
INFORMATION TO USERS 

T b  qu8ULy d thb npmduotlon k drpondmt upon tha quality of th. 
copy ruknilbd. Broken or indistinct print, colorad or pow qualii iWuarStbm 

and photographs, print bbdthrargh, subsbndard margins, and impmpw 

In the unlikely event lhrt (h. author did not send UMI r compkk mmuuxipt 

and (hm m miuhg pages, thew will k noted. Aka, if umuthorlwd 

copyrioht material had to k removed, a mb will i n d m  the debtion. 

O v m ~  mtecirlr (e.~., maps, dnwings, charts) a n  npcoducrd by 

sectioning tha OriginnI, bagiming at th. uppar Mthnd comrr and contiming 

from kR lo right in equal sodons with small worlapr. 

xmgnphically in this copy. Highrr qualily (I' r W #rck nd white 

photographic prints am milr#r for my photographs or illustrotions 

in this copy (br rr W i I  charge. Contact UMI dimlly to odor. 





"YOU'RE LEAVING?" 

UM)ERSTANDING 
STUDENT VOLUNTARY ATTRITION 

FROM A PRIVATE SCHOOL 

Stepban Michael Grasmiick 



National Library 1*1 of-& 
BibliaW3y nationale 
du Cana a 

"I uisitions and Acquisitions et 
Bib iographii Sewices sewices bibliogrephiques 

The author has granted a non- 
exclusive licence allowing the 
National Library of Canada to 
reproduce, loan, distribute or sell 
copies of this thesis in microform, 
paper or electronic formats. 

The author retains ownership of the 
copyright in this thesis. Neither the 
thesis nor substantial extracts fiom it 
may be p ~ t e d  or o t h d s e  
reproduced without the author's 
permission. 

L'auteur a accorde une licence non 
exclusive pennettant a la 
Bibliotheque nationale du Canada de 
reproduire, p r k ,  distriiuer ou 
vendre des copies de cette these sous 
la forme de microfiche/film, de 
reproduction sur papier ou sur h a t  
electronique. 

L'auteur conserve la propriete du 
droit &auteur qui protege cette these. 
Ni la these ni des extraits substantiels 
de celleci ne doivent Stre imprimes 
ou autrement reproduits sans son 
autorisation. 



ABSTRACT 

"YOU'RE LEAVING?" 

UNDERSTANDING STUDENT VOLUNTARY ATTRITION 

FROM A PRIVATE SCHOOL 

Doctor of Education Degree, 1 998 

Stephan Michael Grasmiick 

Department of Theory and Policy Studies 

Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the 

University of Toronto 

Concern over student attrition fiom schools places the issue at the fore of 

research, especially at the university level of education. Several studies have 

investigated this phenomenon toward understanding and improving upon student 

retention in Universities and Colleges. Private secondary and elementary schools, 

particularly in the United States, also recognize that student attrition issues raise 

concerns running to the very core of the existence of such schools. In the Canadian 

context, private school administrators can learn fiom the United States' situation so 

that we may see what lies ahead for Canadian schools. 

We know comparatively little about the issues surrounding student voluntary 

attrition with respect to private secondary schools. From the literature, it seems that 



the forces which shape attrition elsewhere arise fiom a very complex interplay of 

issues. It appears that the dispositions of the people who enrol, the character of 

their interactions with the institution upon entry, and the external forces which 

influence their behaviom in school all play a role in a student's failure to persist in 

her or his school. 

Given the apparent complexity of the voluntary attrition process, this study 

employed qualitative research methodology to learn more about the issues involved. 

Twelve student leavers, members of their families, school fiiends, and teachers 

provided the data gathered through interviews in this case study approach. 

This research demonstrates that each of the departing students brought with 

h e r h  at the time of emolment some personal character traits or issues which 

affected the ways in which shehe interacted with internal characteristics of the 

school. Once enrolled, these students experienced problems which adversely 

affected the students' ability to atliilate within the school's culture. Some gender 

related issues came to the fore. External forces also played a role in the unique 

formula of events leading to each student's failure to persist. 

This research provides a compelling lodc at the issues underlying the 

voluntary attrition process for the student leavers involved. This study enhances 

our understanding of private school voluntary attrition and does so fiom a Canadian 

perspective. 
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Introduction 

Retenti on is the hottest issue in independent scb ooling today. 
There. I've said it! (Hoerle, 1993b) 

Statistics Canada (1993) reports that enrolment in Canadian private 

elementary and secondary schools increased steadily from the school years 1970-7 1 

to 1991-92. That study suggests that whereas an increase in Canadian elementary 

and secondary private school enrollment offkom 2.4% of the total student 

population in 1970-7 1 to 4 3% by 199 1-92 may appear insi@cant, "the increase in 

absolute terms is substantial, fiom 143,000 to 249,000" (Statistics Canada, 1993, p. 

9). A more recent study (Statistics Canada, 1995) for the school year 1993-94 

indicates that enrolment in Canadian elementary and secondary private schools 

continued to increase after 199 1 -92. Canadian private schools enrolled 26S,32 1 

students for 1993-94. This represents 5% of the Canadian combined elementary 

and secondary student population for the school year 1993-94 (Statistics Canada, 

1995). 

Paradoxically, a fairly recent phenomenon appears to have arisen with respect 

to private, also known as independent, schools. In the United States, for example, 

elementary and secondary private schools find that many students transfer out of 

their schools more quickly than ever before (Hoerle, 1993a). 

Dalton (1993) suggests that, in the United States, the "attrition [issue] is big. 

It's do or die" for private schools regarding the necessity for addressing student 

retention. Dalton (1993) encourages Canadian private schooIs to look to the United 

States' attrition situation as a means of anticipating what may transpire in this 

country with respect to the issue. 



Statement of the Problem 

The National Association of Independent Schools (N.A.1.S .) in the United 

States provides a definition of attrition. The N.A.I.S. defines attrition as the number 

of students who were enrolled in a school who were eligible to retum to that school 

the following year but who did not do so for either voluntary or non-voluntary 

reasons (N.A.I.S., 1994). 

Of the two forms of attrition, wn-voluntary student attrition means that a 

school asks a student to withdraw fiom the school, usually for academic or 

behaviod reasons. Voluntary attrition, however, means that a student chooses of 

her or his own accord to withdraw fiom the school. 

This study investigates the phenomenon of voluntary student attrition. The 

research problem becomes: why did students voluntarily withdraw from theu private 

secondary school? 

Research Questions 

Current literature suggests that we must investigate specific aspects of the 

voluntary attrition process. These include how the personal background 

characteristics of the leaving students, how the presence of any external factors 

acting upon those students, and how the school's organizational characteristics may 

have played a mle in the students' decisions to withdraw from their school. 

In this context, several questions arise requiring research: 

1. What personal andlor f b d y  chanrcteristics, and/or external forces 

existed in each of the leaviag student's background which may have 

placed that student at risk of withdrawal once enrolled in the school? 



How have those characteristics interacted with elements of the school's 

culture such that the students decided to withdraw from the school? With 

specific regard to school culture: 

(a) How have the norms, values, beliefs, and assumptions widely held within 

the school culture or within subcultures in the school affected the students' 

decisions to withdraw voluntarily from the school? 

(b) How have the qualities of teachers, including relevant personal 

qualities, the view of a teacher's role, the teachers' disposition toward 

students, and the teachers' disposition toward collaboration with other 

teachers affected the students' decisions to withdraw from the school? 

(c) How did the school's curricular and co-curricular programming, and 

physical characteristics of the school environment Sect  the students' 

decisions to withdraw from the school? 

A Conceptual Framework 

The nature of voluntary student attrition assumes very complex dimensions 

(Allen & Nelson, 1987; Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990; Jobnson, 1994; Lapidus, 

Green & Baruh, 1985; Lawton & Leithwood, 1988; Pascarella, 1982; Stith & 

Russell, 1994; Tinto, 1993; University System, 1994). Developing a model upon 

which to base this research must take into account an array of themes which assume 

sislllficance in a student's decision to leave his or her school. 

Adolescent students generally possess a strong need to bond with others, 

particularly with their peers ( M a r  & Kromrey, 1993; Eaton, Mitchell & Jolley, 

1991 ; Gallagher, 19%). In the school setting, in order for a student to remain 

enrolled, that student must establish social bonds with. the school (Gallagher, 

1996; Tmto, 1993). Certain attributes, however, in the student's personality and 



background, the effect of specific external forces acting in the student's life, and the 

interaction with elements of the school's culture can impair that bonding process. 

A student's inherent personal characteristics can figure in the ways in which 

and the extent to which she or he interacts with the school community once enrolled 

(e.g. Pascarella, 1982; Tinto, 1993; Waldo, 1982). Personality, for example, in 

terms of social maturity or gender, and physical attxi'butes such as health3 size, or 

athletic prowess can make a profound difference to a student's ability to integrate 

into her or his school community. Other background issues, in the fonn of family 

social tensions for example, can m d e s t  themselves in the student's life such that 

she or he experiences difiiculty in coping in the school environment. 

External forces established in the student's life outside of the school can also 

become factors which beckon the student away fiom the school once enrolled 

(Tinto, 1993). Family issues can act also as external forces in ths context. So, too, 

peer Wendshfps established in the student's previous school or home town can 

attract a student back into the supportive social network of people with whom he or 

she has established very strong, powerhl, and emotional ties aheady. 

Characteristics of the school's culture can figure prominently in the student's 

decision to withdraw fiom the school (Allen & Nelson, 1987; Hawken, Kelly & 

b a n ,  1990; Johnson, 1994; Lapidus, Green & Baruh, 1985; Lawton & LeithwM 

1988; Pascarella, 1982; Stith & Russell, 1994; Tinto, 1993; University System, 

1994). Aspects of the school culture which can play a role in the decision to 

withdraw from the school can include social and academic issues, and even issues 

pertaining to the physical context of the student's environment at the school. Social 

factors can involve the importance of having fiends in the school, the ways in which 

students establish i?iendships at the school, and the importance given by the 

students to various activities at the school. 



In a residential, or boarding, setting, these factors can assume especial 

sigru6icance in students' lives. So, too, do matters pertaining to roommates and the 

ways in which bonds become established in such relationships (Carey, Hamilton & 

Shanklin, 1986; Hawken, Kelly & i)llran, 1990; Lapidus, Green & Baruh, 1985; 

Lovejoy, Perkins & Collins, 1995; Waldo, 1982; Waldo, 1984). In all of these 

areas, gender differences may play a role in the ways in which students experience 

the culture of the school. 

Interactions with teachers may assume great significance within the school 

culture as well (Lawton & Leithwood, 1988; Pascarella, 1982; Tinto, 1993). Again, 

this may be especially important in the residential school setting where students find 

themselves living away fiom the normal support systems offered at home fiom 

within the f d y  structure. 

Academic matters can influence a student's integration with the school 

community (Johnson, 1994; Tinto, 1993). A student's experience with an academic 

program as either too challenging or not challenging enough can impact upon her or 

his happiness with the school and sense of desire to remain enrolled. 

Physical characteristics of the school may figure in the decision to withdraw 

fiom the school as well (Tinto, 1993; Van Maanen & Bartley, 1985). When 

interacting with personal background attciiutes, and especially in the residential 

school setting, everythmg fiom dormitory size to school setting can influence a 

student's decision to leave the school. 

Limitations and Delimitations 

This study centres about twelve students who withdrew voluntarily fiom their 

private residential seccmdary school in one school year. Clearly, the vast majority 

of students at that school chose to remain enrolled in the school. Tbis research 



investigates the complex interplay of issues at work only in the lives of these twelve 

leavers such that they chose to leave the school prematurely. 

Hsrmmersley (1993) reminds us that one must not consider the findings of my 

single study as representative of other cases, in this instance, of voluntary attrition. 

In other words, we must not generalize about these findings. Other similar studies 

can serve to strengthen the findings of this research and enbance its extemal validity 

(Woods, 1986). Hopefully, however, this research will speak to others who read 

this study and learn of the respondents' experiences. Readers may then relate the 

respondents' experiences to the context of the reader's own knowledge and 

personal experiences within the private school setting (Woods, 1986). 

Explanations of Terms Used in this Study 

This school fiom which the twelve students departed is a private, residential 

secondary school. As a private, or independent, school, it operates autonomously of 

any public hding. The school receives an annual inspection 60m the province's 

Ministry of Education to ensure that the school's cunicula meet at least the 

minimum standards as prescribed by the Ministry. 

The twelve students, the "leavers," who formed the nucleus of this study 

withdrew fiom the school of their own volition. The school welcomed each of these 

twelve students for continued enrolment. In each case, however, the student made 

the decision to leave the school. 

Some of the teachers who participated in this study held the position as a 

"housemaster" at the school. In addition to normal classroom teaching duties, a 

housemaster lives in a separate ap-ent within a student residence. The 

housemaster spends time with the students on a social level, acting as the student's 

parent and liaising with the student's actual parent(s) while the student attends 



school. This means that housemasters know the students on a social level because 

the housemasters interact with the students for social occasions, administer 

discipline, attend to the students' health needs, and become available to the students 

in times of need. In short, housemasters m y  how the students in their residences 

very well and bring a great deal of social background information to the discussion 

of the attrition issue. 

Organization of the Thesis 

Following this introduction, Chapter Two of this research paper consists of a 

review of the relevant literature of the subject of voluntary student attrition. While 

relatively little research exists directly on the topic of private school attrition, related 

research primarily Born literature on university and college issues proved very 

valuable toward understanding attrition at the private school level. 

Chapter Three descn'bes the methodology of this study. This chapter includes 

a discussion of issues such as site selection, accessibility, the choice of subjects as 

inte~ewees, the interview processes, interviewer trust, data analysis, and external 

validity. 

Chapters Four and Five explore the issues which led to the students' 

decisions to withdraw from the school as revealed by the subjects in this study. 

Chapter Fow introduces the complexity of the attrition phenomenon and examines 

the personal background characteristics which played a role in the leaving process. 

Chapter Five investigates the school's cultural characteristics which played a role in 

the students' ultimate decision to withdraw. 



Chapter Six presents several recommen&tions made by various interviewees. 

They talked about ways in which the school might be able to retain at least some of 

the students whom it does not wish to lose to voluntary attrition. 

Finally, Chapter Seven presents the summary and conclusions flowing Erom 

the hdings of this research study. This chapter also encourages the undertaking of 

similar studies toward enhancing our understanding of the very complex issue of 

private school student voluntary attrition. 



Literature Review 
Trying to come up with a detailed analysis of why students 
withdraw was perhaps the most difficult part of this study. 
Virtually every study which examined this question utilized 
ditrerent terminology and classifications . . . . In the end, it 
became obvious that it was impossible to answer this question in 
detaikd, quantirrable terms, regardless of how general a 
comparative taxonomy was utilized. (Pascal, 1979, p. 22) 

A review of the Literature on the issue of private elementary and secondary 

school attrition reveals that few sources of information exist focussed dmectly upon 

the specific phenomenon, especially as it relates to Canadian education. Other 

sources of information investigate attrition tiom different, but somewhat related, 

perspectives. The bulk of that material flows f?om studies done at tertiary levels of 

education, that is to say college and university. Most of these investigations come 

&om the United States. Still other studies investigate related attrition issues from 

the perspectives of Canadian public schoois and the voluntary sector of the 

Canadian Military. 

Clearly, h m  the small body of research specifically focussed upon the topic 

of private school attrition, the majority of infomation comes to us fiom the United 

States. Hoerle (1993a), for example, suggests that as an over-view explanation for 

attrition, families who select private schools today have different expectations of 

their schools than has been the case ttaditionally. 

Coleman (1988) suggests that the lack of social capital is, in part, responsible 

for the high rate of transfer of students out of private schools. The concept of 

transfer Mas fiom the more familiar notion of school dropsut where students 

leave school altogether, as opposed to transfening out of one school into another. 



Coleman (1988) reports that the volume of transfers among students fiom private 

schools is considerably higher than the dropout rate &om these schools. 

Coleman (1987) describes social capital as a resource employed to aid in the 

development of the school's youth. He defines social capital as consisting of the 

relationship between persons of the sort that exist in the community. Noms and 

standards exist as to what young people should do both in and out of school. 

Young people can turn to adults other than their own parents when necessary and 

h d  support. "In a variety of ways, these relations constitute social capital that aids 

schools in their task, and both supports and constrains young people growing up" 

(Coleman, 1987, p. 8). 

Coleman (1988) also suggests that independent schools must form a school 

community from among a set of individuals. In private boarding schools, this need 

is especially great. in private day schools, school officials oAen lack the 

understanding that a private school requires special efforts to create a coherent 

student body. Thus, a student can be isolated and without social capital, unhappy 

with school and self, and at risk of looking for a more satisfyiag existence. The 

school must provide this social capital among the students themselves as well as 

among the parents of those students in order to pay rewards to the school and its 

students. 

Private School Attrition Studies 

Two studies investigate causes for student attrition fnnn private schools as 

reported by school officials in the United States. The earliest such attrition study 

(Admission Services Report, 1989), begins to define more clearly the magnitude and 

some of the causes of student attrition fiom private schools. 
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The authors of this study report that overall 12% of students enrolled did not 

return to their private school. Much of that attrition takes place during the transition 

fkom elementary to middle school or middle to secondary school. The highest 

attrition occurs at the end of grade eight. Sigdcant differences exist between day 

and boarding schools in terms of attrition. As the boarding population increases so 

does student attrition. 

Geographic relocation ranks as the main reason for private school attrition in 

the schools which responded to that survey. "Family/child dissatisfaction" appears 

as the second largest reason for departure fkom private schools. Dissatisfaction 

seems to be much more prevalent a factor at the secondary level than at the 

elementary level (Admission Services Report, 1989). The report suggests that part 

of this is probably due to the child having a stronger voice in the decision m h g  at 

an older age. 

This study represents a benchmark in helping schools to assess their 

effectiveness in retaining students and in enrolment planning (Thayer, 1993). The 

authors of the study suggest that attrition remains an area which schools should 

study caremy. Schools, they say, can exercise some control over this area. The 

monitoring of students' reasons for departure can reveal some factors which, if 

changed, could reduce school attrition (Admission Services Report, 1989). 

The second and more recent study (NA.I.S., 1994) finds that the overall 

attrition rate is 1 1% for the school year 1992-93. That represents a decrease of 1% 

in attrition over the previous survey. 

This N.A.I.S. (1994) study identifies even more clearly the reasons for private 

school student attrition as repo~ed by school officials. N.A.I.S. (1994) indicates 

that geographic relocation still remains the primary reason for students not re-g 

to a private school at 22.7%. Financial and school-initiated attrition (the latter for 



reasons of academic or non-academic, or behavioural, problems) each account for 

16.9% of attrition. 

"Other" reasons, by which the study refers to f d y ,  medical, or "other 

unusual reasons for departure," (N.A.I.S., 1994, p. 4) ranks fourth at 12.2%. 

Remaining categories for attrition include logical year, where f a e s  decide to 

change schools at a "natural year" (p.4), e.g. grade eight in a K-12 school, at 11 -9%: 

dissatisfaction with school program or services at 10.4%; dissatisfaction with the 

school's environment, the school's social or cultural makeup, at 4.2%; transportation 

at 1 5%; homesickness at 1 5%; and co-ed/single gender school choice, feeling that 

a change to the other type of environment is preferred by the family, at 1.5%. 

Another more recent study explores the attrition issue specifically from the 

Canadian private elementary and secondary school perspective. Grasmuck (1 995) 

reports that, overall, the Canadian private school attrition average for the school 

year 1992-93 is 10.9%. This figure is virtually equal to that of the most recent 

NA.1.S. (1994) study in the United States. 

In both the Canadian and the United States (N.A.I.S.,1994) studies, voluntary 

attrition, meaning the student's andor f d y ' s  decision to leave the school, 

represents by fm the highest percentage of attrition. Grasmiick (1995) reports 

voluntary attrition at 81 3% overall. Non-voluntary reasons, of course, account for 

the remaining 18.2% of attrition in Canada for that year. 

Fnwn that study, a review of the overall reasons for attrition in Canada reveals 

a pattern similar to the situation in the United States. That is to say, in Canada the 

highest percentage of attrition overall occurs for voluntary reasons, geographic and 

ihancial reasons being reported most tkequently at 19.4% and 18.8% respectively. 

Non-voluntary reasons, or school-initiated for academic and non-academic reasons, 

come next at 18.2%. 



Voluntary attrition, of course, makes up the remainder of the reasons for 

having withdrawn. "Other" reasons rank fourth highest at 14.3%. Logical year 

reasons appear at 8.5%; school environment at 6.6%; school program at 6.3%; 

coedfsingle reasons at 3.2%; homesickness at 3.1 %; and transportation at 1.5%. 

Overall, Erom both the Canadian and United States studies, a clear majority of 

students who withdrew fiom their private schools did not drop out of school at all. 

Instead, they re-enrolled elsewhere. Most of the students fiom Canadian private 

schools, 52.1 % (Grasmiick, 1999, and 4 1.4% of  the students fiom the United 

States (N.A.1.S ., 1994) transferred to public sector schools. 

Those students who then enrolled in other private schools account for 25.4% 

(Grasmikk, 1995) and 33.1% (N.A.I.S., 1994) of students in each country. 

Students whose destination upon leaving their current private school was unknown 

to the school official completing the m e y  account for 22.5% (Grasmtick, 1995) 

and 25.5% (N.A.I.S., 1994) of attrition overall. 

Grasm~ck (1995) and the N.A.I.S. (1994) offer some explanations for the 

more obvious causes for voluntary attrition. N.A.I.S. (1994) suggests that "with a 

mobile, transient society, schools continue to be challenged by relocating families 

during the academic and non-academic year" @. 6). Grasmiick (1995) notes that 

attrition for geographic reasons may simply represent a "'fact of life"' @. 3) in 

today's society where familes appear to relocate often. Similarly, that study 

indicates that financial concerns represent a significant cause for attrition. 

Regarding non-vo1mtary, schoo1-initiated attrition, where school officials ask 

the. student to withdraw fiom the school for academic or behaviolnal reasons, issues 

of student selectively, in other words matching the students with the most 

appropriate school best suited to meet the studentVs needs, come to the fore. 

Grasmfick (1995) recommends that schools consider adopting other measures 



toward reducing attrition in these cases. This may include having schools mod@ 

existing academic programs so as to address better the needs of students who 

otherwise would have been asked to leave the school. 

Voluntary attrition, however, as highlrghted in the two most recent attrition 

studies (Grasmifck, 1995; N.A.1.S ., 1994), arguably remains less well understood or 

explained. Indeed, one of the most intriguing categories of attrition is that which the 

studies label as "othert' reasons. That label represents a rather vague category of 

explanatioas in descriiing reasons for attrition, and includes family and "unusual" 

(N.A.I.S., 1994; Grasmiick, 1995) reasons for departure. Still, this category ranks 

fourth in Canada and in the United States as an "explanation" for students having 

left their private elementary or secondary school. 

Similarly, categories such as dissatistaction with the school's environment, the 

school's program and services, homesickness, and perhaps even logical year and 

coedlsiagle gender choices, provoke Wher discussion when attempting to 

understand these as causes for student attrition. These categories point toward the 

need to comprehend better the more profound issues arising in students' and 

f d e s '  lives as they attempt to cope with the school social and cultural makeup, 

the school program, a desire to live at home rather than a boarding school, and even 

the need to transfer to a single gender or coeducational student environment. 

One private school official (Principal, 1994) reflected upon the issue of 

attrition and its root causes. The principal expressed the view that "it's [the reason 

for attrition] never a single thing. It's a combination [of factors] ." This same 

principal went on to List factors which she viewed as having contri'buted toward 

attrition in her school for one academic year, 19XY. 

The six Eactors cited (Rincipal, 1994) include the following. The students 

who chose not to rearof  felt a loss ofrespect for the school because it is not what 
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the school says it is. New building construction in the school also meant that the 

students suffixed physical dislocation and insufficient physical space. 

Further, a large number of newly admitted students into the senior grade 

levels may have had a strong effect upon the returning students' desire to re-enrol at 

the school. At the time of the discussion, teacher unrest seemed to be high, resulting 

in a trickledown effect upon the students. 

The principal also thought that student orientation is very important. The start 

to the school year must be more uplifting. When it is, the students have a good 

year. The principal concluded by suggesting that the school administration was not 

showing enough appreciation to its teachers. 

Attrition from the University and College Perspectives 

Many studies directly address the attrition issue fiom the college and 

university perspectives. The sheer volume of studies devoted to this phenomenon at 

that level seems to indicate that many of these institutions view attrition as one of 

serious concern for them. Attrition has direct economic impact on the institutions 

and also speaks to a school's effectiveness in performing its mission (University 

System, 1 994). 

Recent studies (e.g. Allen & Nelson, 1987; Johnson, 1994; Pascarella, 1982; 

Stith &Russell, 1994; Tinto, 1993; University System, 1 994) represent continued 

exploration of this issue based very clearly upon a synthesis of a large body of 

research which precedes them in this area. In this literature, studies routinely refer 

to students' decision to remain enrolled in any particular institution of learning as a 

matter of ''persistence." Hence, this body of literature defines attrition as the "failure 

[of students] to persist in college [or university] after matriculation'' (University 

System, 1994, p. 2). 



The myriad of studies on university and college level attrition make it clear 

that the causes of student attrition represent a very complex issue. Many, many 

factors come to play in the lives of students such that they withdraw from their 

institution (e.g. Allen & Nelson, 1987; Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990; bhson, 

1994; Lapidus, Green & Baruh, 1985; Pascarella, 1982; Stith & Russell, 1994; 

Tinto, 1993 ; University System, 1994). 

In essence, however, three overall themes emerge which suggest the 

presence of interconnected perspectives in the lives of students who fail to persist. 

One theme pertains to the individual student's personal character and background. 

The second involves an examination of the factors which come into play within the 

institution once the student has enrolled. The third concerns the effect of external 

forces which influence students' bebaviour in the institution (Tinto, 1993). 

Looking first toward the role of personal characteristics and attributes, Waldo 

(1 982) and Pascarella (1 982) suggest that differences in the personal characteristics 

of the students enrolled may play significant roles in accounting for persistence 

rates. Pascarella finds that a "substantial body of research . . . . suggests that 

students' interactions with the college environment are not independent of their 

particular background traits and personality orientations" ( p. 8). 

A report firom the University System of Georgia (1994) elaborates upon some 

of the salient parameters of those personal background orientations of the students 

with regard to persistence. That study refers to characteristics such as academic 

aptitude, study habits, and grades; demographic elements such as age, gender, 

socioeconomic status, and ethnicit-; aspirations and motivation including the degree 

of personal aspiration, commitment, peer group influence, and occupational gods; 

and 6nancial factors such as concerns regarding finances, employment, and 

financial aid. Allen & Nelson (1987), however, found that such background 



characteristics play only a minimal role in predicting persistence behaviour. These 

personal characteristics have a largely indirect influence, and become mediated by 

social integration once enrolled in the school. 

Tinto (1993) addresses specifically the matter of personality traits. He 

comments that we sense that personality may play a role in student departure but 

we cannot say for certain to what extent different personality traits affect the 

student in different institutional settings. He goes on to say that little evidence 

exists that early leaven possess a unique personality profile. 

Johnson (1994) notes that each student does possess a unique combination of 

academic ( e.g. study skills) and personal (e.g. health, family background) 

atttr'butes. Once enrolled, this unique combination then interacts with institutional 

variables: 

It is the interaction between an individual and an institution that results 
in student academic performance and psychological state, directly or 
indirectly [forming] the bases for both institutional and personal 
withdrawal decisions. (Johnson, 1994, p. 3 39) 

Tinto (1993) suggests, too, that the student's intentions (educational goals 

and wrllingness to remain in the university) and commitment (a willingness to 

commit to the time and energy necessary to meet the social and academic demands 

of the college) all play a role in the attrition process. These and other prior personal 

dispositions have an impact on the decision to withdraw contingent upon 

interactions then encountered with other members of the institution. Further, an 

individual's perception of the degree to which those interactions meet her or his 

needs and interests also contn'butes to the decision to withdraw, or not, fkom the 

institution. Tinto (1993) slnnmarizes the situation in saying: 



It is for this reason that researchers generally agree that what happens 
following entry is, in most cases, more important to the process of 
student departure than what has previously occurred. (p. 45) 

The potentially more signu6cant issue, then, becomes a concern with what 

happens within the institution of learning once the student has enrolled. As Sith & 

Russell (1994) suggest, "It is the intensity of the push and pull of certain events 

over time that helps to shape persistence" @. 3). The Literature presents somewhat 

conflicting views as to the signrficant factors involved at this rather murky stage of 

the process. As Pascarella (1982) notes, institutional persistence comes as a result 

of "a complex interaction of difrent influences" @. 25). 

Essentially, once inside the school, students encounter two challenges, both 

dealing with integration or assimilation, into the institution. One challenge deals 

with integration into the academic aspects of the institution. The second involves 

the integration into the social aspects of the institution (Allen & Nelson, 1987; 

Johnson, 1994; Pascarella, 1982; Stith & Russell, 1994; Tinto, 1993; University 

System, 1994). It appears that both of these aspects play a role with respect to 

persistence. 

Johnson (1994) and Men & Nelson (1987) indicate that success at the 

academic levels of the college or university plays a more prominent role regarding 

persistence than does social integration. Students acquire a perception of their 

academic performance and then evaluate that against a personal standard (Johnson, 

1994). In her study, students who withdrew fiom the university showed a lower 

level of academic confidence. They were also significantly more likely to report 

incidences of personal problems, but not M y  problems. Johnson found fiom her 

study that students who remained in the university did not show any more clear 

pattens of integration into the campus social life than did those who withdrew. 



Men & Nelson (1987) report, however, that whereas academic integration 

has a stronger and more direct effect upon persistence than does social integration, 

academic integration actually has a negative effect upon persistence. In other 

words, the more academically integrated student fds to persist after the Grst year 

of university. Men & Nelson suggest that perhaps personality factors come into 

play in this process. Perhaps the same personality factors which influence the 

student's behaviour to succeed academically make her/him more sensitive than 

hidher less academically inclined counterparts to the relatively fewer opportunities 

for satisfying her or his need for intellectual interaction with faculty and peers. 

Thus, AUen & Nelson (1987) conclude that commitment to the institution comes 

largely as a fimction of the student's interaction with the social system of the 

institution. 

Pascarella (1982) speaks specifically to the residential environment at 

colleges and universities. He notes that, overall, the social involvement in a school 

has a greater effect on persistence than does academic involvement. 

Tinto (1993) helps to clanfy the nature of this highly complex issue. He 

refers to "interactional roots" @. 4 9 ,  the factors that come into play once the 

student has emofled, as playing the major role in student attrition. The interactional 

roots consist of four clusters of themes. These four clusters include adjustment, 

difliculty, incongruence, and isolation. Adjustment refers to the fact that students 

must adjust to a new, and sometimes strange, world of college. Most people 

experience difficulty with that adjustment which can become so difficult that the 

student withdraws fiwn the institution. 

Two sources prevail in making that a d w e n t :  the inability to separate &om 

past associations, including peer groups, and the inability to adjust to new and more 

demanding social and intellectual demands imposed by the college. In this context, 



academic difficulties as well as social isolatim can lead students to depart early. 

Further, those who live away fiom home for the first time may need to learn an 

entirely new set of social skills appropriate to the college life. For such people, 

adjustment becomes especially stressll as they encounter academic as well as 

social forms of adjustment. Tinto (1993) suggests it is little wonder that people link 

problems of adjustment to individual personality, coping skills, and the character of 

the schooling and educational experiences. Without assistance, such students who 

have not yet learned to cope with new situations flounder and withdraw. 

Academic difficulty refers to the fact that persistence requires more than 

adjustment. It also requires the meeting of academic standards. Not all students 

can meet these standards. Tinto (1993) notes, however, that voluntary withdrawal 

generally has little to do with academic ~ c u l t i e s .  

The third and fourth clusters of themes, incongruence and isolation, deal 

directly with integration into the college or university. Integration means that the 

more satisfjmg both the social and the intellectual experiences felt by the students at 

the college, the more likely these students will persist. The less integrated a student 

becomes, however, the more likely shehe will withdraw. 

Incongruence refers to the lack of institutional fit. A student may judge it 

undesirable for himmer to integrate into the school based upon the character of the 

interactions she or he experiences. This represents a mismatch with the needs, 

interests, and preferences of the individual and those of the school. hcongruence 

springs fiom a perception of not fitting in or being at odds with the social and 

intellectual fabric ofthe school. If so, the student judges it undesirable to remain 

enrolled. 



Students come to know the character ofthe institution through a wide range 

of fonnal and informal interactions with other members of the school. These needs 

and interests may be expressed individually, in groups, or as a reflection of the 

general ethos or culture of the school. The student may come to know the character 

of the institution, too, through the academic or social systems of the school through 

the rules which govern acceptable behaviour. What seems to matter most "is 

whether the individuals perceive themselves as being incongruent with the life of 

the institution, not whether observers would agree with that assessment" @. 5 1 ). 

Incongruence can result born either academic or social misfit. Academically, 

things can appear too diflicult or too easy, resulting from a marked decline in 

academic performance or finding the academics insufficiently challenging. 

Sometimes, too, students fail to avail themselves of any assistance offered. 

Socially, incongruence can flow fiom the social values and preferences, 

particularly with one's peers, expressed individually or collectively. Social 

incongruence can appear through formal activities, e.g. extracurricular pursuits, but 

more often mirrors the day to day informal personal interaction with other students 

and the teachers too. 

The social benefits of extracurricular pursuits may reflect some gender 

differences at the university level. Woo & Bilynsky (1994) report that male students 

became primary beneficiaries of involvement in extracurticular activities. Female 

students may rely less upon organized activities and more on a personal support 

network in terms of their social adjustment. 

Tinto (1993) notes that some level of incongruence is to be expected by 

everyone. He remarks that the major difference with leavers, however, means that: 



when the perception leads the person to perceive him/herselfas being 
substantially at odds with the dominant culture of the institution and/or 
with significant groups of hculty and student peers, the withdrawal 
may follow. @. 53) 

Social incongruence occurs especially among young adults and especially in 

residential settings. There, the interaction with peers, and notably with roommates, 

"proves to be a particularly important eiement in voluutary departure . . . social 

identity is sometimes as important as intellectual identity'' (Tinto, 1993, p. 53). 

Roommate relationships form the basis of many studies on attrition from the 

perspective of tertiary level institutions (e.g. Carey, Hamilton & Shanklin, 1986; 

Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990; Lapidus, Green & Baruh, 1985; Lovejoy, Perkins 

& Collins, 1995; Waldo, 1982; Waldo, 1984). Quite clearly, students who cope 

successllly with their roommate relationship generally demonstrate a better overall 

adjustment to college life (Lovejoy, Perkins & Collins, 1995). 

Several sub themes pertaining to the residence roommate relationship emerge 

fiom these studies. Waldo (1982) notes that most students report that their new 

relationships developed in college have the "single greatest impact on their college 

experience" @. 3). If that impact fonns a negative impression, a student can 

experience social alienation. Waldo reports that speci6cally the social environment 

in the student residences can become associated with feelings of alienation. 

Students in residence who find low levels of social involvement and emotional 

support therein tend to become unhappy. 

Hawken, Kelly & Duran (1990) point specifically to roommate relationships 

within the residence. The first semester represents a time of particular importance 

to freshmen. They likely view the roommate relationship as one of particular 

importance, at least until they can develop a social network on campus. If they do 

not perceive their roommates as "socially con6nning" ( p. 19) of them, i.e. 



the student does not find approval for her or his own self presentations and becomes 

unable to express herhis thoughts and feelings clearly, the student may feel distant, 

unable to communicate with hisher roommate, and as a result feel very lonely in the 

new school. The roommate serves as an important antidote to loneliness. A low 

level rapport with the roommate helps to create general dissatisfaction with the new 

environment. The depth of this dissatisfaction ultimately results in the student's 

decision to leave the university. 

Many researchers (e.g. Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990; Lovejoy, Perkins & 

Collins, 1995; Waldo, 1982) atfirm that a student's relationship with herhis 

roommate is associated with the student's perceived quality of the entire college 

experience, the student's academic performance, and good psychological 

adjustment. Poor roommate relationships can lead to such loneliness and depression 

that the student may "apply the negative impressions to the campus in general and 

eventually drop out of [the] school" (Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990, p. 3). 

Carey, Hamilton & S h a n k  (1986), Lapidus, Green & Baruh (1 985), and 

Waldo (1982) report that no strong relationship exists between similarities in 

personality types or personal backgrounds, and positive roommate relationships. 

The ability to communicate with a roommate, however, does play a very strong, 

determining role in the success of roommate relationships (Carey, Hamilton & 

Shanklin, 1986; Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990; Waldo, 1982; Waldo, 1984). 

Roommates must clearly understand each other's expectations, openly communicate 

with each other, and verbalize with each other about their thoughts and feelings 

(Waldo, 1982). 

Hawken, Kelly & Duran (1990) refer to this ability as ''commrmicative 

competence" @. 9). It appears that six dimensions exist regarding this 
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communicative competence. They include social c o ~ t i o n ,  social experience, 

social composure, appropriate disclosure, articulation, and wit. 

Waldo (1982) suggests that gender differences may exist regardmg the way in 

which roommates may be willing and able to communicate with each other. He says 

that males and femaes tend to differ in their level of motivation to work on 

relationship skills. Carey, Hamilton & Shanklin (1986) comment that women tend 

to place more emphasis upon communication related factors whereas men tend to 

define the roommate relationship as one without a commitment to act as friends. 

Women and men may have different expectations fiom the roommate relationship as 

a result. Lovejoy, Perkins & Collins (1995) say that females also receive more 

social support Grom their roommates than do males. 

The decision to continue or abandon a roommate relationship occurs very 

early in the relationship. This can happen as soon as two weeks into the match 

(Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990). Lovejoy, Perkins & Collins (1995) recommend 

that students seering h m  roommate relationship problems should receive 

intensive intervention so as to prevent the problems fiom quickly disrupting the 

students' academic and social lives. 

A roommate relationship characterised by a high level of interpersonal 

rapport, trust, warmth, security, and understanding may indeed play a contributing 

role in a student's decision to persist (Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990). This 

relationship r e d s  in a socially involving and emotionally supportive environment, 

relating to overall perceptions of social involvement on the part of students (Waldo, 

1984). 

