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ABSTRACT 

Underachievement and gender in education are complex issues. Gender 

comparison statistics are mainly derived from the culture of international, national, 

and provincial large scale assessments. The so called, "what about the boys?" 

argument emerges out of these comparative approaches. The existing literature 

underscores the need to identify which boys are underachieving. Boys who are 

disaffected from school appear to be particularly at risk of not pursuing a 

postsecondary education. This study offers a unique perspective by examining 

disaffection from school through the voices of disaffected boys. Exploring the 

personal stories of ten boys who experienced disaffection from school offers a close

up picture of what the phenomenon of disaffection feels like from the "insi~e out" 

and provides greater depth and poignancy to the entire experience, which cannot be 

accomplished in large scale, survey research. 

The following characteristics of disaffection from school are examined from 

the perspective of adolescent boys: marginal literacy skills, academic detachment, a 

lack of focus on the pleasure of learning and reading in school, low participation, 

and/or low sense of belonging. Since a strong relationship has been established 

between perceived academic efficacy and how career choice and development 

decisions are made, this study also explores how disaffected adolescent boys made 

career choice decisions in light of their experiences and perceptions through the lens 

of self-efficacy. 

A phenomenological approach was used to investigate this phenomenon. The 

qualitative means of data collection consisted of at least two long, one-on-one 
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interviews with ten adolescent boys, completing grade twelve in New Brunswick 

high schools. Member checking strategies were incorporated. Three overarching 

themes serve to represent the data: serving a sentence, coping with the reality, and 

facing the future. 

The findings of this study are relevant to the understanding of disaffection 

from school and to broadening the theoretical perspective of self-efficacy. 

Specifically, this research offers insight into what disaffected boys learn and do not 

learn in school and examines the nature of their affective connection with school. 

Who these boys are and the ways in which they frame their experiences constitute 

the focus of this study. Collectively, the findings of this study inform, confirm, and 

extend the existing literature. Implications for policy and practice as well as for 

future research are considered. 

This study demonstrates the personal side of the "what about the boys?" 

debate. The participants offer a window into their experience of disaffection from 

school and of the costs associated with maintaining the status quo. Their voices 

consistently convey the message that there needs to be a paradigm shift in how they 

are educated. 
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Chapter One 

INTRODUCTION 

Everyone has a story. When stories are shared with others, the recipients may 

form new understandings, change their perceptions, and be led to act. Exploring the 

personal stories of ten boys who experienced disaffection from school offers a close

up picture of what the phenomenon of disaffection feels like from the "inside out" 

and provides greater depth and poignancy to the entire experience, which cannot be 

accomplished in large scale, survey research. The voices of these boys call for 

educators to attend more carefully to the needs and aspirations of individual 

students. 

Addressing the educational needs of boys, yet not at the expense of girls, is a 

continuing dilemma. Issues of underachievement and gender in education are 

extremely complex, so much so that the very subject has even been referred to as a 

"war" (Hoff Sommers, 2000; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). Prior to the late 1990's, the 

main focus of gender research in education was on girls and girls' issues, which 

greatly advanced our understanding of the function of gender in educational contexts 

(Gill & Starr, 2000; Sadker, 2002; Weaver-Hightower, 2003). In recent years, 

researchers acknowledge an international shift in the focus of gender and schooling 

to include a focus on boys and boys' issues (Epstein, Elwood, Hey, & Maw, 1998; 

Mills, 2003; Rowan, Knobel, Bigum, & Lankshear, 2002; Smith & Wilhelm, 2009; 

Walsh, 2004; Weaver-Hightower, 2003). This shift has led to an awareness that 

gender equity applies to both genders and that gender equitable education is meant 

to provide equal opportunities that enable each student to reach his or her full 
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potential (Flood & Bates, 2000). As a result, educators, researchers, and the popular 

press are highlighting boys' underachievement in literacy. 

One of the educational issues surrounding boys is their underachievement in 

literacy as compared to females. This issue is controversial and is often framed as 

the "what about the boys debate" (Epstein et al., 1998; Rowan et al., 2002; Weaver

Hightower, 2003). The promotion of a competition discourse does not benefit either 

gender, and as Newkirk (2002, p. 29) points out, "Nothing is more troubling about 

the gender debate than the fact that it has become a debate, pitting males against 

females. Which is really the disadvantaged group? As if there can only be one 

winner in this deficit contest." 

Gender comparison statistics tend to promote the controversy and are mainly 

derived from the current culture of testing at the provincial, national, and 

international levels. These statistics have led to a significant amount of literature and 

research attempting to explain why boys are underachieving in literacy and to 

identify practices, programs, and policies to address the issues of boys. Since gender 

comparison statistics tend to make generalist statements, a key focus in the literature 

is identifying which boys are underachieving. 

Another educational concern raised about boys is the decline of males 

enrolling in postsecondary programs. Among boys who appear to be at higher risk of 

not pursuing a postsecondary education are those who are disaffected from school 

(Willms & Flanagan, 2003). Students disaffected from school may display any or all 

of the following characteristics: marginal literacy skills, academic detachment, a 

lack of focus on the pleasure of learning and reading in school, low participation in 
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school activities, and/or low sense of belonging (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Willms & 

Flanagan, 2003 ). There is a significant body of research on adolescence, adolescence 

and literacy, as well as a growing body of literature on boys and literacy. However, 

connections with adolescent boys who are disaffected from school are not yet 

understood. Similarly, very little is known about how adolescent boys experience 

disaffection from school, perceive their literacy skills, and make career choices in 

light of their experiences and perceptions. The characteristics of disaffection from 

school such as academic detachment, a lack of focus on the pleasure of learning, and 

low participation in school activities also warrant further study in order to 

understand how they relate to adolescent boys. 

Individuals' expectations are not only shaped by aspirations but are also 

influenced by their perceptions of their own ability, their experiences at home, at 

school, and the opportunity structure (Willms & Flanagan, 2003). Self-efficacy is 

embedded in the core belief that one has the power to produce results by one's 

actions and influences. This personal agency also influences one's aspirations and 

the strength of commitment to them, the quality of analytic and strategic thinking, 

level of motivation and perseverance, flexibility in dealing with adversity, causal 

contributions for successes and failures, and susceptibility to stress and depression 

(Bandura, Barbarenelli, Caprara & Pastorelli, 2001). Self-efficacy has been widely 

studied in relation to academic performance and perseverance (Bandura, 1997; 

Pajares, 2006; Zimmerman & Cleary, 2006). A strong relationship has been 

established between perceived academic efficacy and how career choice and 

development decisions are made (Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 2006). Therefore, 
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examining the characteristics of disaffection from the perspective of disaffected 

adolescent boys and through the lens of self-efficacy is important. This perspective 

will provide further insight and understanding of their school experience, 

perceptions of themselves as learners as well as their educational aspirations and 

how they make and develop career choices. 

Literacy skills are essential for individuals to achieve success in their career 

aspirations and their quality of life in a knowledge-based economy. Adults with low 

literacy skills are at a significant disadvantage in Canada's labour market 

(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development and Statistics Canada, 

1995; Statistics Canada, 2004). Consequently, implications for literacy competence 

extend beyond the school setting to include an individual's ability to exercise 

personal power and choice, and are the foundation for the skills needed for the 

labour market (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Statistics Canada, 2004). 

This study explores disaffection from school through a phenomenological 

approach that permits adolescent boys to describe their school experiences, their 

perceptions of their literacy skills and abilities, and how they make career and 

postsecondary decisions. Qualitative means of data collection through one-on-one 

extended interviews were employed to assist the researcher and ten male adolescents 

with exploring and examining the phenomena. Focusing on the experiences and 

perceptions of each of these individuals will lead to a deeper, richer understanding of 

how male adolescents experience disaffection from school. The following questions 

guided the research process: 
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How do grade twelve boys who are disaffected from school: 

1. experience and describe their disaffection from school? 

2. perceive and understand any relationship to their literacy skills and 

abilities? 

3. make career choices in light of their experiences, perceptions, and 

understandings? 

These questions examine disaffection from school in the context of adolescent boys 

in high school and also address the issue of gender equity in education. 

Understanding the characteristics of disaffection from school from the perspective of 

adolescent, high school boys values its complexity and permits a deeper, more 

comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. 

Personal Interest in the Phenomenon 

Since the researcher is the human instrument in a phenomenological study, it 

is important to reveal his or her personal interests and perspectives of the 

phenomenon early in the study. Van Manen (1990) acknowledges: 

One does not pursue research for the sake of research. It is presumed that 
one comes to the human sciences with a prior interest ... And so when we 
raise questions, gather data, describe a phenomenon, and construct textual 
interpretations, we do so as researchers who stand in the world in a 
pedagogic way. (p. 1) 

I bring personal experience and interest in this research topic as a literacy 

teacher, a researcher, and most importantly as a mother who has a son who fits the 

characteristics of being disaffected from school. My son left high school three 

credits (two English and one Math) short of the graduation requirements. Securing 

employment has been very difficult for him without a high school graduation 
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certificate. He has been employed as an unskilled labourer for close to minimum 

wage and has made the journey to western Canada for a short-term work contract. I 

am proud to acknowledge that at the age of 25, my son earned his General 

Educational Development (GED) High School Equivalency Diploma, which led to 

his enrolment in a two-year business program at community college. I have come to 

understand that he hid his disaffection from school behind a fa9ade of contentment 

most of his middle school and high school years. This reality led me to wonder if 

other high-school-aged males have learned to hide their experiences of disaffection 

from school behind a fa9ade, what their experiences are, and how these experiences 

influence their career and postsecondary education choices. 

Significance of the Study 

The results of this study are expected to have wide appeal to provincial, 

national, and international audiences, as the research aims to articulate the views of 

disaffected boys. This study will contribute significantly to the literature on 

disaffected high school boys' experiences and understandings of any possible 

relationships between perceived literacy skills and career aspirations. 

Assessment results generally report gender comparisons in the form of 

gender differences but are often criticized for not reporting data in context or for 

disaggregating data on factors other than gender. Therefore, arguments for reporting 

data to answer questions such as which boys are underachieving and which girls are 

overachieving are posed in the literature in order to elucidate the gender differences 

(Epstein et al., 1998; Gill & Starr, 2000; Martino, 1999; Mills, 2003). This research 
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study will further inform educational theory and practice in the area of which boys 

are underachieving as opposed to the notion that all boys are underachieving. 

Phenomenological understandings are "what ideas feel like" (van Manen, 

1997, p. 367), which results in allowing others to act more thoughtfully and tactfully 

(van Manen, 1990). The narratives of qualitative research are perceived to be 

"actionable research texts because they function as agents of understanding" 

(Sandelowski, 2004, p. 1373). These stories are useful because they evoke, persuade, 

and provoke the reader, promote empathic feeling or visceral understandings of the 

people and events in the stories, and move the listeners and readers to act 

(Sandelowski, 2004; vanManen, 1990). Consequently, the results of this study will 

inform policy makers and the education community in the development and 

implementation of policy and programs to address the needs of disaffected youth. 

In order to sustain our future and prosperity, researchers, policy makers, and 

practitioners must understand the challenges that both boys and girls face within our 

education system. This study aims to describe how adolescent boys in New 

Brunswick, disaffected from school, perceive and understand their disaffection, their 

literacy skills, and make postsecondary choices in light of their perceptions and 

experiences. 
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Chapter Two 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The acquisition and application of literacy skills during public education and 

for life-long learning has been a major focus of research and policy on the 

international, national, and provincial stages. With the advancement of the global and 

knowledge-based economies, a highly skilled and literate workforce is viewed as one 

of the major strengths for economic growth. Concern has been expressed that many 

young Canadians leave high school without the literacy skills needed for further 

learning, which has implications for participation in postsecondary education, success 

in the labour market, and ultimately on Canada's success in the knowledge economy 

(Human Resources Development Canada, 2002; Statistics Canada, 2005). In recent 

years, further concerns regarding boys, their literacy performance, and their 

participation in postsecondary education have been consistently acknowledged 

through research and the popular press. Canadian research indicates that boys are less 

likely than girls to study at the undergraduate level, a discrepancy which permeates 

both university and college enrolment rates (Bussiere, Cartwright, Knighton, & 

Rogers, 2004; Finnie, Mueller, Sweetman, & Usher, 2010; Knighton & Mirza, 2002; 

Malatest & Associates, 2007), while boys who are disaffected from school are more 

than twice as likely not to pursue postsecondary education (Willms & Flanagan, 

2003). Therefore, research focusing on understanding how New Brunswick high

school-aged males who are disaffected from school experience their disaffection, 

perceive their literacy skills, and make career choices is timely. 
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Four bodies of literature will be examined in order to frame this research. 

The first body of literature examines gender trends to highlight the concerns 

regarding the underachievement of boys in literacy as well as the decrease in male 

enrolments in postsecondary education. Since these trends tend to emanate from 

large-scale assessments, international, Canadian, and New Brunswick data will be 

reviewed. The second focus of this chapter examines how boys construct their 

masculinity. The third body of literature examines the challenges of schooling 

adolescents and specifically, adolescent boys. Finally, an examination of the social 

cognitive theory of self-efficacy is undertaken to provide an understanding of how 

individuals' experiences and perceptions influence their own motivation, 

performance, ability to self-regulate, and ultimately their aspirations. 

While these bodies of literature support an understanding of the 

underachievement of boys in literacy and its significance, very little qualitative 

research exists on how boys experience disaffection from school, particularly 

research involving the voices of these students. Furthermore, the interplay of 

adolescent boys' disaffection from school, perceptions of their literacy skills, and 

career decision-making is unique and will offer a new dimension to the existing 

literature. 

Gender Trends Literature 

International Data 

International data on adolescent trends in the domains of reading literacy, 

mathematics, and science emanate from the Organisation for Economic Co

operation and Development (OECD). In 1997, the OECD launched the Programme 
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for International Student Assessment (PISA) in response to the need for 

internationally comparable evidence on student performance (OECD, 2004). PISA 

assesses the performance of 15-year olds on all domains in three-year cycles. Each 

cycle of PISA has a different focus where more items and more students are assessed 

in the focus domain. For example, the first cycle of PISA conducted in 2000 focused 

on reading literacy; the second cycle in 2003 focused on mathematics; and the third 

cycle in 2006 focused on science. Data for each domain is comparable for each cycle 

(OECD, 2004). One of the outcomes of the PISA assessment cycles is to gather data 

that "will lead to the development of a body of information for monitoring trends in 

the knowledge and skills of students in various countries as well as in different 

demographic subgroups of each country" (OECD, 2010a, p. 12). 

PISA defines reading literacy as: "An individual's capacity to: understand, 

use, reflect on and engage with written texts, in order to achieve one's goals, to 

develop one's knowledge and potential, and to participate in society" (OECD, 2010a, 

p. 14 ). The PISA reading assessment includes a variety of reading text types in order 

to represent a range of written materials that individuals will encounter in both their 

everyday and work-related adult lives. PISA holds the expectation that students 

demonstrate their proficiency in accessing and retrieving information, integrating 

and interpreting texts as well as reflecting on and evaluating texts (OECD, 2010a). 

Reading proficiency is assessed on seven levels; students at Level 6 are capable of 

completing sophisticated reading tasks, while students at Level 1 ( 1 a and 1 b) are 

only capable of completing the simplest reading tasks developed for PISA. OECD 

considers Level 2 the baseline level of proficiency as "students begin to demonstrate 
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the reading literacy competencies that will enable them to participate effectively and 

productively in life" (Knighton, Brochu & Gluszynski, 2010, p. 20). 

The international results comparing gender differences in reading literacy, 

drawn from PISA 2000, 2003, 2006, and 2009, acknowledge that females have a 

significantly higher average performance in reading overall across the participating 

countries (OECD, 2004; OECD, 2010b). An examination of the data for the reading 

subscales reveals that girls outperformed boys in every aspect of reading, although 

there is some variation on the aspect subscales. 

The smallest variation between girls and boys is on the integrate and 
interpret subscale (36 points) and the largest on the reflect and evaluate 
subscale ( 44 points). This relative disparity is reflected in every part of the 
distribution of performance on the subscales. (OECD, 2010b, p. 71) 

Gender disparity favouring girls is also noted with the text-format subscales. For 

example, in comparison with the overall reading scale, girls consistently outperform 

boys on the continuous text subscale, while narrowing somewhat on the non

continuous text subscale. Furthermore, PISA 2009 reveals that the "differences in 

gender performance are quite marked when comparing the two subscales directly" 

(OECD, 2010b, p. 85). 

Since the focus domain for PISA 2000 and PISA 2009 is reading, PISA 

2009 acknowledges that "the gender gap in reading performance did not narrow in 

any country between 2000 and 2009" (OECD, 2010c, p. 19). The average gap 

reported in PISA 2009 is 39 score points, which equates to half a proficiency level or 

one year of schooling (OECD, 2010d), while the average gap in 2000 is 32 score 

points (OECD, 2010e). Even though PISA acknowledges that the differences within 

genders are greater than the differences between genders (OECD, 2010c), it 
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recognizes that one way to understand gender differences is to examine the extremes 

of the distribution. PISA results point out that gender differences in performance 

increase towards the extremes of the distribution and that males are significantly 

more likely than females to be among the lowest-performing students (OECD, 2004; 

Knighton et al., 2010). PISA 2009 also notes that this gap is most evident in the 

proportion of girls and boys who perform below baseline or proficiency Level 2 

(OECD, 2010e). 

Across OECD countries, 24% of boys perform below Level 2 compared to 
only 12% of girls. The proportion of girls performing below this level 
decreased by two percentage points between 2000 and 2009, while the share 
of low-achieving boys did not change during the period." (OECD, 2010c, 
p.20) 

It is recognized that gender differences at the lowest levels of performance are of 

concern to policy makers (OECD, 2004, OCED, 2010c). 

Gender differences in reading vary across countries and economies as well as 

across different parts of the performance distribution. For example, the gender gap is 

wider in countries such as Finland and Poland but rather small in Chile and the 

Netherlands (OECD, 2010d). In countries where there is an above-average gender 

gap and yet the reading performance is above the OECD average, it is noted that 

girls are disproportionately contributing to the country's high reading proficiency. 

However, there is no discernible gender performance pattern among groups of 

countries with lower overall performance (OECD, 2010b). 

Secondary analyses of PISA 2009 results, examining reading habits and 

approaches to learning also reveal gender differences in reading proficiency. The 

widening of the gender gap in reading engagement as well as the gender gap in 
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reading performance has been noted in recent years (OECD, 2010d). Engagement in 

reading activities is defined through the following reading habits: enjoyment of 

reading, time spent reading for enjoyment, diversity of reading materials, diversity 

of online reading activities, and reading for school. Learning strategies are defined 

through the following approaches to learning: memorization strategies, control 

strategies, elaboration strategies, summarizing, and understanding and remembering 

(OECD, 2010d, p. 26). These analyses reveal a strong positive relationship between 

engagement in reading, how students approach learning, and reading performance 

and suggest, "boys and socio-economically disadvantaged students have lower levels 

of engagement and approach learning less effectively than girls and socio

economically advantaged students" (OECD, 2010d, p. 28). Furthermore, of 

particular concern is the underperformance of socio-economically disadvantaged 

boys in all countries and economies that participate in PISA. 

PISA 2009 establishes that boys read less often for enjoyment than girls in 

all countries and economies, except for Korea, and that the gender gap in reading for 

enjoyment is widening. Comparative data between 2000 and 2009 reveal that both 

boys and girls have lost interest in reading but "the decrease in the number of boys 

reading for enjoyment was greater than that in the number of girls" (OECD, 2010d, 

p. 63). Furthermore, boys are under-represented among students who are considered 

deep and wide readers. Deep and wide readers "have high levels of awareness about 

the most effective strategies to understand, remember and summarize information, 

but who also read all types of materials regularly" (OECD, 2010d, p. 53). However, 

PISA 2009 reports that boys are over-represented among students who read very 
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little and who lack awareness of effective learning strategies. Examining approaches 

to learning and reading performance also reveals the following gender discrepancies: 

boys are less knowledgeable than girls about effective ways to understand, 

remember, and summarize texts; rely more on elaboration strategies (making 

connections between new information and prior knowledge, out-of-school context 

and personal experiences) than girls; and do not use memorization and control 

strategies (adapting their learning to the task and being aware of one's understanding 

of the material) as often as girls do (OECD, 2010d). PISA 2009 ascertains that an 

unmistakable positive relationship exists between the awareness of effective 

summarising strategies and reading performance and that the use of control 

strategies is consistently associated with higher reading performance (OECD, 

2010d). PISA 2009 (OECD, 2010d) suggests that the gender gap as well as the 

socio-economic gap could be narrowed if these learners had higher levels of 

motivation to read and utilize effective learning strategies. "Differences in levels of 

engagement in reading and approaches to learning account for about one-third of 

socio-economic differences in reading performance, but over two-thirds of gender 

differences" (OECD, 2010d, p. 98). Overall, PISA 2009 (OECD, 2010d) notes that 

gender differences are larger than socio-economic disparities in engagement in 

reading and the use of effective learning strategies. 

Canadian Data 

Two main sources for data regarding gender trends in Canada are PISA and 

the Pan-Canadian Assessment Program (PCAP). Prior to PCAP, the School 
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Achievement Indicators Program (SAIP) provided a Pan-Canadian portrait of 13-

year old students. 

PISA reports trends specific to the Canadian 15-year old participants both 

nationally and individually across its provinces. Canadian students continue to 

perform well on the reading component of PISA: "Canada had a mean score of 524 

on the combined reading scale, well above the OECD average of 496 and was 

outperformed by only 4 countries" (Knighton et al., 2010, p. 15). Canada is also 

noted as one of the few OECD countries where there is high performance and high 

equity due to students' higher reading performance and lower variation in student 

performance as measured by the score point differences between the 7 5th and 25th 

percentile. This equity was also noted across the majority of Canadian provinces 

(Knighton et al., 2010). In essence, there is a larger proportion of high achieving 

students and a small proportion of low achieving students, nationally and 

provincially, as compared to the OECD average. Even though the proportion of 

Canadian students who performed below Level 2 was only 10% or almost half the 

proportion of the OECD average (19% ), it still represents one in ten Canadian 

students who perform below Level 2 and do not possess some of the essential 

reading skills. From a Pan-Canadian perspective, students performing below Level 2 

ranged from 9% in Ontario to 21 % in Prince Edward Island. Provinces where 

students performed below Level 2 but were similar to the Canadian average include 

Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Quebec, Ontario, Alberta and British 

Columbia. Prince Edward Island, New Brunswick, Manitoba and Saskatchewan had 

a significantly higher proportion of students performing below Level 2 than the 
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Canadian average, and maintained or were below the OECD average (Knighton et 

al., 2010). Meanwhile, 40% of Canadian students performed at Level 4 or above, 

compared to the OECD average of twenty-nine percent (Knighton et al., 2010). 

PISA 2009 reveals that the gender gap comparing the performance of 

Canadian females in comparison to Canadian males in reading continues to mirror 

that of the OECD international results since PISA 2000. Across Canada, the gap 

favouring females remains similar when comparing 2000 results (32 score points) 

with 2009 results (34 score points), even though the average gender difference 

favouring females significantly increased across OECD countries within the same 

time period (Knighton et al., 2010). 

The Canadian gender gap in reading literacy is further defined by noting that 

even though a gap favouring females exists in all three aspect subscales of the PISA 

reading literacy assessment, it is more prominent in the aspect subscales of accessing 

and retrieving information and in reflecting and evaluating than in integrating and 

interpreting. At the same time, females had higher mean scores than males in 

continuous than in non-continuous texts (Knighton et al., 2010). 

Provincial gaps ranged from 30 points in Nova Scotia to 51 points in Prince 
Edward Island for continuous texts. For non-continuous texts the gap ranged 
from 27 points in Nova Scotia and New Brunswick to over 47 points in 
Newfoundland and Labrador. (Knighton et al., 2010, p. 23) 

Additionally, a much greater use of control strategies by females as compared to 

males was noted across all Canadian provinces. Canadian females are also 

consistently more aware of the effectiveness of metacognitive strategies for 

understanding and remembering text than males. The gender differences in all 

provinces range from one quarter to more than one third of a standard deviation on 
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the OECD scale (Brochu, Gluszynski, & Cartwright, 2011 ). PISA 2009 results 

suggest, "The stronger association between control strategies and proficiency may be 

a result of the similarity between control, or self-regulated learning strategies, and 

metacognition .... metacognitive strategies have strong associations with reading 

proficiency and interprovincial patterns of variation associated with reading 

proficiency" (Brochu et al., 2011, p. 35). 

The Pan-Canadian Assessment Program (PCAP), developed and 

implemented by the Council of Ministers of Education Canada (CMEC), began in 

2007 to provide Canadians with information about "how well their education 

systems are meeting the needs of students and society" (CMEC, 2011, p. 1). Like 

PISA, PCAP is a cyclical program that focuses on the domains of reading, 

mathematics, and science with one major domain and two minor domains in each 

cycle. In 2007, PCAP was administered to 13-year old Canadian students but since 

then has been administered only to Canadian Grade 8 students. Reading was the 

major domain in 2007. The subdomains of comprehension, interpretation, and 

response to text, which includes response and reflection, are assessed (CMEC, 

2011 ). PCAP 2010 reports that girls significantly outperformed males in reading by 

comparing mean scores (515 and 489, respectively). Comparative reading results for 

Grade 8 students (PCAP 2010 to PCAP 2007) reveals that girls had higher overall 

mean scores in reading than males and that the difference between the genders was 

greater in 2010 than in 2007 (CMEC, 2011). 

Prior to PCAP, the School Achievement Indicators Program (SAIP) was 

administered to 13- and 16-year-old Canadian students to document how well the 
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education systems are meeting the needs of students and society. SAIP was also 

designed as a cyclical program to assess the domains of mathematics, reading and 

writing, and science. Reading and writing cycles were completed in 1994 and 1998. 

The third cycle included writing in 2002 (CMEC, 2003). Similar to PISA, student 

achievement was assessed on a five-level scale which represented a continuum of 

knowledge and skills. Performance Level 1 represented the lowest level of 

achievement and Level 5 represented the skills expected of a student at or near the 

end of secondary school. On the SAIP 1994 and 1998 reading and writing cycle, 

pan-Canadian expectations of what students should achieve on this assessment at 

each age level were established (CMEC, 1999). However, the expectation for the 

SAIP 2002 writing cycle was that 13-year-old students would perform at level 2 or 

better and that most 16-year-old students would perform at level 3 or better (CMEC, 

2003). 

The underachievement of boys in reading and writing is documented on both 

the 1994 and 1998 reading and writing cycles of SAIP as well as on the 2002 writing 

cycle (CMEC, 1999; CMEC, 2003). The 1998 data reveal that females showed 

significantly higher percentages at all levels for reading and writing for both age 

groups (CMEC, 1999). The SAIP 2002 writing cycle reports that there are 

significant differences between males and females in writing achievement and that 

girls performed consistently better than boys at almost all levels in both age groups. 

The SAIP 2002 writing cycle results were not comparable with the 1994 and 1998 

writing results, as changes were made to the administration procedures, the tasks, 

and the scoring criteria for this cycle (CMEC, 2003). 
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New Brunswick Data 

New Brunswick's regime of assessments has undergone many changes. 

"Over the past thirty years, assessments have been administered at various grade 

levels, on different subject area[ s ], and curricula. Criteria and methods have evolved 

and the use of technology has led to changes in assessment theory and practice" 

(Government of New Brunswick, 2011, p. 6). Currently, literacy assessments 

(reading and writing) in the Anglophone sector are administered in elementary 

school at the end of grade 2 and grade 4; at middle school in the fall of grade 7; and 

at high school in January of grade 9. Each of these assessments includes a reading as 

well as a writing component. Consistent reporting of gender differences favouring 

girls, noted across the grade levels and within the Anglophone and Francophone 

linguistic sectors, resulted in a previous New Brunswick government including a 

statement in their policy document that specific actions needed to be taken to 

improve the literacy achievement of boys beginning in the 2003-04 school year 

(Government of New Brunswick, 2003). This policy document has been in place for 

ten years. Of particular interest, the PISA reading gender gap in New Brunswick 

favouring females narrowed by 16 score points (48 score points in 2000 to 32 score 

points in 2009) placing New Brunswick in alignment with the 2009 Canadian 

average (Knighton et al., 2010). 

