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Abstract:

The quest for obtaining an education and a resultant higher standard of living is reflected  in the increasing numbers of Australian’s who are participating in education with over 60 % of Australia's 15 to 24 year old population accessing schools and higher educational institutions.  In the state of Queensland over1, 456,500 students were either attending a school (734,700), a higher education institution (425,900), or a technical college (237,100).  In 2003 the Queensland state government announced major reforms to the schooling system. These reforms are enshrined in the Youth Participation in Education and Training Act 2003 and include the requirement from 2006 for young people to remain in school until 16 years or have completed Year 10.  
However there are significant numbers of young people who are failing to obtain educational qualifications or employment which has the potential of producing an underclass of people across the country. This paper reports on research from one Australian community and explores the barriers which prevent some youth from completing their education. This qualitative study presents the results of a two year study which provides data from school personnel, youth workers, and young people who are in danger from dropping out of school or have recently left. Views from young people are analysed to identify the major factors contributing to young people’s decision to leave school. The research reviews the factors both external to the schools and within the schools that link to low retention rates and reveal a range of specific community issues related to mobility and students lack of knowledge of the world of work.  It is further argued that some of these issues may be applicable to other industrialised countries as well.

1. Introduction

Expectations from all sectors of industrialised societies across the world have risen as to what education systems need to accomplish in order to ensure they maintain high living standards and remain competitive in the global economy. This has accelerated due to changes brought about by embracing the information age or the new knowledge society. The world of work is rapidly being transformed through societies access to the information highway encompassed through communication and information technologies.

In order to keep abreast with first world countries Australia has responded with a number of ambitious initiatives to increase educational participation rates. It is now recognised that completion of senior secondary education has almost become a minimum requirement for successful entry into the labour market in Australia and across the western world (Lamb, Dwyer and Wyn, 2000; OECD, 2000). During the past two decades, in a context of increasing youth unemployment, the Australian national government has emphasised the need for increasing the retention from the start (Year 7) to the end (Year 12) of high school (eg. Australian Education Council Review Committee, 1991; Nelson, 2002a).

Retention from Year 7 to Year 12 has increased from 46 percent in 1985 to 75 percent in 2002(ABS, 2002; DEET 1993). This dramatic increase is likely to be due to both economic reasons(young people avoiding unemployment) and educational reasons (eg. broadening of the senior secondary curriculum).

However despite the rise in educational participation rates among young Australian people aged 15-24, there are clear differences between participation rates of different cohorts of young people based on indicators such as social class, geographic location and ethnicity.  For example research shows that Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (Indigenous) Australians apparent retention rates to Year 12 nationally had only risen from  25% in 1993(Burke, 1998) to 39.5%  in 2004 (AusStats, 2004).  Moreover an analysis of international educational participation rates shows that Australian students are falling behind other OECD countries showing that in 1999 participation in education of 15-19 year olds in Australia was 78.2%, compared to 82.2% in the USA, 86.6% in Finland and 95.7% in France (Kilpatrick, Abott-Chapman & Barnes, 2002). 

On the basis of this data, this paper provides explanations as to why some students fail to complete their final years of secondary education and become disengaged from the education process. The data derived from a two year research project across several schools in one community of North Queensland in Australia attempts to locate the barriers or impediments to the attainment of further knowledge and educational qualifications which prevented these students from completing secondary school and therefore closed off the pathways to higher education and employment. Following a review of some of the literature on educational disengagement the data from the study will be presented which focused on a series of qualitative case studies of disengaged youth. 
2. Research on Educational Disengagement
The research on educational disengagement states that early leaving is a social problem if education or training ceases and is unlikely to be resumed (Teese, Polesel, O’Brien, Jones, Davies, Walstab & Maughan, 2000). The available literature can be summarised if out- of –school as well as in-school factors are taken into account. 

The social distribution of school disengagement suggests that there are a number of distinct factors namely: structural inequality in education, regional economic breakdown, changes to the economy, cultural discrimination in education and differences in educational outcomes for males and females.

A primary influence on early school disengagement relates to the state of the economy in terms of the availability of employment for young people (Marks and Fleming, 1999).  Fiscal independence coupled with a reluctance to remain at school generally, are important considerations for those contemplating early disengagement (ACER, 2000).  However, limitations to favourable employment would see students less inclined to disengage from school (Blakers, 1990). Conversely, a healthy labour market for young people would encourage early school disengagement for some young people.  