Lapidus, Green & Baruh (1985) note that studies on roommate relationships 

essentially divide the relationship into four variables: personality, values, 

background, and living habits. They advise, however, that the most promising 



approach toward determining success of that relationship involves a look at the 

students' behaviour in several key areas. Dissatisfied roommates report conflicts 

most often over issues such as bedtime hours, smoking, studying, noise, and use of 

the room. Indeed, roommates more closely matched on the basis of these rather 

more mundane concepts of concrete lifestyle characteristics, result in more 

incidences of compatiiility, roommates w b  participate in the same activities 

together, and fewer room change requests (Lovejoy, Perkins & Collins, 1995). 

Returning to Tinto's (1993) cluster of themes associated with interactional 

roots, Tinto defines the fourth and final cluster, isolation, as the absence of 

sutticient interactions to allow for student integration. Students find themselves 

largely isolated &om the daily Life of the institution. Unlike incongruence, which 

may be unavoidable at the university level, isolation, he argues, wed not occur. 

Isolation consists of the absence of d c i e n t  contact between one person, and the 

other members of the social and academic communities of the college. Isolation 

can arise among persons who are not very different &om other members of the 

college. 

Students who become isolated cannot establish personal bonds with other 

individuals. These bonds form the basis for membership in the communities of the 

institution. Such isolates typically note feelings of the absence of opportunities for 

contact and the remoteness of teaching faculty as instrumental in forming the 

decision to leave. These isolated students do not differ appreciably from their 

peers, as do the incongruent students, but instead differ only in "their failure to have 

established a sigdicant personal tie with someone on campus, faculty or student" 

(Tinto, 1993, p. 56). 

Both the degree and c@ty of such social bonds become critical elements in 

the student's desire to remain enrolled. Tinto (1993) calls the absence of this 
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sufficient contact with others in the institution "the single most important predictor 

of eventual departure even after taking into account the independent effects of 

background, personality, and academic performance" @. 56). Noting, again, that 

voluntary withdrawal reflects more what occurs on campus following enrollment 

than what has occurred prior to that time, Tinto confirms that "and of that which 

occurs after entry, the absence of contact with others proves to matter most" (Tinto, 

1993, p. 56). 

Teaching faculty, too, seem to play a particularly important role in the 

student's desire to persist (Pascarela, 1982; Tinto, 1993). Frequent contact with 

faculty must especially extend beyond the formal boundaries of the classroom to the 

various informal settings of the college life (Tinto, 1993). 

Further, the faculty relationship with students must appear warm and 

rewarding. The perception of largely formalistic exchanges linked to the "narrow 

confines of academic work prove to be tied to the occurrence of voluntary 

withdrawal" (Tinto, 1993, p. 57). Interactions outside the classroom clearly help to 

shape the student's decisions regarding withdrawal. 

Tinto (1993) notes that the first semester accounts for the highest frequency 

of fieshmen withdrawals fiom university. Students finding difficulty in meeting 

people, making new fiiends, and who respond to ambiguous situations by 

withdrawing into themselves tend to have more dif!ficulty than do those who reach 

out to others. This isolation becomes an enduring and then debilitating experience. 

Students do not require a wide ranging social contact or even a perfect match 

with the institution. Instead, students must find some compatible academic or 

social group with whom to establish membership and make contacts. 

Tinto (1993) refers to the existence of student subcultures as meaning the 

diversity of studart commrmities on campus. He mentions tbat a student may find 



congruence within any subculture or community without the necessity of finding a 

fit across the whole of the institution. One can be at odds with a great number of 

groups and still find sacient social contact to support persistence. "Thus, the 

notion of Gnding one's own niche within the institution as a requisite part of 

persistence in college" (Tinto, 1993, p. 59). 

Tinto (1993) explains, too, that intellectual and social life of most institutions 

consists of a centre and a periphery. The centre, or mainstream, establishes the 

prevailing climate or ethos of the institution, its distinguishing attitudes, values, 

beliefs, and patterns of behaviour. That centre consists of "one or more 

communities of individuals or dominant subcultures whose orientations come to 

define the standards ofjudgement for all members of the institution'' (Tinto, 1993, 

p. 11). 

The periphery, on the other hard, comprises subordinate subcultures or 

communities %hose values, beliefs, and patterns of behaviour may differ 

substantially &om those of the centre" (Tinto, 1993, p. I 1). Such peripheral 

communities have lives of their own and exist outside the margins of power that 

define campus politics. Peripheral communities have little impact upon the overall 

ethos of the institution or its decisions. 

For students, the closer one exists to the mainstream of the academic and 

social life of the college, the more likely one finds one's self as congruent with the 

institution. This, too, enhances the chances for persistence. The more removed a 

student 6nds her/himselftiom the mainstream, however, the more marginal and 

likely the student becomes to see her/himselfas existing separate fiom the 

institution. When this occurs, a student has a strong attachment to the group but 

not to the institution. Once a student finds hhnmerselfmarginal to the institution, 

she or he becomes more likely to withdraw. 



The meaning the students attach to community membership becomes a 

reflection of the culturally laden definitions students attach to various subcultures 

within the institution. While membership in some community remains important for 

persistence, the impact of that membership depends upon the prevailing ethos of the 

institution which gives meaning to that group or community. 

As for the various external forces and commitments acting upon a student 

once enrolled, students who attempt to retain past friendships in their transition to 

the new institution may find that transition particularly problematic. Such students, 

especially with past friends living off campus, tend to have the greatest difficulty in 

becoming socially integrated. This force can actually serve to pull students back 

and away from the participation in the college's communities (Tinto, 1993). 

Adolescent Issues 

Clearly, social issues figure prominently in the matter of student voluntary 

attrition fiom their educational institution. The review above largely investigates 

attrition issues from the university and college student perspective. Whereas these 

institutions enrol students mainly in their very latest adolescent and youngest adult 

years, private schools enrol students mainly fiom their early to mid to late 

adolescent years. Students at that age tend to demonstrate very specific and 

characteristically adolescent needs, and interact with each other socially in 

characteristic ways. Thus, specific attributes of the student as an adolescent bear 

examination. 

Many studies (e.g. Arbar & Knwmey, 1993; Eaton, Mitchell & Jolley, 199 1 ; 

Gallagheq 19%) demonstrate quite clearly that adolescents possess a strong need to 

atfiliate, to belong, to bond, with other people, and particularly with their peers. 



Gallagher (1996) notes that this sense of belonging means that an adolescent feels 

personally accepted, respected, included, and supported by the people in her or his 

environment. An adolescent acquires a sense of sigdicance from feeling included, 

connected, and having psychological membership. Adolescents feel the wed to 

belong so strongly that Gallagher (1 9%) equates that feeling with being almost as 

strong as the need to survive. Thus, the sense of "not belonging'' becomes a lonely 

experience from which adolescents will "try instinctively to relieve the pain it 

brings" @. 3). 

Gallagher (19%) also reports that peer acceptance acquires increasing 

sigruficance throughout adolescence. The mere perception of belonging often 

becomes more important than reality in influencing adolescents' feelings and 

actions. Adolescents feel great social support as a by-product of close relationships 

with their fiends. 

Arhar & Kromrey (1993) note that a lack of feeling connected, or affiliated, 

with other students, their teachers, and the school in general relates directly to 

students withdrawing fiom school early. For students to feel it worth their while to 

invest psychologically, they must feel valued in their school. Social bonding, then, 

becomes a prerequisite to academic engagement in the school ( A r k  & Kromrey, 

1993). 

Adolescents also must feel the support and approval of adults in the school. 

Arhar & Kromrey (1993) note that teachers play an important role in this aliation 

process. Specifically, teachers' background and competence, and their interactions 

with students outside of the classroom make a difference to this bonding. 

Goldberg & Chandler (1989) refer to Coleman (1% I)  in saying that 

adolescents rely upon peers' values to establish standards of acceptance and play a 

critical role in the socialization process within the school. The importance of peers 



to adolescents increases during those adolescent years (Gallagher, 1996). hniag 

the middle school years, adolescents become particularly vulnerable to feelings of 

alienation. They look toward peers, and adults, as sources of support toward 

establishing an identity of their own ( A r k  & Kromrey, 1993). 

Gallagher (1996) refers to Wehage, et al. (1989) in saying that school 

membership for adolescents really means that students belong and feel accepted as 

valued members of a peer group. This provides them with feelings of mutual 

support and trusting relationships. Eaton, Mitchell & Jolley (1 991) refer to this 

need as a requirement for stimulation. Adolescents thus need a crowd, a group, to 

structure their social activities. Also, considerable dependence on the other people 

around them best satisfies the adolescent need for belonging (Gallagher, 1996). 

When adolescents do not perceive themselves as valued by a group, gradual 

disengagement occurs, of which withdrawal fiom school becomes a final step 

(Gallagher, 1996). Non-membership in a group can result in "social isolates" (p. 

12) who lack friends. This may occur even when other students do not particularly 

dislike the isolate. That person then becomes neglected, rather than actually 

disliked. This can result in an adolescent who feels there remains little that she or 

he can do to change herhimself, or his or her environment. Such a student can 

become virtually invisible socially and seeks w attention so as to minimize the risk 

of blatant rejection (Gallagher, 1996). The resulting alienation clearly can result in 

withdrawal &om school ( A .  & Kromrey, 1993). 

Goldberg & Chandler (1989) talk about the ways in which adolescent peer 

groups recognize highly valued student members within a school. Whereas female 

students place the perception of being an outstanding student high on the scale of 

being accepted, for male students, a high degree of athletic skill remains a key 

ingredient toward achieving popularity among his peas. It appears that while 
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academic strength may also receive increasing importance among adolescent males, 

stdl the role of the student athlete does not diminish correspondingly. Further, 

Goldberg & Chandler suggest that it may be particularly important for a male 

student in grade nine, as opposed to a senior student, to win popularity through 

athletic success most of all. 

Retention from a Public School Perspective 

Lawton and Leithwood (1988) take a different approach to the study of 

attrition &om those studies reviewed above. While still not targeting the notion of 

private school attrition specifically, they enhance our understanding of attrition 

from the perspective of a public secondary school's institutional variables. Their 

study attempts to determine "what Ontario high schools might do in order to 

increase student retention" (Lawton and Leithwood, 1988, p. 1). 

Lawton & Leithwood (1988) suggest that people in schools tend to think of 

the issues of student retention as an individual student rather than an institutional 

concern. These authors reveal instead that several institutional variables seem to 

affect the student's decision to leave school before completing a diploma. Lawton & 

Leithwood (1988) refer to policies affecting student behaviow, codes of behaviour, 

attendance, tardiness, and types of discipline including detention and suspensions. 

These 1 seem to play an important role in explaining students' decisions regarding 

staying in school. 

Lawton & Leithwood (1988) demonstrate also that seven attributes of 

effective schools have an a&ct upon student retention. These attributes include the 

goals given priority by the school, attriiutes and practices of teachers and 

admirristtators, the nature of school program and classmom iostruction, school 



policies and organizational features, school culture, and the nature of school- 

community relations. 

Goals of the school includes both long and short term outcomes considered 

important for the students to achieve, including school conditions that would be 

necessary to achieve these goals. Aspects ofthe gods which explain diffkrences in 

school effectiveness include clarity, academic emphasis, use in decision making, 

and use in creating a sense of afliliation within the school (Lawton & Leithwood, 

1988). 

The qualities of teachers include relevant personal quaLities, the view of a 

teacher's role, the teachers' disposition toward students, and the teachers' 

disposition toward coUaboration with other teachers (Lawton & Leithwood, 1988). 

Regarding the school administration, the issues pertain to the basic beliefs of 

administrators, the nature and use of administrator's goals, any emphases among 

and knowledge about factors in the school influencing students' experiences, 

strategies used by administrators to influence factors, and the administrators' 

decision making process (Lawton & Leithwood, 1988). 

The concept of school policies refers to those affecting the teachers and 

students, as well as school size, the use of time, the amount of school-level 

discretion and district support for school initiatives pawton & Leithwood, 1988). 

With regard to the terms 'program" and "iustruction," program means the 

curriculum content presented to students, the degree of choice among courses, and 

the extent of articulation among program components. Those factors having the 

greatest importance were academic emphasis, core curriculum requirements, a rich 

array of curriculum offerings, program coherence, caremy planned instruction 

based upon sound leaming principles, efficient use of instructional time, and a 

systematic monitoring of student progress (Lawton & Leithwd 1988). 



Culture, ethos, and clhnate go toward explaining differences between 

schools. Effective school cultures address this dimension as shared and student 

centred (Lawton & Leithwood, 1988). Culture refers to a "' unique set of core 

norms, values and beliefs that are widely shared throughout the organization'" 

(Lawton & Leithwood, 1988, p.33, referring to Rossman, Corbett & Fuestone, 

1985, p.5). Lawton & Leithwood (1988) also refer to "ethos," @. 33) which may 

be detined as "'a clhnate of expectations or modes of behaving"' (Rutter, et al., 

1979). In many cases, individual actions are less important in their own right than 

in the combined impact they have on what it feels like to be a part of the school. 

Lawton & Leithwood (1 988) suggest that schooVcommunity relationships 

serve as an important discriminator among schools varying in effectiveness. 

Effective schools make use of community resources such as volunteers and student 

tutors, and developed solid working relationships with universities toward providing 

assistance to academically talented students and businesses. Effective schools are 

responsive to their particular social and political milieus and generate high levels of 

community support (Lawton & Leithwood, 1988). 

Lawton & Leithwood (1988) found that school culture fonns the strongest 

path affecting student retention. School culture has a positive influence on 

teachers. The teachers in turn Sect  dropping out directly through their influence 

on programs and instruction. 

Regarding culture, Schein (1985) suggests that several cultures can operate 

within a larger social unit called the organization. He defmes culture as, 

a pattern of basic assumptions - invented, discovered, or developed by 
a given group as it learns to cope with its problems of external 
adaptation and internal integration - that has worked well enough to be 
considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the 
correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems. 
@* 9) 



Schein (1985) finds that three levels exist within a culture. He identifies one 

level as its "artifacts" @. 14). These are its creations, its physical and social 

environment, its physical space, the written and spoken language of the group, 

artistic productions, and overt behaviour of its members. The second level consist of 

"values" (Schein, 1985, p. 15). These are the sense of what ought to be as distinct 

fiom what is; solutions to problems as based upon the convictions of someone in the 

group, usually the leader. The third level is "basic underlying assumptions" (Schein, 

1985, p. 18). These are assumptions so taken for granted that one finds tittle 

variation within a cultural unit. 

Van Maanen & Bartley (1985) provide interesting insight into the concept of 

organizational cultwe particularly as it pertains to the newcomers to any existing 

culture. Van Maanen & Bartley say that individuals may be unaware that they 

indeed have a culture unless it is pointed out to them. When newcomers move into 

a group, they will find others already there who have defined the situation. With 

specific regard to newcomers, Van Maanen & Bartley (1985) suggest that: 

If newcomers are to interact successfully in the setting, thus becoming 
members of good standing, ...[ three] pre-existing definitions have to be 
learned and respected. @. 34 - 35) 

Van Maanen & Bartley (1 985, p. 33) portray these three definitions as 

follows. 'Ecological context" refers to the attributes of the group's physical setting, 

the pertinent historical forces, and the demands, expectations, and social 

organization of those who lay claim to the group's conduct. Van Maanen Bi Bartley 

(1985) call the second definition "Merentid interaction." It means the patterns of 

interaction which emerge between people who may or may not be members of the 

group. There must exist a high ratio of intra-group ties as compared with extra- 

group ties in order to develop a common h e  of reference and to establish a 

collection of individuals as a group. 



The third definition Van Maanen & Bartley call "collective understandings." 

These consist of a collection of signs, 

essentially devoid of meaning until they are noticed and interpreted by 
members of a collective. Interpretations of objects, events, and 
activities are for this reason, the quintessential content of any culture. 
(Van Maanen & Bartley, 1985, p. 34) 

Briks' (1994) study deals with the issue of attrition in the context of 

volunteers in the Canadian Anned Forces Reserve. Briks notes that a review of the 

literature on current school dropout theory suggests that an accurate assessment of 

voluntary attrition can best be achieved when research targets both the "dropouttt 

population as well as the organizations from which they withdraw, in other words 

the ocganintional culture. 

Summary 

In sum, then, current literature concerning the issue of student attrition and 

retention, including studies from both the United States and Canada, begins to 

reveal something of the causes of attrition from institutions, including private 

elementary and secondary schools, universities, colleges, and public sector 

secondary schools. Concepts pertaining to attrition emerge fiom a review of all of 

these sources. These form the basis fiom which to undertake this study of 

voluntary private school attrition. 

In the private sector, some ofthose causes such as geographic and financial 

issues appear to be fairly practical and self evident. Other causes of attrition may 

also mesent  nlatively obvious classifications in terms of explaining student 

withdrawal fiom private schools. These categories include non-voluntary attrition 

for academic, non-academic, and voluntary attrition for transportation reasons. 



Reasons for voluntary student attrition in many other areas, however, appear 

to have less conspicuous explanations. These categories, established in private 

school attrition surveys, include "other," school environment, school program, 

homesickness, logical year, and co-educationaVsingle gender concerns. These 

represent 4 1.8% of attrition in the most recent United States study (N.A.I.S., 1994) 

and 42% of attrition in the Canadian study (GrasmUck, 1995). 

This review of the literature suggests that several factors may be 

at play in a student's decision to leave her or his school. Reasons for attrition may 

lie embedded in the school's cultural characteristics, including students' personal 

interactions once inside the school specifically with regard to their peers and 

including roommates, and the relationship with teachers. In addition, the student's 

personal characteristics and background may play a role once the student interacts 

with those factors within the school. 

Clearly, student voluntary amition represents a very complicated issue and 

process. As Briks (1994) suggests, attempts to understand better this process could 

sensibly take into account the complex roots of student departure and provide a 

meaningful basis for subsequent student retention. Stith & Russell (1994) report 

that qualitative research methods now begin to reveal the complexity of the 

interwoven events that come to play in students' lives as they consider withdrawal 

fiom their schools. 

Tinto (1993) suggests that the very complex nature of student attrition 

represents "in many respects . . . a highly idiosyncratic event, one that can be fully 

understood only by referring to the understandings and experiences of each and 

every person who departs" @. 37). This study3 then, investigates the issue of 

voluntary attrition fiom one private school by addressing the problem from a 

qualitative research perspective. 



Me thodology 

I really support your case study approach because I think a case 
study is an excellent way of looking at it [attrition1 . . . you're 
trying to come up with strategies. . . and t i i s  is part of what.. . 
tbe school should be doing. (Stan, a school official) 

This study explores the attrition issue from the perspectives of some of the 

students, parents, teachers, and school officials of a Canadian private secondary 

school. Through a process involving qualitative research methodology, these 

people s h e d  their understandings as to why twelve students volutltari1y withdrew 

from their school. 

Respondents provided information which addresses the many factors involved 

in making a decision to withdraw fiom the school. These factors pertain to the 

interplay of the students' personal attniiutes, including external forces at play in the 

leaving students' lives, and the school's organizational characteristics. 

This investigation takes the form of a case study, a detailed examination of 

some of the people involved in this phenomenon within a single school. Bogdan & 

Biklen (1982) refer to such a case study as a situational analysis. They define a 

situational analysis as a case study involving a particular phenomenon, in this 

instance the withdrawal of several students from their private school. 

Bogdan & Biklen say that case records may be drawn upon for the purposes 

of such a study. In this context, the study involves those students whom the s c h d  

has recorded as having withdrawn voluntarily during the school year 19XY for 

reasons categorized as "other," "family," "program," and "homesickness. " 



Students who withdrew voluntarily from the school for the more obvious reasons of 

"fioancial" or "logical year" were not hte~ewed for this study. 

This chapter outlines the methodology employed in this research. The 

following discussion addresses issues pertaining to site selection, gaining access, the 

respondents, interviews, interviewer trust, and data analysis. 

Site Selection 

Choosing one site for study over another results in a different study, not 

necessarily a better or worse study (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). The school chosen 

for this study, however, possesses characteristics that appear to make a study of 

attrition at that site of interest. 

The school enrolled a total of 275 students, of both genders, in the year of 

this study. It is a residentidday school, having enrolled 225 boarders and fifty non- 

resident students. Situated in a mid-sized city, the school continws to attract 

students from both smaller and larger urban centres. 

The school is in the category of schools representing the highest attrition rate 

in terms of boardinglday status in both the N.A.I.S. (1994) and Grasmiick (1995) 

studies, and in terms of cds ing le  gender status (Grasmiick, 1995). This school 

experienced a student amition rate for the school year of this study of approximately 

16%. The school's overall rate of attrition for that year was higher in all categories 

of schools as used in both the N.A.I.S. (1994) and Grasmiick (1995) studies with 

the exception ofthe c'boardiag/day" category. Ofthe students who did leave the 

school, most, 7 I%, left voluntarily. 



Access to the Site 

Gaining access to any research site remains a key issue relating to the success 

of the research. In tbis study, I, as the researcher, had access to the school, its 

students, former students, teachers, and past parents, as an "insider." I continue to 

teach in the school for my fifteenth year and, until recently, the year in which the 

students in this study left the school, held the position as a Director of Admissions at 

the school. 

Both advantages and disadvantages present themselves to the researcher as an 

insider during the course of such a study. Bogdan & Biklen (1982) encourage any 

researcher to locate a site within fairly easy access of the researcher. Travel, they 

suggest, can be burdensome, and limits access and involvement. 

As a teacher and former Admissions Director at the school, access and 

involvement were not at issue in this way. The travel throughout Ontario necessary 

to meet with the respondents who had left the school was practical and attainable 

for this study. Telephone calls, however, became the only practical means of 

reaching f d i e s  in the further reaches of the Province or out of Province. 

On the other hand, Bogdan & Biklen (1982) suggest that researchers not 

study their own school. This may be so notwithstanding the fact that several 

successll studies have been carried out in this way (Bogdan & Biklea, 1982). 

Instead, Bogdan & Biklen advise that researchers choose sites where they are more 

or less strangers. As for the risks in being an insider researcher, Bogclan & Biklen 

say that: 

people who are more intimately involved within a setting 6nd it 
diflicult to distance themselves both fiom personal concerns and from 
their common-sense understandings of what is going on. For them, 
more often than not, their opinions are more than 'definitions of the 
situation': they are the truth. (p. 57) 



Bogdan & Biklen suggest that others in the research setting are not 

accustomed to relating to the researcher as a neutral observer. Rather, they see the 

researcher as a teacher and as a person who has opinions and interests to represent. 

The people whom such an interviewer wishes to interview may not feel comfortabe 

in speaking freely to theresearcher. Also, the transition from "old self' (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1982, p. 57) to researcher may become ambiguous for the research subjects. 

In this interviewer's experience, however, quite the contrary proved to be 

true. I had the advantage of knowing everyone whom I interviewed. With the 

exception of the student friends whom I interviewed at the school, we interviewed in 

locations, for the most part in the interviewee's homes, and at times mutually 

convenient and chosen by them. In such cases, 1 came typically to the interviewees 

as a guest in their homes. I also knew each interviewee fiom my perspectives as 

their teacher, fiiend, colleague, Admissions Director, and then as a fellow student. I 

knew the people whom I interviewed as people, not merely fiom our more formal 

roles within the school setting. This perspective played a positive role with respect 

to interviewer trust, as I discuss later in this chapter. 

Nevertheless, aware that some interviewees may have felt some discomfort in 

speaking with me as an insider, especially as we eventually came face to face or 

spoke on the telephone, I attempted to mitigate any such feelings of discomfort. I 

verbalised with each person, again, at the start of each interview as to how very 

much I appreciated their assistance. I told them again that they were helping me as 

a student researcher with my thesis, and not as a teacher or colleague. 

I knew also fkom each interviewee's positive response to my initial letter or 

conversation wherein I requested an inteniew, that she or he expressed a genuine 

willingness to help me and the school to learn more about attrition. I reiterated this 

position with each respondent by explaining, again, that anything they did tell me 



would go toward helping me to attain my degree, as weU as toward enhancing our 

collective understanding of the issues, including assisting the school specifically 

with its student retention. 

To finther emphasize that I conducted these interviews in my capacity as a 

student rather than as a teacher or colleague, I verbally reminded each interviewee 

that the identity of everyone contri'buting to this research would remain confidential. 

When asked during interviewees as to what someone else had said about an issue or 

a person, I replied that such information must remain confidential and that I could 

not speak to it for that reason. I reiterated that I acted under the strict supervision of 

the University of Toronto for my research project. I reminded each interviewee that 

I remained accountable to the University for the procedures I followed and for the 

integrity of my final report. 

Kirby and McKenna (1989) encourage the researcher undertaking a 

qualitative study to integrate her/his own experience into the research process as a 

source of information and analysis. In this case study, given my background as a 

teacher and former Admissions Director, I was familiar with many of the 

background issues present in the student's and/or f d y k  life at school and at the 

time of admission to the school initially, at least as much as the famiies revealed at 

the time of enrolment. In this way, I as the researcher and an insider used my own 

insight gained already into the Lives of each family as a part of the interviewing 

process. 

The Respondcab 

Bogdan & Biklen (1982) note that individuals who &are a particular trait but 

do not form groups can be subjects of a qualitative study. Such is the case with the 

students who have withdrawn fiom the school. They share the fact that they chose 



to attend the school and then chose to leave the school. They did so as individuals, 

or as individual farmles, rather than as a group &om within the school. 

Bogdan & Biklen (1982) say that this kind of study, a situational analysis, 

examines the issues fiom the point of view of aJl the participants. In this case study, 

that means the students, their student fiiends, the students' parents, and the teachers 

involved. 

Looking first at the students who withdrew, a total of sixteen of them 

voluntarily left the school for the reasons noted earlier. 1 was able to contact twelve 

of these students and their families. The remaining four students had all left the 

country. I could not locate addresses or telephone numbers for those students. Of 

those four, three of the families were also out of the country and unreachable. 

A parent of one of these four students still lives in this country. I attempted, 

uasuccessfirlly, to contact that parent who failed to reply either to my letter or my 

many phone call messages. I then learned that this parent was undergoing highly 

traumatic personal experiences at the time. Under the cucurnstances, I felt that I 

could not pursue my attempts to make contact. 

For each of the families whom I did locate, I wrote a letter of explanation 

regarding my research. I addressed the envelope to the parents of the students with 

whom I wished to speak concerning this research, rather than to the students 

themselves. I addressed the letter itself to both the parents and their son or daughter 

(see Appendix One). 

I then followed that letter with a telephone call, made from one to two weeks 

later. I called each parent(s) for the purpose of making personal contact to discuss 

the research finther with them. I inquired as to their willingness to participate and 

to permit their daughter or son to participate. At that time, we also established 



a date, place, and time for the face to face interviews, or a date and time for the 

telephone interviews. 

Each family with whom I spoke, parents first and then their daughters and 

sons alike, expressed tremendous support for my research. They were happy to be 

asked to participate and to share their views. AU offered to speak with me at any 

mutually convenient time to begin the interviews. 

In order to gather as complete a data base as I could, during the interviews 

with the "departed" Students and their parents, I asked for the names of the 

students' fiiends, former roommates, and teachers with whom they shared a special 

closeness, such as a residential housemaster, school advisor, or some other teacher. 

I made it clear to the respondents that I needed to interview these people, too, in an 

effort to make my research as complete as possible. Each respondent understood 

that concept and said that this was h e  with hedhim. 

The leaving students gave me the name(s) oftheir closest fiiends at the 

school, and their roornmate(s), and the teachers with whom the students felt closest 

and who h o w  them best. Some of these teachers acted as the students' 

housemasters whde the students lived in residence at the school. A housemaster 

acts much in the capacity as a surrogate parent while the student lives away fiom 

home. Housemasters tend to know the students who live in theu school residence 

very well, especially on the social level outside of the formal classroom situation. 

These, then, are the students and teachers with whom I needed to speak in order to 

complete my research fiom as rounded a perspective as possible. 

Following my interviews with each of the leaving students and f d e s ,  1 

contacted each of these sixteen students and seven teachers personally while we 

were still at school and near the conclusion of the academic year. I explained the 

nature of my research to each person. Each of these people was also most 



supportive of my research. Each offered to speak with me at any mutually 

convenient time to begin the interviews. 

The students' fiends and teachers whom I interviewed corroborated the 

students' stories and really helped me to understand the issues better fiom their 

unique perspectives. In addition, the teachers provided idonnation and insight 

about the attrition issue which did not come to Light from anyone else. 

It was through this method that some highly sensitive issues came to the fore. 

la these cases, teachers, and in one case a fellow student, who know the "departed" 

students and their backgrounds very well revealed the great depth and profundity of 

the issues. These teachers and the student shared the sensitive information with me 

willingly and freely with me on the understanding that the information remain 

confidential. 

I assigned each respondent a pseudonym to help protect her or his true 

identity in this report. Each respondent fds into one ofthe categories of student 

leaver, students' fiiend/roommate, teacher, or school official. 

The following table includes the categories and the pseudonyms of each 

respondent included in that category: 



Table 3.1 Pseudonyms used for Respondents 

Student 
Leavers 

Adriane 
Alice 
Barb 
Benny 
Dennis 
Joanne 
June 
Priscilla 
Ralph 
Samantha 
Sarah 
Todd 

Andy 
Angela 
Cathy 
Debbie 
Deirdre 
Don 
Ed 
Eugene 
Hugh 
Jillian 
Julie 
Laura 
Linda 
Mandy 
Mario 
May 

Leavers' 
Student 
Friends/ 
Roommates 

Anne 
Brad 
Brenda 
Cory 
Dave 
Diane 
Donna 
Eunice 
Howard 
Jim 
Lois 
Mark 
Paula 
Ruby 
S ~ Y  
Tony 

Leavers' 
Teachers/ 
Housemasters 

Betty 
Candace 
Pat 
Rodney 
Wayne 
Wendy 

Sharon 
Stan 

Interviews 

The information gathered for this study from the students who withdrew fkom 

the school, their parents, and subsequently the students' former room-mates at the 

school, and the school officials and teachers involved came through the interview 

process. Bogdan & Biklen (1982) recommend that the researcher interview the 

subjects in such cases as a preferred approach to participant observation. Through 

interviewing, "what they [the subjects] share will emerge more clearly when you 

individually solicit their perspectives rather than observe their activities" @. 60). In 

tbis study, the interview approach became the best means of obtaining the 



infonaation because the students had already left the school and enrolled elsewhere, 

some in Merent cities and Rovinces of Canada. 

Woods (1986) suggests that interviews often represent the only way of 

finding out about the perspectives held by people. Woods (1986) notes that 

intaiews comprise a means of "'making things happen"' @. 62) and stimulating the 

flow of ideas. Woods (1986) also suggests that interviews ought to be unstructured 

and intended to facilitate the: 

expression of personal views and facts sincerely and accurately. The 
interviewee provides the structure, and the interviewer's quest is to help 
discover what it is. Care is needed, therefore, to avoid 'leading' or 
suggesting' or otherwise spoiling the outcome, and skill in discovering 
what is in the interviewee's mind. @. 65) 

Woods (1986), then, considers the interview to be more of a conversation or 

discussion; an open, democratic process where people can be themselves rather than 

play a role. Woods does advocate, however, the use of a prompt card with which to 

provide some guidance as to what to talk about. Kitby & McKenna (1989), 

however, say that the basis of the interview is the question. Thus, the research 

focus must be tmdormed into specific questions which will allow the researcher to 

stay close to the focus and help the interviewee to respond in a thoughtful and 

insigbtfbl way. Kirby & McKenna prefer the use of a combination of pre-set and 

interactive, spontaneously derived questions for the interview. 

For this study, I adopted a position incorporating both views in my approach 

to the interview. I entered the interviews with a set of questions focussed upon 

specific areas of school life as suggested in the attrition model developed fiom the 

literature. I allowed also for Merent paths of exploration as they arose fiom 

answers given or directions taken by the interviewee on the topic of herlhis 

odchild's departm fimn the school. 



I conducted a total of forty-six interviews for this research, during the period 

from November, 1995, to June, 19%. Where possible and practical, the interviews 

took place in person. In three cases, the subjects lived a considerable distance fiom 

me as the interviewer, hundreds of kilometres from my home, including out of 

Province. I conducted those interviews over the telephone. 

Woods (1986) recommends that interviewees be given the choice of time and 

place for the interview where possible. This helps to ensure in the intentiewee a 

sense of control and confidence. In the case of both the person-to-person and the 

telephone interviews with the students who left the school and their parents, 

therefore, I made every effort to interview in the subjects' own homes. With 

teachers, I anticipated that more likely venues would be the faculty room or 

department offices at the school or, indeed, in their own homes as well. 

In the case of the students' frends and former roommates who interviewed 

with me, the school setting seemed the most likely, comfortable, and convenient 

location for them and for me. In this case, Woods (1986) recommends that the 

interviewer explain that he is stepping outside the role of teacher for the purpose of 

the research. This proved not a difficult task at all to accomplish, given that the 

students in the residential school routinely see their teachers in many varied aspects 

of their Lives already, both personal and professional, in the context of life at the 

school. 

Woods (1986) also suggests that students interviewed in school can be made 

to feel more comfortable in the interview situation by seeing them in "fiendship 

groups" @. 72). This technique can provide the researcher with a better glimpse of 

the student culture as well as acting as a system of checks and balances among the 

students with their answers. Due to the highly confidential nature of my questions 



and the interviewee responses, I elected to interview each student individually 

instead, rather than in the group method suggested by Woods. 

Both Woods (1986) and Kirby & McKenoa (1989) say that the subjects must 

speak fiom an informed position about the nature of the study. All participants 

knew the purpose of the study and I assured them of confidentiality in their 

identities and responses. 

Woods (1986) offers a check list of items for consideration by the interviewer 

in the name of accuracy during the interview. This list includes: check on apparent 

contradictions, search for opinions, seek clarification, ask for explanatious, seek 

comparison, pursue the logic of an argument, ask for additional infomation where 

some is missing, aim for comprehensiveness, put concepts in a different way, 

express astonishment, swamarize occasionally, ask hypothetical questions, and play 

"'devil's advocate" @. 80). Each of these techniques proved very usel l  in drawing 

firom the interviewees as clear and detailed a response as I felt possible in each 

circumstance. 

Woods (1986) also advocates the use of a tape recorder when used 

unobtrusively and where it does not threaten the flow of conversation or diston it. 

Recording allows the researcher to concentrate on the task at hand, although rough 

notes and a j o m d  must also be made in the process to capture fleeting thoughts 

and impressions toward an enhanced understanding of the data. The tape recorder 

proved to be absolutely invaluable for the information gathering process. Notes I 

had taken did indeed assist me with interpretation of the data, but I found that 

quotes I took down at the time of the interview were often incomplete or inaccurate. 

Only upon tfaoscfl'bing of the tapes did I properly record the actual, and often very 

powerful, quotes necessary for this research. 



I began each interview by re-explaining my research to the families, and then 

asked for their permission to tape record the conversation. Each interviewee gave 

permission for me to use the tape recorder. I later made transcripts of each tape for 

purposes of the data analysis. I also made hand written notes during the 

conversations for use in my understanding of the data. 

I informed each interviewee that I had prepared a set of questions (see 

Appendix Two) to ask them and that these questions arose out of the literature on 

my research. I explained, too, that the intemiewees need not feel constrained by the 

content or direction of the questions, but rather should feel comfortable telling me 

their thoughts as they came to them. Thus, the interviews took on a very non-linear 

nature. We did not follow rigidly the order of questions as I had prepared them 

once we entered into a dialogue. The questions did stimulate discussion with the 

inte~ewees, however, in key areas of interest to this study and so proved to be 

very useful in the process. The questions also provided me with the broad 

categories with which I could later begin to categorize the data when transcn'biag 

the tapes. 

With the student friends of the Ieavers, I mentioned that 1 needed to contact 

their parents by telephone or E-mail to obtain permission for an interview with the 

students. I did contact each student's parent(s) and each gave me permission to 

interview the son or daughter. 

At the conclusion of each interview, I asked each interviewee to sign a 

consent form giving me permission to use the Wonnation which shehe gave me, 

and acknowledging that the mterviewee understood that the information would 

remain confidential, and that shehe could withdraw fiom the research at any time 

(see Appendix Three). For the telephone intemiewees, I mailed that form to them 

following our interview. 



Regarding the telephone interviews, I found the formalized list of questions 

very useful from the outset, especially because a face to hce encounter did not 

occur during the intaiew, even though the interviewees and I already knew each 

other. Sudman & Bradbum (1989) suggest that any question that can be asked face 

to face can be asked over the telephone. They suggest that the telephone method, 

however, can lack the legitimacy of face to face interaction. This proved to be less 

of an issue in this study, given my known identity as the researcher to the 

interviewees and the context in which I knew the participants involved. 

Alreck & Settle (1985) suggest, too, that interview bias may be less likely 

with the telephone inteniew. The aspects of dress, facial expressions, and physical 

appearance are not factors in the discussion. They also suggest that interviewees 

may feel more confident and at ease over the telephone and willing to reveal more 

personal or sensitive idonnation than would be the case otherwise. 

In this process, I found the participants to be at ease on the telephone. I also 

found no apparent difference in the interviewees' willingness to reveal information 

to me over the telephone as compared with the face to face interview method. 

These telephone interviews lasted from forty-five minutes to an hour and a 

half in duration. In all three cases, I spoke with the parent(s) and students 

separately. I was told by the families on the telephone that other interviewees were 

out of the room while the other was on the telephone. This was organized by the 

families themselves rather than by any urging on my part. 

At the conclusion of each interview, I discovered that I had covered the 

prepared questions and had also allowed the inte~ewees the fieedom to expand 

upon the areas of examination as they spoke with me. The conversations provided 

rich sources of ioformation in part because we were not bound by a rigid set of 

quest~ons or format. In later data analysis, 1 discovered that I had many more 



categories and subcategories of material than had been provided by the prepared set 

of questions alone. 

One parent, whose child I had interviewed by telephone, preferred to respond 

to my questions by E-mail. This parent answered my questions as posed but also 

ventured into free response format quite often, thus readily letting me know the 

issues uppermost in herhis mind concerning the child's departure fiom the school. 

For all but one of the remaining sets of student and parent interviews, I 

travelled to the familes' homes to meet with the familes for the interviews. In one 

case, we interviewed in a restaurant which was more mutually convenient in time 

and place than the intenriewees' home. In each case, as with the telephone 

interviews, I re-explained the research to the interviewees. I also received their 

permission to tape record the conversations and took hand written notes during the 

process. 

