 

ex am p le  to  do w ith  g en d er e ffec ts , se lf-es teem  and  th e  la ck  o f  m en to rin g . It is 

a lso  tru e  th a t m an y  o f  the  sub jec ts  lead  la rg e ly  u n rem ark ab le  lives an d  th e ir  early  

schoo l leav in g  is o ften  trig g ered  b y  in d iv id u a l and  co n tin g en t fac to rs. T h ese  

in c lu d e  sp ec if ic  ev en ts , su ch  as b ereav em en t, a  d ifficu lt o r  u n p lea sa n t in te ra c tio n  

w ith  a  teach er, lea rn in g  d ifficu lties  and  p ee r in fluences.

In  th e  n e x t C h ap te r  I w ill rev iew  th ese  fin d in g s and  d raw  co n c lu sio n s.
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Chapter 6: Conclusions

6.1 Introduction

In  C h ap te r 1, I in tro d u ce  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  in  Ire lan d  an d  e x p la in  w h y  it is 

seen  to  b e  p ro b lem a tic . In  d o in g  so, I ask  w h y  th is  is an d  w h a t a re  th e  fo rces  th a t 

d rive  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g . M an y  au th o rs  h av e  argued  th a t re se a rc h  in to  ea rly  

sch o o l leav in g  in  Ire lan d  h a s  gen e ra lly  b een  ep id em io lo g ica l in  o u tlo o k  and , as a  

re su lt, ex p lan a tio n s  fo r ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  hav e  la rge ly  fo c u se d  o n  th e  ac tio n  

and  in te ra c tio n  o f  a  ran g e  o f  risk  fac to rs  an d  causal p ro cesses . T h ese  are o ften  

d esc rib ed  as a  m a trix  o f  in flu en ces . In  C h ap te r 2, I iden tify , g a th e r an d  g roup  

th ese  p ro cesses  an d  in f luences in  a  general fram ew o rk  o r m a tr ix  co n s is tin g  o f  

fo u r parts: g iv en  (in d iv id u a l) fac to rs, co n tex tu a l (e co lo g ica l)  fac to rs, 

d ev e lo p m en ta l fac to rs  an d  m ed ia tin g  facto rs. T he re sea rch  se ts  o u t to  te s t th is  

ex p lan a to ry  fram ew o rk  to w ard s  ad d ressin g  tw o  k ey  q uestions:

w h y  does ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  ex is t in  general and

w h y  does an  in d iv id u a l ch ild  leav e  sch o o l early?

T h is  is a c co m p lish e d  th ro u g h  a  co m b in a tio n  o f  case  s tu d y  o b se rv a tio n s  and  

in te rv iew s, in c lu d in g  trian g u la tio n  in te rv iew s, as d esc rib ed  in  C h ap te r  3. T he 

o u tco m es o f  th is  re sea rch  are p re sen ted  in  C hap ters  4  an d  5. T h e  case  s tudy  

o b se rv a tio n s  p re sen t in d iv id u a l an d  u n iq u e  p erso n al h is to rie s , en co m p ass in g  

m an y  d iffe ren t co n tex ts , s itu a tio n s  an d  experiences. T h e  p u rp o se  o f  th is  fin a l 

C h ap te r is to  id en tify  and  d iscu ss th e  m o s t sa lien t o f  th ese  o u tco m es, to w ard s 

ad d ress in g  th e  tw o  k ey  q u estio n s ra ise d  above. I w ill f irs t co n s id e r w h e th e r th e  

m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  id en tified  in  the  lite ra tu re  is en d o rsed  as a  co n v in c in g  

fram ew o rk  to  ex p la in  ea rly  schoo l leav in g  in  general. I w ill th e n  co n sid er 

w h e th e r th e  m a trix  o f  in flu en ces ex p la in s  w h y  an  in d iv id u a l ch ild  m ig h t leav e  

sch o o l early . F in a lly , I w ill d iscu ss  the  im p lica tio n s  o f  th ese  o u tco m es fo r 

ed u ca tio n a l p o licy  an d  p ro v is io n .

6.2 Does the research vindicate the idea of a matrix of influences 
to explain early school leaving?

A s w e  re a d  in  C h ap te r  2 , re search ers  in to  th e  p h en o m en o n  o f  e a rly  schoo l 

leav in g  h av e  lo n g  id en tified  th e  p re sen ce  o f  a  ran g e  o f  ‘r isk  fa c to rs ’ and  the
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ac tio n  o f  a  b ro ad  m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  and  p ro cesses . A n d  ce rta in ly  th e  case  

s tu d ies  rev ea l ex am p le s  o f  each  e lem en t o f  the  m a trix  as d esc rib ed  in  ea rlie r 

ch ap te rs . F u rth erm o re , ev e ry  case  s tu d y  show s a t least o n e  id en tif ied  in flu en c e  at 

w ork . H o w ev er, th e re  is co n s id erab le  varia tion . C erta in  fac to rs  fea tu re  strong ly , 

fo r ex am p le , fam ily  fu n c tio n in g  and  p e e r g roup  in flu en ces , a n d  th ese  ap p e a r to  

b e  c lo se ly  in v o lv ed  in  th e  p ro cess  o f  ea rly  schoo l leav in g , e ith e r  in  p re d isp o s in g  

o r in flu en c in g  a  ch ild  to  leav e  schoo l. O th er in flu en ces  o cc u r less freq u en tly , 

h av e  a  less d e fin ab le  im p ac t o r are less s ig n ifican t in  th e ir  e ffec t th a n  o th e r 

a c co m p an y in g  fac to rs  th a t m u ltip ly  th e ir  im pact. In  a  n u m b er o f  in s tan ce s , th e  

re sea rch  does n o t f in d  ev id en ce  to  su p p o rt the  in c lu s io n  o f  ce rta in  in flu en ces  o r 

p ro cesses , fo r  ex am p le  ce rta in  fam ily  s tructu ra l facto rs . A s  ag a in s t th a t, a  

n u m b er o f  o th er fac to rs  a re  rev ea led  to  be  o f  g rea ter s ig n ifican ce  th an  p re v io u s ly  

th o u g h t. T h e  re sea rc h  a lso  suggests  a  n u m b er o f  n ew  lin es  o f  inqu iry . I w ill n o w  

ex am in e  th e  m a tr ix  e lem en ts  th a t are m o s t c lea rly  v in d ica ted  b y  th e  re search .

6.2.1 Which elements of the matrix of reported influences does the research 
vindicate?

W h e n  se ttin g  o u t th e  genera l fram ew o rk  fo r the  m a trix  in  C h ap te r  2 , 1 lis te d  fo u r 

ca teg o ries: g iv en  (in d iv id u a l) fac to rs , eco lo g ica l facto rs, d ev e lo p m en ta l facto rs  

an d  f in a lly  m ed ia tin g  fac to rs  (su scep tib ility  and  resilience). T h e  e lem en ts  th a t  are 

co n firm e d  in  th o se  ca teg o ries  w ill be  co n sid ered  be low . H o w ev er, b e fo re  d o in g  

so w e m u s t ack n o w led g e  th e  p re sen ce  and  e ffec t o f  m e ta - in f lu e n ces  w h o se  

o p e ra tio n  is ev id en t in  th e  re search  o u tcom es, in  p a r tic u la r  so c ia l c lass  and  

poverty . W h ereas  th ese  are p ro p o sed  as aspects o f  th e  m a trix  in  C h ap te r 2 -  

soc ia l c lass  as a co n tex tu a l fa c to r and  p o v erty  as a m u ltip lie r  -  th ey  em erg e  fro m  

th e  re sea rc h  as o v era rch in g , p e rv as iv e  in fluences. T h e  v a s t m a jo rity  o f  su b jec ts  

h a il fro m  th e  w o rk in g  c lass an d  sm all fa rm er b ack g ro u n d  lo n g  a sso c ia ted  w ith  

ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  in  Ireland . T he co n tra s t b e tw een  Y v o n n e  an d  A o ife ’s s to ries 

e n cap su la te s  th e  d eg ree  to  w h ich  a  fa m ily ’s eco n o m ic  c ircu m stan ces , soc ia l 

cap ita l an d  v a lu es  se t can  d e te rm in e  a  young  p e rso n ’s fu tu re . H ad  th e  fo rm er 

en jo y ed  th e  sam e lev e ls  o f  support, ex p ec ta tio n  an d  ad v o cacy  fro m  h e r  fa m ily  as 

th e  la tte r, it is u n lik e ly  th a t she w o u ld  h av e  fig u red  in  th e  p re se n t re sea rc h  as a
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p re g n an t early  sch o o l leav e r’. P o v erty  recu rs  th ro u g h o u t as a  cau se  o f  ea rly  

schoo l leav in g  an d  also  as a  m u ltip lie r  and  r isk  factor. R e lian ce  o n  so c ia l w e lfa re  

is p re d o m in a n t an d  o v e r  h a lf  th e  fa th e rs  are lo n g -te rm  u n em p lo y ed . I f  w e  in c lu d e  

th o se  w h o se  s ta tu s  is u n k n o w n , th is  fig u re  rise s  to  tw o  o u t o f  th ree . Indeed , so m e 

su b jec ts  liv e  in  v ery  d is tre ss in g  c ircu m stan ces. It a lso  ap p ears  th a t  p o v e rty  an d /o r 

im p o v erish m en t, h o w e v e r th ey  h av e  co m e about, are c lo se ly  im p lica ted  in  the  

ap p a ren t n eg a tiv e  effec ts  o f  e th n ic ity  and  fam ily  stru c tu re  c ited  in  so m e re sea rch  

lite ra tu re . O f  course , th e re  are ex cep tions: G erard , A o ife , S h e ila  an d  D ean  are 

fro m  re la tiv e ly  w e ll-to -d o  fam ilies . N o n e th e le ss , b o th  so c ia l c lass  an d  p o v erty  

are h ig h ly  s ig n ifican t g en era l in flu en ces and  Irish  ed u c a tio n  em erg es  as so c ia lly  

rep ro d u c tiv e  fro m  the  p re sen t re search , as in d eed  it d o es  fro m  m u ch  o th er Irish - 

b ased  research .

T he f irs t o f  th e  genera l ca teg o ries  m ak in g  up  the m a trix  is g iv en  o r in d iv id u a l 

fac to rs, in c lu d in g  gender, in te llig en ce , specia l ed u ca tio n /lea rn in g  n eed s an d  

ethn ic ity . E ach  o f  th ese  can  b e  seen  at w o rk  in  the  re sea rch  o u tco m es. W h ile  a  

b ro ad  sp ec tru m  o f  ab ility  is ev id en t in  the  case  s tu d ies  and  so m e su b jec ts  are 

rep o rted  to  be h ig h ly  in te llig en t there  is a  h ig h  in c id en ce  o f  sp ec ia l ed u ca tio n  

need s. A  c lea r causal l in k  b e tw e en  lo w  ab ility  an d /o r sp ec ia l e d u c a tio n  n eed s an d  

ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  is ev id en t in  som e cases, su ch  as A o ife ’s. H o w ev er, 

p sy ch o m etric  a sse ssm en t o f  the  su b jec ts  w as n o t p a r t o f  th e  p re se n t re sea rc h  an d  

e s tim a ted  in c id en ce  is b ased  on  the  observ a tio n s th a t fo rm  th e  b as is  fo r  th e  case  

stud ies. T h e  O b serv ers  argue th a t  in  th e  absence o f  u n iv e rsa l m ech an ism s fo r 

id en tif ica tio n  an d  a sse ssm en t in  sch o o ls it is n o t p o ss ib le  to  e s tab lish  th e  genera l 

in c id en ce  o f  spec ia l ed u ca tio n  needs am o n g st early  sch o o l leav e rs  o n  any  

sc ien tific  basis . H o w ev er, th ey  su sp ec t th e  incidence to  b e  re la tiv e ly  h ig h  an d  th e  

ev id en ce  o f  th e  case  s tu d ies  su p p o rts  th is.

T w o  e ffec ts  are su g g ested  by  th e  re search  ou tcom es. T h e  firs t is  th a t th o se  w ith  

learn in g d ifficu lties  are m o re  likely  to  en co u n te r p ro b lem s w ith  sch o o l 

fu n c tio n in g  -  m an y  o f  the  su b jec ts  de tach , an d  are d e tach ed , fro m  sch o o lin g  fo r 

w h a t a re  see n  to  be d isc ip lin a ry  reaso n s b u t w h ich  in  fa c t h av e  th e ir  ro o ts  in

' Similar outcomes are evident in the United Kingdom, where, according to Minister o f  State for 
School Standards David Miliband, ‘a socio-econom ic attainment gap’ is ‘evident in children as 
young as 22 months’ (DfES Teachers Magazine, September 2002).
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lea rn in g  d ifficu lties  o f  one k in d  o r ano ther. T he sec o n d  is  th a t th o se  en co u n te rin g  

p ro b lem s w ith  sch o o l fu n c tio n in g  m ay  ap p ear (in co rrec tly ) to  h av e  sp ec ia l 

ed u ca tio n  n eed s o r a ssess  as o f  lo w  in te lligence . B ecau se  o f  lo n g stan d in g  

d is ru p tiv e  b eh a v io u r o r p o o r a tten d an ce , som e y o u n g  p eo p le  u n d e r-p e rfo rm  

sig n ifican tly  in  sch o o l o r in  p sy ch o m etric  tests. T h ey  ap p ea r to  h av e  g rea te r 

ed u ca tio n  n eed s  th an  in  fac t th ey  have , and  are tre a te d  as s lo w  learn ers  as a  

resu lt. It is lik e ly  th a t th is  in creases  th e ir  fru stra tio n  and  de tach m en t.

N o tw ith s tan d in g  p ro v is io n s  o f  th e  E d u ca tio n  A c t (1 9 9 8 ) an d  th e  e s tab lish m en t o f  

th e  N a tio n a l E d u ca tio n a l P sy ch o lo g ica l S erv ice in  1999, m ech an ism s fo r 

a sse ssm en t an d  ea rly  id en tif ica tio n  o f  spec ia l ed u ca tio n  n eed s  an d  o th e r lea rn in g  

d ifficu ltie s  a re  n o t u n iv e rsa lly  av a ilab le  in  Irish  ed u catio n . Ind eed , re fe ren ce  in  

th e  p re se n t re sea rc h  to  assessed  lo w  IQ  and  specia l e d u c a tio n  n eed s o f  one  k in d  

o r an o th e r (fo r ex a m p le  A D H D ) occu rs on ly  in  th e  cases o f  y o u n g  p eo p le  fro m  

fam ilies  w ith  su b s tan tia l leve ls  o f  fin an c ia l o r soc ia l cap ita l (fo r ex a m p le  A o ife  

an d  S heila). H ere  too , soc ia l se lec tio n  can  be seen  to  be  a t w ork .

T he m o rb id  e ffec t o f  a  spec ia l ed u ca tio n  n eed  o r sp ec ific  lea rn in g  d isab ility  on  

th e  c h ild ’s se lf-p e rc ep tio n  is a lso  clear. S /he is lik e ly  to  p e rce iv e  h e r s e lf  as 

‘th ic k ’, as h av in g  no  p lace  in  th e  sc h o o l’s value  system , an d  is th e re fo re  lik e ly  to  

leav e  early . T h is  is  freq u en tly  p a ra lle led  b y  lo w ered  ex p ec ta tio n s  o f  th e  ch ild  in  

th e  fam ily , an d  a  d im in ish ed  sen se  o f  th e  va lu e  to  b e  g a in ed  fro m  p e rs is tin g  in  

ed u catio n . W h ile  th e  O b serv ers  g en era lly  accep t th a t m an y  sch o o ls  an d  teach ers  

in v es t tim e  an d  en e rg y  in  the  su b jec ts , an  u n w illin g n ess  to  do so b ey o n d  q u ite  

sp ec if ic  b o u n d arie s  is a lso  clear, e sp ec ia lly  i f  th e  su b jec t p re sen ts  as d isru p tiv e . 

W h e th e r o r n o t o th e r fac to rs , su ch  as p erso n a l o r  c lass b ia s  m ig h t also  b e  at w o rk  

is a  m a tte r  o f  co n jec tu re . A s a lread y  estab lish ed  in  th e  lite ra tu re , th e  re search  

co n firm s th a t sch o o l s tru c tu ra l a rran g em en ts  fo r  d iffe ren t ab ility  lev e ls  su ch  as 

s tream in g  h av e  a  n eg a tiv e  e ffec t o n  ea rly  schoo l leav ing .

So, w h ile  th e  re sea rch  co n firm s a  strong  general a sso c ia tio n  b e tw e en  low  IQ , 

sp ec ific  lea rn in g  d ifficu lties  an d  spec ia l ed u catio n al n eed s  and  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav in g , it a lso  in d ica te s  th a t it is n o t th e  lo w  IQ  o r sp ec ia l ed u ca tio n a l n eed  th a t 

cau ses  th e  in d iv id u a l ch ild  to  leav e  early . R a th e r it is a  co m b in a tio n  o f  p e rso n a l 

and  eco lo g ica l co n seq u en ces , m u ltip lie r in fluences, d im in ish ed  se lf-es teem , 

sch o o l an d  system atic  fa ilu res  an d  soc ia l rep roduction .
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T h e seco n d  genera l ca teg o ry  is co n tex tu a l facto rs. T h ese  in c lu d e  th e  fam ily , th e  

p e e r g roup , the  sch o o l an d  the  n e ig h b o u rh o o d . W h ile  th e  lite ra tu re  su g g ests  th a t 

b o th  s tru c tu ra l an d  fu n c tio n in g  asp ec ts  are  s ign ifican t, th e  re sea rc h  o u tco m es  

in d ica te  th a t o f themselves s tru c tu res  are co n sid erab ly  less  im p o rtan t th an  

fu n c tio n a l aspects . F o r ex am p le , fam ily  structu re , such  as a  o n e -p a ren t fam ily , 

does n o t ap p ear to  be s ig n ifican t. R ather, it is th e  asso c ia ted  fu n c tio n a l fac to rs , 

su ch  as p o v erty  co n se q u en t o n  sin g le  p a ren t fam ily  status, th a t  a re  lik e ly  to  e ith e r 

p re d isp o se  the  su b jec t to , o r  cause , early  schoo l leav ing .

It is c lea r th a t fam ily  fu n c tio n in g  is h igh ly  in flu en tia l an d  in  m a n y  cases d irec tly  

causal. D isru p tio n s  su ch  as p a ren ta l sep a ra tio n  o r b e reav e m e n t are  e sp ec ia lly  

s ig n ifican t. A lth o u g h  m o st o f  th e  su b jec ts ’ p aren ts  are m arr ie d , th ere  is a  h ig h  

in c id en ce  o f  fam ily  in s tab ility  an d  separation . In  a  n u m b er o f  in s tan ces  th e  

p ro cess  o f  p a ren ta l sep a ra tio n  d em o n strab ly  a ffec ted  the  su b je c t’s sch o o l 

p a rtic ip a tio n  and  can  be  c ited  as a  d irec t cause o f  h er/h is  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g . It 

is a lso  c lea r th a t b e reav em en t in flu en ces sch o o l p a rtic ip a tio n  and  m ay , in  th e  

ab sen ce  o f  (and  so m etim es  ev en  desp ite ) ex tern a l su p p o rts  a n d  co m p en sa to ry  

m ech an ism s, su b seq u en tly  p rec ip ita te  th e  su b jec t’s leav in g  schoo l.

