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viii Series Foreword

either appears to close off the possibility for active social change
or is defined so narrowly that it unconsciously reproduces its own
brand of racist and sexist discrimination. Even where such studies
became more inclusive around issues of class, race, and gender,
they suffered from a refusal to link complex representations of
identity formation to broader considerations of how to reconstruct
public life as part of a radical democratic project. Too much of this
work—in its attempt to provide access to the voices of subordinate
groups of students—validated such voices, and experiences were
either constructed or might be critically engaged. Experience ap-
peared, in these studies, to guarantee its own politics as well as a
particular species of anti-intellectualization.

Honor Fagan has written a remarkable book in which she builds
upon the radical traditions of schooling while simultaneously
challenging and moving beyond their theoretical and political
shortcomings. While Fagan’s work centers around an investiga-
tion of early school-leavers in Ircland, she is not content to mimic
the discourse of reproduction and resistance. On the contrary, she
is primarily concerned with how the construction of student iden-
tities within an educational setting provides political and peda-
gogical insights into the dynamics of critical human agency,
transformative pedagogy, and the reconstruction of democratic
life. Linking narratives of struggle to a relationship between social
empowerment and democratic struggle, Fagan draws upon the
work of a number of poststructuralist theorists who address lan-
guage as a defining principle of politics and social change. Fagan
not only expands this theoretical work, she gives it a practical
application in her attempt to decpen the political nature of peda-
gogy by making discourse central to the construction of identity
and indispensable for constructing a politics of hope and possibil-
ity. Rejecting the opposition between theorist and activist, she re-
defines the role of the educator as a public intellectual and in so
doing provides new theoretical ground for educators to take a
stand without standing still, to engage in a political project without
imposing a political agenda upon their students.

Fagan makes language a site of imagination and resistance, but
in doing so she reconfigures the intersection of pedagogy and
commitment as an in-between zone, a space in which the relevance
of what it means to be an educator becomes synonymous with
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being critical, provocative, and transformative. For Fagan, to be an
educator or cultural worker means being an activist intellectual
located within a critical discourse committed to forms of cultural
production that open up strategies to transform the present and
future for those students whose survival and growth is central to
the very meaning of democratic life. .

Fagan’s study offers educators the opportunity to recognize that
the moral content of one’s identity is inexorably linked to how one
addresses issues that either close down or open up the possibility
of democratic public life. Clearly, this would suggest a rem?wed
importance in how power is centered or decentered in educational
sites, how language works to expand the capacity to think and act
critically, and how resources are used to limit or expand the pos’—
sibility for cultural and political democracy. Moreover, Fagan’s
political and ethnographic study provides North American c(‘iUCi?-
tors and others with the opportunity to forge transnational solidari-
ties that link diverse pedagogical and political studies around a
notion of radical democracy that makes difference a defining prin-
ciple of public culture.

Henry A. GIROUX
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Introduction

This book paints a picture of the struggle, the everyday lives, and
the cultural identities of early school-leavers. Its purpose is to
draw up a political practice, a cultural politics, that relates to the
particular position of early school-leavers. This political practice
is theorized within a poststructuralist and post-Marxist frame-
work.

Sociological theories of education have addressed the question
of early school-leaving as a political problem since the early
1970s, in particular through the reproduction/resistance debate.
Theorists interested in linking education to politics tumed to
Marxism, which was seen as the main critical theory available to
academics, and this in turn gave rise to explanations in terms of
reproduction. The argument was that the forces of (re)production,
within a capitalist system, determine the school failure of those
from lower socioeconomic backgrounds in order to reproduce the
class system and the capitalist mode of production. Thus, early
school-leaving was determined by the capitalist system. Arising
from a critique of the determinism of the reproduction model,
the late 1970s saw the emergence of a more voluntarist Marxist
approach to early school-leaving, namely the “‘resistance perspec-

1



2 Introduction

tive.” Resistance theory, while accepting the basic merits of the
reproduction perspective, concentrated more on active working-
class participation in dropping out of school. The argument was
that working-class underachievement was due to political resist-
ance on the part of the working class and to their educational
suppression, and so it marks a first attempt by a Marxist analysis to
take up power more dialectically.

From the 1970s onwards, other perspectives splintered the
Marxist narrative on educational disadvantage. A new critical fo-
cus on gender and race strengthened and expanded the debate on
educational disadvantage. It was no longer enough to examine
school dropouts in the simple light of class reproduction as race
and gender perspectives were brought to bear. Academic work be-
gan to center around identifying the dominant ideological interests
that serve class, gender, and race oppression' in schools. The edu-
cational underachievement of all oppressed groups was clearly
articulated as a political problem. Today, a genuine intellectual
initiative can be successfully mounted to unravel the political and
economic injustices within education.

Building on this initiative, and the indisputable recognition that
early school-leaving is a political issue, this book represents an
attempt to move the political debate and practice forward. While
acknowledging that unraveling and identifying economic injus-
tices and ideological interests associated with early school-leaving
are extremely important political moments, there are other aspects
of political struggle. A major theme of this book is the primacy of
politics, and of democratic political practice in particular. T attempt
a theoretical and practical movement, from critically analyzing
early school-leaving as a social and political reality to constructing
and representing early school-leavers as potential agents of radical
democratic politics. In this way I wish to point to the value of
discursively creating a new and empowering political space for
early school-leavers.

The possibility of formulating this new trajectory for early
school-leavers rests on insights gleaned from the progressive
theoretical paradigms of the late 1980s and 1990s such as post-
structuralism, postmodernism, feminism, postcolonialism, post-
Marxism, and critical cultural studies. The insights of these
theoretical movements are of crucial importance to the develop-
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Introduction 3

ment of new political spaces for the underprivileged. In referring to
the political importance of theory in another context, Homi Bhabha
(1988) argues that, collectively, these theoretical paradigms extend
the domain of politics beyond a strategy dominated by the forces of
economic and social control. This book investigates the prospects
for a political strategy for early school-leavers which goes beyond
a critique of these forces of social and economic control.

Alongside the emergence of these new theoretical problematics
we have witnessed the emergence of a new progressive or
transformative cultural politics. Proponents of this, heavily influ-
enced by the wave of poststructuralism, have sought to intervene in
their fields to help create the conditions for the emergence of what
Homi Bhabha refers to as a ‘“‘socialist community of interest and
articulation” (1988). Such politics secks to forge links between
specific or site-based discourses and the broader field that Laclau
and Mouffe refer to as a socialist strategy for radical democratic
politics (1985). The linkage I pursue in this book is that between
the particular site of early school-leavers, their everyday lives and
identities, and the broader discourse of radical democracy. I argue
that the discourse of radical democracy or of a “socialist commu-
nity of interest and articulation™ would articulate the social rela-
tions of early school-leaving as oppressive. It can, furthermore, act
as an external referent against which the specifics of a new space
for early school-leavers can be struggled for and articulated.

Situating itself within cultural politics, this work focuses on a
central theoretical and political insight—namely, the specific
value of a politics of cultural production insofar as it holds
transformative possibilitics. This cultural politics has a dual focus:
the will to break down the current material space allocated to, and
produced for, early school-leavers; and the will to overcome the
absence of a discursive political formation that would best repre-
sent the interests of early school-leavers. More specifically, it is
about creating, theorizing, and drawing up a cultural politics of
early school-leaving with/for early school-leavers, and for cultural
workers who struggle alongside early school-leavers. This cultural
politics is theorized in such a way that, while it deals with the
specifics of the material and political space of early school-
leavers, it simultaneously draws from and contributes to the
broader politics of radical democracy.
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I argue that the development of this cultural politics necessitates
a theoretical move beyond a structuralist framework to a post-
structuralist one. From a poststructuralist perspective, even a criti-
cal social theory such as structuralism is simply a discourse of
critique. I maintain that we need to develop a language of recon-
struction, transformation, and possibility. To tackle the issue of
carly school-leaving in the 1990s, we require strategies that take
account of the poststructuralist analysis of the discursive construc-
tion of power relations and their dynamics. Discourse is a central
poststructuralist concept that refers to what gets talked about or
said, although, within a poststructuralist framework, this is not
separable from the practices described. Discourse, from this per-
spective, describes, informs, and constitutes practices. It is not
separable from people’s “‘reality,” since subjectivies are in fact
constituted through discourse, nor is it in a relation of exteriority
with respect to the material. From this perspective, discourse is
constitutive of the “real world” of early school-leavers, and the
material aspects of their lives bears a direct relation to its discur-
sive construction.

It is only with this poststructuralist understanding of discursive
construction of power relations that this book can attempt to play a
role in a wider political struggle. My role is the writing of a text,
but a text embodied in practice. Those readers who believe in the
simple binary oppositions of the “theorist” and the “activist” will
be frustrated with, and skeptical of, this project. To counteract this
frustration, I urge the reader to be open to the possibility of politi-
cal writing where the intellectual and the activist are not seen in
opposition to each other, but rather complementary. This book is
committed equally to these two dimensions of the political strug-
gle for transformation.

This book is set in the context of the Republic of Ireland, where
early school-leaving has been seen to be a problem since the
1970s. The revolutionary impetus of the struggle for independence
ensured a rhetoric of equal rights for all, which took very seriously
the role education could play in achieving a better way of life for
the Irish people. The educational system was set up along strict
meritocratic guidelines, and for a long time the situation remained
unquestioned, the new system being at least more democratic than
the old colonial one. In the last ten to twenty years the educational
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system has been questioned as to its democratic claims compared
to the reality it delivers. The extent of educational ‘‘disadvantage,”
while no worse, and in fact better, than that in many Western coun-
tries, has been the focus of social research? that shows that early
school-leaving and educational “disadvantage” is seen as a prob-
lem, in that it represents a failure on the part of the Irish State to
serve all its citizens equally.

The 1980s saw considerable public attention being paid to un-
employment and emigration. Government attention focused on
youth unemployment, and the connection between unemployment
and early school-leaving was examined. A tax (a youth employ-
ment levy) was raised to fund a government scheme (A Social
Guarantee for Young People), which “guaranteed” that the gov-
ermmment would cut down youth unemployment. This would be
done by “employing” young people on government “transition”
schemes—programs of work to help young people make the tran-
sition from school to work.® The government’s response to the
articulation of early school-leaving as a problem in terms of un-
employment led to a missed political opportunity and worked to
the detriment of long-term equity objectives. The government re-
sponded to public concern in the short term, but only postponed
the problem by shunting it into sinister and manipulative pro-
grams—sinister because young unemployed people have little
choice as to whether or not they go on the schemes, and manipula-
tive in that they deliberately create a non-unionized, unprotected
form of underpaid labor. It is in this social context that the dia-
logues with the early school-leavers presented in Part I take place.
The early school-leavers speaking out in the following pages
attended one of these government training programs, namely a
Community Training Workshop. They live in an inner-city council
estate and, having left school early, find themselves hopelessly
unemployed and struggling to gain the basic education and income
that the State is supposed to provide for all its citizens.

