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If we have not log touch with redity, «a sure 9gn of good mentd hedth», we ae aware tha
dropping out of school tes become a very serious problem. We are up agangd a problem whose
scope and severity are unprecedented.  When we want to do something about it, we mug take
enough time to ask oursaves, where shdl we act, with whom, in which area should we intervene? |
must say | mysdlf have not found many answersto these questions in the current literature,

In some cases, it is Sated without hedtation or reservation tha young people are responsble for
their problems and dl the problems they represent for adults  All they need is more discipline, they
need to be trained and put in ther place. In other cases, ther parents are blamed for dl the ills and
hed responsble for dl the problems experienced by youth today: lack of motivation, lack of
discipline, rudeness and, with time, absentegiam, repeated fallure at school, dropping out of course,
vanddism, drugs, prodiitution, crime, efc. Poor parentd Especidly if we oursdves are parents.

Who has serioudy tried to hdp them trust themsaves more, to help them fed competent and creete
gronger ties of solidarity among themsdves, to hep them become more involved in their children's
education and take an active part in school life?

Not much is written about school itsaf except to say it is victimized by young peoples antisocid
behaviour, by parents dmost complete lack of cooperation. That is why, it is often sad, teachers are
finding their professon increesingly difficult and thelr enthusasm is at alow ebb.

This is generdly what we hear mod often in connection with dropping out. It is an unfair,
incomplete characterization thet gives very little indication of what ought to be done  This is a
phenomenon we mugt redly try to understand, not out of intelectud curiogity, not out of an ulterior
concern to hold on to clients, but out of a profound sense of professond and socid respongihility.

From this vantage point, | will first discuss adolescents we cal drop-outs and potentid drop-outs,
but I will do s0 in quite an unconventiond mamer. Second, | will consder the inditutiondl genesis
of the problem. In other words, | will andyze how and to what extent the school brings upon itsdlf
the ills it complans of, paticulaly lack of mativation and violence | will then suggest tha the
schoal as a living environment is the genuindy gppropriate answer to both youths and adults needs.
Following that, | will present an dternative solution: to make dropping out an educationd
experience ingead of working so desperatdly to avoid it or urging young people to go back to school
a dl cogs when they do not redly fed it isimportant to do so.

The drop-out

Hrag we must dop thinking that schodl falure is the man reason for dropping out. In most of the
cases we evduated, school failure was frequent but not sysematic; however, it was the first 9gn of a
menta kind of dropping out, thet is, a degp-seeted loss of interest that had been manifested for a long
time | will not discuss here the many sudies on the characteridics of drop-outs as you can find
them in other artidles.



A number of authors present an image of drop-outs seen from outsde, an image many of the media
continue to buy into. Others took care to gpproach their subjects directly and asked them why they
had left school. Without blaming the school for their decison, drop-outs made some very clear-
dghted criticiams.  They argued school was not a place that concerned itsalf with developing their
sf-rdiance, thar sense of responshility or ther criticd abdilities. They complained in paticular
about poor interpersond relationships, this was thar greatest source of disstifaction. Ther second
mgor complaint was teaching curricula they judged to be atificid because the content had nothing
to do with their lives as adolescents.

In other words, it is school the young people question. Before ataching too much importance to
ther criticiams, however, we should probably ask whether students who do not drop out share their
views. Many researchers have worked on this subject. Cope and Hannah (1975), for example,
found that, compared with other students described as "peragtent,” drop-outs were more sdf-rdiant,
more in touch with therr own fedings and capable of greater open-mindedness and a more complex
view of things Drop-outs were, not surprisngly, less conformist, more capable of departing from
rules and socid dandards that are taken for granted (Coulombe, 1981). Even in the family, the
panorama is less grim than daimed, as shown by studies done in Quebec (Boucher and Morose,
1978) and in France (ARCOS, 1979). The research showed a large number of drop-outs were
attached to their family and consdered the family an important socid inditution. Moreover, mogt of
them lived in homes where the amaogphere was good, where communication exised and where the
youths shared their parents vaues very dosdy. In academic terms, the drop-outs had expectations
that did not differ subgtantialy from those of their "peragent” classmates. They wanted the Knd of
school where they would learn things that were important to them, where they would learn to think
for themsalves and where they would be dlowed to question idess taught in the dassroom (Boucher
and Morose, 1978; Larouche, 1976).