A breakdown of local economies may result in the loss of employment as a result of a lack of investment and infrastructure in regional communities. School disengagement occurs as families become mobile and are forced to migrate to provincial cities, selling up property in favour of paid employment or finding training or employment opportunities through providers such as TAFE (Marks & Fleming, 1999). 

There is evidence to suggests that students from rural, and remote areas are more likely to disengage from school than urban students (Ainley, Batten and Miller, 1984; Blakers 1990; Marks and McMillan, 2001).  Robinson’s (1999) analysis indicates that significant numbers of rural, regional and remote students were more likely to disengage from school prior to completing Year 12 compared to students from larger towns and cities.

There are also a number of sociological factors that can contribute to early school leaving. Structural inequality in education refers to the marked socio-economic differences in achievement. These may contribute to the economic promotion of high-socio-economic status groups compared to the economic marginalisation of lower socio-economic groups through educational failure. The socio-economic status of families is therefore linked to early school disengagement (Lee and Ip 2003; Marks and McMillan 2001; Rosier 1978).  According to Rosier (1978), students’ socio-economic backgrounds are conversely related to early school disengagement.  Blakers (1990) found that early school disengagers were predominantly from less well-educated families and mostly from lower socio-economic groups.  Lamb (1998) also found that during the 1980s, early school disengagement was characterised by parental education and occupation levels.
These practices are embedded in how the curriculum is organised, the dependence on English as a first language, the degree of parental involvement and the perceived relevance of subjects that directly link to the workplace. Discrimination therefore occurs when adequate steps are not taken to counterbalance the negative effects of these assumptions, through culturally sensitive pedagogical and organisational practices.

From an Australian perspective, young females stay at school longer than males (ACER, 2000; Donnelly, 2002).  In 1994, 18 per cent of females had not completed their secondary education.  The figure was much higher for males at 27 per cent (Lamb and Rumberger, 1998).  Marks (1998) found that males exhibited a stronger propensity for early educational disengagement, while Robinson (1999) found that male students were more than half as likely to complete secondary school as female students. However this data needs to be further disaggregated to reveal the interrelationships between gender, class and race as linked to male student retention (Alloway (ref).  

The foregoing discussion has focused on the sociological influences of students who disengage from school earlier then others.  Ainley and Sheret (1992, pp. 119-124) noted that psychological factors also contribute to early disengagement.  Motivation, high aspirations and high levels of attachment to school in terms of developing positive relationships with teachers and involvement in school-related activities contribute to students positive engagement with schools.  By comparison those students who attend schools that have low retention rates displayed characteristics of low aspirations and unfavourable attitudes toward school in general (Marks and Fleming, 1999).  


The school curriculum and educational performance is frequently referred to as a main cause of school disengagement (Marks and Fleming 1999).  Marks (1998) found that the strongest reason for students disengaging from school before completing Year 10 was poor school achievement levels.  Robinson (1999) used his analysis to conclude a correlation between high levels of school achievement and high completion levels of schooling.  Students in the highest level of achievement were seven to eight times more likely to complete school than the students at the lowest level. 

The literature therefore indicates that there are a number of distinct out-of –school and in-school factors that contribute to school disengagement. The major out-of –school factors relate to variables such as the socio-economic status of students, geographic location, the state of the economy and its impact on employment opportunities. Other factors that may preclude students from completing school relate to their ethnic or racial background and gender. The in-school factors that contribute to disengagement include the levels of attachment to the school, the kinds of relationships developed with teachers, perceived relevance of the curriculum towards employment and the relative achievement levels of students.    

3. Research Site and Methodology
The site for this study consisted of an area bounded by three suburbs which were a considerable distance from the city centre of Townsville. Townsville/Thuringowa is the second largest city in the state of Queensland with a population of just over 155 000 people. The city is served a large port has a thriving tourist industry ands houses a large army installation as well as public service sector. 

The population of the community which was the focus of this study is quite young with 46 % under the age of fifteen years compared to the state average of 22% (Australian Bureau Statistics, 2001). The Indigenous population of the area is almost three times the Queensland average at 9.59% with many of these people having English as their second language. In terms of employment, people in this community are more likely to hold unskilled or semi-skilled types of employment with fewer citizens being employed as professionals.