This book is organized into three sections. Part I presents con-
versations, structured by me, with early school-leavers. These con-
versations were organized around three questions: how do early
school-leavers represent their experience of schooling, of school
leaving in retrospect, and of their current and future material and
social situations? My presentation of these conversations is struc-
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tured around images of these young people as I see them, as
subjectivities and identities in a cultural process of construction.
The script of the dialogues presents the young people historicizing
their own past experiences and analyzing their current and future
work prospects. In the text I concurrently narrate and summarize
these conversations.

In Part II, I argue that early school-leavers occupy a subordinate
position in terms of material location and show how ‘“objective”
academic discourses have contributed to establishing the under-
pinning relations of subordination. I explore the sociological theo-
ries of reproduction and resistance and carry out a reproductionist/
resistance reading of the representations of the early school-
leaver’s life experiences as presented in Part 1. I then proceed to
analyze the theoretical and political contribution these perspec-
tives can make to the problem of early school-leaving. I do this to
present the reader with a sense both of the progress made in solv-
ing the problem through critical analysis and of the limitations of
simply viewing the problem within the framework of these per-
spectives.

Part III constructs a discourse of social change, but without
transcending the realities of the everyday lives and struggles of the
early school-leavers as they encounter them. It conceptualizes
early school-leaving as representing a political crisis of space and
the struggle of school-leavers as democratic. New languages and
new theories are introduced which move the issue into the realm of
transformative politics. I outline strategies for a cultural politics of
relevance to early school-leaving. I examine the broad theoretical
domain of radical democracy and cultural studies in order to con-
ceptualize this politics. 1 conclude by drawing up elements of a
cultural, political, and educational strategy for work with, by, and
for early school-leavers.

NOTES

1. For examples of work on gender oppression in Ireland, see M. Cullen
(ed.), Girls Don’t Do Honours—Irish Women in Education in the 19th and
20th Centuries (Dublin: Women’s Education Bureau, 1987); in Britain on
resistance and gender, see A. McRobbie & J. Garber, “Girls and Subcultures,” in
Resistance through Ritual, edited by S. Hall & T. Jefferson (London: Hutchinson,
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1976); and on race, see Kum-Kum Bhavnani’s Talking Politics (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991).

2. For social research of this nature, see R. Breen, Education and the
Labour Market: Work and Unemployment among Recent Cohorts of Irish
School-Leavers (Dublin: Economic and Social Research Institute, Paper
119, 1984a); R. Breen, “Status Attainment or Job Attainment? The Effects
of Sex and Class on Youth Unemployment,” British Journal of Sociology.
35 (No. 3, 1984b), 363-386: R. Breen, B. Whelan, & J. Costigan, “School
Leavers 1980—-1986. A Report to the Department of Labour” (Dublin: Eco-
nomic and Social Research Institute, 1986); D. Hannan et al., Schooling and
Sex-Roles: Sex Difference and Student Choice in Irish Post-Primary
Schools (Dublin: Economic and Social Research Institute, Paper No. 113,
1983); and J. J. Sexton, Transition from School to Work and Early Labour
Market Experience (Dublin: Economic and Social Research Institute, Paper
No. 141, 1988).

3. For an example of social research on government policy, see R.
Breen, Education, Employment and Training in the Youth Labour Market
(Dublin: Economic and Social Research Institute, 1991). For an example of
a critical cultural approach to these transition schemes in the British con-
text, see R. Hollands, The Long Transition: Class, Culture, and Youth Training
(London: Macmillan Education, 1990).
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PART I

IDENTITIES-IN-CULTURE:
CONVERSATIONS WITH
EARLY SCHOOL-LEAVERS

A necessary element for constructing a political practice around
early school-leaving is a grounding in the material terrain that
early school-leavers occupy. This involves highlighting their
struggle in terms of acknowledging the specificity of their de-
mands, their concrete resistances, and their efforts towards a pub-
lic sphere of influence. There are many practical ways of achieving
this grounding, but the following is a reading of some conversa-
tions I held with a group of early school-leavers which I see as
providing a text that would give some indication of the sub-
jectivities, identities, struggles, and articulations of early school-
leavers.

I reject the notion of speaking for early school-leavers, and the
commentary is quite clearly about my interpretation of what they
say. I am interpreting what they say to me, and therefore this is as
much about me as about them. In constructing these conversations
with the young people, a textual picture of the political and mate-
rial location of early school-leavers is provided. When entering
into these conversations, I wanted to find out what the young peo-
ple had to say about their circumstances and their everyday life
and how they would discursively construct their identities. In a
specific time, in a specific place, this is what specific young early
school-leavers told me and what I asked them. In terms of the
project of this book, this presentation has a dual role—from a
cultural point of view, this provides me with a text from which



there is a possibility of glimpsing or pursuing momentary “identi-
ties-in-culture.”! From a political perspective, this text provides
one starting point from which to theorize a specific cultural poli-
tics that addresses early school-leavers.

The following is a record of “conversations with a purpose™
and my commentary on these conversations. The early school-
leavers involved live in an urban lower-socioeconomic-status area
in Dublin, Ireland. I have organized the discussions into three dif-
ferent sections: their views on school, early school-leaving, and
their current work or unemployment situation. I present them here
in order to provide a constructed text of three dimensions of their
lived experiences.

NOTES

1. See A. McRobbie’s call for a methodology, for a new paradigm for
conceptualizing “identity-in-culture”: “Post-Marxism and Cultural Studies:
A Postscript,” in  Cultural Studies (New York: Routledge, 1992, pp.
719-731).

2. Kum-Kum Bhavnani uses this terminology to describe a politically
concerned type of interviewing methodology in her book, Talking Politics
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991).
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Schooling

The early school-leavers’ relationship with schooling was, in its
mildest form, an unhealthy one. Uneasy cooperation between the
two developed into the complete rejection of one by the other. In
order to trace this rejection of schooling, or the rejection by the
school system of these particular young people, it is necessary to
relate their account of schooling. This section describes the early
school-leavers’ attitudes to school and their perspective on the
curriculum and on the teachers. This is followed by an outline of
their responses to schooling. Finally, occasions of direct conflict
between the young people and the schooling system are described.

OVERALL ATTITUDE TO SCHOOLING

The young people’s attitude to their schooling ranged from toler-
ance to extreme dislike. The vast majority conveyed a very definite
dislike for school.

Honor Fagan [henceforth HF]: Did you hate it or just not like it?
Kevin: Just hated it, despised it.

1



12 Identities-in-Culture

or

Cyril: Fucking hated it.
Dave: Brutal, hated it.

Others elaborated more on their dislike.

Liam: No, I didn’t like it at all.
HF: What was wrong with it?

Liam: What was right with it! It was just boring, writing and doing
exams and all that stuff, you know.

Their boredom is connected with their lack of interest.

Judy: 1 didn’t really like school, I wasn’t interested in it. You know,
like, it wasn’t interesting enough sitting down doing your work, all
the time doing what you’re told. It wasn’t any fun.

Through contact with the young people, it became apparcnt that
the only two who had said they liked school were two young
women who had been expelled, or “thrown out” of schooI: Both
wanted to go back to school, to make a fresh start, but on their own
terms. . .

The fact that young people express a dislike for school Is ‘not in
itself unusual, but the fact that so many express exlrelpe dislike, in
retrospect, is notable. When describing more spe.(:lﬁcally what
they disliked about school, they focused on the curriculum, on the
teaching process, and on the teachers.

PERSPECTIVE ON THE CURRICULUM

Sometimes a particular subject was the object of the dislike.

HF: What did you hate most about it? o
Mairead: Math. Math was just terrible. I used to hate going in in the

morming and having to face Math. I used to hate it. T hated it.

Or perhaps a few subjects were hated, as was the case with Claire.

AT e e
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Claire: Then when I was in 3A they says, “Right Claire, that is it, we
know you're not going to work.” Irish, French, and Math—they
were the three [ hated, so they’d say to me, “Sit down at the back of
the class and do what you want, but shut your mouth.” For a whole
year I did that.

This, however, was the exception rather than the rule. Basically

they expressed extreme boredom with an uninteresting curricu-
lum.

Liam: 1 was bored altogether with it.

or

Michael: It was too slow, just sitting there, just reading. I didn’t learn
anything from that.

Later:

Michael: Any time you went into that English class, it seemed forever
.. . you'd never get out. Too slow.

The young people did not mask their boredom.

Mairead: Right now, he used be so boring you’d fall asleep in the
class. One day, right, I was like this [falling asleep]. I did nearly fall
asleep, my head just nearly hit the desk. He says, “Mairead, I'm
surprised at you.” I says “Do you fucking blame me, you fucking put
me to sleep every day you come in here.” [laughs) He says “What do
you mean I'm putting you to sleep?” “’Cause you're sitting there
and you're reading a book and we’re supposed to listen to you
everyday. You know, Commerce!” I says “If you gave us something

to do, then we mightn’t fall asleep.” Half the class, you know, would
be like that [sleeping].

It was repeatedly pointed out that boredom with the subject matter
is linked to lack of interest, which in turn is linked to nonlearning.

The young people point out that it is impossible to learn that in
which you are not interested.
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Judy: For about half the class you’d be concentrating, but then the stuff
would get so boring and you'd be so bored yourself, like you
wouldn’t be interested in it.

Or, more specifically:

Judy: 1liked History. I was interested. I had an interest so I was able to
work at it, but most of the subjects 1 wasn’t interested in so I wasn’t
rcally bothered learning them, you know.

Lack of interest in the curriculum is readily explained by its lack of
relevance to what the young people want.

Paddy: That school! School doesn’t learn you. They learn you to read
and write and do all that. They don’t learn you stuff like that [point-
ing to a garden trowel he was making].

Even with the passing of time, they are no clearer on what school
was all about: in fact, having experienced a taste of what they call
the “real life” or “real world,” they become more vehement about
the absurdity of schooling.

HF: Do you think the things you were taught in school had any rel-
evance to you or was of any worth?