More than other lesearchers Fine and Rosenberg (1983) were againd the dl too widdy held belief
that drop-outs were maadjuded, inept, "deviants™" In these authors opinion, they were above dl
“resgant”, they had developed a keen awareness of contradictions that existed between the school
as an inditution, on the one hand, and youths persond experience and needs, on the other. The
young people criticized the school's hidden agenda and its "meritocratic” ideology. If they perceived
something as unfair, they reacted srongly and were willing to defy authority. These characteridics
found in drop-outs were seen by Fine and Rosenberg not as shortcomings or deficiencies but as
hedthy reections, as srength to resst a problem Stuation.

We now redize there are dfferent categories of drop-outs Although many drop-outs are socidly
and emationdly maadjusted, others leave school due to an obvious lack of interest in abdract
dudies. Stll others flaly rgect school because of its ideology, how it is organized, its difling,
aberrant sructures (Reich and Young, 1975; Erpicum and Murray, 1975; Larouche, 1976; ARCOS,
1979).

Ingtitutional genesis

As | have dready mentioned, when we ligen to young people, they spesk with ease about their
disstisfaction with £hool. Only 28% say they truly gppreciate their school experience (Reich and
Young, 1975). Of those who stay in school, the great mgority see school as a necessary evil, aprice
to pay for a diploma and a job. They do not agree with the vaues advocated by the school and



dmog dl of them have toyed with the idea of dropping out. Many are dmost sure to do it if they do
not receive extra hep from school g&ff or their family. These are what we call potentid drop-outs,
who, in Quebec, can be detected one year or more before the fact thanks to screening tedts.
However, | know of few schools that take the logicd, effective measures cdled for after the
sreening, espedidly when gppropriate intervention means changing cartain things aout the very
indtitution.

We just saw that mogst adolescents are openly critical of their school, how it is run, its vaues, its
atificid nature, "disconnected from red life" More then hdf say in school because, for one thing,
atending school is compulsory by law and, for another, getting a job generdly requires a diploma,
over which the school holds an absolute monopoly. Findly, and this gppears to be the main reason,
schoadl is 4ill the place where they fed least londly, where it is eeses to make friends and
acquaintances.

We could of course flaly dismiss young peoples criticiams of school and believe, as many others
do, that adolescents, especidly "mdadjusted” ones, are not in a postion to know what is good for
them or what the work world will demand of them. Schoadl, it is often stated, should teach them, as
soon as possble, a sense of discipline and effort, and make them see that the days of the "pleasure
principle’ are over.

We could, however, condder that adolescents are right in some respects and proceed to analyze as

objectively as posshle dl the schodl's ills, which we are, dfter dl, the firg to acknowledge. Let us
look more closdly a two of these problems: firdt, dropping out coupled with lack of mativation and,
second, violence,

Dropping out and lack of motivation

Dropping out is far from being a phenomenon among a few youths who are mdadjusted or come
from disadvantaged families, that is as we have jus seen, an individuad problem. It should be
recognized as an ingtitutional problem, a problem for which school isin large measure responsible.

Like the young people, we should acknowledge that schoal is not concerned primarily with youths
basic needs as developing individuas, as people searching for their persond, occupationa and socid
identity and, | might add, as people searching for the meening of life, ther life. The principd of a
schoaol - the prime contractor, S0 to spesk - must acknowledge higher main respongibility and red
power in this respect.

