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Abstract 

This research project is an interdisciplinary study that draws upon on-going discussions and 

emerging scholarship in the fields of Citizenships Studies, Education and Sociology of 

Youth to offer a renewed perspective on how young people experience citizenship through 

their everyday social encounters in schools and classrooms. More specifically, this study 

looks into young people’s everyday school practices to: a) offer a situated account of how 

those who face various sources of marginalization experience participatory citizenship, and 

b) examine the factors, both in the students’ backgrounds and within the social geography 

of the school, that contribute to such experiences. The research is an ethnographic study 

with 12 students who attended an alternative education program in a metropolitan school 

located in a low socio-economic status suburb of Melbourne, Victoria. Findings from the 

data gathered over eight months from participant observation, focus group discussions and 

semi-structured interviews with the students, some of their teachers and the school principal 

highlighted a set of factors behind young people’s political experiences on the margins of 

the mainstream school. These factors include: school belonging, inclusion, relationality, 

recognition of difference, student voice and school discipline. Drawing on the students’ 

narratives and experiences, I argue that rather than offering a level playing field in which 

all young people have the opportunity to participate, the social geographies of schools 

emerging under neoliberal policy reforms tend to differentiate among students on the basis 

of how well they can satisfy the needs and requirements of the institution in terms of 

performance and benchmarking. What follows from this process of differentiation, which 

revolves around the normative definition of ‘good student’ as a self-reliant and high 

performing individual learner, is the construction of ‘the other’ who lacks the dispositions 

of the socially sanctioned ‘norm’, and is, therefore, positioned and treated differently in the 

social field of schools and classrooms. I conclude my thesis by calling for a conceptually 

comprehensive understanding of youth citizenship that takes into account the complex 

interactions and overlapping relationships among the elements that constitute youth 

politics. Within such a conception, all the factors that impact on the political geographies of 

young people such as belonging, inclusion, relationality, recognition of difference, voice 

and discipline stand in continuous and dynamic interaction with each other. As I further 

argue, to create a truly democratic education that is inclusive of all students regardless of 

their needs and social backgrounds, we should bring issues of social justice centre-stage in 

our debates about civics and citizenship education.  
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

I am partisan. I live, and feel already in the vigorous consciences of my side the pulsating work 

of the future city that my side is building. In this city the social chain does not burden the few. 

In  this  city everything  that happens  isn’t  the product of  chance or  fate, but of  the  intelligent 

work of the citizens. In this city there are none who sit at the window looking at the few who 

toil and bleed themselves dry; none who sit at the window, lurking, hoping to enjoy the meagre 

fruits of that activity, and demean those who toiled and bled themselves dry for of how little 

they have achieved. 

Antonio Gramsci, February 1917 

Civics and Citizenship: Why Now?  

Today, debates about civics and citizenship seem ever more urgent in our increasingly 

troubled global context. What makes such debates necessary is a constellation of events 

which together undermine our capacities to prosper as a species and live more 

harmoniously with each other. Unprecedented concentration of wealth in the hands of a 

fraction of the population1, resurgence of far-right movements with anti-racial 

sentiments, continuation of wars and conflicts in different regions in the world, fear of 

terrorism coupled with the politics of fear played out through the media, allegations of 

governments’ spying on their citizens, climate change, and looming environmental 

catastrophe2 are only some of the issues that should concern us as a collective. The 

gravity of these threats is such that if they are not properly addressed, they may put us 

and the rest of the planet on course for an uncertain and highly volatile future.   

While the scope of the threats that we encounter today is unprecedented because of their 

potentially destructive character, we also have unique possibilities to tackle them. The 

start of the twenty-first century was marked with terror, war and conflict. The events of 

September 11, 2001 and the subsequent invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq were perhaps 

early indicators of a more uncertain time ahead for peace, security and personal 

                                                            
1 A series of recent reports show that economic inequality in the world has risen to a historic level. The 
Oxfam  (2014,  2016)  and World  Economic  Forum  (2014)  reports,  for  example,  detail  recent  trends  in 
rising income inequality and discuss some of the adverse impacts associated with such trends. 
2 According to a report by the World Wide Life (2014), the population of vertebrate species has declined 
by 52 percent over  the  last 40 years. This decline has been mainly attributed to human activities and 
increasing levels of consumption, which according to the World Wide Life report, require the resources 
of 1.5 planet Earths to sustain if they continue at their present rates.  



2 
 

liberties. And yet, even during these troubled times there were signs of hope and 

possibility. Massive peace protest in the US, the UK, Europe, Australia and around the 

world before the Iraq war showcased how ordinary people could mobilize and act in 

response to an issue of collective and global concern. This made the invasion of Iraq, 

according to Noam Chomsky, the first war in the history of the imperialist countries that 

was vehemently opposed to by the public before it actually started (Tempest, 2003). 

Many have interpreted the opposition to the Iraq war as an indication of rising political 

awareness among the public, many of whom young people (Cushion, 2007). Growing 

public awareness regarding various social, economic and political issues has fuelled 

some other movements including the Occupy Wall Street Movement in the US, the 

emergence of anti-austerity parties such as Podemos in Spain and Syriza in Greece, the 

Arab Spring in the Middle East and North Africa, and more recently what has come to 

be known as the Corbyn and the Sanders phenomena in the UK and the US. As it has 

become clear by now, these movements do not always succeed in achieving the aims 

that set them in motion in the first place. However, regardless of their outcomes, what is 

significant about these movements is that they manifest the power that ordinary citizens 

have to come together and act in ways that were hard to imagine in the past.        

Thanks to the activism of individuals and their collective struggles for social justice, 

rights and recognition, there has been substantial progress in many areas of life within 

the past few decades3. In spite of all the achievements, our current situation is far from 

ideal. The world that we have inherited is impregnated by progress and possibility on 

the one hand, and regression and conservativism on the other. In particular, the decades 

following the 1980s mark the period of a conservative backlash in many Western 

democracies. Since then, there has been a relentless assault by the liberal, and more 

recently neoliberal, political ideology on anything that represents public interest 

including working hours and minimum wage rights, free public education, universal 

healthcare and many other welfare programs previously provided by the state.      

                                                            
3  Since  the  1960s,  there  has  been  considerable  progress  in  areas  like  women’s  rights,  the  right  of 
minority  and  ethnic  groups,  and  laws  and  rights  concerning  Lesbian,  Gay,  Bisexual,  and  Transgender 
people.  
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My discussion about citizenship is situated in this context in which the collective 

achievements of previous decades are being increasingly challenged by the right-wing 

cultural, economic and political ideologies. This thesis reflects my belief that in the 

struggle for rights, recognition and justice, it is only through collective actions that we 

can roll the wheel of history forward in a way that can promise inclusion and deliver 

justice. My discussion of citizenship is also driven by the conviction that collective 

action is impossible without efforts of each individual. This is what I focus on in this 

thesis, namely the accounts of the individuals whose small actions can determine our 

future trajectory. As Howard Zinn (2004, p. 71), the late American historian, aptly 

argued, “we don’t have to engage in grand, heroic actions to participate in the process of 

change. Small acts, when multiplied by millions of people, can transform the world.”  

Understanding the circumstances that surround and give rise to the small actions of 

individuals is the first step in a broader political project that seeks social transformation. 

At a time when some have celebrated ‘the end of history’ (Fukuyama, 1989, 1992) 

while others have lamented a decline in collective identities (Putnam, 1995, 2000), such 

an understanding is useful in illuminating what hinders the possibility of action. My 

focus in this research is on one social group whose voices are often ‘unheard’ in public 

and political discussions. These are young people who face complex and cumulative 

forms of disadvantage and marginalization because of their needs, differences and social 

backgrounds. More specifically, I explore how young people who live in contexts of 

marginalization experience the political through their allegedly apolitical everyday 

encounters and experiences in schools and classrooms.  

Political Geographies of Everyday Schooling 

This thesis is concerned with young people’s citizenship. Like many other terms and 

notions, citizenship is a highly contested concept with multiple connotations (Bosniak, 

2006; Joppke, 2007). Despite the existing contestations, discussions about citizenship 

often make reference to the ‘legal’ and ‘political’ basis of this notion which is connected 

to nation-states and the discourse of ‘rights and responsibilities’. In this thesis, however, 

I take up the challenge of approaching citizenship from a sociological perspective. I 

explore how young people, whose citizenship rights and responsibilities are highly 

circumscribed, experience citizenship participation in everyday life. My discussions 
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about young people’s citizenship participation is carried out in the context of their 

formal education where young people spend most of their time outside their families.   

To say that education and democracy are inter-related has become something of a cliché 

(Biesta, 2007). Schools work alongside other socialization institutions to shape young 

people’s political subjectivities. Although schools are not the only institutions that play 

a role in this regard, they are one of the few arenas where young people, regardless of 

ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status and their other backgrounds, spend most of 

their time. Schools’ social settings, alongside their curriculum and pedagogical 

practices, contribute to young people’s civic dispositions and identities. On the one 

hand, as McDonnell (2000) explains, schools give young people the opportunity to 

acquire formal political knowledge. On the other hand, schools offer a platform where 

young people can experience participation in interaction with others. 

Attempts to develop citizenship through schooling stem from the recognition that 

education is a political force which can be mobilized for the democratic socialization of 

the young. Governments, in particular, utilize this promise of education to foster 

particular accounts of national, trans-national and/or global citizenship. The 

construction of citizenry through education happens through state-sanctioned programs 

of citizenship education that aim to inculcate in young people a set of knowledge, skills 

and values that are deemed necessary for ‘a good citizen’. Civics and citizenship 

education policies and curricula are, in fact, founded on particular articulations of what 

it means to be a good citizen, and what norms and values are needed for good 

citizenship (Parker, 1996; Westheimer & Kahne, 2004).  

Within the past few decades, citizenship education has emerged as a priority for 

governments in many parts of the world including Australia. The growth of interest in 

citizenship education is reflected in the increasing number of policy papers, studies and 

books that have been published on this topic. In their review of citizenship education 

related research and policy, Osler and Starkey (2006) identify six factors that have 

contributed to the interest in education for democratic citizenship. These factors include: 

on-going global injustices and inequalities, globalization, migration and their impact on 

local communities, concerns about declining levels of civic and political participation 

among populations, the perception of political deficit among young people, the end of 
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the Cold War and its implications for some newly emerging democracies, as well as the 

growth of far-right, anti-democratic movements with racist ideologies.  

With the emergence of citizenship education as a key academic and policy area, there 

have been numerous attempts to sketch the outlines of an education that can lead to a 

more active and participatory citizenship. Many of these attempts point to the 

undemocratic character of traditional school arrangements and call for aligning 

educational practices with democratic norms and values. The diverse and rich body of 

work that has emerged in this area either advocates greater student participation in 

school administration, or extends a set of democratic principles such as deliberation, 

equality and power-sharing to matters of curriculum and pedagogy (e.g. Beane & 

Apple, 2007; Gutmann, 1999; Knight & Pearl, 2000). While these attempts have 

changed the way we think about democratic education, they are often focused on those 

school practices that are deemed to have ‘political’ significance.   

Some of the long held premises about ‘the politics of youth’ which underpin our 

thinking about citizenship education have recently been problematized by geographers 

and sociologists of youth. Unlike the earlier conceptualizations that define politics as 

the practices of political agents in the public sphere, there has been a gradual shift 

towards a spatial and relational reading of politics. The ‘domestic and intimate’ spheres 

of citizenship have thus gained more visibility leading to the ‘politicization’ of what 

was traditionally assumed to belong to the social realm in the lives of young people (R. 

Lister, 2007a). As a result, Kallio and Häkli (2011a) explain, there is now a general 

consensus that young people’s worlds are potential sites of political action where they 

exercise their agency in their families, schools and communities.  

One implication of this change in perspective is attention to what Skelton (2010) refers 

to as the ‘lower case p politics’ in the studies of children and young people. Unlike the 

‘capital P Politics’ which is primarily concerned with participation in formal political 

structures and institutional practices, the ‘lower case p politics’ looks at the ‘informal’ 

and tries to understand how young people experience politics and develop their political 

identities through the ordinary activities of everyday life. Attention to ‘the ordinary’ in 

relation to youth politics also foregrounds issues of positionality and power as they bear 

upon citizenship participation. Instead of abstracting citizenship from the real-life 
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struggles for inclusion and participation, this approach situates youth citizenship within 

the wider grids of social power that promote or inhibit participation.   

Geographical engagement with the theory and practices of citizenship, as Desforges, 

Jones, and Woods (2005, p. 339; emphasis in original) point out, can be particularly 

illuminating with regards to the “exploration of the spatially differentiated nature of de 

facto citizenship as experienced by “othered” groups who are subjected to social and 

spatial marginalisation.” Such an engagement widens the scope of citizenship debates 

by foregrounding a range of issues that were previously in the background of 

discussions about citizenship. Recent attention to issues such as agency, difference, 

relationality and voice, which are significant to the citizenship experiences of socially 

and historically marginalized groups, is part of a broader geographical and sociological 

turn in the Field of Citizenship studies which focuses on what it means to be a citizen, 

and how people experience and enact their formal citizenship.   

A geographical and sociological turn in the studies of citizenship also has implications 

for citizenship education. Biesta, Lawy, and Kelly (2009), for instance, call for 

broadening the relatively narrow parameters of citizenship education which are focused 

on formal political socialization through curriculum and school arrangements. Biesta et 

al. (2009) enumerate three problems in the current thinking about citizenship. The first 

problem relates to the individualistic approach of citizenship which is driven by a deficit 

view of young people’s political agency. The second problem is the means-ends logic of 

citizenship education which is fabricated on the assumption that citizenship can be 

achieved only when one has successfully traversed a specific trajectory. The third 

problem pertains to the idea that citizenship learning is situated process that happens in 

the lives of young people, rather than through what is formally taught.   

Overall, studying the political geographies of everyday schooling can offer us a window 

of opportunity to better understand how young people experience citizenship 

participation through their daily encounters with teachers, school staff and other 

students. While such an approach can help expose the processes of exclusion that stand 

in the way of more active citizenship for young people, one also needs to be wary of its 

possible drawbacks. As  Kallio and Häkli (2013) point out, one potential problem with a 

sociological reading of politics is the conceptual difficulty in defining what should be 
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considered politics as everything becomes more or less political. The key question for 

Kallio and Häkli (2013, p. 8), and one that I address in this thesis, is “how can human 

agency be understood as political beyond the traditional public/private divide, without 

falling prey to the trap of ‘political everything’?”  

The Aims of the Thesis and Research Questions 

This thesis sits at the intersection of debates about youth participation, social exclusion 

and citizenship education. It is an interdisciplinary study which draws upon on-going 

discussions and emerging scholarship in the fields of Education, Citizenships Studies 

and Sociology of Youth to offer a fresh perspective on how young people experience 

their citizenship in schools. More specifically, I explore how a group of young people 

who reside on the margins of their school and classrooms experience lived citizenship in 

the institution. By looking into the geo-politics of their everyday school encounters, I 

aim to provide a situated account of how young people facing various sources of 

marginalization due to their social backgrounds and/or differences experience 

citizenship participation. Overall, I raise the following questions in this thesis: 

1. What are the common elements behind the citizenship experiences of 

marginalized youth in their school and classrooms? 

2. What factors, both in the students’ backgrounds and within the social and 

political geography of the school, contribute to such experiences? 

To address the above questions, I adopt what Glazier (2005) refers to as ‘a positional 

lens’ which can help offer a situated account of the experiences of the participants from 

their own point of view. I engage with the narratives and biographies of a group of so-

called ‘disengaged’ students in a school located in a low socio-economic status suburb 

of Victoria to provide ‘a thick’ description of their everyday citizenship experiences. 

My aim is to identify and expose the mechanisms of exclusion that some young people 

face for more active participation. This is an important undertaking because, as Kabeer 

(2002) explains, “how excluded groups view their exclusion. How people define 

themselves, and are defined by others, is likely to be critical to their ability to exercise 

agency on their own behalf, including the agency needed to challenge their exclusion.” 
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Two points need to be noted in relation to the questions in my thesis. First, many of the 

terms and notions that I draw upon in addressing my research questions are contested, 

often lending themselves to multiple and competing interpretations. Notions such as 

‘youth’, ‘participation’, ‘disengaged’ and ‘marginalized’, which on the surface are 

terminologies that simply describe behaviours and phenomena, can take on different 

meanings depending on one’s theoretical perspective and ideological stance. As 

Bourdieu (1992b, p. 241) contends, language can pose a particular problem to 

sociological research because it is “an immense repository of naturalized 

preconstructions, and thus of preconstructions that are ignored as such and which can 

function as unconscious instruments of construction.” Rather than taking terms and 

notions on face value, thus, an informed approach requires us to unpack their 

assumptions, interrogate their claims and explore their implications. 

Another important component of informed sociological research is reflexivity regarding 

how one’s positionality can influence their subject of inquiry. This is a critical issue 

because, to quote Bourdieu (1992b, p. 235) again, the sociologist is saddled with the 

difficult task of researching “an object - the social world - of which he [sic] is the 

product, in a way such that the problems that he raises about it and the concepts he uses 

have every chance of being the product of this object itself.” This means that the values 

that we as researchers bring to the task of research not only affect the methods that we 

choose, but also what we discern and extrapolate from our observations. Being 

reflexive, therefore, means to be critical about how our positionality can influence what 

we research, how we research it and what we discern as (empirical) evidence. 

I will be wary of these two issues in my thesis. With regards to the first issue, I examine 

the related literature in the theoretical chapters of this thesis to tease out some of the 

complexities that surround the concepts on which my later analyses rely. This entails 

mapping out the key ideas and debates around notions such as citizenship (education), 

youth participation and social exclusion, and situating my research within the wider 

body of scholarship that exists on these topics. With regards to the second issue, namely 

adopting a reflexive research disposition, I set out to articulate my philosophical stance 

from the outset of this study. This involves explicating the ontological and 
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epistemological paradigm that informs my thinking and that can affect my positionality 

as a researcher, a topic that I turn to in the next section of this section.  

Reflexivity and the Fallacy of ‘Epistemological Innocence’  

Being reflexive in research means to be aware of one’s subjectivities, values and 

dispositions and not to fall prey to “the positivist dream of an epistemological state of 

perfect innocence” (Bourdieu, 1999b, p. 608). Vigilant reflexivity in research process, 

however, does not mean to abandon everything to one’s own positionality and succumb 

to what Rawolle and Lingard (2013, p. 128) refer to as “an epistemological anarchy of a 

relativist 'anything goes'”. The perils of this latter in academic research are, in fact, no 

less than the former in that they both tend to gloss over the value-laden and often 

ideological nature of doing research and disseminating its findings. Instead, both of 

these positions assign a value-free role to researchers and their undertakings, one under 

the guise of ‘scientific objectivity’ and the other through ‘interpretive hermeneutics’. 

To avoid these pitfalls, I recognize my positionality and how it reflects a particular 

philosophical and epistemological perspective. I situate my work within the neo-Marxist 

and critical theoretical paradigm. Critical theory involves taking sides; it is oriented 

towards social transformation (Horkheimer, 1972). Critical theory does not merely aim 

“to give an account of society and behaviour but to realize a society that is based on 

equality and democracy for all its members. Its purpose is not merely to understand 

situations and phenomena but to change them” (L. Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011, 

p. 31). The starting point for critical theory is the acknowledgement that all political and 

social accounts are ideological. For critical theorists, therefore, the question is not to 

remain neutral in relation to their subject of inquiry, but to examine the structures of 

power and identify whose interests are served by the existing social relations.  

In line with this epistemological stance, I draw upon a range of ideas in the critical and 

neo-Marxist traditions to explore my research questions. Despite some tensions that 

exist in the neo-Marxist educational theory, especially those relating to overly 

deterministic accounts of class reproduction (e.g. Bowles & Gintis, 1976/2011), what 

W. M. Apple (2006) refers to as a ‘decentred unity’ with neo-Marxism incorporating 

multiple progressive projects can be particularly illuminating in addressing many issues 
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in the Sociology of Education today. Such an approach, as Au and Apple (2009, p. 91) 

point out elsewhere, can help us move “beyond the “holy trinity” of class, gender, and 

race” as grand narratives that can explain all relations of domination, and expand our 

conceptual horizon and empirical parameters by embracing other critical perspectives.  

To unpack the core elements that underpin young people’s citizenship experiences in 

contexts of marginalization and the factors that contribute to them, I draw upon the on-

going scholarship and debates in different areas such as social exclusion, (youth) 

participation and social justice. My analytical and conceptual approach is, in particular, 

informed by contributions from scholars in the fields of sociology (e.g. Bourdieu, 1977, 

1986, 1990, 1992a; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977), theories of justice (e.g. Fraser, 1997, 

2010; Fraser & Honneth, 2003; Taylor, 1992; Young, 1990) and political geography 

(e.g. Lefebvre, 1991; Massey, 2005; Soja, 1971). I use elements from the rich and 

thriving body of work in these diverse disciplines as ‘thinking tools’ (Wacquant, 1989) 

within a wider critical and neo-Marxist tradition to address my research questions.  

The implications of positioning my research within a critical theoretical framework are 

two-fold. The first implication relates to the now almost clichéd question about the role 

that individual agency plays versus social structures in shaping young people’s political 

experiences and practices. Rather than implicating myself in the ‘Paradigm Wars’ of the 

earlier decades, which is still raging in some quarters of educational research, I adopt an 

alternative and reconciliatory approach. I focus on the nexus of the ‘subjective’ and the 

‘objective’ in exploring young people’s experiences of everyday citizenship. This 

means interrogating both the purely structuralist conceptions of citizenship that cast 

young people as passive victims of structural forces, and the overly individualistic 

accounts of political agency that reduce all forms of participation to identity politics.  

The second implication pertains to how I locate schools within the wider structure of 

economic, social, cultural and political inequalities. Instead of viewing education as a 

neutral force, I look at schools as institutions that maintain and reproduce, albeit in an 

increasingly complex and non-linear fashion, the wider structures of power relations of 

which they are a part. The recognition of the socially and politically reproductive 

function of education is not new by any means. Such a recognition, in fact, has a long 

history in Philosophy of Education (e.g. Dewey, 1916) and Sociology (e.g. Bourdieu & 
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Passeron, 1977). There is now a general recognition that school practices and 

relationships can act as social and political differentiating mechanisms that assign 

individuals to different positions within the social geography of the institution.  

I will return to these issues and discuss them at greater length in my theoretical 

chapters. What I would like to emphasize here is my positionality as a researcher which 

is informed by the critical and neo-Marxist educational research paradigms. Such 

positionality not only reflects my philosophical and epistemological views on many of 

the issues that I raise and address throughout this thesis, but also has a conditioning 

impact on the repository of research tools and methodologies that I use to explore my 

research questions. As Deer (2008, p. 202) explains in her discussion of reflexivity in 

Bourdieu’s work, the ultimate objective of being reflexive in research, and one that I 

also strive towards, is to make “explicit the “unthought” categories, perceptions, 

theories and structures that underpin any pre-reflexive grasp of the social world.”  

Citizenship on the Margins: Why?  

According to Bessant (2003), today young people are portrayed, rather paradoxically, as 

both the problem and the solution to a range of citizenship issues in many Western 

democracies. They are often “chastised as the apolitical harbingers of an incipient ‘crisis 

of democracy’ while simultaneously heralded as the authors of sophisticated new forms 

of politics” (Farthing, 2010, p. 181). Governments, in particular, are concerned with the 

state of young people’s citizenship participation, and how it affects the future health of 

democracies. The recent significance attributed to young people in relation to 

democracy is such that it has turned youth citizenship participation into the subject of 

numerous studies in many countries (e.g.  Allen & Bang, 2015; Amnå & Ekman, 2014; 

Banaji, 2008; Benedicto, 2013; Kennelly & Dillabough, 2008; Law & Shek, 2009; 

Macedo & Araújo, 2014; O'Toole, Lister, Marsh, Jones, & McDonagh, 2003; Ødegård 

& Berglund, 2008; Tereshchenko, 2010).  

Despite growing interest in youth participation, young people’s politics remains an 

uncharted territory. We know very little about what citizenship participation actually 

means to young people. Kallio and Häkli (2011b) enumerate two reasons for ‘the 

theoretical lacunae’ that surrounds the study of young people’s everyday politics. First, 
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political geographies of children and young people have been traditionally of little 

interest to youth and childhood researchers. This is, in part, due to the general 

perception about ‘childhood’ as a stage of development devoid of political significance. 

The second reason why young people’s everyday politics remains an under-studied 

topic is because the conceptual tools of analysis and the methods of gathering empirical 

data about the lived politics of youth are not yet sufficiently developed.  

The significant gaps that remain in our understanding of young people’s lived politics 

become even more profound when we move beyond the convenient abstraction of 

‘children’ and ‘youth’ as a single and homogenous social category. Research now tells 

us that similar to adults, the social and political identities and experiences of young 

people are mediated by multiple, and often interlocking, social divisions in which their 

everyday lives are embedded. Such social divisions, which are rooted in the cumulative 

and complex inter-relationships among factors such as socio-economic status, gender, 

sexuality, ethnicity, locale and disability, exert a conditioning influence on how young 

people experience and enact their everyday citizenship within the spaces of their 

families, neighbourhoods, schools and communities.  

To address some of the existing conceptual and empirical gaps, recent studies in 

education have examined how issues such as poverty, complex home environments and 

disability can intersect with school-related factors such as authoritarian school 

structures, irrelevant curricula and unaccommodating pedagogical practices, to exclude 

some young people (e.g. McGregor & Mills, 2012; Mosen‐Lowe, Vidovich, & 

Chapman, 2009; te Riele, 2006). A series of papers in two special issues of educational 

journals, the International Journal of Inclusive Education (2015) and the Journal of 

Critical Studies in Education (2016), have also addressed the topic of school exclusion 

and its implications for a socially-just education agenda for marginalized youth (e.g. M. 

Mills, Riddell, & Hjörne, 2015; Pennacchia, Thomson, Mills, & McGregor, 2016).  

As social and economic disparities grow among the most and the least privileged social 

groups in many liberal democracies, including Australia4, we need to think more 

                                                            
4 The OECD (2011) report has placed Australia above the OECD average  in terms of  income  inequality 
among the working‐age people. Accordingly, the richest 1% in Australia doubled their share of national 
income from 4.8% in 1980 to 8.8% in 2008. The same pattern of growing inequality is also attested to in 
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critically about how widening inequalities affect children and young people5. An 

Australian government funded review by Gonski et al. (2011) has recently drawn 

attention to some of the negative impacts of the existing inequities in the Australian 

system of education on students. This review has pointed to the academic achievement 

gap between the lowest performing students, who are mainly from low socio-economic 

and indigenous backgrounds, and their high performing peers. Of particular relevance to 

discussions of inequality in relation to education, yet visibly absent from such 

discussions, are the implications that growing social and economic divides have for the 

lived political experiences of young people in schools and beyond.  

Although growing socio-economic inequalities and concerns about youth participation 

are often discussed separately in academic and public debates, the distribution of wealth 

and sources can affect civic participation and political representation (e.g. Pacheco & 

Plutzer, 2008; Schlozman, Verba, & Brady, 2012). As Bauman (2012) has argued, 

democracy is the prime victim of growing inequality. A recent Oxfam (2014) titled 

‘Working for the Few: Political Capture and Economic Inequality’ also emphasizes how 

social and economic privileges can translate into ‘opportunity capture’ which in turn 

creates a mutually reinforcing cascade of advantage for some and disadvantage for 

others. The consequences of this include the erosion of democratic governance, the 

degradation of social cohesion, and decline in equal opportunities for all. 

Understanding Citizenship on the Margins: Key Contributions 

More often than not, the voice that is under-represented in debates about young people 

is that of young people themselves. In policy discussions about youth participation in 

education, there is also a visible under-representation of young people’s voices, 

especially those from socially marginalized backgrounds. Black (2011, p. 469) argues 

that education policy in countries like Australia “is employing the language of 

                                                                                                                                                                              
‘Trends  in  Distribution  of  Income  in  Australia’.  This  federal  government  working  paper  shows  that 
although  individuals  and  households  incomes  have  risen  from  1988‐89  to  2009‐10,  this  increase  has 
been uneven showing higher growth at  the  top‐end of  the distributions compared to the bottom‐end 
(Greenville, Pobke, & Rogers, 2013). 
5 A recent UNICEF (2016) report titled  ‘Fairness for children: A  league table of  inequality  in child well‐
being  in  rich  countries’  ranks  Australia  13  in  terms  of  bottom‐end  inequality,  i.e.  the  gap  between 
children  at  the  bottom  and  those  in  the  middle,  across  various  dimensions  of  well‐being  –  namely 
income, education, health and life satisfaction ‐ among the OECD and the European Union countries.   
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democracy without serving democratic purposes”. To increase participation among the 

marginalized young people, Black (2011) calls for a new agenda that acknowledges the 

relationship between social exclusion and participation. Such an agenda institutes a 

more critical analysis of schools’ capacity to support student participation by listening 

to the voices of young people who have become marginalized in face of competing 

educational agendas and priorities.  

Understanding how socially marginalized young people experience participation in 

schools can have several important implications for youth related research and policy. 

First, by allowing young people to speak for themselves and by listening to their often 

‘unheard’ voices, we can get a better grasp of what citizenship actually means to them 

and how they experience everyday citizenship through their social interactions with 

others in their schools and classrooms. Such an engagement with young people’s views, 

as Prout and Hallett (2003) point out, also encourages a different way of thinking about 

the possibility of youth citizenship; it helps us to reconsider our preconfigured social 

constructions of young people as not-yet-citizens and approach them as capable actors 

with voice and agency, rather than objects of adult concerns and interventions.  

In addition, a situated account of youth citizenship participation can be useful in 

developing policies and practices that are more attuned to the realities of young people’s 

lived circumstances. For policy makers, curriculum planners and educators, especially 

those working in the field of civics and citizenship education, this means abandoning 

the one-size-fits-all conceptions of citizenship, and instead thinking more relationally 

about youth participation. Rethinking youth citizenship along such lines foregrounds the 

place-bound and people-intensive character of young people’s political experiences in 

spaces which are often assumed to lack political significance. Such an approach can also 

prove valuable in engaging young people, especially those in contexts of poverty and 

disadvantage, in developing strategies that have a better chance of success.  

Finally, understanding the experiences of citizenship from the standpoint of the socially 

excluded young people is integral to an education which can promise inclusion for all 

students regardless of their differences and social backgrounds. As Allan (2003, p. 176) 

points out, becoming inclusive “means becoming political; listening to what children 
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and their parents say about what inclusion means for them; and recognising the way in 

which we ourselves are implicated in practices that exclude.” Such an approach to the 

study of young people’s citizenship draws our attention to the visible and invisible 

boundaries of exclusion that circumscribe the chances of some students for more active 

participation. It also offers a new path for exploring a highly complex issue, which 

despite its significance, has attracted little systematic attention in the field of education. 

Outline of the Chapters 

To address the research questions with which this thesis is concerned, I first map out the 

key conceptual and theoretical issues that relate to young people’s participation in the 

next two chapters (chapters 2 and 3). Chapter 2 engages with the literature in the field of 

Citizenship Studies to highlight the need for ‘a sociological turn’ in the studies of young 

people’s participation. In this chapter, I maintain that more informed research and 

policy needs to move beyond the ‘engaged vs. disengaged’ dichotomy of young people 

and instead look at youth citizenship as a lived and situated process which is 

conditioned by complex relationships among the social divisions and differences that 

characterize young people’s everyday life in their families, schools and communities.  

Chapter 3 addresses the role that education plays vis-à-vis citizenship. It starts with an 

analysis of how ‘the problem’ of citizenship is formulated in the major citizenship 

education policies and initiatives in Australia. Drawing on this analysis, I argue that the 

one-size-fits-all and deficit assumptions about youth citizenship underlying much of the 

Australian education response is counterproductive in creating a constructive space of 

participation for young people. In this chapter, I also engage with the literature to look 

at some of the negative impacts that the growing regimes of educational measurement, 

performativity and accountability have had on the working of schools, especially those 

schools that serve young people in contexts of poverty and disadvantage.  

In chapter 4, I elaborate on the research design and methodology that were used to 

investigate the research questions. This chapter provides some background information 

that can help contextualize the study, including information about the neighbourhood, 

the school and the program from which data were collected. I also discuss the 

methodology that was followed to collect and analyse the study’s data. This includes a 
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brief profile description of the young people and the other participants who took part in 

this research, followed by a discussion of the rationale behind the choice of the methods 

of data collection and analysis. In the final section of this chapter, I discuss the ethical 

considerations taken into account in collecting the data and reporting the findings.  

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 discuss the findings. In chapter 5, I examine two of the themes that 

emerged from the participants’ discussions of school participation, namely geographies 

of school belonging and exclusion. In the first section of chapter 5, I look at the role that 

a sense of belonging (or not belonging) plays in young people’s attempts to participate 

in their school and classrooms. The second theme, which also contributes to young 

people’s geographies of school belonging, relates to their inclusion in the practices of 

their school. As I demonstrate through the accounts and narratives from the students, the 

mainstream school often constructs boundaries that exclude those young people whose 

dispositions do not do not sit conformably with the school’s norms and expectations.   

Chapter 6 builds on the discussions in chapter 5 to look at two other themes that 

emerged from the data, i.e. relationality and recognition of difference. I first explain 

how relationships that are deemed as ‘stigmatizing’ and ‘disrespectful’ have led to a 

cycle of confrontation and/or withdrawal for marginalized youth paving the way for 

their subsequent disengagement. As I further explain, closely connected to their poor 

relational experiences in the social and political geography of the school is what the 

students described as lack of adequate recognition by the school of their particular needs 

and circumstance. Together, poor relational experiences and lack of recognition added 

to the students’ sense of disconnect from the school and its practices.  

In chapter 7, I conclude the discussion of the findings by addressing two other factors 

that emerged from the students’ accounts and narratives, i.e. student voice and school 

discipline. First, I discuss the relevance of ‘being heard’ to young peoples’ everyday 

struggles for inclusion and participation in their schools and classrooms. As I explain, 

for most of the young people in this study, lack of voice remained a serious barrier to 

more active engagement with and through education. In the second part of chapter 7, I 

discuss how the young people’s experiences of voicelessness were compounded by the 

disciplinary measures that aimed to fix their ‘behavioural problems’. As I further 
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explain, the outcome of being a ‘subaltern’ school voice for many was estrangement 

from and resentment towards the institution.  

Chapter 8 synthesizes the key findings of the thesis and discusses some of their 

implications for current educational policies and practices. Among these implications is 

a need for re-thinking youth citizenship in education by paying attention to how 

background factors can mediate young people’s lived experiences in the social life of 

their schools and classrooms. Drawing on the findings of this research, I also look at 

some of the obstacles that stand in the way of a more inclusive and participatory 

education agenda for marginalized youth. At the end, I point to the social-justice 

implications of a citizenship education project that aims to maximize participation of 

young people on the margins. I finish this thesis by some reflections on the importance 

of bringing the margin to the centre in education policy and research. 
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CHAPTER 2: Citizenship and Youth Participation 

In this awful world where the efforts of caring people often pale in comparison to what is done 

by those who have power, how do I manage to stay involved and seemingly happy? 

The Optimism of Uncertainty, Howard Zinn 

Introduction  

In this chapter, I examine civics and citizenship and look at some of the debates that 

surround this concept, particularly in relation to children and young people. My main 

objective is to critically engage with the existing literature on youth participation and 

social exclusion, and map out some of the key concepts that I will later draw upon in the 

empirical phase of my thesis. In the first part of this chapter, I review the literature in 

the field of Citizenship Studies and discuss the multiple aspects that comprise the notion 

of citizenship. Drawing on recent sociological studies, I argue that a more inclusive 

view of citizenship should treat this concept as a multi-tiered construct with interwoven 

legal, political and sociological dimensions. As I explain, such an understanding of 

citizenship finds particular relevance to the study of how marginalized individuals and 

social groups perceive, experience and enact their formal citizenship rights and 

obligations. In the second section of this chapter, I use the insights from the theoretical 

debates in the civics and citizenship literature to explore youth participation in contexts 

of marginalization. I argue that instead of looking at young people dichotomously as 

either ‘engaged’ or ‘disengaged’, we need to adopt a more nuanced approach to 

studying youth participation, one that views youth a social category whose participatory 

experiences are mediated by various social divisions rooted in factors such as socio-

economic status, gender, sexuality, locales, ethnicity and disability. I then draw upon 

the social exclusion paradigm of research to the study of youth participation to address a 

range of factors that can mediate young people’s participatory experiences in various 

social, political and educational arenas. Of particular relevance to my discussions here 

are ‘the cultural politics of age’ which construct ‘childhood’ and ‘youth’ as the pre-

political stage of life. I also discuss the multiple, and often interlocking, social divisions 

that circumscribe the chances of some young people for more active participation and as 

such act as a source of social exclusion.   
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Citizenship: Some Theoretical Terrain 

Before examining youth citizenship6, which is the focus of my discussions in this 

chapter, it is useful to provide some conceptual clarifications around the meaning(s) of 

citizenship, the forms it might take and the venues in which it is expressed. The 

discussions in this section do not intend to offer a normative answer as to what ‘good’ 

citizenship entails or how it should be practiced. Such an aim would be overly 

ambitious given that civics and citizenship are contested concepts subject to on-going 

debates in a wide range of disciplines. My purpose in this section is to review the 

existing literature in the field of Citizenship Studies and point to the theoretical 

developments regarding how citizenship has been understood to date. These discussions 

provide a conceptual basis for my later discussions about youth participation.    

Like many other terms and notions in political philosophy, citizenship is a contested 

concept loaded with multiple meanings and connotations (Bosniak, 2006; Joppke, 

2007). Although citizenship has been extensively discussed in various disciplines, from 

Philosophy, Law and Sociology to Political Sciences and Education, defining 

citizenship and specifying the ‘proper’ ways of practicing it are immensely difficult. 

The difficulty that stands in the way of defining citizenship lies primarily in the 

existence of multiple, and often conflicting, perspectives on ‘who a good citizen is’ and 

‘how appropriate citizenship ought to be exercised’. Such a multiplicity of perspectives, 

as Davies, Gregory, and Riley (2003, p. 4) have argued, are “rooted in fundamental 

philosophical differences, and is determined at least in part by historical circumstances.”  

Despite diverse views, citizenship has been traditionally discussed from two inter-

related, perspectives. On the one hand, citizenship refers to the status of individuals as 

formal members of political communities with a shared or common law (Pocock, 1995). 

From this point of view, citizenship is a ‘legal’ status which is endowed upon 

individuals through birth and/or immigration7. The legal account of citizenship grants 

                                                            
6 Some authors have drawn distinctions among various terms and notions in debates about citizenship. 
In  my  discussions  in  this  thesis,  however,  I  use  the  terms  civics,  citizenship,  civic  participation, 
democratic participation, and participation interchangeably to refer to the various forms of engagement 
that have social and political significance.      
7 Recent trends towards regionalization and globalization have challenged this dimension of citizenship 
(Bosniak,  2006).  Discussions  of  civics  and  citizenship  are,  therefore,  trying  to  take  account  of  the 
changing  nature  of  citizenship  beyond  the  nation‐state.  The  increasing  use  of  phrases  such  as 
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individuals and social groups the formal status of ‘citizens’ who belong to the territorial 

boundaries of the nation-state(s). This membership in the community of nation-state(s), 

then, becomes the basis for entitlement to a subsequent set of mutually binding rights 

and responsibilities that constitute the second aspect of people’s citizenship. 

The second dimension of citizenship pertains to the set of ‘rights and obligations’ that 

follows from membership in communities and political entities (Landrum, 2002). 

Closely tied to concepts such as democracy, social justice and equity, this latter 

dimension is the hallmark of the ‘political’ accounts of citizenship. In such accounts, the 

emphasis is on the mutual relationships between the individual, the community and the 

state8. A classical example of the political accounts of citizenship is Marshall (1950) 

‘Citizenship and Social Class’. In this seminal work, Marshall (1950) outlines the 

developments of citizenship in England since the nineteenth century in terms of what he 

refers to civil, social and political rights. Each of these set of rights highlights a 

particular element of citizenship to which people have become entitled over time.  

Legal and political components of citizenship have been subject of extensive debates in 

the Western political tradition. We thus know a lot about what political theorists think 

about these topics. What remains relatively under-examined is how ‘ordinary’ people 

understand and experience their citizenship. To address this gap, research has started to 

investigate how social groups experience their formal citizenship. As Isin and Turner 

(2002) point out, there is now an agreement that in today’s diverse and global context, 

citizenship should be viewed as ‘a social process’ through which individuals claim, 

expand or lose their right. Such a recognition, Isin and Turner (2002, p. 4) continue to 

argue, calls for “a sociologically informed definition of citizenship in which the 

emphasis is less on legal rules and more on norms, practices, meanings, and identities”.  

Fundamental to a sociological approach is the acknowledgement that citizenship is not a 

level playing field in which everyone participates in the same manner. According to 

                                                                                                                                                                              
transnational,  regional,  global  and  cosmopolitan  in  the  citizenship  literature  is  the  result  of  some  of 
these shifting trends.    
8 Although there is an overall agreement that citizenship involves entitlement to rights and enactment of 
duties,  the  exact  balance  of  these  rights  and  duties  is  a  topic  of  disagreement.  Various  traditions  in 
political  theory,  e.g.,  liberal,  republican,  communitarian  and  radical,  advocate  a  different  relationship 
between the individual, the community and the state (Held, 2007). 
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Levinson (2012), both on a practical as well as a conceptual level, it is reductionist to 

view civic identity as a homogenous construct. Even though we might all be equally 

citizens theoretically, our ‘other’ identities intersect with our civic identity in such 

profound ways that are hard to disentangle (Yuval-Davis, 2011). Dahlgren, Miegel, and 

Olsson (2007, p. 9) also highlight the importance of the subjective dimensions of 

citizenship arguing that “in order to be able to act as a citizen, to participate in achieved 

citizenship, it is necessary that one can see oneself as a citizen, as subjectively 

encompassing the attributes of agency that this social category may involve.” 

Overall, as Yuval-Davis (2007) points out, far from signifying a shared experience, 

citizenship participation is an embodied process involving people who are situated 

differentially within the grids of social power. Intersecting social divisions rooted in 

factors such as gender, class, ethnicity, sexuality, ability and stage in the life cycle often 

mediate how members of collectivities experience and express their citizenship through 

participation in everyday life. Reviewing the work of Feminist and anti-racist scholars 

in the field of Citizenship Studies, Yuval-Davis (2007, p. 261) further contends that in 

our contemporary political context, we need to dehomogenize the notion of citizenship 

by situating it in “the wider context of contemporary politics of belonging which 

encompass citizenships, identities and the emotions attached to them.” 

With the question of citizenship being increasingly re-framed through a sociological 

lens, real life experiences have emerged as key arenas in which the formal rights and 

duties of citizens are understood, expressed and enacted. There has been a wider 

recognition that citizenship is a ‘multi-dimensional’ construct in which formal status 

and entitlements are tightly entangled with lived experiences and identities. As such, 

any attempt to conceptualize citizenship should not only take into consideration the 

formal rights and obligations associated with membership of particular groups, but also 

acknowledge the sense of belonging, inclusion and recognition that follow from such 

memberships. Within such an approach, as Joppke (2007, p. 38) explains, one can 

distinguish among at least three key dimensions of citizenship which include: 

…citizenship as status, which denotes formal state membership and the rules of 

access to it; citizenship as rights, which is about the formal capacities and 

immunities connected with such status; and, in addition, citizenship as identity, 
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which refers to the behavioral aspects of individuals acting and conceiving of 

themselves as members of a collectivity, classically the nation, or the normative 

conceptions of such behavior imputed by the state. 

Overall, a more nuanced approach requires us to go beyond the legal and political 

discourse of rights and responsibilities which has for long provided the framework for 

discussions about citizenship. This is not to suggest that the normative aspects of 

citizenship are no longer relevant or significant. Civil and political rights still remain a 

thorny topic when it comes to issues such as marriage equality for Lesbian, Gay, 

Bisexual, Trans, and/or Intersex (LGBTI) couples in many parts of the world. Instead of 

discrediting its legal and political foundation, what we need is understanding and 

approaching citizenship as a multi-tiered and spatially grounded construct 

encompassing both the formal and the informal (R. Lister, 2007a). Viewed as such, 

change in one dimension of citizenship should be discussed vis-à-vis the other 

dimensions because of the constant negotiation, and at times dynamic tensions, that 

exist among the various layers of citizenship.   

Citizenship: Re‐Framing the Question through Participation 

Since Citizenship Studies emerged as a de facto field within Social Sciences in the early 

1990s (Isin & Turner, 2007), the scope of its scholarship has been broadened. As a 

result, issues which were on the periphery of discussions have now come centre stage in 

studies of citizenship. This is reflected in the growing use of terms that address the 

affective and experiential components of citizenship, terms such as lived citizenship 

(Hall, Coffey, & Williamson, 1999; Hall & Williamson, 1999; A. James, 2010), 

subjective citizenship (Cadwell, 2008; Canning, 2008; R. Lister, 2007b), cultural 

citizenship (R. Lister, 2007a; Stevenson, 2001; Turner, 2001), emotional geographies of 

citizenship (Wood, 2013), everyday geographies of citizenship (Dickinson, Andrucki, 

Rawlins, Hale, & Cook, 2008) or felt citizenship (Portela, 2011, 2013). 

The acknowledgement that affects and experiences constitute key domains of 

citizenship has helped reframe the question of citizenship from a set of universal rights 

and duties to actual 'participation’. This shift has been particularly significant with 

regards to the marginalized individuals and groups, such as those from aboriginal 

backgrounds, people of ethnic minorities and those on the disability spectrum, who 
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despite their formal citizenship rights and entitlements have faced numerous (in)visible 

boundaries of exclusion. Focusing on the struggles of subaltern and excluded groups, 

notions such as belonging, difference and recognition are now increasingly drawn upon 

in debates within a range of areas including theories of social justice (e.g. Fraser, 1997, 

2010; Fraser & Honneth, 2003; Taylor, 1992; Young, 1990), law (e.g. Minow, 1990) 

and education (e.g. Cuervo, 2012, 2016; Keddie, 2012; Lingard & Keddie, 2013).  