In five of the sets of face to face interviews, a family of parent(s) and the 

student, the parents and students chose to interview with me separately. They 

made that decision rather than my having insisted upon it. I sensed that this was in 

keeping with their standards of privacy witbin each family. It seemed perfectly 

natural in each case and rather spontaneous in the way each f d y  made this 

decision to do the interviews. 

In the remaining four sets of interviews, I interviewed both the parent(s) and 

the student simultaneously. This, too, seemed perfectly natural in the family context 

and the setting of the home. In this scenario, however, the parent and student often 

dialogued with each other over issues, in a way that was of course impossible when 

only one or the other was in the room with me at a time. It became apparent that the 

families had not discussed many of the issues with each other until then. In these 



cases, I found myself assuming the role as a catalyst or a moderator in focussing the 

fjuni dialogue in areas left as yet dscussed.  

It appeared that for both types of interviews, this was what the family would 

do normally for me or anyone else who came to visit and to speak with them. The 

effect of the presence or absence of the parent, however, was noticeable to some 

extent during the intewiews. On the one hand, where the pareats were present, I 

found that they really helped to draw more complete answers from the soddaughter 

and challenged gently any answer which they felt may have been less than complete 

or where the student was attempting to be merely polite in the f d y  setting. tn this 

context, I was more a guest in their home and the students seemed to feel the need 

to act in a more socially "correct" manner with their responses with the parents 

present. 

This is where the parents put the child more at ease by having said things 

such as "Well, that's true, but you were also feeling . . . ." The soddaughter agreed 

with the parents, in most instances. When the student did not agree, however, it 

was a rather typical adolescent reaction such as "oh, mom!" or "that's not true. 

You just think it's true!" With both parent and child present, then, each helped the 

other to clarify the issues that really came into play in this attrition process. 

In the other interviews, without the parents present, the students appeared to 

be more direct with me @om the outset. They spoke with me on very comfortable 

and familiar terms. This felt to me more like the relationship we had at school when 

the student was still enrolled, in a very open, considerate, adult-like, mutually 

respectfuz eendly, and honest manner. This typifies the studentheacher 

relationship at the school as I experience it on a daily basis. 

Interviews with the students' fkiends/roornmates and teachers occurred during 

late May and early June of 1996. The students and I met individually in a room 



within the school hirary or in an empty classroom during the student's free time 

aAer the dinner hour. I interviewed each student and asked her/his permission to 

tape record the interview. Each student gave me that permission. 

With the teachers, we agreed to meet at mutually convenient times and 

places. I met with the two school officials in their school offices, one teacher in a 

classroom within the school, and two other teachers in their own homes. The 

remaining two teachers preferred to come to my home to interview with me. Each 

teacher also gave me permission to tape record the interview. 

All interviews lasted from thrty minutes each, in the case ofthe students' 

fiiends, to one and a half hours each with the "departed" students, parents, and 

teachers whom I interviewed. Overall, the interview method proved a very effective 

way of gathering information. In every case, the h te~ewees  provided revealing 

information as to the many factors involved in the students' decision to leave. 

People felt comfortable. We spoke candidly and warrnly. I sensed that parents and 

students felt they could speak their minds. 

One parent, for example, expressed this comfort level with the process in the 

following way. Mandy commented as to this personal interview method of data 

collection verses another method, for example a focus group methodology. I asked 

Mandy, after discussing the interview itself, whether she could have imagined trying 

to get everybody in a single room for a focus group session. Mandy replied 'No. 

Plus you don't have your anonymity that way either. Like, you can 't. There are 

things you say that you don't necessarily want your name attached to." 

Similarly, I felt, almost without exception in these interviews, that the 

students were telling me as much as they could about why they left, rather than 

holding back any information &om me. I later had this feeling substantiated when I 

spoke with their teachers and fkiends at the school. I got the same i n f o d o n ,  



often expanded upon by virtue of the interviewee's perspective rather than because 

the leaver had deliberately left anything out. 

The exceptions occurred in the cases of three "departed" students whose 

stories, 1 discovered after having interviewed others who knew them well, contained 

issues of extremely personal information and of extraordinary delicacy. I 

understood, upon hearing of them from other interviewees, as to why the leavers 

themselves would have felt disinclined to mention these to me. 1 simply did not 

know them well enough on a personal level for them to have confided in me with 

this sort of information. 

The timing of the interview schedule worked in favour of the research, as it 

happened. I began the earliest interviews seven months following the students' 

departures from the school. Not only had almost none of the intenriewees been 

asked previously by any school official as to why the student left the school, all 

students but one report that they were glad of and needed at least some distance in 

time to reflect upon the leaving process. The students reported that they had a much 

clearer view of the underlying reasons behind their leaving after having had the 

benefit of several months' reflection time than they had at the time of their 

departure. 

Issues of Trust 

lnte~ewees need to feel that they can trust the interviewer. A studeat may 

need a sympathetic ear for what shehe might honestly feel about teachers; a teacher 

may need to feel that the interviewer appreciates the ~ c u l t i e s  of teaching (Woods, 

1986). AU subjects expect the interviewer to be knowledgeable and f&, and not 

easily taken in by distortions of the truth (Woods, 1986). 

Woods (1986) suggests that there must be a relationship between the 

interviewee and interviewer which transcends the research, promotes bonds of 



friendship, and a joint pursuit of a common mission which rises above personal 

egos. These things, says Woods, can be communicated through what is said, how it 

is said, shared interests, the looks exchanged, and the way the interviewer answered 

the subject's questions and listened to the subject. In this study, I had established 

relationships already, to varying degrees, with the subjects. I relied upon them to 

trust in me &om my reputation and fiom their own past dealings with me. This forms 

an integral part of the information gathering process (Woods, 1986). 

The parents' and students' willingness to chat with me and obvious candour 

made it clear that they were very supportive ofdus research, continning with their 

actions the support they indicated to me when asked initially about my doing this 

research with them. Many parents asked when the project would be completed 

because they would like to read about the issues and hear others' comments about 

attrition. 

Each of the leaving students and their parents talked about their deep 

affection for the school. I believe that people's willingness to speak with me flowed 

in large measure fiom a trust of me, and a sincere desire to help the school to 

improve as well as to help me with my research. 

Only in three cases, as mentioned earlier, did a student's comment about the 

reason for himher having left the school appear to have failed to reveal fully the 

story concerning the departure. These were the cases where the personal issues at 

stake were so highly sensitive, personal, and significant in the people's lives that the 

students yielded to me only a portion oftheir story on that issue as I interviewed 

them. I found this to be completely understandable given the context of the 

situation. Perhaps these students may have revealed such idionnation to an outside 

researcher, but I suspect not. The issues clearly are just too delicate to share with 



anyone other than an adult in whom the student can confide after having established 

a very close and very personal relationship over time. 

I sensed that the only reason I was able to gather the information that I did 

was indeed because I was an insider. Through my long association with the school, 

and through my professional and personal dealings with people, I was known and 

trusted by the interviewees already. 

One ofthe pronounced advantages to being an insider researcher relates to an 

important issue in qualitative research, that of the "gatekeeper." Several authors 

address the subject in the context of qualitative research (e.g. Bogdan & Biklen, 

1982; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1993). A gatekeeper refers to someone having, 

control over key resources and avenues of opportunity . . . such 
gatekeepers' hctions would actually be carried out by different 
personnel in the different organization settings. (Atkinson, 198 1, in 
Hammersley & Atkinson, 1993, p. 38) 

Such gatekeepers within the school, for example the Principal or the Board 

members of the school, could be considered as "hostile" (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, p. 

58) to an outside researcher. These gatekeepers may choose to keep an outsider 

from delving into information that is clearly of a rather sensitive nature to the highly 

competitive private school sector of education. In this case study, Information 

solicited firom school clientele, and which may be revealed about the school's 

culture, may be regarded as private and not for any outside consumption. 

Gatekeepers, 

will generally, and understandably, be concerned as to the picture of 
the organization . . . they will have practical interests in seeing 
themselves and their colleagues presented in a favourable light. At 
least, they will wish to safeguard what they perceive as their legitimate 
interests. @hmmersley & Atkinson, 1993, p. 65) 



On another level, parents act as gatekeepers for their children. Not only may 

parents who do not know a researcher be unwilling to speak about their decisions to 

outsiders who have no connection to the school, but they may not permit their child 

to speak with such a person. AU interviewees know me as someone who also 

knows the student in the context of the school, who taught some of the student 

inte~ewees, and who admitted many of the students to the school in the first place. 

In other words, our relationship had been established already as one of being 

mutually supportive and focussed upon the well-being of the sons or daughters in 

the school. 

Any of my initial concems about peoples' comfort level with me, as the 

researcher in this study, in discussing their own reasons, or those of their fiiends, for 

having left the school quickly dissipated from the moment I spoke with the parents 

on the telephone after they had received my letter explaining the research to them. 

Without exception, the parents expressed their delight in helping me and told me 

that their sons and daughters were also most willing to assist me. All remained 

keen to help not only me, but also to assist the school in understanding more about 

its attrition issues. 

With the exception of the parent who was experiencing deep personal trauma 

at the time of my attempts to make contact for an interview, no one refused to 

interview with me. Quite to the contrary, each person was most pleased to speak 

with me and quite delighted that what shehe had to say had significance in b s  

research. 

In this research, then, my position as an insider of long standing at the school, 

including as Admissions Director, allowed for the creation of bonds of trust and 

understanding with key gatekeepers. The Rhrcipal of the school, the Chair of the 

Board, and the Chair of the Board's Admissions Committee conveyed to me their 



support of this project. They expressed their desire to learn more about students' 

reasons for departure. 

Teachers, of course, act as their own gatekeepers. The teachers interviewed, 

as colleagues of mine, appeared to trust in the research and in me personally. They 

seemed to believe readily that my motives lay in conducting this research as a 

student, and collegially toward helping the school retain students it would rather not 

"lose." As Hammersley & Atkinson (1993) say: 

Whether or not people have knowledge of social research, they are 
often more concerned with what kind of person the researcher is than 
with the research itself. They will try to gauge how far he or she can 
be trusted, what he or she might be able to offw as an acquaintance or 
fiiead, and perhaps how easily he or she could be manipulated or 
exploited. (p. 78) 

The school official, Stan, and each of the teachers whom I inteMewed, all 

spoke to me fieely as colleagues who not only trusted me but wanted to assist me 

with this research. The teachers, indeed all the interviewees, appeared to enjoy 

being interviewed. I mentioned to each interviewee that hisher comments were 

important to undetstatlding this issue and ultimately toward helping the school. 

In short, certainly my fifteen year tenure at the school, my record of 

accomplishment, and my conduct within the school community all played a role in 

determining the degree to which my presence was accepted by the people involved 

in this study. From the Chair of the Board and the Rincipd, to those who no longer 

have any formal connection to the school, and to the students and teachers still at 

the school, people supported this research by giving willingly and generously of 

their personal time and information. 



Data Analysis 

The inte~ewees throughout this process revealed many details about the 

specific issues involved with the students' decisions to leave the school. As a 

result, these interviews yielded vast quantities of data. Organking and analysing 

that enormous volume of information certainly proved challenging. 

In terms of transcniing the recorded data, that task alone was formidable. 

Woods (1986) advocates the use of an index made upon listening to the tape and 

then only transcribing the relevant data rather than all of it. In this study, I had 

begun that way but soon found it much better for my understanding of the issues to 

have transcn'bed verbatim each interview tape. 

AAer having transcn'bed each interview, I categorised each response 

according to the theme it addressed. Initially, the questions which I used in the 

interviews formed the broad categories of themes. Quickly, however, many and 

subtle sub-themes, and even new themes, emerged. This process continued until I 

had transcribed each interview and categorised each comment into its theme 

category or categories. The process also proved extremely time consuming. 

In terms of validating what the interviewee says, Woods (1986) notes that the 

interviewer can colour and/or interpret the data in a number of ways. Even so, it 

may not always be necessary, possible, or desirable to have each 

interviewee validate the entire interview. Woods recommends, therefore, that it 

becomes a matter of judgement as to when and with whom validation will be 

necessary. 

In this study, I was able to validate the student htemiewee's data with the 

corroboration of the interviews which followed. Using my own personal knowledge 

of the leaver's situation prior to each interview, I was able to direct questions to the 

interviewees as needed to enhance their explanation and my understanding of an 



issue. Where information seemed scant or othewise incomplete fiom an initial 

interview, the subsequent interviews fiom fellow students and the teachershe 

masters completed the picture. This also explained some discrepancies in the 

interview data as I had noted to myself during the course of some interviews. 

External Validity 

The information relating to the attrition issue as developed fiom the literature 

review provided a starting point fiom which to investigate this phenomenon of 

voluntq student attrition from one private school. With regard to this research, 

Woods (1986, p. 137) reminds us that "it is unlikely that a complete, strong, original 

model will emerge &om one study." In this case, then, as the researcher I hope that 

this study will result in a different and more profound glunpse of the complexities of 

student attrition in one school than has been accomplished to date, including through 

any previously conducted survey methods (e.g. Admission Services Report, 1989; 

Grasmilck, 1995; N.A.I.S., 1994). Again with reference to Woods (1 986), this 

study may provide information moving "toward a model" @. 137) of revealing the 

nature ofthe causes of student attrition in the case study of one private school. 

Certainly, external validity can be strengthened through fiuther case studies and 

other empirical evidence. 

Hammersley (1993, p. 44) cautions that when studying a single case "the 

representativeness is always in doubt." Ideally, however, the findings of this study 

will be transferrable, or relatable, to the experiences and circumstances of other 

people involved in private schooling toward enhancing our collective understanding 

of attrition in private schools. The "relatability" of this study, then, will fmd 

meaning and support "not least, in the readers' heads as they deploy their own 

knowledge and experience of such iostitutions" (Woods, 1986, p. 50). 



As noted earlier, given that Little Literature exists directly on this topic of 

student voluntary attrition fiom private schools, this study represents a very early 

exploration of the topic. In that light, Hammersley (1993, p. 45) comments that: 

The appropriate strategy to adopt in selecting cases will depend very 
much on the stage the research bas reached in the relevant theoretical 
area . . . . In the early stages of generating theory, which cases are 
chosen for investigation may not matter greatly. Later on in the 
process of developing and testing theory it may come to take on 
considerable importance. 

The Gedings of this piece of qualitative research may serve to form part of a 

larger body of literature which wdl speak to private school administrators and 

teachers in their attempts to enhance their school's ability to retain more of their 

students. Shulman (1987) refers to the influence of such quaiitative data upon the 

decisions people may make, as compared with so-called "better" evidence brought 

to light with empirical data: 

most individuals find specific cases more powerful influences on their 
decisions than impersonally presented empirical findings, even though 
the latter constitute "better" evidence. Although principles are 
powerful, cases are memorable, and lodge in memory as the basis for 
later judgements. (Shulmm ,1987 p. 32) 

In the next chapter, we see the complex interplay of issues as they affected 

the students' lives while enrolled in the school. These issues ultimately influenced 

the students' decisions to withdraw fiom their school. 



An Introduction to the Issues 

It's [the cause of attrition] always 8 lot of things combined. It  
might seem like one [reason] to some people but you have to really 
know the penon to see them rU (Mark, a student) 

This chapter begins to examine the issues which affected the students' 

decisions to leave their school. In telling their stories, intewiewees conveyed that 

neither any single issue nor any ''triggering" event prompted any of the subjects to 

leave. Always, a combination of factors played a role in this decision and had a 

cumulative effect over time. 

Included in the complex and unique 'Yormula" leading to departure for each 

student, personal issues and history clearly assumed importance in "setting the 

stage7' for the withdrawal process. Interviewees talked about this personal side of 

things as these details pertained to the leaving process. 

A Complex Issue 

Traditional sweys sent to private schools for the purpose of collating causes 

of attrition typically ask respondents to categorize each "leaver" according to only a 

single explanation for each student having left the school (e.g. Admission Services 

Report, 1989; GrasmOck, 1995; N.A.1.S ., 1994). In contrast, this study 

demonstrates that none of the participating students left the school for only a single 

reason, This certainly supports the attrition literature fiom other sectors of the 

population (e.g. Allen & Nelson, 1987; Briks, 1994; Hawken, Kelly & DuranJ990; 

Johnson, 1994; Lapidus, Green & B a d ,  1985; Lawton & Leithwood, 1988; 

Pascarella, 1982; Stith & Russell, 1994; Tinto, 1993; University System, 1994). 



Stan, a school o5cial in this study, summarized the multiplicity of issues in 

this way. From his perspective, 

I don't think that attrition can ever be attriiuted to one thing. Ever. It 
would be hard for it to be [even only] two things . . . . It's interesting 
to articulate it, too, because it brings into focus a lot of things. 

Mark, a student friend of many of those who chose to leave the school, 

supported this notion. Whereas people may atttl'bute a student's departure to a 

single reason, by getting to know the person and the issues involved, one discovers 

a totally different view of attrition. 

Without exceptioa, each of the fifty-two interviewees explained that a 

combination of several and varied reasons resulted in the twelve students having left 

the school. Eight of the twelve participant student leavers, when asked for an 

explanation as to why they left the school, actually answered immediately by 

sumnarising the situation in that very way. For example, when asked why she lee, 

June exclaimed, "[for] lots of reasons . . . . When you asked me that first question 

[why I left], I was a bit overwhelmed . . . . It's big [the issue of the reasons for 

leavind !" 

Similarly, Alice thought for a moment about whether she left for a particular 

reason, and then replied, ''1 don't think so. It was just like everythmg 

accumulating." Sarah first spoke about the influence which several factors (fhends, 

academics, lifestyle, and boredom) had upon her decision. She then summarized by 

saying, "It's just all those combined." 

It became evident in all cases that no single defining moment or incident led 

to any of the students' decisions to leave. For example, when asked whether a final 

factor brought things to a head, Barb replied, 'Uo. Not really. It was just' I guess, 



everythurg just kind of added up. It wasn't just one particular thing." Benny noted, 

"It was a combination. It wasn't just one [incident]." 

The leavers' fiiends, offered similar comments about the multiplicity of issues 

involved in the departures. Elmice refmed to a build up of circmstances in Barb's 

We, a build up which finally resulted in her decision to leave the school: 

Hmm...j ust a build up of things I guess. There wasn't one particular 
incident. Like she never got into any serious trouble. Her grades 
weren't that good, I know. She was . . . smart . . . she just didn't try. 
Like, she didn't care. And last year things weren't too good with her 
roommate. 

Another student friend of two leavers described the decision making process 

as a result of the balancing of the forces at play in her Wends' lives. Lois 

commented by using the term "weighting of things:" 

For Joanne and Samantha it wasn't so much wanting to leave. It 
wasn't so much that they didn't like [the school], you know. I don't 
drink it was so much that as like a weighting [sic] of things . . . . I 
never really sensed that they wanted to leave. 

Ruby, a friend of another leaver, June, said simply, "I think it was a lot of 

things. She wanted a change of schools . . . . She had her reasons." 

Parents offered obsecvations confirming that many issues played a role in 

their child's decision to leave the school. Parents explained in more detail the 

attrition causes from the outset of the interviews than did the students. One parent, 

Hugh, explained how the presence of many factors, including a physical injury, 

greatly influenced his son Ralph's decision to leave the school: 

Ralph bad made the . . . basketball team. He felt he had to get . . . in 
shape . . . this was a t d e  set back for him because the wrist [injuryj 
wasn't improving . . . . I t h .  that he was womed about that too. All 
of these hctors came into being. There was [sic] many, many factors 
that came into bearing on that [decision to leave]. 



Another parent, obviously wished to be helpll but felt considerable difficulty 

in offering a concise explanation as why her child left the school. Deirdre finally 

exclaimed in a most exasperated and apologetic tone of voice, "Sorry. It's mfilly 

dzficult to get to the bottom of this. It's just so complicated!" 

Teachers attested to the existence of many issues involved in a leaver's 

decision making process. Pat, a teacherhousemaster in charge of one of the 

school's student residences, spoke ofthe many issues at play for Barb, a student in 

Pat's residence," I can't think of any one thing [reason]. I certainly talked to Barb's 

mom and Barb." 

Another teacher, Candace, made a suggestion as to why sometimes it may 

appear that a single incident or issue represents the reason for a student's 

withdrawal. People sometimes attempt to explain in the simplest of terms what 

instead appears to be a very complex phenomenon. Candace referred to one factor 

acting as the Lightening rod which leads to a situation of "kicking the cat," in the 

evolution of the leaving process: 

Candace: [A teacher] at the school . . . was, certainly fiom the adult 
point of view, a bit of a lightening rod. [She] was gathering all the 
frustration that was milling around generally. It all got laid on [her] . . 
. . All the anxiety about life . . . parents. About [ the roommate]. It 
drew it all into that one point. 
SC: It became the focal point. 
Candace: Yeah. 
SG: Interesting. We all look for something [upon which to 
take out our fhstrations]. 
Candace: It's called kicking the cat . . . . And [teacher] was the cat 
for a while. And it wasn't anyttung to do with [the teacher]. [She] 
happened to be the one standing there at the right time at the right 
place. 

Betty, another teacherhousemaster, reflected for a moment about attrition and 

concluded that for any of these cases of student attrition, the causes may be rooted 



in background family issues, school issues, and/or personal issues. Betty explained: 

With any of these kids, it could be anywhere firom family problems, 
past present, f d y  issues, it could be issues of the school . . . some of 
the challenges they face here, some of the pressures they put on 
themselves here . . . . It could be mything . . . dif]Ficulty living in a 
residential setting, difliculty with structure. I honestly think it's a lot of 
things. 

Personal Backgromd Issues 

Many studies (e.g. Allen & Nelson, 1987; Johnson, 1994; Pascarella, 1982; 

Tinto, 1993; Waldo, 1982) note that personal background plays a role in the 

decision of students to withdraw fkom their university or college. This study affirms 

that concept. 

Each of the twelve student leaves had some issue(s) relating to herhis 

personal situation which influenced directly hisher decision to leave the school. As 

one might predict fiom the literature, these personal issues later had the effect of 

combining with other school-related factors, e.g. social, academic, or extracurricular 

in nature, which the student encountered once having enrolled in the school. The 

net result, of course, meant that the students decided to withdraw fkom the school. 

Often, the students spoke initially about these personal issues in general 

terms, making reference to the issues with phrases such as cbfamily things." Then, as 

we entered into a more detailed examiflation of those issues, the inte~ewees 

elaborated upon the details involved. 

Deanis, for example, first referred directly to his personal family problems. 

They were ever- present in his mind as he attempted to deal with his new school 

~oundiogs: 



It wasn't the school itself. It was several factors. It was like [my] 
home situation [that] I wanted to deal with. Some family things. Like 
they were going on at home before I even decided to go to boarding 
school . . . every single time I called home or wanted to go home for 
the weekend the problems were still there. And they were getting 
worse. So I wanted to be there to deal with them . . . once I looked 
back on it I realised how much it really did affect my Life at that point 
in time. 

Then, Dennis desmid the tremendous anxiety he felt accumulating as a 

result of these personal issues. He viewed it all as blocks piling up in his world to 

create pressures on him. The first block related to his personal home problems: 

1 think looking back now, I would probably say it was, well it was 
everythmg stacked on top of each other. The fact that 1 had bad home 
problems was like one block. And then the fact that all the people at 
the school, like, basically alienated me was another block which built 
on top of that, which kind of like enhanced everythmg else. And then 
the fact that I felt I didn't belong either in borne location] or [the 
school] was another block. So it just all built up . . . together, it just 
amplified everythurg . . . . problems at home which were constantly 
bothering me at school and at home. 

For each of the twelve leaven, personal issues clearly influenced the way in 

which she or he attempted to cope with life while enrolled in the school. In order 

for a student to remain enrolled, as teachedhousemastet, Pat, stated, there must be 

something about the students' personal constitution that allows her or him to be 

happy at the school, to find her or his own niche: 

I think a lot of it [the students' willingness to stay] has to 
do with whether they have what it takes to be happy here. 
And that's different for everybody. We offer an a d  lot. 
It's whether they find a niche or not. 

This supports Tinto's (1993) assertion that as students find their niches, the 

closer they exist to the culture's cote group, the stronger the tendency for the 



students to persist. The closer those niches become to the periphery, the more 

margmahsed those students become and the greater the likelihood of their leaving. 

The Nature of the Personal Issues: 'Baggagen which 
Set the Stage for Withdrawal 

Personal background orientations can take on a myriad of €oms with regard 

to the issue of student persistence (University System, 1994). In this study a variety 

of personal issues set the stage as to whether a student "has what it takes to be 

happy here," as Pat suggested. In all but three instances, the student leavers 

themselves, or their families, spoke directly about the details of the personal 

scenarios involved. In the remaining thee cases, the ones of the utmost delicacy, I 

learned the details instead fiom the student leavers' teachers and/or close fiends. 

These personal issues included parameters such as physical size, personality 

traits, age, maturity, habits of substance abuse, family home life, sexuality, and 

physical health. These issues ultimately figured into a pattern which prevented the 

student fkom joining into the life of the school and, ultimately, choosing to remain 

enrolled. 

Stan, a school official, talked about the sigdicance ofthis personal attrr'bute 

dimension which prevented students fiom integrating successfidly into the life of the 

school. This supports Tinto's (1 993) position regarding student adjustment and its 

link to personality. Stan suggested that one could predict student withdrawal based 

upon personal attributes. Although Stan referred to new student leavers in his 

comment here, he in fact broadened the application of his thoughts by having 

included a returning student, Alice. Stan commented about mating into the 

school community and how personal "baggage" can interfere with that process so 

dramatically: 



Coming as a new student, you've got to cut the mustard 
[prove yourself] . . . and number one is people skills . . . 
ahead of anythg. Number one is that you have to have 
tbat open person, which Benny didn't have. Alice had the 
stressful baggage [ f d y  issues fkom home]. And 
therefore they became ditticult people to be part of a team 
or be part of a house or part of a f d y  or part of an 
affiliated community. Their interpersonal skills which are 
affected.. .by their fears and by their self esteem affected 
so often by siblings and parents affects how they walk 
[carry themse1vesl in the house. There are people on the 
fitst day in a residence at a boarding school . . . [who, as 
with] the majority of people, come in the fist day . . . 
[having] the sense that they'll be affiliated [into the school 
community]. The fit is there . . . and in every one of these 
[the students who left the school], there was a message at 
the i n t e ~ e w  stage . . . you could predict [that they would 
leave the school]. Yes . . . you get the message [about 
affiliation concerns] number one because often there could 
be one significant, I hate to use this phrase, sort of 
unusual event in their life, because often it could be a 
separated family or it could be the pressure of the parents 
or it could be low self- esteem. [It] is very big in boarding 
schools for adolescents. Low self esteem is one of the 
biggest issues such that they come in and we don't know 
[that they are this way] . . . . When you have people who 
are less communicative at the interview stage, you have a 
harder time reading them . . . and certain pressures come 
on students and they behave in a certain way and that can 
hurt or destroy their fiiendships [here at the school]. 

In this study, each leaving student carried some "personal baggage" into the 

school. These attributes revealed themselves as p o w d  forces in helping to draw 

the students back out of the school once they had enrolled. 



Physical Injurry 

With Ralph, for example, so much of his baggage centred about a very 

serious physical injwy which occurred prior to enrolment. This injury bore directly 

upon his sense of self and his conttriution to the school. Ralph's teacher, Rodney, 

made the following observation. This supports the assertion of Goldberg & 

Chandler (1989) regarding the importance to male students of athleticism as it 

pertains to their status among peers: 

What I found out after the fact, as his advisor, was that Ralph and his 
parents saw him as the great family basketball hope . . . he really 
defined himself as an athlete . . . . When he came to us it was really 
unclear as to whether he'd play basketball again . . . so when he came 
to us he was very much a bundle of uncertainty . . . . He defined 
himself as a superior athlete more so than as a student. 

Ralph enrolled in the school with that physical disability, one which totally 

hampered his ability to play his chosen sport. Ralph disclosed that, "I felt that my 

wrist wasn't really healthy and I couldn't really play basketball." 

Hugh, Ralph's father' reflected upon his son's feelings about tbis injury and 

the impact this had upon Ralph. He felt that he had let the school down very early 

in the year: 

When he first got there I can remember him saying that people were 
saying that he was going to be the saviour of the basketball team. And 
I think that put a lot of pressure on him, more than maybe even I knew 
about. 

In the context of that physical impairment, which saddened Ralph so much, 

he began to miss his home. This added to Ralph's feelings of pain while he lived at 

school and at a great distance from his home. As Rodney descri'bed, '?he kid had 

never left home before . . . . He'd never been away fiom his parents for longer than 

a weekend." Jim, Ralph's roommate, noted that Ralph longed to be with his father 



again, and that Ralph "like, really missed his father. He got homesick really bad 

supposedly . . . . He was on the phone a lot, always talking to his father." 

Physical S&e, MaturUy, and Age 

Physical size played a prominent role in two students' decision to withdraw 

tiom the school. Size proved to be one of Todd's, a student leaver, more 

distinguishing characteristics. His physical size clearly influenced negatively 

Todd's enjoyment of school life, his afliliation, in combination with other personal 

attriiutes including his younger age relative to his classmates and the commensurate 

lack of mature social skills. All of this contributed to his decision to leave. 

Personal attributes can have the effect of marginalizing students, placing them 

outside the mainstream of the student social circles. This places students at risk of 

withdrawing (Tinto, 1993). Stan talked about Todd and the effects that size, age, 

and other unique personal traits have upon students at the school as they attempt to 

cope within the school community in this regard: 

He's [Todd] a unique case because of his age and physical size . . .and 
that's huge. Size, it is [a] huge [problem]! . . . Being too big is a huge 
issue . . . . Whenever you're on the extreme, the edge, of any program 
at he school, you're at risk. So, the guy who's the tallest left [the 
school]. The guy who's the smallest, the guy who's the fattest, the girl 
who's the tbinnest and bulhnic. They have incredible sense of where 
they stand in their community and I would also say that your brightest 
student and your weakest academic student . . . is at risk of leaving. 
Because the community may not be serving their needs as well. 
Someone has to be there by definition. 

Candace talked about Todd in this light. Having physical, athletic abilities 

can be very usefbl in %tting id'within the student culture, especially for an 

adolescent male (Goldberg & (3uemfler, 1989). With Todd, however, his obvious 

lack of such ability had the opposite effect. A boy with strong academic skills but 



without any athletic slulls will not go "nearly as fiu" socially: 

He was . . . about nine feet high . . . and yet way too young looking . . . 
incredibly bright, [but] really non-athletic . . . a huge, gangly guy . . . 
number one, right off the bat, is the social [aspect of life at the school]. 
Fitting in . . . Todd was five years ahead of himself academically. Five 
years behind himself socially . . . he'd Live with the computer . . . the 
girls thought he was scary. The boys . . . tried to avoid him . . . . The 
older kids are not going to sidle up to someone like that too fast . . . . 
Athletic prowess is an automatic acceptance factor whereas other 
things aren't necessarily automatic factors. Like, being good at 
computers isn't going to get you nearly as far. 

Tony, one of Todd's acquaintances, commented as to how Todd was actually 

shunned by others in the community. Tony attributed this to Todd's lack of 

maturity: 

He tried to get involved with the community, but it seemed that the 
more he tried, the more he was kind of shunned by the comm unity... he 
would just say things that you would normally only say to a close 
friend, only he'd do it to people who weren't close fiiends to him . . . 
and they'd kind of look at him like he was being odd. What he was 
trying to do was get a fiend and didn't know how . . . . I don't know 
if it was age. It was certainly a factor, that's for sure. Yeah, it was 
age. He was certainly smart enough to cope with the curriculum but 
maybe he wasn't mature enough to cope with the social pressures. 

Dave, another of Todd's fiiends, mentioned Todd's physical size, too. Dave 

refers also to Todd's social maturity combined with his high level of intelligence as 

issues with Todd's personal atbriutes. 

There's one thing that made him Merent fiom everyone else. He was 
a lot bigger than everyone in his grade . . . [size] can be a bit of an 
issue as far as acceptance, maybe a little bit. But it's probably more 
[the lack of ] emotional maturity. Although he had the raw intelligence 
to work at the [grade] level I don't think he really identified with the 
grade . . . in tenns of his social level . . . . I do think that he was 
probably lonely . . . he made a lot of weird comments but he was not 



that socially capable so his comments were strange . . . . I guess it was 
a developing sense of humour . . . his voice was kind of finmy . . . . 
His mouth was disproportionately small . . . he was probably a pretty 
unusual intelligence for [that] grade. 

Another male leaver lacked the same sort of physical prowess as did Todd. 

This, again in combination with other personal factors, placed the student very much 

at risk in the school environment. Oae teacherhouseparent talked about this boy as 

an "extreme." He said that, "he was very sigdicantly different." This clearly 

worked against the boy's feelings of comfort within the school. The housemaster 

talked about the ways in which this student's lack of physicaVathletic ability caused 

him humiliation in front of other male students: 

He was overwhelmed by that [having to engage in the physical 
activity]. He had never done anything like that before. He said the 
other boys who were on the team always said that he wasn't [doing the 
same task] as they had [to do]. They had experience . . . and he didn't. 
So right then he was labeled a sort of a weaker [boy]. [His mannerisms 
were] very effeminate. Very effeminate. He didn't have the strength or 
the savvy. At one point one of the other kids had to [assume his task]. 
And he felt really demeaned. And then they teased him about it . . . . 
He felt trapped . . . . He wasn't athletic. So he wasn't used to getting 
that kind of exercise. I mean . . . he was embarrassed. 

In this study, issues of mental health substantially affected two students' 

abilities to cope in the school environment. A housemaster addressed this issue with 

regard to two students. One of them questioned her own sexuality. As a result, she 

felt afraid, alone, threatened, and extraordinarily uuhappy within the school 

environment. She found boys "vulgar" and yet did not feel comfortab1e around girls 

either. With boys always present, and with other girls socializing easily with those 



males and with each other, she could not fit into circles of fiends that had become 

established. Said one housemaster, 

She was an unusual female . . . she found that her beliefs couldn't be 
valwd or respected in a setting Like that. She had a lot of questions 
about her own sexuality, and was terribly afiaid and unsettled. She felt 
threatened, not physically, but mentally . . . because she was 
surrounded by what she considered to be loud, vulgar boys . . . . But 
she realized that only afker she had been at the school a very short time 
. . . she couldn't live like that here . . . . And she was just so offended 
by having or being expected to be part of that [social] group that she 
simply coullh 't be part of. . . . It was a temiile thing. A really 
terrible thing. 

From another perspective, the student's roommate, Lois, talked about what it 

was like living with this girl, and confinned that at the same time, she also could not 

fit into the subculture of that girls student residence. Inside the residence was a very 

"feminine " culture, and therefore not suitable for her either. The other girls in the 

house acted as stereotypical females. Not fitting into a residence culture meant that 

this particular student had no female fiends and so was uncomfortable at least 

'Yorty percent" of the time at school: 

SG: Is that a problem? . . . . Does it matter when you're living in a 
single gender house that you have no 6iends fiom the same gender? 
Lois: It would. Because you're spending like maybe what, like forty 
percent of your time at [schooq inside the house, right? And you're 
with the girls. Iffor some reason she didn't, I don't know why, but she 
didn't get along with girls well, or she didn't associate very well with 
them, so, um, maybe she was unhappy for that percentage of time 
every day and then maybe that's why she decided to leave. 
SG: So she just didn't fit in with the girls. 
Lois: We& she was sort of masculine. Very masculine . . . . The way 
she talked and stuff like that. 
SG: Does that mean that people made fim of her? 
Lois: Well, mybe. Because people, like, saw that and they're, like, 
well maybe she's Merent and they don't wanaa9 get to h o w  her, kind 



of thing. 'Cause [the residential house] is kind of, the girls in there are 
your stereotypical ldnd of f d e s  . . . . Maybe if it was a Merent 
house . . . where there's a lot of dzflerent kinds of girls, it might have 
been different. 
SG: Oh, so you would categorize Fouse] as being a sort of 
particularly fen in ine house? 
Lois: Yes. Yes. That's how I see it. 

Another student faced similar issues. His housemaster dealt with this student 

through many issues while he was at the school. In this school, being heterosexual 

and having a girhyfhend becomes challenge enough. Being homosexual created 

many more problems for the student. This made it hom%ly difficult for him to cope 

within the school culture. From the housemaster's explanation, it became evident 

that this student was ready for a close homosexual relationship. This meant that he 

eventually had crossed a "line" of acceptable standards in the residence culture: 

Housemaster: So he was another person who was very different. 
He had questions about his sexuality . . . . He really was having strong 
feelings that he was homosexual and had always had those feelings. 
And I don't think a boarding school was the right place [for him] . . . . 
1 think he was lost. I think he came to us lost. And I think his parents 
couldn't help him because of what they're going duough themselves 
[socially] . . . . 
SG: The idea of sexuality, is it particularly ditticult to have 
those inclinations and survive in a boarding school? 
Housemaster: I think so. I think it is. I thiuk there's so much confusion 
associated with adolescence as it is. Ifthe person already feels that they are 
homosexual, maybe when they're an adult and can sort of make sense of the 
world in general and have some privacy about their own preferences. But 
there's no privacy at a boarding school for s e d  preferences . . . . But I 
think in his case, he was on the edge of really looking for that one person . . 
. . So it was already moving in this direction. So it was already 
beginning to be noticed . . . and no matter where you go, you're seen. 
And the information is passed very quickly on. I'd say there's not a 
whole lot of give for having sexual preferences . . . . There's definitely 
a h e .  He's on a road of self  destruction . . . . I don't drink he had the 



common sense to realize he couldn't pursue his sexual preferences at a 
boarding school. I don't think he realized that. 

Adriane's personality trait as a person of extraordinary sensitivity placed her 

at risk of leaving once she found herselfin the school's environment. Wendy taked 

about Adriane's unusual personality as being ''other worldly" and as someone who 

needed a very strong sense of belonging to a community. This made Adriane very 

different from the other students at school: 

Wendy: She's another extreme. Highly sensitive . . . . She's one 
of those people who is very spiritual . . . . She is very, very sensitive 
and very deeply affected by other people's moods . . . very deeply. 
She's also in her personality a very, very emotional person, very 
passionate person . . . . Someone like that weds to be in a highly 
stable environment where things are predictable . . . she needs a sense 
of home and she needs a sense of community. And she needs to feel 
safe. It's very important for her . . . .very unusual girl . . . . Extreme. 
SC: What you're saying to me is that this is not the norm. 
Most kids are somewhere in the middle. 
Wendy: Yeah. Yeah. 

