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Abstract 
 

 

The study explores how young men who have recently completed a senior secondary 

school English course account for their success and/or failure in the subject, and 

analyses what common-sense understandings and social discourses underpin students’ 

tacit and explicit definitions of this school success and failure. Discussions with the 

participants involved multifarious topics such as teacher pedagogy, family role models, 

gender, and activities outside of school that influenced their experiences and notions of 

success in school.  

 

The study seeks to identify whether or not young mens’ accounts of their own success 

or failure in English at secondary level align with existing theorisations and 

explanations on the subject of male learning and academic achievement in English 

studies. The theoretical perspectives of post-structuralism and critical language 

awareness inform the study, which utilises narrative methods to generate data and 

critical discourse analysis to provide a theorisation of the social and textual world. The 

study utilises aspects of post-structuralist theory to examine the concepts of gender, 

maleness and hegemonic masculinity in education (Connell, 1987; Martino, 1995) and 

acknowledges that these terms are used in arguments that support both the notion that 

gender and maleness are socially constructed and that they are inherent. This research 

project is motivated by a critical social purpose to address the apparently intractable 

problem that many boys do not experience success and are underachieving in school 

subject English, with a view to motivating a change to the status quo and providing a 

platform for further research using CDA methodology. 

 

The interview data and subsequent critical discourse analysis provide insightful 

assessments of male schooling experiences in senior English. The study aims to identify 

the operation of dominant discourses of boys’ underachievement in individual accounts 

of failure and success in subject English and build critical awareness of the role of 

discourse in social practice and social categorisation. It also aims to identify and 

examine how the situational, societal and institutional processes operating in and within 
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which educational discourses (and notably discourses of literacy learning, boys in 

English and English curriculum) are situated, are evident in the young mens’ accounts. 

 

The study provides a ‘new’ window into the problem of male achievement in literacy 

and subject English, proposing that common-sense understandings and dominant social 

discourses whereby young men account for their actions and experiences in senior 

English can be a source of information for critical social research and critical discourse 

analysis that aims to look for alternative answers to seemingly intractable problems. 
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The Structure of the Thesis 
 

 

Chapter 1 provides a brief outline of the research project and the project’s rationale and 

aims. It outlines the research problem identified in the initial planning of the project and 

then details the specific research questions developed to address the problem. The 

chapter provides detail on the significance of the study for theory, policy and practice, 

as well as for students operating within the educational system. 

 

Chapter 2 provides a reading of the currently available literature on the problem of 

boys’ achievement and perceived lack of academic success in senior English and 

literacy. The literature review provides a survey of the boys’ achievement debate from a 

historical perspective, and then distils and interrogates the body of literature available 

through five key frameworks: political, socio-cultural, biological, psychological and 

institutional. It provides a review of current dominant theorisations on gender and 

achievement in subject English and highlights the fact that different theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks place different emphases or priorities on different explanations, 

factors when explaining the purported poor performance of boys in subject English. The 

literature review rigorously analyses the body of work available on boys’ achievement 

in English and literacy from the 1980s to the present and situates the research study as 

an investigation of accounts of young mens’ educational experiences in Queensland, 

Australia. 

 

Chapter 3 offers a comprehensive discussion on the theoretical and methodological 

framework that informs the research study. It explains how the critical discourse 

analysis (CDA) framework shapes the research from its conception to the final analysis. 

The chapter outlines how socially critical research and critical language awareness 

inform the study and explains that it might provide a theory of the social world that 

aligns with the research agenda of using narratives and stories of experience as data to 

produce rich and valid, empirical findings through CDA. A detailed explanation of how 

the research study and approach to addressing the research questions is informed by 

CDA and specific identification and analysis of small stories is provided. A rationale is 
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provided for linking critical social research and CDA to address the salient research 

questions. 

 

Chapter 4 provides an overview of the research design and methodological approach 

utilised in the research project. The project design, including the selection of sites and 

participants, and data collection procedures, is discussed. It details the interview design, 

the respondents’ profile, and the recording and transcription process, as well as the 

various stages of the coding procedure. Validity and reliability issues in the research 

design, and limitations and considerations when utilising a narrative approach and CDA 

in research design are also examined. The chapter provides a detailed account of how 

the methodological approach aligns with the stages of analysis of data in the research 

design. 

 

Chapter 5 presents the findings from the CDA and key stages of textual analysis of 

interview transcript data from Case Study 1—Billy. It draws on the work of Fairclough 

(2001a) and analyses the texts produced by the interviewees using a process of 

describing the formal features of the texts, interpreting the common-sense 

understandings and social discourses that underpin students’ tacit and explicit 

definitions and explanations of school success and failure in English, and explaining the 

discursive transformations evident in Billy’s small stories and extended narrative of 

school success and failure in English. 

 

Chapter 6 presents the findings from the CDA and key stages of textual analysis of 

interview transcript data from Case Study 2—Brian. It also analyses the texts produced 

by the interviewees using a process of describing the formal features of the texts, 

interpreting the common-sense understandings and social discourses that underpin 

students’ tacit and explicit definitions and explanations of school success and failure in 

English, and explaining the discursive transformations evident in Brian’s stories of 

school success and failure in English that either align with or contest those put forward 

by Case Study 1. 

 

Chapter 7 presents a final critical reflection on the study—its research approach, goals 

and outcomes, and a critique of the methods and analysis in terms of addressing the 
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research questions. The implications for future research, policy and practice are also 

detailed in this final chapter. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

 

1.1 Introduction 
 

Much educational debate and discussion in Australia in recent years has revolved 

around the phenomenon described as boys’ underachievement. Informed by critical 

discourse analysis (henceforth CDA) this study of recordings and transcripts of in-depth 

interview data, documents and examines the ways that young males who have 

experienced varying levels of success and failure in senior secondary school English 

curricula in Queensland account for ‘success’ in subject English.  

 

These accounts are analysed critically to discover the common-sense understandings 

and social discourses that underpin students’ tacit and explicit definitions of school 

success and failure, English curriculum and pedagogies, learning, ways of knowing in 

and for school, and interest in subject English. Further, these accounts and the 

perspectives, common-sense understandings and discourses they document will be used 

as a basis for evaluating dominant, contemporary theorisations of, and explanations for 

the problem that many male students either do not experience significant levels of 

success in senior secondary English courses or are ‘denied’ them by the essentialist 

notions operating in relation to boys and school, boys and English, or boys and literacy 

learning. 

 

 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 
 

Despite the fact that the phenomenon described as boys’ lack of success in subject 

English at secondary school level in Australia has been a significant topic of 

professional interest, research and policy development for well over twenty years, the 

problem remains. Government policy starting with the NSW Government Advisory 

Committee on Education and Training and Tourism ‘Inquiry into Boys’ (O’Doherty, 

1994), and later papers including Boys: Getting It Right (House of Representatives 

Standing Committee on Education and Training [HRSCET], 2002); Boys, Literacy and 
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Schooling (Alloway, Freebody, Gilbert & Muspratt, 2002); Educating boy: Issues and 

information (Commonwealth Government of Australia, 2003) specifically addressing 

the needs of boys in schools has motivated the development of literacy education 

programs tailored to meet the perceived needs of male learners. The Boys, Literacy and 

Schooling report (Alloway et al., 2002) and later Success for boys: Helping boys 

achieve (DEST, 2005) reported on research and made recommendations for engaging 

boys in literacy and incorporating strategies in school subjects such as English, to 

address the apparent discrepancy between boys’ and girls’ academic achievement in 

English courses.  

 

The number of policy documents and reports devoted to the topic of gender-based 

performance and achievement in school, for instance: Gender Equity in Education 

Policy Statement (Queensland Department of Education, 1992), Gender Equity: A 

Framework for Australian Schools (Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, 

Training and Youth Affairs [MCEETYA], 1997), the Success for boys: Helping boys 

achieve (DEST, 2005), and the research report Addressing the Educational Needs of 

Boys—Strategies for Schools and Teachers (Lingard, Martino, Mills & Bahr, 2002) 

reflects the importance given to this phenomenon by State and Federal Governments, 

educational researchers and practitioners, and policymakers.  

 

The significance of gender as a salient factor gleaned from the evidence base for boys’ 

under-representation and underachievement in literacy attainment and English language 

subjects has been discussed widely, yet it is still a hotly contested issue. Nonetheless, 

there is a great deal of evidence to suggest that some boys are still underachieving in 

literacy (Clarke with Burke, 2012; DEST, 2005; Martino & Berrill, 2003; Twist & 

Sainsbury, 2009) and the issue is one that cannot be ignored or ‘fixed’ by focusing only 

on essentialist notions of boys and literacy and common-sense assumptions of learning 

solely as a gender-based action. 

 

Despite concerted work by government agencies, educational bodies and research 

groups to improve the levels of boys’ literacy and success in subject English, the 

problem persists and has material consequences for those most affected by the problem. 

The ongoing existence and apparent intractability of the problem provides a warrant for 

further investigation and critical analysis. This analysis takes a ‘new’ look at the 
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phenomenon from the perspective of young males who have experienced varying levels 

of success and failure in senior secondary school English curricula in Queensland.  

 

 

1.3 This Research Study 
 

Current theorisations of the problem derived from research drawing on evidence 

provided by educational authorities, teachers, parents and educational researchers and 

theorists (Horne, 2000; Kehler & Martino, 2007; PISA, 2009; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002) 

have located the sources of lack of success in English and in school, in general, in male 

adolescent attitudes (Alloway & Gilbert, 1997; Francis, 2000), constructions of 

masculinities in the classroom (see Connell, 1989; Martino, Mills & Lingard, 2005; 

Maynard, 2002) and male views of reading and literacy-based lessons (Browne & 

Fletcher, 1995; Frater, 1998; Lillico, 2000; Twist & Sainsbury, 2009). This research 

study acknowledges that considerable work was done in the 1980s and 1990s to 

improve girls’ educational outcomes and present arguments in favour of ‘gender equity’ 

in education (see Kenway & Willis, 1997; National Action Plan for the Education of 

Girls 1993-1997) however it is important to clarify that this particular research study 

focuses specifically on the work done (primarily post 1980s) that focuses on boys in 

school, issues of masculinity, male educational outcomes and reported achievement 

gaps in boys’ literacy and English attainment in school (see Alloway et al., 2002; 

DEST, 2005; Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Lingard et al., 2002). 

 

Although the issues of boys’ attitudes and perspectives on literacy have generated great 

interest and debate, and some theorising that has specifically sought to examine the 

interrelationship between factors such as race and social class on academic success 

rather than gender alone, there is still a need for further research on how boys 

themselves respond to the issue of their own success, failure and overall satisfaction 

with subject English. Levels of achievement across male senior secondary student 

cohorts continue to be explained predominantly in terms of socio-cultural, political, 

psychological, biological and institutional theorising relating to male aptitude, attitude, 

disposition, curriculum and pedagogical needs. As a result, the assumption that a 

determinate relationship exists between ‘maleness’ attributes and dispositions and 
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adolescent boys’ lack of success and engagement in English classrooms has achieved 

the status of ‘common sense’ in some theorising on the issue (Whitmire, 2010).  

 

This study problematises that assumption and re-examines the phenomenon by 

gathering and analysing interview data on the perspectives of males who have recently 

completed a senior secondary school English course in Queensland. Therefore, this 

study fills a noteworthy gap in the literature, providing further research on young men’s 

own accounts of their experiences, and success and/or failures in subject English at 

senior secondary school. This study focuses on analysing the views and experiences of 

recent student graduates, informing theory and practice from an immediate ‘post-

student’ point of view; arguably a significant gap in the current research literature. 

Focusing on young men’s perspectives, the study provides a context in which their 

narratives and stories of experience are heard, and valued for their contribution to 

greater understanding of the problem and how the analysis of narrative with CDA can 

contribute to educational research on a phenomenon. 

 

Effective policy and practice rely on comprehensive understanding and theorisation of 

the phenomenon. This study will extend existing understandings by documenting and 

examining the perspective of the subjects themselves, that is, young males who have 

recently completed a senior secondary English course in Queensland. Analysis of 

transcribed audio recorded data generated from in-depth interviews with the subjects of 

the study will provide a more nuanced understanding of the problem, and new 

opportunities to influence growth and change in this significant area of educational 

disquiet. 

 

 

1.4 Research Questions 
 

The study aimed to answer the following specific research questions: 

 

1. How do young men who have recently completed a senior secondary school English 

course account for their success and/or failure? 
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a. What common-sense understandings and social discourses are evident in 

students’ definitions of school success and failure in subject English at 

senior secondary level? 

2. How closely do young mens’ accounts of failure in subject English at senior 

secondary level align with existing contemporary theorisations and hegemonic 

discourses of adolescent boys’ success and/or failure in subject English at senior 

secondary level? 

 

The data corpus includes semi-structured interviews/conversations and intensive 

discussions with post-secondary school males who have recently completed a senior 

secondary English in Queensland. The conversational tone of the interviews aimed to 

elicit stories of experiences in English classes, stories of success and/or failure, and 

stories about the ways that various explanations and accounts are related to performance 

and achievement. The stories produced were analysed regardless of how ‘small’ or 

seemingly insignificant they appear within the narrative canon—thus focusing on the 

views and experiences of the young men as described and detailed by them in everyday 

talk and interaction. 

 

 

1.5 Theoretical Framework 
 

The methodology used to interrogate the data sources is derived from critical social and 

discourse theories. Analytic methods are derived from post-structuralism and critical 

theory, and include narrative methods to generate data and CDA as a meaning-making 

tool (detailed in Section 1.5.1).  

 

Post-structuralism as a theoretical framework is a broad movement that questions the 

basis upon which structures of society and language are conceptualised. The perspective 

informing the research study is one that sees social ‘reality’ as varying, constantly 

shifting and in-determinant in any way. Notions of post-structuralism differentiate 

between ‘real’ and ‘representational’ in terms of the social world. Essentially, this 

perspective allows for versions of reality in relation to problems and issues, not just one 

secure truth. Therefore a framework of post-structuralism enables the interview data to 
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be justifiably treated as constructed through social interaction of the interview, and 

capable of providing insight into different aspects of social identity dependent upon the 

different interpretations taken up by the analyst. 

 

From these theoretical perspectives, theories, practices, ideologies, patterns of language, 

language and representations of the individual and the social world, institutions and 

culturally defined value systems are all productive rather than reflective. Inherent in this 

theoretical framework is an attention to issues related to selves and identities. Weedon 

(1987) notes that, ‘while different forms of poststructuralism vary in both their practice 

and in their political implications, they share certain fundamental assumptions about 

language, meaning and subjectivity’ (p. 20). 

 

A post-structuralism perspective is a useful approach in sensitising the researcher to the 

possibility of multiple meanings and narratives associated with discourse and action in 

the particular contexts under investigation. It sees language as ‘the common factor in the 

analysis of social organisation, social meanings, power and individual consciousness’ 

(Weedon, 1987, p. 21). It is also valuable in its acknowledgement of power as operating 

through discourses (Connell, 1995; Foucault, 2001) and concepts such as gender and 

hegemonic masculinity as constitutive of and constituted by discourse. Post-structuralist 

perspectives and theory relating to gender, maleness and hegemonic masculinity in 

education has the potential to expose aspects of society or discourse that can be 

disregarded or silenced (Sarup, 1988), and thus a focus on the language used by the 

young men is a useful framework for the analytic methods utilised in the study because 

it renders the invisible visible.  

 

1.5.1 Narrative and CDA 

 

Narrative provides a valuable opportunity to undertake the ‘systematic study of personal 

experiences and meaning: how active subjects have constructed events’ (Riessman, 

1993, p. 78). What distinguishes narrative as a mode of inquiry from the use of narrative 

in the study to generate data is that, in the latter, it is both the process—a means for 

narrator/participant narrating or telling the story—and the product—a means by which 

to inquire into how the story or narrative is told in order to create meaning. The study 

utilises narrative and narrative methods to elicit data, and then seeks to analyse that data 
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systematically using CDA methodology and analysis. This methodology aligns with the 

critical social research and CDA approaches informing the study, which perceive 

participants’ words as not just a code or a construction, but also as a reflection and 

representation of the patterns of what is constructing them, the beliefs and phrases of 

others, the grammatical, rhetorical and intertextual features of their speech, and the 

discourses to which the subjects are bound and have bound themselves and those they 

are resisting. 

 

Narratives can create a sense of community, in which ‘educational researchers establish 

a close bond with the participants’ (Creswell, 2008, p.511). This factor may help reduce 

a commonly held perception by researchers that storytelling has little direct application 

in empirical research and in the production of warrantable findings in educational 

research. Importantly, for participants in a study, sharing their stories may make them 

feel that their stories are important and that they are heard. Moreover, when a story is 

well told, the listener or reader may feel a sense of connection to the teller—‘That’s my 

story, too. I am not alone’ (Richardson, 1997, p. 33)—and may even feel compelled to 

tell his or her own story in return. 

 

Narratives can give researchers a sense of how the narrator is positioned in relation to 

the issues under discussion through close listening to how speakers account for 

experiences and actions in the social world in which they live. Using storying to 

encourage the participants in the study to account for their experiences and narrativise 

their notions of schooling and experiences of success in learning may have the result of 

changing their points of view, and provoking them to ask new questions or deepening 

understanding of past actions and outcomes (Barone & Eisner, 2006; Richardson, 

2000). Such a change is inherent when storytelling is understood as a socially 

interactional activity between two or more people.  

 

Life experience is complex and contradictory, and narrative is well suited to expressing 

that complexity and contradiction (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, pp. 181–182; Creswell, 

2008, p. 522; Webster & Mertova, 2007). In line with this, CDA is useful in addressing 

how notions of success and failure are constructed and constrained by complex social 

contexts and hegemonic discourses. It is also useful in investigating if the narrative 

accounts of success and/or failure provided by those who operate within current social 
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structures reflect or echo only the dominant ideologies and social discourses of 

dominant social groups.  

 

Stories can cross generations and cultural boundaries; they can offer a common point of 

entry into an experience. Telling stories is a natural part of life, and individuals all have 

stories about their experiences to tell others. In this way, research that relies on narrative 

in order to generate data for analysis can capture ‘everyday, normal information and 

data that is familiar to individuals’ (Creswell, 2008, p. 511). In this study, the ‘rich data’ 

identified and utilised from the ‘small stories’ that occurred in many narratives are also 

viewed as integral in contextualising identity and social membership, and making 

meaning in the everyday experiences, social actions and functions explained and 

expressed in the narratives produced in the research interviews. According to 

Richardson (1997): 

The story of a life is also more than the life, the contours and meaning 
allegorically extending to others, others seeing themselves, knowing 
themselves through another’s life story, re-visioning their own, arriving where 
they started and knowing ‘the place for the first time’. (pp. 6)  

Overall, this study assumes that the stories people tell are their accounts of their 

experiences as told in a particular storytelling episode, for a specific ideal hearer and for 

a specific purpose. They are not bound to a fixed past because, again, the events recalled 

are shaped by the social interaction between the storytellers at a particular point in time 

and space. 

 

1.5.2 Semi-Structured Interviewing in the Project 

 

The use of semi-structured interviews in educational research can produce accounts that 

are organised and presented as narratives and ‘stories’ of experience. In this sense, the 

lived reality of interviewees’ experience takes a narrative form and is presented 

throughout the interview as a series of narrativised accounts. The use of narratives, 

therefore, is simply a representation (and notably one that is unchallengeable) of that 

experience and a powerful means of representing and conceptualising identity and lived 

experience (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). 

 

According to Padgett and Allen (1997), people have a natural propensity to create 

meaning about their worlds through stories. The assumption here is that people are 
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languaged beings for whom language does not merely express experiences but also 

constitutes experiences within the subjective, psychological reality (Jorgensen & 

Phillips, 2002). Personal narratives and stories of experience can provide windows into 

lives that confront the constraints of circumstances and renegotiate the multiplicity of 

meaning in different versions and interpretations of lived experience. Bamberg and 

Georgakopoulou (2008) suggest that research that utilises narrative can thus open up 

opportunities to investigate identity construction, the constraints of dominant discourses 

and the representations of storytellers’ subjectivities by the way stories are used to 

create and perpetuate a sense of who they are within research interviews. Attention to 

the creation of personal narratives in interviews opens discursive spaces for research 

subjects and encourages the exchange as one that is a relational process and polyvocal, 

fragmented and subjective in nature (Atkinson & Rosiek, 2008; Cuff, 1993; 

Georgakopoulou, 2005). This view of narrative in interview perceives the actual act of 

telling a story as a form of social action (Baker & Johnson, 1998).  

 

Semi-structured interviewing (often with the distinct purpose of enabling the production 

of narrative accounts) has emerged not only as a new methodology but also as a critique 

of what Atkinson and Silverman (1997) have referred to as the ‘interview society’. They 

claim that in this society, the interview has discursively established itself as a neutral 

method of data collection, producing trustworthy and accurate results within the context 

of a relationship between interviewer and interviewee that is unbiased and fair. As 

Fontana and Frey (2000) claim, ‘As a society we rely on the interview and by and large 

take it for granted’ (p. 647). In this sense, narratives that are co-created and produced in 

research interviews can provide valid and valuable data, as well as account for 

experiences and actions in a ‘narrativised’ manner. Semi-structured interviewing 

encourages the production of stories that are relational, motivated, dialogical and 

dynamic—but nonetheless interpretive and warrantable in terms of the data they 

produce and the situated, contextualised identities they represent.  

 

1.5.3 Theorisation of the Problem as Gender Related 

 

Dominant theorisations of the boys and literacy issue have identified it as an effect of 

gender-related attributes, dispositions and aptitudes. Research-based reports have relied 

on the notion that the relationship between boys and patterns of achievement in subject 
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English and literacy is largely explicable in terms of gender. These reports have also 

prompted widespread gender-based pedagogical change in many Australian educational 

institutions that has largely been informed by ‘contemporary concerns about boys’ 

schooling’ (Lingard et al., 2002, p. 1), dominant notions of boys’ behaviour in schools 

(Browne & Fletcher, 1995; Kimmel, 2000; Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2003), 

feminisation of teaching and curricula (Davis, 2003; Hoff-Sommers, 2000; Teese, 

Davies, Charlton & Polesel, 1995) and stereotypical constructs of gender and 

masculinity in school and societal contexts (Connell, 1989; Epstein, Elwood, Hey & 

Maw, 1998; Froese-Germain, 2006; Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Millard, 1997). 

 

1.5.4 Developments in Policy and Practice 

 

Recent government policy (Alloway et al., 2002; HRSCET, 2002; Queensland 

Department of Education, 2005) specifically addressing the needs of boys in schools has 

resulted in many educational institutions embracing initiatives to promote literacy and 

learning from a specifically ‘male’ focus in education. Thus, the educational 

environment in which boys are currently involved has changed rapidly over recent 

years. However, these reports rely heavily on populist notions and commonly accepted 

versions of what it means to be a ‘boy’ and are severely limited in their scope and 

portrayals of boys in the schooling system and in English classes.  

 

The Boys: Getting It Right report (HRSCET, 2002) and later Boys, Gender & Schooling 

Report (Queensland Department of Education, 2005) each detail specific research and 

recommendations for engaging boys in literacy and incorporating strategies in subjects 

such as English to address the differential academic achievement of boys and girls. 

Strategies such as catering to boys’ preferred learning styles and developing so-called 

confidence-building programs to counteract boys’ crisis in self-esteem (Biddulph, 1997; 

Gill & Starr, 2000; Weaver-Hightower, 2003) are commonplace in the educational 

arena, and were taken up by the state of Queensland in their educational policy 

(Alloway & Gilbert, 1997; Education Qld, 2000). It can be argued, though, that these 

‘generalisations’ and ‘universal’ strategies fail to adequately examine the phenomenon 

through a lens of ‘which boys’ do not enjoy success or academic rewards in subject 

English, and what specific factors and accounts can be assigned to explanations for this 

phenomenon. 
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The subject of boys in education (Gill & Starr, 2000) and the underachievement of boys 

in schooling and in subject English (Mills, 2003) has created a situation in which the 

educational gaze has turned towards boys and encouraged a belief that a ‘boys’ agenda’ 

is both a requirement and an imperative in Australian schooling and the Queensland 

educational context (Alloway, 2007; Queensland Department of Education, 2005). 

 

1.5.5 Recommendations for Schools, Curriculum Organisation and Practice 

 

Intervention strategies can be classified into four broad categories—pedagogic, 

individual, organisational and socio-cultural (Younger & Warrington, 2005)—according 

to their predominant emphasis and characteristics, although inevitably no one category 

is exclusive of the others: 

• Pedagogic strategies have included approaches that are classroom focused, 

relating to teaching approaches, analysing classroom interactions and dynamics, 

exploring the role of collaborative and competitive activities within the 

classroom, and exploring issues associated with accelerated learning and 

preferred learning styles (see Biddulph, 1997; Sax, 2005). 

• Individual strategies have usually focused on some form of mentoring and target 

setting, aiming to enhance students’ confidence and self-assurance as learners, 

and to monitor individuals’ progress through tutorial systems and approaches 

that focus on the academic as well as the pastoral (see Brozo, 2002; Gurian & 

Henley, 2001). 

• Organisational strategies emphasise whole-school approaches, whereby schools 

attempt to develop a school ethos and culture in which achievement in all sorts 

of areas is an expectation that is celebrated, and accepted as the norm. Such 

approaches include examining and utilising data, implementing single-sex 

classes or groupings on a shorter or longer time scale—sometimes in subjects 

such as English—organising lunchtime support groups, and developing high-

profile praise and reward systems (see Clay, 2005; Froschl & Sprung, 2005). 

• Socio-cultural approaches are those that attempt to change dominant versions 

and images of ‘laddish’ masculinity (Francis & Skelton, 2005) and assumptions 

of how boys behave, or should act, held by the peer group or perhaps the family 
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and community. These seek to develop an ethos that helps to eradicate the ‘it’s 

not cool to learn’ (Martino, 2001) attitude and move away from gendered 

identities that narrowly categorise school behaviour and attitudinal factors based 

on hegemonic discourses and theories (Blair & Sanford, 2003). 

 

 

1.6 Significance of This Study 
 

The significance of this study lies in the close inquiry into the participants’ narratives 

with a focus on small story analysis and CDA. The findings from the study add to the 

field through the provision of new knowledge based on the subjects’ definitions of, 

attitudes to and common-sense theorisations of success and failure in subject English. 

The discoveries could be used to improve outcomes for boys in English, but are 

acknowledged as having restricted generalisability beyond the scope of the study (both 

case study participants are drawn from Queensland schools). In terms of a wider scope, 

the evidence and research project may ultimately prompt reforms in policy and practice 

about boys’ participation in English and literacy learning – as their educational 

experiences of subject English in Queensland are acknowledged as having some 

alignment with subject content, teaching approaches to literacy and learning materials 

utilised in other school contexts outside of the local Queensland setting (ACARA, 2012; 

HRSCET, 2002; Snyder, 2008). More significantly, the study makes a methodological 

contribution in that it demonstrates how CDA can be used to interrogate student and 

post-school student accounts of experiences in future educational research work. 

 

1.6.1 Significance for Theory  

 

This study extends current theorisations and accounts of distinctive patterns of male 

achievement in school English courses via the addition of the subjective perspective of 

males who have recently experienced success or failure in senior secondary English 

curriculum. The collection and analysis of young men’s perspectives represented 

through the case study interview accounts offers an opportunity to examine the 

phenomenon from this alternate perspective. One objective of the study is to correlate 

current theorisations and young men’s storied accounts containing their versions of 
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reality regarding their success or failure in subject English. This research could 

potentially inform further testing of theories used to account for the phenomenon – 

acting as a ‘springboard’ (Riessman, 2008, p.196) for future work. 

 

The findings and results of this study will contribute to refinement of current theories 

and future theorisations of the phenomenon that incorporate the subjects’ perspectives 

on, and discourses of, school success in English, literacy, being a student, and what it 

means to be literate. Factors within the curriculum and the educational and ‘outside’ 

experiences that affect achievement are also considered and present potential 

contributions to recontextualise contemporary discourses on English education. 

 

1.6.2 Significance for Methodology 

 

The thesis and research study also seeks to make an important methodological 

contribution. Through its use of semi-structured interviewing and ‘narrativising’ 

experience to generate data, and CDA to interrogate and examine that data, the study 

exemplifies a complementary approach to research in the field of literacy learning and 

schooling experiences. The methodological contribution of the thesis lies first in its 

attempt to create an alternative and complementary research approach to those already 

documented in this field of study. More specifically, the contribution lies in its attempts 

to make the processes of CDA more systematic and explicit for use in further research 

in the field.  

 

As a number of researchers have pointed out, research utilising narrative methods or 

narrative case studies in empirical research has sometimes been criticised as being 

overly descriptive (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Mishler, 1995). The research design 

for this study attempted to address this criticism through its development of a multi-

layered level system of narrative construction, exploration, interrogation and, most 

importantly, critical analysis. These layers enable examination of the generation of 

narratives and small stories, as well as systematic analysis of data using a clear 

framework of descriptive, interpretive and explanative analysis. The research design and 

case-centred inquiry developed in the thesis, and in particular, its approach to analysis 

of small stories and narrative interview texts through CDA, thus offers a way forward in 
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the implementation of CDA of narratives and stories of experience produced in 

discursive exchange. 

 

1.6.3 Significance for Policy 

 

Policy initiatives in this area have impacted the design and implementation of 

curriculum programs and teaching strategies intended to address the learning needs of 

boys in English in the state of Queensland, but also in the Australian and international 

schooling context (Francis & Skelton, 2005; Martino, Kehler &Weaver-Hightower, 

2009). The study will potentially inform educational policy review and development as 

well as literacy policy review and development at the local level. 

The results of this study on the experiences of young men from Queensland will still 

potentially provide information and insight that may be used to inform policy decisions 

on a local or broader context in the following: whole-school literacy programs, gender 

policy intervention programs and ‘boys in schools’ policy initiatives. The study 

provides an alternate perspective for use in policy reform and development focused on 

addressing the issues of boys in schools and the achievement of boys in school English.  

 

 

1.6.4 Significance for Practice 

 

Teaching knowledge and practice should always be informed by an evidence base. The 

results of this study will inform teachers’ explicit knowledge of boys’ accounts of their 

experiences and the possible causes and effects of success and failure in senior 

secondary English courses in Queensland. Such knowledge will be available for 

consideration and action via curriculum delivery at the important interface between 

teachers and students. The findings (from participants who attended schools that 

followed Queensland Studies Authority and Education Queensland subject English 

syllabi) will potentially affect practice by providing new perspectives for classroom-, 

school- and system-level practitioners to reflect on and evaluate current curriculum 

initiatives, approach discussions on the issue of boys in English, and evaluate gender-

based theories and strategies designed to address curriculum issues. Whilst the findings 

from this small-scale study relate specifically to the Queensland context and to schools 

following the Queensland senior English syllabus (Years 10-12) the findings are 
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adaptable at the local level of the school for generating relevant professional 

development and action research projects that include principals, teachers, parents and 

students and at a national and international level in adding to the research literature and 

body of evidence derived from students and post-school students on their experiences in 

English at school. 

 

1.6.5 Significance for Students 

 

Retheorisation of low literacy levels and patterns of success and failure in male school 

leaver populations is aimed primarily at improvement in English curricula for students. 

Utilising discussions with recent school leavers about their experiences in senior 

English to account for boys’ notions of success and failure in the subject directs explicit 

attention to the needs of students. Reporting on the analyses of students’ own reflections 

and stories of success, failure, and positive and negative experiences of English 

curricula has provided empirical research evidence to further confirm, balance and 

inform intuitions of teachers and curriculum designers regarding effective and 

appropriate English curriculum for senior secondary students.  

 

The study’s focus is listening to students’ voice as represented in the accounts generated 

by subjects operating within the discursive community arguably most affected by 

current theories and practices relating to the teaching and learning of subject English in 

school. This not only reflects valuing and legitimation of young mens’ perspectives 

(Martino & Meyenn, 2002; Weaver-Hightower, 2003), but also provides a new basis for 

theoretical and practical curricula review and development. The findings of this study 

support the identification of areas for further investigation into success and failure in 

senior English in further populations. 

 

 

1.7 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has outlined the problem and related issues, research questions that are 

designed to address the problem and the novelty and significance of the study. The 

complexity and multifaceted nature of the issue under investigation is matched by the 
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range of competing theories that inform debate. The relevant theories and prior research 

in the field have supported the overall design of the study. The following chapter 

reviews these theories drawn from various sources of empirical data and research (e.g. 

national testing data, practitioner action research, observational data and in-depth 

studies and surveys) and non-empirical theorisations (e.g. theorisations of what it means 

to be a ‘boy’ in the senior English classroom and in school). It provides a review of the 

literature available on boys and schooling through specific frames of reference, the 

debates within the discourses of boys and literacy failure in schools, the significance of 

gender as a factor in boys’ outcomes and achievement in school, and alternate 

theorisations and studies examining the reported under-representation of boys in 

English and literacy. 

16 



 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 
 

 

There are so many things—including biological, developmental, cultural and 
educational factors that affect how boys and girls do in school. But untangling 
these different influences is incredibly difficult (Mead, 2006, p. 14). 

 

2.1 Introduction 
 

Chapter 1 has outlined the research problem, the research questions and the significance 

of the study. This chapter reviews major orientations in the theoretical and empirical 

research relevant to the research problem and critically reviews the wide body of 

literature that dates back to the 1980s. The study investigates the success and failure of 

boys in school and boys in subject English as reported in the literature, and suggests that 

within different theoretical or conceptual frameworks there are identifiable explanations 

and factors that are purported to act as enablers and constraints in boys’ academic 

achievement in English.  The chapter highlights the significant theoretical frameworks 

and empirical research that the review of the literature offers, and identifies different 

arguments, theorising and explanations offered within these frameworks and research 

through insights based on theory and practice over a lengthy period under review.  

 

Australia continues to voice its concern about poor educational outcomes for boys, 

specifically regarding literacy achievement at school. Indicative of the durability of such 

concerns are the federal government’s National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy 

(Rowe, 2005), the 2005 National Accreditation of Pre-service Teacher Education 

scheme and creation of a National Institute for Quality Teaching and School (The Allen 

Consulting Group, 2004). Central to these ‘concerns’ is the relative underachievement 

of boys (compared with girls) and their poorer attitudes, behaviours and experiences of 

schooling. The release of government reports such as Boys: Getting It Right (HRSCET, 

2002) and programs such as ‘Success for Boys: Helping Boys Achieve’ professional 

learning program (Trist, 2006) highlight the shift in focus on the engagement and 

participation of students in general to boys’ literacy learning in order to devise more 

effective pedagogy and curriculum design and delivery. 
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The impetus for the focus on boys’ literacy achievement might be prompted by the 

introduction of state and  nationwide testing in recent years, reports of gender inequity 

in literacy education, and educational strategies fuelled by a reform agenda that seeks to 

homogenise boys through ‘recuperative masculinity politics’ (Martino, Kehler, Weaver-

Hightower, 2009, p. xii). It appears that educational reform and policies focused on 

literacy outcomes and English education have moved full circle. From an initial political 

and social environment that focused on supporting girls in school (Girls, School and 

Society—Commonwealth Schools Commission, 1975) and recognising females as 

stereotyped and marginalised by gender inequality and institutionalised bias in 

schooling, the educational arena then moved to examining boys and literacy. Boys were 

identified as victims of a poor curriculum and school literacy practices that set them up 

for failure. The blame has been polarised between predetermined biological makeup 

(see Gurian, 2002; Kimura, 1999) and socio-cultural factors for boys’ apparent lack of 

achievement and success in English and literacy learning (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; 

Francis, 2000; Weaver-Hightower, 2003). Additional factors of blame including mis-

guided educational policy, institutionalised hegemonic masculinities in schools 

(Connell, 1989; Martino, Kehler and Weaver-Hightower, 2009) and teacher pedagogy 

also emerge as dominant blame factors in the research literature since the 1980s. 

 

This study interrogates the use of different theoretical and conceptual frames to 

construct the phenomena, and within these, the dominant explanations and accounts set 

out in the literature over the last twenty years that aim to explain and account for boys’ 

failure and success in English and literacy. The study uses CDA to analyse the 

explanations and factors present in the accounts produced by the case study participants 

in the research project. The explanations for success and/or failure and salient reasons 

set out in prior literature range from student centred factors including motivation, 

aptitude and socio-cultural background, through to institutional factors including 

curriculum design, teacher quality and assessment of learning. This study interrogates 

these various explanations and ways of ‘accounting’ for boys’ failure and success, as 

outlined in the relevant literature produced since the 1980s and distils them into 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks for analysis and discussion. 
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The interrogation is conducted by using the explanations for boys’ failure and success in 

school and literacy learning as a starting point for listening to the young mens’ own 

accounts of why they achieved success or experienced failure. While the factors 

associated with boys’ achievement (or lack of achievement) at school and in English are 

well documented over the past twenty years (Alloway & Gilbert, 1997; Connell, 1998; 

Francis & Skelton, 2005; Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Mahony, 1985; Martino, 2003; Sax, 

2007; Walker, 1988; Whitmire, 2010; Younger & Warrington, 2005) and discussed in 

depth in this chapter, no significant studies have sought to interrogate those factors with 

a CDA analysis of boys’ accounts. It is possible using such a research design will 

produce both agreement and disagreement with prior records of explanations, blame 

factors and theorisations on why boys fail or succeed. This project specifically intersects 

more critically with some of these relevant bodies of literature in the Analysis and 

Findings chapters (chapter 5 and 6) and Reflections and Implications chapter (chapter 7) 

of the study, which interrogate the young mens’ own accounts of success and/or failure 

and critically comments on how their accounts agree or disagree with dominant 

theorisations and explanations relating to boys’ achievement in senior English and 

literacy learning at school. 

 

A major finding of the literature review underpinning this research project is that there 

are two key institutional processes operating in and within which educational 

discourses—including, notably, discourses of literacy learning, boys in English and 

English curriculum and gendered achievement—are situated. These struggles comprise 

the institutional processes that are referred to in subsequent chapters as distribution and 

definition. 

 

The chapter is organised as eight main parts, beginning with an overview of the 

historical background to the phenomenon that boys are under-achieving in English at 

school. Five further sections detail key research and work within (and oftentimes 

intersecting) five main theoretical or conceptual frameworks on male achievement in 

education. Final sections present a case for the use of student interview data in 

educational research on boys’ achievement in English and at school, and a summary of 

the key reasons present in the research literature to explain boys’ purported 

underachievement in English at school. The five frameworks used to present the 

research literature in the chapter are utilised in order to provide a focused and critical 
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review of the body of literature pertaining to boys’ in school, masculinities, and gender 

and achievement. The frameworks are flexible, can often over-lap and are not discrete. 

Although some are inter-related (eg. boys’ attitude and motivation studies intersect 

across psychological and biological frameworks in much literature) examination of the 

frameworks and the specific explanations and accounts within them as distinct concepts 

can be useful in terms of classification and understanding the work they accomplish. 

These frameworks are utilised in the literature review in order to outline key 

explanations for male achievement in schooling and literacy that are present in the body 

of literature. The frameworks also inform the findings and discussion stages of the 

analysis of data in the study. The frameworks support analysis of the data through 

Fairclough’s categorisation of the determinants and effects of discourse (see Figure 5.2) 

as societal, situational and institutional.  

The conceptual frameworks used in this study for analysis and critique of the research 

literature are as follows: 

1. Political perspectives 

2. Socio-cultural perspectives 

3. Biological perspectives 

4. Psychological perspectives 

5. Institutional perspectives 

• Section 2.2 provides a brief discussion on the historical background to the 

phenomenon that boys are under-represented and not experiencing success in 

literacy and English at school and defines key concepts referred to throughout 

the chapter. 

• Section 2.3 reviews the body of literature (both theoretical and empirical work) 

on boys’ achievement in subject English relevant to a political framework lens 

and critically locates these boys’ achievement debates and explanations within 

the ‘gender equity agenda’ in Australia. 

• Section 2.4 examines the body of literature (both theoretical and empirical work) 

on the topic through a socio-cultural framework lens, and utilises this framework 

particularly to interrogate key factors including the intersection of the impact of 

race, class, socio-economic status and constructions of masculinity. This section 

also examines the concept of cultural and social capital (Bourdieu, 1973) evident 

in the research literature on the topic. 
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•  Section 2.5 examines the body of literature (both theoretical and empirical 

work) on the topic relevant to a biological framework lens and interrogates key 

insights offered in the literature that attribute blame for male achievement gaps 

(as opposed to girls) and lack of success in English and literacy to factors of 

gender. 

• Section 2.6 reviews the body of literature (both theoretical and empirical work) 

on the topic relevant to a psychological framework lens and introduces a key 

concept of investment (Norton, 2000) in explanations of the enablers and 

constraints associated with student outcomes and male achievement in literacy 

and English at school. 

• Section 2.7 provides a discussion on the key insights offered in the research 

literature (both theoretical and empirical) on the topic relevant to an institutional 

framework lens. This section includes a survey of the literature pertaining to the 

key processes operating in and within which educational discourse are situated. 

The key concepts of distribution and definition in institutional processes are 

discussed in relation to the body of research literature. 

• Section 2.8 reviews studies of school achievement that have included data 

provided by student participants in order to critically situate this research study 

in the body of research literature under review on the topic, and further situate it 

as an investigation of the phenomenon through narrative interviewing and CDA. 

• Section 2.9 distils the body of work reviewed in sections 2.3 to 2.8 

encompassing theorising and research across the five identified conceptual 

frameworks (political, socio-cultural, biological, psychological and institutional) 

and presents a summary of key insights, and enablers and constraints 

(explanations and reasons) relating to boys in school, boys’ achievement in 

English and boys’ educational outcomes. 

The conclusion to this chapter situates this study within existing theoretical and 

empirical research and specifies what relevant questions emerge from the literature that 

inform the present study. 

 

Section 2.2 provides an overview of the historical context to debates about the 

underachievement of boys in literacy learning and subject English, and a review of 

contemporary literature and key concepts used in theorising gender and achievement in 
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English. More specifically, it examines that literature to highlight key issues and 

explanations that circulate, before presenting a summary of the common theorisations 

and dominant accounts pertaining to the salient reasons supporting the view that boys 

generally lack success in literacy and subject English. 

 

 

2.2 Historical Background: Gender and Achievement in English 
2.2.1 Historical Context—‘The Underachievement Debate’ 

The ultimate origins of low-achievement are not usually attributable to 
biological conditions; rather, low achievement is attributable to socio-
economic, cultural, and institutional or pedagogical factors (Wood & Blanton, 
2009, p. 44). 

 

The first half of this decade saw governments in a number of Western countries make 

policy and practice contributions to debates about boys’ education in general and 

literacy in particular. Through commissioned research, governments actively shaped 

knowledge production on this subject in partnership with academics and school 

practitioners. Explanations of patterns of educational achievement have been formulated 

for decades. The credibility of gender accounts of school achievement and alignment 

between the work of researchers and government policy makers during this period of 

time is evident in the influence it has had on the formulation of government policies for 

schools since the 1980s (Browne & Fletcher, 1995; Connell, 1989; Gilbert & Gilbert, 

1998; Hunter, 1988; Noble & Bradford, 2000).  

 

According to Weaver-Hightower (2003), the underachievement debate in terms of boys’ 

education gained momentum during the 1990s, wherein there was ‘a distinct and 

growing shift towards examining boys’ education’ (p. 472). A shift in focus in terms of 

educational research can be linked to increased media attention, parental pressure, 

academic literature supporting the need for cultural and political change in education 

and policy attention directed towards gender in schools and educational restructuring 

(Keddie, 2005; Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Lingard, 2003; O’Doherty, 1994). This discussion 

about boys’ achievement in school and lower literacy performance relative to girls has 

been termed a ‘post-feminist era of backlash’ and a sign of ‘recuperative masculinity 

politics’ (Francis & Skelton, 205; Martino & Berrill, 2003) in Australian educational 

debate. 
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As the debate intensified in Australia, it has become obvious that the issue of boys’ 

‘underachievement’ is far more multifaceted and complex than assumed by some earlier 

commentators. Therefore, it is not arguable that all boys are underachievers, and it is 

arguable that the issue of ‘underachievement’ does not affect all boys. An all-pervasive 

view of boys as underachieving because of a ‘laddish’ masculinity (see Byers, 1998; 

Francis, 2000; Martino, 1999) or common ‘gendered’ behaviour present in school 

environments (such as anti-social, disruptive or distracting behaviour) ignores the fact 

that, in many schools, boys are achieving high levels of success in academic, 

community, sporting and artistic contexts. Indeed, many boys have always done 

extremely well, and continue to do so (Arnot, Gray, James, Rudduck & Duveen, 1998; 

Francis & Skelton, 2005). Connell (2006) agrees that some parts of the curriculum 

(namely humanities and subjects such as English) are culturally feminised and some 

boys are caught up in specific educational problems. However, she makes the important 

point that research needs to address the ‘heartland’ of teaching pedagogy and 

educational institutions and avoid being diverted by ‘myths’ and theorisations that 

historically have suggested that boys need special programs and can be treated as an 

homogenised group. 

 

2.2.2 Key Concepts and Terms Used Within the Underachievement Debate 

 

Within the underachievement debate commentators and researchers take different 

perspectives and suggest different ‘remedies’, largely dependent on their stand-point 

and definition of key concepts and terms relating to gender and achievement. Their 

beliefs and subsequent use of terms including gender, maleness and masculinity, 

hegemonic masculinities and gendered identities is useful to outline in terms of how 

they shape and inform the theoretical perspective and treatment of the literature in this 

research study. 

 

2.2.2.1 Gender and Gendered Identities 

The term ‘gender’ is used in the present study to define the social elaboration of 

biological sex; gender is a learned behaviour, based on an individual’s understanding of 

themselves and others as male or female. This view is commonly discussed in relation 

to the widely-held ‘nature versus nurture’ debates (Mead, 2006) and assumes that 
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gender is socially constructed and produced. There has been a re-emergence of the 

viewpoint that ‘gender’ is in fact biologically determined, based on brain difference 

theory (Gurian, 2002) and thus gender can be explained as a biological given in some 

taken-for-granted notions of differences between boys and girls. Different theories and 

ideological perspectives of what gender is, and how it is produced are then mobilised by 

different commentators and individuals to frame arguments and explanations in the 

‘underachievement debate’. In the present study, which draws on post-structuralist 

theory (recall section 1.5) and a social constructionist perspective of gender and 

discourse, the term gender is used to explain the socially constructed identity of a boy 

or girl. Gender is viewed as a learned behaviour which is both taught and enforced, 

constitutive of and constituted by social order, categorisation and membership. Thus, 

the main principle informing the concept of gender in the study is that gender is a social 

construct that is performative in nature. 

 

2.2.2.2 Maleness and Masculinities 

An understanding of ‘maleness’ and ‘masculinities’ can be produced as one relationally 

different to femaleness and femininity—in other words, it is based on the notion that 

different behaviours are used to express these oppositions (male versus female) in 

society (Davies, 1989). Connell (2006) and Martino (2003) discuss the sexualised 

behaviours and ‘ways of being a boy’ in terms of ‘masculinity’ and ‘maleness’ in much 

of their work, referring to the way that constructions of gender produce different 

behaviours and ways of acting in a masculine manner, particularly in educational 

contexts. The concept of masculinity that informs the present study and the use of the 

term throughout the thesis relates to an understanding that masculinities are not 

culturally universal, nor are they biologically determined. Rather, they vary and are 

shaped according to time, context, and other factors including cultural background, race 

and social class (Francis, 2000; Skelton, 2001). Masculinity is shaped and constrained 

by social interaction and cultural pressures, with boys (and others) believing that certain 

behaviours, traits and social roles are expectable in order to be  boy and exert a specific 

‘maleness’ in their actions and social identities. 

 

2.2.2.3 Hegemonic Masculinities 

The term ‘hegemonic’ when explaining masculinity refers to the belief in the existence 

of a culturally normative ideal of maleness and being a male. Connell (2006) used the 
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term to refer to the dominant form of masculinity within the gender hierarchy in society. 

In other words, it is the dominant ‘way of being a male’ that can prevent other forms of 

masculinity and ‘maleness’ from gaining cultural and social articulation and preference. 

 

The present study uses the term in reference to the ‘emphasised’ and expected ways of 

behaving and participating as a boy in school and society. It is informed by theorising 

that suggests that the concept of hegemonic masculinity refers to well-defined, public, 

dominant masculine identities that are reinforced by popular social, cultural, political 

and educational standards and practices—for example, gendered attributes of maleness 

such as heterosexuality or participation in sport in school (Kenway & Willis, 1997; 

Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005; Newkirk, 2002).  

 

2.2.3 Policy Precedents—Gender 

 

Theories connecting gender, school and achievement date back to the late 1970s 

(Campbell & Campbell, 1978). Past policies viewed as primarily focusing on the 

performance and learning needs of girls in schools led to counterpointed debate on 

gender and schooling, and generated critical discussions of ‘what about the boys?’. 

Such a perspective was in turn critiqued by Kenway (1990), Martino (2001) and 

Weaver-Hightower (2003) as restrictive because it was an exclusively ‘gender’ based 

perspective. Pallotta-Chiarolli (1998) explains that it is ‘unhelpful to set up a binary 

opposition between the schooling of girls and that of boys’ (p. 4) and acknowledges that 

gender debates and gender-based policy initiatives (ie. policy specifically viewing 

students and pupils through the category of gender and sex roles – see Hayes & 

Lingard, 2003; HRSCET, 2002) are a constraint on educational research. 

 

Until the mid-1990s, much research literature on student achievement, behaviour and 

inclusion in the classroom and curriculum focused primarily on documenting gender-

equity issues concerning females. Improving their educational opportunities and 

performance was viewed as imperative if the ‘classroom’ was to be an ‘equitable’ and 

nurturing environment for all students. Kenway and Willis (1997) argue that some of 

the feminine-driven equity arguments of the past may have been ‘a strategic mistake by 

feminists’ [in that they] “opened the door” for male activists and advocates to claim 

gender-equity arguments on behalf of under-achieving boys’ (p. 12); others assert that it 
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led to ‘the boy turn’ (Kimmel, 2000; Weaver-Hightower, 2003) in education and equity 

policy.  

 

Noble & Bradford (2000) make the point that gender-equity policies of the past that 

focused on ‘girls’ in schools have given rise to a strong push to focus on boys because 

there is a sense that girls are doing well because of feminist interventions in education. 

However, they assert it is short-sighted to assume that all boys are disadvantaged and 

require special attention. Others have disputed this perspective and consequently 

describe boys as the ‘new disadvantaged’ in literacy and English studies (McGee Bailey 

& Campbell, 1999; Hoff-Sommers, 2000) in the educational environment, who are 

entitled to greater attention from school and research bodies (Younger & Warrington, 

2005). This again confirms the highly political struggle over key components in 

debating whether or not boys are under-represented and are not achieving success in 

school and in subject English. 

 

Policy documents and reports from the past such as Queensland Department of 

Education’s Gender Equity in Education Policy Statement (1992), MCEETYA 

statements such as Gender Equity: A Framework for Australian Schools (1997), the 

Boys, literacy and schooling: Expanding the repertoires of practice (Alloway et al., 

2002) and the Commonwealth Department of Education, Science and Training’s 

research report Addressing the Educational Needs of Boys—Strategies for Schools and 

Teachers (Lingard et al., 2002) all reinforce the fact that discourse on both boys’ and 

girls’ performance and educational outcomes is a highly complex and politicised issue. 

 

2.2.4 The ‘Boys’ Agenda and Gender Reform in Schools 

 

Gill and Starr (2000) reinforce the view that by the late 1990s, boys were ‘increasingly 

viewed in much educational discourse as the ‘new disadvantaged’ in education’ (p. 325) 

and that a significant boys’ agenda had emerged in gender reform and the politics of 

schooling. This agenda brought with it many positive outcomes for schooling and 

education—inclusivity and equity initiatives, curriculum changes and improvements to 

school structures and processes (Froese-Germain, 2006; Jackson, 1998; Lingard, 2003; 

Trist, 2006). It is within this context of gender reform strategies and a recognisable 
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‘boys’ agenda’ in education and the teaching of English, that this research study is 

situated. 

 

Focusing on schooling agendas and reform on boys as a specific group brings a number 

of challenges and the potential for misunderstanding and misreading the issue of ‘failing 

boys’. Millard (1997) suggests that some curricular changes and pedagogy aimed at 

supporting boys’ interests and abilities may in fact have put them at a distinct 

disadvantage and perpetuate stereotypes while denying alternative choices and interest 

for many boys. Some argue that much of the boys’ education agenda relies on rhetoric 

rather than rigorous research (Connell, 2006; Foster, 2000; Gill & Starr, 2000). Mead 

(2006) suggests that much of the boys’ educational debate in recent years has relied on 

‘simplistic proposals’ and ‘little real evidence’ (p. 18) and that it is imperative to focus 

on ‘which’ boys are struggling academically and ‘why’, rather than assuming that all 

boys in the schooling system can be homogenised. Martino and Berrill (2003) and 

Francis and Skelton (2005) call for research to interrogate constructions of gender and 

achievement at school with evidence from boys themselves.   

 

Recent media, government and educational forums have presented evidence of higher 

proportions of low levels of literacy and achievement in school English courses in male 

student groups (Froschl & Sprung, 2005; Trist, 2006; Twist & Sainsbury, 2009; 

National Literacy Trust, 2012). The evidence is often described in terms of a gender 

issue, namely that underachievement by boys in subject English is gender specific. This 

evidence is often distilled into commentary suggesting all boys are underachieving 

despite empirical evidence and alternate theorising to the contrary. Younger, 

Warrington and Williams (1999) suggested that the ‘heightened visibility of the “gender 

gap” as a public issue (has been) amplified by extensive media coverage’ (p. 2), and 

Skelton (2001) argued that much recent pedagogical reform in schools has relied on 

essentialising difference between the genders: the phenomenon of boys’ lack of success 

is most often discussed in terms of gender.  

 

Recent populist explanations that some argue have not informed gender reform in 

schools in a positive manner, often draw on biological theories that emphasise gender 

differences, in favour of girls, and are related to evidence that suggests differential brain 

wiring, maturation rates, and chemistry of boys (Gurian & Ballew, 2003; Sax, 2007; 

27 



Woods, 2000). Francis and Skelton (2005) and Snyder (2008) urge caution in relying on 

essentialised notions of boys’ achievement in school to frame gender and literacy 

reform, and suggest that ‘quick-fix’ solutions that ignore factors concerning human 

capital theory, constructions of self and issues such as motivation should be avoided in 

policy and pedagogy debates. 

 

Much of the historical debate on gender and achievement in subject English and 

language arts, is based on a belief that boys and girls are so biologically different that 

they require gender-specific strategies to ameliorate the detrimental effects of what are 

considered feminised educational structures and practices (e.g. Hoff-Sommers, 2000). A 

number of strategies to mediate the gender gap have been advanced (e.g. Gurian & 

Henley, 2001; Noble & Bradford, 2000) including the use of boy‐friendly reading 

materials, the introduction of more male role models and teachers, adoption of 

technology‐based programmes, and experimentation with single‐gender schooling. Each 

of these ideas is targeted at changing educational and professional practices to better 

meet what is perceived as the particular needs of boys, thereby attempting to belie 

(mis)conceptions on the issue. 

 

Weaver-Hightower (2003) suggests several key reasons for the ‘moral panic’ and 

specific focus on boys in education and a ‘boys’ agenda’ in recent years, and lists media 

panic and sensationalism, economic and workforce changes and a worldwide ‘crisis of 

masculinity’ as some of the various reasons that have led to the sudden focus on gender 

and ‘boys in schools’ of the 1990s and beyond (p. 146). Snyder (2008) argues that ‘the 

notion of the under-achieving boy has taken over the gender reform agenda’ (p. 115), 

and this argument is supported in the work of Teese et al. (1995), Trent and Slade 

(2001) and Mills, Martino & Lingard (2004). Research undertaken by Teese et al. 

(1995) found that factors such as poverty, ethnicity and rural location were often 

ignored in gender-driven accounts of the issue of boys’ apparent underachievement. In 

their view, the research evidence does not support the argument that boys are failing or 

marginalised across the board in education despite the dominant ‘boys’ agenda’ present 

in much educational debate, discussion and reform. They highlight that alternate 

theories that consider external factors such as socio-economic background, class and 

race (and how these determinants potentially intersect with other frameworks) are more 
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helpful indicators when focusing on the enablers or constraints in achievement at school 

for students. 

 

Several key studies undertaken in Australia and countries including Canada and the 

United Kingdom have nonetheless documented performance differentials in academic 

achievement in subject English between male and female students (Barrs & Pidgeon, 

2002; Collins, Kenway & McLeod, 2000; Martin, 2003a; O’Doherty, 1994). Their 

findings have prompted ongoing debate in terms of the catch-cry of ‘what about the 

boys?’ in educational settings—particularly literacy learning (Foster et al., 2001; 

Martino & Meyenn, 2002; Younger & Warrington, 2005). The 1996 National School 

English Literacy Survey recorded superior performance by girls in each aspect of 

literacy—reading, writing, viewing, speaking and listening—over boys at both Year 3 

and Year 5 levels (Masters & Forster, 1997). The 2003 Australian parliamentary inquiry 

into the education of boys entitled Educating Boys: Issues and Information (Nelson, 

2003) reported that boys comprised two-thirds of all students in remedial English and 

Reading Recovery programs, 80 per cent of school suspensions and the bottom 

performers in Year 12 English results. 

 

Despite findings that suggest the existence of gender gaps and differentials in 

achievement in English, many argue still that grouping and educating boys as if they 

were a ‘homogenous’ category does them serious injustice (Arnot & Miles, 2005; Moss, 

2007). For example, not all boys are failing standardised tests, doing less well than girls 

do, or ‘hate’ to read. Therefore, it is important to ask, ‘Which boys?’ (are or are not 

learning), to avoid a ‘one size fits all’ approach to instruction. Gable, Korinek and 

McLaughlin (2000) remind us that too often, we deal with generalities without 

recognising the diversity in our students, and again, reinforce the notion that alternate 

theories pertaining to gender differentials in literacy learning (such as cultural, social or 

political factors) need to be considered as well. 

 

The report Boys: Getting It Right (HRSCET, 2002), although making many 

recommendations that were very much based on foregrounding boys as a homogenous 

group and a disadvantaged one in education, did also emphasise class, ethnicity and 

socio-economic factors as important in accounting for underachievement in school. In 

agreement with this point, Mills et al. (2004) state that inferences about students’ 
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achievement, learning, ability and aptitude made on the basis of performance in school 

English should also take account of significant factors such as ‘class, ethnicity and race’ 

(p. 361). Further, while it may be proven that one factor greatly influences individual 

levels of achievement in some students, to use this single factor, be it gender or another, 

as the basis for making significant adjustments to curriculum and pedagogy may, 

according to Weaver-Hightower (2003) ‘only exacerbate existing inequality’ (p. 486).  