In her critique of an ideal of justice that defines liberation as the transcendence of 

differences, Young (1990) discusses the exclusionary implications of the political 

strategies that assume an equal social status for everyone. Public and social policy that 

is based upon such approaches often treat everyone with the same set of standards, rules 

and principles. These approaches, however, ignore the existing individual and group 

differences on the basis of their commitment to the principle of ‘equality’. As Young 

(1990) explains, in contrast to the assimilationist approaches, an egalitarian ‘politics of 

difference’ looks at issues of difference as a product of social relations. Such an 

approach acknowledges that the achievement of formal equality in terms of rights and 

responsibilities has not eliminated social differences; it also assumes that the principle 

of equality sometimes requires different treatment for marginalized groups.  

Discussing the politics of equal recognition, Taylor (1992) also explains that with the 

equalization of citizenship rights and the gradual abolition of the regimes of honour in 

hierarchical societies which were linked to social stratifications, struggles for 

democracy and social justice have been increasingly built around issues of difference 

and recognition. On the one hand, equal recognition, Taylor (1992) points out, is 

important because it is the appropriate mode for a democratic society that aims to create 

parity of participation among its citizens. On the other hand, equal recognition gains 

significance due to the irreparable harm and oppression that misrecognition and/or non-

recognition can inflict on those whose identities are cast into an inferior status because 

of their backgrounds and/or differences from the societal norms.   

Drawing on a rich repertoire of concepts such as belonging, recognition of difference 

and voice in discussions about citizenship, political geographers are now looking into 

the processes of ‘differentiation’ and ‘othering’ that position particular individuals and 

social groups in ways that can hamper their chances for more active participation (e.g. 
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Challinor, 2012; M. Savage, Bagnall, & Longhurst, 2005; Vieten, 2006). These notions 

offer a new way of looking at participation by highlighting the challenges that the 

members of excluded social groups face for a more active participation. In the current 

context of profound socio-economic changes where many of the earlier social and 

spatial relationships have been transformed, these notions also prove useful in providing 

the conceptual and empirical basis for the studies of civics and citizenship participation. 

One area where notions such as identity, difference and recognition find practical 

application is research on young people’s citizenship. Neale (2004, p. 8; emphasis in 

original) defines youth citizenship “as an entitlement to recognition, respect and 

participation… [which] operates not only in civic settings where public policy is 

created and put into effect, but also in the routine contexts of day-to-day life”. Unlike 

adults who enjoy, at least in principle, full citizenship status, young people constitute a 

distinct social category whose formal status as citizens is subject to various social, 

cultural and political constraints. For a lot of young people, citizenship participation 

involves contesting the (in)visible boundaries of exclusion, claiming the right to 

participation and struggles for recognition and access to resources in day-to-day 

practices within spaces of their communities, schools and neighbourhoods.   

Despite its emergence as a national priority in many Western democracies, youth 

participation remains an under-developed area of research. Today, our understanding of 

young people’s lived politics is relatively limited. We still know little about what 

citizenship actually means to young people and how they practice their formal 

entitlements in various social, political and educational environments. Beyond the 

convenient construction of youth as either ‘engaged’ or ‘disengaged’, which dominates 

much of the public and media discussions about youth citizenship in many countries 

including Australia, our knowledge about the political geographies of youth is still in 

need of conceptual and empirical clarification. In the next section, I address some of the 

complications that surround research on young people’s citizenship participation.  

Youth and ‘the Problem’ of Participation 

It is hard to find a debate about citizenship that does not make a reference, even though 

in passing, to young people. Public and media commentaries about democracy and 
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citizenship are often abound with references to young people. What these references 

have in common is a sense of alarm about ‘the problem’ of political participation among 

young people. This alleged problem is usually discussed in the backdrop of low 

electoral turn-out and mistrust of political institutions among youth which is believed to 

have put at jeopardy the (future) health of democracies in many parts of the world, from 

the US, the UK and Europe to Australia and beyond. The public perceptions of youth 

apathy and disengagement have also entered political discussions prompting 

governments to embark on youth engagement initiatives as a key area of social policy.   

Academic debates about youth participation are also highly polarized. Bennet (2008) 

talks about two paradigms that dominate much of youth participation research: the 

engaged and the disengaged youth paradigm. The disengaged paradigm points to the 

generational gap in youth participation and interprets this as evidence of young people’s 

disconnect from politics. The advocates of this paradigm warn against the perils that 

youth non-participation can have for the long term stability of democracies. In contrast, 

the engaged youth paradigm constructs young people as informed social and political 

actors who are disillusioned by formal political processes and institutions. The engaged 

paradigm of research refers to alternative spaces and mediums of participation as key 

arenas in which young people engage in various social and political activities. 

The idea that young people have somehow ‘tuned out’ and are ‘disengaged’ finds most 

support in policy research. Declining electoral turn-out and low levels of normative 

political participation among the youth are often used as evidence to claim that young 

people are disconnected from politics and poorly prepared for their future civic life 

(Manning & Edwards, 2014). Much of the research that supports such a thesis equates 

being young with being apathetic about politics, sceptical of politicians and disengaged 

from formal political practices (e.g. Kimberlee, 2002; Print, Saha, & Edwards, 2004; 

Wattenberg, 2007). These concerns, whether perceived or real, coincide with a more 

general declining trend in the level of participation across generations which has been 

lamented as a cause for social ‘de-capitalization’ (Putnam, 1995, 2000).  

Like many other Western democracies, policy debates about youth participation in 

Australia have for long been driven a ‘deficit’ thesis in which young people are 

portrayed as a concern, if not a threat, for democracy. In 1988, the Senate requested its 
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Standing Committee on Employment, Education and Training (SSCEET) to conduct an 

inquiry into the status of citizenship among young Australians. The report from the 

inquiry concluded that youth participation “amounts to a crisis which Australians cannot 

afford to ignore” (SSCEET, 1989, p. 6). The report also pointed to an endemic of 

‘ignorance’ and ‘apathy’ among young people regarding their political knowledge and 

engagement with the institutions of government. SSCEET (1989, p. 15) concluded 

rather alarmingly that the absence of political knowledge translates into: 

… the young person who cannot make sense of large parts of the daily paper; the 

citizen who has no idea what section of the bureaucracy to approach to attend to 

some pressing matter; the local council which is making decisions affecting young 

people in their area without the benefit of young people’s views; the disadvantaged 

neighbourhood which suffers from a lack of amenities because those living there 

have no idea of how to organise themselves, who to approach about their problem, 

and how to press their case; the person who is baffled by the apparent complexities 

of State and Federal politics and who resorts to simplistic solutions such as ‘all 

politicians are corrupt’ or ‘what has it got to do with me anyway?’; and the large 

numbers of people who are vaguely conscious that the fate of their country is 

somehow inseparable from what happens in the rest of world but who dismiss the 

whole question because ‘there is nothing we can do about it’.  

A subsequent report by the SSCEET (1991, p. 36) also pointed to “a curious gap” 

between the proclaimed interest of many young people in politics and their actual 

knowledge of political structures and processes. A later inquiry by the Civics Expert 

Group (1994) confirmed this conclusion drawing attention to ‘overwhelming evidence’ 

that many young Australians lack the knowledge necessary for the exercise of their 

civic duties. This deficit, according to Civics Expert Group (1994, p. 21), was the main 

cause for young people’s “feelings of cynicism, estrangement and resentment about our 

system of government”. A similar conclusion was later reached by the Joint Standing 

Committee on Electoral Matters (2007) highlighting a prevailing ‘sense of 

disillusionment’ about formal politics among young Australians9.  

                                                            
9  A  more  recent  series  of  poll  research  conducted  by  the  Lowy  Institute  have  also  pointed  to 
ambivalence among young Australians about  the value of democracy. According  to  the Lawy  Institute 
(2015), only 49% of 18‐29 year‐old Australians surveyed expressed a preference for a democratic form 
of government. 
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Although the disengagement thesis dominates much of the youth participation debates, 

there are questions about the validity of the evidence on which this thesis is constructed. 

O'Toole (2003) points to the need for a better understanding of the complexities of 

young people’s participation by paying attention to three key problems which are 

ignored in research in this area. One problem is that youth participation research is often 

driven by a rather narrow conception of politics and what it means to be politically 

active. The second problem relates to how non-participation is treated as evidence of 

apathy without acknowledging the complexities of the phenomenon. Finally, there is 

little youth-related explanation of non-participation which has led to a gap in our 

understanding of why young people tend to ‘tune out’ more than older adults.  

Among these problems, one that has been increasingly highlighted by youth researchers 

is the ambiguities about the meaning(s) of participation. As Black (2011, p. 464) points 

out, although youth participation has been extensively discussed in public and policy 

debates, there is little agreement about “what young people’s democratic participation 

actually denotes, the form it should take, the forums in which it should operate or the 

outcomes it should deliver.” Mainstream academic and policy research still tend to 

identify institutionalized participation, such as voting in the electoral process and 

contributing to political parties, as more legitimate forms of engagement. Informal and 

less structured participation, however, are either ignored or marginally recognized as 

valid and constructive instances of civic and political engagement.  

To address some of these limitations, research has recently re-formulated the question 

of young people’s participation from ‘what it should look like’ to ‘what it actually 

means to young people’. This shift is in line with a wider change of perspective in the 

studies of citizenship towards a more situated understanding of participation as a lived 

and embodied experience. As Percy-Smith (2010) points out, rather than being pre-

occupied with formal political participation, we need to pay attention to young people’s 

everyday actions, choices and relationships in their homes, schools and neighbourhoods. 

As many studies have demonstrated, such spaces are central to young people’s political 

geographies (Harris, 2010; Harris & Wyn, 2009; Harris, Wyn, & Younes, 2007, 2010; 

Smith, Lister, Middleton, & Cox, 2005; Vromen, 2003, 2008; Wyn & Harris, 2004).  
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Viewing participation as grounded in the contours of young people’s lives challenges 

some of our categorical assumptions about youth participation. Underlying the 

description of young people as either engaged or disengaged is a static view of 

participation, one that reduces young people’s citizenship to the existence, or lack 

thereof, of a particular set of behaviours. As such, engagement and disengagement 

become totalizing terms which conceal possible continuities and contradictions. As 

Kirshner, Strobel, and Fernandez (2003, p. 4; emphasis in original) argue, “young 

people can be both cynical and hopeful, or both critical and engaged.” To gain a more 

nuanced understanding of young people’s (non)participation, we thus need to go beyond 

the construction of youth as either ‘disengaged’ or ‘disengaged’ and instead seek a 

situated and youth-related explanation of participation.  

In addition, a categorical approach to the study of young people’s participation presents 

a rather monolithic image of ‘youth’ as a homogenous social category. Such an 

approach, while useful for the reason of simplicity, ignores the myriad ways in which 

the participatory experiences of young people are sanctioned by social divisions rooted 

in socio-economic status, gender, sexuality, locale, ethnicity and disability. A critical 

understanding of young people’s citizenship, as Smith et al. (2005) explain, requires us 

to scratch beneath the surface of the representations of youth as a homogenous social 

group and consider what citizenship means in the context of young people’s experiences 

and social relationships. In the remainder of this chapter, I address this topic by looking 

at the cultural politics of age and the factors that can affect youth participation.   

Youth and the Narrative of ‘Becoming’ 

Citizenship is in a constant state of flux between its inclusionary and exclusionary 

tendencies. Historically, efforts to organize into forms of political union have almost 

always been concomitant with exclusion and ‘othering’. The Athenian polis is a good 

example of how exclusion and inclusion often go hand-in-hand. While the Athenian 

democracy has been heralded by many Western philosophers and historians for its 

unique participatory character (for example see Arendt, 2005), it restricted participation 

only to those who were assigned to the formal status of ‘citizens’. In so doing, the 

Athenian democracy excluded non-citizens, including foreign-born, slaves, women and 
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children, from participation in the political process. The result was a political sphere 

which was exclusive to native-born, adult males of the city-state.  

Although the requirements of citizenship have changed dramatically since its ancient 

formulation, political participation can still be discussed in terms of the factors that 

impede and/or facilitate engagement. Much of the contemporary literature in 

Citizenship Studies tries to identify the processes that lead to exclusion, including the 

various mechanisms that can deny particular individuals and/or social groups from more 

active participation (R. Lister, 2007a). This is part of a wider social inclusion agenda 

that aims to make citizenship a more inclusive promise by addressing “how relentlessly 

the idea of inclusion produces exclusion” (Isin, 2005, p. 381), and how exclusion 

becomes a basis for marginalization among some sectors of the population. 

One social group whose citizenship has attracted a lot of attention in recent years is 

young people. Youth constitutes a particular category of citizens both in terms of the 

legal-political rights they are entitled to, and with regards to how they experience their 

formal entitlements10. The unique character of youth citizenship is reflected in the way 

young people are constructed as a group who are both “distinct from and ‘other’ to adult 

citizens” (Smith et al., 2005, p. 429). In most discussions of citizenship, young people 

occupy a precarious space between non-citizens and semi-citizens. This ambiguous 

status is reflected in the use of phrases such as citizens-in-making (Marshall, 1950), 

citizens-in-waiting (Kennelly, 2011), not-yet-citizens (Moosa-Mitha, 2005), tomorrow’s 

citizens (Dobozy, 2007), future citizens (Arthur, 2015; Print, 2007), apprentice citizens 

(M.  Wyness, Harrison, & Buchanan, 2004), or semi-citizens (E. F. Cohen, 2005).  

Underlying these constructions of youth citizenship is an assumption of transition in 

which young people “either learn about becoming adults or where they pass through 

certain 'rites of passage'” (France, 1998, p. 99). This makes youth, as Kelly (2011, p. 48) 

points out, principally about becoming: “becoming an adult, becoming a citizen, 

becoming independent, becoming autonomous, becoming mature and becoming 

                                                            
10 While  young people  can enjoy  certain elements of  their  citizenship  similar  to  those of adults,  their 
citizenship  is  constrained  in  other  dimensions,  especially  their  right  for  self‐determination.  This 
conflicting  status  of  youth  citizenship  is manifest  in  the diversity  of  views  on  ‘the  rights  of  the  child’ 
which range from to protectionist at one end to libertarian at the other.  
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responsible”. More often than not, these narratives of youth are founded on 

developmental arguments which assume that childhood coincides with the unfolding of 

cognitive and psychological capacities. The hard-wired biological programming sets a 

clear end-point for childhood at which point children develop their full cognitive 

capacity (for example see Piaget, 1950). It is at this end-point that full citizenship 

becomes available to young people.  

The transition metaphors of childhood have recently been critiqued in the social studies 

of youth. Uprichard (2008), for instance, points to two problems with the becoming 

discourse on young people. First, such a discourse is explicitly future-oriented; it 

neglects the present everyday realities of young people and instead focuses on what they 

will be in some foreseeable future. The second problem relates to competencies. 

Underlying the becoming discourse, according to Uprichard (2008), is the assumption 

that children lack competencies while adults do not. Young people, believed to be on a 

journey towards acquiring their adult-like competencies, are portrayed as naïve, 

vulnerable and lacking sophistication whereas adults are seemingly competent. This 

dichotomy of ‘incompetent youth’ versus ‘competent adult’ presents a static view of age 

and ignores the often considerable differences that exist within both social groups. 

Others have also problematized some of the assumptions on which the developmental 

paradigm of youth is constructed. A. James (2008), for example, argues that although 

children’s capacities clearly progress with age, these capacities vary depending on life 

experiences and the socio-cultural context. The model of staged and linear progression 

offered by the developmental paradigm, thus, creates monolithic “images of a ‘standard’ 

child, with the consequence that children come to be defined as either stupid or gifted, 

normal or abnormal depending upon the extent to which they exceed or fail to meet the 

‘normal standards’ of developmental progression” (A. James, 2008, p. 146). Similarly, 

M. Wyness (2012) questions the child-adult dualism which is founded on a differential 

view of children’s biological and psychological (in)capacities for offering only a partial 

view of age that is oblivious to historical and cultural contexts. 

Other criticisms of the transition metaphors of youth have pointed to the social, political 

and economic significance of age (e.g. A. James, 2010; Pugh, 2013; Wyn & White, 



31 
 

1997; Wyn & Woodman, 2006). Mizen (2004) looks at youth’s transitional significance 

in the organization of social relations and argues that age provides governments with a 

method of partitioning and integrating young people in the state’s broader political and 

economic strategies. te Riele (2006) criticizes age-based definitions of youth on the 

grounds that such definitions are ahistorical and ignore the differences that often exist 

among groups of young people. Wyn (2011) also refers to the boundaries that separate 

different age categories as the product of distinct social and historical conditions 

arguing that research and policy that naturalize youth tend to obscure the societal 

changes that shape the meanings of life stages.  

As the limits of the transition metaphors have been more widely acknowledged, the 

implications of such constructions for youth citizenship have become clearer. Viewing 

young people as progressing towards adulthood deprives them of some of their most 

basic citizenship rights, for example the right for self-governance and self-

determination. In addition, transition views circumscribe the possibility for young 

people’s active participation in the spaces where their personal biographies unfold. 

Driven by assumptions of deficit, such views advocate a ‘non-political’ view of 

childhood consigning young people to the private realm of families (M.  Wyness et al., 

2004). Understood as such, childhood then becomes a buffer period in which young 

people are encouraged, rather paradoxically, to actively accumulate civic competencies 

while remaining relatively passive in the exercise of those competencies.  

As Such and Walker (2005) argue, young people understand the world in the present 

and actively engage in its construction. Limiting young people’s opportunity to 

contribute to their most relevant social spaces deprives them of their agency. Any 

serious discussion of participation should understand young people, according to Pugh 

(2013, p. 72), as “active social agents, strategizing within their constraints, deploying 

and utilizing their cultural fluency”. Such an understanding opens up a new way of 

looking at youth participation, one that transcends the dominant adult-centric views of 

childhood as a period of passivity, ignorance and innocence; it recognizes young 

people’s status as citizens ‘here and now’ by acknowledging their lived and mediated 

experiences of participation in the context of families, schools and communities.  
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In the next section, I build on my discussions about the cultural politics of age to 

address a range of other factors that mediate young people’s participation. In particular, 

I discuss the complex relationship that exists among interwoven social divisions and 

differences that distinguish one group of young people from another. These social 

divisions, which are rooted in the cumulative impact of factors such as socio-economic 

status, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, locale and ability, condition how particular groups of 

young people are positioned within the social and political geographies of everyday 

spaces such as schools and communities. As I explain and discuss, sociologically-

informed research on youth participation should be sensitive to the exclusionary 

implications that these factors have on the participatory experiences of young people.  

Youth, Participation and Social Exclusion  

In addition to age, youth participation is affected by other social divisions that mediate 

adults’ citizenship (R. Lister, 2007b). There is evidence of variations in patterns of 

participation among young people with reference to factors such as socio-economic 

status (e.g. Atkins & Hart, 2003; Black, 2011; Flanagan & Levine, 2010; Henn, 

Weinstein, & Forrest, 2005), gender (e.g. Henn et al., 2005; Hooghe & Stolle, 2004; R. 

Lister, 2002b, 2003a; R.  Lister et al., 2007; Saha, 2004), ethnicity (e.g. Bogard & 

Sherrod, 2008; Henn & Foard, 2014; O'Loughlin & Gillespie, 2012; Sánchez-

Jankowski, 2002), and disability (Beckett, 2006; Dadich, 2010; K. Martin & Franklin, 

2010; Morris, 2005). Given the intricate ways in which participation is conditioned by 

these factors, a nuanced understanding of youth citizenship requires us to examine how 

elements in young people’s backgrounds may act as obstacles to participation and thus 

become a source of social exclusion (Liebel, 2008; Savelsberg & Martin-Giles, 2008).  

Social exclusion has been the subject of a rich and diverse body of work within the past 

few decades. Much of the research in this area draws upon social and economic policy 

to examine the cumulative and complex nature of disadvantage (e.g. Byrne, 2005; Daly 

& Silver, 2008; Levitas, 2005; R. Lister, 1998; Long, 2010; S. Martin, 2004; Perkins, 

2010; Steinert, 2003). Unlike the earlier notion of ‘poverty’ which is concerned with 

wealth and resources, social exclusion highlights the non-material and relational 

elements involved in exclusion and marginalization. As Room (1995, p. 5) points out, 
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instead of focusing solely on the lack of resources at the disposal of individuals and/or 

social groups, “social exclusion focuses primarily on relational issues, in other words, 

inadequate social participation, lack of social integration and lack of power.” 

Despite its frequent use, social exclusion remains a contested concept with numerous 

economic, social, political, and cultural connotations (Silver, 1994, 2010). Levitas 

(2005) distinguishes among three discourses on social exclusion: Redistributionist 

Discourse (RED), Moral Underclass Discourse (MUD), and Social Integrationist 

Discourse (SID). The RED highlights socio-economic disadvantage as the main cause 

of social exclusion and calls for the reduction of inequalities through social policy that 

redistributes wealth and resources. The MUD takes a different approach by 

foregrounding the cultural and moral factors that lead to the growth of an ‘underclass’. 

Like the MUD, the SID downplays the role of social stratification in exclusion and 

equates social exclusion to exclusion from paid work. This approach emphasizes the 

integrative function of labour market participation in reducing social exclusion.  

More recently, social exclusion has emerged in discussions about youth participation in 

contexts that are marked with various forms of disadvantage. MacDonald and Marsh 

(2001, p. 375; emphasis in original) define social exclusion as “a general metaphor to 

refer to the range of socio-economic problems that a place and its young residents might 

face.” According to MacDonald and Marsh (2001), the benefits of the social exclusion 

paradigm in studying youth participation are threefold. First, there is theoretical value in 

mapping how different forms of disadvantage cluster together and affect participation. 

Second, the social exclusion paradigm looks into the processes by which people become 

included and/or excluded over time through the interaction of social-structural 

constraints and individual agency. Finally, the social exclusion paradigm recognizes the 

importance of locality and of how exclusion is spatially patterned. 

In a somewhat similar manner, S. Martin (2004, p. 84) defines social exclusion as “a 

term to capture the sources of poverty and socio-economic disadvantage and to 

highlight the processes that underlie exclusion from the society”. Martin advocates a 

strong version of the social exclusion thesis that is simultaneously driven by critical 

theory and the contributions of post-structural theories. First, such a version of the 
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social exclusion, S. Martin (2004, p. 89) argues, captures the stratified nature of social 

divisions by acknowledging “the included alongside the excluded and the relations of 

power that underlie the divisions between them” (p. 89). In addition, a strong version of 

social exclusion thesis recognizes individual agency alongside structural constraints and 

possibilities, and in so doing identifies individuals as capable actors who make choices 

based on what they consider most suitable for them at a given time.     

A social theorist and philosopher whose ideas can add to our understanding of youth 

participation is Pierre Bourdieu. Among his contributions to sociological research, 

Bourdieu’s ‘theory of practice’ can offer a useful analytical tool to examine how 

backgrounds and social divisions can mediate young people’s participatory experiences. 

Bourdieu’s theoretical contributions are particularly helpful in this regard because they 

help us transcend the agency-structure dualism and gain a more sensitive account of the 

behaviours of individuals and social groups (S. Martin, 2004). Using Bourdieu’s theory 

of practice as ‘thinking tools’ (Wacquant, 1989), we can unpack how young people who 

face various structural possibilities and constraints experience participatory citizenship 

in the context of their families, schools and communities.  

An important concept in Bourdieu’s theory of practice is that of capital. In addition to 

economic capital, which is the hallmark of the Marxian class theory, Bourdieu identifies 

social and cultural capital as the principles underlying the relationships in the social 

world. According to Bourdieu (1986, p. 46), the structure of the distribution of capital in 

its various types and subtypes “represents the immanent structure of the social world, 

i.e. the set of constraints, inscribed in the very reality of that world, which govern its 

functioning in a durable way, determining the chances of success for practices”. This 

interpretation of capital deepens our understanding of how access, or lack thereof, of 

young people to different forms of capital can mediate their experiences of everyday 

citizenship in the social spaces of their families, peer groups, schools and communities.  

Another concept in Bourdieu’s theory that is relevant to youth participation is habitus. 

Bourdieu used this term to reconcile the dichotomy of social structure and individual 

agency by showing how the outer social interacts with the inner self (Maton, 2008). 

Constituting an intricate matrix of predispositions and tendencies, habitus is acquired by 
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social agents through their past and present circumstances. The internalized habitual 

state, then, gives direction to future actions and practices of individuals. This double 

function makes habitus, as Bourdieu (1984, p. 170) points out, “not only a structuring 

structure, which organizes practices and the perception of practices, but also a structured 

structure”. As a concept with both reproductive and transformative potentials (C. Mills, 

2008b), habitus can help situate young people’s experiences of participation in the 

context of opportunities and limitations that arises from their structural location.   

Finally, the concept of field in Bourdieu’s theory can shed light on how young people 

experience participation as a situated process. Fields provide the spatial and relational 

arena where social actors engage in individual and collective actions. What conditions 

one’s location and trajectories in the field is the internalized habitus and the 

accumulated capitals they bring to a given space. The contribution of the concept of 

field to the study of young people’s participation can be two-fold. On the one hand, this 

concept draws our attention to the structural impediments that stand in the way of young 

people’s participation in their families, schools and communities. On the other hand, the 

concept of field helps explain how young people’s access, or lack thereof, to forms of 

capital can act as a catalyst for inclusions or exclusions of various forms.  

Without obscuring the structural bases of exclusion or its subjective dimensions, 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice offers us the conceptual tools for a strong social exclusion 

research (R. Thompson, 2011). Discussing the relevance and the implications of 

Bourdieu’s theory to educational research, Rawolle and Lingard (2013) refer to 

‘practice’ as a core aspect of social life in relation to which other aspects such as 

exclusions, exclusivities, classifications and struggles are located. Bourdieu’s 

theoretical contributions can us explore the cascading effects of economic, social and 

cultural marginalization on social exclusion. This can be particularly useful in the 

studies of youth participation through education since young people derive from their 

socio-economic status, locale and family backgrounds forms of capital that can be 

enabling or constraining (Green & White, 2008; MacDonald, 2005).  
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I outlined the key issues that need to be take into consideration for a 

nuanced understanding of citizenship in general, and youth participation in particular. 

Although public and policy debates about youth participation have gained momentum 

within the past couple of decades in many parts of the world, much of the discussion is 

still carried out in the absence of a clear understanding of what exactly participation 

entails and what factors contribute to it. Youth citizenship debates are still animated by 

totalizing terms and labels such as ‘engaged’ or ‘disengaged’. By extension, young 

people are often portrayed categorically either as active and informed participants who 

are exhausting alternative avenues of participation, or as passive and apathetic future 

citizens who are not only ‘at risk’ but also ‘a risk’ that should be contained.  

As I argued throughout this chapter, to better understand young people’s citizenship 

participation, a necessary first step is conceptualizing citizenship in such a way that 

accounts for actual experiences and everyday encounters alongside formal rights and 

obligations. Such an approach to citizenship can be particularly useful in youth 

participation research because of the unique citizenship status that young people have in 

many Western liberal democracies today. Contrary to adult citizens who can enjoy their 

full citizenship entitlements, at least in principle, young people’s citizenship oscillates 

between semi-citizenship and non-citizenship. Viewed as transitioning towards 

adulthood and full citizenship, young people are often subjected to various 

institutionalized practices and relationships that undermine their political agency.  

I also argued that to avoid reducing youth to a homogeneous social category, we need to 

look at the diverse ways in which young people experience participation and the factors 

that contribute to such experiences. This is especially important in the studies of youth 

participation in contexts of marginalization. Identifying how multiple and interlocking 

forms of marginalization that stem from social divisions and differences such as socio-

economic status, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, locale and disability mediate young 

people’s participatory experiences is crucial to our understanding of citizenship as a 

lived experience grounded in space and enacted through social relationships. A 

sociological theory that can help us in this direct, and one that I draw upon later in the 

empirical phase of my thesis, is Bourdieu’s ‘theory of practice’.   
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CHAPTER 3: Citizenship, Education and Participatory Divide 

A  bridge  does  not  break  down  and  collapse  once  the  load  it  carries  transcends  the  average 

strength of  its spans;  it collapses much earlier,  the moment the weight of  the  load goes over 

the carrying capacity of one of its spans ‐ its weakest. 

Collateral Damage: Social Inequalities in a Global Age, Zygmunt Bauman 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, I examined citizenship and outlined some of key theoretical 

issues regarding youth participation. In this chapter, I slightly change my focus to look 

at the role that education plays vis-à-vis citizenship, with particular attention to the 

participation of marginalized youth. In the first section, I discuss the growing demand 

for an ‘education response’ to young people’s civics ‘deficit’ in many Western liberal 

democracies over the past couple of decades. Examining how ‘the problem’ of 

citizenship is formulated and what ‘solutions’ are offered to tackle this alleged problem 

in Australia, I argue that the current education response is unlikely to contribute to the 

creation of constructive participatory spaces in educational settings. This is primarily 

due to the one-size-fits-all, developmental and deficit tendencies that characterize the 

policy response to young people’s citizenship participation in schools. In the second 

section of this chapter, I describe the ideological context in which much of the current 

debates about education, and by extension citizenship education, are taking place. My 

focus here is on the regimes of educational measurement, performativity and 

accountability that affect the working of many schools today. I also discuss the impacts 

that recent neoliberal reforms in education can have on the social geography of 

mainstream schools. In the final section, I extend my discussions to address youth 

participation in contexts that are marked with various forms of marginalization. 

Drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of practice and the debates about the reproduction of 

social inequalities through education, I argue that education tends to reproduce politico-

participatory (dis)advantages in much similar ways it reproduces social and economic 

(dis)advantages. I further contend that in the current education climate, an ethos of 

performance, measurement and accountability has complicated this reproduction 

process by constructing various boundaries that marginalize and exclude those students 

who do not fit into the normative and institutionalized template of ‘a good student’.   
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Citizenship Education: The Australian Landscape 

Both historically and philosophically, questions about citizenship have been intertwined 

with questions about education (Helfenbein & Shudak, 2009). McCowan (2009) 

suggests that citizenship relates to education in two principal ways. First, citizenship is a 

guarantee of individuals’ rights to education. Today, access to education is recognized 

as “a fundamental human right and essential for the exercise of all other human rights. It 

promotes individual freedom and empowerment and yields important development 

benefits” (UNESCO, 2015). Due to the universal recognition of ‘the right to education’, 

the issue of access without discrimination is hardly a contentious topic, at least in the 

context of more developed economies. What often causes controversy, however, is the 

second dimension of the relationship between education and citizenship which pertains 

to the way in which education can be mobilized to foster more ‘effective’ citizenship.  

While democratic socialization has always been one of the main aims of education, it is 

only recently that formal citizenship education has become a priority for governments. 

Recent interest in citizenship education has led to what Hodgson (2008, p. 420) calls 

“the educationalization of social problems through citizenship education”. Schools have 

been called upon to take a more active role in tackling what is described as a crisis for 

democracy (e.g. Galston, 2007; Print, 2007) which has been attributed, at least in part, 

to an endemic of ‘civics deficit’ among young people (Bessant, Farthing, & Watts, 

2015; Osler & Starkey, 2006). In the previous chapter, I described how concerns about 

‘youth deficit’ have dominated public and policy debates about citizenship in Australia. 

In this section, I look at the Australian education policy landscape and discuss how such 

concerns have been carried forward through major national education policy initiatives. 

Education for citizenship has a long history in Australia11. The past couple of decades, 

however, mark a new era in citizenship education with efforts to create a coordinated 

curriculum across various Australian States and Territories. The SSCEET (1989) report 

titled ‘Education for Active Citizenship in Australian Schools and Youth Organisations’ 

is one of the earliest government commissioned initiatives which called for a national 

                                                            
11 I do not intend to provide a historical account of the Australian civics and citizenship education. This 
has  been  done  elsewhere  (e.g.  Thomas,  1994).  Instead,  what  I  do  in  this  section  is  reviewing  the 
contemporary  developments  in  citizenship  education  policy  in  Australia.  This  review  provides  the 
context for my later discussions about youth participation through formal education.  
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program of citizenship education. After highlighting widespread ‘civics deficits’ and 

‘political apathy’ among young people, the SSCEET (1989) report made a series of 

recommendations to the Commonwealth including: initiating a national program for 

active citizenship, designating education for active citizenship as a priority in primary 

and secondary education, emphasizing education for active citizenship in teacher 

education programs and developing teaching resources for active citizenship education.   

The importance of education for civics and citizenship was emphasized in a subsequent 

report by the SSCEET (1991). This report built on the earlier SSCEET findings and 

made further recommendations to the Australian Education Council, schools, 

government departments and higher education institutions. Among these 

recommendations were: the need for a national curriculum framework for the Social 

Studies and the Environment, regular national surveys of the political knowledge, 

attitudes and orientations of young people and evaluation of the effectiveness of the 

proposed national social education curriculum. Later, the Civics Expert Group (1994) 

reiterated the conclusions of the two earlier SSCEET reports and called for more 

rigorous citizenship education to address young people’s ‘ignorance’ and 

‘misconceptions’ about democracy. For the Civics Expert Group (1994, p. 45), the 

cause for concern was that many students lacked “sufficient knowledge and 

understanding of Australia’s political and social heritage, its democratic processes and 

government, its judicial system and its system of public administration.” 

Responding to concerns of similar nature, the Discovering Democracy program 

emerged as the next major government initiative in Australia. Launched in June 1997 by 

the Ministerial Council for Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs 

(MCEETYA) under the conservative government of John Howard, the Discovering 

Democracy program encouraged “the development of skills, values and attitudes that 

enable effective, informed and reflective participation in political processes and civic 

life” (MCEETYA, 2015). This, according to the MCEETYA (2015), requires more 

civics knowledge and understanding including “a knowledge of the history and 

operation of Australia's political and legal systems and institutions, and of the principles 

that underpin Australian democracy.” Fostering ‘active’ and ‘informed’ citizenship has 

also been a recurring theme in other education proposals including the Hobart 
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Declaration (MCEETYA, 1989), the Adelaide Declaration (MCEETYA, 1999) and the 

Melbourne Declaration (MCEETYA, 2008)12.  

Among the other policy proposals relating to civics and citizenship education are the 

National Framework for Values Education in Australian Schools (Curriculum 

Corporation, 2005) and the Statements of Learning for Civics and Citizenship 

(Curriculum Corporation, 2006). Both of these initiatives outline a set of civics values, 

knowledge and skills that all young Australians should have the opportunity to learn and 

develop in schools. These two policy documents have given way to the most recent 

attempt for a coordinated curriculum for civics and citizenship education, namely the 

Shape of the Australian Curriculum: Civics and Citizenship (ACARA, 2012). The 

Australian Curriculum: Civics and Citizenship aims to achieve the educational goals 

identified in the Melbourne Declaration by “developing knowledge and understanding, 

and skills - underpinned by values, attitudes and dispositions to participate in civic life, 

locally, nationally and globally” (ACARA, 2012, p. 6). 

Overall, what much of the Australian civics and citizenship education policies since the 

publication of the first SSCEET (1989) report have in common is fostering ‘active’ and 

‘informed’ citizenship among young people. As I have shown in this brief review, 

active and informed citizenship is often framed in terms of the knowledge, skills and 

values that young people need to develop from their citizenship education curriculum. 

The Shape of the Australian Curriculum: Civics and Citizenship (ACARA, 2012, p. 3) 

sets the bar even higher by fusing issues relating to local and global citizenship with the 

ideals of “democracy, equity and justice”. Regardless of the multiple and varied 

meanings that such terms can take on, one needs to look beyond the rhetoric to identify 

tensions and possible contradictions in the way young people’s citizenship is 

constructed in policy. This is the topic that I turn to in the next section of the chapter.  

                                                            
12  The Declarations  are national  ‘roadmaps’  for  education across Australia. Although  the Declarations 
provide  ‘big  picture’  policy  statements  and  an  overview  of  education  policy  in  Australia,  the 
implementation of  their policy  intents depends on Federal and State‐level  interpretations  (Ailwood et 
al., 2011). 
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Citizenship Education: Beyond the Rhetoric  

Policy analysts suggest that ‘policy solutions’ should be examined against a particular 

articulation of ‘policy problems’. Bacchi (2010) argues that rather than merely reacting 

to problems, governments often create problems through policy formulation. That is, 

they create particular conceptions of what the problem is which, in turn, has 

consequences for those affected by the mandated policies. To examine the creative role 

of governments in shaping a particular understanding of problems, Bacchi (2009) 

proposes a policy analysis framework which consists of six inter-related questions, 

namely, what is the problem, what propositions underlie a particular articulation of the 

problem, how this problem representation come about, what is left unproblematic in the 

problem representation, what effects are produced by the problem representation and 

how such a problem representation can be challenged and/or questioned.   

In this section, I draw upon Bacchi (2009) policy analysis framework to add depth to 

my previous discussions about the contemporary citizenship education policies in 

Australia. I use elements of this framework to interrogate the assumptions that underpin 

the major citizenship education policy proposals that have been put forward in the past 

few decades. In particular, I examine the tensions that exist with regards to how the ‘the 

problem’ of youth citizenship is constructed in the Australian education policy 

discourse and what ‘solutions’ are offered to tackled this alleged problem. I also discuss 

what is left unproblematic in the current problem representation and what implications 

this problem representation has for young people who have now become the target of an 

ever growing number of civics and citizenship education interventions13. 

Black (2011) maintains that behind the rhetoric of ‘active’ citizenship participation in 

Australian education policy is a reality that is more complex and less well-understood 

than is often acknowledged. While policy articulates an expectation that schools 

develop young people’s capacities for participation, an assumption of ‘deficit’ threads 

through much of the education response to young people’s citizenship14. This is perhaps 

                                                            
13 While predicting how citizenship education policy mandates are enacted in local contexts may prove 
difficult, their impact on the way citizenship education is approached in schools is hard to ignore.   
14  This  is  not meant  to  suggest  that  civics  and  citizenship  education  policy  in  Australia  is  driven  by  a 
single agenda. At any  time, education policy,  including  civics  and citizenship education policy, hosts a 
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the reflection of wider concerns about the state of youth participation which, as I 

discussed in the previous chapter, has for some time been at the forefront of public 

debates in many liberal democracies. Citizenship education policy in Australia seems to 

be responding, at least in part, to some of these concerns by framing the problem of 

youth citizenship as one of civics deficit and political apathy (e.g. Edwards, 2007; Print, 

2007). Such a problem formulation, according to Print (2000, p. 24), has been a 

powerful motivating factor in accounting for “the civics renaissance” in the Australian 

education policy since the late 1980s. 

In his review of the major contemporary citizenship education policies, Fyfe (2007) 

contends that underlying much of the Australian civics and citizenship education related 

policies is a perceived social problem that requires immediate attention. According to 

Fyfe (2007), this perceived problem, which is situated within the wider typologies of 

young people ‘as at risk’ or ‘as trouble’, reflects a more general public perception and 

concern that young Australians lack knowledge and interest in the processes and 

institutions of representative democracy. The underlying threat posed to society by this 

perceived problem is the future stability of democracy. This phenomenon, Fyfe (2007) 

argues, has triggered a response from the Australian State through the formulation, 

administration and implementation of various policies to tackle the problem. 

A key solution designed to address ‘the problem’ of youth civics deficit and apathy has 

been the provision of formal citizenship education. Schools are viewed as sites where 

young people can be inculcated with the knowledge and skills that they need as adult 

citizens. Australia is not alone in its emphasis on the acquisition of formal civics 

knowledge as one of the main, if not the main, purposes of citizenship education. The 

state of civics and citizenship education in Australia reflects a broader and global policy 

trend that defines education primarily in terms of competencies, outcomes and skills 

(Biesta, 2014). The development of various technologies, both in Australia and around 

the world, that aim to quantify and measure civics knowledge is an implication of such 

                                                                                                                                                                              
complex  range  of  agendas  and  tendencies  (Weaver‐Hightower,  2008).  Without  reducing  these 
complexities, however, one can still identify certain dominant trends in the way policies are designed to 
address  particular  problems.  Macintyre  and  Simpson  (2009)  review  of  the  Australian  citizenship 
education  shows how  this  area of  education policy  has been  a battleground of  various  governments’ 
political ideologies fighting for content and control.   
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a policy formulation (e.g. MCEETYA, 2006, 2009; W.  Schulz, Ainley, Fraillon, Kerr, 

& Losito, 2010; W. Schulz, Fraillon, & Ainley, 2013).  

As Osler and Starkey (2005) explain, an important implication of deficit assumptions 

about youth citizenship is the relegation of young people to the position of ‘consumers’ 

of citizenship education, rather than partners in a project that aims to enhance 

participation and consolidate democracy. Despite increasing significance given to civics 

and citizenship education in Australia, policy discourse still constructs young people as 

‘recipients’ of such an education. This approach has been criticized for offering a 

‘banking model’ in which the educational process is reduced to acts of transmission 

(e.g. W. M. Apple, 1999; Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2005, 2006; McInerney, 2009). As 

Hyslop-Margison and Sears (2006) argue, the type of citizenship that such an education 

promotes cannot be ‘active’ since it comes from a static understanding of social reality.  

A further assumption that underpins the Australian citizenship education policy 

response relates to its developmental and future-oriented tendencies. Such tendencies 

often disregard young people’s citizenship ‘here and now’. As McLeod (2012, p. 14) 

points out, citizenship education policy in Australia emphasises the person formation 

aspect of education by emphasizing the role of schools “in shaping young people to 

become citizens for and in the future”. Ailwood et al. (2011) also critique the age- and 

stage-based understandings of children in the Australian educational policy and 

curriculum for citizenship. Ailwood et al. (2011, p. 641) note that citizenship education 

in Australia is a narrative of young people “that is future oriented - about the adults, 

workers, citizens they will become in the future - rather than in enacting and engaging 

with citizenship in their current context and community.” 

Finally, Australian education policy response to youth citizenship is driven by a ‘one-

size-fits-all’ approach. Citizenship is often framed in policy discourse as a status that all 

young people achieve uniformly as they transition to adulthood. Such a one-size-fits-all 

approach, as Dahlgren (2006, p. 269) explains, reflects an assumption in the liberal 

theories of citizenship that individuals emerge as fully-fledged citizens “devoid of social 

bonds, out of some sociocultural black box, ready to play his or her role in democracy.” 

Viewed as such, participation gains a level of normativity by creating an expectation 

that all students will participate as citizens as part of their curriculum requirements. 
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What is ignored, however, is that these requirements “are frequently divorced from 

emotions, places of meaning and pre-established social relationships” that mediate 

participatory opportunities through axes of class, gender, ethnicity, age, and disability to 

name a few (Wood, 2013, p. 50). 

Overall, despite frequent reference to ‘active’ and ‘informed’ citizenship, much of the 

Australian education policy response to youth citizenship is driven by deficit, 

developmental and one-size-fits-all assumptions. As I explained in this section, 

widespread perceptions of political deficit, coupled with a developmental approach in 

which all young people, regardless of their differences and backgrounds, are encouraged 

to accumulate civics knowledge and skills, are the hallmarks of the government policy 

response to ‘the problem’ of youth citizenship. This problem representation, however, 

leaves unproblematic and ultimately silences other explanations of young people’s 

participation. In the next section, I discuss how an alternative problem articulation can 

bring to the fore the role of practices and social relationships as key elements in young 

people’s everyday citizenship learning and experiences in their schools and classrooms.        

Citizenship Education: A Spatial‐Relational Turn 

As I explained in the previous section, the Australian education policy response to 

young people’s citizenship is informed by a set of assumptions about youth, 

participation and politics. While these assumptions foreground certain elements of 

young people’s citizenship, they tend to obscure other ways of understanding and 

approaching citizenship participation. In this section, I look at how the current problem 

representation in education policy conceals alternative accounts of youth participation. I 

also discuss how this problem representation ignores, to a large extent, the role that 

practices and social relationships play in relation to young people’s citizenship as a 

lived and embodied experience. This is important particularly for those young people 

who face various sources of school exclusion and marginalization because of their 

needs, differences and social backgrounds.     

As I explained in the previous section, one of the critiques of the Australian education 

policy for civics and citizenship is its emphasis on the acquisition of formal political 

knowledge and skills as the main aim of citizenship education. While political 
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knowledge can be a good indicator of young people’s awareness about a range of civics-

related issues, framing the purpose of citizenship education as one of knowledge 

acquisition can be reductionist. On the one hand, such an approach attributes youth 

disengagement, whether real or imagined, to their lack of knowledge and understanding 

about formal political processes. In so doing, it perpetuates what Somers (2008) calls a 

‘conversion narrative’ in which young people become accountable for wider societal 

problems as their disengagement becomes divorced from context and circumstances.  

On the other hand, it is difficult to imagine how educational programs driven by a 

deficit thinking can engage young people in ways that are constructive and participatory 

(Osler & Starkey, 2003). More often than not, such programs amount to compensatory 

interventions that aim to ‘fix’ young people’s problems and produce citizens from a pre-

fabricated template. However, to create genuine participatory opportunities, policy and 

curriculum for citizenship education need to acknowledge that young people are already 

implicated in the politics of everyday life where they actively contribute to their own 

citizenship learning. Far from being citizens-in-waiting as some political theorists have 

suggested (for example seeMarshall, 1950), young people experience their political 

agencies and develop their civics identities through the day-to-day social encounters in 

the context of their families, schools, communities and the wider society.    

Problematizing the notion of citizenship-as-achievement, Lawy and Biesta (2006) 

criticize the conception of citizenship as a status towards which young people should be 

steered and call for a re-orientation from ‘citizenship-as-achievement’ towards 

‘citizenship-as-practice’. According to Lawy and Biesta (2006), citizenship-as-practice 

marks a shift from the dominant citizenship-as-achievement approach in policy on 

young people civics learning. Linked to the language of duty and responsibility, 

citizenship-as-achievement is built upon two fundamental premises. First, this approach 

starts with a conception of an ideal citizen who carries a set of civics knowledge, skills 

and attitudes. Second, to manufacture the ‘ideal’ citizen with the desired set of 

competences, the citizenship-as-achievement approach embarks upon social engineering 

through educational policies that can bring about the pre-determined outcomes.    
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In contrast, citizenship-as-practice offers a relational approach that does not presume 

“young people move through a pre-specified trajectory into their citizenship statuses or 

that the role of the education system is to find appropriate strategies and approaches that 

prepare young people for their transitions into ‘good’ and contributing citizens (Lawy & 

Biesta, 2006, p. 43; emphasis in original). This understanding of citizenship distances 

itself from the discourses of ‘deficit’, ‘production’ and ‘preparation’ which is dominant 

in the liberal political theory. Citizenship-as-practice, instead, highlights the lived 

experiences of young people in the process of learning and practicing democracy. In so 

doing, this approach looks at young people’s everyday experiences as a critical, yet 

relatively under-acknowledged, component of their future citizenship identities.     

