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ABSTRACT

Should we be concerned about the more than 30 percent national dropout
rate? Can anything be done to intervene successfully? Many students who drop out
of school have the intellectual ability to complete college (Howard and Anderson,
1978). If this is so, then our educational institutions are failing them and doing
them a tremendous disservice (Committee of Canadian Council for Exceptional
Children, 1992).

This research investigates the high school dropout phenomenon in Quebec
through the “eyes” of potential dropouts. The project examines the high school
dropout phenomenon from the perspective of students who are at risk of leaving
school prematurely. The objectives of the research are to investigate how potential
high school dropouts perceive success, and to find out what program reforms these
students believe are necessary to keep them in school. In the data analysis the
students’ schooling experiences are critically examined, and factors such as
students’ perception of public high schools, social affairs schools, teachers and
their view of success are considered. These considerations are made within the
conceptual framework of a variety of sociological theories in education. Social
Affairs schools are special schools reserved for youths who are wards of the court,
and those who are in the care of Youth Protection because they cannot live at home.

This study provides richly descriptive narrative accounts of the students’
experiences, thoughts and feelings. The study gives voice to high school students
who are at risk of dropping out, and of their views of what their needs are to be

successful in school. Data collected from this study can be used to develop suitable



programs for students. The study concludes by signaling a call to parents, teachers,
governments, policy-makers, and caregivers to listen to children and to involve
them in matters that are important to them — such as their views of how they can

achieve school success.
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RESUME

Est-ce que nous devrions nous préoccuper du plus que 30% taux de
décrochage national? Est-ce que n'importe quoi peut &tre fait pour intervenir avec
succés? Beaucoup d'étudiants qui abandonnent I'école ont la capacité intellectuelle
pour compléter le collége (Howard et Anderson, 1978). Si ceci est si, alors nos
institutions éducatives les échoués et leur ont fait un service épouvantable (Conseil
Canadien pour les Enfants Exceptionnels, 1992).

Cette recherche examine le phénoméne d’abandon d'école dans le Québec par
le “les yeux” des abandonnés potentiels. Le projet examine le décrochage
phénoméne en école secondaire selon la perspective d'étudiants qui sont au risque
de partir d'école prématuréument. Les objectifs de la recherche devraient
investiguer comment I’école secondaire pergoit succés, et comment découvrir la
réforme des programmes ces étudiants croit sont nécessaire garder les dans école.
Dans I'analyse des données les expériences scolaires des étudiants sont examinées
d’une maniére critique, et facteurs tel perception des ¢coles secondaires publiques,
les écoles d’affaires social, les enseignants et leur vue de succés sont considérés.
Ces considérations sont faites dans la structure conceptuelle d'un assortiment des
théories sociologiques dans I'éducation. Les écoles d'affaires sociales sont des
écoles spéciales réservées pour les jeunes sous tutelle judiciair, et ceux-1a qui sont
dans le soin de la Protection de Jeunesse parce qu'ils ne peuvent pas habiter a

domicile.



Cette étude fournit les comptes de récit richement descriptif des expériences
étudiants, de leurs pensées ainsi que leurs sentiments. L'étude donne la voix aux
étudiants secondaires qui sont a risque de tomber hors, et de leurs vues de ce que
leur besoin devraient réussir a 1'école. Les données recueillies de cette étude
peuvent étre utilisées pour développer des programmes convenables pour les
étudiants. L'étude conclut en signalant un appel aux parents, aux enseignants, aux
gouvernements, aux elaborateurs de protocoles, et les soignants a écouter les
enfants et les impliquer dans des questions qui sont importantes a les — tel qui leurs

vues du moyen d’achever I’ école en succes.
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INTRODUCTION

Many Canadians are very proud to learn that our country has been voted as
the best place on this planet to live (United Nations Development Programs, 1992).
Our Prime Minister, in his speeches, does not hesitate to remind everyone in this
country and outside its walls about this factor at every opportunity that he gets.
With our low birthrate (second only to Japan), low infant mortality rate - 6.1 to
every 1000 live births (Statistics Canada, 1995), and long life expectancy - average
78 years life expectancy (Statistics Canada, 1993), overall Canadians do enjoy a
high quality of life (World Bank, 1992). Our country is one of the most affluent in
the world, and as such is able to provide open access to primary and secondary
education for all its youth. All this accomplishment has taken place in Canada’s
relatively short existence of 135 years as a country (on July 1, 2002 Canada
celebrated its 135™ birthday).

However, with all its high achievements as a fairly young country, Canada
has been experiencing a serious problem for some time now. It has not been able to
effectively deal with the problem of the high rate of high school dropouts
(Anderson, 1991; Conference Board of Canada, 1992; Cadieux, 1991; Employment
and Immigration Canada, 1990). Over 30 percent of Canadian students enrolled in
Grade Nine leave school prematurely (Anderson, 1991; Minister of Supply and
Services Canada, 1990) without a high school certificate. The high school dropout
phenomenon has plagued Canada for the last fifty years (Gilbert and McRobert,
1977). Since the middle of the last century, Canadian schools have experienced a

dropout rate of more than 30 percent of its student population each year



(Conference Board of Canada, 1999; Levin, 1990). On this issue, Frank McKenna
(1996) — then premier of New Brunswick - joined in the debate and registered his
disgust as he stated that, “the school system in our province and across Canada in
this issue is little short of a national disgrace ” (cited in Literacy Matters: 4).

As such, the problem of high school dropouts has generated a great deal of
commentary both within and outside of the academy. This commentary tends to
highlight a variety of “costs” to both the individual who drops out and the society
into which he or she “drops.” In the following chapter, I summarize a variety of

alleged “costs” éf dropping out of high school.



CHAPTER 1
BACKGROUND TO THE DROPOUT PROBLEM IN

CONTEMPORARY CANADA

1.1 THE VARIED COSTS OF DROPPING OUT OF HIGH SCHOOL

As we move further into the twenty-first century, the high rate of school
dropouts warrants serious attention for many reasons — one of which is the alleged
cost both to the dropouts and to society. This chapter examines a variety of these
alleged costs. One widely mentioned cost is that of illiteracy. For the high school
dropout in contemporary Canada, the possibility of becoming an illiterate adult is

alarmingly high.

1.1.2 Literacy

Citizens in contemporary Canada are likely to require a fairly high level of
literacy in order to work and live comfortably. Furthermore, those who drop out of
school prior to completing their high school certification are far more vulnerable -
socially, politically and economically than those who remain in school. As
LeCompte says:

When most people don’t need to go to school at all, either because they can survive
economically without being literate, because literacy can be acquired without going
to school, or because there is no pressing or ecclesiastical body of knowledge that
people should be compelled to master, then the percentage of population that fails
to acquire a terminal degree from a school is not critical. However, in a society that
requires literacy for economic well-being, and that postulates that literacy is
acquired in a formal governmentally supervised or sanctioned school, it becomes
critical that as large a portion of the population as is possible attend and complete
the required course of studies. (1987: 24)
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Literacy can be defined both narrowly or more expansively. First, consider a
narrow definition which focuses on “a person’s ability to understand and use
printed information in daily activities at work, home and in the community in order
to reach personal goals and develop individual potential ” (Calamai, 1999:2).

Second, consider that literacy can be defined more broadly, since it needs not
be confined merely to the sense in which it refers to an individual’s competence in

reading and writing. Nowadays, we commonly hear references to literacy in a wide

2% G 2% e

range of human activities as “computer literacy,” “moral literacy,” “cultural

9% &

literacy,” “technological literacy,” or “media literacy,” etc. For example, Brown
defines media literacy as the ability to “access, analyze, evaluate and produce
communications in a diversity of forms” (2002: 1). Thus, a wider definition of
literacy refers to the connection that exists between “literacy” and the ability to
learn and function in a broad range of social, political and economic capacities.
Illiteracy, in this wider sense, means that an individual has limited ability to
problem solve, cope with mathematical tasks, participate in the civic and political
life of one’s society.

It is said that fewer than one in five Canadians has the top-level skills needed
to decipher a dense trade report that is intended for the general public (Calamai,
1999). Clearly, those who lack such skills are in an especially weak position when
it comes to influencing the conditions and circumstances of social, political and
economic life. Citizens who are “illiterate” in the wider sense are profoundly

disadvantaged. It would be naive to suppose that erasing the dropout problem

would guarantee that everyone would acquire these skills in school. Nevertheless,
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it is also true that schools offer the best hope for most children to acquire such
skills, and that hopes are dashed for many children when they drop out. In short,
therefore, addressing the problem of high school dropouts is one important way of

addressing the problem of “literacy” in both its narrow and wide meanings.

1.1.3 Employability
Another factor that militates against high school dropouts is the limitation
placed on their employability. Newell (1999) reported that a large percentage of
applicants for job at his Fort McMurray company were unemployable. Most of
the applicants were high school dropouts who had difficulty understanding the
written part of the company’s job application test at the Grade Ten level. In the
Speech from the Throne (2001), the Canadian Government acknowledged that
many of its citizens lack the needed skills to work in this new economy. The
emphasis placed on this economy is a knowledge-based one. “To succeed in the
knowledge economy, Canada will need people with advanced skills and
entrepreneurial spirit” (Speech from the Throne, 2001:3). Education plays an
integral part in the labour market, and the economy of this country. In this case,
anyone with less than a high school certificate is the most vulnerable to be
unemployed (Doré, 1997; Cobb, 1998; Canadian Market and Productivity, 1989).
In keeping with the global economic trend, Canada’s demand for labour has
shifted away from unskilled and semi-skilled jobs towards highly skilled and
professional jobs (Royal Bank Letter, 1995; Bryan, 1998). The Montreal Board of

Trade President, Paule Doré (1997) suggested that unschooled workers are a drain
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on the economy as the unemployment rate among adults who have dropped out of
high school is 90 percent. The Royal Bank Letter stated that:

No longer could most people expect to adapt to the changing demands at work
through a combination of native intelligence and coaching. They have to be able to
understand written manuals, absorb classroom instructions, and respond to
computer prompts. High school dropouts — and even high school graduates who
did not go to college or university - increasingly found themselves cut out of action.
Even though they had the ability to learn, employers were taking no chances. As
more and more systems were introduced to increase productivity, companies raised
their hiring standards. The result is that today, people without a high school
diploma or college certificate literally need not apply for a wide range of “entry-
level” jobs. (1995: 2)

Similar concerns were echoed in a 1998 report by Canadian Imperial Bank of
Commerce. In this report, the bank’s economist Benny Tal stated that “young
people are facing problems that their parents never faced. You really need skills
and if you don’t acquire them, you will be left behind” (1998: 10).

Of course there are a number of jobs in the service industry which require
very little skill, such as waiting on tables or making deliveries, but these are very
low paying jobs (Beck and Muia, 1980; Statistics Canada, 1991). Most of Canada’s
high school dropouts have no choice but to take these jobs (Royal Bank Letter,
1995). But not even these jobs are readily available to the high school dropouts.
Employers would much prefer to have students working part-time than to hire high
school dropouts. Beck and Muia (1980) express the notion that there is a belief
among employers which suggest that students who dropped out of school make
undesirable employees. Lichtenstein (1989), in his study describing the relationship

between people with specific disabilities and dropouts, revealed that dropouts were

less likely to be employed whether they were disabled or not (Pp. 501 — 513).
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1.1.4 Social costs
Some commentators emphasize the social costs as a result of the soaring high
school dropout rates. For example, Levin (1972) identified six social consequences

of inadequate education, which he relates to the failure of high school completion:

¢ Foregone national income;

¢ Foregone tax revenues for the support of government services;

¢ Increased demand for social services;

¢ Increased crime;

¢ Reduced political participation;

¢ Reduce intergenerational mobility, and poorer levels of health (p. 10).

Although the above observations were made over thirty years ago, they still
hold true now. Reporting on a study prepared by the Conference Board of Canada,
The Gazette, Montreal, in a May 1992 issue, stated that a single year crop of high
school dropouts will cost the government of Canada more than 4 billion dollars
over their life time. Not only will they earn less and pay less tax but, also, they will
be less productive and add to the cost of unemployment, welfare, health and
policing. The report suggested that over the previous decade the dropout rate
ranged between 28 percent and 38 percent. It also stated that if the dropout rate
were to be cut by 10 percent by the year 2000, the savings would have reached 26
billion dollars. This is almost half the amount of money Canada now spends on
education (Statistics Canada, 1999). Quoting from the report, the article in The
Gazette, Montreal stated that, “Canada simply cannot sustain a continued national

dropout rate around 30 percent. It will have a staggering impact on our economic
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future” (p. 6). The use of technology continues to increase, and the high dropout
rate remains problematic. Of course, we are now in the year 2003 and the goal that
was set for reducing the drop out rate in 1997 and the year 2000 has not yet been

achieved.

1.1.5 Costs to the meaning of individual lives

A number of scholars have pointed to the personal costs of dropping out of
high school (Dei et al., 1997; Wilson, 1991). It lowers one’s self-esteem, because
in our society dropping out of high school is perceived as a personal failure (Dei et
al., 1997). The negative impact of dropping out of high school has on the
individual can be most costly in terms of self-worth. Some students get depressed
because of repeated failure before they drop out (Eggert et al., 1999). Some may
even commit suicide because of low self-esteem and depression (Kessler, et al.,
1995). Dr. Bedwani (2001) sounded the alarm regarding the increase in the suicide
rate of Quebec’s teens. Bedwani’s (2001) research revealed that at 20.7 per 100
000, Quebec has the highest rate of teenage suicide in the country. He expressed
the notion that, “If a young person has a drug abuse problem, is depressed and has a
history of behavioural problems, he is more at risk of suicide than someone who is
simply depressed ” (cited in The Gazette, Montreal, Oct. 13, 2001:A 3).

Besides the effects on students’ self-esteem when they drop out of school,
another factor that potentially assails dropouts is that of undeveloped interests. The
connection I have in mind, between the problem of dropping out of high school, on

the one hand, and the development of interest, on the other, is not explicitly drawn
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in the literature. The connection is no less important for that, but it requires further
explanation. Callan (1996) has emphasized the crucial significance of recognizing
and developing children’s interests in school. Even more importantly, he advocates
that children’s interests should be included in the school curriculum. In Callan’s
view then, a person without any deep and absorbing interest is, in fact, a person
whose life lacks meaning. Someone whose interests have not been sufficiently
developed, therefore, is someone whose sense of self is to that extent deeply
impoverished. The scientist who dutifully does his/her work each day because it
pays the bills, but lacks any interest whatsoever in science as an activity or body of
knowledge, might be an example. 1 take it that any suitable inspiring conception of
schooling should view the failure of students to develop interests as a failure of
schools. Indeed, since the failure impacts so crucially with the meaningfulness of
one’s life, it is a moral failure.

Of course, one might object to this example, and might argue that the
completion of a high school certification program hardly guarantees that children
will develop interests and thereby lead meaningful lives. Indeed, Callan’s main
concern is for children who fail to develop interests in spite of the fact that they
have finished their school at the secondary level, because the schooling they
received has routinely ignored the importance of recognizing and fostering
children’s interests. Nevertheless, this objection does not undermine a concern for
the problem of school dropouts. On the contrary, it reinforces the crucial point that
studying the high school dropout problem must take into account the perspectives

and interests of the students themselves. The task of reducing the high school



dropout rates is not one of merely ensuring that students stay in school no matter
what, but also ensuring that schools become better — more meaningful, more
interesting — places for children to stay and learn.

In this study, I listened to students who are at risk of dropping out of high
school and they articulated their likes and dislikes about school and what their
needs are to help them succeed in school. As I stress in the next section, the voices
and perspectives of students are often carelessly ignored, dismissed or
misunderstood in schools. This is one of the reasons my research on dropouts
Jocuses heavily on the perspectives and voices of the students themselves. As such,
each student participant is allowed to tell his/her story directly as part of the

analysis of this research.

1.2 RATIONALE FOR THE RESEARCH IN THIS STUDY

As a teacher who has taught students with special needs for many years, it is
my view that the needs of students at risk of dropping out of high school should be
examined from their point of view. In the typical public school classroom today,
there are students from different homes, different cultures, different beliefs and
values. There are students in the classroom whose first language is neither French
nor English. In a classroom one can find many children from homes in which both
parents work outside the home. In the same classroom some students have single
parents, while there are others who have half siblings or temporary siblings
unrelated by blood. Some students live in foster homes, résidential centres or

group homes, while others have no parents at all (Noddings, 1992; Dryden, 1995;
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Ghosh, 1996). Consequently, students arrive at school with a wide variety of lived
experiences and it is from these experiences that they interpret and understand the
world. One’s lived experiences are vital to one’s understanding of the world. Eisner
(1993) suggests that experience is the base on which meaning is constructed, and
“experience in significant degree depends on our ability to get in touch with the
qualitative world we inhabit” (p. 5).

If the students are not listened to in school, their interpretations and how they
understand assignments may be misunderstood. Needless to say that such
misunderstandings of students’ interpretation can have negative impact on their
opportunity to succeed in school. Their views, values, culture and abilities all
impact on the work they do in school (Ghosh, 1996; Dei et. al, 1997). These are
factors that either enhance or militate against students’ success in school. For the
most part, students who have not learned at home the values, culture and abilities of
the dominant society end up being at risk of dropping out (Deyhle and Swisher,
1997, Wilson, 1991), because in many cases they do not understand what is
required of them. For example, McLaren states that “the education system gives
those who begin with certain advantages (the right economic status and thus the
right values, the right speech patterns, the right mannerisms, the right behavior) a
better chance to retain those advantages all through school, and ensures that
minority and economically disadvantaged children will remain at the bottom of the
meritocratic ladder” (1994: 221). In my view, these are the students who need to

be heard if they are to be successful in school.
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In this project I chose to listen to some students who are at risk of dropping
out of high school, thereby giving them a “voice” to tell their story and to hear their
views of how they can be successful in school. McElroy-Johnson expresses the
notion that every person has a different voice (1993). The Canadian school system
serves a varied and diverse population, with different views of education and
different voices. Robin Barrow (1981) suggests that education can be and is
something different for different people. As such, individual experiences and
views of success may differ from one person to the next. However, the different
interpretations that exist in schools appear to be ignored consistently (Dei et. al,
1997). For the most part, students’ experiences and interpretation of meanings are
not considered during periods of teaching and assessment (McLaren, 1994,
McElroy-Johnson, 1993). Unfortunately, schools that treat students’ views,
experiences and interests as marginal or insignificant, fail to do their part in
enabling students to be successful in school — and by extension live a meaningful
life.

Another factor that should be given keen consideration in schools is that
students at risk of dropping out are pre-identified because they show signs of mal-
content and dissatisfaction with their school experiences (Jimerson et al., 2000). It is
no secret at this time that dissatisfaction in school is one of the primary factors that
lead at-risk students to school disengagement and finally to dropping out (Levin,
1990; Government of Canada Minister of State for Youth, 1990; Cregheur and
Devereaux, 1991). Although these students are usually pre-identified as having the

potential to leave school prematurely, rarely are their voices heard in school. Some



19

students in this study suggest that they are not involved in their learning, hence
rarely are their needs in school satisfied. If all students are to be genuinely included
in Canadian public schools, it is imperative that the lived experiences they take to

school be validated and built upon (Dei et. al, 1997).