Five student leavers experienced firmily issues of such magnitude that these 

influenced their decisions to leave the school. Dennis talked about the fact that he 

had to deal with personal and family issues. This gave him a perspective on life, a 

background, such that he felt he could not share common feehgs with others at the 

school. Tinto (1993) talks about this in tenns of incongruence with the social 

elements of the school culture. Dennis dealt with things by turning to Qugs. This 

"baggage" compouuded his problems enormously: 



And I come fiom such a different background fiom most people at [the 
school] . . . . I've seen a lot more, been through a lot more shit than 
most people my age . . . . Experiencing life in general . . . . I've lived 
with many [people] who've been total assholes. I've just seen a lot of 
shit, more than most [people my age] have seen . . . it just gave me a 
different outlook on everythmg.. . .my parents don't care about me. I had 
a drug habit when I went to [the school] . . . . I had low self esteem . . 
. . It's not fun . . . . I was so messed up . . . . I was going downbill. 

Samantha, too, had family issues with which to deal. These clearly had a 

strong impact upon her while she attended school. Two of Samantha's fiends 

talked about that family situation. Sally saw Samantha as one who Wed the school 

but felt a strongly negative influence fkom her home We: 

Things were going pretty badly with her family situation and [she] 
wanted to get home and sort of try to . . . sort that out . . . things are 
really tough for her. 

Paula codinned this about Samantha. Paula referred to the nature of the 

problems as very unusual, very different, '"pretty crazy:" 

Samantha loved it here but she had some pretty crazy family problems . . 
. . She could have had other problems too. She really did like it here but 
she needed to sort out her family problems. 

Samantha spoke about that family situation in more detail. That very negative 

feeling fiom home had a profound impact upon her wanting to leave the school: 

I was just sometimes Mhappy. Then I'd start thinkiag about leaving . . 
. . It wasn't unhappiness with the school. It was unhappiness withthe 
like outside situations, things that were occurring at home . . . I was 
beginning to feel more and more uncomfortable coming home on the 
weekends, which I was doing a lot of. . . every weekend I'd come home 
and we'd fight . . . . When I went back to school I'd be unhappy about 
that. 



Andy, Samantha's dad, talked about the family We having created 

circumstances that made the %t9' not right with the school at that time. This may 

relate to Tinto's (1993) reference to the lack of fit arising f5om a lack of social 

congruence with the preferences and values of her peers. Andy commented that in 

this case, the family dynamics contributed to that lack of congruence for Samantha: 

A different time, Merent circumstances, you know, Samantha and [the 
school] would have been an excellent fit. In some ways last year it was 
still an excellent fit. The times and circumstances were just not right. 
The circumstances of the family situation. 

June experienced difFicult f d y  issues in her Life as well. Her parents' 

marriage had just disintegrated prior to her re-enrolment in the school. The 

traumatic effect of all ofthis upon June while at school when she found out about 

the situation fiom her mother caused June to ''panic," in Wendy's terms. This led to 

a marked decline in June's desire to achieve at school or to be interested in the work 

she was supposed to accomplish. 

Family issues played a slightly different role in Alice's life at the school. She 

felt under enormous pressure to be at the school, to do extremely well, and to please 

her family in the process. This proved to be a strong factor in her decision to leave 

the school. She had made herself an isolate, as Tinto (1 993) refers to it. Stan 

explained the family pressures in Alice's life as having negatively influenced her 

experience at the school and caused her to isolate herself within the school: 

When Alice came to the school there would be a f& amount of pressure 
on her, both [fiom] her personality and from the parents ... When she 
arrived at the school she had a very competitive personality and had to 
be the best, had to be recognised as the best. Therefore [she] became 
very high maintenance in the residence by way of bemg demanding and 
puttiug pressure, being verbally aggressive . . . . Therefore she became 
isdated at times . . . those fators . . . were already at play before she 
came . . . her sociaVemotional dif6culties at the school exacerbated an 



already stressed relationship with the parents . . . huge [pressure], in her 
personality, very competitive, had to be the best, had to be seen to be 
the best, had to be seen to be the most popular . . . many of these 
students come with some [personal] baggage. 

Alice explained in her own words the kind of pressure she felt to achieve 

while at the school, including fiom the school itself: 

I was under a lot more presswe . . . to do well . . . . I don't how,  I 
guess I just found there was pressure coming at me fiom every way to, 
you know, do well and live up to every promise that I'd made to be good 
and stuff and I don't know, I found that was a little too much pressure . . 
. my parents didn't really believe in me . . . I tried to come up with some 
ways that I could change who I was and I kinda' took the wrong way out 
. . . I'd say it was pressure that 1 put on myself. . . . I saw myself as 
never doing as good as I could, no matter how hard I was trying . . . 
maybe in terms of support fiom my parents and what I saw for myself, it 
wasn't all there. 

Alice went on to say how she felt threatened by her f d y  in the process 

while at the school. This added to her pressures: 

I found it kind of funny how my parents seemed to use [the school] in a 
way just because, I mean when 1 wanted to be there if I wasn't 
working hard enough or if I was not, you know, being up to standard, 
they would use it as a threat to say, you know, well you're not going to 
go back there next year or we're going to pull you out of there right 
now. 

Alice's mother, Angela, acknowledged that pressure on her daughter. Angela, 

however, viewed the pressure as primarily a result of Alice's personality. This made 

it ddficult for her to cope with residential school life: 

I want to start here by saying that ninety percent of the problem here is 
Alice's and not the school's. Alice is really lacking in maturity and 
she is by nature impulsive and very independent minded and she can be 

and she can be stubborn and you put a l l  that together, she's not a 
good candidate for boarding schooi . . . . I just knew that she could not 
keep this up forever. 



Betty, Alice's housemaster at the school, confinned the pressures under 

which Alice was operating while at the school: 

Alice had a real di8ticult time dealing with the pressure that was 
coming fiom herself and fiom her parents in order to produce quality 
work . . . academically, socially, in the [curriculum] program. Every 
facet . . . A lot of pressure was on her. 

In a diffefent way, Adriane referred to family issues having directly affected 

her life at the school and acting as a strong incentive for Adriane to withdraw. This, 

as Adriane explained, acted in combination with many factors. She became utterly 

desperate for social reassurance, which she could not find at school: 

Partly it . . . had to do with, I guess, my mom too. 'Cause 1 never got to 
see my mom when I was at boarding school. And so I was really, like, 
our relationship was not that good . . . because I was like losing touch 
with my friends at [school] and things were fading there . . . like, I 
needed some reassurunce. Like, I didn't know what I would do. I think 
I was just like really scared. There was a lot of things inside of me. 1 
was sort of like fkeaking out about everythmg. And everything was 
happening so fast. And I couldn't do anythmg about it. 

Later Adolescence 

Comments about, and &om, five ofthe leaving students indicated that later 

adolescence, and the maturity it can bring, played a factor in the strength of the 

attraction away fiom the school. In some cases, the older "leaving" students had a 

longer time period in which to develop strong fiendship relationships back at home 

prior to enrolling. In other cases, these older students needed to expand their social 

horizons, and experience the freedom gained by living at home and being with old 

friends on a daily basis. 

One leaver's friend, Dave, still at the school, talked about Joanne's departure 

in terms of her age and maturity. At her age, she felt socially ''trapped" at the 

school: 



Dave: The freedom. The partying. . . . She felt trapped at [the school]. 
SC: Is that a common feeling here? 
Dave: Yeah . . . . The little rules . . . . There' s just a lot of rules that 
by the time you're eighteen or nineteen you don't feel like you should 
have to adhere to. Some people get tired of it more quickly than others . 
. . . I've heard a lot of people say well my parents would let me do it 
and I'm old enough to make decisions for myself so why should they tell 
me I can't? 
SG: Is this a prevalent sense or is it one or two people? 
Dave: This would be quite prevalent, I think, in the senior grades . . . . 
12'13, maybe a little bit in grade 1 1 . . . . A lot of people felt that they 
have outgrown [the school] . . . . And they can live with it when they're 
in grade 1 1 and they're 16 . . . but by the time they're 18 they're just 
itching to leave . . . really itching to leave 

Joanne's father, Mario, and her mother, Linda, talked about their daughter's 

age, too, in this context. Joanne had reached adulthood at the age of seventeen: 

Mario: When she went to [the school] she was at a certain age and 
a bit hard to live with occasionally. But she's much more mature now. 
SG: Do you sense a difference between a fifteen year old and a 
seventeen year old? 
Mario: Oh, she's an adult . . . she looks after herself. 
SG: And . . . do you think this was a factor in any way? 
Mario: Oh yes. She's changed a lot. She's stronger 
Linda: Yeah. I do think [so]. 
Mario: She didn't [say] it [directly] but I think she's very aware of 
that . . . . 
Linda: But I think that . . . by the time she's seventeen going oa 
eighteen, she likes the more sophisticated environment . . . I think the 
first year she absolutely loved it . . . she could hardly wait to go back . . . 
And somehow that came unstuck . . . partly she's just older. 

With that maturity, for Joanne, also came a strong desire to enjoy the social 

life she had enjoyed at home rather than at the school. Two of her fiends, Dave 

and Paula, talked about Joarme's social needs. Paula noted that Joanne's social Life 

at home "was very important to her and I think it was too much of a switch for her 



to come here." Dave confirmed this by suggesting that "her [Joanne's] image was 

so important . . . it [the image] couldn't be more opposite ends of the spec- 

between what she was [at home] and when she was [at school]." 

Adriane also talked about her age and the effect it had upon her need to leave 

the school. She saw herself as having matured and said, "I think I'm just more 

interested in life right now . . . . Maybe just, I guess, growing up a bit." 

Samantha explained things fiom her perspective regarding the age at which 

she came to the school. The age factor made it too diflicult for her to remain at the 

school. Socially, she had her adult-like relationships established already at home. 

Had she started at the school at a younger age, things likely would have worked out 

differently for her regarding her tenure at the school: 

If1 had started going to [the school] in grade nine, I don't think I would 
have come home either. I think I just started the wrong year . . . . Just 
because I think when you start in grade eleven, or anywhere in your 
senior years, you're gonna' have a very good group of friends fiom 
where you're fkom . . . it's inevitable that you're gonna' have like one 
friend or group of fiiends that you're goma' stay in touch with for a long 
time. So that's difficult . . . .. But I think i f 1  had've come . . . in grade 
nine, I would've been at [the school] right 'ti1 I graduated . . . . I think 
as you grow older the bonds between you and your 6iends become 
deeper. It's more of an adult relationship. It's really sort of difficult to 
leave that. 

June's maturation played a role, too, in her decision to leave. She soon "came 

of age" and found herself wanting to leave because she had matured. June and her 

mother, Deirdre, explained it all as a natural development: 

June: Like, going to [the school], I absolutely loved [it] . . . . I 
did. At first. By the end of two years, I wanted to be in [a different] city 
again . . . . I was two years younger then . . . . 
Deirdre: Yes, it's a teenage thing. . . and she hadn't got to that yet. 
Jane: 1 didn't want to go to parties and stuff on the weekends . . . 
at twelve . . . and at fourteea, I did. . . I cbanged a lot during the . . . 



years I was at [the school] . . . . I hit my teenage years sort of as a 
natural development 

IaSecuMes 

Other persod factors constitute a form of emotional "baggage" which 

accompanied the departing students. These factors, because they are of an internal 

nature and seem to be in the natural make-up of the students concerned, appear 

vague in nature and so become more diflicult to describe. Sarah, for example, 

enrolled in the school as a girl with rather unusual insecurities and personal fears. 

Julie, Sarah's mom, commented upon the insecure nature of their daughter and how 

one teacher told the parents that Sarah's insecurities may be more than the school 

could accommodate: 

She [the teacher] said something to the effect that she felt Sarah was 
really insecure. And that she didn't h o w  if the school would be able 
to get her through the situation, if they would be able to get her enough 
support or whatever to get her through her feelings of insecurity . . . . I 
guess we all sort of knew that she was insecure. She has a nice bubbly 
personality but that's not always the secure personality. 

Sarah talked about her own personality. Her personality required her to find 

support through a special "companion" when sleeping in a hotel. Without the social 

equivalent of that companion at her school, Sarah felt all the more insecure, "It's 

like . . . I sleep with a teddy bear. If1 go to a hotel and don't bring my teddy bear, I 

can't go to sleep It's kind of like that ." 
Sarah reacted to an incident at the school. Her reaction seemed unusually 

severe, given the rather benign nature of the circumstances fiom other peoples' 

perspectives. In the context of Sarah's personality, however, the incident took on 

signiscant proportions in her life. She became unusually reclusive. Her parents 

explained: 



Eugene: Another kid it wouldn't have affected . . . And then she 
started to withdraw [psychologically] . . . . 
Julie: Sarah has a lot of feats that are really quite, if she ever 
tells you some of them, are really quite humourous because they're so 
very childish and she knows that. 

Riscilla had issues at play in her Life that seem to arise, at least in part, fiom 

her background. At home, she was accustomed to a very independent Life style. She 

may not have been ready for the kinds of changes necessary for living in a 

residential school. Tinto (1993) referred to this as encountering an entirely new set 

of social skills appropriate to the residential We. He said that for such people, 

adjustment becomes especially stressll as they encounter academic as well as 

social forms of adjustment This certainly applied to Priscilla. Her dad, Don, 

explained it as taking a "mammoth leap" psychologically: 

I think the big step for us was going fiom pretty, ya' know, [a] pretty 
distinct independence situation . . . no siblings at home, run of the house 
. . . and then going right fiom there not only into private school but right 
into boarding school without having ever been to sununer camp or away 
fiom home or any of these things, which I think was a . . . mamrnorh 
leap. 

Priscilla's house parent, Betty, talked about the way Priscilla behaved once at 

the school. Betty had great difficulty in understanding Riscilla's needs as a student 

because Priscilla became so sad and socially withdrawn: 

She mscilla] seemed really sad all the time. She slept a lot. And I 
think without labelling (her] too much, she may have been somewhat 
depressed . . . . There just was no spark in her eye . . . I felt at a loss of 
words [with her]. I didn't know what inspired her. 

Don, Priscilla's dad, and Jillian, her mom, commented upon their daughter's 

state of miad. Don suggested that he had to play psychologist in this matter. His 

daughter was very N e t ,  and revealed only small amounts of idiomation and only 



when prompted by the issues arising during the interview process. Priscilla 

confim~ed Don's and Jillian's explanations of Priscilla's state of mind while at the 

school: 

Don: You were so determined to not let homesickness get you . . 
. you didn't have any release like at ail. You weren't showing any 
emotions of being homesickness [sic] and she was, you know, 
everydung's great and I'm doing this and I'm doing that and I think, in 
retrospect, that pressure built up . . . and then it built up and built up and 
you kind of said to hell with it. 
Priscilla: Yeah . . . . It was sort of like that. 'Cause when I went I 
knew . . . that I'd sort of have to adjust or whatever, and so 1 just [let 
on that] everythmg's fine you know it's great . . . . So, the fact that I 
was having a hard time adjusting, 1 just kind of ignored that . . . I 
expected it and so I just kind of ignored it when it came. And then after 
a while it never really changed. You know, it's like wait a minute here! . 
. . When I realised that I hadn't adjusted that well, and stuff, I just, I just 
was like 'K, no more. I don't want to try anymore . . . . 
Don: I think it was a pressure build up. And when she snapped, 
she snapped. And that's the downside of the practical toughness. 

Sally, a friend of Riscilla's and one who lived in the residential house with 

her, reflected upon Riscilla's behaviour while at the school. Sally talked about 

Priscilla's obvious personal discomfort with living among large groups of people, a 

theme which Priscilla discussed herselfin more detail as related in Chapter Five: 

Like, Priscilla was in my house and she had a lot of emotional problems . 
. . . She was sort of compulsive. She was just sort of unhappy in 
general, had never been away from home. I just don't think [she] knew 
how to deal with living with a group of people. 

Lack of personal confidence played a role, too, in Joanne's life, particularly 

when combined with her competitive personality and status as an older student. Her 

house parent, Betty, explained that Joanne " W t  have the confidence to go 



ahead with a number of things," and that she lacked in the confidence necessary to 

risk failure at a social level. 

Mark, a fiend of Joanne's, contributed to our understanding her personal 

profile. He noted that Joanne felt more comfortable among different types of ofople 

in her home dage: 

Joanne was a totally different person here than she is in [her home town] 
. . . the whole [school] atmosphere [bere] . . . . Just different people all 
together . . . she just wanted to be back in that whole . . . scene . . . like, 
there's the biggest party in [her home town] this weekend and we're 
stuck here! 

Paula, another really close friend of Joanne's commented on the issue of 

personal confidence as it pertains to life within this school. Paula noted that 

confidence Lies at the root of being able to be yourself and, so, accepted and 

comfortable within the school. Paula felt that Joanne lacked this confidence and 

commensurate comfort level while enrolled at the school: 

I think you can be whoever you want here, as long as you're confident in 
that. I think that's probably where Joanne was wrong [for here], wasn't 
able . . . wasn't confident that she wanted to be like that here. I mean, 
Joanne . . . had a pretty good confidence problem . . . she didn't feel 
comfortable being herself here. 

A third fiend, Dave, commented, too, about Joanne. He felt very certain that 

"she had low self esteem." 

Strongly independent PmonalUy 

Barb, a departing student, exhiibited yet a different personality trait. Barb 

demonstrated unusual independence. This characteristic made for a dBcult 

existence at the residential school. This ultimately helped lead to her decision to 

leave as she explained: 



: Would you consider yourselfparticularly independent as a young 
woman?" 
Barb: Urn, yeah. Yeah. 
SG: Would you consider yourself. . . m d 1 y  independent for a [the 
school] student or about typical? 
Barb: Urn . . . I guess I'd probably be more independent I guess. Just 
'cause of my own background . . . . Yeah, I usually choose what I want 
todo . . . .  
SC: I wonder if that would make a difference to the way you were 
feeling. 
Barb: Yeah, I thiak so. Yeah. 

Cathy, Barb's mother, elaborated upon her daughter's personality . Cathy 

noted that Barb seemed determined to create conflict and get her own way: 

Barb, as a social being, is not prepared at this point in her life to be a 
follower, only a leader. If she did not join in, it would be because she is 
not prepared to move through the ranks in order to have a tum at being 
in charge. Her personality, at this point in her life, I think . . . [she] 
continued to have trouble sorting out her relationships with the other 
girls . . . [Barb has] such intense passions in terms of spending most of 
[her] time fighting and making up with whomever. Her own streak of 
being demanding; dominating; opinionated; seemed to occupy most of 
her time and thoughts . . . . Barb always has somebody on her hit list. 

Pat, Barb's house parent, concurred about Barb's personality. Pat said that 

Barb's personality probably left Barb inclined to be unhappy no matter where she 

attended school: 

Barb was never tem'bly happy here. And she was sent here partly 
because of her bebaviour . . . . Barb didn't take to structure well, didn't 
take to rules well. She's really strong headed girl. And that has 
obviously positives and negatives . . . . But Barb's the sort of person 
who might not be happy anywhere . . . the grass is always greener 
somewhere else . . . . 1 think it's firir to say she was a pretty negative 
sort . . . she complained about other girls. And she was very catty. 
There was a lot of negative undercwrents with Barb. She wasn't happy 



with a lot of things. She didn't Like a lot of people . . . . But she was 
one of those people I wondered if she'd be really happy anywhere . . . . 
Barb stepped on people. Insulted people. Even those really close to her. 
She wasn't one to tell people their positives or to boost people around 
her. That was maybe a self esteem problem of her own coming through. 
But she did step on others to make herself feel good. 

Summary 

Many factors played a role in students' Lives such that the students decided to 

withdraw fiom the school. In no case did any one single reason cause a student to 

leave. Similarly, no single event triggered that decision. Inte~ewees conveyed 

that each student brought personal characteristics and background issues with her or 
him into the school upon enrolment. These characteristics and issues played a 
profound role in the decision making process to withdraw fiom the school. 

In the next chapter, we investigate the powem influences within the school 
culture which the students encountered. The interaction between these cultural 
characteristics and the students' individual characteristics ultimately created an 
environment such that the twelve students felt that they must withdraw from the 
school. 



School Related Issues 

It's your friends and your social lifk at the school that make the 
daerence, I think If that loses its savour, it's hard for you to find 
it that interesting aftematd. (Mario, a parent) 

The interviewees established that each of the students who enrolled in the 

school brought with himher some personal "baggage" at the time of enrolment. 

Thus, each student possessed some personal attri'butes and/or experienced some 

form of personal issues in her or his life which placed that student at some risk of 

withdrawing once having enrolled in the school. 

In each case, several factors from within the school culture interacted with 

those personal issues in each student's life in a way that prompted him or her to 

decide to leave the school. The factors which ultimately resulted in each student's 

departure had a cumulative effect upon each student. The students ultimately 

withdrew fkom the school after having been enrolled for varying lengths of time. 

The shortest time enrolled was three months; the longest, two f i d  school years. 

This chapter examines the details of those interactional (Tinto, 1993) factors. 

Infomation provided from the inteniewees showed patterns, theme groups and 

subgroups, which save to illustrate the forces at work in the students' lives once 

enrolled. 

In this study, one broad thematic category embodies the overwhelming 

majority of data as explanations of attrition among these students. In each case, 

reasons classified under the umbrella heading of ''social," people-related issues, 

constitute the most prolific and most profound explanations for attrition among these 

twelve students. Social issues include the concepts of affiliation, fiends, 

housemaster and teacher relationships, roommates, old fiiends back home, new 
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friends' beliefs, rules, personal ptivacy, and the socially sheltered nature of the 

school . Other comparatively minor issues follow in the discussion. These include 

extracurricular concerns, academic matters, and issues of physical space. 

We begin with an examination first of the concept that students must m a t e  

with their school in order to become integrated into that community, and so, to 

choose to remain in it. Then, we examine the details of the related social issues 

which prevented the leavers from affiliating with the school community. 

Affiliation 

The literature on attrition refers to the necessity for students to feel 

connected, aiated, with other students and their teachers in order for the students 

to persist. Students must feel it worthwhile for them to invest psychologically and 

they must feel valued in their school. Social bonding, then, becomes a prerequisite 

to academic engagement in the school (Arhar & Kromrey, 1993). 

In this case study, the departing students fded to amate with the school 

community. These students became marghalised within the school after having 

enrolled. As a result, they left. 

Stan, a school official, remarked that the retention of students necessitates 

that they feel comected with the school community. Personal issues, he said, the 

psychological "baggage" the students brought into the school with them, can and 

did hinder that a5liation: 

If. . . a student feels m a t e d  to the schod [he/she will stay here], but 
because of her [or his] personality and the way she [or he] came in, we 
have a harder time m a t i n g  a lot of these people [who left]. There are 
reasons why we, as a school, could not cement the healthy, caring 
relationships . . . . So, for some students we do not achieve our 
mission. 



Many studies (e.g. Arhar & Kromrey, 1993; Eaton, Mitchell, & Jolley, 1991; 

Gallagher, 19%) demonstrate quite clearly that adolescents possess a strong need to 

aftiliate, to belong, to bond, with other people, and particularly with their peers. 

Other studies show that in order for affiliation to occur, adolescent students must 

find great social support fiom their friends (e.g. Gallagher, 1996; Goldberg & 

Chandler, 1989; Tinto, 1993). Students must also find a good relationship with 

teachers and/or other adults within the school community (e.g. Arhar & Kromrey, 

1993; Tinto, 1993). We now examine the leavers' experiences at the school &om 

these perspectives. 

The Need for Peer Friends 

Stan a5rmed that affiliation at the school necessitates finding a fiend. 

Adolescents, and particularly those attending school away fiom home, need 

someone to trust and help them with their own confidence. As for the quality of that 

tiiendship, Stan likened it to the kind one experiences with a spouse, a very close 

connection built upon trust and mutual support: 

Number one, atfiliation means having a tiiend. That's the huge issue 
for adolescents . . . . Why is it important having a fiend? We all wed 
someone whom we can trust, who we can contide in, basically 
someone who makes us feel good about our self. . . in our relationship 
with our spouse, it's there. We make each other feel good. We know 
the support, the mtch that provides in a relationship. There would be 
something about human nature which is calling out for that ... there is a 
need for us aU to feel wanted, respected, to feel human dignity ... I think 
it's that fimdamental. Particularly when you're away fiom home. 
When you're away firom home, many of the securities are gone and 
how are those replaced? I would say as a residential school, [tbis 
school's] strength is the healthy, caring community . . . that helps 
replace home . . . when you can break down systems and replace it 
with fkdy, the student is happy. 



Other interviewees armed the importance of this concept of ma t ion  by 

refening to it as social bonding. Lois, a long-term student, explained how much 

bonds of fiendship with other students mean at the school. Once established, 

breaking those bonds makes it extremely difticult to leave the school. Lois 

commented as to what it is that keeps students enrolled. Without hesitation, she 

remarked, "for a lot of people who have formed bonds here, it's definitely your 

fiends. Definitely. It's a hard place to leave once you've committed to it. Really 

hard." 

Friends, what they mean to students at the school, and how having fiiends, or 

not having fiiends, and of utmost importance, the quality of the relationship with 

fiiends, played a clear role in the leavers' decisions to withdraw fiom the school. All 

hnelve leavers said that they had fiiends in the school. Nine leavers, however, 

reported that they really had no close friends at school. The remaining three leavers 

had closer fiiendships but of a very negative character. For these latter three, the 

fiendships did not serve them as the positive and supportive, spousal-like 

relationship needed for persistence within the school. 

Students spoke passionately when they chatted about the importance of 

having fkiends. Sally referred to the tremendous support mechanism provided by 

having fiiends at the school. For her, having fiiends became the core to one's 

existence at the school. Friends act as smogate family, without which a student can 

feel very lonely and unloved: 

-1 It's really easy for people to feel really lonely and 
excluded and unloved . . . . It's really easy to get lost and swept up . . 
. . And if you don't have a great group of friends, there's really no one 
else to go to. 
SG: Are fiends important here? 
SW: Oh defhritely! 'Cause you don't have your f d y  to fall 
back on here. 



Doma made it clear that friends play the most important role in keeping 

students in the school. She felt that having fiends makes the difference literally 

between surviving at the school or not. Sometimes, when a student feels inclined to 

leave the school, connections with fiiends still at the school keep the decision in 

favour of remaining enrolled: 

Actually, they [friends] are the most important thing . . . . Qtute a few 
people wanna' leave but the only thing keeping them back isfiends . . 
. . If I didn't have my fiiends ... I don't think I'd be half as happy as I 
am now . . . . They're always there for you. You can relate to them 
and s t u f f .  . . Especially at a boarding school if you don't have friends 
you can't get away fiom everybody and stuff. If you lived at borne 
you'd be able to go home and not see everybody but at [this school] 
you're always around these people and so you need fiends here. 1 just 
find that you have to have fiiends to swive here. 

Two boys, Brad and Jim, allowed that it may be possible for some people to 

exist happily in the absence of good fiends. Brad talked about fiends, however, 

acting as the missing family support mechanism while students attend school away 

from home, especially when life at the school seems to absorb students' thoughts so 

completely that they forget there is a life outside the school. Having problems with 

fiiends can collapse a student's social world around her or him: 

Friends are really importaat here 'though. Because you live here. It's 
hard to get away fiom things. So you live with your fiends. Like 
you're constautly surrounded by, like if you're having problems with 
your fiiends it can feel like your whole world caving in because it does 
completely surround you. You caa't just go home to your family. 

Jim referred to the notion that watching everyone else at the school have 

friends could really "eat away" at someone who did not have such fiiends. This is 

particularly true at the school where people tend to be close with their relationships: 

I guess you could [exist here without friends] but it'd be hard because 
eveqone's pretty we1 friends with everyone . . . we're really close 



here . . . if you don't have any friends and you're walking around by 
yourselfin the halls and you see all these groups of fiends, ya' kww 
talking and laughing and stufF, that could eat away at you. 

Adriane, a student leaver, talked about peer friends as fhkfihg a much 

stronger need in her life than do adults. Given a set of citcmstances, Adriane 

would always find support and strength in her friends rather than an adult. Friends, 

she said, understand you and do not become judgmental: 

I think when you're growing up, through your whole life even, for 
sure, you need your Rends. Like who else [are] you goma' go to? 
Like when you watch those cheesy movies in health class, [imitates 
movie dialogue] 'well, like, you can go to a counsellor or a teacher'. 
But, like, when you're a teenager you don't want to go to those people. 
You look towards your peers. When you're like, you know, in dire 
straights or you just need a hug, or something. 'Cause they understand. 
They really do. Like, sure your parents have probably gone through 
some of the same problems as you have but they're on a different level. 
Now, like, they really can't relate . . . fiends are just easier to talk to. 
And they're not going to judge you usually. Whereas I know that if 
I'm in . . . a sticky situation and I go to my parents about it, they're 
sort of judging me. They have to pull the whole parental thing. And 
they get cross usually, ya' know. And they have to . . . give me advice 
but criticize me at the same time. But fiiends don't usually criticise 
you if you need help . . . they can comfort you. 

The quality of Adriane's friendships at the school declined dramatically 

during her enrollment time. One of her friends began to dominate all her other 

fiends. Adriane, the extraordinarily sensitive girl about whom one housemaster 

said she needed to fee1 the sense of fsmily, became very lonely instead. She felt 

that she was 'Viading out of the picture:" 

I was really, really lonely . . . I felt like nobody bad any time for me 
anymore . . . . I always felt like she [her Mend] was competing with 
me. And I'm not a competitive person. So it brought me down, you 
know . . . it just seemed like a lot of my fiends were very like drawn to 



him and I felt like the person kind of like on the outside of the circle. 
So I was kind of feeling pretty lonely . . . . And pretty depressed. 
And crappy . . . . And people recognized it. They saw me like, you 
know, fsding out of the picture. I wasn't haaging arouml with my 
friends any more because he was with them. Like, it was noticed. 

At her darkest social times, then, Adriaue knew she had to get out of the 

school. At one time, she loved the school. Then, with the fading of her iiiendships, 

she referred to the school in extremely strong negative tenns. She called the school 

a "hell hole" fkom which she had to escape. The loneliness she felt without her 

fiiends became so intolerable that the school, "became this big bad world whereas 

before it was this happy place that 1 loved . . . . It's like I gotta' go back to that 

hell hole . . . . I was so scared." 

Other leavets also felt a lack of supportive friends quite profoundly. In his 

rather depressed state of mind' given his physical injury and subsequent lack of 

identity as an athlete, Ralph used the term cbabandoned." He felt much more 

comfortable at home with his family than he did at the school where he felt totally 

alone. The support he required came fkom home, not the school. Ralph said, "up 

there [at the school] I felt, like, stranded . . . a lot of people tried but they couldn't 

be with me all the time." 

Ralph's advisor, Rodney, confirmed Ralph's lack of connection with other 

students. Rodney also made the point that 'you can't legislate friendship." It takes 

time to make friends and doing an activity alone meant that "he didn't really connect 

because he didn't h o w  anyone . . . he needed some other kids." 

Even with time, however, Brad, a student who knew Ralph, suggested that 

with Ralph's injured wrist, he could not participate in the athletic activities. S W  

athletic participation, especially for males, can play an important role in their degree 

of peer acceptance in a school (Goldberg & Chandler, 1989). At this school, 



clearly, athletics play a vital role in school life for the students. Without being able 

to participate, too, Ralph had very little to do to occupy his time, especially on 

weekends, as Brad noted: 

It is a really hard time with a physical ailment. Especially here . . . . 
Sports are a really big part of school . . . it's just a big part of life here . 
. . . [An injury] can leave you with very little to do . . . sports, they 
give you something to do. 

Todd confided that he had only one "sort of close" fiiend. Actually, Todd 

admitted, that friend was not really so close after all, "I had one sort of close pal. 

But not that close." Candace, a housemaster, noted that Todd lacked friends and 

was either unwilling to earn them or did not know how, given his lack of social 

maturity: 

Yeah, he didn't have any fiends, but he was a real loner. I think he 
obviously wanted fiiends, that's something we all need, but that, uh, 
[he] wasn't willing to earn them, or didn't know how to. 

Dave disagreed with Tony's earlier assessment that Todd had been shunned 

at the school. Although not shunned, neither was Todd embraced. He became 

more of a social isolate, as Gallagher (1996) refws to the phenomenon. Todd could 

not assimilate into the school community . He needed to be embraced by the 

student community but was not. Students were fiiendly toward him. Students, 

however, were not friends with him. Dave noted, 

He [Todd] wasn't shunned or anything. He wasn't embraced. He 
wasn't made fim of or anything like that . . . people were friendly to 
him. It's just that people didn't really befiend him that much . . . he 
was just like 'oh hi, Todd.' Robably everyone treated him like that 
and so, whereas most people would be nice to Todd, but then [they] 
would have their [own other] group offiriends. I don't know that he 



really had a group of fiends . . . . 1 can't think of anybody who would 
know h i .  well. 

Todd made a rather melancholy comment about his life at the school. He 

referred to his social life within his school house and said that he did not understand 

why he had no life there, "I had no social interaction whatsoever in the . . . house. I 

have no idea why." 

Dennis experienced feelings of very low self esteem. He came to the school 

burdened with tem'ble family problems and then found no connection with students 

at the school. Deanis felt like a "fieak" at the school. He said he did not feel that he 

belonged there, nor did he feel that he belonged in his home town any more either. 

He felt "in Limbo." All the while, his f d y  issues kept plaguing him and he was 

drawn back to his home town where he thought he still had friends: 

Cause I went &om having lots of fiiends ta' having everyone kind of 
look at me Ore you're speak . . . . So that's why I went home every 
weekend . . . . Every weekend! . . . . What I did to compensate for the 
fact that I had no friends was like, well where do I have fiiends? OK, I 
have fiends at home. OK, I'll go home. And I'd go home but since I 
wasn't with my friends on a daily basis, it didn't feel like, I was still 
fiends with everyone, it didn't change that, but it changed thefeeling. 
Like we weren't as close because I was away. I wasn't there during 
the week . . . . It made it worse . . . it put me in a kind of limbo. I 
didn't feel like I belonged at [the school]. But I didn't feel like I 
belonged in [my home town] anymore either . . . . So it just all built up 
. . . together, it just amplified everythmg. 

Dermis did reveal, 6nally, the thing for which he was looking all along. He 

felt the basic need for acceptance which Gallagher (19%) descn'bed as being almost 

as strong as the need to survive. Without acceptance, Dermis felt hombly alone. He 

needed someone to care about him, to ask how he was doing. In the absence of 



that at the school, he left and went back home, finally, to coafess some substance 

abuse to his family: 

I was pretty much waiting for somebody to catch me. No one did. I 
wanted somebody to basically come and care for me and say what's 
going on, ya' know what I mean? I didn't want somebody to be like 
'you're doing drugs, you're fucked up.' . . . And I like went really far 
down arid got really hcked up . . . by the time I told my dad, I had 
already pretty much dealt with it . . . . 'Cause I was having a really, 
really rough time. And I was really, really depressed. I felt really 
alone. And there was no one there . . . my [famiy] was having such 
problems with We at home and sm It was scary . . . . No one 
noticed. 

If the quality of friendships became close enough, the relationship acted 

toward pulling students out of the school if the £Lends themselves thought about 

leaving, or even graduating. June, for example, had a friend in her roommate. 

When the roommate suffered some personal problems of her own and had thought 

of leaving the school, June could not have imagined staying at the school either. To 

June, it was undrinkable to stay in the school without the person she considered her 

best friend, someone with whom June would spend all hours of the night talking. 

June and her mother Deirdre reflect upon the depth ofthat fiendship and its 

implications. June stayed on at the school longer, but it was her other fiiends who 

actually made that possible for her: 

Connie [her roommate] had some rough times. And 1 had to be there 
for her. I was worried about her. . . . It made her want to leave. I 
couldn't imagine not having her as a roommate . . . she war my best 
fiend. . . . 1 guess I wanted to leave too. I considered it . . . . But I 
had a lot of support fiom other people by this time. We were just . . . a 
big gaag* 



With Adriane, the Eact that the friends whom she still had at the school were 

leaving, some for graduation, made the decision to leave clear in her mind. Without 

her last fiiends to help her through, she decided to leave the school too: 

Part of my [my school] was Jody per graduating fiiend]. Having Jody 
here . . . she was the one person who really understood me . . . 
especially when I [also] found out that Samantha wasn't corning back. 
And Sandra wasn't coming back. It just kind of solidified evaythg. 
And I'm, like, jCne [I'm leaving too]'! 

Sometimes, too, fiendships existed but were based on a great deal of 

negativity rather than mutually positive support. This had the effect of building 

upon itselfin two cases. While the friendships were close, then, the negative quality 

of them worked against the students' desire to persist. 

Both Barb and Alice said that they had good fiends at the school. Betty, 

Alice's housemaster, talked about the fact that in reality few of those were truly 

close friends. Alice, who felt enormous f d y  pressures while in school, associated 

with these other students with whom she entered into disciphtUIfy problems at 

school. As Alice's mother, Angela, mentioned, her daughter and fiends got away 

with too much in tenns of bad behaviour. When they did get caught, however, they 

got the "book thrown at them." 

Barb's housemaster, Pat, commented that the relationship between Barb and 

her firiends was led by Barb and built solely upon negativity. Barb, with her 

unusually negative personality, in effect, insuhed and "stepped" upon the other 

girls, including her 'cclose" friends, possibly to build her own esteem. [n so doing, 

she had built a "wall" around herself socially, as Pat, her housemaster, remarked: 

Barb . . . was very catty. There was a lot of negative undercurrents 
with Barb. She wasn't happy with a lot of things. She didn't like a lot 
of people . . . . Her roommate Dbbie] was . . . her best fiend. . . I 
often worried about Debbie. Barb stepped on people. Insulted people. 



Even those really close to her. She wasn't one to tell people their 
positives or to boost people around her . . . she did step on others to 
make herself feel good. And that was part ofthe cattiness and 
gossiping about the other girls . . . . That is the worst! . . . . I'd say in 
the end . . .she was certainly building a wall around herself. I don't 
think she wowed to get close to many people . . . . I think she 
embraced Debbie because Barb saw Debbie as weaker thlm her. She 
certainly stepped on Debbie. 