However despite a climate of decreasing unemployment nationally, (according to ABS statistics), youth unemployment in the area is significantly higher than the Australian average. Although youth unemployment rates vary across the three suburbs, up to 24.3% males in the 15-19 year age group are unemployed compared to 22% of females in the same age group.  This compares to 17.2% (males) and 19.2% (females) in the same age groups nationally.  Unemployment in the labour force more generally in Riverway is almost 10% while the Queensland average is at approximately 8% (ABS, 2001).

Educational data from the community reveal distinctive patterns. Proportionately, there are nearly twice as many graduates and post-graduates (people who have completed a university level qualification) in Queensland as a whole compared to this community. Although variable across the different suburbs of this area, approximately 31% of residents have completed Year 12, compared to 37% of residents across Queensland.   
School trends in the area including school enrolment continuity, mobility, and apparent progression rates were scrutinized.  The data was drawn from three schools- two primary schools and one high school indicates that high numbers of these students have moved from at least two schools in one year. Of these students Indigenous young people and specifically female students are especially likely to discontinue their enrolment in one school within a six-month period

Further worrying trends in this area, are seen when apparent progression trends are examined over a period of time.  The apparent progression rate refers to the percentage of students in a Year 8 cohort continuing in the school to complete Year 12. For non-Indigenous students less than 60% of Year 8 (1999) entry cohort completed Year 12 in 2003. This compares with the state-wide average for non-Indigenous students of almost 78%. 

For Indigenous students, the apparent progression rates are bleaker. Only 14.3% of Indigenous students who entered the school in 1999 completed Year 12 in 2003, compared to state wide progression rates in the same period for Indigenous students of 50.6%.

Data for this study was collected by focus group and individual interviews with young people who were identified by their school of being “at risk” of disengaging or dropping out of school altogether. Interviews were semi-structured and young people were encouraged to speak candidly about their school experiences. All of the interviews were between 30-45 minutes in length and a total of 24 young people took part in this research. Interviews were transcribed and analysed to identify key themes which were common across the sample. 

4. Barriers to Education: Young People’s Perceptions

Over the two year research phase young people who had been identified by the school as “at risk” of disengaging from school were invited to participate in individual and focus group interviews. The analysed date identified a number of themes relating to in-school and out-of –school factors which had contributed to their alienation from education. In this section of the paper the major themes will be discussed with some thick descriptive data from the young people.

4.1. In-School Factors for Disengagement

A major factor for educational disengagement was a lack to attachment and commitment to the school. As such a number of in-school factors can be identified which impeded young people’s acquisition of knowledge which in turn impeded their pathways to employment or further training. The perceptions of school held by these youth related to the types of relationships they developed with their teachers, resistant behaviour towards authority, the perceived relevance of subjects for finding employment and students lack of knowledge about employment or training after leaving school. 

While all of the young people they could identify at least one teacher they liked the majority of youth recalled not liking specific teachers due to reasons such an inflexibility with classroom rules, the lack of good personal rapport and the perception that some teachers failed to assist them in engaging with the curriculum. While some teachers were perceived as being helpful, other teachers were seen as not engaging students by either ignoring them or focusing on the deficiencies of the young person rather than their capabilities:

 Every time sat in her class she’d pick on me, tell me everything that was wrong with my work so the whole class could hear and put me down. I couldn’t stand being there. I felt like a real failure.
 As students became alienated from classroom activities they often reacted by engaging in resistant behaviours towards their teachers and other students. Resistant behaviour took the form of passive resistance where students would refuse to engage in classroom activities to active resistance which consisted on verbal and in some cases physical abuse towards other class members, teachers and principals:

And did you fight with other kids as well?

Yeah

Why?  Because you were angry again

Yeah and because like people like you know speaking shit like and swearing at me and stuff and then like saying stuff that they didn’t know what’s happening to me and all that stuff and then I just can’t take it no more, retaliate and yeah, because that’s the way I was brought up.

A number of the young people attributed their non-compliance towards school as being attributed to the perceived relevance of some academic subjects in preparing them for the world of employment. There were a number of reports where youth spoke about not perceiving that subjects such as advanced maths or science would be helpful with their future career orientations:

I cannot see why I should be doing algebra. How’s that going to help me if I want to be a plumber or a mechanic. It doesn’t make any sense to me. These kinds of subjects just bore me.