1.3 RESEARCH FOCUS

This research focuses on the students’ construction of meaning on school
success. Another of my foci in this research is to concentrate on using different
theories to analyze the students’ perspectives on various school-related factors,
such as their favourite courses and how they think of their learning in school. The
direction of my investigation centers on program reforms that students at risk of
dropping out of high school believe are necessary to keep them in school. In this
research emphasis is placed on a micro-level qualitative analysis of students’
stories, while it is set within the framework of a combination of sociological
theories in education. The population is drawn from three English social affairs
schools in Quebec. The students in these schools are found to have a high
probability of leaving school at the secondary level prematurely (Barwick, 1992;
Ministére de I’Education, 1991).

If more students are to experience school success, then provision must be
made for a more flexible curriculum to accommodate those who do not fit into the
present monolithic structure (Greene, 1988). Students should have a voice in
articulating their view of success, and their needs for achieving success. Gary

Phillips (1992), in his prescription for self-directed learning for at-risk students,
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emphasized the importance of having ownership of one’s learning. Freire (1970)
and Gramsci (1971) have also expressed the notion that ownership of one’s
learning is crucial for each individual. On this issue Phillips (1992) writes:

For emotions are essential to retaining and recalling information and experiences
for future use. The danger lies now in who determines success. The ‘other’? If the
‘other’ says we’ve failed, have we failed? When we aren’t involved in the learning
process, we have fewer ways of turning mediocrity or failure into excellence, or
one of the most important components of being the best we can be. (p. 51)

In spite of the numerous Canadian studies that have been done (Tanner, Krahn
and Hartnagel, 1995; Gaskell and Kelly, 1996; Cummins 1989b; Natriello, McDill,
and Pallas, 1985; Cheng et al. 1989; MacKay and Myles, 1989, 1995; and Lawton et
al. 1988, among others), efforts made to combat the high school dropout problem over |
the decades have been unsuccessful. The high school dropout problem continues to
have a hold on Canadian schools. For example, expansion reforms were made to
accommodate accessibility of all students, while subject promotion, and streaming
were other measures put in place over the years to assist with the reduction of high
school dropout rate (Henchey and Burgess, 1987). But absent from these reforms are
any indications that the measures of adjustments included recommendations from
students as to what their needs are for school success. For, “our personal and
collective journeys reflect and influence how we interpret the world around us” (Dei,
et al., 1997: 5). To date, schools are continuing their long search for success in
combating the high school dropout phenomenon. They are still trying to find suitable

programs and methods that will assist them in reducing the rate of students dropping

out of high school, if not eliminating the problem.
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Presently, it appears that we are still no closer to finding a formula for success.
Could it be that one of the major problems is that the Ministry of Education is trying
too hard to find one single prescription to suit the wide and diverse population of the
public school system? Could it be that some students who dropout of high school
define success differently from that of the school? Could it be that the students’
voices are not heard and their experiences are discounted in the planning of their
programs?

The study is based on the assumption that high school dropout will continue

to be a major problem in Canadian schools unless high school students are allowed
to be actively involved in the planning and developmental processes of their school
program. The involvement of their lived experience is necessary for them to be
connected to school. Maxine Greene (1988) writes:
Rather than posing dilemmas to students or presenting models of expertise, the
caring teacher tries to look through students’ eyes, to struggle with them as subjects
in search of their own projects, their own ways of making sense of the world.
Reflectiveness, even logical thinking remains important; but the point of cognitive
development is not to gain an increasingly complete grasp of abstract principles. It
is to interpret from many vantage points as possible the lived experiences; the ways
there are of being in the world. (p. 120)

The present Quebec Curriculum Reform, which is in its final phase of
implementation (2002-2003), suggests that at the completion of a high school
program, students who are successful should be able “to feel at ease in this society.
Therefore, students should master more knowledge and be able to assimilate new
knowledge on an ongoing basis” (1997: 14). Since this is crucial to measuring

school success, I believe that every student should be given the opportunity in

school to succeed at this level. Canadian society demands no less from our
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schools. It is worth repeating here that this is one of the reasons my research on the
topic of high school dropouts focuses heavily on the perspectives and voices of the
students themselves.

At this juncture, I will turn my attention to the review of the literature on high
school dropout in the following chapter. The chapter contains three distinct but
related parts. All the parts are connected by threads that do not merely identify who
drops out, but also answer the question why some students are engaged in school
while others are disengaged and eventually drop out. The first section deals with
government research and other studies that neglect students’ voices altogether. The
second part summarizes academic sociological studies that deal mainly with the role
of social class in reproducing inequalities, including the dropout problem. While the
third part deals with theoretical approaches that address the role of factors besides
social class (race, gender, disability, culture, poverty, etc.) that relate to the problem of

high school dropout.
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CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW: SOME THEORETICAL APPROACHES TO
SCHOOL DROPOUTS
The purpose of this chapter is to review and discuss selected research on the
high school dropout phenomenon and students who are at risk of leaving school
prematurely. The aim of the discussions in this chapter is twofold. First, part one
shows that many studies overlook the voices of students in addressing the problem of
dropouts. Second, parts two and three examine sociological studies that demonstrate
why including children’s voices in the study of dropouts is crucial, but which do not

themselves undertake such a study, at least not in much depth.

2.1 Studies that overlook students’ voices
From a historical perspective, the issue of high school dropouts has been of
grave concern in Canada since the 1950s (Dodds, 1993) when Neatby’s (1953)
indictment of Canadian education brought this problem to the attention of the
general public. In 1977 Gilbert and McRoberts complained that the retention rate
of high school students was consistently lower than that of the United States. A
1961 Statistics Canada report revealed that 35 percent of all Canadian students
dropped out of school before they completed the Grade 8 program. Since then, the
issue has generated a great deal of interest among education scholars in North

America (Rumberger, 1887; Dei et al., 1997).
The number of studies on this topic is demonstrated by several reviews

compiled mostly in the last part of the twentieth century. For example, 775
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citations (1970 — 2001) are listed in an ERIC database. The Department of Human
Resources Development Canada (1994) catalogued a bibliography entitled 7aking
action on the dropout issue. In this catalogue, there are more than 400 articles and
resource materials on the dropout issue listed. A bibliography of articles in 200
journals (1990’s — 2001) was complied by Database Psych INFO Record, and over
400 entries are listed in the Library Catalog on the topic. Most of the studies listed
were conducted in the United States. For example, in the ERIC database with 775
citations, only 24 research projects were conducted outside of the United States.
One each was done in Australia, England, Jamaica and South Africa, while 20 were
conducted in Canada.

Despite the abundance of research that exists on the topic of high school
dropouts, interest in exploring the issues of students’ involvement in their learning
is very limited (Dei et al., 1997). Many studies on the topic of high school
dropouts have been conducted both quantitatively and qualitatively (Rumberger,
1987), but the majority of them are done quantitatively (Deyhle and Swisher,
1997). In the United States, an enormous amount of quantitative research on
school dropouts tends to focus on statistical data in the various counties and states
of that country. This is evidenced, for example, in the publication of the Kids
Count Data Book, which is designed to publish data annually on the profile of
children in Baltimore (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2000). Each county and state
has its own Kids Count Data Book. Other studies on high school dropouts for the
most part focus on drugs (Obot and Anthony, 2000), health issues (Eggert et al.,

1999), labour and schooling (Grubb, 1999), students’ characteristics (Ramsey,



1989) and prevention programs (McCool, 1994), but they tend to disregard
students’ perception of how they can succeed in school.

Many researchers and government agencies in Canada have conducted
studies for the bpurpose of generating quick-fix stay-in-school programs (Levin,
1990). As commissioned by the Ontario Ministry of Education in Canada,
Desnoyers and Parker (1988) examined school attendance and non-school
attendance in Canada and the United States. The result of this research summarizes
information about methods and programs that are suitable for increasing school
attendance and decreasing absenteeism and the dropout rate, but absent from the
discussion is the importance of including students in their learning. King, Warren,
Michaliski, and Peart (1988) investigated thirteen high schools in Ontario to
explore the relationship between the part-time employment of students in Ontario
and the dropout rate. Methods for evaluating students’ progress and a variety of
alternative models for secondary schools are described. While extensive data is
provided about dropout-prevention programs, there is no mention of inclusion of
students’ voices in this report. Wittenburg (1988) summarizes the literature on the
characteristics of youth-at-risk and the factors that cause these students to drop out.
Again, this report describes methods of improving school retention in Ontario, but
omits any reference to the importance of students’ involvement in their learning.
In British Columbia, Wideen, Pye, Naylor, and Crofton (1990) described the
dropout phenomenon in that province. While this description is useful in
portraying such factors as personal characteristics, social and economical

conditions of dropouts, it fails to address the issue of students’ voices being heard
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in public schools. Another study, done by Jeffrey Frank (1995) for Employment
and Immigration Canada, reports on a national survey that compares high school
graduates with dropouts. The comparison between the two groups is astounding
and helps to emphasize the importance of achieving a high school certificate.
However, it neglects to deal with the issue of allowing students to participate
verbally and actively in their schooling as a factor that could enhance learning and
thereby reduce the dropout rate. Research papers commissioned by Human
Resource Development Canada (2001) deals with the definitions and costs of
dropping out of high school. Again, this offers pertinent information to the
Canadian public, but lacks information on reforms that would allow students’
voices to be heard as a means of increasing school retention.

In Quebec, some studies commissioned by Le Ministére d’Education du
Québec were conducted by Violette (1991) and Bouchard and St. Amant (1994).
The aim of these studies was to inform the government about the high school
dropout problem in the province. Similar to most studies, both of these
concentrated on students who had dropped out of school and not the potential
dropouts. While Bouchard’s and St. Amant’s work explored the reason dropouts
go to adult education, Violette’s study was interesting for some of its conclusions
compared favourably to parts of this analysis. For example, Violette (1991)
expressed the notion that the symptoms of potential dropouts are evident in schools,
but students with these symptoms do not receive the support needed and necessary
to avoid the problem of dropping out of school. This lack of support ends with

their decision to leave school prematurely.
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These studies (among others) have placed emphasis on stay in school
initiative programs. For example, The Joining Forces Initiative: The Quebec’s
Ministry of Education’s Comprehensive Dropout Strategy (1999) could be viewed
as a direct result of Violette’s study. The result of these studies is evidenced in a
proliferation of programs for the purpose of reducing the dropout rate.
Consequently, a lot of effort, time and money are spent on the examination and
assessment of these programs, and in most cases the results of the dropout rate
remain the same. The programs fail and the students continue to leave school
prematurely, perhaps because the students’ voices are silent in the reforms (Levin,
1990).

Levin (1990) expresses his displeasure with the proliferation of these
programs and suggests that there is little evidence to support the efficacy of the
dropout programs. In opposing the variety of approaches for preventing school
dropouts, the author contends that extensive and fundamental changes to the entire
Canadian educational system are needed if the dropout rate is to be reduced.
Instead of recommending more programs that focus on changing student variables
to reduce the dropout rate, Levin (1990) takes the position that it is the schools
themselves that should change. He further asserts that the solution to the dropout
problem is to restructure schools and make them more effective for all students
rather than concentrating on programs that only benefit a few.

McCool (1994) examined the social context of high school dropouts in
Quebec. This study analyzes the causes of dropping out and gives a description of

programs designed by the Quebec Ministry of Education to deal with the problem.



28

The intersection of the personal and theoretical creation on the Back on Track
experimental program for high school dropouts and youths at risk by Ruggles
(1998) is a description of another stay in school initiative program in Quebec.
Ruggles’ work examines a program in Quebec that focuses on encouraging at-risk
students to stay in school. The students in the program that Ruggles (1998) studied
were helped to acquire some form of vocational skills by refurbishing furniture.
These studies offer a profile of academic achievers and school failures in Quebec,
and discuss the high school dropout phenomenon and its social and financial
impact, but lack insights into students as actors in their own school life (Jefferies et
al., 2002).

As most of the studies on high school dropouts were done quantitatively,
they do not take into account the lived experiences of students, their experiences
and interpretation of the world (Fine, 1987; Farrell, 1988). The lived experiences
of students are of paramount importance in the understanding of how students
become alienated from school and why some finally drop out. Those researchers
have also ignored the incongruence that exists between the structure of the school,
its socialization process and the lives of most of the students who are at risk of
dropping out (Althusser, 1972; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Deyhle and Swisher,
1997; Dei et al., 1997).

As I stated earlier, an abundant amount of government-funded research exists
presently, and it has generated a proliferation of dropout initiative programs. But to
date, most of these programs appear to have made little difference in the

achievement of school success for students who are identified as being at risk of
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dropping out (Gradwell, 2002). Perhaps one of the reasons for their ineffectiveness
is that they have not dealt with factors such as students’ emotion and interpretation.
These agents are inextricably intertwined with the students’ social location. As a
result, this could be a factor in prolonging the dropout phenomenon instead of
abating it. So today, the high school dropout rate is still a matter of grave concern.
A general survey of environmental, social, attitudinal, personal and
economic factors was conducted in Canada. The research focused on the problems
and issues that contribute to the high school dropout phenomenon throughout the
country (Statistic Canada 1991). This study confirmed that the most common
reasons cited by students who had dropped out of school were: a preference to
work, boredom, problems with schoolwork, financial reasons, problems with
teachers, pregnancy, and marriage (King et al. 1988; and Ministry of Education,
Quebec 1991). Studies done in the United States have indicated similar results
(Conroy, 1966; Finn, 1984). However, these manifestations may only be
symptomatic of the real problem (Glasser, 1986). There are other reasons inherent
in the very nature of the public school system itself that can cause students to drop
out of high school (McLaren, 1994; Dei et al, 1997; Bowles and Gintis, 1976;
Violette, 1991). For example, the school’s bureaucratic structure, content, and its
socialization process (Callahan, 1962; Katz, 1971; Spring, 1986).
Students’ social location is an important factor in determining how they fit
into public schools on a whole (Deyhle and Swisher, 1997). The schools’ structure,
content and socialization process impact differently on students from each stratum

of society. The following section of this chapter summarizes academic sociological
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studies that focus on the role of students’ social location in reproducing

inequalities, including the dropout problem.

2.2 A structure that militates against school success for some students

Public schools are viewed as being bureaucratically structured because of its
business-like orientation (Bennett and LeCompte, 1995). Weber (1962) suggests
that bureaucracies operate by means of rules which rationally and systematically
establish what each person is expected to do — and often how they are to do it as
well. These rules are the basis for systems of accountability and apply to all
jobholders. This is the functionalist view, which also espoused that all workers in
bureaucracies should not have divided loyalties and should be rewarded according
to their skill and training (Blau and Scott, 1962). Workers with more training and
responsibilities should be paid more and hold higher positions than those with less
training and responsibilities (Blau and Scott, 1962; Dalton, Barnes and Zalenik,
1968; Weber, 1962). Blau and Scott (1962) expressed the notion that these are
functional rules that organizations use as a guide, but the rules do not describe
exactly how any organization operates. It is necessary for each organization to
adapt the formal rules for its own smooth functioning.

Bennett and LeCompte (1995) suggest that schools were deliberately structured
to resemble other kinds of bureaucratic organizations in our modern society. Katz
(1971) argues that bureaucratic organizations assume the shape they have because
policy makers gave priority to order, uniformity and efficiency. Schools develop and

change in response to these priorities that corresponds to the bureaucratization of large
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hospitals, government agencies, factories and society in general (Bowles and Gintis,
1976). But because organizations and institutions do not exist in isolation, they are
part of the social fabric of society, and the social context must be considered. In so
doing, the physical arrangements as well as the characteristics of their inhabitants are
important factors for consideration, as they shape how people behave within the
organization or institution and how they feel about themselves (Bennett and
LeCompte, 1995).

Researchers have therefore investigated the high school dropout problem by
examining the school structure and what goes on in the classroom (Oakes, 1985;
Keddie, 1971; Rist, 1970; Mickelson and Smith, 1989; King, 2001). This
structuralist view argues that actors are constrained by the structural features of
society, thus they are prevented from being self-directed (Althusser, 1972). This
perspective views social actors as responding to their social environment. Proponents
of the structuralist view express the notion that dominant social forces dictate the
perception and reality of social actors. Bowles and Gintis (1976), in their
disenchantment with this notion, suggest that the only means for effective social
change would be through a social revolution.

In their book, Schooling in Capitalist America, Bowles and Gintis (1976)
advanced the correspondence theory. The theory is very insightful, particularly in
explaining the dynamics and social effect of schooling. Correspondence theory
asserts that the hierarchically structured patterns of society are mirrored in
classroom dynamics. Correspondence theory is consistent with the views of

reproduction theorists, which are further explored in Chapter four of this thesis.
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In the discussion on the effects of school structure on learning, Persell (1977)
articulates her views in what she terms the structure of dominance. The central
premise of this theory is that schools are structured according to the views and
ideologies of the dominant group in society. The dominant group. is defined as
members of the upper class who possess wealth and power. Persell (1977) suggests
that, “The structure of dominance in a society is intimately bound up with the
ideologies employed to legitimate that dominance” (P. 16). Persell also argues that
the structure of dominance is closely related to educational outcomes. Hence, the
public school structure favours students from the upper class, while it works against
those who are from poor families. The structure of dominance therefore sets up
unequal opportunities for school success for students whose families are poor. It is
not surprising then that most students who drop out of high school come from poor
families.

Students who do not “fit” into the monolithic educational structure invariably
become alienated from school (McLaren, 1994; Deyhle and Swisﬁer, 1997; Bowles
and Gintis, 1976). The anti-social behaviours of students who are alienated from
school are well-documented (Willis, 1977; Finn, 1987; McLaren, 1994). Deviant
behaviours such as truancy and delinquency are some of the characteristics of these
students (Rumberger, 1987). Students with these characteristics are among those
who usually leave school prematurely. Needless to say, these are seen as failures to
the society in general (Dei et al. 1997). On the other hand, some will argue
(Wilson, 1991; McLaren, 1994; Deyhle and Swisher, 1997; Dei et al., 1997) that

the factors causing alienation in school may be so “traumatic” (to use Wilson’s
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word) that these students drop out of school because they perceive dropping out to
be the only alternative available to them. To leave school prematurely for them is a
form of “success” in survival (Wilson, 1991). However, Cookson (1992) suggests
that there is an alternative to dropping out. The alternative Cookson (1992)
suggests is one of reflection — which is to know one’s self. Gramsci (1971) argues
that it is imperative to acquire skills that will enable one to navigate effectively in
society. One should be able to adequately read, write and think critically if he or
she is to be successful in this society.

Bowles and Gintis (1976) argued that schools reproduce the hierarchical
workforce by teaching each member to accept, rather than question, his or her class
location. Societal preparation for failure becomes sanctioned as it is viewed as
individual inadequacy. Therefore to lack success in school is a personal and
internalized fault of character (Sadovnik et al. 1994). But some students at the
bottom rung of the ladder do not accept this rigid social order in society as natural
and unchangeable. So they set up means of resistance, and in so doing some are
“pushed out” while others drop out (Deyhle and Swisher, 1997).

Some students who are at risk of dropping out of high school construct means
of resistance to the structure of the school (Dei et al., 1997). Resistance involves
the attitudes, behaviours, and actions which challenge dominant institutional norms
and practices, as means to effect social and institutional change (Deyhle and
Swisher, 1997; Dei et al., 1997; McLaren, 1994). The theory of resistance is quite
helpful in establishing an understanding of the causes of dropping out of high

school. Further, it assists us in uncovering how social differences, based on such
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factors as race, ethnicity, and social-economic class and gender, restrict the
educational and life opportunities of some students (Giroux, 1983; Willis, 1977).
One can also learn how public schooling privileges and engages certain groups,
while disempowering others.