In a study of political participation in the UK, Marsh, O'Toole, and Jones (2007) pursue 

a similar line of argument. They criticize the strands of youth participation research that 

are driven by a narrow understanding of politics and political engagement. 

Conceptualizing politics as ‘a structured lived experience’, Marsh et al. (2007) call for a 

broader definition of ‘the political’ in research and policy on youth participation. Such a 

conception recognizes the multiple ways young people, embedded in a matrix of 

structural possibilities and constraints, understand and enact participation. In addition, 

such an approach situates young people’s participation in the context of their lived 

experiences which are conditioned by a range of social divisions and differences based 

on factors such as age, socio-economic status, gender, sexuality and ethnicity.  

In a similar vein, Harris et al. (2007) criticize much of the contemporary debates about 

youth citizenship in Australia for characterizing ‘the civics deficit thesis’. Advocating 

‘the new engagement thesis’ in the study of young people’s participation, Harris et al. 

(2007) point to the need for paying attention to the new forms of youth engagement 

outside of formal politics. Elsewhere, Harris and Wyn (2009, p. 329) use the concept of 

‘micro-territories of the local’ to highlight the importance of “the everyday spaces and 

networks that are most relevant to young people: their households, friendship groups, 

schools and neighbourhoods”. According to Harris and Wyn (2009), it is mostly 

through these ordinary contexts that young people, often marginalized and ignored by 

formal political processes, engage in social, cultural and political activities. 
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Overall, what these critiques help highlight is the need for a context-sensitive approach 

to youth citizenship (education), an approach that is not oblivious to the important role 

that daily practices and relationships play in young people’s political socialization. Such 

an approach, on the one, acknowledges the political significance of everyday contexts 

which were previously considered as apolitical arenas. Schools and classrooms are 

example of such spaces where young people actively engage in the politics of everyday 

life. On the other hand, alternative accounts of youth citizenship along the lines that I 

have delineated above draw our attention to how the practices and relationships that 

characterize the social geography of space position young people, and how such 

positioning contributes to the political encounters and experiences of young people.    

Studying citizenship as a spatially-grounded phenomenon embedded in practices and 

relationships is not an easy undertaking. It requires what Kabeer (2005) calls ‘a 

horizontal approach’ which, in contrast to the vertical views of citizenship that are 

focused on abstract and universal ideals, starts with the premise that young people’s 

participation is contingent on the particularities of their contexts. Looking at youth 

participation horizontally does not mean to ignore the impacts of wider social forces on 

participation. On the contrary, a nuanced approach to the study of youth citizenship 

requires us to juxtapose the micro and macro perspectives. This is the topic that I 

explore in the remainder of this chapter by looking at the politico-ideological context 

within which much of the current debates about citizenship education take place.   

Education and the Spectre of Neoliberalism 

The state of education, including what is prioritized and promoted through policies and 

curriculum for civics and citizenship education, cannot be divorced from the wider 

ideological forces that transpire in society. Since Reagan and Thatcher laid the 

foundations of further economic de-regulation in the 1980s, this ideology has been that 

of neoliberalism. During the past three decades, therefore, there has been a growing 

alignment of education policy with neoliberal economic imperatives in many Western 

liberal democracies (Allais, 2012; Ball, 2007; Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). Education policy 

in Australia has not been immune from such trends and has been increasingly framed 
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through a neoliberal narrative15. This narrative is couched in the discourses of human 

capital and knowledge economy; its aim is to create what Ailwood et al. (2011, p. 648) 

calls “future worker citizens” who can and will maintain the nation’s democratic ideals.   

The human capital theory finds a market rationale in education by setting direct links 

between learning and economic gains. The competencies and skills acquired through 

education are looked upon as a form of capital in which people have invested. As such, 

economic rationality becomes the driving force of education and people are encouraged 

to make choices as to the best possible investment of their capital. With emphasis on 

‘choice’, ‘investment’ and ‘return-to-investment’, the human capital logic in education 

follows a linear economic principle connecting personal choices to possible benefits: 

“investment is made, in time or money, and economic or other returns follow” (OECD, 

2007, p. 39). Using this linear economic model, policy makers then estimate the ‘rate of 

return to investment’ from schooling as a measure of quality education. 

Linked to the human capital interpretation of education in the neoliberal policy 

imagination is the idea of 'social mobility'. It is believed that education as a neutral 

political force leads to progressive socio-economic changes (Hanushek, 2009) if it is 

properly integrated into the economy. For this to happen, the neoliberal policy discourse 

constructs schools as quasi-markets which operate on the principle of ‘supply and 

demand’. The neoliberal logic also re-defines students and parents as clients who 

interact with school staff as providers of education services. In the neoliberal 

(re)conceptualization of education, choice, competitiveness and accountability become 

integral elements of education administration (Wrigley, Lingard, & Thomson, 2012) 

while entrepreneurial-managerialism and performance-based funding turn into the 

central tools of education governance (Ball, 2008).  

                                                            
15 Education policy landscape in Australia is complex. It involves various stakeholders that operate at the 
Federal, state and territory levels. Traditionally, the Australian Federal government has been responsible 
for the development of educational standards while the state and territory governments have been in 
charge  of  developing  and  implementing  the  curriculum  (Haigh,  Murcia,  &  Norris,  2013).  With  the 
establishment of the Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority (ACARA) in 2009, this 
dynamic  has  gradually  shifted  paving  the way  for  a  national  approach  to  the  governance  of  schools. 
Multiple  reforms  in  the  past  decades  have  aimed  to  produce  greater  national  consistency  in  schools 
through measures such as a national curriculum, standardised and national assessments in literacy and 
numeracy,  national  standards  for  teachers  and  school  principals,  and  a  national  model  for  school 
funding (G. Savage, 2016) 
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The development of various technologies that aim to measure learning outcomes is, in 

part, an implication of the instrumental rationality that underlies the human capital 

theory of education. Measurement of learning is often justified by arguments about 

‘evidence’ and ‘quality’ in education. New forms of managerialism and ‘steering from 

distance’ via numbers, league tables and performance indicators are used as 

mechanisms of quality control. While such mechanisms have always been part of 

governments’ bureaucratic administration since the advent of nation-states, they have 

acquired much greater significance in the current neoliberal policy setting leading to 

what Lingard, Creagh, and Vass (2012, p. 316) refer to as “a policy as numbers 

approach” in education administration in many parts of the world, including Australia.   

Despite its growing appeal to governments, the logic of performativity has been subject 

of numerous critiques in education. Smyth (2006a), for example, contends that undue 

emphasis on accountability, standards and high-stakes testing has turned schools into 

inhospitable places for many students, especially those from backgrounds of 

disadvantage and marginalization. Biesta (2010, p. 14) argues that the neoliberal policy 

imaginary, anchored in the discourses of human capital development and knowledge 

economy, has led to ‘the learnification of education’, i.e. “the transformation of an 

educational vocabulary into a language of learning.” Ball (2015) also talks about the 

‘tyranny of numbers’ in the neoliberal system of education governance which has led to 

a focus on outcomes as indicators of quality education in many parts of the world16.  

Like many other liberal democracies, education in Australia has been the subject of 

increasing neoliberal reforms over the past few decades. Following its 2007 victory, the 

Australian Labor Party (ALP) embarked on a series of education reforms under the 

banner of ‘Education Revolution’. One of the main objectives of the Education 

Revolution, which was based on a human capital logic (Keating & Klatt, 2013; G. 

Savage, 2011, 2013), was to increase accountability and transparency in education 

administration across Australia (Mockler, 2013). Towards this aim, the Australian 

Curriculum, Assessment, and Reporting Authority (ACARA) launched ‘My School 

                                                            
16 The neoliberal ideal of ‘choice’ in education has also been critiqued for its limited, and often limiting, 
character. While  promising  to  give  agency  to  individuals  to  determine  their  own  pathways  and  in  so 
doing become entrepreneurs of themselves, choice remains an economistic notion tied to the discourse 
of investment and return to investment in education.  
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Website’ in January 2010. This online platform reports on the performance of schools 

over standardized national tests undertaken as a part of the National Assessment 

Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) in school Years 3, 5, 7 and 9. The public 

provision of performance data was hoped to help parents make informed decisions 

about school choice for their children.   

Few years after being implemented, these initiatives continue to evoke reactions from 

many academics and education policy experts. Robinson (2011), for example, argues 

that the discourse of efficiency and effectiveness has led to an ever-increasing reliance 

on performance technologies and a ‘fetish’ with data in the Australian education system. 

Over-reliance on performance technologies has also had serious consequences for the 

content and context of education. On the one hand, Robinson (2011) explains, 

performance technologies such as national testing have narrowed the scope of education 

to a limited set of standardized values. On the other hand, use of performance 

technologies has undermined some of the fundamental elements of education, such as 

effective pedagogies and learning complexities, which are deemed incompatible with 

the neoliberal commitment to the principles of efficiency and competitiveness. 

In his discussion of education policy in Australia, Clarke (2012) also maintains that 

focus on data and performativity has reduced the political to the instrumental and 

technical in the Australian education. According to Clarke, recent education policy 

direction in Australia has been towards depoliticizing education policy itself. This has 

happened through a discourse of instrumentalization and by aligning “education with 

the imperatives of the market and managerial technologies of performativity, thereby 

naturalising a view of education as a technical, instrumental, rather than inescapably 

political, enterprise” (Clarke, 2012, p. 307). Clarke further argues that such a reduction 

of the political to the technical is not only anti-political, but also anti-democratic as it 

excludes and renders unimaginable its ‘constitutive outside’, i.e. a reading of 

educational spaces as social and political.  

The application of market principles to education is also believed to have contributed to 

an unequitable system of education provision in Australia. Analyzing the impacts of 

school choice policies in an area of social disadvantage in Melbourne North in the State 

of Victoria, Windle (2009) notes that in reality the theory of school choice has not 
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diminished patterns of inequality in access to education. On the contrary, school choice 

policies have increased the social polarization among schools through strengthening the 

dominance of a group of elite, and often private, schools over the whole system. 

According to Windle (2009), the now normalized market model has led to a sustained 

and ever increasing subsidizing of private education provision in the country which, in 

turn, has paved the way for the migration of middle-class families to private schools.  

Canvasing the major education developments in Australia since the 1970s, Connell 

(2013) also discusses some of the adverse consequences of neoliberal economic, 

political and cultural agendas for schools, teachers, students and parents. Connell (2013) 

rejects the claim that public schools in Australia are now freed from stifling bureaucracy 

and state control as ‘a sham’. Far from being freed from government bureaucracy and 

control, as Connell (2013) contends, schools are now even more tightly involved in a 

system of remote control operated by funding mechanisms and testing schemes. One 

consequence of these policies, according to Connell (2013), has been the migration of 

middle class families to private high schools leading to the revisualization of public 

schools which are now attended by working class children more than ever before.  

In a similar fashion, Kenway (2013, p. 286) looks at some recent policy attempts to 

address what she calls “the intractable issue of inequality in Australian schools.” 

Kenway (2013) argues that with the decline of social democratic and recognition of 

difference approaches to inequality in the Australian education since the 1980s, the 

policy response driven by market liberalism has offered little to achieve parity of 

participation and improved educational outcomes for marginalized youth. This has led 

to a system of education provision that fails, to a large extent, to combine issues of 

quality with equity. The result of this, as Kenway (2013) further points out, is growing 

educational, social and spatial segregation among schools across Australia with social 

and educational advantage concentrated mainly in one sector, namely the private sector. 

Others have examined how teachers, principals, parents and students negotiate and 

respond to the neoliberal logic of performativity and high-stakes testing in Australian 

schools (e.g. Gannon, 2013; Gowlett, 2015; Hardy, 2015; Lobascher, 2011; Niesche, 

2015; Polesel, Rice, & Dulfer, 2013; Riddle & Cleaver, 2013). Despite a rich and 

growing body of scholarship and studies, what remains relatively under-researched is 
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how the current ethos of performance and accountability affects the participatory 

experiences of students, especially those from backgrounds of poverty and social 

disadvantage. We still know little about how those on the margin experience citizenship 

participation in an education system that is designed to satisfy a growing policy appetite 

for numbers. In the next section, I build on my discussions so far to look at the impact 

of the current education climate on the participatory opportunities of the most 

marginalized young people in schools. 

Education and the Participatory Divides 

As I explained in the previous section, today education policy in many liberal 

democracies is imbued with the neoliberal claim that choice and accountability in a 

competitive education market can guarantee educational quality, and by implication 

equality. Despite this policy claim, many have argued that schools are contested sites 

that often accentuate various forms of cultural, economic, social and political inequities 

among their students (e.g. W. M. Apple, 2008; Ball, 2006a; Condron, 2009, 2011; 

Francis & Mills, 2012; Luke, 2010; C. Mills & Gale, 2010; Windle, 2009). The 

reproduction of inequalities through education is a complex and recursive process 

whereby one’s access to different resources conditions their life chances and future 

pathways. Although schools are not the only institutions that contribute to social 

reproduction, they remain key arenas where various forms of (dis)advantage are re-

produced and transmitted across generations.  

The reproduction of social inequalities in education does not happen through some form 

of conspiracy. Rather, as Bourdieu (2008) contends, it happens when schools ignore the 

initial differences that divide the most privileged from the least privileged students. The 

values that schools convey through their curriculum content, pedagogical practices and 

social relationships often give sanction to these initial differences and in so doing favour 

the most favoured and disfavour the most disfavoured. For Bourdieu and Passeron 

(1977), education systems are part and parcel of the wider structure of economic, social 

and cultural practices and relationships. By accommodating for the values, dispositions 

and capitals of the dominant social groups, education reinstates the cultural arbitrary of 

those groups and therefore contributes to reproducing wider power relationships.  
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Numerous studies in education have tried to explain how schools maintain and re-

generate inequalities in economic, social and cultural spheres. While some of the earlier 

works in Sociology of Education followed a relatively linear, class-based explanations 

of reproduction (e.g. Bowles & Gintis, 1976/2011), other studies have focused on issues 

of agency, culture and resistance in the process of reproduction. In his highly acclaimed 

study of a group of working class students in an industrial town in England, Willis 

(1979) tells us about a counter-school culture that is mobilized by working class youth 

to re-generate their shopfloor culture. This counter-school culture, which is marked by 

its strong opposition to authority, sexism and occasional racism, is ultimately 

responsible for directing the working-class youth to certain kinds of manual labour. 

Through his ethnographic description, Willis (1979) shows that rather than being mere 

victims of structural inequalities, the working class youths take an active role in 

reconstituting class-based divisions.  

With the profound social and economic changes and the increasing diversification of 

educational and occupational pathways in the past few decades, the reproduction 

function of education has become ever more complex. Adding to the complexities are 

factors such as communication technologies (e.g. Castells, 2004), globalization of 

capital (e.g. McLaren & Farahmandpur, 2001; McLaren & Scatamburlo-D'Annibale, 

2004), increased motilities amidst new post-colonial social relations (e.g. Rizvi, 2004) 

and change in the traditional pathways of transition (e.g. Wyn & White, 1997). 

Together, these developments have complicated many of the earlier cultural forms that 

were used to explain class reproduction. Now, as Au and Apple (2009, p. 92) point out, 

there is a need to move beyond the “‘holy trinity’ of race, class, and gender” to deepen 

our understanding of social, cultural, political and economic (re)production.  

When it comes to the role that education plays in the political socialization of young 

people, the reproductive function of education is equally complex, dynamic and multi-

faceted. There is now growing consensus that formal education tends to reproduce 

politico-participatory divides among students in much similar ways it reproduces other 

(dis)advantages in the cultural, social and economic spheres. On the one hand, the 

reproduction takes place by schools capitalizing on and responding to the certain 

political capitals that students bring with them to school. On the other hand, the 
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reproduction of politico-participatory divides happens in a subtle, equally powerful, 

manner as schools often offer different participatory opportunities to students based on 

how well they fare with the norms and the values of the institution.         

Writing in the context of the US education, Levinson (2012) talks about a ‘civic 

empowerment gap’ between African-American, Hispanic, non-white and poor students 

and their white, native-born and middle-class counterparts. Alongside achievement gap 

in reading and math, Levinson (2012) points to a significant performance difference on 

standardized tests of civic knowledge between the least and the most privileged 

students. This civic empowerment gap is often widened in schools through a formal 

citizenship curriculum which resonates with the political capital of those in the middle. 

According to Levinson (2012, p. 107), in order to narrow the civic empowerment gap, 

we should take seriously “what students bring with them into the classroom from 

“outside”: from their lived experience, from the stories and messages they hear from 

family members, friends, and neighbours, from various media sources, and so forth.” 

Drawing on Bourdieu’s typologies of capital, Wood (2014a) proposes the notion of 

‘participatory capital’ as a conceptual tool to explain the differential ways through 

which students experience citizenship in schools. Defined as “the combined and 

interrelated social, economic and cultural capital related to the logic, network and 

practices of citizenship participation within a social field”, participatory capital accounts 

for the different ways in which participation is experienced by young people in diverse 

geographic and socio-economic contexts (Wood, 2014a, p. 579). According to Wood 

(2014a), participatory capital, as a marker of the wider social divisions that regulate 

class and classifying practices, has a socially reproductive aspect which conditions, but 

not necessarily determines, young people’s political socialization through education. 

Despite growing evidence that education is implicated in the reproduction of politico-

participatory (dis)advantages, we are yet to develop a better understanding of how 

schooling contributes to this complex process. To map this relatively uncharted 

territory, we first need to understand how young people who are assigned to the 

‘disadvantaged’ category experience participation in educational spaces. As I discussed 

earlier in this chapter, this requires problematizing the top-down narratives of 

citizenship ingrained in the formal citizenship curricula. Instead, citizenship should be 
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approached ‘from below’ by focusing on the experiences and struggles of those on the 

margin. Understanding these experiences and struggles is integral to a citizenship 

education project that is more attuned to the realities of young people’s lives. 

In addition, to better understand how differential situatedness of social agents can 

mediate their participation, we need to depart from the atomistic views of political 

agency advocated in liberal theories of citizenship. The discourse of ‘active’ and 

‘informed’ participation in citizenship curriculum policy of many liberal democracies, 

including Australia, is founded on such individualistic assumptions (Raby, 2014). More 

often than not, this discourse constructs young people as what R. Lister (2003b, p. 427) 

calls “the citizen-workers of the future” who are yet to complete their citizenship 

journey by accumulating political knowledge and skills. Ignored by such a discourse is 

an important question, namely how positioning, practices and relationships that 

characterize the social geography of schools affect young people’s citizenship?  

Bourdieu’s ‘theory of practice’ can offer a good point of entry into discussions about 

citizenship education. Bourdieu has attracted a lot of attention in education research in 

the past few years (e.g. Ball, 2006b; Ball, Davies, David, & Reay, 2002; Bok, 2010; 

Grenfell & James, 2004; Lingard, Rawolle, & Taylor, 2005; C. Mills, 2008a; C. Mills & 

Gale, 2010; Rowe & Windle, 2012; Thomson, 2010; Thomson & Holdsworth, 2003). 

Yet, there are only a few studies that have used a Bourdieuian framework to look at 

young people’s citizenship participation in schools (e.g. Print & Coleman, 2003; Wood, 

2014a). Without reducing youth citizenship to their capitals and habitus (Holland, 

Reynolds, & Weller, 2007; McFarland & Thomas, 2006; Weller, 2007), we can engage 

with Bourdieu to examine the complex interactions of positioning, relationships and 

resources in students’ experiences of participatory citizenship.  

I turn to this question in the chapters that follow. To avoid reducing the complexities of 

participation, exclusion, and social reproduction, I draw upon Bourdieu’s theoretical 

contributions and multiple strands of research in the Sociology of Youth, Citizenship 

Studies and citizenship education to explore how a group of students in a low socio-

economic status neighbourhood in the State of Victoria experience participation in their 

school and classrooms. I also draw on my earlier review of education policy as well as 

civics and citizenship education in Australia to contextualize my findings and 
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discussions. By doing so, I hope to bring theoretical contributions from multiple 

disciplines into dialogue with ethnographic data to address a gap in the literature. This is 

an important step towards a sociologically informed approach to civics and citizenship 

education in contexts marked with various and interlocking forms of marginalization.   

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I looked at the policy terrain for civics and citizenship education in 

Australia in the backdrop of the political forces that have shaped the country’s 

education policy in recent years. Citizenship education has now established itself as a 

core curriculum subject in the Australian education. Nonetheless, policy in this area 

hosts numerous tensions and contradictions. Despite frequent reference to the notion of 

‘active’ and ‘informed’ citizenship, the Australian citizenship education policy is driven 

by ‘deficit’ and ‘developmental’ assumptions which assume that all young people can 

achieve full citizenship if they successfully accumulate the necessary civics knowledge 

and skills. What such a problem representation in education policy for civics and 

citizenship is oblivious to is the important role that context, practices and social 

relationships play in young people’s citizenship experiences.  

To better understand how young people experience participation as a spatially-grounded 

and relational phenomenon, we need to adopt an approach that brings together the 

micro- and macro-level perspectives. This entails examining youth participation within 

the wider politico-ideological forces that shape the social geography of schools and 

classrooms. In Australia similar to many other Western liberal democracies, this 

politico-ideological force is that of neoliberalism. Over the past few decades, schools 

have come under increasingly policy pressures to comply with the neoliberal regimes of 

accountability and performativity. As I discussed by referring to some critiques of the 

current education policy in Australia, the re-culturing of public education under 

successive neoliberal reforms, while affecting all students, has had the most adverse 

implications for those students with complex needs and social backgrounds.  

Another topic that I addressed in this chapter is the role that education plays in 

reproducing social, cultural and economic (dis)advantages. Many recent studies have 

suggested that education plays a somewhat similar role in reproducing politico-
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participatory (dis)advantages among students. Despite broad consensus regarding the 

reproductive function of education in relation to politico-participatory divides, there is a 

need to better understand the recursive and complex ways through which the 

reproduction process takes place. Such an understanding can help us avoid linear and 

mechanistic explanations of class reproduction; it is also an important step in tackling 

the factors that militate against more inclusive and democratic education, especially for 

those young people who reside on the margins of mainstream schools and classrooms.  
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CHAPTER 4: Methodology 

The  idea  that  the  very  best  research,  no  less  than  the worst,  does  and  should  "speak"  from 

particular,  historically  specific,  social  locations  has  been  out  of  the  question  for  standard 

research norms. … The more value‐neutral a conceptual framework appears, the more likely it 

is to advance the hegemonous interests of dominant groups, and the less likely it is to be able 

to detect important actualities of social relations. 

The Feminist Standpoint Theory Reader: Intellectual and Political Controversies, Sandra Harding  

Introduction 

This chapter lays out the details of the research design and methodology that inform the 

exploration of my research questions in this thesis. To contextualize the analysis and 

discussions of the findings in the subsequent chapters, I first provide information about 

the setting in which this research was conducted. This includes the details of the study 

site including the neighbourhood, the school and the school program from which data 

were collected. I also offer a brief profile description about each of the participants, 

their backgrounds and the circumstances that surround their life at home and in the 

mainstream school. These descriptions provide a background to my later ethnographic 

engagement with the data in the chapters that follow. The second section of this chapter 

outlines the research design and methodology that I used to address the study’s research 

questions. My research design drew upon an iterative process of data generation and 

analysis through an ethnographic research approach that relied on the use of multiple-

methods including participant observation, focus group discussions and semi-structured 

interviews. The simultaneous and complementary use of these methods aimed to 

provide the data that reflected the participatory experiences of the young people and the 

factors that contributed to those experiences within the social and political geography of 

their school and classrooms. In this section, I also explain how I used the constant 

comparative method of data analysis to code and analyse the qualitative data that were 

gathered in this research. I conclude this chapter with a discussion of the ethical 

considerations that were taken into account during the data collection, data analysis and 

the reporting of the findings. In particular, I discuss the procedural and situational 

ethical guidelines and protocols that I followed in dealing with ethical dilemmas and 

issues that I faced throughout different stages of this research.    
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Research Context 

This thesis explores how a group of young people marginalized by ‘mainstream’ 

schooling experience citizenship in the social life of their school and classrooms. By 

focusing on what Skelton (2010) refers to as ‘the lower case p politics of youth’, I aim 

to shed light on how ‘the political’ is constituted and experienced through everyday 

interactions in spaces such as schools. More specifically, I raise the following research 

questions in this thesis: 1) what are the common elements behind the citizenship 

experiences of marginalized youth in their school and classrooms? and 2) what factors, 

both in the students’ backgrounds and within the social and political geography of the 

school, contribute to such experiences? Before addressing these questions, I present an 

overview of the context, including the neighbourhood, the school and the school 

program, from which data were collected. I also give a brief profile description of the 

study’s participants and their backgrounds.  

The Community and School Context 

The data collection for this study was carried out in 2014-2015 from Parktown High 

School - a pseudonym. Parktown High School is a government school located in a low 

socio-economic status suburb in the outer southeast of Melbourne which I refer to as 

Parktown. Parktown has a population of over 125,000. The Socio-Economic Indexes for 

Areas (SEIFA)17 ranks Parktown below the Victorian and Australian average with areas 

of the suburb well under the state and national average. In terms of demographics, the 

ABS 2011 census data suggest that 72.6% of people living in Parktown are Australian-

born with English (29.9%), Australian (27.1%), Irish (7.5%), Scottish (7.4%) and 

German (2.8%) the most common ancestries. With regards to education, the suburb 

hosts a smaller percentage of people with university or tertiary education (8.9% 

compared to the Victorian and Australian averages of 15.2% and 14.3%).  

                                                            
17 SEIFA is an aggregate measure of advantage and disadvantage derived from the 2011 census data by 
the ABS. It consists of four indexes each consisting of a subset of variables related to different aspect of 
socio‐economic (dis)advantage including the Index of Relative Socio‐economic Disadvantage, the Index 
of Relative Socio‐economic Advantage and Disadvantage,  the  Index of Education and Occupation, and 
the  Index of Economic Resources. A  low SEIFA  score  indicates  relatively  greater disadvantage while  a 
higher score represents greater advantage. Areas with SEIFA scores under 1,000 usually host households 
with  low income and fewer assets, unemployed people and those with no qualifications or  in  low skill 
occupations. 
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Although some areas of Parktown, especially its southern neighbourhoods, have a better 

overall ranking than its other areas in terms of their SEIFA, education and employment 

indicators, Parktown carries the reputation of a poor neighbourhood with relatively high 

rates of unemployment, drug use and delinquency. I am reminded of this reputation in 

my first train commute to the suburb which is about 90 minutes away from Melbourne 

city centre. During my first as well as my subsequent weekly trips to the suburb, the 

sight of homeless people sleeping on train seats and young people smoking or drinking 

in the train becomes a frequent and familiar scene. The constant and often heavy police 

presence around the train station in Parktown further reinforces the image of a 

neighbourhood with issues of crime, poverty and unemployment.  

Despite the neighbourhood’s reputation, Parktown High School is known to be a centre 

of academic excellence. Parktown High School is a secondary government school with 

adjacent junior (Years 7, 8 and 9) and senior (Years 10, 11 and 12) campuses. 

According to My School Website, Parktown High School had 132 teaching staff and 31 

non-teaching staff, and accommodated 1749 students in the year 2015. The school’s 

Year 12 results for 2014 show that 262 students either received senior secondary 

certificate award or completed their senior secondary school. From the school graduates 

in the year 2014, 55% moved into further education at universities and/or institutes of 

higher education, 20% entered Technical and Further Education (TAFE) and vocational 

study pathways and 13% transitioned directly to employment after finishing school. 

Because of its reputation as a high performing school, Parktown High School receives 

more enrolment applications than it can accommodate. The popularity of the school is 

such that many parents move to the school neighbourhood zone in order to secure a seat 

in the school for their children. On its website, the school promotes its state-of-the-art 

facilities and learning spaces as an incentive to attract high achieving students. 

Parktown High School also boasts itself as an exemplary sporting and music school 

both nationally and internationally with access to ‘cutting-edge technologies’. This is 

also reflected in the school’s slogan, ‘Optima Semper - Best Always’ which reflects the 

school’s priorities for academic excellence. In my interview with the school principal, 

he reiterates the school’s commitment to excellence along the following lines: 
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Principal: Well, our main objective is to support every student to successfully 

proceed through their 6 years of schooling, right through to Year 12, and then to 

get, in our case, the best possible ATAR18 they can achieve for most students. 

Some of our students won’t be working towards an ATAR score, but for all our 

students, regardless of where they are or aren’t, our priority then is to ensure that 

they’re supported to go into further learning. Now, for most of our students that 

would be university, for some it would be TAFE courses, and some of those 

TAFE courses don’t require an ATAR, and for some students that would be 

apprenticeship. So, if it’s not good enough here, we won’t be achieving that 

priority of students, we are going straight into employment, with no opportunity 

of traineeship or further learning. 

With regards to its student demographics, the Index of Community Socio-Educational 

Advantage (ICSEA)19 from My School Website shows that 83% of those who attend 

Parktown High School come from the middle and top quarters. The majority of students 

(61%) are from the middle quarters of the ICSEA. Only 17% of Parktown High School 

students belong to the bottom quarter of the ICSEA, which is below the Australian 

average of 25%. What this means is that in spite of being located in a low socio-

economic status suburb, Parktown High School hosts a larger proportion of students 

from the middle and top quarters of ICSEA and fewer students from the bottom quarter 

compared to the Australian national average. This makes the school mostly ‘a middle-

class institution’ with fewer students from low socio-economic status backgrounds.  

Alternative Education Program Context 

The data for this study were collected from an alternative education program based in 

Parktown High School. I refer to the program as Learning Through Making (LTM) in 

this thesis. LTM was used as a site for enquiring about the everyday experiences of 

young people who were ‘excluded’ from the mainstream. Alternative education is a 

                                                            
18  Australian  Tertiary  Admission  Rank  or  ATAR,  which  is  calculated  based  on  students’  academic 
achievement in Year 12, is a criterion used for entry into undergraduate university programs in Australia. 
19  The  ICSEA  is  an  indicator  developed  by  ACARA  to  enable  comparisons  of  NAPLAN  results  among 
students  in  schools  across  Australia.  ICSEA  provides  a  scale  that  numerically  represents  the  relative 
magnitude of factors within students’ background, such as parents’ occupation or education level, and 
school  related  factors,  such as  geographical  location,  as  they bear upon  the educational outcomes of 
young people.  
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slippery term; it can encompass different programs with aims ranging from behaviour 

management, special needs education, skills-based learning to second chance schools 

and programs with democratic agendas and philosophies (e.g. McGregor, Mills, & 

Thomson, 2012; M. Mills, McGregor, Hayes, & te Riele, 2015). LTM is an instance of 

a skills-based program that works with a group of students who are identified as 

‘disengaged’ or ‘at risk’ of early drop-out from Parktown High School. The aim of the 

LTM program is to increase the school attendance of middle-years students and tackle 

disengagement from the mainstream school by teaching them practical skills and 

developing their self-esteem and positive self-image. 

The LTM program is jointly funded by Parktown High School and private-public 

philanthropic donors. The students who are referred to LTM are placed in the program 

with a group of other students one day per week. The LTM program is based in a 

specifically designated area known as the LTM hut on the senior campus of Parktown 

High School. Two teachers run the program together: an experienced teacher who I 

refer to as Robert and an artisan teacher who I call Richard. Robert is in charge of 

consulting with the well-being coordinators, grouping the students, assessing their 

needs, assigning them to tasks, evaluating their progress and reporting back to the 

school. Through these consultations, Robert is aware of the issues with which the 

students deal with inside and outside the school. Robert works alongside Richard, the 

artisan teacher, who is responsible for developing tasks and supervising projects. 

A typical day in LTM consists of a morning gathering in the LTM hut in which the 

students are briefed about the project(s) that they need to work on for the day. After the 

briefing, the students start working on the project(s) alongside Robert and Richard 

before they stop for a tea break around 11:00 AM. They then continue working on the 

project(s) until early afternoon. The day ends with a communal lunch break which 

involves cooking, eating and cleaning the hut together followed by a round-table 

discussion in which the students reflect back on their own and their peers’ performance. 

Depending on circumstances, 4 to 8 students attend the LTM program from 9:00 AM 

until 2:30 PM. The program runs for two days per week, each day hosting a different 

cohort of students who are placed together in their respective groups by Robert on the 

basis of their personalities, needs and ‘problems’ at school.  
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Although the LTM program is located on the main campus of Parktown High School, 

there are differences between the program and the school in terms of practices, 

relationships and everyday routines. Robert describes three key features that distinguish 

the practices of the LTM program from those of the mainstream school. These include: 

a) careful considerations about placing the students together in the program on the basis 

of their needs and personalities, b) an emphasis on developing positive relationships 

through spending time together during the communal morning tea and lunch breaks, and 

c) an individualized focus plan tailored to the specific needs and circumstances of each 

student. With regards to the first feature, as the following excerpt from Robert shows, 

considerable attention is paid to how the students are grouped together in the program:  

Robert: You’re grouping the students; that’s all in your preparation. You think, 

“Geez, we’ve got this kid and that kid. If they’re working together, it’s gonna be a 

tie, I know it!” So before the day starts, you’re looking at the combination of the 

kids that work and the combination of kids that don’t work. […] And you get a 

kid saying “Oh, I’m really tired!” and you’ll say, “Okay!” Then you put him in, 

when you’re allocating jobs for the day, you think this kid hasn’t got much sleep; 

they’re gonna be really cranky after lunch. They haven’t had much to eat, and 

then I modify their day from my meet-and-greet in the morning. Babak just thinks 

I’m having fun, just being slack, but what I’m trying to do is to engage them in a 

conversation just so that I can assess their mental health, their ability to work, and 

whether we need to redirect them to pass the counsellors’ or coordinators’ to get 

followed up with some issues, and that’s a very important part of the day! 

The second feature of the LTM program that distinguishes it from the mainstream 

school is the group work that goes into preparing the morning tea and lunch. Part of the 

everyday practices of the LTM program is eating together around a large dining table 

that is placed in the middle of the LTM hut. The morning tea and lunch breaks give the 

students and the LTM teachers the opportunity to engage in conversations with each 

other. These conversations are often informal and touch upon various topics relating to 

the students’ life and experiences in the school or at home. After the morning tea and 

the lunch breaks, the students wash the dishes and clean the LTM hut together. As 
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Robert explains below, the communal work involved in these occasions is essential in 

developing positive relationships with and among the students in the LTM program:   

Robert: Part of LTM is actually eating. If you’re sitting around the table and share 

[sic] a meal, it’s a really important part of the day, and that’s what the school’s 

better recognize! […] The morning tea is a good time to sit down and have a chat, 

and also remind them: “How are you going with your focus plan?”, “What’s your 

focus plan for today?” Remind them of this, and then remind them if they’re new 

into the group, it could be ‘learn something about the other people in the group’. 

‘This is a good chance for you to learn something about them, so go and ask them 

what their interest is.’ So, you use your morning tea to chat to them and try to get 

conversations happen between kids. So, it’s a dynamic group, dynamic 

conversations and part of that is to help new kids into the group learn something, 

so they go and ask kids question. 

The third important feature of the LTM program that sets it apart from the mainstream 

school is what is referred to as ‘focus plan’. A focus plan is an individualized learning 

roadmap that is jointly developed by Robert, the school chaplain and the well-being co-

ordinators. The focus plan addresses the particular ‘problem’ or ‘challenge’ of each 

student by drawing attention to the area(s) that the students need to improve. Each 

student receives a distinct focus plan on which they are encouraged to reflect during the 

program. The students are reminded of their individualized focus plans in the morning 

at the LTM hut before they start the day. The focus plans are also discussed in the group 

after the lunch break. The focus plans, as Robert points out, aim to engage the students 

and encourage them to improve aspects of their behaviors in the school:  

Robert: Basically, a focus plan is something that the student has to focus on to 

achieve a goal. So if your goal is perhaps to improve attendance and you’ll match 

a focus plan for that. I was thinking the focus is ‘pay attention in class’, what do I 

need to do, maybe they need to focus on, one step is ‘let’s look at the person 

who’s speaking to you.’ So their focus for the day is simply ‘look at the person 

who’s speaking to you’. […] Everybody in the group is aware of everyone’s focus 

plan. During the day, we keep bringing up the focus plan and their peers should 

help them with their focus plans. […] So you just use that to bring them back. 
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Rather than nagging and trying to pick on 15 different things that the kid’s gotta 

work on, we only work on one thing at a time. Just keep bringing them back to 

that one thing at a time. 

Once a student is referred to LTM, Robert first consults with them about the merits of 

the program and whether they would like to join. After a student expresses an interest or 

intent to attend the LTM program, Robert approaches their parents to get the necessary 

approvals and permissions. This, as Robert explains, is not always an easy task given 

that some parents prefer to keep their children in the mainstream part of the school, 

rather than in the alternative program one day a week. Once the necessary permissions 

have been obtained and a student starts the program, LTM demonstrates considerable 

flexibility with regards to their attendance in the program. Depending on their school 

needs, a student may be placed back into the mainstream school on a full time basis to 

meet their academic progress. Attendance in the program also varies with some students 

joining for a short period of time while others staying in the program for longer periods.  

The Participants 

Twelve students who were aged between 12 and 15, their LTM teachers and the 

principal of Parktown High School took part in this research. Below is a brief profile 

description of the participants which helps contextualize my analyses and discussions in 

the subsequent chapters. These descriptions, which give an account of each student, 

their family backgrounds and the circumstances with which they deal in their school and 

classrooms, were triangulated over time from two sources: informal conversations with 

the students during my fieldwork in the LTM program and the information obtained 

from Robert and Richard, the LTM teachers, about each of the students. In order to 

protect the anonymity of the participants, I use pseudonyms to refer to them below:  

Alex 

Alex is 14 years old and is in Year 9 of high school. Alex is from a separated family 

background and lives at home with his father, who is a stonemason, and his father’s 

partner who has recently moved in with them. Alex tells me that he is not happy about 

his home situation because he has not been able to spend time with his father recently. 

Alex’ main issues in the school are non-attendance and behaviour-related. Alex has a 
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history of ‘anti-social behaviours’ and has been identified as ‘a retention risk’ with poor 

academic performance. Robert describes Alex as having ‘attention-seeking’ and ‘high-

impulse behaviours’. Alex was referred to LTM to keep him in the school and within 

reach, which according to Robert worked well for two years. Over the 2014 summer 

school holidays, Alex dropped out of Parktown High School without prior notice.  

Diane 

Diane is 15 years old and is in Year 10 of high school. Diane comes from a separated 

family background and lives with her mother. According to Robert, Diane has poor 

social skills and has no friends in the school. Diane tells me about her lack of interest in 

engaging in the school by saying, “I’m not a people person”. Diane’s only and best 

friend in the LTM program and also in the school is Sarah. Diane has failed Year 10 and 

has therefore been asked to repeat the same school year in 2015. Diane has been part of 

LTM for almost three years and according to Robert, she has made a lot of progress 

since she first joined the program. During the first semester of 2015, Diane left the LTM 

program because she needed to focus more on her school subjects. Diane tells me that 

she plans to do a TAFE course and pursue a career in child-care in future.  

Frank 

Frank is 13 years old and is Year 8 of high school. Frank was referred to LTM due to 

‘behaviour problems’. Robert describes Frank as “an uncooperative student” who is 

“disruptive in class and shows little respect for others”. He is also described as ‘self-

centred’ and oblivious to other people’s needs. It was hoped that LTM can help Frank 

develop a sense of community and pay attention to others’ concerns. Frank’s focus plan 

in the LTM program was ‘learn something new about other members of the team’ for 

several weeks so that he could develop and show an interest in others. Roberts tells me 

that the program is trying to teach Frank to ‘share the joy’ and ‘be positive through the 

day’. To attend his mathematics and English classes, Frank opted out of LTM during 

the first semester of 2015, but re-joined the program in the second term in 2015. 
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Henry 

Henry is 13 years old and is in Year 8 of high school. According to Robert, Henry is 

withdrawn, lacks confidence and has poor self-management and social skills. Henry is 

diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome. He is also under-achieving, especially in his 

literacy skills. Robert describes Henry as having poor work ethics and not finishing 

tasks. Henry is also a victim of bullying by his peers. According to Robert, this is 

because he is “shy and nerdy and likes playing with his laptop [which is] his real 

escape.” Henry’s father did not want him to join LTM, but he finally agreed that 

attending the program would help Henry’s confidence. Henry joined LTM late in 2014 

and wants to continue in 2015. Robert tells me that LTM worked for Henry as he gets 

enthusiastic about projects and has developed good relationship with James.   

James 

James is 12 years old and is in Year 7 of high school. Similar to Henry, James is also 

diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome and has been bullied in the school. He was referred 

to LTM because he failed to meet his learning potentials. According to Robert, James 

“gets absorbed in what he is doing, and that’s not always what the curriculum 

demands.” James tells me that he has no friends and that LTM is the best day of the 

week which gives him a break from the school. James has been in the LTM program for 

six months and wants to continue in 2015. James has an older sister and a brother, who 

is also autistic and has attended LTM before because of his ‘behaviour problems’. 

James’ mother used to work as a psychiatric nurse, but she is currently studying Persian 

at university. Robert tells me that he has known the family for many years.  

John 

John is 14 years old and is in Year 8 of high school. John has been in the LTM program 

for a few weeks. According to Robert, John is withdrawn, shy and lacks confidence. 

Like most other LTM students, John has had non-attendance issues. He also has poor 

social and inter-personal skills with very few friends in the school. John tells me that the 

reason he has not been doing well in school is because of his parents’ divorce when he 

was in Year 1. This caused depression for John and he ultimately failed and repeated 

Year 1. John plans to finish Year 9 of high school and continue into TAFE. John is quiet 
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most of the time during LTM and keeps minimum communication with other students. 

Nonetheless, John tells me that he gets along well with others in his group. John is well-

behaved and stays on task with little or no distraction.  

Julie 

Julie is 14 years old and is in Year 9 of high school. Similar to most other students in 

the LTM program, Julie also comes from a separated family background. Julie lives 

with her mother and her step-father. Julie was referred to LTM because she had very 

few friends with limited social networks in school. Robert describes Julie as shy and 

lacking self-confidence. Julie is also victim of bullying and peer harassment in the 

school. Robert explains that LTM was considered as a good option for Julie because it 

could offer her ‘a safe place’ where she could develop friendships and improve her 

networking skills. Robert also tells me that Julie is ‘an exceptional student’ who does 

not need much guidance. After spending three years in LTM, Julie goes back to the 

school in mid-2014 to improve her academic performance.    

Mark 

Mark is 13 years old and is in Year 8 of high school. Mark is also from a separated 

family background. Mark’s school performance was not on par with his family 

expectations. Mark’s sister is also in Parktown High School. According to Robert, 

Mark’s sister is very intelligent and a high-achiever. However, unlike his sister, Mark 

has had numerous ‘behaviour problems’ in his school and classrooms. He has been, as 

Robert puts it, “mucking around with some other kids” causing numerous disturbances. 

That is why Mark has been referred to the LTM program. Robert hopes that the 

program can harness Mark’s energies and potential. Since he has joined LTM, Mark has 

proved exceptionally good in working with his hands. As a result, his family is now 

considering a trade or TAFE direction as an option for his future career pathway. 

Paul 

Paul is 13 years old and is in Year 8 of high school. Paul is relatively new to LTM and 

has been in the program for four weeks. Paul comes from a separated family 

background. He has failed to meet his ‘learning potentials’ in the school. Robert 
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describes Paul as a fairly well-behaved student with good inter-personal and intra-

personal skills. This has made Paul, according to Robert, “good at relationships”. Paul 

also shows good self-management skills and has proved capable of setting goals and 

moving towards them. Paul was referred to the LTM program because he was good at 

working with his hands. It was hoped that LTM can help Paul develop some of his 

learning capacities which were not realized in normal classrooms. Paul wants to 

continue with LTM in 2015, but because of two double mathematics subjects on the 

same day, he is placed back in the school.  

Rachel 

Rachel is 14 years old and is in Year 9 of high school. Rachel is from a separated family 

background and lives at home with her mother who has a disability. Rachel was referred 

to LTM two years ago because she was shy, withdrawn and lacked self-confidence. 

Rachel was also identified by the school as ‘a retention risk’ and had a history of 

difficulty in engaging with her peers and teachers. In addition, Rachel has had some 

self-harming experiences, which according to Robert, might have been for ‘seeking 

attention’. Rachel has had school attendance issues. She has also failed some of her 

school subjects and was therefore asked to repeat Year 8 in 2015. At the end of 2014, 

Rachel moves to another high school where she has more friends and where she does 

not have to repeat Year 9 and could continue into Year 10.  

Sarah 

Sarah is 14 years old and is in Year 9 of high school. Sarah comes from a separated 

family background. Sarah was referred to LTM because she needed structure and ‘a safe 

place’ to go to because of her family-related issues. Sarah had trouble with school 

attendance and because of that has failed to meet her learning potentials. According to 

Robert, after Sarah joined the LTM program for a few months, her school attendance 

improved considerably. During the last school term of year 2014, Sarah did not attend 

LTM on a regular basis because she was more settled in her classrooms. Sarah was 

asked to continue LTM in 2015. However, as Sarah tells me, she is adamant to do better 

in school and in the subjects that she has on the LTM day. Robert describes Sarah as “a 

success story” for the LTM program and how it can help the students.  
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Sharon 

Sharon is 13 years old and is in Year 8 of high school. Sharon is from a separated 

family background and lives with her mother and her brother who has a disability. 