The Adult Relationship: Housemasters and Teachers 

Students need to establish a good rapport with an adult, or adults, in the 

school. This relationship becomes strongest when developed outside of the 

classroom and in the more informal aspects of school residential and social life 

( A r k  & Kromrey, 1993; Tinto, 1993). 

In this study, Pat, a housemaster, substantiated the need for bonding, and 

explained the necessity not only for peer fiends, but also for the student to establish 

a relationship with a person on the teaching faculty. Pat spoke in terms of 

meaningful, quality time together. She mentioned that if that bond is strong, 

students will not risk breaking it by leaving. This bond, she said, represents a far 

stronger relationship with the school than does an academic interest: 

Pat: I think every kid needs to find one significant person that they 
bond with. And probably at least one best fiiend. And probably one 
person on staff. And that can be anything fiom a coach to a 
[residential] don to a housemaster to a music teacher. You know, 
someone that they spend what they consider valuable time with. And 
somebody who's helped them see the light, or whatever it is. But if 
they have one best Eriend and one staff member that they bond with, 
then I can't think of anybody we've lost that was like that, to be 
honest. 
SG: You didn't memion whether they get the right subjects [in their 
academic timetable]. 
Pat: Oh no. That's not impoftant at all! [laughter]. No. It isn't. It's 



important to their parents. It's important when they're signing up to 
join us. 

Five of the leaving students explained that while they got along well, for the 

most part, with their housemasters, these relationships had little emotional depth for 

the students. In other words, no bonding took place. 

Sally, a student of long standing in the school, explained why that 

housemaster bonding role remains critical for students' happiness in the boarding 

situation. She referred to the housemaster as 11GUing the role of a parent. Given the 

young age of many of the students, and eveu for the older students, they need 

someone to take a special interest in them, to act as a "mom," or "dad," as the case 

may be: 

It [the housemaster role] would be more like a parent. A lot of people 
are still really young here. People sometimes tend to forget that. 
When I was in grade nine I think that's what made me the happiest. 
My housemaster was amazing and she'd bake you muftins and come 
and ask how you were and take a genuine interest in your life. If things 
weren't going well, she'd notice it and take you in and talk to you 
about it . . . mine [housemaster] in grade nine really was a mom for me 
. . . . I've heard people say that before. Genuine people . . . who you 
red& feel you can talk to . . . . It's important at all ages . . . ff no 
one's really there to take a special interest in you, it's double easy to 
get lost and confused. 

Adriane had a good relationship with her housemaster, but only in Adriane's 

fist year at the school. In the year she left, however, that relationship, from 

Adriane's perspective, had deteriorated. Her housemaster spent less time with 

AQiane when she needed the support the most. Adriane felt "really, really lonely ...I 

felt like nobody bad any time for me anymore." In contrast, A w e  used to talk 

with her housemaster, "all the time the year before." 



Benny described his relationship with his housemaster as ''I got along with 

him fine." Bemy did admit, however, that "urn, I found it hard to talk to him." Jim, 

Benny's roommate, and another housemaster, Wendy, help to explain the nature of 

this relationship. 

The way the residential house operates on a social level is determined very 

much not only by the students in that house, but by the tone set by the housemaster. 

They both revealed that Benny's relationship with his housemaster never evolved 

into anythmg more profound than "getting along" with him, given Benny's non- 

athletic background. Mandy, Benay's mother, descn'bed his housemaster as "Mister 

Sports Person" and "he was a real kind of man's man." This is not the kind of 

person with whom Benny would feel comfortable in establishing a deep relationship, 

a bonding. 

For Barb, the independent, defiant girl, after having had a very enjoyable year 

in her first year at the school, the desire to leave in her second year began in the first 

week of school. Barb had au argument with her new housemastet, Pat: "It [the wish 

to leave] just started right there [on the fist day.] 'Cause, like, the first week I got 

into this big argument with my housemaster . . . . I never really liked that house." 

Anne, Barb's ftiend, descriid Pat as %cry strict" in her house rules. Barb reported 

feeling very uncomfortable with that style of house management when compared 

with the less strictly enforced rules in the house fiom which she had moved within 

the school in the year previous. 

To further compound the discomfbrt for Barb, the relationship with her 

housemaster's, Pat's, spouse also became strained &om the very beginning of the 

school year in which she left. Her spouse form a "pretty integral part of the 

house." Barb was a smoker of tobacco, a banned substance at the school. As Pat 



said, "Any smoker in the house is terrified of [my spouse]. So there's never a 

relationship with [him] ." 
Alice explained drat she did have a bond with her housemaster. Alice, 

however, also mentioned that she needed more parental-type of support than she 

actually received from that relationship. She found support instead through the 

telephone line with her parents. If she had experienced more support of the kind she 

sought fiom her parents, Alice said she may have viewed differently the pressures 

she felt while at school: 

For sure . . . . [with her housemaster] we'd have late-night chats and 
There was kind of a bond there . . . . I just really didn't know 

how to deal with them [pressures] . . . . I mean I talked to my mom 
quite a bit [on the phone] . . . . I think if I'd seen them [my parents] 
everyday and hown that they were there, it probably would have, I 
don't know, I probably would have seen the pressures in a different 
way. 

Ralph expressed his lack of affiliation through describing his loneliness. 

While he did have a housemaster with whom he had close contact, that relationship 

was i n d c i e n t  in terms of sustaining Ralph in the absence of peer fiiends. He 

f m d  things particularly insufferable aAer classroom hours and on the weekends: 

There wasn't really that many people that 1 t&ed to. I talked to, like, 
my [housemaster] . . . he really helped me a lot 'cause I was really 
down. 1 couldn't stay there any longer 'cause I was so down . . . . 
After school, guys would go out and play baseball but I'd have to sit 
and around and do nothing. 

The Teachers 

Student leaven referred to their teachers with words expressing much 

fondness for them. Some students had favowite teachers, of course, and no student 

reported having left directly because of the teachers or any one teacher. 



Lois made a comment which summarised the general comments of four of the 

student leavers. When any of Lois' fiends leave the school, they miss the teachers 

very much because of the supportive and friendly relationships established between 

teachers and students at the school: 

That's something that people miss is dKir relationship with teachers 
here. Definitely . . . . Your teacher . . . isn't just your teacher . . . . 
You have more of a relationship with your teachers here. 

Eight leavers, however, mentioned that while they respected and kked their 

teachers, these students could not develop a close relationship with them. This 

comes as a result of the way in which the students perceived the role of a teacher 

rather than because the teachers did anythmg to promote this feeling. 

Priscilla and her father expressed this sentiment well. She was simply used to 

teachers, tiom her previous school, who stand up in front of the class and teach. 

That is all they do. A teacher is not someone whom Priscilla would approach 

willingly and to whom she would just speak. She would never have given a teacher 

that opportunity to get closer to her socially : 

I'm used to teachers just being teachers, coming from public school . . . 
. That's why I think I don't really talk to any teachers at [the school] . 
. . my experience with teachers is just people who stand up in fiont of 
the class.. I don't think of teachers as someone who I would willingly 
go up to and tak to . . . . I mean . . . the teachers I had had previously 
were flakes . . . . I've had a few teachers which were really nice and 
they were good teachers but my teachers before going to [the school] 
were just people who stood at the fiont of the class and yelled at us and 
left. So, I'm not used to teachers as people who I would talk to. 

Adriane explained that she had a ftiendly relationship with her teachers. This, 

however, was insufficient as as reason to have approached any of them to express her 

need for assistance with a non-academic problem. Typical for the students, Adriane 



viewed herself and the teachers on a "student teacher level." 

As Dennis referred to the relationship, teachers represent academic issues to 

him. For social matters, he needs to know someone better than simply at that level. 

For him, he is the student; the teacher remains the teacher, even where that teacher 

may also be a housemaster: 

But I find that if I'm gonna' confide in somebody I have to be involved 
in more of their life than just on a school [level]. With teachers, you're 
only involved with them on an academic level. I find that I have to 
know these people more than just as a teacher . . . . He's a teacher. 
I'm a student. 

Sarah, the extremely insecure person, needed to know someone, including 

any teacher, on a much deeper level before being able to confide in a teacher with 

any problems Sarah encountered. She did not just regard the relationship with any 

teachers anywhere as merely that of student and teacher. Indeed, Sarah thought of 

all teachers as, '?he bad ones." Teachers, to her, represented people who would tell 

Sarah that she had not tried hard enough to do her work: 

SG: How do you regard teachers?" 
Sarah: The bad ones! . . . . Yeah. Like, I don't know how they 
were as a child. I don't h o w  if they were smart or not so smart or 
whatever. But I h e w  that, I thought that, they don't understand that 1 
don't understand the work. 

Samantha really enjoyed the teachers, and related we1 to them, and felt quite 

comfortable with her teachers. She described herself, however, as a stubborn 

person and one with great m y  problems She would never have thought of letting 

a teacher get emotionally close to her. Samantha did not wish to sit down to discuss 

her problems, or anythmg else, with a teacher. Even when her housemastet, 

Wendy, attempted to talk with Samantha about her family issues, Samantha would 

not do so: 



I wouldn't have even thought about going to talk to someone . . . . A 
couple of times [my housemaster] asked if there was something 
wrong. Of course I said no . . . . It's just not my personality to sort of 
sit d m  and when I'm in the middle of something and discuss it. I'm 
very stubborn . . . . It's not that I didn't feel comfortable talking to her 
or an-g Like that. 

Gender Differences in the Bonding Process 

Three housemasters spoke about gender differences in the bonding or 

affiliation process. In the views of these inte~ewees, females and males look for 

different ways in which to connect with other people. In keeping with the findings 

of Woo & Bilynsky (1994), Wayne suggested that boys h d  this connection though 

doing things together. If a boy is not doing things with others, if he is on the 

"outside looking in," perhaps because he is too different from the other boys in what 

Wayne referred to as a homogenous group of people, that boy is in danger of 

leaving the school: 

Boys have a peer group connectedness. But it's related to . . . doing 
things together. 'I'm on the hockey team. And I'm going to be on the 
hockey team next year. And I tdked to the coach' . . . . So boys have 
a different relationship. If you're a boy . . . who's on the outside 
looking in . . . those guys are in real danger of quitting . . . if you're too 
strange. You have to be within the norm. And if you're outside of the 
norm, you're in danger of losing it [a connection with the school]. 
Because it's a pretty homogeneous crowd, ya' know. And if you're 
not right down the [middle, it's ditF:cult to stay]. 

Given their physical and emotional characteristics, the four male leaves in 

this study all found themselves too Merent, '?too strange," compared with other 

students. Benay, Todd, and Dermis found themselves alone much of the time. 

Each, by reason of background, found himself on the c6~utside looking in," as 



Dennis, too, said of himself. Ralph, on the other hand, was willing to engage in 

athletics but his injury placed him on the margins of acceptable participation. He, 

too, felt extremely alone as he watched the other boys. 

Candace spoke about the difference between boys and girls with regard to the 

bonding experience. While students of both genders require that connection, she 

commented, boys find it in different ways and places than do girls. Boys, she 

confixme& find affiliation through activity. Girls find their connection, their 

"survival" in her words, through emotional relationships. Girls, Candace pointed 

out, are sensitive and require a great deal of personal attention on a daily basis in 

order to find that bond: 

Especially for girls, obviously for boys, but it's not as sort of tangible, 
the need, is for that connection with at least one adult, at least one 
good friend, hopefully more, and perhaps one coach. But with girls, 
that's the essential of their emotional Survival . . . . I think males need 
it as we1 but they will look for it more . . . on a hockey rink, the team, 
comradery, group . . . that sort of stuff. . . . For women to survive, 
it's much more emotional . . . . Girls are gonna' be much more hely  
tuned to each other, hence have a much more intensive experience and 
they're gonna' pick upon the good and the bad . . . . Girls are extra 
sensitive, need a lot of attention . . . fkom a housemaster. They hke to 
feel connected . . . . They need to feel cared for on a daily basis. 

Wendy mentioned, too, that girls and boys look for different things in terms 

of this bonding process. For the girls, "the goal is relutionsh@s." Wendy referred 

to those relationships as, "the ties that bind . . . for girls." Girls' residence 

housemasters must be highly empathetic. Without that, '~ou're going to have a 

huge tumover of girls in the school. That will be one of the factors. It won't be the 

only one. But it's a critical one." In this study, six of the eight female student 

leaven did not establish that all important close, meaningful relationship with their 

housemasters. 



External Forces: Old Friends Provide a Strong Pull Back Home 

Tinto (1993) talks about the detrimental effects upon persistence which 

external forces can have for students. These forces can take many forms. The 

forces become particularly potent when in the form of ties with fiends back home. 

As Tinto says, too, the occurrence of this situation with the old fiiends living off 

campus makes for an even stronger pull away fiom the school. 

It became apparent that eleven of the leavers had extremely close and strong 

ties with peer fiends back home, outside of the school. These ties proved to be 

much stronger than any fhendships developed within the school. Even the twelfth 

student, Barb, had relationships with fiends at home. She spoke with them by 

telephone while at the school but felt particularly close to no one given her 

personality. 

Lois, a student fiiend at the school, talked about some of her fiends at school 

actually receiving their identity from their fiends fiom home. Lois felt this was true 

of students from patticulariy large urban centres. Coming to a smaller urban centre, 

such as the location of the school, can cause students to feel a loss of personal 

identity because it can be tied so strongly to past relationships: 

AN of a sudden you're not this person as you relate to all these other 
people, you're just this person, you know? . . . . For Joanne it was a 
bigger part of who she was . . . . [The reasons for leaving were] more 
being with her friends . . . your network is who you are in [larger urban 
centres]. 

Joanne and her fiends at the school mentioned how many good fi.iends 

Joanne has in the school to this day, even after having left. Yet, as her parents said, 

her really close friends, her "soul mates," remained back at home: 

Mario: I'm not sure she's friends with people at the school to the 
same degree as her fiends [at home]. 



Linda: She loves to go [and visit the school still, but] . . . her true 
soul mates are a couple of kids [long term fiiends &om home] . . . 
they go back to grade eight. 

Samantha felt a very strong need for tiiends, especially given her family 

situation. She had her fiends at school, and said that they were as good or close, as 

those at home. Samantha's focus, however, remained on finding support fiom her 

fiends at home, rather than at the school. She needed to keep up with her friends at 

home. Her affiliation with home was stronger than with the school: 

I just need to be with fiiends. Like I have four or five really good 
fiiends that I've bad since grade 7. And I didn't want to lose touch 
with them . . . . I felt more and more like I was out of it . . . it's just 
that they were here. I was there [at school]. 

Both Samantha and Joanne left the school regularly and often during the 

school year to be with family and friends in their old home towns. Joanne reflected 

that she was not at the school enough to get the most out of it. When she did spend 

time there, she loved it, but she was home too much to remain connected with the 

school community. Joanne did not even realize at the time how much time she was 

missing &om the school. All she knew was that she felt increasingly disconnected 

fiom it: 

I wasn't there enough to be getting anythrog out of it . . . it took me 
two weeks [after being away] to get back into it . . . . I was never. . . 
at school. I wrote my Greek exam here [at home] . . . when I went 
back I was really ttylng to catch up on my work . . . . I didn't know 
what was going on at [the school] . . . . So, I just didn't do anydung. I 
just worked and came home . . . you really can't be at a boarding 
school and not be there. 



Although Alice commented that she had good friends at the school, she 

admitted that she would revert very often instead to talking with her old friends back 

home. She did so especially when things got so frustrating for her at school that she 

could not talk to her parents for support. Typically in this study, those old friends 

encouraged her return home: 

Sometimes I'd be so fixstrated with everything I wouldn't talk to them 
[her parents] at all in a week . . . . I talked to my friends at home quite 
a bit. I kept in touch with them really well. I talked to them a lot. 
Yeah, I missed them, I missed them a lot. I heard of all the h they 
were having. . . and just about the good times they were having on the 
weekends . . . I missed it . . . . They encouraged it [coming home]. 

Brad, Adriane's fiiend at school, talked about the way in which Adriane 

regarded her old fiiends at home as compared to her school fiieads. He said she 

had, "a lot better friends . . . more friends that were really good friends, at home." 

Adriane confirmed that in fact her old friends gave her what she needed the 

most. They made her feel needed and wanted. She had lost that feeling fiom the 

school. She felt tem'bly insecure and shunned by her school fiiends. So, she turned 

to her old fiiends again: 

I didn't want to lose my [old] friends . . . . Like, I needed some 
reassurance. I was Iike losing touch with my fiends at [the school] 
and things were fading there, I didn't want to lose my fiiends [at home] 
. . . . I needed some reassurunce. Like, I didn't know what I would 
do. I think I was just like really scared. There was a lot of things 
inside of me. I was sort of like fieaking out about everything. And 
everything was happening so fast. And I couldn't do anythmg about it. 
And I felt like my only fiends that were really there for me were the 
ones in Dome town] . . . . I was just hearing like come on back to 
[your home town]. We want you here. You know it was kind of a 
confidence builder and it made me feel better about myself. The big 
thing that I said to my dad was like you know my friends don't care at 
[the school]. But my friends in [home town] do. Like I was always 
saying that. 



Todd expressed his views about missing his old friends on a fairy simple 

level, and yet one which had great meaning for him at his young age. He would 

hear his old friends talk about doing things they used to do together. Todd missed 

that ability to just be with his old pals again. Then, when he tried to reach out and 

connect in a similar way with a friend at the school instead, Todd was met with 

rejection: 

Sometimes I could hear them [old fiiends] talk . . . how they went to 
the movies and always went on bike rides and trips with each other and 
stuff like that. I really felt jealous . . . . I can never go out with my 
fiends to a movie. I once offered Charlie [a boy at the school] . . . to 
go to the movies [with me] . . . he said, 'sorry, sorry, I have to do this.' 

Priscilla's story represents perhaps the most profound and poignant example 

of the pull back home fiom the old fiends. Two of her fiends at the school talked 

about how they observed Riscilla as she fded to connect at the school, instead 

remaining connected with fiimds at home. Donna, Riscilla's roommate, watched 

Riscilla as she stared for hours at careuy arranged pictures at her dormitory desk 

of her old firiends. Priscilla actually cried at times like that. Brenda also noticed that 

Priscilla's friends were all she talked about. Brenda suggested that Ptiscilla actually 

lived vicariously through her fkiends, an indication as to how strong remained that 

bond back home. Brenda found that Priscilla made a concerted effort to refuse to 

connect with the school. The bond remained firmly attached to old friends from the 

beginning of the year: 

She m a ]  missed her friends a lot at the beginning of the year. 
That's all she talked about. So, she talked about her fiends all the 
time. She was sort of living through them . . . . So it was getting to 



the point where she rebed to have fun. She refused to even try to get 
into Life at [the school]. 

Priscilla and her parents, Don and Jillian, talked, too, about the strong 

attraction back home of Priscilla's old friends. These are the people fiom whom 

Priscilla was so glad to move away fiom by going away to school, and yet the bonds 

there were so strong that these became the very people whom she missed so much. 

Priscilla admitted that this bond, "lrinda' had a lot to do with it, kind of [my] 

adjustment to school." Priscilla's mom, Jillian, referred to their old peer friendship 

as, "almost like a family, brothers and sisters, you know, they're so familiar with 

each other." 

Roommates 

Studies indicate that student interactions in residence situations with their 

roommates in particular affect students' adjustments to their life within the school 

(e.g. Carey, Hamilton & Sbanklin, 1986; Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990; Lapidus, 

Green & Baruh, 1985; Lovejoy, Perkins & Collins, 1995; Tinto, 1993; Waldo, 

1982; Waldo, 1984). Generally, coping well in that relationship means that students 

show better overall adjustment to school We than would be the case otherwise. A 

negative impression fiom the roommate experience can lead a student to feel social 

alienation, rather than atfiliation. 

In this study, eight ofthe twelve student leavers associated their roommates 

directly with the students' lack of happiness at the school. As for the remaining four 

student leavers, Todd had no roommate. Barb said she became close fiends with 

her roommate. Barb's housemaster revealed that, fbr fiom being a bonding process, 

Barb based that relationship upon dominance, verbal abuse, and used the 

relationship as a self esteem booster fbr herself. Priscilla found her closest, but by 



no means close, friend at the school in her roommate. Dennis remarked that his 

mommate did not treat him badly but neither did they establish any real rapport. 

Really then, for alJ of the student leaven who had roommates, those 

relationships played a very important role in the lack of mation with the school. 

In six cases, the roommate directly caused a problem with the formation of this 

connection. In the other five cases, the roommate simply added nothing to the 

feeling of connection when, instead, the roommate may have added so much toward 

helping the leaver to make that affiliation with the school. 

Students, housemasters, and parents all shared the notion that the roommate 

issue remains a critical one in the students' lives at the school. One housemaster, 

Candace, said that roommate relationship represents, "a hundred percent. It's 

everytbmg. That's what I think of it." 

Brad emphasized that the qyality of the roommate relationship becomes 

critical to having what he called a "good year" the school. If c o a c t  exists between 

a student and hidher roommate, the stress level can become very high, resulting in a 

"tem'ble year all around." He noted that, 

getting along with your roommate really, really does help make your 
year go a lot better. I'd say its critical. If you have a roommate that 
you don't get along with at all, then I think you're pretty much going to 
have not a temile year all around but it's going to make things really, 
really stressfirl. 

Matching roommates on the basis of concrete Lifestyle characteristics tends to 

result in better compati'bility and roommates who participate in the same activities 

together ( lovejoy, Perkins & Collins, 1995). In this study, Jim, a former 

roommate, talked in clear terms about the importance of the roommate relationship 

at the school in this regard. He mentioned that roommates spend a lot of time 

together. Their habits tend to 'tub of£'' on each other. A bad relationship there can 



ruin a student's time at the school. Getting along as fiiends, or "buds," as Jim 

called it, because they can share interests, becomes important. Without that, 

although they did not actually fight with each other, Jim's relationship with his 

roommate Faltered: 

SG: Is a tooarmate a big deal at the school? 
Jim: Yes. Of course. You sleep with them and, you know, . . . his 
habits would rub off on you and your habits would rub off on him. If 
two people were really, really different, then . . . they would just start 
rubbing the wrong way. And it could really ruin your time here. You 
see that in a lot of places where people are always fighting with their 
roommates. 
SC: From what I see, while you say you didn't fight, I can't imagine 
you being the best of pals either. 
Jim: No. We didn't, like, get in arguments and stuff like that but we 
didn't really get along like best of buds [pals] because we didn't really 
have that common interest. 

Benny and his mother, Mandy, spoke about how si@cant an issue the 

mismatch of him with his roommate became. Benny and his mom explained that 

with nothing in cornmoo, including about basic lifestyle habits and different ways of 

interacting with fiiends, Benny felt he could not stay in his own room. 

Benny said about his relationship with his roommate, "Well, it was OK. We 

didn't have my major fights or anything." With different backgrounds, tastes, and 

interests, as Benny said, different "everything," Bemy never returned to his dorm 

except to sleep. When asked why he was never in the residence, Benny told his 

housemaster, " well, sit in my toom for a day anci you'll understand." 

&MY'S fiiead, Diane, explained that if one has a roommate with whom one 

can live, that is a "&" in Diane's words. She expressed how awkward not being 

able to return to one's dorm can be for a person living at the school. The dorm 

becomes the stdent's home. Even iftbe roommate relationship is not abusive, the 



discomfort one feels extends to the very place one calls home: 

I just don't think he felt comfortable. He didn't take anything diferent 
from [anyone else]. He just wasn't comfortable with this sort of 
atmosphere . . . . I think that they just clashed . . . . if you're lucky 
enough to find a roommate who you get along with, that's a gift right 
there..Because your room is your home for the year. You don't want 
to feel uncomfortable every time you go into the place where you sleep 
and change and keep your private things. 

In another case, Jim graphically described how unsavoury, negative, and 

detrimental the roommate relationship can become, based upon lifestyle habits. He 

described Ralph's poor experiences with his roommate's personal hygiene. The 

relationship adversely affected Ralph's sleeping habits. Without sleep, coping with 

Life became so much more dEcdt: 

I know Ralph didn't get along with his roommate. 1 h o w  that . . . eh . 
. . they had disagreements . . . utn . . . like . . . well . . . this may sound 
silly but Ralph would come up [to my room] and go 'oh my room just 
stinks! I can't sleep at night!' 'Cause [Ralph's roommate] had foot 
odour problem and it really stunk up the room! You could smell it 
throughout the halls . . . . Sleep's an important thing 'cause it 
deteriorates you slowly if you have a lack of sleep and it slowly chips 
away at you. You become less tolerant of things. Little things annoy 
you more and turn out to become big things. 

On other levels as well, this incompab'bfity with his roommate made an 

enormous difference to Ralph's idEliation with the school. Ralph mentioned this in 

terms of, " my roommate and I were kind of opposite people. It would have been 

probably better i f 1  could have had someone I could really talk to." 

Ralph's parents, May and Hugh, alluded to that difference too . They referred 

to the roommate issue as a factor in Ralph's having left the school. As with Benny, 

Ralph and his roommate did not share the same interests: 



May: Ralph's roommate didn't have the same interests that he 
had and I think that was another problem. 
Hugh: These are all factors that played apart . . . the person 
[roommate] was telling Ralph] about what he [the roommate] was 
doing for the summertime . . . [i.e. using drugs]. 

Adriane described the roommate relationship as "everythmg." She explained 

what it was We to live with someone else. The relationship involves complete 

sharing and living in close quarters. It became for her a familial relationship: 

It's like one of the major things. For me. You share basically 
everything with them. You end up sharing everything with them . . . . 
It's a really important thing . . . . 'Cause like living in such close 
quarters with somebody. Like, it's kind of hard to hide ffom them, you 
know. And they're supposed to be there for you. It's kind of like 
having a sister. 

Adriane experienced terrible and on-going problems with her roommate. The 

problems arose with Adriane's perception that her roommate had manipulated 

Adriane's friends against her. The roommate lived a troubled existence and 

experienced many psychological problems in copiog with life. Adriane's mother, 

Laura, explained how Adriane wanted to come home and blamed the need to do so 

on her roommate. Adriane referred to the roommate relationship in the same term 

as did another female student. Living with a roommate becomes very much like a 

marriage. The problem for Adriane, however, was that unlike a maniage, she could 

not escape fiom the roommate problems. Adnane said that an unwritten, marriage- 

like '%ow" exists at the school regarding roommates: 

Laura: the phone call . . . she said mom I can't stand it here any 
longer. I've got to get out of here. I said why. Is it the school? She 
said no, not the school. It's [the roommate]. I said she can't be that 
bad. Mom, how would you like to come home every night and spend 
the night and sleep with and have to talk to and live with someone you 
really didn't like . . . . I'm stuck with her. 



Adrime: Yeah. You're Living in close quarters . . . . It's kind of like you 
made this unspoken vow to get along and be there for each other no matter 
what happens. ' Ti1 grahation do us part! 

The intensity of the roommate issue for someone looking for bonding, or 

affiliation, took on an even more extreme nature in another case. One boy's 

housemaster explained that problems arose given that boy's personality and 

background, that he longed for a close personal connection with someone and had 

homosexual tendencies. Through circumstances, short lived, the school matched this 

boy with a roommate who made his social connections with people in a sexual 

manner. The boy in this study, his housemaster noted, was by far the more innocent 

person but powerful forces at work resulted in he and his roommate engaging in a 

passionate embrace in the dorm. The housemaster found them this way. The school 

expelled the roommate. Then, the remaining boy felt a homile lack of any 

connection with anyone at the school. As the housemaster said, the boy became, 

"heartsick. Heartsick. . . . He was the innocent. He didn't know what he was 

doing . He was [saying] 'I need a fiiend. I need a connection." 

In contrast, in one case two other roommates Alice and Sarah, both leavers in 

this study, got along extremely well. Both girls attested to that. In fact, they chose 

each other as roommates. The roommate situation, however, caused a problem for 

them both in the views of the parents of both girls, and of another student in the 

school. The two girls shared a close but poweMy negative relationship. They 

always found themselves in clifliculty with discipline issues. 

Alice bubbled with enthusiasm when she described the close nature of her 

roommate relationship with Sarah. Alice felt closer to Sara& than to anyone. Alice 

called the relationship, "amazing. . . . We were best fiends right away." 

Alice's mother, Angela, however, noted that both girls were immature. 



Further, Sarah was always complaining and wanting to be taken home. This, said 

Angela, helped to colour negatively Alice's perception of the school: 

She had a roommate who hated the place and was also pretty immature 
. . . and called her parents three times a week to 'please come and get 
me.' ALice kept saying 'try and work it out' . . . . They all got sort of 
involved in it . . . they'd sit around and have bitch sessions and all 
complain about their parents [who] were expecting too much and 
nothing was ever good enough . . . . Sarah was crying and said she'd 
had it. She was leaving. 

Cory, a student at the school who knew both girls, affirmed that the 

relationship between the girls was strong and very negative. In Cory's view, 

however, Alice influenced Sarah adversely, not the other way around. Still, the two 

girls, Alice and Sarah, seemed to identify themselves by always getting into 

difficulty: 

They always got into trouble together so I don't think a housemaster 
would want to deal with the two of them together . . . . That's what 
they did [i.e. get into trouble] . . . . And I always thought that Sarah 
was really influenced by Alice . . . . Alice came into her life...I never 
thought Sarah would get into trouble just by herselftcause she was a 
really honest person. I always thought that Alice manipulated her. 

Sarah confirmed that it would have made a difference to her perception of the 

school and her success therein had she lived with a different roommate. Sarah, 

however, remained uncertain as to how things might have been different for her had 

she lived with a Merent roommate. She thought only that, "it would have made a 

difference . . . . I would have either said OK who cares I'm never going to be as 

smart as you [a new roommate] are or I would have tried harder." 

In another particularly poignant case, Joanne's close relationship with her 

roommate caused enonnous strain on Joanne. Her roommate became seriously ill. 

The symptom of the illness were subtle at first, but Joanne noticed them right 



away. Joanne regarded her roommate as her closest friend and tried to talk with her 

about seeking help for her condition. Joanne was told to stop ''bugging" her 

roommate. Other fiiends of her roommate, however, were indeed allowed to talk to 

others about the roommate receiving help, but Joanne was precluded fiom doing so 

by the roommate herself. 

This placed enormous emotional strain upon Joanne. She talked about the 

extraordinary stress: 

She was my roommate for . . . years . . . she was also my closest 
fiend. And I saw her getting sick before anyone else did . . . . And I 
saw that &om a mile away . . . . It was awfkl. 'Cause now, I know that 
[another fiiend] gets to talk to someone about it and [the boyfhend] 
gets to talk to someone about it. But . . . I was told just to stop 
bugging her. It wasn't making things better . . . . I'm the one who 
lived with her. I knew she was sick! . . . . This was a huge deal . . . . 
It was drainfl. It was hard. 

Betty, Joanne's housemaster, emphasised that with the closeness of the 

roommate relationship, such a medical problem with one roommate puts enormous 

strain upon the other. Betty mentioned that this situation, "puts a lot of pressure on 

the roommates to . . . lend support and just be there. It's really tough on the people 

close to an individual [with this illness] . . . . That's hard." 

To complicate matters, when the illness issue became more widely known, 

nobody, not even Joanne's parents, thought to ask about Joanne's feelings in 

coping with this issue throughout the ordeal. Joanne declared that this really 

exacerbated tm'bly her existing feelings of dismay. Joanne felt ignored and 

stressed. As she explained, this situation clearly helped to Eitlalize Joanne's 

decision to withdraw: 

And everyone was so focussed on [the roommate], which they should 
be, but at the same time, I, you know, only towards the end of the year 
did [my housemaster] say %ow are you doing?' I said thunkyou! I'm 



fine [sarcasm]! . . . . It was hard . . . it [the roommate issue] pushed it 
over the edge [the decision to leave]. 

Joanne did not realise at the time how much of a negative effect this 

roommate issue had upon her. She only realised this when someone, in this case her 

housemaster, Betty, thought to ask Joanne how she was coping at the time. Then, 

the MI impact of the stress brought about by this issue finally became clear to 

Joanne: 

It was something you did not discuss . . . it was not a thing you should 
raise . . . . Oh it d l y  bothered me! . . . . She needed help . . . it's 
hard for me to tell [how I was feeling at the time]. But finally when 
[Betty] asked me [how are you doing], I was like, wow! Finally, thai 's 
what makes me feel better! I needed someone to ask me that . . . . I 
really understood how much it had upset me and frustrated me . . . . I 
said wow, this has really bothered me. 

Joanne's mother, Linda, c o h e d  that Joanne had referred to the roommate 

issue has having caused a serious problem for Joanne at the school. Linda 

mentioned about how Joanne talked so little about the situation but likely came 

home so often to be with her old soul mates. Joanne needed to escape from the 

intolerable living condition with her roommate. Linda holds no doubts that the 

roommate issue played a major role in her daughter's departure: 

I still think the roommate issue [is of prime concern]. We were slower 
. . . to pick up on [it] than we should have been. Joanne told us in the 
early winter that [the roommate] had come back and she was [ill] . . . 
and my reaction, M y ,  was to worry about [the roommate]. So 
Joanne would call and I'd say how's [the roommate], how's she doing. 
Somewhere in the mid-winter I'd ask and she'd say I don't want to tak  
about [the roommate]. I'm sick of everybody asking about [the 
roommate] . . . . But I still think that had a hell of a lot more to do with 
it than we realize . . . . She wanted to keep coming home. 1 think if 
we'd focussed on it [roommate problem] earlier, it might have been 
different. . . . 1 tbink we all dropped the ball. 



Samantha talked about how she had thought, and hoped, that coming to the 

school meant that she would have a roommate with whom she could become best 

fiiends and chat long into the night. bead,  her roommate proved to be someone 

compared to whom Samantha was very different. They did not argue and did 

respect each other, but they were opposites in interests. This proved to be good for 

getting work done, which Samantha viewed as a positive in their relationship, but 

resulted in a complete lack of the kind of friendship Samantha needed and to which 

she looked forward prior to enrolling. Samantha expected to find a roommate with 

whom she would, "be best fkien ds... the whole boarding thing. Which didn't 

happ en... I guess when I thought of boarding I thought my roommate would be a girl 

exactly like me and we'd chit chat all night." 

Samantha's housemaster Wendy, however, revealed how detrimental an 

effect the lack of compatibility with her roommate had in Samantha's circumstance. 

Far fiom being simply Merent fiom each other, Wendy descnid the roommate 

Francis as bbkwky,"something which Samantha clearly was not, especially given the 

family cucumstances with which she needed to cope. Had Samantha been allowed 

to have had a better match for a roommate, more ofa soul mate, and a more mature, 

senior roommate as opposed to a younger one, that would have made a big 

difference to Samantha's happiness at the school: 

If she had had a roommate that she really Liked. She had Francis, that 
kooky [roommate] . . . it was not a match. 1 mean it was OK, they 
tolerated each other But she was hardly a soul mate. So if she could 
have had a senior as a roommate and if she could have been a senior, 
that would have made a huge difference. 



Students New to the School: Finding New Friends 

Six of the twelve leaving students in this study, Samantha, Todd, Dennis, 

Ralph, Priscilla, and Benny, enrolled as new students to the school. Three of them 

left the school within five months. The remaining three chose to remain until the 

end of the year. 

Van Maanen & Bartley (1985) speak to this issue of newcomers to an 

organization. In order to integrate successfidly, new people must leam about and 

respect the new group's physical setting, historical forces, and the demands, 

expectations, and social organization. New people must also learn about and 

respect the patterns of interaction between people, as well as the objects, events, 

and activities of the new culture. Issws pertaining to physical setting and activities 

arise later in this chapter. The far greater concern in this study for the new students 

became the social interactions. 

Stan expIained that finding a sense of connection by making new fiiends at 

the school does not just occur naturally. New students do not just find each other. 

As Stan said, when they enrol, the students are strangers to each other. The fact 

that the new students are still so young, essentially still ctuldren, enhances the 

difficulty inherent in that process: 

Stan: Whenever someone comes into a new environment, they don't 
just h d  each other . . . they don k find each other. That's the huge 
issue. You're strangers . . . [for example,] when you go to &st year 
university, and there's a lot of parallels here to first year university, and 
people's coping witb that. Back that up! They're not l9! They're 13 
and 14 years old. Wow! Because university has a hard time with 
orientation dropout rate . . . you back that up to 14 years old. 
SG: They're children. 
Stm: Absolutely. 



For new students, making friends at the school remains the critical link for 

finding that connection, bonding, or affiliation within the school. The necessary 

friendships must exist as more than just passing acquaintances. The friendship@) 

must provide that mutually supportive relationship necessary for survival at the 

school , as one student referred to it. 

Five of the new students in this study experienced integration difficulty in 

that they could not make fiends at all. The remaining new student, Samantha, 

experienced instead a social mis-fit within the school structure because she could 

not gain adequate access to those pattern of interaction which she needed. For 

Samantha, this difficulty related to school rules and will be discussed later in this 

chapter. 

Tony confirmed that the real social issue at the school is not being able to find 

a friend. This is Misent from the way Tony perceived social problems at public 

schools wherein the social difficulties experienced would be of a more aggressive 

and meaner nature. At this school, however, the issue becomes one of social 

ostracization instead: 

The kind of social problems that you'd have here are quite small in 
comparison to social problems that you'd have in a public school. 
m e ]  it's like the ostracization, not being able to find a fiend. In 
public school . . . It would be more teasing and a lot meaner. This one 
is more of a wgiect than an attack. 

Dennis explained how vital it was for him to find f?iends at his new school. It 

became very important to find them early in his emoheat. He affhed this need 

which Gallagher (1996) dem'bes as akin to basic human survival in adolescents. 

Dennis felt that he, and all new students, needed these friendships, and needed to 

establish them very qyickly, in order that he and others not be considered c410m" 

or "loners" by their peers. 