Judy: Not really. I don’t think so now. Like then I didn’t think so either.
I didn’t know what we were doing or what the hell we were doing it
for, but now I don't think it is any use except for your English and
your writing and all that.

The young people’s boredom with school and their expression
of their lack of interest in the subjects would in itself suggest the
lack of a learning process in school. However, they themselves
refer to the lack of a teaching process as a constant rather than as an
exception. They criticize schooling and teachers directly by argu-
ing that the teachers did not teach. That Claire relates how for a
year she sat at the back of the class for Irish, French, and Math, and
that Mairead retorts to the teacher “If you gave us something to do,
then we mightn’t fall asleep” has already been noted. Michael,
who was placed in the lowest-grade class in a technical school,
describes the class situation.
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Michael: 1f I'd concentrated all the time I wouldn’t get any further.

HF: You wouldn’t?

Michael: No, ’cause when I was in that class the blokes in there were
messers and there were no young ones [girls] in that class, just all
boys and ah ... they’d be messing and they’d be talking to the
teacher and all that crap. I never made anything out of that. All I got

to do‘ was to write down what he wrote down on the board and that
was it.

HF': Yes.

Michael: And they were questions—no answers [laughs].

The same situation is presented by the other lads who were placed
in the lc?wes}-grade class in a technical school, the dynamics of the
group situation giving more vehemence to their criticism.

Cyril: She’d write a load of stuff on the board, “copy that down.”

Ear.nonn: She used to write it in the morning and everybody that came
in used to have to write it down.

Dave: Even the Sixth Years [17-18-year-olds].
Cyril: And they wouldn’t know what she was talking about.

T-he “yoypg ones”—that is, the young women—echo the same
direct criticism of the teaching process. One young school-leaver

who got into constant trouble with the Commerce teacher explains
how the trouble started.

Margr:: He wopld never be doing much, he’d never be doing much!
He fi_]usl write something on the blackboard and he’d just say, “Do
that”, and he wouldn’t even explain it.

The. young people also make a link between having an interest in a
sub__|ect and liking it, and a teaching and learning process being in
act19n. Progress in a subject is explained by the fact that a peda-
gogical process was being enacted.

HF: Did you like any of the subjects?
Margo: Irish, Math, and English.
HF: Why did you like these?
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Margo: Because you always had to work at them.

HF: You were always able to work at them or you always had to work
at them?

Margo: No, you were always doing something—like in the other sub-
jects, you weren't really doing that much.

The early school-leavers’ perspective on the curriculum is that it
was “boring,” “uninteresting,” and “irrelevant” and that the teach-
ing and learning process was minimal. It is something that they say
they reacted against when in school and that they, in retrospect, can
still get angry about.

Dave: I can’t read.

HF: You can’t read!

Dave: I can’t.

HF: So did you learn anything?

Dave: No.

HF: 1f you wanted to, could you learn?

Dave: 1 could.

HF: And could the others in the class have learned?

Dave: 1 can read now, but I can’t read that very good.

PERCEPTION OF THE TEACHERS

The overall attitude toward teachers held by the early school-
leavers is one of dislike or hatred, while some individual teachers
are described as “okay.” The perception of teachers is colored by
the conflict they have had with them. On closer questioning, a
substantial level of complaint is leveled at teachers and at the
inadequacy of their teaching skills. The young people link their
boredom with the subjects to inadequate teaching.

HF: So when you say you didn’t like school, you are really talking
about forty minutes of every class, all the work that was there, is it?

Judy: Yes, all the different subjects.
HF: Yes.
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Judy: And most of the teachers, like they wouldn’t make it interesting.
They tell you what to do and you do it—it’s not interesting, like.

The lack of a teaching process is blamed directly on the teacher.
Some th)ught that the teacher did indeed have information to pass
on but either would not or could not pass it on.

HF': Do you think they have a lot of information to pass on?

Sally: Some of them.

HF: Some of them.

Sally: They have a lot of information, but they don’t pass it on right.

They should make it interesting so you are able to understand it
properly.

or

Paddy: Yes, but the master was calling you up, you know, to look at it
[hon,l’ework]. “How come that isn’t done right?”—*I haven’t got a
clue”—and then he’d show you how to do them and he’d just start

muttering “ah ah ah” real fast. I wouldn’t understand. I’d be standing
there looking at him.

Other criticisms of teachers not teaching were more direct.

Lzam:’ There v\'ras one master .. . ah he was a drunkard he was, a wino
He’d come in every morning, and he was like that on the table [head

on the table]. We’d be all sitting there and he’d be “W
up. Do your homework.” hbe Woukt you s

The young people are insistent in their criticism of the teachers on
the basis that they fail to pass on information.

[In group conversation|]
HF: We'll fortify ourselves with coffee!
Helen: What does fortify mean?

HF': Tt just means strengthen ourselves. It j
S s. It just means we’ll get
coffee [laughing]. RSt

Helen: There now, that’s what I mean, isn't it, Gillian? They never
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explained anything to you. If you asked them a word, they’d make
you feel stupid for not knowing it, or tell you you shoulq know.
That’s what 1 mean. Now you there, HF, you just explain, they
wouldn’t; I swear!

The young lads who had been placed in the lowest-grade class and
where, according to them, no teaching went on whatsoever are
more verbally abusive of teachers.

HF: Why did you hate them [the subjects]?

Cyril: The teacher we had was a stupid bitch.

Eamonn: She used to go asleep in the class.

Cyril: ‘We used to have her dancing around the class with sweets.

Eamonn: If you gave an answer you’d get a .few swee.ts.”She used EZ
run around the class like a lunatic, “Sweetie, Sweetie. Then she
eat the sweets and go back to sleep again.

HF: Was she very weird? o

Eamonn: She was a fucking mad one. Not only that, she was a junkie.

To a minority of the young people—in particular to the lads who
were placed in the lowest-grade class—the teachc'r is someone to
be broken down, and their success rate was very high.

Cyril: In second year we had a master—a country master—and he had
us for two weeks, right. Do you remember?
Eamonn: Ah, yes.

7 j i is big stocky master,
Cyril: And he couldn’t cope with us. Sq lher.l, this big
}came in, right. We were all afraid of him, right. After two weeks we

were . ..
[Together]: Wrecking the place we were.
Eanmionn: He was a thick.

{ itti k. Me you and—
Cyril: Ah Jesus, we uscd to be all sitting down the bac
yall sitting down at the back saying “Get up out of that you beardy
cunt.”

The reactions of the “young ones” are not as violent, but that is not
to say they don’t look on teachers as people to be broken down too.

e s rE TS A‘<

 ;

e Eareoas s T P

S

T T e o T T T O s

e s e s

Schooling 19

Margo: We got the teacher crying once and all, the two of us we did
[grinning].

The young people not only refer to their efforts to break down the
teachers, but to the teachers’ efforts to break them down. On-going

psychological battle and psychological torture occurred in the
classroom.

Mairead: Like, in school, everyone in the class had cried, bar three of
us. They were always at us three to get us to cry. He used always try
and make us cry at the board. He couldn’t get us to cry. He just
roared. You’d be saying “You fucking idiot” [to herself]. You’d feel
like killing the fucker, that’s all he wants.

For the most part their perception of the teacher is of dislike.
When questioned, they criticize them on lack of teaching skills.
They argue along the lines of no trade, no respect for no teaching.
The young people had least respect for those whom they describe
as those who did not engage in a teaching process, who made no
effort to teach. Teachers are judged as okay if they took an interest
in them individually and wanted them to succeed in school, but
these teachers are presented as a minority.

HF': Is it that you didn’t have respect for them, or what?

Margo: 1 would but they never have . .. most of the teachers upin...
didn’t have respect for you. Like they’d say anything to you. “Get
out of this bleeding class™ and all, you know . . .

HF: So they don’t have respect for you?

Margo: No, well one or two of them might, you know, like want you to
stay on and all this. The others wouldn’t give a shit.

For the young people who are placed in the lowest-grade class and
where there is no hope of them progressing at school, no respect is

felt for any teachers whatsoever, and so indiscipline reigns and the
teacher is the enemy.

Eamonn: The other master couldn’t cope with us. Took a nervous
breakdown, he did. [laughter]
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Cyril: Yes. Ran home crying one day.
HF: So you gave him a nervous breakdown.

MAKING AN EFFORT

The early school-leavers’ attempts to achieve marks in different
subjects were haphazard at best.

HF: Were you good at any of the subjects?

Margo: Yes, well, I didn’t think I was any good until it came to getting
the results. Like in Irish I didn’t think I was any good. I thought I'd
get about 20% or something. When the report came home I got 84%.

HF: That was great.
Margo: Yes, I was delighted myself, I couldn’t believe it.

Young people who did attempt to get on well at all the subjects,
who passively accepted what was taught, were a minority.

Sally: Yes, I was alright. I did what I was told, but you know, even if I
didn’t do well, like, I did what I could.

The most striking aspect of the young people’s account of the
effort they put into progress at subjects was that they felt they had
a choice as to whether to make an effort or not. Whether an effort
was made or not depended partially on liking the subject.

HF: Were there any subjects you ever got good results at?

Claire: Art, English, and Science. They're the only three I passed in
my Group Certificate.

HF: Ts that because you liked them, or why was that?
Claire: Yes, I liked the subjects. I liked doing them.

or

Mairead: 1 was good at English, I was good at all the subjects bar
Math. It was on all my reports, “Very good,” “Excellent,” and all
this crack and when it came to Math: ”Doesn’t work at all. Doesn’t
try.” I wouldn’t be bothered. I hated Math.
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Making an effort in a particular school subject seemed to be based
on whether they thought they could succeed. They felt they had a
choice to drop out of a subject and tended to take this option.

Helen: I never done Irish or anything because I couldn’t. I didn’t even
try. [ knew I couldn’t do it anyway, so I didn’t bother trying.

The belief that succeeding in a subject was and always would be
outside their ability was only expressed directly by one young
person.

HF: And did you like any aspect of school at all? Did you work at
getting high marks at it or anything like that?

Michael: Me get a high mark! You must be joking.
HF: There was no possibility of that?
Michael: No.

On further questioning, he blamed the class he was placed in and
the poor tcaching as the real block to his leaming. The others
mostly felt that had things been different in school and had they
concentrated and had they been interested enough to concentrate,
they would have achieved better results.

HF: Would you concentrate on any of the subjects?

John: On Art, I did.

HF: If you had concentrated on them could you have got on okay?
John: Yes.

or

HF: And was it because you wouldn’t concentrate or because you
weren’t interested?