Postsecondary Data 

Declining enrolments of males in postsecondary education is also a trend 

that has been documented both internationally and nationally. Several reports note 

that, in general, boys score higher than girls on both disinterest and estrangement 
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from school, which are strongly associated with educational aspirations - the 

greater the disinterest and/or estrangement, the lower the educational aspirations; 

and boys tend to be more estranged from school than do girls (Looker & Thiessen, 

2004; OECD & UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2003). Finnie et al. (2010) reveal 

that the gender gap in aspirations is recognized among Canadian 15-year-old 

students and increases with age, thereby playing an important role in the gender gap 

in postsecondary participation. Canadian and international research suggests that 

the link between education and future work opportunities is stronger for girls than 

for boys and that boys are not as inclined to believe that higher educational 

achievement is essential for the type of work they see for their future (Looker & 

Thiessen, 2004; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development & 

UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2003 ). 

The Maritime Provinces have not been immune to the trend of declining 

enrolments of males in postsecondary education. Research has shown that during 

the 1980's postsecondary participation was evenly split between the genders. 

However, over the past two decades, full-time female enrolments at Maritime 

universities have shown a significant increase while male enrolments have not kept 

the same pace, and, in fact, have actually declined (Maritime Provinces Higher 

Education Commission, 2003; Maritime Provinces Higher Education Commission, 

2004). Undergraduate university enrolment trends from 2000-01 to 2005-2006 

reveal that the proportion of males ( 40%) to females ( 60%) has not changed 

(Maritime Provinces Higher Education Commission, 2007). The main factor cited 

to explain the declining enrolments of males in university is related to economics; 
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women realize a greater economic return on their university education by earning 

50 percent more than female high school graduates, while male university graduates 

typically earn 25 percent more than those with just a high school diploma (Maritime 

Provinces Higher Education Commission, 2003). Additional factors include 

females being better prepared for a university education through public education 

than males and a higher likelihood that more males will drop out of high school 

than females which results in fewer males being eligible to enrol in university 

(Maritime Provinces Higher Education Commission, 2003 ). 

Research specific to New Brunswick reveals the following about its 

residents: the lowest participation in university education among the Maritime 

Provinces, a lower proportion of residents with postsecondary credentials than the 

national average, and a lower participation rate at New Brunswick Community 

Colleges (NBCC) compared to universities than the national average (Maritime 

Provinces Higher Education Commission, 2003). Although the number of 

applications to NBCC has been noted to increase 27 percent during the 2000-2001 

to 2005-2006 time period, the actual enrolment has only increased by 5 percent 

(Maritime Provinces Higher Education Commission, 2007). 

Conclusions 

Large-scale assessment data have fostered a crisis discourse. Governments of 

nations that perform poorly on international assessments often maintain that the root 

of their economic decline is due to the crisis in their educational system (Marshall, 

2009), while the gender trend data fosters the 'boys in crisis' phenomenon 

(Sadowski, 2010; Smith & Wilhelm, 2009; Weaver-Hightower, 2003). 
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Large scale assessments are designed to monitor the outcomes of education 

systems in terms of student achievement according to a common framework. The 

OECD states: 

PISA is a commitment by governments to monitor the outcomes of 
education systems through measuring student achievement on a regular 
basis and with an internationally agreed common framework .... It combines 
the assessment of science, mathematics and reading with information on 
students' home background, their approaches to learning, their learning 
environments and their familiarity with computers. Student outcomes are 
then associated with these background factors. Thereby, PISA provides 
insights into the factors that influence the development of skills and attitudes 
at home and at school, and examines how these factors interact and what the 
implications are for policy development. (OECD, 2010a, p. 3) 

PISA continues to evolve to include more background information about students, a 

more detailed assessment of a wider range of student abilities, and more emphasis 

on educational progress, in order to further disaggregate results, while maintaining 

the ability to make comparisons between assessments (OECD, 2010b). 

Given that better educational outcomes are believed to be a strong predictor 

of economic growth, large scale assessments, by their very design, promote a 

culture of competition by making comparisons across countries and within 

countries and regions. PISA 2009 warns that organizing the world into rich, 

educated countries, versus poor, inadequately educated countries, is no longer an 

appropriate way to view the world because wealth and spending on educational 

outcomes does not guarantee a strong PISA performance. 

PISA underlines, in particular, the need for many advanced countries to 
tackle educational underperformance so that as many members of their 
future workforces as possible are equipped with at least the baseline 
competencies that enable them to participate in social and economic 
development. Otherwise, the high social and economic cost of poor 
educational performance in advanced economies risks becoming a 
significant drag on economic development. (OECD, 201 Od, p. 3) 
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The culture of competition includes examining gender differences. Several 

authors emphasize the following: not all boys are underachieving in school, just as 

not all girls are outperforming boys; boys and girls should not be considered 

homogeneous groups; the range of differences among males and among females is 

far greater than the range between them; and, that assessment data deal with 

generalizations (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Kimmel, 2004a; Noble & Bradford, 2000; 

Rowan et al., 2002; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). Even though other researchers, policy 

makers, and educators agree that these arguments are provocative, concern still 

exists that they do not adequately explain away the statistics (House of 

Representatives, Standing Committee on Education and Training, 2002; Smith & 

Wilhelm, 2002). Smith and Wilhelm (2002) assert: 

Schools seem to be failing boys in literacy education. And while this failure 
may be rooted in a complex amalgam of issues, we believe that perceiving a 
problem of ANY group of students obligates us to try to understand it, so we 
can do something about it. (p. 3) 

Large scale assessment data provides opportunities to conduct further research in 

order to advance and contribute to the knowledge base of reported trends. Since 

international, Canadian, and provincial assessment data continue to identify that 

boys are underachieving in literacy as compared to girls, research to further our 

knowledge and understanding of the gender difference phenomenon is warranted. 

Large scale assessments also influence curriculum and instruction. Marshall 

(2009) expresses the concern that high stakes assessments fragment the curriculum, 

take away the instructional decision making from teachers, and decrease teacher 

effectiveness. Langer (2001) emphasizes that some educators focus on teaching 

test-taking skills to improve test scores rather than teaching the needed literacy 
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skills and knowledge throughout the school year. She points out that integrating 

literacy skill "focuses on raising both test scores and student learning by improving 

the curriculum" (Langer, 2001, p. 842). Large-scale assessments provide direction 

for policy makers and educational administrators and, yet, can also present 

distractions for school level educators. 

Boys and Masculinity 

Examining how boys construct their masculinity is yet another focus of 

research and discussion. Two opposing views on how masculinity is constructed are 

presented in relation to the "boy crisis" (Foster, Kimmel, & Skelton, 2001, p. 16). 

Nature versus nurture 

Among those who support the nature argument for how masculinity is 

constructed, biology is believed to be the root cause of the difference between boys 

and girls (Biddulph, 1998; Gurian, 1997; Sax, 2005). Although supporters of this 

perspective do not totally discredit socialization as a contributor to gender 

differences, they maintain that brain differences and hormones are the foremost 

determinants of gender difference. Gurian (1997) supports this position by stating: 

Boys are wired in a certain way, and need to be dealt with as boys. When 
boys are understood and guided as boys, we help them become the men we 
want them to be much more effectively than when we assume socialization 
is most of the picture, try to force boys to "change," and then feel frustrated 
toward boys who "don't change". (p. xix) 

Proponents for biological determinism also emphasize that the innate brain structure 

and hormonal differences between males and females have implications for how 

they learn (Biddulph, 1998; Gurian, 1997; Sax, 2005). For example, since boys are 

believed to have a better developed right hemisphere of the brain than girls, they 
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have better developed spatial abilities. Similarly, because boys have a smaller 

corpus callosum ( the bundle of nerves connecting the right and left hemispheres) 

than girls, boys will have more difficulty with reading and verbal skills as there is 

less cross-talk between the hemispheres (Biddulph, 1998; Gurian, 1997; Sax, 2005). 

Furthermore, supporters of this view advocate that educational as well as cultural 

changes are needed in order to raise boys that will become responsible, capable, and 

sensitive men. The educational strategy of single-gendered classes to address the 

learning needs and the underachievement of boys is promoted by several authors 

(Biddulph, 1998; Gurian, 2001; Gurian & Stevens, 2005; Sax, 2005). 

The nurture perspective on the construction of masculinity primarily focuses 

on the ways in which society constructs gender. Kimmel (2004b) defines the social 

construction of gender as: 

When we say that gender identity is socially constructed, what we do mean is 
that our identities are a fluid assemblage of the meanings and behaviors that 
we construct from the values, images, and prescriptions we find in the world 
around us. Our gendered identities are both voluntary-we choose to become 
who we are-and coerced-we are pressured, forced, sanctioned, and often 
physically beaten into submission to some rules. We neither make up the 
rules as we go along, nor do we fit casually and without struggle into 
preassigned roles ... It's the task of the sociological perspective to specify 
the ways in which our own experiences, our interactions with others, and the 
institutions combine to shape our sense of who we are. Biology provides the 
raw materials, while society and history provide the context, the instruction 
manual, that we follow to construct our identities. (p. 94) 

The elements of the social constructionist perspective on gender identify the means 

through which gender is culturally defined. Definitions of masculinity and 

femininity vary between cultures and within any one culture over time, historically, 

as well as through a person's life course. They also vary within any one culture at 

any one time by race, class, ethnicity, age, sexuality, education, geographic location 

25 



within a country, and so on (Kimmel, 2004b). It is from this perspective that 

psychologists such as William Pollack, Dan Kindlon, and Michael Thompson add 

their voices to explain the boys' reality. 

Pollack (1998) as well as Kindlon and Thompson (2000) share the views that 

traditional ideas about boys, men, and masculinity are still held within today's 

society but are outdated. They note that these stereotypes affect the behaviour of 

boys, their parents, their teachers, and society as a whole. They also maintain that 

because these stereotypes are so ingrained in our culture, boys may not even be 

aware of them until they violate them or ignore them in some way, resulting in their 

hiding their emotions and being in a position where they cannot enjoy being boys 

(Kindlon & Thompson, 2000; Pollack, 1998). 

Pollack (1998) and Kindlon and Thompson (2000) have slightly differing 

views on the effects of masculinity on schooling. Pollack (1998) asserts that 

underachievement for some boys is a result of them having to invest so much energy 

to guard their emotions and feelings at school, along with their lack of confidence in 

their ability to learn that they react by acting uninterested, incapable, or delinquent. 

Kindlon & Thompson (2000) contend that many boys become emotionally estranged 

from school and disengage from the task of learning due to the average boy's 

development disadvantage in the early school environment. They acknowledge the 

following pattern is one they repeatedly see with boys: 

The first two years in school are a critical moment of entry into that world of 
learning, but boys' relative immaturity and the lack of fit they so often 
experience in school set them up to fail. Many boys who are turned off to 
school at a young age never refind the motivation to become successful 
learners. Even among those who press on to achieve success later in life, the 
emotional scars of those troubled years do not fade .... Emotionally 
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estranged from their life in school, these are boys already in deep trouble 
before they've even learned to spell the word. (p. 24-26) 

Pollack ( 1998) and Kindl on and Thompson (2000) suggest that something must be 

done to resolve the contradiction between society's new expectations for boys and 

the stereotypes of how to actually be a boy. 

Hoff Sommers (2000) argues that boys do not need to be pathologized or 

rescued from their masculinity and states that "the energy, competitiveness, and 

corporal daring of normal, decent males is responsible for much of what is right in 

the world" (p. 14). She challenges the suggestion that the principles of feminism are 

needed to change the meanings of manhood. She believes that efforts to feminize 

boys are misguided and are, perhaps, part of the feminist agenda. In fact, Hoff 

Sommers (2000) suggests that socialization has been ineffective and that a more 

permissive society has ultimately been more harmful to boys. She advocates that 

boys require more discipline, structure, and authority in their lives in order to control 

their asocial and egotistical impulses and contends that "there are now a large 

number of adults who have defected altogether from the central task of civilizing the 

children in their care, leaving them to fend for themselves" (Hoff Sommers, 2000, 

p. 181). In reference to the underachievement of boys, Hoff Sommers (2000) 

presents an argument that parallels the innate or biological difference argument 

(Hoff Sommers, 2000). She includes many of the same studies previously referred to 

and appears to support single-gendered educational settings. 

Conclusions 

A criticism of the nature argument is that this view of masculinity promotes a 

"boys will be boys" discourse that relies on socio-biological theories, advances 
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stereotyping, and a competitive or binary oppositional discourse of the sexes where 

boys and girls are viewed as negatives or opposites of each other (Gill & Starr, 2000; 

Jackson, 1998; Newkirk, 2002; Rowan et al., 2002; Weaver-Hightower, 2003). The 

lack of consistent evidence to support brain differences between males and females, 

especially the brain and hormonal difference studies have also been called into 

question (Kimmel, 2004b; Kindlon & Thompson, 2000). The nurture argument 

advances that gender is a relational construct that is developed by the interaction 

between boys and girls rather than produced by innate differences (Gill & Starr, 

2002). 

Adolescence 

Adolescents and schooling 

The phase of development known as adolescence involves progressing 

through an intense series of psychosocial transitions (Intrator & Kunzman, 2009). 

"These psychosocial tasks are both psychological, in that they refer to an 

individual's sense of self, and social relating to an individual's relationships with 

peers, families, and institutions" (Intrator & Kunzman, 2009, p. 30). Rather than 

viewing adolescence as a time of separating young people and adults, Alvermann 

(2009, p. 19) argues for thinking about young people as "not lacking in adult 

knowledge and experience but as knowing things that have relevance for them and 

their particular situations." This perspective also views adolescents as having some 

degree of agency within a larger collective of social practices that can be applied to 

the school and classroom setting (Alvermann, 2009). Willms, Friesen, & Milton 

(2009, p. 7) also work from the perspective that since young people are not just 
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"adults-in-training", understanding their lives as they experience them, especially 

their school experiences and their own achievement, is critical. 

Keeping adolescents engaged in the formal curriculum is a challenge noted 

throughout the literature (Alvermann, 2009; Intrator & Kunzman, 2009; Willms et 

al., 2009). Being actively engaged in learning involves students being 

psychologically and emotionally connected to what is happening in their classrooms 

(Intrator & Kunzman, 2009). Willms et al. (2009) extend the definition of student 

engagement as follows: 

The extent to which students identify with and value schooling outcomes, 
have a sense of belonging at school, participate in academic and non
academic activities, strive to meet the formal requirements of schooling, and 
make a serious personal investment in learning. (p. 7) 

Researchers that embrace the perspective of adolescents reveal that students are 

bored and disengaged in school (Intrator & Kunzman, 2009). 

Willms et al. (2009) developed an online survey to measure social 

engagement, sense of belonging at school, academic engagement, and intellectual 

engagement. The dimensions of student engagement are defined by Willms et al. 

(2009, p. 7) as: 

social engagement - a sense of belonging and participation in school life, 
academic engagement - participation in the formal requirements of 
schooling, and intellectual engagement - a serious emotional and cognitive 
investment in learning, using higher-order thinking skills (such as analysis 
and evaluation) to increase understanding, solve complex problems, or 
construct new knowledge. 

The effects of classroom and school climate were measured by student responses on 

the following dimensions: effective learning time, teacher/student relations, 

classroom disciplinary climate, expectations for success, and instructional challenge 
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in language arts and mathematics classes. Surveys were completed by 32, 322 

Canadian students in grades five to twelve representing five provinces, 10 school 

districts, and 93 schools. The sample included 16, 542 males and 15, 780 females 

and was noted to be representative of Canadian youth (Willms et al., 2009). 

The findings of the national sample reveal that even though many students 

are engaged at school, the overall levels of engagement are relatively low. 

Examining social engagement revealed that 67% of the students participated in at 

least one school club or sport although that participation falls steadily from grades 

six to twelve, while 71 % reported a positive sense of belonging at school and 

remains fairly constant across middle level and high school. In regards to academic 

engagement, measured by attendance at school, 69% of students had positive 

records of school attendance, yet that level decreases from a high of 90% in grade 

six to a low of around 40% in grade twelve. Intellectual engagement in language 

arts and mathematics classes was reported by 3 7% of the students. A decrease in 

intellectual engagement was noted during middle school, which remained at a low 

level all through secondary school (Willms, et al., 2009). Additional findings reveal 

that relationships among social, academic, and intellectual engagement are weak at 

the student level but stronger at the school level. 

The effects of classroom and school learning climate are strongly related to 

student engagement (Willms et al., 2009). Students are more likely to be socially 

engaged when schools have positive classroom and school climates. The most 

important factor for social engagement is high expectations for student success and 

appropriate instructional challenge. Intellectual engagement is fostered when 
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classroom and school learning climate factors include effective use of learning time, 

positive teacher/student relations and disciplinary climates, high expectations for 

success, and appropriate instructional challenge (Willms et al., p. 24). 

Willms et al. (2009) ascertain that significant relationships exist between 

instructional challenge and student engagement. Students who lack confidence in 

their skills display lower levels of engagement on all measures of engagement 

(social, academic, and intellectual). 

Gender data on engagement reveals both similarities and differences 

between males and females. Willms et al. (2009) report that gender differences on 

measures of social and academic engagement are relatively small and show that 

both genders have similar social experiences across the grades as well as similar 

patterns of attendance until middle school years. In high school, boys are more 

likely than girls to be truant. The gender differences on intellectual engagement are 

more substantial from middle school through high school, where girls are more 

likely to be intellectually engaged in language arts and mathematics classes than are 

boys (Willms et al., 2009). These differences are attributed to several interrelated 

factors such as "general differences in skills levels among male and female 

students; the social context of learning; student aspirations; and the nature of the 

curricula, learning materials, and activities" (Willms et al., 2009, p. 18). 

Several authors note a disconnection between school literacy and the 

everyday lives of adolescent students. Alvermann (2009) and Willms et al. (2009) 

note how the use of communication technology has become a challenge faced by 

adolescent students. Alvermann (2009, p. 25) calls for ext.ending the secondary 
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school literacy curriculum to include digital literacies and questions why "digital 

literacies continue to be viewed as part and parcel of the larger sociocultural 

practices that must remain outside the classroom door?" Recognizing that 

adolescents bring a technological expertise with them provides the capacity for 

students and teachers to learn from and with each other (Willms et al., 2009). 

Engaging students in relevant, meaningful and authentic in-school activities extends 

and elaborates the literacy practices these students already possess and value 

(Alvermann, 2009; Pullan, 201 O; Willms et al., 2009). Alvermann (2009) advocates 

for including the voices of adolescents in order to bridge the divide between the in

school and out-of-school literacy curriculum: 

Listening to and observing youth as they communicate their familiarity with 
multiple kinds of texts across space, place, and time can provide valuable 
insights into how to approach both instruction and research-insights that 
might otherwise be lost or taken for granted in the rush to categorize literacy 
practices as either in-school or out-of-school, adolescents as either 
struggling or competent, and thereby either worthy of our attention or not. 
(p. 25) 

Disconnections between in-school and out-of-school learning extend beyond the 

literacy classroom. 

Another challenge for adolescents is that "many curricula present 

knowledge out-of-context for students to learn about" (Burroughs & Smagorinsky, 

2009, p. 177), leaving little lasting value to students because it does not connect 

their school experiences with issues that they face in their own lives. Langer (2001) 

conducted a five-year study in schools which surmounted the obstacles and 

difficulties of serving the poor by obtaining higher results on standardized 

achievement assessments than demographically comparable schools. The goal was 
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to identify the features of instruction that made a difference in student learning and 

achievement. One of the findings in relation to instruction was that the teachers 

consciously wove a web of connections, focusing equally, on three different types 

of student learning: "connections among concepts and experiences within lessons; 

connections across lessons, classes, and even grades; and connections between in

school and out-of-school knowledge and experiences" (Langer, 2001, p. 864). 

Smith and Wilhelm (2006) acknowledge that students have difficulty 

transferring their skills and learning within the English curriculum. Transfer that 

must be explicitly taught includes: how to apply their learning of reading texts to 

new texts, knowledge about connecting their personal experience to those they 

encounter in texts, and understanding what they have been reading to the way they 

live their lives (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). 

Since the instructional conditions in the classroom are viewed as 

problematic for adolescents, several different teaching and instructional strategies 

are suggested to improve student engagement and learning. Findings from a 

longitudinal study on youth's digital literacies revealed, "adolescents engaged in 

project-based learning using multimedia platforms, when compared with peers 

without the same opportunities, have 'clear advantages related to achievement, 

identity, strategies and tools for learning, problem-solving, discovering and 

communicating"' (Tierney, in press, as cited in Alvermann, 2009, p. 23). 

Incorporating digital literacies in the classroom is considered a plausible means of 

closing the gap between in-school and out-of-school literacies (Alvermann, 2009; 

Smith & Wilhelm, 2006; Willms et al., 2009). Listening to the voices of youth, 
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observing them in the classroom, and requiring engagement with each other not 

only promotes an environment of mutual care and concern but provides 

opportunities to gain insight into how to approach both instruction and research 

(Alvermann, 2009). Beaufort (2009) contends that in order for students to transfer 

their learning into the workplace, educators can best serve students by teaching 

them to be independent learners as well as critical, analytic thinkers. Advocates for 

inquiry learning assert that this instructional strategy leads to increased retention, 

real learning, application, and higher test scores (Smith & Wilhelm, 2006; Willms 

et al., 2009). 

The importance of adults who sincerely care about adolescents as individuals 

is another theme reported in the literature (lntrator & Kunzman, 2009; Smith & 

Wilhelm, 2002, Willms et al., 2009). Intrator and Kunzman (2009, p. 32) contend 

that even though large-scale data from surveys is important, "the need to listen to 

adolescent voices, expressed in their own idioms and with sensitivity to context, 

remains vitally important if adults are to help make schools places that matter to 

adolescents." 

Relationships between adolescents and their teachers impact student 

engagement and learning. Teaching practices based on discussion and instructional 

conversation are viewed as having the potential to enhance reading comprehension 

because they encourage supportive and trusting relationships between teachers and 

learners (Johannessen & Mccann, 2009). One of the most critical factors for 

building effective classroom relationships is the establishment of a positive 

classroom disciplinary environment that results in high levels of interest, motivation, 
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and enjoyment in learning (Willms et al., 2009). "Recent studies have indicated that 

the teachers students have from year to year have a greater effect on the students' 

learning outcomes than the schools they attend, and that this holds true at both the 

elementary and secondary levels" (Willms et al., 2009, p. 10). Furthermore, Willms 

et al. (2009) contend that since their findings reveal that the levels of engagement 

vary among schools, the role of the classroom teacher may be as important, if not 

more important, than students' family backgrounds. 

These studies support the contention that the learning environment is 

crucial to what actually gets learned, how it is interpreted, and how it is used 

(Langer, 2001). Making connections cannot be left to chance. It is the responsibility 

of teachers to support students to make the necessary connections and transfer of 

skills and knowledge. Student engagement, connections between in-school and out

of-school learning, and the relationships between adolescents and their teachers 

appear to be inter-related and critical factors to student learning and achievement. 

Listening to the voices of adolescent males 

Relatively few studies examine school experiences through the voices of 

adolescent males. Pope (2001, p. xiii cited in Intrator & Kunzman, 2009, p. 35) 

states, "It seems ironic that we require young people to attend high school, and yet 

we know relatively little about what they think of the place." 

Trent (2001) conducted a study in Southern Australia to gather the 

perspectives of adolescent males on schooling, retention, and achievement due to a 

concern about the declining graduation rates among boys, particularly in rural areas. 

Focus groups were conducted with1800 boys in years 9, 11, and 12, interviews were 
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held with 60 school representatives, while another 200 students completed 

questionnaires. Findings of this study reveal that these boys believed "school is a 

process they don't like, don't value and that they cannot change 'because nobody's 

listening' "(Trent, 2001, p. 47). Trent (2001) reports that boys are more concerned 

with getting the credentials than with learning; school work is boring, repetitive, and 

irrelevant; school is an unwanted means to an end that seems to be too far away and 

then over time becomes increasingly unachievable; and does not offer the courses 

they want, mainly those that get them ready for a job. Another theme in their 

findings is that school expects adult behaviour from students in spite of not 

delivering an adult environment. Trent asserts that "school pushes boys into a 

downward spiral of disaffection, resistance, resentment, anger and retaliation that, 

for many, is just too hard to stop" (Trent, 2001, p. 11). Trent (2001) explains that 

some boys view school as a minor irritation, while others feel compelled to respond, 

which interferes with their achievement. Relationships with teachers were found to 

have implications on their achievement. "The boys consistently and emphatically see 

their retention and achievement problems primarily in terms of their relationship 

with teachers ... One good teacher, alone, is enough to make a bad lot tolerable and 

achievement, in an otherwise repressive, oppressive environment, seem possible" 

(Trent, 2001, p. 15). Because these boys experience disconnect between the culture 

of schooling and the culture of the rest of their lives, they perceive themselves as 

being "'Aliens in the Classroom' but not cultural aliens in the wider world" (Trent, 

2001, p. 16). Therefore, Trent (2001) advocates changing the role of schools and 

teachers from conventional role of knowledge giver and organizer to one where 
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schools and teachers guide and mentor students, and teach them to become problem 

solvers. Educators need to be critical evaluators not just of what they are 

transmitting to their students but also of how they are transmitting it in order to pass 

these skills on so that the culture of schools can benefit both girls and boys (Trent, 

2001). 

Smith and Wilhelm (2002) and Blair and Sanford (2004) conducted 

qualitative studies to document the literacy practices of adolescent boys. Smith and 

Wilhelm (2002) believe that since boys are successful outside of school, identifying 

the sources of their success and enjoyment outside of school would foster an 

understanding of how to address their learning needs in school. 

Smith & Wilhelm (2002, 2006) acknowledge that their findings reveal that 

adolescent boys experience many of the characteristics of Csikszentmihalyi's (1990) 

flow theory in their out-of-school activities. "Flow" is defined as "the state in which 

people are so involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter; the 

experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do it even at great cost, for the sheer 

sake of doing it" (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 4). Flow experiences occur when the 

conditions for skills along with the conditions for challenge are high. The full 

involvement of being in flow is described by Csikszentmihalyi (1997, p. 31-32) as: 

When goals are clear, feedback relevant, and challenges and skills are in 
balance, attention becomes ordered and fully invested. Because of the total 
demand on psychic energy, a person in flow is completely focused. There is 
no space in consciousness for distracting thoughts, irrelevant feelings. Self
consciousness disappears, yet one feels stronger than usual. The sense of 
time is distorted: hours seem to pass by in minutes. 

Smith & Wilhelm (2002, 2006) report that the boys in their study have a sense of 

control and competence when they have sufficient skills to achieve the clearly 
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defined goals; find an appropriate level of challenge in the activity; receive 

immediate feedback on their successful engagement; and focus on the immediate 

experience because of the enjoyment it provides. However, they report the boys did 

not have the same experiences with in-school activities. Social relationships at 

school and outside of school were very important to all of the boys in this study 

(Smith & Wilhelm, 2002, 2006). Reciprocal relationships with teachers were very 

important to these boys: 

If a teacher cared about them as individuals, addressed their interests in some 
way (inside or outside class), actively assisted them to learn, and displayed 
passion for the content and the doing of the subject being taught, the boys 
would, in return, be motivated to try to reach that teacher's academic goals. 
(Smith & Wilhelm, 2009, p. 367) 

Further findings reveal that many of the boys expressed feeling stressed and a need 

to escape from the pressure; the need to be engaged in doing something; and the 

importance of avoiding the routine or sameness of school (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). 