Young people's seoond ariticiam of schoadl is the unauitable nature of teaching curricula in reldion to
ther lives In this case, lack of mativation comes to the fore - a massive problem present in doseto
80% of students.

Students do not complain most aout the difficulty of school work or the effort they have to make.
They amply cannot undersand why they are forced to learn things that mean nothing to them. Is it
redly necessary to magter such content or is it enough to have heard about it once and, above dl, to
have obtained a good mark. After dl, in the current sysem the mak is wha counts, not the
knowledge itsHlf, let done the integration and trandfer of learning and whether it endures.



Let us face the fact that a large amount of the materid will be useful to a minority of udents only.
They are forced to memorize concepts, rules and formulas that just about every adult, in the school
system or dsawhere, has forgotten. How many high school teachers would do well on exams st by
their colleegues? |s the point just to open doors for the sudents later on? And what purpose will
these open doors sarve if the youths lose even the wish to move ahead or if the doors soon carry new
requistes? Is this the only way we have found to expand young peoples cuture by meking them
forget as many things as possble? Will we be much further aheed if dl thet is left is disrud of a
culture we have presented to them in disconnected hits, in a disembodied fashion? (An interesting
work on the spedific phenomenon of the loss of culture among young people is PE. Roy's Une
révolution avortée [1991], with an excdlent preface by Pierre Vadeboncoeur. This andyss is
reminiscent of Allan Bloom's in L'ame désarmée?? [1987], which addresses the problem mainly in
univergties)

Although | am in direct contact with adolescents and | have been going to schoals for years, | dill do
not underdand the atitude of schools  Schools continue to ignore systematicaly dl youths
interests, al ther quedions, dl thar increesingly pressng needs. Yet this would be fertile ground
for enthusadtic, fruitful and indructive learning.  Schools persgt in keeping sudents noses to the
grindgone of drab, indpid curricula | am not in the leest proposng facile solutions, nor @e the
Sudents for that maiter. Students must learn more a school, but aove dl they must sop losing
thair thirg for learning, their saif- confidence and their hopes for the future.

Given the generdized problem of lack of motivetion, the poverty of our credtive imagingtion is
disconcerting. Most sthools ae 4ill looking for atifidd gadgets, conditioning techniques and
compdtitions - when they ae not dmply usng discplinary messures (reward, punishment,
suspension, etc.) and excess threats, undue pressure, stress and unbridled competition.

Violencein school

These congderations lead me to say a few words about violence in school. Many people are worried
about the rise of this phenomenon. The violence is directed not only againg people but agang
objects and the school itsdf. The cogt of vanddiam for a sngle school board in Greater Montred
recently amounted to close to two million dollars a year. To be sure, violence is not confined to
schools and is in fact a societd problem.  However, again we would be behaving like odriches if we
denied school's contribution to the phenomena of violence and vanddism.  Whenever people
experience degp frudration of their basc needs, whenever they live in drcumdances where they do
not have auffident living spece, both physcd and psychologicd, menifedaions of violence are
common. Thisis observed asdearly in animds asin human beings

We have discussed young peoples frudraion regarding poor interpersond relationships a school
ard the atificid and indpid nature of curricula To this we mugt add the tensgon and dress of tedts
and exams to which they are condantly submitted --and most of which measure short-term memory
more than the integration of knowledge and acquistion of good thinking and ressoning skills

What is epeddly detrimenta and irritating about the continuous evauaions is not o much the
evaudion processitsdf - which could serve an important ingtructive purpose for teecher and student
dike - but the manner in which the evaluations are used. Teachers often resort to them as
punishment and to bolser ther power and hold over the dudents. In some cases, sudents are



paying for ther teachers competition with colleagues or with other schools. However, the most
anxiety-provoking and unfar characteridic of evaudtions is thar long-term consequences.  Each
time, sudents (and very often thar parents, for no useful purpose) ae mede to fed that ther
academic and occupationd future are a dake. The fear of falure wittingly fanned by the schodl, is
one of the main causes of the violence and vanddism the school complains of.