Paddy: 1 wasn’t interested.
HF: And you were interested in Math.
Paddy: Yes.

In summary, the effort to get on well in subjects was haphazard
and erratic. These was a general feeling that it was not necessary to
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make an effort at subjects if you did not automatically like them. If
one really disliked a subject, whatever that dislike was based on, it
was felt that one could drop that particular subject. Not one you,ng
person referred to their intellect as being a problem or a reason
why they did not make an effort at school. Lack of interest and lack

of concentration were the only personal reasons given for lack of
achievement in examinations.

MESSING

When the young people attending school hate it, have little interest
in Lhe. subjects, and are continually bored and when they claim no
teaching process was in progress, the alternative to making a per-
sonal effort is to “mess.” The messing-type response to schooling
has an understood limit to it; it does not extend to “getting into
trouble™ but remains largely as a creative response to boredom, as
a means of tolerating boredom. It is not behavior that is directly
oppositional to anything, but an informal response to the formal
the bursting out of the natural exuberance of youth. ,
qu the young women, the type of behavior they describe as
messing ranged from smoking cigarettes in class, which is consid-
ered adventurous, to dangerous messing such as sniffing gas. Their

tales of. messing progress in seriousness. Every single person
messed in school.

HF': Were there a group of you in the class who used to mess?

Helen: A'h yes, every one of us did. I admit I did have a bit of a laugh
[laughing], but I never done anything serious like.

Messing is a group or communal activity, often just exercised to
release tension.

Sally: 1 took the smokes out of his pocket [the teacher] and passed it all
down.lh'e back of the class, and then when it went around the back
they lit it and handed it back up and everybody got a drag!

or

Mairead: The whole lot of us in the class, we’d all get up to the one
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thing. One day we’d all be quiet, the next day we’d all be mad. We’d
robbed his [the teacher’s] lunch one time and put it in the bin. He
was going around the whole class looking for it. He went mad, he
did. You see, the way it was in school, we were all behind each other.

Messing is always having some kind of fun by breaking particular
rules, but the intention is not to get “into trouble,” though in the
excitement this is often forgotten.

Claire: We were sitting in the toilet and we were smoking and we were
bunking off class. We were sitting on the cistern so nobody could see
our legs under the toilet. We were sitting there and then we started
messing. I was trying to get Maria’s head down the toilet and she had
my arms and someone else had her legs. I flushed the chain, and the
screams of the three of us. . .. The teacher came in and she’s stand-
ing at the door roaring, saying, “Right—out now,” and she grabbed
hold of me and opened the door and threw me out. With the shock I
just looked at the teacher and burst laughing back into her face and
she was having murder [i.e. she was extremely mad].

While not wanting to get “into trouble,” danger of detection must
be present or boredom would not be alleviated, nor would tension
be released.

HF: What was the worst thing you ever did?

Claire: We used to take gas.

HF: Take gas?

Claire: From the back of the school.

HF: Out of what did you take the gas?

Claire: Do you know the butane gas, out of the lighters?
HF: Oh, the lighters!

Claire: It's dangerous. I wouldn’t go near it now, but we used to take
that from behind the old prefabs that were going to get kicked down.

HF: And all three of you would take it, would you?

Claire: 1t'd really be me. I kept saying, “Come on, we'll try it for a
laugh,” so we all did it and we took it. You’d just get blown out of
your head. You’d get all numb, you’d just be sitting there all spaced
out, and I was there messing, picking up a chair, and they were going
to demolish the prefabs anyway, so I started putting the chair



24 Identities-in-Culture

through all the plastic windows and breaking them all down. The
two caretakers, one came that way and one came the other way and
they caught me. They didn’t rat on me, they left me away [i.e. they
didn’t report the incident].

or

Lia.m: See, they have gas in there in the Science labs. You’d put the key
in and switch it on. So any time we went to the toilet we’d switch on
the gas and we’d be all high on it at the back of the class.

The messing of the young men tends to be more openly conflictual
with authority, but without the responsibility for that action having
to be taken by individuals. This is possible since messing is a
group exploit.

[Ina group discussion]

Paddy: And then on all the breaks we were all together. That’s when it
would all start.

HF: What kind of things would you do?

Paddy:‘ Messing. Running around killing each other and all. We were
letting the air out of the master’s wheels and got caught.

or

Liam: The master, like, before he’d come in, we'd get all the “Mr.
Sl}ecn " [floor polish] and spray it on the floor so he’d slip. He never
slipped on it. He always saw “Mr. Sheen” on the floor.

This behavior is operated on the level that it runs a risk of being
detected but, yet, it is not desirable to be caught. The more adven-
turous the deed, the more likely it is to be bragged about, but it is
only 1o be bragged about with friends, and not if caught by the
school authorities.

[In a group discussion]

Eamonn: 1 threw a banger [a Halloween firework that makes a loud
sound when it goes off] in a teacher’s hood and it blew her hood off
and I was nearly caught. He [the Headmaster] scarched the whole
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school for bangers. [ threw my bangers away. Mine went down the
toilet.

When asked the reason for this messing, the answers arc direct and
simple.

Liam: Just messing 'cause we were bored, you know.

This boredom is related directly back to the lack of a teaching
process, as if there were no possible alternative.

Margo: We were never doing much. So like you'd just be sitting there
messing. You’d have to be doing something not to mess.

HF: Why?

Margo: Messing because we were bored, because he’d just write some-
thing up on the board and he’d just say do that and he wouldn’t even
explain it or something.

“BUNKING OFF,” “ON THE HOP,”
AND “TAKING OFF” SCHOOL DAYS

Making no effort at the subjects is not the only response to school-
ing by these early school-leavers; there are three other alternatives.
These young people had their own informal way of removing
themselves from what they consider to be an undesirable social
situation. Because there are legal and family restrictions on their
dropping out of school altogether, they still absent themselves in
three ways: (1) they go “on the hop,” which means that they absent
themselves from school without their parents’ knowledge and go
“on the strects,” which usually means just passing time on the
streets; (2) they “bunk off” classes, which means that they absent
themselves from classes they particularly dislike by hiding from
the teacher within the school grounds or by just not being present
in the class in which they are supposed to be. (3) The third re-
sponse is a gendered one to schooling. The young women refer to
“taking off™ days, and this occurs even when there are legal restric-
tions. The young woman does not go to school, because the family
needs her to work at home. This happens only with the young
women where the mother needs the daughter’s help at home and
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allows the young women to “take off” days. The young women
consider this as totally legitimate because there is a real need for
them to stay at home and they have the permission their parent(s).

“On the hop,” and the rural equivalent, “mitching,” both refer to
the pupil absenting themselves from school without permission. It
can be a group or an individual exercise.

{In a group discussion]

Cyril: 1 said, “Come on, we’ll go into the slots” [gambling casino] and
see what the story is. We marched in. We were on the hop.
HF: What?

Cyril: On the hop, right.
HF: What’s on the hop?
Eamonn: Mitching.
Cyril: Mitching, right.

All of the early school-leavers had gone “‘on the hop™ at some
stage, and a majority went fairly regularly.

[In a group discussion]

Gillian: 1 mitched for months and months and then I'd go home. I
always used to go on the mitch.

or

HF: Did you miss many days mitching?
Paddy: 1 missed a few years [laughs].

m
1F: The subjects you didn’t like—was it just because you weren’t

good at them?

’addy: No, 1 was never in school to cop on what they were about.

some would venture off on their own, particularly if mitching was
0t so popular in the school they attended.

udy: A couple of times I went on the hop.
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HF: And what would you do when you went on the hop?
Judy: Just walk around.

Usually those for whom going “on the hop” was a more frequent
activity knew where others were or where there was a good chance
to find others engaged in the same activity.

Niall: On the mitch.
HF: What would you do? Hang around?
Niall: You’d always know someone.

or

[In a group discussion]
HF: What would you do? Were you just hanging around?
Paddy: Down by the river, or that.

“Down by the river” turned out to be one of the few green areas in
the council estates where these young people were from, and every
day, particularly in fine weather, small groups of school-going
young people were to be seen there “on the hop™ from school.
Other times these young people, particularly if they had money,
would venture into the city center.

[In a group discussion]

Cyril: We went into Funderland [games center]. Lost the whole lot,
right.

HF : Fifty pounds!

Cyril: Fifty pounds.

HF: On the poker machines? Did you ever lose that much before?

Cyril: Yes, I did.

Taking “days off” is distinguished from going “on the hop” and
was something that the young women talked about.

[In a group discussion]
Helen: T didn’t hate it, but I didn’t love it, it [school] was alright. I
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never used to be in, like. I was never in for the full five days a week,
you know. I’d only be in about three.

HF: When you weren’t there, what would you be doing?

Helen: 1 used to find something to do so me Ma wouldn’t send me. I'd
scrub the floors, make the beds. I'd do anything so as she wouldn’t
send me.

HF: So she’d know you were missing days?
Helen: What?
HF: Your Ma, she’d know you were missing days?

Helen: 1 never went on the hop. I never went on the hop once in me life
[indignant].

School was something from which they took off as many days as
they possibly could.

HF: Did you miss many of these days up until Christmas? Did you get
out of going as often as you could?

Mairead: Yes, 1 only went for about three weeks in all, three or four.

Other times these young women did not have much choice in the
matter.

HF: Did you like school?

Ita: No, well, it didn’t bother me. I was never in. I was out every
Thursday.

HF: Why was it you took a day off Thursday?

[ta: *Cause me Ma was going into town and she needed somebody to
mind the kids for her.

“Bunking off” class usually means hiding in the toilets. It is
taken in a lighter spirit and can, once again, be either a group
adventure of a “messing” nature or an individual’s direct way of
avoiding a class.

[In a group discussion]

Gillian: When I used to go in in the mornings, if I didn’t want to do a
subject, I used to sit on the toilet until it was over.
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or

Gemma: Yes, I never really went into their classes. Used to always take
off their classes and go into the toilets.

The detection of absenteeism is surprisingly poor.

HF: How long were you mitching before you were caught?
Niall: Three months.

HF: Would they noticc you were gone?

Niall: Yes.

or

Paddy: 1done four years [at second-level school] but I was hardly ever
in.

or

Gillian: 1 done half the first year [at school], half the second year, and
half the third . . .

One young woman'’s reply threw the onus back onto the teachers.

HF: And could you do that, would they notice you were gone.

Gemma: Yes, but they wouldn’t care.