In regards to engagement in literacy practices, Smith & Wilhelm (2002, 2006, 2009) 

point out that these boys did not perceive literacy as a feminized activity but did 

choose not to invest in literate activities that are deemed privileged in school. 

Making connections between school literacy and their out-of-school lives was also 

problematic for these boys (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002, 2009). Wilhelm & Smith 

(2005) advocate that classroom instruction must: focus on preparing students to be 

successful readers rather than on their lack of competence; help students build their 

skills through sequential instruction in order for them to meaningfully engage with 

texts; create conversations where students can make connections relevant to their 

immediate contexts; and view reading as a primarily social activity. 
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Blair and Sanford (2004) conducted a two-year ethnographic case study in 

six urban and rural elementary and middle school classrooms. The authors 

acknowledge that their findings about the boys' literacy practices mirror the findings 

of Smith & Wilhelm's (2002) study. Blair and Sanford (2004, p. 454) report these 

"boys need to find personal interest, action, success, fun, and purpose in the work 

they are assigned." They also describe how boys develop "morphed literacy 

activities" by transforming: time to work on aspects of school literacies that appeal 

to them; the purpose of the assignment to suit their interests; and literacy events into 

social-cultural capital (Blair & Sanford, 2004, p. 454). These boys "attempted to 

shape the events in their school day to duplicate the sense of time experienced when 

they were immersed in tasks they liked" (Blair & Sanford, 2004, p. 456). The boys 

morphed their reading and writing assignments in the classroom by choosing to 

transform them into activities that they enjoyed and helped them pursue their 

individual and collective identities. The social nature of literacy for these boys 

served to connect them with their friends and family through social practices where 

texts, computer and video games, newspapers, manuals, sports statistics, etc. were 

used to communicate interests and expertise to one another as well as gain social

cultural capital (Blair & Sanford, 2004 ). Blair and Sanford (2004) also make the plea 

to close the gap between in-school and out-of-school literacies and suggest that even 

though the boys' out-of-school literacy practices may not be ensuring academic 

success, they may be better preparing them for the literacy demands of the 

workplace. 
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Several studies include the voices of boys by inquiring into their reading 

preferences (Boltz, 2007; Davila & Patrick, 2010; OECD, 2010d). The research 

literature is bountiful on this topic. The findings support previous research that boys' 

out-of-school literacy practices are not connected to in-school literacy practices 

(Booth, 2002; Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Hall & Coles, 2001; Martino & Pallotta

Chiarolli, 2003; Millard, 1997; Newkirk, 2002). Several authors identify that this 

disconnect leads to boys identifying themselves as nonreaders (Gilbert & Gilbert, 

1998; Hall & Coles, 2001; Millard, 1997; Newkirk, 2002). Smith and Wilhelm 

(2002, p.11) state: "Boys increasingly consider themselves to be 'nonreaders' as they 

get older; very few designate themselves as such early in their schooling, but nearly 

50 percent make that designation by high school." 

Another contention in the literature is that boys are faced with the perception 

that literacy is a feminized practice, which stems from socio-cultural practices and 

binary opposition (Booth, 2002; Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Martino & Berrill, 2003; 

Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2003; Millard, 1997). This perception often results in 

boys viewing reading as a passive activity that females engage in and is in 

opposition to the more desirable form of masculinity that involves engaging in more 

energetic activities (Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2003). Martino and Pallotta

Chiarolli (2003) further note that boys are restricted from displaying their ability to 

read due to fear of ridicule that is perpetuated by hegemonic masculinity. Gilbert & 

Gilbert ( 1998, p. 215) confirm this notion by stating "If the masculine self is 

oppositional to the literate self, then it must seem to many boys that literacy is 
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relatively unimportant and irrelevant. ... Successful acquisition of masculinity seems 

almost to demand separation from literacy and the technologies associated with it." 

Conclusions 

Schooling adolescents is a complex task. The literature on adolescence and 

specifically, on adolescent boys, identifies several areas of concern. Student 

disengagement has grave implications for all students. Students need to see the 

relevance of the schools' literacy practices and curriculum to the larger world beyond 

school. Relationships based on mutual respect where teachers and students learn 

from each other are critical factors in establishing learning environments that are 

both engaging and motivating. There is a call for research to continue to include the 

voices of adolescents to increase our understanding of their social, emotional, and 

cognitive experiences in the classroom setting and to investigate how to create more 

effective and engaging learning environments (Alvermann, 2009; Intrator & 

Kunzman, 2009; Willms et al., 2009). 

Self-efficacy 

Self-efficacy is the belief that a person has the power to produce results or 

act on his or her own intentions (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy strongly influences 

the choices of actions that people pursue; the amount of effort they put into them, 

how long they persevere when faced with challenges and failures; their resiliency 

and thought patterns that hinder or facilitate the action; stress levels when coping 

with challenging and demanding environments; and the levels of accomplishments 

that are attained (Bandura, 1997, p. 3). Individuals develop their self-efficacy 

beliefs through mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal or social 
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persuasions, and physiological reactions (Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 2006; Schunk & 

Meece, 2006). Bandura (1997) explained that these sources of information only 

become meaningful after an individual engages in cognitive processing focusing on: 

the types of information that the individual considers to be important indicators of 

personal efficacy, the rules used to evaluate and integrate the different sources of 

efficacy information to construct their personal efficacy beliefs, and through 

reflective thought. Schunk and Meece (2006, p. 73) acknowledged that individuals 

cognitively weigh and appraise information gathered from the sources of self

efficacy through multiple factors that include "perceptions of their abilities, prior 

successes, perceived task difficulty, amount of effort expended, time persisted, 

amount of help received, perceived similarity to models, credibility of persuaders, 

and type and intensity of emotional symptoms." 

Self-efficacy and academic achievement 

Self-efficacy is defined as the "personal judgements of one's capabilities to 

organize and execute courses of action to attain designated goals" (Zimmerman, 

2000, p. 83). Bandura (1997, p. 19) contends that people's belief in their efficacy 

has the power to affect virtually everything they do: "how they think, motivate 

themselves, feel, and behave." 

Self-efficacy is a highly effective predictor of students' motivation and 

learning (Zimmerman, 2000). Students with strong self-efficacy are more apt to take 

on difficult and challenging tasks, to apply more effort and expend more energy on 

academic tasks, and to be more persistent. All of these strategies have direct and 

indirect effects on their skill acquisition, methods of learning, and motivational 
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processes (Zimmerman, 2000). They use the self-regulatory process of setting more 

challenging goals, self-monitoring, self-evaluating, and using strategies. Utilizing 

these processes has direct and indirect effects on their skill acquisition, methods of 

learning, and motivational processes (Zimmerman, 2000). Efficacious students are 

better able to emotionally manage the demands of academic tasks by reducing their 

stress, anxiety, and depression (Zimmerman, 2000). 

A relationship between self-efficacy, academic performance, and 

perseverance has been established. A meta-analysis of the literature on the relations 

of self-efficacy beliefs to academic performance revealed that there is "support for 

the hypothesized facilitating relationships of self-efficacy beliefs to academic 

performance and persistence ... across various types of student samples, designs, 

and criterion measures" (Multon, Brown, & Lent, 1991, p. 34). Students with 

positive self-efficacy believe that they can perform a task proficiently, which also 

precipitates becoming more engaged in the task, working harder, and maintaining 

high levels of effort even when faced with obstacles (Zimmerman & Cleary, 2006). 

Self- efficacy has been shown to be a better predictor of academic success than 

cognitive ability because it helps to determine what people will do with their 

knowledge and skills (Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 2006; Zimmerman & Cleary, 2006). 

A strong relationship exists between perceived academic efficacy and career 

choice and development. Bandura (1997, p. 239) states: 

Considerable research reveals that perceived academic efficacy plays an 
influential role in career choice and development. It predicts academic 
grades, the range of career options considered, and persistence and success in 
chosen fields ... By influencing preparatory development and occupational 
choices, efficacy beliefs partly shape the courses that lives take. 
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A lack of confidence in their capabilities can lead young people to avoid 

particular academic routes, career opportunities, and life paths (Pajares, 2006). 

Pajares (2006, p. 343) acknowledges that academic performance is "not simply a 

matter of how capable you are; it is also a matter of how capable you believe you 

are." 

Self-regulated learning and formative assessment 

Strategies to facilitate improvements in perceived self-efficacy are similar to 

the goals of formative assessment. Formative assessment is connected by two 

assessment objectives, assessment for learning, and assessment as learning (Clark, 

2012). Assessment for learning "monitor[s] the progress of the learner toward a 

desired goal, seeking to close the gap between a learner's current status and the 

desired outcome" by utilizing the processes of sharing criteria with learners and 

effective questioning and feedback (Clark, 2012, p. 208). Assessment as learning is 

the "collaborative and individual reflection on evidence ofleaming", a process 

where students and teachers set learning goals, share their learning intentions along 

with their criteria for success, and evaluate their learning through dialogue as well 

as self and peer assessment (Clark, 2012, p. 208). Formative assessment is a process 

that develops learning strategies one can apply throughout their lifetime and drives 

learners to acquire self-regulated learning (SRL) strategies (Clark, 2012). Clark 

(2012, p. 21 7) contends that formative assessment is: 

designed to continuously support teaching and learning by emphasizing the 
meta-cognitive skills and learning contexts required for SRL; planning, 
monitoring and a critical yet nonjudgmental reflection on learning, which 
both students and teachers use collaboratively to guide further learning and 
improve performance outcomes. 
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Continuous classroom feedback is an essential characteristic of formative 

assessment. 

Instructional practices to improve perceived self-efficacy and formative 

assessment place the learner at the centre of the process. Clark (2012) pointed out 

that the primary objective of formative assessment is to provide students with self

regulated learning (SRL) strategies in order for them to sustain their motivation, 

improve their achievement, and foster their inner drive for lifelong learning. 

For SRL to exist as a meta-characteristic among learners the environment 
should be designed to promote strong perceptions of self- and collective 
efficacy among students and support learning through the co-construction of 
more powerful meta-cognitive strategies ... The more influential force in 
creating SRL is meta-cognition. (p. 242) 

Formative assessment holds promise in developing the self-efficacy of students and 

self-regulatory learning practices to engage students and promote life-long learners. 

Conclusions 

The preceding literature confirms the strengths and limitations of large scale 

assessments, the influence of gender issues as they relate to literacy, and the 

implications of self-efficacy for literacy and career choice. What remains to be heard 

are the voices of adolescents who actually live the reality of that disaffection. 

The present study seeks to access those voices of boys disaffected from 

school. Specifically, this research focuses on grade twelve boys in New Brunswick 

and their perceptions of their school experience, their literacy skills, and their 

aspirations for higher education and career choice. Attending carefully to these 

voices will expand and inform the existing literature and offer insight toward 

appropriate changes in policy and practice. 
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Chapter 3 

METHOD 

Purpose of the Study 

This phenomenological inquiry aims to illuminate how high school-aged 

males in New Brunswick experience disaffection from school, understand their 

literacy skills, and make career and postsecondary decisions in light of their 

perceptions and experiences. 

Rationale for Phenomenology 

Phenomenology, the study of lived experiences, is concerned with seeing 

how the participants experience, live, and displays the phenomenon, and looks for 

the meaning of the participants' experiences (Creswell, 1998; Moustakas, 1994; van 

Manen, 1990). The focus is to discover what the phenomenon is and how it is 

experienced by the participants, not what caused the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994; 

Rudestam & Newton, 2001 ). In a phenomenological study, the goal is to uncover the 

shared or common meanings, also referred to as the central underlying meaning or 

essence that the participants attribute to the phenomenon. Van Manen (1990, p. 77) 

points out, "The insight into the essence of a phenomenon involves a process of 

reflectively appropriating, of clarifying, and of making explicit the structure of 

meaning of the lived experience." Phenomenology is an appropriate methodology 

for holistic questions of meaning that are derived from experience, phenomena that 

are not well understood, and for phenomena that are central to the lived experience 

of humans (LeVasseur, 2003). 
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During the past decade, quantitative and survey research have identified that 

boys who are disaffected from school are at higher risk of not pursuing a 

postsecondary education (Willms & Flanagan, 2003). Gender comparison statistics 

from high stakes assessment data indicate that boys are not performing as well in 

literacy as girls (OECD, 2010e; Knighton et al., 2010; CMEC, 2011). However, little 

qualitative research exists to advance our understanding of disaffected boys, their 

perceptions of their literacy skills, and possible impacts on career choice. 

Creswell (1998) suggests several reasons for selecting a qualitative approach 

including: 

Select a qualitative study because of the nature of the research question. In a 
qualitative study, the research question often starts with a how or a what so 
that initial forays into the topic describe what is going on .... Use a qualitative 
study because of the need to present a detailed view of the topic. The wide
angle lens or the distant panoramic shot will not suffice to present answers to 
the problem, or the close-up view does not exist .... Employ a qualitative 
approach to emphasize the researcher's role as an active learner who can tell 
the story from the participants' view rather than as an 'expert' who passes 
judgment on participants. (pp. 17-18) 

These guidelines are in keeping with the purpose of the current study and provide a 

strong rationale for choosing a qualitative paradigm. 

The goal of in-depth, phenomenological interviewing is to have the 

participants reconstruct their experience within the topic under study (Seidman, 

1998). Phenomenological interviews allow the interviewer to explore the 

complexities of the phenomenon through the concrete experience of the participants 

and the meanings the experience had for them (Seidman, 1998). Phenomenology is a 

fitting methodological approach for my study as the purpose was to explore, 

understand, and give voice to the ways in which young males in New Brunswick 
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high schools experience disaffection from school, perceive their literacy skills, and 

make career choices in light of these experiences and understandings. 

One of the greatest challenges of a phenomenological inquiry is the potential 

of the researcher knowing too much about the phenomenon being investigated rather 

than too little (van Manen, 1990). Ultimately, this knowledge leads to the problem 

that "our 'common sense' pre-understandings, our suppositions, assumptions, and the 

existing bodies of scientific knowledge, predispose us to interpret the nature of the 

phenomenon before we have even come to grips with the significance of the 

phenomenological question" (van Manen, 1990, p. 46). The phenomenological 

processes of epoche and bracketing endeavour to address this problem. 

Epoche and Bracketing 

Since phenomenology is a "philosophy without presuppositions" (Creswell, 

1998, p. 52), the phenomenologist must explicate his or her values in regards to the 

phenomenon in order to set aside all prejudgments through the processes of epoche 

and bracketing (Creswell, 1998; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). The 

relationship between epoche and bracketing is described as: 

set[ting] aside our prejudgments, biases, and preconceived ideas about 
things. We 'invalidate,' 'inhibit,' and 'disqualify' all commitments with 
reference to previous knowledge and experience. The world is placed out of 
action, while remaining bracketed. However, the world in the bracket has 
been cleared of ordinary thought and is present before us as a phenomenon to 
be gazed upon, to be known naively and freshly through a 'purified' 
consciousness. (Moustakas, 1994, p. 85) 

Epoche is an intentional process where the phenomenologist rids his or her 

consciousness of any previous experience, understanding or prejudgment of the 

phenomenon. In essence, the researcher wipes the slate clean of any preconceived 
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notions of the phenomenon. This clarity leaves the researcher in a bracketed state 

that allows him or her to gain new knowledge by focusing on understanding and 

interpreting the phenomenon through the voices of the participants in order to reveal 

the multiple realities of the phenomenon. Phenomenologists do not conduct studies 

to confirm what they think they already know, rather, they take on the role of an 

active learner in order to reveal the complexity of the phenomenon (Creswell, 1998). 

Prior to conducting the study, I began the epoche process by writing of my 

personal interest and previous experience with the phenomenon under study in order 

to gain clarity about my preconceptions and illuminate any personal bias. I also 

reviewed the interview guide and wondered what disaffection from school would be 

like for these students, how they perceived their literacy skills, and made career 

choices in light of their experiences or understandings. Would there be similarities to 

what I observed and understood as a mother? I wondered if any gender issues, 

revealed in the literature, would arise from our conversations. I also wondered how 

and/or if these participants would reveal their self-efficacy. I committed to the 

purpose of conducting this study to honour the participants by bracketing my own 

experiences, understandings, and knowledge from the literature in order to focus on 

the voices of my participants to discover new learning and understanding from their 

perspective and experiences. 

Pilot Study 

After obtaining a certificate from the University of New Brunswick Research 

Ethics Board, I conducted a pilot study with a twenty-five year old male who 

volunteered to discuss his school experience. This young man had dropped out of 
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high school in grade eleven. The purpose of the pilot study was to evaluate my own 

effectiveness as an interviewer, the functionality of the equipment I chose to use, 

and the interview guide. The following record from my field and reflective journal 

highlights my concerns and queries: 

Would my equipment work properly and record the interview in its entirety? 
Would my interview guide elicit the participant to talk openly and in-depth 
about his perceptions and experiences? Would I give him enough space to 
tell his story and ask appropriate probes to go deeper? Would I practice and 
engage in the processes of epoche and bracketing? 

I explained to the pilot interview participant, Matt, that I would conduct the 

interview just as I planned for all of the other potential participants. The interview 

was recorded on a digital recorder with his permission. I also explained and 

reviewed the Letter of Information to Potential Participant (Appendix A) and 

Participant's Consent Form (Appendix B) with Matt, which were in accordance with 

the standards of informed consent, and how we would proceed with the interview. 

Matt was given the opportunity to ask further questions and to request clarification 

but he indicated that he was ready to proceed. 

My previous experience with developing an interview guide and conducting 

an interview for a qualitative methods course taught me several valuable lessons. 

Based on that experience, I made the decision to place the interview guide 

(Appendix C), approved by the Research Ethics Board, in front of me for the pilot 

interview and not take any written notes in order to stay fully engaged with the 

participant. Following the pilot interview, I asked Matt for some feedback on the 

interview process and about my skills as an interviewer that might assist me when 

conducting further interviews. Matt indicated he felt that I was interested in what he 
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was saying, was listening, and really wanted to hear what he had to say (Reflective 

Field Journal notes). I felt that the process of not making written notes during the 

interview allowed greater opportunity for me to ask follow-ups, probe for deeper 

understanding, and to concentrate on what Matt was telling me. This proved to be an 

effective practice which I retained for the remainder of the study. 

Matt indicated that taking time for casual conversation prior to initiating the 

interview made him feel comfortable and that trust and rapport were developed by 

giving him time to reflect on and respond to questions and, when necessary, 

rewording or further explaining some questions for his clarification. Matt 

commented "You made me feel like I could tell you the right, honest answer" 

(Reflective Field Journal). Both Matt and I were amazed at how quickly the time 

went during the interview. 

At times during the interview, I found it difficult to remain neutral and not 

display the emotion I was feeling. For example, Matt acknowledged that he felt 

confident and competent in elementary school, noting, "We were all the same" 

(Reflective, Field Journal). I fought back tears when Matt described his negative 

feelings about high school and how he would throw up in the washroom between 

classes. I had no idea that disaffection from school could have such a physical effect 

on a student. Matt also gave me chills when he described school as being "crowded". 

"Crowded" for Matt meant that he came from a rural elementary school with only 

six students in his grade six graduating class and then moved through a suburban 

middle school and urban high school with what seemed to him to be an 

overwhelmingly large school population. Feelings of being crowded were also 
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acknowledged by Matt while he was getting changed for physical education classes, 

and this was where he also began to feel inferior to other students because he didn't 

have the brand or designer clothing (Reflective Field Journal). As an elementary 

teacher, it was disheartening for me to realize that the awe and wonder for learning 

that came to school with Matt in grade one had changed into such a negative 

experience in high school. Matt commented that his dream of being an electrician 

died when he was in grade eleven leaving him with nothing to look forward to in 

school (Reflective Field Journal). This interview confirmed for me the value of this 

research and my resolve for the results to have practical implications. Conducting a 

pilot interview also gave me confidence in the interview protocol, the interview 

guide, and in my skills as an interviewer. 

Sampling 

This phenomenological study relies on purposive sampling, purposefully 

selecting the sites and participants for the study that will facilitate understanding the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2003; Maxwell, 2005; Seidman, 1998). Maximum variation 

sampling and criterion sampling are purposive sampling strategies that are used to 

bind my study. Maximum variation sampling is utilized in a multi-site design 

"where there is some diversity in the nature of the sites selected ... or in participants 

interviewed, or times and places of field visits" (Merriam, 2002, p. 29) in order to 

document diverse variations and identify important common patterns (Creswell, 

1998; Miles & Huberman, 1994). The strategy of maximum variation sampling also 

provides more opportunity for the results to be generalized to a greater range of 

situations by readers or consumers of the research (Merriam, 2002). Maximum 
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variation sampling is also viewed as the most effective strategy for selecting 

participants for interview studies as it offers a range of people and sites from which 

to select participants and should be fair to the larger population (Seidman, 1998). 

Maximum variation sampling is logical for my study for several reasons. 

Firstly, the samples are derived from urban, suburban, and rural schools across four 

school districts in New Brunswick to provide diversity in the nature of the sites. The 

rationale for including samples from schools in different geographic locations is 

based on the feminist and pro-feminist concern that the quantitative data on boys' 

literacy achievement is not disaggregated by race, ethnicity, class, poverty or 

geographic location (Epstein et al., 1998; Gill, 2000; Martino, 1999; Mills, 2003). 

Therefore, including participants from differing geographic locations will provide 

rich data within these settings and address an aspect of the feminist and pro-feminist 

concerns. Additionally, including samples of students attending Alternative 

Education sites as well as public high schools in New Brunswick provides for 

diversity in sites and increases the probability of locating and sampling students who 

are disaffected from school. Secondly, the study provides for diversity in 

participants interviewed by binding the study to those whose English Language 

Proficiency Assessment results range from weak to competent. This range in 

assessment results provides for greater diversity in examining the phenomenon of 

disaffection from school and any perceived relationship to the participants' own 

literacy skills. Thirdly, my study offers diversity in the times and places of field 

visits. Volunteer participants took part in two or three in-depth, semi-structured 

interviews, which address disaffection from school and any perceived relationship to 

53 



their own literacy skills and career choices. These interviews took place during the 

participants' second term of their grade twelve year of high school as they began to 

finalize and execute their career choice plans. 

Criterion sampling binds the study by cases that meet specific criterion to 

support the research question and is appropriate for phenomenological studies. 

Criterion sampling is appropriate for my study because of the criteria identified in 

my research question, specifically that only males are included as participants and 

that they experience disaffection from school. Currently, little research exists to 

advance our understanding of disaffected boys, their perceptions of their literacy 

skills, and possible impacts on career choice. Binding the study to disaffected males 

and illuminating the essence of their lived experience provides the potential to 

address a concern raised by feminists and pro-feminists to further examine which 

boys are underachieving in literacy (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Kimmel, 2004a; Noble 

& Bradford, 2000; Rowan et al., 2002). 

Phenomenological researchers typically conduct in-depth studies of small 

samples of eight to ten people in order to provide rich information (Creswell, 2003; 

Groenewald, 2004; McCracken, 1988). Selecting ten participants for this study is 

appropriate and offers the opportunity to conduct an in-depth study of the 

participants' experiences, yielding rich information about their thoughts, feelings, 

and choices. Seidman (1998, p. 45) states, "the method in in-depth, 

phenomenological interviewing applied to a sample of participants who all 

experience similar structural and social conditions gives enormous power to the 
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stories of a relatively few participants." The power of the stories of my participants 

will enlighten readers, educators, and policy makers. 

Gaining entry into the field 

I received a Research Ethics Board certificate from the University of New 

Brunswick during the first week of March, 2008. Subsequently, I began the process 

of communicating with Superintendents of New Brunswick Anglophone School 

Districts to request permission to conduct my study and locate potential participants. 

Contact made via email included a letter to introduce myself, a detailed description 

of my study, and a request for permission to conduct my study within their school 

district (Appendix D). A hard-copy of this letter was also mailed to each 

Superintendent. Two of the eight Superintendents required further documentation in 

accordance with individual district's external research policies. This documentation 

included: official notification of the university's Research Ethics Board approval of 

my research project, a Research Summary, any correspondence and consent forms 

for students and parents or guardians, and my Interview Schedule. One of these 

districts also required a copy of my Ethics Application. All requested 

documentations were provided. At the same time, I also forwarded, electronically, 

copies of the following documents to the remaining Superintendents: the email I 

received from the Chair of the University ofNew Brunswick's Research Ethics 

Board approving my research project, Research Summary (Appendix E), Letter of 

Invitation to Potential Participants (Appendix F), Informed Consent for Participants 

(Appendix A and Appendix B), and Informed Consent for Parents (Appendix G and 
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Appendix H). Permission was granted to carry out my study in seven school 

districts. The eighth district did not respond. 

Procedures for locating potential participants within a school district varied. 

Five Superintendents requested that I approach high school and alternative education 

site principals directly to explain my study and request the opportunity to identify 

potential participants. I emailed principals and attached a letter that introduced me, 

provided a detailed description of my study, requested permission to carry out my 

study within his or her school, and asked for assistance to identify potential 

participants that met the criteria previously explained (Appendix I). Another 

Superintendent requested that I contact a designated Leaming Specialist in the 

district as well as the Director of Education for support in locating potential 

participants. In the final district, the Superintendent communicated directly with the 

high school principals and requested that the names of any potential participants be 

forwarded to a designated district Leaming Specialist who then, in tum, would 

communicate directly with me. 

Five principals requested to meet with me to discuss the best way to identify 

potential participants in their schools. Principals of two rural schools and one 

Alternative Education site identified potential participants themselves. Principals of 

three other schools ( one urban, one suburban, and one rural alternative education 

site) designated a teacher on his or her staff to communicate directly with me 

regarding potential participants. Once the designated staff members communicated 

with me, I scheduled a meeting with them at their convenience. The purpose of this 

meeting was to review the purposive sampling criterion and to arrange to meet 
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individually with potential participants. The teacher designate agreed to make initial 

contact with the potential participants to inform them that I would be coming to the 

school to invite them to participate in a research project. 

I met with fifteen potential participants individually, during school time, to 

invite them to participate in my study both orally and in writing (Appendix F). At 

these meetings, I introduced myself, gave each potential participant a detailed 

description of my research study and described what would be involved if he chose 

to participate. This information was also provided to each potential participant in 

written form (Appendix A), which was in accordance with the requirements for 

informed consent. Following the explanation of the study protocol and procedures, 

one potential participant informed me that he really did not like to talk so he 

declined to participate. Another potential participant commented that if he were the 

researcher he would want people to participate in his study so he felt it was 

important for him to volunteer for my study. Ultimately, fourteen students across 

four school districts and five schools volunteered to participate in my study. Each 

volunteer reviewed the Participant Consent Form (Appendix B) and we completed it 

together. I also explained to each participant that his parents would need to be 

informed about the study and their permission was also required in order for him to 

participate. Each participant received a Parental or Guardian Information Letter 

(Appendix G) and a Parental or Guardian Consent Form (Appendix H), which after 

being signed, he would either give to the teacher designate prior to our first 

interview or to me at our first interview. Finally, I arranged a date and time with 
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each participant for our first interview. Prior to the first interview, four participants 

withdrew from the study. 

In summary, the final sample consisted of ten male students in the second 

semester of their grade twelve year. The sample was derived from four Anglophone 

school districts and five schools within those districts. Three participants attended an 

urban high school, three attended a suburban high school, and the remaining four 

participants attended three different rural high schools. Furthermore, nine 

participants attended mainstream New Brunswick high schools while one participant 

attended an alternative education site. Parental as well as participant consent was 

received from all participants. 