Dennis also emphasized immediately the s i ~ c a n c e  among his peers 

associated with belonging to a group. Gallagher (19%), Eaton, Mitchell, & Jolley 

(1991), and Wehage, et al. (1989) all mention this group mentality to which Dennis 

refecred. School membership for adolescents means that students belong and feel 

accepted as valued members of a peer group. Whereas group issues arise later in 

this chapter, Dennis' comment here illustrates that in his perception, for a new 

student finding a fiiend at the school also meant instant acceptance into a group: 

They [new students] want to find people that they can call their 
friends as fast as they can because they don't want to be left out . . . . 
Well, everyone immediately is starting the year [and] looks for £tiends 
as fast as possible. They don't want to be, like, deemed a loser or 
deemed like a loner. So they just like they make as many friends as 
fast as possible and they all like group [together] and, We, yeah, 
we're, like, the group!" 

Orientation for New Students 

At the time of this study, the school provided a four day orientation activity 

period at the begirming of the school year for the purpose of having new students 

integrate successfully into their new school. New students met and interacted with 

each other, and learned about their new school. The younger grades remained in the 

school where they engaged in a period of games, dances, a casino night, movies, a 

scavenger hunt, etc. The older grades left the school for various outdoor activities. 

Three ofthe five new students, Dennis, Priscilla, and Todd, enrolled in the 

younger grades. For two of the these students, Dennis and Todd, this orientation 

specifically proved to be a critical time for them in terms of the lack of integration. 

Whereas they were to have established firiendships during that time, this did not 

Sharon, the school Principal, the school official, Stan, and three students all 



mentioned how important a role the orientation period plays in students' happiness 

at the school. Sharon reflected upon the start to each school and how that part of 

the year "must be more uplifting" in terms of the students experiencing a "good 

year" at the school. Referring to a year following the year for which this study was 

undertaken, Sharon mentioned that "orientation is very important. I haven't seen the 

students happier at the start of the year." 

Two students at the school talked about this orientation period and the impact 

it has upon students new to the school. Both students, Tony and Brenda, referred to 

orientation as the critical social time ofthe year, the time where one must establish 

those bonds with friends. 

Brenda described orientation as the time which actually "chooses your 

friends." She said that it is actually a more critical time for the students than most 

people might believe: 

Orientation. It sort of chooses your Wends. It shows you who you're 
going to be hanging out with for the rest ofthe year . . . [it] is more 
important than a lot of people think . . . . We need that week to get to 
know each other . . . . Yeah. Oh yeah. Orientation is very important. 

Tony expressed his views about orientation a little differently. Still the time 

when one makes £iiends, he talked about the pressures it places upon new students, 

especially in gmde nine. Tony refemed to orientation as a kind of game, "'Musical 

Chairs." The social expectations before and after having experienced orientation 

become quite metent for the young students. 

Tony explained that before orientation, new -dents merely exchange 

pleasantries. After orientation, however, the expectation exists that students will 

have established those firiendships. Those who have not become the cblosing" 

students and find themselves essentially out of the game. Finding one's self"out of 

the game" can mean finding one's self out of the school eventually, due to the lack 



of attiliation at a critical juncture in the process: 

Grade 9, which is a tough year socially . . . oh God! Especially after 
orientation . . . before orientation you can kind of go through the 
motions and everyone's kind of exchanging little pleasantries with each 
other. But after orientation, you're expected to have found a group [of 
friends]. And if you haven't, then it's kind of like playing musical 
chairs. Ya' know, the music stops and you've nowhere to sit! 

Dennis attended school for the first few days. Then, he became so ill that he 

returned home to recover. He missed the orientation process. His classmate Brenda 

mentioned that had Dennis participated in the orientation, he might have 

made friends and approached his new friends with a more open mind. Instead, he 

did not. As a result, he really knew very few people: 

Maybe if he had been there for the whole social getting to know each other 
week, he would have come to it with a more open mind, I guess. And he 
would have taken the time to get to know more people. Because he was quite 
sceptical of everybody here . . . . Oh yeah [laughter]. He just referred to 
things as 'oh, the people in this school.' Or 'the school is so gossipy.' 

Dennis explained that he never had trouble making friends before. He 

desmid himself as a fiiendly person to everyone, a sort of "hey, how ya' doing" 

fellow. He expected to be the same at his new school and to find the same sorts of 

friendships in his new school as he had in previous schools. This, however, did not 

Dennis, too, attri'buted this lack of connection to his having missed 

orientation. It seemed to Dennis that when he returned to the school everyone else 

had formed into groups of friends. In effect, he had "nowhere to sit." Students 

became "'cliquey." Seniors exacerbated the issue. While he knew everyone and was 

able to keep up with his work, he simply did not feel a part of his new school: 

And when I came back everyone had separated into . . . like in their 



groups. Everyone is sectioned off. At [the school] people don't just 
Like intermingle with each other. They all have their little groups. 
That's the way I saw it . . . within the grade, yeah. And the higher 
grade people kind of looked down on the grade nines. It's kind of a 
weird year because all the younger kids in the school were very cliquey 
. . . and all the people in the upper grades kind of stuck with the people 
in the upper grades . . . . I knew everyone in my gmde. I knew 
everyone in the school. But it was like I wasn't a part, I didn't feel like 
I was a part of the school. Only because of the people there, not 
because of the school itself 

Dennis explained what it was like for him to be excluded &om any 

established groups. He felt completely left out and his thoughts reverted to his 

home town. Even his dreams, literallyt focussed upon his home town. In his 

personal situation, mentioned earlier, Dennis felt "destroyed" with regard to his self 

esteem. It becomes clear that Dennis fit the description offered earlier by Wayne as 

a boy who found himself on "the outside looking in:" 

It means that you go to school every day and you just kind of pass 
everyone by. And you don't really talk to very many people. You 
don't do very much. And because it destroys your self esteem, you 
don't want to do anytbmg. You just want to go back to your room 
after school and not deal with anything. 1 was completely living in [my 
home town] while I was at [the school]. All my thoughts and my 
dreams. Like I dreamed about being in [my home town]. . .just hanging 
out with my fiiends. Because it was so devastating. It destroyed me. 
Like my self esteem. 'Cause everyone needs to be reassured to some 
degree. As soon as there's no one there to say yeah, you're a nice 
person, whatever, it's tolling [takes a toll] on your self image and your 
self awareness . . . . It was a pretty rough time. 

Dennis speculated that had he attended orientation, he may have been able to 

make fiends. Although he was not sure of that, because he knew that he still had to 

cope with his background and the personal things with which he still had to deal, he 

likely would have remained at the school: 



I'm sure 1 would have been much more accepted, but I don't know if I 
would have been able to associate with them . . . . I probably would 
have stayed at [the school] if I could have made tiiends there. If 
people had liked me, at least openly liked me, it would have been 
diffetent. I would have enjoyed school a lot more. And I probably 
would have stayed. 

With Todd, his lack of social skills adversely affected his ability to make 

friends, even during orientation. Tony found himself to have been Todd's closest 

fiend, but even that relationship was not close. Tony reflected that "he [Todd] was 

kind of left with himself all the time." Other students essentially neglected Todd, 

said Tony. Todd did try to make fiiends. As Dave said, "most people would want 

to have a group of fiends ...p robably both for security and comradery." Todd was no 

exception and Dave noted that, "it seemed that he [Todd] was reaching out to 

people." 

Tony said that the more Todd tried, the more others neglected him because of 

his lack of skills. His social "weirdness" prevented a connection for him among his 

peers at the school: 

They interacted with Todd as little as possible . . . it was that people 
would say 'God, he's weird, he's odd,' . . . the more that he tried, the 
more people would say that . . . . He didn't have the social skills to 
cope. 

For Priscilla, no interviewee specifically referred to orientation as having 

been a factor in her bbdisconnectedness" with the school. Betty, her housemaster, 

however, noted that with Priscilla, "anyone who med to get close to her, to give to 

her, she just pushed away." 

Notwitbstsu1ding attempts made by several students in the school, Riscilla 

increasingly withdrew, even from those whom she had befriended for a couple of 

months. She simply chose to be alone in her room, as she said, "the more I kind of 
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wanted to leave the more I kind o f d m  back, I guess . . . . I go to school during 

the day and I'd go back to the room end want to be alone." 

Eventually, and predictably, other students simply stopped trying to befiend 

PrisciUa. Brenda confirmed that as Priscilla remained uncomunicative, "nobody 

really came to visit any more . . . . You wouldn't get much of a response tiom her." 

As for the three older students, Benny, Ralph, and Samantha, two of them, 

Benny and Ralph, had very poor orientation experiences. This period directly 

affected their lack of connection with the school. Neither Samantha nor any other 

interviewee expressed that Samantha had encountered a difFcult experience during 

orientation. She was an athletic person who knew people at the school prior to her 

arrival. Orientation appeared to have W l e d  her needs in terms of making 

connections. 

Very much on a parallel with Dennis' experience, Ralph, with his injury, 

could not participate in the orientation. Ralph remarked that not only did this 

sadden him, he never really met people. He felt left out right fiom the beginning of 

the school year. Ralph lamented that, " I never really met people at the start. I 

stayed behind. 1 was down . . . . 1 felt kinda' like left out." 

Rodney, his advisor, revealed that Ralph was so "down" that he was actually 

going to leave during that orientation time, so profound was his lack of connection. 

In Rodney's view, with Ralph's state of mind, "ostensibly he had left . . . he was 

packed, he was just waiting for his folks." All that remained was for his parents to 

give him the permission to leave physically, which occurred later in the year. 

One male student suffered through a terribly negative orientation experience. 

Physically weaker and quite disinterested in the type of orientation activities planned 

for him, he became embarrassed in fiont of his peers. They had to do the work 

assigned to bhn because he could not cope. Rather than bring him closer to his new 



peers, he felt pushed away from them through this experience. His housemaster 

explained the details of the traumatic time through which the boy tried to endure as 

he displayed his lack of physical skill for his peers to witness: 

He felt really demeuned. And then they teased him about it. And then 
he said they would tell ghost stories at night. And he's a really 
sensitive kid and he didn't want to hear ghost stories. And that made 
him feel really uncomfortable. He felt trapped . . . . And he felt that his 
introduction to the school . . . was really a shock. . . . And he'd be 
demonstrating his lack of skill. You can't hide it . . . . Everyone would 
know. They would joke about it. Back at school he said it was teasing 
but it wasn't in h. 

Encounte~g the Practices and Beliefs of their New Peer Group: Not Fitting 
into the Soeirl Groups at the %hod 

Lawton & Leithwood (1988), and Rossman, Corktt, & Firestone (1985), 

define culture as a set of core norms, values, and beliefs widely shared throughout 

the organization. Schein (1985) suggests that several cultures can operate within a 

larger social unit called the organization. Culture for him becomes a group's 

pattern of basic assumptions used in part to cope with internal integration and taught 

to new members as the correct way to think. 

Clearly, these newly enrolled students encountered new and different beliefs 

and practices fkom their peers at the school. These beliefs and practices hindered 

the afiihation process that needed to occur for successful integration into the 

community. The new students in this study could not integrate into the new culture 

for the many reasons following. 

Stan tallred about tolerance of the current students for differences among their 

peers. Stan admitted that, " I guess what I think is that [the school] celebrates 

certain individuals better than others." This reflects Tinto's (1993) concept of a 

central core culture as compared with peripheral subcultures. Todd, for one, 



certainly did not feel at all celebrated by the students in the school. The social 

osttacization mentioned earlier, really acts of omission rather than commission, lay 

at the root of his lack of mation.  As his mother Debbie described it, Todd had no 

social contact ad, %e was just wondering around after school. He couldn't find 

any of his close fiends . . . [he] felt lost in the school." 

Todd mentioned also that his lack of comfort arose from the ways in which be 

found the students acted in different types of situations. He gave examples of how 

he might have been treated in two hypothetical situations, one physical, the other 

intellectual. 

On the physical side, he would have found support. If, for example, he had 

fallen down some stairs "and got seriously hurt, the people, chances are, would lift 

me up and say are you OK." On the other hand, on an intellectual level, things were 

not so supportive. If Todd had made a "stupid comment" about something, for 

example, someone at the school would remind of that for the whole year and 

chastise him continually for having made it. As Todd said, he found the student 

culture rather intolerant of him and narrow minded in terms of trying to understand 

his perspective: 

There would be a guy who would nag on me for the rest of the year 
and call me a blockhead or whatever . . . just that I was . . . bigger and 
some people would make fim of it . . . it's a bit of narrow mindedness. 

Todd mentioned, too, that he found a few students who did things which 

' W y  annoyed me . . . that made me leave." One student, an "intellectual bully," as 

his mother called that student, harassed Todd academically by having meddled with 

Todd's class notes. Todd said that he complained to his teacher about this and had 

"plenty of evidence'' fm this harassment but found no relief firom this complaint 

process. Todd figured that he could not tolerate tbis sort of practice 'Tor 



another . . . year. I was [also] ignored three times by the same. . . teacher . . . on 

the same issue, yeah." 

Dennis suffered tembly on the social level fiom the way the students treated 

him. He summarized the situation by referring to his having been socially separated 

fimn the other students on any kind of meaningful friendship level. Whereas he 

liked the teachers and all the activities, he was actively and completely "shut out" 

from any student groups: 

But you can 't feel comfortable in a school where you feel separated 
fiom everyone else there . . . . Complerely . . . . And it was hard to 
come fiom [my home town] and have friends all around you all the 
time and then go to a place where everyone kind of looks at you kind 
of h y  . . . . And where I come from it was, like, everyone's really 
nice to each other. Even if you don't know people. You still say hello 
and you're really nice to people. And you don't just immediately shut 
them out. But at [this school], it's like if you're not in the group, 
you're just not in it at all . . . . Once it had established at the starting of 
school, it just stayed Like that. 

Dermis found that older grades socially looked down upon younger grades. 

He found that difficult to tolerate. He felt demeaned by that. Then, his own peer 

group regarded him as a "geek," defined by Dennis as someone lacking in the social 

skills of a 'tegular" teenager. Dennis lamented in a most m o d  tone of voice 

drat there was nothing more he felt capable of doing such that he could gain access 

to that student culture: 

Dcnab: It's the people that completely destroyed it for me . . . . It 
was the students . . . all grades. 'Cause I Gnd the upper grades really 
hard on the younger grades. I think they really like . . . to put everyone 
else down, especially behind their backs. I'd walk around and be 
really nice to people and then I would hear something that people were 
completely putting me down behind my back. Like you don't know 
who to trust . . . [another boy who left] was like the only guy that [I 
hung around with]. 'Cause we felt pretty much the same way . . . [But 



that boy] was deemed a loser geek. And I was just alienated I guess . . 
. . And I found that he was probably the nicest person at [the school] 
because he didn't prejudge anyone. He didn't like put down people. 
He was completely honest. And I could trust him.". . . . 
SG: What's a geek? 
Dennis: A person lacking the social skills of a regular teenager. 
Like partying. His social life wasn't up to par compared with the rest 
of the students. 
SG: Did you feel that the other students regarded you as a 
geek too? 
Dennis: Hm hmm [yes] 'Cause I hung out with him. There was 
nothing I could do [to fit in]. I 

Many students, including Dennis, revealed that the students associated with 

each other in groups. He mentioned that the other students excluded him fkom 

groups. He felt intolerable measures of insincerity coming fiom students and verbal 

abuse as well. He felt that students openly criticized his m e r  of dress, and yet 

later copied it. He found that students criticised his taste in music, yet someone 

stole all his private library of music tapes. He associated with girls more so than 

with boys because the girls acted in a more friendly manner. Yet, the informal 

leader of the girls' group could sway that group of girls' opinion against Dennis, as 

he explained: 

It was more like people would be really nice but . . . like, I'm not 
stupid. They'd be like hi, or whatever, and I'd start to talk to them and 
they'd start to stare off like they didn't really give a shit. Or they were 
too enthralled in their own personal problems to connect with 
somebody else . . . . Just like . . . insulting me, not necessarily using 
bad language but just like go away . . . We don't want you here . . . 
all the time. From the minute I woke up to the minute I went to sleep . 
. . . Seniors were rough on everyone . . . . I have lots of fiends [at 
home]. And We I'm a really 6iendly person. But at [the school], it 
doesn't matter. You basically have to be in the group. And 1 come 
fiom such a Merent background fiom most people at [ the school] . . 
. . I've sear a lot more, been through a lot more shit than most people 



my age . . . experiencing life in general . . . . It was really weird . . . . I 
associated better with girls. The girls were more friendly than the guys 
were. But they were still pretty bad. Because they'd do whatever their 
groups do. So if the head of the group, they don't have a designated 
head, but kind of like the role model for the group didn't like me or 
whatever, they all kind of didn't like me. 

Dennis found the senior level students particularly oppressive as a group. 

Iastead of having felt support from them, he felt that they carried a "'we rule the 

school" attitude toward him and the other younger students. That attitude kept 

Dennis apart fiom meeting other people as well. Rather than assisting with the 

aflbiliation, Dermis felt the seniors' actions driving a wedge within the student body. 

This, he suggested, came about as a result of a long standing tradition at the school 

where the current seniors found themselves similarly treated by the then-seniors. As 

Dennis said: 

The seniors pretty well put down all the [younger] grades. That's 
pretty much a [this school] thing. Like, they just rough them up. 
'Cause like I heard stories about what happened to some of those 
seniors. Like they got beaten so bad. They always said how lucky we 
were that we didn't get the shit beaten out of us . . . . They weren't as 
hard on us as they were treated in grade nine. 'Cause the seniors 
should be like really positive and really nice to the [younger] grades . . 
. and supportive. But instead they just kind of shoot them down. Like 
'oh you suck, you're not a senior. We have control over the school,' 
kind of attitude. They're basically continuing a cycle. 

Dennis discovered that in spite of his efforts, he was totally incompatible with 

the social structure of the schooI. By school, Dennis clearly said that he did not 

mean the teachers, the administrators, or the school programming. Instead, he 

referred directly to the students. He felt so strongly about the students, he called 

them "evil:" 

It was just their whole social structure. I was completely incompatible 
with their social structure and our backgrounds are so digerent. I 



guess that's why there was such an incompab'bility problem in the 
social structure. 'Cause I was used to something completely different 
[regarding friendships] . . . . The kids are so evil. . . . They're also 
continuing the cycle. 

Dennis mentioned that he could cbconnecty' with students on an individual 

basis. The group mentality, however, always kept him outside looking in. Tinto 

(1993) refers to this as incongruence. 

Several student and teacher interviewees referred to the group mentality at the 

school. One student, Anne, referred to these groups, these cliques, by her own 

interpretations of them. She found the students at the school very intolerant of 

different people. Various groups form in the school based upon differences ammg 

the students: 

I think that a lot of people here aren't very tolerant of different people . 
. . . See, I guess you could say there are different groups here. And 
there's people who are considered really cool. And then there's 
another group that are I guess sort of medium [in social stature]. And 
then there's another which is kind of not the outcasts, that's a little 
harsh, but just different, I guess. And I guess that supposedly cool 
crowd looks down on the other groups. 

Another student, too, clearly felt the effects of not having been included in a 

group. One of the boy's fiiends, Diane, perhaps his closest friend at the school, 

although she remarked that even she was not really close to him, referred to the fact 

that this fellow was not really accepted into a group. We were chatting about him at 

the time of her comments about the fact that the students suffer fiom a lack of 

tolerance for sexual preferences among the students: 

Diane: I t h i ~ I ~  its goma' be a transition that the school's gonna' 
have to take, [i.e.] . . . they're gonna' have to open up [to be more 
accepting]. There's a percentage of them, a mallpercentage of them, 
who seem to be more open to a more feminine type of guy. But on the 
whole I think it'll take some time for them to learn how to realise that 
for someone to act not macho and act not jockish is not a bad thing. 



And all it is is a test of time . . . . 
SG: Are the boys here primarily macho? . . . . 
Diane: Yeah . . . . There are a few who are my fiends and so 
on. They're not [macho]. And they've been hassled but I think they 
get over it. They push it away because they can cope with it. He was 
maybe just one of those who couldn't . I don't know if I could have. 
And the guys here are very like 'I'm gonna' rough you up' [she puts on 
a male-type bully voice]. Along that line. 
SG: And the ones who are not macho, they're coping 
somehow? 
Diane: Yeah, and the ones who are like [her fiiend], the majority 
of their friends are girls . . . . But they [to the contrary] must have 
found, like, a hook [a bond, affiliation] somewhere and they could do 
it, and suppress any sort of negative emotions that they have about it, 
and sort of look at the positive. Because the school does have a lot to 
offer. 

The student in this issue denied any suggestion that he found more comradery 

among females than males. His father, however, supported the notion that he did 

find more comfort in socializing with girls. He also pointed to the fact that a rather 

typical fim, recreational activity for young males at the school, attending a football 

game as a group, held absolutely no appeal for his son. He was not at all interested 

and so found himself on the outside of his group of male peers within the student 

residence: 

SG: Did you find more companionship in females than males? 
Boy: Nope. I don't think so. 
Father: I always felt that you did . . . . He always talked about the 
girls more than the boys . . . the arts-type guys [however] were more 
your group. He wasn't going to hang around with the jocks . . . . 
When @us housemaster] phoned ... that you were going to see the team 
play . . . it didn't ttuill you! But [your housemaster], I don't know, he 
was just a different [type ofperson, very macho]. He said we've got 
all these activities planned, like football games. And I thought to 
myself, oh boy, this is not the right activity. This is not his thing. 
You've picked the wrong boy here! 



Several inteniewees, parents, teachers, and students alike, referred to the arts 

and academically minded students, as contrasted with the sports oriented students, 

as being more at risk of finding acceptance into the school. As Stan commented, "it 

concerns me because sometimes I see the arts student as being at risk." This, again, 

reflects the concept of core versus peripheral student subcultures. 

In one case, Mandy referred to her son, Benny, indeed as being more 

compatiile with the arts students. Stan observed that this, too, caused other 

students to have viewed Bemy as having been "different" born within the student 

culture at the school: 

Students would . . . perceive him [Benny] as being different because, 
compared to the other students here, he would be, he appeared to be 
less outdoors oriented. He appeared to be less sports oriented, he had 
strengths in the arts. 

Anne commented that the arts students of the school do constitute a group 

unto themselves. The arts/academic students clearly occupy only a social status 

which Aane can only classify as "diffetent" among the students. The students 

accord the highest social status, in h e ' s  view too, to the football playing students 

for boys, and the basketball players among the girls: 

The different group has more extracurricular things like music and stuf f  
. . . . They're more involved in things like drama and art and music. I 
guess they're more down to earth . . . . And the medium group I guess 
is a mixture of social and sports . . . . Things Like football with the 
guys [occupy the highest status]. And . . . with the girls [it is] 
basketball . . . . I guess it kind of bugs you . . . i f1 can be [wanted to 
be] somewhere else and be more comfortab1e, I guess I would be [too]. 

One student's roommate, Jim, and a housemaster, Wendy, made reference to 

a cultural difference among the student residences. The residence house to which 

one student Ieaver was assigned was a very *mecho9' culture that year, as Jim 



mentioned. Wendy referred to it as a "buck up" mentality. Students who were 

feeling some distress for whatever reason, simply had to "buck up" and deal with it 

in a very ''manly" sort of fashion. This clearly ran contrary to the leaving student's 

way of dealing with things. He required a diffient type of support, as Jim and 

Wendy both mentioned. In fact, Wendy referred to the boy as being "counter 

culture" in the residence in which he had to live: 

That style [of house] works well for the kids who are in it because 
that's what they're looking for. That style of leadership and 
management. At least half of the kids in that house would have known 
each other &om the year before. So they would have had a cornunity 
based upon shared values and beliefs in ways of doing things. So if he 
were to say aaythmg [about his social discomfort] it wouldn't be well 
received. Because he was almost like counter culture in that house . . . . 
It was a 'buck up' culture, you know. Buck up, stop whining. And 
again that meets the needs [of many boys] . . . . Obviously that's a 
style, the shared beliefs, that do meet the needs of a group of kids. It's 
just for him, it wasn't a match. 

Two student interviewees, Diane and Donna, referred to a "mould" to which 

students must fit within the student body, if one is to remain enrolled in the school. 

Another boy, being rather non-athletic, "'cMEerent"and 'Yemmy," in Diane's words, 

did not fit the mould into which a male student must fit. Diane agreed with Paula's 

comment earlier where they both said that a student could be "different" and still 

survive. In Diane's view, however, basically a male should be a 'Toclc," a "guy," 

to fit the mould best. If not in that mould, any male student risks harassment and 

lack of understanding fiom his peers. This boy in question was that sort of "non- 

jock." Wayne, the teacher, referred earlier to such a male as being too f k  firom 

"down the middle." Diane commented that this scenario as one which worked 

strongly against this fellow's lack of comection with the other boys: 

Diut: I think when you come to [this school], you have to fit a 



certain mould. And sometimes to be different here, you'll be respected 
and then sometimes to be different you won't be respected. And in 
order to fit in with a lot of the guys here you have to fit the certain 
mould of 'I love sports, I love this, I love that.' Um, and he wasn't like 
that. And I think he felt alone for a lot of it. Because all his fiends 
here were girls. I think a lot of the guys here didn't understand it. Urn, 
I don't think that they approve of guys who are diffbrent . . . . You 
have to be a jock. You can't be, to put it in slang terns, 'fernmy' in 
any way. 
SC: And he doesn't fit the jock mould? 
Diane: No. No. And if you do stay here and are, I guess, not 
fitting the jock mould, then you probably get hassled and you get the 
usual sort of harassments fkom the other guys who, you know, are 
supposedly being the jock mould. Not all of them. Just, you know, 
some. 
SG: So there are some guys who are not jocks? 
Diane: No, there are some guys here who are jocks but they 
don't hassle people. There are some guys here who aren't jocks and 
they're accepted I think. I just think in general there's a lot of that you 
have to be sort of like masculine . . . macho. You have to be a guy. . 
. . He just got stuck in a rut. He didn't have any fiiends in the guys 
really. He didn't, I don't think he felt accepted ... He was doing poorly 
in school. For him, the only was out was to leave. Go back where he 
felt comfortable, I guess. 

Wendy and Candace commented that the girls at the school need to interact 

with each other, to find a relationship among their peers in order to fit in. Donna 

made reference to this as a mould into which a girl must fit. She found that Riscilla 

was not interested in becoming part of the mould, but rather, was "a total 

individual" who could not make the adjustment necessary to fit into the school. As 

Donna said about Priscilla, "she just couldn't deal with anydung. I think that [being 

in the school] was just bringing her down." 

Both Betty, Priscilla's housemaster, and Donna, Priscilla's roommate, 

mentioned that Priscilla withdrew from her peers, and any invitations they made to 

her on a social level to get her involved in activities. Riscilla, if she attended social 



gatherings at all, would simply sit and remain silent, choosing not to interact with 

others. Riscilla never left her room to eat among other students, choosing instead to 

attend classes, go to her room, and go to bed early. 

Donna said that while the mould included attaining good grades, being "so 

amazing at sports, arts, and academically," and that Priscilla met those criteria, the 

mould also included being socially extroverted. Priscilla, however, b'wwasn't that at 

all." 

For the remaining two new students, the older students, Samantha and Ralph, 

the issues of fitting in were somewhat different. The school culture includes 

separating students socially and awarding different and special privileges based 

upon membership in the various grade levels. Thus, both Samantha and Ralph 

found themselves unable to establish the kind of strong social bonds that they may 

have found among students in upper grades and with whom they felt more 

comfortable socially. As a result, these two new students lacked the necessary 

attiliation within the school. 

Once back at the school following orientation, Samantha was expected, by 

virtue of her younger grade level, to live by a different set of social constraints than 

did the very same friends whom she knew at school and &om the orientation. Those 

older students enjoyed extra privileges in terms of curfews, study habits, etc. which 

Samantha could not enjoy. 

As a result of this segregation, when she did make a strong connection, 

finally, it was with a girl in her grade who caused discipline problems such that the 

school asked her to leave. That unfortunate liaison, as her housemaster Wendy 

explained, really helped to move Samantha out of the school. This whole scenario, 



141 

including the rather unsavoury relationship, contributed to the lack of Samantha's 

connection with the school. 

Ralph encountered similar experiences with his new peer group, after having 

experienced that very lonely time during orientation. This post-orientation social 

situation finher exacerbated Ralph's established feelings of wanting to leave. 

Students older than Ralph, but with whom he felt more comfortable because of his 

own level of maturity, physical size, and academic strengths, were permitted those 

same extra privileges descrititd in Samantha's case. Ralph, too, because of his age 

and grade could not associate with these students, the very people whom he may 

have gotten to know best. Ralph's father and mother referred to this situation. 

Ralph did too. He called the phenomenon unfair "grade divisions" and said, "a lot 

of my friends were in [older] grades . . . . I found there's a real division between 

juniors and seniors." 

AU of this worked against Ralph's bonding. His advisor, Rodney, suggested 

that Ralph may have begun to integrate once he began slowly to find and associate 

with his future basketball team mates. The season had yet to begin and Ralph was 

still injured physically. Ralph never did achieve that level of connection in time for 

him to remain enrolled. As Rodney explained, "be was tending towards it 

[belonging to the school community]. I don't think he was ever fully integrated." 

This leads to a discussion of school rules. That subject arose in discussion by 

many ofthe leaving students, whether new to the school or not. 

Schooi R u b  

School d e s ,  and specifically the effect they had upon the students' lives 

socially, caused pmblems to greater and lesser degrees for the Ieavers while at the 

school. For eleven of the twelve student leaven, they, their parents, friends, and 



some housemasters spoke about the negative effect school rules had upon the 

students' willingness to remain in the school. 

The issues with school rules pertained almost exclusively to the residential 

side of school We. Even in the case of one student, Todd, who was not a boarder in 

the school, the rules which affected him adversely were recognized by his family to 

have been put in place specifically to keep the residential students busy and, 

therefore, "out of trouble." In his view, and that of his parents too, the school also 

then kept Todd so busy with many mandatory activities, that he, at his younger age, 

became perpetually fatigued. He also had no social life at all. 

Every interviewee who raised the issue of rules understood the need for the 

school to embrace a set of rules in order to have the school operate effectively, 

especially for the sake of the residential population. These interviewees, however, 

found the rules unsatisfactory for those eleven particular leaven. 

In addition to the stratification rules mentioned above with Samantha and 

Ralph, where the school granted privileges to older students only, thereby keeping 

older and younger students apart artificially in these two cases, inte~ewees 

referred specifically to other broad categories of rules. These rule categories 

included: time (residence curfew times, study hall times, and breakfast times); 

special "leave" occasions (asking for permission to leave the school property to 

attend social events such as parties, visits with other students' f d e s ,  etc.); and 

for only three ofthe students, rules felt to be too stringent regarding alcohol 

consumption and tobacco use. Adjectives used to d e m i  the social situation 

which resulted fiom the school's imposition of the rules included words such as too 

claustrophobic, rigid, regimented, and controlled. 



Ruks: The Discrepancy between Home a d  School 

All of the eleven student leaven for whom rules created an issue in terms of 

happiness with the school discovered a profound contrast between what was 

considered acceptable behaviour at home vis a vis rules, versus acceptable 

behaviour at the school. Behaviour which parents would support at home often fell 

afoul of the school's rules of acceptable behaviour. 

These discrepancies occurred most in the cases of time factors. For example, 

study hall rules demanded that students remain in their dormitories for a designated 

period of time. For Ralph, this represented a waste of his time. He worked quickly 

and efficiently, did all of his work, scored well academically, and yet had to remain 

confined to his room until his study period had ended. This situation was 

particularly acute for Ralph, and indeed Samantha too, in the particular context of 

the older students with whom they both felt more comfortable socially. Older 

students were dowed more study time fieedom while Samantha and Ralph were 

constrained by the more stringent rules for younger students. 

While Sanumtha received permission on occasion to work with her older 

fiends, Ralph was not allowed to do so. This entire situation made no sense to 

Ralph or his parents. Ralph felt "tied down, " as his dad referred to the situation: 

He's the type who studies when he feels he needs to. When he has to 
spend it, he'll go all night if he has to but he hated the business of 
being tied down. Others would be allowed to go out but he had to stay 
in his room . . . . But all  these factors along with the injury I think 
added up . . . . I think he felt imprisoned in the room . . . . I know that 
they're not the same as a private home rules but if you were in your 
room and had most of your studying done and the material covered, not 
every student takes two hours . . . . I guess he felt that if he was forced 
to be there twiddling his fingers . . . those things were all factors in him 
Qiag what he did do [i.e. leave the school]. When he came 



home he was unhappy . . . . He said 'dad I'm complerely, completely 
~ P P Y  ' 

Time related rules really impacted most heavily upon students' sense of 

independence. This, again, related to the discrepancy which the students felt 

between what was permitted at home and what was suddenly no longer permitted at 

the school. Priscilla found this particularly trying for her. Compared with home, at 

school she found no time for herself 

There wasn't that much time for yourself. You're up at this time. 
You're eating at this time. You're at school this time. You came 
home. You had your sports. Then you had study. Then you're in bed. 
And you had like half an hour breaks in between then . . . your day was 
so planned out kind of. . . . When you're at home, if you don't feel 
like doing something you just don't. 

Compared with home, too, the issue of curfew times arose among the 

inte~ewees. Having to be in one's room by a specified time ran so contrary to the 

kind of life expected of students at home that the impediment to their social mutines 

became unbearable. 

Lois provided a good overview of that situation. She referred to students 

&om large cities, in particular, students who even at the age of thirteen have curfews 

of midnight as compared with ten o'clock at the school. These same students go out 

regularly at home during the week, especially on Friday nights, and certainly on 

Saturday nights. But at the school, the rules pertamhg to curfew create "So much 

more of a hassle!" So, when these same students enrol in the school for them, Lois 

said, "Oh yeah. Very different. It's hard." 

Regarding this theme ofrules, Howard, a school student, placed an interesting 

perspective upon this issue. Howard remarked that even if the students did not 

choose to go out, the point remained that they felt the d i f f i c e  lay in knowing that 

they could go out, if they so chose, and that they missed something very important 



to them by living at the school: 

So, 1 think that the curfew does play a major role . . . you come to 
school and you have to be back on campus by [the appointed time]. 
You can't really go out. It [teen age] sort of is a rime for 
experimentation, whatever, you know, and you start missing that. And 
if you still have friends like in the city or whatever, you feel like you're 
missing out . . . . And so that can almost spur on a bad feeling about 
the school. Like you know, this damn place. It's keeping me here. I 
can't believe it, or whatever. I think . . . it's having a place that you 
can get away and always knowing that you can. 

With regard to rules allowing students to leave the school to visit someone's 

home or to go for a social event together, the students all found the rules 

constraining. Again, compared with home expectations, students felt an enormous 

loss of independence once at the school. Mark, a school student, made a comment 

about this, summarizing the difference between home and school. It all comes down 

to families' values Mering @om those of the school. The differences create a much 

different atmosphere for students at school: 

It's all relative. Some peoples' parents might be more strict or less 
strict [than the school]. So if your parents are really not very strict at 
all then obviously coming to a school like [this one] where it's such 
conformity like "here's the rules, you have to abide by them7' would 
be different for someone who already has strict family values . . . . The 
routine and all that kind of stuE It's totally different fiom public 
schools. 

Rules with which many of these students have become quite familiar, and feel 

everyone ought to know, can become too major an issue when left to the unique 

interpretation of the school housemasters. Paula reflected upon how one student 

leaver, Joanne, requested leave to go to a party. Betty, her housemaster, called 

home to obtain Joanne's parents' permission, received it, then called them again to 

report that alcohol would be consumed at the party. That second phone call, in 



Paul's view, offended Joanne. At her age, this act made her feel "like a kid." This 

sewed as another example whereby the whole school process oftreating its older 

students came into question. 

Routine imposed by rules became an issue for each of the leaving students. 

The predictability of life under those guidelines, with little or no source of relief, 

created much fiustfation for the leavers. In contrast, at home, one can do whatever 

one wishes on any different day of the week. As Sarah explained, the school 

allows, "no exceptions to the rules . . . . It's just that it's lund of like a routine. 

You just get so bored of it. But here [at home] you can do whatever you want on a 

Tuesday night ." 
For the three students who found the rules too rigid to accommodate their use 

of tobacco and alcohol, the same issues discussed above also applied. Given their 

relatively greater freedom at home, for these three people, the things they could do 

at home, even if not condoned by their parents, represented a strong pull back home 

for the students. 

Barb, for example, felt ''trapped" by the school's rules. She needed her 

fieedom. Anne attested to Barb's feelings in this way, using the same word 

%apped,"as did Barb: 

Barb is a smoker and drinker. She did both quite a bit. So she liked 
to, on breaks and stuff, she had a lot of fim. And she'd come back and 
feel cramped in. Claustrophobic, sort of. She felt trapped I guess. She 
was always complaining about wanting to get out and go party, or 
what ever. 

Privacy 

Learning to live in the new culture presented other problems as well for four 

of the leaving students. They, and one of the current student students, and one 

housemaster talked about the lack of privacy at the school. Tinto (1993) talks about 



this in terms of adjustment to the new expectations of the school. For these four 

leavers, then, living with other students in shared dormitories, in residential houses, 

and in a boarding school, became an urgent point of contention for them. 

Howard, a current student, mentioned that this closeness of living togther can 

take its toll upon people. Howard expressed his views in terms of  the lack of 

independence and then finding it difficult to "escape" in order to be alone: 

'Cause your whole life is sort of planned out for you . . . and everybody 
always knows where you are. Always knows where you live. It's hard 
to escape. Hard to be alone. Hard to express yourself. . . I think 
about it a lot. 

Wendy, felt that the issue of privacy profoundly affected at least two of the 

leavers, Bemy and Adrime. Both students did in fact dwell upon the issue of lack 

of privacy in the school as having caused them considerable anxiety while enrolled. 

Wendy refmed to this lack of privacy as a "problem" at the school, and that some 

students leam where to find a more private place but they need some help in doing 

that. Wendy referred to private places such as a classroom, going for a walk in a 

nearby conservation area by a stream, and the school gymnasium: 

It's [privacy] a problem there . . . . There are kids who need to leam 
where to find the privacy because they don't know where to look for it. 
Because there's definitely places at that school you can find privacy 
but they need some help, some guidance where to find it . . . . The 
classrmms at night . . . . They don't have to have privacy where 
they're the only one as far as they can see. They have to privacy in 
terms of being able to do their own thing without being intempted . . . 
They [students] can ...go for a walk. The conservation area can be [a 
private place]. There're some nice places to go. Or if you go by the 
stnam.. . The fields. There's ofken nobody at the fields except for 
sports times. The gym. The hill near the gym . . . . A place to make 
sense of their day. 



