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Introduction
School failure, defined as a delay in completing compulsory education or even as drop-out from school, constitutes a significant problem in many of the modern societies where compulsory education is of a generalized and compulsory nature for many years. In our country, the drop-out rate from compulsory education amounts approximately to 12% (OEEK-III, 1996) and constitutes an important social problem.  

Today, we will present research data that have been collected during a thesis, aiming at considering the ideas and concepts on school and the post-school course that have been shaped by a group of young drop-outs, who abandoned the nine year compulsory education at the first Grade of Secondary School, in the period 1985-1988, at the Municipality of Ilion (Nea Liosia) - Attica, having previously experienced school failure. 

Our study focused on the personal stories of the pupils who dropped out of school, on how these young individuals themselves experience and understand failure and their early quitting school, as well as on their transition to the labor market where they have jobs with low prestige attached to them.  

Several researchers who have studied the phenomenon of school failure consider that young people who have failed at school and then dropped out of school embrace values that render them passive citizens. They accept, that is, a self image according to which they are incapable, “bad” pupils, people who are too dumb to study, people with low intelligence. School, for these same theoreticians, shapes people who passively incorporate – through the hidden curriculum - views, attitudes and values that are appropriate for the coverage of the needs of the social allocation of work (Bowles & Gintis 1974, 1977, Ryan, 1971 et al.).   

On a theoretical level, the theory of functionalism together with the theories of social reproduction gave emphasis to the structural – institutional aspect of education and to the way that this contributes to the preservation / reproduction of society. The advocates of functionalism viewed the individual as “servant” of the system, as a component that serves a prefixed role for the normal function of the system, whereas Marxist theoreticians view the individual as a “victim” of the class relations of the capitalist society. In both these approaches, the individual is left without any margins to think, to act, to fight for life. People shape a consciousness, their views, by incorporating the predominant ideology, thus fatalism and passivity are considered to be something normal within the framework of these theories (indicatively Parsons, 1959, Bourdieu, Passeron, 1977). Concepts such as “freedom”, “creativity”, “autonomy” of the individual have no place in these theoretic orientations (Usher et al., 1997). 

At this point, certain sociologists talked about similarities between the Marxist and the functional approach. Both theories, according to Wrong, converge on their view on the oversocialised individual, according to which the individual is completely shaped by the society it lives in, without itself taking part in its shaping. None of the two theories viewed individuals as acting subjects who are capable of understanding, interpreting, reacting and innovating in ways that are not always predictable or welcome by the system (Wrong 1980). 

Ever since the ‘70s and following the ascertainment that the classical theories cannot sufficiently interpret the phenomena of the daily life, several researchers, from different departure points, shift their interest towards the processes of constitution of the subject. A new trend is formulated that is named New Sociology of Education. The individual is no longer considered a passive recipient of the elements of a fixed social structure but a subject, who does not simply accept a reality but builds it, creates it. (Cosin, 1971, Dahlberg, Holland and Varnava - Skoura, 1987). 

The new current utilizes and combines in its approaches various elements from the sociological tradition, namely certain views from Marx, Weber, the symbolic interaction, Schultz’s phenomenological sociology and G.H. Mead’s social psychology. The main objective of the new current is to study the processes through which individuals interact and through which interaction (individual – society) they shape their stances and beliefs, organize their actions, and interpret the circumstances of which they are part (Michalakopoulos 1990, 1997). 

The new trend does not leave aside the institutional – structural framework within which the individual is shaped nor the restrictions and limitations that this framework imposes on the actions of the individual.
Gaskell (1992) reports that up to date, research had the tendency to show that social reproduction takes place when weak individuals internalize the views of strong individuals. Educational studies that interpreted the views of pupils put emphasis on the pupils’ socialization through the hidden curriculum which ensured their consent to the messages from school. 

The concept of the “natural gift” and of the Intelligence Quotient constituted two of the main elements of school ideology. Yet, this approach creates theories of reproduction where the lower classes appear as culturally hypnotized and oversocialised under the predominant ideology. As a result, individuals from these groups think and behave in a way that contradicts both their own experience of the world they live in as well as their own interests. Gaskell claims that in reality these positions are erroneous. People do not have an absolute belief in the predominant ideology. Such an approach considers individuals from the lower class groups more as misled, retarded and conservative elements rather than informed, autonomous, acting citizens, in a world that was not made by them and that at times actually turns against them (Gaskell, 1992). 