GETTING INTO TROUBLE

There is a concrete distinction made between “messing” and get-
ting “into trouble,” even though the messing behavior can diverge
to “gelting into trouble” quite readily. Getting “into trouble”
means that the young person has been detected by the school
authorities as a “messer” and subjected to some kind of formal
punishment. The punishment used on these young people usually
involved either suspension from school for a few weeks, which
is termed by the young people as being “thrown out,” or writing
out pages, sometimes from telephone books or sometimes from
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rdinary books, which these young people term as “punishment
cales.”

Suspension was usually the worst form of punishment for the
oung people because it usually meant hiding from their parent(s)
1e fact that they had “gotten into trouble” at school. Letters from
e school to the parent(s) were usually torn up to avoid detection.

[n a group discussion]

{argo: He says, “Right, you’re suspended.” Oh, I was in bits, I said
“I"'m not going home.” I was only after getting kicked out of school.
I had a feeling me Ma would say something, or even my Da, you
know.

remma: 1 would have liked to have stayed in school. I loved school I
did, but some of the teachers I didn’t get on with and I couldn’t keep
my mouth closed and I had to answer them all back, all the time.
That’s the way I am. I don’t know what it was.

fam: They used always pick on me. You mess one day and they’re all
on you for the rest of the year.

Jthers, though, opted for making trouble as their actual response
0 schooling. They were not trying to get out of trouble. This refers
hiefly to those placed in the lowest-grade classes.

In a group discussion]

{F: So you were always getting into trouble?

“yril: Ah, it was great.

camonn: Yes. It was great.

1F: And was that what you wanted—to get into trouble. Why?

“yril: Because there was nothing else to do.

A majority of the young people had got “into trouble” fairly
egularly. Once isolated as a troublemaker or as a ringleader of
roublemakers, it seems to have been impossible for the individual
o stay out ‘‘of trouble” for long, even if they had the best of
ntentions.

sillian: 1 was in Secondary School, that was the first girls’
school I was ever in. | was in there five months and I got suspended
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three times and thrown out twice. They brought me back once and
then threw me out again. Then I went to . I was dying to go
there. As soon as [ went there they threw me out again.

CONFLICT WITH TEACHERS

It was mostly through incidents of open conflict with teachers that
the young people got “into trouble” that resulted in their sus-
pension. These incidents range from open confrontation with the
teacher arising from disobeying orders or using abusive language
to physical violence. Gemma describes one of the many incidents
of direct disobedience that served to get her suspended. Having got
a bad conduct sheet and knowing that for certain it would mean she
would be suspended again, she explains;

Gemma: 1 was telling my Commerce teacher I was going to rip it up
and she kept saying, “You rip it up and you’ll see!” and I kept
saying, “I’m going to rip it up.” So I ripped it up.

Judy gives another example.

Judy: She wanted me to apologize because I wouldn’t read right. I
wouldn’t apologize because I didn’t really do anything wrong.

The majority of the young people got suspended at one stage or
another for use of abusive language to their teachers.

Joe: If you didn’t get everything right they’d start shouting at you.
HF: And would that happen often?

Joe: Tt was nearly happening every day.

HF: Every day, so did you hate that?

Joe: Yes... I'dtell them to shut up and all and start shouting at them.

or

Gemma: They’d start telling me to do this, that, and the other, and they
wouldn’t explain it so I'd start giving them backchat.

Actual physical attacks on the teachers are also described.
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[In a group discussion]

Paddy: We’d be messing 'cause we were bored and the teacher would
hit you and you’d hit them back and all.

HF: Hit them back! Did you hit back at teachers?
Paddy: Once I did.

HF: And what happened then?

Paddy: 1 got thrown out, I did, for two weeks.

HF: But would a teacher not have been much bigger than you. How
would you manage to hit them back?

Paddy: Throw a chair at them or something.

“FREAKING THE HEAD” AND “RUNNING AMUCK?”

“Freaking the head” and “‘running amuck™ are two terms used to
describe physically aggressive oppositional behavior directed
against the schooling system. Both types of behavior are severely
violent against the schooling system and its representatives.
“Freaking the head™ basically describes behavior in which the
young person loses his or her temper and executes mental or physi-
cal violence either on school property or on the teacher. Usually
the outburst is in reaction to a feeling that the teacher is mentally
“putting them down™; alternatively, it is a reaction to the teacher
physically hitting them. Both young men and young women had
“freaked the head” on occasion. This behavior usually led to in-
stant expulsion.

[In a group discussion]

Gillian: 1 freaked the head. I threw paint all over the place and
knocked down all the presses in the art room.

HF: Why?

Gillian: To get thrown out, that’s why I done it. I"d have done anything
to have gotten thrown out of school at that time.

This behavior involves more than a defensive reaction. It is a reac-
tion of open aggression, of a mental and physical battle against the
powers that be. The example related by Mairead best encapsulates
the motivation for ‘“‘freaking the head.”
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Mairead: Like when I walked in the door, right, first day in his class
and he says, “Here comes trouble.” Like he thought he knew me and
I had never even set eyes on the chap before. The first time I ever
seen him was when I walked in that door. “That looks like trouble,”
he says. So I says [to herself], “Right, well, fuck you, if you ask for it
you have it.” From that day on I gave him some fucking life. I was
real quiet but then because of that I just kept freaking the head in
class.

HF: So would you consider that you were defending yourself?

Mairead: Like for what he said, I got him back for it. He asked for it,
so | gave it to him.

Initially there are probably defensive reasons for her oppo-
sitional behavior, but the method she adopts in “standing up™ for
herself is more aggressive than defensive. She defines “defensive”
in aggressive terms in that she believes defending herself against
insults actually demands giving back more insults than she re-
ceived. Winning confrontations becomes important.

There is sometimes a substantial group dimension to “freaking
the head.” Sometimes there is a feeling of moral right on their side
in reacting against a teacher.

Sally: There was a fella in our class and he was handicapped. He used a
wheelchair, and we all got on well with him. We all liked him. We
didn’t treat him different. The master said, “Just because you're
handicapped you think you're going to get special treatment.” With
that we all freaked the head. None of us would work, you know. We
ripped up our books and all.

More spectacular is the description given of “running amuck.” The
origin of the reaction is unclear, but the conflict overflows and
snowballs into what is referred to as “running amuck” and is tanta-
mount to rioting violence.

[In a group discussion]

Cyril: Something happened one day and we had the whole school
running down all the corridors.

Eamonn: Ah yes, I brought a Shetland horse into the school one day. A
little Shetland and I let it go and it was running around the school.
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Cyril: No not that day, another day. The whole bleeding school went
mad. We were all going to bash the masters one by one. All the fifth
and sixth years [16-18-year-olds] all around shouting and singing,
“One, two, three, four, what the fucking hell is this?”

These descriptions of violent reactions to schooling are at the
farthest point on the continuum of oppositional behavior enacted
against the schooling system and its representatives by the young
people.

2

Early School-leaving

Leaving school early is the obvious outcome of the schooling ex-
perience as described in the previous chapter. The current chapter
presents the actual process of early school-leaving as described by
the young people. It describes how it came about that they left
school early, the decision-making element, the family precedent of
early school-leaving, the parents’ involvement, and the local influ-
ence on the action of early departure from school. Overall, indi-
vidual reasons for leaving school basically follow a pattern of
leaving school to go to work. Whether the departure from school
was primarily motivated by the desire to escape schooling or, alter-
natively, was motivated by the desire to work may have varied
from case to case, but each young person argued that they left
school to work.

EXPULSION

In some cases it was felt by the young people that no decision
was involved in leaving since they had been expelled. The young
people placed the responsibility of their expulsion on the institu-
tion.



36 Identities-in-Culture

Margo: She [the Head nun] was just always on our backs. See, at that
time we had to get coats and there were four of us in school and me
Ma just didn’t get the coats at the beginning of the year. She was
always moaning, so me Ma went up and explained that she couldn’t
get the coats and she just goes, “Ah, well they have to get the coats”
and me Da then went up and she told him that she didn’t want us
coming back.

When placed in a situation like this, the young people were on the
defensive and progressively got themselves into more trouble.
They tended to retort in a personalized abusive fashion to what
they regarded as the nun “‘picking” on them for not having bought
their coats. This process or reaction ensured their expulsion.

Margo: [Regarding her twin sister] Yes, she hadn’t got her coat, so she
used to suspend her, so I'd say something to her and she’d suspend
me as well. )

HF: Like what would you say?

Margo: Tell her to shut her mouth or something, call her a spectacly
cunt or something.

Because of their belief that the Head nun was directly in the wrong,
this was excused by the parents.

Margo: Me Ma didn’t mind ’cause she knew what the nun was like.
She was an old bitch.

“WALKING OUT” OR “GETTING THROWN OUT”

The reason for leaving school seems to be that a conflict situation
just gets out of hand; the young people feel they had been victim-
ized to some extent, perhaps having been isolated as a leader of
“messers,” and they react badly. The “walking out” takes place in
the heat of conflict without forethought—an impulsive reaction.

HF: What age were you when you left school?
Gemma: Fifteen.
HF: And why did you leave school at that stage, was it because . ., . ?

Gemma: 1didn’t leave, I got thrown out.
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HF: You got thrown out. What happened?

Gemma: | had a big fight with one of the teachers. ... She [teacher]
says, “You have your choice, go into your class or leave this school,”
so I just walked out of the school.

Those who were expelled resented the fact, but both of these young
women above felt they wanted a second chance, and the fact that
they felt they had not made the choice to leave made a difference to
them. Others who had been thrown out reacted in a different way
by proclaiming that they had been thrown out because they wanted
to get thrown out. This approach enabled the individual to claim
more control over the action.

[In a group discussion]

Gillian: Why did I leave school! I got thrown out of school.

HF: You got thrown out?

Gillian: 1'd have done anything to have got thrown out at that time.

Cyril explains that having robbed money from his mother he had
gone “on the hop” and spent it; she brought him down to the
headmaster where the following incident occurred.

Cyril: He turned around and said to me, “I’'m suspending you for the
rest of the term and come back for your Group Cert.”” I marched over
to him and said, “Well, thanks very much. I'm delighted. Well fuck
you and your school.” [ was delighted. I was waiting for this day to
turn up. I walked out and . . .

Getting “thrown out” of school can have a bravado element to it
as expressed by Gillian, but this is only a small minority situation.
The young people mostly feel a loss of pride if they are told to
leave. On the whole they prefer to walk out before being told to
leave.

