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Uluwehi:
School.  I never did like school.

Susana: 
Since when?

Uluwehi:
From, from, from long time.  Second grade I think.

Susana:
How come?

Uluwehi:
It’s not the teachers, its not the students, its not anything like that.  I just don’t like.  I almost flunk my sixth grade year because I never like come school.  And seventh grade I did flunk.  I just never go school…

Susana:
…What is the next most important (factor impacting HSF, after school, and peers)?

Uluwehi:
Family.

Susana:
How does that work?

Uluwehi:
Like if the family not going be safe, so they stay home and watch the family.  I used to do that.

Susana:
What do you mean?

Uluwehi:
In sixth grade.  I used to watch my mom…  because my dad would be getting stupid.  He did drugs before.  And my sister, I raised her.  And I used to stay home for watch my mom.  I never like him hurt her….This is when I was in sixth grade.  I used to pretend I was sick, and never go school.  And I would stay home and watch my mom, and my younger sister…   I am the oldest of seven.

Susana:
I met one of your sisters, small girl; I think she is like pre-school age?

Uluwehi:
Yeah, that’s her.  She would always find me when she was scared.  That doesn’t happen anymore.  My dad stay locked up.  So, I no need worry.

….Excerpt from a youth narrative:  Girl, ninth grade, age 16, not passing…
Introduction.  High school failure (HSF) is a serious problem affecting students, family members, the schools, communities, and society as a whole.  Defining “school failure” narrowly compounds the problem:  an individual problem that occurs at school, i.e. poor grades, low test scores, or truancy.  Part of the solution is to construct a more comprehensive definition, based on the ecology of high school as experienced by the people directly involved:  students & their families, and school personnel.  The Ecology of High School Failure Study (Helm, 2002) explored these stakeholder perceptions of the problem by using a theoretical framework familiar to community psychologists and readers of TCP:  

· Levine & Perkins (1997) Ecological Analogy

· Wilson, O’Donnell, & Tharp’s (1993) Principles of Assets Practice

· O’Donnell, Tharp, & Wilson’s (1993) Activity Setting Theory

· Fryxell & Helm’s (1993) Review of Social Support Network Concepts

· Marsella’s (1984) Interactional Model of Psychopathpology

· Dryfoos’ (1998) Safe Passage Initiative 

· Mutli-Systemic Explorations of Adolescent Risk (various authors)

· Szapocznik and Colleagues Meso-Systemic approach

The Ecology of High School Failure Study focused on these student-centered activity settings:  family, peers, school, and neighborhood.  Interactions within (microsystemic) and across (mesosystemic) these ecological domains were the focus of narrative data collection and analysis.  Interactions were conceptualized as resources and relationships, and were considered to be either direct or indirect.  Direct interactions occur when people are connected through some type of face-to-face personalized relationship.  Indirect interactions are those in which people are connected, but the connection occurs through another person or means.  This theoretical model of the ecology of high school failure within and across the micro- and mesosystemic interactions is shown in Figure 1.  As reviewed elsewhere (Helm, 2002), the literature has indicated that direct meso-systemic interactions have been shown to be essential for promoting adolescent well being (see Szapocznik & Coatsworth, 1999 and 2000; and Szapoznik & Williams, 2000).  

______________________

Insert Figure 1 about here.

Resources and relationships are relevant concepts derived by joining activity setting theory (O’Donnell, Tharp, and Wilson, 1993) with models of social support networks (Fryxell & Helm, 1993).  Resources include those described as activity setting characteristics, including the physical environment, funds, time, and symbols; and those described as types of support, including social participation, information, appraisal, instrumental helping, advocacy, and emotional support.  Relationships are conceptualized as people and positions (based on activity setting theory) that are structured as formal, informal, or semi-formal networks.  In addition, narrative analyses focused on breaches and points of tension, because these reflect people’s ideas that things (i.e. interactions) are not occurring in the way that society has determined they should (Bruner, 1990; Dentith, 1995).  Breaches and points of tension reveal violations in social norms that adversely affect personal, familial, or community identity, such as the experience of high school failure by students, their family, and school staff (Mankowski & Rappoport, 2000; Reissman, 1993).  Breaches and points of tension about resources and relationships within and across micro- and mesosystems are indicators of factors impacting high school failure.  These concepts shaped the basis of the data management system, as outlined in Figure 2.