I f  d is ru p tio n s  p re c ip ita te  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing , o th e r fam ily  fu n c tio n a l fa c to rs  a re  

lik e ly  to  p re d isp o se  th e  y oung  p e rso n  to  leave early . M o st s ig n ifican t am o n g s t 

th ese  are p a te rn a l u n em p lo y m en t, a lcoho l and  d rug  abuse, in tra -fam ily  v io len ce , 

p o v e rty  an d  lo w  lev e ls  o f  soc ia l and  cu ltu ra l cap ita l. A s a lread y  n o ted  ab o v e , 

p o v e rty  is a  key  fac to r, w h e th e r p re -ex is tin g  o r a  co n seq u en ce  o f  o th er fa m ily  

fu n c tio n a l fac to rs  su ch  as d rugs o r a lcohol. It is in trica te ly  lin k ed  w ith  a ll th e  

fo reg o in g , ad v e rse ly  affec tin g  p a rtic ip a tio n  in  schoo l an d  m u ltip ly in g  th e  e ffec t 

o f  o th e r in flu en ces. T h ere  are in d iv id u a l in s tan ces  o f  p a ren ta l p ra g m a tism  

reg a rd in g  m oney  and  co n seq u en t p ressu re  on  th e  ch ild  to  leav e  -  th e  ra tio n a l 

ch o ice  th eo ry  is su p p o rted  in  th ese  cases. P o v erty  is in tim a te ly  in v o lv ed  in  ea rly  

sch o o l leav ing . A s reg a rd s  soc ia l and  cu ltu ra l cap ita l, th ree  o u t o f  five  fam ilies  

are in  so m e fo rm  o f  d ifficu lty . T here  are no  su p p o rt n e tw o rk s  o th er th an  th e  

ex ten d e d  fam ily , th o u g h  in  a n u m b er o f  cases th is  is n o tab ly  b en e fic ia l. T h e  

p o s itiv e  co n trib u tio n  o f  g ran d p aren ts  w as em p h atica lly  s ta ted . W h a t v a lu e  is 

p lace d  o n  ed u ca tio n  is la rg e ly  u tilita r ia n  and  in  five  cases o u t o f  s ix  p a ren ts  

o ffe red  little  o r no  re s is tan ce  to  the  young  p erso n  leav in g  sch o o l early . In d eed
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th ey  o ffered  ac tiv e  su p p o rt in  o n e  case  in  six. T he p a re n ts ’ o w n  lim ite d  sch o o lin g  

is s ig n ifican t in  th is , as is lack  o f  k n o w led g e  o f  the  ed u c a tio n  sy stem  an d  lo w  

ex p ec ta tio n s  o f  th e ir  ch ild re n ’s education . F am ilies  do n o t sp eak  the  lan g u ag e  o f  

th e  sch o o l and  th e re  are few  read in g  m ateria ls  in  th e  h o m e. It is ev en  su g g ested  

th a t th is  ex ten d s to  th e  a rea  o f  p lay . F o r ex am p le , w e  reca ll in te rv iew ees  

co m m en tin g  th a t su b jec ts  w ere  n o t fam ilia r w ith  H u m p ty  D um pty .

T h e  fin d in g s are eq u a lly  c lea r regard ing  the  sch o o l as an  eco sy stem . S ch o o l 

fac to rs  are cen tra l to  th e  su b je c t’s leav ing  schoo l in  sev en  cases  o u t o f  ten . A s 

w ith  the  fam ily , s tru c tu ra l fac to rs  p red isp o se  and  fu n c tio n a l fac to rs  p rec ip ita te . 

T he tran sitio n  fro m  p rim ary  to  p o st-p rim ary  sch o o lin g  an d  a  d iffe ren t c lass  

o rg an isa tio n  and  tim e ta b le  s tru c tu re  caused  p ro b lem s fo r fo rty  p e r cen t o f  th e  

sub jects . S ig n ifican tly , h o w ev er, it  appears tha t little  w as d o n e  to cu sh io n  th is  

ch an g e  fo r th o se  v u ln e rab le  to  tran s itio n  d ifficu lties . In  g en e ra l, th ey  w ere  le ft to 

th e ir  o w n  d ev ices . O v era ll, th e  ap p a ren t effec ts o f  s tru c tu ra l fac to rs  m a y  be 

m ask in g  the  e ffec ts  o f  o th er facto rs. A s to  fu n c tio n a l a sp ec ts , th e  s c h o o l’s 

d isc ip lin a ry  c lim a te  is a  m a jo r fac to r, w ith  ju s t  u n d e r tw o  su b jec ts  o u t o f  fiv e  

re co rd in g  d is ru p tiv e  b eh av io u r. H ow ever, d is ru p tio n  and  d e tac h m en t are  c lo se ly  

linked . T h e  d is ru p tio n  is ex trem e in  a  sm all n u m b er o f  cases. S o m eo n e  like 

Jo sep h  p re sen ts  a ttitu d es  an d  b eh av io u rs  th a t are b ey o n d  a  s c h o o l’s co m p eten ce . 

B u t in  m an y  in s tan ces  th e  re la tio n sh ip  b e tw een  young  p e rso n  and  sch o o l b reak s  

d o w n  co n seq u en t o n  a  p a rtic u la r  in c id en t o r over tim e  an d  th e  sch o o l is  u n ab le  or 

u n w illin g  to re tr iev e  it. F o u r p a tte rn s  o f  ex c lu sio n  are id en tif ied  in  th e  re search , 

ex p u ls io n , su sp en sio n , ‘p o lite  re q u e s ts ’ and  ind ifference .

T h is  d isc ip lin a ry  issu e  is c lo se ly  co n n ected  to a  w id er q u es tio n , o f  h o w  the 

sch o o l dea ls  w ith  y o u n g  p eo p le  w h o  are, fo r any  o f  m y riad  reaso n s, o u ts id e  its 

n o rm s. S choo ls ap p ear to  o p era te  w ith in  (an d  ex p ect) c lea r lea rn in g  and  

b eh av io u ra l n o rm s. T h o se  o u ts id e  th ese  n o rm s are lik e ly  to  leav e  schoo l, e ith e r 

d riftin g  aw ay  o r leav in g  p rec ip ito u sly , un less ap p ro p ria te  su p p o rts  a re  in  p lace . 

A s w e h av e  a lread y  seen  w ith  spec ia l ed u catio n  need s, th ese  su p p o rts  are m o re  

lik e ly  to  a rise  fro m  w ith in  fam ily  resou rces th an  fro m  sch o o l re sp o n ses . 

Iro n ica lly , as w e h av e  seen , w h ere  such  arran g em en ts are se t in  p lace , the  

o u tco m es can  be  eq u a lly  m o rb id , w ith  stream ing  an d  w ith d raw a l fo r o n e-to -o n e  

rem ed ia l w o rk  b e in g  in te rp re ted  by  m an y  young p eo p le  as a  ‘re le g a tio n ’ p ro cess .
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T h e re search  also  in d ica te s  th a t th e  o rg an isa tio n  o f  lea rn in g  in  sch o o ls  c rea tes  

d ifficu lties  fo r y o u n g  p eo p le  w h o se  learn ing  style, p a r tic u la r  cap ac itie s  o r 

in terests  are n o t ac co m m o d ated . T h a t so m an y  o f  th e  su b jec ts  are ex p e rien tia l o r 

a c tiv e  learners  is a lso  s ig n ifican t. F u rth erm o re , th e  re sea rch  sh o w s th a t m an y  

ea rly  schoo l leav ers  sh o w  w id e  v aria tio n s across th e ir  o w n  sk ills  an d  cap ac itie s  

and  to  a  g rea te r ex te n t th an  is a llo w ed  fo r in  th e  c u rricu la r  o rg a n isa tio n  o f  

schoo ls. O f  itse lf, th is  is lik e ly  to  lead  to  co n sid erab le  p e rso n a l fru stra tio n .

T h e  sta rk  d iffe ren ce  b e tw e e n  the  learn ing  va lu es o f  the  y o u n g  p eo p le  an d  those  

o f  th e  sch o o ls th ey  a tten d  is ce rta in ly  a  s ig n ifican t in flu en ce . Indeed , fo r  so m e o f  

th e  su b jec ts  o f  th is  s tu d y  it w as i ts e lf  causa l in  th e ir  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g . T h e  

y o u n g  p eo p le  em erg e  as p rag m a tic  and  u tilita rian  learn ers , in te re sted  in  lea rn in g  

w h ere  th ey  see th e  p o in t o f  do ing  so b u t u n w illin g  to  c o m m it to  an  ac tiv ity  

u n le ss  it is  (to  th e ir  eyes) pu rp o sefu l. T h is  w o rk s its w ay  in to  m u ch  o f  th e ir 

ex p e rien ce . T h ro u g h o u t th e  case  stud ies w e fin d  th e  su b jec ts  d isen g ag in g  fro m  a 

sy stem  w h ich  (in  th e ir  v iew ) d id  n o t re sp ec t th em  o r m ak e  ad eq u a te  

acco m m o d a tio n  fo r  th e ir  p a rticu la r n eed s o r s itu a tio n . In  m an y  h o m es, th e  

b en e fits  o f  co n tin u in g  in  sch o o lin g  are m easu red  ag a in st th e  ga ins to  be m ad e  by  

leav in g . Y et, m an y  h av e  a  h ig h  reg ard  fo r th e ir o w n  u se fu ln e ss , in te llig en ce  and  

em p lo y ab ility  and  in  n o n -sch o o l co n tex ts  th ey  lea rn  w ell. In  sho rt, w h ile  th ey  

m ay  be a lien a ted  fro m  sch o o lin g , th ey  are n o t a lien a ted  fro m  learn ing .

T each ers  a re  cen tra l ac to rs  in  these  p rocesses and  th e  re sea rc h  fin d s  a  p e rv as iv e  

an im u s b e tw een  th e  su b jec ts  and  their fo rm er teachers. T each ers  re p re sen t the  

ed u ca tio n  system  an d  th e  sch o o l to  th e  y oung  p eo p le , an d  th ey  are la rge ly  

re sp o n sib le  fo r th e  o rg an isa tio n  and  p re sen ta tio n  o f  learn in g . N o tw ith s tan d in g  

co m p lim en ta ry  co m m en ts  b y  the O bservers o n  teach ers  an d  teach in g  in  schoo l, 

th e re  is little  ev id en ce  o f  flex ib ility , co m m itm en t o r p ro b lem -so lv in g . T he 

re sea rc h  a lso  fin d s  lin g u is tic  d isco n tin u ity  b e tw e en  h o m e an d  schoo l. T h e re  is 

also  a  su g g es tio n  o f  cu ltu ra l b ias on  the  p a rt o f  in d iv id u a l teach ers  th o u g h  it is 

n o t p o ss ib le  to  e s tim a te  h o w  w id esp read  th is  m ig h t be. B u t ce rta in ly , th e  su b jec ts  

o f  th is  re sea rch  w h o  are o f  m in o rity  e th n ic  o rig in  are d eep ly  d issa tis f ied  w ith  

th e ir  sch o o l ex p e rien ce . O verall, a  co m b in a tio n  o f  g en e ra lised  d is in te re s t an d  

d isen g ag em en t, lo w  ex p ec ta tio n s and  in to le ran ce  o f  ex cep tio n s  b y  teach e rs  is 

ap p a ren t. H o stility  fro m  p articu la r teachers, and  fro m  sch o o ls , to w ard s
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in d iv id u a ls  (an d  so m etim es  th is  is n o t w ith o u t p ro v o ca tio n ) is a lso  id en tifiab le . 

A s regards th e  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  and  co m m u n ity  it ap p ears  th a t m ed ia tin g  fac to rs  

are at w o rk  a t th is  n e ig h b o u rh o o d /co m m u n ity  level. A reas  th a t are s im ila r in  

so c io -eco n o m ic  te rm s h av e  q u ite  d iffe ren t p e rcep tio n s  an d  ex p ec ta tio n s. In  tu rn , 

th is  in flu en ces  h o w  the  y o u n g  p erso n  p erce iv es  h is o r h e r p ro sp ec ts . In  th is  

regard , n e ig h b o u rh o o d  fac to rs  in flu en ce  early  sch o o l leav in g  and , as ex p re ssed  

th ro u g h  p ee r a ttitu d es  an d  in flu en ces , m ay  cau se  it.

D ev e lo p m en ta l fac to rs  m ak e  up  the th ird  general ca teg o ry  in  th e  m atrix . C e rta in  

o f  th ese , such  as d ifficu ltie s  w ith  th e  tran s itio n  fro m  p rim ary  to  p o s t-p rim a ry  

sch o o l a re  s ig n ifican t in  p ro m p tin g  early  sch o o l leav in g . A lso , m an y  o f  th e  

su b jec ts  are gen e ra lly  law -ab id in g  risk -tak in g , fo r ex am p le  w ith  d ru g s an d  

a lco h o l, is m u ch  in  ev id en ce  and  can  affec t b eh a v io u r to  the  ex ten t th a t sch o o lin g  

is co m p ro m ised . T h is  is a general in flu en ce  fo r a ll and a  cau se  o f  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav ing  fo r som e. A m o n g  the risk -tak in g  b eh av io u rs , ea rly  sexua l ac tiv ity  is a lso  

in  ev id en ce , th o u g h  b y  no m eans u n iversa l am o n g st the  sub jects. It is freq u en tly  

asso c ia ted  w ith  a lco h o l abuse. W hen  it re su lts  in  p reg n an cy , it is lik e ly  to  

p rec ip ita te  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  un less the y o u n g  p a re n t an d  h e r/h is  fam ily  

p o ssess  s ig n ifican t lev e ls  o f  financ ia l and  soc ia l cap ita l.

F ina lly , as reg ard s  m ed ia tin g  facto rs, in  m an y  cases d iffe ren t e lem en ts  co m b in e  

to m u ltip ly  each  o th e r’s im p act o n  th e  ind iv idua l. Ind eed , it is freq u en tly  d iff icu lt 

to  d is tin g u ish  b e tw e en  u n d erly in g  d ifficu lties  an d  m u ltip lie rs . P o v erty  o ccu rs  as 

bo th . T he u b iq u ity  an d  abuse  o f  a lcoho l and  d rugs is h ig h ly  s ig n ifican t. S o m e 

su b jec ts  live  in  ex trem e  c ircu m stan ces in  w h ich  m ere  su rv iv a l c lea rly  tak es  

p reced en ce  o v e r sch o o l com pletion . Y et som e are su ffic ien tly  re s ilien t, o f  

th em se lv es  o r b y  v irtu e  o f  a  ran g e  o f  p o s itiv e  in flu en ce rs  such  as fam ily  w arm th , 

p o sitiv e  ex p ec ta tio n s  o r  ex tern a l supports, to  re s is t th ese  p ressu res. T h e  b en e fits  

o f  m en to rin g , w h e th e r o u ts id e  th e  fam ily  o r in  an  ex ten d ed  fam ily  co n tex t, a re  

em p h a tica lly  en d o rsed  in  the case  s tud ies and  it is s ig n ifican t (to  th e ir  early  

sch o o l leav in g ) tha t tw o  sub jects  ou t o f  th ree  h ad  no ex p e rien ce  o f  a  m e n to r  up  to  

the  age o f  f ifteen  years. F em ales  are 2.5 tim es  m o re  lik e ly  th an  m ales  to  h av e  

ex p e rien ce  o f  a  m en to r, a  fin d in g  th a t is u n ex p la in ed  b y  the  research . It m ay  be 

th a t the  y o u n g  fem a les  are m ore em b ed d ed  in  a  re la tio n sh ip  n e tw o rk  th a n  m ales  

(see  6.2.3 b e lo w ). It is a  fin d in g  th a t w arran ts  fu rth e r study.
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So fa r I have re fle c ted  on those  asp ec ts  o f  th e  m a trix  th a t ap p e a r s tro n g ly  

in flu en tia l o r d irec tly  cau sa l in  early  school. H ow ever, no  e lem en t o f  th e  m a trix  

o ccu rs in  every  case , ev en  soc ia l class. Indeed , one  o f  the  fa sc in a tin g  asp ec ts  o f  

the  case  s tu d ies  is th e  v a ria tio n  ev id en t ac ro ss  the  d iffe ren t e lem en ts . So, fo r 

ex am p le , w h ile  40  p e r  cen t o f  su b jec ts  h av e  n eg a tiv e  p e rcep tio n s  o f  th e ir  

in te llig en ce , 20  p e r cen t reg a rd  th em se lv es  as in te llig en t an d  o v er 70 p e r  c e n t see 

th em se lv es  as ‘u se fu l’ . Indeed , it is c lea r th a t so m e su b jec ts  are h ig h ly  in te llig e n t 

and  d em o n stra te  no  learn in g  d ifficu lties . It is rep o rted  o f  a  n u m b er th a t th ey  

co u ld  an d  sh o u ld  be  a tten d in g  th ird -lev e l education . W h ile  th ree  in  ev e ry  fiv e  

su b jec ts  have n eg a tiv e  fee lings ab o u t fam ily  an d  co m m u n ity , one in  fo u r is 

p o sitiv e , h ap p y  an d  feels s /he  belongs. F am ily  co h esio n  is ev id en t in  tw o  o u t o f  

f iv e  cases and  fam ily  w a rm th  in  th ree  ou t o f  five. In  som e cases th e  fam ily  

su p p o rt is very  strong , ev en  excessive . O v er h a lf  th e  su b jec ts  ex p e rien ced  p lay  as 

ch ild ren . T he fin d in g s a re  stro n g ly  p o sitiv e  reg ard in g  fo u r o u t o f  five  su b jec ts  o n  

fr ien d sh ip . T w en ty  one  p e r cen t sh o w  a  ‘co n tin u o u s ’ (th a t is , la rg e ly  

u n co m p lica ted ) p a tte rn  o f  ad o lescen t d ev e lo p m en t. W h ile  fac to rs  a sso c ia te d  w ith  

e th n ic ity  m ay  p re d isp o se  to  early  sch o o l leav in g , T rav e lle r cu ltu re  is a lso  

p ro tec tiv e  in  m o re  genera l te rm s. P erso n a l re s ilien ce  an d  ex tern a l su p p o rts  su ch  

as m en to rin g  can  o v errid e  ad v erse  eco lo g ica l in flu en ces , an d  so on.

T h ese  fin d in g s ch a llen g e  the  assu m p tio n  th a t all ea rly  sch o o l leav e rs  are 

th em se lv es  p ro b lem a tic  o r com e from  d ifficu lt b ack g ro u n d s. T h e  re sea rc h  also  

ch a llen g es a ssu m p tio n s  ab o u t ad o lescen t tu rm o il am o n g st ea rly  sch o o l leavers . It 

is tru e  th a t m o re  th an  one in  th ree  sub jec ts  h as  h ad  a  tu m u ltu o u s  p a tte rn  o f  

d ev e lo p m en t, th a t th ese  are p red o m in an tly  m ale , th a t one  in  fiv e  th in k  th a t c rim e 

is accep tab le , an d  th ere  is a general accep tance o f  can n ab is  an d  a lco h o l use. T h a t 

60 p e r cen t o f  su b jec ts  d isp lay  anger ( in  general o r ag a in s t fam ily  m em b ers  o r 

au th o rity ) is ce rta in ly  sig n ifican t. H o w ev er, o v e r h a lf  h av e  n o t b een  in v o lv ed  in  

an ti-so c ia l ac tiv ity , th ree  o u t o f  five are o p p o sed  to  c rim e an d  th e  u se  o f  d rugs, 

an d  in  te rm s o f  soc ia l re sp o n sib ility  a lm o st tw o  in  f iv e  are ‘very  re sp o n s ib le ’ . 