Gemma: So 1 was thrown out of school the first time [suspended] but
then I had my choice to get thrown out or stay in, but I just left, I
walked out.

or
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Paddy: Me Da was going to get me back in and I went back in and the
same all happened again and this time [ says, “You’re not throwing
me out, because I’'m going.” I just went.

“IT IS VERY HARD TO EXPLAIN”

Some young people just do not seem to know what happened or
why they left school. Their descriptions entail an element of indi-
vidualized mystery. An actual lack of identifiable cause for their
leaving is expressed. Once again, a lack of thought before action is
apparent.

Bridie: 1 remember having the school uniform on me that Monday to
go to school and I actually felt that I have to go to school and a note
came through the door saying to be down at 10 o’clock to start a
course [AnCO (a Government Training Body) workshop]. I just took
off my school uniform and went. Now I regret that. I always regret
that.

Helen, on the other hand, gives a more personalized account of
what was happening in her life at that time, but no account of a
decision is given. One of her friends had died in a “joyriding”
incident, a practice in which young people steal a car with the
intention of being in a car chase when the Gardai [police] attempt
to follow the stolen car.

Helen: It’s very hard to explain. I went to a funeral and I was real
upset. I just never went back to school. I was glad at that time. I just
didn’t care.

HF: What did you do, did you just stay at home?

Helen: 1 just stayed at home, yes.

“I"D HAD ENOUGH”

These other young people who left of their own accord describe
their leave-taking as being due only to dislike of school. This can
be considered as a “‘push™ factor—they left school because they
wanted to get away from schooling; their schooling was responsi-
ble for their wish to leave. It was dissatisfaction with their school-
ing situation that was the primary motivation.

e
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HF: And did you get kicked out in the end?
Eamonn: No I left. I'd had enough.

Mairead expressed her dislike of school straight away. She in-
tended to leave as soon as possible. She talks about a conversation
held with the Career Guidance teacher.

Mairead: She said to me, “How long are you planning on staying in
this school?”” “I’m not staying for six months,” I said. “I’ll leave by
two months. As soon as I can I'll leave.” ... I got my Christmas
holidays and I never went back.

This hatred of school sometimes involves a feeling of “getting
nowhere.”

[In a group discussion]

HF': In the end why did you leave?

Joe: Because of the Group Cert. I didn’t get the yoke, and I didn’t like
it at school,

HF: So why did you leave in the end?

Judy: 1 was passing most of the subjects, just passing, you know. So

long as I got enough to pass it was all right but, ah, I didn’t really get
great marks in any of the subjects.

HF: Right, Dave, why did you leave school in the end? You left after
one year, was it?

Dave: 1 did first year and I reckoned I was getting into too much
trouble.

HF: With the teachers, all the time?

Dave: Yes. I was getting bad reports and there was a job going down in
the dairies and I got a job down there working in the momings.

“I GOT A JOB”

The second motivation in the school-leaving process, of equal im-
portance as their dislike of school, is their interest in finding em-
ployment. None of the young people left school without first
looking for employment. For each of these young people, the alter-
native to school was working, and there was nothing acceptable
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between the two. They usually left school when they had acquired
employment or to acquire employment. In most cases, the young
people chose employment above schooling.

HF: So, in the end, did you leave after the Inter Cert [Intermediate
Certificate Examination]?

Liam: Yes, I got a job. I got a job there during the summer, last sum-
mer, and I did six months . ..

HF: And did you leave school because you got a job?

Liam: No, I got my Summer holidays and it was around August. I go
back in September and I got the job in August, so I didn’t go back
then. I couldn’t stand it any more.

As can be seen, very little cognizance is taken of a decision-mak-
ing process. Once a job is found, the outcome is to some extent
inevitable. On further discussion with Liam, an element of choice
is still not apparent.

HF: Did you make a choice to leave or .. . ?

Liam: 1 would have gone back and gone on to do my Leaving, but in a
way | was delighted to get out of school.

HF: Why?

Liam: 1 just was, I couldn’t stand it, you know.

Judy’s action of leaving school is described in almost exactly the
same words as Liam’s.

Judy: Then during the summer I went to look for a job. I got a job, so |
left. I'didn’t go back.

Others just waited to reach the legal age at which it is possible to
quit school and then they looked for a job.

Claire: 1 got thrown out loads of times and then, on my fifteenth
birthday, I knew that was the legal age I could leave school. I told
them I was leaving, I was going looking for a job.

While these young people wanted to leave school because they
disliked it, finding a job was taken very seriously even in these
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early days of school-leaving. Michael expressed that he was not
learning anything anyway while staying in school, and proceeded
to describe his departure from school.

HF: And then what happened that you eventually left?

Michael: 1 went to a job, a job discussion before I left, down in the
bakery, and your man says, “Come in tomorrow morning.”

HF: Yes.

Michael: And my auld fella told me that there was a bus leaving at six
o’clock and it would be there by half-six, because I was meant to
start at half-six. There was no bus. I had to walk in there. By the time
I got in there, it was a quarter to eight. And your man says, “You can
go home and sleep it off,” and he meant that I didn’t get it.

PARENT’S INVOLVEMENT

Since these young people were minors when leaving school, their
parent(s) enter into the explanation as to why they had left school
early. In the cases where the young person was labeled a “trouble-
maker” and expulsion was in the pipeline, the parent(s) were heav-
ily involved in the situation and usually brought about the final
parting. This occurs because the school authorities would have
contacted the parents if a the young person was to be suspended.
The parents would go to the school to defend their son or daughter
or to get to the root of the problem. The mother was the one who
went to the school in the initial stages. If relations between the
mother and the school authorities reached a stalemate, the father
played his role (in those cases not involving single parents). In
Gemma’s case, she had been labeled a “troublemaker,” and, while
she did make trouble, her objection was that she was the only one
receiving punishment. The story continues:

Gemma: Me Ma went in that Wednesday. She was called into the office
and she goes. She says, “Its not fair to keep picking on Gemma.
She’s not the only one. I’m keeping her out of school now.”

In the cases that led to expulsion or “walking out,” the parents’
involvement in negotiations resulted not in a reduction but in a
heightening of conflict, as was the case for Gemma. Paddy ex-
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plains the part his parents played in his leaving school. Paddy had
“had enough” of doing punishment work and would not complete
the punishment work he had been given to do. He, therefore, got
suspended, and the parents then got involved.

Paddy: Yes. See, me Ma and Da never believed me when I used to
come home and say, “I got this for nothing” and me Da would say,
“You don’t get anything for nothing now,” you know. My Da went
up to the school and had a look at the scales [punishment work] and
he went mad, he did. He took my little brother out as well.

HF: How come your Da went up?

Paddy: Me Da started going up after me Ma. Like me Ma used always
go up. Me Da never went up, he wasn’t bothered with the school.
And me Ma then went up to the Headmaster and he started roaring
at her, “He’s always messing” and all that. My Ma says, “Don’t
fucking shout at me you bastard” and all that. He says, “Get out, get
out of this school and never come back with your sons.” My Da goes
back up later on.

HF : He said that to your Mother?

Paddy: Yes. My Da went up later on and gave him a black eye,
punched him around. It was at the break, the ten-minute break, and
all the young ones on the corridor saying, “Go on, go on.”

HF: Did he bring any action against your father for hitting him or
anything like that?

Paddy: No, he started it.

HF: Yes.

Paddy: He started roaring and all and me Da just got fed up with it.

While negotiations were usually already close to an end before a
father entered the arena, his involvement would conclusively and
effectively end them.

In a majority of cases the parents seem to have been disap-
pointed in their children’s leaving school early, regardless of the
conditions under which they left.

HF: Would he be disappointed in you?

Margo: Yes, he goes mad he does. Me Ma does too. She was used to it
though. We were always getting suspended from , for the
least thing, having no shoes or no coat or something.
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There is a sense of the mother just giving up the effort:

[In a group discussion]

Margo: Me Ma said she could have got us back in but she wasn’t
bothered, all her trouble, and we’d be only, you know, messing all
the time again.

or

HF: What did your mother say?
Gillian: She’d kill me. Then she’d stop, she gave up with me.

Whether or not parents wanted their children to stay in school
made no impact if the young person wanted to leave. There was no

way the parents who wanted their children to stay in school could
force then.

[In a group discussion]

Helen: My Ma was dead keen on me staying in school. She wanted me
to stay in school until I was eighteen. There was no way I wouldn’t
stay in school until I was eighteen.

or

HF: How come she did not want you to leave until you were fifteen,
but didn’t mind after fifteen?

Claire: No, she wanted me to stay on and do my Inter Cert and all that.
Nobody can force you to stay on in school. I could have been thrown
out loads of times and they wouldn’t have stuck me [tolerated me].

Even the most valiant attempt of a parent would be fruitless, and

the parents would cease trying to stop their children quitting
school.

HF: What did she think of the whole thing—was she mad with you?

Gemma: Yes, she was going to keep me in for a month and all. She
kept me in for a week and I was going mad, I was. In all day. I wasn’t
allowed out the door. So then she says, “Well, if it wasn’t all your
fault, I’1l let you out.” This was after a week. The teacher had nearly
had her in tears, and all over me.
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r the rﬁost part, the parents just had to accept the situation that
100l was not what their child wanted.

. a group discussion]

7: Did your parents say anything about you leaving or your family?
lly: Me Ma was giving out.

7: What kind of giving out?

lly: Like, you’re not leaving.

r: Did you have to wait until she agreed before you left, or did you
just leave?

lly: I told her I was going to leave anyway, so sr'ne told me I could
leave then. She knew I hated it. She was against it even though she
let me go in the end.

F: Your family—did they care that you left school, or did they want
you to, or was it your own business, or what?

«dy: Me Da wanted me to stay at school. I hadn’t any interest in
school., like I wasn’t going to get anywhere staying in school so me
Ma told me Da I was leaving. I had left and that was the end of it you

know.

'F: Was he angry?

udy: Yes he was mad. He didn’t say too much, like. Just “You're too
young to be leaving school.”

For those parents who did not want their children to leave
chool the situation was alleviated if, and when, the young person
ot work. The parent(s) considered work a viable al%ematwe to
'chool if the young person was leaving school despite parental

)pposition.

In a group discussion] _

4F: What did you do then, just stay at home?

Jelen: 1 just stayed at home, yes.

4F: What did your parents say when all this was happening [leaving
school]?

Helen: 1t’s only me Ma is there.

HF: What did she say?