Resistance in school manifests itself in many forms. Dropping out of high
school and the behaviours associated with “fading out” of school (e.g., truancy,
lack of interest and participation in school, etc.) can be seen as forms of resistance
(McLaren, 1994; Deyhle and Swisher, 1997; Bennett and LeCompte, 1995).
However, increased student participation within school structures (e.g., establishing
clubs, participating on student council, etc.), when engaged in as a means to effect
institutional and social change, can also be regarded as a means of resistance.
Even though engaging in the system to change it runs the risk of being co-opted by
the same institution it challenges. The vision of an alternative structure qualifies
these actions as resistance (Dei et al. 1997).

Some theories from research that focus on explaining the high school dropout
problem include those that hypothesize a link between structural strain on
institutions and the behaviour and attitudes of their employees and clients.
LeCompte and Dworkin’s (1991) “structural strain and alienation” model argues
that if social changes reduce the fit between school and society, then teachers and
students are likely to perceive their efforts and participation as purposeless. The
outcome of such a situation is burnout for teachers, and alienation and dropping out
for the students (Dei et. al, 1997). The relevance of this model “lies in the

introduction of key concepts such as, ‘alienation,” ‘powerlessness,” ‘meaningless,’
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‘normlessness,” and ‘isolation’ to explain why students give up on school when
their lived realities do not match the expectation that society and schooling have
created” (Lawton, 1992: 21).

The content and the process through which knowledge is transmitted are
important factors that also need to be included in the discussion (Giroux, 1981), but
are rarely considered in quantitative studies. Cultural and critical researchers have
investigated some of these issues and have offered further insights into the kind of
research directions needed to understand schooling experiences from the students’
point of view (Deyhle and Swisher, 1997). McLaren (1994) and Persell (1977)
have reminded us that social differences based on such dynamics as race, ethnicity
and social class have a great impact on students’ learning. In school, these factors
privilege students who are in the upper class and militate against those who are
from working class homes, or those who have minority status (Dei, et al., 1997).
Bernstein (1977), Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) have argued that the public school
system that was built on middle class values supports and transmits these values
through socialization and content.

What follows is an uncovering of various social, political and economic
conditions that directly or indirectly impact on students in school. These conditions
(according to the views of the selected critical thinkers) have substantial influence

on school outcomes for each student (Dei et al., 1997).
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2.3 THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF THE DROPOUT PHENOMENON

Some researchers (e.g. Kantor and Lowe, 1995) argue that analyses of
educational problems are frequently made without taking into consideration the
broader historical context of the problem. Kantor and Lowe express this view thus,
“they tend to focus on relatively secondary issues at the expense of more
fundamental questions about the relationship between race, class and the state...”
(p. 4). In this section, I have examined some theories of social class, race, gender,
culture and poverty in relationship to the dropout phenomenon of students in the
Canadian public school system. Other views such as: self-esteem, deviance and
learning disability are also included in this section for all these factors add to the

complexity of the dropout phenomenon.

2.3.1 Social class

A number of critical and cultural researchers (Apple, 1982; 1}986; Arnot,
1981; Aronowitz, 1981; Dei et al., 1997; Giroux, 1981; 1992; Mackay and Myles,
1989; McLaren, 1994 and Persell, 1977) have examined issues of students’ social
class, race and gender, as factors they believe contribute to the high school drop out
problem. The authors argue that social class, race and gender are inextricably
intertwined with students’ culture, value and beliefs, language as well as personal
attitudes. They suggest that sometimes the agencies of class, race and gender of
some students conflict with the norms and values of the public school system.
Stated in the Quebec Curriculum Reform (1997) is an acknowledgment that,

“There is a clear relation between academic failure and social standing; from now,
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on the position of each individual with respect to knowledge will increasingly
determine his or her place in society” (p. 14).

McLaren (1994) defines social class as “the economic, social and political
relationship that govern life in a given social order” (p. 176). Of course, this is the
Marxist’s view, but Weber (1947) argues that social class is positional. He defines
it as a function of ones’ occupation, income and to some extent educational level.
Class is divided into social hierarchy or strata of upper-upper class, lower-upper
class, upper-middle class, lower-middle class, upper-lower class (working class),
and lower-lower class (Bensman and Vidich, 1971; Persell, 1977). “Membership
in a social class is determined by the way people relate to the economic material
and conditions of life, how much of them they control, and how much they are
beneficiaries of the productive efforts. Those individuals who control more of or
who benefit more from the economic order are those at the top of the pyramid”
(Bennett and LeCompte, 1995: 173). Hence, the issue of class in relationship to
school achievement is quite powerful (Deyhle and Swisher, 1997), for it tends to
magnify class differences by sorting individuals into various occupational
categories, not so much by their ability, but according to their social class origins
(Rist, 1970; Spring, 1985; Willis, 1977; LeCompte 1985; Kincheloe, 1993).

Thus, children are thought of as being more able, if they are from upper or
middle class families, and as a consequence, they are pushed towards professional
or more desirable careers. Similarly, lower class or minority children are viewed as
less able, and are placed in vocational curricula with lower job expectations (Oakes

1985, Keddie 1971 and Kincheloe, 1993). In their work, Bowles and Gintis (1976)
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focused our attention on the school’s reinforcement of social differences, such as
class, among students. In examining the classroom, the authors demonstrated how
the institution of the school maintains that social differentiation among students

(and extension all people) occurs naturally.

2.3.2 Race and its impact on schooling

Proponents of critical and cultural research view race as linked with social
and economic stratification, as such it is perceived as a form of differential power
in Western societies (Persell, 1977). McLaren (1994) argues that the lowest class
in our society comprises whites and many ethnic minority groups who are
economically disadvantaged. Some apply the word “caste” to emphasize the line of
social demarcation that is clearly drawn racially between the rich and the poor
(Berreman, 1972; Rist, 1970). In support of this notion, John Ogbu (1986)
contends that both dominant and subordinate groups occupy cast-like strata in our
society. Berreman (1972) refers to caste as the, “invidious distinctions imposed
unalterably at birth upon whole categories of people to justify the unequal social
distribution of power, livelihood, security, privilege, esteem, freedom — in short,
life chances” (p. 410).

Winant (1994) contends that race remains “deeply fused with the power,
order, and indeed the meaning systems of every society in which it operates” (p. 2).
As such, there is an ideology that suggests that race is linked to intelligence, and
that these hierarchical differences are measurable by the cultural achievements of

such populations (Montagu, 1997). King and her colleagues (2001) suggest that
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the stories of cultural achievements are perpetuated through the school curriculum,
while Pinar (1993) argues that the school curriculum de-emphasizes the
contributions of minority groups and emphasizes the accomplishments of those of
white European descent, thereby creating racial disparities through a distorted
history. History then, is used to legitimize the primacy of the white race and the
hierarchical placements of all racial groups (King et al., 2001).

Consequently, a number of critical and cultural researchers (McLaren, 1994,
Deyhle and Swisher, 1997) argue that it is virtually impossible to understand the
classroom behaviour and performance of economically disadvantaged and minority
students without first understanding their history as oppressed groups, their frames
of reference and their everyday social practices. Ogbu (1986) demonstrates that
historically, based along racial lines there are differences in social and economical

opportunities for whites and blacks. He writes:

Black Americans did not begin their social, occupational, and political (class)
differentiation because of differences in training, ability, or family background as did
white Americans. Indeed, blacks were initially collectively relegated to menial status
as slaves without regard to individual differences. For almost a century after
emancipation from slavery they also experienced a high degree of status summation.
That is, their occupation and other roles depended more on their membership in a
subordinate racial group than an individual educational ability. They were restricted
from competing for desirable jobs and social positions. (p. 268)

Dei et al. (1997) suggest that there is an existing need for an awareness of
other factors that may be related to school failures, and hence the cause for
dropping out of high school. They support the view that factors such as racial,
ethnic and gender differences should be taken into account. As well, the exact
relationship between employability and dropping out of school are other important

factors that need to be explored (Lawton, 1994).
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Clarke (1997) suggests that blacks in Canada have difficulty in carving out a
niche for themselves in the social, political, economical and cultural affairs of this
country, because they are placed in a deficit mold. The deficit model that is used,
characterizes the group as a whole (Foster, 1996). Foster (1996) states that, “ a
community is also defined by how outsiders see it” (p. 25), and the black community
is perceived negatively in terms of education and upward social mobility (Clarke,
1997; McCaslin and Good, 1992). Many black immigrants came to Canada from
societies that were in a colonial relationship with a metropolitan centre, and Canada,
being the host country knows the colonial role. According to the colonial perception,
black people are best suited for hard work that is only physical, and are incapable of
managing intellectual problems (Castle, 1993). Hence, a deficit mold is created, and
blacks as a people are placed in it (Clarke, 1997). So it is no coincidence that for
decades the only jobs blacks in Canada could aspire to were porters on the railway,
and domestic servants (Foster, 1996).

The deficit model is central to the experiences of blacks and other minority
students in Canadian schools and in the society at large. As expressed by Persell
(1977) these children usually are at a disadvantage as soon as they enter school,
because for the most part they meet teachers who have preconceived notions of
who they are, what they are capable of doing, and hence what their school
outcomes should be. The fact that they are black and descendants of slaves are
usually the predominant factors used in predetermining their school outcomes and
their place in society. They are characterized as inferior, and because their colour

is visible, they will never be able to assimilate into the larger society of the white
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European background (Clarke, 1997; Foster, 1996). This has led some black
activists and community leaders in Toronto to argue that "many young blacks are
injured in the classroom more than on the streets ” (Foster, 1996:30)

As mentioned earlier, blacks in North America are placed stereotypically in a
deficit mold. Within the Canadian education system this pervasive stereotypical
perspective also abound in characterizing black students. Unfortunately, for these
students, most of these stereotypes are also centered on the “deficit model” (Deyhle
and Swisher, 1997). The deficit model views some students as lacking the
“abilities” necessary for school success. Failure in school is itself a deficit
positioning of black students. Joseph (1976) in his experience as an immigrant
student in Canada from the West Indies, said that “white teachers and white
students have been taught to expect certain things from black students and it’s a
shame. It is sometimes true that the teacher expects you, because you are black, to
smile and be gay and tap your fingers and have an American accent — to be dumb,
in a sense. But the teacher should understand that he or she is dealing with
individuals” (p. 257). Although some of these perspectives are myths, they have
profound impact on the school life and outcomes of these students.

In Canada, the literature states that the black population on a whole
experiences chronic under-achievement in school (Christensen, 1984; Foster, 1996;
Dei, et al., 1997). Black students are over-represented in social affairs schools,
alternative schools, detentions, and group homes (Christensen, 1984; Torczyner,
1997). As a group, blacks represent one of the minority groups with the highest

dropout rate at the high school level in most provinces, especially here in Quebec
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(Clarke 1997, Dei et al., 1997, Foster, 1996). They are at the lower end of the
social and economical rungs of the ladder in North America (McLaren, 1994,
Kincheloe, 1995; Dei et al., 1997; Clarke, 1997).

Blacks who live in the cities are relegated to what Foster (1996) calls “job
ghettos.” Statistic Canada (1994) indicates that blacks in Canada are employed
disproportionately in low paying, menial jobs in manufacturing, the hotel and tourism
sectors, medical services — such as and nursing assistants, and domestics. A study
conducted by the Ministry of Multiculturalism and Citizenship in Canada (1992),
revealed that the largest job classifications for blacks in Toronto (where 75 percent of
blacks in Canada reside) are clerical at 21 percent, manufacturing at 16 percent and
the service industry had 13 percent. The same study also indicated that blacks living
in that area had an annual salary of twenty-five thousand dollars or less ($25 000). Of
this number, some 23 percent have no wages — resulting from the higher rates of
unemployment among blacks and their reliance on government assistance as their sole
source of income. Of those who find work, 16 percent make between $25 000 and
$49 000 per annum, and less than one percent earns $50 000. Very few of them make
it to management levels, yet fewer still, if any at all make it to the corporate
boardrooms. It should not be a surprise then to learn that black persons earn less
money on an average than the Canadian population as a whole. The average income
for black persons in Canada in 1991 was $20 617. 00, while the average Canadian rate
was 15 percent higher, at $24 000. 00 in the same year (Torczyner, 1997). This

comparison sheds a lot of light on our understanding of the existing economic,
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educational and social disparities among minority groups and the dominant groups in
this society.

The caste-like conditions that impose unequal and unfair distribution of wealth
and power on racial minorities (Berreman, 1972), is clearly demonstrated in a
Statistics Canada report that revealed the socio-economic characteristics of certain
racial/ethnic groups (1986). The report indicated that blacks with university degrees
were in thirteenth place with 19.6 percent of the population. This is directly behind
people from Britain with 19.8 percent of the population earning a degree. Yet in the
rank order of average income in Canada, people of British origin were in fifth place,
while blacks were in nineteenth place. The rank order place that blacks occupied was
the second to last of the twenty groups selected for this study. It is interesting to note
that Portuguese people as a group were placed last on the list in the earning category,
but they were also last in the area of academic achievement with 7.4 percent of the
population earning a university degree.

As a result, some black students are disillusioned about being successful
through education (Whaley and Smyer, 1998). Through observation of their
position in school, parents and members of their community, they have learned at
an early age to distrust public schools and white authority (McLaren, 1994). Ogbu
(1986) advanced the notion that blacks in USA developed folk theories of “making
it” because of their past and present experiences with job ceilings and technocratic
barriers. Making it in this sense does not necessarily involve academic success for
black students, but for them — making it in school is quite elusive. So they employ

personal strategies to foster their own cuitural capital as a means of survival (Ogbu,
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1986). Usually, their cultural capital is incongruent to that of the school, which is
associated with values of the dominant groups in society. The clash of both
cultures usually sets up dissonance in schools and eventually the minority students
drop out or are pushed out.

In researching another minority group, Ryan (1989) explored the practices of
traditional schooling and their effects on Native students from an Innu Community.
From the result of this research, the author contends that the Euro-Canadian
orientation and practices of Canadian schools alienate native students and cause them
to drop out of school.

Wilson (1991) in her research studied students from six Sioux Indian high
schools in Canada. The study focused on the nature of the students’ experiences
during their transition from an elementary school on the reservation to public high
schools. The result of this study indicated that when the students were transferred
from the reservation where they experienced success at the elementary level to the
public high schools, there was a lack of culturally appropriate interfacing with white
teachers. The mechanisms that existed were unsuitable to ease the transition from a
rural to an urban environment. These inappropriate mechanisms created cultural
discontinuities and cognitive ambiguities, which resulted in the underachievement of
most Indians who attend public schools. At the outset of the research there were
twenty-three students involved. Of that number, only five graduated from high school
and none of them went to university. From her study, Wilson (1991) concluded that:
Often, success or failure to learn is related to the acquisition of communication skills,
whose development is anchored in culturally congruent, meaningful social exchanges.

Academic success or failure is more a reflection of the sociocultural system that offers
or denies a child the opportunity for meaningful social intercourse and thus for
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cognitive development than it is an individual attribute. Academic achievement is
fully understandable only in its macrosocial, macroeconomic, and macropolitical
context. Both academic success and failure are socially constructed. (p. 381)

Statistics Canada (1991) reported that Native students cited racism as one of the
primary factors that influenced their decision to drop out of school. Some students
suggest that they were uncomfortable in school because of teasing by other students.
The sense of not belonging to the dominant group also isolated them.

An examination of equity issues regarding the Aboriginal peoples of Canada,
reveals that the education attainment of Aboriginal population is lower than that of
non-Aboriginal population. Compared with non-Aboriginal population, a higher
percentage of Aboriginal population do not complete high school. Among
linguistic minorities, individuals whose mother tongue is other than English or
French (including those whose first language is an Aboriginal language) are less
likely than anglophones and francophones to graduate from high school (Statistics
Canada, 1999).

Therefore, some minority students perceive the functionalist view of upward
mobility through meritocracy in education as a myth. Education, “the great
equalizer,” does not appear to be relevant to those students. King et al. (2001) and
Wilson (1991) noted that minority students are labeled “inferior” and thereby find
that their social, economical and employment opportunities are be very limited. In
Montreal a survey indicated that 18.3 percent of blacks with a Bachelor degree
were unemployed as compared to 6 percent of people who were not black
(Torczyner, 1997). Clarke (1997) states that, “Even university education isn’t a

guarantee for economic and social mobility for minority students. One in six
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(black) persons with a university degree was poor in 1991 in Montreal” (p. 29).
The report also revealed that it is easier for a white high school dropout to find
employment in Montreal than a black university graduate to do so.

From an economic perspective, some researchers posit the notion that the
public school system is closely tied to placement in the labour market (Bowles and
Gintis 1976, Persell 1977; Kantor and Lowe, 1995; Castle, 1993; Howe, 1994;
Kincheloe, 1995). On the issues of equality for minority students, studies such as
those of Manski (1989), Stage (1989), and Bickel and Papagiannis (1988) have
utilized economic models of cost benefit analysis to explain the causes of dropping
out. Stage (1989), and Bickel and Papagiannis (1988) focus on local economic
conditions, arguing that high school students will more likely stay in school and
graduate if there is a good chance of getting employment and improving their
incomes with a completed education. On the other hand, if minority students feel
that local conditions make employment unlikely, regardless of education level, then
it is highly probable that they will leave school prematurely.

These theories provide additional insights into students’ rational and
calculated decision to stay, or leave school. The potential dropouts analyze their
social circumstances while they are still in school and for the most part, think that
they could be better off economically by doing something else (Bickel and
Papagiannis, 1988). But even here, the complex web of social, structural, cultural,
and institutional factors that come in to play are excluded from such an analysis

(Dei et al. 1997). When these factors are considered, the situation appears even
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more mind-boggling. Consequently, some students view dropping out of school an
alternative to staying and “wasting their time” (Deyhle and Swisher, 1997).
However, most students who think that they would be better off economically
and thus leave school prematurely, unfortunately find out later that their
assumptions were false. Similarly, students who drop out because they perceive
staying in school to be a waste of time, usually end up wasting their time outside of
school. They frequently engage in activities that cannot be classified as
“productive” or “worthwhile” when they drop out. So essentially, they do not
beneﬁt from an early school departure. This view can be supported by the research
on dropouts in relationship to drugs (Eggert et al. 2001; Grant et al. 2001); prison
(Duguid and Ray, 1998), poor health (Levin, 1972), underemployment (Conference
Board of Canada, 1992; Grubb, 1999) and undeveloped interests (Callan, 1992).
Furthermore, Bickel and his colleagues (1995) replicated the work mentioned
above, by Bickel and Papagiannis (1988) with a view to remedy methodological
and substantive difficulties. The result of the 1995 research revealed that the
students’ decision-making processes to drop out of school are often “unself-

conscious” and based on imperfect information.

2.3.3 The issue of gender

Children learn to belong to any society or group through a socialization
process. Through this process they learn appropriate behaviours according to the
cultural norms of the society or group to which they belong (Maccoby 1966;

Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974). Lee and Gropper (1974) suggested that males and
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females are socialized differently through child-rearing practices because of
differential expectations in life-style for each gender. When children are taught to
behave in ways that are considered gender appropriate, sex role stereotyping occurs
(Bennett and LeCompte, 1995). Gender socialization process that usually begins in
the home continues in school. Dworkin and Dworkin (1982) stated that the
differential patterns of socialization and treatment in school placed female students
in a position that was very similar to that of poor and disadvantaged minority
groups.