 

The research report Raising Boys’ Achievements argues, however, that ‘there are typical 

patterns of behaviour to which many boys conform, and that although boys are not an 

undifferentiated group, there are broad similarities within subgroups that allow some 

valid generalisations to be made, and if similar groups of boys are compared with 

similar groups of girls, there is evidence of lower levels of attainment by boys (Younger 

& Warrington, 2005, p. 19). This again highlights the fact that boys’ achievement in 

school is a complex issue. The available research evidence does not emphatically and 

unequivocally explain why some boys fail or subscribe to ‘gendered behaviours’ in 

school and some do not. Clearly not all boys are unenthusiastic about subject English 

and reading or writing; neither do all boys experience difficulties in literacy learning. 

Thus, whilst blame factors that suggest boys are ‘victims’ of feminised curriculum or 

gender bias in schooling as an institution, may in  some cases be based on empirical 

evidence, there is still a need to effectively interrogate which boys are potentially at risk 

of  disadvantage and perhaps more importantly, why.  

 

Some research findings that inform the focus of the present study indicate the gap 

between achievement by girls and boys has widened over recent years in several key 

areas of the curriculum, particularly in English and literacy (Lingard 2003; PISA, 2009; 

National Literacy Trust, 2012), have added weight to the more ‘entrenched’ concept that 

the decline in the standard of boys’ performance is a gender-related phenomenon 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1997; Browne & Fletcher, 1995; Epstein et al., 1998; 

Office for Standards in Education [Ofsted], 2003; Tharpe & Gallimore, 1998). Although 

this conceptual link has been questioned on the basis that existing empirical evidence is 

inconclusive and over-reliant on ‘speculative opinion’ (Buckingham, 1999), 

theorisations of gender bias prevail, namely that feminised curricula content and 

pedagogy in subject English lowers expectations of boys in English, and male biology 

and psychology mitigate against boys’ success (Clay, 2003; Rowe, 2000).  
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The review of the body of work on boys’ underachievement from a historical 

perspective has produced five key factors of blame for boys’ supposed lack of success 

in literacy and subject English that will be further interrogated and distilled in 

subsequent sections of the literature review through the conceptual frameworks 

identified in Section 2.1. These are: 

1. Political discourse and educational policy relating to boys in school and literacy 

in school need to be redefined and re-examined to ensure boys are not viewed as 

an homogenous group who are all disadvantaged or underachieving. (Political 

framework) 

2. Cultural, social and racial factors can contribute and ‘explain’ male 

underachievement in school in some cases, and thus need to be acknowledged 

when investigating which boys fail and why.  (Socio-cultural framework) 

3. Boys’ biological ‘makeup’ and inherent gender differences from girls is blamed 

for constraining literacy learning and mitigating against success at school. 

(Biological framework) 

4. An all-pervasive view of boys as underachieving because of a ‘laddish’ 

masculinity fails to recognise important factors including motivation, attitude 

and constructions of ‘self’ and ‘success’. (Psychological framework) 

5. Educational discourses, reform initiatives and institutional processes can 

contribute to student success or failure in school. (Institutional framework) 

 

 

2.3 The Research Literature: Political Framework 
This section reviews the relevant literature (both theoretical and empirical work) on 

boys’ achievement in subject English that can be conceptualised as being part of a 

political framework, and critically locates boys’ achievement debates, explanations and 

accounts within the ‘gender equity agenda’ discourse in Australia. 

 

2.3.1 Educational discourse and the politics of education 

 

In the 1990s, the discourse on education and the organisation of education was 

identifiably market oriented (Apple, 1996; Saltman, 2000). Students, teachers and 
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schools were encouraged, and mandated, to take more responsibility for their own 

learning process, teaching and school organisation. The central concept was self-

regulation, for students and teachers and for the school (Bandura, 1993). According to 

Veugelers (2011), ‘increasing apathy among young people towards politics and civic 

society; violence in public life and more calculating behaviour in all parts of society 

resulted in a renewed interest in the moral task of education’ (p. 13). These ‘moral and 

social crises’ were articulated in terms of educational pedagogy, and teachers and 

educators were asked to compensate for the perceived instrumental approach of 

education and educational institutions. Approaches once encouraged as reliable and 

reasonable measures of student success and educational performance tended to 

categorise and standardise education and learning in simplistic and autocratic terms, 

oversimplifying the complexities of teaching and learning. In modern knowledge-based 

economies, in which the demand for high-level skills continues to grow substantially, 

the task for educators is now clearly articulated as needing to transform traditional 

models of schooling and teaching, which have previously been effective at 

distinguishing those who are more academically talented from those who are less so, 

into customised, complex learning systems that identify and develop the talents of all 

students (OECD, 2009). 

 

The pedagogical function of education was and is continually being restructured and 

retheorised in terms of the political, social and cultural ideologies and practices of the 

time. Many current reform strategies emphasise teacher accountability in terms of 

ensuring that all students receive a quality education (see Darling-Hammond & 

Bransford, 2005; Ingvarson, 2009) as well as the fact that all boys be provided with 

opportunities to achieve (ACARA, 2012; Munns et al., 2006). 

 

To this end, researchers, policymakers and stakeholders have focused reform initiatives 

on teacher preparation and performance—what is referred to as ‘quality teaching’ (see 

Martin, 2004; McArdle, 2010). Darling-Hammond (2000) summarises the evidence-

based findings for the effects of teacher quality on student outcomes as follows:  

The effect of poor quality teaching on student outcomes is debilitating and 
cumulative … The effects of quality teaching on educational outcomes are 
greater than those that arise from students’ backgrounds … A reliance on 
curriculum standards and statewide assessment strategies without paying due 
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attention to teacher quality appears to be insufficient to gain the improvements 
in student outcomes sought. (pp. 3–32) 

 

These reforms and the discourses of educational emancipation and transformation 

encourage a move beyond viewing teachers as functionaries of a knowledge economy to 

positions as powerful advocates of nurturing and developing a moral, social and cultural 

identity in the students they teach. Quality teaching, like its predecessors, authentic 

pedagogy and productive pedagogy, functions through a system of differentiations that 

distinguishes authentic from inauthentic, productive from unproductive, and quality 

from ordinary pedagogy. 

 

Thus, a broad-based, contextually and culturally sensitive and relevant, individually 

rewarding education as compared with a narrowly defined, skill-based education is now 

on the education agenda and struggling to assert its place in a system that for many 

years sought to constrain and control student identity, agency and power (Council of 

Australian Governments, 2008). This ‘revised’ agenda is seen as particularly 

empowering for male students in schools as it seeks to address their educational needs 

in a more culturally sensitive manner and acknowledge that past educational systems 

constrained and controlled students (and boys in particular) with the result being 

disengagement, disruptive behaviours and lack of achievement in some groups (Nelson, 

2003; Ofsted, 2003; Overton & Sullivan, 2008; Rowe & Rowe, 2002). 

 

 

2.3.2 Educational Policy, Literacy Curriculum and the Boys’ Agenda  

 

Government policy aimed at shaping educational practice in order to ‘re-focus equal 

opportunities to redress the balance for boys’ (Younger & Warrington, 2005) provides 

evidence of the traction of the theory that curriculum and pedagogy is a significant 

source of the problem (see Ofsted, 2003; Gender Equity: A Framework for Australian 

Schools, MCEETYA, 1997; Queensland Department of Education’s Gender Equity in 

Education Policy Statement, 1992; Commonwealth Department of Education, Science 

and Training: Addressing the Educational Needs of Boys—Strategies for Schools and 

Teachers, Lingard et al., 2006). This orientation to the issue has been at the forefront of 
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more recent educational policy and practice debates (Alloway et al., 2002; HRSCET, 

2002; Martin & ACT DEYF, 2002; Munns et el., 2006; Trist, 2006). 

 

The idea in educational policy and practice, of literacy merely as a set of skills such as 

‘reading’ and ‘writing’ to be mastered has expanded over time to include the notion that 

literacy is a social practice with an important social purpose. Literacy curricula 

comprising five activities—reading, writing, speaking, listening and viewing—is 

variously defined as a set of skills, or a social practice (Blair & Sanford, 2003; Kress, 

2000; Snyder & Prinsloo, 2007) and, more importantly, as ‘ways of knowing and 

relating’ (Voss, 1996) in society. Boys’ poor performance in literacy has remained a 

consistent feature in discussions on their underachievement in school (Alloway & 

Gilbert, 1997; Mahony, 1998; Smith, 2003; Sukhnandan, 1999; Wood and Blanton, 

2009). This has been suggested to be a result of some boys’ association of English and 

literacy-based subjects as being ‘feminised’ domains (Connell, 2006), which is, in turn, 

reinforced by institutional and social conditions that preclude or prevent boys from 

experiencing curriculum success in these areas. These explanations and associated 

factors of blame have influenced political discourse on educational standards, pedagogy 

and curriculum reform for boys (Bleach, 1998; Connell, 1998; Elwood, 2005; Kenway, 

1990; Moss, 2007). 

 

The extensive reorganisation of the English curriculum, and reconsideration of texts and 

tasks used in the classroom, could be argued to be a direct result of the increasing 

concerns to better accommodate boys in the subject and a response to that ‘nature versus 

nurture’ discourse surrounding notions of what ‘boys’ like, are ‘suited to’ and ‘need’ in 

the English classroom. Biddulph (1997) and Gurian and Ballew (2003) articulate 

arguments based on biological determinism and the idea that ‘boys will be boys’ and 

assert that schools, and indeed English and literacy curriculum, need to address this and 

respond to boys’ ‘natural behaviours’ and attitudes through revised policy and curricula. 

There is some evidence that reinforces the notion that revised approaches to teaching 

and pedagogy can particularly influence boys’ success in English (Buckingham, 1999; 

Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Spence, 2008), and additional research that suggests that the 

quality of the curriculum and learning materials can impact student achievement 

(OECD, 2009; Shepard et al., 2005). Educational policy and current reform in Australia, 

particularly relating to literacy has responded to some of this body of work in initiatives 
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aimed at improving outcomes for boys (Alloway, 2007; Keddie, 2005; Martin, 2000; 

NSW Department of Education and Training, 2000; O’Doherty, 1994), which some 

have also argued have unwittingly entrenched stereotypical assumptions dominant in 

the ‘gender equity agenda’ about what it means ‘to be a boy’ in school culture and 

ideology (Renold, 2001; Skelton, 2001). 

 

Almost ten years ago, Smith (2003) argued that the type of literacy tasks currently used 

in school English programs are not suited to many male learners (and are even 

perceived by some boys as highly ‘feminine’) and that changes to English curriculum 

(including new literacies, alternate assessment approaches and use of technology) would 

better allow boys to demonstrate the range of skills they possess and thus experience 

success in school English. Government policy in Australia has been informed by 

recommendations such as these in introducing educational initiatives aimed at 

improving national literacy standards and promoting ‘boy-friendly’ literacy curriculum 

in schools (Alloway et al., 2002; Lo Bianco & Freebody, 1997; Nyland, 2001; Snyder, 

2008). 

 

Millard (1997) argues that many boys do shy away from literacy activities in their need 

to establish a masculine identity—the feeling being that reading is a ‘feminine’ activity. 

Paechter (2000) points out that traditional school curricula tend to imply certain gender 

assumptions, for example, that some ‘power’ subjects (e.g. science, mathematics and 

technology) will attract males and others (e.g. languages, literature) females, and 

suggests that the content of different subjects attracts boys and girls on the basis of what 

is ‘proper’ for girls or boys to do and be seen doing, and that many schools actively 

reinforce these gendered assumptions, essentialised in wider educational policy and 

reform. Millard’s study focusing on middle schools in Great Britain found that there are 

distinct gender differences in literacy attitudes and practices at school and in the home. 

One issue raised is the self-segregation among girls and boys due to their different 

perceptions of reading and writing and need to be seen to ‘align’ and subscribe to 

hegemonic gendered identities in schools, with Millard making the point that school 

curricula and literacy programs in many countries (including Australia) often reinforced 

these perceptions. 
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Hiatt (2006) makes the point that 10 to 15 years ago the gender equity agenda in 

Australia was firmly focused on girls’ educational outcomes until policy-makers 

‘realised’ some boys were disadvantaged by these initiatives and were ‘falling behind’ 

in educational achievement and outcomes. Now, according to Snyder (2008) ‘the 

federal government is fixed on attending to the needs of boys’ (p.118). Some argue this 

attention only reinforces essentialist and common-sense  understandings of boys’ in 

school and boys’ in English and does little to investigate literacy education and the 

learning outcomes of all students in Australian schools (Francis & Skelton; Newkirk, 

2000). 

 

 

2.4 The Research Literature: Socio-cultural Framework 
This section of the literature review identifies key reasons and factors of blame for 

boys’ failure in schooling and subject English relating to a socio-cultural framework. 

 

2.4.1 Socio-cultural Context and Cultural Capital as a Determinant of Student 

Success 

 

According to Alloway (2007), differences in achievement in school need to be 

measured against important factors other than gender. She argues for recognition of the: 

inadequacy of employing the binary category of gender to explain differences 
in school achievement when learning outcomes can be shown to be more 
deeply embedded in a web of individual, socio-cultural, and historical 
understandings about what it means to learn at school. (pp. 591)  

In this assertion, the wider social and cultural context of students’ lives is of utmost 

importance in terms of interrogating achievement data. Social status, family structure, 

housing, indigeneity and English language fluency are all essential characteristics in 

accounting for educational attainment and success (Brozo et al., 2007; Epstein et al., 

1998; Gorman, 1988). Issues such as poverty and privilege can have a powerful 

influence on student achievement—particularly in terms of literacy levels; the wider 

social context of students’ lives is argued to be integral in terms of analysis when 

accounting for differential progression rates and literacy practices in boys and girls 

(Richardson, 2000; Wood & Blanton).  

 

36 



Factors and explanations relating to socio-cultural background and ‘cultural capital’ can 

arguably have a strong influence on student success (Fitz, Taylor & Pugsley, 2005). The 

theory of social and cultural reproduction (Bourdieu, 1973) asserts that the culture of 

the dominant class is transmitted and rewarded by the education system. To succeed, a 

student must possess ‘cultural capital’. The acquisition of cultural capital and 

consequent access to academic rewards depends on the cultural capital passed down by 

the family, which in turn, is largely dependent on social class and socio-economic 

background (Dumais, 2002). Levels of parental education, occupation and income 

produce economic, social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1973) and can affect the 

likelihood of academic success and progress at school (DiMaggio and Useem, 1978; 

Lareau, 1987). Cultural capital also influences the ways in which boys perceive literacy. 

Often, there are few desirable gender-role models for boys to emulate. For generations, 

some argue, boys have been urged towards independence, toughness and 

competitiveness in society; however, cultural messages today may equate these traits 

with being disrespectful or misbehaving in the classroom (Martino, Kehler and Weaver-

Hightower, 2009; Skelton, 2001). 

 

Congruence between familial and institutional culture means students with higher socio-

economic status are more likely to be successful than students with low socioeconomic 

status. Some students, often labelled ‘non‐traditional’, lack the cultural capital needed to 

integrate and succeed. They may have different interpersonal skills, habits, manners, 

linguistics, educational credentials and lifestyle preferences (Berger, 2000) than those 

required for success in mainstream educational settings. Further, there are considerable 

differences within ‘non‐traditional’ ethnic groups; intersections between social class, 

ethnicity and gender influence attitudes to study and success (Hutchings & Archer, 

2001). Parental dispositions, preferences, expectations, support and encouragement have 

powerful effects, although they may also vary with gender, class and ethnicity. Cost and 

financial aid are factors enabling and constraining success for many students; perceived 

ability to pay school fees and pressure on students and families in terms of the financial 

burden of education can strongly influence success (Perna, 2000). 

 

Also relevant in theorising on socio-cultural context and cultural capital in student 

achievement is Norton’s (2000) construct of ‘investment’ which conceives the learner 

as having a complex identity, changing across time and space, and reproduced in social 
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interaction. Studies that have not considered the possibility that levels of ‘investment’ 

change as students move from one discursive community to another assume a definitive 

rather than a reflexive relationship between success, motivation and/or ability. Norton’s 

construct of investment, inspired by the work of Bourdieu (1977, 1991), signals the 

socially and historically constructed relationship of learners to the target language. If 

learners ‘invest’ in the target language, they do so with the understanding that they will 

acquire a wider range of symbolic and material resources, which will in turn increase 

the value of their cultural capital (Norton Peirce, 1995). Unlike notions of instrumental 

motivation, which often conceive of the language learner as having a unitary, fixed and 

historical ‘personality’, the construct of investment understands the learner as having a 

complex identity, changing across time and space, and reproduced in social interaction. 

 

The concept of investment is used to inform this study, and to connect with Bourdieu’s 

(1986) conceptualisation of social institutions as capital markets to explain patterns of 

‘valuing’ by males within schooling institutions. 

 

2.4.2 Early Years and Parental Involvement as Explanations for Literacy 

Learning Success in School 

 

The importance of parents’ educational attitudes and behaviours on young people’s 

educational attainment has been well documented, especially in developmental 

psychology literature (Birenbaum-Carmeli, 1999; Spera, 2005). Tharp and Gallimore 

(1988) point out that, long before they enter school, children are learning higher order 

cognitive and linguistic skills. Their ‘teaching’ takes place in the everyday interactions 

of domestic life in their early years. In this informal socialisation, neither 

communication nor cognition is the subject of direct instruction. The pleasures of social 

interaction seem sufficient to lure the child into the language and cognition of the more 

competent caregiver. Although infants and toddlers may lack knowledge and 

experience, they do not lack the ability to reason. As Davis (2003) suggests, babies are 

viewed as entering the world primed to learn curiously and competently from the socio-

cultural environment surrounding them.  

 

Raban (2001) has pointed out, ‘learning is promoted and regulated by both the biology 

and the ecology of the child and in this sense learning drives development rather than 

38 



the reverse’ (p. 33). Her research indicates that developmental factors in literacy 

learning are related to children’s literacy exposure and experiences in their home and in 

the community in which they live. In this sense, her research also intersects and 

complements the body of work on the topic that highlights the importance of socio-

economic background and status, race and ethnicity in student outcomes at school 

(Hemphill & Vanneman, 2010; Horne, 2000). 

 

Research suggests that the complex web of social relationships students experience—

with peers, adults in the school, and family members, exerts a much greater influence on 

their behaviour and academic outcomes in school than researchers had previously 

assumed (PISA, 2009; Spera, 2005). This process starts with students' core relationships 

with parents or primary caregivers in their lives, which form a personality that is either 

resilient, resourceful and inquisitive, or not. These types of traits in pre-primary aged 

children have been found to result in more positive engagement in literacy learning 

processes once children reach school (Lareau, 1987, 1989). 

 

The home environment and parental involvement in children’s lives is also classified as 

an important factor in literacy outcomes for students in the work of Hart and Risley 

(1995). According to them, environments need to be language rich, that is, with 

interesting conversation taking place using many words, and with stories and 

explanations given. Hart and Risley (1995) found in their study, that children of parents 

who directed more speech to them had larger vocabularies and faster vocabulary growth 

over time, with stronger academic results in subjects such as English at school. 

Huttenlocher, Haight, Bryk, Seltzer and Lyons (1991) also concluded that gender is an 

important factor in the rate of children’s vocabulary growth, but add that family role 

models and parental involvement in exposing children to speech and language from an 

early age was a significant factor in literacy development. 

 

A major UK study by Siraj-Blatchford, Sylva, Muttock, Gilden and Bell (2002) reported 

that positive outcomes for children are linked to adult–child interactions that involve 

‘sustained and shared’ talking time, open-ended questioning and ongoing feedback 

during activities. As Clay (2003) points out, every child brings into his or her first 

school classroom his or her own repertoire of literacy learning, which has been 

significantly shaped by the social and cultural environment into which the child was 
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born (Bruner, 1986). Therefore, the familial and ‘literacy’ environment has a vital 

influence on all aspects of children’s literacy development and achievement throughout 

their lives. 

 

Steffler and Critten (2008) make the point that children’s literacy experiences influence 

their own perceptions of what is appropriate gender-role behaviour, both in the types of 

activities in which they engage as well as the content of their writings. They assert that 

students are influenced greatly by family literacy practices and role modelling, and that 

many of these factors could even be responsible for some ‘gendered’ differentials in 

literacy attainment in school. Further, they posit that parental involvement in children’s 

early years and role modelling of literacy activities in the home greatly influences 

literacy learning success and failure in school – acting as enablers or constraints to 

achievement in English. 

 

Francis and Skelton (2005) contend that ‘nurture’, rather than ‘nature’, has the greatest 

influence on gender identity and developmental capabilities in children, particularly 

with literacy learning. They  state ‘the differing interests and expertise encouraged from 

a young age in boys and girls via countless subtle (and not so subtle) messages and 

resources are likely to impact on their skills and abilities, and hence their achievement’ 

(p. 81). Alloway et al. (2002) argue the ways in which boys engage with literacy is often 

related to how they see themselves and relate to others, which is, in turn, influenced by 

factors such as identity, upbringing and socio-cultural considerations. The present study 

is responsive to this ‘explanation’ of boys’ achievement at school. It seeks to use young 

mens’ own accounts and definitions of themselves as learners and as enabled and 

successful learners or constrained and disadvantaged learners to further interrogate how 

their engagement with literacy is, or is not, related to different explanations and 

accounts within key identified frameworks. 

 

2.4.3 Boys’ Peer Cultures and Constructions of Masculinity 

 

The peer group is yet another significant indicator of student achievement in English 

(see Brozo, 2006; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002) and a concept that intersects across the 

psychological, socio-cultural and institutional domains of educational discourse. The 

‘lifeworlds’ of adolescents and their peer groups are a powerful influence on 
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educational attainment, particularly in senior years, when decision making and shaping 

of identity are strongly informed by the peer groups with which young people associate. 

 

Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) point out that although there are many literate males in our 

culture, boys could be excused for not seeing literacy as a male activity and that this 

assumption is often reinforced in their peer groups. They argue that popular 

constructions of masculinity and male peer culture affect boys in school and in learning 

subjects such as English and often make them less likely to participate in literacy-based 

activities and learning. As a blame factor, these dominant peer cultures are linked to 

increased misbehaviour, resentment and resistance in the English classroom for some 

boys (Francis, 2000; Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2003). Francis and Skelton (2001) 

posit that the pressure for some boys to construct their masculinity in ‘laddish’ ways can 

influence their behaviour and their achievement in a negative manner. Boys’ peers 

groups actively promote acceptable and appropriate behaviour and regulate their 

members’ behaviour through psychological and physiological reminders – hence many 

boys are reportedly ‘bound’ by their peer culture (Epstein et al., 1998; James, 2009; 

Skelton, 2001). 

 

In a UK report by Younger and Warrington (2005), the authors canvass a range of 

‘explanations’ in the literature for ‘the failure of boys to achieve at the same level as 

girls’, including ‘brain differences’, concepts of masculinity, student attitudes to work, 

girls’ maturity and gender interactions, before they come to a point that is ‘crucial’ (p. 

17). They state that crucial to this discussion is the need to understand how important it 

is for many boys to be accepted by other boys, to be viewed as ‘masculine’ in their peer 

group, to enable them to identify with and act in line with peer group norms, so that 

they are viewed as belonging (Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2003; Skelton, 2001) rather 

than as different. Such acceptance is often dependent on negotiating an acceptable 

identity, and incorporating aspects of ‘masculine’ behaviour and risk taking (Jones & 

Myhill, 2004). Expressed in behaviour, speech, dress code and body language, 

laddishness often runs counter to the expectations of the school, but associated 

behaviour is viewed as a reasonable cost by boys if it allows them to protect their 

‘macho image’, and ensures their acceptance as part of the chosen group (Younger & 

Warrington, 2005, p. 18). 
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According to Younger and Warrington’s (2005) report, boys’ peer cultures and 

constructions of masculinity are viewed as key to the explanation for gender differences 

and as an overriding concern that runs across ‘socio-cultural contexts’ and location (e.g. 

inner city, rural or mining village). The body of the report is given over to an analysis of 

schools’ approaches to improving achievement for boys, which are described in terms 

of five categories: pedagogic approaches, individual approaches, whole-school 

organisational approaches, socio-cultural approaches and interventions within special 

schools. A ‘socio-cultural approach’, in Younger and Warrington’s analysis of school 

interventions, refers to reforms at school level aimed at creating ‘an achievement culture 

which offers students an alternative to the culture that often pervades the community 

and the locality, to challenge and attempt to modify the prevailing street culture’ (p. 95). 

 

Maloney (2000) reinforces arguments put forward by Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) in 

again suggesting that boys need literate male role models and need to see men reading 

and writing. He argues that current constructions of masculinity and male peer cultures 

often do not include literacy, and this non-alignment of masculinity and literacy 

adversely affects boys’ achievement in literacy and English at school. The present study 

seeks to interrogate current frameworks by recourse to an analysis of interview data 

(produced by two key participants). Further, it interrogates the explanations given by 

the young men in how they account for their success and failure with literacy through 

juxtaposition with evidence based insights produced in the literature.  

 

2.4.4 Hegemonic Masculinities, Stereotyping and Gendered Identities in School 

as an Explanation for Boys’ Achievement 

 

The literature in the area of gendered identities and societal and cultural influences on 

gender tends to focus on the fact that these are not easily classified in terms of 

biological or pathological considerations (Connell, 2006). Gendered identities are 

argued to be constructed over time, in particular social settings and as a result of certain 

historically and culturally mandated theories. Some argue that school-wide programs of 

the past that aimed to produce support materials and teaching programs designed to 

address specific gendered identities, for example, ‘boy-friendly writing tasks’ (Skelton, 

2001), are only making life more difficult for boys who do not ‘fit’ the hegemonic 

masculinities and stereotypes put forward by way of these initiatives. Skelton (2001) 
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argues that strategies used to address gender inequality may in themselves undermine 

gender equality and reinforce particular ways of being a ‘boy’ or ‘girl’, which may limit 

schools’ capacities to value a variety of gendered identities. 

 

An important study undertaken by the University of Exeter sought to compare teachers’ 

and pupils’ perceptions about boys’ underachievement (Woods, 2000). Data were 

gathered from classroom observations, and the collection of teachers’ and pupils’ 

perceptions of underachievement. The study reveals that teachers saw the effect of 

behaviour on teaching and learning as significant. The influence of parents on 

behaviour, both positive and negative, was also more broadly significant. 

 

Teachers often held stereotypical perceptions of boys and girls and assigned ‘gendered 

identities’ to different pupils – a phenomenon also identified in work on the effect of 

school curricula and political initiatives aimed at addressing the boys’ agenda. Teachers 

generally agree that girls adapt more easily to the passivity and conformity required for 

more formalised teaching methods. However, the teachers portray ‘active’ boys as being 

more problematic, but at the same time felt unable to cater adequately for their needs 

(Woods, 2000, p. 8). It seems that these perceptions do affect teachers’ expectations of 

pupils across the ability range. The data revealed differing expectations ‘in terms of 

children’s motivation, engagement and the quality and quantity of outcomes on 

different tasks, notably writing where expectations for boys were lower than 

expectations for girls’ (p. 8). 

 

Martin (2003b) asserts that it is important not to underestimate the challenge involved in 

mobilising a review of gender attitudes and masculinities at school. He states that many 

boys are strongly entrenched in educationally unhelpful masculinities and it would be 

an ‘act of courage on their part and skill on the teacher’s part to get them to step aside 

from their construction to examine it critically’ (p. 32). Moreover, critical analysis and 

attempts to revise or ‘re-write’ constructs of gender could be viewed as an attempt to 

devalue youth culture, and if this is how boys view it, change is unlikely to occur. 

 

2.4.5 How School Culture and Leadership Can Influence Student Success 

Culture consists of the stable, underlying social meanings that shape beliefs 
and behavior over time (Deal & Peterson, 1990, p. 7). 
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Fullan (2001) and Irwin and Farr (2004) include school culture and ethos as a further 

factor influencing school achievement. More specifically, they suggest that culture and 

ethos can have a significant effect on student attitudes to learning and teacher 

expectations of students in the learning environment. Deal and Peterson (2009) also 

highlight the importance of factors such as school culture on students’ achievement 

levels. They argue that achievement is as much influenced by the school environment, 

in particular, in-school factors from organisational procedures to school culture and 

mission as ‘outside school’ factors. Their work suggests that schools as institutions, 

powerfully shape pupils’ experiences and responses by way of the shared values, beliefs 

and ‘psychology’ that they are founded on, operate within and reinforce on a daily basis. 

According to Deal and Peterson (1999), “the culture of an enterprise plays the dominant 

role in exemplary performance” (p. 1). These definitions go beyond the business of 

creating an efficient learning environment or simply producing students with a certain 

skill set. They focus more on the core values and mission, beliefs and attitudes that are 

important to shape young people’s lives through teaching and learning. 

 

Students who are part of a strong school culture, developed around core values such as 

student-teacher collaboration, cooperation, respect, student inquiry and excellence can 

be argued to have a greater likelihood of academic success (Barth, 1990; Irwin & Farr, 

2004; Kamler & Comber, 2005). Also apparent in the research literature on school 

culture is the impact a ‘toxic’ school environment and culture can have on students and 

staff (Deal and Peterson, 2009) is setting standards for behavior, attitude and 

motivation. Research strongly suggests that students who feel they are part of a school 

culture that prides itself on achievement and success in a variety of forms (academic, 

sporting, service, musical and so on) are more likely to experience success themselves 

(Francis, 2000, Fullan, 2001; Young, 1998). 

 

Lingard and Ladwig (2001) argue that within school culture, there is often not enough 

emphasis on gender-equity issues and pedagogical leadership. They also advocate a 

focus on developing a learning climate across the whole school to combat issues such as 

boys’ underachievement in literacy. They suggest that pedagogical leadership needs to 

be promoted in schools so that the school views pedagogical leadership in gender equity 

as a priority in addressing boys’ learning, achievement and success. In terms of school 

44 



culture and leadership in this area, Collins, Batten, Ainley and Getty (1996) argue that a 

whole-school approach to gender equity requires ‘systematic, whole-school work, 

requiring focused attention and team work by staff while a system is being set up, and 

mindful professional judgement thereafter’ (p. 173). At a school level, gender-relevant 

programs are important, and Connell (1998) is careful to separate these from gender-

specific programs—a more prevalent approach such as the development of boys’ 

programs. Understanding the construction of gender and challenging dominant forms of 

masculinity is regarded as important for school communities and leaders to address for 

the benefit of all students. 

 

2.4.6 Socio-economic Status as an Explanation in Accounting for Boys’ 

Achievement in English 

 

Collins, Kenway, and McLeod (2000) found that ‘socio-economic status makes a larger 

difference than gender to Year 12 performance in subject English even...where girls 

generally do better than boys’ (p. 4). An analysis of the data from PISA (2009) shows 

that there is a ‘relationship between the results from the student assessments and the 

students’ SES [socio-economic status]’ (OECD, 2004, p. 162) and suggests that gender 

is by no means the only factor affecting literacy achievement. Certainly, the way that 

gender intersects with other social and cultural factors such as SES must be further 

investigated in terms of research into which boys fail and what common explanations 

and factors can be assigned to those who are classified as ‘failing’.  

 

Dauber, Alexander and Entwisle (1996) assert that students of low socio-economic 

status are more likely to be placed on academic tracks less conducive to achievement 

and argue that students’ SES can greatly influence educational attainment and academic 

experience. More recent research also suggests that pathways between socio-economic 

status, parent involvement and student academic achievement exist in many ‘stories’ of 

school success and/or failure (Altschul, 2012). Altschul’s findings from a longitudinal 

survey of over 1,600 Mexican-American students found that student (and parent) ability 

to invest economic, social, and human capital in their own education directly correlates 

with academic achievement, and that youth from lower socio-economic backgrounds 

are significantly more at risk of educational challenge and failure. 
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There is growing trend in the research literature that contends that SES alone is not a 

determining factor in student academic achievement in school, but that it needs to be 

studied more closely in regard to how it intersects with other factors including race, 

ethnicity, family educational background and literacy standards. In the late 1990s Lang 

(1998) suggested that socio-economic groups were ‘closing the gap’ on academic 

performance, and soon after some commentators suggested that other variables 

(including teacher pedagogy, curriculum quality and broader socio-cultural factors such 

as ethnicity and cultural background) outside the socio-economic status of a student 

were actually the determining factors in academic performance (Francis, 2000; Hattie, 

2003; Marzano, 2003). 

 

Applegate (2008) investigated the qualities that differentiate high-achieving and low-

achieving students in rural senior schools and found that the mitigating factors that 

affected student success or failure were parental support, poverty and socio-economic 

circumstance. A theory put forward by Auwarter and Aruguete (2008) in their research 

into the effects of gender on teacher perceptions and motivation suggested that, if 

teachers believe that students’ progress and achievement are mitigated by factors 

beyond their control (i.e. SES or poverty), they may have reduced motivation to 

investigate ways to reach these students and accept success and or/failure as a matter of 

course. 

 

Researchers, including Masters and Forster (1997), Mills (2003) and Smith and 

Wilhelm (2002), have found that the gap between performance levels of boys and girls 

widened as socio-economic disadvantage increased (Masters & Forster, 1997). In South 

Australia, the results of the Writing Reading Assessment Program (Perkins, 1992a) 

showed that, overall, girls tended to outperform boys in tasks that could be regarded as 

‘representative of traditional school literacy’, but in tasks that ‘might be considered to 

represent the more public discourses related to power and influence in society’ (p. 21), 

the results for boys and girls were lower overall and there was little difference between 

boys and girls. Similar to the findings of Masters and Forster (1997), the ‘WRAP’ 

program and later Commonwealth Government inquiry into Educating boys: Issues and 

information (2003) produced data that indicated that gender differences were mediated 

by socio-economic and non-English speaking background status, thus highlighting the 
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complexities of the debate and the inherent danger in categorising the debate as one 

based primarily on gender alone.  

 

What is apparent in the body of work on the issue of the influence of SES on student 

achievement is that there is a clear link between social class and educational 

achievement. What is not so clear, is what other factors are inter-related and intersect 

with SES to produce lower student achievement and how gender interplays with these to 

affect student academic outcomes at school. Some recent studies have attempted to 

better understand the many factors associated with low achievement. These studies 

reveal that, although gender is an important factor, with girls performing better with 

their literacy (reading, writing and language arts) and in overall school success than 

boys, attainment gaps due to socio-economic factors are still important and in need of 

further interrogation (Horne, 2000; Mongon & Chapman, 2008, Snyder, 2008). Snyder 

(2008) contends, factors of social class and SES are ‘important influences on children’s 

performance and competence in school-based language work’ but ‘gender, however, 

seems to be a factor that cuts across lines of class…as a critical predictor of literacy 

achievement’ (p.100), again highlighting the complexity and challenge involved in 

determining factors of blame for student achievement in school and in literacy learning. 

 

 

Epstein et al.’s (1998) study found that overall, the underachievement of boys at school 

is a strongly classed and racialised phenomenon, and that class and parents’ education, 

and thus SES, continue to be the most reliable indicators of a child’s educational 

attainment. In Australian research, both West (1999) and Nyland (2001) indicate the 

prevalence of underachievement from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander boys. West 

highlights that especially at risk are Aboriginal boys and boys from homes where the 

first language is not English. Nyland adds children with learning difficulties and those 

living in isolated rural areas but, more specifically, highlights the effect of home 

language on achievement. Research conducted by Gillborn and Gipps (1996) that 

studied the achievement of ethnic minority pupils in the United Kingdom found not 

only ethnic origin, but more particularly, social class and background affected academic 

achievement. Mead (2006) also suggests the gaps between students of different races 

and classes are much larger than those between students of different genders. Her 
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argument favours an approach that addresses ‘closing racial and economic achievement 

gaps’ (p. 7) rather than closing gender gaps.  

 

2.4.7 Race and Ethnicity as Explanations for Student Progress and Outcomes in 

School 

 

The body of literature on the phenomenon of boys’ achievement in school and factors 

contributing to both boys and girls academic outcomes identifies as a pressing issue the 

various ways in which race, ethnicity, and culture intersect and influence student 

learning in formal educational settings (Epstein et al., 1998; Gillborn & Mirza, 2000). 

This concern emanates from the fact that students from some racial and ethnic minority 

groups do not "achieve" in schools at rates comparable either to those of European-

Australian or non-indigenous students or to those of students from other racial and 

ethnic minority groups (Ford, 2012). Results from NAPLAN reaffirm this, in 

identifying a significant achievement gap in indigenous and non-indigenous students in 

school in Australia (Ford, 2012).  

 

The discourse of disadvantage is apparently based on the empirical evidence. That is, 

regular data collections such as school-based tests, Census data, measures of progress 

and a variety of other measures, confirm that on a range of measures Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander students are failing. Further, ‘they’ fail to a larger extent and in 

greater numbers in very remote contexts or regions, as opposed to urban or regional 

settings.  On some measures the ‘gap’ is widening, despite concerted efforts through 

government policy, educational initiatives and funding grants to improve minority and 

indigenous education programs (Vass, 2012).  

 

Researchers also have associated an individual’s status as a racial or cultural minority 

with academic risk (Buckingham, 1999; Meece & Kurtz-Costes, 2001). Beyond such 

individual factors, researchers have also asserted that schools that serve children of 

particular racial backgrounds and minority ethnic groups also may introduce risk factors 

by failing to provide a supportive school climate, by ‘institutionalising’ low academic 

expectations, or by delivering inadequate educational resources (Martino & Rezai-

Rashti, 2009; Vass, 2012). James (2009) posits that some boys of ‘colour’ or minority 

racial background are subjected to a process of ‘racialization’ in school, whereby they 
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are socialised and constructed as marginalised ‘underachievers’. He argues that this then 

prevents many boys from indigenous and non-white backgrounds from appropriately 

participating in school and can further ‘explain’ why many are reportedly under-

achieving and failing in school. 

 

Some commentators also argue that race and ethnicity can be linked to students (and 

particularly boys) in schools being generically and narrowly labelled as 

‘underachievers’. They argue that this factor is then used in educational institutions and 

by society to ‘explain’ differentials in achievement levels in school and why some boys 

‘fail’ in school and with literacy learning, without interrogating other key factors 

including socio-economic background, poverty and affective factors including 

motivation and resilience (Norton, 2000; Rowe & Rowe, 2002). 

 

The following section (2.5) of the review interrogates key insights based on theory and 

practice offered in the literature that draw on biological factors as enablers or 

constraints in boys’ achievement at school and in English. 

 

 

 

2.5 The Research Literature: Biological Framework 
Section 2.5 reviews the body of work on boys’ achievement in school and with their 

literacy learning from a biological framework, and identifies key explanations for 

gender differentials in academic outcomes that draw on biological factors of blame for 

some boys’ lack of success in literacy and the school environment. 

 

2.5.1 Boys’ Slower Maturation Levels with Literacy Learning as an Explanation 

 

According to Kleinfeld (1998), some boys ‘mature more slowly’ and late-maturing boys 

can be stigmatised as poor learners and assigned to ‘low ability groups’ in schools (p. 

6). For this reason, it is argued that males become over-represented in special education 

classes, remedial classes and categorised as ‘failing’ in literacy learning (Kleinfeld, 

1998; Maynard, 2002; Rosenfeld, 1998; Snyder, 2008). Certainly, some evidence 

suggests that boys are slower to develop some literacy skills (Gurian, 2002; Nyland, 
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2001) and that evidence exists to suggest that there are biological factors to blame for 

this. In the body of work on the topic, research posits that they come to school with less 

literacy and poorer pre-literacy skills and, in many cases, are the bulk of students 

categorised as struggling academically at school (Newkirk, 2000; Smith & Wilhelm, 

2002). 

 

Some commentators argue that there are strong relationships between literacy 

achievement, inattentive or disruptive behaviours in the classroom and auditory 

processing capacity (Epstein et al., 1998; Rowe & Rowe, 2002). They argue that 

because boys are more delayed in their development of auditory processing capacity and 

reading skills than are girls up to the age of 10, many boys are almost conditioned from 

an early age to accept that they are more likely than girls are to fail at literacy-based 

tasks and activities in school. While these theorists argue that girls have a head start in 

literacy, the effect on boys may be compounded, and some commentators suggest that 

the current education system and English programming and assessment approach in 

schools may therefore set boys up for failure in literacy (Martino, 2001; Skelton, 2001; 

Hoff-Sommers, 2000).  

 

Kleinfeld’s (2009) ‘The State of American Boyhood’ asserts that boys have lower 

literacy levels, lower grades and less engagement in school and are more often placed in 

special education classes than girls because boys have poorer aptitude in literacy-based 

tasks and subjects such as English. She theorises that there is a need for urgent 

educational initiatives to be put in place to address the obvious issues with boys’ 

aptitude and cognitive ability in reading and writing and slower maturation rates in 

these areas from girls. However, there is research that challenges this view and suggests 

that not all boys can be homogenised and viewed as having slower maturation levels 

with literacy learning and thus poorer aptitude in subjects based on language arts and 

reading or writing (see Alloway, 2007; Weaver-Hightower, 2003). Instead some 

theorists assert that boys are more likely to be struggling to define themselves and their 

notions of success in literacy learning against the institutional barriers and confines of 

‘gender-based’ educational theorising and policy (Wood & Blanton, 2009). 

 

In her work on literacy and gender, Moss (2007) theorises that biological factors affect 

their aptitude in literacy-based tasks. Boys’ weaker academic performance in school has 
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been linked to their physical and mental maturity and development (Gurian & Stevens, 

2005), and aptitude and success in subjects such as English related to the fundamental 

differences in biology between boys and girls. However, Moss does warn against 

building an understanding of boys’ aptitude in English based solely on biology and 

‘natural aptitude’ assumptions and asserts that these can be ‘inherently conservative’ 

and encourage a move towards ‘greater homogeneity’ in education and gender debates 

in schooling (p. 22). 

 

2.5.2 Boys’ Preferred Learning Styles are Not Suited to Conventional Literacy 

Learning Pedagogy 

Curriculum and pedagogy, although distinct in theory, merge in practice in the 
classroom. Boys are more likely to respond negatively or overtly to irrelevant 
curriculum and poor teaching (Blair & Sanford, 2003). 

 

A further dominant explanation given for boys’ supposed lack of success in literacy is 

that boys’ preferred learning styles are not valued or suited to English courses and 

literacy learning at school. This blame factor intersects across both the biological 

framework and psychological perspective associated with categorising factors of blame 

evident in the research literature. Again, these explanations should be considered with a 

strong degree of caution, as they can generalise views about boys and male learning and 

behaviour traits and fail to identify whether these ‘learning’ attributes are common for 

all boys (thus based on a biological perspective and argument) or learned behaviour in 

only some boys (thus based on a psychological and socio-cultural perspective and 

argument). 

 

Browne and Fletcher (1995), Gurian and Henley (2001), Moir and Jessel (1991) and 

Reichert and Hawley (2010) discuss the following as some of the more commonly 

identified male ‘learning’ styles and attributes across many boys: 

• Boys prefer being outside.  

• Boys prefer and are better at physical activities.  

• Boys are better at practical tasks.  

• Boys are relational learners. 

• Boys like to move around rather than sit still.  

• Boys are not good at cooperative activities; they are too competitive.  
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• Boys prefer short-term activities. 

• Boys respond better to tasks with clear and achievable goals.  

• Young boys are better at gross motor tasks than using fine motor skills. 

 

Kleinfeld (1998) posits a fundamental ‘boyishness’ and learning style in school that 

involves robust, sometimes obnoxious behaviour and aggression as part of boys’ nature, 

and argues that this is an important ‘reason’ for boys’ underachievement in school. This 

is explained by way of the fact that their ‘laddishness’ can often be identified or 

categorised as ‘bad’ behaviour and thus they can be the target of punitive measures, 

increased behaviour-management actions and increased withdrawals from the learning 

environment. Others argue that the nature of boyhood has been pathologised in schools 

(Gurian, 1997; Sowell, 2000).  

Dominant ways of being male – being objective, rational and emotionally 
aloof – tend to conflict with the feminised activities and modes of responses 
required in the literacy classroom so that boys who resist my well be 
disadvantaged (Snyder, 2008, p.117). 

 

In recent years there has been a re-emergence in arguments and theorising that brain 

difference is responsible for gendered differences in achievement and a particular style 

of learning specifically belonging to males (Gurian, 2002; Gurian & Stevens, 2007; 

Snyder, 2008). Although Francis and Skelton (2005) argue the case that boys and girls 

do indeed have different learning styles, they do concede that it is ‘important that we do 

not go down the line of ascribing gender differences exclusively to biological causes’ 

(p. 79) in their recent work on gender and achievement. The authors suggest that 

schools and teachers should ‘be aware of pupils’ preferred ways of learning’ but that 

these should ‘not be tagged with a gender label’ (p.85) despite some reported ‘evidence’ 

of gendered tendencies in learning. In terms of ‘male learning styles’, Martino and 

Berrill (2003) argue such prescriptions are based upon assumptions about the ‘natural’ 

predispositions of boys, which emphasise their tendency to behave, think and learn in 

particular ways.  

 

According to Renold (2001), strategies designed to engage boys’ preferred learning 

styles and motivate underachieving boys through football study centres and ‘boy-

friendly texts’ embrace the discourse of academic study as ‘non-masculine’ and 

‘feminine’ and can only operate to make life more difficult for those who take up non-
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hegemonic identities. Gilbert and Gilbert (2001) argue that boys’ difficulties in subjects 

such as English stem from their understandings of how to be ‘masculine’ and to ‘do’ 

masculinity, which is reflected in their gendered perceptions of subjects. They argue 

that these perceptions are influenced by stereotypes and social constructions of gender 

and need to be addressed in school curriculum and literacy pedagogy. 

 

However, Pollack (1998) argues that to take into account boys’ ‘natural’ learning styles 

and needs in the English classroom, teachers may need to consider using ‘boy-friendly’ 

subject matter and literature, and pedagogy suited to male learners. Pollack’s 

suggestions seem like ‘common sense’ but, again, tend to rely somewhat on 

preconceived ideas about what it is exactly that boys ‘like’, are interested in and are 

‘hard-wired’ for in the classroom. Reichert and Hawley (2010) also make specific 

suggestions for a pedagogy more suited for boys in their work on how to ‘reach and 

teach’ boys in schools. They suggest important pedagogical factors when teaching boys 

that include light-heartedness, patience, commitment and a collaborative approach to the 

learning process if boys are to succeed in literacy learning at school. 

 

However, Skelton (2001) criticises the widespread trend in schools and education 

authorities towards producing support materials designed to make classrooms more 

‘boy friendly’ by endorsing one kind of masculinity and one kind of ‘male learning 

style’. She acknowledges that research into masculinities, femininities and schooling, 

which has yielded rich insights into the school lives of boys, has not been influential in 

developing the practical approaches so much demanded by schools. 

 

Nichols and Cormack (2009) suggest that practical approaches catering to boys’ 

preferred learning styles can overlook their out-of-school literacies. They argue that 

boys are staking a claim in outside school literacy practices involving technology and 

gaming, are often highly literate in outside school contexts, and that as previously 

theorised by Millard (1997), that this skill set does make them ‘differently literate’. If 

boys and girls also view computer use as masculine according to some researchers 

(Sokal, 2002), it is reasonable to hypothesise that presenting reading materials, viewed 

by some boys as feminine, through a masculine format may ‘neutralise’ perceptions of 

the reading task as feminine. 

 

53 



2.5.3 Broader Gender Differences in Learning That Enable or Constrain Boys’ 

and Girls’ Achievement 

 

At a broader level, various researchers have identified gender differences in learning 

styles. For example, Ludowyke and Scanlon (1997) suggest that boys perform better on 

tasks and assessment that are shorter, closed and more focused on single concepts at a 

time, and that girls have greater pre-disposed ability in sustained tasks that are open-

ended and process-based (Arnot, Gray, James, Rudduck & Duveen, 1998). In contrast, 

they argue that boys have more difficulty on tasks and assessment that are open ended, 

subjective, reflective or interpersonal. They propose that these preferences will also 

vary from boy to boy as well as among girls, but do identify with the notion that there is 

in fact a ‘male’ learning style or preferences that can be determined by way of gender 

differentiation.  

 

According to Brozo, Shiel and Topping (2007), compared with their female peers, boys 

spend less time reading and have less favourable attitudes towards traditional literacy 

learning and reading at school as well as learning that requires extended written 

composition, theoretical-based activities and expression of feelings. Their investigation 

into boys’ engagement in learning in several countries revealed that adolescent boys are 

often disconnected from school and need to be engaged and interested in the material 

and literacy learning taking place in order to achieve at higher levels. Findings such as 

these are commonly posited as ‘evidence’ of gendered biological differences in 

learning. However, the authors of the research attribute their findings to social 

conditioning and psychological factors in combination with biological propensity 

toward certain behaviour and learning styles. 

 

Clay (2005) agrees that boys do learn differently, and encourages a different approach 

to pedagogy when teaching boys in the classroom. She argues that learning preferences 

distinctly relating to boys are often ‘not being adequately catered for in current 

programs’ (p. 2) or not delivered appropriately, and her work advocates an approach for 

boys that takes into account student support and personalised pastoral care in 

pedagogical approaches, which she argues are ‘crucial for boys’ (p. 2). However her 

work does not interrogate which boys learn differently from girls, and whether the 
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learning preferences ascribed to boys are based on gendered brain differences or social 

constructions of gender identity. 

 

2.5.4 Differential Brain Wiring as a Factor of Blame in Boys’ Success with 

Literacy 

 

There are evidence-based links between aptitude and gender, particularly in literacy 

learning and success in schooling that inform arguments relating to differential brain 

wiring in boys and girls. Explanations often draw on biological theories that emphasise 

that gender differences, in favour of girls, are rooted in the differential brain wiring and 

chemistry of boys (Gurian, 2009; Paechter, 1998). These explanations are based on a 

belief that boys and girls are so biologically different that they require specific gender 

strategies to ameliorate the detrimental effects of what are considered feminised 

educational structures and practices (e.g. Hoff-Sommers, 2000). A number of suggested 

strategies to mediate the gender gap have been advanced (e.g. Gurian & Henley 2001; 

Noble & Bradford, 2000), including the use of boy‐friendly reading materials, the 

introduction of more male role models and teachers, adoption of technology‐based 

programmes, and experimentation with single‐gender schooling.  

 

Benbow (1990) conducted a large-scale study into brain differences and academic 

success over 15 years in the United States. She discovered marked differences between 

boys’ and girls’ learning and success in school, and found that success was primarily 

attributable to brain difference and aptitude based on gender rather than sociological or 

cultural factors. This assertion is reinforced by Gurian and Henley (2001) in their 

findings that ‘there are some things boys tend to do better at than girls, and vice versa’ 

(p. 16) and that biological/natural aptitude (in the case of their research, relating to 

gender) is closely associated with levels of success in subjects such as English at school. 

 

Gurian (2002) and Biddulph (1997) articulate arguments based on the notion that boys’ 

aptitude and success are inherently linked to gender and biological determinism. They 

argue that males’ propensity for many behaviours is linked to their relative success in 

schooling—and that subjects that encourage boys’ ‘natural’ aptitude for risk taking, 

activity, overt forms of expression and competition will thus be the subjects in which 

most boys succeed at school because of the way that they are ‘wired’ biologically. 
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However ‘natural’ aptitude and ability theories are also highly individualistic and 

counter theories suggest that aptitude and ability can be influenced by a number of 

external factors (including socioeconomic background, home life and literacy practices 

outside of school, and the strength of school, home and community connections) that 

contribute to school success (Blanton & Wood, 2009; Long, 2009b; Rowe & Rowe, 

2002) other than brain wiring and biological determinism. 

 

A study conducted by Trent and Slade (2001) in South Australia on behalf of the 

Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs purports that some schools 

simply do not suit boys and boys’ particular aptitudes in terms of literacy learning. 

Trent and researchers from Flinders University in South Australia interviewed 1,800 

boys from 61 schools about boys’ declining rates of achievement and retention. The 

research findings state that most boys do not value school; schoolwork is considered 

boring, repetitive and irrelevant by many boys and not suited to their needs. These 

findings reinforce findings from an earlier study conducted into male and female 

aptitude and experiences with school curriculum (Murphy & Elwood, 1998). The study 

found that the girls interviewed and observed were better disposed to the demands of 

classroom activity than boys were. The researchers found that girls place a high value 

on the presentation of their work; they spend more time trying to improve what they 

produce and generally derive more enjoyment from school life. However the study does 

not interrogate which boys contested the dominant theorisations and perceptions of the 

male group, nor provide an account of whether ‘aptitude’ as measured in the study is a 

result of biological differences (and specifically brain difference) or social conditioning 

and cultural ‘norms’ or a complex interplay of both binaries. 

 

In terms of linking differential brain wiring to success in literacy and English, Benbow 

(1990) conducted a large-scale study into brain differences and academic success over 

15 years in the United States. She discovered marked differences between boys’ and 

girls’ learning and success in school, and argues in her findings that success was 

primarily attributable to brain difference and aptitude based on gender rather than 

sociological or cultural factors. This assertion is reinforced by Gurian and Henley 

(2001) in their findings that ‘there are some things boys tend to do better at than girls, 

and vice versa’ (p. 16) and that natural aptitude (in the case of their research, relating to 

gender) is closely associated with levels of success in subjects such as English at school. 
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Francis and Skelton (2005) assert that many of the proponents of brain difference theory 

to account for boys’ underachievement ‘draw on ‘poor boys’ discourses to make their 

arguments’ and cite the fact that boys’ biological pre-determined lesser abilities to use 

both sides of the brain (Gurian, 2002) render them ‘disadvantaged’ in current teaching 

methods and assessment (p.82). Francis and Skelton (2005) make the point however, 

that social stimuli, parental involvement and experience have also been linked to brain 

development, and that regardless of brain differences, no substantial empirical evidence 

exists to support the notion that brain difference results in gendered patterns in 

educational achievement. 

 

Some common-sense and taken-for-granted notions of gender differences between boys 

and girls can be explained as biological givens; however, Mead (2006) and Martino and 

Rezai-Rashti (2012) assert that the differences within the sexes cannot be accounted for 

adequately in terms of their sexed bodies. The following section of the literature review 

interrogates the body of work available on the achievement of boys in school and with 

literacy from a psychological framework perspective, and identifies explanations that 

move beyond biological factors of blame and look to attitude, motivation, peer group 

cultures, definitions of success, and investment theory to further explain the 

phenomenon. 

 

 

2.6 The Research Literature: Psychological Framework 
 

Section 2.6 reviews the body of research literature available on boys’ achievement in 

literacy and school relating the phenomenon of boys’ underachievement to 

psychological factors (both student centred/individual behaviours and perceptions, and 

behaviours and attitudes seen to be socially or culturally conditioned). 

 

2.6.1 Success as a Psychological Construction 

 

Just what constitutes ‘satisfaction’ and ‘success’ is a controversial notion and one that 

warrants attention in the current research study. Researchers such as Kenway and Willis 
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(1997) note that how success is measured and viewed in school and society can differ 

dramatically from one site to another, and it can have striking lifelong consequences on 

students’ impressions and perceptions of themselves and their academic experience. 

Boys’ perceptions of their relative success or satisfaction with a subject can be 

dependent upon a number of different factors and evaluations. One of the key objectives 

of this study is to ascertain what some of these factors are in order to determine whether 

they correlate with existing theorisations or indicate a need for different frameworks in 

understanding this trend.  

 

Defining student success is complicated by the various components of success and the 

different world views from which it can be interpreted; ‘student success can be 

understood in its simplest form as getting students into and through college to a degree 

or certificate’ (Ewell & Wellman, 2007, p. 1). Student success can be heavily influenced 

by previous schooling background and experiences, socio-economic status, race, as well 

as by current student context, and factors such as teacher quality and pedagogical 

practice (Francis & Skelton, 2005; Hattie, 2003; Kamler & Comber, 2005; Long, 

2009b). Depending on the aspect of student success being considered—such as student 

progress, quality of learning or satisfaction—different measurement tools and 

improvement processes will yield different findings (Ewell & Wellman, 2007). Kuh, 

Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges and Hayek (2006) noted the many definitions of student 

success found in the literature, but stated ‘many consider degree attainment to be the 

definitive measure of student success’ (p. 5). However, this definition is problematic for 

many high schools and students in secondary English who are pursuing a wide range of 

goals, including trades careers, securing full-time work after school in a variety of 

fields, pursuing outside interests and building capacity to socialise and grow to develop 

self-efficacy and confidence. 

 

An examination of young mens’ (post-graduation) accounts, reflections and 

perspectives of their success or failure in subject English using CDA as an analytic 

framework is lacking in the literature. Drawing on this set of empirical data (ie. the 

accounts) and analysing the participants’ responses in terms of existing theoretical and 

conceptual frameworks and dominant ‘explanations’ for boys’ purported 

underachievement in subject English utilising CDA, will potentially add to the literature 

58 



about what constitutes ‘success’ in this specific context for members of this social 

group. 

 

2.6.2 Gendered Constructions of Difference  

 

Biddulph (1997) theorises that males are psychologically conditioned and trained to 

suppress their feelings and that this has serious consequences for most boys in school 

and in subjects such as English. He suggests that boys are not as practised in skills such 

as reading and writing because they are not encouraged to build on these abilities from a 

young age and sometimes equate them with a ‘feminised’ notion of academic prowess 

and gendered construction of ‘maleness’. 

 

Gurian and Henley (2001) assert that boys are disadvantaged in today’s schools because 

many of the activities and learning opportunities (particularly in subjects such as 

English) are not suited to boys’ cognitive abilities and learning styles, and therefore 

psychologically disadvantage them; setting them up for ‘failure’. Pedagogical initiatives 

have followed, employing options from single-sex classes to project-based learning 

activities. However, some argue (see Francis & Skelton, 2005; Mead, 2006) that these 

pedagogical initiatives aimed specifically at boys can, in fact, harm and disadvantage 

boys and misguide progressive notions of educational pedagogy. 

 

For many people, the motivation to read is to learn about the lives of others, particularly 

their emotional lives; Gilbert and Gilbert (1998) argue that for many girls this comes 

naturally, or at least more naturally than to many boys. According some theorists, boys 

are being socialised to suppress and ignore emotions (Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Trist, 

2006; Wolpe, 1988), and for many young men, reading and writing about emotions in 

the English classroom will feel uncomfortable simply because it clashes with their 

attempts to suppress emotions and enact their constructions of a masculine identity 

(Coles & Hall, 2001). These explanations for possible failure in school and literacy 

imply that boys are being psychologically conditioned (in the home, and in the wider 

societal and cultural context) to behave and respond in certain ways that disadvantage 

them in traditional school settings and language arts learning at school. 
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In line with the assertion that boys are not practised in the skills needed to do well in 

school English, Maynard (2002) suggests that most boys do not cope well with vague 

instructions, long explanations and subjective ‘answers’ to problems—often found in 

literacy and English language classrooms at school. It is therefore argued that they are 

distinctly disadvantaged because of this factor. Instead, it is put forward that boys 

require a much more structured approach to learning as they are not ‘practised’ in the art 

of discussing and dissecting texts and their own writing to identify feelings, values and 

personal beliefs (Millard, 1997; Nichols & Cormack, 2009). Clay (2005) suggests that 

schools need to alter their approach to literacy teaching for boys to address the idea that 

boys are not ‘conditioned’ to respond in a positive manner to tasks that are considered 

to challenge dominant versions of masculinity and identity, and demand skills not 

readily recognised as ‘masculine’ by many boys. The ability to write about feelings, 

openly discuss emotions and orally present information on subjective topics (as 

demanded by English curriculum) are skills that are not always practised nor accepted 

by adolescent males (Brozo, 2002; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). Thus, boys can be 

marginalised by classrooms and assessments that prioritise this type of skill set and 

approach disadvantage many boys. 