Data Collection 

Data collection in a phenomenological inquiry occurs mainly through 

conversational, in-depth or long interviews (Creswell, 2003; Miller & Salkind, 2002; 

Moustakas, 1994; Rudestam & Newton, 2001). Phenomenological interviews collect 

descriptions of personal experiences of the phenomenon being studied through 

conversations where the interviewee tells anecdotes, stories, experiences, or 

incidents (van Manen, 1990). The interviewer must stay focused on the research 

questions and ask the interviewee to give concrete examples of what experiencing 

the phenomenon is like, and to explore the experience to the fullest ( van Manen, 

1990). Phenomenological interviews are hermeneutic in that both the interviewer 

and interviewee are oriented to working at making sense and interpreting the notion 

that keeps the conversation going (van Manen, 1990). Van Manen (1990, p. 98) 

explained that the role of the researcher in the hermeneutic interview is "to keep the 
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question ( of the meaning of the phenomenon) open, to keep himself or herself and 

the interviewee oriented to the substance of the thing being questioned". The 

interviewer must engage in the epoche process to bracket out all previous 

understanding, experience, and notions of the phenomenon in order to focus on 

exploring the phenomenon and understanding it in new, complex ways (Moustakas, 

1994 ). Phenomenological interviews move more and more toward hermeneutic 

interviews as the researcher engages the participants in member checking through 

discussions of the interview transcripts and theme development in order to aim for as 

much interpretive insight as possible (van Manen, 1990). 

I conducted two semi-structured, long interviews with all participants. The 

interview times for thirteen of these interviews ranged from sixty to ninety minutes 

while the remaining seven interviews ranged from thirty-seven to fifty-three 

minutes. A third interview with two of the participants ranged from thirty-seven to 

fifty-three minutes. Interviews commenced in the middle of April, 2008 and were 

completed by the end of the first week of June, 2008. All interviews were conducted 

in as private a location as possible within the school site such as offices, conference 

rooms, workrooms, and storage rooms during regular school hours. I recorded each 

interview using a digital recording device. The interview guide approved by the 

Research Ethics Board was the source of open-ended questions for the interviews 

with all participants. While allowing for flexibility, the interview guide helped me 

elicit full descriptions of the participants' experiences, understandings and 

perceptions. 
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As previously discussed, I engaged in the epoche process prior to conducting 

the pilot interview and was keenly aware that this was my primary opportunity to 

discover what it was like for my participants to experience the phenomenon, how 

they experienced it, and then make meaning from their experience. Not taking 

written notes during the interview enabled me to focus intently on what the 

participant was revealing. Probes and follow-ups varied from participant to 

participant in order for me to have the fullest understanding possible of what each 

participant was saying, describing, or unveiling. 

At the beginning of the first interview, I reviewed the research protocol from 

our initial meeting and asked if there were any further questions or clarification 

required before commencing with the interview questions. I also explained that we 

would proceed with set questions but that I would follow-up the prepared questions 

to make sure that I clearly understood their experiences. Sometimes I felt so focused 

on leaving the field with as much knowledge as possible about each participant's 

experiences, understandings, and perceptions of the phenomenon that I wondered if I 

was probing too much and frustrating the participant. I realized that I needed to be 

mindful of reading the participant's facial expressions and body language to 

appreciate when to stop probing and move on. After sixty minutes of interviewing, 

each participant was asked if he would prefer to end the interview at this point or 

continue on. The participant's wishes were honoured in every instance. Following 

each interview, I documented in my reflective field journal as much as I could recall 

about the conversation during the interview, what I needed to seek further 

clarification on, as well as notes about the participant's mannerisms, the setting, and 
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any emotions or reactions that I had experienced during the interview. All 

participants agreed to participate in a second interview. 

To prepare for the next scheduled interviews, I reviewed the digital recording 

and my reflective journal notes from the previous interview for each participant and 

prepared follow-up questions to clarify and illuminate my understanding of the 

phenomenon. Since no new descriptions or understandings were revealed during 

seven participant's second interviews, I felt I had elicited full descriptions of their 

experiences, understandings and perceptions so I did not schedule any further 

interviews with them. A third interview was scheduled for three participants in order 

to reach their full descriptions. However, one participant later notified me that he 

had decided to decline to participate in a third interview stating that he did not want 

to miss any more class time. Since participants could withdraw at any point, for any 

reason without penalty, this did not present a problem. Third interviews were 

completed as scheduled for two of the three participants. 

At the end of all interviews, I thanked each participant for his time and, when 

appropriate, asked if we could schedule another interview. A hand-written thank you 

note was sent to each participant at the end of the interview schedule. As in the pilot 

interview, I experienced a range of emotions during the interviews as participants 

shared their experiences, perceptions, and stories. For example, I experienced chills 

when one participant equated going to school with serving a jail sentence while 

another described school as a drop off zone. As a teacher, I was disheartened to 

realize that the majority of the participants had no vested interest in school and felt 
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school was just something they had to do and get through in order to get where they 

wanted to go in life. 

Data Analysis 

The processes of data collection and analysis occur simultaneously 

(Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; van Manen, 

1990). While I was conducting interviews, I began to note ideas for further 

exploration and possible connections across the data, which I documented in my 

reflective journal such as: 

I was somewhat surprised that once again the transition to middle school was· 
identified as a school challenge especially since there was no actual 
transition to a new school. ... The challenge of transition to middle school 
[for this participant] was identified as moving up a floor in the school; 
elementary is on the lower level of the school, middle and high school on the 
upper level (Reflective Field Journal). 

Interview transcriptions are the core material for data analysis (Creswell, 

1998; Moustakas, 1994; van Manen, 1990). Van Manen (1990, p. 55) states: "Lived 

experience descriptions are data, or material on which to work." I transcribed a total 

of twenty-three and a half (23.5) hours of digital recordings in their entirety, which 

yielded 1319 pages of transcript data or material from which to work. 

The data were analyzed using the phenomenological data analysis protocols 

advanced by Moustakas (1994) and van Manen (1990). Transcribing the oral 

interviews gave me the opportunity to become acutely familiar with the content. 

While I was transcribing, I began to document statements relevant to the 

phenomenon that appeared in the data. Following transcription, I began the 

horizonalization of the data by utilizing the detailed reading approach where I 

repeatedly listened to and read the transcripts. Initially, I began marking the meaning 
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units on the transcript with sticky notes. However, I quickly realized that this 

process was very cumbersome so I decided to use a word processing program where 

I could cut and paste sentences and sentence clusters from the transcripts into a new 

document according to the emerging significant statements. Using the detailed 

reading approach, I refined the significant statements and organized them into 

clusters and assigned thematic labels. This process led to the writing of the textural 

descriptions, which included verbatim examples from the transcripts in order to 

describe and show the readers what was experienced by each participant. Further 

reflection and analysis of the textural descriptions was achieved by focusing on the 

four existentials of universal structural groundings of the lifeworld: lived space 

(spatiality), lived body (corporeality), lived time (temporality), and lived human 

relation (relationality or communality) (van Manen, 1990). These existentials 

generated the structural description of how the phenomenon was experienced, which 

reveals the essence of the phenomenon. The textural descriptions are found in 

Chapter Four while the structural descriptions are found in Chapter Five. 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness or credibility is considered the strength of qualitative 

research and is used to determine the accuracy of the findings from the perspectives 

of the researcher, participants, or readers (Creswell, 2003). The standards for 

trustworthiness advanced by Lincoln and Guba (1985), which include credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and conf ormability, are employed for this study. 

Techniques for establishing credibility in the field include prolonged 

engagement, persistent observation, and triangulation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
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Prolonged engagement involves spending enough time in the field to learn the 

culture, build trust with the participants, and test or check for any misinterpretations 

that are introduced by distortions either from the researcher or the participants. 

Meeting with the participants to extend an invitation to participate, explain the study, 

and to conduct at least two long interviews allowed me to spend enough time in the 

field to meet this standard. Persistent observation provides depth while in the field 

by engaging the researcher in determining what characteristics are most relevant to 

the phenomenon being studied and focusing on them in detail (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). The semi-structured interview guide consisted of open-ended questions, 

which I followed up with probes in order to gather rich, thick descriptions of the 

phenomenon. As previously noted, I documented in my reflective field journal what 

I needed to clarify in subsequent interviews rather than just assume I knew what the 

participant meant. Furthermore, I prepared for the second and third rounds of 

interviews by reviewing the digital recording of the previous interview and my 

reflective field journal notes in order to prepare follow-up questions to clarify and 

illuminate my understanding of the phenomenon. The final requirement for 

credibility in the field is triangulation. A major goal of triangulation is to avoid the 

personal biases of the researcher and to "overcome the deficiencies intrinsic to a 

single-investigator, single-theory, or single-method study, thus increasing the 

validity of the findings" (Kimichi, Polivka, & Sabol Stephenson, 1999, p. 67). 

Kimichi et al. (1999) recognize three types of data triangulation: time, space, and 

person. Time triangulation was relevant to my study because I met with each 

participant three or four different time periods during the second semester of their 
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grade twelve year. During this time period, I engaged eight participants in two 

interviews each while two additional participants participated in three interviews. 

My study also employed space triangulation as I collected data from ten participants 

who experienced the same phenomenon and attended five different schools across 

four school districts. In-depth interviews of the participants, digital interview 

recordings, verbatim transcriptions, and the entries documented in my reflective 

field journal also contribute to triangulation of the data. Therefore, my data was 

triangulated across time and space. 

Out of the field credibility involves: peer debriefing, negative case analysis, 

and member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I used several approaches for peer 

debriefing. Peer debriefing sessions that involved presenting analyses on how my 

participants experienced disaffection from school were undertaken at the peer

reviewed 2010 University of New Brunswick Graduate Research Conference and as 

an invited presenter to grade four teachers at a district-wide Curriculum 

Development Day organized by School District 18 in Fredericton, New Brunswick. 

Comments and feedback indicated that attendees gained an understanding of how 

my participants experienced disaffection from school. Furthermore, a couple of 

attendees at each session acknowledged that the presentation resonated with their 

personal experiences as mothers of sons. Additional peer debriefing sessions 

occurred when two colleagues, on separate occasions, requested to interview me 

about my research project for their Masters level research course assignment. These 

interviews focused on the background and rationale for my study, my methodology, 

research methods, and analysis to date. My colleagues and I not only engaged in 

65 



in-depth discussions but I was also challenged to explain, clarify, and defend my 

research. A further peer debriefing strategy involved both a recently retired 

colleague, literacy specialist, and the mother of a son who was disaffected from 

school as well as with a male family member with a PhD in rural sociology. They 

served as readers and provided feedback early in the analysis phase. The retired 

colleague commented that the theme and subtheme development resonated with her. 

"I just finished reading your chapter ... it is so heartbreaking! I hear and feel my 

[son] all the way through it" (Pilot Study, Matt, personal communication, May 20, 

2011). Negative case analysis engages the researcher in revising and refining the 

emerging themes until the majority, sixty percent or above, of the cases fit (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Including the negative or disconfirming information adds to the 

credibility for the reader. Finally, member checking is considered the most valuable 

technique for credibility because it eliminates the possibility of misinterpretation of 

the meaning of what the participants say and gains the participants' perspective on 

the interpretation, which assures the readers and critics that the research is authentic 

(Creswell, 1998; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maxwell, 2005; Miles & Huberman, 1994). 

I contacted six participants by email to inform them that their transcripts were 

completed and to ask how they would prefer to receive them, by email or in hard 

copy. I did not receive any responses to these emails. Since there had been a gap of 

two years between the final in the field contact and this email, I decided to make an 

attempt to contact each participant by phone. I was also aware that many of the 

participants might no longer live at their previous address but felt it would not be a 

breach of ethics to speak to their parents as they had given consent for their sons to 
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participate in the study. This strategy proved to be successful. I was able to locate 

nine out of ten participants. I spoke directly to seven participants. During these 

conversations, I reintroduced myself and my study, gathered information about what 

they have been doing since we last met, asked if they would prefer to receive their 

transcripts by email or in hard copy by mail, and reviewed that they had the right to 

accept the transcripts as is, request something from the transcripts be deleted, or add 

something to the transcripts. I reassured them that all transcripts had remained in my 

sole possession and their anonymity would continue to be secured. I also asked if 

they were interested in continuing to communicate with me to member check the 

analysis. Print copies of the transcripts along with the information from our 

conversation were sent to these seven participants. I left messages via telephone for 

two other participants to contact me but did not have any response, and I have not 

been able to locate the tenth participant. However, six participants expressed an 

interest in member checking their transcripts. Three participants notified me by 

email that they approved the use of the transcripts as submitted to them. The 

remaining participants did not contact me after receiving their transcripts. 

Transferability or generalizability in qualitative research refers to whether 

"information in the study can be transferred to other settings and to determine 

whether the findings can be transferred 'because of shared characteristics"' 

(Creswell, 1998, p. 203). Transferability is generally left up to the readers of a 

qualitative study. However, the technique providing for transferability is to include 

rich, thick description (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I have provided rich, thick 

description in this chapter in the following ways: by describing in detail the study 

67 



design and the procedures used to carry out my study and by using quotes from my 

reflective field journal. Similarly, the extensive use of quotations as well as 

descriptions of the participants and the setting in Chapter Four adds to the 

transferability. Although van Manen (1990, p. 22) argues emphatically, "The only 

generalization allowed by phenomenology is this: Never generalize!", having 

provided rich, thick description will allow the readers to make an infonned decision 

as to whether their situation is similar to the research context. 

The major technique for dependability and confinnability of a qualitative 

study is the audit trail (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The audit trail for a dissertation is a 

detailed description of how the study was conducted and how the data were analyzed 

(Merriam, 2002). This chapter documents the processes undertaken for the audit trail 

ofmy study. 

Summary 

Given that my research question focuses on learning how high-school-aged 

males experience disaffection from school, perceive their literacy skills and abilities, 

and make career choices in light of their experiences and perceptions, it is necessary 

to investigate this phenomenon within a naturalistic paradigm because it is virtually 

impossible to devise a priori a nonhuman instrument that would be flexible enough 

to explicate the information and reveal the multiple layers of the phenomenon. 

Interacting with participants who experienced this phenomenon provides a deep 

understanding of the phenomenon as well as reveals its multiple dimensions and 

complexities. Conducting a phenomenological inquiry is appropriate for this study 

as it focuses on illuminating the lived experiences of males in grade twelve who are 
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disaffected from school, their perceptions of their literacy skills, and how they make 

career choices. Ten participants were interviewed and provided full descriptions of 

their experiences, perceptions, and understandings. The interview data were 

collected and analyzed using phenomenological research techniques. 

The following chapter presents the phenomenological textural descriptions. 

The written textural descriptions aim to show the readers what is experienced by the 

participants by including verbatim examples from the transcripts. The structural 

descriptions presented in Chapter Five will illuminate how the participants 

experience the phenomenon. Ultimately, these descriptions produce a narrative that 

shows the reader the essence of the phenomenon. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

During my career as an elementary teacher and literacy specialist, I have had 

the privilege of observing the excitement of students as they begin school for the 

first time or return for a new school year. It is inspiring and rewarding to watch 

students engaging in learning and experiencing those "ah ha" moments when they 

are truly engaged and amazed by their own learning and understanding. One of the 

goals of public education is to maintain the awe and wonder of learning with the 

expectation that students will become life-long learners. Unfortunately, not all 

students continue to have these positive experiences during their public school years. 

What happens along the way? Recent research (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Trent, 

2001; Willms & Flanagan, 2003) identifies that some students become disaffected 

from school, leading to a concern that these students may choose not to participate in 

postsecondary education. What the research does not define or explain is how 

students experience disaffection from school, perceive their literacy skills and 

abilities, and make choices about their futures. This phenomenon is what I set out to 

understand with respect to the participants of this study. Conducting semi-structured 

personal interviews with each participant provided the space and time for them to 

reflect on and describe their school experiences as well as the opportunity for them 

to reveal their thoughts and emotions during our time together. Although each 

participant shared his own life-world, common threads were intricately woven 

throughout their stories, which merged into three overarching themes: serving a 

sentence, coping with the reality, and facing the future. Each theme and its 
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subthemes are supported by written textural descriptions in order to show the readers 

what was experienced by the participants. The information within the parentheses 

following each participant quotation reveals the origin of the quotation from the 

interview transcripts: participant pseudonym, the Roman numeral I, II, or III to 

indicate the interview number, followed by L, identifying the transcript line 

numbers. 

Theme One: Serving a Sentence 

School has come to represent a prison, a place where the participants go to 

serve a sentence. They experience a lack of freedom as well as a lack of connection 

to their environment. Transitions throughout their time in public school have been 

difficult and generate negative feelings about school. Even though the participants 

are close to finishing public school, they are left wondering if they will ever make it 

to graduation. In essence, they wonder if they will ever finish their sentences. 

Table 1 

Theme 1: Serving a sentence 

Theme 1 Theme 1 Subthemes 

Serving a sentence Lack of freedom 

Lack of connection 

Lack of support 

Lack of freedom 

Many participants sense a loss of freedom while attending school, even 

though the sources of this loss may differ. School has become an institution where 

71 



they have to complete their time and have no option but to get through it the best 

way they can. Cameron experiences a lack of freedom, which stems from the feeling 

that "school is something that is forced upon you" (Cameron, I, L 92-94). Even 

though he has given serious thought to quitting school, he does not feel that he has 

the freedom or choice to make this decision for himself. "I can't quit school because 

it's just something in society that would be looked on negatively. Ifl could I would, 

but it's just society wouldn't allow it probably" (Cameron, I, L 1177-1179). A source 

of Dan's lack of freedom stems from having to "have permission to leave" the 

classroom (Dan, II, L 94 ), while Gabe (I, L 924-925) points out that he learns "most 

of my stuff from the actual free world [rather] than in school". Notably, Gabe 

distinguishes between the world outside of school, the "free" world, and the world 

inside of school. 

The lack of freedom is also experienced by the sense that their sentence will 

never come to an end. "Like grade twelve doesn't come soon enough ... it just seems 

like it just drags on and on and like it's never going to stop" (Tyler, I, L 394-396). 

Paul elaborates: 

A lot of the time it felt like you were stuck in a rut and can't get out. You're 
here to serve a sentence; pretty much what it feels like sometimes. You go in 
and the doors are closed and you're stuck in here. (Paul, I, L 608-631) 

The physical environment of the school and classroom contribute to the 

participants' lack of freedom. Several participants express feeling confined by the 

lack of space in the school, which contributes to the development of negative 

feelings about school. Paul compares school to "being at home but locked in your 

room" (Paul, II, L 158), while Dan (I, L 166-167) feels "cooped up in here all day" 
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and "restricted to stay in one spot for a long time" (Dan, I, L 185-186). The lack of 

freedom in the physical environment is represented by the desk and chair. Tyler (I, L 

496-498) notes that "sitting down, cramped up in a desk, knowing you have to copy 

notes for the entire day, you don't look forward to it at all-getting up in the 

morning." Cameron reveals that sitting in a chair has not only contributed to a lack 

of freedom but also has left him weary: 

I sat in my chair at high school for probably seven hundred days of school 
and it's just taken its toll and I can't do another seven hundred days again in 
university ... I just got sick of sitting in the same blue chair ... the chair you 
sat in for, I don't know, how many hours of your life? So I just thought about 
it and I was like, this is crazy. (Cameron, I, L 795-965) 

The confinement of having to sit at a desk in a chair for the majority of the 

day contributes to a diminished interest in school and learning. Some participants 

freely admit that they would find ways to give themselves a break by extending the 

time allotted between classes. "Some days during the second period, the bell will go 

and I'll just go to the bathroom, see someone in the hall, we'll start chatting, go for a 

walk, and then I'll show up to class ten minutes late" (Cameron, I, L 1465-1469). 

Dan admits that in order to avoid "being stuck in your seat the whole class writing 

down notes" (Dan, I, L 144-148), he "take[s] bathroom breaks" (Dan, I, L 152). 

Others resort to skipping classes or "jigging" school. During the course of 

interviewing, one parent called me at home to verify that his son had been with me 

during a specified time of the school day and expressed that there had been a 

previous problem with his son not attending classes. Similarly, Cameron who was 

placed in the in-school suspension room for skipping school was released with 

permission from the principal to participate in a scheduled interview with me. 
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The intellectual environment is another dimension of how the participants 

experience a lack of freedom. They identify feeling confined by the monotony of 

school and repetitive teaching methods. Paul states: 

Once you get to a certain grade, it's monotonous, like it's the same. You're 
learning the same thing that you learned before and don't really learn 
anything new. You learn more out in the field like working and stuff than 
you do in school. (Paul, I, L 49-57) 

Cameron further explains: 

It pretty much is just the sitting at a desk that bores me to death .. .It's the 
same. It's repetitive. Every day a teacher gets up in front of the class and 
talks. You do some notes ... you just sit. ... you end up sitting in the 
classroom. That's pretty much it .... I just don't like it. (Cameron, I, L 2244-
2272) 

Connor and Gabe reiterate that the repetitive nature of their classes such as sitting in 

class and writing notes contributes to school being boring and monotonous. The 

monotony of school is characterized by doing the same thing over and over, which 

not only has taken place over the years they have spent in school but as well as on a 

daily, class to class basis. Attending their classes has been reduced to an endurance 

test. 

Participants in one high school faced a change in their learning environment 

due to the introduction of laptop computers during their grade twelve year, which 

also exemplifies doing the same thing over and over with the laptops. Paul reports: 

So I use the computer for the first class and use it for computer class and then 
use it for modem history. It's like having one big computer class for me 
because [ when there's] something different to learn in class I've got to learn 
about the computer to do it .. .It's like having one big computer class all 
morning. (Paul, II, L 312-327) 

And Ethan confirms: 

74 



I've used a pen and a pencil in school since I can remember and now we're 
doing everything on those computers. I mean since I've had those computers 
I've not once used a piece of paper and a pencil at school. (Ethan, I, L 580-
590) 

Experiencing a lack of freedom in these ways at school contributes to the 

participants' boredom, frustration, and stress. 

Lack of connection 

A lack of connection within the learning environment plays a role in 

generating the feeling that attending school is like serving a sentence. School rules 

and policies along with their enforcement produce negative feelings about the 

learning environment for the participants. Rules regarding time between classes, 

requiring permission to leave a class, and deadlines for assignments are sources of 

contention. The actions of teachers who adhere to school rules and policies are 

interpreted in different ways by participants. On one hand, some participants feel 

that they are not as well liked by these teachers or when teachers do not give them 

the benefit of the doubt, they stop caring about establishing a connection with their 

teachers. On the other hand, teachers who are willing to bend the rules make school 

life better for them. Tyler notes, " if you can compromise with your teacher and like 

you can joke around with them but still get your work done it would make things 

three hundred times better in school" (Tyler, II, L 1006-1008). He also points out 

that this would help him gain respect for the teacher. For Dan, when a teacher bends 

the rules by taking an assignment a day late and not taking the late marks off, he 

takes that to mean that this teacher likes him more than a teacher who would take the 

marks off. Cameron agrees by stating: 
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I hate when the teacher doesn't believe you and you're saying something legit 
and they just automatically don't believe you ... I like teachers that are 
willing to bend the rules behind the scenes that don't live like the army .... 
I'm saying like if they'll take an assignment a couple days late and they're just 
like 'Oh don't worry about it and I'm like 'I respect that so thanks a lot for 
helping me out'. (Cameron, I, L 1396-1414) 

Teacher behaviors such as tone of voice and styles of interaction with 

students in class also play a role in whether or not the participants establish a 

connection with their teachers and thereby keep them engaged in learning. Connor 

(I, L 356-357) acknowledges that when teachers use a monotone voice, "they're not 

going to keep your attention. They're just going to put you to sleep." Evan (I, L 

1223-1225) concurs, "I had a teacher and he would just start talking. He wouldn't put 

any emotion in his voice." Evan also recalls a time when one of the teachers at his 

school made the clock stop because "his voice is so boring he stops time [ and] 

makes people want to go to sleep" (Evan, I, L 1515-1517). 

Participants recognize that teachers help to keep them engaged, listening, and 

build an environment of respect when they take the time to make their students laugh 

and joke around for a few minutes at the beginning of the class. Extending the 

subject knowledge beyond the textbook by talking about "stuff that's not really part 

of the course but it's something neat to hear" (Connor, I, L 349-350) also contributes 

to their being engaged. Tyler vividly describes the contrasts in classroom learning 

environments. 

You can tell from the classrooms from an easy going teacher to kind of, I 
guess you could say, like a hard-ass teacher ... You'll see the kids, they'll be 
smiling, you'll hear the chatter a little bit down the hallway, you hear the 
teacher talking, everything's kind of, it's just the classroom's run well. [With] 
the hard-ass teacher, you don't hear the class talking, you don't hear 
anything, you just see him sitting at his desk, typing, like, you make a peep 
and you're going to get yelled at, pretty much. Those are the kinds of classes 
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that students do not choose to go to and then they wonder why you see 
students getting suspended or getting calls home for jigging and stuff like 
that. (Tyler, II, L 1023-1034) 

How participants connect with teachers not only contributes to their engagement and 

motivation but also plays a role in how they experience a lack of support. 

Lack of support 

The lack of support is fuelled by the transitions that students face as they 

progress through the grade levels. Transitions from elementary to middle school, 

from middle school to high school, and the transition out of high school generate a 

myriad of problems and disconcerting experiences for an overwhelming majority of 

participants. These transitions create concern and uncertainty regarding their new 

surroundings. At the same time, the transitions begin to cultivate a change in their 

perceptions of and their feelings about school, which stems from feeling a loss of 

their support systems as well as what some perceive to be a change in the purpose of 

school. 

The transition from elementary to middle school is a time of change that 

fosters fear and confusion for many of the participants. This time of change presents 

a difficult challenge. The size of the school buildings, the increase in the school 

populations, having difficulty locating their friends, and being unfamiliar with their 

surroundings are factors that contribute to their fear and confusion. Tyler recounts 

his experience by saying: 

All the kids from all the elementary schools, they all combine into one 
school. There were faces I've never seen before and it's a scary time, it really 
is. You get off the bus; you're looking for your friends trying to find 
someone. You don't know any of the teachers. You don't know what to say 
to them. It's a confusing time. It really is. (Tyler, I, L 291-301) 
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These feelings are echoed in the voices of other participants such as Oliver (I, L, 

631-644) who describes, "I remember getting off the bus and I had no clue what to 

do. I didn't know where to go ... who to talk to .... It was a scary thing" and Lane 

who admits that his fear was also rooted in "all the schools coming in to one and 

then we had all the new surroundings and new environment, new teachers, all that" 

(Lane, I, 237-238). 

Participants attending a rural, kindergarten to grade twelve school did not 

experience the loss of personal support from their peers but still found the transition 

from elementary to middle school to be an adjustment. These participants remained 

in the same school after elementary but moved upstairs to the second floor of the 

school building, which housed both middle level and high school. Paul (I, L 4 78-

496) recalls, "It was hard. Middle school's up with the high school. It's just getting 

used to having a locker and your own stuff and moving from class to class for 

different classes." Ethan reiterates that the transition took a while to adjust to 

because over the course of their elementary years they did not have many 

opportunities to go up to the second floor of the school. 

One aspect of the lack of support stems from not feeling prepared for the 

transition from elementary to middle school. However, another factor contributing to 

the lack of support experienced by the participants lies with the change in their 

contact with teachers. Tyler experiences a lack of support rooted in his perception 

that the teachers in middle school were there to prepare the students for high school 

and did not take an interest in getting to know him as an individual. "There wasn't 

any teacher interested in finding out who you were or what you like to do. They 
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were just interested in getting you ready for high school" (Tyler (II, L 652-653). 

Evan concurs by noting that middle school "felt like it was just a preparation thing to 

get us to high school" (Evan, I, L 381). 

Several participants question the academic integrity of middle school, which 

begins to change how they view the purpose of school. Gabe, Evan, and Lane note 

that no matter how little a student did in middle school, the end result would be a 

promotion to high school. Gabe speaks of his own experience, "I was in grade eight 

for about two months and then they kicked me out for the rest of the year and I still 

passed, which is kind of cool" (Gabe, I, L 230-235). Evan and Lane offer confirming 

perspectives by stating, "They just forced everybody along. They didn't fail anybody 

unless the person wanted to fail." (Evan, I, L 384-385) and, "At least at my middle 

school they won't fail you. They'll just pass you through" (Lane, I, L 588-589). 