As early as 1951, Hacker examined gender relations and argued that women
should be included in studies that were conducted on minority groups. Critical
researchers (McLaren, 1994; Willis, 1977; Deyhle and Swisher, 1997) called
attention to the importance of examining the issues of gender in the classroom.
These researchers have pointed out that school results are closely related to the
students’ gender and economic station in life, so students are usually encouraged
towards fulfillment of traditional gender roles (Bennett and LeCompte 1995). In
their study, Blau and Duncan (1967) noticed that the educational and
socioeconomic status of fathers tended to be the same as that of their sons. They
concluded that status in society is inherited, rather than achieved. Thus, this
accounts for the inflexible nature of the whole system of class status in capitalist
countries. Blau and Duncan (1967) also suggested that, irrespective of the
interpretations placed on how individuals life chances are determined, there can be
no denying that the process of schooling is linked as closely to the structure of

inequality as it is to having opportunities.
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Female students from the middle and upper classes are perceived as thrifty,
industrious, docile, well-mannered and have the ability to articulate effectively in
the language of the school. Students in this category usually experience a high rate
of school success. However, female students who are poor and are from minority
groups are not only disadvantaged because of their racial/ethnic and economical
status, but they are placed in a subordinate position because of their gender
(McLaren, 1994).

The societal constraints and structural inequalities that are levied on this
group of students were unnoticed for quite some time (McRobbie and Garber,
1980). As such, there exists a paucity of literature on this topic. McLaren (1994)
claims that, “The female in contemporary school culture is often overlooked —
fenced off from the mainstream of sociological writing on youth — which may be
explained in part by the predominance of males in the field of educational study”
(p. 211). Feminist researchers (McRobbie and Garber, 1980) suggest that there is
need for more classroom investigations to be conducted on gender issues with
specific regards to disadvantaged female students.

Public schools transmit and reinforce those ideologies that reflect the prevailing
values of a male-dominated, hierarchical upper and middle class and social structure
(King et al., 2001). The social lives of most female students from disadvantaged
homes have been developed as a distinctive subculture. In schools some students
deliberately resist the female role expectations and patriarchal codes that school tend
to exert on them. With this resistance, conflict usually occurs between the school and

the female (McLaren, 1982). Research on the issue of females in the classroom has
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demonstrated that incidents of violence, sexism and racism among female students in
the classroom are reactions to the economic and cultural dislocation (McLaren, 1982).
These behaviours are also reactions to what is perceived as oppressive experiences of
schooling (Irvine, 1979).

The prevailing ideology that promises school success to any student who works
hard and makes sacrifices, acts as a barrier to prevent “disadvantaged female students
from understanding how they were being fed into a preordained future by the
patriarchal, economic and cultural forces of consumer capitalism” (McLaren,
1994:216). Believing that they are unable to cope in school and that they lack the
intelligence of their upper and middle class counter-parts, many economic and
socially disadvantaged female students give up on school and drop out. However, far
more disadvantaged boys drop out of school than girls do.

Many provinces in Canada are experiencing concern regarding the high dropout
rate of boys. In an article in the Globe and Mail entitled, “Are Schools Failing Boys”
Fine (2001) states that many boys in New Brunswick believe that school holds
nothing for them. On the same topic, Prof. Wilms who carries out research on
international literacy at the University of New Brunswick said, “There is a growing
number of boys who don’t see bright prospects for themselves for the future” (Globe
and Mail, September 5: 1, 2001). The story is the same in British Columbia where 30
percent of boys drop out of high school compared to 20 percent of girls. Across
Canada (e.g. Saskatchewan, Ontario and Quebec) the evidence is mounting that boys

are falling behind girls academically (Statistics Canada, 1996).
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Poole and Lowe (1982) in examining the values of adolescents in relationship
to their schooling reported that gender was a significant determinant in the dropout
issue. The report indicated that female students accept the norms of the school
more readily than male students do. Irvine (1979) advanced the notion of schools
being sites that promote ‘feminine’ values in students. In his study, he suggested
that high school dropouts from ethnic and lower socio-economic backgrounds
tested higher on the masculinity section of a California Psychological Inventory.
In Learning to labour, Willis (1977) points out that male students in England from
working-class background resisted the dominant ideology of the school through
emphasizing and celebrating physical labour and masculinity. They reject school
learning and view it as effeminate. School learning to them is therefore socially
inferior to physical labour and being masculine. Not surprisingly then, nearly all
studies conducted recently indicate that boys have a higher dropout rate than girls
(Violette, 1991; Rumberger, 1983; Poole and Lowe, 1982; Council of Education
Canada, 1999; Statistics Canada, 1999).

A Statistics Canada Report (1999) revealed that there is a wide disparity in
the dropout rate between boys and girls. The report indicated that in Canada 55
percent of the high school dropouts are boys, while 45 percent are girls. In Quebec,
the situation is quite similar. The dropout rate of high school students in Quebec is
the highest in Canada at 35 percent. There is an over-representation of blacks in
this category. Statistics from Centrale de 1'Enseignement du Quebec (the largest
teachers' union in Quebec) show that boys are more at risk of dropping out of high

school than girls. The probability of black boys dropping out of high school in
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Quebec is 42.2 percent as opposed to 28 percent for black girls (1992). Quebec
Education Department officials argue that this gap shows every sign of continuing
to widen as the percentage points for 1975-1976 the spread was 10.5, 1987- 1988 it
was 11.8, and in 1989-1990 (the last year for which figures are available) the
spread was 14.2. This alarming situation has serious implication for poor and
minority students who tend to make up a large percent of the "at risk" groups either
in "special classes” in the regular high schools, or in alternative schools. Henchey
(1992), professor emeritus of educational studies and policy at McGill University

calls it, " A nightmare scenario."

2.3.4 Culture

Crucial to this discourse, is the role of culture as an influential mediator
between dominant structures and everyday life of human agents. This role, as
espoused by Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), adds context and complexity to the
notion that schools only mirror the capitalist structures and logic of society. The
authors claim that schools function with their own formal structures and individual
cultures. They argue that schools, as institutions with such characteristics, are
particularly capable of generating, and maintaining, the ideology of
capitalist/bourgeois interest in society.

Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) and Berstein (1977) identified culture as the
link between schools and the class structure. Berstein (1977) argued that class
structure is embedded in the linguistic practices and the formal school curriculum.

Bernstein’s (1977) studies of differences in social class and linguistic codes suggest
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that inequalities of social class begin with class-based differences in the linguistic
codes of the family. These are in turn, reinforced by the schools. Bourdieu and
Passeron (1977) agree with Berstein’s notion of linguistic codes. They developed
the concept of cultural capital to explain the function of schooling in the
transmission of cultural capital. Bennett and LeCompte (1995) define cultural
capital as including “the general capital background, knowledge and skills passed
from one generation to the next and differs according to the social class
background” (p. 17). It is suggested that some types of cultural capital are more
valuable than others (Bennett and LeCompte, 1995). High culture (that is culture
concerned with the arts, literature and languages, as well as interpersonal skill in
verbal communication, cooperative work arrangements, creative endeavour, and
what might be called middle class manners and behaviour that characterize the
middle and upper classes) is the most highly valued. This type of cultural capital
forms the basis on which schools are built (Bennett and LeCompte, 1995; Sadovnik
et al. 1994).

Since schools embody the values and the ideals of the upper and middle
classes, children who come from those backgrounds will be more familiar with the
linguistic and cultural codes that are used within the school system (Berstein,
1977). Children from lower social class backgrounds who are not familiar with
these codes will have more difficulty understanding the school process. These
students are described as “culturally deprived”, and are judged by teachers to be
less academically able. Such students are usually placed in reading groups for the

“less capable” (Bennett, 1986). By contrast, students whose cultural and linguistic
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competence is congruent with school expectations will be judged to be superior in
their academic performance (Berstein, 1977; Persell, 1977). It seems then that
public schools serve to reinforce the knowledge and competencies already acquired
by middle and upper class children (Oakes, 1985; McLaren, 1994; Rist, 1970;

Kincheloe, 1995).

2.3.5 Poverty as a risk factor

Poverty is closely associated with high rates of school dropouts (McLaren,
1994; Fine, 1991; Gilbert, 2001). “Poverty scars children. It harms their physical
and mental health, their ability to learn, to make friends, to marry. It damages their
self-esteem and undermines their skill at finding and keeping a job in later life”
(The Gazette, Montreal, December 7: B 2, 1998). The plight of poor children in
Canada was brought to the fore in 1985 when the National Council of Welfare
indicated that over four million Canadians lived below the poverty line. The issue
was further emphasized in 1989 when a report revealed that 934 000 or 14.5
percent of all children lived in poverty (Sta';istics Canada, 1989). This caught the
attention of the Canadian Government, and in 1989, the House of Commons
unanimously voted to end child poverty by the year 2000. But, contrary to the
government’s aim the proportion of children living in poverty began to increase in
the early 1990°s. The National Council of Welfare reported that in 1996 there was
a substantial increase in the number of children who were poor in Canada as child
poverty had reached an alarming 20.9 percent. Similar to the recession of the

1980s (Young, 1987), Canadians found themselves in another recession again in
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2002. The increase in child poverty may have been exacerbated by the recession
and the reduction in the availability of social programs such as unemployment
insurance and social assistance that existed at that time (Statistics Canada, 1999).
Needless ;to say that this impacted negatively on the lives of children who are poor.
Consequently, their chances of school success will be reduced (Education
Indicators in Canada, 1999).

Poverty is claimed to be one of the biggest factors to influence any students’
decision to drop out of high school (Human Resources and Labour Canada, 1993).
Many children in Canada are poor — 1.3 million, 18.8 percent of them (Statistics
Canada, 1998). These children have higher rates of emotional and behavioural
disorders, are less likely to perform well in school and many experience a lower
level of acceptance by others. Poverty has such an adverse impact on the lives of
children that the Canadian Government placed it on its agenda in the January 2001
Speech from the Throne. The Speech from the Throne emphasized that the
government plans to, “ensure that no Canadian child suffers the debilitating effects
of poverty by making the elimination of poverty a national project” (2001).

But children in low-income families face a wide range of disadvantages that
can affect their performance in school. The National Council of Welfare suggests:

In the face of clear value for future economic well-being of extended
education, why do poor kids tend to aim lower and drop out first? Why do they
tend to do less well than their mental ability would indicate? The answer is not a
single simple one. What happens to poor kids in school is the result of one factor
after another, none of them alone responsible, but each shifting the odds against
success for a poor kid a little further than the last (1985b: 20).

The issue of single parenting has been presented as one of the disadvantages

of poor children (Young, 1987). Children in single-parent families, most of which
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are headed by women are far more likely to be in low-income situation than are
children in two-parent families (Statistics Canada, 1999). According to the a
National Council of Welfare Report, the fact that women generally earn less than
men creates a significant problem when the mother is the family’s only income
earner. Single income families are more likely to depend on government for social
assistance. Sometimes this is their main source of income and are therefore, more
likely to be affected in changes in government policies that do not work in their
favour. “Four in 10 unattached women (those who live alone or with non-relatives)
are poor. Almost half of unattached Canadians below the age of 25 at last count, as
were 50 percent of the elderly” (National Council of Welfare Report, 1985: 1).
Fully 92 percent of single mothers in Canada under the age of 25 are poor (The
Guazette, Montreal — Editorials, 2000).

According to the article cited above, youth and inexperience in the work
place are seen as other factors that affect the poor. Poverty in Canada and the
United States tends to be the affair of young uneducated and unskilled mothers.
Both in Canada and the United States, single mothers rank as the poorest of the
poor. A Université du Québec a Montréal study examined data from 1991 and
found that single parent families accounted for 71 percent of all Quebec families
receiving welfare. The report indicated that single mothers stayed on welfare the
longest of any group, while a quarter of them had been drawing benefits for 10
years or more.

There is also a relationship between an individual’s socio-economic status

and education (Young, 1987; Education Indicators in Canada, 1999). People from
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low socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to complete high school than those
from high socio-economic backgrounds. In Canada, between 1984 and 1994,
university participation rates increased for persons in all backgrounds, however the
increase was smallest for those in the lowest socio-economic backgrounds
(Education Indicators in Canada, 1999). This of course widened the gap between
the rich and the poor.

The literature has also indicated that poverty is closely linked with minority
groups (Clarke, 1997; Torczyner, 1997). Torczyner’s (1997) study indicated that 40
percent of black children live below the poverty level. Several Canadian studies have
placed emphasis on poverty as a risk factor for putting youngsters in institutional care
(National Council of Welfare, 1985, 1989, 1996; Statistics Canada, 1999). Once in
care, poor children are likely to remain longer than non-poor children (National
Council of Welfare, 1997; Angenent et al., 1991). The probability that a child will
remain in care is more likely when that child has been in care for longer than 18
months (House of Commons, 1984). In fact, a Quebec study of family reunion
showed that some black children and children from other minority groups in care,
may never be reunited with their parents (Comité de la protection de la Jeunesse,
1987:26).

A study was carried out by a Joint Research Committee (1992) to investigate
the issue of over-representation of black children in substitute care and detentions. It
found that although blacks make up approximately 5.8 percent of the total English
speaking population in Montreal, black children were over-represented in the

anglophone youth network by almost 400 percent! The reasons for referral to Social
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Affairs Institutions for substitute care were placed into five major categories:
financial difficulties, abandonment, physical abuse, alleged neglect, and behavioural
problems. The reason that was found to be the most significant by race — was
financial difficulties for blacks. Because minority groups on a whole experience great
financial difficulties they usually are unable to pay for proper supervision of their
children. So their children are frequently left unsupervised by an adult. The
Department of Social Affairs classifies unsupervised youngsters under the age of 16
as being abandoned or neglected. Youngsters who are thus classified are removed
from their homes by the court and are placed in group homes, foster homes, or
residential centres. In describing the youngsters that Batshaw Youth and Family
Centres serve, the Executive Director of Services (1997) writes, “The stress placed on
families due to poverty...reflects itself in our clientele ” (What are the Services and
Who are the Clientele: 4). For all children in this study, abandonment was the reason
most frequently cited for referral to Social Affairs (28.3 percent).

Presently, Canadians are taken to task to address the issue of child poverty. The
House of Commons Annual Report (1998) on child poverty in Canada indicated that,
there is a 60 percent increase in the total population of children living below the
poverty level. This certainly is a wake-up call for all Canadians, for the country will
end up paying a steep price if it fails the estimated one in five children living in
poverty. Those in the field of education should be mindful of the impact poverty has

on learning.
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2.4 OTHER VIEWS OF DROPPING OUT OF HIGH SCHOOL

Lawton (1992, 1994) synthesized the various theoretical positions, models,
and frameworks that attempts to explain “dropping out.” Lawton (1992, 1990)
points out that Finn’s (1989) “frustration/self-esteem” model views dropping out as
a developmental process which usually begins in the earlier grades. Finn’s (1989)
low self-esteem model is consistent with the deficit model that is put forth in
functionalist paradigm which, was discussed earlier. This model suggests that poor
and minority students who do not do well become frustrated early in school. With
time their frustration can result in a lower self-image which eventually leads them
to drop out. Dei, et al., (1997) are critical of this model. They argue that it does
not adequately explain why some students do not do well in school in the first
place. From my perspective, the notion of low self-esteem could be used to blame
students and positions them in the deficit model. In so doing, the high school
dropout phenomenon masks the structural and institutional inequities and
contradictions with which these students have to cope (McLaren, 1994; Dei, et al.
1997). Deyhle and Swisher (1997) suggest that self-esteem may not be a useful
concept for understanding the phenomenon of high school dropout, because it fails
to acknowledge racial, ethnic, and cultural differences, as well as issues of class
and gender.

Deviance has been advanced towards a theory of dropping out of school
(LeCompte and Dworkin 1991). Deviance theory suggests that failing to support
and respect the existing institutional norms, values, ethos, and rules of the school,

students run the risk of being branded deviants. Consequently, these students may
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be denied privileges and rewards that the institutions award well-behaved students
(Sadovnik et al., 1994). With time then, those students who are labeled “deviants,”
internalize the category into which they are placed, and then redefine themselves in
terms of their deviant behaviours (McLaren, 1994, Rist, 1970). As they drift
toward behaviours that offer their own rewards, rather than the institutional
sanctions of the school, their oppositional behaviour acquires some legitimacy of
its own. But because the school system does not tolerate frequent absenteeism,
poor academic performance and truancy, the perpetrators of such behaviours are
eventually “pushed out” of school (McLaren, 1994; Deyhle and Swisher, 1997).
Ray Rist (1970) has documented the adverse effects of self-fulfilling prophecy, and
labeling (1977) on school performance.

Dei et al. (1997) suggest that, the deviance model is particularly relevant for
attracting attention to institutional structures and processes that rationalize school
decisions to “push out” students who are non-conformists. But McLaren (1994)
argues that, when deviance is viewed from a critical perspective, it does not
highlight the problem of how it is constructed in society. This is important if the
connection is to be made between school and its policies, and the wider social
setting in accounting for the school dropouts. This accounting is essential for
understanding the school experiences of students who are at risk of dropping out or
being pushed out of school. The policies of schools towards non-conformists,
towards those who act differently from the mainstream, or even look different, are a

reflection of the social forces of society (Rist, 1970; Oakes, 1985; McLaren, 1994).
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Society expects the school to legitimize certain hegemonic and ideological
practices, while de-legitimizing others (Persell, 1977).

The participation-identification model is a distinct, yet related theoretical
approach to explaining dropping out (J. D. Finn, 1997). This model postulates that
students’ involvement in school activities usually results in their identification and
social attraction to a group. Conversely, the lack of participation results in a lack of
identification (J. D. Finn, 1997). Lawton (1992) also suggests that students will
maximize their likelihood of successfully completing school if each one “maintains
a high level of participation in school-relevant activities” (1992:20). However, Dei
et al. (1997) argue that marginalized students can become isolated from the
mainstream student body because they may feel alienated from the school system
as a whole. Consequently, these students do not participate in any school activity,
so they drop out. From my viewpoint, this model can be used to understand the
impact of marginalization of visible minority students in Eurocentric educational
institutions, but it does not adequately address how and why some students become
marginalized. It also does not account for the reason those students, who identify
with the school system, could still fade out, and eventually drop out (Dei et al.,
1997; Deyhle and Swisher, 1997; Wilson, 1991).

Finn (1997) in his research suggested that involvement in school activities,
and positive school behaviours can increase the chances of school success for at-
risk students. Going to school on time, completing the required course work can
make academic success more attainable for those students considered at-risk, even

if negative influences exist. This study examined the academic achievement of
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minority students who are at high risk of dropping out of school. But some
students’ life experiences and position in society may not be compatible with the
norm. The incompatibility of their home life with that of school personnel sets up
dissonance in the school environment for them. Sometimes they are unable to do
assignments because of disruption in the family. Sometimes other factors beyond
their control rob them of sleep, so they have difficulty with punctuality in school.
Since the school does not tolerate tardiness and other unacceptable behaviours,
these students usually become likely candidates for high school dropouts (Teacher

interviewed for this project).