W h ile  th ere  is a  g en e ra l ag reem en t th a t sex u a lisa tio n  tak es  p lace  ea rly  fo r m an y  

early  sch o o l leav e rs , it is n o t causal in  its e lf  u n less  p reg n an cy  re su lts , in  w h ic h  

case  it u su ally  is. In  sum , ad o lescen ce  is n o t its e lf  causal, b u t a  factor.

6.2.2 Many early school leavers have few problems
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M u ch  th e  sam e is tru e  o f  m an y  o th e r asp ec ts  o f  th e  m atrix , fo r  ex a m p le  e th n ic ity . 

T he re search  in d ica tes  th a t T rav e lle r cu ltu re  encourages y o u n g  m e n  in  p a r tic u la r  

to  leave schoo l and  b eco m e  ac tive  in  th e  T rav e lle r eco n o m y  -  th e re  are  sev e ra l 

ex am p les  o f  th is  am o n g s t the  case  stud ies. O n  th e  o th er h an d , th e  re se a rc h  a lso  

show s th a t m em b ersh ip  o f  an  e th n ic  m in o rity  is p ro tec tiv e  in  m an y  re sp ec ts . T h e  

c lea r im p lica tio n  o f  th e  re search  o u tco m es is th a t it is n o t th e  e th n ic ity  th a t 

causes th e  early  sch o o l leav in g , it is a co m b in a tio n  o f  cu ltu re , p o v e r ty  an d  

a lco h o lism  and  th e ir  m y riad  co nsequences.

W ith  reg ard  to  n e ig h b o u rh o o d  in flu en ces , the  re search  co n firm s th a t w h ile  ea rly  

schoo l leav in g  is sp a tia lly  p erv asiv e  th e  m ajo rity  o f  su b jec ts  h a il fro m  a reas  o f  

co n cen tra ted  d isad v an tag e . A  lo ca l au tho rity  h o u sin g  e ffec t is  fo u n d . T h ere  are 

a lso  cases o f  ru ra l iso la tio n  and  ex trem e poverty . H o w ev er, a  c o m m u n a l 

re s ilien ce  an d  a  sen se  o f  p erso n a l asso c ia tio n , loyalty  an d  p rid e  are a lso  in  p lay  

in  som e o f  th e  a reas th e  y o u n g  p eo p le  co m e from . T h e  co m m u n itie s  in  th ese  

n e ig h b o u rh o o d s  sh o w  a  g rea ter sense  o f  o p tim ism  and  h ig h  e x p e c ta tio n  b o th  o f  

ed u ca tio n  and  o f  p ro sp ec tiv e  em ploym en t. T h is  co m m u n al o p tim ism , o r its  

co u n te rp art o f  p ess im ism /fa ta lism , does n o t ap p ly  consisten tly .

T h ese  o u tco m es are  ev id en t ac ross the  m atrix . T h ey  ind ica te  th e  n eed  for c a u tio n  

reg ard in g  o u r u se  o f  th e  m a trix  o f  in flu en ces and its la rg e ly  p a th o lo g ica l 

perspective .

6.2.3 Unexpected findings and new lines of enquiry

In  ad d itio n  to  the  fo reg o in g , th e  re search  also  th ro w s n ew  ligh t o n  ce rta in  asp ec ts  

o f  the m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  and  suggests  n ew  lines o f  enqu iry . T h e  m o st 

s ig n ifican t o f  th ese  are to  do  w ith  gender, p e e r in flu en ces, b e lo n g in g , th e  

im p o rtan ce  o f  s tru c tu re , se lf-esteem  an d  m en to rin g . A s reg ard s  gender, m a le  and  

fem ale  ea rly  sch o o l leavers have  h ad  s ig n ifican tly  d iffe ren t ex p e rien ce s  in  

schoo l, an d  th e se  go som e w ay  to  ex p la in in g  w h y  tw ice  as m an y  m a les  leav e  

sch o o l early . T h e  fem a les  o b serv ed  in  th is  s tudy  are tw ice  as lik e ly  as m a les  to  

d is lik e  teach ers  o r to  feel p ick ed  on  b y  teachers. B u t m ales  are tw ice  as lik e ly  to  

d is lik e  sch o o l o r to  fin d  th a t th e  system  does n o t su it them . W h ile  no  d iffe ren ces  

are ap p a ren t re g a rd in g  d isc ip lin e  or ex p u ls io n , schoo ls a re  m o re  lik e ly  to  w ish  to  

re ta in  fem a les  an d  to  agree w ith  th e  d ec is io n  to  leav e  by m ales . S im ilarly ,
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fem ales are 2.5 tim e s  m o re  lik e ly  to  h av e  ex p e rien ce  o f  a  m en to r. F em ales  are 

m o re  lik e ly  to  reg a rd  th em se lv es  b o th  as ‘n o t in te llig e n t’ an d  as ‘in te llig e n t’, to  

fav o u r co n tin u in g  in  ed u c a tio n  an d  to  p rio ritise  re c re a tio n  an d  so c ia lis in g . T h ey  

are m o re  o p tim is tic  ab o u t th e  o u tcom es o f  tra in in g , b u t m a les  are m o re  

o p tim istic  ab o u t em p lo y m en t. In  b o th  cases, p ro jec ted  o ccu p a tio n s  are 

stereo typ ical. F em ales  h av e  a  stro n g er sen se  o f  fam ily  an d  fam ily  tie s  an d  h ig h e r 

rep o rted  leve ls  o f  so c ia l re sponsib ility . M ales  h av e  a  lo w er sen se  o f  s e l f  in  th e ir  

fam ily  setting . F ro m  th e se  o u tco m es it ap p ears  th a t y o u n g  fem ales

are m o re  em b ed d e d  in  a  re la tio n sh ip  n e tw o rk

re la te  to  th e ir  sch o o l o n  p erso n a l an d  p o ss ib ly  em o tio n a l te rm s w h e reas  

yo u n g  m ales  re la te  to  th e  schoo l as an  in stitu tio n . I f  th is  is th e  su sta in ed , 

fem a les  are m o re  v u ln erab le  to  p o o r teach e r-p u p il in te rac tio n , w h e reas  

yo u n g  m ales  a re  m o re  v u ln erab le  to  in s titu tio n a l facto rs .

are m o re  p o s itiv e ly  reg ard ed  th an  m ales in  fam ily  an d  sch o o l and

are  m o re  lik e ly  to  ach ieve, to  be  so c ia lly  resp o n sib le .

R ep lica tio n  o f  th ese  o u tco m es across the  ed u ca tio n  sy stem  in  Ire lan d  w o u ld  h av e  

sig n ifican t im p lica tio n s  fo r th e  p le th o ra  o f  schoo l co m p le tio n  p ro g ram m e s  an d  

re la ted  in itia tiv es  av a ila b le  in  schoo ls. In  p articu la r, ap p ro ach es an d  ac tiv itie s  

sh o u ld  b e  ta ilo red  m o re  c lo se ly  to  h o w  th e  y oung  p eo p le  p e rce iv e  th e ir  schoo l, 

ra th e r th an  h o w  th e ir  sch o o l p erce iv es  th e  y o u n g  peop le .

T u rn in g  to  p ee r in flu en ces , it is c lear fro m  th e  re sea rch  o u tco m es th a t p e e rs  are 

very  im p o rtan t to  th e  y o u n g  p eop le , and  are g en era lly  u n d eres tim a ted  as a  b o th  

general an d  in d iv id u a l in flu en ce  in  early  schoo l leav ing . I t is  tru e  th a t m o re  th a n  

one  in  s ix  o f  su b jec ts  h av e  d ifficu lties  reg ard in g  fr ien d sh ip , b u t th is  is n o t lik e ly  

to  d iffe ren t to  th e  g en e ra l ru n  o f  ado lescen ts. T h e  m a jo rity  h av e  no  d ifficu ltie s  in  

fo rm in g  and  m a in ta in in g  friendsh ips, h o w ev er lim ited  th e  c irc le  o r n a rro w  the  

range o f  sh a red  in te re sts . T h ey  are in  tran s itio n  to  ad u lth o o d , an d  th e  in flu en ce  o f  

th e  p ee r g roup  w ax es  as th a t o f  the fam ily  w anes. W ith  a  lim ited  p o o l o f  fr ien d s 

an d  a  n a rro w  ran g e  o f  recrea tiona l ac tiv ities , the  s u b je c ts ’ p ee rs  are la rg e ly  

d raw n  fro m  th e ir  im m ed ia te  env iro n m en t. F rien d sh ip s  a re  re v ea led  to  b e  in ten se  

an d  o ften  fraugh t. L o y a lty  to  th e  p ee r g roup  an d  p ee r n o rm s  is a  p rio rity . S ta tu s 

in  the  p ee r g ro u p  is o f  g rea t im portance . A s is n o ted  in  C h ap te r 5, th e re  are ‘h ig h
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lev e ls  o f  co n fo rm ity  an d  co m p lian ce  w ith in  the  g ro u p ’. It is th e re fo re  n o t 

su rp ris in g  to find  c lea r ev id en ce  in  the case  stud ies th a t th e  p e e r  g roup  in flu en ces 

young  p eo p le  to  leav e  schoo l. T h is  b e in g  the  case, o n ce  aga in , in  ad d itio n  to  

sch o o l-b a sed  m easu res , sch o o l co m p le tio n  m easu res  sh o u ld  ad d ress  young  

p eo p le  in  th e ir  o u t-o f-sch o o l co n tex ts , as these  are w h e re  p ee r in flu en ces  are 

la rg e ly  u n m ed ia ted  by  ad u lt su p e rv is io n  o r inputs.

T h e  re sea rc h  also  fin d s  th a t  belonging is ex trem ely  im p o rtan t to  th e  young  

p eo p le . R esea rch  p u b lish ed  by  the  O E C D  as th is  final c h a p te r  is b e in g  w ritten  

es tab lish es  th a t Irish  schoo l s tu d en ts  score h ig h er th an  th o se  in  m o s t o th er 

co u n trie s  o n  b e lo n g in g  -  th a t is, they  fee l they  ‘b e lo n g ’ in  th e ir  sch o o ls  (O E C D , 

2003). T h is  is n o t the  case  w ith  the  ea rly  schoo l leavers o b se rv ed  in  th is  research , 

o f  w h o m  q u ite  th e  o p p o site  is true. T h is  n eed  to  b e lo n g  th rea d s  its  w ay  th ro u g h  

th e  case  s tu d ies  and  tran scen d s  the  sch o o l to  co m p reh en d  fa m ily  an d  p ee r g roup  

co n tex ts  and  p ro cesses . B e lo n g in g  is n o t s im p ly  a m a tte r o f  b e in g  ack n o w led g ed . 

It a lso  in v o lv es  re la tio n sh ip , accep tan ce , and  h av ing  a  p lace  in  the  eco sy stem . It 

is ab o u t b e in g  v a lu ed  an d  heard , ab o u t k n o w in g  one m a tte rs  an d  th a t o n e  has a  

p lace  in  th e  g rea ter sch em e o f  th ings. It is to  do w ith  p ro c ess  as m u ch  as status, 

th a t is ab o u t h o w  fam ilies , sch o o ls and  p ee r g roups fu n c tio n . It a lso  tran scen d s 

th e  in d iv id u a l ch ild , to  co m p reh en d  th e  v a lid a tio n  and a c co m m o d a tio n  o f  h is /h e r 

v a lu e  system , sk ills  an d  capac ities . A n d  o f  course, a y o u n g  p e rso n  m ay  ‘b e lo n g ’ 

in  one  co n tex t, b u t n o t in  an o th er — hence the im p o rtan ce  o f  m an ag in g  

tran s itio n s , for ex am p le  fro m  p rim ary  schoo l to  p o st-p rim ary . H en ce  also  the 

s ig n ifican ce  o f  su p p o rt m ech an ism s, m ed ia tio n , m en to rin g  an d  n e tw o rk s  as w ell 

as n o n -a cad e m ic  and  ex tra -cu rricu la r ac tiv ities. It is im p o rtan t to  accu s to m  the 

y o u n g  p e rso n  to  th e  n ew  sch o o l a rrangem en ts, b u t the p r io r ity  is to accu s to m  the 

sch o o l to  th e  young  p e rso n  so  th a t s/he  feels co m fo rtab le  th e re  an d  fee ls  s/he 

b e lo n g s. T h e  need  to  b e lo n g  also  suggests  th a t g rea te r im p o rtan ce  be  g iv en  in  

sch o o ls  to  the  e s tab lish m en t o f  se lf-su sta in in g  g roups. It is one  o f  m an y  iron ies 

o f  Ir ish  ed u ca tio n  that, a lth o u g h  th e  c lass  is the  fu n d am en ta l u n it o f  th e  school, 

little  em p h as is  is g iv en  to  tra in in g  teach ers  in  g roup w o rk  sk ills .

T h e  re sea rc h  also  p in p o in ts  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  structure in  th e  lives o f  th e  young  

p eo p le . A s O b serv ers  co m m en ted , th e  Y O U T H R E A C H  C en tre  is  o ften  th e  firs t 

p lace  w h e re  th ey  h av e  en co u n te red  co n sis ten cy  and  s tru c tu re . In  m an y  h o m es,
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d isc ip lin e  is in co n s is ten t an d  no  c lea r va lu e  se t is tran sm itted . B u t w e  also  re ca ll 

in te rv iew ees  co m m en tin g  th a t teach ers  and  in stru c to rs  w h o  a d o p t a  co n s is ten t 

an d  s tru c tu red  ap p ro ach  are m o re  lik e ly  to  su cceed  w ith  th e  y o u n g  p eo p le  u n d e r  

o b serv a tio n . S im ilarly , w e  h ea rd  o f  th e  dec line  in  re lig io u s  p ra c tice  in  th e ir  

fam ilies  an d  co m m u n itie s , b u t th e  m ain ten an ce  o f  c e rta in  re lig io u s  r ite s  o f  

p assag e , less b ecau se  o f  v estig ia l re lig io u s b e lie f  and  m o re  b ecau se  th ey  gave 

s tru c tu re  an d  stab ility  a t c ritica l life  transitions. T he fin d in g s  en d o rse  th e  v iew s  

o f  th e  E u ro p ean  C o m m iss io n  (2 0 0 0 a :5) w h en  setting  o u t th e  case  fo r  a  n ew  fo rm  

o f  g u id an ce  p ractice:

Y o u n g  p eo p le  (in  E u ro p e) h av e  m ore choice an d  m o re  freed o m  th an  a t any  

tim e  in  h u m a n  h is to ry . B u t th e re  is a lso  less s tru c tu re  an d  less  ce rta in ty  — less 

g u id an ce , less o rien ta tio n  an d  less su p p o rt in  m ak in g  the  tran s itio n  to  

ad u lth o o d ’. Y o u n g  p eo p le  ap p rec ia te  th e ir freed o m  and  ch o ice , b u t th ey  a lso  

w an t, o r n eed , a  fram ew o rk  th a t o ffers  su pport and  gu idance .

A  fu rth e r u n ex p ec ted  o u tco m e o f  th e  re search  is to  do  w ith  id en tity  and  se lf­

esteem . It is true  th a t one  in  ev e ry  fiv e  sub jects  h as d ifficu ltie s  in  th ese  regards. 

B u t th e  m ajo rity  do no t. A n d  so m e are very  su re o f  th em se lv es  in d eed , even  

w h e re  th is  is p e rv erse , as w ith  G raham , w ho  sees h im s e lf  as an  o u tlaw . S ix ty  p e r 

cen t o f  th e  sub jec ts  h av e  p o s itiv e  o r h ig h  se lf-esteem . M an y  h av e  h ig h  se lf­

e s teem  reg ard in g  em p lo y m en t an d  tra in ing , b u t lo w  se lf-e s te em  reg ard in g  

ed u c a tio n  an d  schoo ling . T h o se  w h o  a tten d ed  ‘s lo w  c la sse s ’ o r re ce iv ed  rem ed ia l 

teach in g  are very  lik e ly  to  have  n eg a tiv e  p e rcep tio n s  o f  th e ir  in te llig en ce . 

H o w ev er, th e  su b jec ts  are m ark ed ly  m o re  p o sitiv e  reg ard in g  sp ec ific  a reas o f  

in te re s t o r  ab ility  su ch  as p rac tica l sk ills. O ver 70  p e r cen t see  th em se lv es  as 

‘u se fu l’ to  a  g rea ter o r le sse r d eg ree  and  over h a lf  a re  o p tim is tic  ab o u t th e ir 

a b ility  to  learn . I f  th ey  ex ce l a t th in g s  th e ir peers re sp ec t an d  v a lu e  th e ir  se lf­

e s teem  soars. S uccess in  n o n -acad em ic  ac tiv ities  im p ro v es  se lf-e s teem  as does 

p ee r ap p ro v a l o f  p h y sica l appearance . T h is is n o t to  su g g est th a t ea rly  sch o o l 

leav e rs  a re  en tire ly  p o s itiv e  in  th ese  regards. M an y  h av e  g rave d o u b ts  ab o u t th e ir  

ab ilitie s  an d  th e ir  ap p earan ce  and  a  deep  u nease  a t h av in g  to  p a r tic ip a te  in  any  

ac tiv ity  th a t m ig h t ex p o se  th e ir  se lf-p erce iv ed  w eak n esses  to  scru tiny .

T h ere  is  a  genera l b e l ie f  th a t ea rly  schoo l leavers  h av e  lo w  se lf-es teem  and  

id en tity  d ifficu ltie s . C o n sid e rab le  energy  is ex p en d ed  o n  ad d ressin g  th ese

246



p erce iv ed  defic its . B u t it seem s th a t fo r m u ch  o f  th e ir  tim e  in  sch o o l th e  su b jec ts  

w ere  ask ed  o n  a d a ily  b asis  to  do th in g s th ey  w ere  n o t g o o d  a t an d /o r d id  n o t 

v a lu e  an d  w ere  la rg e ly  d en ied  o p p o rtu n itie s  to  p a rtic ip a te  in  ac tiv itie s  th e y  v a lu e  

and  w ere  go o d  at. S ch o o lin g  m ig h t b e  a  m ore  m u tu a lly  sa tis fac to ry  ex p e rien ce , 

an d  th e ir  se lf-esteem  re g a rd in g  ed u ca tio n  h igher, i f  th ese  w e re  rev ersed .

F in a lly , th ro u g h o u t th is  ch a p te r I h av e  n o ted  th a t on  one  h an d  few  o f  th e  su b jec ts  

h a d  ex p e rien ce  o f  m en to rin g  an d  o n  the  o ther th e  case  s tu d ies  an d  th e  O b serv ers  

em p h asise  its e ffec tiv en ess  in  h e lp in g  young p eo p le  in teg ra te , d ev e lo p  a  sen se  o f  

p e rsp ec tiv e  an d  n eg o tia te  ch a llen g es . M en to rin g  and  o th e r p o s itiv e  fa m ily  and  

co m m u n ity  in flu en ces  am e lio ra te  sch o o l and  o th er fac to rs  b u t c an n o t gu aran tee  

sch o o l co m p le tio n  i f  ad v e rs itie s  are o f  su ffic ien t g rav ity . H o w ev er, as  an  

ap p ro ach  it h as  m u ch  to  reco m m en d  it in  schoo l se ttin g s , e sp ec ia lly  as p a r t o f  a 

sch o o l co m p le tio n  p ro g ram m e . S u ch  approaches ca n n o t b e  in tro d u ced  in  

iso la tio n  fro m  an d  w ith o u t re feren ce  to th e  s ig n ifican t ex p e rien ce  an d  

o p p o rtu n itie s  fo r m en to rin g  th a t ex is t in  co m m u n ity  se ttin g s  an d  y o u th  g ro u p s 

w o rk in g  w ith  y o u n g  p e o p le  o u ts id e  o f  schoo l ho u rs  (E u ro p ean  C o m m issio n , 

2 000b).