The transition from elementary to middle school leaves the participants 

feeling adrift. They experience a loss of support and comfort from their 

surroundings, their peers, and their teachers, which contributes to them forming a 

sense of alienation. As they begin to question the academic integrity of school, they 

also begin to develop the perception that effort counts for little. 

The transition from middle level to high school also presents challenges for 

which several participants are not prepared. Tyler reveals that this transition is "a 

nerve wracking time for everyone" that leaves them not knowing "what to expect" 

(Tyler, I, L 336-338). One source of not knowing what to expect comes from having 

to adjust to the new structure of high school. Paul acknowledges that he nearly failed 

grade nine because of "another big jump, having exams, and the atmosphere", which 
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caused more stress because there was more to do (Paul, I, L 522-527). Oliver 

transitioned into middle school at grade seven and admits that it took him a couple 

of years to get to know most of the teachers. He also points out that in his middle 

school the teachers moved from class to class and the students were stationary. 

However, the change to high school necessitated that he visit his locker before and 

after class to get the required books and move from class to class. Oliver and Evan 

both indicate that the change in daily structure from middle school to high school 

was significant for them. The new structure of high school creates an unfamiliar 

environment for which the participants need time to adjust. 

Adjusting to the new structure of high school also includes adjusting to how 

the participants interact with teachers. Several participants commented on the 

impersonal nature of these interactions in the classroom. "Sometimes teachers will 

just stand there and say, 'Does anybody have a problem?' And then when a person 

raises their hand they won't actually walk over to the person, they'll just call out, 

'What do you mean'?" (Evan, I, L 994-1000). Ethan and Paul describe a similar 

classroom climate since the school introduced the laptop program because the 

teacher no longer comes to their desks to offer assistance. "They want you to email 

for help, like he just sits from me to you away and they don't want him to come over 

and show you how to do it" (Paul, I, L 868-869). Oliver considers the impersonal 

nature regarding teacher support in the classroom a threat to his academic progress 

because he is used to the teacher coming to his desk to spend longer than two or 

three minutes to give him support: "So that was hard because I do need a lot of like 
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hands-on help and I need the teacher to be right there explaining everything to me" 

(Oliver, I, L 181-183). 

Oliver and Paul acknowledge that having a teacher assistant (TA) in the 

classroom minimizes their loss of connection because the teacher assistant can give 

them more personal attention than the teacher. Oliver remarks that to "have teachers' 

assistants, just someone who is there for a student that needs help, the teacher's 

assistant can come in and help them or take them to another room and help them" 

(Oliver, I, L 943-949), while Paul states: 

[It] works way better if you get a TA in the classroom because a TA only has 
to look after two or three people because a teacher has to look after twenty 
and a TA understands maybe what you're going through to learn it. They're 
more of a teacher than anybody. (Paul, I, L 1078-1081) 

Two participants also acknowledge that the effects of their transition to high 

school were diminished due to having an older sibling in high school. These 

participants felt support from their siblings regarding how to navigate the structure 

of high school. Finally, one participant who got involved in sports teams in middle 

school found this participation helpful when he transitioned to high school because 

he had already established connections with students from other middle schools. 

Transitioning out of high school is considered the key to freedom for the 

majority of the participants. Finishing school is something they just have to endure 

to get on with their lives: "It's just school. It's just something you have to do. It's 

more like work. Now it's just something I have to do to get to work" (Oliver, I, L 

525-530). The value of earning a high school diploma is appreciated by these young 

men as a means to get on with their lives and work towards what they think they 

want to do, even if they do not know what that is yet. These feelings were common 
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among participants such as Tyler who says, "It's something that I need to go 

anywhere's in life but it's nothing big to me" (Tyler, I, L 79-80) and Paul (I, L 56-57) 

who remarks, "It's just you got to have that diploma or piece of paper saying you did 

it so you can be something." 

While the majority of participants are hopeful that they will be graduating 

with their classmates in June, not all feel confident of their success. Evan reveals 

that he is terrified that he is not going to graduate or that he is going to fail another 

class (Evan, I, L 70-71), which stems from already spending an extra year in high 

school. Tyler and Paul were waiting for the results of their rewrite of the English 

Language Proficiency Assessment writing component, a graduation requirement, 

which left them unsure of the status of their graduation. Gabe was well aware that he 

would not be graduating this school year and would need to attend school for 

another year. 

In summary, school has been reduced to a place where the participants go to 

serve a sentence and do their time. The following quotation ultimately expresses the 

overall sentiment that their interest in school has waned over the years they have 

attended school: "Slowly the fire started going out and now I don't care at all. I just 

want to graduate if I can, hopefully" (Cameron, I, L 965-967). In this context of 

perceptions and experiences, the participants make their way through school. 

Theme 2: Coping with the Reality 

Coping with the reality brings to light how the participants navigate their 

way through school, in particular, during middle level and high school. Participants 

reveal that they face many things with a sense of uncertainty and disclose a lack of 
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fit academically. Over the course of their years in school, the participants redefine 

self resulting in a change of how they perceive themselves academically. Finally, 

building alliances is a sub-theme that is very important in how the participants face 

the reality of how getting through school. 

Table 2 

Theme 2: Coping with the reality 

I Theme2 I Theme 2 Subthemes 

Coping with the reality Uncertainty 

Lack of fit 

Redefining self 

Building alliances 

Uncertainty 

Uncertainty presents itself under different circumstances for individual 

participants. These circumstances include uncertainties about changes in academic 

expectations as they progress through school, uncertainties about courses, and 

uncertainties about the English Language Proficiency Assessment/Reassessment 

(ELPA/R). 

Several participants discuss not knowing about the shifts in academic 

expectations across the grade levels. These changes were mainly noted as they 

transitioned from elementary to middle, middle to high school, and from grades nine 

and ten to grades eleven and twelve. Evan explains his experience with transitioning 
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into high school, "It's like high school is so much different but they didn't tell us how 

different so we didn't know how to prepare" (Evan, I, L 822-823). Tyler notes: 

I don't think you're prepared for it. I really don't find you're ready. By the 
time you hit middle school, you go from teachers in elementary making sure 
you're getting all your school work in to them to [ middle school teachers] 
getting you ready for high school as soon as you step in grade six because 
they do not cater to you as much ... It's such a big transition. (Tyler, I, L 209-
215) 

The shift in academic expectations regarding the workload in high school is also 

something that several participants were not prepared for. Gabe's response, "Oh man 

I have to do that too" (Gabe II, L 533) reveals that he was overwhelmed by the 

amount of work and academic expectations in high school. Connor (II, L 1014-1016) 

elaborates, "[In] grade nine and ten and all middle school, you could sit back and not 

really do anything and get those marks, eighties and nineties. In grade eleven and 

twelve they start piling on the work and it actually counts." and Cameron (I, L 636-

640) notes that when "grade eleven rolls around and it gets more tense and that's 

when it gets hard. That's when the work starts picking up and you get homework and 

busy nights and a bunch of work." 

The process of selecting courses in high school presents another source of 

uncertainty. The majority of participants reveal that making course selections in 

urban high schools begins with a school guidance counsellor attending one of their 

classes to review the required and optional courses for the coming year. Students are 

given time to reflect on and submit their choices. However, participants who attend 

rural high schools note that their course selection process differs from their peers 

who attend urban high schools. Practices for course selection in rural high schools 

vary from school to school depending on location, size, and course offerings. 
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Sometimes these circumstances leave students with very little choice or contribute to 

them making uninformed choices. Ethan explains how the process works in his 

school: 

We got lists of all the courses you can pick and I just went, well that one, that 
one, and that one. [I] just pick them randomly. I wasn't very fussy. I mean we 
didn't have a lot to choose from. We didn't have any great list or anything. 
Whatever was there was there, so we just pick it. (Ethan, I, L 895-910) 

Oliver reports that the process in his rural high school leaves teachers as well as 

students not knowing what courses will be offered from one semester to the next. 

Decisions about the course offerings for the second semester are not revealed to the 

students until exam time, which makes it difficult for both students and teachers to 

plan for the entire school year. 

Many participants report having limited information about courses and 

course expectations when making selection decisions. Evan (II, L 535-546) recounts, 

"I just looked through the book and chose what looked interesting .... It's like 

ordering food off the menu from a restaurant you've never been to before. You just 

look, take what looks interesting, and hope for the best." Tyler (III, L 80-81) 

explains that the course booklet "just gives you a little intro to every course telling 

you what you're going to do but it doesn't tell you the work load, the assignments or 

anything like that." Some participants misinterpret or feel misled by the information 

provided in the descriptions of the course outline booklet. Evan (II, L 387-390) 

describes his experience with selecting a creative writing course, "I thought it was 

going to improve my handwriting because it just said writing. It didn't say creative 

writing." Cameron explains another scenario: 
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I forgot to pick one of the ones that I didn't even know was [ a shop course]. 
It was woodworking but it was called Applied Tech so I didn't take it because 
I didn't know what it was. I actually wish I had of been in it now, just to 
have been in a woodworking class. I'm sure it would have been fun to work 
on saws and on the machines .... It said applied tech and I thought it might 
be computers too and I already had two computer courses so I was just, I 
don't want to take it and then I found out it was the woodworking class so I 
was like 'Oh crap, too late now'. (Cameron, I, L 1637-1717) 

Cameron also admits that he was unaware of how co-op programs work so he did 

not consider that as an elective either. Another example is provided by Tyler who 

reveals that he took an advanced English course for grade eleven based on the 

requirements listed in the course outline booklet, which he believes he met. 

However, he soon realized that the course was not what he thought it was and did 

not pass the course. It should be noted that Tyler had not been successful on the 

writing component of the English Language Proficiency Assessment at this point in 

time. 

The English Language Proficiency Assessment and Reassessment (ELP AIR) 

is a graduation requirement in the province of New Brunswick that presents another 

source of uncertainty for several participants. This standardized assessment includes 

both a reading component and a writing component, which are weighted equally and 

students must be successful on each component to meet the requirement. The ELP A 

was initially taken by all of the participants in grade eight. Participants who were 

not successful on one or both components were required to rewrite each component 

during their subsequent years in high school until they were successful in meeting 

the criteria. Six of the ten participants were successful on both components of the 

ELP AIR in grade eight, the first time they participated in the assessment on their 

first attempt in grade eight. Three participants have yet to be successful on the 

86 



writing component, while one participant remains unsuccessful on both the reading 

and writing components. Currently, three of the participants have now attempted the 

writing component five times, while another participant has attempted both 

components of this assessment four times. These participants reveal that they are 

uncertain about why they have not been able to pass the writing component of this 

assessment. Tyler {I, L 1876-1879) articulates his uncertainty and frustration by 

stating: "Show me where I went wrong? ... Just say that your sentence structure, 

sorry we have [ found] your sentence structure isn't that good so that I know what to 

work on for the next year." Paul also {I, L 731) expresses his uncertainty by 

remarking: "I passed the reading one. I can read fine but they must not like the way I 

write" and acknowledges he is confused because he does not know why he is 

passing his high school English courses but not the ELP A. 

Those who are waiting for results from their writing component express their 

frustration at having to wait for several months before receiving notification of their 

performance. Paul (I, L 814) states, "It takes a long time to get your marks back." 

and Lane (II 2, L 92-95) offers, "The ELP A experience wasn't the best because you 

had to wait until like May, June to get your results back." Not knowing their results 

on the ELP AIR is especially difficult for students in their grade twelve year. If they 

have not passed during the scheduled rewrite assessment then these participants will 

have one more opportunity during their second semester exams in June to rewrite the 

assessment. Paul (I, L 823-827) notes, "I don't know how that works but you need it 

to graduate. You can graduate without it but it says on it that you didn't pass it." 
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Not knowing about the changes in academic expectations, course selections, 

and the ELP AIR presents challenges for the participants. These challenges are not 

always viewed as easily resolved and affect the progress of the participants whether 

they are attending urban or rural high schools. Their uncertainty manifests itself with 

these students feeling increasingly isolated within the school environment and leaves 

them struggling to find their way through the remainder of their schooling. 

Lack of fit 

School presents all of the participants with perceptions and experiences that 

lead them to believe they do not fit. One source of the lack of fit comes from their 

self-perceptions as learners. Participants also describe their lack of fit in regards to 

how they make choices in the type of courses offered in high school. In-school 

versus out-of-school identity is the final subtheme that contributes to the lack of fit. 

All of the participants perceive that they learn best by doing or through 

hands-on experiences and express how important this type of learning is for them. 

Tyler reveals, "I love doing hands-on work. I find sitting in a classroom for six, eight 

hours a day looking at a blackboard and copying notes doesn't help at all. It's not 

teaching me anything. It's just teaching" (Tyler, I, L 922-925). Dan (I, L 990-1012) 

confirms this perspective: "I learn better hands-on than someone speaking to me .... 

Instead of like talking about something and learning theory on it, like just actually 

going out and doing it for yourself and then you have the experience too, the 

practical." Paul extends this position further: 

I learn more by doing stuff than reading it in a book or seeing it on the 
computer or whatever. I'd rather have someone tell me how to do it and then 
do it, and if I'm doing it wrong show me how to do it. That's just the way I do 
stuff. [I'm] not into the whole bookworm thing. (Paul, I, L 94-104) 

88 



And Cameron explains the contrast between different classes: 

You actually do, learning to do the work that's what I like doing. You learn 
the work as you go. Whereas, in the classroom you sit and listen to the 
teacher babble and you can't interrupt the teacher. But in the shop classes it's 
the teacher's not even talking. It's just like "Here's how you do it". He shows 
you one thing, how to do the wiring and eventually it gets more complicated. 
(Cameron, I, L 2079-2085) 

For Oliver, hands-on learning influences his perception of himself as a learner: "As 

soon as we went in the shop and were working with the tools we learned about and 

doing, you know, cutting wood, whatever we were doing, I got it all" (Oliver, I, L 

437-439). The participants feel like the greater part of their school day does not fit 

with their perceptions of themselves as learners. 

The majority of the participants do not consider the use of computers in 

school as hands-on or learning by doing. Tyler (III, L 1138-1140) asserts, "There's 

too much technology coming into the schools, too many computer programs, not 

enough hands on" (Tyler, III, L 1138-1140). Meanwhile, Cameron regards 

computers as "somewhat" hands-on and views their purpose as "more of a research 

tool" (Cameron, II, L 1188). Paul takes the stance that it is difficult to understand 

how things work when you use a computer: 

It [ a computer] does most of the stuff for you. You're not really doing any. 
All you've got to do is give it the information. It seems to compute the rest of 
it. I mean when you're rebuilding a motor, you know how it works and if 
you do something wrong one thing affects the other and you can see it. To 
me, in a computer you give it information and do something to it. You don't 
see it happen. You don't really know what's happening. (Paul, II, L 270-284) 

Understanding how these students define "learning by doing" is critical for their 

success. 
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Participants' perceptions of how they prefer to learn influences how they 

make course choices and discriminate between the types of courses in high school. 

Cameron describes the difference as "fancy" courses versus "fun" courses. Fancy 

courses are "the university preps" (Cameron, I, L 1915-1916), whereas fun, hands-on 

type courses are "more laid back and relaxed [in their] setting" (Cameron, I, L 2058-

2059). Oliver reveals what this difference means for him in the long-term: 

There is a difference with school work. If I do a set of questions, pass them 
in, that's it but I don't learn anything from it really. It doesn't stick in my head 
later. But if I'm out working, like building a trap [ and] get it done, I can go 
back three weeks later and build another one and I remember everything how 
to do it. (Oliver, II, L 1822-1843) 

The difference in these courses affects participants' outlook on learning. Connor 

states, "you learn a lot better when you are more interested in the work" (Connor, II, 

L 890), while Dan (I, L 364-369) notes, "When I had Co-op and stuff, it was more 

like I wanted to come and go do it. Now it's more like I HA VE to come". Courses 

that offer a sense of purpose are also important. Cameron (I, L 1546-1548) explains, 

"[I like] courses that are relevant to life in general .... I like things I will be able to 

use throughout my life." Similarly, Tyler (I, L 986-988) comments that, "You are 

actually useful instead of just sitting in the classroom listening to the teacher talk and 

writing down notes. You feel like you're helping better yourself." Participants 

acknowledge that the courses they perceive as hands-on provide them with a more 

relaxed learning environment, which they appreciate during their school day. Their 

increased motivation and interest in taking courses that are hands-on contributes to 

their engagement in the course content. The majority of participants discern that the 
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practical, relevant, and meaningful elements to the hands-on courses are a major 

contributor to their interest and motivation. 

Most participants note that they see little relevance, application, or advantage 

in continuing to take some of the academic-type courses. Connor points out (I, L 26-

32), "I think physics and chemistry and all that is really only helpful if you're going 

into that field, otherwise it isn't really. You're not going to use it in your daily life ... 

besides university and stuff." Cameron (I, L 423-424) remarks, "Chemistry is not 

life. Chemistry is life for a couple of people, a couple of professors but that's it." 

Tyler elaborates this perspective: 

I took every course I can for pipefitting in this school and yet I'm still in 
grade twelve learning about Shakespeare and this and that. None of this is 
going to help me in my career choice at all, nothing. That's not going to help 
me at all in my career choice so why should I have to take it? (Tyler, III, L 
1158-1161) 

Participants do not view academic courses as having meaning in their present 

academic life or future life. This lack of meaning and purpose stems from the 

participants' perceptions that they do not intend to pursue a postsecondary education 

by attending university. 

A final source of the lack of fit stems from several of the participants' 

perceptions of their literacy skills and abilities along with how they perceive in

school and out-of-school literacy. A number of participants feel confident about their 

literacy skills and abilities such as Connor (I, L 1096) who comments, "I have no 

worries about being able to read or write" and Cameron (II, L 73-75) who expresses 

his confidence stating, "I've always known how to do it and it just kind of developed. 

I can read and write fine." Evan reveals that he could read before he began school 
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and professes to be an avid reader and writer today. However, some participants do 

not typically view themselves as readers. Oliver (I, L 1382-1395) acknowledges: 

"Reading has been a problem .... I've only read one book outside of school and in 

school I've probably only read two or three. So, it's hard for me to read." Lane has 

come to believe there is "something wrong" with him because of his perceptions of 

his reading and writing skills and abilities (Lane, II, L 80-81). Similarly, some 

participants express a lack of confidence in their writing skills and abilities. Tyler 

admits he has always had a difficult time getting "all of my ideas down on paper 

quick enough" and as a consequence, "I don't expect much of a mark when I do hand 

it in, my English and stuff' (Tyler, I, L 1233-1239). For some, school-based 

interventions and support have been perceived as being helpful. Tyler acknowledges 

that participating in a reading and writing intervention program in his elementary 

years "brought me way up" (Tyler, I, L 1223), while Lane credits taking a reading 

intervention course in his grade twelve year with his success on the reading 

component of the ELP AIR. At least one participant relied on his mother as the 

primary intervener. Oliver mentions that in the primary grades his mother was the 

only one to note his reading difficulty and that " [she's] pretty much the only one 

who's really tried to do anything about it" (Oliver, I, L 1471-1472). Being successful 

on the ELP A in grade eight did not change the perceptions of those participants who 

believe they have reading or writing difficulties. 

Participants generally do not report much enjoyment in either reading or 

writing. Cameron II, L 138-140) states, "I've never really wanted to go into a writing 

class or a reading class either. I know I can, it's not something I enjoy doing.", while 
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Lane acknowledges he's "never liked reading any to start with" (I, L 841 ). These 

perceptions are also confirmed by Dan {I, L 1267-1268 ) who notes, "I can read 

good, like books and stuff but [it] just doesn't interest me" and Ethan (I, L 1016-

1065) who states, "I don't read because I want to. I probably read because I have to. 

Outside of school I do as little reading as possible ... I don't like writing. I'm not a 

writer." In essence, these participants illustrate the vast differential between being 

"able to read or write" and "choosing to read or write." These differing perspectives 

contribute to their perceptions of a lack of fit with school. 

Reading text books or school materials does not have the same appeal as 

reading materials they might choose for themselves. This disparity is also noted in 

their writing interests. Paul describes being literate as "being able to read and write" 

(Paul, II, L 605) but contends that school demands far more than he is willing, or 

perhaps able, to do such as write a "three hundred word essay [ and be] a bookworm 

[who] reads novels" (Paul, II, L 614-616). Cameron feels that reading is "forced" (II, 

L 280) upon him in school and offers that he has no time for reading outside of 

school. 

Participants generally see a lack of relevance between school-based literacy 

and life-based literacy. Outside of school, Paul reads "road signs and shop manuals" 

and if he "needs information", he "finds it more beneficial to go ask someone who 

knows about it or has experienced it to tell" him about it or "show" him "what 

they've done" (Paul, II, L 746-756). Paul further describes how he would use his 

writing skills in his chosen career, "As a mechanic you'd have a work order but that's 

all printed out and you might write down the supplies you used so that when you 
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turned it into the service department they can make a bill" (Paul, II, 870-872). Tyler 

expresses a similar understanding of the writing skills required for his chosen trade, 

"Even later on in life for pipefitting there's not too much writing involved in it but 

there's a lot oflike quick jots" (Tyler, I, L 1432-1433). Oliver notes that he does not 

perceive reading and writing to be the cornerstone skills required in a trade like 

carpentry. Even though Oliver and Gabe reveal that they are musically inclined and 

write their own songs, they both point out that song writing does not fit with their 

perceptions of being literate. Oliver states, "I play guitar and I write my own songs 

and I don't think it has much to do with reading and stuff' (Oliver, I, L 1955-1960). 

Gabe's initial response to the kinds of writing he engages in outside of school did not 

include his writing of rap music. He acknowledged that he "sent a couple of 

postcards [and] mail, [but] not much" (Gabe, I, L 1493). Similarly, Ethan says that 

he loves "to pick up a good Autotrader and scan through that or an owner's manual 

or anything that would have to do with [vehicles] ... It's not like a book" (Ethan, I, L 

1031-1044). Ethan indicates that he does not consider himself a writer because he 

"probably couldn't write a book" (Ethan, I, L 1065) and that his writing outside of 

school consists of " [ writing] down a note or something or a message or a phone 

number but that's about it" (Ethan, I, L 1088-1089). 

The participants face and deal with many conflicting perceptions that create a 

lack of fit with school during their years in public education. Conflict arises from in

school versus outside-of-school literacy perceptions, which is fuelled by their beliefs 

that reading and writing have little relevance to what they plan for the future. The 

participants' lack of fit with school could be described as them feeling like they are a 
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square peg trying to fit into a round hole. The participants make modifications by 

redefining their academic selves in order to fit into the round hole of schooling. 

Redefining Self 

As the participants move through school, almost all experience a redefining 

of self by changing and lowering their expectations of their academic identities. By 

the time the participants are getting ready to leave high school they do not consider 

themselves academics and have developed indifference toward school and their 

scholastic performance. Typical of this identity shift is Paul's comment, "I'm not the 

schooling type" (Paul, I, L 43) or as Gabe says, "[We] can't all be brains. There's got 

to be some hands-on. [Hands-on] gives my brain time to relax and take in the 

knowledge that I just learned" (Gabe, II, Ll480-1489). Furthermore, they do not 

view themselves as the type of students who will go on to university; they are of a 

different ilk. This perception also stems from their lower academic expectations of 

themselves. In fact, some students doubt their intellectual ability. Tyler points out 

(III, L 1238-1240), "It's just kind of like everyone's going to university and they 

don't realize that some people aren't meant to go to university." Gabe remarks, "I 

don't really see myself going to college. You've got to be smart to go to college" 

(Gabe, I, L 1928). Others question how the goal of school fits with their perceptions 

of their academic selves. Cameron has come to believe that "School is just to prepare 

students for university but some students aren't going there so it's not necessary." 

(Cameron, I, L 126-127). Tyler sheds more light on this perception by stating: 

They should pretty much divide the school. What I would say is, if academic 
people want to go out and they want to become an engineer or anything like 
that, something that you're going to need this physics and chemistry and stuff 
for, then, yeah, let them take that course. But for people in my situation that 
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don't have the interest to be an engineer or an architect or anything like that 
and that want to go the general labour way like pipefitter, carpentry, or stuff 
like that, they should have more courses, a bigger selection of courses. 
(Tyler, Ill, L 1207-1214) 

Consequently, several participants have lowered their academic expectations and 

opted to take a "twelve-three" English course instead of "twelve-two" English. 

Typically, "twelve-three" English in New Brunswick is considered a lower level 

course, which is not recognized for university, while "twelve-two" and "twelve-one" 

English courses meet the English requirements for university. "Twelve-three" 

English does meet the requirements for the community college programs these 

students are considering. Participants identify several reasons for taking "twelve

three" English including: a decreased work load, more time to do homework in class, 

a less stressful learning environment, and a belief that they can pass the level three 

course. Additionally, their decision not to attend university also plays a part in their 

motivation. Cameron (II, L 341-342) explains: "I'm not going to university. I don't 

need to take twelve-two or twelve-one [English]." Dan reports that he took twelve

three English because it was less work than twelve-two and "I know I'm not going to 

fail" (I, 1288-1305). Lane reveals that he experienced similar feelings, "level two is 

the middle and it's a college prep so you may knock it down a step [to level three] 

and not make it as hard for people like me so I could do it" (Lane, II, Part 2, L 550-

553). These participants are aware of a need to avoid failure. 

Participants lack a sense of inspiration about school, which results in lower 

expectations of their academic selves. "There's nothing that really inspires me about 

going to school and there's nothing that is making me feel bad about going to school. 

I'm just going to school. .. school is school. I go [to school] and I go home" (Connor, 
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II, L 217-290). This lack of inspiration is also echoed by Cameron who states, "I 

don't really look forward to anything .... The social part is even the same .... It's just a 

routine. That's why it's business for me" (Cameron, I, L 1768-1804). Inspiration 

dwindles over the time spent in school but shows itself most notably in middle 

school and high school. 

Failure to see the relevance of courses and homework contribute to the lack 

of inspiration and to the participants redefining their self perceptions. A diminished 

interest in their school performance is expressed as an attitude of not caring: 

I know what we're talking about in the class but I don't really try to 
remember all this stuff, like in history and math and the books in English and 
stuff.. . . It's just I don't really care about it. It doesn't interest me. (Dan, I, L 
1025-1037) 

Cameron (I, L, 505-507) echoes these sentiments, "I just have no desire to actually 

do the work because I know come five minutes down the road it won't matter 

anyways so it's just kind of like what could it matter now?" Lane explains, "[in] 

middle school you don't really care about the courses because they're not going to 

affect you .... in the higher grades" (Lane, I, L 586-588). Evan expands even further: 

Grade nine was just something to pass through the day. It was you just sit 
there and do nothing, do what they tell you to and then go home. Grade ten 
was hey, this is getting kind of interesting but I'm still going to sit here and 
do nothing until they send me home. It was just really boring. I literally think 
I refused to pay attention sometime. I don't really know why. (Evan, III, L 
528-544) 

The lack of inspiration toward school reveals itself in how much effort the 

participants are willing to put into their schoolwork and, ultimately, the expectations 

they set for themselves in regards to their grade expectations. The majority of the 

participants acknowledge that their goal is to do just enough to pass. Cameron states 
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{II, L 1684-1685), "My marks, I don't care what they are as long as it's a pass", while 

Oliver (II, L 838-845) adds, "just most of the time I don't have the drive to do my 

work in school." Tyler explains, "It's not a big deal to me whether I get a hundred 

percent or sixty percent because I know that [for] the job I plan on doing after high 

school I don't need to be a hundred percent student" (Tyler, I, L 381-383). Ethan 

elaborates: 

I'm not going to go to school and be a doctor or something like that ... So I'm 
not looking for a hundred percent and all that other stuff but it's just whatever 
I get, I get. Pass the year, that's about it, that's my only goal. (Ethan, I, L 766-
777) 

How much effort and time the participants are willing to put into their 

homework is also influenced by their lack of inspiration. Homework is not 

something to which they readily commit. Lane describes himself as a "slacker", "I 

usually slack back and just let the assignments pile up or I don't get them done on 

time. I don't study for tests ... I don't do the homework or like I just don't deal with 

it" (Lane, I, L 55-65). Lane (I, L 105-111) outlined his strategy as follows: 

[In] middle school when the school work got heavier, I played the sick card 
or faked sick and called my dad to come pick me up and take me home. 
That's really where is started with not doing the homework, not doing this, 
not doing that. 