2.4.1 Learning disability

Lichtenstein’s (1989) study concluded that students with mild physical
disabilities (i.e., hearing, speech or health impairment) contribute to dropout
phenomenon. Students showing any or all signs of these conditions are more likely
to drop out of school than their non-impaired peers. The focus of this study is
aimed at describing the relationship between specific disabilities and the drop out
rate. Curly (1971) argued that dropouts repeat grades five times more often than
graduates. This astounding correlation between grade retention and dropping out
illustrates the extensive damage of early failure to students who perform poorly. In
part, the poor academic performance of some students at risk of dropping out is due
to learning disabilities. The widely recognized problems of the dropout include
difficulties with math, spelling and especially reading (in which the dropout is

usually two years behind). Brown and Paterson (1969) find that some dropouts
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have an inability to memorize and retain information. Unless action is taken to
minimize these weaknesses, these children are most likely to become failures and
consequently dropouts. Unfortunately, teachers often compound the problem by
having unrealistic high expectations for these disadvantaged students although in
most cases the students are denied the necessary help they need. When the
youngsters are unable to meet their teachers’ expectations, their self-images as
failures are augmented. To worsen matters, the potential dropouts are typically
unable to find much needed companionship among teachers (Cervantes, 1965).

The results of numerous qualitative and quantitative studies have been
examined in this chapter and have concluded that there are numerous factors related
to the reason students drop out of high school. These factors are usually associated
with the students' family, school and community (Natriello, 1986; Rumberger,
1987; Weis, Farrar & Petrie, 1989). Although existing research on the cause of
high school dropout is quite extensive, it suffers from several shortcomings, as
most of the work has concentrated on providing reforms from the perspective of
academics, government appointed commissions, social scientists and consultants.
Rarely do the students' concern about school and their perspective of school and
success is addressed. Literature on the subject has suggested that models of
remediation that were adopted from the results of studies that excluded those

students' concerns have so far failed.
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2.5 INVOLVING STUDENTS IN THEIR LEARNING

The prevailing evidence has shown that education reforms to date have been
incongruent with the needs of potential high school dropout students to experience
success in school (Ahlstrom and Havighurst, 1971; C.R. Jeffery and 1. A. Jeffery,
1961). According to Kulka, Mann, and Klingel (1977) congruence between
students and their learning environment is crucial for the achievement of positive
school outcomes. The curriculum reforms in the past have failed, perhaps because
they have excluded important factors in some of the theories, and have adhered
mainly to the functionalist view of education. For example, in Quebec, the
curriculum reforms of the 1970s entitled, The Schools of Québec: Policy Statement
and Plan of Action, also known as the “Orange Paper,” (1977) concentrated on
curriculum, measurement and evaluation, and text-books, with a view to increase
the graduation rate. In 1982, the Conseil supérieur de 1‘éducation published about
ten opinions on pedagogy and content in the elementary and high school sectors of
the public educational system. Again, the primary aim of these changes was to
ensure a decrease in the high school dropout rate. Other reforms were put in place
from government-conducted research and reports. For example, The Parent Report
in 1987-1988, Joining Forces: A Plan of Action on Educational Success (1992),
Learning From the Past (1994), and The Quality of Education: A Challenge for each
Educational Institution (1996-1997).  All these reform programs have failed, and
may continue to fail, because whatever structure, method and curriculum are put in
place could prove to be inadequate unless the students have a direct involvement in

its planning process.
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Farrell (1988) studied at-risk students in an urban setting. The research
concluded that, “any possible solution to the high school dropout problem must entail
programs based on the perceptions of students rather than on educational theory” (p.
4). Fine (1987) conducted an ethnography study based on participant observation.
The findings of that research suggested that both the content of the urban social
setting and the structure of the school actually contributed to the dropout rate. It
also indicated that the students’ experiences in school and their voices of protest

and inquiry were directly and indirectly silenced in schools.
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CHAPTER 3

PUBLIC EDUCATION IN CANADA AND QUEBEC: HISTORY AND
PRESENT

Chapter two has given a literature review, which provides a multitude of
critical lenses to understand the dropout phenomenon in North America, especially
in Canada. To tease out factors that lead to failure in school and student dropout,
we must understand the history and social conditions in which dropout takes place.
This chapter will give an overview of the history and present conditions of
education in Canada and Quebec.

The school dropout phenomenon has plagued Canada from its colonial days
in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. So both the lack of adequate
educational provision for its youngsters and school dropouts are issues that
Canadians have had to wrestle with for centuries (Magnuson, 1992). Canada was
an agricultural society until the 1890s, as such the consequences of dropping out of
school were not as harmful to the individuals and society then as they are today
(Ghosh, 1987). Previously (from colonial days up to the early part of the twentieth
century — about the 1950s), individuals who dropped out of school were not as
stigmatized as they are today. Neither were the dropouts presented with the
numerous problems and complexities of living in a “schooled society” as they are
today (Davis, S. and Guppy, N. 1998).

But with an increased and diverse population, an economic shift from
natural resources to a knowledge-based one, and educational shift from a religious
centered one to a socio-political one, the high rate of students who drop out of high

school now is cause for grave concern to Canadians. The search for answers to this
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Canadian problem has been a long and extensive one. To understand the present
high school dropout dilemma, it is important to briefly examine the Canadian
people and the history of its education system. For the problem appears to be
deeply ingrained in the psyche of the people and by extension - the students.
Therefore, the students are the ones with whom the answers to the dropout problem
rest.

Quebec as a distinct society from the rest of Canada also has its roots in
history and tradition (Henchey and Burgess, 1987). Therefore, many of its
contemporary issues can only be understood in terms of their historical roots. An
historical perspective is essential then, for an understanding of Quebec’s current
educational structures, institutions, policies and problems (Purdy, 1985). This brief
historical review serves to highlight some factors that contributed to inadequate
educational provisions and lack of school retention in Canada and Quebec from its
colonial days to the twenty-first century. We are in the second year of the twenty-
first century and the problem of high school dropout still exists. As such, it

remains a continuation of the early colonial days and not a new problem.
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3.1 A BRIEF HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF EDUCATIONAL
DEVELOPMENT IN CANADA
3.1.1 Education in New France (1600 — 1759)

Education in Canada has its early beginnings as a colony known as New
France. New France existed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries when a
vast territory of North America was under French influence and control
(Magnuson, 1992). Geographically, New France extended from Acadia in the east
to the Mississippi River basin in the west, and from Hudson Bay in the north to
Louisiana in the south. But as a working colony, the population of New France
was concentrated in Canada - the area bordering the St. Lawrence River between
the towns of Quebec and Montreal (Magnuson, 1992).

Historically, the development of a school system in early Canada was less
than successful (Lower, 1958). Magnuson, (1992) stated that “education was an
exceptional activity in New France — that it did not reach out to the majority of the
population” (p. 86). Hence, there was widespread illiteracy in Colonial Canada. It
appears that some of the historical events that took place in early Canada
significantly impacted and undermined the development of education during that
period. From a review of Canadian history, the purpose of education, race and
culture, school structure and content, attitude of parents and students towards
schooling, child-rearing practices and social class and sexism, emerged as some of
the factors that undermined the development of education in early Canada. As

such, these factors are the legacy from the past to the present Canadian education
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system. These factors appear to be closely related to today’s high school dropout
problem.

The purpose of education is significantly different today than it was in the
period of colonial Canada. The primary purpose of education in seventeenth
century Canada was the transmission of religion and European culture to the Native
peoples of Canada (Purdy, 1985). Roman Catholic missionaries came to the new
colony from France with the sole purpose of Christianizing and acculturating the
Indians (Magnuson, 1992). For this purpose, education was used as an important
tool in the evangelization and Frenchification campaign (Wade, 1964). For the
missionaries believed that religious conversion was best secured when preceded
and underscored by instruction in Christian doctrine and rituals (Magnuson, 1992).
This view was pervasive throughout Canada until the period of modernization in
the 1960s. “Information without religion is a positive evil,” declared the Right
Reverend John Strachan (1840) the Church of England’s first bishop of Toronto
(cited in Social change and education in Canada, p. 79).

With a view to encourage the Indians to lead a more sedentary life-style than
the nomadic one they led, learning was also provided on Indian reserves
(habitations provided by the French). The intent of this educational plan was to
curb the roving instincts of the Indians in order to make them easier targets for
conversion (Magnuson, 1992). In essence, the schools of New France were centres
for moral and religious formation rather than places of mental learning (Eccles,

1987).
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The education aims, curricula, pedagogy and instructional materials did not
meet the needs or interests of the Indians (Battiste, 1986). The Indians were not in
any way involved in planning their education, so their needs and interests were
carelessly ignored (Purdy, 1987). Consequently, the system of education that was
built on religious conversion and French acculturation failed (Magnuson, 1992).
The Indians rejected the missionaries’ efforts to teach and acculturate them so they
dropped out of the school programs that were provided for them.

Another factor that militated against this educational venture in early Canada
was the child-rearing practices of the Indians (Lower, 1977). The Indians held
great affection for their children and as such, they were reluctant to allow their
children to leave home for the purpose of attending pensionnat or boarding schools
(Magnuson. 1980). So the students would eventually drop out of these schools too.

The Indians’ life-style of hunting and fishing was incongruent with the
demands of a sedentary way of life that was necessary for the formal schooling that
the missionaries introduced (Wade, 1964). This also resulted in the failure of the
Indian children and adults to attend the schools that were instituted by the
missionaries. So the purpose of the education and difference in race and culture,
were unfavourable to the Indians and led to the failure of their interest in formal
learning (Eccles, 1987). To date, the Canadian school system has not been able to
attract and maintain Indian students. As an ethnic group, Indians and Inuit
represent the groups with the highest dropout rate in Canada and are the least

literate (Douglas, 1987; Statistics Canada, 1999). McCorriston (1999) suggests
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that, “low literacy is a big problem among Winnipeg’s Native population of 60 000
as about two-thirds of the adults have not completed high school” (p. 6).

As a result of the missionaries’ failure to attract and maintain the Indians’
interest in Christianity and the French culture, they turned their attention to the
education of the children of French settlers in the latter part of the eighteenth
century (Wade, 1964). The organization and administration of education were left
in the hands of the church. At that time education was not structured, nor was it yet
an instrument of national policy (Battiste, 1986). The modern view that the social
and economic “health” of a nation is inextricably linked to education was an alien
concept during the age of New France (Livingstone and Hart, 19987). The theory
of human capital (Shultz and Erickson, 1982) had not yet been developed. There
was no ministry of education or similar administrative body to manage learning at
the central level, nor were there any school boards at the local level. There was no
one person or body outside of the church to whom education was entrusted (Purdy,
1987). The educational structure was loose and schooling was conducted in
buildings where available; while the more affluent parents hired lay teachers or
tutors from France for the purpose of home schooling their children (Henchey and
Burgess, 1987). The schools did not come together as a cohesive system as it is
today.

Viewed in institutional terms, New France consisted of a loose collection of mostly
elementary schools called petites écoles in and around the towns of Quebec,
Montreal and Trois-Riviéres. Supplementing and building on the elementary

schools were a college run by the Jesuits in Quebec, several vocational schools and
two seminaries. (Magnuson, 1992: 70)
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Since the teachers who worked in colonial Canada were imported from
France, it followed that classroom methods resembled that of the mother country
(Wilson et al., 1970). As in the mother country, New France’s teachers employed
drill and memorization as the choice method of teaching. Teachers in France saw
children as society saw them - dependent beings whose duty it was to respond to
adult commands and values, therefore students were not allowed to explore
learning materials independently (Wade, 1964). To this day, some teachers still
view students “as empty vessels to be filled” and continue to deny students of their
input and involvement in their learning (Woods, 1983). Physical punishment was
also used as a method of teaching. Children who failed to manifest the proper
interest in their studies, or who misbehaved were routinely punished often
physically and sometimes severely (Magnuson, 1992).

Corporal punishment continued in Canadian schools well into the later part of
the twentieth century (Wade, 1964). Formerly, students who did not understand
schoolwork and could not successfully complete assignments stayed away from
school rather than attend and be physically punished (Moir, 1967). Some would
eventually drop out when interest began to wane. Although corporal punishment is
no longer administered in Canadian schools, students are still punished for
incomplete assignments with such methods as detentions or being deprived of
activities they enjoy. Needless to say, after a while some students get discouraged
and stay away from school permanently before they finish the program.

The relationship between teachers and their students in New France was

also very similar to that of France (Magnuson, 1992). Teachers took their lead
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from society thereby relating to their students in a most distant and formal manner
(Henchey and Burgess, 1987). Woods (1983) paints a grim picture of the
relationship between students and their teachers, whereby the teachers’ task was to
“civilize” the masses. As such, the emphasis was placed on teacher control of
his/her students (Woods, 1983). Therefore, this situation did not allow for easy
communication between teachers and their students. As a result, students’
questions and independent input into classroom activities were less than
appreciated by their teachers (Postman, 1995). From an interactionist’ perspective,
Woods (1983) argue that students place great importance on the relationship
between their teachers and themselves. At the centre of interactionism is the notion
of people as constructors of their own actions and meaning (Mead, 1934; Blumer,
1976). The students construe their teachers’ continuous actions of aloofness and
control as unkindness. The interactionist perceives the interpretation of the other’s
action that counts as far as outcomes are concerned. Therefore people’s own
thoughts and evaluations become the reality of other’s action (Woods, 1983).
When the relationship is distant, students perceive their teachers as being uncaring
and unkind. Poor relationships between teachers and students are some of the
problems that existed in colonial Canada and they still do today (Magnuson, 1992).
These problems tend to foster school disenchantment and encourage students to
dropout (Wayman, 2002).

Like the teachers, the educational aims, curricula, pedagogy and instructional
materials of the schools were imported from France. As such, the petites écoles of

early Canada did what elementary schools in the mother country did — that is to
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teach children to read, write, count and know God (Magnuson, 1992). On the scale
of priorities the last was the highest, for the cultivation of piety took precedence
over the learning of letters. But these did not satisfy the educational needs of
frontier dwellers in early Canada. The foreign teachers, curricula and content were
not relevant to the needs of the early student population in Canada (Purdy, 1987).
Remedy for these problems were not addressed until late twentieth century when
the Canadian Studies Foundation (1970 — 1985) mandated schools in Canada to
develop and distribute learning materials and teaching strategies related to
Canadian studies. The Foundation also suggested that teachers should be
encouraged to use Canadian education materials and to teach their students about
Canada. This is another area in which the educational development in early Canada
failed, for the major focus was placed on the imported culture of France which did
not take into consideration the identity of the new Canadians (Livingstone and
Hart, 1987).

The lack of an organized body that was responsible for education and
irrelevant or inadequate content were factors that militated against the successful
development of education, to meet the needs of the student population in early
Canada. The schools were not regulated and as such, they were unevenly dispersed
between boys and girls, urban and rural centres (Purdy, 1987). There were more
schools in the urban centres while in some rural areas no school existed at all
(Magnuson, 1992). These factors appear to have had a substantial negative impact
on many children in the colony. For the most part, they grew up without any

experience in formal learning. Today, schools in the rural areas of Quebec suffer
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from a high rate of students leaving prematurely because of lack of public
transportation (Lampert, 2002).

Inaccessibility of educational facilities in the rural parts of Quebec continued
to be a problem until the period of the Quiet Revolution in the 1960’s (Henchey
and Burgess, 1987). (The Quiet Revolution — a general period of reform in
Quebec’s history will be discussed later in this section of the paper). By its very
nature this situation significantly contributes to inequality of access which
inevitably leads to unequal education outcomes for rural students. According to
Lévesque (1979) equality of access to formal educational structures and services
means that all individuals, regardless of sex, race, religion or social class should
have equal opportunity of access to education. The school expansion of the Quiet
Revolution in Quebec failed to address suitable programs for all students (Henchey
and Burgess, 1987). Although inaccessibility of appropriate school programs for a
number of students is still a problem, and the dropout phenomenon is such a
troubling issue now, the Quebec Government disagrees with the view of lack of
appropriate programs in schools. Consequently, the government has shifted the
focus of the present curriculum on pedagogy from access to schooling to success in
school. This paradigm shift is done with an aim to improve the high school
retention rate (Ministére de 1’Education, 1997). This appears to be somewhat
shortsighted as school success to a large extent does depend on access to suitable
programs (McLaren, 1994; Dei et al., 1997; Deyhle and Swisher, 1997).

Another factor that influenced the dropout phenomenon in early Canada is

the attitude of the new Canadians towards formal learning (Battiste, 1986). For as
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the population of the colony grew with more inhabitants born in Canada than in
France, different values and priorities developed (Purdy, (1985). These settlers
were for the most part unlettered and they perceived formal learning as having little
or no value to them at that time. Collectively, the adults in the society exerted
deliberate efforts to sabotage formal learning and to shape the next generation as
they saw fit (Livingstone and Hart, 1987). Michael Apple (1983) argues that
tensions within the larger society effect “the content of the curricula, its form (or
how it is organized), and the process of decision making shapes it” (p. 322). This
appears to have been the situation in early Canada. The new Canadians were land-
clearers, farmers, fishermen and hunters. Parkman (1963) describes their attitude
towards formal learning very well by saying, “As for the inhabitants, the forest,
lake and river were his true school; and here, at least, he was an apt student ” (cited
in Roy, Inventoire des ordonnances des intentants de la Nouvelle France, 2: 11).
The habitants (as the new Canadians were called) had more pressing concerns than
learning to read and write. “The written word held less attraction for the
Canadians, who preferred the active life of the frontier” (Magnuson, 1992: 1). The
major concern of the settlers was wresting a living from the rough and hostile land.
“The time and place demanded strong bodies and stout heart, and the acquisition of
learning offered little protection against a bad harvest (Magnuson, 1992: 93).

The habitants’ preference for the carefree and active live of the frontier to
formal learning, a dispersed population, and an absence of villages and village life,
all impacted on the child-rearing practices of that period (Wade, 1964). The

children of early Canadian society enjoyed a greater amount of freedom and
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individual recognition than did their counterpart in France because their parents
were indulgent (Lower, 1953). The eighteenth century intendant in New France,
Jacque Raudot suggested that their educational institution should counteract the
influences of the rural parents. He accused the colonial settlers of failing to
demand respect from their children, or discipline them. The following is his view
of the settlers’ child-rearing practices:

The inhabitants of this land had never had an education. Because of the weakness
that comes from an insane love that their fathers and mothers have for them in their
infancy, in the manner of the savages, they are not corrected and their character is
not formed. (ANQ, Greffe of Gilles Rageot, April 18, 1674)

As a result of the permissive child-rearing practices employed by members of
the frontier society, their children were not encouraged to attend school. “Children
were being reared in complete freedom and idleness by their parents” (cited in Tétu
and Gagnon, Mandements, 547 — 9). This attitude can be a contributing factor to
the lack of interest some students - especially boys, now show in reading and who
eventually drop out of school. A Canadian Education Association sponsored
Gallup Poll (1984) asked the respondents how important schools were to “one’s
future success” (cited in Flower, 1984: 10). The resuit of the poll revealed that 79
percent of the nation thought that schools were extremely important, except for
Quebec. Quebec’s result was below the national average. Wagner (1985) pointed
out that the French population in Canada has the highest proportion of illiterates,
while Statistics Canada (1999) indicated that the highest dropout rates in Quebec

are within the French schools. In colonial Canada, the authorities reported to

France that the habitants’ children did not take naturally to learning. Pierre
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Boucher, governor of Trois-Riviéres said, “It is difficult to captivate them with
studies ” (cited in Magnuson, 1992: 78).