The same gpplies to educationa counsdling and vocationd guidance.  In actud fact, despite the
more or less stentific trappings of these activities, they are more often than not an inescapable
process of sdection-dimination. Such guidance does not hdp adolescents to learn more about
themsdlves or to face their persond, occupationd and socid future.  Often it is merdy a mechanicd
cdassfication operation desgned to st a minority of students on the main line to privilege and shunt
the vagt mgority onto the Sding.

Thus young peoples different forms of inteligence and red tdents are held in contempt because the
school does not know how to recognize or develop them. This is antidemocratic, a way of denying
individua and group differences, and to sdve the conscience there is the saying, "There iant room
for everyone a the top of theladder.” But does school have to be aladder?

A maladjugted reaction to maladjustment in school

| consder dropping out a maadjusted reection to maadjusment in school. When young people
leave school bdieving, and having others bdieve, it was entirdy ther doing, they are adopting an
atitude of weskness and lack of responshility. They do not say what school principds and
educators should hear and they do naot take on their collective and socid responghility to help solve
their own problems.

In this spirit we conducted an action research project in Quebec. The purpose was to make potentia
drop-outs into important resource persons in solving and preventing the problem of dropping out.
Although the young people were willing to join in the effort to improve the qudity of life & schoal,
we did not succeed in bringing around the daff to condder the youths in a pogtive light and
establish ared didogue with them.

Schooal as a living environment

It has been sad that change is a process of creative destruction. After meking or recdling some
mgor critidams of schodl as an inditution, | must now propose an exdting project: that of making
schoalsinto red, genuine living environments.

People who think the criticiasms made above are extreme will no doubt find my project unredidtic
and utopian. If they do not fed any responghility for the problems in schools, they will be incapable
of envisaging or making the necessary changes. These are ardent defenders of the status quo, people
for whom rediiam and practicdlity are confined to the Status quo, asif change were not aso aredity.

Among people who think differently, 1 would like to revive hope and dynamism. To them | want to
sy, paticulaly on behdf of dl those working in pilot projects and dterndive schools, that change
IS possible in education when those who bdieve in it take responghility for effecting it.



The expresson "living environment” has become 0 hackneyed that more often than not it merdy
saddens the wigtful and brings a smirk to cynics lips

To me a living environment is essentidly a naturd environment, a place where people have red
experiences, an environment where life is respected and living is hedthy. Consequently, a schodl as
a living environmat is a shood where human bengs badc needs of hedth and growth ae
respected.

At school people need to be themselves and not just play roles They need to fed that they are
respected, gppreciated and trusted; that their sdf-rdiance, initiative and sense of regponghility are
being encouraged; and thus ther right to make mistakes is recognized. It is not only the students
who have these needs; the adults working in schools have them dso. They too need respect, esteem,
trus. They need to fed tha a school they are ill undergoing a process of sdf-actudization and
growth, and not heading toward exhaustion and burnout.  School will never be a living environment
for the young people if it canot be one for the adults working there  Smilaly, individud
differences between the youths cannot be respected if they are not respected in the adults. If, in
addition, such differences become sources of tensgon and conflict rather than sources of exchange
and complementarity, the outcome will be the same. The students need these differences among the
teechers because they want red adults who can relate to them genuindy, not Standardized,
homogenized, bland robots who are defined and programmed by rules, regulations and collective
agreements.

The sthod as a living environment bears in mind that before being sudents, youngsters are people,

and that before being teachers, adults are dso people, dive and growing and, as much as possble,
hedthy.

As for those who subscribe to the satus quo, who say this is too good to be true and do not dare
bdieve in it judt in case, my opinion is tha thar dreams and enthusasm were snached from them.
They were blinded to make them toe the line better. For the sake of their mentd hedlth, | would like
them to become aware of this and dso aware of their choice when they refuse to work to reform
schools and education, atask that has become more necessary and urgent than ever.