______________________

Insert Figure 2 about here.

Ecological epistemology means that knowledge, truth, and reality are dynamic, interactional, contextualized, constructed, and interpreted (Dalton, et al. 2001; Levine & Perkins, 1997; Szapocznik & Coatsworth, 1999).  A general ecological epistemology (Trickett, Kelly, Vincent, 1985), and a contextualist ecological epistemology have been advocated as a guide for community action research (Kingry-Westergaard & Kelly, 1990).  Implicit is the need for methods that can capture this complexity within and across systems (Moos, 1996; Shinn, 1996).  It has been asserted that qualitative methodologies are best suited for this type of study, as compared to quantitative methods (Bruner, 1990; Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; LeCompte, Milroy, & Preissle, 1992; Lorion, 2000a) because qualitative methods can capture the natural system and setting process as described by the people who have a direct stake in them (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Qualitative research has other potential merits for studying the ecology of HSF, as pointed out by Banyard & Miller (1998) in their review of both the AJCP and the JCP, in which over 1200 articles have been published in the 30 years since the inception of the field of community psychology.  Using qualitative methods, such as narrative analysis, make it possible to explore the breadth and depth of disempowered and marginalized groups, such as students, families, and school staff experiencing school failure.  Qualitative research tools permit grounded and constructivist theory, which is essential for reexamining the definition of any phenomenon, including HSF.  Qualitative methodologies reflect the philosophy of science which values multiple, constructed realities, subjective perceptions, the validity of personal meaning, collaboration, and an emphasis on contextualized intra-individual determinants of behavior.  

By ignoring contextual and interactional determinants of human action, we may rely too heavily on inter-personal determinants.  Banyard & Miller (1998) stated that “…the risks entailed by failing to understand important ecological determinants of behavior can lead to inaccurate and potentially dangerous conclusions” (page 495).  This can happen when people conclude that failing students are either dumb, lazy, delinquent, not worth the trouble, or simply put:  the cause of their own problems.  Such a myopic conclusion denies the rights of failing students, and further silences students, their families, and the school personnel in the margins.  Both educational equity and excellence has been compromised by such a narrow view.  In analyzing these two journals, Banyard & Miller stated that, “It might be said that we are studying new things in old ways” (page 487).  Community psychology has provided a venue for disempowered and marginalized voices (the new things), but has not yet fully elucidated a clear and robust understanding of these newly studied phenomenon.  For example, traditional approaches to the study of HSF have been done in the “old way” by using quantitative approaches, a micro-systemic focus, or single domain multisystem studies.  The “new way” requires qualitative methods that can capture multi-systemic, dynamic, and interactional phenomenon.

My goals in writing this article are to:

1. promote the understanding and use of a reconstructed definition of HSF as a dynamic ecology 

2. underscore the opportunity to improve the ecology of high school by focusing on direct mesosystemic interactions

3. highlight the usefulnees of qualitative, narrative analysis in achieving the first two goals.

Method.  The ecology of High School Failure Study was designed as a collective case study for which a single urban high school was selected.  Students who participated were either:  a) passing their classes; b) not passing, but remained enrolled in school; or c) not passing and had recently left school.  Primary caregivers of each youth were invited to participate.  School staff included teachers, counselors, and administrators.  Twelve youth and eight primary caregivers, along with 18 school staff, shared their school failure perceptions and experiences in individual face-to-face interviews that lasted from 30 minutes to just over two hours.  Interviews were structured as open-ended conversations, guided by six broad questions:  1) In your opinion, what does school failure mean?; 2) 
Why does school failure happen?; 3) 
What can be done about the problem of school failure?; 4) 
How would you suggest to do this?; 5) 
Who should do this?; and 6) 
What are some barriers to these solutions, in other words, why aren’t we doing this now?.
Findings.  A reconstructed definition of HSF emerged from the three stakeholder group narratives, and provides evidence that narrow conceptions do not capture the complex, dynamic, and interactional nature of the problem.  High School Failure represents breaches in the micro- and mesosystemic interactions that result in student-level failure.  For example, school personnel defined HSF to be rooted beyond student-centered failure (i.e. truancy, poor grades, not graduating), in terms of poor classroom learning environments (microsystemic) and a lack of support for struggling students (mesosystemic).  Uluwehi’s experience, as quoted above, exemplifies the reality of this tension.  Her truancy was symptomatic of family problems at home, and she would have benefited from accessing supportive resources and relationships at school and in the community.  However, her truancy was not handled with support, rather with punitive discipline as she explained later in the interview:  the school contacted the police, who subsequently threatened to jail her parents.  She relented, but continued to endure school failure and a disruptive home life for nearly ten more years.  