I w ill  n o w  tu rn  to  th e  tw o  fu n d am en ta l q uestions p o sed  a t th e  o u tse t o f  th is  study .

6.3 Does the matrix explain why early school leaving exists in 
general?

T h e f irs t o f  th ese  q u es tio n s  w as  ‘w h y  does early  sch o o l le av in g  ex is t in  g en e ra l? ’ 

D o es  th e  m a trix  h e lp  an sw e r th is  q uestion?

It does. W h e n  w e te s t th e  m a trix  ag a in st the  case  stu d ies , w e  f in d  th a t c e rta in  

p o w e rfu l fac to rs  em erg e , as p red ic ted . T he m a trix  o ffe rs  us a fram ew o rk  in  

w h ic h  to  id en tify  an d  g a th er the  m a jo r forces th a t are a t w o rk  in  th e  lives o f  the  

su b jec ts , th e ir  fam ilies  an d  th e  sch o o ls  th ey  attend . It re m in d s  u s o f  th e  ran g e  o f  

p o ss ib le  fac to rs  th a t m ay  be in  play. S ocia l rep ro d u c tio n , p o v erty  and  

m a lfu n c tio n s  in  m a jo r co n tex ts  like  fam ily , schoo l and  p e e r  g roup  rep resen t th e  

tec to n ic  fo rces  th a t ad v e rse ly  a ffec t th e  p artic ip a tio n  o f  y o u n g  p eo p le  in  sch o o l 

an d  p ro m p t ea rly  sch o o l leav ing . T h e  m atrix  also  id en tifie s  th e  k ey  m u ltip lie rs  

th a t ex ace rb a te  th e  effec ts  o f  o th e r fac to rs and  m u ltip ly  th e ir  im pact. Y et, th e re  

a re  m an y  v a ria tio n s  in  th e  re sea rch  ou tcom es. N o  in flu en ce  h as  u n iv ersa l
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app lica tion . A n d  w h e n  w e ex a m in e  th e  ind iv idua l case  s tu d ies , in  m an y  asp ec ts  

w e  fin d  th a t as m an y  do n o t ap p ly  as do. W ith  fe w  ex cep tio n s , sp ec if ica lly  so c ia l 

c lass, p o v erty  an d  lea rn in g  d ifficu lties  o f  v ario u s k in d s, th e  m a trix  is re v ea led  to  

be  as u n re liab le  as it is re liab le . It h e lp s  ex p la in  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  in  b ro ad  

b ru sh stro k es. A n d  in  th o se  b ro ad  b ru sh stro k es w e can  see  w hy, in  gen era l, 

ch ild ren  leave sch o o l early . O n  the  o ther hand , w h ile  n o  case  s tudy  is w ith o u t 

one o r m ore  e lem en t o f  th e  m atrix , no  su b jec t show s a ll, an d  each  sh o w s a 

co m b in a tio n  o f  fa c to rs  u n iq u e  to  h im  o r her. So, w h ile  th e  m a tr ix  is u se fu l as an  

ex p lan a to ry  fram ew o rk  an d  h e lp s  ex p la in  w h y  early  sch o o l leav in g  ex is ts  in  

general, to  ex p la in  w h y  an in d iv id u a l ch ild  beg in s to  d e tach  fro m  schoo l w e  m u s t 

lo o k  to  th e  in d iv id u a l case  stud ies.

6.4 Does the matrix of influences explain why an individual child 
leaves school early?

T he case  study  o b se rv a tio n s  a llo w  us to  tes t th e  g en e ra lity  o f  th e  m a trix  o f  

in flu en ces  ag a in st th e  p a r tic u la r  c ircum stances o f  in d iv id u a l lives. W h en  w e  do 

so, w e  fin d  th e  e lem en ts  o f  th e  m atrix , b u t th ey  o ccu r in  id io sy n cra tic  an d  

in d iv id u a l p a tte rn s. W e read  o f  un ique, arb itra ry  ex p e rien ces  o f  fam ily  an d  

schoo l. T here  are ev en ts , d is ru p tio n s  and  u n re so lv ed  issues. T h ere  are  fam ily  

h is to ries  and  h ea rtb reak s  as w e ll as rou tines o f  ig n o ran ce , v io len ce  and  ab u se  o f  

a lco h o l and  d rugs. T h ere  is m en ta l instab ility . A g a in  an d  ag a in , w e can  see h o w  

th e  ca rds stack  u p  ag a in s t th e  sub ject. Y et, o th ers  en co u n te r s im ila r h u rd le s  in  

th e ir  lives an d  do n o t leav e  early . T he id ea  o f  a  m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  d o es  n o t 

ex p la in  w h y  one  leav es and  th e  o th er does n o t an d  in  its  in h e re n t p a th o lo g isa tio n  

m ay  d iv e rt a tten tio n  fro m  th e  o ften  in tim ate  cau ses o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing .

T he su b je c ts ’ ea rly  d e tach m en t fro m  school is n o t su rp risin g . T h e  ac tio n  o f  one  

o r m o re  e lem en ts  o f  th e  m a trix  in  th e ir  lives is ev id en t in  th e  case  stud ies. In  n o  

case  h as  a  young  p e rso n  le ft sch o o l w ith o u t reason . T h ere  is a lw ays a  reaso n , b u t 

each  is d iffe ren t, p e rso n a l. C erta in ly , there  are p a tte rn s  an d  th e  sub jec ts  co n fo rm  

to  th ese  g en e ra litie s , yet ac ro ss  th e  m atrix  m o st ca teg o ries  h av e  as m an y  h av e  

p o sitiv e s  as n eg a tiv e s , ex cep t fo r socia l c lass, p a te rn a l u n em p lo y m en t and  

learn in g  d ifficu ltie s  o f  v a rio u s  k inds. F o r m any, leav in g  sch o o l ea rly  is a  ra tio n a l 

d ec is io n , a  d ec is io n  to  leav e  an  aren a  o f  fa ilu re , o r re la tiv e  fa ilu re , fo r  o n e  in  

w h ich  th e re  is so m e p o ss ib ility  o f  success, b e  it th ro u g h  a lte rn a tiv es , p e e r
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ap p rec ia tio n , p a ren ta l v a lu es  o r  m o n e ta ry  gain . F u rth erm o re , th e  p ro c esse s  by  

w h ich  th e  v ario u s  fac to rs  trig g ered  th e  in d iv id u a l’s ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  are 

id en tifiab le  fro m  th e  case  stud ies, an d  w o u ld  b e  ev id en t to  any  o b jec tiv e  

o bserver. W e can  see th e  b reak d o w n  o f  system s and  re la tio n sh ip s . In  m an y  cases  

w e can  a lso  see th a t an  in te rv e n tio n  w ou ld  have  h e lp ed , in  o th ers  w e  can  see  th a t 

th e  su p p o rts  w ere  n o t su ffic ien t.

T ak en  case  b y  case, th e  re sea rch  o u tco m es su g g est th a t, w h ile  ce rta in  fac to rs  

m ay  p red isp o se  o r p ro tec t, it  is perso n al, lo ca l and  im m e d ia te  fac to rs  th a t  are 

m o s t s ig n ifican t a t th e  in d iv id u a l level. P eers are  v ery  im p o rtan t, as a re  p a ren ta l 

in ju n c tio n s  to  leav e  sch o o l to  ea rn  m oney . W e also  see  p o s itiv e  an d  n eg a tiv e  

m u ltip lie rs  a t w o rk  an d  h o w  ind iv idua l re s ilien ce  can  a llev ia te  ap p a ren tly  

in su rm o u n tab le  eco lo g ica l adversitie s . E ach  tra jec to ry  is  u n iq u e  -  each  y o u n g  

p e rso n  fo llo w s an  in d iv id u a l p a th w ay  ou t o f  school. T h ere  is co n s id e rab le  

v a ria tio n  in  th e  o ccu rren ce  o f  th e  d iffe ren t e lem en ts  o f  th e  m a tr ix  in  th e ir  liv es. 

F o r ex am p le , th e  ro le  o f  soc ia l c lass as a  s ig n ifican t g en e ra l d e te rm in a n t o f  ea rly  

sch o o l leav in g  is u n d erlin ed . Y e t several o f  th e  su b jec ts  a re  n o t fro m  th e  w o rk in g  

c lass an d  sm all fa rm in g  b ac k g ro u n d  g enerally  a sso c ia ted  w ith  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav ing . It a lso  em erg es  th a t som e young  p eo p le  have  le d  la rg e ly  o rd in ary  liv es, 

w ith  little  to  d is tin g u ish  th em  from  o th er ad o lescen ts . In d eed , a  n u m b e r o f  

su b jec ts  live  in  s tro n g  an d  su p p o rtiv e  fam ily  en v iro n m en ts . O th ers en c o u n te red  

no p a rtic u la r  d ifficu lty  in  schoo l.

So, does the  m a trix  e x p la in  w h y  an  in d iv id u a l ch ild  leav es  sch o o l ea rly ?  T h e  

an sw er here  is no  -  w h ile  it p ro v id es  a  v iab le  and  v a lu ab le  fram ew o rk  to  

ex am in e  th e  q u es tio n  an d  a  ch eck lis t o f  fac to rs th a t m ig h t b e  im p lica ted , i t  d o es  

n o t ex p la in  w h y  an  in d iv id u a l ch ild  leaves sch o o l early . E ac h  h is to ry  is u n iq u e .

6.5 Considering the outcomes

A s I h av e  es tab lish ed  in  C h ap te r 1, early  sch o o l leav in g  is  re g a rd e d  as a  m a tte r  o f  

g rav e  co n ce rn  in  Ire lan d . Its sign ificance is seen  to  ex ten d  fa r  b ey o n d  th e  

ed u c a tio n  system , co m p reh en d in g  a  w id e  ran g e  o f  o th e r a reas o f  p o lic y  and  

p ro v is io n , in c lu d in g  em p lo y m en t, h ea lth  and  ju s tic e . T h ese  are o ften  ad d ressed  

u n d e r the  g en e ra l h ea d in g  o f  socia l in c lu sio n . B ecau se  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  is 

c lo se ly  a sso c ia te d  w ith  soc ia l ex c lu sio n , it h as  b eco m e a  s ta ted  n a tio n a l p o lic y
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th a t it w ill b e  re d u ced  an d  i f  p o ss ib le  e lim ina ted . T h is o b jec tiv e  w as ex p re ssed  in  

th e  N a tio n a l A n ti-P o v e rty  S tra tegy  (Ireland: 1997) and  u n d erlin ed  b y  the 

N a tio n a l E co n o m ic  an d  S o cia l F o ru m  (N E SF , 1997).

6.5.1 What has been done to eliminate early school leaving?

O ffic ia l s ta tem en ts  o f  p ro g ress  tow ards a llev ia tin g  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  are 

co m m en d ab ly  d e ta iled  an d  ex tensive . T hey  list and  d o cu m en t the  ex p en d itu re , 

the m easu res  an d  th e  n u m b ers  invo lved  (see, fo r ex am p le , D e p a rtm en t o f  

E d u ca tio n  and  S c ien ce  2002). B u t th ey  do n o t s ta te  th e  outcomes o f  th e  v a rio u s  

m easu res. T h ere  is a reaso n  fo r th is, to  w h ich  I w ill re turn .

In  fa irness, th ere  is m u ch  to  report. C o n sid e rab le  re so u rces  h av e  b een  a llo ca te d  

b o th  w ith in  an d  w ith o u t th e  education  system  to tack le  ea rly  schoo l leav ing . 

T h ey  fu n d  (an d  in d eed  h av e  funded  fo r a co n sid erab le  p er io d ) a w id e  ran g e  o f  

m easu res  ac ro ss  th e  system , each  addressing  an  a sp ec t o r e lem en t o f  th e  m atrix  

o f  in flu en ces an d  r isk  facto rs. T hree  p rin c ip a l ca teg o ries  o f  re sp o n se  can  be 

id en tified , prevention measures, response measures and  system development and 

research. W h e th e r o r no t th is  is ach ieved  in  p rac tice , it is in ten d ed  th a t a 

co n tin u u m  o f  m easu res  be in p lace  across all lev e ls  o f  the  system . T h e  

p re d o m in a n t a im  is to  p re v en t early  schoo l leav ing , an d  th ree  key  m easu res  a im  

to do  so. T h ey  are ‘G iv in g  C h ild ren  an  E v en  B re a k ’, the  H o m e S choo l 

C o m m u n ity  L ia iso n  S ch em e (H S C L ) and  th e  S choo l C o m p le tio n  P ro g ram m e.

'Giving Children an Even Break’ w as in itia ted  in  Jan u a ry  2 001 . A cco rd in g  to  the  

D e p artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  an d  S cience (2 002 :5 ), it ‘b en e fits  2 ,276  p rim ary  

schoo ls, in v o lv in g  the  ap p o in tm en t o f  204  ex tra  teach ers  o v er a  th re e  y ea r 

p e r io d ’. It ta rg e ts  th e  schoo ls  w ith  the  h ig h es t lev e ls  o f  d isad v an tag e  o n  

co n d itio n  th a t ad d itio n a l re so u rces  are u sed  fo r ‘th e  p ro v is io n  o f  h o lis tic  su p p o rts  

fo r  th ese  p u p ils ’ . L o w er teacher: p u p il ra tio s  are im p lem en ted , as w e ll as 

‘in itia tiv es  fo cu sed  o n  d isad v an tag ed  p u p ils ’. T he in itia tiv e  co sts  € 2 6 m illio n .

T h e  Home School Community Liaison Scheme (HSCL) w as  in itia ted  in  1990. Its 

cen tra l fo cu s is th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  paren ts  as th e  p rim a ry  ed u cato rs  o f  th e ir  

ch ild ren . It p ro m o tes  ac tiv e  co -o p era tio n  b e tw een  h o m e, sch o o l and  co m m u n ity  

an d  ra ises aw aren ess  o f  education . In  th is regard , it can  b e  seen  as a  co n tex tu a l 

in itia tiv e  firs tly  ad d ress in g  lo w  levels o f  soc ia l and  cu ltu ra l cap ita l in  fam ilies ,
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fo r ex am p le  th ro u g h  in creas in g  fam ily  ap p rec ia tio n  o f  an d  in v o lv em en t in  

ed u catio n , and  seco n d ly  d ev e lo p in g  teach er a ttitu d es a n d  b eh av io u rs . T h e  H S C L  

o p era tes  in  277  p rim ary  sch o o ls and, w h ile  av a ilab le  to  all 211 p o s t-p rim ary  

sch o o ls w ith  d es ig n a ted  d isad v an tag ed  area  sta tu s, is  p ro v id ed  in  192. T he 

in itia tiv e  co sts  € 1 4 ,6 0 0 ,0 0 0  p e r annum . It does n o t w o rk  w ith  th e  p a ren ts  o f  

y o u n g  p eo p le  w h o  h av e  le ft schoo l, th o u g h  th ey  are o ften  o f  n o rm a l sch o o l- 

g o in g  age.

T h e  School Completion Programme w as lau n ch ed  in  20 0 2  and  am alg am a te s  a  

n u m b er o f  o ld e r p ro g ram m es, such  as th e  8-15 Year Old Early School Leaver 

Measure an d  the  Stay-In-School Retention Initiative (SSRI). A cco rd in g  to  th e  

D e p artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  and  S cience (2 0 0 2 :1 3 ), it is  ‘d es ig n ed  to  d ea l w ith  

issu es  o f  b o th  co n cen tra ted  and  reg io n a lly  d isp ersed  d isa d v a n ta g e ’. It is  ‘a  k ey  

co m p o n en t o f  th e  D e p a rtm e n t’s . . .  stra tegy  to  d isc rim in a te  p o s itiv e ly  in  fa v o u r o f  

ch ild ren  an d  y o u n g  p eo p le  w ho  are at risk  o f  ea rly  sch o o l le a v in g ’. T h e  

D e p artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  and  S cience (2 0 0 2 :1 4 ) d esc rib es  th e  m a trix  in  all b u t 

nam e:

T he S ch o o l C o m p le tio n  P ro g ram m e reco g n ises  th a t a  w ide  v arie ty  o f  h o m e, 

co m m u n ity  an d  sch o o l-b a sed  facto rs can  co n trib u te  to  lo w  sch o o l a tta in m en t 

an d  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g . C onsequen tly , s tra teg ies d es ig n ed  to  ad d ress  the  

need s o f  y o u n g  p eo p le  a t risk  o f  early  sch o o l leav in g  m u st in c lu d e  a  ran g e  o f  

ac tio n s th a t im p in g e  o n  th ese  aspects  o f  y oung  p e o p le ’s lives.

T h e  au th o rs  ad d  th a t th e  s tra teg ies m u s t be  ‘h o lis tic  an d  ch ild -cen tred  b y  n a tu re ’. 

E m p h asis  is p lace d  o n  lo ca l stra teg ies to  m ax im ise  p a r tic ip a tio n  in  ‘th e  ed u c a tio n  

p ro c e s s ’. T h ey  a lso  s ta te  th a t ‘it en ta ils  ta rg e tin g  in d iv id u a l y o u n g  p eo p le  o f  

sch o o l g o in g  age, b o th  in  and  o u t o f  schoo l, an d  arran g in g  su p p o rts  to  ad d ress  

in eq u a litie s  in  ed u c a tio n  access, p a rtic ip a tio n  an d  o u tc o m e s’. S ch o o ls  are 

se lec ted  o n  th e  b as is  o f  re tu rn s  fro m  th e  D e p artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  an d  S c ie n c e ’s 

p o s t-p rim ary  d a tab ase . T here  are 82 c lu sters  o f  seco n d -lev e l sch o o ls  an d  key  

feed e r p rim arie s . E a c h  is d irec ted  b y  a  lo ca l co m m itte e  w h ich  p ro d u ces  a  ‘fu lly  

co s ted  p la n  to  ta ck le  ea rly  schoo l leav in g  in  th e ir  area, in c lu d in g  re te n tio n  

ta rg e ts ’. T h e  av e rag e  fu n d in g  p e r c lu ste r is € 2 0 0 ,0 0 0  an d  € 2 4  m illio n  is sp en t on  

th is  in itia tiv e  annually .

T h e  D e p artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  and  S cience also  fu n d s o th e r su b stan tia l in itia tiv es
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in  schoo ls. T h ey  in c lu d e  th e  D isad v an tag ed  A reas  S chem e, B reak in g  th e  C ycle , 

L ea rn in g  S u p p o rt/R eso u rce  T each ers, T rav e lle r ed u ca tio n  m easu res  an d  

su p p o rts , th e  N a tio n a l E d u ca tio n a l P sy ch o lo g ica l S erv ice  an d  th e  E d u ca tio n  

W elfare  S erv ice . A  ran g e  o f  cu rricu la r in itia tiv es  (g en era lly  o f  lo n g -s tan d in g ) is 

a lso  su p p o rted , fo r  ex am p le  the  Ju n io r  C ycle  S choo ls  C ertifica te  P ro g ra m m e 

(JC S P ) an d  the  L eav in g  C ertifica te  A p p lied . S om e sm all-sca le  o r  sp ec ia lise d  

m easu res  a re  also  fu n d ed , fo r exam ple , the S choo l B o o k s fo r N e ed y  P u p ils  G ran t 

S chem e o r th e  su p p o rts  fo r  p u p ils  w ith  spec ia l needs.