 

Millard (1997) argues that one of the most powerful influences on boys’ motivation in 

English studies is the peer group and their own constructions of gender and gendered 

behaviours. In environments where the importance of gender classification can be 

overtly stressed, such as schools, it has been theorised that this influences boys’ and 

girls’ motivation to participate and engage in certain activities. Sokal (2002) asserts that 

in English reading and writing activities in school, boys tend to be more gender 

schematic than girls and more susceptible to gender stereotyping when involving 

themselves in activities typically interpreted as ‘feminine’. The peer group and 

conditioned notion of what it means to ‘be a boy’ was found to be important in terms of 

academic engagement and attitude in research undertaken by Collins et al. (2000). They 

theorise that being locked into a narrow peer group, and thus, gender identity is a 

significant psychological disadvantage in terms of educational performance for many 

boys.  
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2.6.3 The Perception and Psychology behind English as a Feminised Domain 

 

Some researchers frame discussion of the ‘feminisation of teaching’ and the fact that 

English is a ‘feminised subject’ in terms that imply that feminism has created an alleged 

shift towards the privileging of female learning styles, assessment practices and modes 

of discipline (Gurian, 2002; Skelton, 1998). This articulation of the ‘feminisation’ of 

subjects such as English in school is a dominant feature in the political landscape of 

gender equity policy reforms and ‘backlash’ debates surrounding boys and girls 

educational outcomes in schooling (Brown & Fletcher, 1995; Buckingham, 1999; 

Martino, Kehler & Weaver-Hightower, 2009). This issue intersects political, socio-

cultural, psychological and institutional conceptual frameworks in the literature. The 

usage of the term ‘feminisation’ related to teaching and curricula can be associated with 

school pedagogy and culture that are seen to favour girls (Francis & Skelton, 2005) and 

a psychological construct and conditions within the school that set girls up for success 

and boys for failure (Browne & Fletcher, 1995). 

 

Smith (2003) argues that the type of literacy tasks currently used in school English 

programs favour girls, are not suited to many male learners, are perceived by some boys 

as highly ‘feminine’ and that schools reinforce these perceptions of English as a 

feminised domain by curriculum, teaching practices and assessment that is more suited 

to the way many girls prefer to learn. Smith (2003) asserts that changes to English 

curriculum (including new literacies, alternate assessment approaches and use of 

technology) would better allow boys to demonstrate the range of skills they possess, 

dismantle psychological barriers that impede success such as perceiving English as a 

‘girls subject’ and thus experience success in school English. Clay (2005) claims that 

pedagogy and teaching practice for all boys requires scrutiny with regard to curriculum, 

variety in approaches to instruction and use of learning materials, if boys are to achieve 

in subject English without fear of reprisal for succeeding in a subject once viewed as 

‘feminine’—a concept supported in the work of Barrs and Pidgeon (2002), Browne and 

Fletcher (1995) and Brozo and Gaskins (2009).  

 

Arguments that subject English has been the cultural and social domain of ‘females’ and 

thus has disadvantaged boys in their literacy learning exist in the body of literature on 
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the phenomenon that many boys do not experience success in English and the language 

arts in school (Martino, 2003; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Snyder, 2008). 

 

Research conducted as part of the Australian Department of Education, Science and 

Training (DEST), Addressing the Educational Needs of Boys—Strategies for Schools 

and Teachers, found that the quality of pedagogies experienced by students was a 

‘significant determinant in the educational experiences of both boys’ and girls’ (Lingard 

et al., 2002, p. 2). The study also concluded that a phenomenon suggested by several 

teachers and students that boys were treated more harshly than girls for behavioural 

issues and classroom disruption could also link back to issues of viewing boys as an 

homogenous group in schooling and of boys’ themselves viewing ‘English’ in a narrow, 

socially constrained context and feminine domain. 

 

Brozo (2002, 2006) argues that there is plenty of evidence to suggest that many teenage 

boys are resistant in school English classrooms and literacy learning because of the 

perceived feminisation of the subject and ‘psychological barrier’ many feel impedes 

success for boys. He suggests that some boys associate doing ‘well’ in English with 

likely recrimination from classmates and a strong male peer group who associate 

traditional literacy with being a ‘nerd’ and as a ‘feminine’ pursuit. Martino (1995) 

found similar issues were present in his work with adolescent boys in the literacy 

classroom. Martino’s (1995) study explained it using male student interview data that 

included the following insight on the feminisation associated with English as a subject: 

“English is more suited to girls because it’s not the way guys think.... Therefore, I don’t 

particularly like this subject. I hope you aren’t offended by this, but most guys who like 

English are faggots” (p. 354). 

 

According to Sanford (2006) English curriculum in schools can also fail to 

acknowledge the distinct literacies that many boys bring to their literacy learning and 

educational experiences. Boys’ selectivity in reading is considered as one important 

issue preventing boys from being viewed as ‘school’ literate (Sanford, 2006) in what is 

still constructed as a highly feminine domain. They use reading strategies that they have 

adopted in school and have morphed them to help make sense of new literacies that 

appeal to them, but this can often be ignored by a feminised curriculum that places 

value on more traditional forms of literacy learning and knowledge that some argue are 

62 



more aligned with female students’ preferred learning styles and aptitude (Barrs & 

Pidgeon, 2002; Paechter, 2000; Newkirk, 2002). 

 

Martino and Kehler (2007) posit that one way to address the perceived feminisation of 

subjects such as English in school is to recruit and train more male teachers. Male 

teachers as role models, particularly in elementary school and in feminised or “soft” 

subjects such as English, they argue, are ‘better equipped to maximize boys’ attention 

and to develop particular relationships with boys to effectively enhance their 

participation in school-based literacy practices’ (p. 409). The authors do argue however 

that it is more productive to challenge the psychology behind culturally and socially 

constructed understandings of masculinity and femininity in school curricula through 

pedagogical reforms rather than seeking out gender-based strategies such as ‘boy-

friendly curriculum’ as these can reinforce taken-for-granted assumptions about how all 

boys learn. 

 

Sokal and Katz (2008) conducted an investigation of effects of recent policy initiatives 

to employ male-only English teachers for boys and increase usage of technology in 

terms of improving boys’ achievement in English. Their findings indicate that male 

reading teachers and use of computer-based books did demonstrate their ability to de-

feminise boys’ views of reading. However, no differential effects were evident on boys’ 

reading achievement or reader self-perceptions between boys taught by males or by 

females, whether or not they used technology in their reading practices. In contrast, their 

report highlighted that underachievement was more likely to occur due to issues such as 

cultural factors, reading role models at home and affective factors rather than a 

biological assumption that males are inherently ‘not suited’ to literacy learning. 

 

 

2.6.4 Student Engagement as a Predictor of Academic Success 

 

There is substantial evidence that engagement in school is important in promoting 

student success and learning and that a number of factors in the school environment 

foster high levels of engagement (Ewell & Wellman, 2006; Francis, 2000; Marzano, 

2003; OECD, 2009). Research suggests that the influence of the educational context on 

engagement is partially mediated by psychological beliefs about competence and 
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control, as well as intersecting with socio-cultural and institutional factors (Connell & 

Wellborn, 1991; PISA, 2009). 

 

Similarly, in Chedzoy and Burden’s (2007) research into what students felt attributed to 

their schooling success, the researchers found that students most often attributed 

personal factors such as confidence, motivation to achieve and a desire to succeed, 

regardless of gender. Similarly, research conducted by Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood, Eccles 

and Wigfield (2002) reported that that children are more likely to demonstrate increased 

engagement for an activity in which they perceive themselves as competent. Jacobs and 

colleagues suspect that the relationship between competence and task involvement and 

engagement may be two-way, in that children also spend more time on tasks they value, 

resulting in ‘greater long-term engagement over time’ (p. 511). 

 

Classroom teaching, pedagogy and learning approaches have also been theorised as 

important factors in student engagement in school, and hence, outcomes and 

experiences of success and/or failure in school (Chedzoy & Burden, 2007; Francis, 

2000; Francis & Skelton, 2005; Frater, 2000; Martino, Kehler & Weaver-Hightower, 

2009). In Chedzoy and Burden’s (2007) study into student perceptions of schooling and 

attributions for their success and failure in learning, their findings suggest that students 

feel that having ‘good’ teachers (teachers who display enthusiasm and develop and 

deliver quality lessons) encouraged engagement and interest in the subject matter and 

topics of study. Their research indicates that students directly associated their own 

engagement and motivation levels with the interest and engagement displayed by their 

teacher/s and that they felt more ‘engaged’ when they perceived their teacher was 

interested not only in the topic being taught but on the student’s understanding and 

enjoyment of the topic through learning opportunities in the classroom. 

 

Gurian and Henley (2001), whose research posits biological explanations for many 

educational issues relating to boys’ achievement, also concede that teacher pedagogy, 

increased use of kinaesthetic learning opportunities and making learning ‘relevant’ are 

important factors in ensuring student engagement in the school environment and 

English classroom. This again highlights the complexity of the issue of the phenomenon 

that many boys’ do not experience success in English at school and need for research to 
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consider a number of different theorisations and factors in accounting for the 

phenomena. 

 

2.6.5 Investment Theory as a Psychological Factor to Explain Student 

Achievement 

Schooling is not an end in itself. It is a future-oriented investment and if 
students don’t see a return for their investment, they may choose to disengage 
or place their energies elsewhere (Long, 2009b). 

 

An important explanation for variances in student levels of achievement and differential 

outcomes available in the research literature relates to ‘investment’ theory. Norton’s 

notion of ‘investment’ (Norton, 2000; Norton Peirce, 1995) complements constructs of 

motivation and engagement in learning theory, and the concept can be extended to 

evaluate the relationship between success and psychological factors (such as attitude, 

motivation and behaviour) with respect to boys in school subject English.  

Whereas learning and achieving good grades may be rewarding intrinsically, they are 

also important to some individuals and social groups in order to achieve highly valued 

educational or professional career goals in the future. Hence, students who are highly 

motivated to achieve in school are probably also highly involved in planning for their 

future educational and professional career (Husman & Lens, 1999). Turning to the 

schooling experience of minority students, future goal-setting acquires special relevance 

as a psychological buffer against more frequent school failure and dropout (Meece & 

Kurtz-Costes, 2001). In general, future goals sustain achievement motivation in the face 

of failure by turning attention away from past or present setbacks to possible 

improvement or progress in the future (Nuttin & Lens, 1985). 

 

Many motivated students also attach more instrumental value to their schoolwork as a 

means of reaching goals in the near and the distant future. In their study of student 

motivation in Flanders, Belgium, Lens and Decruyenaere (1991) categorised high 

school students in high, medium and low motivation subgroups using a questionnaire 

measure of achievement motivation. 

 

Jacobs, Lanza, Osgood, Eccles and Wigfield (2002) showed that children are more 

likely to demonstrate increased value for an activity in which they perceive themselves 
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as competent. Jacobs and colleagues suspect that the relationship between competence 

and task value may be two-way, in that children also spend more time on tasks they 

value, resulting in ‘greater long-term engagement over time’ (p. 511). Similarly, Watt 

(2004) studied the developmental path of older Australian children. Although Watt 

found that boys’ value of English language arts decreased over the course of Years 7 to 

11, she did not find evidence to support gender intensification or gender convergence 

and concluded that gendered perceptions of specific academic domains appear at earlier 

ages, perhaps even before children begin school. Watt suspects that early socialisation 

experiences promote gendered perceptions within children, thus reinforcing the 

argument that some ‘biologically framed’ factors of blame for boys’ success in school 

need to be considered in light of affective and psychological factors such as 

‘investment’ and ‘value’ placed on learning. 

 

Students with higher and lower motivation differed significantly in the instrumentality 

or utility value of ‘doing your best in school’ for success in life in general. Thus, the 

more highly motivated students also attach the highest instrumental value to their 

schoolwork. Similarly, Van Calster, Lens and Nuttin (1987) found that perceived 

instrumentality affects student motivation. Students in Grades 11 and 12 who perceive 

their schoolwork as important for their future (i.e. high instrumentality) are more 

motivated than students who experience education as less important (i.e. low 

instrumentality). Their research with adolescent males in school found that motivation 

was influenced by the perceived usefulness of school tasks to future goals and that this, 

in turn, affected the time students were willing to ‘invest’ (see Norton Peirce, 1995) on 

particular tasks and learning activities. 

 

 

2.6.6 Psychological Factors and Success in School English 

 

Boys have been represented historically as underachieving academically, more inclined 

to be disengaged in the classroom (Foster, 2000; Rowe, 2000), attributing low value to 

school and academic achievement, particularly in subject English (Martino, 2001; 

Noble & Bradford, 2000; West, 1999). Theorisations that link negative attitudes and 

psychological barriers found in male subjects, to limited success in schooling often use 

these blame factors to garner support and promote the underachievement debate. 
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According to Mills (2003), there is still a dominant perception that all boys are 

underperforming at school in relation to all girls; this can be explained via the 

assumption that boys are less motivated and often conditioned to place lower value on 

school success rather than that they are less academically able. Studies into motivation 

and achievement in school (Martin, 2003a; Maynard, 2002) suggest a strong 

relationship between valuing, ‘attitude’ or motivation and success. This theorised 

relationship underpins assumptions that boys do not achieve success in English because 

school, classroom community, subject English, learning and academic success are not 

valued highly (Browne & Fletcher, 1995; Francis, 2000; Martino, 2001; Maynard, 

2002).  

 

Researchers such as Kenway and Willis (1997) note that what counts as success in a 

particular domain (e.g. school English courses), how it is measured, and different values 

attributed to success by different social groups within different social contexts including 

school are consequential for students’ actions and psychological perceptions of 

themselves and their academic experience. High value placed on academic success 

corresponds to high levels of motivation and a positive attitude in terms of achievement, 

and high levels of engagement in school activities. Arnot et al. (1998) argue that 

educational achievement differentials about boys in English are more a consequence of 

their attitude toward, and psychological ‘construct’ of the subject, rather than biological 

and brain differences between the sexes. They theorise boys’ underachievement in the 

subject as an effect of psychological factors and their perception that English is a ‘girls’ 

subject’ (p. 29). Their work suggests that if boys perceive English as feminised 

(resulting in an attitude that achieving in English will make them appear to be less than 

‘masculine’) this affects their academic achievement in the subject. 

 

Research undertaken by Rowe and Rowe (2002) on behalf of the House of 

Representatives Standing Committee on Education and Training shows that boys are 

over-represented in the middle to lower bands of literacy attainment. Their findings also 

link inattentiveness and disengagement with lack of literacy skills among boys in school 

and suggest that boys are more likely to be labelled as ‘disruptive’ and disengaged in 

literacy-based learning activities. Martin (2003a) also found that boys were less 

motivated about schooling in terms of time management, planning for assessment and 
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completing homework, and tended to value school more when they perceived high 

levels of relevance and meaning in classroom tasks and learning activities. His 

qualitative study examined boys’ perceptions of motivated teachers and motivating 

pedagogy; data suggested that girls score significantly higher than boys do in their 

belief in the value of school, learning focus, planning, study management and 

persistence.  

 

In terms of research evidence linking psychological factors such as attitude, motivation 

and investment with success, Blair and Sanford (2003) studied boys in schools in 

Canada and utilised a variety of methods over a period of three years to track boys’ 

attitude to, and investment in their literacy learning. They also concluded that for boys 

to be successful in school, they must have a personal interest in the material and feel 

that their own literacy practices are valued in the educational arena. If this occurs, the 

researchers argue, a ‘positive psychology’ and purposeful attitude leads to increased 

potential to succeed.  

 

Attitude, and the psychologically based constructions and interplay of gender and social 

class that necessarily influence them, were found to have a significant effect on school 

success in research undertaken by Morris (2008) at two high schools in the United 

States. Morris conducted student interviews and observations and collected school 

records and academic data for 18 months in his research into gender and schooling. 

Findings reported that boys’ underachievement and lack of success were directly related 

to attitude—both their own and the attitudes of their peers. Educational behaviour, in 

itself, was noted as a vehicle for the construction of gender, with boys noted as 

participating in behaviour such as portraying a lack of effort in writing tasks, calling 

high-achieving girls ‘nerds’ and identifying with sports figures known for their physical 

toughness (p. 737) in an attempt to not appear to be ‘enjoying or succeeding’ in school 

too much. In this sense, attitude—both social and cultural—is viewed as being 

inextricably linked to notions of success and the enjoyment of success in schooling by 

the boys in the study. 

The following section (2.7) presents a survey of the relevant literature on boys’ 

achievement and literacy learning outcomes and concepts able to be distilled through an 

institutional framework. 
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2.7 The Research Literature: Institutional Framework 
This section reports on the relevant literature relating to boys’ educational outcomes and 

achievement in school and in school English that can be reviewed through an 

institutional framework lens. It outlines the institutional process of responding to the 

reported ‘crisis’ in boys’ education as evident in the  research literature and presents key 

explanations pertaining to institutional factors used to account for boys’ success and 

failure in literacy outcomes and schooling. 

 

 

2.7.1 The Institutional Process of Responding to the Crises 

 

One of the institutional processes whereby changes in discourses of education in general 

and literacy education in particular have been motivated could be referred to as 

responding to crises. Various crises in Australian educational outcomes related to 

English education, literacy, and boys and literacy (see Francis & Skelton, 2005; Martino 

et al., 2009; Snyder, 2008; Wood & Blanton, 2009) have produced significant changes 

in educational discourses of effective curriculum, pedagogy and assessment.  

 

Practice-oriented research studies have found that some boys are underachieving and 

are under-represented in high achievement levels in English (Collins et al., 2000; Jones 

& Myhill, 2004; West, 1999), highlighting a real education and performance gap 

between girls and boys, particularly in language arts and literacy (Bouchard & St-

Amant, 1996; Elwood, 2005; Epstein et al., 1998; Safford, O’Sullivan & Barrs, 2004; 

Younger & Warrington, 2005). Reports such as these, of boys achieving lower than 

expected levels of success in school English have been accounted for in both media and 

research (Maynard, 2002; Mills, 2003; Munns et al., 2006) as an effect of boys’ 

dispositions towards English curricula and failure by educational institutions to 

acknowledge and respond appropriately to the issue. These charges have prompted 

changes and amendments to curriculum and educational policies and practices, 

supported by a vast increase in educational ‘gender-based’ theorising and research 

(Rowe, 2000). Intense media scrutiny on boys’ academic achievement and 

representation in certain areas of the schooling experience (Foster, Kimmel & Skelton, 

2001; Froese-Germain, 2006; Smith, 2003) has sustained a place in the public 
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imagination and perceptions about boys and schooling and ‘explaining’ boys’ purported 

underachievement in English in particular. Therefore this framework is an important 

consideration in reviewing relevant literature on key explanations and factors relating to 

boys’ achievement in school and in subject English. 

 

Since the 1990s, state and national government organisations, advocacy groups, 

educational organisations and media have published and publicised many reports on 

English education and literacy outcomes for Australian students and for male learners in 

particular. These documents review, attribute blame and refocus critical attention on the 

content of literacy curriculum, pedagogy and instructional models, literacy reform and 

educational policy. 

 

2.7.2 Institutional Approaches to Pedagogy to Explain Student Achievement 

 

Pedagogy is a factor that some argue is integral when accounting for particular rates of 

academic attainment in schooling, and particularly literacy learning (Hattie, 2003; 

Mead, 2006; Keddie, 2005). These researchers draw on the concept of ‘productive 

pedagogies’ in theorising on the impact of pedagogy in boys’ educational attainment 

and highlight the importance of supportive classroom practices, connectedness, and 

intellectual engagement in improving educational outcomes for boys. Schools as 

institutions have responded to this theorising by imposing policy and practice reforms 

and thus, institutionalising the dominant notion that teacher quality and pedagogy can 

be specifically targeted at improving outcomes for boys in English (Snyder, 2008). As a 

result, Snyder (2008) asserts that the role of the school in determining and dictating 

educational policy uptake and implementation relating to gender and achievement 

cannot be ignored. 

 

Valorised teaching practices and pedagogical models for the teaching of English to boys 

have also reflected the foregrounding of ‘productive pedagogies’ in educational 

discourse. Reading and writing are now understood as able to be successfully acquired 

and enacted within the context of the social, cultural, political and historical practices to 

which they are integral (New London Group, 1996). Hayes, Mills, Christie and Lingard 

(2006) drew on the work of Darling-Hammond (1998) to put forward the notion that 
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professional learning communities in schools must provide productive pedagogical 

conditions for learners and that these conditions included: 

• curricula of high intellectual quality that nurture, engage and challenge students  

• classroom environments in which learning and intellectual and social 

development and risk taking is supported  

• equity via the recognition, valuing and curriculum and pedagogical design to 

provide for the different learning needs of individual students 

• authentic curricula, pedagogies and assessments wherein knowledge, skills and 

processes are developed via the learning of the practices of relevant 

contextualised application of the targeted curriculum knowledge, skills, 

processes. 

 

Educational discourses underpinning these conditions mark a significant change from 

educational discourses underpinned by theories and definitions that project education as 

an homogenised product primarily for testing, categorising and ‘normalising’ students 

(Boaler, William & Brown, 2000; Britzman, 1998). Yet such a tendency still exists to 

homogenise boys in these discourses and institutional policy and practice relating to this 

theorising (Blair & Sanford, 2003; Francis & Skelton, 2005). 

 

In relation to pedagogical approaches to the teaching of English to boys, Martino (2003) 

asserts that schooling institutions and teachers do have an important role to play in 

promoting less stereotypical conceptions of what it means to be a boy and encouraging 

students to reflect on the limitations and restrictions imposed by these stereotypic views 

through critical studies of texts and productive work in the English and language arts 

classroom. In research addressing the educational needs of boys, Martino and Berrill 

(2003) and Maynard (2002) found that male students identified good pedagogy, 

relevant, intellectually demanding and engaging curriculum, and the capacity of the 

teacher to develop respectful relationships as important factors relevant to student 

outcomes in subject English. The notion that these factors are only relevant to boys, and 

are factors for success in the teaching of English to all boys still pervades some 

institutional/school-wide initiatives and policies relating to the teaching of boys 

(Snyder, 2008). 
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2.7.3 Defining and Distributing Rights Associated with Social Categories—

Teachers and Students 

 

The categorisation of what it means to be a student in a contemporary classroom or 

learning environment has undergone significant change over recent years. The struggle 

to distribute (and redistribute) rights and responsibilities of and for learners has 

prioritised dominant theorising explaining misbehaviour and non-compliance as the 

outcomes of low levels of motivation and engagement, power struggles with teachers 

and conflict in the classroom (Overton & Sullivan, 2008) rather than focusing blame on 

‘poor’ behaviour or being a ‘bad’ student.  

 

Current educational discourse focusing on learner-centred classrooms and teaching 

methods assumes that students should have access to quality educational learning 

opportunities and individualised curriculum designed for lifelong learning. Accordingly, 

the student is understood as having to operate within a complex dichotomy of personal 

responsibility, autonomy, individualism, while at the same time, acting in compliance 

and cooperation with the current schooling models operating in society in order to be 

categorised as a ‘good’ student. Students who are urged through current educational 

discourses to enact their individual rights and become more agentic, dynamic learners in 

the classroom can become a destabilising influence on classroom power relations and 

the ‘rights’ associated with the categories of teacher versus student (Jensen, 2000). This 

student-centred legacy has been a key factor present in some theorising on purported 

high rates of boys involved in school behaviour management interventions and 

disciplinary procedures. Boys are reported to struggle with the notion of agentic and 

assertive behaviour without being categorised as troublesome and dominant in the 

classroom (Keddie & Churchill, 2003; Renold, 2006).  

 

Within schooling institutions, the role of teachers (and the personal, moral, social and 

political definitions and theorising associated with their function) in the learning and 

educational outcomes of students has been a considerable factor in educational policy 

and discourse for many years (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Mortimore, 1999; Shulman, 

1986; Hattie, 2003). Teachers are either blamed or praised for student achievement (and 

behavioural) levels, which in the past, have constituted the strongest indicator of quality 

learning and teaching in the educational arena (Hargreaves, 2003). The external 
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demands and constraints on teachers—globalisation, professionalisation, accountability 

measures, external testing, the call of many experts to teach for understanding and 

social emancipation—are often juxtaposed with teachers’ need for certainty and control, 

the pragmatics of managing difficult and challenging student behaviours, and the 

demands of teaching contexts and roles that are constantly shifting and changing (Bash, 

2005). 

 

In recent times the concept that teacher pedagogy and subject knowledge are important 

for student success has become an important part of the discourse on teacher education 

and development. Teachers require a combination of social and human capital in the 

sense of both intellectual knowledge and interpersonal skill (Fullan, 2001), rather than 

relying solely on mastery of teaching and subject matter. Some argue that this is at the 

core of what makes a ‘good’ teacher, and what influences student success and success 

for boys in school (Hattie, 2003; Long, 2009a; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002).  

 

The quality of pedagogy, the art and science of teaching, is now commonly accepted as 

being essential to learning outcomes and successful teacher–student relationships for 

boys and girls (see Jensen, 2000; NIQTSL, 2004; Ramsay, 2001). Thus, as outlined, the 

institutional processes of distribution and definition in terms of teaching pedagogy and 

teacher roles has moved from discourse centred on viewing students as ‘empty 

receptacles’ waiting to be filled with arbitrary teacher knowledge to a more equitable 

distribution and collaboration between student and teacher during the pedagogic 

process. However, as a result, some argue (Nyland, 2001; Younger & Warrington, 

2005) that this has on the one hand, provided students with the ‘rights’ associated with a 

more equitable institutional assignment of roles and categorisation in schools, but on the 

other hand created a situation whereby students (and boys in particular) can be 

‘labelled’ as misbehaving, defiant and argumentative when attempting to assert these 

rights. The notion of the ‘problem boy’ (Francis & Skelton, 2005) is often linked to this 

institutional focus on shifting the definition and distribution of rights assigned to those 

of teacher and student. 
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2.7.4 Schools as Institutions Constrain and Control Boys in a Negative Manner 

 

Despite recent focus on learner-centred classrooms and a shift towards more fluid 

models of authority in schooling institutions (see Keddie & Churchill, 2003; NIQTSL, 

2003) research by Trent and Slade (2001) found an overwhelmingly negative response 

to the institution of schooling and key educational issues in their interviews with male 

students. Institutionalised conformity, contradictory ideologies and boredom were found 

to be directly responsible for failure and lack of success in school for boys. This is 

reinforced in earlier research findings by Browne and Fletcher (1995), who found that 

boys were over-represented in behaviour-management programs in schools, and that 

their misbehaviour and violence in school was often a response to perceived lack of 

fairness, unreasonable demands in terms of conformity and abuse of power. In their 

research into boys’ outcomes at a Catholic boys’ school in Queensland, Keddie and 

Churchill (2003) also assert that these are issues central to understanding why many 

boys are seen to take up disruptive behaviour and ‘ways of being male’ that are viewed 

in a negative manner by teachers and schools. 

 

Overton and Sullivan (2008) assert that schools can be seen as sources of uneven power 

relations between different social orders and that some boys can struggle to assert 

themselves in an ‘appropriate’ manner when they feel threatened by uneven power 

relations in the form of teachers and school authority figures. In Martino and Pallotta-

Chiarolli’s (2005) work based on interviews and surveys with adolescent boys, they 

found that for boys surveyed across all school sectors there was a rejection of 

impositional and authoritarian hierarchical power structures. This is captured in the 

following boy’s response reported in their work:  

We supposedly have a say in what the school does but they don’t listen and 
they don’t care...I am against the power that the school holds (Martino & 
Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005, p.32). 

Thus the struggles some boys have in terms of conformity at school are also present as 

an important explanation or factor in their success and failure in the research literature. 

Some argue that the basic problem is that schools continue to praise diversity but have 

become culturally homogeneous and can victimise boys (Bleach, 1998; Martino, 

Kehler, Weaver-Hightower, 2009). The imposition of hierarchical power can be linked 

to increased student misbehaviour and rebellion in boys, increased anti-authoritarian 
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‘performances of masculinity’ (Connell, 1989; Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005) and 

also lower academic performance and achievement in school (Ludowyke & Scanlon, 

1997).  

 

2.7.5 Educational Curriculum as an Explanation in Boys’ Underachievement  

Disengagement and lack of success may be due as much to unresponsive 
curricular and instructional practices as to students’ inherent lack of 
motivation or laziness (Wood & Blanton, 2009, p. 175). 

 

In Trent and Slade’s (2001) study into boys’ declining rates of achievement, curriculum 

is considered by many of the boys interviewed as a determining factor in their 

achievement and success in subject English and school. Trent and Slade state ‘the boys 

see themselves stuck with an unsuitable learning environment that they cannot change, 

largely because it is constituted by teachers and a system which is unresponsive to their 

perceived needs … they identify the curriculum as irrelevant and unchallenging’ (p. 59). 

The researchers discuss their findings in relation to the effect that curriculum can clearly 

have on student success. They indicate that in terms of boys’ views about the 

curriculum, boys say that they learn better and enjoy more success when they are ‘doing 

things’; ‘interesting’, ‘hands-on’ things (p. 48) and that ‘boys generally see themselves 

as able to do well under the right conditions’ and curriculum context. 

 

Although some research findings indicate that developing a separate curriculum aimed 

at ensuring boys’ success in English is a proven strategy for academic improvement 

(Alloway & Gilbert, 1997; Clay, 2005; Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998), other findings suggest 

that success is linked more to curriculum delivery and quality of learning experiences, 

and that viewing any students as an homogenous group is short-sighted and potentially 

perilous (Martino, 2001; Snyder, 2008). 

 

Trent and Slade (2001) suggest that curricula and pedagogy are critical factors in 

students’ educational experiences and potential success in schooling. In Trent and 

Slade’s 2001 study into declining rates of achievement and retention of boys in school, 

a survey of over 100 male students found that they are influenced by the perceived 

relevance and interest of educational curricula; teaching quality and learning 

environment were also named as important factors in boys’ success in English and 
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literacy. Millard (1997) had similar findings as a result of her research study into boys 

and school curriculum, particularly in English. Her study found that curriculum 

influenced the potential success of many boys in school and asserts that schools as 

instructions need to acknowledge the important role they can play in facilitating and 

delivering high quality curriculum for boys. 

 

In Martino’s (2001) study into boys and reading, he used a number of interviews and 

surveys with boys to investigate the effect of curriculum materials, choice in reading 

matter and student preferences on adolescent involvement in reading and literacy-based 

tasks. Martino also investigated how versions and regimes of masculinity affect boys’ 

literacy practices; the findings suggested that poor quality curriculum and ‘traditional’ 

approaches to reading and writing tasks in school can strongly influence boys’ 

experiences in English. He suggests that schools as institutions can play an important 

role in recontextualising and challenging hegemonic masculinities and gender 

stereotyping and providing an environment suitable for boys and girls to achieve in 

subject English.  

 

More recently, analysis of the phenomenon that many boys do not achieve success in 

literacy learning and English has led to arguments that school curricula and literacy 

curriculum in particular need to be examined much more carefully (Snyder, 2008; 

Younger & Warrington, 2005). Empirical studies into links between school success for 

boys and curriculum have attempted to determine the extent of this relationship and 

have uncovered some important evidence to inform previous work that relied heavily on 

theoretically oriented gender arguments and practice-oriented debates. Moje (2006) 

undertook research in adolescent engagement in literacy learning and found that youth 

who were disconnected from their learning were not experiencing success in English 

due, in part, to unresponsive curricular and instructional practices. The research findings 

from Moje suggest that curriculum plays an important role in the success and outcomes 

of adolescent learners and that, when students’ everyday literacy practices are not 

sanctioned or valued in English curriculum in schooling institutions, success is more 

unlikely. Smith and Wilhelm (2002) support this assertion. Their research into the 

literacy practices of teenage boys in the United States generated from interviews and 

classroom observations over an extended period reinforces the need for institutional 
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policy and curricula to connect with the everyday multi-literacy practices of youth in 

order to achieve greater success for boys in school. 

 

 

2.8 Interrogating the Phenomenon Described as Boys’ Lack of 

Success in Subject English – the Case for Student Interview Data 
 

While much research has focused on boys underachieving and under-representation in 

subject English (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Kimmel, 2000; Maynard, 2002) boys’ own 

perspectives on their achievement, satisfaction and experience of the subject are 

markedly absent from the debates on boys education. Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli 

(2005) argue that “young people’s lives at school get framed and circumscribed with 

minimal engagement and consultation with the young people themselves” (p.172), again 

strengthening the case for student perspectives on their own achievement and 

experiences of success and or failure in schooling. Martino and Pallotta-Chiarolli (2005) 

also argue that research focusing on utilising student voice and perspective can ‘provide 

an insight into students’ feelings of power, powerlessness and resistance’ (p.5) in 

schools and thus, draw researchers and educators’ attention to issues of importance to 

young people in the schooling system. 

 

Weaver-Hightower (2003) suggests that a lack of connection between theory and 

practice exists in boys’ education research and encourages the notion of teacher-

researchers and school-based action research involving boys themselves to support 

current theorisations on the phenomenon that many boys are failing or disengaging from 

senior English studies and school in general. Authorising students’ perspectives and 

consulting students so they are made to feel a part of school reform and change is 

arguably integral to successful literacy reform and improvements in student outcomes. 

Brozo (2006) conducted interviews with adolescent learners in his 2003–2004 study 

into literacy reform and found that ‘students need to be acknowledged and embraced as 

active members of the school community’ and ‘feel invested in their own learning’ 

(p.417) if literacy innovations and change are to be successful. He contends further that 

factors including school culture, teacher expectations and investment of students, rather 
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than gender per se, are important when analysing success or failure in schooling 

environments. 

 

Although reports of the reluctance of some boys to engage fully in the current English 

curriculum are commonplace in public media and also present in research findings 

(Brozo, 2006; Maynard, 2002; Munns et al., 2006), it is significant that in recent times 

boys’ perspectives on literacy and English have not been gathered, analysed or reported 

systematically. Student reactions, perspectives and constructions of success and failure 

in school are necessary understandings for researchers and policymakers involved in 

accounting for some boys’ apparent lack of achievement in English and literacy. 

 

It is many years since Shell, Murphy and Bruning (1989) analysed the achievement of 

boys based on focused research on student perceptions of achievement and outcome 

expectancies in subject English (particularly areas such as writing and reading). Their 

questionnaire and survey findings indicated that students who were high achievers had 

substantially different beliefs about themselves and their abilities than students who 

were low achieving. They found that these beliefs were not as easily categorised as 

being about gender and being a ‘boy’ as such but were much more indicative of factors 

such as past performance, male role models, self-efficacy and motivation.  

 

These factors are also discussed as being highly important in the work of Pajares 

(1996), Skelton (2001) and Froese-Germain (2006). The conclusions drawn from such 

studies question theories citing the negative effect that ‘stereotypes’ and generalisations 

of gendered performance in English can have on students in the classroom. Pajares 

(1996) conducted a study into school-related self-efficacy and found that conditions in 

the classroom such as teaching delivery and content were more important factors in 

achievement and success in school than gender. Students in the study were found to 

achieve higher scores and academic grades if their levels of self-efficacy were high.  

 

The link between self-efficacy and academic success rather than gender-based 

theorising is supported in work by Weaver-Hightower (2003) and represented in his 

assertion that ‘curriculum, pedagogy, structures and research programs need to avoid 

“girls then, boys now” arguments’ (p. 489) and distance themselves from making 

generalisations on gender differences in the classroom by acknowledging the many 
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complex factors involved in student learning, achievement and success. He stresses the 

need to focus research on students’ perspectives and allowing student input into 

curricula decision making and choice in order to see improvement on a broad scale. 

 

Nichols and Cormack (2009) conducted a recent research study to generate data about 

out-of-school experiences and links to student achievement in school. The classic social 

research mixed-methods of surveying and interviewing were used to generate and 

analyse data. All students in each teacher’s home class (including girls in co-educational 

schools) were surveyed regarding their preferred activities and opinions on the 

relationship between out-of-school activities and interests and connectivity to the 

English curriculum in school. Individual and focus group discussions were conducted 

by a male research assistant exploring boys’ perceptions and experiences of literacy 

both in and out of school. Individual interviews were conducted with boys deemed by 

their teachers to be ‘of concern’ whereas the focus group interviews included any 

volunteer boys (in some schools most of the boys in the class volunteered). The findings 

revealed that the wider social and cultural context was an important factor in 

determining in-school success and motivation. School was described as a place of 

containment, both physically and mentally. This feeling of containment was associated 

with a desire for greater space and more free time. A related theme was that of choice. 

Boys expressed a preference for their having more control over what they read, wrote, 

made, watched and did, and the ability to choose what projects they embarked on and 

how they went about them. Students in general did not insist on the desirability of 

absolute freedom but, broadly, the more say they had in what they did in class, the 

better they felt about being there and the more confident they were that they would 

experience success. 

 

Greater sociability in class was considered desirable by many boys. Many boys said 

they preferred group work and those lessons that arose out of, or resulted in, class 

debates and discussions. Some made suggestions regarding features of class 

organisation that could facilitate interaction such as freedom to move about. Finally, 

some boys clearly identified outside school literacy contexts and activities they engaged 

in, including gaming, cooking and sports, and expressed strong views on the need for 

school learning to be relevant and applicable in their lives outside school if they were to 

engage and actively succeed in the school curriculum. 
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Students’ views and perceptions were studied in recent research undertaken by Groves 

and Welsh (2007). Their study sought to foreground student ‘voice’ and examine 

student views of their learning and schooling experience through focus group interviews 

and discussion forums. Their findings support the notion that students’ views offer 

‘accurate insights into how they feel, what they want and what they need in terms of 

learning and schooling’ (p. 1) and provide some insight into success, relationships and 

subject choice.  

 

Again, their work foregrounds the importance of valuing students’ perspectives when 

investigating school achievement: their findings offer insight into the influence that past 

educational experience, teaching delivery, peer relationships and curricula have on 

student achievement. The study foregrounded the perspectives and opinions of school-

aged boys in terms of how they viewed their own learning and achievement. Findings 

suggested that boys themselves constructed academic success in terms of motivation 

and self-esteem and not necessarily gender. Findings from research conducted by Cook-

Sather (2002) and Brozo (2006) reinforce this argument. Cook-Sather found that 

inviting students into a meaningful dialogue about their achievement and what they felt 

to be important in their learning led to improved outcomes for reform initiatives and 

increased motivation from the learners themselves. It is within these bodies of work and 

research approaches utilising student ‘input’ that the present study is situated, as it seeks 

to further contribute to ‘meaningful dialogue’ and ‘improved outcomes’ for boys in 

school and in subject English. 

 

Martino et al. (2005) undertook research based, in part, on collecting data on the 

perceptions and opinions of boys in the English classroom, and argue strongly that 

‘modifying pedagogical practices … on the basis of treating boys as simply a 

homogenous group’ (p. 2) is a significant danger and warn against this kind of focus in 

educational reform and teaching strategies. Younger and Warrington (2005) also 

utilised research methods aimed at eliciting boys’ own perceptions and opinions in a 

recent study into single-sex classes and academic achievement. They argue the 

interviews and questionnaire responses offer some powerful insights into gendered 

perceptions of learning and boys’ own views of themselves as learners. The research 

findings argue the case that policymakers need to engage more centrally with diversity 
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and heterogeneity of gender constructions and focus research on gaining insight into 

student perspectives. 

 

The following section (2.9) summarises the key points, explanations and factors of 

blame identified in the literature review pertaining to dominant theories and accounts of 

boys’ underachievement and lack of success in literacy and school English, and situates 

the present study in relation to key frameworks and discourses present in the literature. 

 

2.9 Summary of the Body of Literature on the Phenomenon That 

Many Boys’ Do Not Experience Success in School English – Boys and 

School, Boys and English, and Boys and Literacy Learning. 
 

Slavin (1994) argues that there is as much difference between genders as within them 

and observes that ‘the most important thing to keep in mind...is that no responsible 

researcher has ever claimed that any male-female differences on any measure of 

intellectual ability are large compared to the amount of variability within each sex’ (p. 

130). Francis and Skelton (2005) support this notion in their theorising that achievement 

is overwhelmingly influenced by socio-cultural factors rather than single determinants 

such as gender in schools. Alloway and Gilbert (1997) suggest that student progress 

cannot be generalised in terms of gender, and Teese (2000) asserts that social and 

cultural capital always need to be taken into consideration because gendered patterns of 

student participation and performance are aggravated or moderated by socio-economic 

status and home life. 

 

Home life, parental involvement and, in particular, the absence of male role models is a 

factor that arises regularly within the literature on boys’ underachievement, and it 

assumes the stance that boys’ needs within both school and the broader society are 

different from those of girls. West (2001) analyses the problem of an imbalance of male 

and female teachers, which potentially disadvantages boys by giving messages that 

‘only women teach’ and ‘only women read’. His paper further outlines studies that have 

been conducted in Australia showing that boys value male teachers as role models to 

lead them through the difficulties of the classroom. Factors such as the current lack of 

strong male literacy role models (Barrs & Pidgeon, 1993; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; 
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West, 1999) and boys’ behaviour and peer groups (Connell, 2006; Millard, 1997; 

Myhill, 1999) have also been put forward as potential explanations of boys’ apparent 

success or failure in literacy and English studies. These positions take the issue of role 

models out of purely socialisation discourses and into the more contentious area of 

gendered heredity. 

 

Some authors have theorised that schools as institutions, and teachers in the classroom 

have been guilty of gender stereotyping, and that low expectations of boys’ behaviour 

and academic effectiveness contribute to the levels of boys’ underachievement (Smith, 

2003). Jones and Myhill (2004) argue that the identity of the underachiever has become 

synonymous with the stereotypical identity of boys. What is interesting is the authors’ 

concern that such teacher expectations are not based on a belief in boys’ innate 

academic inability, but more on a belief in boys’ innate inclination to misbehave often 

due to boredom despite their being quite bright. Theoretical considerations that take into 

account the interplay of gender and identity reinforce the importance of viewing the 

apparent underachievement of boys within a range of intersecting contexts and 

conceptual frameworks – including psychological, socio-cultural and institutional. 

 

A dominant theory put forward by Martino, Kehler and Weaver-Hightower (2009) 

asserts that building teacher knowledge on how to successfully teach boys whilst 

avoiding the urge to ‘normalise’ and ‘homogenise’ boys is necessary in order to 

promote improved educational experiences for boys in schools. Francis (2000) suggests 

that the discourse of boys’ underachievement often ignores the vastly important factors 

of social class and race as well as internal schooling factors such as teaching quality and 

pedagogy. Teacher attention and time given to students (along with the quality of 

classroom teaching materials and delivery are also suggested as significant factors in 

overall student success and/or failure in school by Groves and Welsh (2007) and Dillon 

(1989). 

 

Alloway and Gilbert (1997) posit that many boys have literacy skills that are not 

recognised in mainstream schooling and classrooms, and that these skills are 

‘potentially powerful and useful in communication technologies of the future’ (p. 54). 

This argument is reinforced by theories that suggest that school curriculum and older 

modes of technology and school-based measures of literacy and subject English 
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attainment are in part to ‘blame’ for gendered difference in some literacy achievement 

rankings (Collins et al., 2000; Frater, 2000; Slade, 2002). Recent research has asserted 

the need for reorganisation and revision of literacy programs and curricula in schools 

(Alloway, 2007; National Literacy Trust, 2012; Wood & Blanton, 2009).   

 

Rather than focusing just on boys, and what teachers or researchers argue are ‘boy-

friendly’ tasks or materials, it has been argued (Kehler & Martino, 2007; Sanford, 2006; 

Snyder, 2008) that more emphasis needs to be placed on the preconceptions, stereotypes 

and pre-theorisations that have placed many boys in the position of ‘underachieving’ in 

the first place. Arnot et al. (1998) support this argument against determinist ‘gender-

driven’ perceptions of subject English when they state that student perceptions of the 

subject and how they should perform in the subject are sometimes influenced by 

cultural expectations and early childhood experiences in terms of exposure to literacy 

experiences. West (1999) has gone further, arguing that ‘too often boys’ problems are 

seen as innate, or based in biology’ (p. 12) and calling for research to move beyond this 

theorising and embrace a more multidimensional approach to tackling the issue.  

 

Consistent with this view, the findings from a research study conducted by Martino 

(2001) recommended consideration of ‘the broader socio-cultural political context 

(when we talk about gender issues in schools)’ and warned that ‘attempting to cater for 

so called ‘boys’ learning styles and “masculinising” the school (or curriculum) can be 

very counter-productive because it is only likely to reinforce negative stereotypes’ (p. 

7). Martino and Kehler (2006) explored the problem of viewing boys’ apparent 

underachievement in terms of gender and biological difference in  research into male 

teachers’ constructions of gender in an Australian school. Their research found that 

teachers often took on ‘recuperative masculinity’ approaches, which in turn, 

discouraged some boys to move beyond culturally dominant views of masculinity and 

reinforced common-sense assumptions of boys as a homogenous group of learners.  

 

Collins et al. (2000) conducted a study into factors affecting the educational 

performance of both males and females in school utilising a range of statistical data and 

interviews with educational stakeholders and experts. Their findings indicate that 

differences in performance and achievement need to be examined ‘according to both 

differences between and within gender groups’ (p. 2). Variables found to be important 
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factors in determining student achievement or underachievement included 

socioeconomic situation, parental educational background, indigeneity, geographic 

location—urban or rural—and cultural background. 

 

These findings are supported by more recent research undertaken by Hawley and 

Reichert (2010), who assert that, although some measures aimed at supporting boys’ 

achievement in schools are effective, treating boys as a homogenous group and boys’ 

underachievement as simply a gender issue is not conducive to thoughtful public debate. 

They also point out that it is very often a dangerous method of investigating academic 

achievement in school. The researchers go on to suggest that gender differences may be 

the result of socialisation and cultural and geographic influences and that these can be 

negatively reinforced in some schooling environments. Similarly, in 2004–2005, the 

University of Western Sydney in Australia (Munns et al., 2006) studied boys from 

Indigenous, low socio-economic, rural and isolated backgrounds regarding research into 

motivation, engagement and socio-academic outcomes. They suggest that there is no 

cohesive sense of ‘boyhood’ and that focusing on ‘boys’ as a single category conceals 

more than it reveals. Their findings highlight the argument that academic success in 

school and in subjects such as English needs take into account various conceptual 

frameworks and explanations encompassing socio-cultural, psychological, institutional 

and political factors whilst acknowledging that all these frameworks have a ‘gender’ 

dimension which can be filtered through these different lenses. 

 

Engagement in traditional literacy learning is described by Brozo and Gaskins (2009) as 

a ‘particularly potent variable ... in the academic lives of boys’ (p. 171). They go on to 

reinforce the importance of English curriculum connecting with the everyday literacies 

of boys and for research to ‘foreground’ the perspectives of boys themselves in order to 

achieve more positive rates of success for boys in school. Given this argument, this 

study, (in seeking narrative data from young men themselves on their learning 

experiences and stories of success and/or failure in school) seeks to address the relevant 

question of how boys account for their success and/or failure in literacy learning at 

school. This study also identifies and critically analyses some of the explanations for 

learning and academic outcomes produced in the young mens’ accounts. 

 

84 



2.9.1 Key Reasons to Explain Boys’ Reported Underachievement in Literacy 

Learning at School 

 

From the survey of relevant literature on the phenomenon that many boys do not 

experience success at school and in subject English, several key reasons and accounts 

emerge from intersecting and inter-related conceptual and theoretical frameworks. 

 

The dominant theories and accounts present in the literature survey are: 

• Current constructions of masculinity and ‘being a boy’ often do not include 

literacy and English as ‘male’ activities (Brozo et al., 2007; Frater, 1998; 

Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005; Younger & Warrington, 2005). 

• The gender and biological differences that exist between males and females 

require specific gender strategies in education (Biddulph, 1997; Clay, 2005; 

Gurian & Henley, 2001). 

• Boys have preferred learning styles that do not suit traditional literacy learning, 

and thus require different pedagogical strategies in the teaching of English 

(Brozo, 2006; Moje, 2006; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). 

• Boys are often less motivated and place lower value on school success than girls 

(Martin, 2003a; Maynard, 2002; Smith, 2003). 

• English curriculum and learning materials are not ‘suited’ to boys—who are not 

as practiced in the skills and abilities currently valued in English classrooms 

(Coles & Hall, 2001; Kenway & Willis, 1997; Millard, 1997; Trist, 2006). 

• Boys have less natural aptitude for subjects such as English (Gurian & Stevens, 

2007; Moss, 2007; Noble & Bradford, 2000). 

• Literacy in school needs to be redefined in order to meet the needs of learners in 

the twenty-first century (Browne & Fletcher, 1995; Sanford, 2006; Martino & 

Berrill, 2003; Sanford, 2006; Wood & Blanton, 2009). 
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2.9.2 Key Re-theorisations and Transformed Discourses on the Educational 

Achievement of Boys in School and Boys in English 

 

The alternate theories and explanations that ‘transform’ some of the dominant 

discourses identified in the research literature relating to boys’ reported 

underachievement or lack of success in subject English and school are: 

• Not all boys are ‘failing’ and underachieving in schools (Arnot & Miles, 2005; 

Gable et al., 2000; Weaver-Hightower, 2003). 

• Socialisation and cultural factors strongly influence students’ attitudes to 

schooling and literacy learning (Alloway, 2007; Epstein et al., 1998; Francis & 

Skelton, 2005; Hoff-Sommers, 2000). 

• In-school factors (such as peer groups, teaching pedagogy, school gender 

policies and assessment practices) influence boys’ achievement in English 

(Browne, 1995; Groves & Welsh, 2007; Lingard & Ladwig, 2001; Mills et al., 

2004; Newkirk, 2002). 

• Out-of-school factors (such as family environment, socioeconomic status and 

indigeneity) influence boys’ achievement in English (Mead, 2006; Mills et al., 

2004; Nichols & Cormack, 2009; Steffler & Critten, 2008). 

• Hegemonic masculinities, stereotyping and gendered identities in school and 

society influence boys’ achievement in school and English (Connell, 2006, 

Francis, 2000; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Skelton, 2001). 

 

The following section (2.10) outlines how the present study is situated in relation to the 

body of literature reviewed in this chapter and identifies the relevant questions and 

significant issues that the present study seeks to address. 

 

2.10 Situating the Present Study Within the Body of Research 

Literature 
 

A principle finding in this review of the literature is that there are two key institutional 

processes operating within which educational discourses and notably discourses of 

boys’ literacy learning, boys in English and English curriculum are situated. The 

intersection of the discourses results in a struggle perpetuated in public debate and 
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played out in institutional settings. These struggles comprise the institutional processes 

of distribution and definition: 

1. The struggle to distribute (and redistribute) rights and responsibilities of teachers 

and learners, in particular, as well as other stakeholders, including parents, 

community members, mass media. The predicates of the social categories—

teacher, good teacher and bad teacher, student, good student and bad student—

are continually defined and redefined as part of this struggle for precedence 

(dominance) among various educational discourses. 

2. The struggle to define has different foci in different disciplines. In the case of 

English education under discussion here, the focus for many years has been and 

continues to be on the definition of what it is to be literate, what literacy 

curricula should include, how they can best ‘cater’ to boys, what the objectives 

of English curriculum should be, appropriate and effective pedagogy for 

teaching and learning in the discipline of English for both boys and girls 

(distribution), and what and how knowledge, skills and processes associated 

with being a literate and literary person should be assessed to possibly 

recontextualise and redefine (definition) notions of success and what it means to 

experience ‘success’ in senior English at school. 

 

Questions remain concerning the factors affecting boys’ success and failure in school 

English, and further exploration and research is needed (Buckingham, 1999; Hall, 2006; 

Smith & Wilhelm, 2002) so that new understandings on the issue and phenomena can 

be productively extended into policy and practice. The present study investigates 

accounts produced by young men themselves on experiences in senior English. 

However it also interrogates how their definitions of success and literacy, and discursive 

positioning in relation to being a male in English and in school are both constituted by 

and constitutive of situation, societal and institutional determinants. 

 

Although much of the research literature and theorising on the purported 

underachievement of boys in English since the 1980s has problematised and questioned 

hegemonic masculinities and dominant notions of how boys learn, what boys like, and 

what boys need in literacy learning - public debate, discussion and policy is still reliant 

on dominant assumptions about relationships between masculine attributes, masculinity 

and academic success (Browne & Fletcher, 1995; Epstein et al., 1998; Teese, 2000; 

87 



Trist, 2006). These accounts need to be interrogated further by including the 

perspectives and views from boys themselves and analyse these in a systematic and 

rigorous manner. The present study aims to provide this dimension from a robust 

evidence base and thus contribute to this field of study, producing warrantable findings 

through CDA analysis of the narrative data. 

 

A broader definition of not only underachievement in the subject of English but also 

achievement and ‘success’ are required, as is the focused re-examination of issues 

relating to social, economic, cultural and political factors of blame in the ‘boys in 

English’ debate. Discussion also needs to move forward from rhetoric focused on 

notions of gender bias or expectation, biological differences and the need to modify 

pedagogical practices and curriculum in subject English based solely on theorising and 

notions of boys’ supposed orientations to learning and achievement. Questions still 

remain as to how boys themselves experience English curriculum and literacy learning 

and what reasons they give for their success and failure in subject English. This study 

also addresses these concerns through its close and critical analysis of student interview 

talk as data for new discoveries and discourse on educational outcomes for boys in 

English. The juxtaposition of the young mens’ views with the salient frames and 

explanations found in prior research also provokes a reassessment of school-based 

practices. 

 

With more critical data and findings on the apparently intractable problem that many 

boys do not experience success in school subject English, a more informed approach to 

the implementation of gender-reform strategies can then take place that seeks to address 

underachievement in all its many guises and address the problems of definition and 

distribution in educational contexts and discourse. 

 

An examination and CDA of the transcript data from in-depth interviews with young 

men who have recently completed their studies provides a new ‘window’ into the 

problem, which has, in the past, relied heavily on data from other interest groups such 

as educational institutions, teaching professionals, researchers and parents (Horne, 

2000; Kehler & Martino, 2007; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002) or students within the school 

system (Keddie & Churchill, 2003; Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005) rather than 

those recently graduated from senior English studies at school. 
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The literature highlights the need for critical analysis of boys’ own accounts of success 

and/or failure in subject English. This study is innovative and ‘novel’ in that it draws on 

narrative data from young men themselves (who have recently completed senior studies 

in English) in examining and accounting for the phenomenon that many boys do not 

experience success in senior English and literacy at school. This process-generated data 

and warrantable findings drawn from CDA offer a more detailed examination and 

understanding of how stories and ‘accounts’ of success and failure in subject English at 

senior level are formulated, and what discourses they operate within and are constrained 

and construed by, therefore adding to the body of research available on this issue and 

the methods of analysis available to interrogate narrative data. 

 

2.11 Conclusion 
 

This chapter presented a survey of the literature and outlined the major orientations in 

the theoretical and empirical research relevant to the topic of male learning and 

achievement in literacy and English at school. The chapter detailed the dominant 

discourses and significant explanations that operate and are used to socially construct an 

‘underachieving boys’ debate. It also presented key challenges to the dominant 

discourses and claims of boys’ underachievement that exist among theorists and 

practitioners. The literature review chapter presented findings categorised into five key 

conceptual frameworks and distilled work from empirical studies on topics including 

gender equity in schools, gender and achievement in English, and underachievement 

and lack of success in schooling into these non-discrete frameworks for analysis and 

interrogation. It presented both ‘common-sense’ assumptions and salient reasons 

circulating in terms of accounting for male success or failure in English as well as 

‘alternate’ theories on the issue. 

 

The following chapter provides a discussion on the theoretical framework and 

methodology informing the research study. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 

 

The corpus of research demonstrates the inadequacy of employing the binary 
category of gender to explain differences in school achievement when learning 
outcomes can be shown to be more deeply embedded in a web of individual, 
socio-cultural, and historical understandings about what it means to learn at 
school, and what it means to be literate in twenty-first century, post-industrial, 
globalising communities (Alloway, 2007, p. 591). 

 

3.1 Introduction 
 

The previous chapter provided an overview of contemporary research on boys and 

English curriculum, and school success and failure that form the theoretical and 

empirical background to the substantive topic under consideration in this project. This 

chapter details the theoretical framework and methodological approach for the 

investigation in this project. This study analyses boys’ own accounts of failure and 

success in subject English at senior secondary level. The themes distilled from the 

review of the literature offer a basis for the formulating of research questions asked of 

the participants during the research interviews. Key findings from the review of 

literature are that the dominant public and educational discourses pertaining to boys’ 

achievement in English reflect the following: 

• Boys’ lack of success in school subject English has been predominantly 

theorised in terms of gender and the influence of factors such as poverty, 

ethnicity and rurality have been minimised. 

• School English curricula are critiqued as ‘feminised’ and strategies 

recommended to improve boys’ levels of achievement have routinely been 

characterised as strategies designed to ameliorate the detrimental effects of 

feminised educational structures and practices.  

• Since not all boys are failing in school, subject English and literacy learning, 

further research is required to identify the influence of factors other than gender 

to explain the phenomenon.  

 

Uncritical theoretical perspectives encourage talk produced by interview participants 

regarding what happened to them or reasons for lack of success in a particular school 
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subject or context to be heard uncritically as objective truths. An alternative approach, 

from a critical perspective, views interview talk as accounts that culturally and 

institutionally constitute discursive subjectivities. This study adopts a critical 

perspective in the analysis of interview talk whereby young men who have recently 

completed senior secondary school are invited to account for their level of academic 

success in subject English at senior level. The accounts analysed are extended narratives 

containing small stories told by two research participants, and although the interview 

participants themselves are not actively encouraged to present a ‘critical’ account for 

their success and/or failure in senior English and literacy learning, their accounts are 

treated in a critical manner in the research approach and methods for analysis. Note that 

the context of the study, selection of research participants and use of specific data sets 

produced by the participants is discussed in Chapter 4, which outlines the project’s 

research design. 