Robert describes Sharon as ‘a socially isolated’ student. Sharon tells me that most 

students in her class do not like her and that she only has four friends in the school. 

Sharon also has low self-confidence and has been victim of bullying at school. It was 

hoped that LTM can give Sharon ‘a safe place’ where she could develop her social 

networks. Sharon has been in the LTM program for six months and, in the meantime, 

has developed good relationships with other students. Sharon returns to the school in 

2015 to improve her performance. As Robert explains, Sharon “has come a long way 

because when she left [LTM], she had good friends. She’s developed social networks.”  

The LTM Teachers 

The LTM program is run collaboratively by Robert and Richard who work with the 

students in two separate groups two days per week. Robert is sixty years old and has 

been a teacher for over 35 years. Robert has experience in teaching in schools both in 

Australia and abroad. Since five years ago, Robert has been running the LTM program 

in Parktown High School. Robert explains that the reason he left teaching in the 

mainstream school is because of the growing pressures on teachers to ‘produce results 

on paper’. Richard works alongside Robert in the LTM program. Richard is an artisan 

teacher and has been working in Parktown High School for three years. Richard is a 

carpenter by profession and in addition to his role in the LTM program is in charge of 

maintenance at the school. By the end of my data collection at Parktown High School in 

early 2015, Richard leaves the school and the program to pursue his profession.  

Research Design and Methodology 

In this section, I discuss the research design that I used to examine the citizenship 

experiences of the participants and analyse the factors that contributed to these 

experiences. First, I explain how I used a methodology that is well-suited to study 

young people’s everyday citizenship. This involved an ethnographic research approach 

that combined multiple-methods including participant observation, focus group 

discussions and semi-structured interviews with the students, their LTM teachers and 
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the principal of Parktown High School. I also discuss the data analysis procedures that I 

used in order to code and analyse the collected data. Finally, I address some of the 

ethical considerations that arose and were taken into account in collecting, coding and 

analysing the data as well as in the reporting of the findings of my research.  

Ethnography and Everyday Citizenship 

To explore the citizenship experiences of the students on the margins of the mainstream 

school, I adopted an ethnographic approach that could offer what Yuval-Davis and 

Stoetzler (2002) refer to as ‘a situated gaze’ into the everyday encounters of the 

participants. As I explained in the introduction chapter, there are conceptual and 

empirical gaps in our understanding of how marginalized young people experience 

participation in their schools and classrooms. Part of the reason for the existing gaps is 

the shortage of ‘everyday methodologies’ that can reflect the experiences of youth from 

the standpoint of young people themselves (Wood, 2014b). To address this issue, I used 

an ethnographic research design that allowed deeper engagement with the participants 

in the context of their everyday practices and relationships. 

As a broad theoretical and philosophical framework, ethnography seeks to unravel the 

context-specific processes of knowledge construction and identity formation. 

Ethnographic research “is premised on the view that the central aim of the social 

sciences is to understand people's actions and their experiences of the world, and the 

ways in which their motivated actions arise from and reflect back on these experiences” 

(Brewer, 2000, p. 11). Pole and Morrison (2003) identify five characteristics for 

ethnographic research including: focus on discrete settings or events, concern with 

location-specific behaviours, use of research methods that offer an understanding of 

social behaviours within discrete locations, attention to detailed descriptions and 

grounded understandings of phenomena, and a rigorous approach that aims to depict 

complexities rather than to draw generalizations.  

The ethnographic research design that I followed in this study entailed an iterative 

process that helped generate the much-needed qualitative data about young people’s 

citizenship experiences in the social geography of their school and classrooms. My 

research design relied on the use of multiple-methods including participant observation, 
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focus group discussions and semi-structured interviews (see my discussions of each 

method in the next section). The simultaneous and complementary use of these methods 

allowed me to embed myself in the context of the study, namely the LTM program, and 

gather the data that reflected the participatory experiences of young people in their 

everyday social life. Figure 1 summarizes the iterative process of data generation and 

analysis that underpinned my ethnographic research design in this study.  

Figure 1: Iterative process of data generation and analysis used in this research 

 

As Figure 1 illustrates, the starting point for my ethnographic investigation was 

engagement in the everyday practices and relationships in the LTM program. My 

engagement as a participant observer allowed me to identify a number of tentative 

themes that influenced the participatory experiences of the students in the study site. 

These themes were then subjected to further analysis through focus group discussions 

and semi-structured interviews. The results of these analyses, which highlighted a set of 

elements that mediated the citizenship experiences of young people and the factors that 

contributed to those experiences, became the basis for further ethnographic 
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investigation. This iterative process of data generation and analysis ultimately gave way 

to a set of final themes which constitute the key findings of this research.   

Adopting an ethnographic design in my research that relied on sustained participation 

was not without its challenges, especially regarding my role as a researcher within the 

social relations of the research. In chapter 1, I argued that the pre-requisite to a reflexive 

research disposition is articulating the philosophical and epistemological perspectives 

that one brings to the study of social phenomena (see chapter 1 for a more detailed 

discussion about my research epistemology). Another key aspect of reflexivity that is 

particularly relevant to ethnographic research is the relationship between the researcher 

and the participants. As Brooks, te Riele, and Maguire (2014) point out, an important 

part of being ethical and reflexive in research is paying attention to the identity, 

positionality and power relationships between the researcher and the researched. 

Being reflexive required due consideration about the complex ways in which my 

identity and positionality played out in relation to the research inquiry that I was 

undertaking. In particular, I was aware of “researching across difference” (Nairn, 

Munro, & Smith, 2005, p. 226), namely the implications that researchers’ identity and 

positionality can exert on how they position themselves vis-à-vis their participants, what 

they observe as relevant evidence, and the conclusions that they derive from their 

observations. Being reflexive in researching across difference meant that I needed to 

remain critically introspective at all times about issues such as my background as an 

Iranian researcher studying young people’s participation in an Australian school, the 

implications of age difference in my research encounters and the power dynamics 

within the social relations of my research. 

Participant Observation 

The participant observation phase of this study lasted from July 2014 to February 2015. 

During this period, I visited the LTM program on a weekly basis. Given that LTM was 

organized into two groups with different cohorts of students attending each group on 

different days, I alternated my attendance between the groups each week to allow 

sustained contact with both cohorts throughout the data collection phase. During each 

visit, I spent the day in the program working alongside the students and their teachers. 
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Overall, I spent about 140 hours (a total of 20 visits each lasting for 7 hours) as a 

participant observer in the program. I often started the day at 8:30 in the morning and 

left at 2:30 in the afternoon. My prolonged fieldwork and sustained presence in the 

program allowed me to gradually gain an insider perspective into the dynamics of each 

group and the experiences of its members in its natural setting.  

A core aspect of the participant observation was the research relationship that I 

developed with the participants during the field work phase in the study site. In school-

based ethnographic research, the researcher-participant relationships are highly dynamic 

and evolve over time and space. As Walford (1987, p. 45) points out, fieldwork roles in 

ethnographic research are not fixed and static; rather they “gradually change and 

develop as a result of negotiations between the researcher and those who are the 

subjects of the research.” Hopwood (2007) also demonstrates through his school-based 

study that fieldwork relationships in ethnographic research are in a state of rapid flux 

depending on who the researcher interacts with and the complex system of constantly 

changing social, spatial and temporal territories in which those interactions take place.  

My relationship with the participants in this study was dynamic and multi-faceted. It 

involved a gradual positioning in the study site of my role both as a researcher studying 

young people’s experiences of participation, and a member of the group taking part in 

various activities of the LTM program alongside other students. Consistent with my role 

as a researcher, I engaged in on-site research activities such as note-taking in the field, 

conversations with the students and the LTM teachers, and later conducting focus group 

discussions and semi-structured interviews. As a group member, my research 

relationship with the participants was informal; it revolved around interacting with the 

students and contributing to group activities in the program, for example preparing 

morning tea and lunch, working on projects, washing the dishes and cleaning the hut.  

My continued presence as a participant observer in the LTM program also helped 

cultivate rapport with the students and their teachers. This was significant for two 

reasons. First, through establishing good fieldwork relations with the participants, I was 

gradually adopted into the groups as a participating (researcher) member. This, in turn, 

helped me gain a better insight into the relationships, practices and social processes that 

took place in the site study. In addition, rapport with the participants was crucial for 
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generating more reliable data in the subsequent phases of data collection. Towards the 

end of my fieldwork in the LTM program from November 2014 to February 2015, I 

proceeded to conduct a series of focus group discussions and semi-structured interviews 

to complement the data generated from my fieldwork observations and reflections.   

Focus group discussions 

A total of three focus group discussions were held with the students who took part in 

this research. The primary aim of the focus group discussions which were conducted in 

November 2014 was to generate concourses that later became the basis for a more 

tailored set of questions for individual semi-structured interviews. If planned and 

moderated with due considerations for group characteristics and composition, the 

dynamics in focus groups can help facilitate interactive discussions among the 

participants leading to a range of different perspectives about particular study issues 

(Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2011). This is because the spontaneity of the discussions 

that take place in the social context of focus groups can offer the participants an 

opportunity to express their views uninhibitedly, reflect on others’ opinions, and 

respond to their experiences and perspectives. 

To create a comfortable environment that encouraged discussion, I arranged the students 

into three focus groups with four students in each group. The main criterion for placing 

the participants into their respective groups was their level of prior familiarity and 

friendship with each other. Group A consisted of Alex, Henry, James and John. In 

Group B were Diane, Frank, Paul and Mark, while Julie, Rachel, Sarah and Sharon 

attended Group C. The focus groups were conducted in the absence of Robert and 

Richard in the LTM hut. The choice of the LTM hut as the venue for the focus groups 

was due to its familiar environment. During the focus groups, the participants sat around 

the large dining table that was in the middle of the LTM hut. Given the rapport that I 

had developed with the students, I moderated the three focus groups. 

In moderating the focus groups, I followed the five stages recommended by Finch and 

Lewis (2003) including: 1) setting the scene and the ground rules, 2) individual 

introductions by each participant, 3) explaining the purpose of the focus group 

discussion, 4) group exchange around the topic, and 5) pacing down and concluding the 
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discussion. Appendix A lists the set of questions around which the focus groups 

discussions were organized. These questions were developed from the tentative themes 

that emerged from the participation observation and probed into different aspects of the 

students’ experiences and relationships in the mainstream school vis-à-vis the LTM 

program. The focus groups lasted between 25 to 31 minutes and were all audio-taped 

for later transcription and analysis with the prior knowledge and consent of the students.  

Semi‐Structured Interviews 

The focus group discussions generated a set of concourses that were used as a blueprint 

for conducting one-on-one semi-structured interviews with the students. A concourse 

represents the flow of communicability around a topic; it incorporates an interplay of 

positions, ideas and opinions relevant to a particular issue (Brown, 1993). The 

concourses that emerged from the focus group discussions pointed to three broad 

themes. These themes, which related to the students’ experiences of participation in 

Parktown High School and the LTM program, included: a sense of resentment towards 

the school as a hostile environment, unequal school power relationships, and lack of 

respect for the students. To explore these themes at greater depth, follow-up interviews 

were arranged with the students, their LTM teachers and the school principal.       

The semi-structured interviews with the students took place from mid to late November, 

2014. Similar to the focus group discussions, I carried out these interviews in the LTM 

hut in the absence of Robert and Richard. In the interviews, I delved deeper into the 

expressed views, opinions and experiences of the students in an informal session, often 

tailoring the discussion to explore the views that each participant expressed in the focus 

groups (see Appendix B for the interview questions). Although the interviews were 

guided by the concourses from the focus groups, I allowed a degree of flexibility in 

order to elicit opinions that were not expressed during the focus group discussions. The 

semi-structured interviews lasted between 13 to 39 minutes and were audio-taped for 

later transcription and analysis with the prior knowledge and consent of the participants. 

Semi-structured interviews were also conducted with the LTM teachers and the school 

principal. These interviews took place from mid to late February 2015. The interview 

topic and the guiding questions were based on my observations during the fieldwork 
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phase of the research as well as the themes that were generated from the focus group 

discussions and the semi-structured interviews with the students. The interviews with 

Robert and Richard took place in the LTM hut and lasted between 30 to 40 minutes. 

The interview with the principal of Parktown High School was held in his office and 

lasted for 50 minutes. Appendixes C and D list the questions that guided these semi-

structured interviews. In order to allow for later transcription and analysis, all these 

interviews were also audio-taped with the consent of the teachers and the principal.    

Data Analysis 

The constant comparative method of data analysis was used to identify the themes that 

underpinned the data collected in this research. The constant comparative method is a 

form of qualitative content analysis that aims to reveal themes and patterns that underlie 

the data; it involves comparing one segment of the data with another and determine the 

underlying similarities and differences (Merriam, 2009). These similarities and 

differences, then, become a basis for grouping the data together on separate dimensions, 

with each dimension being given a tentative name and later becoming a tentative 

category or sub-category. Among others, constant comparative method is used to 

generate theory from qualitative data, and as such it is often associated to ‘a grounded 

theory’ approach in social science and education research (Corbin  & Strauss 2007). 

To prepare the units for the constant comparative analyses, I first coded the fieldwork 

notes as well as the transcribed semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions. 

A code in qualitative inquiry, Saldaña (2009, p. 3) explains, is “a word or short phrase 

that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative 

attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data.” The coding process entailed 

segmenting the data into small units which reflected a particular theme or issue relevant 

to the topic of the research. These segmented units were, then, weighed against each 

other, further dissected or combined together in order to create generative themes and/or 

sub-themes during the constant comparative analyses. Once a tentative thematic pattern 

emerged from the analyses, the data were re-analysed in light of the emergent patterns.   

Far from being a linear procedure, the coding and the analyses were iterative processes 

which proved messy at times. This was particularly the case with regards to my notes 
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and observations from the fieldwork which required high levels of (re)interpretation. 

Therefore, the data were (re)visited, the segmented units were (re)coded, the emergent 

themes were weighed against each other, and the final categories were (re)named on 

numerous occasions. The outcome of these analyses ultimately gave way to a number of 

themes that explained the core elements of young people’s experiences of everyday 

participation in schools. These themes, which are discussed at greater length in chapters 

5, 6 and 7, included: school belonging and inclusion, relationality and recognition of 

difference, and student voice and school discipline.  

Ethical Considerations 

Researching young people’s lives raises various ethical concerns and questions. Formal 

ethical guidelines endorsed by various ethics committees are attempts to address some 

of the dilemmas that might arise in social and educational research on young people. In 

addition to adhering to a rule-based approach to ethics in this research, I adopted what 

Heath, Brooks, Cleaver, and Ireland (2009) refer to as ‘a situated approach’ to research 

ethics. While a rule-based approach is founded on notions of ethical absolutes such as 

informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality, situated ethics “emphasizes the 

importance of making judgements based on the very specific context of any given 

ethical dilemma (Heath et al., 2009, p. 22). In this section, I detail both the procedural 

and situational ethical considerations that I followed to in this thesis.  

I first lodged an ethics application at the Human Ethics Advisory Group (HEAG) at the 

Melbourne Graduate School of Education (MGSE). A separate ethics application to 

conduct research in Victorian government schools and/or early childhood settings was 

submitted to the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD) 

before the participants were invited to take part in this study. Once the ethics approvals 

were obtained from the MGSE’s HEAG and the Human Research Ethics Committee 

(HREC: 1442151) at the University of Melbourne, as well as the DEECD 

(2014_002419), I approached the principal at Parktown High School, the LTM teachers 

and the students who attended the program (as well as their parents via the students) to 

seek their consent to participate in of my research.  
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The participants were informed about the aims and requirements of the research using 

Plain Language Statements (PLSs). The PLSs delineated in easily comprehensible 

language: a) the procedures and possible risks associated with the study, b) a statement 

that participation was voluntary and that non-participation did not have any implications 

for them, c) explanation of the participants’ right to withdraw from the study at any 

point in time, and d) statements about confidentiality procedures and the use of the data. 

Different versions of the PLSs were developed for each group of participants. These 

PLSs, accompanied with consent forms, were then printed on the University of 

Melbourne letterhead and were given to the school principal, the LTM teachers, the 

students and their parents (see Appendixes E, F, G and H for the respective PLSs).  

To ensure that the participants maintained informed consent throughout different phases 

of this research, I reminded them about the aims and requirements of my study, their 

right for voluntary participation and/or possible withdrawal at regular intervals during 

the fieldwork, the focus group discussions and the semi-structured interviews. Despite 

these reminders, none of the participants showed signs of distress or expressed their 

intent to withdraw from the research. In addition, to ensure maximum anonymity of the 

students, their teachers, the school principal and the school, I removed all the 

information that might lead to identifying them from my discussions. The identifying 

information that was removed from the thesis included the name of the school, the 

neighbourhood and information about some of the students, for example their ethnicity 

or family backgrounds, which could have led to their identification.   

While keeping the participants anonymous was an ethical priority, I advised the 

participants that complete anonymity was difficult due to the case-study nature of the 

study. The students, their LTM teachers and the school principal were advised about the 

complexities of anonymity, especially for ‘insiders’ who knew the students and were 

familiar with their backgrounds, in their respective Plain Language Statements. The 

students were also reminded by the researcher about the limitations of confidentiality 

for insiders on two other occasions: 1) at the outset of the research before the fieldwork 

phase of the study began, and 2) during the focus group discussions and semi-structured 

interviews. None of the participants expressed an intent to withdraw or suppress any 

particular information in response to these reminders. 
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In addition to the above procedural ethical protocols, I used a situational code of ethics 

in responding to the ethical dilemmas that I faced during the conduct of my research. As 

te Riele (2013) points out, formal ethical guidelines and protocols are at times removed 

from the nitty-gritty of research on young people due to their overly prescriptive nature. 

Given that my research involved close encounters with young people over a relatively 

long period of time, unexpected ethical issues emerged outside the guidelines of formal 

ethics. This was particularly the case with regards to the confidential information about 

some of the students and their families. Although procedural ethical guidelines did not 

impose any restrictions on disclosing such information, I withheld any sensitive 

information that could put the participants at harm in case it was made public.  

There is also an ethical imperative in the research that involves socially marginalized 

groups, especially those who face ‘multiple’ forms of marginalization. As Gillies and 

Alldred (2012) point out, there is more to research ethics that gaining informed consent, 

avoiding harm and treating the participants well. Research ethics is entwined with 

political aims and intentions because it involves relations of knowledge and knowledge 

production. This makes the choice of topic an inherently ‘political act’ (Brooks et al., 

2014). In this sense, my research, which is informed by a critical and neo-Marxist 

paradigm (see chapter 1 for the discussion of my research epistemology), serves a 

broader ethical purpose by addressing how disadvantage and marginality arise from 

intersecting social divisions and differences among young people.   

A further ethical matter relates to the implications of research for the participants, 

especially for those who belong to the so-called ‘disadvantaged’ or ‘vulnerable’ groups. 

As Cook, Danaher, Danaher, and Danaher (2013) point out, educational researchers 

need to resist the tendency to ‘name, frame and shame’ their participants. Instead, Cook 

et al. (2013) go on to explain, researchers working with marginalized individuals and 

social groups should pursue relationality, reciprocity of interests and commitment to 

transformative research. Adherence to these principles, which also underlie my 

orientation in this thesis, can help re-imagine the participants in an enabling way 

without essentializing their differences. Such an approach, in turn, will have 

implications for the treatments of the participants in communities and the wider society. 
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Another ethical consideration in social and educational research is its possible benefits 

and contributions for those who participate in it. Research can be an empowering 

experience if it is conducted with reflexivity about the research roles and power 

relationships. One of the key premises upon which the critical paradigm of social and 

education research is founded is the transformative possibilities of engagement in the 

research process for its participants. This was also one of the main objectives of my 

research in this thesis. By allowing the participants to recount their experiences of 

exclusion in the mainstream school and by listening to their often-unheard views and 

concerns, I tried to contribute to a research experience that gave emphasis to the sense 

of agency and empowerment among the participants.   

Finally, I extended a formal invitation to the participating LTM teachers in Parktown 

High School to attend the completion seminar of my PhD thesis. During this seminar, I 

presented and discussed the key findings of my research. My invitation was accepted by 

Robert, one of the LTM teachers, who attended the seminar and offered his feedback 

and reflections on the research, its findings and conclusions. A summary of the thesis 

which recapitulated its aims, research questions, methodology, key findings and 

contributions was also sent to the school principal and the participating teachers in 

Parktown High School. By disseminating my research findings to the participants, I 

aimed to share the ownership of my research and in so doing give back, at least in part, 

to those who made the conduct of this research possible.          

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I outlined the research design and methodology that I used in order to 

answer my research questions. The first section provided background information about 

the setting in which this research was conducted. This section also offered a description 

of the participants who took part in this study. In the second section, I discussed the 

details of my research design and methodology which involved an ethnographic 

approach that allowed examining the participatory experiences of the young people and 

the factors that contributed to those experiences. As I explained and discussed, my 

methodology relied on an iterative process of data generation and analysis through 

multiple-methods including participant observation, focus group discussions and semi-

structured interviews with the participating students, their LTM teachers and the school 
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principal. At the end, I discussed my data analysis procedure and the ethical guidelines 

and protocols that were followed in dealing with ethical dilemmas during the data 

collection, data analysis and the reporting of the findings.  
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CHAPTER 5: Geographies of School Belonging and Exclusion 

All right, people did not understand his words any more, although they seemed clear enough to 

him, clearer than previously, perhaps because his ears had gotten used to  them. But at  least 

people now thought that things were not all right with him and were prepared to help him. 

The Metamorphosis, Franz Kafka 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I engage with the data to analyse how the marginalized students 

experience participation in their daily encounters with their teachers, school staff and 

other students. Wherever possible, I bring the students’ biographies and narratives into 

dialogue with concepts and theory to inform my explanations about their participation. I 

also refer to the ethnographic observations that I carried out in the alternative education 

setting of the LTM program where young people were encouraged to re-connect to their 

school. My focus in this chapter is on two of the themes that emerged from the data. 

The first theme is concerned with the centrality of belonging in young people’s attempts 

to re-engage with and through education. School belonging encompasses an affective 

geography that maps onto a physical and relational territory. To belong, therefore, 

requires enabling physical spaces with which students can identify and the presence of 

significant others to whom they can associate. In this sense, one can look at a sense of 

belonging, or not belonging, as an outcome of the practices and social relationships that 

characterize particular spatial spheres. The second theme, which contributes 

significantly to young people’s geographies of belonging, relates to their actual 

involvement in their school. Such involvement helps young people experience a sense 

of inclusion in the social spaces of their schools and classrooms. Yet, as I demonstrate 

through the data, mainstream schools often construct various (in)visible boundaries that 

exclude those who do not fit into their normative vision of ‘good student’. More often 

than not, these are the students with special needs and social backgrounds for whom the 

schools’ ethos of hierarchy, performance and high-stakes testing finds little resonance 

with the complexities of their lived circumstances. Experiencing a weak sense of school 

belonging and faced with exclusions of various sort, such students have not only a lower 

prospect of academic success but also fewer opportunities for developing their 

participatory capacities and exercising their political agencies.  
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Geographies of School Belonging 

James: I have never liked school to be honest. I feel that school is mainly not my 

forte. I just, I don’t like it, I don’t feel safe here; I don’t feel welcomed here! 

Babak: Why is that? 

James: It’s just an alien environment to me. I just don’t, I don’t feel home here. 

Like sure, it’s across the road from my house, but I don’t wanna look at the 

school. Whenever I look at the school, I think, “Oh God, I’m gonna be there 

tomorrow, aren’t I?” […] I feel so bad that whenever I walk to school, I 

sometimes, you know, I could turn around, because I live across the road, I walk 

towards the school, I could turn around right now and feel lot happier, and do. 

Actually, I do most of my work at home because I feel school is not a good 

environment for me to work.  

While for some students feeling ‘safe’, ‘welcomed’ and ‘at home’ in school needs little 

effort, for those like James fitting in with others in the mainstream school environment 

is not an easy undertaking. Rather, it is an experience that evokes negative affects and 

emotions. This is perhaps the first and the most significant obstacle that many young 

people need to overcome to develop a sense of belonging to their school, and by 

extension to its norms and practices. In the first section of this chapter, I look at how a 

sense of belonging to the institution mediates the experiences of school participation for 

students like James. To provide a ‘thick description’ of the topic under discussion, I 

adopt what Glazier (2005) calls ‘a positional lens’ to reflect the lived school experiences 

and encounters of the students through their narratives and biographies.  

As Antonsich (2010) explains, there is often much to discover behind the simple phrase 

‘I belong here’. As the opening extract from James illustrates, belonging is often 

communicated through commonsensical and everyday expressions such as feeling 

‘safe’, ‘at home’ or ‘welcomed’. There is, however, more to belonging than affects and 

emotions. Underlying a sense of belonging, or lack thereof, is a set of policies, practices 

and relationships that tie individuals to physical spaces. As such, rather than simply 

signifying an affect, belonging should be understood as the outcome of the social 

practices that are carried out by agents within particular fields such as schools. 
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Understanding belonging along such lines brings to the fore the relational and spatial 

dimensions of belonging which are otherwise masked over by the expressions that 

convey affects and emotions.  

As a sociological concept, belonging is multi-dimensional and complex. In her 

analytical framework for the study of belonging, Yuval-Davis (2006) differentiates 

among three inter-related facets through which belonging is constructed. The first facet 

concerns social locations with which people can identify, e.g., class, ethnicity, gender, 

sexuality, age and disability. These social locations and their intersections have 

implications for the grids of power relations that operate in society at each historical 

moment. The second facet relates to the emotional attachment associated to 

collectivities which provides people with a sense of identity. The identity narratives 

emanating from this dimension of belonging, according to Yuval-Davis (2006), reflect 

emotional investments and desire for attachments. Finally, belonging encompasses the 

ethical and political systems that are involved in the construction of the boundaries 

involved in inclusion and/or exclusion. 

Belonging is an important concept in sociological theory concerned with space and 

relationships. Bourdieu’s ‘theory of practice’ is one such instance. While belonging is 

not the main focus of Bourdieu’s theorizations, it remains implicit in much of his 

conceptualizations of capital, habitus and field (Wyn, 2015). The notion of belonging 

also threads through the work of other prominent sociologists and political geographers 

who have studied patterns of human spatial organization and the processes that 

contribute to the political constitution of space (e.g. Lefebvre, 1991; Massey, 2005; 

Soja, 1971). Despite what distinguishes the rich body of work among scholars in this 

area, there is a shared recognition that far from being a container of human activities, 

space and a sense of belonging to it are produced through complex interactions between 

territorial arenas and the social relationships and practices within those arenas.   

As I demonstrate through the data in the first part of this chapter, an approach informed 

by Bourdieu’s theoretical contributions and the existing scholarship in field of political 

and human geography can be used as ‘thinking tools’ (Wacquant, 1989) to explicate the 

complementary and dialectic relationship between young people’s sense of belonging to 

their school and the practices that characterize the spatial spheres of their school. As I 
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explain and discuss, a sense of belonging, on the one hand, conditions young people’s 

tendency to participate in the activities of their school and classrooms. On the other 

hand, participation in these practices of the mainstream school becomes a key 

contributor to young people’s sense of belonging to the institution. The dynamic and 

reciprocal character of the relationship between space, practices and sense of belonging 

is central to our understanding of marginalized young people’s everyday citizenship. 

School Belonging and ‘Disengagement’ 

During the past two decades, belonging has emerged as a key notion in debates about 

citizenship at local, national, regional and global levels (e.g. Challinor, 2012; M. Savage 

et al., 2005; Seddon & Mellor, 2006; Vieten, 2006). The notion of belonging has also 

been used to explore and discuss how young people experience citizenship in various 

everyday spaces and arenas, including in their schools and classrooms. Wood (2013), 

for example, argues that young people’s citizenship is intricately linked to their lived 

experiences of belonging to their schools, families and communities. In a similar vein, 

Macedo and Araújo (2014, p. 346; emphasis in original) explain that educational 

citizenship implies “the development of a sense of belonging to and within the school 

culture, the broad participation as partners in the construction of school life and the 

achievement, and surpassing, of the potential of each young person.”  

Before I explore how young people’s sense of belonging mediates their school 

participation, I should clarify two points regarding this notion. First, it should be 

pointed out that young people cannot be simply categorized as either belonging or not 

belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2011). Instead, belonging should be viewed along a 

continuum. It is only in extreme circumstances where there is a total absence of 

belonging which, in turn, leads to alienation, minimal participation and even 

displacement. In addition, we should acknowledge the active and creative part that 

young people play in negotiating a sense of belonging in their day-to-day encounters. 

As M. Savage et al. (2005, p. 12) note, belonging should be seen “as a socially 

constructed, embedded process in which people reflexively judge the suitability of a 

given site as appropriate given their social trajectory and their position in other fields.”  
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To establish why some students are more likely to ‘tune out’ and ‘disengage’, we first 

need to map their geographies of belonging vis-à-vis the mainstream school. As I 

explained earlier in this section, belonging does not just inhabit an affective-emotional 

territory; it is spatial-relational linked to places and the people as well as the practices 

within those places. On the one hand, as Bartos (2013) points out, young people’s sense 

of belonging is bound to the micro-publics of the contexts in their families, schools and 

communities. On the other hand, belonging hinges on the presence of significant others 

in those places and the value attached to relational experiences with them (Tillery, 

Varjas, Roach, Kuperminc, & Meyers, 2013). For James, for example, the rejection of 

school as “an alien environment” relates not only to the school as a physical space, but 

also to the set of relationships and practices that characterize its social field: 

James: The teacher is like, “You’re going to do this [banging his fist on the desk] 

whether you want to or not!” I really, really don’t like school. I want to go 

through VCE [The Victorian Certificate of Education] and stuff, and get through 

year eleven, but you know, I just don’t know if I have the patience to do that; if I 

have the patience to have two extra years of “You’re going to do this! You’re 

going to do this!”   

James is not alone in rejecting the school as an alien environment, though he may be 

more articulate in expressing his feelings in this regard. Other students also demonstrate 

a similar sense of alienation from the school. At the one end of the belonging spectrum 

is Julie who has transitioned successfully back to the school after spending three years 

in LTM. Julie feels relatively ‘at home’ in the mainstream school, although she tells me 

about her frustration with bullying from her peers. At the other end of the belonging 

spectrum are students like Alex and Rachel whose disconnect from the school has led to 

numerous absences. With more than 30 days of unaccounted absences in 2014, Alex has 

been asked to either repeat Year 9 or change to a different high school. Similar to Alex, 

Rachel had poor school attendance and over 50 detentions in 2014. When I ask Rachel 

how she feels about her school, she replies “Burn it, burn it! I just don’t want the 

school; I just don’t want it to be there!” She, then, explains: 

Rachel: I don’t think I am really like… yeah, I don’t feel comfortable in my class, 

in any of my classes.  
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Babak: In any of your classes? 

Rachel: I try to make the most, the best excuse to just get out of the class; I just 

don’t want to be in that class. I just don’t like the teacher or the students. 

For both Alex and Rachel, a weak sense of belonging sets in motion a chain of events 

that ultimately leads to their displacement from the school. Alex drops out of Parktown 

High School without any prior notice at the end of 2014 and before completing Year 9. 

Rachel also moves to another school that does not require her to repeat Year 9 and 

where she has more friends. Before reaching the tipping point where complete 

withdrawal from the institution happens, Alex and Rachel resort to different strategies 

to deal with their sense of school disconnect and alienation. Alex, for instance, had a 

history of ‘disruptive behaviours and misconduct’, which he blames on the school. Alex 

describes his school as “annoying, depressing and unappealing” before telling me, with 

a sense of pride, how he almost got into a physical encounter with one of his teachers: 

Alex: Like I almost had a fight with a teacher, a dude teacher. I almost had a fight 

with him because, it was in tutorial, he was sub, and he is like “Stay back after the 

class I need to talk to you” and I said “Okay I stay back.” And he started raising 

his voice at me. He’s like “Why weren’t you doing your work?” and I’m like “I 

was doing my website for IT.” It was about Bob Marley and he said that I didn’t 

make the website. And I showed it to him and he said that’s not it and I said, “Are 

you sure?” and I said “I’m leaving right now!” He’s like, “No!” and then I said, 

“You know, whatever, I’m going, I am not talking anymore!” So he started 

talking and yelled at me. He grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back. And I’m 

like “Be careful what you do now because this could decide whether you either 

get fired or you get hurt because I guarantee!” Everyone else around there was 

looking at me and him. Everyone was dead silent. He just looked at me. He 

pushed me away then he pulled me back again. And I’m like you want to go 

outside now I don’t care like if you are going to try and intimidate me; I’ll at least 

stand up for myself which is what’s some kids have trouble with, and I helped 

them.  
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This is not the first time that Alex has clashed with the school. Subsequent to the event 

described above, he received a suspension for disrupting an exam session. Alex was 

removed from the session for throwing his shoe across the classroom during the exam - 

something he strongly denies doing. It is the succession of events like this that has set 

Alex at odds with his school. Behind these acts of misconduct, however, are more 

complex layers of experiences which together set the stage for Alex’ confrontations. 

These experiences are not entirely unrelated and involve various aspects of young 

people’s school experiences such as inclusion, relationality, recognition of difference, 

voice and authority. As I explain and discuss in the subsequent chapters, it is the 

cumulative impact of these experience that conditions how young people such as Alex 

are positioned in school, thus contributing to their weak sense of belonging.  

For other students like Mark and Frank, a weak sense of belonging has also led to a 

series of confrontations and conflicts with their teachers and school coordinators, albeit 

to a lesser extent than Alex. This is the main reason why Mark and Frank have been 

placed in the LTM program. Frank’s school conduct is described by Robert as 

“uncooperative”, “disruptive” and showing “little respect for others” while Mark has 

caused trouble by “mucking around with other kids”. Because of their previous 

misdemeanours, neither Frank nor Mark is unfamiliar with being sent out of classes and 

receiving short-term suspensions. Their numerous frictions with teachers and 

coordinators have led to a sense of unease about the institution for both Frank and 

Mark. When discussing his feelings about the school, Mark tells me about “a lot of 

hate” that he has for his school, especially for the school coordinators who he believes 

treat the students with contempt:  

Mark: It’s just I don’t feel like it’s a school I’ll remember! Like, I would 

remember this school as me just being at the school, not like, “Oh yeah I was part 

of that thing, I did that!” It would be like, “Yeah, some kids did that!” I guess. 

There will be, like, no memorable stuff at this school. I won’t have anything, to 

remember things. […] I don’t like this school in general. I don’t like what it 

stands for.        

Although one cannot attribute all behavioural issues to a weak sense of school 

belonging, it is hard to disregard how these two relate to each other. The relationship 
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between weak social bonding and disruptive behaviours is widely attested to in the 

literature. In an empirical study of school bonding and delinquency, Freidenfelt 

Liljeberg, Eklund, Fritz, and af Klinteberg (2011) show a direct correlation between 

school bonding, school commitment and teacher attachment with disruptive behaviours 

among male students. Demanet and Van Houtte (2012) also use a schools-as-

communities approach to explain how interpersonal bonding and feelings of school 

belonging can prevent school-disruptive behaviours. Other studies have shown the 

relationship between school bonding and behaviours such as violence, cigarette 

smoking, alcohol use and marijuana use among students (e.g. Dornbusch, Erickson, 

Laird, & Wong, 2001; Pittman & Richmond, 2007).  

It is also worth noting that a weak sense of belonging does not always manifest itself in 

disruptive conduct; it can bring about other behaviours such as passivity, withdrawal, 

disinterest and lack of initiative (L. Schulz & Rubel, 2011). While for students like 

Alex, Mark and Frank clashing with the school became a way of expressing their 

discontent and resistance (see my discussion of student resistance in chapter 7), other 

students deployed other coping mechanisms depending on their circumstances and 

personalities. Rachel, for instance, found skipping school effective in dealing with what 

she described as “a negative school environment”. Other students like John withdrew 

into themselves to minimize their negative encounters. Rather than defying his teachers 

and peers, John tried “to stay out of the picture”, a strategy that he believed could help 

him remain in the school until he could finish Year 9 and then enrol in TAFE.   

Regardless of what coping mechanisms one finds effective, for most of the young 

people in this study, a weak sense of school belonging was the cause and consequence 

of estrangement from the institution. In the next section, I engage deeper with the data 

to look at the complex layers of experiences that contributed to the students’ weak sense 

of school belonging. More specifically, I focus on the school practices vis-à-vis what 

the students bring with them to the school in their “virtual schoolbag” (Thomson, 2002, 

p. 1). As I explained at the beginning of this chapter, Bourdieu’s theory of practice can 

be useful in developing such an understanding. From a Bourdieuian perspective, the 

experience of belonging can be explained as a by-product of the encounters between 
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students’ accumulated habitus, or what Bourdieu (1990, p. 66) also refers to as a “feel 

for the game”, and the structure and processes of schools’ social field. 

Belonging as an Outcome of ‘Practices’ 

In this section, I build upon the accounts and narratives from the students that I reported 

in the previous section to provide an explanation for their weak school belonging. The 

alternative setting of the LTM program offers a good background to such a task. My 

explanations in this section, therefore, are carried out in the backdrop of discussions 

about the LTM program. Unlike the social geography of the mainstream school, LTM 

offers the students a space with a different set of practices and relationships. One of the 

main objectives of the program is to create an alternative setting where the students can 

experience belonging and re-connect to the school. As Robert puts it, “the [LTM] hut is 

a place to belong; a symbol of what LTM is all about.” The principal in Parktown High 

School is also aware of the LTM role and the important part that it plays in re-engaging 

the students who have ‘disengaged’ and are considered to be ‘retention risk’. 

In contrast to the sense of disconnect and alienation that the students express about the 

mainstream school, they refer to LTM as a “welcoming” and “pleasant” environment 

where they feel “safe” and “at home”. There are numerous factors - relating to inclusive 

practices, respectful relationships, recognition of individual needs and differences, voice 

and agency - that culminate in the affective resonance of the LTM program. The 

complementary and often inextricable impact of these factors, which I address 

separately throughout this thesis, has turned the LTM program into what Casey (2001) 

refers to as a ‘thick place’ for the students. Unlike the ‘thin’ and ‘hollowed-out’ setting 

of the mainstream school which invokes negative emotional responses and reactions, 

many young people describe the LTM’s hut as a place ‘to be’ and ‘belong’. 

A strong sense of belonging to the space of LTM stems primarily from the set of 

practices that define its spatial geography. Spatial practice, as Lefebvre (1991, p. 8) 

points out, “consists in a projection onto a (spatial) field of all aspects, elements and 

moments of social practice.” What this means is that belonging to a particular place is 

about not only affective attachment to its geographical territory, but also affinity with its 

the norms, values and social practices. In this sense, space, and by extension a sense of 
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belonging to it, becomes a social construction, “a product of social translation, 

transformation, and experience” (Soja, 1989, p. 80). Such an understanding of space in 

the study of school belonging draws our attention to the practices that underpin the 

processes and the structure of schools and classrooms as socio-spatial arenas.   

A key feature that distinguishes the socio-spatial practices of the LTM program from 

those of the mainstream school is its recognition that the students’ backgrounds can 

condition their school experiences. Robert and Richard are aware of the mediating 

impact that the students’ home life environments exert on their “practical sense” 

(Bourdieu, 1998, p. 25), i.e., their preferences and actions in the school. In so far as 

their time and resources allow, both Robert and Richard try to unpack and work with 

what the students bring with them to the school in their ‘virtual schoolbags’ (Thomson, 

2002). Robert and Richard also acknowledge that a weak sense of belonging is 

compounded by the way the school positions students with complex needs. This is 

reflected in the following extract from Richard, the artisan teacher, who explains how 

the students’ ‘troubled’ backgrounds are often viewed as ‘trouble’ by the school:  

Richard: I can see they [the LTM students] are down or whatever. I’m like stop 

and ask them what’s going on, and then just randomly I’ll ask about, you know, 

your dad or something. And then they open up this huge story, you know! And 

you think, you know, no wonder they’re mixed-up kids. Some of the stories you 

hear, they’re huge! […] They [the LTM students] are all troubled, in one way or 

another. Some of them are a bit troublesome, but I think that still stems back from 

being troubled! […] I mean, you look at Alex; he’s a lovely kid here… in most 

cases, but in the classroom, quite often the teacher would count to five, take a 

deep breath and say that “We’ve all had enough and out you go!” You know, 

because they know that he is just gonna be trouble all the class, so they’d rather 

just him not be there.    

As the above extract demonstrates, Richard does not view student misconduct as a 

personal malaise caused by lack of discipline. Rather, he interprets it, to borrow a 

phrase from Bourdieu (1999a, p. 4), as indicative of the “positional suffering” that 

assigns some students to a low standing in the social macrocosm of the school. For Alex 

to whom Richard refers in his comment, such a positional suffering happens when the 
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school fails to address his particular needs. Alex, similar to most other students in the 

LTM program, faces complex circumstances in his home life; he deals with divorce and 

weak ties with parents. Alex lives with his father who is a stonemason and his father’s 

partner who works in a restaurant. Alex complains that since his father’s partner moved 

in recently, he has not had the chance to talk with him much. This has been the source 

of much frustration for Alex who likes to spend more time with his father.   

Similar to many other LTM students, the virtual bag that Alex bring with him to the 

school is packed with issues which affect his relational experiences in the social spaces 

of his school and classrooms. While the school, for the reasons that I discuss in this and 

subsequent chapters, often ignores these issues, much of the LTM work begins with the 

premise that the students’ life-world in the school is a continuation of their more 

complex life-worlds outside the school. By adopting practices that respond to the 

students’ lived circumstances outside the school, LTM addresses a range of issues 

which are left unaddressed in the mainstream school. As Robert explains below, this 

entails adopting context-sensitive practices that are attuned to particular needs of each 

student as well as considerable moral commitment to their well-being:  

Robert: I make sure I am here [in the LTM hut] before everyone else arrives, to 

meet every kid individually and greet them one by one. I get here at 7:30, okay, 

because I need to be here at 7:30. I get kids coming here sometimes at 7:45 in the 

morning. I’ve had kids who have slept the night in the gym or the school 

playground and in the barrels, and they just need something hot to eat. So that’s 

why I attempt to be here a bit early because I’ve got kids with pretty special needs 

that I need to look after and I feel committed to those kids just to be here. […] 

The first thing that I do is I try, [it] doesn’t always happen, to meet and greet 

every kid as they come through the door and I look them in the eyes, and I say, 

“Good day, great to have you. How was your weekend?” and try to eye-ball them 

and have a conversation, because I’m trying to assess their health, whether they 

have taken substances, whether they’re actually fit to be here with power tools, 

and to communicate happily with the other kids. 

The above reflection highlights two inter-related factors which have contributed to the 

production of ‘a thickly lived place’ (Casey, 2001), i.e. a place evocative of positive 
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affects and relationships where individuals can flourish, for many students in the LTM 

program. On the one hand, Robert’s reflection shows his awareness about the complex 

situations with which the students deal outside their school. On the other hand, this 

reflection points to a deep-seated commitment to ‘an ethic of care’ (Noddings, 2002) for 

the students (see chapter 6 for a more detailed discussion about the ethic of care). It is 

the set of practices that emanate from such an understanding and moral commitment 

that have become the hallmark of the LTM program. This is also what distinguishes the 

space of the program from that of the mainstream school whose practices often fail to 

take into accounts the challenges that arise from the students’ complex backgrounds.         

Another reason why the students feel ‘at home’ in LTM is the relative absence of the 

stressors that affect their relationships in the mainstream school. School stressors can 

have different causes and consequences. For students like Sarah, John, Henry, James, 

Sharon and Julie, varying forms and degrees of peer harassment and bullying have 

become a major stressor leading to a sense of unease about the school’s social 

relationships. For other students like Frank, Mark and Alex, encounters with teachers 

and the staff are the main school stressors. The sense of unease that these stressors have 

created for the students is reflected in how they talk about their school using descriptors 

such as “stressful”, “sad”, “annoying”, “unappealing”, and “depressing”, while referring 

to their teachers as “mean”, “rude”, “dick”, “shit” and “evil”.  

It is now largely recognized that school-related stressors such as bullying, peer 

harassment and poor interpersonal relationships with teachers can have adverse impacts 

on the students’ sense of belonging to the institution (e.g. Doubt & McColl, 2003; 

Lopez & Dubois, 2005; McMahon, Parnes, Keys, & Viola, 2008). For many young 

people in this study, such stressors were also among a constellation of factors that 

turned Parktown High School into a thin place of belonging. The negative affects that 

the students harboured towards the school often stood in stark contrast with the 

attachments that they had with the LTM program. In talking about the program, the 

students used descriptors such as “cool”, “chillaxed”, “fun”, “relaxing”, “the opposite of 

school” and “a break from the school”. This is reflected in the following excerpt from 

one of the focus group discussions where the Frank, James and Mark talk about LTM:  
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James: I think it’s something like LTM compared to school is a lot more fun, it’s a 

lot more chillaxed. It’s a lot more exciting. I personally get excited on Tuesdays 

because tomorrow is Wednesday, and it’s LTM! I really enjoy that and I think it’s 

much more exciting and I look forward to the middle of the week, I guess.  

Mark: I agree; it’s pretty chillaxed! 

Babak: What do you think Frank? 

Frank: I reckon LTM is chillaxed [laughter]! It’s pretty cool, it’s chill! Everyone 

gets on. There is no really any arguments [sic] ever! In school, it’s so dramatic. 

There is [sic] always things happening, [you] have to worry about things. It’s a 

stressful place.   

Beyond the simple expressions of feeling at ease, comfortable and relaxed in LTM, 

what the above exchange reveals is an intricate system of relationships between affects, 

belonging and the re-production of place through participation. As Duff (2010, pp. 881-

882) explains, affective atmospheres “capture the emotional feel of place, as well as the 

store of action-potential, the dispositions and agencies, potentially enactable in that 

place.” The relationship between affects, belonging and participation helps explain why 

many students who are considered ‘disengaged’ in the school actively engaged in LTM. 

On the one hand, affective attachment to LTM is a significant factor in creating a sense 

of belonging to the space of the program for many young people. On the other hand, a 

sense of belonging to the LTM program mediates the willingness of the students to 

participate in its spatial practices and thus re-produce the place through participation by.  