Helen: She used to say, “You’re going back to school or you better get

P CRDEE SR St o

Early School-leaving 45

a job, but you’re not staying here all day doing nothing.” But I never
did go back to school, and I never did get a job either.

or
Dave: She let me leave because I got a job down in the Dairies.

The parents would usually make their children go back to school if
they did not get a job.

HF: Were you just at home then [after leaving school]? Did you have
to work at home?

Claire: Not really, every day me Ma would say, “Do the hoovering” or
“Make the bed,” something easy or “Get out and look for a job. If
you don’t get a job soon you’ll be back to school.”

HF: So she wasn’t too angry with you?

Claire: She brought me back. That’s when I left school when I was
fifteen. I couldn’t get a job. She brought me back and says to the
master, “Will you take her back™ . . .

Only a small minority of parents approved of their children
leaving school. Liam’s parents approved on the basis that he was
getting into trouble after school while hanging around and that
work would keep him out of trouble.

HF': So what did your parents say when you were leaving school? Did
they mind?

Liam: No, they were delighted, they were.
HF': Because you'd be making some money?

Liam: Because I'd be making some money, getting out of trouble, you
know.

HF: Getting out of trouble?

Liam: Getting out of trouble. Because I was messing, but I haven’t got
into trouble since I started working.

Ita’s parents actually instigated her leaving school early.

HF': You left and did your parents say it was okay?
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a: Me Ma was the one that put the idea into my head, she made me
get a job.

nly two sets of parents were said “not to care” whether their
hildren left school early.

amonn: They didn’t care much.

r

pe: They didn’t mind really.

However, even when parents were most adamant that their child
hould stay in school, the young people felt that the parents Eag
ot given them good reasons for staying. They felt that there ha
een little explanation as to why it would have been better for them

) stay.

udy: Me Da would have liked me to stay in school. Hg wanted me to
do me Leaving and all, but none of these explanations why, you

know.

If the parents’ schooling history was known to their children
nd it was not one of school-going, the young people could use
1is information to argue the merits of leaving school carly.

;emma: Like me Da, he never went to school.

IF: So what did he think? ' .
jemma: He just kept saying, “You should have stayed’ in school e
Well, he wants us to go and stay in school, but he can’t read or write.

JOCIALIZATION INTO EARLY SCHOOL-LEAVING

hese young people through their family and neighborhood hag
xperienced only early school-leaving, so much so that they 'ha'
heir own definition of what it is: leaving before lhe. leg.al age limit
rr before completing their Group Certificate Examination.

In a group discussion]
1F: Did they leave school kind of early too?
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Sally: Yes, they did leave early. Only one of my sisters stayed on. She
did her Inter.

or

HF': Had they left school early too?
Mairead: No, they had done their Group Cert.

Early school-leaving followed a precedent of early school-leav-
ing on the part of the rest of the family. The older members of the
family usually left school early, although there was one notable
exception: Gillian had an older brother who went on to third-level
education. None of the other young people even knew people who
had gone on to third level.

Mairead describes her family’s history of early school-leaving,
which is typical except for those who are the eldest in the family.

HF': Had they dropped out of school very early, or what?

Mairead: Most of them, nearly everyone of them. Like my brothers
were always doing a bunk off school. Never went to school. Me Ma
would leave them in and they’d run back out. My sisters all left
early. They all got jobs. They’re all married now. Tommy he done
six months like myself. M I think done six months. P
1 think he done three years. He was the only one in the family.

Their definition of early school-leaving comes not only from their
family background but from the experience of their friends, the
labor market, and their entire neighborhood background.

(In a group discussion]

HF': You know the four of you who were in school together, did they
all leave school early?

Joe: Yes.
HF: All left school, and what do they do?

Joe: Two of them is working and one is doing an AnCO course.

or

HF: Did many of your friends leave at the same time as you did?



48 Identities-in-Culture
Sally: No, some of them stayed on and some of them left before me.

The factories in the locality employ young early school-leavers in
large numbers.

HF: Did you think you were very young to leave school then?

idn’ i ime because a lot of young

Judy: No, I didn’t really think that at the time
gnes like that did leave school. Like around the factory—there were
loads of factories where I was working and they were all around my

age.

These young people are surrounded by a .community of early
school-leavers. They do not feel that by leaving school early they

were in any way unique.

[In a group discussion]
HF: Would you say that [leaving early] happens a lot around here?
Gillian: Nearly everyone is leaving school very early.

Helen: Especially on our road. There’s no one in school, kids anq all
that never went to school. Jesus, I swear to God. Me, I‘ do be say}:_ng,
“Why aren’t you at school,” and me like, you know, I’d be laughing
at myself [laughing].

AFTER TWO OR THREE WEEKS

Having left school, each young person recalls practically the exact
same reaction: immediate exhilaration, followed by complete bore-

dom.

[In a group discussion]

HF: Did you feel free when you left? .

Mairead: 1 felt great [laughs]. It was brilliant. 1 used t.o love gem?iedu?
in the mornings. Me Ma couldn’t believe me, hopping up out o ’
you know.

HF: Did you think of what you were going to do? . .

Mairead: No,1don’t think I’d any cop on. I didn’t think it was going t(;
be so hard to get a job. . . . You know how it was. When I left sch(:o
it was great because my mates weren’t working but when my mates
got a job, I nearly got sick. [ was sickened I was.
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Those who most hated school felt the greatest relief to have left,
but idleness was not what they wanted.

HF: Were you delighted to have finished with school?

Martin: Of course, it was great. I thought it was great at first but after
about four or five weeks I really got pissed off, you know.

Even though they had been forewarned, this did not affect their
decision.

[In a group discussion]

Helen: Yes, and as soon as I left school I was bored [laughs].

Gillian: My Ma always told me, “You're going to be bored sitting
around.” So I got a job then a month after, so I wasn’t too bad.

Only one person actually missed the challenge of schoolwork, de-
spite how bored they all were on quitting school.

Margo: At the start I felt, ah, Jesus, this is great, no more school, no

more gelting up in the mornings and facing them. Then after two or
three weeks I'd have loved to be back in school.

HF: Why was that?

Margo: Leaving, I didn’t miss it for the first while. I was delighted.
Then I started missing the bit of crack we used to have in school.

HF: You didn’t start missing the schoolwork though?

Margo: Well, in a way I did. Like, I was sitting here doing nothing all
day and I missed the maths. The maths and the Irish.

Their boredom for the most part was connected with not having
their friends around them or not having been successful regarding
finding work. The initial boredom or perhaps disappointment did
not tempt any of them to return to school.
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Work Experience
and Future Prospects

The previous chapter has described thf? process of early schooé:
leaving. It has been noted in this Qescrlptlop that th;: yo:glcge s[;eof
ple’s perspective on work has a direct bearing on the p! e o
their early school-leaving. This chapter embgrks on alpt(:rr ni,a;ket
the early school-leavers’ attitude to wqu, their actual ;\ 0! e
position, their individual work experience, and the _:nm;cnanc-ml
wards of that work experience. In ad.dluon, the family mk ey
situation is explored, since this is obv10usl'y relevant to wor
tudes, particularly in economically subordinated groups.

PERCEPTION OF WORK

The young people’s perception of work is decidedly complex a;};i
gendered. Work is definitely a symbol of ?\dulthood for glxerq of
On attaining employment they achieve an mc}epepdence_ at is
major importance. In the young men’s view, it raises their status.

Liam: 1 was working with all men and all. You.don’t get ‘an'ylhinngt;)]u:
of'it like a trade, but you get a bit of muscle into you, lifting all thai

stuff.
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Work is something that is never spoken of in a trivial manner.
There is almost a reverence for manual work among the young
men, and some who had not talked freely about their school expe-
rience went to great lengths to communicate their interest in it.

HF: Why do you like metalwork so much?

Michael: Why? Because it’s hard and yet you can take your time at it.
There’s no rushing. You can get the whole thing made whenever you
want, you know what I mean? You have the whole work class and if
you don’t get it done today, you’d have to do it tomorrow. When I do
metalwork, time flies. So I hope I can get the whole thing done today
or elsc do overtime, but you can’t do overtime in here. It’s hard
work, but it’s great hard work.

The young men have an idea of work as being hard, tough, and
manual. White-collar work does not come into the sphere of their
vision of work. Occasionally they might refer to office work, but
only in a derogatory or derisive way.

[In a group discussion]
Paddy: 1 wouldn’t do an office job. No way.

The young women'’s perception of work differs to a slight de-
gree from that held by the young men. Like the young men, they
reject white-collar work, and this forms a large part of their reason-
ing for leaving school. Their common view of white-collar work is

secretarial work, which they reject unanimously. Claire refers to
her “‘placement” in an office.

Claire: They tried to put me in an office. There was no way I'd go into
an office. . . . I'm not interested in sitting in an office all day.

Variations from the young men’s attitude occur regarding the
acceptability of all manual work. A minority of the young women
expressed a discriminating attitude. Gillian would not work in a
café; it was not acceptable to her.

(In a group discussion]

Gillian: That’s the one thing—I’d never work in a café, that’s the only
thing I wouldn’t do.
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HF: Why do you say that?

Gillian: T'd just feel like a skivvy or something—you know, cleaning
up after other people.

Another difference is that the same love of hard manual work is
not to found in the young women’s consciousness. They do not
identify with the hard manual work in the same personalized man-
ner.

While the young school-leaver’s perception of work is that it is
a symbol of adulthood, this understanding was most frequently
expressed by the young men. The young women felt a necessary
financial responsibility to contribute to the home income on a
material basis—the necessity to add to the money needed to rear
their younger siblings. The belief that the young people would
achieve independence through work by the acquisition of money
is the primary motivation in finding employment. The ability to
contribute to the home income is a necessity for all these young
people.

Bridie: You will find it’s not the first three in every family that want to
do the Inter and Leaving. It’s the younger kids. You’ve an advantage
if you are bomn the third child rather than the first or second, because
the first and second always go out and find jobs. They have to.

The notion of work is entirely intertwined with the concept of
an independent income. There was no understanding and complete
mystification at the fact that T was unpaid while doing this re-
search. Usually the first question asked was, “How much do you
get for this?” In the introductory stages, with each group there
were problems with this. Three separate incidents occurred where
some of the young people would bring up, in discussion, the sub-
ject of the researcher’s unwaged status.

[In group conversations]

Jenny: You're mad, I wouldn’t come to this kip if [ wasn’t getting paid.
Ask the [manager] for a cheque!

The overall approach to not receiving an income is best expressed
by Bernadette in relation to student status.
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HF: What, then, do you think of the fact that I'm still going to college?
Bernadette: 1 think you're stupid. You know, what age are you?