Consequently, people are placed in the social structure in more complex ways than we were made to believe by the theories of social reproduction. This social self is studied as a field full of contradictions, negotiations, restrictions and contrasting meanings. 

The contradiction (limitation – autonomy) that characterizes the relationship between the individual and the society and the various and complex forms of action of the individual, becomes the object of several studies within the framework of the new sociology of education. Emphasis is put on the protagonists of the educational process, the teachers, the pupils and the relations between them. Several ethnographic studies are conducted, investigating the action of pupils at school and supporting that pupils are not passive recipients of the messages from school. Pupils do not even passively incorporate the judgment of the teachers who play the part of the “significant other” for the students, within the framework of the educational process. They often question them, they shape their own judgment and they themselves even exercise criticism towards their teachers (Willis, 1997, Furlong, 1977).

Bearing this in mind, one of the primary objectives of our study was – through the narrative of the individual story of each young person – to investigate the ways with which they themselves negotiate the experience of school failure. The narratives refer to views and perceptions that they have shaped regarding school and school failure, ten years after their dropping-out, but they also refer to emotions, memories and images that they keep “alive” in their memory and  that contribute to the shaping of the individual’s identity at such a critical age. School failure is a traumatic experience that brings about limitations and restrictions in many aspects of the life of the individual. What are the margins of autonomy, negotiation and resistance that the individual disposes of, within this framework?
Today, we are going to attempt to answer some of the questions we came across during our thesis and that are associated with the shaping of the young drop-outs’ identity: 

· What were the reasons that young people believe led them to drop out of school? Do they accept the “responsibility” of failure as their own responsibility? 

· Do they negotiate, doubt or incorporate the notion that the weak student is an individual with low I.Q.? 

· How do they view the teacher, the significant other in the educational process? 

Moreover, within the thesis, we were also involved in examining these young people’s daily lives. What are they currently doing? How is their life? Are they passive, resigned, in the margin of social life, as many investigators have claimed or are they fighting to offset this painful experience, are they fighting to improve their lives, rendering them meaningful, trying to shape a positive image for themselves? (Kalogridi, 2000, Kalogridi-Koutsokosta, 1998). 

The study: Methodology and techniques
As regards the study design, the methodology we followed is incorporated within the framework of quality approach. We opted for the case study method. Our decision to study in depth the views of the young individuals who had themselves experienced failure and dropped-out of school, through a case study, is related to the fact that most studies conducted to date in our country have been mainly quantitative and involve more the recording and analysis of the factors that are related with the school drop-out. 

We chose for our case study an urban area, more specifically the Municipality of Ilion (Nea Liossia) Attica, one of the largest municipalities of the country, situated at the zone of West Athens. The results of the study indicated that a significant number of pupils dropped-out from the 12 Secondary Schools of the Municipality during the period 1985-1988. The percentage of students who dropped out from the 1st Grade of Secondary School, a Grade that constituted the focus of our study, ranged between 11,4% and 12,6%. These pupils dropped-out after having attended the 1st Grade 1, 2, 3 years in a row and after failing the exams. The research material referring to the pupils was collected at two different periods.  

In the first phase of the study, 67 individuals participated, 30 girls and 37 boys. At this stage, they had recently quit school and their ages ranged from 14 to 16 years old. In our communication with them, we used a closed and open-end questionnaire.

In the second phase of the study, we included 35 young individuals of which 20 women and 15 men. At that stage, their ages ranged from 22 to 24 years old. They had all been born and bread at the Municipality of Nea Liossia. They were not members of any minority group, or repatriate immigrants, or foreigners etc. Their parents are workers and technicians, with a low educational background. The care however of the parents is worth mentioning, since they “undertake” to tackle the problem with whatever solutions they can afford, as the state is absent. K. Tsoukalas, referring to the central part the family plays in social reproduction in our country writes: “In Greece, it is unthinkable for a parent letting his/her child be knee-deep in trouble and face the problems on its own” (Tsoukalas, 1990). Parents wished for their children to complete their education not only in Secondary School but also in High School (Lyceum) and they supported them towards this direction, as much as they could. Children stayed at school for an important length of time and some of them even attended private tuition, even if this did not happen “when it should”, as they told us. After quitting school, some attended professional schools and almost all found jobs with the help of the family and relatives network.  