Robert and Richard also acknowledge the important role that affects play in young 

people’s sense of belonging to LTM and their willingness to participate in its activities. 

To increase student participation in the program, therefore, Robert and Richard focus on 

removing the stressors that the students often deal with in their school and classrooms. 

As I explained earlier in this section, some of these stressors relate to poor relationships 

with teachers and peers. I discuss further in the next chapters, other stressors relating to 

the academic performance also contribute to the students’ sense of unease about the 

mainstream school. As Robert explains below, by minimizing many of the school-
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related stressors from the socio-spatial arena of LTM, the program tries to remove the 

affective barriers that prevent the students from a more active participation:  

Robert: Some of our kids suffer from anxiety anyway, so any situation is stressful. 

That’s why we are trying to make LTM a safe place. We removed the stress, we 

are trying to remove the pressures, just have one place in a week where they can 

find an escape from the pressures or their anxieties. And sometimes they just 

break down, such as [student name]. She was in tears last week over just a 

comment that was made. Home is very stressful; classes are stressful, because she 

does not achieve well academically. So, here is the place where she feels 

comfortable. She has been here for three years, it’s the place she can feel safe. 

Overall, the context-sensitive practices of LTM which are tailored to the specific needs 

of each student coupled with its relatively stress-free environment have contributed to a 

strong sense of belonging to the space of the program among the students. As I 

explained in this section, the sense of belonging that such practices generate, then, 

becomes involved in reproducing place through affects and participation. Therefore, one 

can look at a sense of belonging, or not belonging, as the outcome of the practices that 

social agents engage in within particular spatial arenas such schools and classrooms. 

What this understanding of belonging highlights is that rather than being a fixed 

background or a container for human activities, space should be seen as a social force 

that shapes social action and is thus implicated in generating various forms of injustice 

and inequalities (Soja, 2010).     

As I explain and discuss in the next section, there are other factors that influence the 

students’ geographies of school belonging. A sense of belonging to the school also rests 

upon the students’ experiences of inclusion in the practices that characterize its socio-

spatial arena. As Antonsich (2010) points out, belonging should be understood, on the 

one hand, as a personal and intimate feeling of being ‘at home’ and, on the other hand, 

as a discursive resource related to forms of socio-spatial inclusion and exclusion. These 

two dimensions of belonging, according to Antonsich (2010), should be considered 

together to avoid the two extremes of socially deconstructed individualism and an all-

encompassing socializing discourse. In the next section, I look at the geographies of 

school exclusion and discuss its implications for the ‘disengaged’ students.   
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Geographies of School Exclusion 

In the first part of this chapter, I described the students’ geographies of belonging and 

explained how a sense of disconnect from the mainstream school among the students 

has culminated in varying degrees of disengagement from the institution. In this section, 

I focus on a related theme, namely the geographies of school exclusion. As Sibley 

(1995, p. x) points out, explanations of exclusion “require an account of barriers, 

prohibitions and constraints on activities from the point of view of the excluded.” To 

map the geographies of school exclusion, therefore, I draw upon accounts from the 

students to explore how they experience participation in the daily life of their school 

and classrooms. I also examine the factors, both in the social field of the school and in 

the students’ backgrounds, which affect their opportunities for active participation.  

Before I address the topic of exclusion, I should clarify a number of issues regarding the 

conceptualization of exclusion. First, similar to belonging, exclusion is not an all-or-

nothing affair. Instances of total exclusion are relatively rare as individuals often take an 

active role in negotiating, contesting and extending the boundaries of their 

inclusion/exclusion. Second, exclusion is a multi-layered and relational construct which 

is loaded with numerous economic, social, political and cultural connotations (Silver, 

1994, 2010). Exclusion, thus, can happen across various axes often in a mutually 

reinforcing manner. Finally, geographies of exclusion interact with geographies of 

belonging dialectically. That is, exclusions of various sorts can adversely impact one’s 

sense of belonging which, in turn, becomes a catalyst for further exclusion. 

In my discussion of social exclusion in chapter 2, I pointed out that in addition to the 

cultural politics of age, youth participation can be influenced by a range of other social 

divisions that mediate adults’ citizenship. Drawing on elements from Bourdieu’s theory 

of practice, I also argued that a social exclusion paradigm that takes into consideration 

young people’s internalized dispositions alongside the structural constraints and/or 

possibilities particular to the context of their families, schools and communities can 

offer a useful way of understanding the factors that condition youth participation. Such 

an approach can be particularly useful in discussions about participatory citizenship in 
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schools as it helps explicate the mechanics that relegate some students to the periphery 

of practices in social and relational spaces of their schools and classrooms.  

Policies and practices relating to civics and citizenship education can also benefit from 

the insights that a social exclusion paradigm offers about youth participation. As I 

reviewed in chapter 3, ‘active’ and ‘informed’ participation has been the buzzword of 

citizenship education policy in Australia over the past three decades. Various civics and 

citizenship education initiatives have been introduced over this period each calling on 

schools to do a better job in ‘preparing’ young people to become responsible citizens. 

However, as I also explained in chapter 3, the dominance of a one-size-fits-all, 

citizenship-as-outcome approach has rendered invisible various issues relating to the 

processes of exclusion and marginalization in schools. In this section, I look at how 

schools often erect boundaries that exclude those students who do not fit into their 

normative definition of ‘good students’. 

School Exclusion and ‘the Bad Kids’ 

Rachel: I do wanna get involved but, like, it’s just so that people start to ignore 

you, or they just don’t care, so I just, like butt out of it, […] That’s why I’ve been 

telling mom, “I don’t wanna go to school if they’re gonna keep ignoring me, or 

like they’re gonna keep doing all this, because I just won’t get involved.” But yet 

they, the teachers, tell me again to get involved. I am trying to get involved, but 

they are just not letting me in.  

Babak: Why do you think they don’t let you in?  

Rachel: In most of my classes, I’m really like… I am failing. So, I don’t think 

they just want to listen, because they know like I’m gonna get a really wrong 

opinion, or I’m gonna to get my own, or like something else it’s going to happen, 

yeah… […] I know why I am treated different, because I’ve had over 50 

detentions. I’ve skipped mostly all of them, so that’s why I am a bad student. But 

I’ve like stopped with the detentions, like I’m acting like a good kid, but like my 

grades are just horrible! 
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Ashurst and Venn (2014) talk about ‘a revolving door’ that connects poor and ‘troubled’ 

families with low levels of their children’s school performance, exclusion, and further 

down the road unemployment, delinquency and perhaps prison. This metaphorical 

revolving door can help explain why a student like Rachel complains about ‘being 

ignored’. To understand Rachel’s experiences of exclusion, we need to look at her 

school experiences in the backdrop of her lived circumstances outside the school. 

Robert describes Rachel as “a sweet, but troubled girl”. For the school, Rachel is ‘a 

retention risk’; she is described by the well-being coordinators as “an attention-seeker” 

with serious difficulties in engaging with teachers. Rachel tells me that she often feels 

‘depressed’, something she attributes to living with her mother who has a disability.  

As I explained in my discussions of school belonging in the first part of this chapter, a 

weak sense of belonging has led to Rachel’s disengagement from much of what happens 

in her school and classrooms. In addition to her numerous absences, Rachel has had 

poor academic performance and failed some of her school subjects. She has, therefore, 

been asked to repeat Year 8, something that ultimately pushes her to move to a different 

high school where she is not required to repeat Year 8. Rachel tells me that although she 

has been acting like a “good kid” recently, nothing has changed in the way she is treated 

by her teachers and the school coordinators. Rachel also complains about being 

constantly ignored and blames her teachers for not doing enough to help her:  

Rachel: I never want to approach any of my teachers, because I know that some 

kids would butt in. Like, if I’m trying to get, let’s say with math, if I’m trying to 

get help with the teacher, that teacher would go to that student first, when I’ve 

always had my hand out. Then they don’t go to me at all. That’s happened so 

many times. So, I just don’t bother going out to them anymore because if they’re 

gonna do that to me, then I am not gonna… that’s your fault, you’re not helping 

me. I had my hand out! 

In the first part of this chapter, I explained that school-related stressors caused by poor 

interpersonal relationships with teachers and other school staff as well as various forms 

and degrees of peer harassment have turned the mainstream school into an emotionally 

charged and thin place of belonging for most of the LTM students. As the above 
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reflection from Rachel illustrates, what often compounds the weak sense of belonging 

associated with the mainstream school is the everyday experiences of being ignored and 

rejected by the teachers. Rachel is by no means an exception in this regard. Most of the 

students who attend the LTM program also complain about a similar experience of 

exclusion in their classrooms. Alex, for instance, tells me about his frustration with 

being ignored and excluded by his teachers along the following lines:  

Alex: You know how they [the teachers] always say put your hand up if you want 

help? And then like if you had your hand up, they ignore you. Like they look at 

you, and then they say I will come in a minute, and they don’t come. Either they 

forget or just find somebody else to do it, supposedly more important or more 

effective for them. […] You know, I complain about being ignored by the 

teachers, you know. Like, they say hold on, I get to you in a minute, and then it’s 

like… and then when they don’t, it’s like you had a whole period, I’m sure, for 30 

seconds [you] could have just stopped by saying… even if he couldn’t help me 

with it. And it’s always the ones, like the good kids, you know good grades and 

stuff, they get acknowledged. 

What is notable about the accounts of exclusion from Rachel and Alex is the distinction 

that they draw between themselves and ‘the good kids/students’. Similar to the 

exclusive distinction between ‘the lads’ and ‘ear’oles’ in the study of working class kids 

in England by Willis (1979), this construction is both the cause and consequence of a 

set of exclusionary practices and relationships that has turned the mainstream school 

into an alienating environment for some students. As Rachel and Alex explain, being ‘a 

good kid’ is the pre-requisite for being seen and recognized by teachers and thus having 

a stake in learning and the space of classrooms. Carrying the reputation of ‘a bad kid’, 

in contrast, is the cause for exclusions of various sorts20. Similar to Rachel and Alex, 

Frank also talks about a similar predicament. Frank complains that he is often not heard 

by his teachers because of his reputation as ‘a bad kid’: 

                                                            
20 As I explain further in chapter 6, these accounts of exclusion should also be looked at in the backdrop 
of the teachers’ attempts to attend to all students. This results in pedagogical practices that often fail to 
recognize that some students have more complex needs and backgrounds.  
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Mark: You have a good kid and a bad kid. They [the teachers] take the good kids’ 

opinion more than the bad kids’ because they think they have like, I don’t know, 

stupid ideas. […] I don’t really do work in class and all that. I am not always in 

there, but when I’m in there, I am usually in trouble.    

To reach a better understanding of the geographies of school exclusion, we need to 

interrogate the commonsensical distinctions that are often made between ‘good 

students/kids’ and ‘bad students/kids’. The key questions that should be asked in this 

regard are: ‘What underpins the notion of ‘good’ student?’ And ‘how do schools 

respond to those who, for any one or combination of reason(s), do not qualify as good 

student?’ Questions of this nature are ultimately political questions which bear upon the 

position of schools within the wider structures of power in society. This is because, the 

school practices that divide students are, as Yates and McLeod (2000, p. 5) argue, “part 

of the broader creation of a social and cultural zeitgeist about who matters and what 

matters and what counts as fair and unfair treatment of individuals and groups”  

Elsewhere McLeod and Yates (2006) explain that the normative vision of good student 

is constructed discursively and socially. The qualities that such a normative vision 

designates, either explicitly or implicitly, are then internalized by schools, teachers, 

parents and even young people themselves. As the accounts that I have reported from 

Alex, Frank and Rachel help illustrate, young people’s response to school 

categorizations is complex and dynamic; they accept and contest their normative 

categorization at the same time. However, insofar as the students accept their normative 

classifications and its subsequent exclusions as ‘normal’, it institutes a form ‘symbolic 

violence’ against them (Bourdieu, 2004; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2004). This symbolic 

violence, as Bourdieu (2004, p. 339) points out, involves “the dominated apply the 

categories constructed from the point of view of the dominant to the relations of 

dominations, thus making them appear as natural.”  

As a form of social violence, symbolic violence is about relations of dominations; it 

legitimizes the cultural arbitrary of the dominant social groups and contributes to the 

reproduction of power relations in society (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). One of the 

ways in which symbolic violence occurs in schools is through the socially sanctioned 

vision of good student. Today, the model of good student in many schools is someone 
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who respects the norms and values of the school, who complies with the institution and 

who takes charge, for the most part, of their own learning. However, not all students 

fare equally well with the terms stipulated by this categorization. While the more 

privileged students generally possess the dispositions that the school values and 

capitalizes on, those with complex needs and backgrounds often fail to meet the 

expectations that their school places on them. It is, thus, the latter group that often 

complains about being excluded: 

Frank: So when I’ll come to class late, the teacher or someone else, a good girl or 

a good boy… whatever, will come to class late and teacher wouldn’t mind. They 

just say sit down and tell them what we’re doing and stuff. If I came to class late, 

they would say sit down, they get annoyed at me. And then if I ask, I’d be scared 

to put my hand up and ask what they’ve been doing… what we’re doing because I 

know she’d yell at me, because that always happens. So that’s like it. It excludes 

me from putting my hand up to ask what we’re doing. And that’s most of the time 

why I don’t know what I’m doing. 

Robert attributes Frank’s account of being singled-out and excluded to his 

“uncooperative” attitudes and “disruptive behaviours”. It is because of such behaviours 

that Frank has acquired the reputation of ‘a bad student’ among his teachers and the 

school coordinators. As the above reflection indicates, Frank is also aware that his 

normative categorization is the reason for the exclusions that he experiences in 

mainstream school. Similar to Frank, Paul also complains about the way the school 

responds to students depending on whether they possess and demonstrate a particular 

set of behaviours and dispositions. Unlike Frank who has a history of ‘behavioural 

problems’, however, Paul is described by Robert as “a fairly well-behaved student with 

good inter-personal and intra-personal skills.” Yet, similar to Frank, Paul tells me about 

how some students are favoured more by teachers: 

Paul: In the class, they [the teachers] have favourites. Like I have a mate called 

[student name], and he’s basically... every class that you are going, he is every 

teacher’s favourite. They don’t like us! They don’t treat us the same as him, just 

because they’re liking him better. 
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Babak: Why do they like him better?  

Paul: All he does is talking to them, talk to them; he always talks to them, like 

asks them how their day was every time they walk in. It’s not even that. They just 

like him because he is a good student! Just because we are not as good in school 

as him, he gets treated better. […] As again for my mate [student name], I did 

basically the same amount of work that he did, and he showed the teacher and she 

was really, really happy with it. And then I showed it to her and she wasn’t really 

that surprised. That was actually me trying with my work.  

Accounts of exclusion like those of Alex, Frank, Mark, Paul and Rachel also highlight 

what Thomson (2007, p. 116) refers to as “the paradox of visibility and invisibility” 

with which many marginalized young people struggle on a daily basis in their schools 

and classrooms. That is, while these students feel they are highly visible in the 

mainstream school, mostly for the reputation that they have acquired as ‘bad 

students/kids’, they feel neither heard nor supported in ways that would help them with 

their education. This has left many of these students in a state of confusion as to how 

they can overcome their normative categorization and its exclusionary consequences. 

For Frank, for instance, breaking through this vicious cycle of categorization and 

exclusion has become an almost impossible undertaking as he sees himself ‘black-

listed’ for his previous misdemeanours:   

Frank: They [the teachers and school coordinators] mostly have it for the boys 

who get in trouble the most. I mean that seems reasonable I guess, but I mean 

maybe some kids like me want not to be that kind of boy anymore; they wanna 

improve a lot, and be the kids that don’t have black-listed [sic] and stuff. Like I’m 

trying to improve a lot in school, like behaviour-wise, and doing my work and all 

that. But, I can’t do it because they have me black-listed. So if anything happens, 

they come straight to me and all sorts of stuff like that. So it’s like really hard! 

The experiences of exclusion for other students who do not fit into the category of 

‘good student/kid’, but are less confronting of the school, is subtler, yet equally 

detrimental. Sharon complains about being “left behind” by her teachers because she 

lacks the self-confidence that other students have. James also tells me about how he 
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often feels excluded because the school ignores the special needs that he has due to his 

Asperger Syndrome condition. The varying degrees of exclusion that these students 

experience from the mainstream school has added to their weak sense of belonging to 

the institution and the practices/relationships that mark its social field. As I explained in 

the first part of this chapter, this weak sense of belonging has then become a cause for 

their disengagement leading to a vicious cycle of exclusion and marginalization.  

Overall, the symbolic violence that stems from the practices which differentiate among 

students on the basis of whether they possess a set of dispositions is one of the main 

causes of exclusion in the school. These dispositions are often those of middle class, 

educated families whose cultural arbitrary is legitimated and transmitted through formal 

education. A key question that bears directly upon the topic of school exclusion and to 

which I turn next is ‘why schools, despite their claims to equity and active participation, 

often fail to provide an equitable platform of participation for all their students?” 

Answering this question is by no means an easy and straightforward task; it requires 

looking at the practices of schools within the complex nexus of education policy and 

politics that ultimately determines what is possible to achieve in schools.        

Exclusion and Under‐Resourced Schools  

The lived experiences of exclusion and marginalization among the students that I have 

reported in the previous section warrant further examination. As I explained earlier in 

my discussion of school exclusion, exclusion is a complex, dynamic and multi-faceted 

process. Numerous factors both within the social geography of the mainstream school 

and in the students’ backgrounds coalesce to create boundaries that exclude and 

marginalize some students (Fredricks, 2014). In the remainder of this chapter, I focus on 

two factors which affected the ability of the teachers and the staff in Parktown High 

School to engage with the ‘disengaged’ students and thus tackle the exclusions of the 

sort that I have outlined so far. These factors relate to the lack of adequate resources to 

address ‘disengagement’ among certain students and school accountability pressures.  

According to the principal in Parktown High School, lack of funding and adequate 

financial support from the government is the biggest hurdle that the school faces in 

working with the so-called ‘disadvantaged’ students. The principal acknowledges that 
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the school needs to do more in order to help the students who have disengaged from the 

mainstream. However, he also maintains that it is extremely difficult to provide any 

additional support for these students in under-resourced schools. Arguing that “running 

a school is sort of like a business [where] you cannot just keep asking for more and 

more money”, the principal, goes on to explain that the task of managing a school with 

limited funding and resources is bound by hard decisions regarding which students are 

more likely to succeed and thus the school should focus on:      

Principal: I think it is not only the education; it is the whole system, isn’t it? It’s 

the way we live, in suburbs and it’s a real class-based system. […] Usually the 

people who miss out are those who are financially disadvantaged, don’t they? But, 

again, it takes a lot of resources to turn some of those people around. That’s one 

thing for us, I suppose, with our wellbeing team. They’re absolutely flat-out; I 

cannot afford at the moment to put any more wellbeing staff on even though I 

want to. We have to make decisions on the daily basis about which students are 

really you going to make progress with versus others; others get left behind. […] 

It’s not unprofessional of me to say this, but because of the system and the lack of 

resources, you do have to let some go and say, “Well, I don’t think I am going to 

have success with getting that boy to school; I cannot drop by and pass every day 

and drive them to school, and then follow him around all day and make sure he 

goes to every class.” So, we will leave that one and concentrate on these others. 

You know, it’s just a fact of life! 

The reality is that more needs to be done to break through the visible/visible boundaries 

of school exclusion than securing sufficient funding. As Slee (2011, p. 164) points out, 

reforming education as an inclusive and democratic enterprise is “a manifold and 

complex task that reaches into the deep structures of education and schooling to produce 

different policies, practices and cultures.” This, however, does not contradict the need 

for a more equitable system of resource allocation based on students’ needs. In fact, for 

a lot of schools and programs that work with students with complex backgrounds, the 

problem of funding remains one of the most, if not the most, urgent issue. A recent 

Australian government report has also highlighted the importance of a fairer school 
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funding framework, one that takes into account students’ socio-economic background, 

disability, ethnicity, school size and its geographical location (Gonski et al., 2011).  

Funding for schools is not just about distribution of resources; it involves issues of 

social justice, inclusion and democracy. Without sufficient financial resources, it is hard 

to imagine how schools can reach out to their most marginalized students, engage them 

in school practices and help them break through the vicious cycle of exclusion that they 

experience in their schools and classrooms. As Bourdieu (2008, p. 36) aptly points out, 

“educational democracy presupposes economic and social democracy, and also a school 

that is genuinely democratic in its methods, its values and its spirit.” The need for a 

more equitable system of resource allocation that is sensitive to the specific needs and 

circumstances of each student is also acknowledged by the principal in Parktown High 

School who complains about lack of funding for programs like LTM:    

Principal: There is absolutely no funds; it [LTM] is not an accredited program 

with the Department [Department of Education and Early Childhood 

Development]. So, they don’t provide funds for that program. They don’t really 

provide funds for a lot of things. They just give you…so, every student that comes 

into the school, with a dollar amount. So, I think at the moment, it runs about 

$7.000. […] I suppose principals always say this, but we certainly are not getting 

enough to help disadvantaged people. I think the Gonski report recognizes that, 

which was an independent report. […] The data is very clear that disadvantaged 

people don’t do as well as people who would not be considered disadvantaged. 

Really, that should be the job of education to make it more of level playing field 

so that disadvantage people have the same opportunities as children from affluent 

families and children from loving families to be successful in life, and you and I 

know they don’t have that opportunity. 

As the principal suggests above, one of the critical issues that faces Parktown High 

School in working with its ‘disadvantaged’ students is the lack of the necessary 

resources and the staff to address the special needs of these students. As I explain at 

greater length in the next chapter, limited resources and growing accountability 

pressures on schools are among the factors that have culminated in school practices and 
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pedagogies which fail to accommodate for the social divisions and differences 

separating the most privileged students from the least privileged students. This apparent 

neutrality of schools in dealing with backgrounds and differences, as Bourdieu (2008, p. 

33) points out, allows the institution “to transform social differences into educational 

differences by passing off properties acquired in the family milieu as 'natural gifts '.” 

Drawing on Nancy Fraser’s conceptualization of justice along the axes of redistribution, 

recognition and representation, Lingard and Keddie (2013) advocate ‘productive 

pedagogies’ for achieving more equitable education outcomes for marginalized 

students. Productive pedagogies respond to the particular needs of the students from 

marginalized backgrounds. Productive pedagogies contrast with ‘pedagogies of 

indifference’ (Lingard, 2007) which do not differentiate among students and by so 

doing legitimize the reproduction of inequalities. The practices of LTM in Parktown 

High School can be considered as an example of productive pedagogies. Despite its 

success in engaging the students, the program’s future remains contingent upon the 

availability of funding from one year to another. This has left the program, according to 

the principal, “on the razor edge” as the school struggles to avoid going into a deficit: 

Principal: It [LTM] is a very expensive program, that’s the only thing. There’s no 

government support for it. So it costs me and we can only run it 3 days a week 

which really means the students only have 2 days of support. We’d love to run it 

with a lot more students, but it costs me. I don’t know the amount now, but a few 

years ago, it was costing $80.000 which was a lot of money when you are not 

given money for that program. It’s unfortunate, and Robert and Richard know 

this. It’s always on the razor edge. If we are going to go into a deficit situation, 

that’s one of the programs that I have to close down. We are always out at the 

razor of edge because of our high-cost staff. So they are always on the edge, so 

it’s not very nice to be in that position because every time, at the end of the year, 

we never really know whether we’ll up to run it to the following year.  

School funding remains a contentious topic in Australian education with serious 

implications for students from marginalized backgrounds (Connors & McMorrow, 

2015). While funding is critical to schools, it is important not lose sight of the other 
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factors that affect how schools position themselves vis-à-vis their students. There is 

more to student participation than the issue of redistribution and resource allocation. In 

the next two chapters, I look at a number of other factors, relating to relationships, 

positive recognition of difference, student voice and school discipline, that can affect 

student participation. As I also explain, these factors often relate to each other in 

complex ways. In the remainder of this section, I turn to another factor that contributed 

to the experiences of exclusion for the marginalized students in Parktown High School, 

namely the ‘accountability’ driven practices and relationships of the mainstream school.      

Exclusion and ‘Accountable’ Schools  

As I discussed in chapter 3, education in Australia has been the subject of numerous 

neoliberal reforms during the past few decades. Similar to the US, the UK and other 

Western liberal economies, Australian education has been put through a series of reform 

experiments that aim, at least in theory, to turn schools into more accountable and 

productive institutions. The quasi-market mechanisms of choice and competition that 

underpin initiatives such as the My School Website and NAPLAN are all steps in this 

direction. Despite mounting critique (e.g. Clarke, 2012; Connell, 2013; Gorur, 2013; 

Gowlett, 2015; Hardy, 2015; Lingard et al., 2012; Robinson, 2011; Slee, 2013), these 

initiatives continue to re-shape the Australian education landscape and re-define the 

educational priorities for many schools, teachers and students. 

Many have critiqued the neoliberal education reforms by pointing to the exclusionary 

implications that these reforms have for students from marginalized backgrounds. 

Wright, Weekes, and McGlaughlin (2000), for example, argue that school exclusion is, 

in part, caused by the processes by which schools select and de-select students to meet 

their performativity demands and requirements. With schools becoming increasingly 

conscious of their performance status and indicators, they tend to value students based 

on their contributions to the school league table positions. Since not all students are 

equally desirable in terms of what they can offer schools to improve their performance 

and rankings in a competitive education market, schools tend to differentiate among 

students and avoid those who are viewed as potential performance risks.   
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Wilkins (2012, p. 768) also explains that much of the school practices that divide 

students can be seen as “mechanisms that aim to link the conduct of individuals to 

politico-economic objectives at the macro level of school structures and policies, which 

have at their centre a conception of pupils as autonomous and responsibilised choosers.” 

While students from more privileged backgrounds generally possess the dispositions 

and the qualities that the school capitalizes on, it is often the students who face poverty, 

unstable family relationships or have a disability that find themselves in conflict with 

the school expectations for discipline, compliance and autonomous learning. It should, 

thus, not come as a surprise that such students complain about being ignored and 

excluded in the mainstream school more often than their privileged counterparts.  

The accounts of exclusion that I reported from the students in this chapter can be 

explained with reference to the visible and invisible boundaries of exclusion that have 

emerged in the school under neoliberal pressures for accountability and performativity. 

The principal in Parktown High School explains that while initiatives such as NAPLAN 

have worked mostly in favour of the more privileged students in the school. However, 

these initiatives do not provide any significant information that can help the 

‘disadvantaged’ students who, as the principal puts it, “are behind the eight ball” in 

terms of their literacy and numeracy skills. Robert is also critical about how the 

emerging accountabilities regimes have curbed the school’s capacity to work with and 

engage with its most marginalized students:     

Robert: Schools always say they cater for everyone’s individual needs. But 

schools are assessed on numbers. School gets a tri-annual review. It’s gonna set 

targets of growth, of improvements, so they’ve got three years to improve figures 

in different areas and in school they work on that. Yes, there is pressure on the 

schools getting reviewed every three years. They’ve got to show continual 

growth. 

Babak:  And you think that is also reflected in what teachers do in class? 

Robert: Yeah, we’ve got our NAPLAN tests, so all of that gets reflected. They’ve 

got to get those numbers up. It’s just sad for the kids who are not particularly 

academically gifted. […] Teachers feel pressured to get the results up, keep them 
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going for all students. Sometimes, you can drop one or two. Now that they have 

bell charts presented where you’re always going to have your tail end; it doesn’t 

matter how much energy you put into that tail end. It is really hard to bring that 

end up on the bell chart, whereas you can move your middle over, or you can 

move your middle up, and you can move your top end up, but it is very hard to 

work with this bottom end. And sometimes, it’s reflected in the attitude to 

students, “We don’t really have time to work with these kids who struggle.” 

That’s the sad reflection of the reality of education! 

It should not be assumed that the logic of neoliberalism flows directly into institutions 

such as schools (Angus, 2004; Wilkins, 2012). Neoliberal school reforms are negotiated 

and contested in complex ways depending on the contextual particularities of schools 

and the commitment of their staff to issues of inclusion and social justice. Nonetheless, 

as Robert explains above, it is difficult to refute the negative implications that initiatives 

such as NAPLAN have for some students. These top-down school reforms are often 

oblivious to the fact that not all students can fare equally well with demands for high-

stakes testing and academic achievement. By ignoring backgrounds and differences, the 

practices that these reforms encourage in schools generate marginality and exclusion for 

those whose differences become a source of disadvantage in the institution.    

Instead of the economically-driven models of education reform that treat everyone as 

the same, what schools such as Parktown High School need is a richer system of 

accountability, one that is not divorced from the backgrounds of the students. A context-

sensitive and inclusive approach to education policy avoids the linear rewards-

punishment mechanism that sets schools in competition with each other for students and 

funding. As Smyth (2006b, p. 288) points out, a realistic accountability scheme for 

schools should take account of the lives, experiences, cultures, family backgrounds, 

hopes and aspirations of young people; it should reject the stimulus-response paradigm 

that “says, this is what has to be done, do it and rewards will follow for compliance, 

refuse or fail to deliver, and punishments will be meted out.” 

As I explained earlier in this section, social exclusion is a dynamic process with various 

social, cultural, economic and political dimensions. School exclusion, by extension, is 

complex, dynamic and multifaceted with multiple direct and indirect causes and 
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consequences. The geographies of school exclusion that I explored and mapped out in 

this section, therefore, constitute only one of the several layers of the experiences, 

practices and social relationships that affect young people within the wider context of 

their schools, families and communities. In the next chapter, I build on some of my 

discussions in this chapter about the geographies of school belonging and exclusion to 

address two other issues that condition the students’ experiences of school participation, 

namely the need for respectful relationships and positive recognition of difference.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I looked at two factors that affected student participation, namely 

belonging and exclusion. First, I drew upon narratives from the students to demonstrate 

how a weak sense of school belonging has become a cause for conflict, withdrawal and 

disengagement from the institution. I argued that to reach a deeper understanding of 

belonging, we should look at the students’ sense of belonging as an outcome of the 

practices that mark the spatial spheres of schools. Comparing the socio-spatial context 

of the mainstream school with that of the LTM program, I also explained that practices 

and relationships that are tailored to the students’ needs and backgrounds, coupled with 

the relatively stress-free environment of LTM, contributed to a sense of belonging to the 

space of the program. A strong sense of belonging then became discursively involved in 

reproducing LTM as a thickly-lived place through affects and participation. 

In the second section of this chapter, I looked at the geographies of school exclusion 

which added to the sense of disconnect from the institution among the young people. As 

I explained by engaging with the accounts from the students, the mainstream school 

constructs boundaries that exclude those who do not fit into its socially-sanctioned 

definition of ‘good student’. Marginality and exclusion are, in fact, a by-product of the 

school practices that differentiate among students on the basis of how well they respond 

to the expectations of the institution. Situating some of the practices of Parktown High 

School within the wider context of education policy in Australia, I maintained that 

inadequate resources to address the special needs of some students, along with an undue 

emphasis on narrow accountabilities, have created various boundaries that tend to 

exclude and marginalize those who need the most support from schools.  
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To allow all students to actively participate in the social life of their schools and 

classrooms, we should challenge some of one-size-fits-all practices that characterize the 

working of many schools. These practices often fail to acknowledge the initial 

differences that divide the most privileged from the least privileged students, and in so 

doing contribute to the reproduction of social differences. In so far as schools fail to 

respond to the needs of their most marginalized students, their practices tend to favour 

the most favoured and disfavour the most disfavoured. What remains at stake in such a 

situation is not only the prospect of socially-just schooling, but also the promise of a 

democratic education for marginalized youth implicating their political identities and 

civic agency both at present and predictably into the future.  
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CHAPTER 6: Relationality and Recognition of Difference 

A fog of forgetfulness is looming over education. Forgotten in the fog is that education is about 

human  beings.  And  as  schools  are  places  where  human  beings  get  together,  we  have  also 

forgotten that education is primarily about human beings who are in relation with one another. 

No Education without Relation, Charles Bingham and Alexander Sidorkin 

Introduction 

In this chapter, I build on some of my earlier discussions to look at two other themes 

that emerged from the students’ accounts and narratives about school participation, 

namely relationality and recognition of difference. First, I discuss how the participation 

of the students was overshadowed by their poor relational experiences in the school. As 

I illustrate through the students’ accounts, relationships that were deemed as 

‘stigmatizing’ and ‘disrespectful’ were among the main causes of conflict with teachers, 

the school staff and, to a lesser extent, other students. Such relationships turned the 

mainstream school into a ‘thin’ space of belonging unworthy of emotional, 

psychological and behavioural investment for many young people. As I also argue, 

underlying the relational geography of the mainstream school was an ‘ethic of care’ that 

pursued instrumental agendas of achievement and performance. Such an ethic of care 

failed to address the relational needs of the students with complex backgrounds. This 

mismatch between the caring intentions of the institution and the actual needs of the 

students was the main cause of relational tension which ultimately led to the breakdown 

of the caring relationships for many young people. Closely connected to, and often 

compounding, their poor relationships is what the students described as the lack of 

positive recognition by the school of their particular needs and conditions. Many of the 

participants complained that even when their needs were recognized, they were dealt 

with in a deficit manner. The school treated difference from its socially sanctioned norm 

of independent and successful learner with stigma, and in so doing created a basis for 

the ‘othering’ and exclusion of those whose difference were not looked upon 

favourably. As I discuss at the end of this chapter, to understand what makes the 

provision of an inclusive education difficult in many schools such as Parktown High 

School, we should examine, among other things, the wider context of performativity 

and accountability in which schools and teachers are situated today.    
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Relationality and Everyday Citizenship 

As I explained in my discussion of belonging in the previous chapter, a major 

contributor to a weak sense of school belonging and the subsequent disengagement 

among some students is their experiences of the school as a ‘hostile’, ‘alien’ and 

‘unsafe’ environment. As I also foreshadowed in chapter 5, in addition to a physical 

space, young people’s geographies of school belonging occupy a relational territory. 

That is, to belong requires not only enabling social spaces with which individuals can 

identify, but also the presence of significant others to whom they can associate. Young 

people who feel that they are respected and cared for as individuals in their school 

relationships are more likely to develop a sense of belonging to the institution and its 

socio-spatial practices. Such young people, as Rudduck and Flutter (2004) point out, 

tend to benefit more from empowering relational experiences and are therefore less 

likely to disengage and withdraw from the school. 

A large body of empirical research has shown that positive relationships with adults and 

peers in educational spaces can influence a range of mental, socio-emotional, 

educational and behavioural outcomes in young people (e.g. Carrington, Bland, & 

Brady, 2010; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Graham, Van Bergen, & Sweller, 

2016; Jóhannesson & Bjarnadóttir, 2016; Lawner, Beltz, & Moore, 2013; Lovat, 2010; 

McGrath & Van Bergen, 2015; M. Mills, McGregor, Baroutsis, te Riele, & Hayes, 

2016; Moore & Hamilton, 2010; Noble & McGrath, 2012; Wyn et al., 2014). Caring 

and positive relationships can also affect the willingness of students for engagement in 

education. Such relationships encourage young people to take part in the activities of 

their schools and classrooms, have a say in the matters that relate to their education and 

experience participation as a relational process in the social life of their school.  

Positive and caring relationships can also have implications for how young people 

experience participatory citizenship in the everyday spaces of their school and 

classrooms. Despite the relevance of ‘relationality’ to the ideals of social justice and 

democracy, this notion has for the most part been treated as a private and personal 

matter within both liberal and radical egalitarian traditions (Lynch, Baker, & Lyons, 

2009). As Lynch (2012) points out in her critique of Nancy Fraser’s three-dimensional 

framework of social justice, Western political theory has been mostly oblivious to 
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‘affective justice’ which involves issues of relationality, love, care and solidarity. This 

is despite the fact that, as Lynch (2012) further argues, affective social systems are 

deeply interwoven with economic, cultural and political social systems in people’s lives.  

The absence of relationality in the Western political tradition has also been highlighted 

by others. Arendt (2005) criticizes the means-ends conception of politics that threads 

through the Western political thought. Within a means-ends logic, the political realm 

becomes an arena to achieve other ‘higher’ ends, be it political utopias, progress or 

economic development. For Arendt, to exist politically means to live under the 

condition of plurality and be bound with the presence of others. Plurality, as the 

inescapable condition of human existence, stems from the reality that nothing exists in 

singular and that the public realm relies on the presence of others (Arendt, 1958). It is 

our interactions with others in the public realm that provide us with the opportunity to 

individuate ourselves and reveal our identities inter-subjectively. 

Massey (2005) also talks about the importance of ‘the geographies of relations’ to the 

construction of spatial spheres and the political subjectivities within those spheres. For 

Massey, space is the product of interrelations which are constituted through interactions. 

Highlighting the political significance of the relational, Massey (2005, p. 9) 

conceptualizes space as “the sphere of the possibility of the existence of multiplicity in 

the sense of contemporaneous plurality; as the sphere in which distinct trajectories 

coexist; as the sphere therefore of coexisting heterogeneity.” What this means is that 

space is not merely a fixed and physical background to the activities of human beings. 

Rather, it is a product of relations-between which then become involved in the 

discursive construction of spatial spheres and their material practices. 

Despite its centrality to educational practices, it is only recently that relationality has 

gained traction in debates about young people’s citizenship education. Neale (2004, p. 

8; emphasis in original) defines youth citizenship “as an entitlement to recognition, 

respect and participation… [which] operates not only in civic settings where public 

policy is created and put into effect, but also in the routine contexts of day-to-day life.” 

Similarly, Biesta et al. (2009, p. 9; emphasis in original) argue that young people’s 

citizenship should be understood not as an ‘outcome’ but as “a process that is situated, 

that is relational and that is uniquely linked to young people’s individual life-
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trajectories.” Wood (2012, 2013) also contends that young peoples’ politics is 

embedded in their spatial-relational experiences in families, schools and communities.  

In the first part of this chapter, I look at the relevance of relationality to the students’ 

experiences of school participation. As I demonstrate through some of their accounts, 

the relational experiences of the students are tainted with widespread perceptions of 

‘disrespect’ and ‘stigmatization’. Poor relationships with teachers, school coordinators 

and, to a lesser extent, other students add an additional layer of stress to the already 

stressful situation of those who are dealing with issues of poor academic performance, 

school exclusions, poverty, unstable family environments and disability. Comparing the 

students’ relational experiences in the school with their experiences in LTM, I argue 

that an ethic of care which is primarily concerned with instrumental agendas of 

performativity is among the majors causes of disengagement for these young people. 

Relational Geographies of the Margins 

The literature on school disengagement is replete with accounts of disrespect and 

dismissal, especially for those who do not fit comfortably into the category of ‘good 

students/kids’. Wrigley, Lingard, et al. (2012) talk about exhausting student-teacher 

conflicts in schools in low socio-economic and disadvantaged areas which are saturated 

with young people’s perceptions of disrespect. Such perceptions have led many students 

to come to see themselves as ‘surplus’ in schools where exclusions are common daily 

occurrences. The experiences of the students in this study also reflect such widespread 

perceptions. Rachel, for instance, attributes part of her school resentment to how she is 

treated by her teachers, who she describes as ‘mean’ and ‘rude’. Similarly, Paul, who 

according to Robert is ‘well-behaved’ and ‘good at relationships’, explains that he finds 

it difficult to relate to his teachers in ways that reciprocate respect: 

Paul: I mean you go to school saying you must respect the teachers. But it’s hard 

to respect someone who doesn’t respect you! You come here [to the LTM 

program], you’re happy to respect them [Robert and Richard] because they treat 

you the same way you treat them. […] Robert and Richard also teach you 

different ways, say, “This doesn’t work; this might work for you!” The teachers 

are like, “No, this is how you must learn!” […] Most teachers… none of them are 
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really that nice, they’re always growling. I just find it hard to work with them 

when they are always yelling at everyone. 

Babak: Why are they yelling? 

Paul: Just because, I think it is just because they can! Because we do one simple 

thing wrong, like we talk when they’re talking, and they yell at us for doing that. 

And they don’t even give us a warning that they’ll yell at us. So I thought that was 

a bit unfair, that they just go straight to yelling, no warnings! Yeah, I just don’t 

like the teachers! 

Similar to Rachel and Paul, other students also complain about a feeling of disrespect 

which fuels their sense of antagonism and resentment towards the mainstream school. 

Frank, for example, talks about being ‘yelled at’ and ‘ordered around’ as an experience 

with which he is all too familiar. The sense of resentment that Frank has developed 

because of such experiences has made him apprehensive about most of the teachers and 

coordinators in the school. James also laments a similar predicament blaming his 

teachers for what he sees as ‘expecting respect without giving respect’. As the following 

excerpt indicates, for James who struggles with poor academic performance because of 

his Asperger Syndrome condition the lack of ‘mutual respect’ has become yet another 

source of stress, frustration and discontent about the mainstream school: 

James: This sounds strange, but I have something I call mutual respect. You 

know, I don’t just give respect; you earn respect from me and I respect you back. 

It’s simple, you know. A lot of the teachers when you first meet them, they 

immediately, what’s the word, insinuate or expect respect from you. I sort of think 

to myself and I say that like, “Oh, it doesn’t work like that for me, I’m sorry! You 

gotta earn that, I don’t just give it. It doesn’t matter who you are. It doesn’t matter 

if you’re like, you know, Elvis Presley, even though I think he may be dead. You 

know… you gotta earn that!” 

It is not just poor relationships with teachers that have led to a sense of unease about the 

mainstream school for James. An equally important cause of resentment about the 

school for some students is poor relationships with their peers. As I pointed out in my 
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discussions of belonging in chapter 5, varying forms and degrees of bullying and peer 

harassment have added an additional source of stress and compounded the weak sense 

of school belonging among some students. James is a good case in point here. James 

complains that he finds it very hard to ‘fit in’ and make friends because of his Asperger 

Syndrome condition. James has no friends in the school and is often exposed to 

harassment by other students. James tells me that his classmates will feel sorry for not 

being friend with him when he ‘becomes someone important’. Then he goes on to say:  

James: I have autism, and I find it very, very hard to make friends or to fit into the 

other environments. The best environment I fit in is online playing my online 

video game. Even then, I don’t fit in that world. 

The situation is not very different for other students who have been referred to the LTM 

program. For Sharon, the mainstream school has proved to have little to offer in the way 

of constructive and respectful relationships. Sharon complains about being treated ‘as 

less than everyone less’ by her teachers and the school coordinators. Sharon also talks 

about being ‘labelled’ and ‘picked on’ by other students for having an interest in anime 

and Japanese language and for ‘not doing what everyone else is doing’. Sharon has only 

four friends in the school, yet as she tells me for her ‘friendship’ remains the most 

important thing about the school. Sharon’s poor relationships is among the reasons why 

she has withdrawn into herself and become disengaged. When I ask Sharon to compare 

her relational experiences in the school with those in LTM, she explains:  

Sharon: A lot of kids don’t like me, in my classroom. I think I’ve got like four 

people… and the majority of the class don’t exactly like me so they’re kind of 

like, not turn against me, but like oppose me. So like, I got picked on by a couple 

of kids today walking, and yeah, it didn’t make me feel like, yeah it didn’t make 

me feel that good. But with LTM, you’re like included, it’s like nice…  

Babak: I’m wondering why it’s like that? 

Sharon: I reckon it’s just mutual respect. Like, if you’ve got something that is not 

exactly right in your life or you’re just like wanna try and go into things like that, 
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you have like a mutual respect with everyone… in LTM, but with school it’s just 

no… You wanna be more popular, that’s what you wanna go for! 

As it can be gleaned from the above exchange, the LTM program has offered an 

affective and relational space to Sharon. Unlike her poor school relationships which 

have caused much distress and frustration, Sharon describes her relationships in LTM as 

‘supportive’ and ‘respectful’. The other students also share similar accounts about their 

social relationships in the LTM program compared to the mainstream school. A student 

such as Alex, for example, who often finds himself at odd with the school has come to 

enjoy a different status in LTM. Despite his reputation as “a problem student” among 

his teachers, Alex talks about his LTM relationships as being based on ‘respect’. This is 

one of the main reasons why for Alex LTM has become a place to belong and a refuge 

from his numerous encounters with teachers and the school coordinators:  

Alex: In school, I have a different reputation to what I have in here [the LTM 

program]. But in here, I get along with pretty much everyone, you know. I’ve got 

pretty much good friends, associate with everyone in this group. […] LTM is 

pretty cool. I get nicer manners just everyone else gets. Respect is a big thing for 

me! If you want respect, show me enough respect. I know you’re a teacher, but 

you show me some amount of respect as I’m doing for you.    

Alex’ reflection highlights the role that space plays in how individuals position 

themselves in relation to others. Such positioning is critical in the making and remaking 

of place through inter-relationships (Massey, 2005). What is noteworthy regarding the 

construction of place through relationships in the context of LTM is the role that Robert 

and Richard play in the creation of a relational space. Contrary to the teachers and the 

staff in the mainstream school, Robert and Richard have a different reputation among 

the LTM students. Diane describes Robert and Richard as ‘very malleable and 

bendable’ while Sarah compares them to ‘mentors’. For Sharon, Robert and Richard are 

different from classroom teachers in that they ‘listen’ and ‘comfort’. Rachel also wishes 

that all the teachers in school were ‘a clone’ of Robert and Richard by saying: 

Rachel: I don’t really communicate with my teachers that much, because I just 

don’t like any of my teachers. I just try to stay back; I don’t really want to get 



120 
 

involved with them. […] That’s why my brother wants me to take few days off 

sometimes, because he just knows how I feel. He went to the same school, he was 

treated like how I was, like rude, like didn’t get any respect, like the only respect 

he got was from his friends. And that was it! None of the teachers have been 

helping him.   

Babak: How is it with Robert and Richard?  

Rachel: There is a big difference, like they will listen to you; they won’t like make 

a bad comment. They’re… I wish there was just a clone of them; I wish they 

could just be the teachers.  