Youth narratives emphasized HSF as a school-level problem because school lacks relevance and lacks the kind of support they need.  Like Uluwehi, the youth perceived HSF to occur when social-emotional and behavioral issues are not handled with care by school staff.  Similarly, family members perceived HSF to be symbolic of an individual who has outside-of-school problems, and due to HSF s/he will have other problems in the future.  Parents emphasized that the HSF means that the school has failed the child by not fulfilling its role to educate all students regardless of their situation, and that the family also has failed by not being involved enough to prevent the school from failing the child.  Kayangel’s mother exemplified this sentiment.

Kayangel’s Mom:
I was too busy working and my husband was too busy drinking too much.  And the thing is, I was running away from him:  him drinking a lot.  I was running away from his mouth.  And it got to the point when Kayangel was growing up, and he sees only that I’m not at home, I think he began to feel nobody care anyway.  Mom is too busy working.  Dad is too busy out.  So I might as well do whatever I wanna do….

Kayangel’s Mom:
…And the school, when they encounter kids like that, then the teacher just look at them like, “Oh you are behind.  I don’t know why I’m spending so much time with you, and you know you are not caring yourself”.  So then, and sometimes you have so much students in your class, and one is behind, you’d think the teacher would…Because one student is dragging the rest right?  So eventually they’re just like, just go with the flow, “Majority of them ahead and he’s just, so I’ll pass him to the next grade (intermediate to high school)”.  And he just didn’t learn anything.

…Excerpt from a family narrative:  Mother of 18 year old ninth grade boy, who recently stopped attending school…

HSF was characterized as a marginalizing experience that silences students and their families who do not represent educational excellence.  When problems are handled with ambivalence or punitive discipline, a clear message is sent:  the individual is at fault, the individual is the failure.  Although adolescence is a time for increasing independence and decision making, the school was perceived to be structured so that a select few students have an authoritative voice.  A proportion of students are silenced, while others make themselves heard by violating school policies.  Narratives in this collective case study indicated that certain students are within the “Teacher” reality or within the “School” reality, and if a “Student” does not fit those accepted realities, then s/he does not belong.  This perspective was not unique to students and family members.  Teachers, counselors like Mr. Siu, and administrators like Mr. Pearse also expressed tension around the issue of direct and indirect micro- and mesosystemic roles and responsibilities:

Mr Siu:
Well, the very first thing is, I would want the school to think about every student rather than just the select groups that they cater to.  Like in my graduate education we came across a book called “Jocks and Burnouts”.  It talked about a couple schools in the north east where there was this strange dynamic where the school loves all the jocks and hates all the burnouts.  It didn’t say the jocks were any smarter than the burnouts.  In fact, some of the burnouts were like Maka`ala (a student who participated in HSF study): so intelligent, so articulate.  But because they chose to not participate in school the way, the traditional way, there was no place for them in the school.  And so those are the kids that get kicked out.  Those are the kids that drop out.  It’s not much different than the school that we’re at…  the only kids who get any recognition are the kids who succeed in very traditional ways.  They should be just as happy when kids can express themselves creatively, or in other ways.  Sometimes I’m even real proud of the kids who are like, real sassy, you know naughty ones, because some of them are the ones who bring out the real realities.  Sometimes the ones who are gonna tell you everything you are doing wrong are the ones you need to listen to.  And it seems as though they’re the ones who get ignored the most.  They are harder to deal with because they don’t just listen to you.  They actually ask questions back.  We should value that, especially in America...  But in the traditional education system it doesn’t reward those students.  It kinda penalizes those students for being thinkers, for being question asking people, rather than people who take everything in and don’t say anything back

… Excerpt from a school narrative:  counselor in a community-funded school-based support program…
Ms. Pearse:
That is their number one priority goal – to belong, to have that self-worth.  Belonging can be a good relationship or it could be in a bad relationship.