The data that we will present today mainly stem from the second phase of our study where we used the study method of semi structured interviews. The semi structured interviews method, compared to the structured interview or the questionnaire, is considered to be a more appropriate way for “the subject to unobstructedly and deeply express his/her experiences, because it is an open situation with greater flexibility and freedom”(Cohen - Manion 1997). The semi structured interview technique, combined with the life sketches of the subjects and the narration of parts of their life story is suitable for the biographic method (Ungerson, 1987).
Our objective, through the analysis of interviews, is to understand in depth the way with which young individuals themselves perceive the experience of school failure and the consequences bore on their lives because of the non completion of their compulsory studies, approximately ten years later. Our interest is focused on the way the self is formulated through the narrative, on what the narrative “tells” us about the “person” of each young individual (Nespor, Barylske, 1991).

Although many researchers, mainly those belonging to the trend of positivism, treat what people say, their words, as “nothing”, today there is a shift towards qualitative research that sheds light and puts emphasis on personal experience (Bruner, 1990). The similarities in the way the individuals perceive the events in their lives, in the way they talk, the possibility of the repeated schemes are the elements that indicate the combination of the social element with the personal element and that allow their interpretation (Iglessi,1990). 

    Qualitative research though, that usually involves only a small number of people – in order to render easier the in depth understanding of the social phenomena, from the view point of the individual – has been criticized as being based on a non representative sample and thus the reliability of its results has been questioned.  

Although these are studies of different types, not allowing us to judge one by the characteristics of the other, there are certain investigators who claim that in qualitative approaches too, it is possible to generalize the results and conclusions even through the differences of the cases studied (Robson 1983, Bertaux 1981). 

Referring to the number of “cases” required for the generalization of the results, Bertaux (1981) suggests as solution the point of “information saturation” (saturation effect). According to this point, we conclude our research and consider our number of interviews satisfactory when the answers to questions that we deem important (e.g. the beliefs of young people regarding school in our case) start being repeated in the narratives. We can conclude our research when we consider that we have exhausted all possible different views but at the same time when we can proceed to an analytical generalization of the study’s results. When we consider that in a series of life stories, the one supports the content of the other and that they all together constitute an acceptable and satisfactory set of data (Bertaux 1981). 

The reasons for school drop-out: Responsibility of the individual or of the institution?
At the second phase of our study, as we already mentioned, our objective was to investigate the reasons for quitting school, through each young individual’s narration of their personal story, as the young individuals themselves identified them, as well as the views that they have shaped regarding the responsibility of their failure at school. 
 What is interesting is that in both phases of the study, young people attribute their failure to difficulties pertaining to the school. The courses, their relations with the teachers, the teaching methods play a predominant part in their narratives, ten years after quitting school.  

The boring school, the school that is not liked, difficult courses, teachers who do not help weak pupils are some of the factors of failure they indicate, a failure that led them to quit school.  
“I quit school because it was boring. I didn’t like it. I left because I failed classes two years in a row and so I quit. I failed in Math and Modern Greek. Twice in Mathematics. I didn’t want to continue any more
 ( (22 Α). 

“It’s the teachers’ fault too. When I would tell them “I don’t understand” they’d tell me “study more. What was there to study, since I didn’t understand?"(32Ν). 

 Yet, where does the responsibility of quitting school lie? Most young people seem to “divide” the blame of failure between themselves and the school. They accept for themselves the characterization of “weak pupil”, of the pupil who had problems with certain courses. They believe, though, that part of the responsibility also belongs to the school that is boring and to the teachers who do not help the weak students.  

“I was a weak pupil but no one helped me. The professors did not help me, nor was there anyone at home who could help me…” (24Γ). 

“I didn’t understand the courses, they were difficult but the teachers wouldn’t help either. If you’re not a good pupil, they don’t care” (26Γ). 