 

The accounts of success or failure in senior English are shaped by the intersubjective 

context research subject—research interviewer and are treated as ‘accounts’ rather than 

objective truths. The rationale for the selective analytic focus on narratives embedded 

within participants’ responses (to researcher’s questions) only is explicated in Section 

3.2. Briefly, the decision to focus on participant responses rather than the interaction 

and dialectal relationship between interviewer and interviewee is supported by a 

‘critical’ approach to analysis, and is informed by three assumptions: 

• People have a ‘natural impulse to tell stories about past and personal 

experiences’ (Schram, 2006, p. 104), and to ‘select and assemble experiences 

and events so they contribute collectively to the intended point of the story’ for a 

specific social purpose and audience (Mishler 1999). 

• Stories told for the purpose of accounting for something document the practical 

reasoning of the storyteller in the social context in which they are used, rather 

than documenting ‘real reasons’ or objective truths. They are neither factual, 

objective texts nor transparent windows onto the self of the teller that can be 

‘taken simply and interpreted solely for what has been said and told’ (Bamberg 

2007, p. 167). 

• Enabling and encouraging storytelling in interviews provides for expanded 

rationalisation on the part of the teller (Riessman, 1993) and reduces the need 
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for the analyst to fill in the gaps and/or to theorise, thereby mitigating 

misinterpretation (Baker & Johnson, 1998). 

 

The chapter begins with an outline of the critical, theoretical perspectives from which 

the participants’ accounts are analysed. The theoretical perspectives explicated are 

critical social theories (Bourdieu, 1986, 1991) and discourse theories (Fairclough, 

1999b; Gee, 1991, Henriques, Hollway, Urwin, Venn and Walkerdine, 1984) that guide 

this project. These theories provide a baseline for the critical examination of the 

‘common-sense’ assumptions (identified in Chapter 2) that underlie and legitimise:  

• the participants’ accounts of reasons for their success or failure in subject 

English 

• current theories of boys’ achievement in subject English and the suitability of 

English curricula for male secondary school students.  

 

Within this introductory section, Section 3.1.1 provides a brief overview of the 

theoretical frameworks and positions this qualitative study of personal accounts of 

success and failure in school subject English as critical social research. The theories 

glossed by the term ‘constructivist epistemology’ and its relevant application in this 

study, and the treatment of interview data as narrative are explicated in Section 3.1.2. 

Section 3.1.3 outlines discourse theory and CDA. 

 

Section 3.2 provides a discussion on discourse theory, Fairclough’s (1989, 1992a, 

2001a) theory of the social world and discourse, critical social discourse, and schoolboy 

subcultures. In Section 3.3, discourse in narratives and the theoretical assumptions 

underpinning the analyses of narrative data using CDA in the research project are 

explicated. The concept of ‘small stories’ (Georgakopoulou, 2006) is explained and is 

further elaborated in terms of its use as a research tool in analysis in Section 3.5. The 

application of small story theory is highlighted in Section 3.3 because the data for this 

project, according to this perspective, are collections of small stories embedded within 

research interviewee answers to questions.  

 

Section 3.4 provides a survey of CDA and Fairclough’s theories, and provides an 

overview of empirical research that utilises a CDA model and framework to conduct 

research into educational phenomena and issues. This section highlights previous 
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studies that exemplify the theories, methodologies and practices employed in this study, 

in order to illuminate the approach taken in the present study. Section 3.5 outlines 

Fairclough’s analytical model and procedures, and discusses educational research that 

has made use of Fairclough’s model of discourse analysis and produced empirical data 

for CDA that informs the methods and approach in the present study. Section 3.6 

presents a brief summary argument for using CDA to address the research questions. 

This section discusses the applicability of CDA in addressing the research questions and 

issues in the research project and concludes with a discussion of dissident research.  

 

3.1.1 Overview of the Theoretical Frameworks for the Study 

3.1.1.1 Critical Discourse Theory and Critical Social Research 

 

Critical social research is oriented to interpreting change in social structures that reward 

some social categories and social groups and deny others access to social goods and 

services. The important first step in gaining insights into the processes of change is 

having an accurate understanding of the structures and the methods whereby these 

structures are reproduced and maintained. It is now well established that discursive and 

practice constraints are a very powerful force in the reproduction and maintenance of 

social structures. Social life is constituted by networks of social practices, each of which 

consists of various elements including discourse, material activities, institutional rituals, 

social relations, beliefs and values (Fairclough, 1992a, 1995). Each part of the network 

is articulated via dialectical relationships, such that each element internalises all others 

without being reducible to them and each element has its own distinctive logic and 

generative power (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 2002; Harvey, 1989). 

 

The underlying assumption of this study is that there is a reflexive relationship between 

actual success and failure and the theories underpinning attributions of blame and 

explanations of cause and effect in personal accounts of success and failure. 

 

CDA is employed as a method to analyse the shorter, incomplete or small stories 

produced in the interview exchange, as well as the extended, longer narratives produced 

by participants in the course of semi-structured interviews. Based on the theory that 

individuals select, organise, connect and evaluate experiences within a particular 

context, this study analyses how participants’ accounts are constructed using narrative 
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codes, textual structures and devices, and conceptual devices such as social discourses 

to achieve specific meaning, motivate a desired response, or justify, exonerate or place 

blame in this interview and topical context.  

 

The perspective on the constitution of narratives adopted here is summarised by the 

following attributes: 

• Personal narratives are long or short, topically specific stories organised around 

characters, setting, and plot.  

• Answers to questions, explanations or statements become recognisable as stories 

because of common narrative components and structures that could, at times, be 

identified, namely, orientation, complication, resolution and, optionally, a coda 

(Labov, 1982). 

• In conversational and interview contexts, stories may be only a sentence long, 

may appear as ‘incomplete’ in terms of identifiable canonical structure, and may 

be discrete responses to single questions or connected across the sequence of 

questions.  

 

3.1.1.2 The Research Questions 

 

Consistent with both the purpose and the methods of the study (detailed in Chapter 4), 

answers to the first research question in this project, ‘How do young men who have 

recently completed a senior secondary school English course account for their success 

and/or failure?’ are sought via analysis of stories produced by the participants in 

responses to semi-structured interview questions and prompts. The stories embedded 

within answers to interview questions are analysed using critical textual and discourse 

analyses focusing on the textual devices and social discourses used by the storytellers to 

construct implicit and explicit justifications or reasons for success or failure in senior 

English.  

 

In the context of this research project, the aim is to discover which social discourses are 

used to account for success/failure in school subject English, and to construct 

representations of such things as being a non-academic boy in upper secondary school; 

English curriculum, teachers and teaching; school success and/or failure. Rather than 

report the participants’ accounts that may be presented in the form of reasons, 
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explanations, anecdotes and longer stories as prima facie evidence in determining the 

‘real’ causes of success and/or failure in school subject English, these accounts are 

viewed as representations shaped by discourses that are produced within the interview at 

this point in time. In this sense, the research questions and accounts produced in the 

exchange are viewed as ‘vehicles for meaning making’ because the discursive practice 

of storytelling and producing accounts both constitutes and is constituted by social 

practice and social discourse. 

 

Findings from the analyses of the interview data will respond to the first research 

question here reformulated as the critical question, ‘What common-sense 

understandings and social discourses are evident in young mens’ definitions of school 

success and failure in subject English at senior secondary level?’ 

 

The important next step in critical social analysis is to identify the reflexivity evident in 

social members’ accounts of their lived experience of social life and social analysts’ 

accounts of the social systems that produce lived experience. Reflexivity in this sense is 

guided by a view that there exists a circular relationship between cause and effect, and 

language is both constituted by and constitutive of social context and social systems.  

 

Further critical analyses of the alignment between (i) the social discourses used to 

construct personal stories, justifications and reasons for lack of success in school 

English and (ii) the educational and gender discourses found in theories of boys and 

school achievement, whereby they constitute themselves as an academic success or 

failure, provide answers to the second research question, ‘How do dominant discourses 

of adolescent boys’ failure in subject English at senior secondary level operate in the 

young mens’ accounts and/or how are they transformed or recontextualised in order to 

account for success or failure in senior English at school?’ 

 

3.1.2 Research that Informs the Treatment of Interview Talk as Narrative and 

Stories for This Project  

 

This section presents a discussion on how decisions on the analysis of interview talk as 

stories were made in the present study. It presents a number of research projects 
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whereby the methodological elements utilised to examine narrative accounts of 

experience inform the present study. 

 

The methods used to produce findings in Labov’s (1982) study of the narratives of 

inner-city violence inform this project. Labov’s study showed that answers to questions 

in the course of a research interview that sought opinions and reasons substantiated with 

experiential evidence were routinely formulated as stories. Labov’s research also 

recognised common structures and components within the dialogic exchanges that were 

identified as elements of the narrative canon and therefore could be analysed either as 

discrete responses to questions or as stories of personal experience. A number of studies 

have built on Labov’s foundational study. 

 

Attanucci (1991) studied teacher–parent relationships and found that stories and 

extended narratives derived from interviews focused on examining primary experiences 

were able to be interpreted and evaluated on a number of different levels. She makes use 

of Labov’s (1982) structural categories to identify stories within the narratives produced 

in research interviews, and narratives are then available for analysis as structures of 

speech (form) as well as meaningful expressions of experience (content). Attanucci 

identified large tracts of talk that could be identified as narrative, and utilised stories as 

the primary source of data. Data are analysed making use of Labovian narrative 

structural category identification, a thematic content analysis and identification of 

narrative devices used in the ‘telling’ of the story. This multilevel analytical approach to 

stories informs the current study.  

 

Henderson (2005) also utilised research interviews in her study into the social and 

discursive construction of itinerant farm workers’ children as literacy learners. 

Interviews were treated as narratives and presented as a way by which participants 

could structure and explain their experiences in a familiar practice (i.e. storytelling). Her 

study draws on CDA and post-structuralist theories and uses Fairclough’s models on 

textual analysis to examine the social and discursive constructions of itinerant farm 

workers and their children within the sociocultural context of the school, discourse 

worlds of education, schooling and literacy and social categorisation and order within 

the wider community. Henderson’s approach informs the current study in its treatment 

of interview talk as narratives, its focus on Fairclough’s text-interaction-context model 
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for CDA, and its case study approach in the research design. Drawing on Fairclough’s 

(1989, 2003a) text-interaction-context model, the study used CDA to conduct textual 

and social analyses of interview transcripts and found that teachers’ narratives about 

itinerant farm workers’ children were predominantly formed based on taken-for-granted 

assumptions, dominant discourses on education and literacy, and societal or institutional 

discourses on itinerancy. In this manner, the study treated narrative data by drawing on 

Fairclough’s notion of the social world and discourse theory, and builds critical 

awareness of the role of discourse and language in the social world and social practice.  

 

Mishler’s (1999) findings that narrators selectively emplot events in their lives in a 

variety of ways to achieve practical and intersubjective purposes further informs the 

present study. Large sections of talk and interview exchanges and extended accounts of 

lives that developed over the course of interviews were analysed by Mishler in his 1999 

study of a group of artists. Mishler’s approach is distinguished by the following 

features, which are also employed in the present study: presentation of and reliance on 

detailed transcripts of interview excerpts, attention to the structural features of 

discourse, and a comparative approach to interpreting similarities and differences 

among participants’ life stories.  

 

Riessman’s (2000) study of stigma and issues related to infertility among Indian women 

found that her study of personal accounts became a study of extended narratives. This 

study showed that analysis of narratives required a redefinition of what counts as a 

narrative. Riessman found that analysis of participants’ personal stories was complex 

and that, although most were temporally organised, they were often fragmented, could 

be considered as ‘incomplete’ in terms of typical canonical structure, often spanned a 

number of social settings and involved different characters and contexts. Further, she 

found that in telling ‘their stories’, interview informants did not ‘reveal’ an essential self 

but rather represented or ‘performed’ a preferred self for the purposes of constructing an 

account of their actions and to construct an intersubjectivity that would render their 

representation understandable and reasonable to their audience. This concept informs 

the present study and methods used to address the research questions and issues raised 

by them. It reinforces the notion that stories are contestable, open to alteration and 

revision, and that ways of speaking are invoked for a situated activity, and assembled 

for a particular purpose. This approach again aligns with the theoretical underpinning of 
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the present study that understands the ‘subject’ as being both constituted and 

constitutive, and that language use and subject positions are mediated by available 

discourses in social practice. 

 

Riessman (2000) described the actions of one participant (Gita) as carefully positioning 

the audience and various characters in the discursive construction of the story in which 

she constructed herself for the narrative. Riessman analysed story scenes in relation to 

one another, to show how narrators position characters, self and audience via the 

selective use of grammatical resources and discursively invoked moral norms. She 

showed that identities for situated interaction and narrative purposes were constituted 

through such representational/performative discursive actions. This notion that subjects 

produce texts that are motivated accounts, deployed in the reproduction or 

transformation of dominant discourses in the social world is one that informs the 

examination of interview text and narratives produced in the present study. 

 

The constructivist stance adopted in this study is outlined in the following section. It 

aligns with the strand of narrative analysis (see Section 3.3 below) that specifies 

constructs such as reality, truth, knowledge and understanding as intersubjective 

constructions, constituted via the selective use of structural, grammatical, rhetorical and 

conceptual resources (including social discourses and categorisations). 

 

3.1.3 Constructivist Epistemology 

 

The project adopts a constructivist epistemology that ‘looks for culturally derived and 

historically situated interpretations of the social life-world’ (Crotty, 1998, p. 23) within 

social members’ contextualised actions, interactions and accounts of their actions. A 

constructivist approach to meaning making assumes that meaning is not ‘discovered’ 

but that it is constructed and constrained by co-participants in interactions. Davidson 

and Tolich (1999) label questions of how certain things are ‘known’ and what counts as 

legitimate knowledge of those things as ‘questions of epistemology’ (p. 23). The 

legitimacy of research participants’ responses to questions and prompts in a research 

interview does not depend on the objective ‘truth’ of their representations of 

experiences, people, events or issues but rather in their sense and relevance for the 

purpose of the interview and topic (i.e. intersubjective and practical purpose).  
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From this perspective, answers to questions, anecdotes, and inclusions of references to 

people and events are selected in response to the question recipient’s perceptions of 

what the question is asking them or, indeed, charging them with or inviting them to 

account for. In this sense only, their talk, the narratives of past experience and smaller 

embedded stories that are built up during the interview and the representations are co-

constructed. They are constructed for an audience whose existence reflexively 

influences the narrative itself.  

 

A key concept for a constructivist view of knowledge is that knowledge is not what 

individuals believe, but rather ideas or versions that are understandable within specific 

stable or occasional social groups and discursive communities. It is assumed that 

people’s ideas are ultimately given meaning by their social context, and that within 

social practice and the social world, subjects take up positions, but their choice in 

positionality is constituted by discourses available to them. The goal of research 

underpinned by this rationale and premise is to understand the meanings people give to 

their versions of what happened and why it happened. This premise informs the 

research approach, methods and data analysis in the present study. This view of the 

social world recognises the instrumental role played by organisations and social 

structures such as educational institutions in the definition, selection, construction and 

distribution of measures of success or failure. 

 

The following section outlines theories of discourse adopted within this project.  

 

3.2 Discourse Theory 
 

This section explicates discourse theory and the operation of dominant social discourses 

in maintaining disrupting and resisting existing relations of power among social groups. 

It explicates how discourse works within social practices and how utilising a critical 

lens with which to examine this enables researchers to question and uncover how 

discourses are employed, not necessarily intentionally, to maintain or disrupt existing 

relations of dominance and marginalisation in the social world. 
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3.2.1 Critical Social and Discourse Theories and Schoolboy Subcultures 

 

Critical social and discourse theories, particularly those influenced by ‘post-modern’ 

views (Harvey, 1989), conceptualise the individual consciousness as ‘produced rather 

than as the source of ideas’. From these perspectives, the social world is ‘constituted not 

constitutive’ (Henriques et al., 1984, p. 9). The definitions of ‘subjectivity’ and ‘subject’ 

that are adopted in this project are those provided by Henriques and others (1984). 

‘Subjectivity’ refers to ‘individuality and self-awareness—the condition of being a 

subject’. ‘Subjects’ are defined as neither unitary nor normative but as ‘dynamic and 

multiple, always positioned in relation to particular discourses and practices and 

produced by these’ (Henriques et al., 1984, p. 3). 

 

Social ‘reality’ is also not considered unitary, normative or determinant in any way. A 

clear difference is conceptualised between ‘real’ and ‘representational’ in terms of the 

social world. From these theoretical perspectives, ‘significations’, theories, practices, 

ideologies, patterns of language, language itself, concepts of knowledge, representations 

of the individual and the social world, institutions and culturally defined value systems, 

are all productive rather than reflective. According to Henriques et al. (1984), 

‘significations are produced and lived in everyday practices and social relations’ and 

‘subjects are constituted and located as part of these same practices’ (p. 98). Discursive 

practices, such as those that are recognisable as ‘being a schoolboy’ (Gilbert & Gilbert, 

1998; Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2003) and ‘being a good student’ (Henriques et al., 

1984) are invoked by the actions of the social subjects rather than reflective of some 

objective ‘reality’. Situated productions of a particular subjectivity are viewed as 

motivated in that they are produced for a social context and/or interaction (e.g. the 

school classroom or research interview). The ‘real’ has not been ‘thrown out’, nor taken 

to be ‘determined by discourse’; however, the theory has ‘attempted radically to 

deconstruct the notion of causal determination itself’ (Henriques et al., 1984, p. 100). In 

the context of this study, the area of interest, male students who underachieve in subject 

English, is regarded as ‘a production to be specified, rather than as pregiven objects of 

the human sciences’ (Henriques et al., 1984, p. 100). 

 

‘Common-sense’ assumptions about boys and achievement in English are, from this 

perspective, understood as historically and culturally located, constructed and 
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reconstructed. In the research study, common sense is treated as a state of being, 

responding and producing in the social world that is formulated from assumptions and 

expectations that control both the actions of members of society, and their interpretation 

of the actions of others. These ‘common-sense’ understandings or assumptions are, 

according to Fairclough (2001a), ‘implicit, backgrounded, taken-for-granted, not things 

that people are consciously aware of, rarely explicitly formulated or examined or 

questioned’ (p. 64). ‘Common sense’ is therefore defined and constituted by discourses 

that are also socio-historical constructions and, in turn, taken-for-granted assumptions 

and expectable phenomena in the social world. The theory of discourse adopted here is 

that discourses are both constituted by the situated actions of social members and 

constitutive of them as a member of a particular social category. For instance, by 

enacting the social category ‘schoolboy in subject English’, the individual constitutes 

and is constituted by the dominant (i.e. common-sense) discourses pertaining to that 

social category. The social subject, ‘schoolboy in subject English’, is viewed as a 

‘production’ that is recognisable and meaningful because of the discourse and the 

systems of representation and identity they invoke (Hall, 1997; Foucault, 2001; Norton, 

2010). 

 

It should be noted that critical social theories and discourse theories are not viewed as 

deterministic (i.e. replacing the determinism of the hereditary or normative socialisation 

with a discursive determinism). Discourse, from the point of view of the present study 

(and CDA) is perceived as a form of social action. The concept of multiple 

subjectivities, and multiple, intersecting and sometimes contradictory discourses 

enables this theoretical perspective to account for change through the responsive 

reconstruction of social discourses and the subject positions within them and to avoid 

any notion that social discourses mechanically reproduce social order (Hollway, 1984, 

2001). 

 

Institutional discourses, such as those of the school, family and gender, make particular 

subject positions available to students and constitute them as members of particular 

groups and subgroups (e.g. good student, bad student, academic boy, non-academic 

boy). The consequences of orienting to membership of particular institutionally 

legitimised subjectivities provides access to particular social goods (such as school 

success) whereas failure to successfully adopt the institutionally legitimate subject 
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positions along with their associated systems of values, beliefs and practices results in 

academic ‘failure’. 

 

The notion of selective construction of culture- and institution-specific subjectivities is 

important for this study because it provides a theory and a cogent explanation for the 

existence of particular selective constructions of ‘common-sense’ assumptions among 

members of subcultures occupied by male senior secondary English students. Although 

they may operate on the same set of presuppositions (about, for instance, the appropriate 

subjectivity of the male student, being a literate person, being male, English curriculum, 

success and failure in school), members of a particular subculture of male senior 

secondary English students construct different interlocking patterns of ‘common-sense’ 

assumptions derived from the range of discourses within which they operate, such that 

they are produced, regulated and constructed differentially as a classroom success or 

failure. 

 

In this sense, discourse theory addresses the ‘how’ questions: how specific realities and 

perspectives, accounts and narratives on education, learning and success or failure in 

academic achievement have come into being; how they are reproduced and 

recontextualised through the discourse of schooling and education; and how language 

figures ‘as an element in social processes’ and action (Fairclough, 2001a, p. 229). 

 

3.2.2 Fairclough’s Theory of the Social World and Discourse 

 

Fairclough’s (1989) theory of the social world offered a starting point for thinking about 

how the social world works and for contemplating how such theory might inform an 

analysis of particular social practices such as literacy learning and success in schooling 

in the current study. This theory perceives the link between text and society as 

mediated. Because the way we understand the world, ourselves and our relations to 

other people is at the core of our identity, it follows not only that our knowledge about 

the social world is socially constructed, but also that discursive acts contribute to the 

construction of the social world (including knowledge, discourses, identities and social 

relations) and thus all need to be investigated to address questions such as how 

definitions and accounts of success and failure are constructed and constrained by the 

social context in which people cooperate and exist. 
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Fairclough (1989, 1991a, 1992a) initially identified his approach to a study of language 

in society as ‘critical language study’ and reviewed a range of approaches, including 

linguistics, sociolinguistics, pragmatics, cognitive psychology, artificial intelligence, 

conversation analysis and discourse analysis. He then argued that, although all of these 

disciplines had something to offer language study, they also presented limitations for a 

critical perspective. In attempting to overcome these restrictions, Fairclough (1989, p. 

10) identified his approach, not as just another method of language study, but as ‘an 

alternative orientation’ and ‘a social theory of discourse’ (Fairclough, 1992a, p. 92) 

from which to conceptualise and undertake CDA in social research. Therefore, 

discourses are agents of inclusion and exclusion in Fairclough’s approach to the critical 

study of language, and by categorising individuals in specific discourse worlds and 

categories, discourses exert unprecedented power over individuals’ comportment and 

relationship to themselves (Foucault, 2001). 

 

In Fairclough’s work, he employs the term ‘discourse’ to refer to the complete process 

of social interaction. Text is merely one dimension of this process, because he considers 

three interrelated elements for discourse, namely, text, interaction and social context. In 

addition to text itself, the process of social interaction involves the process of text 

production and text interpretation. 

 

Chouliaraki and Fairclough’s (1999b) theory of the relationship between social order, 

social structure and language is based on the assumption that individuals and groups 

(such as adolescent school students) use language to achieve a variety of social purposes 

and considers the relationship between everyday social practices (social events) and 

society (social structures). In understanding social life as comprising networks of social 

practices, they use the term ‘social practice’ ambiguously, referring to both an instance 

of a social interaction that occurs in a particular place and time and a way of acting that 

has become relatively permanent or habitual. In this sense, James Gee’s explanation on 

how discourse operates within society on different levels works with this theory. Gee 

asserts that discourse operates within social practice, daily interaction and language in 

action, and as part of membership of a social group in terms of social practice. Gee 

(1999, 2010) refers to Discourse (with a capital letter ‘D’) when discussing the 

combination of language with other social practices (behaviour, values, ways of 
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thinking, clothes, food, customs, perspectives) within a specific group, and discourse 

(with a small letter ‘d’) when discussing language in use in everyday practice and 

exchange, to explain more adequately the ambiguity that can occur when interrogating 

language and discourse in social order, categorisation and structure. 

 

3.2.3 Defining Discourse 

 

Discourses are hegemonic sense-making processes. They are ideological, defensive and 

politically aware modes of ordering that seek social instrumentality by privileging their 

position, excluding alternatives, and mediating or compelling subjectivity. They seek to 

establish ‘signification’ that marginalises contesting discourses and establishes what 

counts as real (Mulcahy, 2001). 

 

The term discourse refers to ‘language use conceived as social practice’ (Fairclough, 

1993, p. 138). Fairclough refers to it as a ‘way of signifying experience from a 

particular perspective’ (p. 138) and points out how questions of text figure (in relation 

to other moments) in how people represent the world, including themselves and their 

productive activities. Different discourses are different ways of ‘representing’ 

associated with different positions (Fairclough, 2000, p. 170). Discourses are textually 

mediated and enable and constrain how particular social groups function in any setting. 

Key concepts in discourse theory (explained in this section) include:  

1. Discourses are shaped and mediated by representations of the social world. 

2. Discourse is bounded by ways of acting, interacting, valuing, believing and 

feeling. 

3. Discourses are evidenced via characteristic (socially and culturally formed, but 

historically changing) ways of talking about people, events and things. 

 

Discourses are representational resources, that is, conceptual systems whereby 

descriptions of objects and events become meaningful (Foucault, 1977, 2001). 

According to Foucault, physical things and actions exist but they only take on meaning 

and become objects of knowledge within discourse. Meaning is organised through 

discourse associations. Discourses control what can be known so that, in a particular 

place and at a particular time (i.e. within the specific spatial and temporal contexts 

surrounding a given activity), what is ‘say-able’, ‘do-able’ or ‘think-able’ is subject to 
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the social discourses that have been established as the dialectic (operational logic or 

rationality) for that event. 

 

Consistent with this perspective, discourses are theorised as ‘practices that 

systematically form the objects of which they speak … (they) are not about objects; 

they do not identify objects, they constitute them and in the practice of doing so conceal 

their own invention’ (Foucault, 1977, p. 49). In educational contexts, the expected 

public identities include, for example, ‘teacher’, ‘good teacher’, ‘bad teacher’, 

‘disciplinarian’, ‘good student’, ‘bad student’, which are made possible (constituted) by 

dominant discourses of schooling.  

 

Discourse, as perceived by Fairclough, is concerned not only with language in use, but 

also with the pervasive and often imperceptible sets of values, beliefs and ideas that are 

present and constrained by, and constructed by, social circumstance. A discursive event 

is an ‘instance of language use, analysed as text, discursive practice, social practice’ 

(Fairclough, 1993, p. 138). Thus, the term discursive event refers to text, discursive 

practice (production and interpretation of the text) and social practice (including 

situational, institutional and societal practice). Kress (1989) agrees with the perspective 

that language is inherently a social phenomenon. However, he goes further in his views 

that not only individuals but also institutions and social groupings have specific 

meanings and values that are expressed in language in systematic ways, supporting the 

theorisations made by Fairclough. 

 

Finally, according to discourse theory, individuals’ access to social goods and status are 

enabled and constrained by their occupancy within or ability to invoke and enact 

particular dominant or non-dominant social and/or institutional discourses (Gee, 1996). 

This ability provides access to the social group and level of social status and power it 

holds. For instance, demonstrating alignment with dominant social discourses about 

boys and education positions the speaker within the dominant social group for whom 

these understandings are established. As Fairclough (2001a) states, ‘language is a part 

of society; linguistic phenomena are social phenomena of a special sort, and social 

phenomena are (in part) linguistic phenomena’ (p. 19). 
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CDA sees the relationship between language and society as dialectical. Fairclough 

(1999a, 2001a) argues that the nature of social practices is due partly to the structures of 

society- (the long-term background conditions for social life) and partly to the social 

events through which people live their lives- (the individual, immediate happenings and 

occasions of social life). Social practices are not only shaped, constrained and 

maintained by the ‘relative permanencies’ of social structures (2001a, p. 22), but they 

are also practices of production—with ‘particular people in particular relationships 

using particular resources’ (p. 23)—and therefore can play a part in the transformation 

of social structures. Fairclough (1995) contends that there is a dialectic relationship 

between reality and language, so that discourse is both a product and a producer of 

reality. Thus, Fairclough sees language as not only socially constitutive but also socially 

shaped, and that discourse constitutes social language, actions, behaviour, values, 

identity and knowledge. This view aligns with the theoretical underpinning of the 

present study, which contends that the relationship between language and society is 

two-way: on the one hand, language is influenced by society; on the other hand, society 

is shaped by language (Halliday, 1994). Within this perspective, constructions of 

success and failure in school, for instance, are theorised as active, interactive and 

reactive practices that always occur within social situations and cultural contexts. 

Discourses can be appropriated to identify as a member, or a way of ‘being’, an 

adolescent male student in Mr. X’s class with its associated activities and ways with 

words, deeds and things (Gee, 1999). Discourses can also be utilised and enacted upon 

to fit in with a particular male social group or dominant notion of ‘maleness’ or what it 

means to ‘be a boy’ in school; in this sense, an individual can adopt the discourse of that 

group in order to fit in or to gain social status within that discursive community.  

 

3.2.4 Critical Social Theory and Critical Awareness of Discourse 

 

Critical social theory thus views discourse as being dynamic, usable and flexible, with 

‘no discrete boundaries because people are always, in history, creating new Discourses, 

changing old ones, and contesting and pushing the boundaries of Discourses’ (Gee, 

1999, p. 21). 

Critical awareness of discourse includes: 

an awareness of how discourse figures within social practices, an awareness 
that any knowledge of a domain of social life is constituted as one discourse 
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from among a number of co-existing or conceivable discourses, that different 
discourses are associated with different perspectives on the domain concerned 
and different interests, and an awareness of how discourses can work 
ideologically in social relations of power (Fairclough, 1999b, p. 74).  

Developing an understanding of how discourse works within social practices and 

utilising a critical lens with which to examine this enables researchers to question and 

examine how discourses are employed in social activities and how they are produced in 

the social world. In the case of this research project, it provides a framework for 

analysing the accounts provided by participants in research interviews and the 

discourses operating within those accounts that operate and are employed to either 

maintain or disrupt existing relations of dominance, hegemony or marginalisation in 

their social worlds. 

 

This section has explicated discourse theories and methods for using a critical research 

approach to study discourse and language production. The following section discusses 

discourses in narratives and small stories in conversational interview narratives, both 

significant concepts in the research design, methods and data analysis.  

 

3.3 Discourse in Narratives: Analysis of Narratives and Small 

Stories Using CDA 
 

With narrative, people strive to configure space and time, deploy cohesive 
devices, reveal identity of actors and relatedness of actions across scenes. 
They create themes, plots, and drama. In so doing, narrators make sense of 
themselves, social situations, and history. (Bamberg & McCabe, 1998, p. iii) 

 

3.3.1 ‘Narrative’ in Social Research 

 

The ‘narrative turn’ in social research (Bamberg, 2007; Clandinin, 2007) has resulted in 

a field of narrative studies that is neither ‘coherent nor homogenous’ (p. 2). The more 

formal origins of narrative can be traced back to Aristotle’s Poetics. However, from a 

more recent historical perspective, narratology, the theory and analysis of narrative, has 

its beginnings in Saussurean linguistic and semiological models, Prague structuralism 

and Russian formalism (Herman, 1993; Sommer, 2004). The classical period of 

narratology is characterised by the narratologists of the 1960s, namely, Barthes, 
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Bremond, Greimas and Todorov, who tended to study the narrative rather than the 

narrating, and the story structure rather than the interactional discourse. 

 

Rabinow and Sullivan (1979) characterise the focus of the narrative turn as one of 

‘human commitment, subjectivity, and intention’ (p. 12). They describe this 

‘interpretive turn’ and growth in narrative analysis as having the following 

characteristics:  

1. a focus on human agency as opposed to determinism 

2. a theme of human complexity and variety as opposed to simplicity 

3. an emphasis on the role of context and world in human activity and especially in 

the human interpretation of such activity. 

 

3.3.2 Defining Narrative 

 

Different perspectives on narratives make different analytical methods relevant to this 

study. In social history and anthropology, narrative can refer to an entire life story, 

woven from the threads of interviews, observation and documents (Brockmier & Harre, 

1997), whereas in sociolinguistics and other fields, the term narrative also describes 

brief, topically specific small stories (Bamberg, 2007) and, for example, Labovian 

narratives in answer to a single interview question (Riessman, 1993). Personal interview 

narratives can be located in data by identifying short or long sections of talk that are 

generated over the course of single or multiple interviews. 

 

3.3.2.1 Labovian Sociolinguistic Theories and Analysis  

 

In the late 1960s, a sociolinguistic approach to the study of narrative began with Labov 

and Waletzky’s (1967/1997) analysis of the generic structure of oral personal narratives. 

The analytic method was twofold: to identify the internal structure of oral narratives and 

to relate formal linguistic properties to their functions. Labov and Waletzky showed that 

these analyses could be used to study not only fictional written literary narrative but 

also naturally occurring oral narratives of personal experience. Thus, Labov and 

Waletzky’s work extended the scope of narrative studies from fictional stories to 

everyday people’s personal experiences as a legitimate object of inquiry. Labov’s 

(1972, 1982) structural categories present one method to organise the analyses of 
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narratives. Labov defined a ‘fully formed’ narrative as an entity comprising six common 

elements: an abstract (summary of the substance of the narrative), orientation (time, 

place, situation, participants), complicating action (sequence of events), evaluation 

(significance and meaning of the action, attitude of the narrator), resolution (what 

finally happened) and coda (returning the perspective to the present).  

 

Labov and Waletzky also attempted to relate formal structural properties of narrative to 

their social functions, and they identified two basic functions of narrative: referential 

and evaluative. The referential function is a means of recapitulating experience in the 

same order as the occurrence of the original events. The evaluative function is to 

communicate to the audience the meaning of the narrative by establishing some point of 

personal involvement (Cortazzi, 1993, p. 44). Thus, narrative has a point, tellability or 

something worth telling. It became evident that narratives are highly spontaneous and at 

the same time highly organised texts (De Fina, 2003, p. 6). Narrative invites and 

promotes people’s involvement and participation in telling their lived experiences 

(Langellier, 1989). Yet, at the same time, these spontaneous narrative texts prove to be 

highly organised.  

 

The epistemological stance underpinning this study recognises research participants as 

agentive constructors of meaning formulated in a range of forms. Preferred forms 

include narrative, which is viewed as a resource used to achieve specific meaning that, 

in turn, achieves practical, social and intersubjective purposes. Each telling and retelling 

of a story, and each participant’s interpretation of the story, is a novel reconstruction of 

events in time and space. This study bases its concept of narrative on the understanding 

that language is a discursive practice, and that subjects take up positions based on the 

language resources available to them and in line with their own meaning-making 

processes. 

 

Meaning made in and of stories told in interactions is affected when the canonical 

structural elements of stories—orientation, complication, elaboration, resolution, coda 

(Labov & Waletsky, 1967)—is disrupted or reversed. It is also affected when the story 

is compiled of non-temporally sequenced fragments, or developed as part of responses 

to interview questions and prompts within interviews. In this research study, the 

narrative structures and canonical elements of stories produced in interviews are 
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identified and analysed in terms of their ‘contents’ and ‘subjects’ (Fairclough, 2001a), 

but treated as separate small stories for analysis rather than in terms of their 

interactional and collaborative components or elements. 

 

Narratives are conceptualised as texts requiring analytic examination (Bell, 1995, 1997; 

Schegloff, 1997) rather than as rhetorical structures. This perspective is based on the 

notion that social interaction and storytelling in particular provide platforms for social 

practices including contextual identity representation and intersubjective accounting. 

Atkinson and Delamont (2006) critique the perspective that ‘celebrates’ narratives and 

treats them ‘in an uncritical and unanalyzed fashion’ in which ‘informants’ voices 

“speak for themselves”’ (p. 166). According to Bamberg (2007), ‘when we study 

narrative, we are neither accessing speakers’ past experiences nor their reflections on 

their past experiences […] Rather we study talk’ (p. 171), that is, social context within 

and for which the stories are relevantly produced for some contextualised social and 

intersubjective purpose. This perspective on narrative is adopted in this current project.  

 

In the interests of discovering what the actions of research subjects mean and the 

meaning they ascribe, albeit retrospectively, to those actions (here, the term actions 

includes constructing talk-in-interaction), narrative analysts variously attend to the 

following elements to invoke conceptual frameworks for ‘hearing’ and meaning making 

that are in the form of shared social and cultural understandings (discourses):  

• the intersubjective context in which the stories are told 

• the social and cultural purposes of situated storytellings 

• the ways in which a story is constructed 

• how the speaker has employed narrative and textual codes and conventions. 

 

In this study, the influence of the context of research interview in which participants use 

statements and brief anecdotes to relate experiences, opinions, stances and accounts of 

success and failure in the school context is acknowledged. The interactional context for 

their talk is a semi-structured interview developed as a conversation between the 

interviewer and the interviewee, with the narrativising of experience within that context 

understood to be a result of deliberate meaning making and discursive choices by the 

subject. 
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Conversational narrative first became a subject of analysis in the late 1960s (Labov & 

Waletzky, 1967). Features of conversational narrative that are significant for this study 

are that they are often very short and that they are routinely serialised, comprising a 

series of small stories connected via other talk-in-interaction. 

 

3.3.3 Small Stories in Conversational Narrative 

 

This section explicates the theory of small stories and explains the notion that 

conversational actions even as small as one sentence long can be considered a small 

story. The location of small stories throughout the data set acts as a key unit of analysis. 

 

The term ‘small stories’ (Bamberg, 2007; Georgakopoulou 2000, 2006a, 2006b) is used 

to describe very brief segments of text that use some narrative structural components 

and sequencing and thereby form a story that is part of and serves a purpose within 

another broader activity such as providing an explanation, formulating an argument or 

intersubjectively positioning self or other for a current activity. Example 3.1, taken from 

the data for this project, is a small story told as part of one participant’s account of his 

poor performance in subject English at school. In this extract, Billy uses a small story to 

justify his lack of interest in English and explain the low value he placed on doing well 

in English.  

 

Example 3.1  A Small Story 

 

Billy: I had a teacher; she just didn’t have control over our class; you could get away 
with anything; I didn’t respect her at all. 

 

Although the segment is very brief, some narrative structural components and elements 

of a canonical sequence are present, as illustrated in Table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1: Narrative Phases of the Small Story 

Plot Stages Interview Transcript Evidence 

Orientation I had a teacher 

Complication she just didn’t have control over our class 

Evaluation 
you could get away with absolutely anything, I did not respect 

her at all 

 

Bamberg (2007) specified that the term ‘small stories’ refers to stories told in 

interaction that do not necessarily thematise the speaker, and that do not set out to 

recount a whole life or even events that the speaker has lived through. Rather, small 

stories are told in everyday interactions, on mundane topics that may not be otherwise 

tellable other than as an exemplifying or substantiating reference such that they seem 

like reported facts. Small stories are identifiable using common structural categories 

associated with the narrative canon, but can also be categorised by way of any 

interactional response within a broader activity or exchange that makes use of language 

and discourse to account for an action, explain an event or justify a response—and thus 

do not always contain a comprehensive ‘set’ of narrative phases, codes or structural 

components. Thus, small stories that are ‘incomplete’ in that they do not necessarily 

have all the structural components of a fully fledged ‘story’ are still significant in the 

data set and current research project. They are treated as offering a way of ‘handling’ 

the data, and providing rich data for analysis on subjects’ narrative orientation in the 

social world and the discursive function that narrativising experience (in the form of a 

brief anecdote, small story or an extended story) can have in social practice. 

 

The term ‘small stories’ is a literal categorisation in that the stories so categorised are 

routinely both brief and limited in scope, but also in a more metaphorical sense because 

they present micro aspects of lived experience (Georgakopoulou & Bamberg, 2005, p. 

2–3). In his cross-sectional study of adolescent boys’ discourse development, Bamberg 

(2004) analysed the small stories identified in the conversations with boys, and found 

evidence of inter-related aspects of narrative and the narrative canon. Bamberg 

identified small stories in the discourse of the boys he interviewed and found that these 

often brief and everyday anecdotal stories provided important evidence of ‘discourse 

engagements’ and that they constituted ‘worlds and selves’ worthy of analysis (p.332). 
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Bamberg (2004) found that the creation and delivery of small stories in interaction and 

conversation was a critical tool used not only to make meaning of their experiences and 

the meaning ‘others’ may take from them but also to construct a sense of self and 

identity. In summary, he found that many of the discourse engagements and stories of 

experience analysed in his research had ‘story-like qualities’, against which other parts 

of conversations and discourse could be sorted out as background information. The 

contribution of Bamberg’s work on small stories lies in its focus on the action 

orientation or discursive function that stories serve in the local and situated 

accomplishments of identity displays. 

 

According to Georgakopoulou (2006a), an analytical lens that only looks out for fully 

fledged stories closes off very productive silos of information provided in small stories, 

which offer fleeting moments of narrative orientation to the world.  

 

The prevalence of small stories within talk—even talk constructed as question-answer 

within an interview—means that both individual stories and the connections among 

networks of small stories within a conversation provide rich resources for researchers. 

Georgakopoulou (2005) identified sequences that ‘fulfilled prototypical definitional 

criteria (e.g., temporal ordering of events)’ embedded in people’s talk and, indeed, a 

‘gamut of small stories more or less connected with the narrative canon’ (p. 5). She 

found that such stories depicted apparently peripheral events, interpretations and 

viewpoints and characterisations of people and places and that via the inclusion of the 

myriad of small stories, interactants constructed larger narratives and accounts for their 

situated social purposes (whatever they were). Another phenomenon discovered in 

pursuit of these small stories was that, despite their apparent peripheral value to the 

central purpose of the talk, the small stories formed a coherent network that not only 

added meaning but also governed meaning making throughout an activity.  

 

In an ethnographic study of a group of female adolescents in a small town in Greece, 

Georgakopoulou (1997) found that small stories often occurred as a ‘natural’ part of 

interactional activities in a range of social settings (e.g. cafés, parks, benches, shopping 

queues). Her findings suggest that types and topics of small stories were intimately 

linked with the social activities and sites of engagement (Scollon & Scollon, 2004, p. 
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28) in which they were told, and this aspect of her research approach informs the 

present study in its focus on using small stories as units for analysis of discursive 

practices, evidence of social categorisation and membership, and ‘signposts’ for coding 

and topicalisation within the extended narrative. This ‘dynamic’ quality of small stories 

in interaction and stories of experience in human communication and conversations 

(Georgakopoulou, 2006a; Riessman, 2008) makes them a valuable source of 

information for the social scientist and a valuable tool through which to identify units 

for analysis and examine language resources used to account for success and/or failure 

in senior English by the subject participants in the present study. 

 

Georgakopoulou (1997, 2006a, 2006b) and Bamberg (1997, 2007) have demonstrated 

that analysis of the linguistic elements (language and grammatical selections) as well as 

rhetorical and conceptual elements of the small stories found in texts are rich resources 

when analysing meaning constructed by speakers. Further, analysis of small story 

networks, repeated content and themes across representations of story characters and 

events (see Phoenix & Sparkes 2009) point to meaning that can be made by story 

recipients. Crucially, stories can be viewed as sites in which speakers and interactants 

construct, co-construct and recontextualise representations and accounts for a social 

purpose rather than as biographical truths or facts to be checked against a knowable 

reality.  

 

Riessman (2000) undertook narrative analysis of stories of marital disharmony and 

conflict in a 1996 research study and makes the point that identifying what constitutes 

or signals a story in narrative and conversational dialogue is rarely straightforward or 

clearly bounded. She makes her findings based on an approach that views the researcher 

and participants in the study as negotiating placement and relevance in the interaction, 

and transcripts to be studied according to elements such as paralinguistic utterances, 

false starts, interruptions, and other subtle features of interaction. She claims that these 

types of devices and occurrences in interactional narrative can be used to identify small 

stories or stories of experience that are not clearly identifiable or bounded by more 

obvious storytelling indications or signals. Riessman (2000) uses narrative transcription 

devices adapted from Gee (1996) and identifies choice of verbs, passive grammar 

conventions, pitch, pauses, positioning of characters and language choices used to 
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describe emotional reactions and responses as indicators of meaning and positioning in 

stories of life experience. 

 

The notion that storytelling is a form of account motivated by a specific social purpose 

(i.e. to explain, exonerate, justify, blame) and social context informs the present study, 

which views D/discourse (Gee, 2010) as part of the social process and as social 

practice—constituted by, and constitutive of social relationships, categories and 

structures. 

 

The emphasis on small stories put forward by Bamberg and Georgakopoulou brings 

together the notion that these stories (no matter how small or seemingly ‘incomplete’ in 

terms of canonical structure) are important products of social and cultural contexts and 

moments in time. Their work draws on the Labovian foundational commitment to 

research on stories structure, but extends to utilising conversation-analytic and some 

discourse-analytic commitments to studying language, and then applies these to a wider 

and more social range of narrative phenomena and definitions of what constitutes a 

story. The emphasis on small stories pays attention to the ‘social’ in its most micro-

social version, as well as in its wider, cultural variants. The small stories identified and 

analysed in the work of Bamberg and Georgakopoulou concern unfolding, anticipated, 

imaginary, habitual and indefinite events and states, as well as past, singular events. 

Small stories provide an opportunity for studying micro aspects of lived experience 

within interview transcripts produced by the participants in this research study into 

young men’s definitions, accounts and theorisations of success and failure in senior 

English. 

 

3.3.3.1 Summary of Small Story Features and Relevance for This Project 

 

In summary, the features of small stories discussed above and that are of particular 

interest in the current project include:  

1. They are brief, fragmented accounts that often do not ‘fit’ into the commonly 

defined notion of what constitutes a ‘grand narrative’ (Lyotard, 1984), Labov’s 

(1972) formal narrative components or even what Ochs and Capps (2001) 

describe as a commonly defined narrative that has ‘a coherent temporal 
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progression of events’ or a clear ‘plotline that encompasses a beginning, a 

middle, and an end’ (p. 57). 

2. They are predominantly insertions in talk that has another broader purpose and 

are included to exemplify or substantiate a point, or account for an event or 

action. 

3. They are constitutive of the social activities and social practice in which they are 

embedded. 

4. They are constructed for a purpose and the linguistic, rhetorical and conceptual 

resources selected and used by speakers will reflect these purposes and, 

therefore, can become an analytic tool to identify these purposes. 

 

Embedded small stories are understood as contestable, open to revision and challenge, 

as well as a vehicle for dealing with knowledge and experience in the social world. 

They are assembled for and by the hearer/recipient via their interpretation of the 

collection of small stories and the logic inherent in each story as well as in the 

conceptual networks that connect them and that the hearers must build to make sense of 

what they are being told. In this way, ways of speaking are linked with the production 

of social life and as a means of producing stories of experience.  

 

The sense-making work accomplished by the hearer is shaped and constrained by the 

teller using selected frameworks that fill in the gaps between the small stories and direct 

the hearer to the appropriate sense-making network and constructed meaning-making 

frameworks (e.g. educational discourses, hegemonic discourses of boys in school, 

discourses of gender, social class). 

 

Although the stories analysed in this study depict people in relationship with people, 

places and things, it is specifically a study of the discourses employed in newly 

graduated students’ stories about school experiences of senior English curriculum and 

success and failure in senior English. The known context of the stories is a research 

interview that positions participants to account for failure or success in senior English. 

Therefore, the stories are the means whereby the participants formulate accounts of their 

relationships with schooling, English curriculum, fellow students, success and failure. 

The analyses must take this context of story construction into account and ‘the 
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researcher must become concerned … with competing discourses of experience that 

traverse and structure any narrative’ (Britzman, 2000, p. 32).  

 

In the context of this project, personal narratives are understood as providing motivated 

accounts (see explanation below) and versions or representations of what really 

happened rather than factual accounts.  

 

3.3.3.2 Constructed, Motivated Accounts 

 

The notion that personal narratives are ‘motivated accounts’, that is, are constructed for 

a contextually relevant social purpose, is crucial within this study. Though this 

perspective of narrative has different theoretical explanations, each is based on the 

notion that individuals produce narratives in order to achieve something. These 

purposes are social, predominantly intersubjectively focused and include striving to:  

• understand the complexity of strands of their lived experiences (Bruner 1990)  

• shape their personal histories (Riessman, 2008)  

• reveal subconscious hopes, fears or feelings  

• construct situated identities and intersubjectivities  

• foster a particular interpretation of themselves and their actions  

• discount undesirable versions of their actions, attributes, dispositions (Bell, 

2002). 

 

From the constructivist perspective adopted here, whether or not the teller believes the 

stories they tell is relatively unimportant because this approach to narrative analysis 

goes beyond the content of specific stories to explore the strategies used by the teller to 

shape and constrain meaning as well as to ensure that the story makes sense within the 

context of telling (Bell, 2002, p. 209).  

 

The analysis of interview-generated small stories does not attempt to produce 

generalisable findings. This is an indicative study involving a small number of 

participants that may not be representative of the category ‘boys who have recently 

completed Senior Secondary English in Australian schools’ (Riessman, 2002 p. 262). 

Generalisations are not sought. Rather, the study aims to identify whether there are any 
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patterns evident within the two-case study accounts of experiences and constructions of 

these experiences and the alignment of these, or recontextualisation and transformation 

of these, in relation to dominant contemporary discourses of boys’ failure in subject 

English. 

 

The critical purpose of the present study is to identify the relationship between 

participants’ accounts and accounts of boys’ failure/success in school English within 

dominant educational discourses. Although relationships between personal narratives, 

and dominant educational discourses have been discussed previously by educational 

theorists and researchers, no study to date has provided empirical evidence of such a 

relationship. However, it has been suggested that personal narratives can function in 

opposition to ‘elitist scholarly discourses’ (Bell, 2002) and that their use in research 

offers an opportunity for marginalised groups to participate in knowledge construction 

by giving ‘voice’ to the parties directly involved in education: the teachers and most 

importantly, learners (see Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005). 

 

This section reported on discourses in narratives and how the identification of small 

stories in conversational narrative is used to inform the research project. The following 

section presents a discussion on CDA and Fairclough’s model for discourse analysis. 

 

3.4 CDA and Fairclough’s Theories 
 

The theoretical framework and methods adopted in this research project also generally 

align with Fairclough’s (1989, 1995, 2001b) framework for conducting CDA, and his 

interest in discourse at the level of discursive practice as well as the order of discourse, 

the totality of discursive practice of an institution, and relationships between them 

(further elaborated in Section 3.5 of this chapter). Thus, language becomes a form of 

social practice, and discourse analysis, as informing the current study, is used as a way 

to focus on how people use the language of small stories to construct versions of their 

worlds and notions of success or failure in learning and English. 

 

Discourse analysis as a methodological approach allows language to be treated in a way 

that highlights its physicality and lack of transparency as an object, its complexity as a 
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vehicle for constructing worlds within worlds, and its use as social text. CDA is useful 

to highlight the multiple, overlapping and fragmented constructions of success, failure 

and learning experiences in the schooling environment, as are explored in the research 

project.  

 

CDA recognises both individual agency and social factors operating in the production 

of language during any particular event, within a particular type of practice. It is this 

dual recognition of psychological and social influences in human activity that works 

particularly well in terms of the research questions and Fairclough’s three levels of 

analysis and framework used in the examination and interrogation of accounts of 

experience of success and/or failure in senior school English. 

 

Given that CDA is concerned with the relationship between text and context, the 

interpersonal function of language (Fuller & Lee, 1997) and how people use language to 

position themselves in certain contexts, it is a highly useful and effective means for 

investigating young men’s perceptions of their success/and or failure and positioning of 

themselves as learners in the senior English classroom through the interview context of 

interpersonal conversation and meaning making. 

 

This section identified how CDA informs the research approach and how it will address 

the research questions guiding the study. The following section presents a discussion of 

Fairclough’s approach to CDA and how the underpinning concepts of Fairclough’s 

model of CDA have been adapted to address the research questions informing the 

present study. 

 

3.5 Fairclough’s Analytical Model and Procedures 
 

Fairclough’s (1995, 2001a) approach to CDA assumes that people use language to 

accomplish a variety of different purposes and goals in life. By combining textual and 

social analysis, Fairclough’s CDA methodology analyses the language of texts, 

identifying connections between social and institutional contexts, discourse practices 

and thus relationships between language uses and the situated production of social 

structural categories during social activities (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; 
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Fairclough, 2001; Henderson, 2005). The underpinning concept of Fairclough’s model 

of CDA is that: 

1. Language use is socially shaped.  

2. Language use is socially shaping.  

 

Fairclough’s (1995, 2001a) CDA has a linguistic focus informed by systemic functional 

linguistics (Halliday, 1994). Consistent with this, the analyses attend to three sources of 

meaning in language: the metafunctional organisation of language, the notion of 

language as a system and the relationship of language to ‘text’ and ‘context’.  

 

Close analysis of the relationship between language, text and context provide 

opportunities to consider the relationships between discourse and society, text and 

context and language and social order (Fairclough, 1989, 1995, 2001a). In accepting 

that the world is constantly changing and dynamic, CDA and the work of Fairclough 

provide a framework for a critical awareness and analysis of language that is able to 

bend and flex and respond to the taken-for-granted notions of how language is used and 

operates differentially within varied social contexts and ‘member’s resources’ (MR). 

Fairclough (2001a) defines MR as: 

what people have in their heads and draw upon when they produce and 
interpret texts—including their knowledge of language, representations of the 
natural and social worlds they inhabit, values, beliefs, assumptions and so on 
(pp. 20) 

In CDA, the acknowledgement of MR and their involvement in shaping and 

constraining meaning and discourse practices makes researchers aware that all social 

members carry certain MR connected to the societal context in which we live. 

Fairclough’s notion of the use of CDA in analysing and investigating discourse and 

language aligns with the research study because it offers a way ‘in’ in terms of 

conceptualising relationships between sociocultural context, social action and discourse, 

and texts, which is essential in the examination of why many boys do not experience 

success and are underachieving in school subject English. 

 

Figure 3.1 depicts Fairclough’s model of discourse as text, interaction and context, and 

identifies the notion that his theory views language as a form of social practice. The 

embedding of the boxes in his model also emphasises his view on the interdependence 
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of these dimensions and relationship between the different types of analysis, which is a 

necessary part of his model of discourse in society. 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Fairclough’s Model of Discourse as Text (2001a, p.21) 
 

At the centre of the model is text, which in Fairclough’s (1993) words refers to ‘the 

written or spoken language produced in a discursive event’ (p. 138). Fairclough 

emphasises the multi-semiotic character of texts and adds visual images and sound—

using the example of television language—as other semiotic forms that may be 

simultaneously present in texts (see Fairclough, 1995). Analysis of text using 

Fairclough’s model is linguistic, that is, analysis of vocabulary, grammar, semantics, the 

sound system and cohesion-organisation above the sentence level (Fairclough, 1995, p. 

57).  

 

Linguistic analysis identifies, describes, interprets and explains the work done by 

lexical-grammatical and semantic properties in a text to achieve specific 

representations, identities of speaker/writer and audience and categories talked/written 

about, and intersubjective relations between speaker/writer and audience. According to 

Fairclough, any sentence in a text is analysable in terms of the articulation of these 

functions, elaborated as follows: 

• Representations are recontextualisations of social practice that can carry 

particular ideologies. 
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• Identities are particular constructions that are recognisably relevant social 

categories in the context. 

• Relations are recognisably relevant intersubjectivities constructed for speaker 

and listener in the social context. (Fairclough, 1995) 

 

Interaction within Fairclough’s model of discourse analysis refers to his assumption that 

individuals and groups use language in interaction, in order to achieve a variety of 

social purposes. This aspect of his analytical model analyses the apparent rules, norms 

and modes for the specific type of social activity and the situated event whereby acting 

and interacting is made orderly. The analyses identify thereby socially ‘acceptable’ or 

‘expectable’ behaviour in specific roles or relationships mutually engaged in by co-

participants to produce or interpret actions, events or messages. In this sense, the analyst 

discovers how the sense-making strategies of an instance that happens in a particular 

place and time, both reflect and serve to construct the norm for that type of activity and 

the associated social structural categories, and their normative/expectable ways of 

acting and interacting. 

 

Fairclough views context as distinct social settings, for instance, school sites such as the 

classroom, playground or staffroom, and as particular social activities within those 

settings, for instance, a lesson, an interview, a reprimand or a discussion. Each ‘context’ 

is considered to have a particular set of conventions that determine the dominant or 

‘expected’ actions and obligations. Therefore, contexts provide the social conditions of 

interpretation of the texts that arise within them. Analysis of the texts cannot be 

independent of analyses of their processes of production and interpretation. Text and 

context are interrelated and interdependent. 

 

Analysis also involves viewing the interview transcript through multiple lenses, 

presented by Fairclough (2001a) as description, interpretation and explanation. This 

involves the following (discussed further in Section 3.5.1, and in detail in Chapter 4): 

• identifying the narrative processes used by the storyteller 

• describing the narrative codes and structures used in storytelling 

• describing the language of the text 

• interpreting the MR utilised in texts to make meaning 
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• interpreting the contents, subjects, relations and connections in narrative texts 

• explaining the discursive transformations in narrative texts. 

 

Section 3.5.1 discusses educational research that has made use of Fairclough’s model of 

discourse analysis and how it has produced empirical data for CDA that informs the 

methods and approach in the present study. 

 

3.5.1 Research Using Fairclough’s Model of Discourse Analysis that Informs the 

Present Study 

 

The strength of critical discourse analysis lies in its capacity to show the 
power relations in apparently mundane texts at work, to represent and interpret 
instances of everyday talk, reading, and writing … there is no space outside 
discourse (Luke, 1995, p. 40). 

 

Benzie (2011) utilises a CDA approach in analysing documents used by students as they 

study in the pathway program and later in the degree program at an Australian 

university. It is interested in how each text constructs the academic world for students, 

and how each positions the student in that world. Its approach to CDA informs the 

present study in its combination of targeted (and specific rather than broad and wide-

ranging) linguistic analysis with an analysis of the wider social context used to reveal 

the discursive construction of power relations in the text. Fundamental to the approach 

is the assumption that the effects of power are accessible through an analysis of 

language in the text, which is always framed by its contexts. As Fairclough (2003a) 

states, ‘we can attribute causal effects to linguistic forms but only through a careful 

account of meaning and context’ (p. 13). The analysis thus relies on an oscillation 

between text and contexts (Henderson, 2005), as does the present study into 

constructions and accounts of success and/or failure in senior English at school sites. 

The contexts in this study include both the specific teaching programs in which the texts 

were produced and the surrounding sociocultural conditions of their practice: the 

complex world of internationalised higher education. In this sense, the Benzie study 

also informs the present study in its treatment of texts as both constitutive of and 

constituted by discourse and the social world and contexts in which and for which they 

are produced. 
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Excerpt 3.1 provides an example of analysis at the description stage using Fairclough’s 

(2001a) model for CDA, which identifies grammatical devices and formal textual 

features used in the contents (schema and frame) of the text. This model for 

identification of grammatical devices (use of pronouns, vocabulary and reference to 

situational/institutional discourses) informs the analysis of small stories and extended 

narrative texts in the present study. 