Susana:
What can the school do to facilitate good relationships even if they are almost contrived like sports teams for example?  Not sort of contrived, but…

Ms. Pearse:
I was gonna say that is one way we could try to move the kids, but with the 2.0 grade requirement that already shoots us down.  The kid cannot participate in sports because he doesn’t have the grades to make it.

Susana:
In the case of sports, sports helps the kids who are already on track in a sense.  What do we do about the kids who are a little bit off track then, if sports doesn’t fulfill that?  What other kinds of belongings, pro-social belongings can we do at a school?

Ms. Pearse:
That’s where the outside community gets involved.  Because they don’t have a 2.0 requirement.  But then whether the kid is willing and able to take himself there is another factor.  Again if you have parent involvement.

…Excerpt from a school narrative:  one of several school administrators, with many prior years of classroom teaching experience…

High school failure occurs over time and across a dynamic ecology, as voiced by Champ, a 14 year old ninth grade boy.  He described the tension between the role of parents and peers, the nature of peer networks in his neighborhood, and the missed opportunity for the school to play a stronger role in student support.  

Champ:
The people who don’t listen, bad, drop out of high school, don’t pay attention to the teachers….People who give up.  Give up like, they mostly into girls instead of education.

Susana:
Why does that happen?

Champ:
May be friends.  Maybe their friends give them idea of drugs, that they going do no good or bad, and they start following the guy.  Every step they go, you follow….Like they are parents.  So who ever is teaching the guy for do drugs, the guy listen, and think the guy is his parent, the mom or dad, who ever the guy is.  So if you tell him to do something, he would listen.  They wouldn’t say no because they would be scared to say no….Maybe lick them or something (beat them up).  That never happened to me.

Susana:
That happened to your friends?

Champ:
Yeah.  It is stupid, that they follow the people….School, school should do something about that, because I notice there are a lot of people who do drugs:  50-50.  Fifty people do drugs, and 50 people don’t.  When I was in eighth grade, none of my friends, none, people, my friends that I know, half of the school don’t do drugs.  But now, we all in high school, I see all those kids doing drugs.  All those ‘A’ students, everything, doing drugs.

Susana:
Do you think school failure will be better or worse with friends?

Champ:
Depends on if you have good friends or not….A good friend is like:  they study, they don’t do drugs.  They can do drugs, but they study.  They don’t let other friends do drugs….A bad friend, they going cut class, all cut class smoke (marijuana).  They don’t listen to the parents, always go out and play.  They don’t get a 2.0 average.  Always get like a 0.5.

Susana:
So how do you choose your friends then?  Do you pick your friends based on that or what?  How do you pick your friends?

Champ:
I don’t pick my friends.  Just from when we grow up.  I know all my friends, we grow up together.  I know all my friends since we were small.  I don’t really pick my friends.  Just meet each other in class, and, “oh what is your name?”.  Then right there.

Susana: 
So from when you were in elementary school.  You guys always lived here?

Champ:
Yes.

Susana:
You went to the elementary school here (in the housing project neighborhood) since kindergarten?

Champ:
From Head Start.

Champ’s parents wanted to participate in the Ecology of High School Failure Study, but because they and I do not speak the same language, they asked a cousin to participate in the interview.  Champ’s aunt, like his parents who came to the U.S. after residing in a refugee camp, echoed his sentiments about the mesosystemic dynamics of high school failure by focusing on Champ’s peer networks in his public housing neighborhood.

Champ’s Auntie:
I think with this neighborhood, a lot of the kids don’t go to school.  They just walk around, do nothing.  In this neighborhood the people seem similar some how, sort of laid back, don’t really care if their kids don’t go to school.  I guess if I compare to other neighborhood, the nicer neighborhoods, all the kids go to school.  The young people stay inside.  Here the kids all hang out together, and do what the others do.  But if you live in a place where there are hardly kids around, or there are some families with kids, they tend to go toward more schooling.  I don’t think like dirty places, or this kind houses, doesn’t have anything to do with it.  I think it is just the people, peers.  They are just hanging out.  If you think about it, if all your friends are out playing, and you are in the house by yourself doing homework, I think you would rather be outside playing with your friends instead of doing your homework.  Or your friends are always coming by and calling you to do stuff, which is really nothing..