By comparison, the subjects that the majority of these young people enjoyed were those which were practical and ‘hands on’ with a link to vocational based skills. In year eleven all students were required to undertake one weeks work experience with a local employer. This afforded students the opportunity to link their school based knowledge with practical experiences found in the workplace under the guidance of professionals. However almost eighty percent of the research cohort could not access this opportunity because they could not obtain transport to the work site or afford the cost of purchasing appropriate work clothing such as safety boots or other types of essential clothing. One sixteen year old female recalled how her mother could not afford to purchase her a chefs uniform which excluded her from her work experience programme with the city’s casino:
My friend Michelle’s mother said she would take me to the casino each day and pick me up after work. But I had to cancel out of the course because they wanted me to buy a $50.00 chef’s outfit which mum couldn’t afford that week, which was a real let down for me.

As young people became less attached to the values and daily life of the school they began to skip particular classes and then whole school days. Some of the young people in this study had missed up to thirty days in one term through truancy. For other students their continued resistant behaviour resulted in them either being excluded from classes or officially suspended from school altogether for misdemeanours such as swearing or acting violently towards other students or teachers: 
Did you ever get suspended from school?

Yeah heaps of times.

Uh huh.  How many days at a time?

I don’t know about twelve days and stuff.

Mm.  Was that the longest period you were suspended for?

Yeah.

when you got suspended for twelve days?

I had to stay home and help around the house.

Mm.  But what did the school suspend you for?

Um, for fighting and stuff and swearing at teachers

High student mobility is another contributing factor for young people’s non-completion of their formal education. For some after being suspended from school they found that they were not welcome back after the completion of their exclusionary period. Accordingly, there was a high level of mobility among young people who would either enrol in other schools in the city or travel to nearby towns such as Ingham, Ayr, Charters Towers or to the Palm Island community to live to relatives. The following account of one person’s school history illustrates that high mobility contributed directly to his decision to drop of education:

I started school at Mundingburra, no, Wulguru primary school, I went to  after that I went to Southern Cross Catholic School, after that we moved to Melbourne and I went to MacLeod Christian College  no, Christian College?  MacLeod College, it wasn’t Christian and come back here, went to Mundingburra State School, and then, after that I went to Kirwan State High School and then that didn’t go too well either so then I went to Thuringowa.

Okay.  So when did you stop going to school?  When was the last year of schooling that you did?

Last year.

And what year level was that?

Year 9.

4.2 Out- of-School Factors for Disengagement

There were also a number of other factors which were situated outside of the school that contributed to these young people becoming ceasing to participate in the education system. While multiple changes of schools is a factor for decreasing a young persons attachment to the value of education, the degree of support from a young persons family is also a major factor for remaining in the education system. The educational literature on school disengagement supports the notion that the degree of family support is a powerful determinant for a young person’s success at school.  A common characteristic among the research cohort related to the support and involvement of parents in assisting the young people with their education. Some of young people perceived that they received moral support from their parents through encouragement in seeking employment or continuing with their education after completing secondary school. However few students received parental assistance with their homework while a high number of young people reported that completing homework was not a high priority. Others stated that they did not have basic facilities in the home such as a defined area to complete homework or the use of a computer. One Indigenous female stated that she was expected to help out with domestic duties when she returned form school each day in preference to completing her homework:
I have 5 younger brothers and sisters at home and mum expects me to get dinner ready and clean up when I get home. I’ve got no time to do homework or I feel too tired when I’m finished to want to do anything.

Young people stated that while their parents encouraged them to attend school they were often unable to give their child financial support for extracurricular activities such as attending sports carnivals or travelling to cultural events. Negative parental attitudes to the school were also contributing factors to school success for young people. The research literature cites that parental interest and involvement is an important factor as to the degree of attachment a student has for school. In this study none of those interviewed could recall a time when their parents became involved in the culture of the school. One young male stated that the only time his mother ever visited the school was to confront the teachers or the principal about a perceived injustice to her son:

Mum never was part of any school committees or anything. The only time she would go up there was to blast one of the teachers or let off some steam.

For a number of young people the culture of the home was vastly different to that of the school. Academically successful students often have the support of their parents in providing them with resources, moral support in achieving success and assistance in focusing on a clear career path while at school. However for several of the youth in this study, their lives at home were marred by domestic violence and other conflicts which were not conducive to assisting them with achieving academic success. For example, one fifteen year old female could not engage with her mother and left home and was now moving from house to house until she found affordable accommodation. Another male described how his disengagement from school and subsequent exclusion had led him to become involved in crime which he attributed to the violence he encountered at home:
It was just I don’t know it was just the way I was growing up.  You know there was always domestic violence.