 

Excerpt 3.1: Analysis at Description Stage of University Pathway Booklet 

Paragraph 

 

 

Benzie then goes on to identify and interpret discourse (and relations) types that 

embody assumptions about social relationships in the next stage of analysis. In this 

manner, her analysis follows Fairclough’s model for CDA, which suggests analysts 

examine ‘who’s involved?’ and ‘in what relations are they involved?’ to interpret text 

and context. As in the current study, Benzie draws out small excerpts and paragraphs of 

 
1.12 Independence  
At university there is little supervision and checking to see that students have 
completed the work they are required to do. The same is true in [Pathway 
program]. You are required to take responsibility for your own learning and 
to organize a study plan throughout the course. For example, if many 
grammar mistakes appear in an essay, it is advised that you allow time for 
use of the specific resources available in the [library] that target those needs.  

 
CDA ‘Description’ by Analyst 
The student audience for this text is addressed using the pronoun ‘you’ which works initially 
to personalise the message. Pronouns and passive constructions used together indicate how 
the text positions students, subjecting them to powerful institutional discourses. ‘At 
university’ (line 2) refers to students’ future study destination, using the broad term 
‘students’. The addressee then shifts to a personalised ‘you’ who is instructed in how to 
approach learning in the local context, through the use of strongly directive language: ‘you 
are required to’ (line 4) and ‘it is advised that you ...’ (line 6). These passive constructions, 
while carrying authority, obscure the role of the teacher. There is for instance no indication 
that the student will be given any instruction, particularly in the areas of self-organisation 
and grammar. The student is thus represented as an autonomous individual who can manage 
the task of academic preparation almost without instruction. The voice of institutional power, 
present but also hidden and therefore more powerful, is unstated in phrases such as ‘you are 
required to’ (line 4). Statements like these expect strong obligation on the part of the 
recipient, despite (or because of) the passive construction, which hides the actor. (Benzie, 
2001, pp. 109–110) 
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text for analysis and identifies the discourses present in them through careful 

interrogation of the common-sense assumptions of MR and discourse type produced in 

the texts.  

 

Excerpt 3.2 presents an example of Benzie’s use of the interpretation stage of analysis 

put forward in Fairclough’s model for CDA. It seeks to identify the discourses present 

and how participants/narrators arrive at an understanding of discourse on the basis of 

their cognitive, social and ideological resources. Benzie seeks to identify the social 

categories, individual producers’ experiences of problems and power relations found in 

texts, but leaves her final ‘explanation’ of these discourses as a part of the social world 

and social practice, and their reproductive effect on sustaining or changing social 

structures for her concluding remarks in the study. It is based on the same text as the 

previous example—University Pathway Booklet. 

 

Excerpt 3.2: Analysis at Interpretation Stage of University Pathway Booklet 

Paragraph 

 

In Kean-Wah and Ming’s (2010) study on the Malaysian Smart School system, CDA 

and, in particular, Fairclough’s model for discourse analysis was utilised to examine 

 
1.12 Independence  
At university there is little supervision and checking to see that students have 
completed the work they are required to do. The same is true in [Pathway 
program]. You are required to take responsibility for your own learning and 
to organize a study plan throughout the course. For example, if many 
grammar mistakes appear in an essay, it is advised that you allow time for 
use of the specific resources available in the [library] that target those needs.  
 

CDA Interpretation by Analyst 
Discourse of student-centred learning: Section 1.12, Independence, relates to a discourse on 
student-centred learning and to the autonomy and self-directedness regularly associated with 
higher education (Northedge, 2003). The statement, ‘you are required to take responsibility 
for your own learning’ (line 4), references a range of assumptions about how students must 
behave. The discourse of student-centred learning is pervasive in higher education, where an 
unfocused sink-or-swim approach has often ‘left students floundering’ and unable to access 
the disciplinary discourses (Northedge, 2003, p. 31). Text 1 conceptualises academic literacy 
as being involved with ‘autonomous, decontextualised skills located in the individual’ 
(Ivanic, 2004, p. 221). The social, contextual, and contested nature of learning is not taken 
into account and there is little acknowledgement of students’ need ‘for supported 
participation in the relevant knowledge community’ (Northedge, 2003, p. 31). (Benzie, 2011, 
p. 111) 

125 



policy text relating to a new schooling initiative. According to the researchers, ‘through 

an analysis of both syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations in a text’, CDA was able to 

inform and guide the reading of texts by providing ‘evidence for identifying underlying 

experiential, relational and expressive values in the choices made in relation to 

vocabulary, grammar, and textual structures’ (p. 146). This study demonstrates the use 

of Fairclough’s model and approach to analysis through the detailed manner in which 

the researchers are able to identify and investigate the relationship of language to other 

social processes within texts. The authors themselves state that by ‘amalgamating social 

theory and discourse analysis together, CDA can be used to describe, interpret, and 

explain the ways in which discourse constructs, becomes constructed by, represents, and 

becomes represented by the social world’ (p. 142). 

 

In their research study, Kean-Wa and Ming use linguistic and textual analysis, 

interrogation of discourse and examination of context to identify clues in the text that 

point towards ideological assumptions being made, including the way ‘difference’ is 

handled or disregarded, and the way in which different ‘voices’ are included or 

excluded, both within the text and intertextually. In line with the methodological 

framework underpinning the present research study, Kean-Wah and Ming also draw on 

Fairclough’s model for CDA, which acknowledges that analysis is selective and the 

textual features in focus in CDA are those that are most significant for a critical analysis 

to address specific research questions and ‘problems’. Thus, analysis is designed to 

contribute to understanding of power relations and ideological processes in discourse 

(Fairclough, 1989) as identified and of interest to the critical analyst.  

 

Selective analysis of grammatical and linguistic features (as outlined in the description 

stage of Fairclough’s CDA model discussed in section 3.5) is undertaken of the texts in 

Kean-Wah and Ming’s study. Excerpt 3.3 presents an example of their analysis at the 

description level and informs the present study in their selection of key formal textual 

features to describe within the text. The excerpt is based on a Malaysia Smart School 

(MSS) policy document (The Malaysian Smart Schools: Executive Summary, pp. 8–17, 

and Smart Schools in Malaysia: A Quantum Leap, pp. 129–141, available in full text at 

www.mscmalaysia.my/codenavia/portals/msc/images/pdf/ss-blueprint.pdf). 
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Excerpt 3.3: Policy Document Analysis Findings 

 

Kean-Wah and Ming (2010) also draw on Fairclough’s CDA model in the explanation 

phase of their analysis, which seeks to portray discourse as a part of the social world 

and the social process. Their research study treats the discourse identified in earlier 

stages of analysis as part of the process of social struggle, within the matrix of power 

relations, and explains them in terms of how they are shaped and constrained at 

institutional, societal and situational levels (as the present research study also aims to do 

at this stage of analysis) and how they are ideologically determined by, and 

determinative of, power relations and power struggle. 

 

Excerpt 3.4 presents an example of Kean-Wah and Ming’s explanation within their 

CDA treatment of the MSS text, and is again based on the extended text, but in 

particular, the Executive Summary (p. 8–17) and Smart Schools in Malaysia: A 

Quantum Leap (pp. 129–141). 

 

 

 

 
CDA Description by Analyst 
 
Grammatical, Semantic Features and Vocabulary 
Time and Tense: 
Turning to time and tense, one can detect a constant alternation between the use of the 
present tense and the future tense in the sentences used. Sentences such as these: ‘The 
Malaysian Smart School is a learning institution that has been systematically reinvented…To 
function effectively, the Smart School will require appropriately skilled staff, well-designed 
supporting processes…’ (p. 10) are commonly featured in the document. However, the use 
of present tense is more prominent.   
 
Voice and Modality: 
In terms of voice and modality, the pervasive used of the ‘will’ modal with the declarative 
mood gives the sense of a government in perfect and solitary control. One notes that the 
blueprint is imbued with the voice of authority, where the language of telling predominates. 
Most of the sentences are declaratives, indicating statements of facts. Authority is further 
reinforced by the use of modal verbs expressing a high degree of certitude: ‘Malaysia needs 
to make a critical transition from an industrial economy to a leader in the Information Age. 
(Kean-Wah & Ming, 2010, pp. 151–152) 
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Excerpt 3.4: Explanation Stage of Analysis Example (Kean-Wah & Ming, 2010) 

 

Thornton and Reynolds (2006) used Fairclough’s model for CDA to study classroom 

interactions in two Year 8 mathematics classes. Student agency, power relations and 

mathematical discourse are examined and analysed through Fairclough’s three-

dimensional framework for conceiving of and analysing discourse, which, as outlined in 

Section 3.5, considers every discursive event simultaneously and concurrently a piece of 

text, an instance of discursive practice and an instance of social practice. The 

researchers outline that their approach informed by Fairclough’s framework is used to 

analyse and compare the discourse in the two classrooms. They first view and identify 

discourse as text by discussing the formal textual features and examining the ideational, 

interpersonal and textual functions of the discourse. 

 

Secondly, the researchers analyse the discursive practices present in the text under 

review. The texts (conversations) were identified as initiated by the students, but re-

expressed and reformulated by other students, and distributed in a public manner 

through discursive events unfolding in the classroom context. Finally, discourse was 

analysed in terms of how it could be interpreted and identified as a social practice. Turn 

taking, equity issues in talk time, power relations and agency between students and 

 
CDA Explanation by Analyst 
 
Retransformation of Discourse of Teaching and Learning 
The discourse constructed in the Teaching and Learning Processes section of the policy 
seems to emphasize the dominant discourse of what teachers ought to be. Although much of 
the ideology is taken from best practices (mostly adopted from Western contexts), questions 
need to be asked as to relative relevance and viability of these practices in the local 
Malaysian context, pedagogically, socially and culturally. Taking into consideration lessons 
from past reforms, how sure can one be that these seemingly newer and better practices are 
going to work? Theoretically speaking, the suggested practice is appealing but habits and 
attitudinal changes are notoriously difficult to change (Fullan, 2001). Teachers, especially 
those who have been in the profession for some time and who have personally witnessed and 
experienced various reforms before would no doubt be more sceptical and critical of the 
feasibility of the suggested guidelines for change. The ‘silencing’ or marginalisation of 
traditional practices and ‘tried and tested’ pedagogy has not helped either; in fact in our 
opinion it might even exacerbate resistance or non-adoption of the suggested guidelines … 
As a result, one cannot help but feel apprehensive of the rhetoric used in the persuasive 
document. The outcome might be a facade of change, well-developed policy rhetoric but an 
enormous challenge to achieve a significant impact on schools. (Kean-Wah & Ming, 2010, 
p. 152) 
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teacher were analysed through Fairclough’s framework for CDA. The researchers 

found, for example, that hegemony was ‘maintained through an unspoken alliance 

between teacher and students, in which the students become passive partners in 

maintaining a classroom where agency resides with the teacher’ (Thornton & Reynolds, 

2006, p. 5). 

 

 

3.6 Why CDA to Address the Research Questions 
 

Fairclough (1995) defines CDA as follows:  

By critical discourse analysis I mean discourse analysis which aims to 
systematically explore often opaque relationships of causality and 
determination between (a) discursive practices, events and texts, and (b) wider 
social and cultural structures, relations and processes; to investigate how such 
practices, events and texts arise out of and are ideologically shaped by 
relations of power and struggles over power; and to explore how the opacity of 
these relationships between discourse and society is itself a factor securing 
power and hegemony. (pp. 132–133) 

In this research study, narratives in young men’s accounts of experience in subject 

English in senior secondary school are analysed using CDA to investigate the discursive 

construction of reasons for success and/or failure in the subject, and at school. The CDA 

approach adopted within this research project asks questions about the way specific 

discourse structures are deployed in the reproduction and/or transformation of 

dominant, taken-for-granted (i.e. common-sense) notions of success or failure in 

schooling and in the literacy learning of boys. 

 

CDA is used in the current study to support and inform a research methodology that 

views participants’ words as not just a code and not just a construction, but also as a 

reflection and representation of the patterns of what is constructing them, the beliefs and 

phrases of others, the discourses to which the subjects are bound and have bound 

themselves and those they are resisting. However, Fairclough (2001b) cautions that 

language analysis can be ‘a complex and many-sided process’ (p. 241), and he suggests 

that one might have to be ‘selective and schematic’ about it. This informs the approach 

taken in the treatment of the small stories identified in the present research study—

whereby each story is analysed using a deliberate and ‘narrow’ selection of the 

resources available, based on the specific contents and frame of the text and the 

129 



identifiable experiential, relational, expressive or connective value of the small story 

text to the whole extended narrative text. Along with CDA tools, the specific resources 

used to address the research questions and analyse text also include those that allow for 

the treatment of interview talk as narrative (see Section 3.3.2) and that are aligned with 

narrative and textual analysis, including focused lexical analysis (Labov, 1981), and 

coding for generative themes in text (Nevin & Cardelle-Elawar, 2003; Patton, 2002). 

 

CDA researchers are interested in the way discourse (re)produces social domination, 

that is, the power abuse of one group over others, and how dominated groups may 

discursively resist such abuse. In this way, CDA in the research approach and 

examination of the research questions does not treat language as a transparent, neutral 

vehicle for communication but as a type of social practice used for representation, 

categorisation and signification. From this perspective, social members’ uses of spoken 

and written language can be analysed to discover the discourses used to assemble and 

construct accounts and narrativise experiences. Texts are viewed as produced by 

socially situated speakers and writers, as is the case in the research project and its 

methodological and theoretical approach to text production, interaction and 

interrogation.  

 

3.7 Conclusion 
 

This chapter has outlined the discourse theory, discourses in narrative and critical 

discourse analysis theories and processes informing the present study. It also presents an 

overview of the resources used to analyse texts in the research study, and to identify 

discourses in narratives. It presents an in-depth discussion on how the work and model 

of CDA put forward by Fairclough (2001a) informs the research methodology of the 

project. The following chapter presents the research design informing the study and 

considerations that are used to make warrantable findings and formulate conclusions 

and answers to the key research questions informing the present study. 
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Chapter 4: Research Design 
 

 

The previous chapter outlined the theoretical framework of the research study and how 

a critical social research framework and discourse theory will inform the research study. 

 

This chapter provides an overview of the research design and methods utilised in the 

research project. Section 4.2 provides an overview of the research approach and the use 

of narrative as data and CDA as a data analysis tool. Section 4.3 reports on the project 

design, sites and the selection of participants. Section 4.4 outlines interviewing in the 

research design and data collection procedures including narrative interviews, and 

Section 4.5 discusses the process of collating the small stories and transcribing them in 

the research design. Sections 4.6 and 4.7 provide a detailed discussion on the analysis of 

data using the three levels of CDA and the tools available for analysis in the description, 

interpretation and explanation phase of analysis in the research design. Section 4.8 

briefly outlines how the findings are presented in the research design, and Sections 4.9 

and 4.10 present a discussion on issues of reliability, validity and ethical clearance, and 

the key limitations and considerations when utilising a CDA approach in the research 

design. 

 

4.1 Introduction 
 

This study documents and examines post-secondary-school-aged boys’ accounts of their 

experience of senior secondary school English curricula. CDA of audio-recorded 

transcriptions of in-depth semi-structured individual interviews with post-secondary-

school young men identifies the discourses and common-sense understandings 

documented by their accounts, whereby they describe and explain their experiences, 

success and satisfaction with school English curricula. The alignment or non-alignment 

(agreement or challenge) between these accounts and theoretical frameworks that 

currently exist in the research in relation to concepts including behaviour, attitude, 

aptitude and achievement informs how the two key research questions will be addressed 

by methods. The research design for the project is modelled on Fairclough’s (2001a) 

framework for CDA. In this three-level analytical framework, discourse is viewed as 
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being ‘simultaneously a piece of text, an instance of discursive practice and an instance 

of social practice’ (Fairclough, 1992a, p. 4). In Fairclough's terms, text refers to the 

language analysis of texts (description level), discursive practice to the nature of the 

processes of text production and interpretation (interpretation level), and social practice 

to ‘issues of concern in social analysis such as the institutional and organisational 

circumstances of the discursive event, and how that shapes the nature of the discursive 

practice’ (Fairclough, 1992a, p. 4)—(explanation level). 

 

4.2 The Research Approach 
4.2.1 Research Approach Overview—Narrative as Data 

 

This study employs a narrative methodology to produce data (narratives of experience) 

to examine the multifaceted nature of schooling and notions of success and failure in 

learning, and to describe and develop an understanding of male students’ experiences in 

senior English. 

 

Sandelowski (1991) argues that narrative is a fundamental way that humans organise 

and make sense of their experiences and that narrative making and narrative forms are 

‘hard-wired’ in humans and are thus a powerful means of gathering data in critical 

social research. Rosen (1986) puts forward several factors about the universality of 

narrative that merit consideration in terms of utilising this method of data collection and 

analysis:  

1. Human beings dream and speak to themselves in narrative (inner narrative 

speech).  

2. A basic form of narrative is not only telling but also retelling.  

3. Narrative is oral in the sense that an individual can engage with it fully without 

encountering it in written form.  

Storytelling (the interaction between teller and listener) is immediate, personal, active 

and direct. When used as a data-generation research method, storytelling will allow for 

the sharing and distribution of narratives from young men about their schooling 

experiences. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) found that narrative researchers commonly 

think of life as a story in which the person is the central character and author. The 

research design and methods employed in the study align with this assertion and seek 
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out stories from the young men interviewed to better understand their experiences and 

constructions of success and/or failure in a collaborative and interactive manner.  

 

The overall principle governing the design of the interviews was that interviewees be 

encouraged to speak freely and provide as much information on their experiences as 

possible. Thus, the narratives of the young men interviewed offer insight into how 

personal experiences and critical incidents shaped their perceptions of success and 

failure in senior English, and how the telling of these experiences is shaped by context, 

categorisation, and dominant discourses on boys and school, boys and literacy learning, 

and boys and English. 

 

4.2.2 Research Approach Overview—CDA 

 

The research approach used in the current study bases itself on the theory that 

individuals select, organise, connect and evaluate experiences within narrative, and that 

the narrative or language use can then be legitimately analysed using CDA. Thus, this 

study analyses how participants’ accounts are constructed using narrative codes, textual 

structures and devices as well as the conceptual devices such as social discourses that 

are used and produced in the exchange, in order to achieve specific meaning in 

accounting for success or failure in English. The CDA approach adopted in the study 

aligns with the constructivist framework and view of knowledge and language that 

perceives them as ideas/versions/productions that are understandable and identifiable 

within specific social contexts and discourse communities. 

 

CDA and the analysis of discourse and ‘language in action’ are described as enabling 

critical engagement with the social world in which people participate, and a means of 

examining how language shapes the way people experience their world (Riessman, 

1993). Doecke, Brown and Loughran (2000) acknowledge the importance of acquiring a 

language or discourse to the process of moving from the periphery to the centre of a 

community or group and also acknowledge the importance of analysing discourse in 

educational research to study hegemony and dominant discursive positioning in specific 

groups or communities. The project uses CDA to explore the relationship between 

discourse practices and social structures, and how the discourse of the young men 

interviewed can be analysed in terms of their social identities, social membership of, 
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and relations with, certain groups and use of MR to discursively position themselves in 

the social world. A genuine desire to analyse and unravel the discourse of the young 

men interviewed and the ways in which their discourse aligns with existing 

contemporary theorisations and hegemonic discourses of adolescent boys’ failure in 

subject English at senior school led to the choice of utilising CDA in the research 

design. 

 

4.2.3 Research Approach Overview – Case Study 

 

Case Study in the research design allows the findings from a particular case in the data 

to be rigorously analysed, and can add richness to the research approach and critical 

analysis of stories of experience from individual participants. Case studies are typically 

described as useful in educational research that examines the interplay of a number of 

variables in order to provide as complete an understanding of an event or situation as 

possible (Kenny, 1984; Yin, 1989). The present study seeks to interrogate the socio-

cultural, institutional, political, biological and psychological frameworks that categorise 

much of the work on boys’ achievement in school and in subject English, and how they 

intersect and interplay with various determinants of discourse pertaining to situational, 

societal or institutional  practices and processes, and thus case study is a practical and 

valuable research method to utilise in critically and comprehensively examining small 

stories contained within extended narratives about schooling and the study of English in 

particular.  

 

This type of comprehensive examination and further understanding of the phenomenon 

of boys’ underachievement in English is arrived at through a process known as ‘thick’ 

or ‘rich’ description, which involves an in-depth description of the entity being 

evaluated, the circumstances under which it is used, the characteristics of the people 

involved in it, and the nature of the community in which it is located (Hamel, Dufour & 

Fortin, 1993). 

Unlike quantitative methods of research, like the survey, which focus on the questions 

of who, what, where, how much, and how many, and can often interrogate a large 

quantity of data, case studies are the preferred strategy when how or why questions are 

asked (Creswell, 2003). This study seeks to identify how the case study participants 
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define success in school and with secondary subject English. It also seeks to investigate 

how the situational, societal and institutional processes operating in and within 

educational discourses are situated, are evident in their accounts, what discourses they 

draw on to explain their experiences, and how these discourses align with the dominant  

discourses in the research literature on gender and schooling. Case study research can 

use one participant, or a small group of participants. However, a common assertion is 

that it is important that the participant pool remain relatively small in order to facilitate 

‘thick’ description – particularly the type involving CDA of extended transcript data 

from individuals utilised in this study (Creswell, 2003; Berkenkotter, Huckin & 

Ackerman, 1988). 

4.3 Project Design 
 

In keeping with the design of a critical social research project, the study adopts a critical 

view of discourse, language and the social world—acknowledging material activities, 

institutional rituals, social relations, beliefs and values (Fairclough, 1995, 2001a) in 

terms of their role in social relations, social memberships and the social world.  

 

Exclusive responsibility for the design and management of aspects that pertained to the 

investigation and analysis of narratives produced in the research interviews was 

undertaken by the researcher.  

 

Research principles underpinning the research design are: 

1. CDA addresses social problems. CDA not only focuses on language and 

language use, but also on the linguistic characteristics of social and cultural 

processes. CDA follows a critical approach to social problems in its endeavours 

to make explicit power relationships, which are frequently hidden. It aims to 

derive results that are of practical relevance to the social, cultural, political and 

even economic contexts. (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997)  

2. Power relations are discursive. CDA explains how social relations of power are 

exercised and negotiated in and through discourse. (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997)  

3. Discourse constitutes society and culture and is a social practice. Every instance 

of language use makes its own contribution to reproducing and transforming 

society and culture, including relations of power. (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997) 
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4.3.1 Sites and Participants 

 

The participant sample was produced utilising noticeboards and student common-room 

notice space at a number of higher education, technical and further education (TAFE) 

colleges and workplace sites in Queensland, both urban and semi-rural. The participants 

constitute a diverse sample of males who had all completed senior secondary studies 

(including senior English) at school in the previous 12 months. The data were generated 

from seven participants in total. Interview sites included public spaces in two Gold 

Coast university libraries, two participant workplace sites in Brisbane and Ipswich, and 

public restaurant spaces in the South East Queensland region. 

 

4.3.1.1 Participant Sample 

 

If chosen wisely, a relatively small sample or subset of a population can yield 

meaningful predictions and data (Creswell, 2008; Groves et al., 2004) particularly when 

utilising a case study research design (Yin, 1994). It is with this rationale in mind that 

the following approach was undertaken. The participant sample were initially identified 

as suitable candidates to take part in the study on the basis that the young men had 

completed senior studies (including English) at a secondary school site in Queensland in 

the previous 12–18 months and had the willingness to describe different experiences 

because of varied levels of ability and completion of Year 12 at a variety of schools. 

 

A major task was to find young males willing to give of their time to participate in the 

study. Interview participants based in the South East Queensland area were chosen for 

ease of access and transport. These boundaries (Miles & Huberman, 1994) led the 

research design to follow Maxwell’s (1996) recommendation of using purposeful 

sampling when persons are ‘selected deliberately in order to provide important 

information that [cannot] be gotten as well from other choices’ (p. 70). This purposeful 

sampling was combined with reputational case selection (Teddlie & Yu, 2007), or 

participants ‘chosen on the recommendation of an “expert” or “key informant”’ (Miles 

& Huberman, 1994, p. 28). At times, these were other members of the teaching and 

educational field, but they were also other young men who had finished high school and 
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other participants who suggested possible candidates for the study based on the current 

research study criteria and specific research questions.  

Section 4.4 and its sub-sections report on interviewing in the research design and the 

data collection and processing procedures used in the study. They provide discussion on 

how data are gathered in narrative inquiry, interview timeframes and phrasing, and the 

use of field notes in the study.  

 

4.4 Interviewing and Data Collection Procedures 
4.4.1 Interviewing 

 

Young mens’ perceptions of their relative success, satisfaction or disengagement with a 

subject can be dependent upon a number of factors and measurements (see Froese-

Germain, 2006; Weaver-Hightower, 2003), and thus, one of the key objectives of the 

study was to use individual interviewing techniques effectively as a means to ascertain 

what some of these are, and determine whether they correlate with existing theorisations 

or indicate a need for different frameworks in terms of accounts of relative success or 

failure in senior English.  

 

4.4.1.1 Research Interviewing in the Research Design 

 

Mishler (1986) reconceptualises research interviewing as narrative occasions, or 

discursive events, in his work on interviewing in the social sciences. In this sense, 

interviews move well beyond the question and answer series of responses intro 

sustained accounts, connected dialogues and collaborative conversations. Mishler 

(1986) states that these discursive events are not possible when ‘attention is restricted to 

question-answer exchanges’ (p. 67) and encourages narrative researchers to develop 

opportunities for interviewees to develop narrative accounts and actively participate in 

the process to construct narrative and meaning jointly. The research approach and 

methods view the generation of narrative data within both the interactional dynamics of 

the interview and also the wider social discourses that frame such conversations. 

 

What is important is that the interview or conversation is conceptualised as problematic 

and complex—it is never a simple process of sitting down with research participants 
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and asking them a series of questions or issuing the invitation to ‘tell me about ...’. 

Those who use interviews as a research method are often cautioned to articulate and 

render transparent the supposed power imbalance between interviewer and interviewee, 

bearing in mind that the power in any interview shifts constantly (Riessman, 2008). 

Interviews are in themselves discursive acts—that is, they need to be viewed as a 

collaborative activity, one in which the researcher shares the effect on her or him of the 

stories that are being told. Through such an interactive process, different stories may 

emerge, stories that are co-constructed (Chase, 2005) as a discursive accomplishment. 

 

Holstein and Gubrium (1995) propose that interview narrative is improvised partly 

through responses from the participants’ stocks of knowledge prompted by interviewer 

talk. In a similar vein, Järvinen (2000, p. 371) considered that in interviews there is 

always a number of ‘operative interpretive frameworks’, and a process of positioning, 

which are drawn upon by interviewer and interviewee as they make sense of the 

unfolding narrative, and it is this notion of the production of interview data that informs 

the research study and research design. Also in terms of viewing interviews as 

discursive acts, Harré and van Langenhove (1999) recognise that conversations involve 

the participants in the positioning processes. In talking about how they accounted for 

their success or failure in senior English, the young men are simultaneously providing 

information, managing the interview conversation and positioning themselves. How 

discursive positioning is achieved in interview talk conveys the relationship between 

identity, talk and power. Not everyone has equal control over discourse, both within 

everyday conversations and in the construction of wider discourse in which everyday 

talk is located (van Langenhove & Harré, 1994). 

 

4.4.1.2 Process for Conducting the Research Interview with Participants 

 

After an expression of interest form, phone message or email was received in response 

to either the flyers distributed at the various sites, or the verbal approaches from other 

participants or teaching professionals, the potential participant was contacted via the 

telephone. Twelve individual telephone calls were made, and from these seven 

interviews were eventually organised and conducted with willing participants. Each 

telephone call consisted of an introduction, a brief overview of the research project and 

research questions guiding the study, and overview of the requirements for participation 
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in the study. During the initial meeting and before the interviews and recordings were 

formally produced, each individual was given a document covering the research project, 

goals, methods and information on ethical considerations (see Appendix 3). 

 

Persons who gave their consent were informed of: 

• the aims of the research study 

• the procedures involved 

• the anticipated outcomes 

• the procedures in place to ensure anonymity and confidentiality 

• the opportunity to withdraw at any time. 

 

Seven semi-structured individual interviews were used as the primary source of data 

collection (see Appendix 11). The interviews were structured to gather a wide range of 

general data on the phenomenon under review (see Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990). Data 

on boys’ notions of success and general perceptions and definitions of their own 

‘success’ in senior English were investigated and used to influence questions and 

conversation topics as the interviews progressed. Thus, the structure of the interviews 

was determined during the interview process and in response to the topics, discussion 

points and issues that emerged during the interview narratives. The informality of the 

interview exchanges used to gather data in the research project lends itself to telling 

stories and ‘narrativising experience’. When invited, most participants spoke readily and 

easily on their schooling experiences and opinions about their success or otherwise in 

senior English. Participants’ first-person accounts and interview responses are 

understood as narratives that may have been interpreted and constructed over time, or 

developed as result of co-construction within the interview framework. Thus, fully 

developed stories and small stories are not considered merely raw data for the 

researcher to analyse, but products of an interpretive process by the participants and 

researcher/s. 

 

Data collection involved record keeping of the discussions and interviews, audio taping 

of all interviews conducted, observational field notes, transcription of all interviews and 

secure storage of digital audio files and paper copies.  
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4.4.1.3 Interview Time Frames 

 

The seven research interviews were conducted between 13 July and 2 October 2010. 

The interview sites, dates and times were negotiated and agreed upon with the selected 

interviewees to minimise their inconvenience. Participants were informed that any time 

constraints, schedule issues and work or external commitments could take preference 

over the research interview schedule and that rescheduling would then be offered as an 

option. Interviews were completed over the course of several weeks, with the capacity 

for follow-up interviews (if needed) encompassed in the research design. 

 

4.4.1.4 The Phrasing of the Interview Questions 

 

Mishler (1986) and Riessman (2008) have each emphasised that interviewees are likely 

to provide narratives spontaneously in the context of interviews about their experiences, 

unless the structure of the interview or the questioning style of the interviewer 

suppresses such stories. To elicit answers that would lend themselves to subsequent 

CDA, I tried to phrase the questions beginning with expressions of ‘can you tell me’ or 

‘please tell me about’. Therefore, interviewees were encouraged to participate as active 

subjects constructing accounts and narratives that were personal, particular and 

contextualised in space and time (see Kramp, 2004).  

 

Through narrative methodology and semi-structured interviewing, access can be gained 

to the personal experiences of the storyteller, who frames, articulates and reveals life as 

experienced in narrative. I was aware that variation among ways of posing research 

questions across interviews is ‘endemic and unavoidable’ (Mishler, 1986, p. 52) and 

acknowledge that different interviews and discussions resulted in different levels of 

inquiry and dialogue on various topics and issues. In addition, I did not establish a 

particular order in which to present the questions because the aim was to allow for the 

conversation to develop according to the respondents’ thought process. Nevertheless, 

the theme of perceptions of success and failure in schooling and subject English seemed 

an appropriate introduction of the main part of the interview, which focused on eliciting 

accounts of learning experiences, styles and perceptions of curricula. In this way, I 

could allow the interviewee to actively shape the structure of the interview while 
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ensuring that all themes pertinent to the aims of research were addressed during the 

discussion. 

 

4.4.1.5 Field Notes 

 

Field notes played an important role in the research design and approach undertaken in 

the research project. Mulhall (2003) asserts that how researchers approach the writing of 

field notes is dependent on the value they place on them. Choosing what to write down 

is not a process of sampling according to some fixed-in-advance principle. Rather, it is 

intuitive; reflecting the changing sense of what might possibly be made interesting or 

important in terms of the research questions guiding the project.  

 

The field notes taken during the research interviews and after, while conducting the 

initial analysis and notations for the participant vignettes (see Appendix 5), allowed for 

a reflective process to be undertaken in this initial phase of the research, and for 

observations, intuition and different perspectives to be recorded and considered in the 

exploratory phase of the research approach. 

 

Field notes were used only as an additional tool in the research design. They were 

utilised to record non-specific behaviour, interactions and performative features of the 

dialogue and storytelling process involved in the research interviews and, at times, as 

prompts to supplement and support the narrative transcripts when particular sections 

may have benefited from additional explanation (see Appendix 6). 

 

The following section presents a discussion on data collection and recording materials 

utilised, the collation of the small stories in the research design, and transcription and 

coding of narrative data. 

 

4.5 Data Collection and Recording Materials 
 

The range of materials that can be incorporated into experience-centred storytelling 

narrative research is reasonably broad. Most commonly used materials in terms of 

narrative research include digital voice recorders and various software programs that 
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record this data onto hard drives and in MP3 format. The materials used in this research 

study into boys’ accounts of experience in senior English included a digital voice 

recorder and miniature tapes, an MP3 player recording device as a back-up device to 

record stories, a laptop to download audio files, anecdotal notes and field-note records 

written at the time of the interview and immediately after transcription. 

 

4.5.1 Transcription of Audio-Recorded Data 

 

All narrative data were digitally audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. I represented 

both speakers, that is, the respondent/interviewee and the researcher/interviewer, in the 

transcript to reflect the theoretical underpinning of critical social research and CDA that 

foregrounds the dialogic and dialectical aspects of narrative and discourse production. 

In further transcription and analysis, interviewer prompts and questions were omitted in 

order to focus on the extended narratives and small stories of the interview participants, 

with headings inserted to indicate the topical focus of researcher questions. 

 

Taping and transcribing requires close attention to the utterances. Riessman (1993) 

advises that the researcher begin by capturing the entire interview, including both words 

and selected features (crying, long pauses, laughter), on paper in a first draft. Then 

portions can be selected for retranscription, relistening and reviewing. The specific 

content that is selected for later analysis may actually emerge or change as a result of 

the researcher’s close attention to the whole transcription and the research questions 

being addressed. Where a specific narrative segment or small story begins and ends is 

not always clear. Jefferson (1979) advises the interviewer to listen for entrance and exit 

talk and Bamberg (2004) suggests identifying brief segments of text that use narrative 

structural components and sequencing to thereby form a story. Thus, transcription of the 

narratives recorded during the data collection phase of the research project were listened 

to several times (again focusing on active listening as an integral part of the narrative 

and discourse-analytic process), with focus on these cues and narrative/small story 

segments in the interviews to inform accurate and rigorous transcription. 

 

Fairclough (1995) points out that no system of transcription could conceivably show 

everything, and it is always a matter of judgement, given the nature of research 

questions, what sort of features to show and in how much detail. Therefore, Fairclough 
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emphasised, researchers should reflect on the purposes of the research. Thus, the 

transcription process initially undertaken for this project involved the researcher’s 

coding according to the three stages of analysis: description, interpretation and 

explanation (outlined in Chapter 3 and systematically presented in Chapter 5) to address 

the central research questions pertaining to the linguistic, rhetorical and conceptual 

elements contained and constructed in the stories of experience. 

 

A printed copy of the transcript was delivered to the participants by hand, or in several 

circumstances, via email within two weeks following an interview. The participants 

reviewed the printed transcripts and were offered the opportunity to make corrections, 

additions and pass these back to me in their own time. A reminder email/phone call was 

administered to all participants after a two-week period asking for any revisions or 

corrections. No participants requested that there be any changes made to their interview 

transcripts. 

 

The following section reports on the data analysis, coding and categorisation used to 

examine the interview transcripts produced in the study and address the specific 

research questions guiding the investigation. 

 

4.5.2 Coding of Interview Transcripts 

 

Each research interview transcript was copied four times and clearly labelled with the 

stage or level of analysis informing the coding (based on Fairclough, 2001a). The 

discussion in the following sections outlines the key coding undertaken in the analysis 

of the research interview transcripts that then informed the analysis and findings in the 

research study. 

 

4.5.2.1 Coding for Small Stories and Narrative Story Codes and Structures 

 

In line with the initial stage of analysis (level 1—description) that sought to identify the 

formal features of texts, interview transcripts were coded for story structures evident in 

the participant responses (see Appendix 7). Small stories (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 

2008) were identified in the extended narrative (linked to key interview guiding 

questions and topics) and then the formal features and structures of these stories were 
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identified and marked on the transcripts. Plot stages including orientation, complication, 

evaluation and resolution were identified, informed by the work of Labov (1982) and 

Bamberg (1987) in identifying the formal structural properties of narrative in the 

interview transcript texts. Coding was also performed on the transcripts in the initial 

stage of analysis to identify specific formal features of the texts, including grammatical 

devices, structural devices and language resources, in order to apply Fairclough’s 

‘descriptive’ phases of analysis on the texts. 

 

4.5.2.2 Coding for Generative Themes and Contemporary Theorisations on Schoolboy 

Subcultures 

 

Accounts of success and failure in senior English were developed as a result of coding 

narrative texts (young men’s narratives of their schooling experiences and notions of 

success in senior English) to highlight patterns, dominant discourses and taken-for-

granted assumptions, and generative themes (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). These were 

then linked to the research questions guiding the study (see Section 4.6.2) and the stages 

of analysis used to categorise the findings (Fairclough, 2001a), in order to identify 

accounts and definitions of success or failure in senior English (see Appendix 8). 

 

4.5.2.3 Coding for Alignment with Contemporary Educational Discourses and 

Explanations for Boys’ Achievement in English 

These accounts and generative themes were then examined in order to identify and 

interpret how these accounts and experiences aligned with dominant or alternate 

theories on boys’ experiences of success in literacy learning in secondary school. 

Coding at this stage of Fairclough’s ‘interpretation’ phase seeks to identify what social 

discourses underpin tacit and explicit definitions and beliefs about social categorisation, 

social order, power relations and the social world. Coding of the transcripts (see 

Appendix 9) involved acknowledging the dominant discourses and contemporary 

theorisations identified in the second level of coding, and marking any alignment 

between discourses produced on schooling success, failure, literacy learning, gendered 

notions of academic achievement, and boys in schools topics (linked to the guiding 

questions) with hegemonic discourses on the topics and common explanations and 

factors of blame discussed in the research interviews. 
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4.5.2.4 Coding for Transformative/Recontextualised Discourses on Education and 

Literacy Learning 

 

The final stage of coding is linked to Fairclough’s final phase of analysis—explanation. 

This coding of transcript material involves interrogating the texts for indications of 

recontextualisation and transformation of taken-for-granted notions on topics including 

success and/or failure in school, gendered notions of academic achievement, literacy 

learning and boys in schools (see Appendix 10). The coding marked any indication in 

the transcripts of discursive transformations evident in accounts of school experience 

and achievement in English and was informed by Fairclough (1992a, 2001a) and his 

work on using CDA and analysis of interview text to explain how discourse is a part of 

social practice and the social process. 

 

The following section presents a discussion on the analysis of data in the research 

design, specifically relating to the decision to focus on two case studies for detailed 

analysis and the presentation of the findings, and the use of three levels of CDA to 

interrogate and examine the narrative data. 

 

4.5.3 Two Case Studies 

 

The decision to focus on two specific case studies was made after completing all seven 

research interviews, transcribing the data from all seven participants and coding all 

transcripts for small stories, narrative elements, alignment or non-alignment with 

dominant educational discourses and recontextualised (transformed or altered) 

discourses on the key topics. The initial transcribing and coding of all participant 

narrative data allowed for cross-case analysis and comparison (Eisenhardt, 1989), for 

the evidence to be viewed through multiple lenses, and for a decision to be made with 

regard to a choice of case studies that were ‘not unique’ and deemed sufficiently 

‘representative’ of the sample (Hamel et al., 1993) whilst providing ‘rich’ insight into 

the phenomenon under investigation. As detailed (see Section 4.2.3) the case study 

approach seeks to understand the problem being investigated and provide an 

opportunity to ask penetrating questions and to capture the richness of behaviour and 

experiences of individual ‘cases’ (Stake, 2000; Yin, 1984). These factors were 

significant in choosing the two case study participants – both provided insightful, 
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explanatory data on the phenomenon under review, but both also provided rich detail in 

terms of alignment with dominant theorisations on boys’ achievement in school and in 

English, as well as data that point to important variables for further investigation.  It is 

acknowledged that such a ‘small’ case study pool in the CDA analysis of the data are 

not largely generalisable outside the specific context of the study, but as in-depth cases 

that align with the instrumental nature of the research design and methods (Hamel et al., 

1993). Further, the findings from the interrogation of the two cases are useful as 

indicators of what might be happening in different, but related contexts. 

 

As an interview subject, Billy produced an extended narrative account that resonated 

experientially with a broad cross section of the body of work and dominant theorising 

on the topic of boys’ achievement in school and with literacy learning. His ‘case’ was 

chosen for further in-depth CDA in the research study as it therefore could potentially 

facilitate a greater understanding of the phenomenon in line with the operation of 

dominant discourses of boys’ underachievement in subject English. 

 

Brian also had many similarities to Billy, and provided an extended narrative that was 

detailed and descriptive. However, his case also demonstrated some differences in his 

accounts of school success and failure, and answers to the research questions relating to 

how the accounts produced aligned with existing contemporary theorisations and 

dominant discourses of boys’ success and/or failure in subject English at secondary 

school. Brian was chosen as a case that added extra discursive positions that were not 

offered explicitly through the questions. For example his ‘explanations’ for his 

achievement in subject English included explanations that contested those taken for 

granted in the literature (see Section 6.5.6). Therefore rigorous CDA of his small stories 

of experience offer some important data and findings that suggest that alternate 

theorisations and accounts for failure and success for boys in subject English and at 

school exist. 
 
Therefore, it was deemed warrantable to also present his case as a fully worked analysis 

in the findings chapters of this study in order to link back to the purpose of the study in 

interrogating detailed and rich ‘stories of experience’ to provide a more nuanced 

understanding of the problem. 
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Both case studies provided relatively detailed responses and addressed the key topics 

and research questions introduced into the interview exchange through stories of 

experience, as appropriate for a research study seeking narrative accounts and small 

stories for critical and rigorous analysis. The initial transcription, coding and cross-case 

analysis were helpful in identifying that case studies were not un-representative and 

could therefore provide some ‘representative qualities’ in terms of the research 

participant pool and addressing many of the common theorisations, dominant discourses 

and key explanations as identified in the literature. 

 

4.6 Analysis of Data Using the Three Levels of CDA 
 

As discussed in Chapter 3, data analysis in the case study is underpinned by CDA 

(Brown & Yule, 1983; Fairclough, 1992, 1999a, 2001a; Hodge & Kress, 1993) to 

examine the type of language, discourses, conversational devices and MR used in 

participant responses to interview questions. Burman and Parker (1993) argue that a 

critical social approach to discourse analysis allows for the ability to examine how 

language ‘shapes the way that people experience and behave in the world’ (p. 1) and 

thus encourages close examination of how language shapes respondents’ understanding 

and definitions of their identity and their relationship to the phenomenon investigated. 

 

4.6.1 Overview of Stages of Analysis in the Research Design 

 

In the ‘descriptive’ first stage of the investigation, the thesis of the research study is that 

the offered description accurately represents the operating stories that people or groups 

use to understand the temporal connections between the events they have experienced 

and to account for their own and others’ motives, reasons, expectations and memories. 

The research design also recognises how these stories have functioned (or failed to 

function) to order the events under consideration into a coherent and unified experience, 

utilising various linguistic, rhetorical and grammatical devices to do so. 

 

The second phase or category of analysis is labelled ‘interpretive’ and, within the 

research design, offers an opportunity to analyse the MR utilised by interview 

participants in order to make meaning and interpretations in their stories of school 
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experience, success and/or failure. This stage again is useful in exploring the 

relationship between language use and social practice as well as analysing common-

sense understandings and social discourses underpinning definitions of success and 

failure. 

 

The third category of analysis, labelled ‘explanatory’, more closely resembles the 

traditional paradigmatic social science inquiry method and is, consequently, most often 

criticised in positivistic terms (see, for example, Phillips, 1994). This level of analysis in 

the CDA model informing the study allows for the identification and explanation of the 

discursive transformations evident in the narrative accounts of the participants. 

 

4.6.2 Using Fairclough’s Model for Analysis 

 

As discussed in Chapter 3 (see Section 3.5.1), the research design uses Fairclough’s 

(1999a, 2001a) model for CDA, which consists of three interrelated processes of 

analysis that are tied to three interrelated dimensions of discourse. According to 

Fairclough (2001a), each of these dimensions requires a different kind of analysis and 

these are used in the study to address the guiding research questions: 

1. text analysis (description) 

2. processing analysis (interpretation) 

3. social analysis (explanation). 

These three interrelated aspects of discourse analysis are used in addressing questions of 

what definitions exist of boys’ success and/or failure in senior English and how these 

are described by members of different social groups and categories. How these 

definitions and accounts of experience are influenced by common-sense understandings 

of identity and contemporary theorisations of boys’ success in school and literacy 

learning is then interrogated and interpreted. The analysis also focuses on what 

explanations are available and utilised in terms of the constitutive and constraining 

discourses operating in the stories of experience produced in the research interviews. 

 

Section 4.6.3 reports on the levels of analysis utilised in the research study to address 

the key research questions guiding the investigation.  
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As discussed in previous chapters, these are: 

 

1. How do young men who have recently completed a senior secondary school English 

course account for their success and/or failure? 

a. What common-sense understandings and social discourses are evident in 

young mens’ definitions of school success and failure in subject English at 

senior secondary level? 

2. How closely do young mens’ accounts of failure in subject English at senior 

secondary level align with existing contemporary theorisations and hegemonic 

discourses of adolescent boys’ failure in subject English at senior secondary level? 

 

4.6.3 The Specific Levels of Analysis 

 

The specific levels of analysis focus on the following in the research study: 

• Level 1—Description: story codes and narrative elements such as plot stages or 

participants to be identified 

• Level 1—Description: narrative devices used to account for 

actions/events/behaviour to be identified 

• Level 2—Interpretation: accounts of self—success and failure in learning to be 

identified and analysed 

• Stage 3—Explanation: alignment with common theorisations and themes to be 

identified and examined 

• Stage 3—Explanation: hegemonic accounts of learning and social discourses 

identified and recontextualisation of discourse analysed. 

 

In examining the types of stories and discourse that post-secondary-school-aged young 

men use to explain their apparent successes and failures in literacy learning, the research 

approach and design draws on the social theories of Bourdieu (1977), Fairclough’s 

(1989, 1995, 2001a) version of CDA and his writing with Chouliaraki (see Chouliaraki 

& Fairclough, 1999) and others (e.g. Fairclough & Wodak, 1997).  

 

Analysis also involved viewing the interview transcript through multiple lenses, which 

includes the following (discussed in Chapter 3 and, in detail, in Chapter 5): 
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• identifying the narrative processes used by the storyteller 

• describing the narrative codes and structures used in storytelling 

• describing the language of the text 

• interpreting the MR utilised in texts to make meaning 

• interpreting the contents, subjects, relations and connections in narrative texts 

• explaining the discursive transformations in narrative texts. 

 

4.7 Elements of Analysis: Description, Interpretation and 

Explanation 
 

Three elements of analysis—description, interpretation and explanation—are used to 

inform the interrogation of the data in the present study and are further elaborated in this 

section. 

 

The set of formal features we find in a specific text can be regarded as particular choices 

from among the options (e.g. of vocabulary or grammar) available in the discourse types 

upon which the text draws. To interpret the features that are actually present in a text, it 

is generally necessary to take account of what other choices might have been made, that 

is, of the systems of options in the discourse types from which actual features arise. 

Consequently, in analysing texts, one’s focus is constantly alternating between what is 

‘there’ in the text, and the discourse type(s) upon which the text is drawing (Fairclough, 

2001a, p. 92) 

 

Figure 4.1 presents Fairclough’s three levels of discourse analysis, which informs this 

study, and the following sections explain how each level of analysis operate in the 

model and, more specifically, operate in the research design to provide tools for the 

analysis of narrative data. The three elements, description, interpretation and 

explanation, form a systematic and interrelated method for exploring the relationship 

between text and its social context. In this study, these analytical phases provide a way 

to identify and analyse young adult males’ accounts of success and/or failure in 

schooling.  
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Figure 4.1 Discourse Analysis—Three Stages 

 

4.7.1 Description 

 

Description is based on analysis of vocabulary, grammar and textual structures to 

identify the meaning (content, relations and subjects), social structuring value, and 

epistemological and discursive value of the text. This is done against a background of 

common-sense understandings of social categories and social structures, text structures 

(narrative sequencing, design and grammatical devices) and rhetorical semiotic 

resources. This analytical model operationalises the theoretical assumption that texts 

and discourses are socially constitutive and that the process of production and 

interpretation are interdependent. In Fairclough’s words, ‘language use is always 

simultaneously constitutive of (i) social identities, (ii) social relations and (iii) systems 

of knowledge and beliefs’ (Fairclough, 1995, p. 134).  

 

4.7.1.1 Description Phase Tools for Analysis: Identifying Small Stories 

 

The descriptive phase of analysis in the present study begins with the first step of 

identifying and finding small stories within the extended narrative accounts of the case 

study participants. These are treated as tools for ‘description’ and this phase of analysis 

seeks to identify how the language of a text functions to constitute systems of 

knowledge, the interpersonal function creates identifiable categories of social subjects, 

and the relationships between these categorisations and the language used by them 

and/or to describe them in texts creates discourse. 
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Stories are treated as vehicles whereby subjectivities and intersubjectivities are 

constituted, inflected, reworked, and more or less variably and subtly invoked for a 

situated activity (such as accounting for failing English for a research interview) and are 

instances of discursive practice, and social practice (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998; 

Fairclough, 1995, 1999a). In the research study, they are used in the initial phase of data 

analysis and ‘description’ to provide a specific way of ‘handling’ the data and 

categorising topics relating to the research questions and issues pertaining to the 

research study, that is, how do young men account for their success and/or failure in 

English, how are their definitions of success or failure informed by dominant discourse 

on ‘boys in school’ and male literacy learning, and how do they recontextualise certain 

elements of their constructions of gender, school success, and what it means to be 

literate and successful in the stories they produce? 

 

The theoretical aims of the research, as discussed in depth in Chapter 3, require an 

analytical approach at the level of description that begins with attention to elements of 

narrative structure of the basic unit for analysis of small stories, and is inclusive of an 

analysis of the MR used in the production and interpretation of texts, and the way these 

MR function in discourse. 

 

This assumption underlying the analytical framework for the project acknowledges that 

stories told during interviews are embedded in social interaction, but argues that it is not 

imperative always to analyse them in terms of their interactional or dialogic elements—

they can be analysed and examined as brief segments of texts that nonetheless provide 

micro examples of broader concepts, activities or discourse within an extended narrative 

account. The analysis of small stories found within extended responses to interviewer 

questions reflects the intent of the study to document and analyse the meanings 

constructed by participants, rather than to impose an interpretation on what participants 

mean. It also reflects a commitment to research ‘naturally’ occurring stories in so much 

as they can be treated as such when they occur as a result of the interview context and 

guiding questions. The data for this process consists of the numerous small stories that 

are formulated as snippets of reported experiences and feelings, and though seemingly 

peripheral to the question of success or failure in school subject English, are not 

dismissed as insignificant. Following Bamberg and Georgakopoulou (2008), and 

Fairclough (2001a) the ‘worthiness’ of stories that seem to be on the fringes are 

152 



analysed by the ways that they are employed by each participant to build an account that 

he wants to be heard as the account of his performance as an English student by his 

‘ideal hearer’ (i.e. an English educator interested in his perspective as a male past 

student of senior English). 

 

The analysis of the interview data in this research project is underpinned by the theory 

that analysis of small story sequences and collections enables the analyst to warrantably 

and categorically interpret meaning in the talk of interviewees. For instance, in the 

excerpt below (see Table 4.1), Brian provides a small story about his initial 

disengagement with learning in English. It does not provide a clear structure or fully 

fledged story according to Labovian canonical story structure, but nonetheless, it 

provides an important insight and explanation of events and actions explicated in his 

extended narrative. 

 

Table 4.1: Small Story Excerpt 

Story Elements Interview Transcript Evidence 

Orientation The first few years of high school 

Complication I didn’t really pay attention 

Evaluation I wasn’t very confident  

 

Using discourses of education and pedagogy as a conceptual resource, Brian produces a 

small story relating struggling to learn and succeed in English at school and accounts 

for his lack of success in senior English via this device—that is, he could not succeed 

because the curriculum was irrelevant and not engaging. 

 

4.7.1.2 Words, Language and Linguistic Features 

 

Other resources used in the descriptive phase of analysis involve identifying and 

describing the language features and verbal elements utilised by the teller—the 

grammatical resources and oral speech patterns employed to tell a particular type of 

story. The narrators in the interviews used particular linguistic devices to hold their 

accounts together and communicate meaning to listeners. Since we use language to 

convey content, our choice of linguistic resources simultaneously signals who we are, 

what we are like, where we are from, what we qualify for, who we associate with. 
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Vocabulary coding and targeted lexical analysis sought to identify the following lexical 

and grammatical items related to the guiding research questions: 

• lexical analysis 

• specific vocabulary and words associated with emotive responses to learning 

experiences 

• specific vocabulary and words associated with attitude and effort 

• specific vocabulary and words associated with interest and engagement in 

school 

• language and definitions of academic success and failure. 

Identification of these grammatical features, language and vocabulary then informed the 

‘coding’ of the interview transcripts and extended ‘whole’ narratives (and small stories) 

into generative themes. These ‘themes’ were then utilised in later stages of the CDA 

process to inform the interpretation and explanation of the texts in line with the 

methodological framework that seeks to identify and interrogate the discourses to which 

the subject is bound and has bound themselves, and those they are resisting. 

 

4.7.1.3 Narrative Structures 

 

Key elements (codes) used to formulate stories, long or short (i.e. characters, setting, 

and plot) and conventional narrative structural components (i.e. abstract, orientation, 

complication, evaluation, resolution) (Labov & Waletsky, 1967) also provide structures 

for describing and identifying how specific meaning is made by a narrator in the 

descriptive phase of analysis. The narrative purposes of each structural component can 

be interrogated for the key meaning usually contained. For instance, abstract(s) typically 

describe the topical focus of the story, the orientation typically provides information 

regarding which story elements (i.e. characters, plots, subplots, settings) will be 

significant in ‘this’ narrative, and complicating action specifies the problem that needs 

to be resolved, or what needs to change within the course of the story, and is, according 

to Labov (1982), the element that defines talk as ‘narrative’. Identification and 

subsequent evaluative phases typically provide a perspective on cause and effects of 

action (e.g. descriptions of the potential consequences of actions and events), and the 

resolution phase typically provides concrete evidence of effects of actions and/or 

solutions to problems flagged in the orientation and complication phases, confirming for 
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the analyst the teller’s focus within a specific story. In this manner, identification and 

coding of transcripts in the first phase of analysis involved identifying small stories and 

narrative structural components. This allowed for subsequent evaluation and 

interpretation of ‘meaning’, ‘motivation’ and the common-sense understandings evident 

in the different phases of narrative accounts of successes and/or failure in senior English 

at school.  

 

4.7.1.4 Story Elements: Sequencing Strategies 

 

Riessman (2000) suggests that narration is distinguished by ordering and sequence; one 

action is constructed as consequential for the next. From the constructivist perspective 

adopted in this thesis, this ordering and sequencing is understood as an accomplishment 

and that narrators develop coherent stories from otherwise disordered recalled 

experience to provide ‘a unity that neither nature nor the past possesses so clearly’ 

(Cronon, 1992, p. 1349).  

 

Time, events, people and places can be selectively used to construct stories that are, on 

the surface, true recollections of temporally, thematically and episodically (Gee 1999; 

Jefferson, 1978; Riessman, 2000) sequenced, situated experiences and feelings ‘that are 

located in particular times and places’ (Laslett, 1999, p. 392). Identification of the 

sequencing strategies used to narrativise experience in the present study provides for 

subsequent analysis of the ordering of events, and use of language resources to explain, 

exonerate or justify behaviour within a sequence of storied text to be undertaken. It also 

allows for the interrogation of what relational values the formal stages of story elements 

have within the extended narrative and discourse produced in the interview exchange. In 

terms of identifying specific sequencing strategies—texts in the present study are coded 

to establish connections between events and provide rationalisation of cause and effect 

relating to events, as constructed by narrators. This data is then interrogated and informs 

the analysis at later stages of the CDA in the study. 

 

Table 4.2 demonstrates how elements of the description stage of analysis are utilised in 

the present study to analyse narrative data from a narrative sequencing position. In the 

example, Billy employs the text structure of a small story to challenge the dominant 

representation of success.  
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To do this, he: 

• contrasts taken-for-granted definitions of academic success focused on narrow 

academic objectives, with broader definitions of success as a person  

• attributes his success to his own initiatives and self-motivation relevant to 

personal objectives  

 

 

Table 4.2: Body Stories—Topic: Success and Succeeding 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 3—Success in English 

[Success at 

school is] good 

marks I guess. 

 

And then [my] the overall 

marks, yeah pretty average, 

below average a bit. 

[I was] Not particularly 

[successful], no.  

There’s academic success 

which not everyone, I’m 

not really an academic per 

se but I’m smart but I’m 

not an academic, so the 

other forms would be 

characterwise, becoming 

like a better person, which I 

am a great person. 

It didn’t really 

have any bearing 

on where I am 

today, like school, 

English hasn’t 

made my writing 

any better, it 

hasn’t … 

I’ve done it all myself 

really. Yeah just by 

reading and wanting to 

have the vocabulary 

and wanting to sound 

smarter. 

 

4.7.1.5 Story Elements: Textual Features and Grammatical Devices 

 

Another way that stories are told and developed is through the language features and 

verbal elements utilised by the teller—the grammatical resources and oral speech 

patterns employed to tell a particular type of story. Narrators use particular linguistic 

devices to hold their accounts together and communicate meaning to listeners, as well 

as to assemble their stories based on their own practical reasoning in accounting for 

actions or events. Identification of selective grammatical devices in the small stories as 

an initial descriptive step allows for later stages of analysis to interrogate not only what 

social discourses and common-sense understandings are evident in the accounts, but 
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how they are produced and reproduced through grammatical devices and textual 

features, to formulate accounts of success and/or failure. 

 

Gee (1999) attends to how a story is told in terms of examining how narratives are 

developed and related. His approach is to identify specific grammatical devices and 

features that punctuate speech to study how narratives are produced and reproduced, as 

well as use of vocabulary and linguistic devices in the formulation of stories of 

experience. These features of speech and language use are important to consider in the 

formation, development and actual telling of a narrative—and give insight and 

information on meaning and agency, as well as how the telling of narratives of 

experience make use of the formal features of language to formulate ways of knowing, 

being and operating in the social world. 

 

As Riessman (2000) points out, ‘narrators can position themselves, through language 

choices, for example, as victims of one circumstance or another in their tales, giving 

over to other characters the power to initiate action, not themselves’ (p. 12). 