N o  ag g reg ate  c a lc u la tio n  o f  ex p en d itu re  on  th ese  m easu res  is o ffered . H o w ev er, 

c learly , it is su b s tan tia l an d  ad d resses  all th e  asp ects  o f  th e  m a trix  (o r  as th e  

D ep artm en t p u ts  it, ‘w id e  v a r ie ty .. .o f  fa c to rs ’). F ifty -n in e  sep a ra te  m easu re  a re  

id en tified , o f  w h ich  o v er fo rty  are in ten d ed  to  ad d ress  one o r m o re  a sp ec ts  o f  th e  

m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  o n  early  schoo l leav ing . Indeed , so b ro ad  is  th e  ran g e  o f  

m easu res  th a t m ere ly  lis tin g  th em  fills  tw en ty  five  A 4  p ag es (D e p a rtm en t o f  

E d u ca tio n  and  S cience , 2002 ; see also  M urphy , 2000). O u ts id e  th e  ed u c a tio n  

system , th e re  is w h a t S to k es (2002a) desc rib es  as a  ‘p le th o ra ’ o f  o th e r ac tiv itie s , 

su p p o rted  b y  m an y  d iffe ren t ag en cies an d  G o v ern m en t D ep artm en ts . T h ese  

ad d ress (m atrix ) fac to rs  th a t are o u tsid e  o f  th e  ed u ca tio n  sy s tem ’s te rm s o f  

re feren ce . In  so m e areas, th ey  also  co m p en sa te  fo r sh o rtco m in g s in  ed u c a tio n  

p ro v is io n  (M urp h y , 2000).

6.5.2 Does this expenditure work?

In  ag g reg ate  te rm s, th ese  m easu res w ith in  an d  w ith o u t th e  sch o o lin g  sy stem  

in v o lv e  v ery  su b stan tia l p u b lic  expend itu re . S om e o f  th o se  d esc rib ed  ab o v e  h av e  

n o t b een  in  o p e ra tio n  lo n g  en o u g h  to  b e  m ean in g fu lly  ev a lu a ted  o n  th e ir  su ccess  

o r fa ilu re . Y e t m any , fo r exam ple  th e  H o m e-S ch o o l C o m m u n ity  L ia iso n  

S chem e, L ea rn in g  S u p p o rt/R eso u rce  T each ers  and  th e  D isad v an tag ed  A reas  

S chem e, h av e  o p e ra ted  fo r over a  decad e  and  o th ers, su ch  as th e  S choo l 

C o m p le tio n  p ro g ram m e am alg am ated  ea rlie r in itia tiv es . G eneral e ffec ts  sh o u ld  

be  tan g ib le . B u t a re  they?

E ach  m easu re  w as  se t in  p lace  to  co u n te rac t one  o r m o re  asp ects  o f  th e  m a tr ix  o f  

in flu en ces. I f  th e  m a trix  ex p la in ed  b o th  early  sch o o l leav in g  in  g en e ra l a n d  w h y  

an  in d iv id u a l ch ild  leaves schoo l early , and  i f  th e  m easu res  e ffec tiv e ly  ta ck le d
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the  p a rticu la r a sp ec t o f  the  m a trix  th ey  w ere  set up  to  tack le , th en  th ey  w o u ld  

h av e  e lim in a ted  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing . B u t they  h a v e n ’t. W h en  w e ex a m in e  th e  

fig u res , n o tw ith s ta n d in g  th e  en o rm o u s range o f  m easu res  an d  h u g e  lev e ls  o f  

ex p en d itu re , w e fin d  tha t lev e ls  o f  ea rly  schoo l leav in g  in  Ire lan d  h av e  re m a in ed  

stab le  b e tw een  1997 and  20 0 2  (D ep artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  an d  S cience , 2 0 0 3 ; 

Ire land , 2004). E a rly  sch o o l leav ing  an d  the  fo rces th a t d rive  it h av e  p ro v e d  m o re  

re s ilien t th an  ex p ected .

T he reaso n  w hy  th e  D ep artm en t o f  E d u ca tio n  and  S cience lis ts  ex p e n d itu re  an d  

m easu res  ra th e r th an  o u tco m es is c lear. I f  the lev e l o f  p o litica l an d  sy stem atic  

co m m itm en t to  th e  e lim in a tio n  o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav ing  is ev a lu a ted  in  te rm s o f  

effort, th a t is ex p en d itu re  and  ran g e  o f  m easu res, th en  rh e to ric  is  b e in g  tra n s la te d  

in to  ac tio n  and  ea rly  schoo l leav in g  is b e in g  addressed . B ut i f  co m m itm e n t is 

m easu red  in  te rm s o f  effect, th a t is o u tco m es o r resu lts , th en  it is no t.

U n d o u b ted ly , n o tab le  local and  p e rso n a l successes h av e  accrued . B u t th e  fac t 

rem a in s  th a t a d ecad e  and  a h a lf  o f  e ffo rt has fa iled  to  s ig n ifican tly  red u ce  

general lev e ls  o f  ea rly  schoo l leav ing . Y et, th e  p o lic ies  on  w h ich  th ese  m easu re s  

are b ased  d eriv e  fro m  the co n cep t o f  a  m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  an d  ta k e n  to g e th er, 

the  m easu res  ad d ress  th e  d iffe ren t ‘r isk  fa c to rs ’ an d  ‘in flu en c es ’. T he sy stem  is 

d o in g  w h a t the  av a ilab le  ex p e rtise  to ld  it sh o u ld  be done. W h y  d o e sn ’t  it  w o rk ?

6.5.3 Why doesn’t this expenditure work?

V ario u s reaso n s m ay  be su g g ested  as to w hy  su ch  en o rm o u s ex p e n d itu re  an d  

such  a  v arie ty  o f  m easu res, has h a d  su ch  little  general e ffec t. A  n u m b er o f  

o b se rv a tio n s  are p ertinen t:

T h e  firs t is th a t ed u ca tio n  o u tco m es re flec t th e  o u tco m es o f  Ir ish  society . A s  th is  

th es is  is b e in g  w ritten , w e lea rn  th a t Irish  so c ie ty  is am o n g st the  m o s t u n eq u a l in  

the  d ev e lo p ed  w o rld  (O E C D , 2003). T h e  m ajo r general in flu en ces  o n  ea rly  

sch o o l leav in g  are  d eep ly  in g ra in ed  in  th a t society . E arly  schoo l leav in g  m ay  be , 

as N E S F  (1 9 9 7 ) desc rib es  it, ‘am o n g  the  m o st serious so c ia l and  eco n o m ic  

p ro b lem s th is  s ta te  m u st ad d re ss ’. B u t it seem s th a t Irish  so c ie ty  o n ly  w ish es to  

ad d ress  th is  p ro b lem  on co n d itio n  th a t every th ing  else  rem a in s the  sam e. It is 

a rg u ed  (fo r ex am p le , F lem in g  and  K enny , 1998) th a t the  sam e is tru e  o f  sch o o ls . 

T h ey  accep t th e  n eed  to ad d ress ea rly  schoo l leav in g  b u t on ly  d o  so o n  th e  basis
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th a t the  sch o o l is a  b o u n d ed  system , th a t everyone w o rk s a c co rd in g  to  th e  ru le s  

o f  th a t sy stem  and  ch an g e  h ap p en s w ith in  th a t sy stem ’s b o u n d arie s . In  th is , th ey  

rep lica te  th e  so c ie ty  th ey  serve. S ocia l ex c lu s io n  and  schoo l ex c lu s io n  are  c lo se ly  

linked . I f  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  is  to  be  sig n ifican tly  a llev ia ted , so too  m u s t th e  

g ro w in g  in eq u a lity  in  Irish  society . T h is p ro g n o sis  re flec ts  th e  co m p e llin g  

ev idence, w h ich  th e  p re se n t re sea rch  m ere ly  u nderlines, th a t so c ia l re p ro d u c tio n  

is a  fo rce  o f  tec to n ic  p ro p o rtio n s  in  Irish  education .

T h e  seco n d  is th a t th e  id e a  o f  a  m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  and  the  co n c ep ts  o f  r is k  an d  

in flu en ce  it em b o d ies  d eriv e  fro m  sy stem atic  an d  in s titu tio n a l p e rsp ec tiv e s  ra th e r  

th a n  th o se  o f  the  in d iv id u a l learner. A s a  fram ew o rk , it is in d isp u ta b ly  u se fu l as 

an  in s tru m en t fo r u n d e rs tan d in g  genera l in fluences and  fo r e v a lu a tin g  sy stem atic  

an d  in s titu tio n a l fu n c tio n in g . B u t, as w e h av e  seen, it does n o t e x p la in  w h y  an  

in d iv id u a l ch ild  leav es sch o o l early . So, n o tw ith s tan d in g  th e  rh e to r ic  o f  a  ch ild - 

cen tred  system , any  se t o f  m easu res  th a t tak es  the m atrix  as a  s ta rtin g  p o in t is  

lik e ly  to  en g en d e r in s titu tio n a l and  fo rm u la ic  responses th a t are  in su ffic ie n tly  

re sp o n siv e  o r v e rsa tile  to  deal w ith  th e  id io sy n crac ies  an d  co n tin g en c ie s  

p re sen tin g  in  rea l life  s itu a tio n s. C h ild ren  en co u n te r illn esses , acc id en ts , d ea th s , 

a lco h o lism , v io len ce  an d  fam ily  separations. Som e are m o re  v u ln e ra b le  th a n  

o thers. It is w h a t h ap p en s  in  th e  afte rm ath  o f  even ts  o r in  re sp o n se  to  id en tif ied  

p ro b lem s th a t  trig g ers  d e tach m en t o r su p p o rts  re ten tio n . In  p rac tice , the  

e s tab lish ed  m easu res  ad d ress m an y  asp ec ts  o f  the  m a trix  b u t th ey  do so o n  

sy stem atic  o r in s titu tio n a l g rounds, n o t those  o f  the  ch ild  o r  h is /h e r  fam ily .

T h e  th ird  fa c to r fo llo w s. It concerns in d iv id u a l in s titu tio n a l fu n c tio n in g , an d  the  

ten ac ity  w ith  w h ich  p o lic ies  and  co n seq u en t reso u rces  a re  c o n v e rted  in to  the  

ex is tin g  d e liv e ry  fram ew o rk s o f  each  in stitu tion . I f  a ll sch o o ls  w ere  a lik e  th e  

o u tco m es o f  any  g iv en  m easu re  w o u ld  be  p red ic tab le . B u t, as  S m y th  (1 9 9 9 ) h as  

show n , sch o o ls  are n o t alike. T h ey  also  h av e  th e ir  m a trix  o f  in flu en ces  -  th ey  

h av e  th e ir  g iv en  fac to rs , th ey  live an d  w o rk  in  a  n u m b er o f  eco sy s tem s, th ey  

h av e  d ev e lo p m en ta l p h ases , each  w ith  acco m p an y in g  p ro b lem s, an d  th e y  are 

v u ln e rab le  and  re s ilien t in  vary in g  deg rees. Indeed , so m e m ay  n o t be  v ery  

in te re sted  in  re ta in in g  th o se  th ey  p erce iv e  to  b e  tro u b leso m e b ey o n d  th e  en d  o f  

S ep tem b er w h e n  th e ir  annual cap ita tio n  is secured . T h e  o u tco m es  o f  th is  an d  

o th er re sea rc h  su g g est th a t sch o o ls d iffe r s ig n ifican tly  in  th e ir  a p p lica tio n  o f
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re so u rces  accru in g  fro m  th e  v a rio u s  m easu res  a ttem p tin g  to  en d  ea rly  sch o o l 

leav ing . In  th is  en v iro n m en t, in itia tiv es  su ch  as th e  S ch o o l C o m p le tio n  

P ro g ram m e are a t r isk  o f  b eco m in g  ‘ad d -o n s ’, and  n o t em b ed d e d  in  th e  s c h o o l’s 

p o lic ies  o r opera tio n s.

F ourth ly , ex p lan a tio n s  o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  u su a lly  s ta rt fro m  th e  a ssu m p tio n  

th a t th e  y o u n g  p e rs o n ’s d isen g ag em en t is p a th o lo g ica l. M ea su res  a d o p ted  in  

Ire lan d  fo llo w  su it. B u t, as w e  h av e  seen  in  th is re sea rch  an d  as P ip e r &  P ip e r  

(199 8 /9 ) p o in t ou t, it m ay  ac tu a lly  b e  a  ra tio n a l re sp o n se  to  th e ir  ex p e rien ce . 

In d iv id u a l n a rra tiv es  do n o t co n fo rm  to  genera l p a th o lo g ies . N o  tw o  c h ild re n  are 

th e  sam e, n o r a re  any  tw o  fam ilies . N o  sch o o l is the  sam e, n o r are  an y  tw o  

teach ers. P ee r g ro u p s v ary  a lso , as do th e  m u ltip le  p ro cesses  o f  d e tach m en t. Y et, 

p o licy  re sp o n ses  are la rg e ly  b u ilt o n  the  o pposite  p rem ise , th a t p a th w a y s  to  

leav in g  are  la rg e ly  h o m o g en eo u s , th a t  fam ilies  o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav e rs  are 

d efic ien t in  v ar io u s  w ay s, th a t th ey  co m e fro m  areas o f  e co n o m ic  d isad v an tag e , 

and  th a t th e  issu e  o f  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  can  be  re so lv ed  in  a  sch o o l co n tex t.

T h e  fif th  is th a t re sp o n ses  to  d isad v an tag e  in  Ire lan d  h av e  b e e n  re lia n t to  an  

in o rd in a te  d eg ree  on  sh o rt-te rm  p ro jec ts , and  ed u ca tio n a l d isad v an ta g e  is no  

ex cep tio n  to  th is  (B o ld t &  D ev ine , 1998). A s S tokes (2 0 0 2 a) a rg u es, ‘A t n a tio n a l 

and  p o lic y  leve l, w e  h av e  n o t c rea ted  a  co h e ren t serv ice  in fra s tru c tu re  ta rg e tin g  

young  p eo p le . T h is  ap p lies  ac ross th e  board , b u t p a rticu la rly  to  so c ia l p o lic y  an d  

y o u th  w o rk ’. H e  suggests  a  n u m b er o f  reaso n s, in c lu d in g  th e  av a ila b ility  o f  

E u ro p ean  U n io n  fu n d s and  o th e r m o n ies  in  th e  late  80s an d  9 0 s ‘u n d e r  v ario u s  

p ro jec t-b ased  p ro g ra m m e s’. P ro jec ts  w ere  u sed  in  Ire lan d  to  d e liv e r serv ices 

‘w h ich  w o u ld , in  m o s t o th er en v iro n m en ts , be d e liv e red  b y  s ta tu to ry  b o d ie s  an d  

se rv ic e s ’, o r w ere , in  p rev io u s  g en era tio n s , p ro v id ed  b y  re lig io u s  an d  v o lu n ta ry  

o rg an isa tio n s . T h is  in h ib ited  th e  d ev e lo p m en t o f  ‘a  s tab le  an d  p re d ic ta b le ’ 

serv ice  in fra s tru c tu re . O f  cou rse , m an y  m easu res are e ffec tiv e  a t lo ca l level o r 

o v er p a r tic u la r  p e rio d s  o f  in ten se  effort. B u t at a  genera l lev e l, re sp o n se s  to  

d isad v an tag e  are  u n re liab le , ep iso d ic , in co n sis ten t and, fro m  a  sy s tem a tic  p o in t 

o f  v iew , in co h eren t.

T h e  fo reg o in g  re fe rs  to  in co h eren ce  within system s. B u t th e re  is  a lso  in co h eren ce  

between sy stem s, an d  th is  is the s ix th  fac to r in  the  re la tiv e  fa ilu re  o f  e ffo rts  to  

en d  ea rly  sch o o l leav in g  to  d ate  (see S tokes, 1996a, 2 0 0 2 b ; C u llen , 2 0 0 0 ). T he
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standard paradigm for education, training and social service delivery in this 

country and many others is the ‘vertical service paradigm’. By this is understood 

the culture in which services are established, resourced, delivered and accounted 

for from top to bottom, without reference to any other services. It stands in 

contrast to the lateral or integrated service model. It is the case that inter-agency 

collaboration and partnership has been a national priority for more than a decade, 

and has underpinned many policy innovations in education and beyond. 

However, as is the case with most measures targeting disadvantage, it is likely 

that ‘service integration’ is more easily aspired to than delivered, other than 

occasional case conferences and referrals. In the research we encounter subjects 

who should clearly have been the focus of coherent multi-agency added-value 

care plans but were not. Once again, while there are examples of best practice 

(the care system for Gemma and Francis, for example) there is no pattern of 

comprehensive response (for example, Joseph, Martha and David), and 

individual young people slip through the various nets.

The seventh factor concerns the selectivity and parochialism with which 

policymakers and practitioners alike engage with the subject of early school 

leaving. Various discourses can be discerned -  at policy level, within schools, 

amongst those dealing with disadvantaged pupils and amongst those working in 

out-of-school contexts. These discourses remain largely separate, each unheard 

by the others. There is a consequent failure, perhaps even an inability, to absorb 

other approaches, learn from other systems and mainstream. This is despite the 

accretion of an enormous body of knowledge and experience through a multitude 

of (largely European-funded) projects between 1977 and 2000. For example, 

between 1993 and 1999, over IR£20 million was expended on 44 projects funded 

by the Employment/Youthstart Community Initiative (Youthstart National 

Support Structure, 1996, 1998). Despite the establishment of a ‘mainstreaming 

committee’, which included Government Departments, the projects themselves 

ended and few if any of the models were adopted. Faced with the prospect of 

meaningful change, the education system effectively reneged on mainstreaming. 

As a result, a vast reservoir of expertise has been dissipated, and a generation of 

practitioners has had to learn the same lessons all over again.

Why is this relevant to the present enquiry? Because, while the major school-
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based initiatives were piloted on their introduction, none were previously tested 

in projects when established. By contrast, all the out-of-school initiatives were. 

Yet, the former are embedded in the system, whereas the latter are (at best) 

temporary or (at worst) shelved. The major school-based initiatives are top-down 

measures, deriving from a formal academic research consensus. In general, they 

address structural issues or pathologies and they focus on institutional and 

organisational factors. Insofar as personal agency is addressed, it is in the context 

of taking value from the school programme. In contrast, the out-of-school 

responses are largely ‘bottom-up’ measures, deriving from practitioner 

experience, community development and action research. In general, they 

emphasise personal agency, contextual factors, participatory processes and 

collaborative responses. Insofar as structural factors and pathologies are 

addressed, it is generally on the basis of empowerment and affirmation, building 

awareness and a pattern of problem-solving and lifelong learning. It is 

fundamental to these measures that they take accept the young people as they 

present, and take the reality of their current lifestyles and behaviours as their 

starting point. Responses are unlikely to be effective unless they do likewise 

(European Commission, 2000a; Watts, 2001). However, as Watts comments, 

‘this involves considerable rethinking both of traditional conceptual models and 

of traditional models of delivery’. Schools have found this difficult, if not 

impossible and, as Watts predicts, the schooling system as a whole has not 

succeeded in retaining early school leavers.