How to make dropping out an educational experience

At the risk of upsetting some readers, let me say right away thet the problem of dropping out in itself
is not that serious. What is espedidly serious is that we gl have not managed to make dropping out
an educationa experience. It is essentid to offer various educationd resources to dl youngsters who
leave school (some a request of the schoal). This is a question of ethics and responghbility for the
school board. Here are afew examples of these services

1) Individud hdp that the school offers sudents (psychology, socid sarvice, religious counsd ad
particularly academic and vocationd guidance) should continue to be accessble to drop-outs. The
sarvice providers mugt begin to intervene from the time students are identified as potentid drop-outs.
They should dso spesk to dl students in grades eght and nine about dropping out and about the
persond and inditutiond factors that cause it. If we take this kind of action to prevent suicide, why
should we not take it in the case of dropping out, which affects dose to 40% of sudents?



What is more, when students leave school or stop atending it, someone from these services should
take the initiative to contact them and ask to meet with them, a@ther a school or (why not?) a the
young person's home.  Since the schoal is part of the problem, why should it not aso be part of the
solution?

2) Insofar as possble, what youngsters do when they drop out must be supervised. They should be
heped if they are looking for work or dready have a job, if they are teking pat in socd or
community adivities or in organized recregtiond activities A high schoal in the Laurentians has
given credits to youths who are working.  This is an excdlent way of meking dropping out an
educationd experience and of fostering the important process of maturing from the persond, socid
and vocationd points of view.

3) The parents of drop-outs mugt be helped. The school should offer to organize mestings of parents
and gaff and should encourage group discussions to creste support and sdf-hdp networks among
paents. Heping the parents will have a very postive effect on the drop-outs if the parents do not
dramétize the dtuation so much and hdp ther children plan ther lives and work, and if they as
parents take more responghbility.  Thresats and punitive messures done solve nothing.  Whet is mogt
important is to help youngders to andyze why they left school, to evduate the different options
open to them, to make and gtick by decisons they think are the most worthwhile.  In this process, the
young person will learn things of the utmost importance thet he/she may not have learned otherwise
and that may grestly fadilitate hisher going back to school and doing well.

In addition to these direct and indirect services for drop-outs, the school should of course carry out a

detailed andyss of the phenomenon itsdf, as we discussed earlier, Snce we are not talking about a
handful of maadjusted or margind individuals but tens of thousands of youths.

Conclusion

I will say a few words about the responghbility of school prindpds in bringing about changes in
education and in indituting the schod as a living environment.  Frg of dl, | think it is indispensable
for every schoal to devise a true educationd blueprint that is defined, managed and evaduaed by the
community, a blueprint that serves aove dl to promote that community. To achieve this, however,
the philosophy and vaues underlying the educationd blueprint must be embodied in the principd,
who must be dynamic and show clear leedership. The experience of pilot projects and of dternative
and community schools shows forcefully that a school principd mugt hdp the community of
teachers, sudents and parents to concaive of a blueprint thet is ideologicaly consgent. Intense and
continuous group discusson and mohilization are needed to accomplish this, because getting adults
to put adde ther individudism, their competitive spirit and their fedings of insecurity is not aways
apanlesstak. The am is to have teechers, parents and students pool their efforts in managing their
own collective blueprint.

| believe that until professonds in education take an individua and collective gdand on curricula
and teaching approaches, until they decide to return to their primary misson of educating ad the
top priority of the educationd reationship, it is just as wel if the problem of dropping out is not
solved too quickly. One urgent, priority message hes to be assmilaed fird: a genedized
maase permeates schools and society, a maaise experienced by adults and young people dike.

Both young and old must work on solving thisill to learn better and to live better.



In this sense, the phenomenon of dropping out is an excdlent sarting point, an excellent educaiond
meterid; itisup to usto useit wisdy.
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