Alternatively, narrators can position themselves as agentive beings who assume control 

over events and actions: they purposefully initiate and cause action. Identifying specific 

and deliberate grammatical devices such as vocabulary relating to the research 

questions, use of pronouns, modality in accounting for actions or events and assertion in 

language use is a beneficial stage and ‘step’ in the descriptive phase of analysis in the 

present study. It can also support subsequent analysis of how narrators construct 

propositions throughout their stories using a number of language resources available to 

them (MR) as members of social categories and groups (e.g. schoolboys studying 

English). These findings and data interrelate with the CDA methods of analysis in the 

interpretation and explanation stages because they confirm that narrators can shift 

among positions, giving themselves agentive roles in certain scenes, and passive roles in 

others, and that to create these fluid semantic spaces for themselves, narrators use 

particular grammatical resources to construct who they are (Capps & Ochs, 1995). 
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4.7.1.6 Story Elements—Characters/Participants 

 

Another resource and ‘step’ in the descriptive phase of analysis focuses on one of the 

most basic elements involved in the development and telling of a narrative is its story: 

characterisation. The audience most often understands and relates to stories as mediated 

through other constructs, including the characters and their actions, the point of view, 

and the organisation of the text. Characters are significant narratological constructs 

because they cause or undergo the events of a story (Bal, 1985). Characters serve as a 

means for the story to progress through various episodes to the conclusion. 

Identification of central characters (protagonists and antagonists) at the description stage 

of analysis, and the actions of these characters (schemata) link to the questions of 

‘what’s going on?’ (see Table 4.3) and allows for further analysis at the interpretation 

stage in addressing the further question of ‘in what relations are they 

(characters/participants) involved’ (see also Section 3.5). Examining the use and 

construction of characters within narrative text can be used as a resource to probe how 

assumptions are formulated and common-sense understandings relate to MR attached to 

specific social membership and specific social practices. 

 

Table 4.3: Frames, scripts and schemata (Fairclough, 2001a, p. 132) 

(Note that insert in bold is an addition by this researcher.) 

Schema  Contents: Activity 

Frame Contents: Topic and concepts 

Script 

(Interpretation) 

Subjects: Relations and social 

categorisation 

 

4.7.1.7 Story Elements—Topic and Storyline 

 

The narrative topic, as defined by Cobley (2001), illustrates ‘the chain of causation 

which dictates that the story events are somehow linked and that they are therefore 

depicted in relation to each other’ (p. 239). These intricacies provide the logic for the 

text, the topicalisation and ‘point’ of a story, a reason for the story to move forward 

through a sequence of meaningful events. Plots or storylines can provide people with 

templates or scripts for shaping or making sense of their lives in that they show how 

others have dealt with particular events, problems and experiences (Sikes & Gale, 
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2006). In the present study, this resource (i.e. the identification and coding of key topics 

within the extended narrative accounts) allows for closer examination of how common-

sense understandings and assumptions are formulated as ‘topics’ and used in social 

members’ accounts and explanations of experiences. 

 

According to Polkinghorne (1988), the topic of a story functions by way of 

transforming a chronicle or listing of events into a schematic whole by highlighting and 

recognising the contribution that certain events make to the development and outcome 

of the story (Polkinghorne, 1988, pp. 18–19). Thus, emplotment is selective. Instead of 

recalling their past experiences in a chronological order, people foreground certain 

events, while others are backgrounded, or omitted, to make a coherent story and 

position the ‘hearer’ to respond to the story in a particular manner. Identification of 

‘topic’ as a resource links to the generative themes and linguistic and lexical devices 

identified in this initial stage of analysis and serves to produce a solid foundation of data 

to inform subsequent analysis. Identification of this particular resource also provides an 

‘answer’ to the question of ‘what’s going on’ in that it assigns specific topics and 

categorisation of events into identifiable sections for analysis. Therefore, the act of 

emplotment foregrounds a particular interpretation and, in the case of the research 

study, a particular account of experience, despite other possibilities. Thus, as argued by 

Bruner (1987, p. 31), ‘a life is not how it was but how it is interpreted and reinterpreted, 

told and retold under differing circumstances, audiences, times and contexts’. Thus, 

identification of instances of emplotment is a useful resource in the description stage of 

analysis, which aims to identify ‘what’s going on’ in a text—that is, the activity, topic 

and purpose in order—to allow for further analyses in later stages of the CDA. 

 

4.7.2 Interpretation 

 

Interpretation is a further stage of analysis that identifies connections between the text 

(description) to its social context. The focus of this analytic practice is to interpret what 

discourses the text is part of and how these are drawn upon in the phase of both 

production and consumption of a text. Fairclough (2001a) states that, ‘the values of 

textual features only become real, socially operative, if they are embedded in social 

interaction, where texts are produced and interpreted against a background of common-

sense assumptions’ (p. 117). The interpretation stage of analysis is concerned with how 
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participants/narrators arrive at an understanding of discourse on the basis of their 

cognitive, social and ideological resources (MR), and thus aims to identify the social 

categories, individual producers’ experiences of problems, and power relations found in 

texts. This stage of analysis identifies the situational context, discourses and scripts 

(subjects/relations and connections) found in the texts (see Table 4.3 for outline of 

schemata, frames and scripts) and is interrelated with the elements identified in the 

description stage of analysis (e.g. topic, activity, purpose).  

 

Interpretation involved each small story being analysed and classified in relation to its 

situational context, scripts and subjects involved, and operational discourses (see Table 

4.4 for example). 

 

Table 4.4: Interpretation of a Small Story Produced by Billy 

Small Story  

(Participant = 

Billy) 

Script/Subject 

Relations 

Situational Context Discourse 

I had a teacher 

I did not 

respect at all 

Teacher and 

student  

Classroom 

discipline/enactment of power 

between teacher/student 

Educational 

(hierarchy/power 

relations/teacher 

pedagogy) 

 

Fairclough suggests that scripts represent the subjects who are involved in specific 

activities and the relationships in which they are involved. In the present study, the 

interpretation phase of analysis seeks to identify the relationship between text and social 

structures, the discourse processes used, and their dependence on common-sense 

assumptions, social categorisation, agency and power relations. 

 

4.7.2.1 Interpretation Phase Tools for Analysis 

4.7.2.1.1 Identification of Subjects and Subject Conditions 

 

Specifically relevant to interview-constructed narratives is the understanding that 

narratives are shaped in response to the social purpose of the teller, which may be 

descriptive, explanatory, evaluative or justificatory (Labov 1997, 2001). The telling of 

self-stories produces meaning and accounts of actions through intersubjective sense 
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making. The resources used to identify and interpret meaning and intersubjectivity 

within narrative texts include the identification of ‘subjects’, subject conditions and 

relationships between subjects (e.g. teacher/student relations, schoolboy peer relations) 

and relations of power, social categorisation and agency. The identification and 

interpretation of these elements is made more fluid through targeted use of data 

collected in the initial ‘description’ phase, which identified topics, themes and common 

language associated with social membership and social practice in the narrative texts.  

 

Through (re)coding of the transcripts for evidence of these specific elements, the text is 

able to be analysed in line with addressing the central research questions of how 

participants account for their success or failure in senior English, and how these 

accounts are aligned with dominant blame factors, operate within ‘dominant’ discourses 

of schoolboy success and/or failure in literacy and English, or indeed are 

recontextualised in light of contemporary theorisations on the subject. Using these 

resources (i.e. the identification and interpretation of subjects, subject relationships and 

relations of power, social categorisation and agency) to inform this phase of analysis 

also provides data and possible ‘answers’ to address the questions of ‘in what relations’ 

are the subjects involved, and how are subject conditions and associated MR related and 

constrained/constructed by social context and practice. 

 

Intersubjective narrative purpose can be characterised as motivating a response, for 

instance, seeking empathy or understanding from the audience or listener to attach 

particular meaning or consequence to selected descriptions of actions, events or 

feelings. Narrators indicate the terms on which they wish their story to be interpreted by 

positioning themselves in the narrative and then motivating the desired response from 

their listener. Toolan (1988) suggests that the act of storytelling can be a type of 

performance whereby the teller is trying to convince the listener to respond to the story 

(the overall plot, events, decisions, feelings and interactions) in the desired manner. 

 

4.7.2.1.2 Subject Positions and Social Identities 

 

Informants do not ‘reveal’ an essential self as much as they perform a preferred self to 

suit the ‘stage’ and context of the situation, representing themselves and their 

experiences as they wish them to be represented at any given moment and in any given 
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situation or narrative exchange. These representations are selected from the multiplicity 

of selves or personas that individuals switch between as they go about their lives 

(Riessman, 2000). Eastmond (2007) asserts that past experience is always remembered 

and interpreted in the light of the present ‘stage’ or situational context, as well as by the 

way that the future is imagined. He also suggests that what is remembered and told is 

shaped not least through the contingencies of the encounter between narrator and 

listener, and the nature of the interview or exchange that takes place. Interpretation of 

subject positions and social identities at this stage of analysis in the current study 

involves identifying the social context of the discourse (e.g. teacher and student in 

school classroom or situation of behaviour management) and, again, addressing the 

questions of ‘who’s involved’ and ‘in what relations’ (Fairclough, 2001a, p. 122) to 

interrogate how certain relations and social contexts produce certain discursive events 

and are shaped and constrained by the social purpose of the exchange. 

 

4.7.2.1.3 Relationships of Power, Social Categorisation, Agency in Discourse  

 

Focusing on identifying relationships of power in texts allows for these power relations 

to be further analysed and explicated in the explanation stage of analysis at the 

situational, social or institutional level. The initial identification of power relations, 

social categorisation and agency involves focusing on the relations and connections in 

the stories, and the ways in which texts are tied to the situational contexts in which they 

occur and ways in which connections are made between parts of a text. The role of 

language is important in the interpretation stage of the analytical process, which draws 

on the findings from the description phases of analysis and identification of language 

resources used in the production of narrative accounts.  

 

Language is viewed as informing the context, discourse type and MR used in the 

process of production, and can be identified as operating in order to categorise, or make 

meaning of power struggles or agentic action. Language is in turn influenced by the 

institutional matrix of different discourse types and connections and the assumptions 

that influence the ways connections can be made in texts. The identification and 

analysis of how relationships of social categorisation, power and agency shape accounts 

of school success and/or failure in senior English are in turn shaped by the social 

context on a situational, institutional or social level, which in turn relates to analysis 
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also at the explanation level. Again, this view reinforces Fairclough’s notion that all 

levels of analysis in his model of CDA are interrelated and can be used interchangeably 

to interrogate texts and explore the relationship between text and social context (see 

Section 3.5).  

 

Table 4.5 presents an example of interpretation from the present study, which identifies 

the ‘contents’ (schemata and frames) of the text (i.e. small story) in the initial 

description stage, and focuses on script (subjects/relations) and the MR available within 

those scripts, in the interpretive stage. Fairclough (2001a) suggests examination of the 

‘scripts’ (i.e. the subjects who are involved in activities in texts) is important after 

identification of the frames and schema because these are representative of specific 

ways of behaving and acting that subjects (either protagonist or antagonist) have in 

certain social activities and contexts. 

 

Table 4.5 summarises the actions and relations, attributes of the characters and subject 

relationships (scripts) and discourse involved/enacted/dominant in the activities in 

Billy’s narratives.  

 

Small Story Excerpt 
I had an English teacher. I did not respect her at all. I did not respect at all; she 
was just didn’t have control over our class, especially our little group, just 
didn’t care what we did, I swear you could get away with absolutely anything. 
And so English was just like the classroom where you caught up and just had 
fun really. We controlled the class. 

 

Table 4.5: Interpretation Stage Analysis of Scripts and Discourse in Small Story 

Produced by Billy 

CHARACTER SCRIPT (MR) ACTIONS & 

RELATIONS 

DISCOURSE 

Billy Protagonist in relations 

with ET [English 

Teacher] 

(student/teacher script 

and MR) 

did not respect ET 

at all 

you could get away 

with absolutely 

anything  

you ‘caught up’ and 

Education 

Schooling/Teacher 

quality 

Teacher pedagogy poor 

practitioner 

Teacher respect non-
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just had fun in 

English  

we controlled the 

class 

existent 

Social aspect of learning 

Behaviour-management 

expectations 

 

4.7.3 Explanation 

 

Explanation constitutes an outer frame of the analytic method focusing on the placement 

of the discourses within the text in regard to a social context, and explanation of how 

text makes meaning when operating within institutional and societal processes as well 

as within particular power relations (Fairclough, 2001a, p. 117). At this level, it is 

relevant to consider how MR are constituted as well as either changed or reproduced 

within the level of interpretation. 

 

In the second phase of analysis (interpretation) the focus was on how MR were used as 

constituents for ‘processing discourse’. The level of explanation in Fairclough’s (2001a) 

model aims to investigate the discourse practice by examining how MR are shaped by 

social structures, as well as how they shape discourses, and thus change or sustain social 

structures. MR are viewed as ideologies, for example, assumptions about culture, social 

relationships and social identities, which are constituted by power relations but, at the 

same time, either reproduce or change these power relations by participating in the 

social process of struggle (p. 138). In the present study, the small stories identified in 

the description phase of analysis are again utilised as ‘manageable’ units for analysis in 

terms of investigating how particular MR are shaped by social structures or categories 

within narrative accounts and how differing social determinants shape the discourse 

produced in the small story texts. 

 

Fairclough thus argues that to analyse text at the explanation level, three questions can 

inform the process: 

1. Social determinants: What power relations at the situational, institutional and 

societal level help shape this discourse? 

2. Ideologies: What elements of MR that are drawn upon have an ideological 

character? 
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3. Effects: How is discourse positioned within stories in relation to struggles at the 

situational, institutional and societal levels? Are these struggles overt or covert? 

Is the discourse normative with respect to MR or creative? Does it contribute to 

sustaining existing power relations, or transforming them? (Fairclough, 2001a, 

p. 138). 

The explanation phase of analysis begins from the proposition that it is expected that 

there will be some alignment with contemporary theories on adolescent boys’ success 

and failure in English and school, because these particular discourses are so dominant 

and pervasive in society. It is the objective of this final stage of analysis to interrogate 

further the subject relationships and relations of power, agency and social categorisation 

identified in the previous stage of analysis, and to deconstruct the discourses associated 

and produced in these relations in order to find the transformed or recontextualised 

discourses operating in accounts of success and failure in English. 

 

4.7.3.1 Explanation Phase Tools for Analysis 

4.7.3.1.1 Identifying Discourses Used to Account for Success and/or Failure 

 

Various conceptual elements can be employed to construct narratives. Discourses can be 

found as representing particular parts of the world, and from particular perspectives. 

Different texts are able to be categorised based on the different discourses upon which 

they draw and are influenced by; the discourses used in narratives are a way of 

representing the social world experienced by the storyteller and the members 

represented in the text. Therefore, after initial coding and identification of dominant 

discourses and themes (in the description and interpretation stages) found in texts, these 

data on specific discursive positions produced in stories of social categorisation, agency 

and power relations can be used to address the research question of how dominant 

discourses of adolescent boys’ success and/or failure in school and senior English 

operate or are recontextualised in the accounts produced in the young men’s narrative 

texts. 

 

When constructing narrative, discourses operate as ‘part of the action’ (Fairclough, 

2003a) and are used as ways of representing actions, beliefs, motivations and meaning. 

Discourses also give an indication as to the social or personal identity of the storyteller 

and figure as a part of social practice—a way of acting, of representing and being. 
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Fairclough suggests that discourses can be distinguished both by their ways of 

representing and by their relationship to other social elements. Identifying particular 

discourses within the narrative texts in the present study encourages explanation of 

which aspects of MR are drawn upon as interpretative procedures in the production and 

interpretation of texts and how they are related to social practice. 

 

The notion that discourses are selective and selected by participants and storytellers 

depending on the particular circumstances of the narrative purpose and practice aligns 

with the approach utilised in this research project and the views of critical discourse 

analysts who argue that discourses are inherently part of and influenced by social 

structure, and are produced in social interaction on a selective and complex basis. 

 

4.7.3.1.2 Situational, Societal and Institutional Discourses 

 

Categorisation and identification of these determinants of discourse show how discourse 

operates as a social practice, and how it is determined by social structures. The 

reproductive effects that discourses can cumulatively have on those structures—either 

reinforcing them or transforming them—is also an important resource to utilise in this 

stage of analysis. Identifying discourse and the social effects and determinants of 

discourse can be investigated at the social, situational or institutional level in order to 

‘explain’ how discourse is both shaped and shapes the social world within which social 

members operate. This approach also encourages the addressing of the research question 

pertaining to the dominant discourses operating within narrative accounts, and also how 

they are transformed or reformulated to account for either success or failure in 

schooling and senior English and literacy learning. 

 

A choice of focusing on different determinants of discourse allows for it to be viewed 

through different ‘lenses’, thus seeing the MR specifically as ideologies (i.e. shaped by 

culture, social relationships and social identities). Identification and analysis of these 

resources (i.e. dominant discourses versus reformulated discourses) and in what context 

each is utilised and produced (e.g. students in power exchanges with authority figures or 

in explaining poor behaviour in the classroom) also encourages a ‘deeper’ explanation 

of how accounts are socially shaped and socially shaping in terms of the values, beliefs 

and ideas constrained and constructed by social circumstance and context. 
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Table 4.6 presents evidence of discourse identified in Billy’s small stories to justify, 

explain and account for his success and/or failure in English and school. It also outlines 

the key social organisational ‘lens’ through which this discourse is viewed in this phase 

of analysis in order to address elements of questions 1 and 3 in Fairclough’s model of 

the process of explanation (as outlined above). 

 

Table 4.6: Evidence of Educational Discourse, Determinants of Discourse and Effects 

in Relation to Success and/or Failure in School and Senior English  

 

 

Discourse Determinants of 

discourse 

Effects Effects 

EDUCATION Determinants Success Failure overt/covert 

struggles  

 Curriculum 

(SITUATIONAL) 

Ability to focus on the 

particular areas of the 

course he liked generated 

success.  

Liked short story writing 

and working with others in 

groups to share ideas—

lower stakes environment? 

Designed purely for 

university success. He 

already decided he did 

not want to go to 

university so he had 

no motivation for this 

type of English course. 

(overt struggle) 

Subjective nature of 

English is challenging 

(covert struggle) 

 Teachers 

(INSTITUTIONAL) 

Support from teacher 

definitely helped in success 

in the lower communication 

English subject  

Vague explanation of 

problems v. clear 

explanation of 

problems in 

quantitative subjects 

like maths. (covert 

struggle)  

 Peer Pressure 

(SOCIETAL) 

 A lot of his friends 

were immature. And 

this can cause 
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disruption and affect 

learning quality. (overt 

struggle) 

 

The explanation phase of the analysis aims to portray discourse as a part of the social 

process, as social practice, showing how it is determined by situational, societal and 

institutional discourses, and can be transformed or recontextualised by social members. 

It aims to identify and explain discursive transformations evident in texts. 

 

4.8 Presentation of the Research Findings 
 

Recall that the research findings present two case-study examples from the data set of 

seven research participants as worked examples of how the research approach produced 

warrantable findings from the analytical process. Presenting the full three-stage/level 

analysis of all seven participants was deemed redundant and too lengthy a process for 

the purposes of presenting key findings and analysis. Therefore, the findings from each 

stage of analysis are presented through the specific case study examples that were felt to 

be largely representative of the whole participant sample findings. This allows for a 

detailed presentation and examination of how Fairclough’s model for CDA was utilised 

to address the research questions and produce warrantable findings. Transcription and 

analysis using this model is necessarily labour intensive, and produced a sizeable 

quantity of data and findings. Therefore, the findings chapter approaches this by 

presenting an in-depth case study ‘representative’ working example of the ‘model in 

action’ and stages of analysis for two key case studies. Stake (2000) differentiates 

between three types of case study: the intrinsic, the instrumental and the multiple or 

collective (pp. 445–448). This project and approach to the presentation of the research 

findings might be described as an instrumental case study because the intent is not to 

focus overly on the individuals involved, but to focus rather on the insights into the 

issue they provide, the possibilities for generalisation (albeit limited) and improved 

theorising on practice, pedagogy and policy in the education of boys in subject English, 

and model for the systematic treatment of case study interview data provided by CDA 

in the research study. 
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4.9 Ethical Clearance 
 

An important set of practices and procedures come into play when dealing with 

interviewing individuals and groups in educational research, particularly young people 

(see Cohen & Manion, 1994; Creswell, 2008). In regard to ethical considerations, I have 

responded in a way that aligns with my ethical position to be caring, open and 

trustworthy. I also gathered an informed consent from the participants and remained 

clear about any confidentiality concerns. Pseudonyms were used to conceal identities. In 

addition, I ensured I acknowledged Nash’s (2004) understanding of ethical 

relationships. He described this relationship in regard to being ‘scrupulous in using 

others in our best, ethical manner’ (p. 134). It is important to remember that we need to 

be caring when disclosing the lives of others; yet, we also need to recognise the greater 

importance of why the story needs to be conveyed. The participants in the study have 

been made aware of the purpose and the intended use of the interviews’ content. The 

scope of the research project is overtly, not covertly, written in the informed consent 

form and the letter of introduction.  

 

In addition, each participant was informed of the study’s purpose and intended use of 

the recorded interviews before the first interview. This was done to avoid confusion or 

misunderstandings between the participants and me. I have professionally and 

competently handled challenges that arose during the research process by demonstrating 

my ability and flexibility to negotiate, in time frames, interview sites and scheduling 

changes. 

 

Privacy and issues of confidentiality and anonymity were followed according to the 

ethical principles outlined by the Australian Association of Researchers in Education 

(AARE) and in line with Griffith University ethical guidelines (see Appendix 2 for copy 

of ethics form): 

Privacy and issues of confidentiality and anonymity will be followed 
according to the ethical principles outlined by The Australian Association of 
Researchers in Education (AARE) and in line with Griffith University Ethical 
guidelines. Ethical clearance has been granted by Griffith University Research 
and Ethics in July 2009. 

The Griffith University ethical clearance number associated with the research project is 

EBL/20/09/HREC. 
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These basic principles outline the importance of the research enhancing the general 

welfare, not risking participants in any manner, respecting the dignity and worth of all 

persons involved or otherwise in the research and the recognition that educational 

research is an ethical matter that must be guided by an awareness of the complex 

relationship education plays in people’s lives.  

 

In addition to this code of practice, the following ethical considerations influenced and 

informed the research project (see information sheet and consent form, Appendix 3): 

• The rights of participants will be respected. 

• Research will be reported fully and honestly. 

• Pseudonyms will be used in order to preserve participant confidentiality and 

privacy. 

 

4.9.1 The Place of the Researcher  

 

Since the researcher who hears a ‘story’ is more inevitably part of the analysis than are 

researchers who analyse less obviously co-constructed text segments, critical analysis is 

also usually more consistently concerned with reflexivity, and is thus open to issues 

relating to trustworthiness and reliability. 

 

Decisions about the interview process and the place of the researcher in this process are 

also problematic because, as Emihovich (1995) and Scheurich (1995) have noted, this 

method is complicated by the privileged position of the researcher in relation to the 

person being interviewed. Arguing from the stance that both the interviewer and the 

interviewee have multiple intentions and desires (only some of which are consciously 

known), Scheurich (1995) would have researchers highlight, not hide, the ‘baggage’ and 

researcher ‘positioning’ that is brought to the interview process. 

 

Habermas (1984) reminds us that in everyday life we can aim at talking to one another 

in ways that avoid influencing each other through power and strategising in order to win 

others over to our own position but at the same time produce multiple interpretations. 

An interaction that instead aims at a mutual understanding is called ‘communicative 
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action’ by Habermas, who asserts this concept of communicative action can lead to 

mutual understanding through multiple interpretations.  

 

In this sense, my own approach considers narrative and discourse social, communicative 

action and therefore subject to the same challenges that Habermas (1984) perceives in 

communicative action. My role and place as a researcher takes into account the 

participants’ own capacity to represent in a meaningful way the experiences they detail, 

their feelings and motives about the accounts they describe and detail, and the overall 

narrative and the norms expressed through it, as well as the comprehensibility of the 

narratives that are co-constructed between both participant and researcher in the 

interview process. 

 

My place as a researcher and co-constructor of the narratives and texts produced in the 

interviews undertaken involves acknowledgement and consideration in terms of the 

complex nature of the dialogic relationship between researcher and participant in 

interview scenarios. My own contribution to the text, in my role as an ‘ideal listener’ in 

the interrogation and interpretation, was ‘coloured’ and informed by my own 

experiences as an educator, and my personal and social background. In this way, the 

approach aligns with the notion that interviews are discursive acts and language is a 

social action, and that my own place as a researcher influences the texts that are 

produced. As a researcher, the data are ‘listened to’ and analysed with certain 

epistemological assumptions about boys in school and English. As Dahlberg, Moss and 

Pence (2007) suggest, analysis of discourse is ‘subject to reflection, dialogue and 

argumentation, leading to a judgement of value that is contextualised and provisional 

because it is always subject to contestation’ (p. 4). However, Fairclough’s robust CDA 

model and stages of analysis allowed for specific analysis of participant small stories in 

the extended narrative and focus on the MR used to connect small stories and produce 

meaning. In this approach, the co-construction of narratives, while acknowledged, is not 

considered significant in terms of the data analysis and research questions. 

 

The following section discusses the limitations in the research design and methods used 

in the current study. Section 4.10.1 reports on the limitations in using CDA in the 

research design and Section 4.10.2 reports on the validity concerns in utilising this 
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approach. Section 4.10.3 reports on the overall justification of using CDA in the 

research design.  

 

 

4.10 Limitations of the Research Design and Methods 
 

CDA and critical social research using narrative data and case study analysis are not 

unproblematic. Fairclough himself concedes that CDA has moved from its ‘first flush of 

youth’ to embark on what is now viewed as a challenging ‘maturation process’ (1995, p. 

20) that has seen CDA grow into a major field of research in its own right. With this 

growth and adoption of the methodology by the research community has come 

increased concentration on the limitations and considerations needed when utilising this 

as a research tool (Fairclough, 2001a). Some of the key arguments in terms of the 

limitations in using CDA are considered in the next section. 

 

4.10.1 Key Limitations of CDA in the Research Design 

 

In his work on critical applied linguistics and critical approaches to discourse analysis, 

Pennycook (2001) begins by questioning the adequacy of the sociological framework 

that CDA inherits from Marx, particularly the simple division between oppressed and 

oppressors, dominated and dominant, as well as the primacy given to capitalist 

accumulation as the basic source of power in society. He then moves on to reflect on 

how CDA’s stubborn insistence on claims to scientificality keep in play questionable 

notions of objectivity and truth while failing to be sufficiently objective about its own 

epistemological status and will to power/knowledge.  

 

Against this, Pennycook (2001) sets his own preferred vision of critical applied 

linguistics. This he regards as an advance on CDA and all other previous ‘critical’ 

approaches to language in that it is one that:  

although viewing language as fundamentally bound up with politics, 
nevertheless articulates a profound skepticism about science, about truth 
claims, and about an emancipatory position outside ideology. This position, 
which we might call critical applied linguistics as problematizing practice, 
draws on post-structuralist, postmodernist, and postcolonial perspectives. (pp. 
42)  
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Van Dijk (1993, 2001) acknowledges that CDA does not have a unitary theoretical 

framework or methodology because it is best viewed as a shared perspective 

encompassing a range of approaches instead of one school. In addition, discourse 

always involves power and ideologies, is connected to the past and the current context 

(is historical), and can be interpreted differently by people because they have different 

backgrounds, knowledge and power positions—therefore, the ‘right’ or an ‘absolute’ 

interpretation does not exist, whereas a more or less plausible or adequate interpretation 

is likely (Fairclough, 1995; Wodak & Ludwig, 1999). Haig (2005) suggests that CDA is 

frequently criticised for being unclear in terms of its philosophical foundations, a point 

addressed in some detail in the work of van Dijk (1997, 2001) and Fairclough (2001a). 

Haig goes on to discuss a number of criticisms of CDA by Hammersley (1997), 

Silverman (2006) and Widdowson (1998) that include arguments pinpointing potential 

weaknesses in the method, ranging from the notion that CDA has unreliable and 

uncertain foundations to assertions that it may not produce valid knowledge. 

 

In a series of papers, Widdowson (1992, 1995, 1998, 2004) has maintained a sustained 

argument against critical approaches to discourse analysis, particularly Fairclough’s 

models of CDA. To summarise his main arguments, he charges that: 

1. CDA is not analysis in support of theory but (merely) interpretation in support of 

belief. 

2. The beliefs of analysts are ideologically biased, leading to analysts reading 

meaning into rather than out of texts. 

3. This bias is further compounded because the analyst selects only those texts that 

will confirm his or her beliefs. 

4. The distinction between the interpretation of the analyst and that of the lay 

reader is ignored. 

 

Haig (2005) addresses a number of these and other assertions regarding the limitations 

and weakness of CDA and does suggest that a re-evaluation of CDA’s core foundations 

and classification is a timely and important discussion that the research community 

needs to have. He asserts that CDA is frequently equated (and thus attacked) based on 

‘earlier critical approaches to language such as Critical Linguistics (CL) either 

mistakenly or because the latter presents in many ways an easier target’ (p. 2). Haig 

points out the Fairclough has himself addressed some of the issues and concerns raised 
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by the likes of Widdowson, and that he argues that CDA is by its very nature 

interdisciplinary and that by utilising this approach the aim is only ever to promote 

awareness and raise people’s levels of consciousness in terms of how language can 

influence society and different groups of people. However, in response to some of these 

claims, Fairclough (2001a) argues that CDA as a discipline is not, and never can be, 

entirely free from the possibility that it can be used as a powerful tool by those whose 

reasons and goals are not based on emancipator concerns or altruistic ends but that that 

should not preclude it from being viewed as an important research tool. 

 

 

4.10.2 Validity and Generalisability Concerns 

 

In the research design, storied evidence and narratives of experience are gathered, not to 

determine if events actually happened, but to interrogate how people retell experience. 

The research design and methodology supports the notion that storied texts serve as 

evidence for personal meaning and ways of explaining and accounting for experience, 

not for the factual occurrence of the events and experiences reported in the stories. 

 

The disjunction between a person’s actual experienced meaning and his or her storied 

description has four sources (Polkinghorne, 2007), and it is these elements that have 

informed the research design in terms of addressing validity concerns: 

1. the limits of language to capture the complexity and depth of experienced 

meaning  

2. the limits of reflection to bring notice to the layers of meaning that are present 

outside of awareness  

3. the resistance of people because of social desirability to reveal fully the entire 

complexities of the felt meanings of which they are aware 

4. the complexity caused because texts are often a co-creation of the interviewer 

and participant. 

 

Because stories are simulations of participants’ meaning, and not the meaning itself, 

these four threats to the validity of interview-generated evidence could not be 

eliminated. The task of the researcher in this particular research design was to produce 

articulations that in some way lessened the distance between what was said by 
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individual case study participants about their experienced meaning and the experienced 

meaning itself. A familiar criticism of narrative interviewing and research methods 

utilising limited case study narratives as data, questions the value of its dependence on 

small samples, which are believed to render it incapable of producing warrantable or 

generalising conclusions (Hamel, Dufour & Fortin, 1993; Stake, 2000). Whilst 

Riessman (2008) attests that ‘an individual case study does not instantly enter into the 

collective process of knowledge accumulation in a given field’ (p.195) she asserts that 

explicit explanations of how methodological decisions are made and interpretations are 

produced in case-based studies provide the research community with important insights. 

Providing that the goals of the study have met clearly established objectives and follow 

a clear and defined method of analysis, some—even limited—general applicability will 

result from the methodological qualities of the study, and the rigour with which the 

analysis of the case study data is constructed (Flyvbjerg, 2004). Attention to such rigour 

in the present study may serve to offset some of the criticisms of qualitative research as 

a ‘soft approach’ utilising subjective procedures that are difficult to validate (Creswell, 

2003; Silverman, 2000).  

 

The CDA approach informing and influencing the research study argues for the 

acceptance of the validity of the collected evidence and the validity of the offered 

interpretation. As Kramp (2004) suggests:  

Each story has a point of view that will differ, depending on who is telling the 
story, who is being told, as well as when and where the story is told. 
Consequently, verisimilitude—the appearance or likelihood that something is 
or could be true or real—is a more appropriate criterion for narrative knowing 
than verification or proof of truth. (pp. 108)  

The validity threats arise in narrative data and CDA because the language descriptions 

given by participants of their experienced meaning is not a mirrored reflection of this 

meaning. Participants’ stories may leave out or obscure aspects of the meaning of 

experiences they are telling about because they are always ‘motivated’ accounts 

produced in a specific time and place in response to a specific context. The validity 

issue about the evidence of assembled texts is about how well they are understood to 

express the actual meaning experienced by the participants. In my experience, asking 

for ‘more narrative’ and for participants to expand and further describe events and 

experiences was a powerful way to investigate whether the ‘manifest intention of the 

speaker was actually meant as it is expressed’ (Habermas, 1984) and to ensure that my 
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own interpretation of the ‘story’ was as the speaker had intended. In the present study, 

validity and legitimacy are measured and informed by the belief that ‘good’ research is 

well grounded and makes warrantable claims against the narrative data produced and 

the discourse-analytic procedures used. As Riessman (2008) asserts, the validity of 

narrative research lies in its ability to inform future studies and contribute to social 

change by empowering participants. She concludes that in narrative inquiry, many 

issues remain to be settled. However, these issues should serve as impetus for scholarly 

debates and ‘added diversity’ (p. 200) in the field. 

 

4.10.3 Justifying the Choice of CDA in the Research Design 

 

The research design sought to enable the collection of interview data and the analysis of 

the narratives produced in the interviews in order to identify definitions and accounts of 

success and failure in senior English at school. Further, it sought to interrogate these 

accounts in terms of how discourse is constructed and constrained by social 

categorisation and membership within social practice. 

 

CDA allows for the data to be analysed at both a ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ level, thus 

enabling identification and examination of the research problem and guiding research 

questions on multiple levels—from description of micro aspects of grammatical and 

rhetorical devices, to interpretation and explanation of macro concepts including 

discourses and social processes (Stoddart, 2007). A ‘critical’ use of discourse and 

narrative analysis helps to guard against the danger of attempting to discover an 

authentic self, or ‘true’ representation of an event or experience—and can reveal the 

complex ways in which individuals construct their selves and the ways in which these 

selves are socially, culturally and discursively shaped in a specific context. 

 

The diversity of the field of CDA is perhaps a sign of the ever-changing, global, 

multiliterate world in which we all find ourselves. Ryan (2007) suggests that many 

youth of today experience ‘multiplicity and complexity within their lives’ (p. 230) and 

that CDA as a guiding methodology and research tool can powerfully inform research 

into youth, schooling and society (p. 231). Merriam (2002) argues that research using 

narrative data offers insight into how people interpret their experiences, how they 

construct their worlds and what meaning they attribute to their experiences (p. 38). 
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Henderson (2005) reinforces the idea that theory must be able to bend, flex and work 

with changes in educational research, and CDA can be particularly useful in this regard. 

Utilising a CDA lens enables the research and analysis in the current study to focus on 

developing an understanding of the dominant forces in society that shape social 

interaction and discourse, in this case, boys’ own perceptions and constructions of 

themselves as learners, as ‘boys in school’ and of their success or failure in school. In 

turn, this approach may offer new research and insight to encourage further 

investigation into the role of ideological assumptions, and discursive sources of power 

and inequality in social problems (Foucault, 2001; McGregor, 2003). 

 

CDA is a valuable method and research tool for exploring the relationship between 

language use and social practice (Janks, 1997; Riessman, 2008; Weiss & Wodak, 2003) 

in the context of schooling—namely, adolescent boys’ discourse practices in secondary 

school. The present study generates theorised understandings about aspects of education 

and reinforces the notion that CDA of narrative data can provide opportunities to 

consider the relationships between discourse and society, between text and context, and 

between language and power (Fairclough 2001a; Henderson, 2005). CDA allowed for a 

combined examination of textual specificity and social relevance in discourse and 

provided an opportunity to illuminate aspects of agency, power and hegemony 

(Stoddart, 2007; Van Dijk, 1997, 2001) in the discourse practice of the young men 

involved in the study. 

 

4.11 Conclusion 
 

Utilising a critical social research platform, narrative methods of data collection and 

CDA in the research design of the study provide a compelling means by which to 

examine how young men use narrative (even the ‘smallest’ of stories), narrative devices, 

discourses and discursive transformations to shape and account for experiences and 

identify alignment with existing contemporary theorisations and hegemonic discourses 

of adolescent boys’ failure in subject English at senior secondary school. CDA provides 

a means for careful analysis of social practices and the social world. It also provides a 

means for the examination of the discursive practices and discourse boundaries that 
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shape constructions of self and identity, and in the case of the research project, shape 

and constrain definitions and dominant discourses of success and failure in senior 

English and schooling. In this sense, constructions of school success, hegemonic 

discourses on boys’ apparent failure in literacy, gender and inequality issues in 

education—could be examined with a CDA approach, which also serves well as a tool 

for promoting a critical reflective view of students’ own discourse practices in 

narrativising experience. 

 

The following chapter reports on the findings from the research study and explains in 

detail how the research questions were addressed through each stage of analysis. It 

provides a thorough examination of the findings in relation to CDA theory, definitions 

of success and failure in school, contemporary theorisations on male achievement and 

success in English, and alternate accounts of learning and achievement in literacy at 

school.
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Chapter 5: Case Study 1 Findings—Billy 
 

 

5.1 Introduction 
 

The previous chapter outlined the methodological and conceptual framework upon 

which the research design and project is based. It provided an overview of the research 

design, data collection, analysis and rationale for the use of a narrative methodology and 

CDA approach. This chapter addresses the findings of the research derived from the 

analysis of the narratives produced in research interviews. More specifically, it 

discusses the key stages of the analysis process and the findings that emerged from the 

narrative inquiry, narrative analysis and CDA.  

 

This chapter presents a case study (Billy) analysed using the procedures modelled on 

those designed by Norman Fairclough (2001a) and outlined in Chapter 4. It reports on 

the findings from the three phases of analysis. The case study of Billy was chosen as the 

first of two case studies in line with the ‘instrumental’ nature of the research design – 

his case provides fruitful findings pertaining to the research questions and as previously 

discussed (see Section 4.2.3) findings that are deemed an appropriate representation of 

the group of seven participants. Rigorous CDA of his case study example allows for 

more discrete and detailed presentation of the findings from the research design and 

methods. The following chapter then presents a second case study (Brian) and 

discussion of the findings based on key elements from the three phases of analysis. This 

chapter highlights the similarities that propose Brian as a warrantable representation of 

the participants in the study (based on the research design and research methodology), 

but also the differences demonstrated in his case study that offer some 

recontextualisation of dominant discourses and factors of blame identified within the 

conceptual frameworks of the literature review (see Section 2.1). 
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5.1.1 Discussion of the Case Study Findings: Billy 

 

In terms of Fairclough’s model, the initial discussion, presented in Section 5.3, amounts 

to a description of the ‘situation’ in which the texts were produced, ‘what’s going on? 

(activity, topic, purpose)’, and the ‘contents’ that are productive of and produced in the 

texts analysed thereafter in Billy’s transcript. This section of the chapter reports on the 

initial phase of the research analysis and discusses the findings from the ‘descriptive’ 

phase of the process.  

 

Section 5.4 describes the interpretation phase of the analysis and the findings with 

respect to discourses operating in accounts of success and failure. Section 5.4 also 

reports on the MRs used by the case study participant to produce this interpretation. It 

focuses on the subjects, relations and connections identified in the extended narrative 

and reports on the findings of how power, agency and social categorisation shape social 

identity within the textual data. 

 

Section 5.5 discusses the findings from the third key phase of analysis—explanation, 

that is, locating the social determinants that shape discourse and the discourses used to 

account for success and failure in school and literacy learning. It reports on the findings 

from an evaluation of how discourse worlds resonate within Billy’s narratives and 

accounts are aligned with contemporary theorisations of boys’ success and/or failure in 

school and subject English. It also reports on findings that indicate the various 

situational, societal and institutional discourses operating within, and informing 

accounts of, success and/or failure and evidence of recontextualisation and 

transformation of taken-for-granted notions on topics including success, academic 

achievement and boys in school. 

 

The texts analysed are the extended and small stories (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 

2007, 2008) whereby Billy formulates his accounts of success and failure. As outlined 

in the research design chapter, the transcripts are coded and sorted into small stories, 

with markers indicating narrative codes and structures, generative themes and 

contemporary theories and factors of blame used in the coding process to inform 

reporting on the findings from the participant interview transcript. 
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5.2 Descriptive Analysis 
 

This section reports on analyses that form the description stage (see Fairclough, 2001a) 

as outlined in Section 4.7.1. It identifies and discusses particular formal features of the 

text(s) analysed (i.e. the young men’s stories) and their effects on the meaning available 

in the texts. Particular attention is given to the experiential and expressive value of 

particular textual features and devices used and the ways that these provide evidence of 

the restructuring of the educational discourses that make the stories intelligible to their 

ideal audience (i.e. educators receptive to and interested in the client’s perspective). The 

descriptive analyses focus only on the analytical categories, contents and subjects, as 

these two dimensions of meaning (Fairclough, 2001a, p. 126) are pertinent to meaning 

production in the narrative data in this study.  

 

Therefore, the analysis in the descriptive phase focuses on the MR pertinent to telling 

stories in a face-to-face interview activity. It profiles the ways that formal features of 

small stories and series of connected small stories are employed to produce meaning 

and act as a template for the interpretation of meaning. As indicated in Section 4.7.1, the 

formal features of the small stories include the following: 

• narrative structures: orientation, complication, evaluation, resolution, 

reorientation 

• sequencing strategies 

• grammatical devices 

• characterisation 

• topicalisation. 

 

Description of text in this initial stage of the case study analysis involves examination 

of the formal features of texts and specific narrative codes and structures utilised to 

produce texts. It also involves examination of the content, representations, subjects and 

social identities operating in the texts (see Table 5.1). Fairclough (2001a) states that 

description in his model of CDA is interested in the formal properties of text, and is 

more concerned with ‘identifying and labelling formal features of a text in terms of the 

categories of a descriptive framework’ (p. 22) but cautions that this process is also 

linked to subsequent analytic stages, interpretation and explanation of text. 
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Table 5.1: Descriptive Analysis Findings 

How do male adolescents and young adults who have recently completed a senior secondary 

school English course account for their success and/or failure? 

Description 

Analysis of the formal features of the text—the young men’s stories. 

1. Content & Representation: How has each young man represented: (i) his 

experience of the social world of the senior English classroom, (ii) senior English 

curriculum, and (iii) success in school English? What content does the young man 

select for inclusion in his stories and how does he shape this content in order to 

produce these representations. 

2. Subjects & Social Identities: Who are the subjects (characters) in the young man’s 

stories, how does he characterise them, what social identities are ascribed to them, 

and what cues do these provide regarding the young man’s evaluation of the roles 

played by particular categories of social subjects in his account of his (and others’) 

level of achievement in senior English? 

 

The data analysed are transcribed responses to interviewer questions in a semi-

structured interview organised under the topics listed below, using questions that 

required an evaluation by the respondent. Further, recall that the stories whereby these 

evaluations were formulated, elaborated and substantiated are of particular interest in 

this study. The topic headings were: 

• What were your general experiences of senior English? 

• What did it take to be successful in senior English?  

• What are your thoughts about senior English curriculum in retrospect? 

• Who was successful in senior English, and what made them successful? 

• Did girls do any better than boys in senior English did? 

• What did you get out of studying senior English? 

• Were you satisfied with your achievement in senior English? 

 

During the 30-minute interview with the researcher, Billy formulated evaluative 

responses to questions related to each of the headings. Consistent with all other 

participants interviewed for this research project, Billy’s responses consist of a series of 
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small stories (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2007, 2008) that were found to assemble an 

extended narrativised account of his lack of success in senior English (see Table 5.2).  

 

Table 5.2: Billy’s Account of Lack of Success in Senior English 

Orientation Complication/ 

Elaboration 

Evaluation Resolution Reorientation 

/Coda 

English was 

the 

classroom 

where you 

caught up 

and just had 

fun really.  

I had a bad teacher. 

The teacher didn’t 

care, lacked 

confidence, had no 

control, and was a 

biased marker.  

I’m not a big reader. 

I don’t like reading. 

The books for 

English were 

‘crappy’ and 

irrelevant. 

Nothing we did in 

English was relevant 

or valuable. It was 

never clear what was 

required or what 

would be right or 

wrong in English. 

I didn’t get good 

marks or achieve 

academic success in 

English. 

Nothing in 

English 

curriculum was 

going to be useful 

for me in the 

future.  

I would fight 

for the mark 

that I thought 

I deserved 

and I would 

win. 

I taught 

myself what 

I needed to 

know. 

I don’t care 

about my 

English marks.  

I succeeded 

character wise. 

I’m a great 

person. 

Well there’s 

always an 

answer in 

physics, I like 

that. It’s much 

easier than 

having to try 

and debate why 

your answer is 

correct in 

English. 

 

The following is a transcript of Billy’s talk. Researcher questions and prompts have 

been deleted. However, the headings indicate the topical focus of researcher questions 

and prompts. The reason for deleting the researcher’s actual questions was explained in 

Section 4.5.1. 
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DS650011 Billy Transcript Evidence 

Billy’s Talk 

 
GENERAL EXPERIENCE IN SENIOR ENGLISH 

 
Well I had a teacher that I did not respect at all, she was … just didn’t have 
control over our class, especially our little group, just didn’t care what we did, 
I swear you could get away with absolutely anything. And so English was just 
like the classroom where you caught up and just had fun really. Yep [the 
teacher] didn’t have control; we controlled the class. She, yeah [was] not 
disinterested but I don’t know, maybe just, yeah maybe just disinterested. 

 
Well it [English work] was graded pretty biased-ly because there was that 
behaviour problems I think. So even if I did like sometimes I did do real good 
speeches and she’d, give me like a rubbish mark and I’d be like ‘no, you’re not 
giving me that mark’. And then I’d get bumped up to a better mark. Yeah and 
I would win. Yeah. But that’s once again because she was a crappy teacher. 
Yeah [she] wasn’t confident. At all.  

 
SUCCESS 

 
And then [my]the overall marks, yeah pretty average, below average a bit. [I 
was] Not particularly [successful], no. [Success at school is] Good marks I 
guess … There’s academic success which not everyone … I’m not really an 
academic per say but I’m smart but I’m not an academic. So the other forms 
would be characterwise, becoming like a better person … which I am; … a 
great person. It didn’t really have any bearing on where I am today … like 
school English hasn’t made my writing any better. It hasn’t …. well it has but 
I’ve done it all myself really. Yeah just by reading and wanting to have the 
vocabulary and wanting to sound smarter. 

 
Well they’ve [parents] always encouraged me to read but I haven’t really. I’m 
not really a huge reader unless it’s really interesting. Yeah, like, if I start 
reading it and it’s not good then I’m going to stop reading it. But if it’s good, 
then I’m going to keep reading it but it’s a bit of a chore … Yeah, most boys 
don’t read I don’t reckon. Well most boys that I hang out with don’t read 
because it’s too hard … too … just takes too much time. Like before I go to 
bed I’d prefer to watch TV rather than read and in the day I’m … Yeah. In the 
day … in the day time I’m definitely not going to read. I’ve got much better 
things to do in a day than read a book.  

 
And the books in school were crap. I think I had one good book in school, it 
was that book about the autistic kid, dog, it’s like a dog … and the fork. Yeah 
[The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time]. That’s the only good 
book I read at school … Yeah the night time yeah, the only good book I read 
at school. But who cares about Romeo and Juliet? Just crap like. Yeah, like 
classical English language like doesn’t even make sense. And who speaks like 
that? No-one speaks like that. Well yeah when I am ever going to … I’m not, 
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unless I’m going to be a drama … unless I’m going to be an actor … I’m not 
going to use Romeo and Juliet. 

 
RELECTIONS ON SCHOOL ENGLISH CURRICULUM IN RETROSPECT 

 
Some of it was more valuable than the other stuff, like essay writing, that’s 
obviously a valuable thing, skill to have. What’s that thing called, like 
comprehension. 

 
Yeah like just all about how quick you can read and answer a group of 
questions, like it’s not really, I don’t know. It wasn’t like, if you read 
something you actually want to read, then you’re going to obviously take that 
information in. If you’re reading about like … 

 
Yeah, yeah like if you’re reading something about a random topic that you 
don’t care about. 

 
Just for the sake of the test, like that’s a bit silly. 

 
Definitely like maths, it’s like so relevant. So everything has maths in it, maths 
is in like you see maths everywhere, like money, accounting, all that sort of 
stuff, it’s all maths, engineering, maths. So I guess you could argue that 
English is like journalism which is, but once again that’s interesting for like 
everyone, like everyone reads the paper and not everyone reads poems and 
sonnets by Shakespeare, do they? 

 
WHO WAS SUCCESSFUL IN SCHOOL ENGLISH? WHAT MADE THEM 
SUCCESSFUL? 

 
Yeah they were just studious people wanting to get the best OP [Overall 
Position] possible and would do anything to get that, because some of them 
we’re actually … 

 
Well our classroom, they [successful English students] used to like, they’d be 
angry at us for taking away from their learning and they’d just try and ignore 
us by the end of it because they knew that nothing was going to stop it. So it 
was an interesting classroom. 

 
Yeah we had free rein. Definitely, the same as any classroom though. But I 
didn’t have another class like that. 

 
GENDER 

 
I went to a mixed school. Well, I reckon girls probably do better overall, but in 
our classes it was the boys that were better because the boys were a bit more 
boisterous and especially during, I’m thinking a lot about speeches for some 
reason because I guess that’s when you see everyone’s work. So yeah the boys 
are probably better then because they were, it was just … All of our mates 
were there, yeah and the girls were sort of, yeah a bit not strong enough for us. 
Definitely, [English is] not a boys’ [subject]. I think in English extension ... I 
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think it was an all-girl class because a friend of mine did it. I’m pretty sure it 
was all, there might have been one boy. Actually I don’t think there was, it 
was all girls. I don’t know maybe girls don’t think they can be mathematicians 
and business women. English is more of a girls’ [subject] ... 

 
WHAT YOU GOT OUT OF STUDYING SENIOR ENGLISH 

 
Yeah probably essay writing was good. And public speaking. Probably 
primary school English was better for me than high school because I learnt all 
the skills rather than, high school was just mastering those skills I guess. 

 
SATISFACTION WITH ACHIEVEMENT IN ENGLISH 

 
Yeah I guess so. It doesn’t really bother me once again but yeah, I’m satisfied. 
Yeah skills, I had quite a bit of fun in the classroom. English was my actually 
favourite subject that I attended purely because of the classroom, yeah that’s 
my favourite subject. But other than that, probably physics I guess. Well 
there’s always an answer in physics, I like that. It’s much easier than having to 
try and debate why your answer is correct in English. 

 

 

5.3 Results and Discussion of Analysis Stage 1: Description 
 

Table 5.3 demonstrates how the descriptive stage methods will be used to analyse 

Billy’s stories. 

 

Table 5.3: Description 

How do male adolescents and young adults who have recently completed a senior secondary 

school English course account for their success and/or failure? 

Description 

Analysis of the formal features of the text—Billy’s Talk. 

1. Content & Representation: How has Billy represented: (i) his experience of the 

social world of the senior English classroom, (ii) Senior English curriculum, and (iii) 

success in school English? What content does Billy select for inclusion in his stories 

and how does he shape this content in order to produce these representations. 

2. Subjects & Social Identities: Who are the subjects (characters) in Billy’s stories, 

how does he characterise them, what social identities are ascribed to them, and what 

cues do these provide regarding Billy’s evaluation of the roles played by particular 

categories of social subjects in his account of his (and others’) level of achievement 

in senior English? 
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This section reports the results of analyses of the ‘content dimension’ and the ‘social 

dimension’ of Billy’s account, that is, Billy’s representation of events and characters 

that shaped his experience of the social world of the senior English classroom, senior 

English curriculum, and success in school English. The focus questions answered in this 

descriptive stage are:  

1. What content does Billy select for inclusion in his stories and how does he shape 

this content?  

2. What characters does Billy select for inclusion in his stories and how does he 

describe and categorise these characters? 

Answers to these questions are used as a basis for the interpretation phase of the 

analysis (see Section 5.4) that is, analysis of how Billy has produced his particular 

representation of events and characters that shaped his experience of the social world of 

the senior English classroom, senior English curriculum, and success in school English. 

 

The descriptive stage of the analysis demonstrated that Billy employed the following 

textual and language resources: 

• a narrative text structure (i.e. the telling of stories) that naturalises the inclusion 

of personal recounts of events to illustrate, verify and justify his account, and 

provides for him to ‘hold the floor’ and to establish and maintain authority over 

the content and events selected for inclusion, the character selection and 

characterisation and, therefore, the representation of content/events and 

characters 

• vocabulary selections that systematically represent content, events, characters 

and their actions, as well as English curriculum and success in particular ways 

• grammatical structures and devices 

• rhetorical devices. 

Billy has organised his account in the form of a series of small stories using the 

canonical structure of a personal oral story narrative: orientation, 

complication/elaboration, evaluation, resolution and optional coda (Labov & Waletzky, 

1967). When this recognisable structure is employed, the story recipient looks for 

familiar narrative components and codes, plot, subplot and plot profile, characters and, 

in particular, the relationships between protagonist(s) and antagonist(s), and the theme 

or point that makes the story tellable. 
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Each segment of Billy’s interview responses provides a series of connected small stories 

in which he selects particular events and characters as a focus for particular points that 

help construct his account of senior English curriculum, being a student in the senior 

English classroom and/or his achievement in subject English. 

 

The following sections present and discuss each set of small stories pertaining to the 

broad topics of the interview questions. The topics and the textual and language 

resources whereby Billy formulated his accounts are described. Each subsection is 

addressed according to its linear progression and position in the extended narrative.  

 

5.3.1 Orientation Stage of the Extended Narrative: Description of the Selection 

and Representations of Events and Characters in Billy’s Stories 

5.3.1.1 General Experiences in Senior English 

 

Table 5.4 demonstrates how Billy employs the structure of story narrative to represent 

his general experience and lack of success in English as an outcome of his teacher’s 

lack of appropriate ‘teacher’ attitudes, disposition and qualities (Small Story 1) and her 

lack of expertise and professional skills and objectivity as an assessor (Small Story 2). 

 

 

 

Table 5.4: Orientation Stage: Billy’s Stories re General Experiences in Senior English 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 1 

I had a teacher  I did not respect at all; she was 

just didn’t have control over our 

class, especially our little group, 

just didn’t care what we did, I 

swear you could get away with 

absolutely anything.  

And so English was 

just like the 

classroom’s where 

you caught up and 

just had fun really. 

We controlled 

the class.  

She, yeah [was] 

not disinterested 

but I don’t 

know, maybe 

just, yeah maybe 

just 

disinterested. 
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Small Story 2 

[English] was 

graded  

pretty biased-ly because there 

was that behaviour problems I 

think. So even if I did, like, 

sometimes I did do real good 

speeches and she’d, give me like 

a rubbish mark. And I’d be like 

‘no, you’re not giving me that 

mark’.  

But that’s once again 

because she was a 

crappy teacher. 

Yeah [she] wasn’t 

confident. At all. 

And then I’d get 

bumped up to a 

better mark. 

Yeah and I 

would win. 

Yeah.  

 

5.3.1.1.1 Topic 

 

The topic Billy selects for his small stories in this opening section, ‘General 

Experiences in Senior English’, is the conditions of the English classroom and its effect 

on his achievement in the subject (note that this also forms the orientation to his overall 

extended narrative). The two conditions he topicalises are (i) his teacher’s personal 

qualities, and (ii) his teacher’s professional skills. This selection sets the discursive 

framework for Billy’s account as teacher quality and professional standards. Both 

aspects are described as essential to student learning and achievement in dominant 

contemporary discourses of teacher quality and professional standards (Australian 

Institute for Teaching and School Leadership [AITSL], 2012; Barber & Mourshed, 

2007; Rowe, 2003). The current dominance within this discourse of the notion that 

teacher quality, professional standards and student achievement are so closely 

interrelated provides for Billy’s propositions to be understood and aligned with by the 

ideal audience: educators interested in improving educational outcomes for students.  
 

5.3.1.1.2 Characters and Characterisation 

 

As is typical of story narrative orientation, the main characters, both protagonist and 

antagonist are introduced and positioned for the audience. In this case, Billy introduces 

the two central characters in his story of senior English, the ‘teacher’ (antagonist) and 

‘I’ (protagonist). I is the narrator that allows for the social purpose of the storytelling, 

evaluation, to be directly achievable. This social purpose is clearly evident in his 

selective characterisation of I and I’s actions. I’s first utterance introduces the other 
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character and also includes an evaluation, ‘I had a teacher I did not respect at all’. The 

selection of the word ‘respect’ is very powerful here, with regard to positioning the 

hearer/reader of this text. It provides a schema for not only the remainder of this small 

story but also for the extended narrativised account of Billy’s lack of success in English. 

The notion that teachers should be respect worthy is implied in the teacher attribute 

selected for notice and in the negative formulation ‘did not respect’. The addition of ‘at 

all’ is an emphatic addition that reinforces the understanding that teachers should be 

able to be respected at least in some if not all aspects of their personal and professional 

conduct. 

 

Following this, the description of the character, teacher, is assembled using two 

contrasting words ‘care’ and ‘control’:  

she was just didn’t have control over our class, especially our little group, just 
didn’t care what we did, I swear you could get away with absolutely anything 

In both cases, these attributes ‘having control’ and ‘caring’ are proposed as expectations 

of a teacher and, more significantly, the lack of control is characterised as a 

consequence of lack of care. Because caring about one’s students and their learning is 

commonsensically understood as a prerequisite for a professional teacher, the 

conceptual linking of these two vocabulary selections reinforces the negative 

construction of this teacher and provides for the hearer to understand sympathetically 

Billy’s following statement, ‘I swear you could get away with absolutely anything’, as 

related to the ‘bad’ teacher rather than to ‘bad’ students. I and other students, we, ‘could 

get away with absolutely anything’ because they were uncared for and, therefore, 

uncontrolled students. The option provided by the teacher who did not fulfil her 

required role and who did not command ‘respect’ was anarchy. Billy’s account 

represents the English classroom as ‘the classroom where you caught up and just had 

fun really’. The proper business of the classroom, learning and teaching, was absent 

from the English classroom because of the characteristics of the teacher character. 

I did not respect at all, she was … just didn’t have control over our class, 
especially our little group, just didn’t care what we did, I swear you could get 
away with absolutely anything. And so English was just like the classroom 
where you caught up and just had fun really. 

The characterisation of the category ‘bad teacher’ is reinforced in Small Story 2. The 

evaluations in Small Story 1 are extended in Story 2 to include evidence that is focused 

on deficiencies in key professional skills and predicates; baseline skills and predicates 
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of a teacher include ability to make and deliver objective assessments of students’ work 

submitted for assessment. Assessment in senior English is very high stakes because 

grades at this level of schooling limit access to the desired goods and services, 

employment and higher education. Billy’s statements represent the teacher as not only 

biased but vindictive, that is, unprofessional on two counts. She was an unreliable 

marker who allowed non-assessable elements about the person being assessed to 

influence her assessment judgements.  

It [English] was graded pretty biased-ly because there was that behaviour 
problems I think. So even if I did, like, sometimes I did do real good speeches 
and she’d, give me like a rubbish mark. 