Economic factors impacted on schooling then as it does today (Ghosh, 1996;

Porter, 1979). Children who lived in the towns and whose parents were wealthy
were far more privileged to formal education than children of poor parents in the
rural areas (Purdy, 1985). There were more schools in the urban centres and the
wealthier citizens could afford to hire private tutors for their children. But
economically disadvantaged parents (especially those in rural areas) required the
cooperation of their children as contributors to the well being of the family (Lower,
1956; Porter, Porter and Blishen, 1982). So the frontier society of early Canada
resisted bringing up their children as rigidly as their French counterparts (Wade,
1964). The children were needed to help with large families, chores on the farm
and were put to work at an early age (Lampert, 2002). The result of a permissive
form of child-rearing pattern and harsh economic realities may certainly have been
contributing factors to the children’s resistance to formal learning and a learning
culture (Magnuson, 1992). With regards to the attitude of parents towards schools,
Livingstone and Hart (1987) have postulated that:
Public attitudes are not necessarily reflected by prevailing educational ideologies.
While this is true in ideological uncertainty, the lived experiences of some people
may frequently be so at odds with the dominant ideological claims as to elicit either
opposed or contradictory expressions of attitudes. (p. 4)

It is quite safe to say that a “non-learning culture” impacts negatively on the
notion of life long learning, which is emphasized in today’s society (Ghosh, 1987).
The Canadian Government expressed its concern regarding a ‘“non-learning

culture” as a societal problem that contributes to the dropout phenomenon.
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Consequently, in a draft discussion paper entitled: Learning well... Living well, it
states:

Numerous studies have demonstrated that successful students usually come from
homes and cultures where high values are placed on educational achievement...
Somehow, we must develop in Canada a learning culture in which the values of
education are prized for their cultural benefits and also for their impact on
individual incomes and national prosperity. (1990: S —4)

The issue of sexism in public schools today is also deeply rooted in the
history of the educational development of Canadian schools (Ghosh, 1996). The
distinction between the genders lay in the differentiation of sex roles in early
Canada (O’Brien, 1987). In the society then, the children went to work with their
parents along gender lines. The boys went to work with their fathers, while the
girls worked with their mothers to help with the demanding tasks of everyday life
(Magnuson, 1992). Although in their respective schools both sexes studied much
of the same subject matter in — reading, writing, counting and religion - girls
learning was less academic, more practical and more religious in emphasis (Purdy,
1987). Girls were instructed in the arts of cooking, sewing and weaving. Hence,
the rearing and education of girls was geared towards preparing them for the duties
of motherhood and household management, an idea that maintained its validity in
Canadian schools (O’Brien, 1987). In general, the rule on the issue of gender was
that the domain of the male was the world outside the home, and that of the female
was inside the home. So boys learned the art of fishing, farming, furniture making,
carpentry and animal husbandry.

Gender bias is another part of the sexist equation that resulted from the

development of education in colonial Canada. For girls, even those from
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distinguished families, rarely continued their education beyond adolescence. An
elementary education was deemed enough to equip them with sufficient knowledge
to receive first communion and assume some adult responsibilities. Magnuson
(1992) states that:

In some boys school Latin was taught to those aspiring to continuing their
education in the Jesuit College. Latin was not offered to girls; it was dismissed as
intellectually presumptuous and unnecessary, since there was no secondary school
to which they could go. (p. 76)

Uncovering sexism in education has been a major task of the women’s
movement in the last part of the twentieth century (O’Brien, 1987).  Today,
education institutions are seen as powerful mechanisms in the conservation of male
power and reproduction of masculine ideology (McLaren, 1994; Ghosh, 1996;
O’Brien 1987; Bennett and LeCompte, 1995).

The issue of social status and learning were deeply entrenched in the
development of education in early Canada (Lessard, 1987). Having an education or
simply being literate in early Canada varied according to one’s place of residence,
gender and socio-economic status. “It is indisputable that literacy was universal
among the colony’s administrative and professional classes, many of whose
members had been born and educated in France and were stationed in the towns”
(Magnuson, 1992: 103).

Lower (1958) points out that the members of the colony’s administrative staff
and the professionals were educated. These educated people were members of the
ruling elite. This elite group included the governor, the attendant, the bishop, the

attorney general and the councilors. Below this group were the lower clergy,

judges, military officers, seigneurs, and host of lesser law and administrative
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officers such as notaries, clerks of the court who also had some formal education.
At the end of the socio-economic scale were the common people who were usually
unable to read or write. In describing the situation after the British conquest in
1760, General Murray wrote that the inhabitants “are in general extremely
ignorant” (Shortt and Doughty, Documents Relating to the Constitutional History
of Canada 1759 — 1791: 79).

The members of the ruling elite classes mostly lived in the towns because in
these centres were the seats of political, commercial and social life. Those who
resided and worked in the urban centres were ruled by the written word.
Consequently, in eighteenth century Canada, a much greater number of the
population that lived in the towns knew how to read and write than those in the
country. At the centre of rural life in Canada was the habitant, or farmer, who had
no need for pens, pencil and paper. So as one left Quebec and Montreal, a different
way of life asserted itself where a land-based economy paid deference to strong
bodies over fine minds. The spoken word also took precedence over the written
word in the country areas. From the earliest days of the colony the towns
maintained boys’ and girls® schools that were well attended. On the other hand,
few rural areas had a school or a teacher (Wade, 1964).

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in Quebec, there was a strong
correlation between social class and the number and types of books that people
owned (Wade, 1964). The members of the ruling and professional classes had
more books in their possession. The collection of their books reflected a broad

range of interests, from religion, law and history to the arts and sciences. In
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contrast, the lower classes had far fewer books in their possession. However, the
books that the lower classes possessed were invariably of a religious nature, which
suggests that reading was an affair of the elite (Magnuson, 1992). Even today in
Quebec, people who are illiterate and can’t afford books consider them to be a
luxury. The director for the Centre of Literacy in Quebec commented on this issue
as she said:

It may seem odd, in a wealthy society so many people consider books a luxury and
never have the funds to buy them — A society where we are so hooked on
cyberspace, there are so many people clamouring for books and regarding them as a
privilege. (Shohet, 2003: A7)

Today, much credence is given to the impact of one’s socio-economic status
on learning in school and school success. As such, some sociologists in education
have examined the issue of high school dropout by focusing on the social and
economic status of the students’ parents (Persell, 1977; McLaren, 1994; Bennett
and LeCompte, 1995). The relationship between school success and the socio-
economic status of the students’ parents were explored in the literature review in
Chapter two of this thesis. The substance of that discussion is embodied in the
sociological belief of conflict, critical and interpretive theorists that the social and

economic status of the students’ parents are intricately intertwined with school

outcomes.

3.1.2 Education in Contemporary Canada and Quebec (1760 — 2000)
The British conquest of the French in Quebec in 1760 had profound impact
on the educational development of the young colony (Wade, 1964). The position

of the French Canadians were desperate because they were separated from the
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mother country on whom they were utterly dependent. France had supplied rulers,
missionaries, educators, ideas and books to the new colony but now the British
conquest had completely isolated the settlers. In this situation the Roman Catholic
Church - being the only French institution in the colony, assumed further
responsible for providing social and educational services for the habitant (Lower,
1977). As such, the Roman Catholic Church was the unchallenged authority of
education in Quebec then (Magnuson, 1992).

In the nineteenth century - during the years following the British conquest,
the Roman Catholic Church faced a competitor and rival with its work in Lower
Canada (as Quebec was then called). The Protestant Church of the British
conquerors had vested interest in the institutions for social and educational
development in Quebec — thus came about a dualism in education between
Catholicism and Protestantism. This dualism has characterized the education
system of Quebec to the late 20" century (Henchey and Burgess, 1987; Purdy,
1987).

Some attempts were made to combine the two groups to form a centralized
system (Purdy, 1987). Purdy (1987) points out that a centralized system was
proposed because there was a desire to build a cohesive society in which all citizens
would share a common set of values, attitudes and institutions. But these various
attempts failed because the Roman Catholics who had started their educational
ventures to assimilate the Indians now feared that they would be assimilated and
controlled by the English-speaking Protestants. Therefore, the Roman Catholic

Church resisted all efforts to have a unified school system. It became virtually
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impossible to devise a workable educational solution for the unification of the
religious, linguistic and cultural divide that existed in Upper and Lower Canada.
School laws that were proposed were usually suitable for one province but not for
the other.

However, following a crisis of the 1830’s, Quebec was united with Upper
Canada (as Ontario was then called) in 1841 (Moir, 1967). Then an Education
Act was designed in 1845 to serve the two - but distinctly different parts of
Canada. The structures of this law formed the basis of the British North America
Act in 1867 — where many of its provisions are still in use today (Purdy, 1987).
The British North America Act and its relation to education in Canada today will
be discussed later this chapter.

Henchey and Burgess (1987) noted that in Canada, the Catholic and the
Protestant school organizations for the most part acted independently of each other
structurally. One of the major differences in structure was that the Protestant
system provided secondary education in public schools. Contrary to the
Protestants’ position, secondary education in the Catholic system was almost
exclusively provided by the private sector. The clergy and religious orders in the
classical colleges were the primary operators of these private schools.

This situation existed in Quebec until the period of the Quiet Revolution in
the 1960’s. Needless to say, the poor children of French farmers (who were the
majority of the Quebec population) were unable to afford schooling at the
secondary level. Consequently, the issue of inaccessibility to schooling facilities

continued to be problematic for many children in Quebec. However, in Ontario the
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situation was reversed because Protestants were in charge of education in that
province. Secondary schooling was public for a largely Protestant population
(Purdy, 1987). Therefore, accessibility of education in Ontario was not an issue.

To supplement their public and primary schools, the future Canadian
provinces began opening tax-supported high schools as early as the 1850s. During
that period slaves from the South found refuge in Ontario. Unlike the habitant in
Quebec who lived nomadic lives, the former slaves built communities and
clamoured to have schools for their children (Hill, 1981). Immigrant farmers from
Europe also advocated for schools, so education was made available to boys and
girls alike (Lower, 1977).

But the attitude of born Canadians towards education continued to be
ambivalent (Wade, 1964). Most were satisfied if their children learned rudimentary
reading, writing and arithmetic. This was regarded as only natural, since their
labour was still only needed to sustain their families in a society of scrub farms,
lumber camps, fishing villages, and basic small towns. With an economy based on
natural resources, Canada remained essentially a frontier society until well into the
twentieth century (Ghosh 1996). It gradually became industrialized, but the old
fashioned view of school prevailed (Lower, 1958). As recently as the 1950°s -
when Canada moved into the period of modernity, well over half the men in the
Canadian labour force had never gone beyond elementary school (Purdy, 1987).
Only a third had attended high school and lower than 10 percent had gone to a

college or university (Lower, 1977). The educational shortcomings at the time
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appeared to have been masked because up to the 1960’s immigrants were used to
fill much of the need for skilled and professional workers (Porter, 1979).

The structure of education in Canada now boasts a cohesive school system.
From the early nineteenth century there was a paradigm shift from schooling for
religious conversion to schooling for social and economic purposes (Ghosh, 1996).
Yet many Canadians were getting along very well without completing their high
school studies (Lower, 1977). On a personal level, it was still possible for bright
young people who had dropped out of school to live a prosperous life. Although
voices were raised in calling attention to this problem (For example, Neatby, 1953),
the calls were generally ignored. Canadians were able to learn on the job from
older colleagues in a formal or informal apprenticeship (Davis and Guppy, 1998).
At that time, a clear line was drawn between training and education. A person did
not have to acquire a lot of formal education or school learning to be trained
(Lower, 1977). Even when more sophisticated equipment and techniques were
introduced in the period of the industrial revolution, the worker could be taught to
use them with a minimum amount of formal instruction or written material. Few
imagined that their jobs might one day become obsolete, and that an educational
background would be the prerequisite for retraining to do something new (Lower,
1977). Clearly, by the 1960°s there existed a need for at least a high school
diploma for entry into the workforce and for academic self-actualization, but this
did not stop students from dropping out of high school at an alarming rate (Davis

and Guppy, 1998).
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The Canadian sociologist John Porter (1967) again raised the alarm of the
technical, scientific and social problems that can exist in a highly advanced
industﬁal society if that society does not utilize its human resources to the
maximum. Thereby he advocated the human capital theory. Human capital theory
advanced the notion of education as a social investment, rather than simply an
agent for personal development (Schultz, 1961). With the advent of advanced
technology, workers at all levels are required to work more with words and
numbers than with physical objects and often to understand the intellectual
concepts behind the tasks that they are performing. Therefore, for the economic
good of society it is perceived to be of paramount importance for students to stay in
school and complete their programs (Schultz, 1961).

During the 1960s and 1970s, many research studies were done in Canada and
USA to examine the problem of the high school dropout rate (Bélanger, 1970;
Cervantes, 1965; Coleman, 1966; Hicks, 1969; Bachman, 1972; Kaplan and Luck,
1977). In Quebec Bélanger’s studies of dropouts in the early sixties indicated that:
The most favoured children from the point of view of staying in school, were those
who lived in urban area, who had limited numbers of brothers and sisters, and
whose fathers were professionals drawing salaries which permitted them to have
large well-furnished dwellings, and whose mothers were at home. The least
favoured children of the province were the children of farmers of little education, in
areas of low farm income, and with large families. (Cited in Porter, 1965:88)

Other studies confirmed the findings of Bélanger’s work which revealed
studies that the public school system appeared to have little impact and influence
on the less privileged social classes both in terms of access to educational services

and positive results (Lessard, 1987). Within this context the theory of reproduction

(Which views schools as agencies reproducing existing social classes and basic
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social hierarchies) was developed (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). Consequently,
education reforms were instituted at that time. Emphasis was placed on
compensatory education with a view to remedying the ills of the public school
system that was built on middle class values (Lessard, 1987). The primary
objective of compensatory education was to enable children from low socio-
economic status to obtain educational performances comparable to that of children
from middle and upper classes (Coleman, 1966). Child-centered education was
also emphasized to promote confidence in children (Hall-Dennis, 1968).

As mentioned above, the reforms of 1960°s in Quebec are generally referred
to as the Quiet Revolution. This revolution affected virtually every aspect of
Quebec’s society which brought “it more in line with the realities of a modern
industrial state” (Henchey and Burgess, 1987: 27). The theory of modernization
that emerged in the 1950s continued to regard change in Canada and Quebec as a
dramatic and complex shift from traditional to a modern state. As such, emphasis
was placed on modern attitude and values. To achieve this, education and the
process of socialization were viewed as significant in developing values that were
conducive to modernization (Porter, 1965). During that period in Quebec, its
education system also underwent major reforms. These reforms were aimed at
offering Quebecers a chance to improve their lives by becoming better-educated
(Parent Reports, 1966). Reports show that some measure of success was achieved
(Henchey and Burgess, 1987). Henchey and Burgess noted that through the reform
efforts of the time, the system was modernized and made more democratic; and that

free education was made to all children irrespective of their economic or social
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background. They argued that the reform was one of expansion (especially — in the
rural areas) that was necessary in part to accommodate the postwar baby boom.

Although these measures of expansions and curricula changes that were put
together by governments remedied serious deficiencies in the education system to a
certain extent, inherent in them were causes of future problems. Some of the
problems highlighted, were the impersonal nature of large schools (this is in
contrast to small local schools where virtually everyone was known to each other in
the rural areas), the system of electives, options, subject promotion, streaming or
tracking, and teacher expectation (Henchey and Burgess, 1987).

At the close of the 1970s and into the 1980s, the general public was

disenchanted with the education system that existed in Quebec and throughout
Canada (Illich, 1970; Holt, 1970; Lind, 1972, Weisler, 1972). People continued to
be very critical of the system. This led the Minister of Education in Quebec, Mr.
Jacques-Yves Morin, in 1977 to state:
Over the past fifteen years the population has resolutely attempted to improve its
schools. Considerable sums of money have been devoted to the opening of the
education system to the greatest number of pupils, particularly at the secondary
level. Quebecers wanted to modernize both programs and methods so that young
people may be better prepared for life in contemporary society. Why do all these
efforts appear to have achieved so few results? (Green Paper, p. 9)

As a response to the various criticisms that were levied at the school system,
efforts were again made to confront the dropout problem and improve the school
situation throughout Canada. The Quebec Minister of Education (1977) responded
to the mounting criticisms by releasing a Green Paper entitled, Primary and

secondary education in Quebec. The intent of the Green Paper was to provide

discussion on the pedagogical and administrative problems that faced the school
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system rather than offer solutions. Results of the consultative process were
presented in a policy statement entitled, Schools of Quebec: Policy statement and
Plan of Action (1979).

The proposals contained in the Plan of Action (1979) were concerned with
the improvement of pedagogy, as well as the organization and structures of schools.
To this end, more high school students would be encouraged to complete the
program. From this Policy Statement, numerous plans including: parent
involvement, new courses of study, new teaching guides throughout the curriculum
and more precise criteria for evaluation for school-leaving certification were
implemented throughout the 1980s. In addition, streaming of students into
different courses was to be abolished, and children with learning or physical
disabilities were to be integrated (mainstreamed) into regular classes as much as
possible. However, the matter of students’ involvement in their learning was never
addressed in all these reform measures.

While in Ontario, Radwanski (1987) was mandated “to identify and
recommend ways of ensuring that Ontario’s education is, and is perceived to be
fully relevant to the needs of young people, and to the realities of the labour market
they are preparing to enter with particular emphasis on the dropout issue” (p. ii).
The results of that investigation was labeled the Radwanski Report (1987). The
report advocated the adoption of a traditional form of common-core curriculum
predicated on mastery learning principles. It also suggested that the Ontario
Ministry of Education should take responsibility for the prescription of the

curriculum content. The Ministry would also administer a new standardized
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province-wide testing program. The spiral curriculum - in use at the time - would
be purged from all elementary schools and the credit system would be abolished in
high schools. Only a limited number of optional courses would be retained in the
highest grades. Like Quebec, streaming would be abolished.

The provision of what Radwanski views as a solid, sensible and sequential
curriculum could itself, he argued, help to reduce the incidence of the high school
dropout by restoring coherence, purpose and of course, relevance to the high
schools. Nonetheless, he urged that the dropout problem be directly addressed
through programs designed to monitor the progress and situation of individual high
school students together with much improved systems of counseling and
mentoring. Here again, the Radwanski Report (1987) offered some worthwhile
suggestions, but still omitted any demonstration of student’s involvement in their
learning.

Other provinces had their share of problems too and introduced plans of
action to reduce the high school dropout rate (Lessard, 1987). However, the plans
that were implemented in Quebec and the other provinces were unsuitable to meet
the needs of a large percentage of high school students (Coleman and LaRocque,
1987). So in the late 1980s, the federal government and the provincial authorities
were frustrated with the failures of the school systems and their inability to reduce
the rate of the high school dropouts (Canadian Chamber of Commerce, 1989).

In 1989, the Prime Minister of Canada — Mr. Brian Mulroney, expressed the
notion that there was a need for a comprehensive review of the education system in

Canada (Chamber of Commerce, 1989). As a response to this dilemma, all ten
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provinces and two territories (that existed at that time) appointed committees or
commissions to review curriculum and teaching methods of elementary and high
schools under their jurisdiction. Pennell (1993) argued that while the findings of
the various task forces were conflicting in many areas, there was a consensus on
one important factor. The consensus centered on the factor that - too many high
school students are either drifting through schools without being able to read or
write properly, or they are dropping out of high school. From the review, Statistics
Canada (1990) indicated that the average dropout rate across the country was 29
percent. Alberta, British Columbia, Ontario and Quebec had the highest dropout
rate between 35 and 36 percent.