“My parents were illiterate, the school wasn’t interested either. The teachers don’t take time to work with pupils like me. If you’re not good there, they want to send you off as quickly as possible”(27Γ).

They themselves recognize that they have been weak pupils, but they did not have any help either, mainly from school, because most of them know that their parents did not have the appropriate educational background to help them. 

They find that there is a limit to their possibilities and this foments the sperm of the notion of the “bad” pupil. This view, however, is in conflict with the role of the school that does not take care of the weak pupils. There is a contradiction here, an internal fight that leaves the issue open for a continuous negotiation.  

“Manyatimes I think about what went wrong and I was so lousy at school…I don’t know, maybe it’s me, I wonder…”(19Ο).

“When they ask me, when for instance the neighbors ask me why I dropped out of school, I tell them because I was not good enough with the letters, but inside me, I don’t know…I’m still trying to find out why…”(35Χ). 
Some young people believe that the school is more to blame, they question more intensely the whole concept of the “bad” pupil. 

“I believe that it was more the school’s fault, the professors’ fault, because I did what I could, I gave what I could, they could have helped a little, they could have done something …”(15Μ). 

Trying to interpret the words of the young people in our study, we believe that it is particularly interesting to consider what Fine’s studies (1983, 1986) in the U.S.A. indicate, regarding the ideas of young drop-outs about the reasons that led them to quit. 
In Fine’s study (1983), young people mainly focus on the lack of care from the part of the school for the pupils with learning problems, family problems, etc. as well as on the lack of connection between the school and the work-place. Some pupils also supported that they were “kicked out” of school, they were forced to quit because of a “bad pupils” policy that is shaped at school. These pupils are forced to quit for the benefit of the school’s safety. 

According to Fine, as his research data indicate, people with such experiences, who have suffered at school, who have been traumatized, have come face to face with the concept of the “dumb pupil”, are disappointed and at the same time criticize school (Fine 1983, 1986).

The main conclusion of Fine’s study (1986) is that one can accept responsibility for the failure and at the same time consider it as a result of “injustice”, “inequality”. As far as the role of teachers is concerned, the data from Fine’s study, suggest that in their majority, the young people from his study, while accepting their individual responsibility for the school failure, at the same time attribute responsibility also to their teachers, claiming that they too contributed to the shaping of the situation that led them to fail and to prematurely quit school. Fine (1986) accepts what Fermia (1981) supported: the consciousness of the individual is contradicting. 

Quitting school has been seen by many researchers as an act of despair. There is no doubt that school failure is a very painful experience. However, we can also interpret this same act as an “act of self preservation” (Gentzibittell, 1991), an act that in our opinion shows that the individual is still active and seeks alternatives and a meaning to life elsewhere.  
“I quit because I failed two years in a row at the 1st Grade of Secondary School. How much further was I to go? My parents kept on pushing me to continue, but I said school is over and done with, I quit, I want to do something else, I want to work…”(32Ν). 

Quitting school is the result of failure, but some think of it as a choice, since they believe they did the best for themselves.  

Maybe it is because they are trying to protect themselves, to preserve their dignity and because work gives them that possibility. Failure is a constant negotiation, the individual is still active.  

Negotiating the idea of school failure 

The personal narratives of the young individuals of our study indicate that school failure is a process of interaction between many factors.  

However, these young people quit after a rejection, a failure in the school class. Most young subjects when asked about the reasons that led them to quit school early answered that they could not understand the content of the curriculum.  

In most of the stories the following phrase prevails: “The courses were difficult, I did not understand them" or “I did not like school, I did not understand the courses”.

What are the implications of the lack of understanding of the school courses and of the consequent rejection of the pupils, for the consciousness of these young people?
As we saw, some theoreticians believe that the individual, who fails at school, incorporates the predominant notion of the non capable pupil, of the pupil who lacks the natural gift of intelligence. Towards this direction, we asked the subjects to tell us what they think was the reason of their failure at school. We believe that young people negotiate with the predominant ideology in various ways that show the differences of each individual within a specific social frame. They accept responsibility more or less, they have second thoughts or are still wondering about it. 