The causal relationship between the unreliable grading and the behaviour of the student 

being graded is made unmistakable by linking the two ideas in the one complex 

sentence using the explicit causal of ‘because’. 

 

Within this clearly established meaning framework, Billy’s follow-up statement that 

reports his actions in response to the biased, punitive assessment of his ‘good’ work, 

‘And I’d be like “no, you’re not giving me that mark”’, is arranged, therefore, to be read 

not as rudeness or bullying, on Billy’s part, but as reasonable self-advocacy in the 

interest of securing accurate, fair and just assessment of his work. 

 

The resolution to this story is that justice is restored to I as a result of his own actions. 

Reference to the ‘doer’, the teacher, is absent from these sentences. The only character 

included in the resolution is I: 

And then I’d get bumped up to a better mark. Yeah and I would win. 

 

Small Story 2 is concluded with a final follow-up evaluation: 

Yeah. But that’s once again because she was a crappy teacher. Yeah [she] 
wasn’t confident. At all. 

This conclusion re-establishes the causal relationship between the students’ behaviour 

and lack of success, and the teacher’s professional skills, ‘she was a crappy teacher’, 

and personal characteristics, ‘wasn’t confident’. Her deficiencies are represented as the 

cause. The addition of ‘at all’ is emphatic and this high level of modality adds to the 

certainty of Billy’s evaluations. Once again, the causal relationships are marked using 

the ‘that’s because’ structure. The use of ‘once again’ provides for the understanding 
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that this was not a one-off event, and the non-definitive ‘that’ leaves it open for the 

hearer to interpret the causal relationship as one or all of the following: 

• I had to act like this to get the mark I deserved because she was a crappy 

teacher. 

• She changed my mark because [she] wasn’t confident about her own assessment 

judgements. 

• I got low grades in English because she was a crappy teacher. 

The synthesis of personal opinion and evidence of low professional skills and lack of 

integrity is one of the key platforms in Billy’s account—that low achievement in senior 

English is a result of bad teachers with poor professional skills and personal 

characteristics unsuitable for a teacher. In this account, I is not to blame; he did all he 

could to help himself.  

 

5.3.1.1.3 Sequencing, Design and Grammatical Devices 

 

The design of this narrative sequence is also significant. Billy selects ‘I had a teacher’ as 

his opening line of this story about his experience of senior English and thereby 

foregrounds the relevance and significance of the teacher on this experience.  

 

As discussed above, it was found that Billy used grammatical devices to secure causal 

relationships to support his proposal that a consequential relationship exists between 

teacher qualities and poor performance. This proposal is sustained using the 

coordinating conjunctions ‘and so’ to introduce his evaluation that the English 

classroom was a social rather than an educational space.  

 

Another device used to generalise the effect of the problem teacher on the culture of the 

classroom, the absence of learning and the conduct of students, is Billy’s move from 

referencing individual opinion to representing ‘I’ as a member of a group, via the 

seamless transition from reference of ‘I’ to ‘you’ to ‘we’ as observed in the following 

extract: 

And so English was just like the classroom where you caught up and just had 
fun really. Yep [the teacher] didn’t have control; we controlled the class. 
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The repeated use of coordinating conjunctions and connectors ‘and so’, ‘because’, ‘and 

then’ signifying both causal and temporal relationships, very effectively establishes and 

constrains the meaning interpretable from these orientation stage small stories.  

 

Another recurrent grammatical structure used in these orientation stories is the negative 

construction observed in the sequence of characterisations of the teacher whom I ‘did 

not respect’ (repeated phrases are included): 

• just didn’t have control 

• just didn’t care 

• didn’t have control 

• wasn’t confident. 

The negative structure is effective in implying a noteworthy absence and thereby allows 

for the understanding that these attributes are expected of a teacher. The negative 

characterisation of this teacher is secured via this grammatical device. The alternative 

positive structure using alternative descriptors, for instance, by replacing ‘wasn’t 

confident’ with ‘was shy’, or ‘didn’t have control’ with ‘allowed students the freedom 

to express themselves’ would have positioned the listener/reader differently and 

invoked a different discourse of good teaching, teacher and student. 

 

 

5.3.1.1.4 Conclusion 

 

Therefore, Billy’s uses of topic, characters and characterisation, vocabulary selection, 

design, sequencing and grammatical devices in the two small stories that comprise this 

section clearly establish the notion that student and teacher exist in a power hierarchy 

because the discourses invoked also include educational leadership and authority in 

which the relationship between teacher and student is that of the actor and acted upon. 

Further, it establishes the notion that quality student achievement is dependent on the 

personal and professional quality of the teacher. Teacher predicates outlined here by 

Billy, including respect worthiness, control and confidence, provide for the teacher to be 

the leader and locus of power and control in the classroom. It could be inferred that 

other attributes, including care, lack of bias and interest in students, would have 
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eliminated the need for students to respond with aggressive self-advocacy strategies to 

obtain what they believed was due to them.  

 

Section 5.3.2 reports and discusses the results of the interpretation analysis that 

identified the MR used by Billy to produce this interpretation. 

 

5.3.2 The Body of the Extended Narrative 

 

The small stories in the body of Billy’s extended narrative focus on four topics: success 

and succeeding, reflections on English curriculum, English curriculum and gender, and 

the outcomes from studying senior English. The small stories attached to each of these 

topics are included in Tables 5.5–5.8. The small stories are numbered to demonstrate 

their sequence in Billy’s overall account. However, as is indicated in the numbering in 

each topic section, stories on particular topics were not necessarily sequential. 

 

5.3.2.1 Success and Succeeding 

 

Table 5.5 demonstrates how Billy employs the text structure of story narrative to 

challenge the dominant representation of success. To do this, he: 

• contrasts taken-for-granted definitions of academic success focused on narrow 

academic objectives, with broader definitions of success as a person (Small 

Story 3 and Small Story 6) 

• attributes his success to his own initiatives and self-motivation relevant to 

personal objectives (Small Story 3) 

• justifies apparent lack of school success as an expected response to poor 

pedagogy and control over a class (Small Story 6). 

 

Table 5.5: Body Stories—Topic: Success and Succeeding 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 3—Success in English 

[Success at 

school is] good 

marks I guess. 

 

And then [my] the overall 

marks, yeah pretty average, 

below average a bit. 

[I was] Not particularly 

It didn’t really 

have any bearing 

on where I am 

today, like school, 

I’ve done it all myself really. 

Yeah just by reading and 

wanting to have the 

vocabulary and wanting to 
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[successful], no.  

There’s academic success 

which not everyone, I’m 

not really an academic per 

se but I’m smart but I’m 

not an academic, so the 

other forms would be 

characterwise, becoming 

like a better person, which I 

am a great person. 

English hasn’t 

made my writing 

any better, it 

hasn’t … 

sound smarter. 

Small Story 8—Success in English 

[Students who 

succeeded] 

Well in our classroom, they 

[successful English 

students] used to like, 

they’d be angry at us for 

taking away from their 

learning and they’d just try 

and ignore us by the end of 

it because they knew that 

nothing was going to stop 

it. 

Yeah they were 

just studious 

people wanting to 

get the best OP 

possible and 

would do 

anything to get 

that, because 

some of them 

were actually … 

So it was an interesting 

classroom. Yeah we had free 

rein. 

Definitely, the same as any 

classroom though. But I 

didn’t have another class like 

that. 

 

 

5.3.2.1.1 Topic 

 

The key conditions Billy topicalises in these two small stories are i) success—as a 

student at school, and as a person in the ‘wider’ context of the community, and ii) the 

attributes and actions of those who ‘succeeded’ at school. On the topic of success, Billy 

uses the tight juxtaposition of two contrasting notions of success to represent school 

success as ‘academic’ in contrast to success in general, which he represents as 

pertaining to good character. The use of the tag ‘I guess’ in his evaluation that success 

at school is ‘good marks, I guess’ lowers the certainty of the definition of success as 

‘good marks’. The questionable nature of the definition ‘good marks = success’ is 

reinforced in the following sentence in which ‘academic success’ is qualified using the 

clause ‘which is not for everyone’. In the following sentence, ‘I’m not really an 
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academic per se but I’m smart but I’m not an academic’, he identifies himself (the 

character I) as part of ‘everyone’—the group rather than the individual for whom 

academic success is not a valued commodity or goal. In this manner, Billy uses ‘the 

group’ to suggest commonality and solidarity between himself and the group—

identifying himself as one of the ‘many’ rather than one of the ‘few’. 

 

The contrast between academic success and ‘other forms’ of success is immediately 

introduced as a key topic in Small Story 3, and used by Billy to reinforce the 

juxtaposition of narrow definitions of academic success with more general 

understandings of what it means to be successful. His use of the conjunctive word ‘but’ 

in stating ‘I’m not really an academic per se but I’m smart but I’m not an academic’ 

clearly establishes the notion that academic success, as defined by the school, is in 

conflict with his own definition and understanding of what it means to be successful. 

Billy uses the conjunction ‘but’ to link the notion that, although he is not an academic 

(how smartness is commonsensically understood), he identifies himself as being smart 

(an alternative way of thinking about success). 

 

5.3.2.1.2 Characters and Characterisation 

 

Small Stories 3 and 8 again reinforce the narrative stages and devices introduced in the 

orientation phase of Billy’s narrative. The main characters are introduced as Billy 

(protagonist) and other students, ‘they’ (antagonists), who struggle to define themselves 

and operate within the bounds of school success. I is again the narrator in these stories 

on the topic of success, which allows for the social purpose of the storytelling, and 

subsequent evaluation, to be directly achievable. This social purpose is clearly evident 

in his selective characterisation of I and I’m in the actions and evaluations provided in 

these small stories. In Small Story 3, I is used to establish Billy’s attributes in terms of 

notions of success and to provide an evaluation: ‘I’m not an academic’, ‘I’m smart’, 

‘I’m a great person’. The social actors in the two stories are recognised as pronouns (I, 

us, they, our)—‘I am a great person’, ‘in our classroom’, ‘they’d be angry at us’—and 

as the protagonist, Billy is activated through the processes and events described, 

whereas the ‘others/academics’—antagonists—are described in more passive terms in 

the manner they are affected by the events and circumstances in the classroom, for 

example, ‘they would just try and ignore us’, ‘they knew nothing was going to stop it’. I 
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(Billy) is characterised and assembled using contrasting words to explain success, 

including ‘academic’ and ‘characterwise’. His attributes are aligned with being a ‘good 

character’ (I’m a great person) and agentic participant in his own success (I did it all 

myself really). 

 

The characterisation of the category ‘other students/studious students’ is reinforced in 

Small Story 6. The evaluations in Small Story 8 are extended to include evidence that is 

focused on the deficiencies in the school learning environment that allowed such 

circumstances to occur that clearly affected some (studious) students’ opportunity to 

learn and do well, and how this affected those trying to achieve towards their ‘OP’ and 

tertiary entrance score. 

they’d be angry at us for taking away from their learning and they’d just try 
and ignore us by the end of it because they knew that nothing was going to 
stop it … Yeah they were just studious people wanting to get the best OP 
possible and would do anything to get that, Yeah we had free rein. But I didn’t 
have another class like that. 

Billy’s statements characterise the other students as victims of the poor classroom 

environment and poor behaviour-management skills and lack of professionalism of his 

‘bad teacher’. The ‘other’ students are given attributes of frustration and lack of power 

and efficacy in the struggle to assert themselves and their needs in the learning 

environment over ‘us’ (i.e. Billy and his mates). 

 

Billy is characterised as agentic in both small stories: ‘I’ve done it all myself really. 

Yeah just by reading and wanting to have the vocabulary and wanting to sound smarter’ 

(Small story 3); and ‘they’d just try and ignore us by the end of it because they knew 

that nothing was going to stop it … Yeah we had free rein’ (Small Story 6). 

 

In Small Story 3, he attributes his success to his own initiatives and self-motivation 

relevant to personal objectives (e.g. wanting to sound smarter) and in Small Story 8, he 

attributes his own misbehaviour and disruptive manner in class as a deliberate and 

controlled/decisive action against a teacher who failed to take control of the class and of 

her students. 
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5.3.2.1.3 Sequencing, Design and Grammatical Devices 

 

The design of these small stories is of significance in terms of referencing Billy’s 

sequencing, justifications and evaluation of events and actions in his narratives. Billy 

selects ‘good marks, I guess’ as his opening line of this small story about his 

experiences of, and definitions of, school success and success in senior English. This 

foregrounds the notion that his stories of school success (and the way this success is 

measured ) are shaped by discourse on academic grades and benchmarks. His use of a 

physical pause, and then addition of ‘I guess’ in the opening line of the story also 

provides an evaluation (albeit a tentative one), as does his use of ‘Not particularly’ in 

the story, and foregrounds the possibility of uncertainty in some of his assigned 

assertions, such as hesitation about the topic of how success is defined at school—since 

on reflection, he goes into detailed complications in his narrative to contradict this 

assertion. For example: 

I was] Not particularly [successful], no. There’s academic success which not 
everyone, I’m not really an academic per se but I’m smart. 

It was found that in Stories 3 and 8, Billy used grammatical devices to secure causal 

relationships to support his proposal that a consequential relationship exists between 

student character and personal agency and success in a more ‘holistic’ manner. This 

proposal is sustained using the coordinating conjunction ‘but’ to introduce his 

evaluation that he may not have been an ‘academic’ but he was a great person and did it 

all himself in terms of his educational learning and achievement. 

 

Another device used to generalise the effect of the unruly behaviour of students such as 

himself in the classroom and the teacher’s lack of behaviour management and control is 

Billy’s move from referencing individual opinion (I’m a great person/I did it all myself 

really) to representing ‘I’ as a member of a group, via the seamless transition from 

reference of ‘I’ to ‘us’ as observed in the following extract: 

they’d be angry at us for taking away from their learning and they’d just try 
and ignore us by the end of it … so it was an interesting classroom. 

The repeated use of coordinating conjunctions and connectors ‘and’, ‘but’, ‘and so’ 

signifying both causal and temporal relationships effectively establishes and constrains 

the meaning interpretable from these small stories.  
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Billy selects items such as the pronoun us to represent relational implications in social 

categories (e.g. schoolboys, students in English) and refer to these groups in a collective 

manner in order to put forward declarative statements of solidarity, agreement and 

unity, but also exclusivity and clear delineations between social categories and groups. 

The inclusive use (‘we had free rein’, ‘they’d be angry at us for taking away from their 

learning and they’d just try and ignore us’) of we and us allows Billy to make claims 

about his mates as a whole (with certainty of assertion) and ‘others’ such as the studious 

people in class as a separate entity in the school environment. It is unclear whether the 

claims made on behalf of ‘us’ (‘they’d be angry at us’)are entirely indicative of the 

group/category of social members. At times, it is unclear whether Billy refers to us to 

mean his immediate circle of friends or ‘mates’ or boys in general.  

 

Small Stories 3 and 8 also utilise specific vocabulary to express Billy’s personal 

viewpoint (‘I guess’), provide reflective analysis of his experiences and motivate the 

desired response from the listener through deliberate choices of adjectives (‘I am a great 

person’, ’it was an interesting classroom’, ‘be angry at us’). In doing so, Billy selects 

items of vocabulary that mark his desired position and representation of a ‘good’ 

student who has reacted to ‘bad teaching’, poor pedagogy and unsound behaviour-

management techniques. Grammatical devices that promote self-analysis and reflection 

allow him to constitute a subject position of ‘one of the boys’—one of a group of 

students in his class disadvantaged by poor teaching and curriculum. Billy 

recontextualises his experiences as common and predictable in light of this poor 

pedagogy and represents himself through vocabulary choices as a good person (‘I am a 

great person’), capable of reflection and analysis of his schooling experiences in terms 

of contemporary educational discourses of teaching and learning in the following 

examples: 

• He is not an academic but he is smart. 

• Characterwise, he is a great person but this did not seem to ‘count’ at school. 

• English did not improve his writing. 

• Any success he had he achieved by himself. 

• School English and his teacher let him down. 

• His behaviour was expectable in light of poor pedagogy. 
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5.3.2.1.4 Conclusion 

 

Therefore, Billy’s uses of topic, characters and characterisation, vocabulary selection, 

design, sequencing and grammatical devices in the two small stories on success and 

succeeding again reinforce the notion that student and teacher exist in a power hierarchy 

because the discourses invoked also include educational pedagogy and teacher quality 

and authority in which the relationship between teacher and student is that of the actor 

and acted upon. ‘We had free rein’ is again present in the explanation and evaluation of 

Billy’s experiences of success (or lack thereof) in senior English. Further, Small Story 3 

establishes the notion that Billy’s textual construction of success and quality 

achievement is measured not only by good grades and academic achievement, but also 

on character and the personal qualities of the individual student.  

 

5.3.2.2 Reflections on English Curriculum 

 

Table 5.6 demonstrates how Billy employs the text structure of story narrative to 

represent his lack of satisfaction with the English curriculum, which he deems to be 

irrelevant, and the typical learning activities he experienced in English as a waste of 

students’ time (Small Stories 6 and 7) and not consistently providing valuable learning 

opportunities (Small Story 7). He also represents himself as a ‘reluctant’ reader—

particularly if meaning and relevance are absent from reading tasks in curricula 

activities (Small Story 4). He develops two ideas related to this: (i) that English 

curriculum was not able to be learnt because (in contrast to mathematics and physics) 

there was no clarity regarding what was to be learnt or known, what answers would be 

right or wrong, and (ii) that unlike mathematics, the English curriculum he was 

presented with was not relevant to his current or future needs and did not ‘engage’ or 

connect with him on any level. 

 

Table 5.6: Body Stories—Topic: Reflections on English Curriculum 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 4 

I’m not really a 

huge reader unless 

it’s really 

Yeah, like if I start reading 

it and it’s not good then I’m 

going to stop reading it. But 

it’s a bit of a chore.  

200 



interesting if it’s good, then I’m going 

to keep reading it but 

Small Story 6 

And the books in 

school were crap.  

I think I had one good book 

in school, it was that book 

about the autistic kid, dog, 

it’s like a dog … and the 

fork. 

Yeah [The Curious Incident 

of the Dog in the Night-

Time]  

Well yeah when I am ever 

going to, I’m not, unless 

I’m going to be a drama, 

unless I’m going to be an 

actor, I’m not going to use 

Romeo and Juliet. 

But who cares about 

Romeo and Juliet? 

that’s the only good 

book I read at school. 

Yeah the night time 

yeah, the only good 

book I read at school. 

Just crap like. Yeah, 

like classical English 

language like doesn’t 

even make sense. 

And who speaks like 

that? No-one speaks 

like that. 

 

Small Story 7 

Some of it was 

more valuable than 

the other stuff, like 

essay writing, that’s 

obviously a 

valuable thing, skill 

to have. 

What’s that thing called, 

like comprehension. Yeah 

like just all about how 

quick you can read and 

answer a group of 

questions, like it’s not 

really, I don’t know. It 

wasn’t like, if you read 

something you actually 

want to read, and then 

you’re going to obviously 

take that information in. If 

you’re reading about like ...  

So I guess you could argue 

that English is like 

journalism which is ... but 

Definitely like 

maths, it’s like so 

relevant. So 

everything has maths 

in it, maths is in like 

you see maths 

everywhere, like 

money, accounting, 

all that sort of stuff, 

it’s all maths, 

engineering, maths.  

 

Yeah, yeah like 

if you’re reading 

something about 

a random topic 

that you don’t 

care about, Just 

for the sake of 

the test, like 

that’s a bit silly. 
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once again that’s interesting 

for like, everyone, like 

everyone reads the paper 

and not everyone reads 

poems and sonnets by 

Shakespeare, do they? 

 

5.3.2.2.1 Topic 

 

The key conditions Billy topicalises in these three small stories are i) engagement (or 

lack of engagement) in curricula activities and literacy and ii) satisfaction with the 

curriculum and learning materials/opportunities presented in school. On the topic of 

satisfaction, Billy reflects on the poor quality of the reading materials, inappropriate 

testing tools and irrelevance of the curriculum to suggest that it would be challenging 

for anyone in those circumstances to be overly ‘satisfied’ with the English curriculum 

and experiences in subject English at school: ‘the books in school were crap’, ‘not 

everyone reads poems and sonnets by Shakespeare’ and ‘you’re reading something 

about a random topic that you don’t care about, just for the sake of the test, like that’s a 

bit silly’. Engagement is explained by Billy by way of his topicalisation of his interest 

in reading being activated only if the need to know is engaged. This aspect of 

‘activating student interest’ and willingness to ‘invest’ in the learning activity is 

described as essential to student learning and achievement in dominant contemporary 

discourses of teacher quality and curricula worth. This provides for Billy’s propositions 

to be understood and aligned to the ideal audience—educators interested in improving 

educational outcomes for students by ensuring curriculum is meaningful and relevant. 

 

5.3.2.2.2 Characters and Characterisation 

 

In the case of Small Stories 4, 6 and 7, Billy again describes and details himself as the 

central character (protagonist) in his story of senior English and reflections of 

experiences in the subject. I is the narrator that allows for the social purpose of the 

storytelling, evaluation, to be directly achievable, and for comments and 

characterisation of the subject matter, learning activities and assessment to be positioned 

as directly affecting I’s actions and behaviour. This social purpose is clearly evident in 
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his selective characterisation of I and I’s actions. I’s first utterance in Small Story 4 

introduces the character within the English classroom and also includes an evaluation, 

‘I’m not really a huge reader unless it’s really interesting’. The selection of the word 

‘interesting’ is potent here, with regard to positioning the hearer/reader of this text. It 

provides a schema for not only the remainder of this small story but also for the 

extended narrativised account of Billy’s lack of success in English—if the subject 

matter was not interesting and did not activate engagement and meaning for him, he 

would not be inclined to invest time and effort into it. The notion (and dominant 

educational discourse) that curriculum should be relevant and meaningful is implied in 

the characterisation of himself as not a total non-reader, but as someone who will only 

read something if the value and relevance are clearly identifiable and established at the 

outset. Billy characterises himself in these small stories as a ‘reasonable’ person, who 

was willing to engage if he had been provided with the necessary relevant curriculum 

and learning materials (Small Stories 4 and 7). His assertion ‘if you read something you 

actually want to read, then you’re going to obviously take that information in’ is used to 

exonerate himself from the lack of success he experienced in senior English, and 

propose that the English curriculum he was exposed to failed to acknowledge the basic 

premise that student engagement comes from activating an interest in what is to be 

learnt. 

 

The curriculum is described and characterised as often being irrelevant, a waste of time 

and silly in these particular small stories. These attributes are used to reinforce the 

notion that, had the curriculum not been these things, Billy may have been presented 

with more opportunity to succeed. Thus, his lack of success is characterised as a 

consequence of poor curriculum, irrelevant texts (Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet) and 

tasks that were a ‘waste of time’: 

yeah like if you’re reading something about a random topic that you don’t care 
about, Just for the sake of the test, like that’s a bit silly 

This reinforces the negative construction of the curriculum and characterises Billy as a 

victim of poor curricula choices offered to him in his schooling life and senior English 

classroom. The use of ‘like, that’s a bit silly’ provides for the understanding that this 

was clearly a nonsensical and unreasonable situation, leaving it open for the hearer to 

interpret the causal relationship of Billy’s lack of engagement, reluctance to ‘read’ in 

English and failure to succeed academically as one or all of the following: 
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• The curricula materials and texts were inappropriate and irrelevant and the 

books in school were crap. 

• I didn’t read because the materials did not interest me—I’m not really a huge 

reader unless it’s really interesting. 

• I got low grades in English because most of the learning activities and 

curriculum wasn’t relevant like maths. 

The synthesis of personal opinion and evidence of the English curriculum’s failure to 

engage and activate meaning and relevance is one of the key platforms Billy uses to 

account for success and/or failure in his accounts: that low achievement in senior 

English is a result of poor curriculum, poor choice in texts and poor pedagogical skill in 

activating a ‘need to know’. In these accounts, I is not to blame; he was willing to read 

if the subject matter was interesting, was willing to study if the curriculum was valuable 

and relevant, and was willing to attempt assessment tasks if the rationale was 

appropriate and suitable. 

 

5.3.2.2.3 Sequencing, Design and Grammatical Devices 

 

The design of the narrative sequencing in Small Stories 4, 6 and 7 is also significant. 

Billy selects ‘I am not really a huge reader’ as his opening line to Small Story 4 to 

indicate that reading is not a preferred activity. He proceeds to qualify this statement by 

using a subordinating conjunction ‘unless’ as a grammatical device to characterise his 

lack of reading as a result of lack of interesting reading materials available to him, 

thereby foregrounding the relevance and significance of the curriculum and reading 

material available to him on this experience and reflection on senior English. The 

concessional subordinating conjunction device is used to clarify and justify in Billy’s 

explanation about why he is not a huge reader and to outline what conditions are 

necessary to activate his interest in reading a specific text. His narrative in Small Story 

4 is designed to secure a causal relationship to support his proposal that a consequential 

relationship exists between his lack of interest in reading (in general) with the lack of 

appropriate interesting reading materials and texts in senior English. 

 

This proposal is also sustained through Small Stories 6 and 7 by his using, again, the 

conditional conjunctives and connectors ‘and’, ‘and then’ and ‘but’ to signify causal and 
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temporal relations, and to introduce his evaluation that the English texts and reading 

activities were of poor quality, and his lack of interest is entirely justifiable: 

• if I start reading it and it’s not good then I’m going to stop reading it. But if it’s 

good, then I’m going to keep reading it 

• and the books in school were crap 

• but who cares about Romeo and Juliet? 

• and then you’re going to obviously take that information in 

• but once again that’s (journalism) interesting 

• and not everyone reads poems and sonnets by Shakespeare, do they? 

 

Another device used to generalise the effect of poor curricula choices and texts on 

Billy’s failure to engage in senior English, and highlight the absence of learning and the 

disengagement of students, is Billy’s move from referencing individual opinion to 

representing ‘I’ as a member of a group, via the seamless transition from reference of ‘I’ 

to ‘you’ as observed in the following extract: 

Yeah like just all about how quick you can read and answer a group of 
questions, like it’s not really, I don’t know. It wasn’t like, if you read 
something you actually want to read, and then you’re going to obviously take 
that information in (Small Story 7). 

Another recurrent grammatical structure used in these stories is the negative 

construction observed in the sequence of characterisations and propositions put forward 

about the English curriculum, which is presented as irrelevant and not meaningful: 

• bit of a chore 

• random topics 

• doesn’t even make sense 

• just for the sake of a test 

• a bit silly. 

 

The negative structure is effective in implying a noteworthy absence (of curriculum, 

assessment and texts that were worthwhile, interesting, relevant and so on), which 

thereby allows for the understanding that these factors are expected in a quality school 

curriculum. The negative categorisation of subject English and the curriculum is secured 

via this grammatical device. The alternative positive structure using alternative 

descriptors, for instance, by replacing ‘random topics’ with ‘various topics’, or ‘bit of a 
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chore’ with ‘challenging’, would have presented a different perspective and invoked a 

different description of quality learning materials, good curriculum and first-rate 

assessment practices. 

 

5.3.2.2.4 Rhetorical Devices 

 

Billy makes use of colloquial language (the books in school were crap—Small Story 6) 

to reflect a casual, conversational and informal tone in his storytelling, and also portray 

his summation of the poor quality of the textual choices offered in terms easily related 

to by a student in school, but also by the listener in the interview exchange. In this 

manner, it also represents informal diction and his use of colloquial phrases and 

language to suggest everyday language and common speech. The colloquial language 

also permits a level of intensification of the evaluation not available to Billy in standard 

English. 

 

Billy makes use of rhetorical questions in Small Stories 6 and 7 to enliven the narrative 

and personalise his protagonist in situational contexts. The rhetorical questions in 

Billy’s narratives propose questions whose answer are obvious (and he does provide 

answers to his question in Small Story 6 on classical English language) and given more 

as a stylistic device than to gauge meaning from the listener, appear to be utilised to 

make a deeper impression upon the hearer than a direct statement or assertion would. 

 

The following examples provide evidence of his use of rhetorical questions: 

• Classical English language like doesn’t even make sense. And who speaks like 

that? No-one speaks like that (Small Story 6). 

• I’m not going to use Romeo and Juliet … who cares about Romeo and Juliet? 

(Small Story 6) 

• Not everyone reads poems and sonnets by Shakespeare, do they? (Small Story 7) 

Billy’s use of rhetorical questions not only directs the listener’s thoughts to the actual 

question being posed (such as who speaks like they do in classical English text?) but 

also leads them—in Billy’s case by way of providing it—to the only sensible answer, 

given the previous narrative and propositions put forward. Billy makes the point 

through grammatical devices such as this rhetorical question: ‘Classical English 

language like doesn’t even make sense. And who speaks like that? No-one speaks like 
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that’. ‘Who speaks like that?’ is asked as a way of reinforcing the assertion that Billy 

has made previously, that texts such as Shakespeare in old English ‘classical’ language 

are a waste of time and do not even use language easily identifiable and understandable 

by the very people required to read and comment on it in senior English assessment. 

 

5.3.2.2.5 Conclusion 

 

Billy’s use of topic, characterisation, categorisation, sequencing and grammatical 

devices are used in Small Stories 4, 6 and 7 to describe his lack of satisfaction with the 

English curriculum, which he deems to be largely irrelevant and a waste of students’ 

time. He also represents himself as a ‘reluctant’ reader—particularly if meaning and 

relevance are absent from reading tasks in curricula activities—and a student who is 

capable and willing to engage if the appropriate learning environment and resources are 

supplied. He uses various devices and narrative strategies in these small stories to 

explain and justify his reticence to always engage with the texts in senior English 

(because they were crap), his lack of achievement in some assessment tasks (because 

they were about random topics and were silly) and his lack of interest in the English 

curriculum (because it was not relevant to his needs). 

 

5.3.2.3 Gender 

 

One further topic concerned the gender appropriateness of the English curriculum. 

Table 5.7 documents his representation of English as a feminised subject (Small Stories 

10 and 11), reading as an uncommon pursuit for most boys (Small Story 5) and the 

effect of claims on teacher time by male students that had consequences for 

achievement in English (Small Story 10) and boys’ behaviour in the English classroom 

(Small Story 10). 
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Table 5 7: Body Stories—Topic: Gender 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 10 

Well I reckon girls 

probably do better 

overall 

but in our classes it was the 

boys that were better because 

the boys were a bit more 

boisterous and especially 

during, I’m thinking a lot 

about speeches for some 

reason because I guess that’s 

when you see everyone’s 

work. 

So yeah the 

boys are 

probably better 

because … all of 

our mates were 

there, yeah and the 

girls were sort of, 

yeah a bit not 

strong enough for 

us. 

Small Story 11 

Definitely, [English 

is] not a boys’ 

[subject]. 

I think in English extension I 

think it was an all-girl class 

because a friend of mine did it. 

I’m pretty sure it was all, there 

might have been one boy. 

Actually I don’t think there 

was, it was all girls. 

 I don’t know 

maybe girls don’t 

think they can be 

mathematicians and 

business women. 

Small Story 5—Curriculum and Gender 

Yeah, most boys 

don’t read I don’t 

reckon. 

 

Well most boys that I hang out 

with don’t read because it’s 

too hard. 

Too ... just takes too much 

time  

 

like before I 

go to bed I’d 

prefer to watch 

TV rather than 

read and in the 

day I’m… 

Yeah. In the 

day, in the day 

time I’m 

definitely not 

going to read. 

I’ve got much 

better things to do 

in a day than read a 

book. 
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5.3.2.3.1 Topic 

 

The topic Billy selects for his small stories in the body section of the narratives, 

‘Gender’ is the gender appropriateness of the English curriculum and the dominant 

discourses associated with gender in subject English. The dominant discourses he 

topicalises are (i) feminisation of subject English, and (ii) male learning styles and 

behaviours in the English classroom. This selection sets the discursive framework for 

Billy’s account (in Small Stories 5, 10 and 11) as ‘boys in English’ and ‘gendered 

notions of literacy learning’. Both aspects are described as important in shaping student 

notions of, and responses to, English curriculum in dominant contemporary discourses 

of English in school, and boys in English and are further examined in the interpretation 

and explanation phases of the analysis. Topics in these stories do clearly identify with 

the current dominance within this discourse of the notion that gender performance and 

social expectations regarding gendered literacy practices and processes are closely 

interrelated (see Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Sax, 2007; Wood & Blanton, 2009). This 

provides for Billy’s propositions to be understood and aligned with by the ideal 

audience/listener—educators interested in examining boys’ academic success and 

experiences in senior English and literacy learning.  

 

5.3.2.3.2 Characters and Characterisation 

 

Small Stories 5, 10 and 11 again reinforce the story narrative stages and devices 

introduced in the orientation phase and body sections of Billy’s narrative. The main 

characters are Billy (protagonist) and girls (others) in these small stories, and ‘the girls’ 

are characterised as antagonists in much of the narrative structure and storylines. I is 

again the narrator in these stories on the topic of gender and gendered notions of 

literacy, school English curriculum and academic success, which allows for the social 

purpose of the storytelling and subsequent evaluation to be directly achievable and 

powerful in its propositions about boys’ and girls’ success and learning outcomes in 

senior English at school because Billy talks directly from his perspective as a boy who 

participated in senior English at school in a class with both boys and girls. This social 

purpose is clearly evident in his selective characterisation of I and I’m in the actions and 

evaluations provided in these small stories. In Small Story 5, I is used to establish 
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Billy’s perspective and personal evaluation of whether or not boys read, and if not, why 

it is that ‘boys don’t read’. He opens Small Story 5 with the following: 

Yeah, most boys don’t read I don’t reckon. Well most boys that I hang out 
with don’t read because it’s too hard 

In this sense, Billy characterises himself and his male ‘friends/mates’ as actors in his 

story who are resistant readers and non-readers because of the level of difficulty 

associated with reading texts—both in and out of school. In Small Story 5, Billy’s 

statements characterise himself and the boys that he ‘hangs out with’ as not interested in 

engaging with literacy activities such as reading, because they have ‘better things to do 

than read a book’. He characterises his resistance to reading as a response to the fact 

that he has other interests, other preferences for spending his time and efforts, and other 

priorities in his life:  

like before I go to bed I’d prefer to watch TV rather than read and in the day 
I’m… 
Yeah. In the day, in the day time I’m definitely not going to read. 

Again, this small story, while introducing the listener to the notion that most boys he 

associates with find reading ‘hard’, also introduces the notion that he is agentive in his 

decision making and chooses not to read because he has other priorities for his time. He 

characterises reading as something that is time consuming, challenging and not 

fulfilling for him personally—both in and out of school. 

 

Small Stories 10 and 11 both introduce ‘girls’ as antagonists in the narratives on 

gendered notions of literacy learning and feminisation of the English curriculum as well 

as dominant teacher and student discourses on boys and girls in English. The ‘girls’ are 

characterised as the more favoured group/category in the senior English classroom and 

those more likely to be taking the subject as an ‘extension’ class—‘it was an all-girl 

class’—and those more likely to experience academic success in the subject—‘girls 

probably do better overall’. The selective characterisation of girls in Small Stories 10 

and 11 attributes them with a lack of agency when competing for classroom attention 

and teacher time against male students (‘they were a bit not strong enough for us’) and 

lacking in confidence to pursue what Billy describes as more ‘male dominated’ 

professions and courses of study (‘girls don’t think they can be mathematicians and 

business women’) as opposed to more ‘feminine’ subjects such as English extension. 
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Boys, who Billy refers to with the use of the pronoun ‘us’ and ‘we’ in these small 

stories (e.g. ‘the girls were sort of, yeah a bit not strong enough for us’), are given the 

attributes of being ‘boisterous’ and more likely to gain attention—especially in tasks 

that require speaking and discussion due to their capacity to overpower less dominant 

female students in the classroom. These attributes ‘boisterous’ and ‘strong’ are 

proposed as common-sense assumptions and behaviours of boys in English, and their 

reaction to a subject that is ‘definitely not a boys’ [subject]’. Because getting noticed, 

voicing opinion and contributing in class are commonsensically prerequisites for being 

a ‘good’ student and achieving, Billy categorises ‘us boys’ as ironically doing better in 

the subject because they were more noticeable and able to assert their ‘power’ over the 

female students in the class: 

but in our classes it was the boys that were better because the boys were a bit 
more boisterous … because all of our mates were there, yeah and the girls 
were sort of, yeah a bit not strong enough for us. (Small Story 10) 

 

5.3.2.3.3 Sequencing, Design and Grammatical Devices 

 

The design of these small story narrative sequences are of significance. Billy selects 

‘most boys don’t read I don’t reckon’ as his opening line in Small Story 5, proposing 

that reading is not something valued by ‘the boys he hangs out with’. He goes on to 

provide a narrative plot structure that develops his personal opinion and evaluation of 

the phenomena for the listener: 

Yeah most boys don’t read I don’t reckon. Well most boys that I hang out with 
don’t read because it’s too hard. Too ... just takes too much time 

This utterance foregrounds the notion that his stories of literacy learning and boys in 

English are shaped and constrained by his notions of gendered literacy practices. His 

use of a physical pause, and addition of ‘I reckon’ in the opening line of the story also 

provides an evaluation (albeit tentatively) and foregrounds the possibility of uncertainty 

in some of his assigned assertions such as hesitation about the reasons behind why he 

(and other boys like him) do not like reading and do not choose to read in and out of 

school—he asserts ‘I’ve got much better things to do in a day than read a book’ as a 

final resolution to his small story on boys and reading, and why boys don’t read, again 

making use of the sequential structure of narrative whereby he presents with an 

orientating situation or statement and then provides a complicating action, evaluation 

and resolution to align with his proposition and overarching topic in the narrative. 
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It was found that in Stories 10 and 11, Billy used grammatical devices to present 

different levels of modality and assertion to his personal stories of school success in 

English from a gendered perspective. Mid-level modality is utilised in his narratives on 

boys and girls in English with respect to tentative assertions and evaluations as to why 

gender differentials exist in senior English. 

 

Small Story 10 has the following examples of mid-level modals that suggest reflective, 

tentative assertions relating to gender: 

• Well I reckon 

• Girls probably do better overall 

• I think in English extension I think it was an all-girl class 

• I’m pretty sure it was 

• Actually I don’t think there was 

Billy uses grammatical devices to introduce the notion that gendered learning styles and 

preferences is something that requires explanation and justification, and Small Stories 

10 and 11 make use of coordinating and subordinating conjunctions. The vocabulary 

items ‘but’, ‘because’ and ‘so’ are used to explain and evaluate the phenomenon 

presented in the narratives that girls generally do better overall in English than boys, but 

in his particular class, it was the boys who actually did better. 

• Girls probably do better overall but in our classes it was the boys that were 

better (Small Story 10). 

• Because I guess that’s when you see everyone’s work (Small Story 10). 

• So yeah the boys are probably better (Small Story 10). 

• It was an all-girl class because a friend of mine did it (Small Story 11). 

 

A device used to generalise the notion that a categorisation exists of all ‘boys in 

English’ is Billy’s move from referencing individual opinion in Small Story 5 (‘before I 

go to bed I’d prefer to watch TV rather than read’) to representing ‘I’ as a member of a 

group, via the seamless transition from reference of ‘I’ to ‘the boys’ to ‘us’ as observed 

in the following extract from Small Story 10: 

So yeah the boys are probably better because … all of our mates were there, 
yeah and the girls were sort of, yeah a bit not strong enough for us. 
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This small story and utilisation of the grammatical device of referencing ‘I’ as ‘us’ 

allows Billy to claim solidarity with the ‘boys in English’ categorisation in his 

classroom and schooling narratives and to put forward the notion that, as a collective, 

the male students operated on a different level to the female students in the senior 

English. 

 

5.3.2.3.4 Conclusion 

 

Billy’s use of topic, characterisation, narrative structure and sequencing, and 

grammatical devices are used in Small Stories 5, 10 and 11 to present his views and 

perspectives on the role of gender in literacy learning, both in and out of school. He 

uses these various devices and narrative structures to represent his gendered notions of 

academic learning in the English classroom, male versus female learning styles and 

preferences, and his views that English is not a ‘boys’ subject. He also again uses Small 

Story 5 to represent himself as a ‘reluctant’ reader—because most boys do not enjoy 

reading and do not engage in reading because it is too difficult. He uses various devices 

and narrative strategy in these small stories to both explain and justify his reticence to 

read (he has better things to do with his time, and most boys do not read anyway), that 

girls usually do better than boys in English (English extension was comprised of all 

girls in the class) and that boys often fail to thrive in subject English (because English is 

definitely not a boys’ subject). 

 

5.3.3 The Resolution of the Selective Narrative 

5.3.3.1 Reflections on and Satisfaction with English Curriculum 

 

In the final resolution stories to Billy’s narrative (Small Stories 12 and 13), Billy 

represents secondary school English as merely practising in skills learnt in primary 

school, and as a place for socialisation and ‘fun’ rather than learning and engaging with 

a curriculum that he found to be too fluid and subjective for clear understanding and 

consideration. Table 5.8 demonstrates how Billy employs the text structure of story 

narrative to reflect on what he gained from studying senior English and to challenge 

dominant notions of student satisfaction and success.  
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To do this, he: 

• contrasts primary school English curriculum, which is defined as valuable and 

necessary, to senior English curriculum, which is defined as merely practice and 

repetition of previously learnt skills (Small Story 12) 

• proposes that satisfaction with a subject/curriculum is not singularly defined by 

academic success, but can be influenced by the social aspect of the classroom 

environment (Small Story 13) 

• suggests that the subjective nature of senior English made it difficult to clearly 

define and recognise ‘success’ as student (Small Story 13) 

 

Table 5.8: Body Stories—Topic: Reflections on and Satisfaction with English 

Curriculum 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 12 

Probably 

primary school 

English was 

better for me 

than high school 

because I learnt all the 

skills [there] rather than [at 

high school]. 

Yeah probably 

essay writing was 

good. And public 

speaking. 

high school was just 

mastering those skills I 

guess. 

Small Story 13 

English was my 

actually 

favourite subject 

that I attended purely 

because of the classroom, 

yeah that’s my favourite 

subject.  

But other than that, 

probably physics I guess. 

 

Well there’s 

always an answer 

in physics, I like 

that. It’s much 

easier than having 

to try and debate 

why your answer 

is correct in 

English. 

Yeah I guess so. It 

doesn’t really bother 

me once again but 

yeah, I’m satisfied. 

Yeah skills, I had quite 

a bit of fun in the 

classroom. 

 

5.3.3.1.1 Topic 

 

The topic Billy selects for his small stories in this resolution section, ‘Reflections on 

and satisfaction with English curriculum’ is the conditions of the English classroom and 

the English curriculum and its effect on his satisfaction with the subject. In these 
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resolution stories in the extended narrative, Billy uses them to reinstate the proposal 

made in the orientation phase of the extended narrative, that is, that he had fun and 

enjoyed the social aspect of his time in senior English, but got very little else out of it by 

way of literacy skills and enhanced literacy practice.  

 

The two conditions he topicalises are (i) senior English curriculum, and (ii) the senior 

English classroom. This selection sets the discursive framework for Billy’s account as 

curriculum content, clarity and quality, and classroom management and professional 

pedagogy. Both aspects are explained by way of their being essential to productive 

student learning and academic outcomes in dominant contemporary discourses of 

teacher professional standards and quality curriculum. The current dominance (within 

this discourse) of the notion that teacher professional standards, academic content and 

delivery are so closely interrelated with student achievement and success provides for 

Billy’s propositions to be understood, aligned with, and possibly viewed in a 

sympathetic manner by the ideal audience—educators interested in improving 

educational outcomes for students.  

 

He states in Small Story 13, ‘English was my actually favourite subject that I attended 

purely because of the classroom’ and ends his small story, and extended narrative with 

‘I had quite a bit of fun in the classroom’.  

 

As mentioned above, secondary school English was merely practice in skills learnt in 

primary school, and a place for socialisation and ‘fun’ rather than learning and engaging 

with the curriculum. Small Story 12 opens with ‘probably primary school English was 

better for me than high school’, proposing and categorically arguing that this was 

because primary school had more obvious relevance and introduction of new skills and 

concepts, whereas senior school English was ‘just mastering those skills’. 

 

5.3.3.1.2 Characters and Characterisation 

 

In the case of Small Stories 12 and 13, Billy provides a resolution to his extended 

narrative by returning to a description of himself as the central character (protagonist) in 

his overall narrative. I is the narrator that allows for comments and characterisation of 

his overall (dis)satisfaction with English and what he achieved from studying English to 
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be heard as directly affecting I’s actions and behaviour. This social purpose is clearly 

evident in his selective characterisation of I and I’s actions again in these two final 

small stories in the extended narrative. In Small Story 12 Billy reflects on what he 

gained from studying English by drawing comparisons between primary and secondary 

school English studies. He introduces the character of ‘I’ within the English classroom 

in both primary and secondary school and includes an evaluation, ‘primary school 

English was better for me than high school because I learnt all the skills [there] rather 

than [at high school]’. 

 

This assertion provides a schema for not only the remainder of this small story but also 

for the extended narrativised account of Billy’s lack of success in English as a whole. 

He proposes that the English curriculum in senior school did not provide meaning, 

relevance and the identifiable skills needed by him to achieve success in school and 

beyond. The notion (and dominant educational discourse) that curriculum should be 

relevant and meaningful is implied in the characterisation of himself openly receiving 

usable skills in primary school and clearly responding to the literacy learning activities 

that went on in that situational context, as opposed to himself finding very little 

relevance or new learning in the senior English curriculum and therefore disengaging. 

Billy characterises himself in these small stories as a person who was willing to engage 

if he had been provided with the necessary relevant curriculum and learning 

environment. That he was not afforded these ‘reasonable’ expectations exonerates him 

in his narratives from having ‘quite a bit of fun’ because this was acceptable given the 

lack of behaviour management, teacher disinterest and poor curriculum quality 

delivered in his senior English class. He states: 

English was my actually favourite subject that I attended purely because of the 
classroom, yeah that’s my favourite subject. But other than that, probably 
physics I guess 

In this stage of the narrative, he categorises himself and his ‘character’ as not only one 

who is interested in socialising and ‘having fun’ but also as a student who enjoyed a 

subject such as physics in senior school, because he could engage and clearly identify 

meaning and objectivity in the subject: ‘there’s always an answer in physics, I like that. 

It’s much easier than having to try and debate why your answer is correct in English’ 

(Small Story 13). These statements propose that Billy’s character was prepared to 

engage in academic pursuits in school, was prepared to study for recognisable outcomes 
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and enjoyed subjects that were focused on academic/curriculum-learning activities as 

well as socialising. 

 

5.3.3.1.3 Sequencing, Design and Grammatical Devices 

 

Small Stories 12 and 13 utilise specific vocabulary and grammatical devices to express 

Billy’s opinions about senior English curriculum and his motivation for disengaging 

from the senior English curriculum. Personal viewpoint is strong in these final 

resolution stories (‘was better for me, I guess’, ‘I’m satisfied’, ‘it doesn’t really bother 

me’), providing reflective commentary on his experiences in school and senior English. 

This in turn motivates the desired response from the listener through specific choices of 

adjectives (‘mastering skills’, ‘writing was good’, ‘favourite subject’). Billy selects 

items of vocabulary that again reinforce his desired position and representation of a 

‘good’ student who has reacted (sometimes with misbehaviour and disengagement) to 

‘bad teaching’, poor curriculum and unsound behaviour management. Billy 

recontextualises his experiences and reactions/behaviour as common and expected in 

light of this poor pedagogy and represents himself through vocabulary choices as 

capable of being a willing student and learner (‘I learnt all the skills [in primary 

school]’), capable of responding in a positive manner to certain curricular content 

(‘Well there’s always an answer in physics, I like that’) and capable of recognising and 

evaluating his own lack of academic success in line with contemporary educational 

discourses on teaching and learning (‘having to try and debate why your answer is 

correct in English, I attended purely because of the lack of authority in the classroom’). 

 

In the body of Small Story 13, Billy makes use of sequencing in his narrative structure 

to present English as his favourite subject—despite previous stories of academic 

frustration, disengagement and misbehaviour. He provides a plot sequence that unfolds 

a complicating action, an evaluation and a resolution as to what he gained from English 

and why it was his favourite subject. He introduces the listener to the fact that English 

was his ‘favourite’ subject, making use of the word ‘favourite’ to indicate a strong level 

of preference, but also uses the word ‘actually’ to indicate an assumed level of 

incongruity on the part of the hearer, with small stories presented in the body of the 

extended narrative on his experiences in English. He goes on to explain and justify his 

response, using another subject (physics) as a point of comparison to contrast with the 
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English curriculum. His choice of vocabulary when describing English assessment 

practices is particularly potent in this small story—he uses the word ‘debate’ to describe 

the process of justifying answers in senior English—implying a level of subjectivity and 

uncertainty with English assessment processes as opposed to physics, in which there is 

‘always an answer’. 

 

5.3.3.1.4 Conclusion 

 

Billy’s uses of topic, characters and characterisation, vocabulary selection, sequencing 

and grammatical devices in the final two small stories that comprise the resolution to 

the extended narrative account again clearly establish the notion that student and teacher 

exist in an inverse power ratio and that, as an individual, he struggles in fulfilling his 

own obligations as a student (to learn, to engage, to achieve) in a class, with a teacher 

and curriculum that he feels did not fulfil the institutional obligations of ensuring 

relevance, quality, control, management and support. 

 

Further, these small stories reinforce the notion that quality student achievement is 

dependent on the quality of the curriculum materials, and in the manner that they are 

delivered. Curricula predicates outlined here by Billy including relevance, meaning and 

recognisable utility provide for curriculum to be engaging and meaningful in the ‘right’ 

circumstances and situation.  

 

Section 5.3.4 provides a summary of the descriptive level of analysis for Case Study 

1—Billy. This level of systematic analysis provides a strong foundation for the 

subsequent stage of analysis (interpretation) in Section 5.4. 

 

5.3.4 Summary of the Descriptive Analysis Findings in Billy’s Small Stories 

 

Billy uses the contents of his stories, and narrative structure and devices utilised within 

those stories, to defend himself against the implied ‘charge’ that he was not successful 

at school, and to exonerate himself from blame. He assembles stories that, sometimes 

through tentative evaluation strategies and other times through more assertive and 

agentive language choices, lay blame on his teacher—because of poor teaching and 

behaviour management in the classroom—and on the English curriculum—which was 
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irrelevant to his needs—and retheorises definitions of ‘low achievement’ and ‘success’ 

in English and at school. 

 

As outlined in the descriptive analysis of each group of Billy’s small stories, the 

following findings can be offered as key propositions and storylines used to account for 

his experiences in senior English and define his success and/or failure at school: 

1. English curriculum is not suited to boys. The skills were necessary but senior 

English was made irrelevant and disengaging because the topics and texts and 

even activities were not engaging. This therefore put students ‘off’ learning and 

engaging. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• It didn’t really have any bearing on where I am today. 

• Like school English hasn’t made my writing any better. 

• Most boys don’t read I reckon. It’s a bit of a chore. 

• Most of the books at school were crap. 

• When am I ever … I’m not going to use Romeo and Juliet. 

 

2. When the English curriculum is not interesting, students will ‘play up’ and view 

the learning environment and classroom as a social occasion rather than a work 

or learning opportunity. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• English was actually my favourite subject that I attended purely because of 

the classroom. 

• I had quite a bit of fun in the classroom. We all did. 

• Where you read something you actually want to read, then you’re going to 

obviously take that information in. 

 

3. When he (Billy) has agency he is successful (he controls the classroom, he tells 

the teacher, he does not read the book) whereas when he has no agency (design 

of curriculum, school tasks, rules) these are the things he holds responsible for 

his failure. 
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Textual evidence: 

• I’d be like ‘no you’re not giving me that mark. 

• If it’s good then I’m going to keep reading it. (Agency) 

• The books in school were crap. 

• Who cares about Romeo and Juliet? Classical English language like doesn’t 

even make sense. And who speaks like that? No-one speaks like that. (No 

agency) 

 

4. He (Billy) could have done better/passed but he was constrained by 

circumstances such as the teacher/the curriculum and therefore did not do well. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• The teacher was maybe just disinterested. 

• She was a crappy teacher.  

• Overall marks were pretty average, below average a bit.  

• English was just like the classroom where you caught up and just had fun 

really. 

 

5. The teacher was weak and disinterested, and did not like him (biased against 

him). 

 

Textual evidence: 

• She just didn’t have control over our class, especially our little group. 

• Just didn’t care what we did. 

• She was a crappy teacher. 

 

6. The classroom environment was not conducive to learning. There was often no 

teaching, just testing occurring in the classroom. There was no certainty about 

knowledge and understanding (because students did not know what they were 

supposed to know, did not know whether responses/answers were going to be 

right or wrong), thus the curriculum was viewed as ‘mysterious’ and subjective. 
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Textual evidence: 

• Reading something about a random topic that you don’t care about. 

• [English was] just all about how quick you can read and answer a group of 

questions. 

• Just for the sake of the test. 

 

5.4 Results and Discussion of Analysis Stage 2: Interpretation 
 

One cannot directly extrapolate from the formal features of a text to these 
structural effects upon the constitution of a society! The relationship between 
text and social structures is an indirect and mediated one. It is mediated first of 
all by the discourse which the text is part of, because the values of the textual 
features only become real, socially operative, if they are embedded in social 
interaction, where texts are produced and interpreted against a background of 
common-sense assumptions (part of MR) which give textual features their 
values. These discourse processes and their dependence on background 
assumptions, are the concern of the second stage of the procedure, 
interpretation (Fairclough, 2001a, p.117). 

Table 5.9 demonstrates how the general focus of the interpretation stage of analysis was 

used to analyse the participant’s small stories at a deeper level. In Section 3.1.1, the first 

research question, ‘How do male adolescents and young adults who have recently 

completed a senior secondary school English course account for their success and/or 

failure?’, was reformulated for this critical study. The interpretive analysis focused on 

answering the reformulated question, ‘What common-sense understandings and social 

discourses are evident in students’ definitions of school success and failure in subject 

English at senior secondary level?’ 

 

Table 5.9: Interpretation 

What common-sense understandings and social discourses underpin students’ tacit and 

explicit definitions of school success and failure in subject English at senior secondary level? 

Interpretation 

See Table 4.3 on interpretation of the texts with reference to situational context, discourses, 

schemata, frames and scripts found in the texts. 

 

Interpretations are generated from elements within the text and what is ‘within’ the 

interpreter—that is, what MR they draw on to make interpretations. Fairclough (2001a) 

proposes a framework (see Figure 5.1) that can be used schematically to interpret texts, 
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discourse type and intertextual context, and analyse how interpreters arrive at their 

understanding of context and text. He argues further that these domains are 

interdependent and that interpretations are both ‘top down’ (higher level interpretations 

shape lower level) and bottom up (lower level interpretations shape higher level). 

 

Determination of situational setting 

 

 

Situation  Discourse Type 

What’s going on? 

(activity, topic, purpose) 

 Contents (Description 

stage of the analysis) 

Who’s involved?  Subjects 

In what relations?  Relations 

What’s the role of 

language in what’s going 

on? 

 Connections 

Figure 5.1: Fairclough’s Framework for Textual Analysis (2001a, p. 122) 
 

This section reports and discusses the results of the interpretation analysis focusing on 

the elements (in bold) in Fairclough’s framework in Figure 5.1. The section reports on 

the MRs used by the study participant, Billy, to produce this interpretation. It focuses on 

the subjects, relations and connections identified in the case study (note that the 

contents were identified and presented in the description stage of the analysis above). 

 

The subjects section of the interpretation phase of analysis addresses the question ‘who 

is involved?’ in different situations and contexts in Billy’s stories and extended 

narrative. Analysis of subjects specifies which subject positions are established in the 

text, from which activity type they are derived, and what social identities are ascribed to 

subjects who function within particular institutions. 
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5.4.1  Subjects 

 

In Billy’s small stories and extended narrative, he takes up the subject position of a 

male student who is struggling with the mismatch between the assumptions of ‘being’ a 

male student in school, and actually ‘being’ a confident, articulate, smart young man 

expressing the values of self-efficacy, self-assurance and independence. In this sense, 

the subject positions differ according to the situational context and relations that occur 

within those situations. In the framework of the interview and small stories produced in 

the interview, the institution of the school ascribes certain values, subject positions and 

social identities to the subjects. These subject positions and conditions are related to the 

‘topics’ assigned to individual small stories—discussed in the previous section on the 

descriptive stage of the analysis. The situationally dependent determination of which 

discourses are drawn upon for interpreting in the course of the extended narratives are in 

turn tied to the MR available and involved in these levels of textual interpretation. The 

position of the producer may be problematised in terms of the subject position, 

schemata (representation of a particular type of activity in terms of predictable 

elements) and situational context linked to the modes of social behaviour expressed in 

the text. Table 5.10 provides an example of key scripts (situational contexts), schema 

(relations and activities) and frames (social subject) in Billy’s transcript—representing 

the broad dimensions of mental representations and interpretive procedures that form 

part of the MR used to represent aspects of the world.  

 

 

Table 5.10: Key Situational Context Examples Drawn from Billy’s Transcript 

Social Subjects (Frames) Activity (Schema) Situational Context (Script) 

I am not really a huge reader 

(reading) 

Home/literacy learning 

I would get bumped up to a 

better mark 

(achieving) 

School/subject assessment 

Teachers just didn’t care what we did 

(teaching) 

School/behaviour 

management in class 

Parents always encouraged me to read 

(parenting) 

Home life/literacy role 

modelling 
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Classroom was an interesting place 

(learning) 

School/classroom 

environment 

Mates just have fun really 

(interacting) 

School/peer relationships and 

mateship 

 

Billy/self is described/categorised/portrayed as behaving in the following ways in social 

activities: 

• in control (‘If it’s not good then I’m going to stop reading it’) 

• judgemental (‘I had a teacher I did not respect at all’) 

• capable of misbehaviour (‘I had quite a bit of fun in the classroom’) 

• smart (‘I’m not really an academic per say but I’m smart’) 

• a great person (‘I am a great person’) 

• confident (‘I’d be like “No, you’re not giving me that mark!”) 

• independent (‘I did it all myself really’). 

 

Antagonists and ‘others’ such as the English teacher are described as: 

• no control (‘She just didn’t have control over our class’) 

• lacking confidence (‘She wasn’t confident’) 

• disinterested (‘She just didn’t care what we did’) 

• unprofessional (‘It was grades pretty bias-ly because of behaviour problems’). 

 

Antagonists and ‘others’ such as students (non-mates) are described as: 

• studious (‘they were just studious people’) 

• concerned (‘people wanting to get the best OP possible and would do anything 

to get that’) 

• frustrated (‘they’d be angry at us for taking away from their learning’) 

• victims (‘they were a bit not strong enough [in the classroom]’) 

 

Section 5.4.2 presents findings from analysis of the relations and subject positions in 

Billy’s text. This analysis identifies subject positions more dynamically, in terms of 

what relationships of power, social categorisation and agency are established and 

enacted in the situations, activity types and topics presented in the text. 
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5.4.2 Relations  

 

In Billy’s stories, the relationships at issue are between teacher and students/mates and 

other students/‘academic students’ and ‘non-academic’ students/boys and girls. These 

stories, and the events, actions and relationships described within them, draw on 

different MR and discourses to make meaning, attribute blame, exonerate and justify. 