To summarise these points, Irish society is unequal and early school leaving is an 

outcome of social reproduction. Measures have been largely systematic or 

institutional rather than individualised and institutions function differently and 

use resources in different ways. Explanations for early school leaving are 

pathological, and measures follow suit. While excellent services can be identified 

throughout the country, there is no coherent infrastructure for the delivery of 

services to young people. Furthermore, there is little cohesion between different 

service sectors. Finally, notwithstanding the success of out-of-school activities 

and services with early school leavers, policymakers have followed the academic 

research consensus which has favoured the pathological and institutional rather 

than the affirmative and individual.
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It is true, as Kellaghan et al (1995) point out, that in the 1990s the emphasis in 

policy on educational disadvantage shifted from the individual child to the child 

in context and, given the profound influence of ecological factors, this is 

justified. But if the underpinning assumptions and analysis continue to be 

pathological and institutional, and if the measures and responses follow suit in 

terms of relationships and methodologies, this apparently progressive change 

achieves little more than extending the range and breadth of targets for 

intervention. The general affect is to pathologise in ever increasing circles -  the 

deficit model is extended from individual children to whole families, schools and 

peer groups. But the outcomes for the individual young people remain the same.

A second major shift in policy emphasis appeared at the same time, away from 

the idea of ‘cure’ and towards ‘prevention’. In this regard, risk factors and 

influences were identified so that children who were ‘at-risk’ could be identified 

and preventive action taken. This was seen to be more beneficial in terms of the 

child’s well-being and also more cost-effective. At face value this is an 

imperative but in practice it is compromised, perhaps fatally, by the diffuseness 

of the ideas of ‘prevention’ and ‘at-risk’ and the tenacity of the institutional 

factors I have already noted. Against any or all the matrix of influences, how can 

it be determined that any particular child is at risk? Social class is a key 

determinant -  does this mean that every working class child is at risk? 

Neighbourhood factors are also significant -  does this mean that every child in, 

for example, Ballymun, is at risk? And coupled with the emphasis on the child in 

context, there is now the prospect that every family, every peer group and peer 

group member are ‘at risk’ and therefore the target of ‘preventive’ measures.

This is not tenable. Most young people do not leave school early. While certain 

factors may predispose, detachment is not a given, nor is it inevitable. It unfolds 

in the interplay of any of the matrix of influences. Amongst these we may 

include the fulfilment of teachers’ morbid expectations. In an ideal world, a 

range of actors would have addressed the different risk factors evident in the 

lives of many of the subjects of this research in a holistic and integrated manner 

to alleviate risks and prevent early school leaving. But, as I have outlined above, 

such integration and focused prevention challenges our systematic and 

institutional paradigms beyond their capacity to deliver. Because preventive
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work is difficult to define and ‘risks’ are ubiquitous, working with children in 

context to deal with risk factors on a preventive basis allows systems, institutions 

and individual practitioners to discharge responsibilities in general rather than in 

particular. So, while general measures are set in place, the individual child still 

leaves school early. If aggregate early school leaving is not reduced by the 

measures introduced, their nett general effect will have been to generate activity 

in schools and to create new employment for teachers.

This is not to suggest that policy should revert from working with children in 

context, nor that the idea of prevention should be eschewed. Rather, two 

developments are indicated. The first is a synthesis between working with the 

individual child and working with the child in context. Individual responses must 

be organised through institutional structures and processes and institutional 

processes must resolve themselves in individual solutions. The second is that the 

matrix of influences should no longer be seen as the basis for a range of 

disconnected measures aimed at preventing early school leaving. Rather, it 

should be extended to encompass processes, that is the interplay of factors, 

events and influences, and re-imagined as a checklist for identifying risk and 

guiding responses. These, in turn should be holistic both in terms of institutional 

organisation and personal experience. In such a scenario, the matrix is less to do 

with problem identification than with problem solving.

With this observation, I have moved to consideration of the implications of the 

present research for paradigms, policies, systems, institutions and practice. I will 

consider these below, towards outlining the kind of system that can best deliver 

optimum outcomes for each child in terms of completion of education in general 

and school in particular and the consequent changes that need to happen at the 

levels of paradigm, policy, system, institution and practice.

6.6 Towards optimum outcomes for each young person

It is important to begin this consideration by acknowledging recent relevant 

legislative and structural developments, both within education and without. The 

passage of the Education Act (Ireland, 1998a), the Education Welfare Act 

(Ireland, 2000b) and the Children Act (Ireland, 2001) represent important 

milestones in the development of a more consistent, structured and responsive
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system as regards early school leaving. The release of the report of the Task 

Force on Dyslexia (Ireland, 2002) and the publication of the Disabilities Bill as 

this chapter is being written are significant. So too is the establishment of the 

Educational Disadvantage Committee on a statutory basis to advise on policies 

and strategies ‘to identify and correct educational disadvantage’. In these and 

other measures it is possible to imagine a more coherent, caring and child- 

centred system of education, health and social welfare.

These developments offer much hope for the future. But the history of the 

Education Welfare Board prompts caution. It was established in 2002, mere 

weeks before the legislation would fall. It took a further twelve months for the 

Board to advertise for its first tranche of new staff members. With all due 

respects to the Board, this does not convince that educational welfare is high on 

the national policy agenda. If this were replicated in other areas, such as 

psychological services, disabilities or special needs, or indeed in the fulfilment of 

the complex and ambitious agenda set out in the Children Act, then the 

legislation would be little more than window dressing. Policymakers, institutions 

and practitioners alike must travel significant distances if the considerable effort 

to end early school leaving is to be translated into comparable effect. More of 

what has already failed is unlikely to succeed. Additional expenditure and new or 

expanded measures, however well-meant or grounded in research, will not end 

early school leaving in the absence of other changes and developments. These 

must happen at five levels: which I will discuss below.

6.6.1 At the level of paradigm

As Smyth and McCabe (2001) point out, ‘different perceptions of the causes of 

educational inequality call for different sorts of solutions’. They add that 

educational policy ‘is informed, implicitly or explicitly, by particular 

perspectives on how inequalities in educational outcomes come about’. In this 

regard, five points regarding paradigms arise from the present research:

The first involves a change from  a deficit model to a credit model o f  education. 

As we have seen, a deficit or pathological model, in which children are thought 

to lack the capacities or attitudes to survive within the formal system, strongly 

influences thinking on educational disadvantage in Ireland. But the present
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research suggests that many subjects have learning styles and personal goals that 

the school was either unable or unwilling to cater for. The deficit belongs to the 

system, not the person and, given that leaving school is often a pragmatic and 

rational decision, the idea that early school leaving is some kind of medical 

condition is untenable. A core feature of successful interventions with early 

school leavers, and one that has been widely validated, is an emphasis on 

achievement, that is, a credit model. This focuses on strengths and interests, on 

what the young person can  do and values. These are used as a platform for 

learning. The difference between these two models is fundamental. The former 

works from the basic premise that there is something wrong with the client, and 

that only a specialist can fix her/him and the latter emphasises agency, self- 

direction and empowerment. This distinction threads its way through all aspects 

of subsequent education provision, including school functioning.

Early school leavers are not the only likely beneficiaries of such a change. As the 

European Commission (2000a) and Watts (2001:13) note, those who are 

successful in education may also benefit from an approach that proves successful 

with those who are not. It is, in fact, a better way to educate everyone.

The second involves a change fro m  targeting passive  r isk  to addressing  active  

risk. As I have already noted, the notion of ‘at-risk’ is both problematic and 

contested. A more effective strategy to deal with early school leaving would 

eschew the conceit of identifying those at risk in favour of addressing identified 

difficulties, that is active risks, at the earliest possible juncture. The former is 

open-ended and imprecise -  as Boldt (1994) points out, everyone is at risk -  

whereas the latter is precise and unambiguous and has the virtue of concentrating 

resources on those who are verifiably in difficulty.

The third involves a change from  general p reven tion  to p reven tive  intervention. 

As we have seen, the emphasis of Irish policy on early school leaving shifted in 

the 1990s from post-school responses such as YOUTHREACH to preventive 

approaches such as Home School Community Liaison and School Completion. A 

substantial body of literature and polemic advocated this change, and a 

substantial investment in preventive measures followed. Yet early school leaving 

has remained intractable. It follows that prevention alone is not a viable policy. 

As with ‘risk’, the notion itself is open-ended and imprecise. Indeed, it is
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arguable that it would have been better to have less emphasis on prevention and 

more on early identification and alleviation, that is on what might be described as 

‘preventive intervention’. The inception of the National Education Welfare 

Board is likely to change the prevention-cure duopoly and promote the idea of a 

continuum of response, with greater permeability between school (preventive) 

and post-school (response). In turn, this will demand a re-evaluation of resource 

mechanisms. If a child leaves school and is placed in a YOUTHREACH centre, 

the resources that attach to him/her should follow.

The fourth involves a change fro m  school com pletion to education com pletion. 

The research outcomes challenge the interpretation or meaning of school 

completion. Irish schooling is essentially norm-referenced and as we see from 

the research outcomes, early school leavers combine the routine with the 

exceptional. Irish schools will always struggle to cater for a full cohort of 

learners. Moreover, if a child’s experience of school is as negative as those we 

have encountered in the research, retaining him/her in school longer is likely to 

be seen as a punishment, not an opportunity. Offered the choice, few of the 

subjects of this research would return to school. But they have all returned to 

education. Accordingly, the paradigm should shift from school completion to 

education completion, underpinned by the concept of lifelong learning and 

supported by an appropriate range of options. In this regard, post-school 

provision should not be limited in terms of numbers, as at present, an 

arrangement that, by definition, means that a person with an unsatisfactory 

experience of schooling is not guaranteed continuation of his/her education.

The fifth involves a change to differential resourcing based  on level o f  need. As 

we have seen, early school leavers have very different levels of need. However, 

there is a mismatch between resource allocation and needs. This is as true in the 

post-school sector as the school sector (CHL, 1996). In addition, all needs are not 

equal. It is clear from the case studies that some young people are contending 

with a range of adverse and often extreme influences. Moreover, whereas these 

are often thought of as cumulative, that is, adding to each other’s morbid or 

beneficial consequences, the research indicates that their effect is more usually to 

multiply. It is also understood that the same process works in reverse -  some 

influences are positive in their effect and cancel adversities. There is a
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compelling argument for the development of a profiling system to generate a 

more realistic understanding of resource requirements. Effective strategies to 

alleviate young people’s difficulties will inevitably be more expensive than 

catering for the needs of most school students. But this issue must be set in the 

context of the other forces in the lives of many users. Conventional services have 

not worked for them. Yet their entitlement is the same as other children’s. If 

early school leaving is to be reduced, radical, flexible funding strategies will 

have to be introduced to tilt the bias towards investment in those who are most in 

need and towards equality of outcome. This was a largely rhetorical objective in 

the past. However, with the passage of the Education Act and the Education 

Welfare Act, and also an emerging case law, rhetoric is likely to be confronted 

with reality. Differential funding based on level of need is the most appropriate 

response. The development of an appropriate system to achieve this is fraught 

with technical and professional difficulties. Appropriate, clearly stated and 

objectively assessed criteria are required. This should include all aspects of the 

matrix, appropriately weighted according to morbid impact on the young 

person’s schooling. It is possible, given the general indications of the Disabilities 

Bill, that in the future schools and centres of education will function with a dual 

funding mechanism, comprising a guaranteed core funding to deliver their core 

responsibilities and supplementary funding to respond to each additional need 

they encounter. Such supplementary support should operate across primary, post­

primary and further education sectors alike. This would yield a system more 

precisely calibrated to the needs of learners. It would also be more consistent, 

connected, and coherent.

6.6.2 At the level of policy

In considering policy challenges arising from the present research, five themes 

emerge. The first is to do with the characteristics of an effective system. When 

we consider the experience of a subject such as Annette, we find that her 

family’s rural isolation was key factor in her early school leaving. But in many 

areas, arrangements are in place to assist someone in her situation. A central 

policy problem is that supports are not available in a consistent, equal and 

transparent fashion. From both the present research and other critiques of the 

education and health and children systems in Ireland, a number of key terms are
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identifiable that describe an effective system. They include cohesion, 

consistency, continuum, co-ordination, clarity, effectiveness and access. 

Similarly, key elements include intervening early and often, being watchful yet 

not intrusive, being egalitarian (for example regarding gender, ethnicity), flexible 

and adequately and appropriately resourced.

A second theme is to do with building a continuum of service. The use of this 

term suggests the need to link and integrate measures within and without the 

schooling system. This has never been consistently achieved. For example, 

YOUTHREACH lone parent groups are not connected to Early Start clusters, nor 

do they have the benefits of Home School Community Liaison, resource 

teachers, and so on. It also refers to the establishment of a continuum of care, and 

the consequences of this for systems. Early school leavers, by definition, are 

found in a margin between the school and out-of-school. Efforts to retain them in 

education involve actors from outside the school structures. Community-based 

actions, for example drugs initiatives, have extended the range and depth of such 

external involvement. In addition, thanks in part to the development of a range of 

interlocking qualifications systems, out-of-school responses have been enabled, 

not only to engage in significant learning experiences with the young people but 

also to facilitate their achieving qualifications outcomes similar to those they 

might have achieved in school. In effect, the education community and the range 

of education environments have been extended. Thus, instead of being cut off 

from the school system, a programme such as YOUTHREACH becomes part of 

an education continuum offering a variety of equally regarded approaches within 

a single framework. These represent different and equal paths to the same 

outcome, rather than a hierarchy of high status mainstream and lower value and 

less secure out-of-school system. While such recognition is suggested in the 

White Paper on Adult Education (Ireland 2000a), it has not been achieved. 

Indeed, Watts (2002:9) has doubts as to whether this is likely. For him, ‘a key 

policy issue is whether provision like YOUTHREACH will become incorporated 

as a positive alternative option, or will remain a residual ‘safety net’ for those for 

whom the formal system has not catered adequately’.

The third policy theme emerging concerns the establishment of co-ordinated 

strategies and actions at local level. As we have seen amongst the subjects, many
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have multiple difficulties and have been the object of attention by Health Boards 

and other social services. Young people have a global needs set and live their 

lives 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Not everything can be dealt with by 

education. What happens in the home impinges on the education, but it is not 

directly the school’s business, any more than what happens after school hours. 

Other actors are, or should be, involved with the young people. Their respective 

actions must link with and add value to each other. Given the dominance of the 

vertical service paradigm in Irish education and social services, this is a 

significant challenge. Just how difficult it will be is clear from consideration of 

the range of actors engaged with young people at local level in Ireland. In the 

school they meet a range of actors including teachers, school guidance 

counsellors, resource teachers, learning support teachers and so on. In out of 

school education and training settings they meet instructors, tutors, advocates, 

centre Co-ordinators and Directors as well as youth workers both salaried and 

voluntary. If not attending school they will encounter the Education Welfare 

Officer. If involved in offending behaviour they may meet Garda Juvenile 

Liaison Officers and Probation and Welfare Officers. For a variety of reasons 

they may also encounter social workers, drugs outreach workers and health 

promotion officers. These are managed by Health Boards as are public health 

personnel and possibly psychologists and psychiatrists from Health Board 

Addiction Services. Psychologists may hail from the National Educational 

Psychologist Service or from Health Boards. Mediators are found in Local 

Employment Services and placement officers in FAS offices. The Children Act 

(Ireland, 2001) has introduced family welfare conference co-ordinators, family 

welfare conference facilitators and family welfare conference mentors. Clearly, 

concerted policy direction is required, firstly to develop this plethora of 

disconnected activity into a consistent, coherent and reliable infrastructure of 

services for young people and secondly to encourage inter-agency co-operation 

and an area-based approach at local level. Formal and non-formal systems should 

overlap and interact to the benefit of the target groups. Indeed, such is already 

the basis of support committees for the School Completion programme and the 

Home School Community Liaison Initiative.
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The fourth policy theme arising concerns the status of those working on out-of­

school actions. These professionals are often as isolated from mainstream 

education as their participants are from schools. Notwithstanding their successes 

with young people who have left school early, their rates of pay and conditions 

of service are inferior to those of teachers working in ordinary schools. But they 

represent a key human resource and their training and support needs should be a 

priority. Too often, they are employed on short-term contracts. The object, from 

a policy point of view, should be to recruit the best and retain them. 

Arrangements to monitor possible bum-out should be implemented as a matter of 

urgency. Also, training models and new qualifications have been developed for 

those working in less stmctured situations. In some cases, these add to existing 

skills and qualifications. In others, practitioners gain new insights and theoretical 

underpinning for their existing good practice. There is an urgent need for the 

education system to give due recognition to such new training and qualifications 

developed for its practitioners. There is also a pressing need to encourage 

permeability between in-school and out-of-school measures, to share and transfer 

knowledge. But this can only fairly happen on the basis of equal status.

The fifth theme concerns the policy of targeting specific geographic areas and 

particular schools. Given that the research shows that early school leaving is 

spatially pervasive, this needs to be reviewed. While important in the general 

sense of focusing resources on areas and institutions of particular need, it means 

that measures do not, indeed cannot, reach very substantial numbers of early 

school leavers.

6.6.3 At the level of systems

A young person lives and grows in a framework of systems. Successful 

negotiation of contexts and stages presumes that these systems function and are 

coherent. Early school leaving occurs when one or more fail or break down. 

Hence the importance of early warning systems, mediating interventions and 

compensatory mechanisms. Fundamentally, the emphasis should be on making 

these systems work rather than making work for these systems. In this regard, 

three points are made.
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Firstly, the present research shows the importance to early school leaving of 

idiosyncratic, individual and incidental processes. But by their very nature 

systems look for the orderly, the predictable, the sequential and the measurable, 

that is for what fits. It is accepted that the predictable must be addressed -  that is, 

the general factors that predispose a child to leave school early. But the 

exceptional must also be accommodated. This is likely to be through flexible, 

multi-modal programmes, that is those which allow for different modes of 

participation and delivery towards equality of outcomes.

Secondly, young people spend a greater proportion of their lives outside the 

hours of schooling or training than they do inside. Their global needs set may 

comprehend any of a range of general dysfunctions. These can include the effects 

of alcohol or drug abuse, crime in the family as well as shocks and disruptions, 

including illness, bereavement in their family or extended family, family 

breakdown, transition to a new school or home, and pregnancy or childbirth. 

Most of these are outside the school’s compass, but they are som eone’s business. 

The challenge at system level is to forge coherent and consistent links and 

referral pathways covering these factors.

Thirdly, given the wealth of experience that has accumulated, and indeed the 

models in place (such as the Leaving Certificate Applied), with their 

acknowledgement of the value and relevance of action-based learning, it is 

astonishing and worrying that curriculum is still an issue. The present research 

highlights the need for appropriate curricular arrangements. Watts (2002) 

summarises these as ‘more flexible learning provision, with easier movement in 

and out of the system and more alternatives attuned to different styles of 

learning’. Programme design and review is also important -  leading to an 

integrated curriculum in which vertical elements (for example hand-skill classes) 

are linked and supported by lateral elements (for example, personal development, 

health and safety, literacy development). This establishes a holistic curricular 

matrix linking the academic and vocational with the personal.

6.6.4 At the level of institutions

It is to be acknowledged at the outset that schools and colleges can be large and 

complex organisations. By definition, their structural and functional
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characteristics are geared to maximising beneficial effects for the majority of 

children, not for all. Most schools have boundaries of behaviour and need 

beyond which they feel unable to accommodate and indeed, under the Education 

Act, they are obliged to set these down and observe them. It is also to be 

acknowledged that there has been considerable change in Irish schools and 

education institutions in recent years. That said, six points regarding institutions 

emerge from consideration of the present research.