“I think about it, this way or the other. I was not even the worst pupil in class!”(27Γ). 
“I do not know what went wrong. There were some classes I really liked: Greek Literature, Geography, Physical Exercise, Music. I was good at these…” (20Π). 

“It is not my preoccupation now, nor do I think of what went wrong… My life is elsewhere now…”(23Δ). 

As Sennet and Cobb (1972) wrote, there is a divided self, in such a way so as for failure not to lead the individual to passivity. This contradiction is what gives the individual the ability to negotiate with failure, even today.  

Some other young individuals seem not ready to answer, they are still wondering. Was it their own responsibility or was it the school’s fault since it was boring? The answer is dubious, the picture is still dim. 
“I was not even the worst pupil in class; I was good in math and still am … as for the others, OK…” (25Γ). 

“The courses were not the only reason I quit… It was more for religious reasons. They kicked me out” (33Ν). 

The fact that most of the young subjects did better in their life after school, they found greater satisfaction in work than in school, gives them also the ability to negotiate with failure and even question the justification of the natural gift.  

“I do not think I was stupid because I was not  so quick in grasping things, as others… It bothers me but I overcome it because I know I have a value, I work, I read, no, I do not think of it  that way…”(4Γ). 

“I do not think I was stupid…I learned the job very quickly. I went to work to the radio station and I learned how to use the sound panel in one day. This seemed strange to everyone…They say how come he learned to work on the sound panel in one day and he has not even graduated from school?” (8Ε). 
Although the questions we addressed to them were personal, some young subjects seem to have been occupied by the fact that, although they themselves failed at school, some other young people carried on and had good results. They even provide their own interpretations of that, which are more oriented to the greater help that some individuals received from their family environment. 

“These kids might have had help from home, maybe one of their parents had graduated from some school…”(15Μ ). 

“Some kids are helped at home or have money to attend private tuition right from the start…we did not have that…” (26Γ). 

They consider themselves as weak pupils, pointing out at the same time that no one helped them, the school even less. The responsibility might lie with the school that is competitive, distinguishes between the good and the weak students, because it is not a school for everyone. 

Georgia’s view reveals the difference of opinions within a group of young subjects who have many common characteristics and mainly common social origin. This difference verifies once more the value of the method, the value of the personal narrative. 

“At school there is a kind of competition that is tiring both for the good students and to a greater extent for the weaker students. Because weak students, when they are together with the good ones, feel bad to put questions to the teachers for the things they do not understand. They think “If he understands it, why don’t I understand it?”. “If I ask, everyone will think “He is dumb". Professors on the other hand do not help the weak students to get rid of their stress, their complexes, etc. They only pay attention to those who are good students and make progress…So what I always say is: I am intelligent but if you want someone who is a genius, try to find him… Because I think that it was not my fault, but the school’s fault for wanting only the good students…”(4Γ). 

Thus, there is a variety of ways with which individuals negotiate failure. They accept the responsibility to some extent, they “share” it with the school, they have second thoughts or they are still wondering about it. Thus, the acceptance or not of the ideology is an issue that has not been finalized yet. They struggle with it and they might continue to think it over and over again throughout their lives. People have the characteristic of self defense, self protection, they do not surrender that easily. The fact that they are at a critical age, at a point where their life is still evolving, their career, family issues etc. are still evolving, together with the fact that they have their objectives for the future and they seek to attain them, is a favorable position from which they can negotiate the idea of the natural gift of intelligence, of the pupil who is no good with letters.  

Negotiating with the teacher, the significant other
There are many studies putting emphasis on the impact exerted on the student by the negative judgment of the teacher, by his or her joining the category of “dumb” or “incapable to learn” pupils and it has been shown that this negative opinion, particularly during the first years, might play a decisive role, since the pupil adjusts to the negative image projected by the teacher and thus gradually deteriorates (Fragoudaki, 1985). The teacher is seen as the “significant other” who plays a decisive part in the process of the shaping of the adolescent’s beliefs regarding success or failure. 