The priorities expressed in the policies and goals of the Department of
Education of each province were to reduce the dropout rate in high schools. Again,
various reforms were launched nation-wide in the early 1990s to combat this
problem. In this reform venture, some provinces chose to concentrate their efforts
on “back to basics” while others chose to focus on the more liberal child-centered
educational polices. Despite the national and provincial efforts to stem the tide of
the students leaving school prematurely, no effective remedy was found as is
evidenced by the consistent problem of high rates of school dropouts.

In 1992, the schools of Quebec again became the object of concern as the
high school dropout rate was among the highest at 35 percent in Canada. This
prompted Mr. Pagé (the minister of education in Quebec then) to say:

Concern over the prospect of our youth has been heard from many different

quarters. We share this concern and will make every effort to adopt innovative,
dynamic measures which we hope will keep students in school. (1992: 1)
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In a response to this concern, Mr. Pagé published a Plan of action on
educational success in 1992, and submitted a budget of 42 million dollars
earmarked for measures to be implemented in the Plan’s first year towards
increasing high school graduation rate to 80 percent in five years. Unfortunately,
this Plan of action failed too. Two years after its implementation, the rate of

students dropping out of Quebec schools rose to 40 percent.

3.1.3 High school dropout phenomenon: Sounding the alarm today

The high school drop out phenomenon continues to alarm people from
various sectors of the population. For example, community leaders, members of
the business community, educators, parents and provincial governments have all
expressed their concern regarding the high school dropout problem. This has led
Anderson (1991) to state that although Canada spent 6.8 percent of Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) on education (one of the highest in the industrialized world —
second only to Sweden), solving the problem of high school dropout is a major
failure of the Canadian educational system. As reported in the Education Indicators
(1994) a substantial increase was made on education expenditure then. The
Canadian expenditure on education was increased to 8.1 percent of its GDP with
the primary intent to increase the high school graduation rate from 65 percent to 80
percent by 1997. In actual cost, Canada spends almost $59 billion on education
and more than $36 billion of that total go towards elementary and secondary
education (Education Indicators, 1999). Needless to say, the interventions that
were put in place with that money were certainly ineffective, because we are now

in the academic year 2002-2003 and the problem still exists.
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The Board of Trade of Metropolitan Montreal in Quebec forcefully
articulated the need to address the high school dropout phenomenon here in 1992,
1998, 1999, and again in 2000. The March 15" (1992) issue of L’Actualité
featured an article on the dropout problem by Dominique Demers. In this article,
the statement was made that since 1986 the dropout rate in Quebec had increased
from 27 percent (the North American average) to 36 percent (the highest in the
Western world), while the average in Canada was 28 percent. In a 1993 study
commissioned by the Montreal School Council Foundation, researchers reported
that the dropout rate in some high schools on the Island of Montreal was as high as
60 percent.

It is no wonder that the latest Estates General on Education in Quebec (1995-
1996) also emphasized that high school dropout rate is “a serious problem”. In
January 1999, Céline Saint-Pierre (President of the Advisory Council on
Education) echoed similar concerns in a press conference, stating that “the failure
rate in Quebec is unacceptably high” (The Gazette, Montreal, 1999, p. Al).
Consequently, for the academic year 2001-2002, the Quebec Government has
allocated $400 000 a year to six public schools with an average drop out rate of 41
percent. This amount is to be extended over a three-year period. The aim of this
stay-in-school initiative is to reduce the dropout rate to 26 percent by the year 2004.
To emphasize the gravity of the problem the former Quebec Education Minister —
Francois Legault visited two of the six selected schools in October 2001 and
encouraged the students to stay in school (The Gazette, Montreal, 2001, p. A3).

In this brief account of the educational development in Canada and Quebec,
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the factors of race, culture and social class are some of the issues that emerged from
the review. There appears to be a correlation between these issues of the past and
present with regards to the high school dropout phenomenon. As such, (mostly in
the twentieth century) sociologists in education have examined some of the above
issues with the intent to improve the rate of high school dropout.

In Chapter four of this thesis, the views of some sociologists regarding school
structure, economic and social standing, culture and gender - in relationship to
school success will be discussed. The varying views of sociological theories in
education as they relate to the issues of school success and high school dropout are
fundamental to the analysis of this research. Today, the concerns regarding the
high school dropout problem continues to grow and efforts to stem the flow are
intensified; but as of yet the matter of students’ voice being heard and involvement
in their learning have not been addressed. Therefore, this project focuses on

listening to the students’ views on learning in school.

3.1.4 Education in Canada and Quebec today

As mentioned previously, after the failure of the 1841 Education Act, Quebec
began to develop its own distinctive system of education. Owing to the differences
in demography, settlement patterns and the religious composition of the population,
a very different education solution was devised. Although the English Protestants
were a minority in Quebec, they were economically and politically powerful. But
both the Catholics and Protestant clerics were determined to secure their own

schools. As a result, a solution was formulated in The British North America Act
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of 1867, which embodied the laws passed in 1845 and 1846 (Wilson et al., 1970,
pp. 172 — 175). This new law gave the two principal Christian divisions their own
schools, and established what became known as the dual confessional system in
Quebec. Shortly thereafter, the Protestants began to create a school system similar
to that of Ontario — including the right to receive funding for both elementary and
secondary schools. But the Catholics emerged from this arrangement with a system
comparable to that of France, which assumed that very few students would attend
high school. Therefore, public funding was not made available for high school
students in Quebec. The two systems existed in virtual isolation from each other
until the education expansion and sweeping reforms of the Quiet Revolution in the
1960s (Wilson et al., 1970, pp. 175 — 181).

Section 93 of The British North America Act of 1867 (now the Constitution
Act of 1867) allows for each province to hold exclusive jurisdiction over its own
educational practices (Purdy, 1987). One very important proviso was included in
the constitution to protect religious groups that had established their own schools in
Ontario and Quebec (Purdy, 1987). As a result, Protestant and Catholic schools
are entrenched in the constitution. However, in 1998 Quebec relinquished this
clause of denominational protection in the constitution and instead opted for
education along linguistics lines. The boards of the public schools in Quebec are
now transformed from Protestant and Catholic to English and French school
boards.

Canada’s education system now encompasses a mix of almost 16 000

elementary and secondary schools, and about 300 colleges and universities
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(Statistics Canada, 1995). Although education is reserved for the provinces, the
federal presence in Canadian education has grown beyond specific federal
responsibilities (Council of Ministers of Education, 1975). As such, it has
intervened in the areas of: post secondary education and research, vocational
training, equalization financing, media communication, multicultural education and
bilingual education. Despite these interventions, the center of educational control
rests clearly at the provincial level (Lawson and Woock, 1987). Subsequently,
Canada has 13 educational systems — each unique in it self.  There are ten
provinces, two Territories, and the newly established system of Nunavut (Canada
Year Book, 1999). But in spite of these differences, there is a basic structure that
binds all the systems into the Canadian educational system.

For the most part, a significant amount of Canadian youths spend a great part
of their lives in one or more of these schools, but mostly their learning experiences
take place in institutions called public schools. Public schools are run by local
educational authorities and governed by provincial legislation (Canada Year Book,
1999). Most provinces offer non-compulsory kindergarten programs to prepare
four and five year olds for Grade 1. Elementary education spans from Grade 1 to
Grades 6, 7, or 8, depending on the jurisdiction. At the end of the elementary
school period, children automatically move on to secondary or high school. There
are no tests or entrance exams for admittance to public high schools, but there are a
few exceptions to this rule in Quebec. In an age specific and grade specific school
system, teachers are frequently inclined to recommend grade retention for some

students who fail (Livingstone and Hart, 1987). Research on grade retention
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(Goldschmidt and Wang, 1999) has indicated that students who repeat grades in the
elementary school are usually at-risk of dropping out of high school. As such,
school administrators and teachers are warned against using grade retention as an
intervention to achieve school success (Penna, 2002).

In some parts of Canada, high school is divided into two levels. For example,
in Ontario Grades 7 to 9 constitute the intermediate or junior level, and Grades 10
to 12, the senior level. While in Quebec, high school ends at Grade 11 and students
who want to continue their studies at the university level, must obtain a diploma
from Collége d’Enseignement Général et Professionnel (CEGEP). In Ontario,
students must take additional Ontario Academic Credit (OAC) courses beyond

Grade 12 to be admitted to university (Canada Year Book, 1999).

3.1.5 Official requirements for school success in Quebec’s high schools

In 1982, the basic regulations for secondary education in Quebec was
changed, thus making school success for all students in Quebec more difficult to
achieve (Ministére de ’Education, 1991). The present regulation demands that all
students follow the same programs in language of instruction, second language, and
social studies throughout secondary school, and the same programs in science and
mathematics up to the Grade 9 level. The credits accumulated to this level are not
taken into consideration for graduation purposes. All students must accumulate a
minimum of 54 units of credits between Grade 10 and Grade 11, and must obtain a
passing grade of 60 percent instead of 50 percent in each subject in order to

graduate.
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The entrance requirements for vocational programs were also raised.
Students wishing to enter any vocational program must obtain Grade 9 credits in all
basic subjects, and grade 10 credits in the basic subjects to be admitted to a
program leading to the Secondary School Diploma (Ministére de 1’Education,
1991). But while some at the Ministry level may argue that these requirements
have improved the quality of education, there is a growing concern among teachers
that they are too demanding for some students who are unable to meet these
standards. Hence, it has contributed to more students falling behind and dropping

out of school (Teacher interviewed for this project, 1999).

3.1.6 School boards

Local school boards have been an integral part of the Canadian educational
system for some time now. For the most part, school boards are made up of elected
community members with powers delegated by the province. The primary role of
school boards is to hire teachers and other staff, and to provide school facilities and
supplies. The boards share authority with the province over such matters as
curriculum, textbook selections and courses of study (Lawson and Woock, 1987:
137).

In most provinces, school boards are allowed to tax local citizens to
supplement provincial funding for education. The school boards in the public
school system in Canada include those that are organized along religious, or
linguistic lines, or both. But the roles of the school boards are changing.

Provincial governments are taking more control over their respective education
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systems, and the number of boards is reducing. For example, Alberta recently
reduced the number of its school boards from 181 to 57. While concurrently, New
Brunswick dissolved its boards and replaced them with a system of parent-led
committees, councils and boards. In 1998, Ontario reduced its 127 school boards
to 72. In Quebec, the Minister of Education tabled legislation (Bill 109) to
restructure its school boards. The objectives were twofold. First, as mentioned
above the Protestant and Catholic school boards that existed were transformed into
English and French boards, and second, the number of school boards were reduced
from 153 to 69 (Toward Linguistic School Boards, 1997). Governing Boards have
now replaced Orientation Committees in each public school in Quebec (Giving

Schools More Autonomy, 1998).

3.2 RESPECTING DIFFERENCES IN PUBLIC SCHOOLS

In Chapter two of this dissertation, some theoretical approaches to the drop
out phenomenon were reviewed. In that chapter the incongruence of some
students’ human and cultural capital with that of the school emerged as the
overriding factors that impact on school achievement. However, public schools in
Canada are mandated to provide adequate education for all students. Canada does
not only offer compulsory primary and secondary education to children and youths
to the age of 16, but it also prides itself as a multicultural country. As such, its
education system must provide schooling for a wide and diverse population. Ken
Dryden (1995) writes:

The public high school stretches across neighbourhoods, puts kids into the same
box, and lets them loose for six and a half-hours a day for most of a year, year after
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year. If Canada is an experiment in multiculturalism, then the public high school is
its crucible. (p. 15)

One can safely assume that providing adequate education is not an easy task
by any means because of the diversity of the population in each school. “The
provision of adequate education for such a diverse population is at best
challenging” (Dei et. al, 1997). But if students are to be well served educationally,
multiculturalism in schools must stress respect for all differences in cultural values,
behaviours, ways of learning, and socio-cultural practices (Ghosh, 1996). This
view suggests that differences should be valued if more students are to be
successful in the public school system. How school success is interpreted
according to race, religion, abilities, social and economic standing are very
important factors in this equation. Consequently, there are different interpretations
of the meaning of success in schools within the school culture. The call then, is for
an education that respects individual differences, as well as collective and historical
experiences of all students.

The public school system emphasizes “success” in terms of high academic
achievement. The general view of society and the philosophy of the public school
system suggest that students who are successful in school will have (in terms of
good jobs and good positions) upward mobility in the society. Although some high
school students embrace the view that possessing a high school certificate is
tantamount to having a passport to upward mobility, they also suggest that while
they are in school their place in society is already assigned. They perceive schools
as imposing rules and values on them that are outside of their experiences and

interests (Deyhle and Swisher, 1997; McLaren, 1994; Rist, 1970; Wilson, 1991).
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So, they choose not to conform to the “accepted norms and values”, since they feel
that the place assigned to them in society is at the lower end of the spectrum - no
matter what they do. From their point of view, the school’s expectations of them
are incongruent with their experiences, interests, and expectations of themselves.
Hence, the school has not adequately provided for them.

One Grade 10 student from MIND (Moving In New Directions) said that,
“The education system failed us. We didn’t fail it” (Valry Haines, cited in The
Gazette, Montreal, April 29, 1999, p. A6). MIND is an alternative high school in
the English Montreal School Board. This school offers students who are at risk of
dropping out, the opportunity to learn in an environment that is different from that
of regular public schools. In MIND, students are allowed to express their creativity
in a non-threatening climate. To some of the students in MIND, success means
being free to dress the way they want to, to be able to make films, to form music
bands, to write novels or poetry, but most of all to be free and uninhibited in their
own creative expressions. It is interesting to note that “between 80 to 90 percent
of students from MIND go on to college and university, and only two percent
dropout” (The Gazette, Montreal, April 1999:A 6). Had these students continued
in the monolithic school system most of them might not have experienced school
success. The students at MIND feel that they are misunderstood in the regular
schools, so they “take refuge from the cliques of regular high schools, from the rule
book and detention room” and leave. (The Gazette, Montreal, April 29, 1999: A 6).

It is most unfortunate that in October 2001, the English Montreal School Board has
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decided to close this school because of financial constraints. The board has decided
that it can no longer afford to keep such a school opened.

It is my view that when schools are unable to satisfy students’ need to be
creative and actively involved in planning what they should learn and how they
learn, the potential exists for them to experience failure in school. Yvonne
Zacharias (1999), an education reporter for The Gazette, Montreal writes, “Give
kids freedom to be themselves. They will blossom. You’ll see” (April, 23: 1). It
is my belief also that education must be able to equip every student with the tools
to think critically and to solve daily problems. However, if students perceive the
education they receive as irrelevant to their daily lives and experiences, “then such
an education cannot be considered part of a social and political project to transform
society ” (Dei et al., 1997:6).

It seems that the school system that was formulated to sort and select students
on high academic performance and neglected the arts and creative abilities have
now found the result of that system very troubling. Henchey (2000) suggests that
whereas Latin was previously used as a sorting device in public schools, it is now
replaced by advance courses in mathematics. “Advanced mathematics courses
stand for rigour, precision and status, their tests are high stakes-affairs and they are
widely used as an index of competence not only for mathematics-based programs
but also as a proxy for brains and industriousness” (cited in The Gazette, Montreal
~ June 4, 2000: 8). Society is now reeling from the effects of a supposedly sound
educational system. For the intent of the system has been achieved in successfully

sorting out those students who do not belong academically and socially, and
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selecting those who do. Henchey (2000) expresses the notion that schools are very
close to sorting students into two categories — those with advanced mathematics
qualification for pure and applied science programs, “and everyone else — the
dysfunctional” (p. 8). Eisner (1993) expresses his thoughts this way:

By selectively emphasizing some forms of representation over others, schools
shape children’s thinking skills and in the process privilege some students and

handicap others by the virtue of the congruence between their aptitudes and the
opportunities to use them in school. In this sense the school is profoundly political.

-7

In the early part of 1999, a conference was held by the English Montreal
School Board (EMSB) to discuss the impact of the present curriculum reform on
pedagogy. At this conference, one teacher expressed her dismay at the
contradictory notion of school success that exists within the public school system.
She stated that, “Society tells us that everything has value, yet stigma is attached to

2"

everything other than academics.” Therefore, said she, “a lot of students are not
" being served in areas that are not valued. For example, the cultural content is being
dismissed. Teachers are saying that students are part of society, yet drama is
devalued. Consensus is that our value is very skewed” (teacher at EMSB
conference, March 1999). It seems then, that schools have continued to define
success as being solely academic.
Important questions are beginning to be asked about the role of mathematics
in high schools, the extent to which it is driving programs and the implications for
all students (Henchey, 2000). With regards to respecting differences in students,

Howard Gardner (1982, 1983) posits that there are at least seven forms of

intelligence and schools should help to cultivate them, instead of invalidating them.
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Gardner (1983) speaks of kinds of intelligence such as linguistic, logical-
mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal and intrapersonal.
From his research, Gardner (1983) informs us that linguistic intelligence is related
to one’s ability to use words well. Logical-mathematical intelligence is one’s
ability to use numbers. Spatial intelligence relates to having the capacity to
perceive the physical world accurately and imaginatively. Bodily-kinesthetic
intelligence suggests having the ability to use the body to express feelings and
perform skilled physical acts. The intelligence of music relates to one’s ability to
appreciate and express musical forms. Interpersonal intelligence is having the
ability to relate positively to other people, while intrapersonal intelligence deals
with being able to know one’s self and being reflexive.

From this perspective, it is quite reasonable to suggest then that most students
are “more intelligent” in some of these areas than others are. Therefore, it should
be the role of the school to help all students explore these different forms of
intelligence and to give them the opportunity to demonstrate their level of
competence in each. Noddings (1992) agrees with Gardner’s (1983) view of
multiple intelligence. She states that the public school system has a moral
obligation to recognize the multiplicity of human capacities and interests. “Instead
of preparing everyone for college in the name of democracy and equality of
opportunity, schools should be instilling in students a respect for all forms of
honest work done well,” says Noddings (1992:xiv). In an interview with Time
Magazine (1990), William Brock, the former secretary of labour in USA said:

We have put our emphasis on the college bound, who are 30% of our young people.
We have the finest university system. We have public education at the elementary
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and secondary level that ranks below every industrial competitor we have in the
world. Everybody knows what it takes to get into college. Has anybody ever told a
teacher what it takes to be productive if you don’t go to college? We are the only
country in the industrial world that says to one out of every four of its young
people, “We are going to let you drop out of sight; we are not going to give you the
tools to be productive.” No wonder they drop out, because the market signal says
to them, we don’t care about you. (Pp. 12, 14)

This suggests that the public school system needs to welcome, acknowledge,
but most of all cultivate and encourage the many forms of intelligence that exist in
students. This is of paramount importance if schools are to stem the tide of annual
dropouts and provide the rich mix of graduates that are necessary for our society.
The recognition and cultivation of multiple intelligence that should exist is also
important if the school system is to reconcile its goal of inclusion and by the same
token, intellectual rigour.