HF: Twenty-four.

Bernadette: You should go out and get a job instead of wasting your

time in here. You’re not getting paid, you know. That’s stupid. I'd
rather go and get a job, but it’s your life.

Pay or money is central to their perception of work, particularly
in the young women’s case. Work is a means to an end. It is the
“take-home” pay that interests them. There was little talk of work
satisfaction by the young women. While there is an attraction in
adopting an adult role or in leaving school, the wish to acquire
employment is predominantly located in the desire for money, for
an independent income.

Work has also an added value for the young people, which they
refer to: it “keeps them out of trouble.” They have a clear percep-
tion that in working there is safety, but without work “trouble”
cannot be avoided. Work keeps them off the street, no matter how
badly paid, and gives a profile of respectability.

HF: Did you come to the Community Training Workshop for money,
or for what?

Joe: To get me off the roads. I was going around robbing and that.
HF: Were you in trouble with the Gardai?
Joe: They know me alright, like I’'m up on a charge now, I am.

The young women make the same point.

Margo: Let’s say you’'re working eight to four, like that is getting us off
the streets for a while, but then, like, after four there is nothing for us
todo...

WORK EXPERIENCE

Each young person left school with the intention of finding em-
ployment. Sometimes there was initial success. It has already been
noted that in some cases they found work in order to obtain per-
mission to leave school. For others, a minority, there was no suc-
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cess. For those who found work, the type of employment obtained
was often unsuitable. In the case of Liam, his job was so physically
demanding that it was more suited to an adult male rather than a
fourteen-year-old. Obviously their employment was part of a labor
cost-cutting system operated by companies.

Liam: Delivering washing machines, fridges, and all that stuff. See, I
was working a seventy-two-hour week for fifty pounds. It wasn’t
worth it. I just left. The boss was always picking on me, you know,
because of my size.

The type of employment the other young men found was, for
example, part-time milk delivery or leaflet delivery, and these
were the main areas of employment for under-aged men. The ma-
jority of young women acquired work more easily than the young
men. They found work in either of two places: the local sewing
factory or the local fish factory. The sewing factory was the more
satisfactory of the two.

HF: Had you to work hard?

Judy: No, work wasn’t hard. We used to have, say, a certain number of
skirts to sew. You did that number and that was all you had to do for
that hour, you know. Then you could go away and have a smoke or a
cup of tea and that was easy enough.

Others found the work difficult if they could not sew. Then they
were “on the floor” packing, which was considered hard work. The
fish factory was second choice; a few of the young women refused
to work there, so it was not work at all costs.

[In a group discussion]

HF: When you left school, did you get a job?
Gillian: In the fish factory.

HF: How long did you stay there?

Gillian: 1 lasted ages and then the terrible smell caught up on me. I
couldn’t stick it. At eight o’clock in the moming the smell of bleed-
ing fish, yach, and then cutting its guts out. Oh Jesus!

Others took a shorter time to decide they could not work there.
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HF: Would you look for work in the fish factory?

Mairead: 1 worked there for one night. I couldn’t stand it. I was look-
ing at all the guts getting shoveled up and all. I pitied the poor
people who had to do it.

or

[In an individual discussion.]
HF: Then you got a job in the fish factory eventually. Did you like it?
Sally: No, it wasn’t great, cutting fish open and taking the insides out.

Work in the fish factory was on a seasonal basis, and the condi-
tions were terribly exploitative, as described by Sally.

Sally: We mainly got overtime. You'd get overtime from eight o’clock
in the morning and you could sometimes work until nine or ten
o’clock that night.

HF: Would you have worked thosc hours often?

Sally: Yes, nearly every night and then work Saturdays and Sundays.

HF: Are you a work maniac?

Sally: They used to ask us to come in. That’s what me Ma used to
say—*“You never have a job and then when you do, you're a work
maniac.” [ used to be coming home at eleven at night. . ..

HF : Was it for the money you’d do these hours?

Sally: No, it wasn’t for the sake of the money. Like she [supervisor]

used to say, you’re working late. She’d ask for a big explanation if [
wasn’t working late so you had to.

The work initially contracted, such as it was, invariably lasted
only a short while. The work that was part-time by nature, such as
milk deliveries and leaflet deliveries, entailed very few hours and
very little pay. Work such as the fish factory employment and
sewing factory employment was full-time, though temporary, and
usually came to an abrupt end. The work in the fish factory was
seasonal, and the sewing factory laid workers on and off abruptly
in response to market trends.

Judy: 1 was there nearly a year. Then they closed down a certain
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amount of the factory because the bosses weren’t making enough
money out of it. You know. Then I was out of work for a while.

or

Sally: 1 only lasted six months.
HF: What happened?

Sally: There was no more work so they left me off. It just went slack.
He let a few others go as well.

There was a minority of cases where work came to an end due to

the employee being fired, on the basis of some kind of conflict.
Liam describes how his work came to an end.

[In an individual discussion]

Liam: See, I was working seventy-two hours a week for fifty pounds. It
wasn’t worth it. I just left. The boss was always picking on me, you
know, because of my size.

HF': You got fifty pounds for that much work?

Liam: Yes, seventy-two hours, Monday to Saturday. I was working

with a man and he was on a hundred and fifty pounds, same work as
I was doing.

Paddy’s work came to an end due to conflict also. He describes the
situation.

Paddy: 1 used to work in G and the bastard gave us the sack.
.You know, I come in three days a week. Then he says, “Start coming
in all week, will you?” I says, “Is there any extra pay in it?” He says
“No.” So I stayed coming in three days a weck — the usual. I went
in, and he says, “I won’t be needing you any more.” I says “Why
not?” He says, “You didn’t do what I told you.”

For others the reason behind their leaving or being sacked is more
obscure.

Claire: 1 went out and I got a job for a month and I got sacked out there
and it wasn’t even my fault I got sacked. It was the supervisor on
over us. She was having people on for a month and then sacking
them. . . . If she [supervisor] didn’t like the look of you, you weren't
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going to be left there, but if she thought you were alright you’d get
on great with her; you’d be left there for years, you would.

THE NEED TO WORK

It was described in the first section how early school-leaving is
directly linked to the intention of finding employment. This need
to work is based on the wish to attain adult status and most impor-
tantly to attain an independent income. The most direct, all-perva-
sive interest among these young people was their concern
regarding finding employment. For those who had never worked
since leaving school, the desire was strong and more palpable.
Their lack of success at finding employment was a severe disap-
pointment.

We have already recorded (p. 41) Michael’s story of how he left
school to take up a job in a bakery. However, because the bus did
not leave on time, or because his father made a mistake in relation
to the bus timetable, he failed to arrive on time for work on the first
day. He was fired on the spot, the assumption being that he had a
hangover from alcohol consumption the night before. Michael was
very disappointed with what he saw as a missed opportunity, the
loss of a potential job.

HF: And you wanted to work, basically?
Michael: Still do.

The lack of work in the past leads to a strong wish to work.

[In a group discussion]

Susan: 1 want work, you know. We all sit around for ages, we do. We’'re
all fed up. Sometimes we all start going over. Will you give us
something to do, give us something to do. He’s [trainer] always busy
himself. . . . At the end they send you out to a job, you know, and one
out of ten don’t get it. They send a group out, one doesn’t get the job
usually, but the rest do. So I mightn’t be that one. I hope not [this
refers to a four-week placement].

This anxiety to work is spoken of freely among both the young
men and women, The young women refer directly to money as
opposed to starting work as a benefit of working.
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[In a group discussion]

Gillian: That’s all I wanted—to work and get loads of money, that’s all
I wanted. I'd love a job now.

Helen: I’d do anything for a job now, and that’s being honest. How I'd

love a job. I'd rather have a job than to be out of work. I’ll go nuts
just doing nothing.

The experience of having had no work for a long period is ex-
pressed clearly as a negative experience.

HF: How long were you between jobs before you got into the fish
factory?

Sally: 1 was about a year between jobs.

HF: What were you doing for the year you were at home?

Sally: 1 was out looking for a job. I had no money, it was bad. . . . I just
wanted to get a job, you know what I mean. I had no money or
anything ...

HF: Why do you work for thirty-seven pounds now when you were
making so much money before?

Sally: I'd prefer to be doing something than sitting at home.

Their interest and anxiety in relation to securing employment is
best encapsulated in the following incident, in which one of the
young people had attained a “placement’™ for four weeks in the
local supermarket working as a trolley pusher.

[From my diary]

Nelly [trainer] said, “I’m just after meeting Cyril going across the
road. He’s cheering and singing as if he won the world cup. I asked
him what he was so happy about. He said he’d got a job. He was
throwing his jumper into the air. I hope no-one meets him or they’ll
lock him up! He’s a gas young lad, isn’t he?” I was surprised he was
so happy at so little. Dympna [trainer] answered, “It may seem little
to you but it’s not to him. This is his first chance. He was getting
worried he wouldn’t even get In-Company Training.”

MONEY AND WORK, MONEY AND FAMILY

The motivation to work is inextricably linked to earning money.
Money is a regular issue for the young people. To obtain work is to
get an independent income, and this is of primary importance to
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the young people. Obtaining money is expressed as a necessity.
Gillian, when asked why she worked in the fish factory, having
described her disgust at the work, replies that she needed the

money.

HF: Tell me why you stayed there so long as you did?
Gillian: *Cause me Ma needed the money and I needed the money.

The young people felt that they needed money for themselves,
and it was felt that money dictates the whole lifestyle.

Judy: 1 always had enough money for myself, that’s what I liked about
working, you know, I was never left without money.

HF: Did you think the most important thing about work was the money
at the end of the work?

Judy: Yes, having something for yourself.
or

[In an individual discussion]
HF: Do you think the money was important?
Joe: Yes. Very, cause you can’t do anything if you’ve no money.

Usually there is a second motivating factor: they see their posi-
tion as needing money for themselves and their family.

[In a group discussion]

Gillian: They [family] need it or I need it, you know, to do something.
I don’t like sitting in every night of the week. You need money, you
need money, no matter what, for everything.

HF: How much were you carning a week?

Gillian: Tt all depends really. If I got seventy pounds I'd give me Ma

thirty pounds and keep forty pounds myself. It was alright, it was.
The hours were bad though, slaving we were, we were like slaves.

Even those who say that they left school to earn money for
themselves include the parents’ lack of money as an explanation,
because the parents wouldn’t have money to give their children.
The parents would be glad of extra cash themselves.
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