Tyler contends that studying outside of school is not worth the personal 

sacrifice: 

So I figured why would I cut my social time, my time for myself, cut it by so 
many hours a day to get that ninety average when I could just get that 
seventy, still attend the same school everyone else wants to attend, yet still 
have the social aspect of high school. That's the way I looked at it. ... I could 
go to bed earlier. I could sleep. I could go to my friends'. I could hang out 
with my family. I could do anything else I wanted instead of being cooped up 
in my bedroom writing down work. (Tyler, III, L 934-958) 
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Cameron sees school as infringing on his real life and so is not prepared to make a 

commitment to its demands: 

[In] grade nine and ten there just wasn't a lot of homework and you could do 
it. Then in grade eleven and twelve every night there was homework and I 
just lost the desire to do it because I don't care about them, my number, my 
mark. I just put a connection to why do homework if I don't care about my 
mark because it's not something I enjoy doing. I could be out and it's not 
going to change my mark all that much. It's a homework mark. I do projects. 
I just don't do homework because what can they say? 'Oh, you didn't do your 
homework.' Yeah, I didn't do my homework. (Cameron, II, L 1695-1707) 

Evan admits that he has experienced consequences not doing homework: 

I'd procrastinate and then I'd say, 'Oh it doesn't matter I'll do the next one'. 
And then the next one comes along and then I'd say, 'Oh that one doesn't 
matter either', and then you wind up with a thirty-six. (Evan, I, L 158-162) 

In summary, the participants lower their academic expectations of 

themselves as they progress through school. They have come to believe that they are 

not university material and lack inspiration toward school and their academic 

expectations. Essentially, they have become outsiders to the school in regards to 

academic investment and achievement. These experiences of academic 

disengagement stand in stark contrast to participants' investment in the social aspect 

of school. 

Building alliances 

All participants acknowledge that developing and maintaining the social 

aspect of schooling is extremely important to them and helps them to survive. 

Establishing a social network with peers, learning in a social environment, and 

participating in school activities describe the participants' social connectedness at 

school. 
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The majority of participants reveal that they have established a positive 

social life and network in school. Lane (I, L 83-84) reports, "I have a good group of 

friends. They're always around me; I'm always around them." Tyler acknowledges 

that meeting and making new friends is an important part of high school and 

remarks, "Other than that I wouldn't say there's much more about school that I like, 

to be honest" (Tyler, I, L 147-153). These perceptions are also shared by Dan (II, L 

564) who points out that school is "a place to come and see friends and learn a little 

bit." And Cameron elaborates: 

In grade nine, everyone tried to get along and everyone used to invite 
everyone to parties and it was kind of cool being new to high school ... 
Grade ten and eleven were probably the best years of high school like 
friends-wise and party-wise. There was always something fun to do. It's just 
what the [high] school represented that was fun. The school represented a 
bunch of kids coming together, going to a party, and going to have a good 
time together, [ everyone] knowing each other, seeing each other in the hall 
that's a fun time. That's the best time of your life ... Yeah, the social aspect 
of it was awesome. That's what I like about it. (Cameron, I, L, 1013-1028) 

The social connections made high school bearable and even exciting at times for 

Cameron. 

Several participants disclose that they did not always have a positive social 

connection with their peers. As Lane (II, Part 2, L 336) says, "Going into middle 

school I had to find new friends." Evan admits that during middle school, he "didn't 

even have a social life, barely talked to people and actually refused to eat in the 

cafeteria" (Evan, I, L 1136-1137). In high school, Evan gives credit to his sister, a 

year ahead of him, for introducing him to her friends and including him in their noon 

hour activities. He also points out that joining drama in grade ten contributed to the 

development of his social network. Consequently, he proudly reports, "Now I have 
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friends up the wazoo" (Evan, II, L 1073-1079). Similarly, Oliver notes that having a 

sister already in high school was helpful because "I knew a couple of her friends" 

(Oliver, I, L 619). Oliver also points out that he felt excluded from some social 

groups but noticed that there were students in the higher grades that seemed to fit in 

with every social group in the school: 

I just had four or five friends that I fit in with and no one else. I didn't think I 
fit in with other groups because there are cliques [where] people hang out 
with certain people and don't hang out with other people and don't talk to 
other people. If someone didn't like me, I knew. They wouldn't talk to me. So 
it was just I fit in with one little group of people and that was it. (Oliver, II, L 
1693-1708) 

However, Oliver reveals that as his social connections grew during middle school 

and high school, it also secured his feeling of belonging at school: 

I've had different groups of friends that I'd hang with for a couple months 
and then they'd go do something else and I'd just go back to my old 
friends .... And I think that's what made me feel like I actually belong here. 
(Oliver, I, L 747-829) 

The social aspect of learning is identified by the majority of participants as 

enjoyable and inspiring and is reflected through the connections that students 

experience with individual teachers and the classroom environment. Evan describes 

a scenario where two of his teachers play practical jokes on each other and make fun 

of each other in their classes, which creates an anticipation of going to these classes 

because "It's like you go to school wondering what they're going to say next .... It's 

like a sitcom without the studio audience"(Evan, I, L 1199-1203). He describes how 

these experiences create an enjoyable and inspiring learning environment: 

They make themselves likeable so that they can teach their subject because if 
you don't like the person that's teaching you, you're just going to zone out 
like I used to. It's interesting. If I find myself interested, I'll focus but if I 
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don't, then I'll still focus but not as much. Teachers try to do it but they don't 
try enough. (Evan, I, 1216-1223) 

Meanwhile, Tyler points out that when teachers attend his extracurricular activities, 

he feels a personal connection to these teachers and would feel comfortable 

contacting them outside of school for help with homework and would offer to lend 

them a hand with something they needed help with. "I know we've built up that trust 

that they'll make that appearance and I'll make that appearance" {Tyler, II, L 953-

954). 

Participants describe how a social learning environment including working in 

groups, having opportunities to talk to classmates, and being given the responsibility 

to complete the assigned tasks is inspiring. Tyler and Cameron provide examples 

from their experiences in shop classes: 

My residential finishing class is a bunch of different modules and you work 
with partners, which is another thing I like about it. You listen when he's 
talking but it's just a little more free but nobody does anything really stupid 
because you'd get kicked right out of the shop anyway. (Tyler, II, L 60-95) 

The teacher just knew how to treat students our age that we were responsible 
enough to get to work. All he had to say was 'Boys, get to work' and we'd 
start working and get something done .... That's how every day went pretty 
much. It was just enjoyable just talking and chatting. (Cameron, I, L 469-
477) 

Dan reveals that he enjoys playing games in class such as a, "Jeopardy-type game 

for the review" (Dan, I, L 61-62) and that doing a lot of group work in history helps 

him get his work done better because he can talk to other people. Lane describes 

how being placed in a small group for a grade twelve course to prepare students for 

the ELPR gave him a sense of comfort and security: 

It gave me a chance to ask the questions that you need and you want to 
because the other seven would probably have something around the same 
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questions you would. You feel more comfortable in a small group saying it 
than you do in a huge class. . .. It makes you feel more secure. (Lane, II, Part 
2, L 50-62) 

Developing and maintaining social connections to peers provides participants with a 

purpose for attending school. The social connections with peers develops into 

relationships that are maintained during and after school hours, while the social 

aspect of learning creates a positive, inspiring learning environment for the 

participants, which they value highly. 

In contrast, Ethan, Connor, Oliver, Tyler, Cameron, Lane, and Evan disclose 

they experience a social disconnect at school that stems from low participation in 

school activities and events. Ethan (II, L, 202-203) points out, "I don't really pay any 

attention to that stuff. I've got other things to do." Connor notes that he doesn't need 

to be involved in any activities or events at school to feel like he belongs. His social 

connection with his peers is enough for him to experience a sense of belonging and 

he believes, "You don't really have to be involved to feel belonging or anything like 

that" (Connor, II, L 485-486). Oliver reveals that he felt his academic performance 

was a deterrent from participating in a school activity: 

I just didn't go on a team because I didn't think I could do it because you 
have to have a certain grade, you have to have higher than seventy-five or 
eighty or you can't play. I was just barely passing so I knew I couldn't deal 
with school and be on a team. (Oliver, II, L 1674-1682) 

Tyler and Cameron acknowledge that they did participate in school by playing 

varsity sports. However, Cameron comments that he withdrew from playing his 

varsity sport in grade twelve due to a conflict between his part-time job and the 

varsity sports schedule. Lane reports that his middle school was "really sports 

oriented" and other types of groups were not offered (Lane, II, L 350-351), which is 
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why he did not participate. Since his high school offers a variety of extracurricular 

clubs, groups, and activities, he has been involved in one particular group 

throughout high school. Participating in this group has given him "a sense of pride or 

accomplishment" because he "now is one of the top captains of the team" and "has 

become a leader" (Lane, II, 383-390). Evan discusses how joining the drama group 

in grade ten not only, "gave me something to look forward to" (Evan, I, L 517) but 

also notes that this involvement helped him academically: "We were also sent out 

notes that if we were starting to fail then they would kick us out. Even if it was the 

day before the show we wouldn't be able to do it because of our grades" (Evan, I, L 

517-520). 

Overall, the social aspect of school is what the majority of the participant's 

value most. Transitioning from elementary to middle level and then from middle 

level to high school creates a situation where many of the participants had to 

establish new social networks. For them, a sense of belonging at school primarily 

stems from having a social network of peers, while opportunities to learn in a social 

context with peers and teachers create an inspiring learning environment. Building 

and maintaining alliances appears to be the most important connection the 

participants have with school. 

Theme 3: Facing the future 

The third theme, facing the future, focuses on the participants' plans for their 

immediate and distant futures following high school. How they have come to make 

these plans is explored through how they choose a direction and understand the 

value of a postsecondary education. 
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Table 3 

Theme 3: Facing the future 

Theme 3 Theme 3 Subthemes 

Facing the future Choosing a direction 

Valuing education 

The next step 

Choosing a direction 

All participants reveal that their career plans following high school involve 

becoming skilled tradespersons. "All I really want to do is something in the trades, 

like doing something with my hands, not sitting behind a desk or a computer or 

something like that" (Dan, I, L 1436-1438). Among the trades being considered or 

pursued are: pipefitting, forestry, chef/culinary arts, paramedic, mechanic, carpentry, 

and the military. Participants have come to this realization in a variety of ways. 

A number of influences contribute to the participants' career decisions. In 

some instances, this influence stems from the experiences with family and family 

friends. Tyler points out that he is following in his brother's footsteps and believes, 

"It's the job that would be perfect for me" (Tyler, II, L 1442) because he has some 

background knowledge about the trade, is interested in it, and feels it is a good 

match with his desire to do hands-on work. Dan reports that most of his family are 

already in his chosen trade and says that his mother has always supported his career 

interest by buying "me tools and stuff like that" (Dan, I,. L 1698). Since Dan and his 

friends from his co-op classes have shared interests, he notes, "We get together on 
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the weekends and we work on cars" (Dan, I, L 1643-1644). Similarly, Paul explains 

that he got experience by helping out his neighbour, friends, and his father: "[My 

neighbour] was always working stuff [ equipment and vehicles] hard so he was 

always breaking stuff and he'd always need a hand so he'd call me up" (Paul, II, L 

413-418). Even though Paul does mechanic work on his peers' cars, he feels that he 

learns more from working for or with his older friends and his father. Interestingly, 

gaining experience in a career field alongside a family member actually steered 

some participants away from that field. Connor and Oliver disclose that working 

with their fathers made them realize that they did not want to follow in their fathers' 

career footsteps. 

In other instances, family and friends do not exert much influence on their 

career choices: "My family hasn't really [influenced me] because I don't really talk to 

them about my career choices and my friends, I don't really talk to them either" 

(Evan, II, L 1229-1230). Similarly, Cameron (II, L 895-898) states: 

None ofmy friends ever ask me. They just say, "What are you doing?" I just 
tell them I'm taking a year off. We don't really talk about it. We just talk 
about more friends' stuff like partying and whatever else. 

Oliver also notes that his friends do not have much of an influence on his career 

choices but feels secure that they would support him in whatever choice he makes. 

Teachers directly and indirectly influence the career choices of the 

participants. Evan mentions that he seeks the advice of teachers on their career 

choice. 

Well my family hasn't really [influenced] me because I don't really talk to 
them about my career choices and my friends, I don't really talk to them 
either so it's just pretty much my teachers. I just ask what they think I can 
do. (Evan, II, L 1229-1231) 
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Evan also acknowledges that he consults his guidance counselor for information on 

the programs available to pursue his career interests. However, Dan notes that 

personal comments from his teachers give him reassurance about his career path: 

"Some teachers say they've heard word that I'm good at fixing cars and stuff ... 

[ which is] reassurance that I'm good at it I guess and I have a future path" (Dan, I, L 

1653-1670). Even though Tyler would not say that his teachers influenced him, he 

did admit, "They probably stuck by me, accepted my decision, and agreed that 

[pipefitting] would be a good career path for me" (Tyler, II, L 2113-2118). Oliver 

discusses how he has been influenced by his shop teacher. "I like his shop classes .... 

I think he influenced me because he's done all that kind of stuff and he knows what 

it's all like" (Oliver, II, 427-429). Nevertheless, he believes that the rest of his 

teachers had little influence on his career choices. 

Career exploration opportunities in high school such as co-op placements and 

work experience had a significant influence on the career choices of the majority of 

the participants. For example, Evan chose a co-op placement so that he could 

experience the career he was considering because he "wanted to know if it was 

actually something [he] could do" (Evan, II, L 1111). He understands that the 

purpose of a co-op placement is "to decide if what you want to do now is what you 

can do and what you could do for the rest of your life" (Evan, II, L 1112-1114). 

Evan credits his co-op experience with cementing his career decision. This 

realization also resonated with other participants such as Lane: "[My co-op] was to 

pursue my career that I wanted" (Lane, II, Part 2, L 408). Even though Dan and Paul 

have already declared their career path, they chose to enrol in a co-op program to 
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gain experience in their chosen trade. "I'm going to be a mechanic so I'm working 

for a fellow rebuilding an old bulldozer and doing mechanic work and stuff like 

that" (Paul, I, L 209-210). The co-op placement has also led to part-time 

employment for Dan with the possibility of an opportunity to secure an 

apprenticeship following high school. Co-op placements were viewed as being 

applicable to future career prospects even if the experience did not coincide with an 

immediate career choice. Oliver admits that even though his co-op program was not 

related to a career in a trade, it did provide him with experience in a business setting, 

which he feels would be helpful for his dream of one day owning a music shop. 

Real-world work experience has also influenced some of the participants and 

led them to make decisions about their future career expectations. Connor's work 

experiences led him to realize "I want a job that I'm going to like, not something I'm 

going to be stuck with and end up being tired of' (Connor, I, L 629-633). Cameron 

explains he has learned that he does not want to work for "some big corporation 

where you're just another guy on the floor and it's boring. I've done it before" 

(Cameron, II, L 436-441). Connor and Cameron have learned that it is important for 

them to choose a career where they can experience long-term enjoyment and are 

appreciated by their employer. In essence, they need a personal connection to their 

work and employer. 

Participants mention a variety of sources for gathering information about the 

trades including: attending high school career fairs, participating in a field trip 

opportunity to the New Brunswick Community College, or attending apprenticeship 

presentations at their school. Dan and Connor explain how attending career fairs 
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offered in their urban and suburban areas had practical benefits. Even though Dan 

notes "my mom dragged me to it" (Dan, I, L 1512), he learned "how to apply and the 

different routes you could take and different courses that are offered" (Dan, I, L 

1571-1572). Connor credits those he talked to at the career fair with making him 

aware that he needed to make a course change to meet the entry requirements for the 

postsecondary program and school to which he plans on applying: "If they didn't 

have that career fair I think I'd be pretty screwed for that school [because] I wouldn't 

have had my biology" (Connor, II, L 674-675). Oliver, who lives in a rural 

community, gained knowledge about apprenticeships by attending a presentation 

given by a representative of the New Brunswick apprenticeship program and feels he 

has a contact that will be helpful to him in the future: "If you call him and you've 

gone to school, he can probably get you in with a company and get you an 

apprenticeship so I'd like to do that" (Oliver, II, L 97-99). The impact of a visit to the 

Moncton campus of the New Brunswick Community College (NBCC) for grade 

twelve students from a suburban high school is described by Tyler: 

They bussed you down to NBCC and you went inside the whole school and 
you could go around and look around this, you could look around that, like 
check out your options. You could talk to people who were there and say, 
"Hi I'm interested in your trade. Can you tell me what I'm going to need to 
get into it?" I guess I researched what I'm going to need. I've checked it out 
on the internet and I never was completely a hundred percent sure what my 
grade average was going to need to be until I talked to the guy at NBCC who 
teaches the course and he said, "If you want to be a pipefitter [have] a 
seventy average and you'll get in'. (Tyler, II, L 1680-1698) 

Financial considerations and greater opportunities for employment further 

influence the career choices of participants. The belief that completing a trade will 

be less costly than going to university and the expectation to have more access to job 
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opportunities is shared by several participants. Paul states: "There will always be 

work" (Paul, II, L 946) as a mechanic. Tyler reasons that there are several personal 

and financial benefits to pursuing a career in the trades rather than obtaining a 

university degree: 

Why work to get an eighty-five average to go to university and then not be 
guaranteed a job when I come out of there after racking up a fifty thousand 
dollar student loan and not be guaranteed a job. Why wouldn't I just strive for 
that seventy average, go to my trade school, come out with a way smaller 
student loan and be guaranteed a job and make exceptional money, more 
money probably than someone who would come out of university right off 
the bat. (Tyler, II, L 164 7-1660) 

All participants share the clarity that they will not be attending university. 

While all of the participants declare a trade as their career path, several of 

them disclose they are undecided about which trade they will actually pursue. For 

example, Cameron believes that the "university door is shut" for him (Cameron, I, L 

576) and admits he doesn't know what he wants to do, "I want to try out some 

different things just to see what everything's like" (Cameron, II, L 556-567). Oliver 

states, "I'm thinking about a trade, like anything in carpentry or plumbing or 

electricity or something like that" (Oliver, II, L 31-33). Interestingly, Oliver reveals 

his dream is that he "always wanted to be in a band" but feels that he needs a trade 

"like carpentry or something so I have something to fall back on" (Oliver, II, L 45-

47). Gabe's career indecision is leading him to consider a variety of options such 

pipefitting, tree thinning, or joining the military with the possibility of taking 

specialized training in technical weapons and tactics. 

Although Tyler and Cameron are attracted to a career in the trades, they feel 

this option is inferior to completing a university education. Tyler anticipates that he 

110 



would have "stuck to the high road and probably would have been staying in at night 

time and trying to get my seventy-five or eighty average to go to university" (11, L 

1773-1775) ifhe had not been influenced by his brother's success to go into a trade 

following high school. Tyler's rationalization includes: 

I know what to expect going into it. That would be the easier road or the 
lower road for me because I know what I'm going to expect going into it. As 
for the high road, like university, I'm not really one hundred percent sure 
what to expect at university like what the profs teach you, whether you take 
your own notes, how it works, [things] like that and it would have been 
nerve-wracking. (Tyler, II, L 1772-1799) 

The fear of the unknown with attending university is a deterrent for Tyler in 

considering a career that involves completing a university degree. Furthermore, 

Tyler abandons pursuing his most potentially satisfying career as a physical 

education teacher because he would have to go to university and does not feel he 

could commit to another four years of school. "It's a lot of work, a lot more work 

than I want to dedicate myself to yet for another four more years of school. ... That's 

almost my life; that's sixteen years of school" (Tyler, III, L 533-536). Similarly, 

Cameron realizes that he does not have the motivation to go to university. "I don't 

see myself doing four more years of school anyway because I couldn't sit there and I 

know that there's no motivation because I already lost the motivation here" 

(Cameron, I, L 652-654). Cameron also believes that because he made the decision 

not to go to university, his schooling now lacks meaning and purpose. "Well 

essentially I'm doing most of this for nothing because some or most of the people are 

doing it for a higher goal, like a university goal" (Cameron, I, L 1039-1064). 
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Cameron's words imply that he is feeling adrift and even regretful about how his loss 

of motivation in school has affected his career options. In essence, these participants 

think that pursuing a trade is a "trade-off' for a university education. 

Valuing education 

The majority of participants confirm that completing a postsecondary 

education will be of benefit to them in the future. For example, Evan (II, L 1154) 

admits, "I know I need a degree to get a good job" (Evan, II, L 1154) and elaborates 

further by stating: 

I think it gives you more credentials so that people [can] call up this place 
and say 'Oh they graduated from there, they must be really good.' It gives 
people their opinion of you if do well and a worse opinion if you do badly. 
(Evan, III, L 52-55) 

He realizes that completing four years at culinary college will give him experience, 

· references, and credentials that will provide him with an advantage for potential 

employers. For Paul, Tyler, and Cameron, the purpose of a postsecondary education 

is to get a job that you want. "Postsecondary education opens up job opportunities in 

the end and that's pretty much the reason everyone goes, just to get a job in 

something, in the field they studied" (Cameron, II, L 974-976). Dan notes that he 

could still work for a car dealership without a postsecondary education to become a 

mechanic but realizes there would be a financial penalty and that he would not be 

doing what he wants to do. "I'd just do gopher [work], wandering around cleaning up 

and delivering parts, waiting on customers, and whatnot. I wouldn't actually get to 

do what I wanted to, working on cars" (Dan, I, L 1796-1811). Paul's perspective on 

obtaining a postsecondary education "means you're going to be something" and that 

it provides you with "more than just a job" but a "steady career" as well as higher 
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remuneration (Paul, II, L 955-956). The aspect of greater financial reward is shared 

by several participants. The potential for improved employment opportunities is also 

perceived as a benefit of postsecondary education by several participants such as 

Tyler (II, L 2126-2127) who comments that a "postsecondary education provides me 

with a job after I get out and that's really all that matters." He also acknowledges that 

his future without a postsecondary education would be "bleak and I probably don't 

see myself going anywhere in life to be honest with you." (Tyler, II, L 2388-2390). 

Overall, the participants realize that a postsecondary education will assist them with 

realizing a personally satisfying and financially improved life. 

The Next Step 

Most participants reveal that they do not plan to engage in any postsecondary 

education immediately following high school. Their short-term plan is to work for 

the first year after high school in order to save money to enable them to attend a 

postsecondary institution to pursue a trade at some point in the future. These 

participants feel personally responsible for financing their postsecondary education. 

Connor (I, L 1227-1247) explains, "I'm taking a year off and working. I'm saving up 

my money .... I need to start saving up for going to school so I don't have too much 

debt". Worry about the financial aspect of a postsecondary education is also shared 

by Dan, Ethan, and Evan. Evan (11, L 1399-1404) elaborates that the meaning of a 

postsecondary education for him is, "A lot of money, just I know it's going to be 

very expensive and that's what I worry about mostly." These sentiments are 

reiterated by Dan who states: 

I just don't want to have to get a student loan. Then I'd have to pay it off even 
after I'm done school and stuff .... I want to make sure it's paid for before I 
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ever go, like I have the money and stuff so I don't have to worry about it 
later. (Dan, I, L 1947-1979) 

Financial considerations override a sense of urgency to pursue a postsecondary 

education or a career path. 

For several participants, delaying entry into postsecondary education also 

includes a delay in becoming knowledgeable about how to pursue their career 

direction. Evan is knowledgeable about how to pursue a career as a chef at a 

Maritime culinary arts school but incorrectly assumes that he may be able to pursue 

the same career through a liberal arts university in New Brunswick. Similarly, 

Connor, who plans on attending a local forestry school, has yet to make an 

appointment to find out the answers to his questions and concerns about the school, 

program, and employment possibilities. Finally, Gabe reveals that he would go talk 

to a clerk at the local hardware store, if and when he wanted information on how to 

pursue a trade in pipefitting. 

Indecision about their career path leads to taking an educational time out for 

differing reasons. Ethan and Cameron believe that they need more time to figure 

things out. Ethan (I, L 1472) reveals that he is not really concerned about making a 

choice at this point in his life because he is more focused on "right now not 

tomorrow." Ethan elaborates on this point by stating: 

[I will] probably get a trade in heavy machinery or plumbing or welding or 
something like that. I don't give a lot of thought to much of anything. I mean 
a lot of people have all of their stuff figured out, what they're going to do and 
how they're going to do it. I don't. Whatever happens happens. (Ethan, I, L 
1362-1370) 

Ethan has a rather laissez-faire attitude about life and the future. He notes that the 

"whatever happens happens" mindset has worked for him so far and believes it will 
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continue into the future. Cameron (I, L 591-597) knows he has had "enough of 

school" and needs to "get a job before moving out and then [I've] just got to figure it 

out from there." He also points out that he is only seventeen and that he has plenty of 

time to come to a decision about his career choice and plans. "It'll work out, 

somehow" (Cameron, I, L 853-854). Even though Ethan and Cameron need more 

time to make decisions about their career path, they appear optimistic about their 

future. 

The desire to pursue a career path that they can commit to and will provide a 

fulfilling future is expressed by Evan and Cameron. Evan acknowledges he is not 

going to pursue a postsecondary education just because he needs it. "I want to do it 

because I need it and it's fun and it's interesting" (Evan, II, L 1154-1158). Cameron 

elaborates this perspective by stating: 

People are like, oh yeah, I'm going to be a lawyer and then they get to the 
school at Harvard and then they don't want to do it anymore and they quit or 
something. I want to experience it before I decide what I'm actually going to 
do, before I tell you what I'm going to do .... just something that I know I 
want to do because there's no point in working at something you don't like. 
(Cameron, II, L 399-415) 

In contrast, Paul is secure in his plans to begin his postsecondary education 

during the next school year by pointing out that he has already received his 

acceptance at NBCC to pursue a trade as a mechanic. He has also made plans to seek 

summer employment at a business related to his trade. 

Short-term plans for the majority of participants are focused on developing 

independence during the year post high school. This independence includes securing 

employment and becoming financially independent. Connor and Evan explain this 

view from their perspectives by stating: 
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I'm taking a year off and working. I'm saving up my money. I have to buy 
my own car now and pay for my insurance so I need to get the money for 
that and after that I need to start saving up for going to school so I don't have 
too much debt. ... If I don't have a car, I can't really go to school. (Connor, I, 
L 1245-1251) 

When summer starts I'm probably going to apply for the night shift so that I 
can work two different jobs. I'm definitely going to need two different jobs, 
one full-time and one part-time, so that I can save as much money as possible 
so I can get my license and a car and all this other stuff and still have money 
to save. (Evan, II, L 1175-1179) 

Cameron prefers to seek full-time post high school employment in a job where he 

can learn skills that would benefit him in the future such as being an electrician's 

helper or working in construction. His goals include: 

I want to take a year off, have my own place, have everything and then if I 
want to go to school, somehow if I change my mind and I'm like, Oh I'll go 
back to school, then I can have everything .... I'd already have my own house. 
I'd have some money saved up. I like being prepared, prepared for anything 
really, just whatever happens in the next year or two or year and a half. 
(Cameron, II, L 502-511) 

Cameron has set lofty and somewhat unrealistic goals to accomplish during his first 

year post high school. Dan (I, L 1878-1879) has a clear vision on how to achieve his 

goal of becoming a mechanic and notes that his first step is to "secure a job there [ at 

a car dealership] and then [to] make sure I can take my apprenticeship and then say 

start doing it." Even though Tyler believes he has a secure offer for a pipefitting 

apprenticeship, he is unsure about when he will begin to pursue this career. 