To better understand these comparisons, it is essential to examine the factors that 

condition the students’ encounters in the socio-spatial spheres of their school and 

classrooms. In the next section, I engage deeper with the data to examine the accounts 

that I have reported so far from the students regarding their relational experiences. The 

argument that drives my discussions in the upcoming section is that the relational 

geography of the mainstream school which is dominated by an ethos of academic 

performance and achievement has left little space for deep and caring forms of 

relationality. As I will also argue, the absence of a relational ethic of care from the 

mainstream school constitutes an example of what M. Mills et al. (2016) refer to as 

‘affective injustice’ against the marginalized young people who are most in need of 

deep and caring relationships from their school.  

Relational Education and an Ethic of Care 

In the previous section, I drew upon the accounts from some of the students to describe 

their relational experiences in the mainstream school which, as I explained, are marked 

with widespread feelings of stigma, disrespect and poor treatments. I also contrasted the 

students’ relationships in the school with those of the LTM program. As I demonstrated 

and discussed, LTM has provided the students with an alternative relational space where 

they feel valued and respected. In this section, I delve underneath the surface of the 

accounts and narratives that I reported in the previous section to examine the factors that 

has led to poor school relationships for some young people. My aim is to identity the 
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barriers that stand in the way of a relational and more inclusive education for 

marginalized young people within the social spaces of their schools and classrooms.   

In chapter 5, I briefly explained how initiatives such as NAPLAN and My School 

Website weigh on schools to improve their league table positions through performance 

data. Such initiatives also have implications for the social and relational geographies of 

schools. Smyth, McInerney, and Fish (2013) remind us of some of the adverse 

consequences of managerial schooling for a relational education project for 

marginalized young people. Teachers in managerial schools are encouraged - through a 

mixture of prescribed curricula, accountability mechanisms and standardized testing 

regimes - to divest themselves from the ‘untidy kids’ whose dispositions and 

backgrounds, as Smyth et al. (2013, p. 311) contend, “do not fit comfortably with the 

middle-class norms of the school [and who thus] are displaced and labelled as 

unsuccessful players in the marketplace.” 

Loss of relationships from schools under growing neoliberal policy mandates has been a 

recurring theme in the progressive and radical tradition of education research within the 

past few decades. Bingham and Sidorkin (2004), for instance, talk about ‘an education 

without relation’ as neoliberal accountability pressures grow on teachers pushing them 

to achieve results than build relationships. Smyth, Down, and McInerney (2010, p. 4) 

also explain that the fundamental point which is absent from the current practices of 

schooling that have emerged from new forms of neoliberal administration “is that 

relationships are of paramount importance - between young people and adults, between 

schools and communities, among young people themselves, and most importantly, 

connectedness to the big ideas that define their lives and the wider world they live it.” 

What I would like to point out regarding such critiques is the need for a more refined 

understanding of how policies driven by a neoliberal logic can affect the social and 

relational geographies of schools. While it is hard to refute the adverse consequences 

that some of the neoliberal reforms of the previous decades have had for a relational 

education project, caution should be exercised against using neoliberalism generically 

without looking at how it is enacted in settings like schools and classrooms. Such an 

approach presents neoliberalism as what Morley, Marginson, and Blackmore (2014) 

refer to as ‘an external evil’ without explaining sufficiently the complex ways through 
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which a contested, and at time contradictory, politico-economic project can influence a 

diverse range of stakeholders from teachers and school staff to parents and students.  

When it comes to school relationships, the impact of neoliberal policy imperatives 

enacted through initiatives such as NAPLAN and My School Website is subtle, yet 

significant and powerful. As I argue throughout this section, rather than eliminating all 

forms of relational care, neoliberal reform agendas tend to re-configure the schools’ 

practice of care. This happens by encouraging an ethic of care in schools that can serve 

the instrumental agendas of student achievement and performance. Absent from such a 

re-definition of care, however, is the understanding that effective care requires both the 

‘carer’ and the ‘cared for’ to mutually contribute to a caring relationships (Noddings, 

2005, 2007). That is, to care involves the cared for recognize the carer’s acts and 

reciprocate them in ways that allow for the development of a caring relationship.    

In the absence of a mutual recognition between the carer and the cared for, the carers’ 

initiatives, however well-intentioned they might be, may not register as acts of caring by 

the cared for. Instead, these initiatives may be interpreted as ‘arbitrary’ and ‘unfair’ 

impositions which, in turn, paves the way for an ultimate break-down in the caring 

relationship. It is such a discrepancy between the carer’s actions and the actual needs of 

the cared for that has led to poor relationships with teachers and the school staff for 

many young people in Parktown High School. As the principal points out below, such a 

breakdown in the practice of care primarily affects those students who, due to their 

particular needs, circumstance and/or social backgrounds, are most in need of deep and 

caring relationships from the mainstream school:  

Principal: You are always walking the tight rope, and there is a lot of tension 

between the importance of building relationships versus getting a breadth of 

curriculum, and a high-quality education. […] But, you know, those kids who act 

out and are attention-seeking, often that’s their way of having a relationship with 

another person, you know an anti-authoritarian sort of relationship. […] You 

know your average student and your high achieving, they often have naturally lots 

of relationships with significant adults; their parents are at home. They are music 

teachers. The person at the sports club is their auntie, whereas those 

disadvantaged kids don’t necessarily do. […] Often these sorts of students don’t 
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have a significant adult; their parents don’t play that role. They’ve got their own 

problems. They don’t go to play football on the weekend often, so they don’t have 

a coach that they can look up to. That’s something significant for some of our 

students in LTM. They develop important relationship with an adult, like Robert 

and Richard, which they may not have experienced in school even with their 

teachers. 

The principal’s reflection highlights a tension between the ethic of care that the school 

is committed to and one that can cater for the needs of the marginalized youth. This 

tension can explain why many students complain about disrespect and poor treatments. 

In addition, implicit in the principal’s comment is how the school’s practices of care 

focused on ‘a breadth of curriculum’ and ‘high quality education’ implicate the 

‘average’ versus ‘disadvantaged’ students. While the school caring intentions and 

practices are often received as such by the so-called ‘average’ students, mainly because 

they possess the necessary social and cultural resources that the practices of care in the 

institution presupposes, they fail to register as caring intentions and practices by those 

young people have a different set of needs and dispositions.    

Another issue related to the ethic of care relates to how students respond to the practices 

of care that they deem irrelevant to their needs and circumstances. For a lot of young 

people, the absence of the cultural capitals needed to avoid conflict in the face of a 

disjuncture between the carer’s intents/practices and the needs of the cared-for often 

becomes a cause for confrontation with and disengagement from the institution. As 

McGregor and Mills (2012) explain, while most students endure, but not necessarily 

enjoy, the rigid and impersonal pedagogies that arise from the school’s instrumental 

ethic of care, it is often those whose lives have little resonance with the explicit and 

‘hidden’ curriculum of performative schools for whom confrontation with teachers and 

disengagement from learning become a consequence.   

Instead of care driven by a logic of performativity and competitiveness, what many 

students need is a care ethic that takes their material, social, psychological and 

emotional conditions as the basis of its care work. Such an approach to the practices of 

care is one of the key differences between the LTM program and the mainstream 

school. As I explained earlier in this chapter, for many students LTM offers a space 
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where they experience respectful and non-stigmatizing relationships. To establish such 

relationships, LTM works with a small group of students over an extended period of 

time. This allows Robert and Richard to understand and accommodate for the particular 

needs and conditions of each student. As Robert points out, this is the hallmark of the 

LTM program which distinguishes it from what happens in the school and classrooms: 

Robert: We’re here [in the LTM hut] before the kids get in; we are here after they 

go, and that gives time to develop the relationships. As a class teacher, you’ve got 

40 minutes, you’ve got 30 kids or 25 kids and you’ve got to get content over. 

There’s no time to build and cater for individual difference, although they are 

meant to try and cater for individual difference. The volumes of information 

they’ve got to pass on does [sic] not really allow that luxury. They’ve got to 

present the materials. 

The importance of relational contexts for re-engaging marginalized students has been 

highlighted in a number of recent studies (e.g. Black, Walsh, & Taylor, 2011; 

Callingham, 2013; McGregor, Mills, te Riele, & Hayes, 2015; O'Donovan, Berman, & 

Wierenga, 2015). Such contexts not only allow for the development of caring 

relationships between young people and adults, but also provide an opportunity for 

positive encounters among young people themselves. As a result, there is significant a 

reduction in harassing and violent behaviours that students resort to in dealing with each 

other in such contexts. This change in how young people relate to each other is manifest 

in the LTM program which brings together the ‘bully’ and ‘bullied’ from the school. As 

the following exchange from one of the focus group discussions illustrates, this has 

been the case for Rachel and Sarah before they became friends in LTM: 

Rachel: People in LTM are so different when we’re at school. Here they act so 

friendly, but then when you say like ‘hi’ to them when you’re walking past, they 

ignore you! 

Babak: The same kids? 

Rachel: Yeah the same kids, they change their attitude! Frank, for instance… 

Sarah: Yeah, I think because it’s a smaller group, it’s like… they have to…  
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Rachel: Well, they have their friends around! 

Sarah: And then they have to spend a lot of time with a smaller group, so they 

have to be generally nice, but if they are with a lot of people… […] You two 

[Rachel and her friend] never changed! Why did you guys change in Year 7 

actually, as opposed to Year 6 and all before that because you guys hated me!  

Rachel: We did! 

Sarah: Yes, you both hated me and I didn’t know why! And then you’re okay in 

Year 7. I was a bit confused why you’re nice to me in Year 7! 

Similar to adults, young people tend to form social clusters and re-produce exclusionary 

practices and relationships. In schools, this often involves student groupings based on 

complex inter-relationships of youth cultures, ethnicity, gender, sexuality and socio-

economic status (Gunter & Thomson, 2007; Ringrose & Renold, 2010). As the above 

exchange helps highlight, such group dynamics in the mainstream school are among the 

key factors leading to poor relationships for some students in Parktown High School. In 

contrast to the mainstream school and classrooms, the LTM program has created a 

relational context where the students get along regardless of their personalities and 

differences. Julie is one such student who talks about school-related peer pressures 

when comparing student relationships in the school with LTM: 

Julie: When you’re at school, you have to work with yourself to learn from your 

mistakes. But in LTM you work as a group basically, and then focus on yourself 

sometimes as well, doing your focus plan. In school, you have to lean onto your 

teachers and yourself, not that much on group-work. […] In LTM, you get to be 

yourself as well. 

Babak: What do you mean by ‘get to be yourself’? 

Julie: You don’t really care about what others think. In the class, you do care 

about what others think! 

Babak: What makes you aware of what other people think? 
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Julie: You feel way more comfortable in LTM because it’s just a bunch of kids 

together with different personalities. […] In school, they [the students] don’t feel 

as confident as in LTM because of how many people we have in class and how 

many people we have in school. But in LTM, it’s just different because you have 

more confidence with little groups of people… You know each [student] has his 

own individual kind of personality… and no one judges you that much! 

For Henry, James, John and Sharon who have also experienced various forms and 

degrees of bullying and peer harassment in the school, LTM has offered a ‘safe’ place 

where they developed positive relationships with other students. This is one of the 

reasons why the students have a strong sense of belonging to the space of the LTM 

program (see my discussion of belonging in chapter 5). The reality is that many of the 

tensions that characterize the relationships of young people in Parktown High School, 

including how they position themselves in relation to each other, stem from the wider 

social stratifications that exist outside the confine of the school. Nonetheless, as Francis 

and Mills (2012) point out, such social divisions are often re-produced and normalized 

through the institutional practices and the authoritarian structures of mainstream schools 

where young people are educated in various techniques of domination and control.  

As I explain later in this chapter, to overcome their marginality and exclusion, young 

people need more than just an alternative education premised upon an ethic of care in a 

sheltered environment. Above all, marginalized youth need a rigorous education that 

can equip them with the necessary capacities to participate not only in the mainstream 

school, but also in the society and beyond. The relational and caring environment that 

programs such as LTM offer students should, thus, be only one part of a more holistic 

strategy that aims to re-engage and empower those who have disengaged from 

education. It is only then that we can think about the democratic and political value of 

care as a public good in current context where care work has been individualized and 

relegated to the private realm of families (Fraser, 2016; Tronto, 2013).  

In addition to poor relationships with their teachers and peers in the school, there are 

other factors which play a part in making schools less hospitable for some young 

people. One such factor which I turn to in the next section is the lack of adequate and 

positive recognition by the school of the social divisions and differences that sets one 
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group of young people apart from the other. Such recognition is a critical component of 

a socially-just education for those who, due to their backgrounds of poverty, unstable 

family environments and disability, are in need of greater support from mainstream 

schools. Positive and non-stigmatizing recognition of difference is also a pre-requisite 

for an education that reflects values of inclusiveness and participation, one that can help 

students on the margins to break through their vicious cycle of exclusion.   

Recognition of Difference and Participation 

In the previous section, I explained that disengagement is, in part, the product of the 

relationships that mark the social geography of the mainstream school. I also argued 

that driving the school’s relationships is a care ethic that is primarily concerned with 

serving instrumental agendas of performativity and achievement. While this care ethics 

is more easily identified and reciprocated as care by the so-called ‘average’ students, it 

fails to cater for the needs of those who face poverty or complex home environments. In 

this section, I build on my earlier discussions to address another theme that emerged 

from the students’ accounts of school participation. This theme, which has ramifications 

for the relational experiences of the students as well as their sense of school belonging 

and inclusion, pertains to positive recognition of difference. That is, recognition by the 

school of the students’ needs and circumstances in a non-stigmatizing manner.   

When discussed in relation to participation, the notion of difference often signifies the 

social and cultural bases of inequalities and stratifications. My use of the word 

difference in this section, however, is not limited to its social and the cultural 

dimensions. Rather, I use the notion of ‘difference’ in a broad sense to refer to the 

cumulative and integrated material, social and cultural basis of inequalities and 

stratifications. This is because, as Fraser (1997) points out, economic and social 

disadvantage and cultural disrespect are entwined with and support each other. What 

this means is that depending on circumstances, difference can have various, but often 

inter-related, economic, social and cultural causes and consequences. This 

understanding of difference is particularly useful in my discussions about the 

participatory experiences of marginalized youth in schools. 
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Underlying the discussions of ‘difference’ are assumptions about the ‘norm’. That is, 

difference, whether in terms of personal/group attributes and orientations, beliefs and 

dispositions, physical characteristics or cognitive, social and emotional capacities, is 

always perceived against a norm. Far from being universal, this norm is a product of 

social and historical circumstances. Once essentialized, however, difference(s) from the 

norm can lead to creation of various boundaries that exclude and marginalize those who 

do not fit into the societal template for ‘normality’. As Gilligan (2003, p. xviii), the 

ethicist and feminist scholar, points out, the crucial problem “in talking about difference 

and the consequent theorizing of "difference" lies in the readiness with which difference 

becomes deviance and deviance becomes sin in a society preoccupied with normality.”  

The importance of responding to difference has been stressed in struggles for equity, 

diversity and social justice (e.g. Fraser, 1997; Fraser & Honneth, 2003; R. Lister, 2002a; 

Taylor, 1992; Young, 1990). The demand for recognition, especially for marginalized 

individuals and ‘subaltern’ social groups, stems from the link that exists between 

recognition and identity. As Taylor (1992) points out, our identities are partly shaped by 

recognition from others. Misrecognitions can project back onto individuals and social 

groups an incomplete or depreciatory image of themselves. As a result, Taylor (1992, p. 

25) explains, there are serious implications associated with nonrecognition or 

misrecognition as they “can inflict harm, can be a form of oppression, imprisoning 

someone in a false, distorted, and reduced mode of being.” 

Issues of difference also permeate our thinking about schools. This is evident in the 

often taken-for-granted binaries such as ‘engaged vs. disengaged’, ‘advantaged vs. 

disadvantaged’, and ‘good students vs. bad students’. Such categories define as the 

‘other’ those who defy the school sanctioned norms and values. While othering has 

always been a part of the social reproductive function of education, only recently 

interest has emerged in understanding the mechanisms through which schools produce 

the ‘other’. Recent pre-occupation with the ‘other’ in education is part of a broader 

cultural turn to ethics. This ethical turn, as Todd (2003, p. 2) argues, “involves thinking 

about the ways in which we define otherness and how our engagements with otherness 

leave intact or challenge the very differences that categorize the Other as other.” 
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Problematizing our categories of thinking about the ‘other’ does not mean to ignore all 

student differences. There are differences stemming from form of physical, cognitive, 

social, emotional and behavioural difficulties which have real impact on students’ 

identities and school experiences. As Cooper and Jacobs (2011) point out, disregarding 

such differences does not miraculously change the perceptions about the students who 

experience those differences. What is needed, instead, is a more informed approach to 

difference, one that is not oblivious to the role that power and ideology play in the 

processes that divide and label. Such an approach acknowledges that the categories that 

differentiate are social construction and that the ‘burden’ of difference should not be 

solely placed upon those who have become the other through such categorizations.   

There is another key issue that invites reflection about ‘difference’ in education, i.e. 

how should difference(s) be treated in schools? This is by no means an easy question 

and much has been written and discussed about it not only in the Inclusive Education 

literature, but also in Law, Political Sciences and theories of justice. Minow (1990, p. 

20) uses the phrase “the dilemma of difference” to talk about the complex task of 

dealing with difference in society. The challenge that such a dilemma presents relates to 

treating those identified as ‘different’ in ways that acknowledge their difference without 

stigmatizing them. The implications of such a dilemma can be profound for those 

perceived to be different as their categorization may become a basis for their inclusion 

in and/or exclusion from social, economic, educational, cultural and political arenas  

The dilemma of difference is relevant to the participation of those young people who 

reside on the edges of mainstream schools. As I pointed out in my discussion of school 

exclusion in chapter 5, the construction of some students as ‘the other’ to the 

institutionally defined norm of ‘good kid/student’ has created various visible and 

invisible boundaries of exclusion for their participation. In this next section, I look at 

the students’ experiences in the social life of their school to examine how a lack of 

positive and non-stigmatizing recognition of difference has contributes to the othering 

of those who do not embody the school sanctioned norms, values and dispositions. The 

absence of such recognition, as I argue, presents a significant impediment to a more 

participatory and inclusive education for marginalized young people in schools. 
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Difference‐Blind Schooling and Exclusion 

Drawing on Nancy Fraser’s three-dimensional conceptualization of social justice, M. 

Mills, McGregor, et al. (2015) discuss the importance of a politics of recognition, 

alongside a politics of redistribution and representation, for a socially-just and inclusive 

education for those who are ‘othered’ in mainstream schools. Misrecognition happens 

when the different adversities that some students face, either because of their social 

backgrounds, cultures, ethnicities or specific needs, are not accommodated for by the 

institution. Misrecognition often manifests itself in the formal and informal structures, 

relationships and practices of schools. It is such a misrecognition of difference, as M. 

Mills, McGregor, et al. (2015) further explain, that drives many young people, 

especially those from socially marginalized backgrounds, outside mainstream schools.  

As I explain in this section, for many students who face poverty, complex home 

environments or have special educational needs, mainstream schools often fall short of 

recognizing and responding to the circumstances that distinguish them from their more 

privileged peers. This can be seen in the case of Sharon who is from a separated family 

background. Sharon has a younger brother with special needs and tells me that her 

mother does not have enough time for her when she falls behind with her school work. 

Sharon spends most of her out-of-school time alone at home watching anime on her 

tablet. Robert describes Sharon as ‘socially isolated’ with ‘low self-confidence’. Sharon 

complains that her teachers and school coordinators show ‘no interest in her life’ and 

see her just ‘as another student’ except when she does something wrong:  

Sharon: And like with the cords [coordinators], it kind of seems just like it’s the 

minute details that’s like out of place; they like crack it. Yeah, like for a year and 

a half I think I had the wrong bag, but they didn’t pick it till half-way through year 

eight. And the same with my shoes, and hmmm… they didn’t pick it up, and then 

one day because another kid got caught, they told me. It’s like, “Oh no, you can’t 

have that!” And they’ve just had this really big problem with me ever since… or it 

feels like it.   

Babak: Why do you think it’s like that? 
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Sharon: Because I’m always like not doing the right thing to them. But to me, I’m 

just like trying to wear shoes and have a bag for school. But they see it as being 

disrespectful for not following school rules. 

Sharon’s account also resonates with other LTM students who harbour negative affects 

against their school. James, for example, complains about the neglect by the school of 

his Asperger Syndrome condition. Unlike most other students who deal with poverty 

and unstable family relationships, James comes from a middle-class family where both 

his parents are educated. James’ older brother is also diagnosed with Asperger 

Syndrome and, according to Robert, has a ‘history of behavioural issues’. Unlike his 

brother, James’ main difficulty has been meeting his learning potentials and being 

bullied by other students. James has no friends and the only time he gets to interact with 

others is in LTM. When I ask James about his expectations from the school, he tells me 

that he wishes his teachers ‘could be slightly more empathetic’ towards him:  

James: I feel… I don’t feel understood by them [teachers]. I feel like they 

acknowledge that there is something in here [pointing to his head] that’s going 

wrong, yeah! […] I have a lot of like mental conditions and I don’t understand a 

lot of things a normal person does. I don’t get jokes. I don’t get sarcasm; I don’t 

get social interactions. So if someone says like a joke to me, I don’t get it. I can 

find it extremely offensive or something. I just don’t get it. I think they need like 

to understand that each student is different and each student has needs that are 

different from others, and not each student is a child, each child is the same, each 

child is blah blah blah… 

As I explained in the first section of this chapter, what a lot of students expect from the 

mainstream school is a care ethic that is more aligned with their various voiced and 

unvoiced needs. Yet, as I also demonstrated, the school’s ‘claims’ to care framed in 

terms of performance goals and academic benchmarks are often met with resistance by 

the students. As Noddings (2007) explains, in a situation where the carer claims (or 

tries) to care, but the cared-for, agonized by a (perceived) lack of understanding on the 

part of the carer, rejects the claim, the relationship is not yet one of caring. The most 

typical response from the cared-for in face of such a breakdown in caring relationships 
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is expressed as ‘they don’t care’ or ‘they don’t understand’. As Robert points out, this is 

how many of the school’s practices are perceived by the students in LTM:      

Robert: The kids just say, “They [teachers and coordinators] don’t understand 

me”, and that’s sometimes the case. One of our students who has to go shopping 

for mum before he comes to school, and then he just gets a late notice because he 

is late to school.  “You are late, that’s it! That’s how we deal with it.” There is no 

“I had to go for mum because there was no food, [and] she couldn’t do it.” 

What often adds to the sense of antagonism that some students have towards Parktown 

High School as an alien environment is the school’s one-size-fits-all practices of care. 

Earlier in this chapter I explained how these practices remain, for the most part, 

oblivious to the differences that exist among the students. For a student like James, the 

main marker of difference which affects most of his daily school experiences is his 

Asperger’s Syndrome condition. For most other students, however, difference stems 

from the combined effects of social backgrounds, unstable home environments and 

material poverty. As the above extract from Robert indicates, regardless of what 

differentiates the students, the school’s response to their ‘claims’ for the recognition of 

difference remains limited and insufficient.   

Dealing with difference requires adequate recognition of what distinguishes students 

with complex needs and backgrounds from the so-called ‘average’ students. The 

tendency in many schools, however, is to treat such students either as ‘the other’ to the 

norm which leads to their stigmatization, or as ‘the same’ as everyone else which 

culminates in non-accommodating practices. To avoid either of these pitfalls, as Cigman 

(2007) suggests, one needs to overcome the two extremes of dealing with sameness at 

the expense of difference or vice versa, and instead pay due attention to both. Practices 

driven by such an approach can counter the deficit mentalities that teachers in many 

schools have about their ‘disengaged’ students. The following excerpt from Mark shows 

the enabling impact that positive recognition of difference can have for students:  

Mark: Some of the teachers are really down to earth and like understand the 

situation you’re in. […] Like my English teacher, I respectfully listen to her word, 

and like do all the stuff she wants me to do because she understands the situation I 

am in. Like, she’d give me exceptions to work, if I’m like having trouble or 
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something. She knows when a kid needs more time or there is legitimate excuse 

he didn’t do the work. I will follow what she says and what she wants me to do 

because I respect her fully. And yet, the coordinators, and they’re yelling, and 

mocking every person. 

As many theorists of justice have argued, commitment to the principle of ‘equal 

treatment’ is not adequate in tackling social exclusion. Equal treatment fails to take into 

account the myriad ways in which the processes of domination and positioning put at 

disadvantage the members of socially marginalized groups. This is because, as Young 

(1990) points out, the ‘difference-blindness’ underpinning the principle of equal 

treatment disfavours those constructed as the ‘other’ or deviant from the norm. To 

address and remedy the lived exclusions that marginalized individuals and social groups 

face, Taylor (1992, p. 40) calls for adopting what he refers to as ‘reverse discrimination’ 

“as a temporary measure that will eventually level the playing field and allow the old 

“blind” rules to come back into force in a way that doesn’t disadvantage anyone.”  

The LTM program can be viewed as a part of a ‘reverse discrimination’ strategy that 

aims to provide extra support for those students who are considered as ‘disadvantaged’. 

Unlike the mainstream school, LTM recognizes student ‘difference’ in enabling rather 

than stigmatizing ways. As such, the program offers students like Mark the recognition 

that they often do not receive from their school. In spite of his reputation as ‘a 

behavioural problem’ in the school, Mark’s conduct in LTM is not disruptive. Richard 

describes Mark as ‘a smart and hardworking kid’ who is good with his hands. Mark 

spends most of the time in LTM working with Richard on projects and is often attentive 

to the task to which he is assigned. Mark sees a big difference between the staff in the 

school, who he describes as ‘up-tight’ and ‘numb to everything he says’, and Robert and 

Richard, who are described as ‘down to earth’ and ‘understanding’.  

To tackle the stigma and rejection that socially marginalized young people experience in 

schools, Vincent (2016) advocates an approach that is based on the simultaneous 

‘recognition’ and ‘non-recognition’ of difference. Such an approach ignores certain 

differences while it attends to others in order to support the participation of the students 

who face complex forms of disadvantage. The differences that are recognized are done 

in such a manner that does not lead to labelling and stigmatization. This helps counter 
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the dominant narrative of ‘failing student’ or ‘bad student/kid’ by which some young 

people are identified. The school processes that differentiate and divide students along 

such lines, as I explained in my discussion of school exclusion in chapter 5, are among 

the main mechanisms of exclusion for those who deviate from the institutional norm.  

In so far as students accept and internalize the incomplete and deficit picture of 

themselves that is projected onto them through the school’s misrecognition of their 

difference, it constitutes a form of ‘symbolic violence’ against them (Bourdieu, 2004; 

Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2004). According to Taylor (1992), politics of recognition is not 

just a perquisite for a democratic existence with others; its denial can be a form of 

oppression against those whose difference is cast in a pejorative way. Educational 

arrangements and practices that are informed by a positive recognition of difference 

respond to the specific needs of students in an enabling manner and utilize their 

capacities in a caring and relational space. For a student like Paul such a positive 

recognition of difference in the LTM program has led to a higher level of engagement 

and participation in the program: 

Paul: I feel really good here because Robert, he thinks I am a really good worker 

in here, and he always picks me to do all the hard jobs because he knows I can 

just do them. That makes me feel good about myself because he trusts me. In here, 

they trust me. Out there [in the school], they don’t really trust me as much. 

Babak: What makes you feel that way? 

Paul: I’ve noticed over a couple of weeks that I’ve been in LTM, I’ve noticed that 

they focus on everyone; they are focusing on what everyone’s doing. If you are 

finding something hard, they will help you. But in school because they know that 

I am not very good at work, they don’t help me that much. They are helping the 

people that are good at work, so they can get their work done. And they don’t take 

notice of… because I mainly, all I want to do, I’m not getting noticed; I just want 

to be noticed. When I don’t do my work, they notice, but they don’t care. They 

don’t tell me, “Hey Paul, you didn’t do any work. Nothing bad is going to 

happen!”  
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The above comment from Paul highlights some of the predicaments that students from 

low income and single parent families or those who have special educational needs 

experience in schools. First, as I explained in chapter 5, students like Paul often deal 

with ‘a paradox of visibility and invisibility’ (Thomson, 2007) in their everyday school 

life due to their reputation as ‘problem students’. This paradox, which is in part created 

through the school’s processes of differentiation and labelling, puts those who are 

categorized as ‘bad kids’ or ‘bad students’ under constant suspicion and surveillance by 

the institution. The paradox of visibility and invisibility also constructs the students who 

defy the institutional norm of successful and independent learners as failing and 

incapable students, further undermining their agencies, capacities and identities.      

Recognition of difference, which is one of the most difficult demands of pedagogy 

today (Wrigley, Thomson, & Lingard, 2012), involves acknowledging that young 

people are capable actors, that they have capacities which are underutilized in the 

middle-class institution of schools, and that similar to adults, their experiences are 

conditioned by the social divisions that they inherit from their families and 

communities. Positive recognition rejects essentializing the meaning of difference; it 

acknowledges that difference is relational and in so doing “provides a standpoint from 

which to criticize prevailing institutions and norms” (Young, 1990, p. 167). Practices 

informed by such an understanding can lead to empowering pedagogies which, as te 

Riele (2007) points out, rather than assuming that something about young people should 

change, suggest that something about the system of education needs to change.  

Before I conclude my discussions in this section, I should express a note of caution 

regarding the recognition of difference that alternative programs such as LTM offer 

students. This relates to the extent to which a positive recognition of difference 

contributes to long term empowerment. While LTM has created a relational space 

where students feel welcomed and acknowledged, the program has little on offer for the 

students’ academic goals and aspirations. This is partly because alternative programs 

such as LTM are designed to direct low achieving and the so-called ‘at risk’ students to 

vocational educational pathways. The general perception about the program also reflects 

such an expectation. As Robert explains, the school views LTM as ‘a dumping ground’ 

where teachers can rid themselves off their ‘problem students’. The students who attend 
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LTM are also aware of the program’s reputation among their teachers and peers. Yet, it 

is only Julie who sees the school, not LTM, as offering her a path to future success: 

Babak: If you could choose between spending your time with friends, in LTM or 

at the school, where would you rather be? 

Julie: To tell you the truth, I would put LTM as the last! 

Babak: Why? 

Julie: Because I wanna go to university so I find school important. LTM… I enjoy 

it, because it’s a break from the school. If I was gonna go to university, I put 

school first. So that’s what I’m doing. LTM helps me towards that because I get 

the break, and then I’m able to go back. 

As I explained in my discussion of school belonging in chapter 5, Julie is one of the 

LTM’s ‘success stories’, as Robert puts it. She has managed to transition back into the 

mainstream school successfully after spending three years in the LTM program. Robert 

describes Julie as ‘an exceptional student’ who remains on task and needs little 

guidance and supervision. This positive recognition is also reflected in Julie’s ‘focus 

plan’ in the LTM program which is ‘show your awesomeness to others’. Although 

Julies shares in many of the issues and problems that the other LTM students face at 

home and in school, such as living with a single parent, having low self-confidence and 

being bullied by peers, she is the only student who sees the mainstream school, rather 

than the LTM program, as the place which can offer her the promise of a better future.  

While most students readily identify LTM as a place where they ‘belong’ and ‘feel at 

home’ (see my discussions of school belonging in chapter 5), there are caveats about the 

treatment of difference in the program. There is now growing attention to how a mixture 

of low expectations, lack of intellectual rigour and watered-down curricula compounds 

the long-term marginalization of those who attend alternative education programs (e.g. 

Condron, 2009, 2011; Dovemark & Beach, 2014; Kim, 2011; Kim & Taylor, 2008; 

Lingard & Keddie, 2013; M. Mills et al., 2016; te Riele, 2010). This critique also 

applies to LTM; low expectations is reflected in the perception that some ‘kids are not 

academically gifted’, as Robert puts it, or in the menial activities, such as gardening and 

mulching, through which the program tries to engage the students.  
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A second and related caveat regarding the recognition and treatment of difference in 

alternative education programs such as LTM pertains to the way such programs tend to 

naturalize the “oppressive notions of normality and abnormality, of high- and low-status 

pupils” (Slee, 2008, p. 111). Despite their best intentions and extraordinary 

commitments, programs like LTM may, in fact, contribute to entrenching the 

disadvantage and oppression of marginalized social groups as they segregate low-

achieving from high achieving students. In so doing, M. Mills, Riddell, et al. (2015) 

explains, these programs ultimately do a disfavour to their students because they let the 

mainstream school ‘off the hook’ by allowing it to avoid its duties of care for 

marginalized young people. 

In the remainder of this chapter, I turn to another question that bears upon my 

discussions of difference in this section, namely ‘what does stand in the way of positive 

recognition of difference in the mainstream school?’ My focus will be on the logics of 

performativity and how a growing pressure to produce outcomes has re-configured 

much of schools’ practices in dealing with difference. As I explain in the following 

section, while the re-culturing of public education towards greater accountability has had 

implications for all students regardless of their needs and backgrounds, the impersonal 

and one-size-fits-all practices that have emerged as a result have been to the furthest 

detriment of the most marginalized students who have become what Zipin (2013, p. 3) 

calls the main “hidden injuries of competitive academic curriculum.” 

‘Accountable’ Practices and Difference 

In my discussions about the ethic of care in the first section of this chapter, I argued that 

the reforms implemented through initiatives such as NAPLAN and My School Website 

have led to a change in the relational geography of Parktown High School. While this 

change has mostly benefited the so-called ‘average’ students, it has failed to address the 

circumstances of those young people who need a different set of practices and social 

relationships from the mainstream school. In this section, I explore in more detail how 

such a change is reflected in the practices of Parktown High School, especially in 

teachers’ pedagogies. I look at some of the implications of these changes in the context 
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of my earlier argument about the need for a positive recognition of difference for the 

young people who have been ‘othered’ and marginalized in their school and classrooms.  

Singh, Heimans, and Glasswell (2014) argue that much of the policy reforms of the past 

decades in Australia have put schools, especially those located in areas of socio-

economic disadvantage, under severe pressure to perform and produce results. The 

implication of this, Singh et al. (2014, p. 832; emphasis in original) further contend, is 

that “schools are being placed under constraints that militate against their responsibility 

to educate, as opposed to prepare for an externally devised assessment regime.” One of 

the areas in which recent reforms have had considerable impact is on teachers’ 

practices, especially in relation to those students who are in need of extra support. With 

accountability pressures growing on teachers in many schools, it is not surprising that 

they tend to engage less with those whose academic success requires greater 

commitment and effort. 

By pointing to the neglect of the socially marginalized groups in schools, I do not intend 

to perpetuate ‘the politics of blame’ (Thrupp, 1998, 2009) that is often levelled against 

teachers. In our current education climate where the discourses of performance and 

measurement have dominated much of the policy thinking about education, caring 

teachers are, in fact, as much victimized by ‘thin’ accountability agendas as are their 

most vulnerable students. As Scott (2012) points out in her discussion about the 

institutionalized symbolic violence of performative schools, the teachers whose 

pedagogical practices are driven by a relational ethic of care often suffer in the 

institutions that do not generally value such a disposition. This is also highlighted by 

Robert who complains about the negative impacts of accountability on teachers: 

Robert: In the past, education was more relationship-based, and then we’ve got 

NAPLAN introduced. […] So NAPLAN got introduced then school measuring 

got introduced with tri-annual reviews, then targets were set and you can just feel 

the pressure coming on teachers to achieve results on paper which I don’t think 

necessarily on the long term was good. That’s my philosophical view. The old 

relationships and looking at what students were good at and encourage what they 

were good at, getting to pursue what they were good at, developing them as 

individuals tended to get pushed aside for measurements. We’re gonna be tested 



139 
 

in Math and English, so these are the two areas we need to work on or Science, 

that’s where the focus is going to be. Looking at the individual got pushed to the 

side. That’s probably one reason I got out and back into LTM. 

As I explained in my discussion of school accountability in chapter 5, it is reductionist 

to assume that the logic of neoliberalism trickles down into school without any 

contestation. In reality, there is a complex relationship between education policy 

mandates and the enactment of those mandates (Hardy, 2014). As Thomson, Lingard, 

and Wrigley (2012, p. 4) point out, schools and teachers “work within and against the 

grain of policy simultaneously. They do not simply acquiesce, unquestionably adapt, or 

mutinously rebel.” Regardless of how policies are enacted, however, the accountability 

driven policies and their potential for the ‘naming’ and ‘shaming’ of poorly performing 

schools, Lingard (2010) argues, have led to a narrowing of curriculum and pedagogies 

with the most egregious impact on schools that serve marginalized students.  

Instead of approaching teaching as ‘a relational practice’, Ball (2003, p. 217) contends, 

teachers are now required “to think about themselves as individuals who calculate about 

themselves, ‘add value’ to themselves, improve their productivity, strive for excellence 

and live an existence of calculation.” Current policy technologies encourage teachers to 

set aside their personal beliefs and moral commitments, and instead organize 

themselves as a response to externally imposed systems of standards, targets and 

requirements. The introduction of various accountability mechanisms whose aim is to 

regulate and ‘police’ teachers’ work (McGregor & Mills, 2014) are all steps in this 

direction. As Richard points out, teachers in Parktown High School have not been 

immune from this growing culture of performativity and accountability: 

Richard: We ask, we care, we are interested in what they’re doing whereas in the 

classroom, the teacher runs in at right on the bell, and wants them all to sit down, 

be quiet and get on with their work where, you know, there is no personal 

interaction really as much. […] They [teachers] have the standards, you know. I 

see that a lot in the emails, their performance, interviews, you know. The principal 

stands in the corner sometimes, I believe observes the class. That’s part of the 

performance! 
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Richard’s reflection illustrates some of the institutional constraints that teachers face 

today. The victims of such constraints are not just those students who, according to the 

principal, have ‘the whole box and dice of problems’. As W. M. Apple (2006) explains, 

the decline in autonomy that teachers have experienced over their work due to the 

introduction of systems of external monitoring and control is among the contributing 

factors to their deskilling, burn-out and ultimate drop-out. Where compliance with such 

mandates is minimal, one can see the widening of the space for more accommodating 

pedagogies that respond to students’ needs beyond the narrowly defined standards. This 

is evident in the case of LTM where Robert and Richard do not face many of the 

regulatory obstacles that teachers deal with in the school.  

Looked upon with suspicion and as barriers to ‘quality’ education who need to be 

‘steered from distance’ (Singh, 2014; G. Thompson & Cook, 2014), teachers are both 

the victims and perpetrator of the institutional violence that emanates from the practices 

in mainstream schools. The main collateral casualties of this violence are those who 

most need the care and support from the institution to break through their vicious cycle 

of exclusion and marginalization. Making schools more relevant to such students, as 

Smyth et al. (2013) argues, requires us to treat those on the margins in a fairer manner 

by building on their capabilities rather than harping on their deficiencies. Such an 

approach can help avoid the reductionist accounts that individualize responsibility by 

disregarding the role of institutional culture and context in the process of exclusion. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I discussed two themes that emerged from the analysis of the data, 

namely respectful relationships and recognition of difference. First, I explained how the 

students’ relational experiences in Parktown High School were tinted with widespread 

perceptions of disrespect and poor treatments. As I demonstrated through some of their 

narratives, poor relationships with teachers, school coordinators and peers were among 

the main causes of disconnect from the mainstream school among the students. I argued 

that contributing to the students’ feelings of disrespect was the school’s ethic of care. 

Focused primarily on the instrumental agendas of performativity and achievement, the 

school’s care ethic had little to offer to the students with complex needs. The mismatch 



141 
 

between the school’s caring intentions and the actual needs of the cared-for was one of 

the main reasons for the break-down in the caring relationship.  

In the second section of this chapter, I explained how the absence of positive 

recognition of difference adversely affected the participatory experiences of the 

students. The accounts that I reported from the students and their LTM teachers pointed 

to a set of one-size-fits-all practices that treated ‘difference’ as ‘deviation’, and in so 

doing led to the creation of the ‘other’ in the school. Such practices also constructed the 

students who defied the institutional norm of ‘independent’ and ‘successful’ learners as 

‘failing’ and ‘incapable’ students, further undermining their agencies and identities. 

Stigmatized and ‘othered’, many of these young people then made an active choice to 

disengage from an institution which failed to recognize and respond to their complex 

lived realities of poverty, unstable family relations and disability.  

Overall, my discussions in chapter pointed to the importance of relationships that are 

driven by an ethic of care and positive recognition of difference for the participation of 

marginalized young people. However, the practices that have emerged from the current 

pre-occupation with standards, accountability and performativity produce marginality 

and exclusion for those who do not fare well with the needs and requirements of 

schools. The implication of the current one-size-fits-all policies and practices in many 

schools is a future prospect which is more uncertain and less promising for those who 

have been pushed to the fringes of the institution. When this happens, it is not just the 

fate of some students that is at risk. At stake are wider issues of diversity, equity, 

participation and social justice to which schools have immense contributions.  
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CHAPTER 7: Student Voice and School Discipline 

How tempting it is to select those children and young people who will dance to a tune that has 

already been chosen ‐ that is those students who will be the good ambassadors for the school 

or  institution  within  a  burgeoning  culture  of  neo‐liberal  economic  orthodoxy  that  markets 

places for learning as it might the high street shops. 

Engaging with Student Voice in Research, Education and Community, Nicole 

Mockler and Susan Groundwater‐Smith 

Introduction 

So far I have explored and discussed a number of factors that mediate young people’s 

experiences of school participation. These factors which relate to issues of belonging, 

exclusion, relationality and recognition of difference condition how young people are 

positioned and treated in the social geographies of the school. In this chapter, I conclude 

my discussion of the findings by looking at two other factors that emerged from the 

students’ accounts, namely, voice and practices of power. First, I discuss the role that 

voice plays in young people’s everyday encounters in their school and classrooms. As I 

demonstrate through some of their narratives, to be heard is an important part of young 

peoples’ struggles for inclusion and participation. Despite their wish and efforts to be 

recognized and taken into account, most of the students in this study complained about 

their subordinate voices in the mainstream school. Looking at voice as embodying the 

structures of power relations, I argue that the questions of ‘who is allowed to speak’ and 

‘whose voice is heard’ are ultimately political issues deeply ingrained in the processes 

and the structures that legitimize certain voices over others. Closely related to, and often 

compounding, the students’ lived experiences of voicelessness were the practices of 

power which aimed, at least in principle, to address ‘behavioural problems’ among 

young people. However, rather than addressing the root causes of behavioural issues, 

the excessive use of such measures, which focused primarily on what Parsons (2005) 

calls ‘fixing the child’, deepened the sense of antagonism towards the school among 

those young people who were the subjects of the school’s disciplinary mechanisms. The 

combined impact of voicelessness and a punitive school culture led to estrangement 

from an institution whose ethos undermined young people’s participatory agencies and 

its practices produced exclusion and marginality for the students.   
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Voice and Student Participation 

Paul: I guess you could say you’re gonna visit the Queen’s House. You look at her 

in the eye without permission; you get things for treason and go to jail! Like it’s 

ridiculous! You’re going to a classroom; you look the teacher in the eye wrong 

and you can get kicked out of the school if it went to that point. You can’t speak 

to them! I’ve tried. I’ve tried speaking to them in a mature way. They don’t listen 

to kids! 

I use Paul’s analogy of the classroom as the Queen’s House as a point of entry into the 

discussion of student voice. Simple and intuitive, this analogy highlights the arbitrary 

character of school experiences for the young people who have ‘disengaged’ from the 

institution in different forms and to varying degrees. Paul’s reflection raises questions 

about a range of issues including voice, authority and discipline, topics that have been 

extensively debated in the civics and citizenship education literature. In this section, I 

engage with the data from the students regarding how they experienced their voice in 

the mainstream school in order examine the relevance of student voice to participation. 

Closely related to the topic of voice is that of authority, which I address separately in 

the next section. As I explained earlier, there is often considerable overlap between 

these notions and my distinctions between them only serve an analytical purpose.        

The notion of voice has gained a lot of traction in theories of justice in the past decade. 

In an addition to her earlier conceptualization of social justice along the two axes of 

redistribution and recognition (Fraser, 1997; Fraser & Honneth, 2003), Fraser (2010) 

adds a third element which she refers to as ‘the politics of representation’. The politics 

of representation, which is an attempt by Fraser to adjust her theory of social justice to 

the globalizing context of capitalist societies, goes beyond the ‘what’ of justice and 

addresses the question of ‘who’. The politics of representation is primarily concerned 

with having a voice; it asks the critical question of who is included in or excluded from 

the circle of those who are allowed to make claims for redistribution and recognition. In 

this sense, as Fraser (2010) points out, the political dimension of social justice provides 

the ground on which struggles for redistribution and recognition play out.  
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Voice has for a long time been of interest to those who study young people’s lives in 

different disciplines from Sociology and Feminist Studies to Political Sciences and 

Education. Voice has also emerged as a key notion in studies of youth participation over 

the past few decades. When discussed in relation to young people, voice acquires a 

meaning beyond expressing an opinion or a point of view; it incorporates wider issues 

of inclusion, representation and participation, including the relationship between 

individuals and societal institutions. To have voice involves being present, having the 

chance to express an opinion, being listened to, taking part and exercising agency in 

practices that bear upon one’s life. This makes voice, as McLeod (2011) points out, a 

political project and a metaphor involving identity, agency, as well as a powerful 

strategy for promoting empowerment, equity and inclusion. 

There is now a large body of literature that draws on the notion of voice to address 

school participation. Despite its growing popularity, there are significant variations in 

the advocacy and practice of student voice ranging from neoliberal, to emancipatory and 

post-structural (e.g. Arnot & Reay, 2007; Batsleer, 2011; Bragg, 2007; M. Fielding, 

2006, 2011; Taylor & Robinson, 2009). Canvasing the political history of the term 

voice, Thomson (2011, p. 19) argues that voice has now become “an empty jug into 

which any number of competing meanings can be conveniently poured for any number 

of contradictory ends.” Similarly, Czerniawski and Kidd (2011, p. xxxv) contend that 

the student voice movement is now a “broad church – it is multi-faceted, itself making 

inroads into a wide range of other educational practices and agendas from social justice 

education, concerns with citizenship-rich education and active citizenry, widening 

participation, safe guarding and action research to name a few.”  

Because of the constraints of space and purpose, I do not wish to engage in a discussion 

of how student voice is framed within different strands of education research. This has 

been done more comprehensively elsewhere and is subject of continuing debates (e.g. 