In Chapter two of this dissertation, the literature review focused on the
problem of high school dropout by examining programs that ignored students’
voices and some sociological views of who drop out of high school and why these
students drop out. But, the intent of the study is to listen to students who are at risk
of dropping out of high school. In this study, I listened to some of these students
and heard their views of school success and their views about their needs to achieve
this type of success. The students’ perception and views are theirs and as such are
not called into question. However, for the purpose of analyzing the students’ views
within the framework of a combination of theories in education, it is important to
examine some sociological perspectives of school success. The following chapter

explores the major educational theories, and sets the framework for an analysis of

school success that is grounded in a combination of educational theories.
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CHAPTER 4
DEFINING SCHOOL SUCCESS: SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

For decades, educational sociologists have been concerned with the meaning
of school success, and how children arrive at beihg successful. Researchers and
philosophers in the field of education have offered many views regarding the topic
of school success. For example, in Cornford’s (1975) translation of The Republic,
success for Plato is the development of the whole human being in physical, moral
and mental excellence. Success for Rousseau (1911) in Emile, is Emile’s ability
to survive and flourish and not to be contaminated by the society. Dewey (1956)
perceives success, as the development of each child’s full potential in habits of
doing, thinking and feeling. The result of children’s maximum development of the
above mentioned habits sets the stage for each to lead a productive life as an adult.
While Freire (1970), in teaching oppressed Brazilian peasants, viewed success as
the liberation of one’s mind, the ability to think critically and act in a rational as
well as in a compassionate manner. On a whole, the meanings of school success
that have been suggested by the above thinkers are basically rooted in a humanistic
education program. This would result in the positive shaping of children’s and
adults’ mind and well being, in order to think critically and make responsible
decisions independently. However, Dewey (1956) reminds us that society’s
influence on school success should not be underestimated.

People experience success and failure in every aspect of life and the

experience in school is no different. But because of society’s influence on school,
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the rate of success appears to be skewed in favour of one group as opposed to
another. This creates a problem in the developmental process of some students.
For example, students from upper and middle class homes as a rule are far more
successful in school than their counterparts from poor and minority families
(Persell, 1977; McLaren, 1994; Bowles and Gintis, 1976). Skewed rate of success
has been a phenomenon for some time in most industrialized nations of the world
(Persell, 1977). This has led sociologists to examine areas of this problem, and
from these areas of research, many theories have been developed with a view to
ameliorate the failures within the school system and to benefit the society at large.

Educational sociologists who examine the issue of school success usually
explore this issue within three broad frames of reference that specifically relate to
students. These frames of references are students’ home environment, students’
attributes, and the school environment (Persell, 1977). In examining the area of
home environment, researchers have focused on issues of the family, such as the
make up, educational background, level of income, and status in the society.
Students’ attributes include race, gender, ethnic background, social class, cultural
accumulation, cultural deficit, and 1.Q; and in the school environment, focus has
been placed on the function of the school, the structure and administration of the
school, curriculum and methods, and the role of the teacher.

The following section of this chapter is divided into four parts. The first
part gives an overview of the major theories in the sociology of education and
explains the purpose of the chapter. The second part explores the views of

functionalist theory as a model for transmission of knowledge and culture to
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members of the society. The third part examines conflict theory and then moves
the discussion towards the broader frame of reproduction theories (i.e., economic,
cultural and hegemonic) within the conflict approach and transformation theories
of the interpretive approach. The fourth part focuses the discussion on critical

theory.

4.1 THEORIES IN SOCIOLOGY OF EDUCATION
4.1.1 An overview

The sociology of education is an important forum for investigating what goes
on in school (Gerlach, 1996). Investigations are carried out to explain the
relationships that exist between educational systems and the broader society, and to
examine how these relationships impact on the experiences students encounter in
schools (Mifflen & Mifflen, 1982). These experiences in school ultimately decide
students’ success, failure and life chances (McNeal, 1997). Therefore, sociologists
of education focus on the institution of education and the structure, and interaction
patterns within (Woods, 1983). For example, the relationship between gender,
class or race and educational achievement, or the preparation of students for the
work force, or political roles are studied in order to convey an understanding of the
workings and process of our society (Bennett and LeCompte, 1995).

From the results of these investigations, theories are formulated as a
framework for the explanation of the functions that schools perform both for the
students and the society at large (Gall, Borg and Gall, 1996). Theoretical

approaches to education are, “loosely interrelated sets of assumptions, “concepts
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and propositions that constitute a world view” (Goetz and LeCompte, 1984: 37).
But in education, sociological theories are concerned with the intergenerational
transmission of inequality, that is differential or preferential access to whatever is
of value in society with particular reference to the institution of education (Crowl,
1993). However, these theories or sociological perspectives are “never universally
correct” (Spencer, 1979), but Carlton, Coolly & Mackinnon (1977) suggest that
although there is diversity within the discipline, there is a general consensus on the
“process of learning”, and the way people are viewed.

Murphy (1979) places the body of theories into three broad models. The
approaches are functionalist, interpretive and conflict theories. The primary
concern of all the major theoretical approaches in the sociology of educational
arena involves socialization (Bennett and LeCompte, 1990). Avison and Kunkel
(1991) suggest that socialization refers to factors, such as the acquisition and
acceptance of the ideas, beliefs, behaviours, roles, motives, and thought patterns of
a particular culture - and various subcultures at a certain time in history. It is
believed to be the process through which members of society are prepared for their
different roles (Parsons, 1959). Socialization is viewed as having two broad
themes, vis-a-vis, transmission in the functionalist perspective and reproduction in
conflict theory. Many researchers from both orientations have offered different
views on how these processes impact on school outcomes (Parsons, 1959; Merton,
1967; Turner, 1978; McLaren, 1994; Persell, 1977; Deyhle and Swisher, 1997;
Keddie, 1971). Hence, their differences in perspectives as to what constitute school

success and how school success is achieved.
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Bennett and LeCompte (1990) define social transmission as, “the process by
which a society’s ways of life, values, beliefs and norms, or standards for
appropriate behaviour are transmitted from one generation to the next” (p. 4). The
social transmission framework that is examined in the following two sections of
this thesis are functionalist and conflict theories. Bennett and LeCompte (1990)
suggest that there are many variations of the functionalist and conflict approaches,
and many of them overlap, and borrow heavily from each other. It is therefore,
sometimes difficult to make clear distinctions between these two perspectives. But
it is worth noting that although differences exist between them, there are also
similarities among them (Mifflen & Mifflen, 1982). For example, sociologists who
adhere to functionalist theory and those who adhere to conflict theory share a
common view in the importance of the socialization process in formal educational
systems (Parsons, 1959; Merton, 1967; Persell, 1977). However, the point of
departure for the proponents of either model, is at the result of the process which
determines students’ life chances (Bernstein, 1977). Socialization as it is related to
the structure of society (which includes institutions such as schools) will be further
discussed in the section below on functionalism.

Traditionally, sociologists in education within the functionalist approach,
view social transmission as a vehicle through which each generation passes on to
each succeeding generation the rules and regulation, habits and appropriate
behaviours for operating in the society (Bennett and LeCompte, 1990). In other
words, the society reproduces itself. The task of individuals therefore, is to learn

and accept their roles within society. Mifflen and Mifflen (1982) refer to the
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organization of social roles which people assume within society as the social
structure. Central to the theories of transmission is how existing social structures
facilitate the general functioning of society (Parsons, 1951, 1959; Weber, 1947).

In contrast to functionalist and conflict theories, is the view of social
transformation. Burtonwood (1986) suggests that social transformation theory is
less static than the transmission perspective. Central to social transformation
theory is reproduction theory, which is the active role of individuals. Proponents of
this theory (Gramsci, 1971; Giroux, 1992; McLaren, 1994) view individuals as
having the capacity to become “empowered,” or engaged in critical thinking which
permits them to identify oppressive forces that constrain them. Rathér than accept
the world as it is, they become agents for social action and change in order to
improve their situation (Giroux 1983; McLaren 1994; Freire, 1974; Ellsworth,
1988).

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the major theoretical approaches in
the sociology of education and to explore how sociologists with their differing
theoretical perspectives explain school success. This study explores the high
school dropout phenomenon and school success through the perspective of students
who are at risk of leaving school prematurely and it is grounded within an eclectic
model of theories in the sociology of education. Several different and competing
theories exist within the discipline of sociology of education, but while sociologists
share interest in the same general phenomena, they use different theoretical lenses
to interpret these phenomena. Similarly, the students in this study share an interest

in the phenomenon of their experience in school failure and their apparent lack of
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opportunity to succeed in school. A combination of sociological theories of
education also shapes the framework for an analysis of listening to students’ voices
because they overlap and borrow heavily from each other. Hence, the distinction
between them is somewhat blurred and conflicting at times. So too, are the
students’ narratives, for their stories may appear conflicting and confusing at times,
but those who listen to them will understand the importance and urgency of their

“messages.”

4.2 SOCIAL TRANSMISSION THEORIES
4.2.1 Functionalist Approach

The functionalist approach has its beginning in the work of Emile Durkheim
(Pomfret, 1990; Knutilla, 1994; Carlton, Colley & MacKinnon, 1977), a late
nineteenth and early twentieth century French sociologists who investigated how
the “orientations of individuals might be created and controlled by social forces”
(Carlton, Colley & macKinnon, 1977: 9). From such investigations, a paradigm of
“social realism” was formulated which basically stated that individuals are products
of their society. That is, the beliefs, emotional attachments, values and habits that
are acquired have been imposed on individuals by their socio-cultural environment
Durkheim (1956) labeled this process as “socialization.” Inherent in this approach,
is the notion that there are certain structures in society such as, economic,
education, and occupation to which individuals must adhere. As such, there

appears to be no choice in the matter (Murphy, 1979).
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Proponents of functionalist theory use a biological analogy, as they compare
the society to a living organism (Murphy, 1979). The functionalist model suggests
that each part of an organism plays an important function for its survival.
Similarly, members of a society must be able to carry out vital functions, such as
cultural transmission, reproduction of goods and services, and allocations and
control of power in order to survive” (Bennett and LeCompte, 1990:5). Within this
analogy, Murphy (1979) points to the following four basic themes, which he
claims, are prominent in the functionalist theory:

¢ Relating the social systems to biological systems (Brookover and
Erickson, 1969; Cremin, 1964; Hunt, 1972; Jenson, 1969).

o The role of institutions as transmitters of culture (Talcott Parsons, 1951).

e The dysfunction of the formal education system for many groups in the
perpetuation of some form of inequality (Merton, 1968).

e Hierarchical values of society (Murphy, 1979).

First, there exists “the relative functional autonomy of the parts of the social
system” (Murphy, 1979:13). Human beings are living organisms, and as such they
rely on the proper interdependent working of each organ. The coordinated work of
each organ is vital for individuals to lead a healthy life. “Like living organisms, all
societies possess basic functions which they must carry out to survive” (Bennett
and LeCompte, 1990:5). Similarly, in society there are “institutionalized systems”
which must work‘ in concert for its general good (Durkheim, 1956; Parsons, 1959;
Merton, 1967; Turner, 1978). This is necessary for keeping the equilibrium and

stability of the society (Mifflen and Mifflen, 1982).
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Second, functionalists view the role of “institutionalized systems” as
transmitters of the society’s culture. Teevan (1991) suggests that families, polity,
churches (religious organizations) and schools are the major institutions that serve
as transmitters of culture. From this perspective, formal education is viewed as the
means through which society evolves from particularism to universalism and from
ascription to achievement; and the role of the public school system is to sort and
select the more capable candidates for specific adult roles (Talcott Parsons, 1951).

The biological or bio-psychological influence as opposed to the social or
environmental impact on the formulation of IQ has been fiercely debated both
inside and outside the academia (Persell, 1977). Consequently, some researchers
(Persell, 1977, McLaren, 1994, Spring, 1975) suggest that there are teachers in
schools who focus exclusively on deficiencies within the child and family and
adhere to what is termed, “cultural deprivation theory”. Opponents of “cultural
deprivation theory” argue that to focus exclusively on deficiencies in students’
allows for the nature-nurture debate, and serves to divert attention from questions
and research about children’s cognitive abilities and how they learn (Persell, 1977,
Eysenck, 1971; Herrnstein, 1973)).

The adherents of the “cultural deprivation”, “difference” as well as the
“genetic deficit” models, posit a certain view of knowledge that blames students for
their academic inability, hence their failure in school (Persell, 1977, McLaren,
1994). This view suggests that students with an IQ deficit and genetic deficiencies
(Jensen, 1979) or lower class students (Eysenck, 1971; Herrnstein, 1973) do poorly

in school and in life than those with high IQ and from affluent homes.



116

This environmental controversy speaks to the issues of ascription and
achievement, which have major impact on school success and life outcome
(Brookover and Erickson, 1969; Cremin, 1964; Hunt, 1972; Jenson, 1969). The
issue of ascribed adult roles in this society was discussed in Chapter two of the
literature review of this dissertation. In that chapter, Ogbu (1986) and Berreman
(1972) express the notion that racial minorities and economically disadvantaged
students are ascribed their positions in life. They both describe ascription as a
“caste-like” position. Caste refers to a social group whose membership is fixed by
hereditary rules and defined by occupational status. In societies where castes exist
they are the primary means by which society is stratified (Bennett and LeCompte,
1995). This suggests that the adult societal roles of racial minorities and
economically disadvantaged students are predetermined from birth. The notion of
determinism is inherent in this approach, for it espouses that success in school is
dependent on wealth and power. Simply put, students from wealthy homes are
guaranteed school success, while students from working class families are denied
opportunities for success (Althusser, 1972). For this reason, Persell (1977), and
Althusser (1972) argue that schools serve to produce unusable skills in order to fill
the economic needs of the dominant class in society. Hence, the students from
poor and working class families do not benefit in their adult lives from the rewards
of high achievement in school (McLaren, 1994). Berreman (1972) argues that
imposed positions on individuals in a society results in unequal social distribution
of power, livelihood, security, privilege, esteem, freedom and all of one’s life

chances (p. 410). Bowles and Gintis (1976) are also disenchanted with the
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functionalists’ perspective with regards to the socialization process used in the
public educational system. They argue that social and economic inequalities in
capitalist societies are legitimated, and perpetuated through the socialization
process that takes place in schools. Through the socialization process children in
public schools are taught discipline and structure, which accurately reproduce those
in factories and other economic institutions.

Third, the dysfunction of the formal education for many groups in the
perpetuation of some form of inequality (Merton, 1967) is another basic tenet of
structural functionalism. This view rests on the conviction that the natural, healthy
state of a social system, like that of the body, is to be in equilibrium (Sadovnick et
al., 1994). When conflict, like illness occurs, the system works to resolve it as soon
as possible. Consequently, conflict will cause change, but in a healthy system
change takes place only gradually (Merton, 1967). So in the functionalists’ view,
inequality is necessary in order to motivate people. Hence, inequality is a good
thing. Entwistle (1981) argues that “equality of opbortunity implies comparison
...equality of opportunity tends to be applicable only in the context of competition
where a number of people are competing for the same goal in accordance with rules
that can be addressed as being equal or unequal” (1981:9). Therefore, the
dysfunction of the formal education system for many groups in the perpetuation of
some form of inequality (Merton, 1967) is a good and desired factor in society. To
achieve the desired results from the public school system, functionalists place the

full responsibility for success or failure in school outcomes squarely on the
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shoulders of each student in claiming that individual effort and ability will lead to
achievement.

Entwistle (1981) views life and schooling as a race in which there are
winners and losers, and suggests that a fair system must be devised in order to
eradicate the malaise of seeming injustices which exist around the uneven
distribution of wealth. Central to Entwistle’s argument is the notion that everyone
in society cannot have the same results and life outcomes. If that were to happen,
then society would become dysfunctional. As far as Entwistle is concerned,
equality may do justice to individuals, but in order to keep the social equilibrium on
a continuum, emphasis must be placed on individual differences, achievement and
role performance. This in turn requires differential rewards or prizes for effort and
ability (1981:10).

But, sociologists in education (for example: Ogbu, 1986; Castle, 1993; Rist,
1970; Berreman, 1972; Blau and Duncan, 1967 and Oakes, 1985 among others)
have argued that for the most part inequality of educational outcome does not rest
solely on inequality of abilities. The above thinkers suggest that the problem of
inequality of school outcomes rests with the distribution of rewards which are not
based on achievement through merit as the functionalists claim. The rewards are
distributed in accordance with the students’ social class or “ascribed” to those in
the lowest social and economic stratum in society.

Bowles and Gintis (1976) in agreeing with the notion of unequal
opportunities for some students, describe the process of selection and reward

through meritocracy operating in schools as “the legitimization of inequality.” The
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authors argue that students’ expectation of success in life, and their cognitive
attitude towards institutions, are configured through differential treatment by
authorities and use of the curriculum. Consequently, students on the lowest rungs
of the socio-economic ladder become accustomed to a limited role in society, while
those students at the top become equally accustomed to positions of privilege and
domination (Sheth and Dei 1995). The issue of school success through meritocracy
will be discussed further in this section of the dissertation.

Fourth, Mifflen and Mifflen (1982) suggest that the proponents of the
functionalist approach view the values in society as being hierarchical. That is,
some positions in society are more important than others, or require more skill, or
longer periods of training, or have more people depending on them. As a result,
higher rewards are given to people who hold important positions in society than
those whose positions are less valued. Through transmission people in privileged
positions in society have the advantage of passing on the “accepted culture” from
one generation to the next. “This in turn, allows the succeeding generation to take
up positions in society which will also be rewarded in a privileged way for the
same reason” (Mifflen and Mifflen, 1982: 44). Such a situation sets up the social
phenomenon of stratification (McLaren 1994; Persell 1977; Bennett and LeCompte
1990). Mifflen and Mifflen (1982) define stratification as, “the hierarchical
ordering of groups who pass on their privileges intergenerationally”( p. 44).

As mentioned above, Bennett and LeCompte (1990) claim that adherents of
the functionalist theory view the social process of differential evaluation and

reward, including intergenerational transmission, as a necessary feature in society.
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As such, it ensures that the more important, more difficult, and more demanding
roles are always filled which leads to the division of labour or bureaucracy.
Durkheim (1961) in his conviction of the necessity of bureaucracy in society,
suggests that, in virtually all but the simplest structures, division of labour gives
rise to difference in the ranking and evaluation of the individual tasks and those
who perform them. Durkheim (1961) views stratification as a function for all.
Grabb (cited in Teevan 1991) suggests that social stratification is the process
by which individuals, or categories of individuals, are ranked on the basis of
socially differentiated characteristics. “More simply put, social stratification refers
bto relatively enduring structures of inequality among individuals and groups” (p.
195). Social stratification has great implications for the school life of students, for
it involves the transmission of information or knowledge that is prescribed in the
curriculum. Underlying the stratification of curriculum, is the notion that some
types of knowledge and some types of instructional practices are considered
superior to others (Henchey, 2000). Similarly, some curricular programs are more
valued than others. For example, university preparation programs are considered to
be superior to vocational programs in high school. The reason for this, rests with
the belief that university preparation programs lead to more desirable occupations
and the children assigned to those programs tend to be more valued and have more
social power in school (Bennett and LeCompte, 1995). The importance of the
development of suitable curriculum for students such as those in social affairs
schools is discussed in Chapter nine of this thesis. The implementation of the

curriculum is another factor that is addressed in the analysis of that chapter.
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Bowles and Gintis (1976, 2002) dispute the notion of structural boundaries
both in schools and in society as it allows for social stratification which hinders
school success for the majority of students. In their correspondence theory, they
argue that subject specialization in schools corresponds to the hierarchical division
of labour in the work place. In this sense, the school curriculum alienates some
children and cements more firmly class distinctions — in the same way it’s done
with workers. Similarly, the function of marks, grades and diplomas is used to
correspond with that of wages for workers. The knowledge or learning which
students “produce” in pursuit of “rewards” of g