The short-term plans of the participants involve them taking time to gain 

experience and deciding on a career that they will enjoy and find rewarding prior to 

pursuing any postsecondary education. They need additional time to feel more 

secure about their financial and emotional status as well as their career choice before 

executing any postsecondary education plans. 
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How the participants envision themselves five years from now reveals their 

long-term goals, their plans to make these goals a reality, and their confidence 

toward achieving them. Connor (I, L, 1438-1439) sees himself "working at a job that 

I like, hopefully in the forestry field", while Cameron believes "there's no point in 

working at something you don't like" (Cameron, II, L 414-415). Even though 

Cameron's plans are somewhat unrealistic, they reveal that he has some knowledge 

about becoming a skilled tradesperson: 

I don't know what I'd be doing but ... hopefully by the time I'm twenty-three 
I'd want to have a trade and I'd want to have a level of that trade. You know 
how_ there's like journeyman, apprentice or like a master. There are certain 
levels to trades and I'd want to have one of my higher levels so that I could 
eventually become the highest level and I'd want to have experience in the 
field and have a job. (Cameron, II, L 1026-1037) 

Dan and Paul see themselves just completing their qualifications to become licensed 

mechanics. Dan (I, L 1883-1884) says, "I'd probably be just finishing then and have 

a good job I guess," while Paul admits, "It will take me that long to get my license 

probably because you do a year and then you've got to do an apprenticeship to get 

your hours before you can get your red seal" (Paul, II, L 1034-1043). Dan also 

indicates that he may consider pursuing an additional trade or training after he 

becomes a licensed mechanic so that he "could have more of an option if I wanted to 

change career paths later on in life" (Dan, I, L 1835-1836). Evan's long-term goal is 

to eventually open his own restaurant. "I know I'm going to wait because it's actually 

very hard for new restaurants, most of them close down after a year or so" (Evan, Ill, 

L 192-194). 

Not all participants plan to stay in the province of New Brunswick. Tyler and 

Oliver believe that leaving New Brunswick will offer them more work opportunities 
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and greater financial rewards. Tyler (II, L 2434-2442) asserts that he would "rather 

work the more labour intensive spot and pocket thirty thousand dollars more a year 

than sit here and not do hard work and just make little to no money." 

Several participants express confidence in achieving their goals. Tyler (II, L 

2272-2274) states: "I'm a hundred percent confident that I'll achieve my pipefitting 

one. I could be way more successful in pipefitting than in university because I know 

what I'm getting myself into ahead of time." Even though Dan plans on taking a year 

off after high school, he is confident that he will achieve his goal of being a certified 

mechanic. 

[I'm] pretty confident. If I set my mind to it, I can do it. [I'll] just have to 
work for it, I guess .... Finish school and then start saving money and then go 
take the course. It's just what I'm going to do. I just know I am. (Dan, I, L 
1873-1890) 

Similarly, Paul's comment, "[I'm] quite confident I can do it," reveals that he has a 

high level of confidence about beginning a mechanics course at NBCC in the fall 

and seeing it through to completion (Paul, II, L 1030). 

Cameron and Dan, while still uncertain of their future paths, indicate the 

importance of wanting a particular career path as opposed to just doing a job. 

Having at least half of the tuition and just mentally being ready to go. I don't 
want to go with no money and I want to, I have to know what I want to do 
and be sure on that and I just have to know I can be able to go to the actual 
school and do the work because I don't want to go to that school and then get 
there and decide in the second month that I hate this work, I just don't want 
to do it anymore, I just want to go back to the life I had, back to just having a 
job .... It's just that I've got to be ready to pick a path and then I'll go on it and 
do it. (Cameron, II, L 523-554) 

118 



Oliver shares that when he sets a goal that he is committed to "it wouldn't matter 

how long it would take because that's what I wanted to do, I'd go out and do it" 

(Oliver, II, L 695-696). 

Some participants point out that they are more confident about what they do 

not believe they can achieve. Both Gabe and Tyler have doubts about their 

intellectual ability. Gabe does not believe that he will ever pursue a postsecondary 

education even if it was offered through the military because "I don't think I'm smart 

[and] I don't really have the money" (Gabe, I, L 1927-1928). Surprisingly, Tyler 

discloses, during the third interview, that he has been given an opportunity to attend 

a university on a sport scholarship. Although he realizes this is an amazing 

opportunity, he expresses his lack of confidence in his intellectual ability to be 

successful at university. 

I always wanted to do pipefitting and now that the opportunity has come for 
me to go to university, I don't know if I want to take it because I never 
pictured myself going to university, never ever. I didn't think I would ever be 
smart enough. (Tyler, III, L 717-720) 

In summary, even though all of the participants plan on pursuing a career in 

the trades, all but one participant plans on postponing or delaying any post 

secondary education for at least one year in order to become financially independent 

and secure. Several participants are still undecided about which trade they will 

commit to and their confidence to achieve their goals varies. Almost all of the 

participants believe that having a postsecondary education will be both personally 

and financially rewarding when they find a fulfilling career path. 
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Synthesized interpretation: Boys, literacy, and career choice: Understanding 

the experiences of disaffected high school boys 

Disaffection from school gradually develops over the time the participants 

attend public school. As the participants approach graduation, they have come to 

understand that school represents a place where they feel confined and go to serve 

their time. Transitions from elementary to middle level and middle level to high 

school have been difficult and generated negative feelings about school. Participants 

experienced fear and confusion regarding their new surroundings, a loss of personal 

connections to peers and teachers, and did not feel prepared for the transitions. Their 

experiences have left them in a position where their spark for learning and schooling 

has continued to diminish over time. Even though they are close to the end of this 

journey, they are left wondering if their public school education will ever come to an 

end, in essence, wondering if they will finish what feels to them like a sentence. 

Disaffection from school manifests itself as the participants realize they learn 

best in a hands-on learning environment. Resentment develops as the participants 

struggle with having to take courses they believe have no relevance or meaning in 

their present or future lives. As they progress through middle level and high school, 

they experience conflict between their in-school and out-of-school learning 

preferences as well as conflict between their in-school and out-of-school literacy 

skills and abilities. Most of the participants view themselves as capable readers, yet 

lack confidence in their writing skills and abilities. Their perception of what 

constitutes writing is derived from the genres of writing presented and practiced in 

school, which does not match their perception of the forms of writing they find 
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purposeful and meaningful in their personal lives or anticipated career. These 

conflicts and resentments lead the participants to develop the perception that school 

is for academics or to prepare students to go to university. In high school, they often 

make course decisions based on a limited amount of information and assumptions, 

which tends to foster feelings of regret and disillusionment. The participants no 

longer consider themselves academics and lack inspiration about school and their 

educational performance. This lack of inspiration reveals itself as the participants 

redefine their academic selves by decreasing their academic workload and effort 

both inside and outside of school. Just doing enough to pass becomes the expectation 

they strive to achieve. Subsequently, they no longer believe they have the skills and 

abilities to pursue a postsecondary education at university. 

Being socially connected is an essential aspect of schooling for the 

participants, particularly during middle level and high school. A positive social life 

and network at school has become their main driving force to attend school. 

Participants also prefer the social aspect of learning, which tends to foster positive 

student-teacher connections. In contrast, most participants reveal a social 

disconnection due to their lack of participation in organized school activities. 

Overall, the participants have come to view school as something they have to endure 

in order to be in control of and orchestrate their own lives and futures. Surviving 

school has become more important than striving in school. 

Career choice decisions are influenced by family, family friends, and 

teachers. Career exploration opportunities such as co-op placements, work 

experience programs, real world work experience, career fairs, community college 
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visits, apprenticeship presentations, and the job market had an effect on their career 

choice decisions. The participants in this study believe there is value in attaining a 

postsecondary education. They understand that a postsecondary education will 

enhance their employment opportunities, provide them with a steady career, and 

offer greater financial rewards. Even though most participants reveal that their long

term plans include becoming certified in a trade through community college or an 

apprenticeship program, they do not have any immediate plans to make this goal a 

reality. Most of them are looking forward to developing their independence and 

taking charge of their own lives. They are extremely aware of the financial 

commitment required to pursue a postsecondary education and express their 

trepidation about commencing any further education without having their finances 

secured. Needing more time to become emotionally secure and confident about their 

career choices are also concerns to be reckoned with before pursuing any further 

education. 

These results provide insight and understanding into the lives of high school 

boys who are disaffected from school, how they perceive their literacy skills and 

abilities, and make choices about their futures. Several implications ensue from 

these findings. 
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Chapter Five 

DISCUSSION 

The experiences of boys at school may push them into a "downward spiral of 

disaffection ... that can be hard to stop" (Trent, 2001, p. 11). The findings of this 

study are relevant to the understanding of disaffection and to the broadening of the 

theoretical perspective of self-efficacy. Specifically, this research offers insight into 

what disaffected boys learn and do not learn in school and examines the nature of 

their affective connection with school. Who these boys are and the ways in which 

they frame their experiences constitute the focus of this study. 

A return to the framework of the research questions for this study may serve 

as a structure for the discussion: disaffection from school, literacy, and career 

choice. According to van Manen (1990), there are four fundamental lifeworld 

themes or existentials, which guide reflection in the phenomenological research 

process. The four lifeworld existentials include: lived space (spatiality), lived body 

( corporeality), lived time (temporality), and lived human relation (relationality). Van 

Manen (1990) points out that the four existentials can be temporarily examined in a 

research study and do not exist as separate entities but rather form a complex unity 

known as the lifeworld, our lived world. These existentials are woven throughout 

this chapter. 

Disaffection from school 

Flow theory (Csikszenthihalyi, 1990; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002, 2006) 

supports the findings of this study. The characteristics of flow activities include: 

focusing on a clear set of goals that require appropriate responses, providing 
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immediate feedback to make it clear how well you are doing, and using skills that 

are fully involved in overcoming a challenge that is just about manageable 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). When the conditions, skills, and challenges are not in 

synchronization, a person can experience many different states: a challenge that is 

too high leads to frustration, worry, and anxiety; a challenge too low relative to the 

skill level of the individual leads to boredom; and low challenge and low skills leads 

to apathy (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). 

The boys in this study rarely experienced being in flow during their school 

day. Transitions from elementary school to middle level and from middle level to 

high school placed all of the boys in this study in the high challenge/low skills 

quadrant identified in flow theory, leading to their experiencing frustration, worry, 

and anxiety. Participants used words such as not ready, not prepared, scary, 

confusing and fearful to describe their affective state in regard to their transition 

experiences. All of the boys in this study acknowledged they did not have the skills 

required for the transitions whether their transitions required them to attend three 

different schools ( elementary, middle level, high school) or whether they attended 

one school from kindergarten to grade twelve and transitioned by moving up one 

floor in the school building. They no longer were familiar with the structure of the 

school or the goals of these new environments. There was variance in the magnitude 

of the effect of these transitions; some participants took longer to recover from these 

transitions than others. Similarly, Benner (2011) notes that when high school 

transitions are more disruptive to an adolescent's well-being, they face lasting 

implications for life course trajectories and life prospects through accumulating 
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disadvantage. The shift in the increased academic expectations from grades nine and 

ten to grades eleven and twelve was also viewed as a challenging transition for 

several of the participants. In effect, this presented accumulating disadvantage for 

these participants. The existing research suggests that the high school transition is 

not a challenge for all adolescents (Benner, 2011). However, the current study 

reveals that all of the participants found the transitions from elementary to middle 

level and/or middle level to high school to be a challenge, which contributed to their 

disaffection from school. 

The high skills/low challenge quadrant of flow theory leads to boredom and 

lack of relevance (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). The participants' descriptions of their 

academic classes as being monotonous, repetitive, and lacking relevance in their 

lives as presented in the subtheme "Lack of Freedom" suggests that these boys spent 

the majority of their instructional time at school in the high skills/low challenge 

quadrant. Their physical and intellectual confinement left them in a position of 

believing that they did not have any choice or control over their learning 

environment, which was a contributing factor to their disaffection from school. 

The boys in this study experienced being in flow in their personal lives, 

supporting the findings of Smith & Wilhelm (2002). Experiencing flow was noted 

by the participants when describing their extracurricular activities or interests 

outside of school such as doing mechanic work, writing and performing rap, playing 

hockey or rugby, participating in drama, playing the guitar, to name a few. Taking 

trade-related, "hands-on", or "shop" courses were the only times these boys 

experienced moving toward or being in "flow" at school. The learning environment 
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in these classes was more relaxed than their academic subject classes. Shop class 

was where they felt more competent and in control of their learning. The goals were 

clearly defined by the teachers and the students developed their skills step-by-step to 

meet the increasing challenge. The participants noted that the shop teachers provided 

immediate feedback as they worked through their projects, which, in turn, built their 

competence. The boys in this study contrasted being given only one opportunity to 

complete an assignment in academic type courses versus the hands-on type courses 

where they were given opportunities to take more time to improve their work before 

being graded on it. The social aspect of the learning environment contributed to an 

environment based on mutual respect because the boys acknowledged they were 

treated as adults by the shop teachers. The opportunity to participate in activities that 

complemented their preferred mode of learning, "hands-on" also contributed to their 

near flow or in flow experiences. These courses were deemed as relevant and 

meaningful in their lives whether they intended to pursue a career in these trades or 

not. 

Since the flow experience can be described as an optimal experience when 

nothing else seems to matter and you lose all sense of time (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1997), disaffection from school appears to produce the opposite effect. The lack of 

experiencing flow at school can also be viewed through the phenomenological 

existential of lived time, the subjective time, our temporal way of being in the world 

(van Manen, 1990). For the boys in this study, time in school and until the 

completion of high school just seemed to drag on and on. Participants referred to 

watching the hands on the clock, which, at times, appeared to stand still. 
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These findings both support and extend the findings of Smith and Wilhelm 

(2002) and Willms et al. (2009) in the application of flow theory to instruction and 

the school learning environment. The findings of this study strengthen the 

application of flow theory to the middle school and high school instructional 

learning environment. The literature is also advanced by the finding of this study 

that boys who are disaffected from school lack flow experiences beyond the literacy 

and mathematics instructional and learning environments. In fact, for the participants 

in this study, their school day left them in a position of rarely experiencing or 

coming close to the experience of being in flow. Csikszentmihalyi, ( 1997) reports 

that passive leisure activities rarely provide opportunities to experience flow. It 

appears that experiencing flow in a passive, learning environment is also a rare 

occurrence, thus contributing to academic detachment, a characteristic of 

disaffection from school. School has become a means to an end where the focus is 

on getting the credentials as opposed to investing in one's own learning (Trent, 

2001 ). Experiencing school as a sentence put the participants in the position of 

believing they were merely serving out their time in order to get the credential of 

being a high school graduate and getting on with the rest of their lives. Even though 

the end of their "sentence" was only a short time away, the boys felt like it just kept 

dragging on with an end that could not come soon enough. Graduation was viewed 

as the only way to escape from their sentence and encounter freedom. The 

experiences of the boys in this study resonate with the experiences of the boys in 

Trent's (2001) study. In relation to flow theory, these findings suggest that academic 
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detachment and the lack of focus on the pleasure of learning are contributors to 

disaffection from school. 

The definition of disaffection from school used for the current study also 

includes the characteristics oflow participation and low sense of belonging that are 

dimensions of social engagement (Willms et al., 2009). Some of the boys 

participated in the life of the school through extracurricular activities and some did 

not. Most of the boys were secure in their sense of belonging at school. The boys in 

this study demonstrate that participation in extracurricular activities is not a major 

contributor to their sense of belonging at school. These findings are in agreement 

with previous studies that indicate low levels of participation in high school, yet the 

students maintain a positive sense of belonging (Benner, 2011; Willms et al., 2009). 

Social engagement also includes positive relationships with peers and adults 

at school (Willms et al., 2009), while relationships between adolescents and teachers 

impact student engagement and learning (Intrator & Kunzman, 2009; Johannessen & 

Mccann, 2009; Willms et al., 2009). Social connectedness at school was a vital 

factor of social engagement for the boys in this study. 

School transitions are known to disrupt adolescents' relationships with their 

peers and school personnel (Benner, 2011). Transitions from elementary to middle 

level and on to high school played a role in disrupting both of these relationships for 

the boys in this study. Many of the boys experienced the loss of their peer 

relationships when the transitions involved several smaller schools being combined 

into a larger middle school or high school. This left the participants feeling a sense 

of loneliness and facing the challenge of developing or utilizing their skills to 
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establish them in their new social setting. The impact on psychological resources 

and the amount of time to regain equilibrium varied among the participants. The 

range of impact can be described by the extremes. The least amount of impact was 

noted by only one participant who viewed the transition to high school as an exciting 

opportunity to make new friends to the greatest amount where one participant 

described his strategy to avoid the school environment resulted in his going home, 

claiming to be sick almost every day for the first year of middle school. The way in 

which the latter participant responded to the challenge of the transition had negative 

consequences on his achievement. Benner (2011, p. 310) points out, "considerably 

less is known about developmental trajectories of socioemotional adjustment across 

the high school transition." These findings suggest that investigating the 

developmental trajectories of socioemotional adjustments of disaffected adolescents 

has potential for implications in this field. It is clear that developing and maintaining 

a social connection with peers was a priority throughout middle school and high 

school for all of the participants. These findings are supported by the existing 

transition research (Benner, 2011) and the literature on the importance of 

adolescents being socially engaged with their peers (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Trent, 

2001; Willms et al., 2009). 

The transition from elementary to middle school was identified as the first 

disruption in the relationship between these adolescents and their teachers. Many of 

the boys clearly expressed the sense that their teachers did not sincerely care about 

them as individuals from day one in middle school. According to these boys, middle 

school teachers were only concerned with preparing them for high school. The high 
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school years did not prove to change the impersonal relationship that these students 

experienced with their teachers. Not only did the students feel that their teachers 

were not interested in getting to know them personally, they also noted a lack of 

individual support in regards to their learning. Teachers were perceived to impart 

their knowledge from the front of the classroom with very little personal contact 

with students at their own desk or the teacher's desk. The use of computers in the 

classroom was also viewed as a tool to maintain an impersonal relationship with 

students. For some students, the impersonal relationships they experienced with 

teachers were counteracted when a teacher assistant was in the classroom because 

they were viewed as the adult with whom they felt they could establish support for 

their learning. These findings concur with the literature that acknowledges that 

adolescents perceive lower support and caring from their middle level and high 

school teachers (Benner, 2011; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Trent, 2001 ). It is 

reasonable to suggest that the impersonal atmosphere the boys in this study 

experienced contributed to their not seeking advice or clarification about course 

content, assignments or programs from their teachers. These conditions for learning 

exacerbate their academic detachment, low achievement, and disaffection from 

school. Interestingly, this study explicates that middle school is where the boys 

began to realize that effort counts for little due to the inevitable social promotion of 

students to high school regardless of their academic merit. 

As in previous studies (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Trent, 2001 ), the boys in 

this study were very clear about the characteristics of teachers who engaged them in 

learning and established relationships of mutual respect. The identified 
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characteristics of good teachers as presented by the boys in this study include 

demonstrating: a flexibility with school rules and policies, a willingness to 

compromise, an enthusiastic attitude and genuine interest in teaching, knowledge of 

their subject that extends beyond the textbook, good classroom management, and a 

sense of humour. 

Positive relationships with peers and teachers are factors that promote social 

and intellectual engagement (Willms et al., 2009). The findings of this study support 

the critical nature of this factor in relation to both social and intellectual engagement. 

The impetus for disaffection from school stems from the structural 

environment and affective dimensions of school and the learning environment. The 

downward spiral effect on boys who are disaffected from school (Trent, 2001) along 

with the "downward spiral of developmental trajectories in the life course" due to 

challenges with social convoys (Benner, 2011, p. 307) put these adolescents at an 

accumulating disadvantage for academic achievement. 

The phenomenological existential of lived relation or relationality is also 

represented in the discussion on social engagement. The lived other dimension is 

"the lived relation we maintain with others in the interpersonal space that we share 

with them" (van Manen, 1990, p. 104). Relationality is a very important structure for 

all of the participants at school. 

Literacy 

Literacy as a feminized practice (Booth, 2002; Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; 

Martino & Berrill, 2003; Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2003; Millard, 1997) was not 

a perception that was expressed by the boys in this study. This finding is in keeping 
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with Smith & Wilhelm (2009, p. 364) who also acknowledged that the boys in their 

study "did not dismiss literacy as feminized, even when they were invited to do so." 

Disaffection from school was also examined through literacy experiences 

and perceptions of the participants. The measure of competency for literacy 

achievement in this study was student performance on the New Brunswick literacy 

credential and graduation requirement, the ELP AIR. Slightly over half of the 

participants successfully completed this credential on their first attempt. At the 

conclusion of the interview process, three participants remained unsuccessful on the 

writing component, while one participant required both components. Marginal 

literacy skills are not a defining factor for disaffection from school but may be a 

factor for some. 

Of more significance were the boys' perceptions of their literacy skills. 

Several of the boys who were successful on both components of the ELP AIR on 

their first attempt did not perceive themselves as capable readers or writers. Several 

of the boys had opted to take a lower stream of grade twelve English, "twelve-three", 

in order to guarantee their successful completion of the English credit needed for 

graduation. In contrast, the participant who was unsuccessful in the advanced grade 

ten English course, continued to hold the perception that he was a competent reader 

but dismissed his writing skills and abilities based on his repeated lack of success on 

the ELP AIR writing component. Of particular interest was the perception of one boy 

who identified himself as a reader before entering school and has remained an avid 

reader but struggled to find appropriate reading materials in his classrooms or school 
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libraries all throughout school. This offers another example of a high skills/low 

challenge experience. 

As discussed previously, all of the boys described how their literacy practices 

outside of school did not match those that were expected in school. This finding is 

confirmed in both the adolescent literacy literature and the literature that focuses on 

the voices of adolescent boys (Alvermann, 2009; Smith & Wilhelm, 2009; Willms et 

al., 2009). Of interest, the boys in this study did not discuss their use of technology 

outside of school in relation to their literacy practices or to their lives in general. 

The presentation of content out-of-context across the curriculum leads to 

students being unable to connect to and transfer their learning within and across the 

curriculum and in relation to their own personal experiences (Alvermann, 2009; 

Burroughs & Smagorinsky, 2009; Langer, 2001; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Smith & 

Wilhelm, 2009). The boys in this study repeatedly pointed out that they could not 

make connections between the content and their personal lives. Perceptions such as, 

"chemistry is not life for anyone other than a couple of professors" and that learning 

outside of school has more application to their lives than what is learned at school 

reveal that this disconnect exists across the curriculum. Since the participants have 

closed the door on attending university, they see even less relevance for them in the 

content of academic subjects. This finding is a contribution to the literature. 

Self-efficacy 

Students with strong self-efficacy engage in learning strategies that have 

positive effects on their skill acquisition, methods of learning, and motivational 

processes (Zimmerman, 2000). The findings of this study reveal that as the boys 
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progressed through middle level and high school their self-efficacy beliefs became 

less and less positive. Over the course of their secondary school experience, the boys 

lowered their academic expectations by setting their goals to just obtain a pass, 

which indicates a lack of positive self-efficacy. Another indicator of low self

efficacy is that they do not see themselves as "academics" and have become 

academically detached from school. Their lack of effort and perseverance toward 

class work and homework also designates low self-efficacy. Because of their low 

self-efficacy, they do not have a sense of agency to motivate their learning by using 

self-regulatory process such as setting more challenging goals, self-monitoring, self

evaluating, and use of strategies (Zimmerman, 2000). Some of the boys have even 

come to doubt their own cognitive abilities. Self-efficacy is known to be a strong 

predictor of academic success because it helps to determine what people will do with 

their knowledge and skills (Bandura, 1997; Pajares, 2006, Zimmerman & Cleary, 

2006). 

Intellectual engagement requires serious emotional and cognitive investment 

in order to learn (Willms et al., 2009). The previous discussion in regards to flow 

theory and the realization that most of these boys experience the majority of their 

schooling in the high skills/high challenge or high skills/low challenge quadrants 

supports their development of low self-efficacy, intellectual disengagement, and 

ultimately their disaffection from school. The findings of this study support the 

tenets of self-efficacy. This study also extends the literature on disaffection from 

school and intellectual engagement by suggesting that students who are disaffected 

from school have a low sense of self-efficacy and are intellectually disengaged, 
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which all contribute to an altering of their academic self-perceptions. Each of these 

dimensions by itself has an effect on academic achievement (Bandura, 1997; 

Pajares, 2006; Zimmerman & Cleary, 2006; Willms et al., 2009). All of these 

dimensions combined create the "perfect storm" for the downward spiral that can be 

difficult to stop (Trent, 2001 ). In essence, these boys are choosing to underachieve. 

Examining how students disaffected from school make career choices in light 

of their school experiences and perceptions of their literacy skills and abilities offers 

a new perspective for understanding disaffection from school. All but two of the 

boys in this study are delaying any postsecondary education. Several of the 

participants indicate that they have a chosen career choice, while others remain 

undecided. Those who have made their decisions indicate they have positive self

efficacy about their choice because they are following their interests, have some 

experience, have developed skills associated with the trade, and believe that working 

with their hands matches their preferred mode of learning. They indicate that 

working in their chosen trade will be enjoyable, which indicates that they are more 

likely to achieve or approximate being in flow and engage in learning about and 

working in the trade. They also believe that they will engage in life-long learning to 

keep up with the new knowledge in the trade or even pursue an additional trade after 

becoming established. Those who are undecided are determined that a big part of 

their career decision will be based on choosing a career they will enjoy and of which 

they will not grow tired. Essentially, they are looking for careers where they tan 

experience or approximate flow. Some participants revealed that they had 

abandoned pursuing their dream career because they were concerned that the goal 
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was too challenging for them to achieve, implying that they perceived these goals to 

be in the high skills/ high challenge quadrant of flow theory and had developed 

negative perceived self-efficacy. 

All of the boys developed positive self-efficacy toward pursuing careers that 

matched their preferred, hands-on mode of learning, and all of the boys rejected 

career paths that would require completing university. These findings are in keeping 

with previous research that acknowledges that perceived academic efficacy 

influences preparatory development and occupational choices, and partly shapes the 

courses that lives take (Bandura, 1997). 

Some participants set very lofty, unrealistic goals between high school and 

attending a postsecondary program. These goals included accumulating material 

goods such as a car, furniture, and living on their own, which is another indication 

that there is a disconnection between their knowledge, experience, and the real 

world. Although no causality can be established, the findings of this study imply that 

there may be a relationship between disaffection from school and the delay of 

pursuing a postsecondary education. 

The boys in this study did not reveal that their disaffection was related to 

how they constructed or practised their masculinity at school. This finding is in 

keeping with Trent (2001) and Smith & Wilhelm (2002). Collectively, the findings 

of this study inform, confirm, and extend the existing literature. 

Implications for policy and practice 

Large scale assessments provide a picture of what is happening across a 

system. They are "assessments oflearning" (Stiggins, 2002) that provide politicians, 
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administrators, and educators with a single story on accountability. However, large 

scale assessments do not provide the background story on student achievement at a 

more personal level that includes the perceptions and experiences of the student. 