Adriane raised the privacy issue in a different light. As a retuning student, 

having been enrolled for more than one year, she did talk., too, about that need fot a 

place and time to reflect, or make sense of her day, as Wendy called it. Adriane, 

however, also referred to a different kind of privacy. She talked about how her time 

having lived in a boarding school really put the school kont and centre in her mind. 

She felt the constant demand to deal with things all the time. 

Adriane described the school as being "in your face." Instead, she needed her 

own "space." She referred to her needs having become everythmg fiom the chance 

to come home and find shelter from the world for a night or even longer, to the little 

things such as having a snack and watching television. Adriane called privacy, "one 

of those things that I need; a bit of time every day where I can just be by myself and 

Like reflect and breathe and just sort of calm myself down . . . . I really missed my 

privacy ." 

Barb, the other returning student who mentioned privacy, expressed her needs 

for different reasons. Barb's personality and lifestyle with tobacco use and curfew 

challenges, meant that she fell under particular scrutiny fiom her housemaster. As a 

result, Barb could 6nd little place where she did not feel "like you were always 

being watched. And that you could never actually have time alone without being 

watched or people being suspicious about something." 

The two newly enrolled students, Bemy and Priscilla, experienced profound 

issues with privacy once at the school. For both of them, their home life represented 

a dramatically different Westyle with respect to privacy. This contrast created great 

fiction for them both at the school. 

Benny's mother, Mandy, mentioned that he had the use of an entire floor of 

the house to himself. She knew before he went to boarding school that this privacy 

issue could arise for him. Much to Benny's chagrin, Mandy put into context the 



nature of Benny's very private domain at home by having referred to Benny with, 

"he's the King at home!" 

When Bemy arrived at school, he had a very small room and shared it with 

another student. This boy had a large circle of friends who then used his and 

Benny's room as a central location for their social time. Benny said he was never 

alone there. As a result, he never went to his residential house or his room, except 

to sleep. He then felt dislocated ffom his own "home," and as Mandy exclaimed, 

"and there's no privacy. My God!" 

Benny also found that when he did retum to his residential house, the nature 

of the activities of the other boys in his house ran completely contrary to the kinds 

of things to which Benny was accustomed or enjoyed. Wendy commented that 

"each house definitely has its own personality. And . . . the students that tend to get 

attracted to certain houses, it's because of that personality." 

Benny was assigned to that residence, one which his roommate descnkd as 

"rowdy" in nature. He described the sorts of activities that went on at night, the 

very time when Benny would have returned to his room to sleep. The residence life 

became a major issue for Benny. Mead of finding privacy, Benny encountered that 

rowdy male atmosphere in the residence: 

You know, guys, like at night for instance, we would like . . . be 
wrestling in the halls or you know during sports and stuff, like ball 
hockey, inside. With helmets and gloves and stuff. Wrestling. Like 
things like that. That's how they got along in there. Maybe Benny, 
you know, maybe that's not his thing, you know. Maybe if he was in a 
less rowdy house. 

Riscilla's case bears some similarity to Benny's regarding privacy. She is 

someone used to having her own room with lots of floor space to call her own at 

home, and with few temporal boundaries around her either. She, however, fomd 



the boarding experience quite enjoyable at fast. It felt to her much like a "big 

slumber party or something," with so m y  girls around all the time. Then, Priscilla 

soon discovered that the party never ended. She recalled that, "at some point [I 

realised that] there's always people in your house." She had needed privacy but 

could find none at school. 

The School as an Unreal a d  Sheltered World 

In distinct contrast to the privacy issue, three other student leavers, a school 

official, Stan, two parents, and two currents student, talked about the school 

environment in terms of its contrast with the external world. Some students can find 

the school too sheltered fiom the "real"world. 

Several new and returning students, as well as parents, descn'bed the school 

in terms such as sheltered and shielded fiom the reality of every day We. This issue 

had an adverse effect upon four of the leavers' desire to stay at the school. 

The concept of the school representing an artificial world took upon 

contrasting meaniugs, depending upon who used the term "real world." Stan 

thought that the school placed stringent demands upon some students. He thought 

that Alice, for example, may have left because she sought a less arduous experience 

in the "real world." 

Stan saw the school as placing strenuous demands upon Alice in the context 

of her personal issues. He figured that Alice was ''jaded on private schools." He 

thought that she may have been looking for what he called a "red world" high 

school experience, one which she may have found "less stressful, troublesome, 

[and] competitive ... she just wanted to experience the real world a little bit." 

Each of the remaining interviewees, however, who spoke about the school in 

contrast to the "eal world," felt that the school was indeed too sheltered, too 



protective fnnn reality. This played a role in Todd's, Deanis', and Joanne's 

departure. 

For example, Todd felt that it was a matter of being enrolled at the school 

with students too similar in a higher socio-economic status. His mother, Debbie, 

commented that the students at the school "do not represent the reality of the 

outside world . . . . If he went to a normal [city] high school, he will meet children 

from every aspect of life. More like the real world." Todd felt that, instead, he 

needed to be prepared for life by attending school with students in a publicly h d e d  

secondary school. In Todd's words, he would rather have classmates who 

represent, '%om welfare to wealthy. I'll always meet them there." 

Lois talked about the kinds of "shock" that students coming &om the larger 

urban areas feel when they attend the school which guides so much of their daily 

lives with its routine. To her, the school removes some of that independence, that 

fieedom, that larger urban dwellers experience fiom an early age. 

Joanne's father, Mario, explained how his daughter felt that she needed to be 

more in the "real world," given her age. She needed to experience life in better 

preparation for university where Joanne would encounter that real world and be 

expected to cope with it. Linda referred to Joanne's fondness for the school and 

expressed, too, that the school represents an ideal world, but certainly not the real 

world: 

It's a reality you'd love to have but it doesn't really exist very many 
places . . . . A lot of that comes from being a .  . . boarding school 
where everybody lives with each other. You know each other so well . 
. . . You know a lot about personalities and q d s  and what's going on 
m kids' lives. Joanne's remark really captured it. She said, ya' know, 
at [the school] the teachers were myfnfnends . I mean they cared about 
her, cared how she was doing, whether she was sick whether she 
wasn't. . . it's like a family . . . . I think it was a reason she gave us. 



Dennis found the school very "shielded" from outside influences. He found 

that his own life's experiences placed him on a Merent level compared with most 

others at the school. Dennis' fiiend Tony, recounted that Dennis found the school 

too "surreal"and that represented a problem for Dennis. This contributed toward 

making it difficult for Dennis to bond with his peers. 

Tony agreed that he could see the school as somewhat ''ffake" for someone 

who experienced a life with violence and drugs. The school might indeed appear 

Woo safe' for someone Like that. This would also mean that the school became a 

place where one's acquired social coping skills became of little value in the new 

environment. Tony mentioned that Dennis referred to the school as being so idyllic 

that it reminded him of a children's televison show which depicted life as simple and 

full of good manners. Tony mentioned that Dennis felt, "like a fish out of 

water . . . . He often compared this to Mr. Rogers' Neighbollrhood!" 

Other Schod Related Issues 

Attrition literature also addresses the issues of extracurricular, academic, and 

physical space as potentially problematic in terms of hindering persistence (e.g. 

Men & Nelson, 1987; Johnson, 1994; Tinto, 1993). In ths case study, too, 

interviewees reported such concerns as having contriiuted to their lack of desire to 

remain in the school. Rather than acting as major contributing forces in the 

students' decisions to leave the school, however, these considerations played more 

of a supporting or contri'buting role to varying degrees. Even when the students 

talked about these largely non-socially based concerns, the social side of their lives 

still came through in several instances as laying at the root of the problem for many 

ofthe students. 



Extracurricular Sports 

Five of the leaving students talked about some aspect of the extracURicular 

sport program. Todd, Priscilla, and Benny, all referred to their discomfort with such 

an emphasis upon athletics in the school. The school insisted that all the students in 

this study participated in an athletic endeavour each tenn of school. None of these 

three people embraced athletics. The demand for them to participate in sports 

contributed to their lack of opportunity for more interesting pursuits for them, such 

as academics or arts for Todd and Benny. As Ed, Todd's father commented about 

Todd, "he's not a sports enthusiast as some others are. He likes it, but it's not his 

whole Life." 

In Riscilla's case, a person who described the sports demands as "a big 

change for me, someone who doesn't do sports, is not very active," the demand on 

sports meant that she had less time for herself. Her father, Don, also regarded this 

as "just another impact on your [Priscilla's] independence," with which Priscilla 

agreed. 

In contrast, Joanne and Ralph both desired competitive sport training at a 

higher level of competence than the school programs could provide. For Ralph, it 

became a matter of a lack of physical training. His mother, May, commented about 

her son's attempts to recuperate from his condition and maintain some continuity in 

the level of training he received at home. She said that Ralph's basketball 

'?mining is very, very important to him. He's an athlete . . . . I don't think he got 

what he felt he needed." 

Joanne played tennis at a highly competitive level. For her training, she 

travelled routinely back to her home city, rather than remain to participate in the 

school's program. She and her firiend at school, Howard, both mentioned that she 

could not get the training she need at the school. At her level of participation, 



Joanne commented that, Yt's more of a commitment." She and Howard both 

mentioned, too, that the social comradery found among other students at that level 

and in those social circles remained a strong incentive for Joanne to continue 

training with her home team rather than with the school's program. As Howard 

noted, "You could almost see that she [Joanne] was missing the . . . lifestyle. 

Because that was part of the embodiment of it . . . . Oh yeah, for sure." 

Non-Athletic Issues 

Of the three remaining students who raised extracurricular concerns, Alice, 

and June talked about the lack of activities on the weekends. This provided them 

with lots of free time, but time during which they became very bored. Due to their 

young age, neither girl could obtain "leave" to go off the school grounds for a 

Saturday evening. June called the situation "not exactly exciting" and 

'imonotonous." As Alice summarised their perception, she felt complete histration 

at the lack of anything to do. 

Adriane's mother, Laura, reported that her daughter also had too much tiee 

time on the weekends '%without being involved in something. She got sad and 

depressed." Adriane lamented more that she chose to avoid an extraculticdar 

pursuit in which she would have liked to participate. With her building feelings of 

self doubt and lack of friends, she did not enter the school's public speaking 

program because '? think I felt I wasn't good enough . . . . I found myself getting 

really shy. Like, I was shying away fiom people all the time . . . . My self- 

confidence was, like, the pits." 



Academics 

Academics became an issue for six of the leaven. The academic concerns 

created starkly contrasting problems for the students. Either the academics proved 

too f i c u l t  or too easy for them. This supports the findings of AUea & Nelson 

(1987), Johnson (1994)' and Tinto (1 993). 

On the one hand, for Todd, June, and Joarme, the academic program lacked 

something which they needed. As Todd explained, his primary reason for attending 

the school related to the superior academics he thought the school offered. He and 

his parents found the academic situation not substantially different or better than the 

program Todd's fiends received in publicly fimded schools. Todd said that, "it 

made me change my mind about spending a whole lot of money to get [stay] in." 

June and Joanne both looked fm a more academically rigorous program too. 

Joanne in particular worried that, in her view, the school's academic program may 

actually have prevented her fiom either gaining access to a university of her choice 

eventually or fiom succeeding once enrolled in university. Having missed many 

classes for her tennis schedule, Joanne did work hard and still achieved very strong 

marks in school. Her father explained that Joanne felt that marks may still have 

been too easily attained at the school when compared with other schools. She may 

have felt she experienced a Ydse dawn" at this school. 

Benny, Sarah, and Alice, instead, found the academic program too rigorous 

for them. Mandy, Benny's mother, commented that "he's just hopeless at 

academics . . . . He's a smart guy but it just doesn't interest him." Benny, however, 

maiutained that the lower marks he attained merely reflected his unhappiness &om 

other sources at the school. He did find the academic work load very "heavy," as 

his mother said, and she commented that "you [Benny] were desperate!" 



Diane, Benny's friend, may have summed up best the circuitous nature of this 

argument. She commented that one issue certainly built upon the other, regardless of 

which came first, and that the net result was that Benny had to leave to get out of his 

"rut:" 

I don't know if it's that he first was doing poorly in school which made 
him depressed and then he wasn't making friends. Or maybe it was the 
social aspect which then led up to the more curricular aspect of it. He 
probably fell into a rut and had to get out. 

Sarah and Alice found themselves in an academic situation where they felt 

incapable of achieving well. This created a problem for them not only academically, 

but also in the social sense of feeling temily inadequate much of the time. 

Sarah wanted an academic challenge fiom the school and said, "Yeah, I 

thought I could handle it. But obviously not!" Having come fiom a school where 

her marks were very strong, Sarah's marks dropped substantially. This led to her 

feelings of great hutration and low self worth. Sarah mentioned that she would 

have felt better about herself had she done better academically. People around her 

tried to help her succeed but she felt the lack of self worth personally: 

Cause i f 1  had done better, I would have been happier with mysellj I 
think . . . . It was an internal thing. If anythmg, they [the people at 
school] were trying to help. It was more an internal thing. 

Alice felt a great pressure to succeed at a level higher than she felt capable of 

doing, compared with her peers. She did call this a "good pressure" and one that 

spurred her on to try harder. Alice did reveal that she felt herself intellectually less 

capable tban so many of her peers: 



The education there is like, second to none . . . . It's so good 
compared to a normal high school . . . . It [my decision to leave] 
wasn't based on any academic type thing. The expectations for your 
school work are really high . . . . I don't see myself as being a really 
smart person or anythg, not super intelligent like some of the people 
there. 

Alice's mother, Angela, and Alice's fiend, Sally, however, both mentioned 

that Alice felt temily negative pressure due to her lack of academic success. 

Angela called Alice's feelings those of "inadequacy in herself that she wasn't as 

smart, not as bright, and never going to be able to succeed." Sally mentioned 

Alice's hstration with having been incapable of maintaining the pace toward 

academic excellence. This resulted in Alice's having given up trymg: 

I don't think she [Mce] did very well in school. I think that was also 
really fhstrating . . . . I think a lot of people feel here that there's so 
much emphasis placed on excelling academically. And she didn 't 
excel academically and I know she struggled with that. She tried 
really, really hard and toward the end she gave up on that too. She 
wanted to stop trying 'cause she didn't think she could do it. 

Physikal I~~uRT: School Lucpmion and Dormbries 

Six of the leaving students, Benny, Priscilla, June, Alice, Dennis, and Todd, 

all raised concern with the physical location of the school. Essentially, they found 

it too fk removed fkom the fiiends they had back home andlor the kinds of larger 

urban centre activities they liked to do when at home but which were not available 

close enough to the school for their liking. 

Alice and Riscilla both refmed to feeling 'heird," "trapped," or 

bbconstricted, "as they said, when having compared the school's proximity to larger 
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urban centres with their home towns. Benny also refmed to the ‘‘freedom" he 

missed by not being close enough to a large city. 

Priscilla's friend, Brenda, explained it as a problem Priscilla encountered with 

something as ordinary as going to see a movie. At the school, to see a movie 

becomes, 'tjust such a big production. Whereas at home, those people could 

probably hop the bus and go into town." Betty, Riscilla's housemaster, summarked 

the situation with having said, "She [Priscilla] would rather go into town and hang 

out in a mall rather than go to a sport and get involved with a team." 

June shared those same feelings of needing a larger urban centre. For her, the 

feelings came about as a result of her increased age and maturity. Whereas she was 

attracted to the school by its location when she was only twelve years old, June 

wanted the same kinds of movies, coffee shops, parties, and other such attractions 

of a larger urban centre when she left the school at the age of fourteen. 

Sarah and Benny both expressed concerns with their dormitories, a scenario 

as suggested by Van Maanen & Bartley (1985). Sarah found herself in a "sterile 

cement block atmosphere," as her father Eugene phrased it. He commented that: 

'The house did [have an impact on her decision]. The dorm . . . . Well, she hated 

it!" Eugene thought that this had an impact but was not certain of the extent of the 

impact upon his daughter. Sarah mentioned the dormitory, too, and said that it 

would have made a difference to her. Ultimately, however, being in a more pleasant 

dormitory, '%would've [made a difference to me]. But it wouldn't have made me 

stay.,' 

The most poignant example of a lack of physical space came with Benny. The 

size and location of his dorm clearly had a negative impact upon B e ~ y ' s  enjoyment 

of the school. His roommate called the dormitory's location one of the worst rooms 

in the school. The placement ofthe room was such that the two boys felt constantly 



bombarded by sound and traffic in the house. It bothered Benny's roommate a great 

deal, too, including the fat that the room was so small: 

Actually our room was one ofthe worst rooms. Our room was located 
Like right outside the common room. The common room is where like 
all the guys meet, like, all the time. You could open our door and you 
could see the common room and the T.V. So at night you'd always be 
hearing whatever someone's watching on TV, people laughg and 
talking. And it's just like all the trafk of the house goes right by our 
door. Like there's no buffer zone or anybung. Eve-g people are 
doing out there, socializing, you can hear. And that's Like wrestling 
and all that stuff .  . . . It bothered me . . . 'cause you're trying to sleep 
. . . . Benny alwuys complained about the room actually . . . he very 
much disliked this room. We could hear everyone upstairs and 
everyone downstairs . . . . It was pretty small too. 

Benny admitted that the room played a role in his overall unhappiness and so, 

finally, his decision to leave the school. When he first saw the school, his tour guide 

showed him a very spacious room. Then, once enrolled, Benny found himself 

assigned to this room which others in his house also knew to be unusually small. 

Benny's mother descnid the room. She commented on the fact that they felt let 

down by the school because of what the family was led to believe would be the kind 

of room Benny would be assigned: 

But God, it's really tiny! . . . There was one cupboard and there was 
one set of drawers . . . . I think when you show people the school, 
[they] should] show them the best and show them the worst. Ya' don't 
show them just indiscriminately. It's a mistake! Because you go and 
say, oh, all rooms are like that. 

Benny confirmed his mother's remarks about that dorm. When he thst saw 

his new room: "I was surprised. Very . . . . Just by the room . . . . I mean, people 

called it the closet . . . . My roommate even called it that!" 



Summary 

Once they had emofled, the students' personal characteristics, including 

issues with which they had to deal in their family backgrounds, interacted with many 

aspects of the school's culture. This resulted in the creation of problems for the 

students within the school's environment such that they decided to withdraw from 

the school. 

The problems which arose came primarily &om the social forces. The leavers 

failed to affiliate with a combination of peen, housemasters, and teachers. 

Roommate problems resulted ia strongly negative situations for all the students who 

had roommates. For most students, these roommate issues proved directly 

problematic in terms of mation. For the other leavers, the more benign but equally 

ineffective roommate relationship fded to create the necessary residential happiness 

or bonding required. 

New students encountered dramatic problems with integration into the new 

culture at the school. These students failed to find fiiends, fit into groups, and 

suffered problems within the residential life of the school. 

Finally, for aU the students who failed to persist, external forces played a 

major role in drawing them back to their home vicinities to attend school. Whereas 

f d y  issues played a role for some students, these adolescents experienced the 

most powerfid and ovenvhelming forces unquestionably from their old friends 

whom they needed so desperately for peer support, indeed, for smival. 

The following chapter deals with retaining students. Inte~ewees in this study 

spoke about ways in which the school might have retained at least some of these 

leavers. 



C haages Recommended 

Hey, then's got to be something more that you can do to help them 
with this adjustment. . . it's kind of sink or swim. (Don, a parent) 

Each of the student leavers decided that withdrawing fiom the school 

represented the best solution to problems which they faced while enrolled. This 

chapter explores cornmeats concerning whether or not the school could have 

retained or should have attempted to retain all of the leavers. In cases where 

inte~ewees felt that retention may have been possible, they readily offered 

suggestions as to ways in which the school might consider implementing changes 

within its organization to accomplish that goal. 

The following comments and suggestions came from the perspective of the 

tremendous support still held by the interviewees for the school in which the 

students chose voluntarily to enrol in the first place. All parents but one, for 

example, stated that they did not blame the school for the child's failure to persist 

and, indeed, all interviewees continued to hold the school in the highest esteem. 

The one parent who did apportion blame to the school regarding her daughter's 

failure to persist, felt that the school remained only "10% responsible" for her 

daughter's departure. AU of these suggestions, then, came purely in the context of 

helping the school which interviewees felt already had done an excellent job of 

attempting to retain the students 

The School Cannot and Should Not Retain Each Student 

It may be true that, for some students in this case study, nothing could have 

been done by the schoo1 to have retained them. From the families' perspectives, a 



combination of personal factors may have indicated that a particular student needed 

to move schools for those personal reasons. As Barb's mother commented, for 

example, "the bottom line is that I appreciated the school having [enrolled] Barb, 

[and] I feel that our withdrawal is reflective of where we are/were at as opposed to 

any direct concern regarding the school." 

From another perspective, too, sometimes the school may not actually wish to 

retain every student. This may be true notwithstanding that each student in this 

study was welcomed back to the school. Some students, with their personal 

characteristics, may present such challenges to school policies that the school may 

not be able, or may not choose, to make the programming and other adjustments 

necessary to accommodate potential leavers. 

Stan reflected upon this notion. He commented that to have attempted to 

accommodate some of the student leaven in this case would have placed demands 

upon the school in excess of the school's desire to "move its edges" of what the 

school considers acceptable programming for its students. 

Moving the edges of the school's programming to accommodate these leaving 

students may not have been in the best interests of the students either. in other 

words, as Stan said, such students may be better served by leaving the school, as 

would the school, sometimes: 

Could they [the leavers] have been kept? Probably yes. Was it in the 
best interests of the student[s] to create a setting where they could have 
been kept? No. Not necessarily . . . . Because in order to move the 
edges that [much] fiuther out and in order to meet the prognun needs , 
and this is the huge issue now m residential schools . . . it would have 
been hard [to have kept them] . . . . It's a very tall order to keep 
some of these people. Like, it's not simply done. The question would 
be wait a minute, yes, one could have done that with Alice, but would 
we need a full time counsellor to do that? We're just not equipped for 
that . . . . We're not dealing with hard science here. 



Pat affirmed that attrition actually may have served the school in that it lost 

one of its students, Barb. Pat commented upon how Barb's personal characteristics 

influenced others at the school. Although the school would not have asked Barb to 

leave, it is better for other students that she did not return: 

At home she [Barb] would have been a big fish in a small pond. I'm 
sure that felt really good . . . . And here she was a leader but it was 
negative. it was a negative for us and I think it was a negative for her . 
. . . From the school's point of view, I think it is, in a sense, a positive 
[thing] that she left. She was making somebody as wonderhl as [her 
roommate] feel small. She had a negative undercurrent in all that she 
took part in. 

Paula noted, too, that perhaps the school ought not attempt to help some 

students more than they had been helped already. The school appeared to be at 

least consistent in its approach with its leaving students. Paula talked about this 

with reference to her friend Joanne: 

I think [the school] did pretty well. Because she [Joanne] was pretty 
catered to when she came. I h o w  [a school official] picked [for] her 
the best roommate and that kind of stuff. . . . [The roommate] was 
fine in grade . . . . She didn't get sick until grade . . . . 1 don't think so 
[regarding offering more help to Joanne]. The school did what it does 
for every person. Maybe even a little more for her [Joanne]. I can't 
see . . . babysitting everyone until they feel that comfortable. You're 
not going to learn anythtng. 

Enhancing Retention: Some Proposals for Consideration 

As a means of retaining other students, many of the leaven themselves, their 

Eriends, teachers, and school officials made suggestions which addressed some of 

the very problems and concems given by the interviewees as explanations for the 

students having left. Issues of a social nature clearly represent the primary source 



of retention concerns in this study. Inteniewees talked about any attempted 

intervention strategies addressing two key areas of social concern for students. 

One area involves the social bonding process, or afFiliation. The other 

involves making adjustments to specific school rules which may pennit students to 

enjoy a way of life while living at the school which provides them with a measure of 

c'fceedom'' more akin to the socially oriented lifestyle which they enjoy when living 

in their own home locations. 

Toward Enhancing Affiation 

Several sub themes came to light from the interviewees regarding enhancing 

the success of the bonding process. These themes include timing of any intervention 

strategies, and enhancing the quality of existing levels of numrring regarding student 

relationships within the school. Interviewees also spoke about where any strategies 

ought to occur for the greatest effect, primarily at the residential house level. This 

becomes the place where students spend much of their time and do much of the 

relationship building within the school. Discussions also raised issues pertaining to 

the housemasters' role with respect to the bonding process. Still other suggestions 

dealt with providing counsellors to act as resources for housemasters and students, 

improving the roomtnate/residence selection process, and strategies aimed at the 

removal of social boundaries among the students toward a more tolerant student 

culture in the school. 

Tpming of IntetYenbn 

Intervention processes intended to assist with the bonding process must occur 

fiom the very outset of the year. Ten of the student leaven explained that they 

experienced feelings similar to Samantha's when she said, "I had little feelings [of 



leaving] sort of all year." As Benny said, he was very unhappy from early in the 

year, "but then I thought, you know, I'd give it a chance to see how things went for 

the fitst term." All of the leaving students experienced an internal struggle as they 

came to grips with the decision to leave. Alice reflected that these feelings of 

leaving occurred "kind of off and on the whole time I was there . . . . 1 could never 

really decide where I belonged or where I fit in really." 

The students in this study had decided to allow for some time to pass before 

making that 6nal decision to leave. By the time the students made that final decision 

to leave, however, the chances of retaining them became almost non existent. When 

asked what the school could have done to have kept them, at that point in thei 

thinking, the typical response came as "nothing." 

Four of the students did report having experienced some lingering uncertainty 

about the correctness of their decision by year's end. Two of them declared that 

they would have re-enrolled during the summer holiday following theu departure, 

had they been asked back by the school, following a period of time during which 

they thought about things further. 

Four students left the school prior to having completed the I11 year. Three of 

those students left during the first term. The fourth student left early in January, at 

the start of the second term. This certainly supports Tinto's (1993) assertion that 

the first term represents the most difEcult period of adjustment for students. As for 

the remaining eight students, four made their final decision to leave as early as the 

winter term, January or February. The remaining four students reported having 

decided as late as the Spring term. 

The winter h e  can present special challenges to the happiness of the 

students' spirits, as Stan, and parents Mario and Linda explained. This time of year 

can make students feel especially inched toward leaving given, as Linda noted, 



that, "it's dark when you get up in the morning. It's dark when you get out of 

school. It's cold. It's wind swept. I mean, I think that's a long, tough term for 

those kids." 

Eight ofthe twelve leavers, then, had decided already to withdraw before or 

by the mid-point of the school year. Intervention strategies would need to occur 

very early in the school year especially for those students who sense the failure to 

persist so quickly. Early intervention can only help, too, of course in the cases 

where the decision lingers throughout the year. 

The Need for Active lntewendon 

One problem associated with an intervention strategy involves idenhfying 

students who require intervention to help them to persist in the school. In this study, 

the interviewees, for the most part, tended not to discuss their feelings about leaving 

with anyone. As a result, they continued at school, largely unnoticed as having 

problems, while the ill feelings about their Life in the school accumulated. Then, the 

only release came in the form of withdrawal. 

Wendy found this to be true in her experience, especially with the sensitive 

students. For these kinds of students, " they just burst out crying or they get really 

angry . . . . It escalates before any adult hears about it, or even their roommate . . 

. . They can be well into the problem." By then, Wendy agreed, it is usually too 

late to intervene effectively. 

Sally, a student, recognized tbat students who are in need will not come 

forward necessarily and ask for assistance. Embanassmerit may prevent a student 

fiom reaching out, as Sally experienced. Typically, in her view, the student with low 

self confidence becomes the very person r e w g  assistame and remains the least 

likely to ask for it. Such people, ?night think they're stupid and not as good as the 



rest of the class." Even teachers who may sense a problem with a student may not 

necessariiy make it clear that students can approach them and instead choose to "let 

it go." Little remains to do toward helping to retain such students with problems, 

therefore, unless others intervene actively once they notice that "something is 

wrong," as Sally commented. 

Tony referred as well to this notion that students with problems will simply 

drift apart fkom other students and thus fail to integrate and bond. Tony determined 

that this happened with Todd. Orientation had ended and it became all too easy for 

Todd to spend time by himself. Todd described the situation as a rut in which 

students can find themselves and in which they can remain "once that's [orientation] 

through." He said that typically a student can spend, "all your spares by yourself 

just going back to your room and just going to classes and not really trying to spend 

any of your free time with friends." 

Linda, Joanne's mother, recognized, too late in tenns of her daughter's 

decision to leave the school, that Joanne required supportive recognition that she 

lived with a burden within the school. Linda said that she would have thought the 

school had experience in 'Pichg up problems arising through the course of the 

school year. And the impact these ddliculties might have." 

Typically in this study, Linda, too, confirmed that her daughter kept her 

problems to herself. Joanne clarified that, at the time of the problems she 

experienced at school, even she did not know that she was suffering fiom lack of 

help at the time. She simply "didnt nalise it until later on." 

Students may actively attempt to conceal their problems as well. This can 

make intervention even more challenging an endeavour. Joanne, Linda thought, 

assumed the role of a student who had no problems. Joanne "never complained 

about it [her problems at school]. Probably never articulated any kind of 
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resentment . . . only played along at school . . . . So nobody picked up on the notion 

that she [needed support]." In the end, then, Joanne needed someone to , "Ya' 

know, just help. And her solution is 'I'm outta ' here! . . . . By then she had other 

reasons for leaving. But I think that is what severed the real bond with the school 

commuuity ." 
Dennis admitted that he felt he simply could not be the one to approach an 

adult and request help with his problems. Dennis needed an adult to approach him, 

instead, and suggest that Dennis looked unhappy. Then, Dennis claimed, he "would 

have said 'let's talk.' " 

Essentially, then, students require the assistance of someone within the school 

who can actively and effectively nurture the students by watching over them to help 

ensure that affiliation occurs. Stan referred to this nurturing person as the "guardian 

angel." 

Stan felt that the key to retaining students pertains to one concept after all. 

He said that students must feel needed within their school environment. He stressed 

that those who leave do not feel needed, and "if you want to solve attrition, you 

want the one line answer? Make them feel needed. They are just not talked to." 

The Housentaster as intetvencr and Nutturet 

Don, Riscilla's father, expressed his view that an adjustment period exists for 

students new to the school. Don felt that the housemaster remains, "absolutely key 

in that environment . . . in terms of drawing things out of the students." The 

housemaster lives among the students each day while at school. Don recommended 

that more actual nllmning take place with these students, rather than adopting more 

of the "sink or swim" mentality that can occur. 



The reality at the time of this study, however, indicated that the housemaster 

typically did not experience daily contact with the students in the residence. Wendy 

mentioned that a misconception existed in this regard. Referring to notions of daily 

contact with students, Wendy exclaimed "but that's not true!" Ideally, Wendy said 

daily contact would occur but the reality reflected that, "everyone has things that 

they're preoccupied with." Eugene, Sarah's father, &inned, too, the need for 

housemaster contact to occur on a one to one basis. Contact, he said, must be 

deliberate and premeditated if it will assist people such as his daughter in persisting 

at the school. 

Angela, a parent, referred to the fact that the housemasters ought to display a 

consistent degree of social maturity themselves. When acting as a surrogate parent 

to the students, the housemaster cannot act as a "buddy buddy" one day and then as 

a disciplinarian the aext. She recommended that whereas the school would like to 

offer a form of fdy-l ike atmosphere in its residences, the housemasters should be 

perhaps older and demonstrate a maturity necessary for the role: 

It seems to me that the natural order ought to be that the teaching staff 
are the housemasters. They are, as a rule, older and more experienced, 
they are qualified in terms of their academic qualifications, and so on . . 
. . I know that what the school is aiming to provide is a nice, c o y  
atmosphere that in some way replicates family. Ya' don 't really, but 
that's the aim. And so if you look at the housemasters as sort of 
substitute parents, then you want somebody who is a little older and a 
little more experienced doing that job which is essentially authoritarian 
. . . [the housemaster] just did not have the maturity that I would have 
looked for in a substitute parent . . . . I feel that the situation arose too 
often that [the housemaster] was a buddy one day and an authoritarhn 
the next. Kids don't buy that. They won 't swing back and forth tbat 
way. 

Wendy, too, referred to the lack of consistency in the way in which 

housemasters run their residences. She questioned whether it is even possible to ask 



that some housemasters operate their houses with a type of family value system. 

This, Wendy said, must come tiom the housemaster her/himseK, as a person. Some 

housemasters, "are doing it and some people are not aware that it's [the f d y  

value system] mi~sing.~ 

Perhaps, then, housemasters can place a higher priority upon consistency of 

approach regarding both the frequency of contact with each student and the quality 

of that contact. It appears that actively pursued daily contact with each student 

would serve as a check in determining to what extent bonding has occurred for him 

or her, toward maintaining higher levels of persistence. That contact, too, ought to 

be nurturing in nature, especially for those students who appear lacking in self 

confidence or who have drifted apart fbm peer fiends, particularly in the residence. 

Providing Personal Background Informaion about Students in the Residences 

Toward nurturing students more effectively, Betty, Priscilla's housemaster, 

wished that she had been provided with more background knowledge about her 

students before they came to live in her residence. Betty commented about the 

specific sort of information she required. It ranges from the student's interests to 

any other pertinent information which the family believes the housemaster should 

know in order to help the child. Betty placed responsibility for providmg that kind 

of information upon the student's parents, They must make fidl disclosure about 

relevant facts and dews  pertaining to their daughter's or son's background in order 

to assist the housemaster as much as possible: 

That's really important to know . . . . What are their interests. I know 
that admissions give us the general [information] . . . . But, is there 
anything more that they can tell us to help us just a little bit? [Coming 
fiom] admissions, or the family, or the student in particular. I don't 
want to put it [the responsibility to idom] in the lap of the school 
'cause I think it's also the parents' and the students' responsibility to 



provide that information to make their well being at the school even 
better. 

Wendy, another housemaster, offered the same sort of comment regarding the 

need to know more about the individuals with whom she will share the residence. 

She cautioned, however, that the housemaster must use such information judiciously 

so as not to pre-judge a child unfairly: 

It's always good to have more &mattion. Because then you could 
always make good decisions . . . . I think it's a mistake to jump to 
conclusions or to take information and to make assumptions . . . for 
example, [a student]. I read the reports from her teachers and I thought 
she was the devil! Then I met her and thought she was wonderjbl! . . . 
. I was told she was a bad girl. She was wonderfil! If I had just read 
and made assumptions, I would have missed out on a great kid! . . . . I 
don't think you should make any assumptions . . . my concern is that if 
you give some people infomation some information, there's going to 
be emotional reaction. 

Resource C o u d o r s  

In order to facilitate the support and nlnturing of students, two housemasters, 

Betty and Wendy, advocated the presence in the school of a resource counsellor. 

Such a person ought to be a specialist in the area of dealing with adolescents' social 

concerns. Even if housemasters were to be provided with more and better 

information about students, in their residences challenges remain in knowing what 

best to do to help a student who has been identified as needing assistance but who 

may not even be tallcing about that need. 

Both Betty and Wendy described the characteristics of such a resource 

counsellor. She or he ought to have professionai training as a psychologist or social 

worker, and be available on an informal basis rather than by formal appointment 

and only at additional cost to the parents. This latter method, reflecting cunent 



practice, delays the counsehg process and makes it too inaccessible. As Betty 

said, the more formal current practice also remains too big a "deal" for the needs of 

the housemaster because she must c d  the parents and say, " 'would you mind 

paying . . . so your daughter can go to counselling?' That's huge. I just think it 

would be a lot easier . . . instead of it being this huge deal." 

The counsellor would be someone to whom housemasters, teachers, and 

students can go for the purpose of obtaining good information for assistance in 

making an informed decision about student social concerns. Betty and Wendy 

explained that the counsellor should be someone with special personality traits as 

well. Wendy would like to see someone who is %with it" socially, who has practical 

experience in dealing with adolescents, and who, "is not a paper pusher. Somebody 

you could go to and say this is what it looks like to me, what does it look like to 

you." 

In speaking about counselling, Betty looked more to the students' 

perspective. She referred the fact that while this need clearly exists in the school, 

the whole concept of counselling can be daunting for students especially. Such a 

resource person, then, must be more familiar to the students on a social level. The 

counsellor ought to be, "someone who knows the kids . . . someone the kids feel 

comfortable with. Because I think counselling is such a big word." 

From the student perspective, Adriane emphasized the absolute necessity for 

confidentiality in the counselhg process. She referred to the fact that when she 

received counselling, a large measure of her comfort was m knowing that she could 

talk and the coaversatiun would "not get back to anybody." Adriane mentioned the 

informal communication process around the school. She called that commMications 

"network" the "grapevine," and explained how "like, you tell one person and, like, 

the next day everybody will know but the story will be completely bent out of 



proportion." A key point for Adriane's comfort in the counselling process became 

the fact that her counsellor was a person with whom Adriane could speak and obtain 

sound advice, and "didn't have any reason to blab. Like, she was all in confidence . 
. . like, she could help me with it [my problem]." 

Brad commented that if a student has no one to whom she or he can really 

speak candidly about what bothers her or him, that student "can feel awfully alone." 

He said that if he were thinking of leaving the school, Brad would need support 

from someone who came from within the school, who could acknowledge for the 

him that he was not having a wonderful time at the moment, and that who could 

confirm that, " this place [the school] isn't always the greatest." Then, that person 

could also help the &ad to understand that eventually "you're going to have a great 

time . . . here . . . . Maybe giving the person a little more help." 

Peer Corrnsellors 

Brad and Dentll*s referred to the need for peer counselling in the school. 

Sometimes, as both boys clarified, a student will not feel comfortable speaking with 

an adult. Brad spoke about peer counselling occurring more on an informal level for 

him at the school. The key points remained that he could talk with a peer openly 

and without feeling that his peer was judging him. As contrasted with an adult, with 

a peer, "you can say what you want without the fear that you're constantly being 

judged." 

Dennis felt that "at that school, there are so many kids with so many 

problems ... and ifthey had someone to talk to" it would really help them to cope 

better. He, of come, included himself in that category. Deanis remarked that 

sometimes an adult carmot be the right type of figure to whom students, "kids" as he 

called them, will seek assistance. Instead, Dennis suggested the implementation of 



a student support group. He explained how that might work and how he has seen it 

work at his new school. Different support groups can exist within the school. Each 

group is nm by "kids." Each group remains completely confidential. Some adult, a 

teacher known to the students, must organize the group system. The students must 

have fbith in the integrity of this adult as someone who does not pass judgement and 

who listens well. As Dennis said about student membership in such a group, "'none 

of the other teachers know. The parents don't know. Other students don't know." 