Susana:
Does that happen often, kids come over and say:  hey come on out?

Champ’s Auntie:
Yeah, and then he takes off.  So if you lived in another place where there are hardly any kids, then you are more open to doing what you are supposed to do.  But then here, everybody, all the kids are together.  So that is what causes it, not really the environment they are in, not the dirty grass or this kind of houses.  It is mainly the peers that you have influencing you in tempting you instead of your homework.

Susana:
So there are more temptations?

Champ’s Auntie:
I think so.  That is what I see.  Because the community where I live, there is no place to go.  It would be just me and him studying together.  Because I study, so he studies.  What else is he going to do, right?  But when he is here, all his friends come around, all these people.  And that comes with the community.

Susana:
That is a good point.  What can we do about that?

Champ’s Auntie:
I don’t know that there is much we can do about that.  Because this is where they live.  It would be good if you could afford another place to live in, but if you can’t then you should send them to another place.  That is why his parents always call:  can you please come pick up Champ?  So maybe they need someplace that they can go to.  Do they have that, like a place they can go during the day to do their homework?

Conclusion.  The Ecology of High School Failure Study was useful for reexamining the definition of HSF.  The qualitative, narrative approach allowed marginalized experiences to be voiced in order to authentically reconstruct the definition of HSF and to understand the factors that contribute to it.  HSF is a dynamic process located in micro- and mesosystemic interactions, both in and outside of school.  Breaches in resources and relationships centered on a lack of connections in the ecology of high school, especially from the youth perspective.  Adult tension centered on ambiguous roles and responsibilities for initiating and maintaining supportive interactions on behalf of youth.  Establishing and restoring accessible mesosystem interactions can improve the ecology of high school for kids, their families, and school staff alike.

The voices presented here, Uluwehi, Kayangel’s mom, Champ and his auntie, and Mr. Siu and Mr. Pearse from the school, are just a handful of the people interviewed and these quotes are brief excerpts from their longer narratives.  They are just six people from a single school, but their voices need to be heard loudly and clearly.  This short article does not do them justice.  Ecological, qualitative, narrative approaches to research and action is necessary for continued progress in understanding and solving the problem of school failure.  Michelle Fine’s (1986) inquiry into high school drop out and the research on self-fulfilling prophecies in schooling spearheaded by Rhona Weinstein (2002) are excellent examples.  I am interested in learning about other ecological, qualitative, and narrative research & action in the educational equity and excellence dilemma, and invite TCP readers to e-mail me.  Thank you for your interest.
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Figure 1.  Theoretical Model:  Ecology of High School, with micro-& mesosystemic direct & indirect interactions.
Figure 2.  Data Management System:  Categories and Subcategories for Analysis

	
Categories for analysis
	Subcategories

	1
	Interactions
	Multisystemic

Microsystemic

Mesosystemic

· direct mesosystemic interactions

· indirect mesosystemic interactions

	2
	Resources and Relationships
	Resources:  activity settings, social support functions

Relationships:  people & positions; social network structure

	3
	Breaches, Points of Tension
	· Bruner:  points of tension, folk theories

· Bahktin, Dentith:  internally persuasive vs. authoritative discourse

· Freire, Fals-Borda:  ingenuous & epistemological curiosity, popular knowledge

· Mankowski & Rappaport:  dominant cultural narrative vs. stories, narratives, and community narratives; content/unusual-distinctive, function-personal & community identity

· O’Donnell et al; Wilson et al:  intersubjectivity

· Reissman:  ideal vs. real, society vs. self

	4
	School Failure experiences and co/reconstructed definitions
	Students

Parents

School personnel

Emergent themes

	5
	School Failure factors & solutions
	Students

Parents

School personnel

Emergent themes

	6
	Barriers to Solutions
	Students

Parents

School personnel

Emergent themes

	7
	Emergent Themes
	As needed
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