Students, especially adolescents, need to become agents of their own learning 

by being included in the assessment process. "Assessment for learning" (Stiggins, 

2002) or formative assessment is a viable, cost effective process of classroom 

assessment. Formative assessment places students at the centre of the teaching, 

learning, and assessment process and holds tremendous promise to improve learning 

and achievement for all students. This process is cyclical; teachers support students 

with understanding where they are in their learning, assist them with setting and 

achieving task goals, and provide frequent and immediate feedback. The formative 

assessment process provides opportunities for students to practice in a less 

threatening environment leading to improved skills and competence. The formative 

assessment process also creates a social learning environment in which students can 

develop their abilities to become reflective learners, evaluate their own progress, 

and, ultimately, direct their own learning. These processes encourage students to 

develop self-regulation skills, build a strong sense of self-efficacy, and foster life

long learning skills. Educational leaders, at all levels, must commit to supporting 

teachers at all stages of implementation in order for the process to take root and be 

maintained over the long-term. Action research and empirical studies on the 

implementation and practice of formative assessment are essential in order to realize 

the impact on the learning environment and ultimately, on improving student 

achievement. 
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Engaging adolescents is a critical factor that must be addressed in order to 

increase student learning and achievement. This calls for policies and practices to 

encourage the development and implementation of high school courses that are 

innovative and meet the needs of today's learners. A model for such courses is the 

Government of Ontario's Specialist High Skills Major (SHSM) courses offered to 

students in grades 11 and 12. These courses are designed to provide students with 

opportunities to "identify, explore and refine their career goals and make informed 

choices for their career paths, gain important skills on the job with actual employers 

... [and] earn valuable industry certifications" (Government of Ontario, Specialist 

High Skills Major. (Retrieved from, 

http://w\vw.cdu.gov.on.ca/morcstudentsuccess/SHSM.asp on September 11, 2012). 

SHSM courses are suitable for students who are considering apprenticeship, training, 

college, university, or the workplace following high school. The Focus on 

Information Technology Program (FIT) offered to New Brunswick high school 

students provides students with an opportunity to gain industry certification in 

information technology (B. Gray, personal communication, July 31, 2012). Senge 

(Fullan, 2010, p. xi) notes that the growing gap between what our students need to 

be able to understand and to do along with what has been traditionally taught is the 

main reason that so many young people find school less and less relevant to their 

lives. Research clearly shows that classroom instructional strategies are critical to 

engaging students in the learning process. Designing programs and instructional 

strategies that present students with more opportunities to experience "flow" or 
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optimal experiences are critical to improving student engagement, bridging the in

school and out-of-school learning gap, and preventing disaffection from school. 

Building positive relationships between educators and students is essential to 

support student learning and growth. Since school transitions for adolescents are 

known to have detrimental effects on their social and intellectual engagement, 

districts, schools, and teachers need to address this issue. Including the voices of 

adolescents to assist with solving this problem would be a step in the right direction. 

Educators need to be mindful to preserve the teacher/student connection with the 

integration of technology in the classroom. The use of technology in the classroom 

has the potential to present a barrier to connectedness between students and teachers 

as well as the potential to create learning environments that promote both social and 

intellectual engagement. 

Students who are disaffected from school often silently fall through the 

cracks. Policy makers and educators need to create safety nets for these students. 

The use of professional learning communities within middle schools and high 

schools as a means to identify and support students who are disaffected or becoming 

disaffected from school is an important consideration. The Student Success Teacher 

model, including credit rescue and credit recovery initiatives (Fullan, 2010) holds 

promise for high school students who are disaffected from school. Such initiatives 

have the potential to halt the downward spiral effect of disaffection and ultimately 

improve student learning and achievement. 
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Limitations and Implications for Future Research 

The present study has some limitations. While small sample size prevents 

generalizability of the findings, the consistency of results among the participants, 

along with those from previous studies, is most affirming. 

Socio-economic status or social class were not included as variables in the 

sample selection. The nature of a qualitative paradigm and phenomenological 

method for this study did not lend itself to include socio-economic status or social 

class as appropriate variables for sample selection. Although the sample size of ten 

was considered more than adequate for a phenomenological study, it would not have 

provided reliable or valid data in relation to socio-economic status or social class. 

Furthermore, the Privacy Act and Research Ethics prevent an individual researcher 

from obtaining socio-economic information from school-aged participants attending 

public schools without prior approval of Superintendents, Principals, the 

participants, and their parents or legal guardians. 

Relying on teacher identification of potential participants as opposed to the 

researcher having direct control in the selection may also have been a limitation. 

However, the rich, thick description that the participants offered suggests that these 

students were appropriately identified as disaffected from school. 

There was a mismatch between the characteristics of the pilot participant 

and the sample participants in that the pilot participant had dropped out of high 

school and was older than the participants. However, the pilot participant 

experienced disaffection from school in similar ways as the sample participants. 
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Conducting the pilot study also gave me the opportunity to test-out the interview 

guide and develop my interview skills. 

The short time-period available during the second semester to conduct the 

interviews was also a limitation of this study. Commencing the meetings earlier in 

the second semester would have avoided scheduling interviews during the last few 

weeks of classes and thus provided a longer time period between interviews. One 

participant cancelled a third interview due to the pressure he felt with missing class 

time so close to the end of the school year. Participants consulted with their teachers 

and scheduled interviews around important class events such as tests and 

presentations. Despite this time constriction, the second semester of grade twelve 

was a fitting time to conduct interviews as the participants provided detailed and 

vivid descriptions as they were preparing to leave high school. The timing of the 

interviews necessitated that the participants conceptualize their experiences and 

perceptions from both a retrospective and evolving perspective. 

Finally, with respect to the member-checking of the transcripts, the time 

lapse between the date of the interviews and the reviewing of the transcripts may 

have influenced participants' memories of what they initially reported. However, one 

participant responded by expressing his interest in reading the transcript and noting 

that he still agreed with most of it. 

Future research might include a follow-up study with the ten participants to 

investigate their post-high school experiences, the path that led them to their current 

status, and to discern if their previous disaffection from school influenced or 

continues to influence their post-high school path. 
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Given that this study drew on a sample of participants who were in their 

second semester of grade twelve, another direction for research would be to select a 

sample of disaffected boys who had left school before the end of grade twelve. This 

sample would provide further data for comparison. 

Another possible research direction would be to conduct a similar study that 

includes female participants. Understanding how girls experience disaffection from 

school would provide qualitative, comparative data that would advance our 

knowledge beyond large-scale assessment data. Furthermore, conducting a similar 

study with a more diverse population that includes participants of differing racial 

and ethnic backgrounds would broaden our understanding and knowledge of how 

students experience disaffection from school. 

The findings of the current study reveal that disaffection from school was 

experienced by all of the participants during middle school. Conducting a similar 

study at the end of middle school has the potential to offer insight and direction for 

how to alleviate the spin of the downward spiral. 

The voices of teachers are noticeably missing in the literature on disaffection 

from school. Conducting a study with teachers who encountered working with 

students who are disaffected from school would provide a unique perspective. 

Even considering these basic limitations, this study affirmed the reality of 

boys' experiences of disaffection from school. The findings also illuminate the ways 

in which the school environment contributes to this disaffection and to the 

subsequent loss of human potential. 
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Conclusions 

This study demonstrates the personal side of the "what about the boys?" 

debate. The participants offer a window into their experience of disaffection from 

school and of the costs associated with maintaining the status quo. Their voices 

consistently convey the message that there needs to be a paradigm shift in how they 

are educated. 

"Slowly the fire started going out." (Cameron) 

Incessant repetition, feelings of being confined, and the lack of relevance of 

content to their everyday lives contributed to the fire going out. Rarely experiencing 

"flow" or even near flow activities leads many students to become socially, 

academically, and intellectually disengaged at school and contributes to their 

experience of disaffection. "Learning cannot take place unless the learner is 

intellectually engaged, present in more than just a body" (Rose, 2011, p. 19). These 

conditions, as Cameron so poignantly states, are factors that slowly diminish the fire 

of learning. 

"It's not teaching me anything. It's just teaching." (Tyler) 

Tyler's statement represents the disconnection and disaffection the 

participants felt between teaching and learning. Educators cannot take for granted 

that students will make connections within the content of the curriculum, across the 

curriculum, or to their every day lives and the real world. Adolescents are asking 

educators to deliver curriculum in ways that have purpose and meaning in their lives. 

Students who identify and experience a connection between teaching and learning 

are more likely to be engaged in their learning, thus resulting in their improved 
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achievement. Understanding the relevance of curriculum to their lives also enhances 

students' potential to apply their learning beyond school to the larger social context. 

"People don't care how much you know until they know how much you care." 

(Maxwell, 2007, p. 116) 

The participants in this study remind us that relationships matter. Positive 

peer relationships are critical to adolescent well-being. These participants along with 

adolescent research demonstrate the critical nature of positive peer and teacher 

relationships on learning. "The etymology of the very word education implies a 

helping relationship, since it fundamentally means 'to lead out' or 'to draw out' what 

is already (implicitly) present in the learner: A relationship is needed to draw it out" 

(Myers, 1995, p. 133). Students bring a wealth of knowledge and experience to our 

classrooms every day. Educators must lead the way to enhance student learning, 

build competence, encourage self-regulation, and ultimately develop students with 

strong self-efficacy. 

"Underachievement should never be a child's choice; making sure children 

don't underachieve is an adult's responsibility" (Morrish, 2003, p. 34). 

This study provides impetus for policy makers, educators, and researchers to 

look beyond gender to improve achievement. The characteristics of disaffection 

created the scenario for students choosing to underachieve. Educators must ensure 

that they fulfill their responsibility in order for students to reach their potential and 

become life-long learners. 
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Sandelowski (2004, p. 1373) acknowledges that qualitative research is thought 

to "show the tears that statistical accounts wipe off'', a view also supported by van 

Manen (1990): 

The narrative power of story is that sometimes it can be more compelling, 
more moving, more physically and emotionally stirring than lived-life itself. 
Textual emotion, textual understanding can bring an otherwise sober-minded 
person (the reader but also the author) to tears and to a more deeply 
understood worldly engagement. (p. 129) 

It is my hope that this study "show[ s] the tears" that seemingly have been obscured 

or lost and at the same time forges a new direction and understanding of the 

challenges that adolescents who are disaffected from school must face. 
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APPENDIX A: Letter of Information to Potential Participant 

41 Ashfield St. 
Fredericton, NB 
E3A3Gl 
Phone:506-474-0240 
Email: cheryl.miles@unb.ca 

Dear Participant, 

The purpose of this letter is to introduce my research project and to request your 
consent to be interviewed voluntarily as part of the data gathering for this study. As 
a Ph.D. student in the Department of Education Studies at the University of New 
Brunswick (Fredericton), I must carry out a research project and submit the analysis 
of the results to an Examining Board. 

My intended research will describe the experiences of grade twelve boys attending 
public school or alternative school placements in the province of New Brunswick. 
The purpose of this study is to explore and understand the meaning of these 
students' school experiences, perceptions of their literacy skills, and how career and 
postsecondary decisions are made in light of these perceptions and experiences. 
Additionally, this study will contribute to filling a knowledge gap in this area. 

I will interview those who agree to discuss their experiences three times during the 
second semester, approximately four weeks apart, between February 2008 and June 
2008. Each interview is expected to last between 60-90 minutes. However, a longer 
time period would be available should you and I consider it necessary. The timing 
and location for the interviews will be at your convenience. You may email me: 
chervl.miles~1mb.ca at any time to add information you may remember after the 
interview sessions. The interviews will be recorded only to ensure that no 
information is lost. These tapes will be transcribed and then stored in a locked filing 
cabinet. 

I want to assure you that your responses will be confidential to me. The interview 
tapes will not be used by anyone else. Your identity will not be revealed to anyone 
or in my written work. I will use pseudonyms to assure your anonymity. The 
research findings will be reported in categories such as themes. You will have an 
opportunity at your convenience during the data analysis to check my interpretations 
of what your said. Your participation in this study will not cost you anything but 
time. 

Your participation in this research is totally voluntary. You will be free to withdraw 
from this study at any time, for any reason. You may also choose not to answer 
specific questions. You may also withdraw any data pertaining to yourself at any 
time without penalty. 
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There are no reasonably anticipated risks or discomforts that might occur as a result 
of your participation in this research project. Generally, participants in this type of 
study have found the opportunity to reflect on their experiences a rewarding one. A 
practical goal of this study is to inform educators and policy makers on how to 
support students transitioning from high school, transfer their learning to 
postsecondary and skills training, and ultimately to the workforce. You may also 
find this goal to be personally satisfying as well. To my knowledge, this study is 
unique and so we will be jointly involved in a ground-breaking project. 

If you have any questions about this study, please do not hesitate to contact me. My 
thesis advisor, Dr. Sharon Myers, is willing to discuss this study with you should 
you wish by phone at: 506-453-4605 (UNB) or by email at: smyersb(a)unb.ca. Not 
directly involved, yet available to discuss this study with you is Dr. Ellen Carusetta 
at: 506-453-3544 (UNB) or carusett(w,unb.ca. 

If you agree to participate in this project on these terms, please sign the consent form 
on the next page. I have included two copies of Consent Form, one for you to keep 
and the second one to be signed and returned to me. Thank you very much for your 
time and consideration of participating in this project. I look forward to the 
opportunity of working with you. 

Sincerely, 

Cheryl A. Miles 
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APPENDIX B: Participant's Consent Form 

Statement of Consent 

Boys, Literacy, and Career Choices 

I have read the above description of the research project; the researcher has 

discussed this with me, and has answered my questions to my satisfaction. 

I, _______________ (please print), agree to participate in this 

research study. 

Participant's signature Date 

D Yes, I would like to receive a copy of the research results. 
Mailing address: ___________ _ 

Email address: 

D No, I do not wish to be sent a copy of the research results. 

To the best of my ability, I, Cheryl A. Miles, have explained the purposes and 

benefits of this study to ____________ ., and have answered all 

questions/concerns related to this research. 

Researcher's signature Date 
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APPENDIX C: Interview Guide 

Describe for me how you feel about school. How has this feeling come to be or 
changed since you began school. (How do you feel about going to school?) 

What is school like for you? Do you experience any problems? Please describe. 

Walk me through a typical school day for you. 

What do you like/dislike about school? (Discuss the ways you are 
satisfied/ dissatisfied with school.) 

How would you describe your feelings of belonging at school? Tell me about the 
groups you feel you fit in with. 

Describe for me the climate of your school? How does this affect your 
interest? /motivation? 

What changes at school would make your school life easier for you/give you more 
confidence/motivate you? 

What would make school better for you? 

How do you solve your school problems? 

Describe for me how you felt about your learning environment in elementary, 
middle school, and high school? 

Describe for me what your ideal learning environment at school would be like 
(What type of environment at school would make learning better for you?) 

How has school changed you? (Has school changed you? If so, how?) 

What gives you positive/negative feelings about school? 

Tell me about your involvement in school activities. Are you a member of any club, 
society, association at school? 

Tell me about your involvement in out of school activities. 

Describe for me how you deal with an academic challenge/perceived failure in 
school? (How do you typically deal with an academic challenge? Describe for me 
how you have dealt with a perceived failure in school?) 
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Tell me about your relationships with teachers. How much do you feel that your 
teachers care about you/support you? 

How do you think your teachers would describe you as a learner? How does this 
differ from how you would describe yourself as a learner? (abilities) How would 
you describe yourself as a learner outside of school? 

How important is doing well in school to you? Why? 
Does it matter a lot to you what your grades are? Please explain. 

In your opinion, what is the value of a high school education? (What does a high 
school education mean to you?) 

How would you describe your achievements in school? Outside of school? Do you 
think this differs from how school describes achievements? If so, how? 

How do you perceive success? Do you think your perceptions differ from how your 
parents and teachers perceive success? If so, how? 

How do adults recognize your successes? 

How confident are you that you can meet others' expectations such as parents? 
Teachers? Peers? Yourself? 

How useful do you feel your courses will be for you in the future? 

Tell me about your experiences with literacy learning in school. 

How have these experiences influenced your course selection in high school? Your 
career choice? 

What meaning does literacy have in your life? 

Do you think your marks in Language Arts/English accurately reflect your ability to 
do the subject (Do you think your marks in Language Arts/English accurately reflect 
your literacy abilities?) Why? Why not? 

What are your perceptions of your literacy skills/abilities? How would you 
complete the following: I think my literacy skills are ... 

What have people ever said to you about your literacy skills/abilities (parents, 
teachers, friends)? Have these comments influenced your own perceptions of your 
literacy skills? If so, how? 

How have your perceptions of your literacy skills influenced your career 
choice/plans after high school? 
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What do you expect to be doing after high school? Why do you see yourself doing 
that? (What are your plans after high school? What do you visualize as your 
prospects after high school?) 

How have your expectations about leaving school changed over your years in 
school? 

How much education do you want to have before you stop going to school? How 
confident are you that you can achieve this? 

What does a postsecondary education mean to you? (In your opinion, what is the 
value of postsecondary education?) 

Sketch for me the (your) future without a postsecondary education. 

What career would give you the most satisfaction? Do you see yourself pursuing 
this career in the future? Why?/Why not? 

What would you like to see yourself doing 5 years from now? (What do you hope to 
be doing when you're 25?) What are your plans to make this a reality? (Do you see 
yourself going for further education or further training? Please explain.) 
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APPENDIX D: Request for Superintendent's Permission 

Date 

Dear Superintendent, 

I am writing to introduce myself, my planned research study, and to request 
permission to conduct this study in your school district. Currently, I am a Ph.D. 
candidate in the Department of Education Studies at the University ofNew 
Brunswick (Fredericton) as well as a Schedule B literacy support teacher in School 
District 18. Being the recipient of a Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council Doctoral Scholarship has afforded me the opportunity to be granted a part
time leave of absence from my full-time teaching position in order to conduct my 
research study. In order to graduate, I must undertake research, analyze the data, 
and write a dissertation. 

My research study is focused on boys who are disaffected from school. Students 
disaffected from school may display any or all of the following characteristics: 
marginal literacy skills, academic detachment, a lack of focus on the pleasure of 
learning and reading in school, low participation, and/or low sense of belonging. I 
will utilize a phenomenological interviewing method. The goal of my research is to 
illuminate through as much rich, thick description as possible what the experiences 
of disaffection from school are like for these students as well as to understand how 
they perceive their literacy skills and make career and postsecondary decisions in 
light of their perceptions and experiences. It is expected that this research will not 
only illuminate our understanding of the lived experiences of disaffected males but 
contribute to the knowledge of gender equity in education. Furthermore, it is 
anticipated that this research will inform educational theory and practice by adding 
to our limited knowledge of which boys are underachieving in literacy and assist 
policy makers and the education community in the development and implementation 
of well-informed policy and cost-effective programs in addressing the needs of 
disaffected youth such as supporting them with transitioning from high school, 
transferring their learning to postsecondary and skills training, and ultimately to the 
workforce. 

I am requesting permission to approach high school principals to assist me with 
locating potential research participants within your school district as well as 
permission to carry out this research project with male students currently in grade 
twelve or in an alternative school placement within your district. I have received 
approval to conduct this research from UNB' s Faculty of Education and UNB' s 
Research Ethics Board (REB). 

Written consent from the District acknowledging and agreeing that my research 
study may be carried out as requested is required. This consent may be through 
letter or email form. 
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Please do not hesitate to contact me at: chervl.miles(<p,unb.ca or 
chervl.miles@nbed.nb.ca 

506-474-0240 (phone) 

My Supervising Professor, Dr. Sharon Myers, is also available to discuss this study 
with you at: smyersb@unb.ca ( email) or 506-453-4605 (phone) 

Not directly involved, yet available to discuss this study, is Dr. Ellen Carusetta, 
Associate Dean (Graduate Studies), Faculty of Education, UNB at: carusettra)unb.ca 
(email) or 506-453-3544 (phone) 

Thank you in advance for your consideration of this request. 

Sincerely, 

Cheryl A. Miles 
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APPENDIX E: Research Summary 

Boys, literacy, and career choice: Understanding the experiences of disaffected high 
school boys 

My doctoral research will address the widespread concern throughout the education 
community regarding the underachievement of boys in literacy as it relates to the 
declining enrolments of boys in postsecondary education. Specifically, this research 
will investigate how high school-aged males: (a) perceive their own disaffection 
from school; (b) understand any relationship to their own literacy skills; and ( c) 
make career choices in light of these understandings. The term disaffection refers to 
students displaying any or all of the following characteristics: marginal literacy 
skills, academic detachment, a lack of focus on the pleasure of learning and reading 
in school, low participation, and/or low sense of belonging. To date little research 
exists to advance our understanding of disaffected boys, their perceptions of their 
literacy skills, and possible impacts on career choice. 

Within a naturalistic paradigm, a phenomenological approach will be used to 
illuminate in as much rich descriptive detail as possible the young males' 
understandings and attitudes. A detailed analysis and written synthesis of the 
"essence" of the participants' lived experience will be generated from the data 
collected. The research findings will be reported in categories such as meaning 
units or themes. 

The criteria for the sample will consist of ten disaffected grade 12 boys attending 
public school or Alternative Education sites in rural and urban New Brunswick 
whose English Language Arts Proficiency Assessment results ranged from weak to 
competent. Potential participants will be identified through guidance counselors 
and teachers as well as school and district administrators. Volunteer participants 
will take part in three, in-depth (60-90 minutes each), semi-structured interviews 
during the second term of their grade twelve year (February-June). Participants will 
have the opportunity to review transcripts, contact me to add information following 
the interview sessions, withdraw any data pertaining to them, and check my 
interpretations during data analysis. 
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APPENDIX F: Letter of Invitation to Potential Participants 

Date 

Dear Participant, 

Further to our previous conversation, I am writing to invite you to become a 
participant in my research project. I am planning a study of grade twelve boys and 
am looking for volunteers to participate. 

This study will seek to explore and understand your perceptions of school and your 
literacy skills as well as how you make career and postsecondary decisions in light 
of these perceptions and experiences. An interview format will be followed. 

Participation in this study and all information obtained will be kept STRICTLY 
CONFIDENTIAL. Results will be reported in such a way that no individual's 
responses will be identifiable. 

I will contact you in a few days to arrange an initial meeting so that I can further 
explain and answer your questions concerning my dissertation research project. 

Your willingness to consider participating in this project is greatly appreciated. 

Sincerely, 

Cheryl A. Miles 
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APPENDIX G: Parent or Guardian Information Letter 

Date 

Dear Parent or Guardian, 

I am writing to introduce myself, my planned research study, and to inform you that 
your son has been invited to participate in this study. Currently, I am a Ph.D. 
candidate in the Department of Education Studies at the University of New 
Brunswick (Fredericton) as well as a Schedule B literacy support teacher in School 
District 18. Being the recipient of a Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council Doctoral Fellowship has afforded me the opportunity to be granted a part
time leave of absence from my full-time position in order to conduct my research 
study. 

The Superintendent of the School District has granted me permission to carry out 
this study within your School District. Additionally, this project has been approved 
by the University of New Brunswick's Research Ethics Board. 

I am planning a study of grade twelve boys attending Anglophone public schools or 
Alternative Education sites in New Brunswick. My intended research will describe 
the experiences of grade twelve boys attending public school or alternative school 
placements in the province of New Brunswick. The purpose of this study is to 
explore and understand the meaning of these students' school experiences, 
perceptions of their literacy skills, and how career and postsecondary decisions are 
made in light of these perceptions and experiences. Additionally, this study will 
contribute to filling a knowledge gap in this area. 

An interview format will be followed. Those who agree to discuss their experiences 
will be interviewed by me in three interviews during the second semester between 
February 2008 and June 2008. Each interview is expected to last between 60-90 
minutes. However, a longer time period would be available should the participant 
and the interviewer consider it necessary. The timing and location for the interviews 
will be at the convenience of each participant. 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Your son will be free to withdraw from this 
study at any time, for any reason. He may also choose not to answer specific 
questions and may also withdraw any data pertaining to him at any time without 
penalty. All information obtained will be kept STRICTLY CONFIDENTIAL. The 
interviews will be recorded only to ensure that no information is lost. These tapes 
will be transcribed and then stored in a locked filing cabinet. Results will be 
reported in such a way that no individual's responses will be identifiable; 
pseudonyms will be used. These specific ethics guidelines for this study will be 
reviewed in writing and in person with your son should he choose to participate. 
Your son will receive a copy of this information and be asked to sign a Participant's 
Consent Form. 
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There are no reasonably anticipated risks or discomforts that might occur as a result 
of participating in this research project. Generally, participants in this type of study 
have found the opportunity to reflect on their experiences a rewarding one. A 
practical goal of this study is to inform educators and policy makers on how to 
support students transitioning from high school, transfer their learning to 
postsecondary and skills training, and ultimately to the workforce. Your son may 
also find this goal to be personally satisfying as well. To my knowledge, this study 
is unique and so we will be jointly involved in a ground-breaking project. I also 
want to assure you that no financial costs will be incurred by you or your son by 
participating in this project. 

If you have any questions about this study, please do not hesitate to contact me at 
cheryLmiles<a>unb.ca (emaii) or 506-474-0240 (home phone). My thesis advisor, 
Dr. Sharon Myers, is willing to discuss this study with you should you wish by 
phone at: 506-453-4605 (UNB) or by email at: smversbr@unb.ca. Not directly 
involved, yet available to discuss this study with you is Dr. Ellen Carusetta at: 506-
453-3544 (UNB) or carusett(~unb.ca. 

If you agree with your son's participation in this project on these terms, please sign 
the consent form on the next page. I have included two copies of Consent Form, one 
for you to keep and the second one to be signed and returned to me in the provided 
self-addressed envelope. Thank you very much for your time and consideration of 
participating in this project. 

I look forward to the opportunity of working with your son in this research project. 

Sincerely, 

Cheryl A. Miles, 

Ph.D. Candidate (UNB, Fredericton) 
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APPENDIX H: Parental or Guardian Consent Form 

Statement of Consent 

Boys, Literacy, and Career Choices 

I have read the above description of the research project and acknowledge that my 

questions or concerns have been addressed to my satisfaction. 

I, _______________ (please print), hereby give my consent 

for my son, (please print), to 

participate in this research study. 

Parent or Guardian's signature Date 
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APPENDIX I: Request to Principals to Locate Potential Participants 

Date 

Dear Principal, 

I am writing to introduce myself, my planned research study, and to request your support 
with locating possible research participants from your student body. Currently, I am a Ph.D. 
candidate in the Department of Education Studies at the University ofNew Brunswick 
(Fredericton) as well as a Schedule B literacy support teacher in School District 18. Being 
the recipient of a Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council Doctoral Fellowship has 
afforded me the opportunity to be granted a part-time leave of absence from my full-time 
teaching position in order to conduct my research study. 

Your Superintendent has granted me permission to carry out this study within your School 
District. Additionally, this project has been approved by the University of New 
Brunswick's Research Ethics Board. 

I am requesting your assistance to locate participants within your student body who you 
think might be willing to participate in this research project. My research study is focused 
on boys in grade 12 who are disaffected from school. Students disaffected from school may 
display any or all of the following characteristics: marginal literacy skills, academic 
detachment, a lack of focus on the pleasure of learning and reading in school, low 
participation, and/or low sense of belonging. Additionally, these students would meet the 
criteria of having NB English Language Proficiency assessment results that range from 
weak to competent. All details of the study will be discussed in full with each potential 
participant. The goal of my research is to illuminate through as much rich, thick description 
as possible what the experiences of disaffection from school are like for these students as 
well as to understand how they perceive their literacy skills and make career and 
postsecondary decisions in light of their perceptions and experiences. 

If you have any questions regarding this study, please do not hesitate to contact me at: 
cheryl.miles@unb.ca or chervl.mi]es@nbed.nb.ca (email) or 506-474-0240 (phone). 

My thesis supervisor, Dr. Sharon Myers, is also willing to discuss this study with you at: 
smversb(@unb.ca or 506-453-4605 (phone). 

Not directly involved, yet available to discuss this study is Dr. Ellen Carusetta, Associate 
Dean of Graduate Studies (Education) at: carusett@unb.ca or 506-453-3544 (phone). 

I will contact you next week in regards to the names of potential research participants for me 
to invite to participate. Thank you in advance for your consideration of this request. 

Sincerely, 

Cheryl A. Miles 
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