Firstly, given the outcomes of the present research and the relative failure of 

school-based, there is a compelling argument that schools as institutions and 

teachers as practitioners should engage in a committed dialogue with those 

working in out-of-school contexts. This is not just a matter of building effective 

links at local level. It is also to do with extending what is meant by the 

mainstream to incorporate their experience and practice. There is little evidence 

of such dialogue, nor of any sharing of experiences between school and out-of- 

school service providers, nor between formal and non-formal services. It also 

appears that learner-centred teaching is honoured more in rhetoric than in reality, 

notwithstanding the reservoir of research in its favour and indeed its espousal in 

a range of policy documents and programme outlines.

Secondly, the development of individual learning plans for those with 

educational needs is mandatory under the Education Act and there are 

compelling grounds for arguing that this should be interpreted expansively. The 

research suggests that a high proportion of early school leavers have one or more 

learning needs. The development of an IEP that accompanied the individual from 

primary through post-primary and on to post-school provision, for example in 

Further Education (YOUTHREACH), would be an excellent manifestation of 

continuity and cohesion and would constitute a preventive action with 

considerable chances of success. However, the development of such plans does 

not imply the withdrawal of children from classes, or the formation of ‘special 

needs’ groups. As we have seen, young people regard these as negative 

assessments of their prospective outcomes. Rather, the plans should be executed 

with the child remaining in her/his peer group and classroom contexts. This will 

involve resource teachers working with the group and their teacher, apparently 

with all children but focusing on one specific child. Early warning, needs
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identification and ongoing support are intrinsic to such an approach. Schools 

should be watchful and supportive throughout, able and willing to make key 

interventions at critical moments, and must prioritise the most needy in doing so.

Thirdly, all measures targeting early school leavers should believe in the young 

people, promote participation and envisage their positive progression. In the 

research we find young people who have learned what they cannot do rather than 

what they can do and are also inhibited as regards their ability to learn. Schools 

and centres must foster a culture of achievement and success. Schooling should 

also be respectful and egalitarian, and learners must be involved and consulted. 

This is enormously threatening to many teachers. But, as is clear from this 

research and much other (for example Thornton, 2000), young people evaluate 

teachers as objectively and as clinically as teachers evaluate them. In the case of 

early school leavers, their assessments are issued in terms of abandoning an 

unsatisfactory experience for one that is more productive. In this regard, student 

feedback should be intrinsic to all school planning and evaluation.

Fourthly, change may be envisaged at the level of relationships and school 

organisation. These involve the community. Many schools have already made 

the leap of consciousness involved in building a community base and local 

support network and no longer regard themselves as ‘benign fortresses’. They 

also involve the school as a community. Newer, flatter hierarchies are already 

evolving in many subject areas, particularly in Information and Communications 

Technologies, where the young people are accepted to be much more 

knowledgeable than most teachers. Closer networking both within and without 

the school is also indicated -  for example, instead of the learning support teacher 

being seen as the safety valve to whom all teaching problems can be sent, s/he 

becomes a member of a team. Whole school plans should also encompass the 

guidance and pastoral roles of teaching staff, including formal pastoral care roles 

as well as, to quote Watts (2002:10),

recognition of strong helping relationships that may be forged with young
people by teachers of favourite subjects or through extra-curricular activities.
Community-based mentors may also have a role to play.

The fifth point is to do with school functioning. As we have seen, early school 

leaving occurs when the relationship between the child and the school breaks
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down. School functioning is central to this, including the attitudes and 

behaviours individual teachers. So, the commitment to tackling early school 

leaving must be more than merely a platform to argue for more resources or to 

retain teachers. Indeed, Pearson (2000) cites Ofsted’s finding that IEPs ‘are most 

likely to be effective when they operate within a culture of effective and detailed 

educational planning’. Also at the level of functioning, the research indicates that 

while early school leavers do not necessarily have difficulties with structures, 

rules or sanctions as such, they require them to be visibly just, predictable and 

even-handed.

The sixth point concerns the research outcomes regarding mentoring. They echo 

comments by Watts (2002:9) who, in reflecting on the experience of 

YOUTHREACH participants and European YOUTHSTART projects, noted the 

importance of young people ‘having access to a trusted adult who understands 

their needs and demonstrates genuine care and concern’. Watts emphasises that 

‘the genuineness is important: it is not just a role relationship’. This person, he 

adds, might be a guidance counsellor, a teacher or someone working in the 

community. Watts also argues ‘the need for some space where their needs and 

hopes can be articulated and addressed’. Watts also argues, and the research 

outcomes underline, the need for training and support for teaching staff to deal 

with new roles and ‘the complex and stressful situations with which they are 

confronted’.

6.6.5 At the level of practice

Much of the foregoing incorporates or implies change in practice. It is not just 

that the teacher is a central figure in the child’s experience of school. It is also to 

do with the way in which the present pathological model generates demand for 

extra specialists at increasingly rarefied levels of expertise and expense. An 

affirmative 'credit' model, and an individual-oriented approach to teaching 

involves a more holistic dynamic in the school or training centre and the 

development of cross-skills and collaborative approaches among teaching staff. 

It renews the role of the teacher as general practitioner and as the fulcrum of the 

school’s operation. In this scenario, building self-esteem and communication 

skills, including literacy and numeracy, are of a piece with other curricular 

elements. If a young person's primary interest in life is pigeons, then let pigeons
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be the starting point for learning. In turn, expert support should be available as 

required, based on early identification and appropriate assessment. But as I have 

indicated above, their expertise should be put to use in collaboration with the 

teacher and where possible in the same classroom.

In this pivotal role, the skills, attitudes and knowledge the teacher brings are 

fundamental to retaining as many young people as possible in the school. 

Responding to early school leaving requires subtlety and insight, vigilance and 

responsiveness. Teachers should exercise pastoral responsibilities as well as 

teaching roles and they must be able to build and maintain relationships with 

young people, even in the face of difficulties. They must also be respectful, as 

they expect the young people to be. This means being non-judgemental, able to 

recognise their students as individuals, learning to listen positively and feed back 

constructively. Teachers should have high expectations of the young people and 

encourage them to have high expectations in turn.

As regards curriculum and teaching practice, there is little need for new 

programmes. Rather, there is a need for a return to the curriculum development 

approach of empowering practitioners to initiate and innovate according to the 

needs of their learners. Having made these general points, four specific 

observations are pertinent.

The first concerns what is sometimes known as a pathways approach (European 

Commission, 1998, 2000a). In this, an individual education plan includes 

personal and sometimes vocational goals. Given the circumstances and 

expectations of early school leavers, these may be short-term and modest in 

ambition. What many young people need most is time and tolerance.

The second concerns the inherent tension between the formal and the informal. 

As I have noted earlier, an extended education community is already under 

construction. Within this framework, teachers are challenged to recognise other 

professionals and learn from them. Out-of-school practitioners are experts in the 

discharge of new and appropriate functions with much to contribute to teaching 

practice. This link is characterised by Watts (2001) as between the ‘street 

knowledge’ of youth services and the ‘formal knowledge’ of schools and 

mainstream services.
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The third concerns reporting and evaluation criteria. Work with potential or 

actual early school leavers may generate readily identifiable and quantifiable 

outcomes such as examination successes. But the principal measure of success is 

likely to be increased participation and satisfaction with the experience of 

education. Educators should be in the forefront of developing appropriate models 

by which such work can be validated.

The fourth concerns teacher training, both initial and in-service. It has long been 

argued that teacher training should be redesigned to better equip practitioners to 

work more effectively to retain children in school and maximise the benefits they 

derive from schooling. This view is endorsed by the present research.

6.7 Implications for adult education

What we have found in the research is a group of early school leavers who have 

returned to education. Not all of them see YOUTHREACH as such -  some see it 

as training, others as work. Yet, they are engaged in purposeful activity intended 

to help them make decisions for themselves about how they want to organise 

their lives and what they want to do as a result. All may be situated on a 

continuum between detachment and integration and all are engaged to some 

degree. They have learning needs and many will continue to have these or related 

needs for the foreseeable future. Few had satisfactory experience of schooling 

but still, few are alienated from learning if this is understood in a general, 

personal or vocational, rather than an academic, sense.

Most envisage working, finding partners and starting homes and families. Their 

learning needs will evolve as they change and grow. But having left school with 

few qualifications if any, their situation, and their return to education however 

they view it, represents a significant vindication of the idea of lifelong learning 

and of recurrent chances to complete one’s education and learn new skills, 

knowledge and understanding. Some are already parents. Most will be parents at 

some point in the future. What kind of parents will they be? To what degree will 

their families function better than their birth or foster families? Given the 

cyclical nature of disadvantage and the social reproductivity of Irish society, 

their participation in continuing education represents the best chance they and the 

Irish education system have to intervene positively in the lives of their children
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so that they might not be early school leavers in turn. In this regard, lifelong 

learning should be seen as the overarching conceptual framework and adult 

education as the overarching delivery framework for family-based and 

community-based interventions targeting early school leaving. This means close 

co-operation between schools and adult education providers. In addition, 

initiatives such as the Home School Community Liaison Initiative, which works 

exclusively with parents and is an adult education measure though not so styled 

by the Department of Education and Science, should be re-sited in the adult 

education sector. In addition, it should be broadened in scope to work with 

parents young people of normal school-going age who have left school and are 

attending approved out-of-school programmes. (That at present it does not in 

itself makes a pointed statement of priority and ownership).

Many subjects have ongoing learning needs, for example to do with literacy. The 

provision of adult literacy opportunities in Ireland has expanded greatly in the 

first years of the 21st century. The need for a continuum applies here also, 

between schools, education centres and adult literacy schemes. Particular 

attention should be paid to their present or future roles as parents and to their 

need to help their children with their studies. I have also referred to the need for 

collaborative approaches at local level. This may include the development of 

neighbourhood education plans, with School Completion initiatives dovetailing 

with and complementing adult-oriented education completion initiatives, and 

whole families participating in their various ways.

One other area of adult education should be mentioned. Most of the subjects see 

themselves working. The likelihood is that their employment will be in low-skill 

and low-status jobs in construction, services or manufacturing. They will be at 

risk of redundancy and skill obsolescence. Whether in or out of work, individuals 

in these marginal areas of employment should, as argued in the White Paper 

Learning fo r  Life (Ireland, 2000a), be the target of proactive initiatives to 

develop skills and knowledge in general and literacy and Information and 

Communications Technologies in particular.
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The research outcomes prompt consideration of the relationship between 

research, policy and practice. Researchers take as many and contradictory 

positions as do practitioners. While Irish policy on early school leaving has been 

led by academic education perspectives, research into youth unemployment has 

been driven by economic and sociological perspectives. Also, policymakers and 

providers ‘cherry-pick’ research outcomes and recommendations. The 

announcement at the time of writing of a Children’s Research Programme and a 

National Longitudinal Study of children by the National Children’s Office is 

welcome in this regard (Ireland, 2000c; National Children’s Office, 2003). This 

should provide an empirical database to guide research, policymaking and 

practice. Bearing these observations in mind, the following research questions 

arise from the research:

The multiplier effect of adversities should be explored, towards 
developing a mechanism to identify and quantify as far as possible such 
effects, with a view to appropriate targeting, and to constructing a more 
appropriate regime for the allocation of resources.

Study is required of the spatial distribution of early school leavers with a 
view to establishing mechanisms to support those who do not live in 
areas of high disadvantage or attend schools with high levels of drop-out.

Evaluative research into the effects of the many school-based measures 
addressing educational disadvantage is required to examine their impact, 
if any, on early school leaving and also their effects on school 
organisation and culture;

Similarly, a research project should examine the plethoric services aimed 
at young people out of school towards developing a new model or 
framework for programmes and services for young people to promote 
cohesion, consistency and accessibility;

Empirical study is required to establish the levels of special education 
needs amongst early school leavers nationally (see also Smith, 2002).
This should lead to the platform for a new, more rational and needs- 
driven resource allocation mechanism both for schools and 
YOUTHREACH centres.

6.8 Research Questions arising
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A number of other research projects are suggested, including

gender effects in early school leaving

- The experience of schooling of learners from minority ethnic 
backgrounds

- Peer group influence on early school leaving

The extent and usage of unofficial or auxiliary languages among Irish 
adolescents

Ways of learning and early school leaving 

Learned inhibitions and school completion

A ttachm ent theory  and early school leaving (this is a  longitudinal study 

of extensive duration)

Self-esteem and early school leavers, and particularly in relation to 
academic learning, vocational learning and personal interests

6.9 Concluding observations

The core question that I set out to explore in this thesis was whether the risk 

factors and influences identified in the research literature and on which policy 

and provision in Ireland are based was true to the lives of the young people at 

whom the many measures were aimed. Having developed and co-ordinated 

YOUTHREACH at national level and having listened to young people and those 

who worked with them in out-of-school situations, it did not seem so. I decided 

to test this matrix against the lives of a small but representative sample of early 

school leavers.

The outcomes show that, while many lives are alike, no two are the same and 

that while all history is general, every history is unique. Certainly, all the 

influences identified in Chapter 2 can be found in their profiles. But they do not 

apply universally and they do not explain why one young person leaves school 

early and another does not. Furthermore, measures based on these influences 

have largely been institutional in operation and not individual. At the end of the 

day both their effectiveness and the very idea of the matrix itself are found 

wanting by the tenacity of early school leaving as a phenomenon. Fundamental 

realignment is required of measures addressing early school leaving if they are to 

make a significant contribution to ending early school leaving.
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The young people have simple predictable desires and dreams, as have their 

families. In the main these refer to work and family. They might once have 

included staying in school, but not now. On the whole they require simple 

solutions. Concentration on the general rather than the individual means that 

complex and systematic responses are provided even where not needed. But the 

study did not just reveal the inadequacies of the concept of the matrix and the 

measures set in place. The profiles revealed much that is to be respected and 

admired amongst the young people. There is determination, heroism and loyalty. 

They are both ordinary and exceptional. Self-belief is evident, though in many 

cases battered. But on the whole they are unbowed. They emerge as rational and 

pragmatic. They survive, and as far as possible prosper, finding belonging and 

success in ways that make sense to them if not to the education system. They 

have not failed, they have been failed.

At the time of writing, new contexts have come into play. The passage of the 

Children Act (2001) is intended to lead to early intervention with families at risk, 

the development of comprehensive family plans and sustained supports to 

promote the general welfare of children. Similarly, the Education Welfare Board 

is intended to accomplish much the same in the narrower field of education. 

Overall, considerable resources have been and are being expended to alleviate 

social exclusion, educational disadvantage and early school leaving. They 

manifest political will and policy direction. But worryingly, these are largely set 

in place with neither the infrastructural arrangements nor resources to effect 

them, as has been the case with the Education Welfare Board. Resources are 

often insufficient to their task and are frequently deployed with little clarity as to 

what they should achieve. In turn, there is scant evaluation of school-based 

measures, nor indeed of many community-based initiatives either. Few measures 

have been subjected to thorough independent evaluation, other than those funded 

through the European Social Fund, such as YOUTHREACH. Finally, the 

tenacity with which the education system and schools convert measures into their 

own institutional currency prompts pessimism that early school leaving will be 

eliminated in Ireland in the foreseeable future.

The system, in other words, will continue to get high marks for effort, but low 

marks for effect.
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Appendix 1: Observation Record
Individualised Observation Record: Notes

I. The basis of the exercise is the experienced practitioner as observer and interpreter of the 
participant.
2 The record should be compiled for a random sample of participants. Please identify all young 
people bom between January 1st and March 31st (the year is immaterial). Nationally this 
should yield 25%, although there may be small local regional divergences.

3. The young people should be/have been on the programme for at least three months, so that 
the relationship and trust which is essential to the observation envisaged will have had a 
chance to develop. It is intended that the record be completed over time and not as a single set 
piece. It should represent a reflection and not a direct questioning of the young people.

4. The observation record should be kept for each individual young person of the sample. But 
this is not a questionnaire. Essentially, it is an individualised observation record, compiled by 
expert participative observers, and part of a structured preparation for subsequent interviews.

5. To protect confidentiality individual young people should not be directly identifiable. Each 
young person should have a number or code. Please note this number should be (i) recorded 
alongside the individual's name on a list kept in the centre (ii) entered on the attached 
observation record. For general outline of the code please see below.

6 . The observation records may be completed, or contributed to, by more than one individual, 
especially in large centres, under the direction of the Co-ordinator.

7. It is intended that the completed observation sheets will be collected at the time of the 
interview.

8 . The observation record is available on disc in a Windows format. Please ask! There are 
advantages in using the electronic form, as it allows for extended written inputs.

9. Write as little or as much as you think necessary. Use additional pages as appropriate. 
Where comments are invited, it is okay to say ‘none’!

10. The observation should take a month, but the record may be completed at any time, ie 
whenever you are satisfied with the answer.

II. It looks bigger and more intimidating than it is!!

12. Many thanks for your assistance with this research.

Dermot Stokes 

April 1997
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Individualised Observation Record

A. General Information

A.l Centre Code ______ Young Person Number_____  Gender___

A.2 Year of birth How long on YOUTHREACH?________

A.3 When did s/he leave school?

Primary  1 st Year  2nd Year 3 rd Year  Other_

A.4 Was s/he a truant? school refuser?_____ disruptive?____

Other? (please specify)________________________________

A.5 How did s/he come to YOUTHREACH?__________________

A. 6  Main reason for leaving school

A.7 What was the family attitude to her/him leaving school?_______

A. 8  What (if known) was the school’s attitude to his/her leaving?___

A.9 What (if any) qualifications from schooling ______________

A. 10 Other comments on this young person’s experience of schooling?
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B. Social and personal experience, values and beliefs

B.l Please indicate the status of this young person’s family (single parent, unmarried

parents, married parents, etc)_______________________________________

B.2 Very briefly outline the family narrative if known________________________

B.3 How many children in the family?___________

Comments______________________________

B.4 Is his/her father living with the family?________

B.5 If so, is he employed or not?_________________

Has he been employed in the last year? (if known) 

Other comments, as appropriate_____________

B. 6  What is the family history of employment (if known)?

B.7 Is there any known evidence of sexual abuse in the family?_______________

Comments, as appropriate (bearing in mind the confidentiality of this exercise)
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Comments?_____________________________________________________

B.9 Are there other family dysfunctions? Please comment_____________________

B. 10 Has this young person ever lived away from home?_______________________

If so, why?______________________________________________________

B. 11 Was play (and, particularly, mirthful play) a part of her/his early childhood?__

Comments?_____________________________________________________

B. 12 Was dialogue?___________________________________________________

B.13 Was affection (in your opinion)?_____________________________________

Comments?________ _____________________________________________

B.13 What was the nature of conversation in her/his childhood and early adolescence?

B.8 Is there a history of violence in the family?_____________________________
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B.14 W ere values and m orality ever discussed? I f  so, in w hat way?

B. 15 Has any older person ever functioned as a mentor for this young person? In what 

context? _________________________________________________

B.16 Has his/her experience been understood, worked out and built into a way o f  living? If  

so, how ?____________________________________________________________________

B. 17 Is s/he a lone parent?_______

If so, what age was s/he when the first child was born?_________

Other children?_________A ges_____________________________

B .l 8 What are her/his own opinions on what is ‘really important’ (for example, is literacy 

important?)  ________________________________________________________________

B. 19 W hat are her/his own opinions on crime and punishment in general and drugs and 

petty theft in particular? __________________________________________________
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B.20 W hat are her/his own opinions on ‘real’ (ie proper) work?

B.21 What are her/his own opinions on ‘real’ (ie proper) learning?

B.22 Is s/he very definite or ambivalent?__________________

B.23 Is s/he apathetic?___________ If yes, about everything?