A. Cook-Sather, 2006; Alison Cook-Sather, 2007; McLeod, 2011; Taylor & Robinson, 

2009). What I intend to do, instead, is to engage with the data in the site of the study to 

explore how the absence of voice intersects with exclusion. More specifically, my focus 

in this section is on two questions: 1) how the marginalized students experience voice in 

the social spaces of their school and classrooms, and 2) what underlies young people’s 
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experiences in this regard. My concern with these questions emanates from the promise 

of voice to an inclusive education project for those who are rendered voiceless in 

mainstream schools.  

Voices from the Edge 

As Paul’s analogy of the classroom as the Queen’s House at the beginning of the 

previous section illustrates, not being heard poses a major challenge to the participation 

of a lot of young people in schools. This has made students like Paul ‘the subaltern’ 

(Spivak, 1988) voices of their school and classrooms who are excluded from its 

practices and relationships. Compared to their more privileged peers, the so-called 

‘disengaged’ students like Paul are often not listened to or given as much credit as 

others21. Even when the voices of these students are heard, they are either discarded all-

together or treated as ‘uninformed’ opinions. In such a situation, not being heard adds 

yet another barrier to the participation of the young people who are on the margins of 

mainstream schools. Mark is one such student who complains about not ‘having a say’, 

something that he believes is reserved for a select few: 

Mark: Everything [in classrooms] is pre-set, like what you are meant to do. You 

don’t get any say in what you do, like it’s pretty much you do this! If you don’t, 

you’re not doing any other thing! […] It would be nice if they [the teachers] like 

took in what the kids would say. The only place that I could like say that the kids 

are like considered is, like, the role model roles, captains, school captains and all 

of that. That’s only like two to three people; it’s not everyone’s opinions!  

Being a ‘subaltern’ voice means that students like Paul and Mark are physically present 

in the school, but are not taken into account in the matters that relate to them. This 

precarious state has led Mark to resist the school by adopting what Thomson (2011) 

calls an ‘antisocial’ voice. An antisocial voice is an alternative for those who are left 

without a conventional avenue for participation. In my discussion of school authority 

and discipline in the second part of this chapter, I discuss the other ways in which 

students contest the school practices that they deem arbitrary. What I would like to point 

                                                            
21 This is not to suggest that the more ‘privileged’ students have unbounded opportunities to have their 
voices heard. Rather, as many have argued,  there are various  institutional barriers  to student voice  in 
schools even for the so‐called ‘average’ students.    
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out here is that rather than signaling a personal malaise, an antisocial voice can be seen 

as an act of dissent against the boundaries of exclusion that the school draws among the 

students based on its normative categorization of ‘good kids’ versus ‘bad kids’.  

At the other end of the binary are the students who are recognized as the ‘good kids’, 

those who succeed in the school’s social field to become the ‘role models’ and ‘school 

captains’. These are often high achieving students who, according to the principal, have 

“lots of relationships with significant adults”. The ‘good students’ possess the social and 

cultural capitals and dispositions that are valued and rewarded by the school. Unlike the 

marginalized young people who are seen as ‘trouble’, the ‘good students’ know the 

rules of the game and how to play along. These students do not ‘rock the boat’ by 

asking from the school more than it is designed to offer. In return, the school rewards 

the ‘good students’ by allowing their voices to be heard, albeit in a controlled and 

regulated manner. In the meantime, those young people who do not fit or qualify as 

‘good students’ are left to their own devices to cope and survive. 

Another student who defies the institutional norm of ‘good kid’ is James. As I explained 

earlier, James’ Asperger Syndrome condition is the main reason for his academic under-

achievement and poor social relationships in the school. As I also explained in my 

discussions of relationality and recognition of difference in chapter 6, James is well 

aware of what differentiates him from other students. James complains about not being 

heard and listened to in ways that can help me him feel included in his school and 

classrooms. Despite being the subject of frequent bullying and harassment by his peers, 

James talks about his wish to ‘take part’ and ‘make a difference’. Yet, as he explains 

below, the absence of adequate opportunities to make his voice heard compounds his 

lived experiences of exclusion and marginalization in the school.      

James: I don’t have people to talk to about things, normally. The only place where 

I can get things off my mind at school is the once every two weeks like an 

appointment sometimes, and sometimes it’s once in every three weeks. That’s the 

only time I ever get to say anything, and even then only little change is made, very 

little! So I don’t really have, I don’t feel like I’m making any difference in the 

school, I don’t have a say. […] I like to make a difference. I’d like to change the 

way things work!  
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The reason why the voices of some students do not find expression in the mainstream 

school is not because these students lack credible opinion about the matters that relate to 

them in their school and classrooms. Rather, as I explain and discuss in the next section, 

the deciding factor regarding ‘whose views are allowed to be expressed’ and ‘who 

voices are heard in the acoustic of the mainstream school’ is the power relations of 

domination and subordination which operate underneath the structures and practices of 

institutions such as schools. The understanding of voice as constituting the relations of 

power becomes ever more apparent in the case of a student like James. James is very 

passionate about Science and tells me that he would like to become a computer 

programmer one day. When I ask him the reason for this, he goes on to explain: 

James: You know I think that people, like they spend a lot of time, like draining 

the resources on Earth and making cars and stuff like that. Earth isn’t gonna last 

forever. There’re numerous places where we can possibly end. There are times 

that I think we need more research on colonization and space studies, but then I’m 

thinking “What are they gonna do with those kind of research?” At such a high 

rate of birth, you know, whatever planet we, like colonize, it would kind of break!  

Babak: Do you follow politics? 

James: No, don’t like it! […] Because you know they [politicians] are not doing 

anything to make this world better. For example, Tony Abbott, alright, he wants 

to replace the old Internet cables with copper because it’s considered cheaper. 

Yes, it’s cheaper for short-term, but long-term it’s going to last for like two, three 

years, and high-speed fibres can almost last for about, what, a hundred years! So, 

not only the Internet, he is not doing anything to help the world as well. Another 

thing, he got rid of half of Australia’s scientists and researchers.  

Babak: Did he? 

James: Yeah, CSIRO22 is the biggest Earth science company here. I went to 

CSIRO in Canberra, alright? CSIRO, instead of trying to develop research to help 

                                                            
22 The Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) is the government agency 
for scientific research in Australia. Following the victory of the Liberal Party in the 2013 Federal election, 
CSIRO suffered a series of budget cuts leading to hundreds of job losses to the organisation.  
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this country, but they were actually helping the other countries. I think CSIRO is 

actually helping the world instead of just this one country; they were helping… 

researching on how they can cure things and how they can fix problems, or plants 

or mosquitos and malaria, and Tony Abbott, he could have helped them. But 

great, he got rid of half of probably… he probably got rid of a quarter of, like 

what, the world’s researchers!      

Babak: So what do you think can be done? 

James: Well, we could try new methods of governing. […] Well, originally we’re 

thinking it could be like a democracy, yeah? Technically, we aren’t in a real 

democracy because in a voting system, there is no… part of a democracy there is 

no one above; everyone is equal no matter what! A politician, accordingly, is a 

player! It’s not a democracy. Everyone must be equal and you know work 

together. And then you get better people onto politics.  

What I intend to highlight through the exchange that I have reported is that the lack of 

voice that some students complain about is not necessarily because they have wrong or 

invalid opinions and views. James’ reflection helps illustrate how a lot of young people 

who often find their voices silenced in schools have informed views and legitimate 

concerns about a range of issues in their school and beyond. In the above exchange, 

James who is twelve years old demonstrates not only a serious concern about some of 

the political debates of the time in Australia, but also the ramifications of those debates 

for the society and the wider world. Yet, the same student is rendered voiceless when it 

comes to decision-making in his school. The reason for this should be sought in the 

political nature of voice, a topic that I turn to in the next section.  

The Politics of Voice and Exclusion 

To gain a deeper understanding of the experiences of students like Paul, Mark and 

James, we should look at student voice through the nexus of power relations that 

operates in schools. This means delving underneath the structures and everyday 

practices of the institution to identify ‘whose voices get to be expressed and listened to’ 

and ‘what prevents some students from having a say and being heard in the matters that 

relate to their schooling’. Questions of this type are ultimately political questions; they 



149 
 

require us to look at voice not just as a neutral medium for expressing a view, but as a 

political act that involves issues of inclusion, participation and empowerment. It is only 

through such an outlook that we can develop a better understanding of (student) voice in 

relation to exclusion and marginalization in spaces such as schools and classrooms.   

The political nature of voice has already been stressed by many scholars. Alcoff 

(1991/1992, p. 15) suggests that “rituals of speaking are politically constituted by power 

relations of domination, exploitation, and subordination. Who is speaking, who is 

spoken of, and who listens is a result, as well as an act, of political struggle.” Hadfield 

and Haw (2001, p. 486) also argue that debates about voice are inevitably intertwined 

with “issues of power and how power intersects with, and emerges through, positions 

of, for example, age, social class, ethnicity and gender.” Similarly, M. Fielding (2004b) 

explains that the key point about ‘being heard’ is that voice is not circumscribed by acts 

of verbal or written communication. Rather, it embodies the structures and relations of 

power that regulate different socio-spatial arenas.  

Understanding voice as embedded within the structures of power can account for the 

subordinate voices of some students. Such an understanding of voice draws our 

attention from the dialogic process in articulating voice to the conditions that moderate 

“who can say what, when and how” (Mockler & Groundwater-Smith, 2015, p. 15). As I 

explained earlier in chapters 5 and 6, various factors in the students’ social backgrounds 

and in the relational space of the mainstream school and classrooms condition how 

students are positioned and treatment. This is also a particularly important issue with 

regards to student voice. The social divisions and differences that the students bring 

with themselves to the school intersect with the structures and practices of the 

institution to create conditions that amplify some voices while muting others.   

In my discussions about exclusion in chapter 5, I argued that the school processes that 

differentiate and divide students along the binary of ‘good students/kids’ versus ‘bad 

students/kids’ have created various boundaries of exclusion for those young people who 

defy the norms and expectations of the institution. To gain a better understanding of the 

accounts of voicelessness which I reported in the previous section, one needs to look at 

the students’ experiences in the backdrop of the school’s mechanisms of differentiation 

and labeling. These mechanisms have constructed students like Mark and Paul as ‘the 
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other’ to the norm of ‘good kids’ in Parktown High School, and in so doing have 

relegated their voices to the periphery. As Mark tells me, it is the ‘good boys’ who are 

often ‘listened to’ and ‘trusted’ by the teachers and the school coordinators.  

Being voiceless is not just an everyday and informal experience for many young people 

who live on the margins of schools; it coincides with the other patterns of under-

representation in the formal mediums of participation such as Student Representative 

Councils (SRCs). This is because, far from offering an equitable participatory platform, 

structures like SRCs are embedded within the wider context of the school culture and its 

institutional processes that differentiate and divide students. In the case of a student like 

James, for example, being voiceless not only is a lived and informal experience, but also 

implicates his opportunities for formal school participation. Despite his numerous 

attempts in the past to join the SRC, James complains that his ‘unpopularity’ and 

‘serious competition from other boys’ have left him without any leadership:  

James: I don’t have any leadership. I applied for SRC, the student leadership 

program; I was not accepted. I was one bit away from being accepted, but I was 

not gotten. So people who are on SRC do have a say in how the school can 

function and I wanted to be part of that group… just help school function for 

people who are like me have trouble in schools… who have trouble and all these 

things. But I was not allowed in! […] I wasn’t accepted into the SRC, the group 

where students come together and change the way that school works to help 

benefit students.   

The above extract from James invites reflection on a number of important questions, for 

example who has the right to speak, to whom, about what and whose voice is silenced 

in the process? As M. Fielding (2001) contends, questions about student voices – in 

plural – are predicated upon the question of ‘who is allowed to speak’. M. Fielding 

(2001) further argues that consideration of ‘who is allowed to speak’ requires us to 

interrogate the formal advocacy of student voice to address some other important 

questions, for example, why certain voices are privileged over others? To what extent 

the intentions of the students who are listened to reflect the experience of those for 

whom school is an alienating place? Can privileged students who are best served by the 

mainstream schools possibly serve the interests of those students who are least-served?  
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Student voice work through avenues such as SRCs has been criticized for being 

tokenistic (e.g. Black, 2011), serving instrumental agendas of school effectiveness (e.g. 

M. Fielding, 2004a; Michael Fielding, 2007) and promoting neoliberal technologies of 

governance (e.g. Bragg, 2007; Masschelein & Quaghebeur, 2005). Others have also 

pointed to one-size-fits-all approach of voice initiatives which often ignore differences 

among young people. Alison Cook-Sather (2007), for example, warns against 

essentializing students’ perspectives and experiences through a unitary notion of voice. 

M. Fielding (2004b) also explains that in so far as an undifferentiated notion of student 

voice is assumed, there is a risk that issues of gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status 

are sidelined by a presumed homogeneity of the middle-class, white view of the world.  

By pointing to the limitations of formal student voice work, I do not aim to discredit the 

importance of formal student consultation and participation. Rather, I draw on these 

critiques to highlight how the formal advocacy of student voice can serve diverse, and at 

times contradictory, agendas. While there is now growing policy attention to student 

participation via structures that emulate the working of formal political institutions, one 

needs to be wary of confining student participation only to avenues such as SRCs in 

schools. If divorced from the school culture and its sorting mechanisms, such initiatives 

can serve only a small subset of students, namely those who fit into the template of 

‘good students’ (Michael Fielding, 2007; Rudduck & Fielding, 2006; Smyth, 2011). At 

worst, student voice work can lose its critical edge and become an empty promise for 

those whose positional powerlessness has relegated them to the margins of schools.  

A focus on the interdependency between ‘speaking’ and ‘listening’ highlights the 

inclusionary potential of voice in spaces such as schools and classrooms. As Gilligan 

(2003) points out, speaking is an intensely relational act and depends on being listened 

to. Listening is more than ‘hearing’ what the ‘other’ has to say. It involves, according to 

Couldry (2009, p. 280), “recognizing our claims on each other as reflexive human 

agents, each with an account to give, an account of our lives that needs to be registered 

and heard, our stories endlessly entangled in each others’ stories.” An understanding of 

voice as constituting the mutually inclusive practices of ‘speaking’ and ‘listening to’ 

can be particularly useful in providing an account of those young people who have 

become what Batsleer (2011) calls ‘voices from an edge’ in schools and classrooms.  
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Student voice initiatives that are driven by the understandings of the sort that I have 

delineated above are also sensitive to what Mannion (2007) calls the socio-spatial 

dimensions of voice. Such initiatives look at student voice within the wider context of 

the power relationships among students and between young people and adults, and in so 

doing offer a situated account of how voice is experienced in the context of everyday 

relationships in schools. A spatially and relationally sensitive account of student voice 

also helps us better understand how young people experience their voices as a lived 

phenomenon through their daily encounters with others. In the next section, I build on 

my discussions so far to look at how the students experienced voice in the context of 

their social relationships with adults in Parktown High School.  

Voice and Infantilization of Youth 

In the previous section, I argued that a unitary notion of student voice can be 

problematic as it conceals the structures of power that surround and give expression to 

voice. Instead, a more nuanced understanding of student voice(s) should take into 

account the differences that exist among young people and how these differences can 

mediate their experiences of ‘being listened to’. Approaching student voice as a 

mediated construct, nonetheless, does not mean to ignore the common participatory 

barriers that young people as a distinct social category face. One such barrier relates to 

adult-child distinctions that are made on the basis of age differences. As Mizen (2004, 

p. 12) points out, “age may bring individuals together into distinctive social groupings 

and place them into certain institutional settings. In the process, it may also establish a 

distinctive hierarchical distribution of power.”  

In chapter 2, I talked about the precarious citizenship position that young people inhibit 

in many Western liberal democracies. In public and policy discourse, young people are 

often constructed as transitioning towards citizenship and are thus denied full 

citizenship status ‘here and now’ (Kelly, 2011). The construction of youth as not-yet-

citizens has ramifications not only for young people’s legal and political rights, but also 

for their experiences of participation in the everyday spaces in which their lives unfold. 

Schools are among many arenas where the societal conceptualizations of ‘childhood’ 

can affect young people’s experiences. This is because, as Lewis (2010) points out, the 
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construction of childhood as a pre-political stage of development can lead to measures 

that ultimately silence young people’s voices and undermine their agency.  

Smyth (2013) also explains that the way we position young people has bearing on how 

we deal with them in everyday contexts such as schools and classrooms. In Parktown 

High School, the positioning of young people as ‘children’ in need of protection from 

adults justified a set of measures that aimed to govern and regulate their conduct. Most 

of the young people in this study, in fact, complained that the school often discarded 

their views and silenced their voices because they were considered as ‘children’. John, 

for instance, told me that his teachers treat him “as a little person, a child” while Sarah 

lamented that although she is 14 years old, she is still treated like “a child”. Similar to 

John and Sarah, Rachel talked about how her teachers, the coordinators and the other 

school staff deal with her and other students “like primary school kids”:  

Rachel: I wanna be treated as… like how we’re meant to be treated, like young 

adults, like because some of my friends are even like, “Oh, I don’t wanna be 

treated like a kid anymore!” We’re always looking into the future about like what 

our teachers are gonna do next, or like if they still are gonna treat us like a kid. 

[…] You don’t wanna be treated like a kid because you wanna grow up to be like 

a successful adult, you don’t wanna be still treated like a kid when you are in year 

10! 

These reflections point to the prevailing tendencies in many schools to treat young 

people as ‘children’ (e.g. McGregor, 2000; McGregor, 2009). As Devine (2002, p. 312) 

argues, what happens as a result of such tendencies is that schooling turns into 

“something ‘done to’ the children, legitimized by a discourse which prioritizes 

adult/future-oriented needs and expectations over present lived experience”. For 

students who are the subject of such constructions, schooling becomes a disempowering 

experience undermining their sense of agency and participatory capacities. This is, in 

fact, a shared experience among many students in Parktown High School who complain 

about being viewed and treated as ‘children’. Paul, for example, expresses his 

frustrations regarding how he is treated by his teachers along the following lines:     
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Paul: Because we are older now; we are in high school! We should be treated 

older than what we were in… I feel I’m still being treated like I was in primary 

school. It’s not very nice to be treated like that because you know you are older. 

They are just not treating you according to your age. […] They tell me to stand up 

in front of the class if I’ve done something wrong. That’s only what you’d tell a 

child to do. It’s just embarrassing being done to us because we’re older. At least 

send us out of class! 

Similar to Rachel and Paul, Alex also talks about being treated like ‘a kid’. He 

complains that the students are often expected to “act like adults, but get treated like 

kids”. As I explained in chapter 5, Alex has received numerous disciplinary suspensions 

from the school for his disturbing behaviours in classrooms and clashing with teachers 

on various occasions. Contributing to Alex’ poor conduct and relationships in the 

mainstream school is this paradox of being looked upon as ‘a kid’ without a voice and 

being expected to act like ‘adults’ in a responsible manner. Paradoxes of this type have 

also been the cause of much frustration and discontent for other students in Parktown 

High School. James, for instance, complains about his teachers’ expectations for what 

he refers to as ‘mindless’ compliance by pointing out: 

James: I feel like we’re in high school, okay? We’re not like four. We’re not 

going to obey you mindlessly! If I don’t wanna do something, I’m going to let you 

know, alright? And if you don’t like that, we gotta find an even ground. If you 

don’t wanna do that, I’m not doing this at all, alright? I just, you know, it’s hard; 

it’s very difficult! 

James’ predicament with voicelessness is reminiscent of similar experiences among 

many other young people in Parktown High School. The accounts that I reported from 

students such as Rachel, Paul, Alex and James in this section are, in fact, part of their 

struggles against adult-centric and oppressive social relationships that denigrate their 

agencies by constructing them as ‘children’. These relationships and practices 

‘infantilize’ young people’s voices and views, and in so doing relegate them to the 

recipients of adult decisions and actions. For a lot of young people, failure to comply 

with the demands and expectations that such constructions place upon them leads to 
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conflict, withdrawal and disengagement from the practices and social relationships of 

the institution, which, in turn, paves the way for their exclusion and marginalization.  

In addition to voice, the students’ accounts of participation that I have reported so far, 

point to the wider structures of power that lie behind the school’s systems of discipline 

and punishment. As Percy-Smith (2010) explains, the question of young people’s voice 

and participation is ultimately a question of ‘power’ and its exercise. In the next section, 

I extend my discussions of student voice to look at the relations of power and the 

systems of discipline that operate in the mainstream school. I also examine how the 

structures of power and the regimes of discipline in Parktown High School position 

young people who are from complex background or with special needs in the socio-

spatial sphere of the school, and how such positioning and the treatments that arise from 

it mediate the students’ lived experiences of voice, participation and agency. 

School Discipline and Student Participation 

Another factor that mediates student participation and bears directly on how young 

people experience their voice(s) is that of power. Discussion of voice would, in fact, be 

inadequate if carried out in isolation from wider questions of power in schools. As 

Barrett (2004) comments on Spivak (1988) seminal essay ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’, 

the critical question about voice is not whether the subaltern can speak, but if the 

hegemonic ear can hear anything. Re-thinking the question of voice along such lines 

allows us to look more critically at the mechanisms that ‘silence’ and ‘exclude’ certain 

voices in spaces such as schools. Such an approach also helps us better understand why, 

unlike their more privileged peers, students with complex social, material and personal 

needs are more likely to become the subordinate voices of their schools and classrooms.  

There is now consensus about the role that practices of power play in relation to student 

participation. A note of caution, however, is needed about how we understand and 

approach ‘power’ in schools. Power is not a property that individuals possess and/or 

exercise in isolation from others. Power is relational and its operation is contingent 

upon one’s position within a particular ‘field of power’,  be it schools, the labour market 

or larger society (Bourdieu, 1996; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). In a Bourdieuian 

sense, the practice of power may vary according to the nature of the relationship(s), the 
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personal characteristics of the actors and the social, cultural and material resources that 

are available to them in a given field (Gallagher, 2008). This understanding can be 

illuminating with regards to how the operation of power in spatial and relational spheres 

of schools can position young people in ways that are empowering or disempowering. 

One of the most common media in which power is exercised is through the systems of 

rewards and sanctions that schools set up in dealing with students. Rewards are granted 

as an incentive to those who comply with school rules, while sanctions are imposed as a 

punitive measure against those who defy expectations. The ultimate purpose of such an 

exercise of power is to regulate young people’s conduct. This exercise of power in 

schools is often carried out with little or no consultation with students. Therefore, as 

Ailwood et al. (2011, p. 642; emphasis in original) point out, it should not be surprising 

that from young people’s perspectives, schools are often viewed “as potentially one of 

the most undemocratic of institutions; a place where their everyday lives are bound by 

adult-dominated rules, regulations and powerful institutional practices.”  

In their discussion about care in schools and alternative education programs, Thomson 

and Pennacchia (2016) argue that current practices of care in many schools are strongly 

tied to instrumental learning and disciplinary regimes. These practices often work in the 

interest of schools which are compelled to focus on their performance and 

benchmarking ever more than before. Thomson and Pennacchia (2016) further explain 

that in contrast to behaviourist approaches to care and discipline in schools, some 

alternative education programs resort to strategies that steer, rather than coerce and 

punish, their disaffected students. In so doing, these programs manage to remove some 

of the potential causes for student resistance and conflict, which is a critical first step in 

engaging those young people who have disengaged from the mainstream school.  

As I discuss in the next section, school practices which are deemed arbitrary, in 

conjunction with the culture of hierarchy in Parktown High School, were among the key 

factors that led to defiance and resistance among many young people. Drawing on the 

accounts and experiences from the students, I also explain how resistance against what 

is deemed as authoritarian relationships and practices led many students either to 

confront the school or disengage from its practices. The institutional response to the 

students’ acts of resistance was punitive relying on measures that focused on 
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eliminating the ‘undesirable’ behaviours without due consideration of their underlying 

causes. The outcome for many young people who were subjects of such disciplinary 

measures was a vicious cycle of disengagement, exclusion and marginalization.  

Punitive Schooling and Student Resistance  

In the previous section I explained that questions about student voice and participation 

should be addressed in the backdrop of the power relationships that operate in schools. 

As I demonstrate and discuss throughout this section, struggles for having a voice and 

being heard among many young people in Parktown High School were also intertwined 

with struggles over power and its exercise. In fact, a combination of authoritarian 

structures, disciplinary regimes and punitive practices were among the main reasons that 

a lot of students in this study attributed to their exclusion and voicelessness. This is 

reflected in the following exchange which took place about why Sharon feels she is not 

understood and acknowledged by her teachers. Sharon complains about her teachers’ 

‘overuse of power’ and the sense of ‘intimidation’ she feels in speaking to them:  

Babak: But do they [the teachers] talk to you and listen to what you say? 

Sharon: No, it’s just like, “No, you’ve done something wrong!” It’s like there is 

no two ways about it.   

Babak: But have you tried to talk to them?  

Sharon: No! I feel I’m like really intimidated because of like their over-use of the 

power they have… like, one little detail and they can get you suspension. […] 

Yeah, it seems like they can because of what they do. Like if you don’t bring one 

note, it’s a week’s worth of detention. If you don’t, like you don’t do that… the 

one thing they want. That’s like they overuse their power.   

While Sharon’s response to the practices that involved an ‘unfair’ exercise of power 

was one of disengagement and withdrawal, other students resorted to other coping 

strategies depending on their experiences, personalities and temperaments. Alex’ 

reaction, for example, was more of defiance and confrontation. In chapter 5, I talked 

about Alex’ history of ‘misbehaviours’ in Parktown High School which ultimately led 
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to his drop-out before completing Year 9. For Alex, however, these misbehaviours 

which involved disregarding the school rules and clashing on numerous occasions with 

teachers and coordinators amounted to ‘acts of resistance’ against what he perceived as 

‘unjust’ school relationships and practices. When I asked Alex about the reasons for 

these confrontations, he justified them as a response to teachers’ acts of intimidations 

and unfair power practices:   

Alex: Some of the little kids get picked on by the big teachers. They yell at them, 

like you know… Come on, give the kid a chance! Pick on someone your own 

size, like they fully pick on them and stuff. Like they say you’re stupid if you 

can’t do the work. It’s like well you’re the teacher; that means you’re stupid if 

you’re not teaching us. I pretty much help the kids if they need help. If you help 

me, I’ll help you back the best that I can and then teachers are just… it’s pretty 

sad; it’s quite depressing. 

Babak: why do you think they pick on some kids? 

Alex: Personally, there are few things. It just could be to make them look more 

powerful, to make them look like they have more authority. Yes, so authority, 

hmmm… I don’t know they could be angry; they could just not like the student 

which I have [experienced] with my Japanese teacher.  

Babak: How does that help teachers to be seen as powerful or with authority? 

Alex: It makes them look like, you know… if you see a mouse, a little mouse, 

you’re gonna look at it like, “Oh, it’s cute; it’s small. They can’t do anything!” 

And if you see a big lion, you don’t want to mess with it. You know, you’re gonna 

try and stay away from them. You wanna look at it, but you wanna stay away. 

You don’t wanna put yourself in some way that could put you in trouble. That’s 

the way I see it.  

The above exchange highlights how young people challenge the school practices that 

are oblivious to their voices and concerns. As I explained earlier, student resistance in 

schools can take different forms ranging from direct confrontation at one extreme to 



159 
 

passivity, withdrawal and lack of initiative at the other. These acts of resistance, 

however, may not always bring about positive outcomes, especially if they are not 

expressed through the socially-sanctioned forms and mediums. As Tuck and Yang 

(2014) explain, student resistance might be contradictory and even self-injuring. Alex’ 

account is an instance of a ‘self-injuring’ act of resistance which ultimately leads to his 

displacement from the school. Other students, in the meantime, express their frustration 

in ways that are less confrontational. Paul, for instance, has distanced himself from his 

teachers who he views as exercising unfair authority over students:  

Paul: Because they are older and they are basically taking care of us for the day, 

they feel like they’re the more dominant person. But I think if the whole class said 

“No” to doing work, they would feel powerless. If we said “No” to coming to 

school, they would feel powerless. If everyone in school did stuff to show them 

that the teachers aren’t the boss, it would be a lot better because we can all be 

treated equally.  

Two points can be extrapolated from Paul’s reflection. The first is a call for resisting 

those practices that involve an ‘unjust’ exercise of power by adults. Such an exercise of 

power renders young people powerless within the school’s field and relations of power. 

The second point that warrants reflection with regards to Paul’s comment relates to how 

the exercise of power by adults in schools hinges on ‘the duty of care’ with which they 

are entrusted. As A.  James, Curtis, and Birch (2008) explain, it is often through the 

imposition of ‘care’ regimes that adults exercise power and authority over young 

people. While one cannot refute the benign intentions that are behind many adult 

practices in schools and classrooms, the discrepancy between the ‘intents’ of those 

practices and their actual ‘effects’ on students requires further attention.  

Duncan-Andrade (2009, p. 183) talks about the culture of ‘false caring’ as “one in 

which the more powerful members of the relationship define themselves as caring 

despite the fact that the recipients of their so-called caring do not perceive it as such.” 

The notion of false caring can be particularly useful in explaining the disjuncture 

between the ‘intents’ and the ‘effects’ of adult practices that involve the practices of 

power in schools. As I explained in my discussion about ethics of care in chapter 6, 

reciprocity is a pre-requisite for the development of caring relationships. In the absence 
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of mutual recognition between the carer and the cared-for, it is hard to imagine how 

caring relationships can develop and thrive. A relational interpretation of care, as 

Noddings (2002, p. 14) points out, “pushes us to look not only at moral agents but also 

at the recipients of their acts and the conditions under which the parties interact.” 

As I also explained in chapter 6, the duty of care in Parktown High School is framed in 

a way that can serve instrumental agendas of achievement and improved performativity. 

This is reflected in the principal comment who talks about the school’s mission in terms 

of helping students achieve “the required benchmark literacy skills and numeracy skills 

to proceed successfully in their education, and then post-secondary school education.” 

To succeed in its care work along these lines, the school also endorses strict rules of 

conduct and discipline leading to a school culture that is hierarchical and highly 

regimented. This culture and context of care, however, find little resonance with the 

more complex backgrounds and needs of some students. As the following excerpt 

shows, for James whose Asperger Syndrome condition puts him in need of special 

support, this mismatch has culminated in disenfranchisement and disaffection:  

James: I was doing an English project like two days ago, yeah, on Monday, and I 

was given a question by the teacher that I didn’t enjoy. This is a project that we 

choose to work [on]. “I don’t like this question Miss!” I said. And she says, 

“Well, I’m the teacher, and you have to do what I say!” And I’m thinking, “I 

don’t like this at all! I don’t like the project I’m doing.” I don’t have a say in this 

and you’re meant to have a say, you know. I don’t have a say in this! You’re 

technically ordering me to the question. I don’t like being ordered around like 

this. I don’t like the feeling of a higher presence being around me saying, “You 

gotta do this now!” I feel like going like, “I’m gonna quit, I wanna quit school!”   

James’ account highlights how the school’s regimes of care involving the exercise of 

power can become a site for resistance if they are carried out away from the concerns 

and needs of students. As Raby (2008) explains, if students feel that they have little say 

in the rules that govern their life in schools, they are more likely to resort to acts of 

defiance and break those rules. This is, in fact, what has happened to a lot of students in 

Parktown High School. The institutional context in the schools which is geared towards 

transition of knowledge and mental skills has produced what Willis (2004, p. 164) refers 
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to as “fields of social opposition”. Acts of resistance by students within these fields of 

social opposition, regardless of how legitimate their underlying causes are, may lead to 

a vicious cycle of confrontation and can pave the way for further exclusion from the 

institution. This is the topic that I turn to in the reminder of this chapter.   

Regimes of Discipline and Cycles of Exclusion 

In my discussions about the geographies of exclusion in chapter 5, I talked about the 

numerous classroom withdrawals and disciplinary suspensions that were given to some 

students for their challenging and non-compliant behaviours. As a part of the school’s 

system of rewards and sanctions, such measures are the most readily available tool in 

the hands of teachers and coordinators to address ‘behavioural problems’ among 

students. Punitive measures such as withdrawals and suspensions, however, are limited 

in terms of what they can achieve. This is because, as Parsons (2005) explains, such 

measures often try to ‘fixing the child’ by removing them from classrooms. While the 

‘quick fixes’ that these measures offer may be useful in the short run, they often lead to 

a vicious cycle of conflict for those who are subjected to them (McGregor et al., 2015).  

As I explain and discuss in this section, undue reliance on disciplinary measures were 

among one of the main causes of exclusion for a lot of young people in Parktown High 

School. Rather than addressing the root causes of student misconduct, conflict and 

disengagement, these measures focused primarily on eliminating negative behaviours 

through a relatively linear reward-punishment mechanism. For most of the students who 

were the recipients of the school’s punitive practices, a behavioural approach to conflict 

resolution only exacerbated their sense of antagonism and disconnect from the 

mainstream school leading to a vicious cycle of conflict, confrontation and further 

exclusion. As Robert explains below, this vicious cycle is one of the main reason behind 

the exclusion and marginalization of some students in the school:  

Robert: Some of our kids get so bogged down; they can’t see a way out of it, such 

as Alex with 30 absences. “What’s the point? It doesn’t matter if I stay away, I’ve 

got 30 anyway, which amounts to ‘X’ number of detentions, which I could never 

do that!” […] So what are the coordinators to do? Nothing… because they’ve 

exhausted the possibilities of what they can do! So what they were doing was in-
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school suspension so even if he came to school, he just got sit in coordinators’ 

office all day because he had so many suspensions mounted up! “Because I want 

to suspend him away from the school because he wasn’t coming to the school”, 

where is your logic!?  

In a review of a number of studies that sought the views of students with social, 

emotional and behavioural difficulties, Cefai and Cooper (2010) identified five factors 

to which young people attributed their behaviours. These factors include: poor and 

unsupportive relationships with teachers and school staff, a sense of unjust treatments 

by teachers, and to a lesser extent peers, lack of real voice and choice, unconnected 

curriculum and irrelevant learning experiences, as well as under-recognition of needs 

and circumstance. There is often an inextricable link among these factors in the way 

they coalesce to condition young people’s behaviours. The following exchange from 

one of the focus group discussions highlights how these issues go hand-in-hand putting 

some students at the receiving end of the school’s disciplinary measures:   

Diane: Some of them [the teachers] are really mean! 

John: Teachers are evil in our school.  

Babak: What makes them evil? 

Sarah: They’re mean! 

Paul: They don’t treat you like people, they treat you like kids! Mrs. [teacher’s 

name] and Mrs. [teacher’s name] in my tutorial class, they don’t treat me like a 

person. They treat me like, “I’m the superior, you’re gonna listen to me!” They 

don’t speak to me like a normal person! 

Diane: You can’t speak your mind to the teachers because even if it’s completely 

innocent, they still send you out.  

Sarah: And Mr. [teacher’s name], I said… I’m gonna say, I said ‘shit’ once in 

front of Mr. [teacher’s name]. And some recent stuff, some going and swearing 

and saying the ‘C’ word around the class. So [student name] gets nothing and Mr. 

[teacher’s name] goes “Oh, you know!”  
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Diane: He punishes us! 

Sarah: I get suspended for saying ‘shit’. It’s like… it’s a little bit unfair! 

The above exchange recapitulates some of the themes that I have touched upon 

regarding issues of voice, power and discipline in schools. This exchange also 

highlights how for some young people, schooling is experienced as subjugation to 

unfair power practices. In such a situation, there is little surprise that many students, 

especially those who do not possess the social and cultural capitals needed to avoid 

confrontation, have come to see schools as coercive institutions where they are 

subjected to arbitrary power practices. As Mockler and Groundwater-Smith (2015) 

argue, the analogy of schools to prisons is not thus as unwarranted as it might first 

appear in that boredom, fear and powerlessness are all part of a mix where there are 

groups with unequal power, status and resources. In the following exchange, Rachel 

draws a similar analogy between her school and the army by saying: 

Rachel: I just don’t really like the school. I don’t like any of the teachers. I don’t 

really like the coordinators. I don’t really like anyone. They are all just like mean, 

rude!  

Babak: What makes them mean?  

Rachel: They constantly keep yelling… Yes, their attitude, just like… We are not 

in the army! You’re not meant to yell at us constantly; you’re meant to treat us 

like school kids, not like we are in the army, like they constantly keep yelling at 

us. 

Accompanying the treatments that Rachel complains about are the punitive mechanisms 

such as removal from classrooms or temporary suspensions that seek to regulate her 

school conduct. As Munn and Lloyd (2005) explain, for a lot of young people, punitive 

measures of this type are the most explicit form of rejection by the institution and 

introduce yet another social stressor into the micro-ecosystems of the school. This often 

plays out to the furthest detriment of those who are already coping with other issues 

such as poverty, unstable family relationships, emotional distress and various degrees of 

disability. To reduce the additional stress caused by the school’s punitive practices, 
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some young people like John have made an active choice to withdraw from the 

encounters that might trigger conflict and confrontation:  

John: Some of them [the teachers] are not very nice; they’re shit! […] Yeah, I 

don’t know. Once there was a kid in my class and the teacher got the question 

wrong, the wrong answer, and he corrected her. She gave him detention. 

Babak: How about yourself? Do you have a similar experience? 

John: No, that was at the start of the year, so I haven’t really put my hand up or 

anything, so I don’t get detention. 

As I explained earlier, young people often resort to different means to contest adult 

practices that they deem unjust and overly punitive. In contrast to John who has 

disengaged to reduce undesirable encounters with teachers, Mark has taken a different 

approach by challenging the authority of his teachers and the school coordinators. For 

this reason, Mark has come under the school’s radar for his non-compliant conduct 

leading to his numerous classroom withdrawals and suspensions. To address his 

‘behaviour problems’, the school has referred Mark to LTM where it is hoped that he 

can be provided, as Robert puts it, “with a more suitable option for his future career 

path.” From Mark’s perspective, however, defying the authority of teachers and the 

school staff is not a matter of ‘behaviour problems’; rather it is a way of resisting an 

exercise of power which is considered unjust:  

Mark: The coordinators just think that they can control you because you’re in 

school uniform. […] They can give you suspension [snapping fingers], as simple 

as that! They don’t hesitate either. You can hear them laugh about it when you 

walk out, or not specifically other students, but I hear it, and that really annoys 

me. The way that they dish it out to you; it’s not like they say it politely. They 

say, “You’ve got enough of school, that’s it! Leave the coordinators’!” It’s just 

the way they speak to you, it’s so disrespectful! I hate it! […] You have to listen 

to what they say to you. Otherwise, it’s considered ‘talking back’ and then you’ll 

get more punishment, as simple as that. Not even if it’s a valid opinion, they say, 

“Stop talking back, or you get suspension!” 
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What is also noteworthy regarding the above comment from Mark is how the 

disciplinary practices that target subverting behaviours often add to young people’s 

experiences of ‘disrespect’ and ‘stigmatization’. In chapter 6 I talked about a prevailing 

sense of disrespect which contributed to the weak sense of school belonging among the 

students. Such perceptions are often reinforced when schools resort to punitive practices 

as a way of bringing about a positive change in young people’s behaviours. While many 

studies suggest that trusting and respectful relationships with adults and peers is the 

most effective way of addressing ‘behavioural difficulties’ (e.g. Mowat, 2010; Mowat, 

2014), much of mainstream school practices still rely on the ‘quick fixes’ that often fall 

short of paying attention to deeper layers of young people’s issues and concerns.  

Overall, the message that schools convey to students through their system of discipline 

and punishment is one of compliance and conformity. For the young people who have 

special needs or those from complex home environments, meeting the school’s 

expectations is not an easy undertaking. Compared to their more privileged peers, these 

students often lack the coping mechanisms that are needed to avoid disengagement or 

confrontation. In such a situation, reliance on the response mechanisms that fail to 

accommodate the voices of these young people often leads to a vicious cycle of 

resistance and further exclusion. In contrast, a flexible and relational approach that 

listens to marginalized young people, recognizes their concerns and responds to their 

needs can lay the foundations for a more inclusive and participatory education.  

Conclusion 

In this chapter, I analysed student voice and the practices of power as two key factors 

that affected the experiences of participation among the students. The accounts from the 

students illustrated how being a ‘subaltern’ voice was a significant impediment to the 

participation of those who were on the margins of the mainstream school. A lot of 

young people in this study complained about lacking voice and not being listened to in 

the matters that related to their education and social life in the school. In order to 

develop a better understanding of voice as a ‘political’ act which is entwined with issues 

of equity, inclusion and participation, one needs to delve underneath the daily practices 

of mainstream schools and unravel the mechanisms of differentiation that amplify 

certain voices while silencing others in the acoustics of the school.  
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Closely related to student voice are the practices of power that operate in the day-to-day 

working of schools. These practices, exert a strong mediating influence on the school 

participation of young people. One area where power practices materialize is in the 

system of rewards and sanctions that schools use to deal with students. By granting 

rewards as an incentive for compliance and imposing sanctions as a punitive measure 

against defiance, schools try to regulate young people’s conduct. As I argued, however, 

these systems of rewards and sanctions often fail to address the underlying causes of 

conflict, disengagement and withdrawal among some students. The result of undue 

reliance on punitive measures is a vicious cycle of exclusion for those who are at the 

receiving end of schools’ disciplinary and punitive practices. 

Overall, the combined impacts of voicelessness and a punitive school culture added yet 

another stressor to the difficult and already stressful circumstances that surrounded the 

lives of those young people who were on the margins of the mainstream school. As I 

demonstrated in this chapter by engaging with the narratives from the students, lacking 

voice and being in the position powerlessness made schooling a disempowering 

experience which undermined young people’s agencies and their participatory 

capacities. The students’ responses to their positioning and subsequent treatments varied 

from direct confrontation and conflict to disengagement and withdrawal. These 

reactions which amounted to acts of resistance against what many students perceived as 

unjust practices and arbitrary treatments were then faced with more punitive responses 

from the school leading to a vicious cycle of exclusion and marginalization.  
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CHAPTER 8: Conclusion 

The  stubborn  persistence  of  poverty  on  a  planet  in  the  throes  of  economic‐growth 

fundamentalism  is  enough  to  make  thinking  people  to  pause  and  reflect  on  the  collateral 

casualties  of  progress‐in‐operation.  The  deepening  abyss  separating  the  poor  and  prospect‐

less from the well‐off, sanguine, and boisterous ‐ an abyss of the depth already exceeding the 

ability  of  any  but  the  most  muscular  and  the  least  scrupulous  hikers  to  climb  ‐  is  another 

obvious reason to be gravely concerned. 

Times of interregnum, Zygmunt Bauman 

Introduction 

This chapter draws a conclusion to my research and outlines how its findings can help 

us think differently about young people’s citizenship in and through education. In the 

first section, I review and synthesize the key elements that are behind young people’s 

everyday politics in the social and relational geography of their school and classrooms. 

In the second section, I bring together the themes that I have discussed separately in the 

previous three chapters, namely school belonging, inclusion, relationality, recognition 

of difference, student voice and school discipline, to offer a conceptually 

comprehensive conception of youth citizenship. Such a conception views young 

people’s politics as an amalgam of mutually constitutive elements which are grounded 

in space and mediated by one’s location within its social relations of power. As I further 

argue, a comprehensive conception of youth citizenship draws our attention to how the 

elements that contribute to young people’s everyday politics, while significant in their 

own right, are connected and interweaving. The third section of this chapter addresses 

some of the implications that such an understanding of citizenship can have for 

educational policies and practices. I pinpoint the need for an education agenda that is 

not merely concerned with producing outcomes and is instead attentive to young 

people’s socio-relational experiences. Drawing upon my earlier arguments, I then call 

for an inclusive education that is simultaneously concerned with issues of equity and 

social justice. Such an education remains sensitive to the exclusionary impacts that 

school policies and practices can have on students, especially on those who reside on 

the fringes of the mainstream. Finally, I conclude with some questions and problematics 

that need further attention in relation to young people’s citizenship in schools. 
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Synthesis of the Findings 

I addressed the following research questions in this thesis: 1) What are the common 

elements behind the citizenship experiences of marginalized youth in their school and 

classrooms? 2) What factors, both in the students’ backgrounds and within the social 

and political geography of the mainstream school, contribute to such experiences? My 

aim was to shed some light on the key elements that underlie youth politics on the 

margins of institutions such as schools. By allowing the participants to speak for 

themselves and by listening to what they had to say about their ‘disengagement’, I 

identified some of the obstacles that young people face for a more active citizenship. I 

also looked at the conditions and the types of relationships that are empowering and can 

contribute to young people’s sense of agency and participatory capacities.  

Two prerequisites had to be met in order to develop a situated understanding of young 

people’s everyday citizenship in their school and classrooms. The first prerequisite 

pertains to the need for an alternative conceptualization of citizenship, one that allows 

us to look at how young people actually experience participation through their daily 

social interactions. Unlike the legal and political accounts of citizenship that are 

constructed on the premise of individuals as bearers of universal ‘rights and 

responsibilities’, an alternative account of citizenship emphasizes the importance of the 

informal and the experiential in the processes of political socialization and identity 

formation. By attending to experiences, such an understanding also highlights the 

spatial and relational dimensions of citizenship and helps explain how practices in 

social arenas can promote or inhibit participation.   

The second prerequisite relates to the methodological tools that can offer ‘a situated 

gaze’ (Yuval-Davis & Stoetzler, 2002) into the politics of everyday life as it is 

experienced by young people. Much of what we currently know about youth politics 

comes from the findings of survey research which is often informed by a normative 

thinking about politics. What remains in short supply in the studies of youth citizenship 

is an approach that looks into young people’s politics horizontally. The pre-requisite for 

such an approach, in turn, is a repertoire of qualitative and ethnographic methods of 

investigation that can allow us to study young people’s citizenship experiences ‘from 
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below’ by exploring the intricate ways through which they are embedded in the politics 

of everyday life within their families, schools and communities.  

With these conceptual and methodological considerations in mind, I examined how a 

group of 12 young people who were on the margins of the mainstream school in a low 

socio-economic status suburb of Melbourne, Victoria, experienced citizenship through 

their everyday social encounters. More specifically, I drew upon the narratives from the 

students about their everyday school practices to offer a situated account of how those 

who face various sources of marginalization experience participatory citizenship. In 

addition, I engaged with the study’s ethnographic data, which were collected over the 

period of eight months in the context of an alternative education program in the 

mainstream school, to identify the factors in the students’ backgrounds and within the 

social geography of the school that contributed to the experiences of the participants.  