Timing of the meetings needs to be worked out with a time compatible to school 

hours. 

The groups all deal with different themes Nnning through the students' lives. 

One theme could be the use of illicit drugs. Dennis explained that the group's 

purpose is not to simply tell students not to use drugs. They already know that sort 

of thing. Instead, "they talk about it and they try to help you. They do a kind of a 

life chart. Shlff that happened to you like major events. They try to see if those 

events are what are causing the problems you are having now." 

Training for leaders of these groups clearly remains an issue, perhaps 

especially for peer counsellors. Dennis' experience was that 'Tm sure they 

probably have some kind of background with dealing with this . . . . You need 

somebody who's been there." Other characteristics include friendliness, honesty, 

allowing people to speak' and being aon judgmental. 

Dennis saw teachers as being the people who look for the "warning" signs 

that someone may need help tiom such a group. He included signs such as "he's 

Imfocussed or he's always talking out in class, or whatever." Then, 'Yhe teacher 

who nms it . . . will step aside, meet them [the student in question] one day in the 

hallway . . . . Very subtle." 



Dermis believed that he could have and would have availed himself of this 

kind of support group. The point remains that the organizer can approach the 

students in a non-judgmental way, but that "you can't make them join [a] support 

group. It has to be their choice . . . . It would have helped me deal with it m s  

problems] ." 
Sarah, the student who referred to teachers as '%he bad ones," agreed that she 

would have accepted some assistance with her problems at school. That assistance, 

she acknowledged, could have come only fiom another student. 

Roommates and Residence Selection 

Roommate issues figured prominently in interviewees' explanations for 

student departure. Suggestions follow pertaining to ways in which roommate 

conflicts might be prevented or, if not, at least resolved more efficaciously than by 

having a student leave the school. 

Interviewees made it very clear that roommates need to be matched on the 

basis ofcompatibihty, not only with each other, but with the tone of the house and 

the housemaster. Issues that pertained to traits such as completely different study 

habits, levels of noise tolerance, ditrerent athletic or artistic passions, personal 

hygiene, and/or negative influences upon each other caused more social problems 

with roommates and housemasters than did utter dislike for a dorm partner or a 

housemaster. 

Wendy mentioned that the person or people making roommate assignments 

must consider the process very carefully and take into account many factors. 

Wendy addressed the necessity of making certain that the person(s) making the 

roommate pairings knows what shehe/they are attempting to do with this match. 

Roommates should go together for well thoughtat reasons. Merely because two 



students know each other does not validate their being paired in a dorm. Finally, the 

roommate allocation process must include carefid matching with the personahty and 

the values practised by the housemaster. Housemasters, said Wendy, tend to set the 

tone for the house, much as a principal does with a school: 

One of my suggestions is to look at how it's detefmitled and who 
determines what house that kids will go in to. There must have been a 
reason why [a student] was put in there. Maybe he knew other kids in 
there. Maybe he h e w  them, but maybe he didn't like them . . . . 
That's a problem. Just because a kid knows another is not a good 
reason to put them together . . . What is the personality of that person 
and match it to the housemaster. Because the students will change, but 
the housemaster will attract the same value system as they have. Just 
like the principal sets the tone for the school, the housemaster sets the 
tone for the house. 

At least two of the students who left suggested that they would have preferred 

the privacy of a single person dormitory, something which the school did not offer. 

Single person dorms, the students said, can provide the privacy necessary when 

needed, but still allow for special interaction in more public parts of the residences 

when desired. 

Once a roommate assignment has been made and then found lackmg in 

suitability for one or more parties involved, the opportunities for changing that 

roommate match appeared to be rare indeed. Almost all interviewees reported that 

if there did exist some school policy for changing roommates, they did not know 

about it. Wendy said that a roommate change could be possible ia the school. 

Essentially, however, such a process demanded that the student's parents complain 

to the school before any real action can occur. 

Students and parents reported, however, that a key social deterrent exists 

toward maldng a roommate change within the school. Making a change causes 

enormous social upheaval and creates social stigmas for the student requesting the 



change, as well as for the list of students involved in making the change. If 

someone changes roommates, each must find a new roommate. This upsets other 

delicate social balances already existing in the residences. 

Students referred to social upheaval usually with the term "uncomfortabte." 

Adriane, for example, knowing that if she had talked to her housemaster about a 

change of roommates, knew that intervention would have been likely and 

commented that, " I just felt uncomfortable with [Wendy] taking to [the roommate] 

about how I didn't iike her and how things were, like, tense between us." 

Even when the school offered to make a roommate change for Ralph, 

typically he declined. Given that no formal policy existed for making such a 

change, Ralph knew the social implications all too well. He felt that others would 

have regarded him as being disloyal to his house mates. Ralph's father, Hugh, 

suggested that his son would have felt like a quitter while having still remained 

among the students. Hugh commented that there must be a better way of 

accommodating such contlict within the residences: 

Ralph: They offered me to change rooms but I didn't really want 
to go 'cause that meant me changing houses and that, I thmk, that 
would've caused more problems. I didn't want them to say 'oh, I'm 
abandoning [the] House' 
Hugh: I think he [Ralph] felt people were going to call him a 
quitter. He's not that type of person . . . so he said 'no way, I'U s& 
it out no matter what.' But there's got be a way for somebody who's 
quiet like that and doesn't want to upset the apple cart. There's got to 
be a way that somebody lines it up better in the hture. 

Laura, a parent, made a relevant suggestion regarding a change to current 

school policy for new students. Whereas returning students have the benefit of 

choosing roommates whom they know already, for the most part, new students 

d y  tied themseives simply assigned to someone whom they do not know. In her 



view, the school could provide for roommate changes without the social stigma 

currently attached to such a process. 

Refening to the policy in use in another residential school, Laura 

recommended that new students take a roommate on the clear understanding that the 

school will revisit the roommate pairings at the conclusion of the first term together. 

In that way, students expect a review. Nobody need fear living in an unsatisfactory 

situation for long. Everyone knows, under that system, that the school considers 

roommate changes quite understandable, normal, expected, and without negative 

repercussion. As Laura commented, "kids knew that they weren't locked into a bad 

situation.. .they always knew that there was that option." 

Laura's daughter, Adriane, upon having heard this suggestion, offered that 

given the expected nature of change under such a system, she would have felt 

comfortable making a much needed change in her circumstances. As Adriane 

quickly remarked, ''I would have taken advantage of it . . . . It would have made 

changing rooms a lot easier. I wouldn't have had to stir the pot." 

The literature, too, speaks too the use of early intervention strategies with 

respect to roommates (e.g. Hawken, Kelly & huan, 1990; Lovejoy, Perkins & 

Collins, 1995). Commensurate with early detection of problems with roommates, 

students should receive benefit of counselling so that they learn about productive 

ways in which to cope with roommate conflict. 

Torwrd a Morc Tolaant $'dent Bu@ 

Students referred often to the nature of students at the school moving in social 

circles or groups. One student called the groups "cliques." Inteniewees who left 

the school found themselves e i t k  by choice or by exclusion standing outside of the 
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social barriers established around such groups. This contributed toward the leavers' 

lack of affiliation, of fitting into the school. 

Student interviewees who addressed this issue offered ways of bringing about 

changes to that situation. The students saw that social barriers could be made more 

permeable. In this way, students could come to know, and hopefully understand 

and become more tolerant of, those peers who represented the social "extreme," as 

Wendy noted, or not "up the middle," as Wayne referred to such students. 

Six of the student leavers, many of the current students, and three of the 

teacher interviewees talked about the existence of student groups or cliques. A few 

of these intewiewees actually described more about the formation and nature of 

these groups. Cory, for example, spoke often about how she and her £bends moved 

about in social groups by virtue of the residential house in which they bad been 

assigned a dorm. It is difficult for students to move in other than those M y  

established groups. She said that students tend to label each other as being one way 

or another, having one skill or another, etcetera. 

Cory mentioned that she had come to h o w  another student at the school only 

very recently at year's end. Cory lamented the fact that she did not get to know this 

person who travelled outside her own social group much earlier in the year. Cory 

explained that one of the group's members deemed that other person not worth 

getting to know. Only when Cory took the time to speak with this 'boutcast" girl, 

and only at the conclusion of the year, did Cory realise what a fine relationship may 

have become established earlier in the year had she but made the effort. 

h e  spoke about tolerance among her peers. She said that, '9 wouldn't say 

[the student body here is] totally intolerant. But less tolerant than it should be." 

h e  referred to membership in the students' informal groups as laying at the root 

of the issue. So noticeable had the group structure become, that the senior students 
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at the school met as a larger group to talk about the very existence of these smaller 

groups. 

Each group has a name, in Anne's terms. She referred to them as the ''too 

cool" group, the ccrniddle" group, and the "different" group. Unlike Cory's 

experiences, Anne explained that the students in these groups exist within each 

grade level at the school. The students find each other by virtue of activities at 

which they excelled. 

The group name of "too cool" represents a term recognized and used 

regularly by the senior students, as Anne explained. Members of the "too cool" 

group "party" heavily. They are "too cool to talk to you" if you are not in their 

group. Non-membership in that group for a student means that the group members 

will, "completely ignore them. [Group members offer] no eye contact, no 

conversation whatsoever." Anne explained, too, that in this group "you care more 

about looking good than having good friends . . . looking cool, I guess. It's an issue 

that's not talked about a lot but I know it bugs everyone." 

The "medium" group and the "different" group, as Anne explained, "are sort 

ofthe same except the 'different' group has more extracurricular things like music 

and stuff. . . . They're more involved in things Like drama and art and music. I 

guess they're more down to earth." Anne saw the "different" group as including 

more arts and academic students whereas the medium group " I guess is a mixture 

of social and sports." 

Ruby talked about ways in which group boundaries could be lessened. For 

her, the residential houses, and team membership all  reinforced the group 

boundaries. Members of another "clique," in her words, "sort of talked to us. But 

they never really did." Ruby noticed that events which brought the students together 

as members of a specific grade level in s c h d  worked to lessen effectively the 



existing boundaries. These events included barbeque parties and "stuff like that" 

held at the end of the year for all the students within her grade level at the school. 

Anne suggested that working toward tolerance and the breaking down of 

barriers will occur more readily when the "students themselves" focus upon such a 

goal. She did suggest similar activities to those explained by Ruby. Activities 

which "force" the students within each grade to work together will help this 

disintegration of boundaries. At the time of the interview, Anne lamented that 

"there's nothing [presently] that brings the whole grade together, that forces us to 

work together." Anne discovered that even something as relatively minor as 

planning a group Christmas party can reduce those boundaries among the students. 

In her experience with that process, the entire grade of students came together to 

accomplish a common goal. The teacher input must be minimal, in Anne's view, 

because the success of the venture lay in the students finding their own way and 

really listening to each other: 

I guess the first thing we had to do was the [social event]. It was kind 
of new and hard . . . . We learned a lot fkom it. Because we all had to 
work together. And we all had to get something done. It's hard to get 
everyone involved. . . we really learned a lot doing it all on our own. 
Not having someone tell us what to do and where to go and what to 
get. We had to figure everything out . . . . When you put a student in 
charge [of the activity], you have to be really careful. Because if it is 
one of the 'too cools,' um, . . . if it is someone who's really worried 
about their social status and stuff, they may only listen to their 'too 
cool' group aad do what the 'too cool' group wants. So you have to 
have someone who's willing to be open and listen to everyone and 
have the patience to listen to everyone and not just the vocal people. 
Some people have the patience to say hang on a second, I want 
everyone 's opinion here. 



Diane agreed that an increase in tolerance becomes a necessity for the school 

wishing to retain students who represent something "different." She said that such a 

transition toward more tolerance rests with the student body, as opposed to any 

official school policy. Diane called it all a ''test of time," and that the society 

outside the school needs to change as well in order for that tolerant attitude to 

strengthen inside the school. 

Sehd Rules 

The school's rules regarding student conduct, when compared with the kinds 

of rules by which the students had to abide when at home, seemed too strict, too 

severe, andor caused life at the school too become to routine in the cases of eight of 

the student leaven. At the same time as student inte~ewees discussed the school 

rules, however, these same students quickly added that they recognized the need for 

school rules and for the school to enforce certain standards of conduct. Students 

understood that parents help certain expectations and even that issues of liability lay 

at the root of some school rules. As Dave suggested, some of the changes needed to 

retain some of the people who felt the rules were too strict "aren't the kind of 

changes that we'd [the school] want to make. To please the minority would be to 

displease the majority and the parents." 

Still, some of the rules caused fiiction for students, perhaps unnecessarily. 

Some interviewees encouraged the school to reassess the value of some of the rules 

to discover whether any changes can be brought about. With respect to rules which 

partition younger grades fiom older at study time, for example, the school might 

provide for more disctetion in allowing students such as Ralph, Samantha, and 

Benny to work and sbdy with those older people with whom they felt socially 
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comfortable. As it was for those three students, they were kept apart artificially 

fkom the older students with whom they had a social rapport. As a result, the three 

felt segregated in such a way as would never have occurred had they been attending 

school at home. 

The school grants certain social privileges, too, related to everythmg fiom 

study hall location to clnfew time for senior students. Strong academic students, 

such as Ralph, found himself bound by the rules necessary to keep less focussed 

students on an academic path, rules which he found oppressive and demeaning. 

Samantha's Wends at the school all enjoyed social privileges which she did not. 

This fairy tormented Samantha and embarrassed her unnecessarily. More 

discretion in some cases such as these would certainly make a profoundly positive 

difference toward retaining someone like Samantha. Wendy went so fsr as to 

suggest that Samantha 'kould have stayed had she been [treated with the same 

privileges as] a senior." 

From the intemiewees, senior students like to socialize when at home by 

visiting coffee shops just to sit and chat. Senior student interviewees suggested that 

anything that the school could do toward making it less diflicult for senior students 

to leave the school for a short while for a coffee or even to visit another student's 

dormitory on campus without it being "such a hassle," as Lois said, would be a 

welcome relief. By the age of seventeen years and older, students do not need to 

ask for such detailed permission when at home. They found it quite socially 

demeaning to need to do so when at residentid school. 

Laura, Adriane's mother, suggested that making it easier for students to leave 

the school on weekends when they may want to come home may help to alleviate 

some anxieties among the students especialIy in "those long cold January months." 

As Laura remarked, when AQiane was so depressed at school, had she been "able 



to come home when the chips were down [it would have been better for her]." 

Giving students the option in that way can relieve some social pressures they may 

feel fiom time to time. 

Sometimes the rules can make the school patterns too predictable, too 

routine. This has the effect of removing "control" from the students, people who 

are used to having more control over their own Lives at home. Alice commented, 

for example, that ''you had to talk to a million people before you were allowed to go 

to someone's house [residence] to watch a movie . . . . In a lot of ways, it was 

ridiculous ." 
Lois offered that, while school planned social activities can be fUn from time 

to time, senior students found much more enjoyment in the informal activities that 

they had planned. It may mean leaving campus for a house party, going to a movie, 

or to a coffee shop, but the underlying issue remains that it becomes a matter of 

independence and control for the older students. As Pat and Wendy, housemasters, 

both said, it typically Sects students by grade eleven and older. 

The balance between granting students privileges permitting too much 

fieedom so that they may jeopardize their careers at the school and having the 

students feet ?rapped" in this school setting remains a delicate one. As Howard 

remarked, 'There's a lot worse places [schools] you can be at ...y ou have to realise 

what kind of an institution you're at . . . . You're at a boarding school [after all]." 

Summary 

Some interviewees expressed their view that the school may not have 

retained all of its leaving students. In some cases, it may have been and may be still 

in the best interests of both the student and school for a student to move on to 

another school, even when the school would welcome that student to re-enrol. 



In other cases, however, interviewees spoke about their views concerning 

what the school might have done to have retained other students and what the 

school might consider doing toward improving W e  student retention. Most 

comments in this regard centred about improving the affiliation process. 

Some interviewees also mentioned that any intervention strategies must begin 

early in the year. Housemasters in particular must actively nurture each student in 

the residence through deliberate and individual contact. Students must feel needed, 

cared for, and must find fiiends, rather than being left to "sink or swim" on their 

own. Families should provide complete background information about the students 

such that housemasters in particular can prepare for dealing with the students as 

they attempt to integrate. The presence of counsellors available informally to both 

students and teachers, as well as peer counsellors, would provide for much needed 

and welcomed support for all in the residential school as they cope with the 

complexities of life in that envirotlment. 

Comments fiom leavers and other interviewees demonstrate that roommates 

played a critical role in the affiliation process. Interviewees suggested, then, that the 

people at school responsible for roommate allocations must know what the school is 

attempting to accomplish with these assignments, make them carefully, base them 

upon daily living habits of the students involved, and allow for change as well as 

counselling to occur with roommate assignments as a regular, rather than an 

extraordinary, aspect of school We. 

Some respondents suggested that the school can break down social barriers 

among student cliques by having the students work together on their own large scale 

social activities and projects. This process can provide for greater understanding 
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among the student groups and allow for increased levels oftolerance through 

improved student integration. 

Finally, with respect to school rules, all student respondents reported that 

they recognized the necessity for any residential school to enforce its rules in order 

to fimction effectively. Some student interviewees and even some adult 

respondents, however, suggested that school officials might revisit those school 

rules which impinge upon students' social lives a little too much. This may be true 

especially to the extent that some rules appear so contrary to the home life of the 

adolescents, and particularly the older students, that school life becomes too rigid at 

the students' stage of life. 



Summary and Conclusions 

I think probably the reason why everyone leaves the school. . . 
voluntarily is due to some sort of  social conflict between the 
student body and that individud. 'Cause people don't leave 
schools because, toh, I want a change.' If they were having a good 
time and they had lots of frieads, and the scbool is good, they 
woukl stay. So naturally, you bave to assume then was something 
within, k, the school that is causing a problem. And if the 
cumculum is good a d  the school is well nu, and the teachers are 
friendly, then you bave to look to the students. So obviously 
then's some kind of  social [concernl. @emis, a leaving student) 

This chapter provides an overview of the sipficance of voluntary attrition as 

it impacts schools, whether of tertiary, secondary, or primary levels of education. A 

summation follows which outlines the nature of the problem investigated and the 

questions arising therefrom, and where and how this study was accomplished. 

A discussion then summarizes tlus study's findings. This research provides a 

point from which to fiuther enhance our understanding of student voluntary attrition 

and suggests other avenues of research toward that end. 

The Importance of Understanding Student Attrition 

Concerns over student retention continue to place the issue at the fore of 

research particularly at the university and college levels of education. As Tinto 

(1993) comments, "once the concern of several 'enlightened' institutions, the goal of 

enhanced student retention has become . . . a common part of institutional . . . 
planning" @. ix). 



Private schools, too, particularly in the United States, recognize that student 

attrition issues raise concerns which nm to the vety core of the existence of such 

schools. As Dalton (1993) says about attrition, it can be "do or die" regarding a 

private school's survival. He suggests that Canadians can learn &om the United 

States' situation so that we may see what lies ahead for Canadian schools. 

Still, we h o w  comparatively little about the issues surrounding student 

voluntary attrition, particularly with respect to private schools, and especially in 

Canada. The information we do have m the literature pertains primarily to survey 

studies which ask survey respondents to attribute student attrition to single 

categories of explanation. 

A Very Complex Issue 

From the literature available, it seems that the forces which shape attrition 

arise fiom a very complex interplay of issues. A myriad of studies fiom the 

university and college levels suggests that some common themes do emerge in the 

mosaic which culminates in student withdrawal. It appears that the dispositions of 

the people who enrol, the character of their interactions with the institution upon 

entry, and the external forces which influence their behaviour in school all play a 

role in a student's failure to persist in her or his school (Tinto, 1993). 

This Study in Review 

This research attempted to enhance our understanding of voluntary attrition at 

one private school. Given the apparent complexity of voluntary attrition, the study 

sought to investigate the problem by means of a qualitative research 



methodology, in this instance, a case study approach. This case study examined the 

stories associated with each of the students who voluntarily departed fkom a 

C d a n  private school in a given year. 

This research explored the ways in which students' personal background 

characteristics and any external forces acting upon the students who withdrew fiom 

a private residential secondary school, and the organizational characteristics of that 

school contriiuted to the students' decisions to withdraw voluntarily from the 

school. This problem, of course, raised a number of research questions requiring 

examination. 

These research questions included a study of the personal d o r  fsmily 

characteristics which existed in each of the leaving student's background which may 

have placed that student at risk of withdrawal once enrolled in the school. Then, 

looking at the students' experiences once enrolled in the school, the study 

investigated how those characteristics interacted with elements of the school's 

culture, and how external factors affected the students such that they decided to 

withdraw fiom the school. 

Specifically with regard to culture, research questions focussed upon how the 

norms, values, beliefs, and assumptions widely held within the school culture or 

within subcultures in the school aected the students' decisions to withdraw 

voluntarily fiom the school. Given that teachers can play a role in this attrition 

process and in the school's culture, questions probed ways in which the qualities of 

teachers, including relevant personal qualities, the view of a teacher's role, the 

teachers' disposition toward students, and the teachers' disposition toward 

collaboration with other teachers affected the students' decisions to withdraw from 

the school. This study also examined the ways in which the school's curricular and 



co~curricular programming, and physical characteristics of the school environment 

affected the students' decisions to withdraw from the school. 

The site for this study was a private school which had an attrition rate of 16% 

for the year in which this study took place. Even with this attrition statistic, the vast 

majority, i.e. 84%, of the students who attended the school that year chose to re- 

enrol in the school in the year of this study. Clearly, those students found what 

they needed fiom within that school, and it served and continues to serve its student 

clientele very well. 

This research, then, focussed upon only that minority of students who 

withdrew voluntarily fiom the school and takes the form of a situational analysis. 

Twelve of these students, their parents, friends and roommates still at the school, 

and teachers/housemasters from the school all provided data through interviews for 

the study. 

Although they left the school, fiom the interviews it became abundantly clear 

that the students who withdrew, and their families, continued to hold this school in 

very high regard. One parent, Eugene, summarized well the prevailing and positive 

attitude toward the school in general from among the leavers and their f d e s  in 

this study. Eugene emphasized that, "if I had . . . more children, I would be calling 

the school to reserve places for them right now without any hesitation whatsoever." 

Far fiom blaming the school, then, the leavers and their families recognized 

that a combination of circumstances, including personal and school-related issues, 

occurred such that leaving the school proved to be preferable in their cases to 

remaining enrolled. The interviewees graciously shared with me their experiences 

leading up to the decision to withdraw fitom this school. 
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The Findings 

This study demonstrates that each of the departing students brought with her 

or him into the school at the time of enrolment some form of "personal baggage," 

personal character traits or issues arising &om her or his  personal background, 

which affected the ways in which the students interacted with the internal 

characteristics of the school. These personal issues varied widely and included 

traits pertaining to family problems, age, health, mental health, independence, 

sensitivity, physical size, and maturity. 

Once enrolled in the school, these same students experienced problems 

largely of a social nature which adversely affected the students' ability to afliliate 

within the school's culture. These problems included the failure to make close 

social connections with peer fiends, and/or an adult in the person of a teacher or 

housemaster; roommate conflicts; orientation program issues; school rules; a lack of 

privacy; an %nreal"or too sheltered environment at the school; extracurricular 

activities; boredom; academics; and issues pertaining to physical location and space. 

Some gender related issues came to the fore as well, particularly as they affected the 

affiliation process in the context of each student's personal characteristics. 

Extemal forces also played a prominent role in the unique formula of events 

leading to each student's fdure to persist. These external attractions included some 

M y  issues. By far the most compelling external forces, however, came in the 

form of old tiiends back home with whom leavers remained in contact while 

enrolled in the school. 

Of all the many relevant issues raised in this investigation, two seem to 

pervade the discussion most strikingly. One relates to the need for students to make 

that vital social connection through finding the person or persons with whom to 

bond at the school. The second pertains to the rather sports oriented, or as one 



student referred to it, the "jock" culture of the school, in terms of the male students' 

experiences. 

AUen & Nelson (1 W), Johnson (1 994), Pascarella (1 982), Stith & Russell 

(1994), Tinto (1993), and University System (1994) all indicate that two essential 

challenges face students regarding their assimilation into a school. One challenge is 

academic, the other social. Whereas academic issues played a role in the decision 

to withdraw for six of the students in this study, that role assumed minor 

proportions, even for those people who mentioned it at all. Without question, 

respondents in this case study demonstrated clearly that social issues lay at the core 

ofthe ultimate decision to leave the school. 

With respect to both persistence in a school and the needs of adolescents, 

many studies (e.g. Arhar & Kromrey, 1993; Eaton, Mitchell & Jolley, 1991 ; 

Gallagher, 1996; Pascarella, 1992; Tinto, 1993) point directly toward a strong 

need for students to affiliate or bond with other people, and especially with their 

peers. Gallagher (19%) equates this need as being almost as strong as the need to 

survive. This research strongly endorses that position. Indeed, each of the 

respondents in this study showed very clearly and dlrectly that survival at this 

residential school depended upon having fiiends for emotional support. Establishing 

those bonds of Headship at some profound, deep level as good, close fiiends rather 

than as mere acquaintances, made the difference between a student having decided 

to remain in the school or withdraw fiom it. These leaven did not establish the 

necessary bond or aftiliation. 

Further, it became clear that such a relationship, or bond, must also assume a 

positive nature. In this study, having established a close bond with someone who 

became bent upon engaging in activities contrary to the development of a positive 



social role in the school, or who desired strongly to leave the school, also influenced 

substantially the close friend's decision to withdraw fiom the school. 

Studies (e.g. Arhar & Kromrey, 1993; Tinto, 1993) also note that having a 

relationship with at least one adult member of the school, for example a teacher, 

plays an important role in the bonding process for students. This study coafirms 

that view as weU. In those few instances where such a bond did exist, however, the 

bond with an adult did not constitute enough of a positive force to retain a student in 

the absence of the more influential peer bonds for the leaving students. 

A key component of this peer bonding or atliiliation process in this residential 

school involves the roommate. Many studies (e.g. Carey, Hamilton & Shanklin, 

1986; Hawken, Kelly & Duran, 1990; Lapidus, Green & Baruh, 1985; 

Lovejoy, Perkins & Collin, 1 995; Waldo, 1982; Waldo, 1984) address this same 

issue fiom the university perspective. Just as the many studies suggest, in this 

research respondents reported that poor roommate relationships lead to the student 

leaven having developed very negative feelings about the entire school and their 

experience while at the school at that key social level. Poor quality social 

relationships severely impeded the establishment of positive affiliation. 

As the studies indicate, too, the respondents in this study reported that for 

those eleven students who bad roommates, problems with that relationship arose 

very early in the school year. Left largely ignored, and/or without sufficiently early 

or effective intewention strategies, these poor roommate relationships reinforced a 

powedidly negative downward social spiral in the lives of the students who 

withdrew. 

Group membership plays a critical role in the afEhation process for 

adolescents (Gallagher, 19%). Non-membership in a group can result in alienation 

and withdrawal &om a school (Arhar & Kromrey, 1993). Goldberg & Chandler 



(1989) show that adolescent peer groups recognize highly valued student members 

within a school, and for male students in particular, a high degree of athletic skill 

remains a key ingredient toward achieving popularity and acceptance among their 

peers. This study also supports that notion from the perspective of the male student 

leavers and their peers at the school. 

Respondents who spoke about the male students who left, and indeed those 

males themselves, referred to the "jock," or athletically dominated male group 

culture at the school. In this study, the male students who left were physically 

smaller, or weaker in some physical way, or less interested in engaging in sports, or 

even physically injured, making them athletically less capable than their male peers. 

Some of the male leavers also demonstrated a greater preference for participation in 

the arts or academics as opposed to sport, and/or showed a distaste for adolescent 

male physical game playing, whether formal or informal. These males then found 

themselves as "social isolates" (Gallagher, 19%) and without those strong peer 

bonds necessary for survival in the school. Having female fiends proved 

insuf6ciently strong an m a t i o n  in terms of the necessary peer bonding. In the 

absence of that rather natural avenue toward affiliation for these male students, and 

perhaps especially at a school wherein respondents reported strong evidence of a 

prevalent male ')jock" culture, and unable to h d  afFiliation through other means, 

such as a sound roommate relationship or other peer fiendship, the male students 

did not find a strong social bond and left the school. 

Toward a More Complete Understanding of Vohmtary AMition 

This study, based upon qyahtative evidence, provides an investigation of the 

issues underlying the attrition pmcess for the twelve student leavers involved. As 

such, it represents a strong beginning toward understanding the details as to how 



many complex factors, both personal and school related, interact so as to motivate 

students to withdraw voluntarily fiom their private school. 

This research occurred at an early stage in the research of this issue in terms 

of the literature available on private schools. Further and similar studies can 

enhance our understmding of voluntary student attrition. Such studies might include 

an investigation as to what prompts students to choose a particular private school, 

and how this may relate to their persod characteristics and ultimate decision to 

withdraw from their school. Research might also include a closer investigation of 

gender issues pertaining to the ways in which students interact with the internal 

characteristics of their private school. 

Another interesting and informative approach to this issue may include a 

study of students who choose to remain enrolled in their private school in spite of 

having experiencing personal background issues and external forces comparable to 

those brought to light through this study. Surely, similar and/or equally compelling 

types of issues revealed in the lives of this study's respondents must affect the lives 

of other students too. The question remains as to whether any other students have 

undergone similar personal life's experiences and yet for some reasons still chose to 

remain enrolled in their school rather than withdraw. If so, how did they cope, how 

did such people find affiliation within their school? How did they find that 

necessary mat ion  in spite oftheir problems and external attractions? We might 

learn, then, how a school's culture worked positively and in favour of retaining 

students with '~blematic" backgrounds, notwithstanding those very problems. 

Applications of this Study 

At this stage, hopefully private school administrators can benefit fiom 

understanding more about the complex issues involved in student voluntary attrition 



from a private school. Perhaps, then, we may use the results of this study and its 

implications regarding the significance of a student's personal background 

characteristics, the school's organizational characteristics, and the interaction of all 

of these factors in key areas of school life, toward enhancing student retention. 

At another level, university and college administrators, too, may benefit from 

the unique insights offixed in this study regarding the nature of the personal 

background issues at play in students' lives as they attempt to cope with the culture 

of a residential school environment. Similarly, public school administrators may 

understand more about the kinds of issues facing adolescent students as they strive 

to cope on a daily basis with school life in the context of their own personal 

problems. 

The twelve students who took part in this study left the school prematurely. 

From my experience working with and understanding each of these respondents, and 

indeed fiom the comments made fiom the other respondents who know these 

students, clearly each one of these twelve leavers possessed the potential to have 

made unique, continuous, and outstanding contriiutions to the school community 

fiorn which they left. Conversely, each of these students could have continued to 

benefit from the remarkable school from which they withdrew and which they still 

hold in high regard. They needed to experience the affiliation from within the 

school such that they would have chosen to remain enrolled. Viewed from either 

perspective, these students left too soon. 

The more we understand about voluntary attrition, the better we can enhance 

retention in our private schools. Only then can other students such as these 

delightful twelve find their niche in their chosen private school, much to the 

profound benefit of everyone concerned. 
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Introductory Letter to Parents: 
Request for a Personal Interview 

November ,1995 

Dear [name of "departed" student and her/his parent], 

I hope that all is well with you and that you are enjoying [name of studentl's 

new school. I certainly miss your presence here at [name of the school under 

study]. 

You may know that I have been working toward completion of my doctoral 

degree for the past few years at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, the 

University of Toronto. My area of study is student voluntary departure from private 

schools. I am trying to determine why students and/or their parents decide to leave 

their private schools. 

I would appreciate very much your assistance with my study. I would like to 

interview [name of student aud parents] so that I may understand as well as possible 

your own reasons for having left [name of the school]. 

I have two goals in acquiring this information. One is that I personally, and 

we as a school, did not wish to see you leave us. We would like to understand as 

well as we can the reasons for your voluntary departure fiom [name of school]. 

The second goal, of come, is that I would like to complete my degree! This 

is an area of particular interest to me, both as an educator and &om my former role 

as admissions director. This is a nahrral path for me to follow with my research. 

Information which you give me may appear in my thesis. If  I do use some of 

this intormation, I asswe you that you will retain complete anonymity in my project. 



Neither your name, the school's name, nor any other identdjmg characteristics will 

appear in my research. You may also withdraw fiom the research project at any 

time, of course. 

I will give you a telephone call in the next few days to ensure that you did 

receive this letter. Then, if you will allow, I would appreciate very much a chance 

to visit with you. I hope to meet with you in your home or in some other location of 

your choice, at your convenience, to chat about your reasons for leaving. 

If you would like to contact me at any time, please feel comfortable calling 

me at home. My number i s  [home telephone number]. If 1 happen to be out, I am 

likely to be at school. You could either leave a message with my wife, Judy, or on 

our answering machine. I will call you back as soon as possible. Of course, you 

can also reach me at school. My number is [school phone number]. 

Thank you very much. I really look forward to seeing you again and to 

chatting with you. 

Sincerely , 

Stephan Grasmiick 
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Dear [name of "departed" student and herhis parent], 
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new school. I certainly miss your presence here at [name of the school under 

study]. 

You may know that I have been working toward completion of my doctoral 

degree for the past few years at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education, the 

University of Toronto. My area of study is student volmtafy departure &om private 

schools. I am trying to determine why students and/or their parents decide to leave 

their private school. 
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your reasons for having left [name of the school]. 
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as admissions director. This is a oatrrral path for me to follow with my research. 

Information which you give me may appear in my thesis. If I do use some of 

this information, I assure you that you will retain complete anonymity in my project. 
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Neither your name, the school's name, nor any other idenhfylng characteristics will 

appear in my research. You may also withdraw fiom the research project at any 

time, of course. 

I will give you a telephone call in the next few days to ensure that you did 

receive this letter. Then, if you will allow, I will either call back at a more 

convenient time or have the interview at that time over the phone. I would 

appreciate so much the opportunity to chat about your reasons for leaving. 

I f  you would like to contact me at any time, please feel comfortable calling 

me at home. My number is [home telephone number]. If1 happen to be out, I am 

likely to be at school. You could either leave a message with my wife, Judy, or on 

our answering machine. 1 will call you back as soon as possible. Of course, you 

can also reach me at school. My number is [school phone number]. 

Thank you very much. I really look forward to chatting with you again. 

Sincerely, 



Questions for Students 
(also for their parents and former roommates) 

General Context for the Student 
How long had you been at the school before deciding to leave it? 

Why did you (your son/daughter/rcommate) leave the school? 

Who made the decision to leave: you alone, or in consultation with someone? With 
whom? 

When did you first sense those initial feelings of wanting to leave the school? 

What triggered those initial feelings? 

What were any other contciiuting factors to these feelings? 

What was the final factor in helping you to make your decision to leave? 

Expectations About the School 

What characteristics were you looking for in a school? 

Who made the choice to attend this school? 

What made yomat  person decide to choose this school? 

How well were these expectations met or not met? In what ways? 

Schd Culture 

For all students interviewed: 

1. How did various aspects of the school affect your decision to leave with respect 
to?: 

(a) the curriculum (courses offered, marks achieved, etc.) 



(b) the co-curricular programming (sports, arts, clubs, etc.) 

(c) the social aspects of the school: 

(i) with whom did you interact most frequently in the residential house 
and your grade? 

(ii) how did any of the people at the school individually or as a group 
influence your decision to leave the school, e.g. were there any things 
which they do or believe in as either as a group or as individuals which 
prompted you to leave? 

(d) the physical setting of the school: 

(i) how did this affect your decision to leave the school, e.g. the 
location and setting of the school, your residential dorm, the house, 
etc.? 

(e) the teachers of the school: 

(i) did you feel especially close to any teachers while at the school? 
Why? 

(ii) how do you view the teachers' personal qualities, their role, their 
disposition toward their students, and teachers' disposition toward 
other teachers 

(iii) how did any teacher(s) Sect your decision to leave? 

Additional questions for the students new to the school: 

1. Did you find yourself interacting with any certain group of people at the school? 
With whom did you interact or tind yourself involved with most often? 

2. How did you react to the various activities and beliefs of your new group of 
fiienddpeers at the school? 



Closure 

What other factors, which I have not mentioned, may have contributed to your 
decision to leave? 

What would you have changed/change now at the school such that you would have 
stayed in the community? 

How could we have helped or what could we have done vis a vis the school's 
curriculum, co-curriculum, andlor social Life to have encouraged you to stay in the 
school? 

When you have other thoughts about these issues, please give me a call and I would 
like to chat with you again. 

Questions for the Former Teachers and/or Housemasters 

Why did this student leave the school? 

With which group of people did heishe befriencUassociate at the school? 

How idis not this school a good "fit" for this student? 

When did this desire to change schools be* in h e r b ?  

How could we have helpedwhat could we have done vis a vis cuniculum, co- 
curriculum, social life to have encouraged this student to stay in the school? 

When you have other thoughts about these issues, please give me a call and I would 
Like to chat with you again. 



c 
CONSENT FORM 

1, , give my permission for Stephan Grasmiick to 

use idonnation which I give bim toward his research on student voluntary departure 

from private schools. I understand that my identity and that ofthe school will 

remain anonymous throughout this research. I also understand that I may withdraw 

fiom the research project at any time. 

(signature) 



Letter to Telephone Intewiewees Requesting Them to Sign and 
Return the Consent Form Document to Me by Mail 

Dear b t e ~ e w  Participants], 

Thank you, again, for your assistance with my research on student attrition 

issues. Things are moving ahead, but slowly. There is still so much for me to do on 

this project. 

I mentioned in our telephone conversation last winter that the University of 

Toronto Ethics Review Committee demands that all of its doctoral students have our 

work approved by that committee. As part ofthe process, the committee must have 

evidence that you have agreed to participate in the research, that you know your 

names will never appear in the 6naI document, and that you may withdraw &om the 

research at any time. 

I enclose two copies of the consent form for the Ethics Committee. Would 

you mind reading though that document and signing it for me? I enclose a self- 

addressed, stamped envelope for your use as well. 

I truly appreciate your help so much. As I said, it's a long road and you have 

been wonderfbl with your support. 

Hope to see you before too long! 

Sincerely, 

Stephan Grasmikk 