There are some studies though according to which the pupil is not a passive recipient of what takes place in school. Pupils have the ability to proceed to judgments, assessments and suggestions. They are not the only ones judged, the teachers are not the only judges; pupils too exercise their judgment on the teachers (Furlong, 1977). Recent research data bear witness to the fact that pupils have wider criteria for the assessment of the behavior of teachers. These include: a) proficiency of knowledge, b) appropriateness of their social behavior and c) the provision of emotional support (Tamisoglou, 1996). 
In our study too, young subjects often focus their criticism to the teachers. Their criticism verifies the theory of the active individual, of the individual who through experience can recognize social behaviors, formulate views and pass judgments, make suggestions. These young subjects, although they recognize on their teachers a variety of behaviors that would correspond to social reality, consider that most of them do not help the weak students. This is the most important aspect of their criticism.  

“I did not like the behavior of the teachers. They do not help the weak students”(34Τ). 

“Teachers do not pay attention to weak students, to pupils who have lacks, who do not perform in class” (12Κ).

Drawing specific experiences from their memory, these young subjects blame more certain pedagogic practices that, although outdated, still survive in Greek schools, such as verbal abuse, punishments, etc. Their feelings are more intense when they believe that this behavior was unfair.  

“Since I was a very calm girl, even when I wanted to put a question, I didn’t even have the guts to do it, and when I managed to put it, the mathematics professor would say: But Elisabeth, it is so simple, everyone understands this and that-. And if I tried to protest, you know, he would say: “you didn’t even understand this? And he would leave, he wouldn’t’t insist…”(8Ε). 

Their relationship with most of the teachers has been experienced as a relationship of indifference and this must have definitely hurt them. Through their experience, they feel that they have been personally rejected because they were not good pupils. 

“What the problem was, was the behavior of the teachers and the professors. And if I could talk to them today, I would tell them that I left school because you were not treating me well. And if there was something I did not understand, you would not explain it and I would not be able to understand it…and even when I would ask you to explain, you would only say one or two things and again it would be very difficult to understand. They would not explain things right from the start so that I could understand…I would say that to the teacher we had in Math mainly…”(16Μ ). 

Maybe one could wonder: Is this criticism by these young subjects to their teachers unfair? Nothing is easier than passing the blame or at least part of the blame to others. (Vouidaskis, 1996).

However, their perceptions which are based on their experiences from the school environment are in parallel with several studies on the negative stances and views of professors towards weak students (Izaber – Zamati 1985, Heliou 1983 et al.). This happens because most of the teachers happen to be “impregnated” by the concept of natural gifts, due to their traditional training. Their lack of on-going training is also considered to be a cause of failure of the educational work (Charlot 1992, Fragoudaki, 1993).  

What is important is that these young people also recognize positive behaviors to their teachers. Which are the good teachers, according to the young subjects who quit school after a failure? Most of them agree that good teachers are the ones who do not discriminate, who do not distinguish between the good students and the others, the “bad” students.

“I did not like school since Elementary school, my grades were always B and C and only at the 6th Grade of Elementary School did I have an A, where we happened to have a good teacher, I am serious, I took an A…At the 6th Grade, this teacher came, who was very good, he did not distinguish between the children… With his behavior he showed more interest, the first teacher I had, discriminated between those who had an A and let them sit at the front desk, the teacher from the 6th Grade behaved in the same way to children who would sit at the end of the row, the B and C pupils, they were all the same to him, he made no discriminations” (16Μ). 

Therefore, it is not only the teachers who evaluate the students, but also students who evaluate their teachers, as Furlong supported (1977).  

This is why young individuals who have failed at school are not completely marked and defined by the negative judgments of their teachers. They are disappointed, they eventually leave school but they also react, they protect their self esteem.  

The end conclusion as regards the young subjects of our study is that although they have been traumatized by the painful experience of school failure, they have not been crushed by it. They are not passive subjects, nor are they shadow-people, they are active persons who, within the limits of restrictions, struggle to offset the painful experiences from failure and the lacks and gaps that constitute the consequences of dropping out of school. They ponder on the causes of their failure at school, they negotiate the notion of the unclever students, they “share” the responsibility of failure with the school that they think is uninterested and does not help the weak students. This acceptance shed light on an important point in our study, it shed light on the contradictions governing human action and constituting the complexity of the human personality, a complexity that can be shown only by qualitative methods. 
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