Overall, six factors emerged at the core of young people’s citizenship experiences in the 

school including: school belonging, inclusion, relationality, recognition of difference, 

student voice and school discipline. As I explained in chapter 5, a sense of belonging 

plays a central part in young people’s attempts to participate through education. There is 

more to belonging than mere affects and emotions. Belonging encompasses an affective 

geography that maps onto a physical and relational territory. To belong, therefore, 

means to have a sense of affinity to a physical space and share a stake in the 

relationships and the practices that characterize the space. Understood along these lines, 

a sense of belonging, or not belonging, can be viewed as an outcome of the practices 

that are carried out by social actors in spaces such as schools and classrooms.  

The second theme that emerged from the young people’s accounts and that also affected 

their geographies of school belonging was inclusion in the practices of their school and 

classrooms. Many students in this study faced obstacles that reduced their chances for 

active participation. A key impediment in this regard was the school processes that 

divided students along the binary of ‘good kids’ versus ‘bad kids’ on the basis of 

whether they satisfied the needs and the expectations of the institution. The result of this 

process of differentiating in the socio-relational geography of the school was the 

creation of ‘the other’, namely those who lacked the socially-sanctioned dispositions of 

‘independent’ and ‘successful’ learners. More often than not, these were the students 
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with complex needs for whom the school’s ethos of performance and achievement did 

not resonate with their complex lived experiences outside school.   

Another factor that affected young people’s participatory experiences in the mainstream 

school was their poor relationships with their teachers, the school staff and to a lesser 

extent other students. Relationships that were deemed as ‘disrespectful’ and 

‘stigmatizing’ set in motion a cycle of confrontation which paved the way for the 

students’ disengagement from the institution. As I discussed by drawing on the accounts 

and narratives from the students, underlying the widespread perceptions of disrespect 

and poor treatments was an ethic of care that pursued instrumental agendas of academic 

achievement and performativity. This ethic of care, however, was not perceived and 

reciprocated as care by those whose more complex needs required a different approach 

to care work. The mismatch between the intentions of the carer and the actual needs of 

the cared-for ultimately led to a breakdown in the caring relationships.   

Compounding the participants’ poor relational experiences was what many of the 

students described as the lack of positive recognition by the school staff of their 

backgrounds, needs and personal circumstances. For the young people in this study, the 

absence of a positive recognition of difference was yet another reason to disengage from 

an institution which equated their needs to deficits and treated their difference as 

deviance. Such an approach towards dealing with difference placed the burden of being 

different primarily upon the socially marginalized students. The reaction of the young 

people to the othering and the stigmatization that followed from the treatment of their 

difference ranged from direct confrontation with teachers and the school staff, 

disengagement from the institution, to withdrawal and passivity in classrooms.  

Another factor that influenced the young people’s school participation was the 

possibility of having a voice and being listened to in the matters relating to their social 

and educational lives. Despite the importance of being heard and taken into account for 

the students, most of the young people in this study complained about their ‘subaltern’ 

status which rendered their voices inaudible in the acoustics of the mainstream school. 

The reaction from the students to the school practices that were oblivious to their voices 

was challenging such practices in different ways ranging from passivity, disaffection 

and withdrawal to defiance and direct confrontation. The school’s response to such acts 
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of resistance, however, was a punitive one exacerbating the cycle of conflict, exclusion 

and disengagement that many of the students were already dealing with.     

A punitive school culture that responded to ‘behavioural problems’ and 

‘disengagement’ through disciplinary measures was the final thread in the fabric of an 

education that produced marginalization and exclusion. Instead of addressing the 

underlying causes of conflict, disengagement and withdrawal among some young 

people, undue reliance on disciplinary measures which focused on what Parsons (2005) 

calls ‘fixing the child’ added to the sense of antagonism that many student already 

developed towards the institution. The outcome of the tension arising from the school’s 

behavioural approach to discipline was further disengagement and estrangement from 

an institution whose ethos of authority, hierarchy and structure had little resonance with 

the students’ backgrounds of poverty, unstable family relationships and disability.  

Overall, the cumulative impact of a weak sense of school belonging, the existence of 

various boundaries of exclusion in the institution, widespread perceptions of disrespect 

and stigma, misrecognition of difference, experiences of voiceless and a punitive school 

culture produced marginality for a lot of young people in the mainstream school. While 

I dwelled on each of these contributors to student disengagement separately, it should 

be noted that the distinctions that I drew among them only serve an analytical purpose. 

As I further explain and discuss in the next section, rather than essentializing terms and 

notions, a conceptually comprehensive conception of youth citizenship looks at the 

complex relationships that exist among the various elements that together condition how 

young people experience their everyday citizenship.      

Towards a Conceptually Comprehensive Conception of Youth Citizenship 

Although I have discussed school belonging, inclusion, relationality, recognition of 

difference, student voice and school discipline separately throughout this thesis, it is 

important to point out that the distinctions among these factors only serve an analytical 

purpose. In reality, there is considerable overlap among the elements that affect how 

young people experience participatory citizenship in spaces such as schools and 

classrooms. A conceptually comprehensive conception of citizenship should, therefore, 

take into account the complex interactions and overlapping relationships among the 
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elements of youth politics. Within such a conception, all the factors that impact on the 

political geographies of young people stand in continuous and dynamic interaction with 

each other. Figure 2 helps illustrates the tightly inter-connected structure of these 

components.         

Figure 2: A conceptually comprehensive conception of youth citizenship and its elements 

 

Looking at citizenship as an amalgam of mutually constitutive elements offers us a non-

reductionist understanding of how the political is experienced by young people. While 

such a view can broaden our understanding beyond monolithic conceptions of political 

agency, we should be wary of the tendency to essentialize terms and notions in 

discussions about youth participation. A corollary of analytico-conceptual work is that it 

can lead to reifications of concepts for explanatory purposes. To avoid such a pitfall, we 

need to acknowledge the reciprocity of the elements that underpin young people’s lived 

political experiences. This means recognizing that these elements are in a constant state 

of flux with each other, and that change in one of them will have implications for the 

other elements as well as for the totality of young people’s political experiences.  
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An integrative conception of youth politics along the lines that I have delineated above 

challenges two of the assumptions that underlie the current civics and citizenship 

education policies and practices. First, such a conception draws our attention to the 

geography of young people’s politics which is enacted through everyday spaces. As I 

explained in my theoretical discussions in chapter 2, there has recently been a move 

towards ‘a spatially-grounded analysis of citizenship’ in the field of Citizenship Studies. 

Attention to spatiality has foregrounded the less politicized spaces of homes, schools 

and communities as the key arenas where the processes of political socialization take 

place. As Wood (2014b, p. 217) explains, exploring these hidden, everyday spaces 

where participation is experienced has become “a political stance that aims to give voice 

to marginalised groups and pay attention to spaces previously rendered invisible by 

normative conceptions of citizenship.” 

This understanding of spatiality is different from how place is conceptualized in the 

legal and political models of citizenship. Space in theories of citizenship has been 

traditionally framed within the territorial boundaries of the nation-state (Shapiro, 2000). 

Affiliation to the space of sovereign nation-states is what grants individuals their 

citizens’ rights and responsibilities (for example see the account of citizenship by 

Marshall, 1950). Absent from this understanding is the complex ways in which 

individuals and social groups engage in claiming, extending and contesting their 

citizenship entitlements. Conceptualizing space only through the imagined and 

imaginary boundaries of nation-states proves even more problematic for young people 

who lack most of the formal citizenship ‘rights and duties’ of their adult counterparts23.    

Spatiality is not just about a physical space; it also implies situatedness within the wider 

grids of social power. A conceptually comprehensive conception of citizenship, thus, 

should address how one’s location in the social relations of power can mediate their 

participatory experiences. As Bourdieu (1989) argues, variation in experiences is often 

the result of the agents’ position in the objective social space which has a conditioning 

effect on those who occupy a similar position within space. This understanding of 

positionality has significant implication for how we look at youth citizenship. Instead of 

                                                            
23 This  is not  to suggest  the macro‐political geographies  including  those at national,  transnational and 
international  levels  are  not  important  for  young people  and  their  education.  Rather, my  argument  is 
that macro‐geographies constitute one of the many geographies that young people inhibit. 
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viewing young people’s citizenship identities and experiences as homogenous and 

universal, we need to approach citizenship as a mediated construct which is constituted 

through a complex nexus of social relations in young people’s lives.  

To argue that location conditions participation is not to suggest that social location 

determines participation. As Alcoff (1991/1992, p. 16; emphasis in original) points out, 

to maintain “that location bears on meaning and truth is not the same as saying that 

location determines meaning and truth.” This is because, as Alcoff (1991/1992) further 

contends, positionality should not be conceived as static and one-dimensional; rather, it 

is multiple and often has varying degrees of mobility. That is, in reality there is a 

complex relationship between social locations and the power dynamics behind the 

organization of spatial arenas. This means that social actors, far from being mere 

victims of their structural location, often take an active role in negotiating avenues for 

participation and contesting the exclusionary practices.  

Overall, by looking at young people’s citizenship as a multi-dimensional system of 

mutually constitutive elements embedded within physical spaces and their social 

relations of power, we can get a better grasp of young people’s lived politics. For 

socially marginalized youth, such an understanding means paying attention to the 

contextual and placed-bound character of citizenship which is experienced through 

everyday social encounters and relationships with others. This understanding of 

citizenship also foregrounds how the norms, values and dispositions that young people 

bring with themselves to environments such as schools interact with the structure and 

social relations of power that characterize space to position young people in particular 

ways and as such contribute to their citizenship identities and opportunities.   

Crafting an Alternative Citizenship Education 

In this section, I discuss some of the ways in which a comprehensive understanding of 

youth politics can help us rethink citizenship education, in particular for marginalized 

individuals and social groups. First, I look at how viewing young people’s politics as 

embedded within space and its social relations of power can lead to a different ‘policy 

response’ to youth citizenship. In addition, I explain some of the implications that an 

alternative policy approach can have for everyday citizenship practices in schools and 
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classrooms. As I argue in this section, to become more relevant to the lived realities of 

young people on the margins of mainstream schools, civics and citizenship education 

needs a different agenda, one that pays attention to the situated character of youth 

citizenship and concerns itself with issues of social exclusion and marginality.  

In my review of the contemporary citizenship education policy initiatives in Australia in 

chapter 3, I pointed to a number of tensions in the way education policy articulates ‘the 

problem’ of youth citizenship (for example see ACARA, 2012; Civics Expert Group, 

1994; Curriculum Corporation, 2005, 2006; SSCEET, 1989, 1991). The first tension 

relates to deficit assumptions about young people which has led to an emphasis on the 

acquisition of citizenship knowledge and skills. The second tension pertains to the 

developmental tendencies that construct young people as citizens of and for the future. 

A corollary of these tendencies is the relegation of youth to the status of semi- or non-

citizens. The third contradiction in the Australian education policy relates to its one-

size-fits-all approach which remains oblivious to the differences among young people.   

An integrative conception of youth citizenship along the lines that I sketched out in the 

previous section can help us address these tensions. With regards to the deficit mentality 

that underpins the civics and citizenship education policy and curriculum in Australia 

(e.g. Edwards, 2007; Fyfe, 2007; Print, 2000, 2007), a conceptually comprehensive 

view can lead to a different policy response to citizenship education, one that does not 

reduce ‘the problem’ of young people’s citizenship to their lack of formal political 

knowledge and skills. In an alternative education policy response, the narrative of 

‘civics deficit’ which attributes young people’s alleged disinterest in democracy to their 

insufficient political awareness is replaced with one in which knowledge of democratic 

institutions and practices constitute only one of the several layers of citizenship.    

Questioning deficit mentalities about young people’s citizenship also problematizes the 

top-down educational interventions that treat young people as passive recipients of adult 

citizenship. As I explained and discussed in chapter 3, civics and citizenship education 

policy and curriculum in Australia is, to a large extent, focused on the transmission, 

acquisition and assessment of civics-related knowledge, skills and competencies. The 

assumption underlying such policies, as Vromen (2003) points out, is that if individuals 

are provided with more information, they find more interest in politics and then become 
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‘good’ and ‘active’ citizens. The reality, however, is that a narrow focus in policy on 

formal knowledge acquisition as the main purpose of citizenship education is only 

likely to undermine the extent of young people’s ‘lived’ citizenship. What young people 

need is the acknowledgement that citizenship has both a ‘present’ and ‘future’ 

component which are mutually inclusive and cannot be reduced to each other. 

In addition to challenging deficit assumptions, a comprehensive view of youth 

citizenship counters the developmental tendencies that underpin much of the Australian 

education policy and curriculum for citizenship (Ailwood et al., 2011; McLeod, 2012). 

Such tendencies are based on the premise that young people lack the qualities of adult 

citizens, and that the task of education is to prepare them for their future citizenship. 

Yet, there is significant disjuncture between the age-based understanding of citizenship 

and how young people experience citizenship as a lived process. As Biesta et al. (2009) 

contend, youth citizenship learning is both pervasive and elusive. It permeates all 

dimensions of young people’s lives making all aspects of their experiences relevant to 

their democratic socialization. It is also elusive in the sense that it is difficult to attribute 

political significance only to one particular set of events in young people’s lives.  

Instead of being solely preoccupied with young people’s political knowledge, policy 

and practices for citizenship education should look at the geographies of young people’s 

politics as encompassing ways of being and living together in everyday spaces of 

schools and classrooms. As Hammett and Staeheli (2011, p. 275) aptly point out, “[t]he 

instilling of ideals relating to citizenship and respect amongst learners depends not only 

upon the formal curriculum, but also the hidden curriculum and the experiences of 

schooling.” The mixed evidence that currently exist about the impacts of formal 

citizenship education on political behaviour of young people (e.g. Lopes, Benton, & 

Cleaver, 2009; Manning & Edwards, 2013) is another indication that there is perhaps 

more to citizenship that what is formally taught through citizenship related subjects.   

Another implication that follows from understanding youth politics as a lived 

phenomenon is the recognition that one-size-fits-all approaches to citizenship education 

can only offer a limited perspective on how young people experience their citizenship. 

An implicit assumption in the Australian education policy and curriculum for 

citizenship is that all young people, regardless of their needs and social backgrounds, 
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can emerge as fully-fledged citizens as a result of their formal civics and citizenship 

learning. This assumption is reflected in the rhetoric of active and informed citizenship 

which, as Black and Walsh (2015, p. 188) argue, is imbued with the “promise that even 

the most structurally marginalised young people can experience full political, social and 

economic membership if they engage in their local communities.” 

Absent from policy discussions about citizenship is a relational and spatial 

understanding of what it means to be a citizen, and how factors in young people’s 

backgrounds can intersect with the organization of social space to contribute to 

empowering and/or disempowering civics relationships, norms and behaviours. Civics 

and citizenship education in Australia remains, for the most part, oblivious to how 

everyday practices in schools can position young people in particular ways, how such 

positioning can produce ‘otherness’, and how ‘otherness’ can become a source of 

marginalization. In addition, there is no reference in education policy and curriculum to 

how the everyday politics of inclusion and exclusion operates in schools, and how 

everyday politics can divide and differentiate students based on their location in the 

social relations of power in the institution. 

To address these shortcomings, we need to move beyond the convenient abstraction of 

‘youth’ as a homogenous social category. Instead, we should recognize that young 

people’s experiences can be mediated by their multiple, and often interlocking, social 

divisions. A social exclusion paradigm can be particularly useful in deepening our 

understanding about young people’s citizenship. Such a paradigm can help counter an 

enduring problem with the normative, liberal conception of citizenship which locates 

the problem of participation within individuals. As Kennelly and Dillabough (2008) 

argue, the liberal conceptions of citizenship do little to help us understand the highly 

variegated manners in which citizenship is understood, experienced and enacted by 

marginalized young people living in an increasingly complex era.  

A Social Justice Agenda for Citizenship Education 

If we accept the thesis that youth citizenship is contingent upon complex relationships 

between factors in their backgrounds and the place-bound social relations of power, the 

question that needs to be asked then is how we can foster a more active citizenship 
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among young people in everyday spaces such as schools and classrooms. This is an 

important question whose answer can lead us towards a more inclusive and democratic 

education agenda, especially for those young people who face multiple and often 

interlocking forms of marginalization. In this section, I build on my earlier conceptual 

approach to citizenship to address this question. The argument that drives my discussion 

here is that to create a truly democratic education that is inclusive of all students 

regardless of their needs, differences and social backgrounds, we should bring issues of 

social justice centre-stage in our debates about civics and citizenship education.    

The importance of addressing social justice in relation to citizenship lies in the 

ideological association that exists between ‘equality’ as a principle of social justice and 

‘democracy’ as a political ideal (Black, 2012). Overcoming injustices, Fraser (2010, p. 

16) explains, “means dismantling institutionalized obstacles that prevent some people 

from participating on a par with others, as full partners in social interaction.” In her 

review essay that covers a decade of scholarship on the political geographies of young 

people, Skelton (2013) also highlights the centrality of social justice in exposing the 

processes of exclusion and marginalization. Attention to social justice in relation to 

citizenship participation acquires even a greater significance for those young people 

who face various sources of exclusion and marginalization.  

A social justice project which exposes the obstacles that stand in the way of a more 

active participation is also central to a citizenship education which pursues inclusion 

and equity for young people in contexts of marginalization. As R. Lister, Middleton and 

Smith (as cited in R. Lister, 2008) contend, an inclusionary approach to citizenship 

education should recognize social exclusion and disadvantage as real obstacles to active 

and participatory citizenship. Such an approach, on the one hand, must provide for the 

needs and priorities of young people whose complex backgrounds, needs and 

circumstance, coupled with their negative experiences in the institution, have turned 

schooling into a disempowering experience for them. On the other hand, an inclusionary 

approach to citizenship education should help young people to contest and challenge 

these obstacles, and in so doing contribute to their political agency and identities.  

A social justice project can have two implications for how we approach civics and 

citizenship education. First, such a project helps us think more critically about the 
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adequacy of formal structures such as Student Representative Councils as the main 

avenues for participation. Part of the problem with the way young people’s participation 

is approached is reliance on formal structures of participation. Such structures, while 

useful in accommodating for certain voices, fail to offer an inclusive platform for the 

participation of all young people. As Percy-Smith (2010, p. 111) argues, there is more 

to participation than just having one’s views represented in decision-making; 

participation “is also about having equal opportunities ‘to take part’ and ‘be involved in’ 

the life of the community, organisation or project and feel valued for that contribution.”  

Looking at participation in terms of having the opportunity to take part and be involved 

draws attention to the barriers that may hinder more active participation for some 

students. The question changes from ‘who takes part?’ to ‘who is allowed to take part?’ 

and ‘what are the impediments to participation?’ Traditionally, questions of this sort 

have been ignored in much of the youth participation policy in Australia (e.g. Bessant, 

2004; Edwards, 2007). Civics and citizenship education is not an exception to this trend 

where ‘the problem’ of disengagement has often been divorced from its social context 

and has been located within individuals. An account of youth participation which is 

informed by a social justice agenda highlights the important role that positioning and 

context play in young people’s experiences of everyday citizenship in schools. 

A social justice project also helps explicate the differential impacts that the current 

education climate can have on young people’s political geographies. The education 

landscape in many parts of the world today is marked with teacher-proof curricula, 

technologies of high-stakes testing, and systems of standards and accountability. 

Growing focus on accountability and performativity has led to concerns about the 

demise of education in and for democracy. Broom (2011) argues that the most notable 

consequence of the neoliberal policy imagination in education is the relegation of 

schools to the realm of private good, hence battering education for democracy and as a 

public good. In a similar vein, Black (2015) notes that the current prescriptive and 

standardised education environment in Australia is limiting the curricular and 

pedagogical space for those practices that are most conducive to active citizenship. 

As I explained by engaging with the data in this thesis, the change in school practices 

and relationships brought about under the neoliberal education project impacts young 
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people’s participatory experiences depending on their ability to respond to the 

institutional norms and expectations. Far from offering a level playing field in which 

everyone has the opportunity to participate, the emerging social and political 

geographies of schools tend to differentiate students on the basis of how well they can 

satisfy the requirements of the institution in terms of performance and benchmarking. 

What follows from these processes of differentiation is the construction of ‘the other’ 

who lacks the dispositions of the socially sanctioned ‘norm’, and is, therefore, 

positioned and treated differently in the social field of schools and classrooms.  

Overall, attention to issues of equity, diversity and difference as denominators of a 

socially-just education is a requirement for a democratic education in which young 

people’s participation does not become a residue of their unaddressed needs and 

circumstances. The marriage of social justice with democracy, concepts that are often 

approached and discussed separately in the education literature, is an important step 

towards what Smyth (2012) calls ‘a different educational imagination’ that can counter 

the standards-based, accountability-driven market mechanisms of schooling. By 

acknowledging the role that schools and society play in constructing and maintaining 

boundaries of exclusion, a socially-just and democratic education offers us an 

alternative explanation of young people’s ‘disengagement’ and ‘exclusion’, an 

explanation that is contextualized and located within the wider relations of power.   

A socially-just and democratic education also tackles the factors that militate against 

more inclusive experiences for marginalized students. As Smyth and McInerney (2007, 

p. 1163) explain, some of the steps that can help us move towards such an education 

include: giving young people greater ownership of their learning and control over their 

lives in schools, creating an environment around respect and trust, rather than 

stigmatization and retribution, making the curriculum more relevant to students’ lives, 

moving towards thicker and more authentic forms of assessment and reporting, focusing 

on care around relationships, promoting pedagogies that acknowledge the diversity of 

young people’s lives and backgrounds, and creating a school culture that is open to and 

welcoming of all students, regardless of their needs and differences.  

Elsewhere, Thomson et al. (2012) outline some conditions that need to be met by 

schools in order to change for more democratic and socially-just purposes. Such 
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schools, according to Thomson et al. (2012): understand that some communities have 

acute problems as well as tremendous resources in form of histories, experiences and 

networks, tap into community differences as a source of valuable knowledge, see the 

school community as a polis where students, teachers and parents can participate and 

exercise their citizenship agencies, remain committed to challenging the deficit 

discourse that students and their communities have internalized by striving for the 

highest levels of learning, and if necessary, intervene in formal curriculum and 

pedagogical practices to demonstrate what the students have learned. 

As I explained and discussed throughout this thesis, underpinning the appeal of 

programs such as LTM to those who are considered as ‘disengaged’ students is a set of 

socio-relational practices that turn them into what Manchester and Bragg (2013) refer to 

as ‘capacious’ spaces that allow for different learning relationships and expand the 

sense of self and others among students. To create and maintain engagement, programs 

like LTM disrupt the default school practices that differentiate and label students. 

Rather than hampering the participatory opportunities of some students through the 

meta-narrative of ‘bad’ and ‘failing’ students, alternative education programs such as 

LTM recognize and cater for student differences in ways that are enabling and can 

contribute to their positive identity formation, capacity-building and empowerment.  

Mainstream schools can learn valuable lessons from alternative education programs in 

providing a socially-just and participatory education for those young people who face 

exclusion from the institution. Programs like LTM can give us insights into what works 

for the young people who have ‘disengaged’ and ‘tuned-out’ from mainstream schools. 

The practices and relationships in these programs can also add to our understanding of 

how schools can revisit some of their current practices to become more inclusive. 

Although what alternative education programs such as LTM offer their students may 

not be the ideal and empowering education that many critical educationalists advocate, 

their practices and relationships are crucial first steps in re-connecting those who have 

been pushed to the periphery of mainstream schools. 
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Final Reflections 

To conclude this thesis, I would like to point to some of the complexities that need to be 

addressed in relation to student participation. First, as I alluded to in the previous 

section, the practices and social relationships of alternative education programs such as 

LTM can give us insights into what makes an education more inclusive and 

participatory for marginalized young people. This is not to suggest that the solution to 

the exclusion of some students lies in greater reliance on alternative education for them. 

In my discussions about recognition of difference in chapter 6, I explained how a 

combination of low academic expectations, lack of rigour and truncated curricula can 

put those who attend alternative programs at further disadvantage and compound their 

long-term marginalization. Alternative education programs can also disfavour the most 

disfavoured in schools by normalizing their labelling and segregation.  

There is another key question that requires critical reflection about reliance on 

alternative education as the solution to student disengagement, namely to what extent 

the ‘insulated’ space that programs such as LTM offer their students can prepare them 

for their social life beyond the program? As I demonstrated by engaging with the 

accounts and experiences from the students featuring in this study, the alternative 

setting of the LTM program created a space of belonging and participation for the 

students. As many of the participants attested to, the social relationships and the 

practices of LTM contributed significantly to their participatory experiences within the 

confines of the program. Serious questions arise, however, when we look at the wider 

contributions of programs like LTM to creating equitable and participatory educational 

experiences and outcomes for the students beyond the walls of program in the 

mainstream school, community and the wider society. 

I should also note a word of caution against presenting schools as monolithic 

institutions where one dominant ideology defines all aspects of young people’s lived 

experiences. Although the working of schools is influenced, often to a large extent, by 

policy imperatives, there remains a margin to which school staff, teachers, students and 

parents can contribute beyond the narrow parameters stipulated by formal policy. 

Therefore, one cannot simply assume that the logics of performativity and achievement 

that stem from the current neoliberal trajectory in education flows directly into schools 
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without any contestation. As Thomson et al. (2012) have pointed out, schools work both 

within and against the grain of policy. The practices and social relationships of schools 

and classrooms, while conditioned by policy agendas and expectations, are also 

contingent upon the particularities of the context and the culture of schools.  

It should also be noted that making mainstream schools more accommodating places 

that respond to the different needs and expectations of their students is not a simple and 

straightforward task. First, changing the current ethos of schools needs the recognition 

that education is a part of the cultural and political apparatus of society, rather than 

something that stands outside it (W. M.  Apple, 2015). To expect schools to do all the 

heavy lifting and change society alone is therefore unrealistic, if not naïve and 

impossible. As Keddie (2012, p. 2) points out, schools “are not a panacea for all social 

ills and cannot alone compensate for the inequities of society.” To turn the situation 

around and address marginality and exclusion in schools, what we need to do is to take 

a step back and look at schools within the wider economic, social, cultural and political 

relations of domination and subordination that exist in society. 

Another point that I would like to highlight is the relationship between schools, 

communities and the wider society in today’s globalizing world. In an increasingly 

inter-connected age where education policies are made at the nexus of local, national, 

trans-national and international levels, this relationship has become ever more complex 

(Rizvi & Lingard, 2010). The role that trans-national and international organization 

such as the OECD, World Bank, and UNESCO play in agenda setting for education has 

placed the field of education within the globalizing field of social power in which 

demands for ‘competitive knowledge economies’ and ‘life-long learning’ inform much 

of governments’ thinking about education. In this encounter between the local and the 

global, the pressure is on schools to meet multiple, and at times contradictory, needs and 

expectations of governments, communities, families and students.       

The tensions between globalizing education discourses and the different needs and 

priorities of students, especially those in contexts of marginalization, leads to another 

important question, namely what citizenship norms and values inform current education 

policies and practices? As Ball (2010, p. 152) points out, the contemporary changes in 

policy formation and policy action in many parts of the world, including changes in 
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education policy and administration, should be “situated in relation to a broader set of 

social and political changes in the techniques and modalities of government, which have 

the aim and effect of producing new kinds of ‘active’ and responsible, entrepreneurial 

and consenting citizens and workers.” The strategies that rely on the mechanisms of the 

market, competition and self-regulation are, in fact, the means by which governments 

embark on the new technologies of governance through ‘the conduct of conduct’.  

A critical issue regarding the new technologies of governance in education is the extent 

to which accountability-driven schools offer young people who deal with compounded 

forms of disadvantage a space where they can develop their political agency and 

identities. By raising this issue, I do not intend to suggest that academic achievement 

and accountability are necessarily antithetical to a democratic and inclusive education. 

As M. Mills, Renshaw, and Zipin (2013) point out, arguments against current school 

practices around accountability do not mean that accountability should be abandoned. 

On the contrary, what is needed is ‘rich’ forms of accountability that build on ‘local 

funds of knowledge’ to engage students and communities in their education and in so 

doing create a sense of empowerment and self-confidence among them.   

As I demonstrated and discussed throughout this thesis, not all students fare equally 

well with the ethos of managerial and performative schools which revolves around 

structure, discipline and active compliance. While one can argue that this re-culturing of 

public education affects all students, more often than not, it is those on the margin who 

become the main collateral casualties of the neoliberal education project. Lacking 

access to the social and cultural resources that are more readily available to their more 

privileged peers in schools, students from marginalized backgrounds often find it 

difficult to comply with the rigid testing and performativity regimes, and to emerge as 

successful players in the social fields of their school. The implication of this, as Angus 

(2006) argues, is that those who most need support to reconnect through education are 

also more likely to be disillusioned by an impersonal school system. 

In such a situation, to expect the socially marginalized young people to participate and 

succeed in education similar to their more privileged counterparts, as Bok (2010, p. 

163) puts it quite aptly, is “like making them do a play without a script.” What remains 

at stake with the current system of education provision is not just the chance of upward 
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social mobility for marginalized social groups, a premise on which the neoliberal theory 

of education is founded. At risk are wider issues of equity, social justice and democracy 

to which schools have immense contributions. In the absence of sufficient and coherent 

policy agendas that can address the existing inequities in the Australian system of 

education, it is hard to imagine how individual schools can reach out to those who have 

become marginalized and help them break through their vicious cycle of exclusion. 
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Appendix A: Focus Group Questions 

1. How is a typical day in LTM compared to a day in classroom, or a day out with 

friends? 

2. Where do you like to spend your time, in LTM, in classroom, or out with your 

friends? Why? 

3. If you could change one thing about LTM, what would that be? 

4. If you were the school principal for one day and could change one thing about 

your school, what would that be? 

5. How does it feel to be part of LTM and work with Robert and Richard?  

6. How do Robert and Richard compare to your other teachers?  

7. How do you describe your relationship with other kids in LTM?  

8. How is this similar to or different from your relationship with other kids in the 

school? 
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Appendix B: Semi‐Structured Interview Questions – Students 

1. Are you involved in the decisions that are made in your school? Can you give 

me an example?  

2. Do you ever feel excluded? Can you describe a situation that made you feel this 

way? 

3. Would you like to be more involved? (If so) What prevents you from being more 

involved in the school decision-making? 

4. In everyday life in school do you feel you belong? 

5. Can you describe something in the last week that made you feel that you (don’t) 

belong? 

6. Do you think you are treated as an equal by your teachers and the school?  

7. Can you give example of when you were treated as an (un)equal? 

8. What does it mean for you to be treated as an equal? 

9. Do you feel respected by your school (teachers and coordinators)? What makes 

you feel that way? 

10. What does it mean to you to be respected in the school? Can you provide an 

example? 

11. Can you give me an example of when you were not respected by your school? 
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Appendix C: Semi‐Structured Interview Questions – Teachers 

1. How do you see LTM different from or similar to the school? 

2. When you compare yourself with a teacher in a class, how is it different or 

similar?      

3. How important is it for the school to improve its student performance record? 

4. You think that is also reflected in what teachers do in class? 

5. One thing that the students mentioned is that they are not ‘respected’ in the 

school. What do you think about this? 

6. The students also said that unlike the school, they do not see much of hierarchy 

in LTM. What you think about this? 

7. Most of the students find the stressful and boring. Why do you think that is? 

8. How can the school accommodate for these students? 
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Appendix D: Semi‐Structured Interview Questions – Principal 

1. What are some of the key objectives of Parktown High School for students, from 

when they enter till when they leave the school? 

2. What does the school do to achieve these objectives? 

3. I’ve noticed that Parktown High School has a good academic performance with 

around 60% of its students continuing their education into university in 2013. 

How is Parktown High School performing in terms of NAPLAN results?  

4. To what extent doing well in NAPLAN is a priority for Parktown High School? 

5. How does NAPLAN affect the school, in terms of both its management, and its 

daily practices?   

6. How do you see the role of LTM within the school? 

7. What sorts of students are sent to LTM (in terms of background, behaviour, 

academic achievement)? 

8. Why can’t the classroom cater for the students who are referred to LTM? 

9. How effective do you think LTM is in bringing disengaged students back to the 

school and education? Why? 
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Appendix E: Plain Language Statement – Students  

Professor Johanna Wyn (Supervisor) 
Dr. Hernan Cuervo (Supervisor)  
Mr. Babak Dadvand (PhD Student)  
Melbourne Graduate School of Education 

Project: “Youth civics: Engagement through education” 

Hello, 

My name is Babak Dadvand. I am a student at The University of Melbourne. I am doing 
a project to find out how young people your age engage in various civic and social 
activities within their families, schools and communities. Today, many politicians and 
educators are concerned about young people’s participation in society. They believe that 
young people do not care enough about what goes on around them. This project is a 
response to some of these questions and concerns; it investigates how young people 
reflect on and respond to various issues in the context of their families, schools and 
communities. This is a very important investigation because its findings can help us 
understand what matters to young people and how this is reflected in their daily 
activities. The findings of this project can also help us understand how school programs 
can respond to young people’s concerns by engaging them in various school and 
community initiatives. When I finish this project, it will be part of my degree, which is 
called a PhD. My university teachers, Professor Johanna Wyn and Dr. Hernan Cuervo, 
supervise my project. They are both my research ‘supervisors’. We all work in The 
Melbourne Graduate School of Education at The University of Melbourne. 

Your school principal has given me permission to send you this letter to tell you a bit 
about my project. Once you have read the letter, you can decide if you would like to 
take part. You should talk to your parents about the project too. If you agree to be part 
of the project, I would ask you about various activities that you participate in at your 
school and community. I will also ask you about the Learning Through Making (LTM) 
program and how it affects your relationship with the school and community. You and 
the other students in the LTM program will take part in group discussions once every 
three months for one year. I will be present in the group discussions to explain the 
questions and record the answers. After the group discussions, I will have interview 
with you to discuss your answers in more details. The discussions and interviews will 
last about one hour each and will be tape-recorded so I can look into them later. If you 
do not want to be in a group discussion or an interview, you can tell me and leave any 
time. If you don’t know an answer, or you don’t want to answer a question, that’s fine 
too. You can also withdraw anything you have said in the group discussion and the 
interviews at any time, and I delete it from my record. 
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Only my supervisors and I will see your answers, so please don’t worry that your 
teachers or principal might have access to them. This project will have nothing to do 
with your school report or your grades. I will not even use your real name in reporting 
the results of my project. Although I do my best to keep you and your answers 
anonymous within the limits of law, you should know that you may still be identified 
because there are few students who are part of this project. After the project is over, I 
will lock all your recorded answers away safely in the Melbourne Graduate School of 
Education for five years. I have to do this because it is a University rule. After that my 
supervisors will destroy them. 

Remember, you don’t have to take part unless you want to. If you have any questions 
you should talk to your teacher or a parent. If they don’t know the answer to your 
question, they can contact me, or my supervisors, or the Research Ethics Office at the 
university for you. At the end of this project, you will be given a summary of the 
findings through the school.  

If you want to be part of my project, and your parent/s agree, please sign your name on 
the next page where it says "student", and get your parent or guardian to sign as well. 

Thank you 

Professor Johanna Wyn (Supervisor) 
Dr. Hernan Cuervo (Supervisor) 
Mr. Babak Dadvand (PhD Student) 
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Appendix F: Plain Language Statement – Parents 

Professor Johanna Wyn (Supervisor) 
Dr. Hernan Cuervo (Supervisor)  
Mr. Babak Dadvand (PhD Student)  
Melbourne Graduate School of Education 

Project: “Youth civics: Engagement through education” 

Introduction 

My name is Babak Dadvand. I am a PhD student at The University of Melbourne. For 
my thesis, I am doing a project to find out how young people engage in various civic 
and social activities within their families, schools and communities. Today, many 
politicians and educators are concerned about young people’s participation in society. 
They believe that young people do not care enough about what goes on around them. 
This project is a response to some of these concerns; it investigates how young people 
reflect on and respond to various issues in the context of their families, schools and 
communities. Given its aim to tackle disengagement through developing students’ self-
esteem and positive self-image, the Learning Through Making (LTM) program offers a 
great platform for examining youth participation. This is a very important investigation 
because its findings can help us understand what matters to young people and how this 
is reflected in their daily activities. The findings of this project can also help us 
understand how school programs can respond to young people’s concerns by engaging 
them in various school and community initiatives.  

What does this research involve? 

The data for the study will be collected in one year by the student researcher from the 
LTM program at Parktown High School. A mixture of participant observation, focus 
group discussions, and semi-structured interviews will be used with the students 
involved in the LTM program. There will be one focus group discussion each three 
months, followed by individual interviews. During the focus group discussions and the 
semi-structured interviews, which will last for about one hour each, the researcher 
explores how civics is understood, expressed and enacted by the participants, and how 
the LTM program contributes to the participants’ engagement in diverse contexts both 
inside and outside schools. Both the focus group discussion and semi-structured 
interviews will be tape-recorded by the researcher for later analyses.  

How will confidentiality be protected? 
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We intend to protect the anonymity of all the students and the confidentiality of their 
responses to the fullest possible extent within the limits of the law. The collected data, 
including the participant names and details, will be kept in a password-protected folder 
accessed only by the researcher and his supervisors. In addition, the participants will be 
referred to only by pseudonyms in the final report. We will remove any references to 
personal information that might allow someone to guess the participants’ identity. 
Despite all these measures to protect anonymity, achieving complete anonymity may 
not be possible due to the limited number of participants in this study. The collected 
data will be kept securely in The Melbourne Graduate School of Education for five 
years from the date of publication, before being destroyed.  

How will I receive feedback? 

Once the thesis arising from this research has been completed, a brief summary of the 
findings will be available to you through the school. 

Is participation mandatory? 

Participation in this study is voluntary. Should you wish to withdraw at any stage, or to 
withdraw any unprocessed data you have supplied, you are free to do so without 
prejudice. Your decision to participate or not, or to withdraw, will not affect your 
relationship with the school or the LTM program.  

Where can I get further information? 

Should you require any further information about the project, please do not hesitate to 
contact either of the researchers conducting this study: Professor Johanna Wyn (ph. 
83449643), Dr. Hernan Cuervo (ph. 83449533), and Mr. Babak Dadvand (ph. 
0411950575). Should you have any concerns about the conduct of the project, you are 
welcome to contact the Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of 
Melbourne, on ph. 8344 2073, or fax: 9347 6739. 

How do I agree to participate? 

If you would like your son/daughter to participate, please indicate that you have read 
and understood this information by signing the consent form and returning it in the 
envelope provided.   

Thank you for your consideration of this request. 

Professor Johanna Wyn (Supervisor) 
Dr. Hernan Cuervo (Supervisor) 
Mr. Babak Dadvand (PhD Student)   
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Appendix G: Plain Language Statement – Teachers 

Professor Johanna Wyn (Supervisor) 
Dr. Hernan Cuervo (Supervisor)   
Mr. Babak Dadvand (PhD Student)  
Melbourne Graduate School of Education 

Project: “Youth civics: Engagement through education” 

Dear [Teacher’s Name] 

Your school is invited to participate in the above research project, which is being 
conducted by Professor Johanna Wyn, Dr. Hernan Cuervo (supervisors), and Mr. Babak 
Dadvand (PhD student) of The Melbourne Graduate School of Education at The 
University of Melbourne. This project will form part of Mr. Dadvand’s PhD thesis, and 
has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC: 1442151.1) as 
well as the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 
(2014_002419).  

Introduction 

Today, many politicians and educators are concerned about young people’s 
participation in society. They believe that young people do not care enough about what 
goes on around them. This project is a response to some of these concerns; it 
investigates how young people reflect on and respond to various issues in the context of 
their families, schools and communities. Given its aim to tackle disengagement through 
developing students’ self-esteem and positive self-image, the Learning Through Making 
(LTM) program offers a great platform for examining youth participation. This is a very 
important investigation because its findings can help us understand what matters to 
young people and how this is reflected in their daily activities. The findings of this 
project can also help us understand how school programs can respond to young people’s 
concerns by engaging them in various school and community initiatives.  

What does this research involve? 

The data for the study will be collected in one year by the student researcher from the 
LTM program at Parktown High School. A mixture of participant observation, focus 
group discussions, and semi-structured interviews will be used with the students 
involved in the LTM program. There will be one focus group discussion each three 
months, followed by individual interviews. During the focus group discussions and the 
semi-structured interviews, which will last for about one hour each, the researcher 
explores how civics is understood, expressed and enacted by the participants, and how 
the LTM program contributes to the participants’ engagement in diverse contexts both 
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inside and outside schools. Both the focus group discussion and semi-structured 
interviews will be tape-recorded by the researcher for later analyses.  

Is participation mandatory? 

The students and their parents will be advised that their participation in this study is 
voluntary. Thus, if they wish to withdraw at any stage, or to withdraw any unprocessed 
data they have supplied, they are free to do so without prejudice. 

How will confidentiality be protected? 

We intend to protect the anonymity of all the students and the confidentiality of their 
responses to the fullest possible extent within the limits of the law. The collected data, 
including the participant names and details, will be kept in a password-protected folder 
accessed only by the researcher and his supervisors. In addition, the participants will be 
referred to only by pseudonyms in the final report. We will remove any references to 
personal information that might allow someone to guess the participants’ identity. 
Despite all these measures to protect anonymity, achieving complete anonymity may 
not be possible due to the limited number of participants in this study. The collected 
data will be kept securely in The Melbourne Graduate School of Education for five 
years from the date of publication, before being destroyed. It is also possible that the 
results will be published in academic journals or presented at conferences. 

How does the school receive feedback? 

Once the thesis arising from this research is completed, a brief summary of the findings 
will be made available to you. The students and their parents will also be given a 
summary of the findings through the school.  

Where can I get further information? 

Should you require any further information about the project, please do not hesitate to 
contact either of the researchers conducting this study: Professor Johanna Wyn (ph. 
83449643), Dr. Hernan Cuervo (ph. 83449533), and Mr. Babak Dadvand (ph. 
0411950575). Should you have any concerns about the conduct of the project, you are 
welcome to contact the Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of 
Melbourne, on ph. 8344 2073, or fax: 9347 6739. 

Thank you for your consideration of this request. 

Professor Johanna Wyn (Supervisor) 
Dr. Hernan Cuervo (Supervisor) 
Mr. Babak Dadvand (PhD Student)   
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Appendix H: Plain Language Statement – Principal 

Professor Johanna Wyn (Supervisor)  
Dr. Hernan Cuervo (Supervisor)   
Mr. Babak Dadvand (PhD Student)  
Melbourne Graduate School of Education 

Project: “Youth civics: Engagement through education” 

Dear [Principal’s Name], 

Your school is invited to participate in the above research project, which is being 
conducted by Professor Johanna Wyn, Dr. Hernan Cuervo (supervisors), and Mr. Babak 
Dadvand (PhD student) of The Melbourne Graduate School of Education at The 
University of Melbourne. This project will form part of Mr. Dadvand’s PhD thesis, and 
has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC: 1442151.1) as 
well as the Department of Education and Early Childhood Development 
(2014_002419).  

Introduction 

Today, many politicians and educators are concerned about young people’s 
participation in society. They believe that young people do not care enough about what 
goes on around them. This project is a response to some of these concerns; it 
investigates how young people reflect on and respond to various issues in the context of 
their families, schools and communities. Given its aim to tackle disengagement through 
developing students’ self-esteem and positive self-image, the Learning Through Making 
(LTM) program offers a great platform for examining youth participation. This is a very 
important investigation because its findings can help us understand what matters to 
young people and how this is reflected in their daily activities. The findings of this 
project can also help us understand how school programs can respond to young people’s 
concerns by engaging them in various school and community initiatives.  

What does this research involve? 

The data for the study will be collected in one year by the student researcher from the 
LTM program at Parktown High School. A mixture of participant observation, focus 
group discussions, and semi-structured interviews will be used with the students 
involved in the LTM program. There will be one focus group discussion each three 
months, followed by individual interviews. During the focus group discussions and the 
semi-structured interviews, which will last for about one hour each, the researcher 
explores how civics is understood, expressed and enacted by the participants, and how 
the LTM program contributes to the participants’ engagement in diverse contexts both 
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inside and outside schools. Both the focus group discussion and semi-structured 
interviews will be tape-recorded by the researcher for later analyses.  

Is participation mandatory? 

The students and their parents will be advised that their participation in this study is 
voluntary. Thus, if they wish to withdraw at any stage, or to withdraw any unprocessed 
data they have supplied, they are free to do so without prejudice. 

How will confidentiality be protected? 

We intend to protect the anonymity of all the students and the confidentiality of their 
responses to the fullest possible extent within the limits of the law. The collected data, 
including the participant names and details, will be kept in a password-protected folder 
accessed only by the researcher and his supervisors. In addition, the participants will be 
referred to only by pseudonyms in the final report. We will remove any references to 
personal information that might allow someone to guess the participants’ identity. 
Despite all these measures to protect anonymity, achieving complete anonymity may 
not be possible due to the limited number of participants in this study. The collected 
data will be kept securely in The Melbourne Graduate School of Education for five 
years from the date of publication, before being destroyed. It is also possible that the 
results will be published in academic journals or presented at conferences.  

How does the school receive feedback? 

Once the thesis arising from this research is completed, a brief summary of the findings 
will be made available to you. The students and their parents will also be given a 
summary of the findings through the school.  

Where can I get further information? 

Should you require any further information about the project, please do not hesitate to 
contact either of the researchers conducting this study: Professor Johanna Wyn (ph. 
83449643), Dr. Hernan Cuervo (ph. 83449533), and Mr. Babak Dadvand (ph. 
0411950575). Should you have any concerns about the conduct of the project, you are 
welcome to contact the Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of 
Melbourne, on ph. 8344 2073, or fax: 9347 6739. 

Thank you for your consideration of this request. 

Professor Johanna Wyn (Supervisor) 
Dr. Hernan Cuervo (Supervisor) 
Mr. Babak Dadvand (PhD Student) 
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