No, is wasn’t so much that, it’s like the one thing that like if you were a juvenile and criminal like us too, like what mostly all that come from home, it all come from home and because you can’t take anger out at home because you get flogged and what not, and like you get abused and all that so you go to school and you can’t really take it, your teachers growl at you, you start retaliating and then all shit goes loose and then you get suspended, go home.  Same routine, it’s just a big, large circle.

Finally, there is evidence that none of the young people had experience in part-time work while at school. It has been acknowledged that Australian young people in the 15-19 year age bracket work on an average 15-20 hours per week in part-time work while attending school as full time students. In addition few of the young people had firm aspirations about the kinds of careers they wanted to pursue after completing school or the kinds of subjects they had to pass at secondary school in order to be accepted into a specific university course. One 16 year old female stated she aspired to becoming a lawyer but had a limited knowledge about what subjects she had to pass as pre-requisites for entry into the degree programme:
G: What would you like to do when you leave school?

A:I’d like to be a lawyer but I’m not sure if I did the right subjects or not. 

G: Who helped you pick the subjects?

A: Oh no one, just me.

G: Have you been out to the university to talk to them about the law degree?

A: No. I don’t even know where the uni is
5. Conclusions
The data obtained from this study suggests a number of factors that create barriers to young people’s access to essential knowledge and educational qualifications in  Australia.  These impediments limit young people’s post-school destinations in terms of access and participation in further education or employment which places them potentially on the margins of society. 
This research indicates that broad indicators such as social class and ethnicity are the not the sole factors for school disengagement. A number of key in -school factors such as student perceptions about the relevance of the curriculum for preparing them for future employment, the degree of engagement and commitment to the school and the types of interactions with teachers and other students are contributing factors to whether young people continue with their education. Students interpret messages from the school about their levels of academic performance and often self-eliminate by engaging in truant behaviour before unltimately dropping out of the system altogether. Another school related factor contributing to disengagement includes the pressure exerted on individuals from peers to resist education. 

This research also identified a number of external factors to the school which create barriers to further participation in the education system. Low levels of parental knowledge and involvement with their children’s schools and limited resources in some homes for completing homework were found to be contributors to student disengagement. In addition high levels of mobility in moving from one school to another were identified as decreasing young people’s levels of attachment to education. 
However this research has found additional factors that were not identified in the literature which had a significant impact on whether students remain engaged in education.  

The most common factor contributing to school disengagement relates to the very high levels of mobility among the research cohort. The case studies contain numerous accounts of young people attending a high number of primary and secondary schools which had the effect of  fragmenting their educational experience and impacted on their attachment and sense of belonging to one school.  

A final barrier to further social mobility was the lack of knowledge and experience about how to gain access to further education and employment. Despite having high aspirations for gaining admission into university courses or gaining employment in skilled trades, few of these young people had ever experienced part-time work or could attend school based work experience programmes. 
A number of factors relating to the students direct involvement in education can be related to school disengagement. Both school and home related factors contributed  to this situation. On one hand schools did not have the resources to provide career counselling so students could gain insights into their chosen career paths. The school Work Experience Programme in year eleven was one opportunity which provided students with direct contact with the culture of employment for one week. However student’s access to the programme was marred due to the inability of some parents to pay the fee to allow their children to participate in the programme. Another barrier to participating in the programme related to the students inability to find transport to the work venues which were often located closer to the city.

In summary, this study suggests that despite what statistics tell us about current high retention rates and levels of participation in education enjoyed by many Australians, there are young people who cannot access the pathways to further educational qualifications or skilled employment. A number of in-school and out –of- school factors have been identified in this research which means that governments need to critically address this problem by ensuring young people who are at risk of disengagement are identified early in their school careers and given additional assistance to ensure they complete their final years of education. Some of these measures could include more assistance to the families of socially disadvantaged students, access to alternative forms of education, knowledge and participation in work experience programmes and a system within the education system to monitor the movement of highly mobile young people. Unless these issues are addressed countries such as Australia risks producing a new permanent underclass of uneducated, unskilled and potentially unemployable people which will further widen the divide between rich and poor in this country.. 
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