Comments?

B.24 Has s/he been in trouble with the police? Before the courts? Bearing in mind that the 

young person’s identity is protected, and the limitations of your own knowledge,

can you describe the level o f any anti-social activity?__________________________
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C. Self-image: how does the young person see her/himself, particularly in relation to

C .l general sense of self, family, community, place, tim e_____________________

C.2 personal, family, community histories/narratives?

C.3 own status in family, peer group, community?

C.4 voice, ie having something to say, being able to say it, being heard

C.5 position in society; capacity to change, or interact with, society
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C.6 relationships with authority

C.7 usefulness

C.8 her/his ability to learn

C.9 ‘intelligence’

C.10 physique; appearance

C. 11 friendship
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C.12 em ployability

C. 13 social responsibility_____________

C.14 weaknesses, inhibitions, hostilities

C.15 anger, hostilities________________

C.16 love _______________

L
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D. Narrative

D.l What, if any, is this young person’s sense o f her/his family/community’s history and 

location? _______________________________________

D.2 What, if  any, is this young person’s sense o f her/his home’s relationship to other areas 

(in space and tim e)?____________________ ____________________________________

D.3 Has s/he a projected narrative1? Does her/his family? Community? If  so, please outline

1 A projected narrative may be implicit or explicit. The classic example is of a child growing up in a 
Welsh mining village - it would be presumed that s/he was going to be a miner, or a miner’s wife on 
reaching maturity, even though in many cases other careers were chosen.
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£ . Expectations

E. 1 How (in general) would you characterise this young person’s expectations?

positive/hopeful______  negative/pessimistic_____________

neutral - passive/apathetic   neutral - active/‘realistic’ _________

E.2 What, if  any, are her/his expectations o f education, training?_____________

E.3 How does s/he view YOUTHREACH (as work? as education? as ‘something to do?, 

e tc )_______________________________________________________________________

E.4 Does s/he expect (or not) to find employment?  ______

E.5 Is this a common expectation in family or community?

Com m ents?_____________________________________

E.6 How does this shape attitude to school, YOUTHREACH Centre/CTW, possible 

employers, other services?_______________________________________________
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Realistic?

E.7 I f  the answer to E.4 is yes, as what?

F. Transitions

Some people perform quite adequately in steady-state (‘safe’) environments or occupations, 
but find it very difficult to adapt to new situations (eg change from primary to post-primary 
education, from school to work, from child to adult, etc).

F .l Does this apply to this young person?________________________________________

F.2 What is his/her history in this regard?

F.3 W hat supports might best assist him/her?



G. Capacities and interests, niches/orientations

G.l As an informed observer, what do you see of the young person’s capacities (strengths), 

interests, niches and orientations? (Multiple Intelligence Theory is one frame for this, 

but insights deriving from your own observation over time are most important)

G.2 Can you identify any sense o f potential social status? Occupation? What might s/he 

do? Etc. ____________________________________________________________

G.3 Is s/he a member o f a club?

Has s/he ever been?______

Significance?____________

G4 W hat achievements might be listed or projected?

G5 Comments?
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H. Learning and thinking gateways

H .l In terms o f Multiple Intelligences, please indicate a general impression o f  the young 
person in the categories listed below. Please rate as follows: l=very weak, 2=weak, 
3=average for age, 4=stronger than average, 5=exceptional. (Note: it is understood that 
this is a matter o f opinion not empirical testing).

linguistic ________

mathematical/logical ________

spatial2___________________________

musical _____

bodily/kinaesthetic

interpersonal4

intrapersonal5

environmental/naturalistic6

Comments:

2 An understanding of space, dimension, relationships.
3 Sometimes known as physical intelligence; can include any sport, dance, mime and movement, eye- 
hand co-ordination, etc.
4 For example, it might be said that s/he is ‘good with people’...
s Able to work alone; secure in him/herself....
s Notably aware of immediate and general surroundings, in both natural and built environment..
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H.2 Do particular learning/teaching approaches suit this young person? I f  the answer is 

yes, please outline

Taking the above illustration, which of the following paths best describes the young 
person’s learning path? (please tick)

A BC  A CB  BAC_____

BC A   CA B  CBA  Disagree/Other____

Comment? ______________________________________________

H.4 Reflection: Does s/he have a ‘secret place’ where s/he goes ‘to be alone’, to 
think, to escape from hassle? If possible, please describe7.

7 For example, in the YOUTHREACH video ‘Leaving Early’, all three contributors had such a private 
place. For one it was a cave with water running through it. For another it was a bedroom.
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I. What blockages, difficulties, inhibitions, multiple adversities and interactions of same, 
exist for this young person?

1.1 Blockages

1.2 Learning difficulties

1.3 Personal difficulties

1.4 Inhibitions

1.5 Are these inhibitions learned or otherwise? 

Comment? _____________________
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1.6 M ultiple adversities

1.7 How do these adversities interact? Do they multiply each other’s impact? Any 

additional comments? _________________________________________________

1.8 What is the most significant adversity?

1.9 Any further comments?

J. Needs

J. 1 In your opinion what is/are this young person’s most pressing education needs(s)?

J.2 In your opinion what is/are this young person’s most pressing general needs(s)?
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K. Which of the following ‘five levels of knowledge’8 best describes this young person?

Silence: Feels ‘deaf and dumb’, ‘someone has to show me’, uncomfortable with words, ‘I had 
to get drunk so I could tell people o f f ,  does not engage in abstract or representational thought, 
little sense o f the past or the future; passive, reactive, dependent, sees authority figures as all- 
powerful, even overpowering, accepts things as they are - not curious; sees her/himself as 
powerless and dependent; no confidence. Males can be unpredictable, inarticulate, sometimes 
violent.

Yes/No Comment?

Received knowledge-, regards words as central to knowing; learns by listening (eg to ‘those 
who know’); sees listening as a very active and demanding process, hears ideas and ideals as 
right or wrong, good or bad, true or false, black or white; assumes there is only one right 
answer to any question; while open to others, has little confidence in own ability to speak; 
easily influenced by authoritative voices; hierarchical - for example, is likely to assume that a 
teacher knows more than a student, having probably been taught by an even higher teacher ...; 
a recipient, but not a source, o f knowledge; unoriginal; likes things neat and tidy. Males more 
likely to talk, women to listen.. Looks to others even for self-knowledge.

Yes/No Com m ent?_________________________ ________________________

8 From Belenky et al, Women’s Ways o f Knowing, Basic Books, USA 1986.
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Subjective knowledge: Active, not passive; sees truth as personal, private, subjectively known 
or intuited; still believes in ‘right’ answers, but truth now resides within the person and can 
negate answers the outside world supplies; in particular, women increasingly rely on intuitive 
processes; is more autonomous; less concerned with social conventions; may suspect logic, 
abstraction, science. Can talk o f personal past in negative terms - ‘I was brought up to think o f 
everyone as better than m e’...

Yes/No Com m ent?_______________________________________

Procedural knowledge', less suspicious o f authorities; will have encountered knowledgeable 
people who functioned as formal or informal tutors; will engage in conscious, deliberate 
systematic analysis; knows that things are not always as they seem to be; thinks before 
speaking; sees the world as reasonable; objective; can wait.

Yes/No Com m ent?_________________________________________________

Constructed knowledge: integrated; can speak with a unique and authentic voice; looks for 
pattern in things (eg behaviour); can move outside the given; has a narrative sense o f the self, 
past, present, future; interested in personal history and the history o f ideas; understands that 
truths can conflict; tolerates ambiguity and contradiction; can understand that all knowledge is 
constructed and that the knower is an intimate part of the known.. ..will question a question; 
believes in ‘real talk’..

Yes/No Comment? ____________________________________________
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L. illustrations; anecdotes; copies o f participan t w riting/diaries; etc (may be included as 
appropriate)
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Appendix 2 

Interview Schedule

Gender -  what are the local patterns re school, employment, etc?

A. 6 What are the main reasons for leaving school -  among the sample; in general

A.7 How do families react to their children leaving school? Comments? Patterns?

A.8 What about the schools’ attitudes?

A. 10 Other comments?

B: Social and personal experience, values and beliefs

B. 1 What patterns did you find as regards family status? Representative?

B.2 And family narratives?

B.3 Family size -  representative? Is this changing?

B.4 Do the fathers live with the families? Pattern in sample: representative?

B.5 Can we turn to patterns of employment among fathers?

A: in sample; B: among participants in general; C: in area

B.6 Ditto re families

B.7 Is there any evidence of sexual abuse in the sample? Pattern?

B.8 Ditto violence in the family; do they talk of this? How do they talk?

B.9 Other family dysfunctions? Patterns?

B. 10 Lived away from home -  among sample; in your experience? (Explore -how 
might this come about? What happens then?)

B. 11 Did they (sample) experience play as children? Compare with others -  patterns 

in area, families, groups. (NB: mirthful play); how do they talk about 

childhood, about play?

B. 12 Did you find a pattern of family dialogue? How do they talk about

conversation in childhood and early adolescence? Was there any? What did 

they describe? (Explore -  how do they talk of conversation, things that were 

said?)

B.13 Affection (explore)

A: General
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B. 14 Were values and morality ever discussed? If so, in what way? (How do 

they...)

B. 15 Mentors - discuss

B.16 Have any of the sample worked out their experience? What patterns, process?

B. 17 Patterns of lone parenthood, LP and early school leaving patterns, etc. -
discuss.

B. 18 Their opinions on what is ‘really important’. How do they... What do they...

B. 19 Their opinions on crime and punishment, drugs and petty theft?

B.20 On ‘real’ (ie proper) work?

B.21 On ‘real’ (ie proper) learning?

B.22 Definite or ambivalent -  patterns?

B.23 Are they apathetic? Patterns?

B.24 Offending behaviour/anti-social activity?

C. Self-image:

C.l Can we discuss their general sense of self, family, community, place, time -

what’s your sense of this, from the sample and the process?

C.2 Ditto personal, family, community histories/narratives

C.3 Ditto own status in family, peer group, community?

C.4 voice, ie having something to say etc -  have they a voice? Do they think/know

thy have or haven’t? (Explore)

C.5 Ditto position in society; capacity to change, or interact with, society

C.6 Ditto relationships with authority (explore re school, if known)

C.7 Do they have a sense of usefulness?

C.8 Do they think of themselves as being able to learn? What do they think?

C.9 Ditto ‘intelligence’

C. 10 What findings re physique; appearance? Discuss.

C. 11 Ditto friendship

C. 12 Ditto employability -  do they see themselves as...

C. 13 What findings on social responsibility? Male female? Other patterns?

Consistent with experience?

C .l4 Ditto weaknesses, inhibitions, hostilities

C. 15 Ditto anger, hostilities
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C.16 Ditto ‘love’

D. Narrative

D. 1 Did you find that the young people had a sense of family/community’s history

and location? (How did they relate to it? Did they have sense of it as a place, 

with history, community? Did they feel they belonged? Etc.)

D.2 Do they have any sense of their home or community in relation to other areas

(in space and time)? (Do they feel safe in another area? Would they travel to 

work in another community? Have they a ‘geographic’ sense? Etc.)

D.3 How about the idea of projected narrative? Does her/his family? Community? 
If so, discuss.

E. Expectations

E. 1 How (in general) would you characterise their expectations?

Positive/hopeful etc (refer to OR) (Family and community?)

E.2 What expectations of education, training?

E.3 YOUTHREACH (work? as education? as ‘something to do?, etc)

E.4 Expectations of employment -  general question: have they? What kind? What

shapes these?

E.5 Family and community attitudes to/expectations of employment

E.6 How does this shape attitude to school, YOUTHREACH Centre/CTW, 

possible employers, other services?

F. Transitions

F.l What did you find in the sample in general re transitions -  did they have

difficulty? What’s your general experience in this regard? Do you hear it said 

that so-and-so found it hard to change from primary to secondary? What about 

to here?

F.3 What supports work best? How would you suggest young people should be

helped through key transitions?

299



G. 1 Have you any comments on capacities (strengths), interests, niches and

orientations?

G.3 Membership of clubs -  discuss findings from sample, general.

H. Learning and thinking gateways

H.l Take Multiple Intelligences first. General impressions from the group? Discuss

findings; also ‘How do you feel about Multiple Intelligence Theory?

Also, discuss different headings.

H.2 Do particular learning/teaching approaches suit those in the sample? Your

group in general?

H.3 Ways of learning -  discuss ABC, CBA issue. What emerged? What do you

think about this? What’s your general sense, etc.

H.4 Reflection: Do the young people have places where they go ‘to be alone’, to 

think, to escape from hassle? Are they reflective?

I. Blockages, difficulties, inhibitions, multiple adversities and interactions of 

same...

1.1 Blockages

1.2 Learning difficulties

1.3 Personal difficulties

1.4 Inhibitions

1.5 Are these inhibitions learned or otherwise?

Comment on idea of learned inhibitions?

1.6 Multiple adversities

1.7 How do these adversities interact? Do they multiply each other’s impact? Any 

additional comments? (Open)

1.8 What is the most significant adversity you found in the sample?

G. Capacities and interests, niches/orientations
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J.l What did you find regarding the most pressing education needs(s)? Pulling

back from the sample, from your experience, what would you say about this in

general -  regarding early school leavers?

J.2 Ditto re most pressing general needs(s).

K. The ‘five levels of knowledge’...

Findings in general?

Usefulness as an idea?

Finally

Who is the most remarkable participant you have had on your programme 

here. And why?

J. Needs
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Appendix 3: YOUTHREACH -  A Brief Outline

YOUTHREACH is an inter-Departmental initiative for early school leavers. 
Participants are generally aged between 15 and 20 and have left school with less than 
5 Ds in the Junior Certificate, or without having attempted the Leaving Certificate. 
The programme operates through a number of different strands -  YO U TH R E A C H  
centres, funded by the Department of Education and Science and managed by VECs, 
C om m unity Training W orkshops funded by FAS, and Justice W orkshops funded by 
the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform and FAS. There are 90 
YOUTHREACH Centres, 47 Community Training Workshops and 6 Department of 
Justice Workshops catering for over 6000 participants annually. The programme is 
managed and monitored at national level by FAS and the Department of Education 
and Science. It is animated, supported and co-ordinated by National co-ordinators in 
the education sector and in FAS.

YOUTHREACH -  Programme structure and objectives

YOUTHREACH offers a programme of integrated general education, vocational 
training and work experience. Courses are full-time and are available on a year round 
basis. A training allowance is paid to participants, depending on age. Centres and 
Workshops are distributed throughout the country, mostly in disadvantaged areas, in 
both urban and rural communities. It is delivered in out-of-school settings.

YOUTHREACH is structured around two phases:

- a Foundation phase which seeks to enable the participant to overcome learning 
difficulties, develop self-confidence and gain a range of competences essential 
for further learning;

a Progression phase which provides for more specific development through a 
range of educational, training and work experience options.

Basic skills training, practical work training and general education are features of the 
programme. The programme provides a strong emphasis on personal development, on 
the core skills of literacy/numeracy, communications and IT, along with a choice of 
vocational options and a work experience programme.

YOUTHREACH is learner-centred and experiential. There is a strong emphasis on 
achievement and on developing the capacities of participants, their sense of self-worth 
and identity. It is an integrated experience -  personal, communications and vocational 
skills are integrated in a curricular and experiential matrix. The m ain objectives  of 
YOUTHREACH are

Personal and social development and increased self-esteem;

Promoting independence, personal autonomy and a pattern of lifelong 
learning;

Integration into further education and training opportunities and the labour 
market;

Second-chance education and introductory level training;
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Social inclusion.

Certification

National certification is available at Foundation Level and Level 1 from the 
NCVA/FETAC. Participants are also entitled to enter Department of Education and 
Science examinations as mature or external applicants. Over 200 attempt all or part of 
the Junior Certificate each year. Increasing numbers of YOUTHREACH participants 
have now begun the Leaving Certificate Programme as a progression option. A wide 
range of other certification is also utilised in order to maximise the recording of 
achievement by participants.

Progression

Eighty per cent of participants progress to the labour market or to further education 
and training. Progression policy within YOUTHREACH is focussed on

- the promotion of access to a range of options within FAS and the Education 
sector, e.g. Linked Work Experience, Specific Skills Training, Bridging 
Measures, Traineeships; entry to Apprenticeship, with support from Bridging 
Measures where needed

- progression to VTOS, TEAGASC etc where eligible;

re-entry to mainstream education - opportunities to pursue programmes such as 
the Leaving Certificate Applied; It is possible for trainees to progress from 
Level 1 or Leaving Cert Applied programmes to PLC courses, which are 
certified at Level 2 by the NCVA and from there to third level courses in the 
Institutes of Technology

an increased focus on the networking of out-of-school centres with the 
mainstream system, encouraging the centres to act as brokers and mentors to 
facilitate successful progression;

enhanced quality assurance in the networks through the ongoing training of 
trainers actions, the networking of centres, and the dissemination of good 
practice and learning from new developments.

.Guidance, counselling and psychological services 

District Approach

A District Approach is promoted, i.e. local consultation between all relevant 
interests to identify and prioritise area needs. This is to ensure complementarity 
between the work of VECs, FAS, youth services, Area Partnerships and other 
community providers in the delivery of out-of-school services for early school 
leavers. The District Approach provides for a local consultation process before any 
expansion of services or new provision is put in place under YOUTHREACH.

Good practice in YOUTHREACH

In the experience of YOUTHREACH, the key features of successful interventions 
with early school leavers are as follows:

C ertifica tio n  re la tiv e  to  ab ility  an d  ca reer op tions;
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A focus on the holistic development of the individual, set in a learning 
environment which is safe, structured and challenging;

a methodology/pedagogy which begins with the young person and places the 
emphasis on recognising and rewarding achievement rather than reinforcing 
failure. This is achieved through a process which is both participant-centred and 
participant-led, where the programme reflects trainees’ identified interests and 
needs. Participants and staff are equal partners in the learning process;

flexibility (at all levels -  management, relationships, curriculum) and programme 
duration based on need rather than time;

staff who facilitate and animate and are themselves open to learning.

a team approach where there is a consensus among staff on the centre’s objectives 
and how to achieve them, with consistent practice and a culture of self-appraisal 
review, and staff engage in a process of discussion and reach consensus on a 
mission statement, a set of centre/workshop objectives and the policies and 
practice which should underpin them;

a strong community base and good contact with local agencies and an integrated 
area-based approach. This includes referral networks and close contact between 
YOUTHREACH and local schools, FAS, youth, health and welfare, probation, 
juvenile liaison and employment services, area based partnerships and other 
initiatives in the community;

national certification;

provision of longitudinal supporting services -  literacy and numeracy, 
Advocacy/mentoring, childcare, guidance, counselling and psychological 
services.

Programmes are most effective if organised on the basis of a curricular matrix in 
which each teacher or trainer is implementing a range of trans-disciplinary curricular 
objectives (such as communications skills development, health and safety awareness, 
etc).

All YOUTHREACH centres address the issue of substance abuse as an important part of 
the personal development element of YOUTHREACH.

Programme Supports

A range of programme supports is in place, including staff training, guidance, 
counselling and psychological supports, crime awareness and SPHE programmes.

Developments

A range of developments is envisaged in the spheres of education, training and 
employment services, including the Education Welfare Service and the Children Act. 
They will significantly affect the environment in which YOUTHREACH operates.
One of the most significant is the YOUTHREACH Quality Framework Initiative

This is the central measure in YOUTHREACH programme development. It derives 
from a widespread consultation between all those involved in the programme.
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