 

Billy’s expectable relations are problematic in his small stories and narratives. He 

makes a connection with educational discourse and problematises it through stories of a 

‘crappy’ teacher, uninspiring and irrelevant curriculum and circumstances whereby he 

himself is ‘forced’ to restructure aspects of educational discourse in his hierarchical 

power relationships in the classroom and at school (e.g. controlling the classroom, 

demanding certain grades, overpowering the teacher). 

 

Subject positions in terms of what relationships are established and enacted in the 

situation and settings in the small stories are identified by determining what 

relationships of power, social categorisation and agency are enacted in the situation. 

 

5.4.2.1 Relationships of Power 

 

The relationships of power that feature prominently in Billy’s stories include those 

between teacher and student. In line with Fairclough’s assertion that power relations are 

always relations of struggle (2001a, p. 28), the relations between teacher and student in 

Billy’s narratives are shown as occurring in a social institution in which dominant and 

taken-for-granted power relations exist and are constantly challenged in various forms 

and in both subtle and overt forms. What is evident in the small stories of his 

experiences in the English classroom is that Billy draws on these ‘expectable’ relations 

of power but represents them as problematic, and thus, power shifts and reversal are 

shown through stories of misbehaviour, lack of teacher control and students’ 

overpowering the authority and influence of the classroom practitioner: 

• [Teacher] wasn’t confident at all. 

• We controlled the class. 

• I would win [against teacher]. 
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• I had a teacher I did not respect at all. 

• She just didn’t have control over our class, especially our little group. 

 

5.4.2.2 Relationships of Social Categorisation 

 

Billy’s English teacher is represented as weak and unskilled in behaviour 

management—and ultimately not fulfilling her obligations in terms of the institutional 

role and social categorisation associated with that of a competent ‘teacher’. As 

Fairclough (1989, 2001a) points out, social order and categorisation are important 

within social institutions, which structure constituent discourses in a particular way and 

are susceptible to change, particularly changing relationships of power, social order and 

agency. Billy’s small stories employ language and social practices consistent with an 

educational discourse that assumes teachers should always have control, and are figures 

of authority and power in schools (see Lashlie, 2007; Martino, 2001; Smith & Wilhelm, 

2002). Billy represents his English teacher as incompetent and lacking any real ability 

to control behaviour and group dynamics in the classroom, which is shown to be a 

charge that carries some sense of frustration and concern from the narrator/protagonist, 

despite the fact that this allowed for ‘free rein’ and for the class to be ‘fun’: 

• She just didn’t care what we did. 

• You could get away with absolutely anything. 

• English was just like the classroom where you caught up and just had fun really. 

 

In contrast, Billy represents himself and some of his peers as again, contesting the 

norms and socially accepted categorisation of the ‘student’ in school. Students in his 

English class are categorised, on the one hand, as being powerful and controlling: ‘we 

controlled the class’, ‘she just didn’t care what we did’, ‘I’d be like ‘no, you’re not 

giving me that mark. And then I’d get bumped up to a better mark … Yeah, I would 

win’. On the other hand, students in the English class are categorised as being victims of 

their teacher’s inability to practise in the preferred role of disciplinarian and classroom 

manager/leader: ‘English was just like the classroom … where you had fun really. She 

was a crappy teacher … wasn’t confident. At all’, ‘studious people … would be angry’. 
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5.4.2.3 Relationships of Agency 

 

In Billy’s small stories, he attributes agency to the protagonist and antagonist in a 

number of ways to make meaning from interactions and relations, and justify and 

explain actions and behaviours in the narratives. When Billy represents himself as 

disrupting normal social process, categories and expected behaviours in the classroom, 

is typically when he has agency and is successful in empowering himself and enacting 

this agency in his representations of the social world, his relations within this social 

world and his schemata for modes of social behaviour (Fairclough, 2001a, p. 132). 

 

Billy is successful in terms of ascription of agency in the following exemplars from his 

stories: 

• I did do real good speeches and she’d give me a rubbish mark. I’d be like ‘No—

you’re not giving me that mark’. 

• If it’s good then I’m going to keep reading it. 

• I had quite a bit of fun in the classroom. 

• I’m definitely not going to read. 

 

Connections in the stories include both the ways in which texts are tied to the situational 

contexts in which they occur and ways in which connections are made between parts of 

a text. The role of language is important in the interpretation stage of the analytical 

process. Language informs the context, discourse type and MR used in the process of 

production—and is in turn influenced by the institutional matrix of different discourse 

types and connections and the assumptions that influence the ways connections are 

made in texts. 

 

Section 5.4.3 presents findings on the role of language in what is going on in Billy’s 

extended narrative. 

 

5.4.3 Connections 

 

The connections in Billy’s small stories are determined by the role of language in what 

is going on: connections include both ways in which texts are tied to situational contexts 
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and ways in which connections are made between different parts of a text. This section 

of the analysis focuses on the way language is used by Billy to represent wider 

institutional contexts and particular situations. 

 

In his extended narrative, Billy employs discourse that belongs to ‘education’ and being 

a ‘student’ and makes connections to the social world and specific scripts and schema 

using these specific discourses. However, he also chooses to employ a more 

‘traditional’ educational discourse (teacher as behaviour manager/in 

control/knowledgeable and trustworthy in capacity) rather than 

schoolboy/student/adolescent boys in school discourse in specific situations in the 

stories to purposefully exonerate himself and justify his behaviour and academic 

outcomes. In this way, his discoursal choices function as indicators of schema, subject 

positions, scripts and the MR used to interpret these aspects of his text. 

 

Common-sense assumptions that rely on the interpreter’s MR of what constitutes a 

‘good teacher’ or a script for a productive lesson are apparent in Billy’s small stories. 

He clearly establishes that a teacher should have some level of control, capacity for 

behaviour management, and knowledge of pedagogy and practice to engage and interest 

students in his small stories. The use of language resources including emotive language, 

declarative statements and repetition are utilised in the stories to reinforce the point that 

his teacher was disappointing in the sense that she failed to enact his ideological 

assumptions of what a ‘good’ teacher should be.  

• She [was] … disinterested … maybe, just disinterested. I swear you could get 

away with absolutely anything!’ 

• I did do real good speeches and she’d give me a rubbish mark. I’d be like ‘No—

you’re not giving me that mark’ … ’I would win ... but that’s once again 

because she was a crappy teacher. 

 

The evaluation provided by the protagonist (Billy) on assessment and grades in his 

English class highlights the problematic nature of feeling that his teacher is 

unprofessional, ‘crap’ and a poor practitioner. Rather than celebrate that this afforded 

him ‘free rein’ and almost complete control (‘we controlled the class’) in the class 

environment, Billy chooses to represent this as a problem because his higher grade was 
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won, not because of aptitude or academic prowess, but because of bullying behaviour 

over a weak and ineffective teacher.  

 

Language resources including personal viewpoint and the use of pronouns are also 

utilised in the stories produced by Billy to construct and shape meaning for the hearer. 

He gives a strong indication of his personal beliefs and views on teaching pedagogy and 

classroom discipline and what he called ‘biased’ marking criteria in English with 

statements such as: ‘I had a teacher that I did not respect at all … she just didn’t have 

control over our class’ and ‘I’m smart…and I am great person’ despite the fact that the 

teacher gave him ‘rubbish marks’. 

 

As discussed previously in Chapter 3, stories are vehicles whereby subjectivities and 

intersubjectivities are constituted, inflected, reworked (Riessman, 2008), and more or 

less variably and subtly invoked for a specific activity (such as justifying failure in 

senior English during a research interview with an interested listener), and they make 

use of language resources to tie texts to social situations, connections, relations and 

discourses. In being asked to sum up his experiences and his own evaluation of lack of 

success in senior English, Billy uses language to exonerate himself from blame and 

begins his story in the following manner: ‘Well … I had a teacher I did not respect at all. 

She just didn’t have control … I swear you could get away with absolutely anything’. 

Billy produces a story that represents his teacher as a key contributor in his own lack of 

success because she did not create the desired, or expected learning environment and set 

of discipline standards that Billy suggests were needed for some students to succeed.  

 

In Fairclough’s framework for textual analysis (see Figure 5.1), connections are made 

and determined by the role of language in what is going on in the text and discourse 

drawn upon to produce and interpret texts. Billy is obliged to act discoursally in what he 

presents as the socially predetermined institution of the classroom and school, but his 

language choices and the discourse that he employs shows him capable of creatively 

transforming discourse conventions and disrupting some dominant discourses in order 

to make meaning, justify, exonerate and explain. 
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5.5 Explanation: Billy’s Case Study Analysed 
 

The final stage of the analysis and findings from Billy’s transcript data is presented in 

this section. The third level of Fairclough’s analytic framework, explanation, is used to 

link the findings of the ‘interpretation’ stage (the discursive interaction that takes place 

within the young men’s narratives and small stories) to the institutional and social 

discourses and practices referenced in their discourse (Fairclough, 1989, 1995). 

 

This important final step in the critical social analysis identifies the reflexivity evident 

in social members’ accounts of their lived experience of social life and social analysts’ 

accounts of the social systems that produce lived experience. The basis on which 

accounts of the social systems are analysed include the critical survey of relevant 

literature and contemporary theory and empirical research in Chapter 2, and my own 

experiences of social systems and the social world as an educator and teacher of English 

and literacy. While these two systems of accounts are aligned, emancipation of subjects 

is impossible. Further critical analyses of the alignment between (i) the social discourses 

used to construct personal stories, justifications and reasons for lack of success in 

school English and (ii) the educational and gender discourses found in theories of boys 

and school achievement, provides answers to the second research question: 

  

2. How closely do students’ accounts of failure in subject English at senior secondary 

level align with existing contemporary theorisations and hegemonic discourses of 

adolescent boys’ failure in subject English at senior secondary level? 

  

Fairclough (2001a) suggests that the objective of the explanation phase in his model for 

CDA of text is ‘to portray a discourse as part of the social process, as a social practice, 

showing how it is determined by social structures, and what reproductive effects 

discourses can cumulatively have on those structures, sustaining them or changing 

them’ (p. 135). 

 

Table 5.11 presents the analytical proposition for the explanation phase of this research 

project and guiding research question that this phase of the analysis addresses, and the 

process by which ‘answers’ to the questions are identified. 
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Table 5.11: Explanation 

Explanation 

Transformed Discourses 

How have familiar, common-sense discourses of schooling, academic success and failure, and 

boys and literacy, been restructured and transformed via the young men’s accounts? 

Identifying and explaining discursive transformations evident in accounts of school success 

and failure in senior English and the situational, societal and institutional discourses operating 

in their accounts. 

 

5.5.1 The Discourse of ‘Education’ in Billy’s Extended Narrative and Small 

Stories 

 

The institutional matrix of the discourse of education is a complex one because it 

constitutes schooling, teaching and teacher pedagogy, teacher education and training, 

student rights and power struggles, and issues of social justice in education. These 

elements intersect and influence how discourse is ideologically determined and in turn 

shaped by social determinants. Billy’s discourses used to account for success and/or 

failure can be regarded as ideologically determined in so much as the educational 

institution he describes and within which he operates, and the social relationships 

present in these discourses, are determined by, and determinative of, power relations 

and power struggles at situational, institutional and societal levels. 

 

Since Billy narrates his stories as a ‘student’ and tells of his experiences as a student, 

education and schooling as a site of social struggle and power relations features 

prominently in his narratives. The discourse of education has undergone significant 

change in recent decades, and the phenomenon of ‘change’ in educational discourse has 

focused on shifts from ideological assumptions about, for example, equality versus 

equity, compliance versus collaboration, and discipline versus mutual respect. Billy 

profiles the dialectical relationship between social determination of subjects (such as 

students) and creativity and capacity of the subject to transform discourse in a 

determinative fashion. 

Figure 5.2 represents how the social effects of discourse and social determinants of 

discourse operate on three levels—societal, institutional and situational—and draw 

upon the same MR to process discourse. 
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SOCIETAL     ↘                                                                                             ↙        SOCIETAL 

INSTITUTIONAL..............MR................Discourse................MR...............INSTITUTIONAL 

SITUATIONAL   ↗                                                                                      ↖   SITUATIONAL 

Determinants                                                                                                                    Effects 

Figure 5.2: Discourse as Part of the Social Process and as a Social 
Practice (Fairclough, 2001a, p. 136) 

 

Section 5.5.1. presents an outline of the key discourses evident in the case study (Billy) 

interview transcripts and extended narratives and presents the social determinants, 

ideologies and effects that shape and are shaped by these particular discourses. These 

discourses are identified through the ‘interpretation’ phase of the analysis and are 

further explained in this explanation phase of analysis. This transition from the stage of 

interpretation to explanation is connected by ‘reproduction’, because the former is 

concerned with how MR are utilised and made use of to process discourse, and the latter 

is concerned with the social constitution and transformation of MR in discourse 

practice. 

 

5.5.2 Key Education Discourses As Explanations 

 

Key education discourses in the case study text are: 

• English is not generally suited to boys (institutional discourse). 

• The subjective nature of subject English is not aligned with male learning styles 

and needs (societal discourse). 

• High-quality teacher pedagogy and student relationships are integral for student 

success (institutional discourse). 

• Schools as sources of uneven power relations (institutional discourse). 

• Disengagement is a result of value judgements in terms of subject 

meaning/relevance (situational discourse). 
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5.5.3 The Discourses Used to Construct Personal Stories, Justifications and 

Reasons for Lack of Success in School English in Billy’s Extended Narrative and 

Small Stories 

 

Billy’s extended narrative and small stories portray discourse as part of social practice, 

but able to be investigated and determined at different levels: situational, societal or 

institutional (as outlined in Figure 5.2). Any discourse can be viewed through one or all 

three levels; however, there are different ways of seeing the same discourse according to 

whether the analyst is focused upon it as situational, societal or institutional practice. 

The categorisation of the three levels of social determinants assigned to Billy’s 

discourses are shaped by the different perspectives and interpretations assigned to the 

discourse in the stories themselves by the narrator, and the power relations, language 

choices and social effects of the discourse in the context of the research interview 

narratives produced. Categorisation is also informed by the agenda of the social analyst 

in order to address the specific research question/s. Fairclough (2001a) suggests that this 

process is akin to ‘changing the filters on a camera lens’ (p. 137) in order to see 

discourse through different perspectives without the necessity of examining the 

different features of the discourse at these different levels. Table 5.12 presents evidence 

of discourse identified in Billy’s small stories to justify, explain, place blame and 

account for his success and/or failure in English and school, and the key social 

organisational ‘lens’ through which this discourse is viewed in this phase of analysis. 

The determinants are categorised according to researcher coding and placement 

informed by Fairclough’s (1995, 2001a, 2001b) work on identification of the 

determinants of discourses in text. 

 

 

Table 5.12: Evidence of Educational Discourse, Determinants of Discourse and Effects 

in Relations to Success and/or Failure in School and Senior English 

Discourse Determinants of 

discourse 

Effects Effects 

EDUCATION Determinants Success Failure 

 Relationships/teachers 

(INSTITUTIONAL) 

 Didn’t respect teacher 

because she could not 

control students 
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 Teacher quality 

(INSTITUTIONAL) 

 Teacher was disinterested 

Teacher easily influenced 

by student pressure 

 School system 

(INSTITUTIONAL) 

 Recognition of good v. 

bad work was arbitrary 

 Aptitude 

(SOCIETAL) 

He was able to 

achieve in English 

despite average 

grades and lack of 

effort based on his 

ability 

 

 Motivation 

(SITUATIONAL) 

 There should be strong 

motivation to read the 

actual book or text 

Reading is too hard to 

make an effort 

 Gender  

(SOCIETAL) 

 Boys are naturally 

inclined against reading 

English as a subject is 

considered a girls subject 

 Outside Interests 

(SOCIETAL) 

 He would prefer to spend 

time on other things—

watching TV 

 Curriculum 

(SITUATIONAL) 

Some books were 

enjoyable  

Classical English 

literature is not practical 

in today’s world 

Just reading a book for 

the sake of a test is not 

practical 

Lack of clear direction to 

an answer 

 Value/Investment 

(SITUATIONAL) 

 Need to target correct 

aspects—essay writing 

was relevant and 

interesting v. reading 

classical texts was 
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uninteresting and not 

relevant 

 Self-esteem 

(SITUATIONAL) 

Says he is smart and 

a great person and 

character developed 

in school 

Confidence and self-

belief  

 

 

5.5.4 The Dominant Educational and Gender Discourses Found in Theories of 

Boys and School Achievement that Align with the Narrative Account Produced by 

Billy 

 

Many current theorisations and explanations exist to account for boys’ success or failure 

in the literacy learning and the English classroom, and these are discussed in detail 

within the five frameworks presented in Chapter 2. Arguments including the notion that 

a structured traditional classroom does not accommodate boys’ energetic nature and 

need for free motion, or that today’s schools do not provide enough structure or 

discipline to ‘handle’ many boys are put forward (Gurian & Stevens, 2007; Sax, 2007). 

Other theories attest to the notion that feminists have demonised typical boy behaviour 

and focused educational resources on girls, and that our schools’ focus on collaborative 

learning fails to stimulate boys’ natural competitiveness (for an overview of these 

arguments, see Francis & Skelton, 2005; Martino & Kehler, 2007; Mills et al., 2007) so 

that boys are not being engaged with the relevant, hands-on work on which they thrive 

(see Appendix 9 for example of coding to identify alignment with contemporary 

theories and transformation and restructuring of common-sense/taken-for-granted 

discourses of schooling and education). 

 

Examples of alignment or connections between the boys’ discursive practices at the 

‘interpretation’ level of analysis and contemporary theories pertaining to male academic 

success or failure in literacy learning and student learning at school are discussed in 

Section 5.4. Note the transcripts were initially coded (see Appendix 8 for coding 

example) in line with a thematic content analysis approach (Riessman, 1993) that 
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identified alignment with dominant theorisations that emerged as part of the survey of 

literature produced during the study (see Chapter 2). The points of alignment in Brian’s 

narrative account are discussed in the following section with particular focus on the 

assigned social determinants (situational, societal and institutional) and frameworks 

utilised in Chapter 2 to interrogate explanations in accounting for boys’ achievement in 

school and in English. 

 

5.5.5 Alignment and Connections with Contemporary Theories and Discourses 

Pertaining to Male Academic Success or Failure in Literacy Learning and Student 

Learning at School 

5.5.5.1  English Is Not Generally Suited to Boys (Institutional Discourse) 

 

Billy uses the small stories in his account to suggest that English as it is taught in senior 

school is generally not suited to boys. He uses the small stories in his extended narrative 

to introduce the ideas of English being assessment driven, overly focused on literature 

and more suited to girls’ interests and attributes in line with dominant theories found 

within both biological and institutional frameworks in the relevant literature. English as 

a subject is presented as something that was not aligned with Billy’s needs as a learner, 

with his interests as an adolescent male and with his future requirements. Billy portrays 

boys as boisterous, assertive and generally disinterested in the ‘typical’ pursuits 

associated with subject English such as reading literature, presenting orals, engaging 

with classical English texts and writing assignments. He attests that subjects such as 

extension English ‘were all girls’—suggesting that this was accepted in the schooling 

institution and in his own discursive positioning of females in society. He goes on to 

theorise that ‘maybe girls don’t think they can be mathematicians and business women 

… English is more of a girls subject’, again aligning with dominant theorisations and 

ideological beliefs that posit that English is generally more suited to girls than boys. 

 

5.5.5.2 The Subjective Nature of Subject English Is Not Aligned with Male Learning 

Styles and Needs (Societal Discourse) 

 

Billy aligns with an essentialised notion of a male learning style and gender differences 

in English achievement (Booth, 2002; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002) through comments such 

as ‘most boys don’t read I don’t reckon’ and ‘most boys I hang out with don’t read 
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because it’s too hard’. His narrative of frustration, misbehaviour in class and boredom 

with the curriculum and tasks suggests that his learning experience in English was 

designed around instructional models that worked well with girls’ supposed innate 

linguistic and language abilities and learning styles but did not provide enough support 

to boys or engage with their interests and strengths, aligning with theories put forward 

by several commentators on the subject (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Pollack, 1998; 

Snyder, 2008). The discourse of gendered learning styles and gender-specific alignment 

to subjects such as English can be observed in Billy’s small story on gender. He 

describes his experiences and lack of success in English by suggesting that his being 

male may have contributed to his teacher not engaging and encouraging him: ‘the boys 

were a bit more boisterous … he teacher just didn’t have control over ... our little 

group’. In this instance, Billy posits that the subjective nature of the curriculum and 

failure of his teacher to acknowledge the inherent male attributes of the boys in his class 

contributed to his lack of success in subject English. 

 

5.5.5.3 Teacher Pedagogy and Student Relationships are Integral for Student Success 

(Institutional Discourse) 

 

Pedagogy and classroom relationships factor as important elements in the narrative 

produced by Billy. He opens his story of experience and events in senior English by 

suggesting that his teacher’s poor pedagogical approach and lack of effective teaching 

methods contributed to his poor behaviour and lack of engagement with the subject 

material. Billy’s account aligns with the dominant discourse of education and teaching 

that focuses on the importance of teacher pedagogy and standards of practice in relation 

to student outcomes (Hattie, 2003; Marzano, 2003). Billy says openly that ‘I did not 

respect [her] at all … we controlled the class’. In line with theorisations that suggest the 

importance of pedagogy in boys’ schooling experiences and academic success (Martino 

& Berrill, 2003), Billy makes several references to his opinion of his teacher’s poor 

pedagogy and explains that this made it difficult for him to make a connection and 

establish ‘rapport’ with the teacher. He provides details of other subjects in which he 

felt he achieved more academic success, ‘behaved’ and ‘took it seriously’ (e.g. maths 

and accounting)—all attributed in part to the fact that he had ‘good teachers’. In his 

account, Billy places blame on his teacher in English for his misbehaviour and lack of 

positive results. According to Martin (2003b), teacher pedagogy at class level is 
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considered among the most critical points at which male student outcomes can be 

improved, and Billy’s extended narrative supports this notion. 

 

5.5.5.4 Schools as Sources of Uneven Power Relations (Institutional Discourse) 

 

Schools have long been recognised as sources of power struggles between the 

individual and the organisation (i.e. school), as well as sources of uneven power 

relations between different social orders, categories and structures (Overton & Sullivan, 

2008). Billy’s extended narrative offers insight into his ideological beliefs about the 

nature of schooling and individual rights in several instances. He states that although his 

teacher had the power to grade his work and mandate certain activities and assessments, 

he still felt empowered to question his grades, resisting her authority at times. Although 

this action can be interpreted in his story as one of advocacy and empowerment, his 

extended narrative presents the institution of the school as one of uneven power 

relations and one with the ability to impose certain restrictions and controls over its 

student body. Billy describes being ‘forced’ to read certain books with which he did not 

wish to engage, repeating work that he had already understood in primary school, and 

being confined to a classroom and learning environment that he clearly felt was flawed 

on many levels. In this sense, his narrative aligns with the notion that students can be 

disempowered in schooling, and teachers (even poor practitioners and ‘bad’ teachers) 

are protected by the same institutional structures that can alienate and subjugate student 

subjects. 

 

5.5.5.5 Disengagement is a Result of Value Judgements in Terms of Subject 

Meaning/Relevance (Situational Discourse) 

 

Billy sets up specific situational discourse relating to ‘being a schoolboy’ and ‘being a 

student’ when in the English classroom that is presented as a response to the situational 

context and structure of the English classroom where he operated as a student. He 

portrays disengagement, disinterest and disobedience as situationally expectable and 

determined by the classroom environment, teaching practice and curricula focus in 

senior English. He sets up the social identity of his character as one who is, on the one 

hand, bounded by the educational and social parameters set by the school, but on the 

other hand, allowed certain powers and freedom within those parameters to express 
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himself and his disappointment with the English curriculum. Billy uses his small stories 

to present his disengagement and misbehaviour as a ‘reasonable’ response to the fact 

that he was not in a position to engage or become interested in the curriculum because it 

failed to connect to any of his learning needs or respond to his value judgements about 

education and schooling. His teacher is described as presenting meaningless tasks and 

assessment driven by an ‘external’ agenda that did not include Billy. Billy says that 

doing tasks ‘just for the sake of a test’ is a ‘bit silly’, and that irrelevant learning 

activities focusing on ‘classical English’ texts and ‘crap’ books was not something he 

was prepared to invest time or effort in. He reinforces this notion that it was a value 

judgement and choice in his further small stories that indicate his willingness to work 

and participate in other subjects such as maths, physics and accounting based on his 

ideological belief and opinion that these subjects were more meaningful and relevant to 

his needs. Billy aligns with the dominant discourse prevalent in educational theorising 

and literature (within both a psychological and institutional framework) that suggests 

that students will disengage if curriculum and learning are not contextualised, 

meaningful and relevant to their needs (Long, 2009b; Marzano, 2003). 

 

Section 5.5.6 addresses the guiding question ‘How have familiar, common-sense 

discourses of schooling, academic success and failure, and boys and literacy, been 

restructured and transformed via the young men’s accounts?’ It presents key discourses 

that have been transformed and recontextualised in the narratives produced by Billy. It 

provides explanation of the social determinants, power relations, ideologies, MR and 

discursive practices used to account for school experience and success and/or failure in 

senior English. 

 

5.5.6 Recontextualised and Transformed Discourses in Billy’s Texts 

5.5.6.1 The Value of Lifelong Learning 

 

According to Schuetze and Slowey (2000), students’ time at school is of crucial 

importance in learning how to learn, stimulating the motivation to engage in further 

learning and building the skills for effective lifelong learning. Schools can provide rich 

and frequent opportunities for students to make real decisions that affect their own lives 

and learning processes to develop one of the key skills of lifelong learners: making 

good judgements (Beckett & Hager, 2000). However, this concept and opportunity for 
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building lifelong learning capacity while at school was recontextualised in sections of 

narrative text in the accounts produced by Billy. 

 

Lifelong learning provides individuals with opportunities to develop self-knowledge, 

personal mastery and self-esteem. It has been associated with learners who are 

adventurous and inquisitive as well as adaptable and flexible; some commentators argue 

that it can also, in turn, foster family cohesion, social inclusion, community building 

and civic participation in society (Lugg, 2000) and is an immensely important factor in 

educational practice and reform (Duch, Groh & Allen, 2001). The narrative of the case 

participant suggests that learning is often viewed ideologically as a ‘means to an end’ 

and a necessary, but finite, process in progressing to another point, such as vocational 

training, apprenticeships, tertiary placement or full-time careers in the workforce. Billy 

uses the MR available to him to determine how he views himself as a learner, and how 

he views learning in terms of its role in his life as a student, young man and potential 

contributor to society as a whole: ‘It [school/English] didn’t really have any bearing on 

where I am today’ (Small Story 3). 

 

In this sense, accounts of school experiences and success or failure illustrate that Billy 

had already developed a negative concept of himself as a learner, and lifelong learner—

based on existing social and institutional determinants of success and failure. His 

account presents a notion of schools as dispensers of an obscure body of knowledge that 

was, at times, remote from his immediate requirements or concept of future pathways 

and lifelong learning needs. 

 

5.5.6.2 Teachers Discipline Knowledge 

 

In some of the accounts of school success or failure produced by Billy, teachers and 

their role in the process of learning were powerfully recontextualised in terms of their 

actual professional competence, subject knowledge and ability to impart skills and 

knowledge to students as ‘banks of knowledge’. Interpersonal qualities of teachers 

(Moje, 1996; Werner, 1984) were discussed and emerged as important factors in Billy’s 

views of their experiences in school and senior English. He listed qualities such as being 

caring, being able to control and mete out appropriate discipline, being worthy of 

respect, and providing encouragement as an important way of accounting for his own 
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success or lack of success in his learning. His narrative account suggests that the taken-

for-granted notion of teachers as ‘experts’ and respectable ‘banks of knowledge’ is 

contestable and able to be challenged in their discursive positioning of teachers: ‘I had a 

teacher I did not respect at all’ (Small Story 1) and ‘she [English teacher] was a crappy 

teacher’ (Small Story 2). 

 

A critical factor in the performance of students at all sectors can be the knowledge and 

understanding held by teachers. Shulman (1986) and Shepard et al., (2005) suggest that 

curricula knowledge is a significant aspect of teaching and contributor to student 

success, since it affects planning, task setting, questioning, explaining, giving feedback 

and assessment. Pedagogical knowledge, teaching approach, personal talents, ability to 

establish and maintain rapport, classroom management and organisation are highlighted 

as significant factors in influencing student outcomes and learning success in the 

narratives. Subject knowledge—that is, knowledge of the discipline, its key questions, 

ideas and debates—is not put forward as a significant factor in Billy’s accounting for 

their success and/or failure in subject English, suggesting that they did not view this as a 

contributing factor. 

 

5.5.6.3 The Value of Family Role Models and Socio-cultural Influences on Learning 

and Achievement 

 

Some studies into raising boys’ achievement place a high value on positive male role 

models for boys, and the influence that family life and outside-school literacy practices 

can have on learning and achievement (Deslandes & Cloutier, 2002; Moloney, 2000). In 

the narrative produced by Billy, he largely draws on his own internal resources and 

traits to account for success and/or failure. Billy (whose parents are briefly mentioned as 

encouraging him to read at home) states that his success is due to his own intellectual 

capacity and personal traits: ‘I’m smart… I am a great person’ (Small Story 3)  

 

That outside socio-cultural influences, literacy practices and home life have been linked 

to school success has been widely reported in recent years (Rasinski, Padak & Pytash, 

2009; Snyder, 2008; Wood & Blanton, 2009) and suggests that there exists a strong 

positive effect of these factors on student outcomes and literacy learning at school. 

However, Billy presents accounts of schooling and accounts of success that do not 
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feature parents or home life as actively contributing to educational/academic success. 

His narrative suggests that he did not view his parents as active participants in his 

education and did not identify the intrinsic benefits when his parents did seek to involve 

themselves in his education and learning, such as encouraging literacy in the home.  

 

5.5.6.4 What It Means to Be Literate in the Twenty-First Century 

 

Bryce, Frigo, McKenzie and Withers (2000) suggest that school leavers will require 

literacy competence with print and electronic media; critical thinking and analytic skills 

for coping with complex community changes and uncertainty in job markets, economies 

and workplaces; and commitment to and resources for retraining across their life spans 

using a range of media, print and electronic texts. The interview narrative highlights 

significant gaps when interrogating the texts for evidence of this concept and notion of 

what it means to be literate. Billy’s account produced a definition of being ‘literate’ as 

‘passing’ senior English and having the ability to ‘sound smarter’. Successful students 

in English and, therefore, ‘literate’ students by societal standards, are described as those 

who participated, were focused on academic achievement in the form of grades and who 

were willing to conform and accept a curriculum that was largely driven by assessment 

rather than contemporary notions of what it means to be literate in the twenty-first 

century: ‘they were just studious people wanting to get the best OP possible’ (Small 

Story 6) and ‘not everyone reads poems and sonnets by Shakespeare’ (Small Story 8). 

 

In commenting on literacy learning and what he perceived to be important aspects of 

literacy for future success, Billy transformed the concept that to be successful in the 

future demanded a high level of literacy skills. Instead, his small stories and accounts of 

literacy learning observed it as more of a skill reserved to the school and ‘education’ 

environment than one that could transfer into his life outside of school, at work and in 

the community at large. Billy clearly foregrounds that, despite the fact that he identified 

some value in limited aspects of the English curriculum, subjects such as physics, 

engineering and maths were going to be of much more assistance to him in his future 

than English and literacy learning. Again, challenging taken-for-granted notions of what 

it means to be literate, Billy details communication with friends, watching television, 

playing sport and holding down a job as important indicators of future success and 
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disputes dominant discourse determining what it means to be literate to learners in the 

twenty-first century. 

 

5.5.6.5 Accountability and Self-Determination 

 

Another finding from the explanation phase of analysis was the significant ‘gap’ and 

silence of narratives of accountability and self-determination in many schooling 

experiences. Lack of success, poor grades, misbehaviour and lack of engagement in 

curriculum were often ‘blamed’ on external factors: ‘the teacher had no control’, ‘the 

books were crap’ and ‘not everyone likes Shakespeare’. It could be theorised that , at 

times, Billy seeks to exonerate himself and remove accountability from his actions in 

this way. 

 

The notion that students should recognise their own accountability and investment in 

their learning and that those who do so are more likely to succeed has been put forward 

by commentators in the past (Collins, Kenway & McLeod, 2000; Perkins, 1992). Covey 

(1989) recognises the importance of self-directedness, which he calls proactivity, by 

including it as one of the habits characterising highly effective individuals. He states 

that students who take the initiative in their own learning and accept the responsibility 

to make things happen in their own lives are much more likely to experience success. 

Of interest in the analysis of discourses of accountability and self-determination is the 

recontextualisation of these traits to align with the ideological assumptions about 

education, learning and self-determination. That Billy actively makes decisions to 

disengage from his learning, not participate in tasks, taunt his teacher or do his own 

thing is an indication of self-determination reformulated in the guise of active 

disengagement and passive resistance: ‘English was just like the English where you 

caught up and just had fun really … you could get away with absolutely anything’ 

(Small Story 1).  

 

5.5.6.6 Others’ Right to An Education 

 

The concept of others’ rights (especially the right to learn, and to an education) in the 

learning space and classroom is also a discourse that is recontextualised in the narratives 

produced by Billy. Billy used poor teacher behaviour-management skills and pedagogy 
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to ‘have fun’ and misbehave in English class, which he openly states caused anger and 

frustration to ‘other’ students not interested in ‘mucking around’: ‘So English was just 

like the classrooms where you caught up and just had fun really’ (Small Story 1) and 

‘they [successful English students] used to like, they’d be angry at us for taking away 

from their learning and they’d just try and ignore us by the end of it because they knew 

that nothing was going to stop it’ (Small Story 8). 

 

The importance of the student members of the class being supportive and affirming of 

all students was not highlighted as a considerable issue or concern in the narratives. 

Behaviours enacted by Billy including arguing with teachers, refusing to participate in 

activities and disrupting the learning of others are presented as expectable and as ‘taken-

for-granted’ behaviour in response to the problems or issues he explains he experienced 

in the learning space: a ‘boring curriculum’ and ‘pointless tasks’. That other students in 

the classes were, at times, quite obviously disrupted and even disadvantaged by the 

behaviour and actions of Billy and his mates’ classroom actions is transformed from 

bad behaviour to normal behaviour in the context of the classroom situation he 

describes and explains. 

 

Other’ students in Billy’s small stories—many of whom were portrayed as the more 

‘studious’ types in the classroom, were clearly denied their right to a learning 

environment that was conducive to active participation, collaborative learning and 

academic enrichment at times. However, this is accounted for by the participant as a 

result of poor teaching, poor curriculum and poor behaviour management rather than 

poor behaviour on their behalf—Billy exonerates himself in those stories that deal with 

their role and responsibilities concerning others’ rights in the classroom, and in turn, 

reformulates discourse on disruptive behaviour in the classroom and explanations for 

student misbehaviour and lack of cooperation with peers in the learning space. 

 

5.5.6.7 Resilience and Self-Confidence 

 

The discourse of resilience is transformed in the narratives of Billy who offers up 

explanations and assigns ‘blame’ to external factors (curriculum, teacher, authority 

figures) for his academic failures and/or lack of resilience in dealing with the challenges 

of the senior English curriculum and senior schooling environment as a whole. 
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Academic resilience is introduced as a concept reflecting students’ ability to overcome 

setbacks and challenges and effectively deal with pressure and stress in the school 

setting (Linley & Joseph, 2004). It is proposed in current theorisations that the well-

rounded student is one who is energised and motivated to achieve but is also resilient 

when the going gets ‘tough’ (Krovetz, 2008): ‘Well most boys that I hang out with 

don’t read because it’s too hard’ and ‘there’s always an answer in physics, I like that. 

It’s much easier than having to try and debate why your answer is correct in English’ 

(Small Story 13). 

 

Kirby and Fraser (1997) and Linley and Joseph (2004) suggest that resilience is a 

quality in children who, (though exposed to significant stress and adversity in their 

lives), do not succumb to the school failure and educational challenges that they are 

potentially at greater risk of experiencing. According to Kirby and Fraser (1997), 

students who are primarily motivated to learn in order to increase their knowledge and 

competence, and view learning as a challenging but ultimately worthwhile endeavour, 

in terms of building knowledge and understanding, are more likely to succeed in school. 

They want to improve on their past performance, to learn from their mistakes, to make 

progress over time, and to master ever more difficult or challenging tasks. 

 

The narratives produced by Billy highlight instances when ego-oriented, less resilient 

students are often not particularly motivated by the desire to learn new knowledge and 

skills in what they perceived to be a high-stakes environment or one in which they felt a 

lack of confidence in their own ability. A lack of optimism and belief in educational 

success meant that they perceived school tasks as opportunities for some, to either 

demonstrate ability, to outperform others, and to achieve success (approach goals), or 

for others, to avoid looking stupid or ignorant in front of their classmates (avoidance 

goals) by ‘giving up’ before they had even begun.  

 

The small stories in Billy’s text suggest that, at times, he viewed school tasks only as 

opportunities to experience even more failure and frustration, and not as opportunities to 

learn from mistakes or poor grades/feedback in terms of future improvement. Fear, lack 

of self-confidence and inflexibility in terms of dealing with the challenges of senior 

English were significant factors in determining success or failure in the subject, 
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according to the accounts produced and discourses recontextualised in Billy’s 

narratives. 

 

5.5.6.8 Schools as Places for Learning  

 

According to Bryce et al. (2000), schools have an important role to play in providing a 

safe, but engaging, environment in which young people can test their ideas and develop 

a perception of how they fit into the world; in short, as places of learning for life. A part 

of this requires respect, both from peers and from teachers, and a part involves each 

individual having the opportunity of providing a contribution to the learning 

environment, and feeling that their contribution is valued by teachers and peers. Many 

stories produced in the interview exchange with Billy were aligned with psychological 

concepts of disengagement, disruptive behaviour and lack of connection to the learning 

environment, suggesting that the concept of school as primarily a place of learning is a 

discourse challenged in the discursive accounts produced by the young men: ‘you 

caught up and just had fun really’ (Small Story 1) and ‘it was an interesting classroom 

… we had free rein’ (Small Story 5). 

 

Billy portrays school as a place of confinement, control and inequality (Biddulph, 1997; 

Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; West, 2001) in his small stories. Learning and enrichment 

were transformed in his discourse on education and schooling—influenced by the 

overwhelming notion that school was a place where his major concerns were with being 

popular, playing sport, ‘surviving’, socialising with friends, and establishing and 

maintaining their adolescent identity and image. The small stories produced indicate 

school, teachers and the rules inflicted on students were a sort of ‘hostile authority’ that 

Billy had to ‘endure’ and tolerate, but nonetheless resist, until he could be free from the 

bounds of schooling life and enter the ‘adult’ world. For Billy, school is a place not so 

much for learning, but for ‘enduring’ and this was done through unsanctioned 

behaviours and actions including ‘mucking around with mates’ and getting away with 

‘absolutely anything’ in the classroom. 
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5.5.6.9 Literacy as a Life Skill 

 

The narrative produced by Billy also suggests that, as a student, he did not always make 

a connection between the context of literacy learning and subject English at school and 

literacy as an important life skill for the future. It has been argued (New London Group, 

1996; Wood & Blanton, 2009) that literacy is imperative to function successfully in the 

world around us, whether it be the social world, political world or world of work. High 

levels of literacy are reputed to lead not only to increased educational attainment but 

also to result in empowerment, with the acquisition of the essential knowledge and 

skills needed to function effectively in society (Maynard, 2002; Teese, 2000). 

 

The concept of literacy is determined not only as language awareness, reading and 

writing, but also constructing, engaging with, and responding to a range of literate 

practices and forms. Many of the narratives within Billy’s accounts of school 

experience described literate practices—developing arguments, researching issues, 

presenting oral accounts of learning and engaging with a variety of text types and 

literacy learning opportunities. However, what is noteworthy in terms of this phase of 

analysis is the fact that many of these literacy practices are not viewed as having any 

real benefit outside of the classroom and schooling environment. Again, this is evidence 

of Billy’s failure to connect literacy learning with important life skills needed for future 

contribution and growth in the social world. 

 

In restructuring discourse on education, Billy tells of English tasks that ‘didn’t make 

sense’ and expresses feelings of frustration because ‘the books in school were crap’. 

These comments indicate a transformation from a ‘traditional’ educational discourse 

that assumes that schools and teachers make informed and reliable decisions in terms of 

curricula and conditions for learning: ‘Unless I’m going to be an actor … I’m not going 

to use Romeo and Juliet’ (Small Story 5) and ‘just all about how quick you can read and 

answer a group of questions, like it’s not really [valuable] … just for the sake of the test, 

like that’s a bit silly’ (Small Story 7). In this sense, the value of literacy as a life skill 

and one that transcends the boundaries of the English classroom or school setting is 

contested and recontextualised in the narratives. 
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5.5.7 Summary of the Explanation Stage of the Analysis and Findings from 

Billy’s Transcript 

 

The discussion on the explanation level of analysis presents findings on the 

reproductive effects discourse can have on social structures and social process. The 

findings indicate that the case study participant’s discourses are mediated and 

determined by the MR available to him, that is, the social structures and social practices 

that he operates within, is bound by and struggles as a social member. This level of 

analysis highlights that the case study participant’s discourse can be investigated from a 

number of different situational, societal and institutional standpoints and conceptual 

frameworks—and in doing so, produce different perspectives and contextualisations of 

social practice, order, agency and power relations in the social world in which they 

operate. 

 

5.6 Conclusion 
 

This chapter presented a case study example of the research design and methods for 

analysis and the findings from this analysis. It presented the findings from three levels 

of analysis—description, interpretation and explanation (based on the work of 

Fairclough, 2001a)—and used a case study model as an exemplar of the methods for 

examining narrative data using a CDA model for analysis and presentation of findings. 

The following chapter presents the second case study example using interview data 

from Brian. It presents the methods for analysis and findings from the three levels of 

analysis (description, interpretation and explanation) and a discussion of how certain 

discourses are transformed and re-contextualised in Brian’s accounts, either aligning or 

challenging those identified in Billy’s narrative accounts. 
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Chapter 6: Case Study 2 Findings—Brian 
 

 

6.1 Introduction 
 

As outlined in the previous chapter, the data analysed are transcribed responses to 

interviewer questions in a semi-structured interview organised under the following 

topics: 

• What were your general experiences of senior English? 

• What did it take to be successful in senior English?  

• What are your thoughts about senior English curriculum in retrospect? 

• Who was successful in senior English, and what made them successful? 

• Did girls do any better than boys in senior English? 

• What did you get out of studying senior English? 

• Were you satisfied with your achievement in senior English? 

 

This chapter follows a parallel approach to the presentation of the case study findings in 

the previous chapter, Case Study 1 Findings—Billy. Section 6. 3 amounts to a 

description of the ‘situation’ in which the texts in Brian’s narrative are produced, 

‘what’s going on? (topic, activity, purpose)’, and the ‘contents’ that are productive of 

and produced in texts from Brian’s transcript. Section 6.4 presents the findings from the 

interpretation stage of analysis and reports on the key discourses operating in accounts 

of success and/or failure. It reports of the MR used by the case study participant to 

produce this interpretation, and focuses on the subjects, relations and connections 

(Fairclough, 2001a) identified in the narrative text. This section also presents findings 

on how power, agency and social categorisation shape social identity within the 

extended narratives produced by Brian in the interview exchange. 

 

Finally, this chapter presents the findings from the third phase of analysis—explanation. 

It identifies the social determinants shaping the discourses produced, and used to 

account for success or failure in school, learning and senior English. It reports on the 

findings from an evaluation on how discourse worlds operating in Brian’s account are 

aligned with contemporary theorisations of boys in school and their success and/or 
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failure in literacy learning, and the situational, societal and institutional discourses 

operating within, and informing, the accounts produced by Brian. This section of the 

chapter also presents a discussion of evidence found in the narrative accounts produced 

by Brian of recontextualisation and transformed discourses on topics such as boys in 

school, literacy learning, success and academic achievement. 

 

6.2 Descriptive Analysis 
 

As outlined in the previous chapter, this section reports on analyses for the description 

stage of inquiry (see Section 4.7.1). As discussed, it outlines the findings from analysis 

of the formal features of small stories and profiles the ways that these formal features 

are employed to produce meaning in the narrative accounts. 

 

Table 6.1: Descriptive Analysis Findings 

How do male adolescents and young adults who have recently completed a senior secondary school 

English course account for their success and/or failure? 

Description 

Analysis of the formal features of the text—the young men’s stories. 

1. Content & Representation: How has each young man represented: (i) his experience of the 

social world of the senior English classroom, (ii) Senior English curriculum, and (iii) 

success in school English? What content does the young man select for inclusion in his 

stories and how does he shape this content in order to produce these representations. 

2. Subjects & Social Identities: Who are the subjects (characters) in the young man’s stories, 

how does he characterise them, what social identities are ascribed to them, and what cues do 

these provide regarding the young man’s evaluation of the roles played by particular 

categories of social subjects in his account of his (and others’) level of achievement in 

senior English? 

 

6.2.1 Case Study 2 Brian 

Consistent with all other interview participants, Brian formulated evaluative responses 

to the interview questions and prompts in the form of small stories within an extended 

narrativised account of his experiences in senior English. Table 6.2 presents an 

overview of Brian’s account on his experiences as a student in senior English. 
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Table 6.2: Brian’s Account of Experiences in Senior English 

Orientation Complication/ 

Elaboration 

Evaluation Resolution Reorientation/ 

Coda 

English 

wasn’t for me. 

My grades 

weren’t too 

bad.  

I’ve never 

been really 

good at 

speeches—I 

get nervous.  

I couldn’t do 

it. 

I wasn’t very 

confident. You’d get 

the assignment on 

the day and it would 

be due two days later 

and I just sort of got 

over it. As a teenage 

kid you hate school. 

Mum and Dad and 

the school worried 

about my grades. I 

didn’t have much 

help. 

Nothing in 

English 

curriculum was 

going to be useful 

for me in the 

future. I knew I 

wanted to do a 

trade and not go 

to uni so I love 

maths. I know 

that it’s going to 

come in handy. I 

knew maths was 

sort of where I 

needed to be. Us 

guys don’t take 

English seriously. 

I did my own 

thing. I 

didn’t really 

pay attention. 

I felt like not 

doing it 

because I 

didn’t know 

what I 

needed to do. 

I chose the 

lower 

English and 

found it a lot 

easier. The 

teacher was 

behind me 

helping me. 

 

I don’t care that 

much about 

grades. When I 

changed classes 

my grades were 

a lot better than 

what they used 

to be. I was 

pretty happy 

with myself. 

 

 

 

The following is a transcript of Brian’s talk. Researcher questions and prompts have 

been deleted; however, the headings indicate the topical focus of researcher questions 

and prompts. 
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DS650013 Brian Transcript Evidence 

Brian’s Talk 

GENERAL EXPERIENCES IN SENIOR ENGLISH 

 
To start off with, the first few years of high school in English, well I wasn’t 
very confident, just with the assignments and stuff like that. I wasn’t very 
good at putting the right words. Just I knew it [English] wasn’t for me. I knew 
that. 

 
like I wasn’t going to go to uni and do communication or anything like that at 
uni. I knew that I wasn’t going to go to uni at all. 

 
Yeah I just, I didn’t really care that much, I didn’t really pay attention that 
much and I just, yeah really didn’t pay attention and just did my own thing. 

 
REFLECTIONS ON ENGLISH CURRICULUM 

 
The assignments, like you’d get the assignment on the day and it would be due 
two days later and I just sort of got over it, I just thought well I’m not going to 
go to uni so I might as well not do them. 

 
that’s what they mainly focused on and I sort of thought I’m not going to go to 
uni, there’s no point in me really doing it. So I chose the lowest English class I 
can and that sort of, I did the stuff and that because I knew that I wouldn’t be 
pushed or forced to do stuff.  

 
I’ve never been really good at speeches, I hate oral presentations, I hate them. 
Really just I get a bit nervous in front of crowds, stage fright. I was, I sort of 
liked written assignments like better.  

 
I love maths, love maths, because I know that it’s going to come in handy. I 
knew that I was going to be a carpenter or do some sort of trade so I knew that 
maths was sort of where I needed to be, yeah. 

 
But yeah, I just found it a lot easier because the teacher, the teachers put things 
the way that I could understand them, where [in] English they’d use fancy 
words and I’d be like what does that mean, how do you spell it, stuff like that.  

 
I want to be up there. And I know if I’ve got to get there I need good English. 

 
SUCCESS AT SCHOOL 

 
[Success at school] is pretty much grades. Pretty much grades, yeah. Well to 
be honest I didn’t really care about my grades. 
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I did [experience success] but I reckon I did a lot better [in the lower academic 
class] than what I did in the harder, in the other class.  

 
I chose the lowest one and found it a lot easier.  

 
Because the teacher in the communication one [lower academic class] where I 
had the teacher behind me helping me whenever I needed it, so like that sort of 
helped out a little bit easier. That teacher [in the alternate English class] was 
better because she was like, there for students. Where she was asking what 
students are good at and what they’re not good at and stuff like that. 

 
I really enjoyed group assignments. You can be with your mates, like not 
fooling around but it sort of … you’ve got other opinions and different points 
of views. 

 
My grades weren’t too bad. They weren’t, they weren’t good but they were a 
lot better than what they used to be. I was more of a C or D student and when I 
switched the class in Year 10, I sort of started getting high Cs low Bs sort of 
area, which I was pretty happy with myself. 

 
Mum and Dad sort of worried about my grades and yeah, and the school pretty 
much worried about my grades, that was about it. I didn’t really care to be 
honest. 

 
GENDER, BOYS IN SCHOOL 

 
A lot of my mates were immature. Especially around girls, like if I was with 
my mates during a group assignment, like pretty much just me and another 
mate, we’d sort of do some of the work. We’d put our heads together. We’d 
sort of really wouldn’t depend on them doing much of it because they really 
wouldn’t do anything. Us guys didn’t take English seriously, but, like the girls 
did. I guess because it was more their sort of subject. 

 
As a teenage kid, you hate school. Everyone hates school. But, yeah just if 
you’re going to be there you might as well make the most of it. Well us boys, 
we love sport, so like that was good about school, yeah. Sport was like really 
important to most of us. 

 
WHO WAS NOT SUCCESSFUL IN SCHOOL & SENIOR ENGLISH? 

 
I’ve had a couple of mates kicked out of my last high school for not sticking to 
their grades.  
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I have a couple of them get kicked out, not doing assignments, being rude to 
teachers, not doing homework, not showing up to classes and stuff like that.  

 
So yeah I’ve known people who haven’t taken the advantage of being there at 
school and not being what they’re supposed to be. 

 
[Students who failed] were just being immature, just destroying everyone’s 
work and sort of getting kicked out of class and sent to the principal’s office 
and then gone.  

 
FAMILY SUPPORT 

 
In Year 8 and 9 I didn’t have much help. Mum wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t home 
most of the time, my brother practically hated me when I was younger and 
beat me up so I’d sort of try to … 

 
So I’d try and do my homework by myself and I just couldn’t understand it. 
Like they’d use fancy words and I’d be like well what does that mean? I just 
couldn’t understand that side. 

 
I felt like not doing it because I couldn’t, you know I couldn’t do it. 

 
Yeah I couldn’t do it because yeah I didn’t know what to do.  

 

 

6.3 Results and Discussion of Analysis Stage 1: Description 
 

As explained in previous chapters, this section of the analytic process reports the results 

of analyses of the ‘content dimension’ and the ‘social dimension’ of Brian’s account, 

that is, Brian’s representation of events and characters that shaped his experience of the 

social world of the senior English classroom, senior English curriculum, and success in 

school English. The focus questions answered in this descriptive stage are:  

1. What content does Brian select for inclusion in his stories and how does he 

shape this content?  

2. What characters does Brian select for inclusion in his stories and how does he 

describe and categorise these characters? 

Answers to these questions are used as a basis for the interpretation (see Section 6.4), 

that is, analysis of how Brian has produced his particular representation of events and 

254 



characters that shaped his experience of the social world of the senior English 

classroom, senior English curriculum, and success in school English. 

 

The descriptive stage of the analysis demonstrated that Brian employed the following 

textual and language resources: 

• a narrative text structure (i.e. the telling of stories) that naturalises the inclusion 

of personal recounts of events to illustrate, verify and justify his account, and 

provides for him to ‘hold the floor’ and to establish and maintain authority over 

the content and events selected for inclusion, the character selection and 

characterisation and, therefore, the representation of content/events and 

characters 

• vocabulary selections that systematically represent content, events, characters 

and their actions, as well as English curriculum and success in particular ways 

• grammatical structures and devices 

• rhetorical devices. 

The following sections present and discuss each set of small stories pertaining to the 

broad topics of the interview questions. The topics and the textual and language 

resources whereby Billy formulated his accounts are described. Each subsection is 

addressed according to its position in the extended narrative.  

 

6.3.1 Orientation Stage of the Extended Narrative: Description of the Selection 

and Representations of Events and Characters in Brian’s Stories 

6.3.1.1 General Experiences in Senior English 

 

Table 6.3 demonstrates how Brian employs the text structure of story narrative to 

represent his general experience and lack of confidence in senior English as an outcome 

of his disengagement with the curriculum and feeling that much of the content was 

focused on tertiary preparation and not on what he needed to learn/know to succeed in 

school and in life. 
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Table 6.3: Orientation Stage: Brian’s Stories re General Experiences in Senior English 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 1 

To start off 

with, the first 

few years of 

high school in 

English,  

 

well I wasn’t very confident, 

just with the assignments and 

stuff like that. I wasn’t very 

good at putting the right words. 

Just I knew it 

[English] wasn’t for 

me. I knew that … 

Yea I just, I didn’t 

really care that much, 

I didn’t really pay 

attention that much 

and I just, yeah really 

didn’t pay attention 

and so just did my 

own thing. 

Just like I 

wasn’t going to 

go to uni and do 

communication 

or anything like 

that at uni. I 

knew that I 

wasn’t going to 

go to uni at all.  

 

 

6.3.1.1.1 Topic 

 

The topic Brian selects for his small story in this opening section, ‘General Experiences 

in Senior English’, is the condition of the English curriculum and its effect on his self-

confidence and self-efficacy in the subject and at school (note that this also forms the 

orientation to his overall extended narrative). The two conditions he topicalises in this 

orientation stage of the extended narrative are (i) the unsuitability of the English 

curriculum to cater to his needs and unreasonable focus on tertiary preparation and (ii) 

his lack of confidence and subsequent disengagement. This selection of topics and 

frames establishes the discursive framework for Brian’s account as revolving around 

curriculum quality, relevance of the curriculum, teacher pedagogy and support, and 

student engagement. All aspects of the educational experience and teaching and learning 

experience described as essential to student learning and achievement in dominant 

contemporary discourses of teacher quality and curricula standards (Ainley, 2006; 

AITSL, 2012). The current dominance within this discourse of the notion that curricula 

standards, quality and relevance, and student achievement are so closely interrelated 

provides for Brian’s propositions to be understood and aligned with by the ideal 

audience—educators interested in improving educational outcomes for students and 
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investigating the phenomenon that some boys fail to succeed in senior English and 

literacy in school. 

 

6.3.1.1.2 Characters and Characterisation  

 

In this small story, Brian introduces himself as the central character in his story of 

senior English, and introduces ‘I’ as the protagonist and narrator. The social purpose in 

this choice of central character is clearly evident in his selective characterisation of I 

and I’s actions. I’s first utterance introduces the topic of self-confidence and also 

includes a personal evaluation, ‘I wasn’t very confident’. The selection of the word 

‘confident’ in this orientation stage of the extended narrative is important because it 

foregrounds the notion that confidence and self-efficacy are closely aligned with 

success and succeeding in Brian’s account of his experiences in senior English and 

school. It provides a schema for not only the remainder of this small story but also for 

the extended narrativised account of Brian’s lack of success in ‘mainstream’ English 

and choice in studying a less academically rigorous program of senior English study 

(see Small Stories 2 and 4). The notion that much of senior English is geared towards 

preparing students for tertiary study and university is strongly suggested in Small Story 

1, and Brian characterises his own disengagement and lack of attention to the English 

curriculum as an expectable reaction because of his decision not to pursue tertiary 

studies: ‘like I wasn’t going to go to uni ... or anything like that. I knew that I wasn’t 

going to go to uni at all’. 

 

The addition of ‘at all’ in the evaluative comment is an emphatic rhetorical device that 

reinforces the understanding that he had no interest or intention of pursuing tertiary 

studies and that this was a decision about which he felt strongly and understood with a 

reasonable level of certainty.  

 

Following this, the description of his character is assembled using the following 

account: 

I didn’t really care that much, I didn’t really pay attention that much and I just 
... yeah, really didn’t pay attention and so just did my own thing 

In this case, these attributes ‘caring/not caring’ and ‘doing my own thing’ are proposed 

as expectable in light of the lack of relevance and meaning in the curriculum for Brian 
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(similar to attributes expressed by Billy in parts of his extended narrative), and lack of 

suitability for him as a student who was intent on not going to university. Because 

caring about what you are doing and learning about in the classroom is 

commonsensically a prerequisite of engagement, attention and interest, the conceptual 

linking of these vocabulary selections reinforces the negative construction of the 

curriculum and senior English and provides for the hearer to understand Brian’s 

evaluation of his ‘problem’/complication—‘I didn’t really pay that much attention. I 

just did my own thing’—because he was ignored, not offered a meaningful curriculum 

and did not see value in the learning activities in his senior English class. 

 

Brian’s account represents the English classroom as one that ‘wasn’t for me’. He 

suggests that interest and engagement were unlikely in the face of irrelevant curriculum, 

and learning and succeeding were a challenge (‘I wasn’t very good at putting the right 

words’) despite this, because he struggled ‘with the assignments and stuff like that’. The 

proper business of the classroom, learning and teaching, was absent from the English 

classroom because of the characteristics of the curriculum, the lack of support from the 

teacher and appropriate identification and remediation of Brian’s lack of confidence and 

self-assurance in the classroom by the teacher. 

 

The causal relationship between the irrelevant curriculum and focus on tertiary 

preparation and the lack of engagement and attention of the student (Brian) in Small 

Story 1 is made obvious in the following sentence: 

Yeah I just, I didn’t really care that much, I didn’t really pay attention that 
much and I just, yeah really didn’t pay attention and so just did my own thing. 

Within this framework, Brian’s account of just doing his ‘own thing’ is established, and 

is, therefore, to be read not as misbehaviour or rudeness, but as reasonable ‘causal’ 

behaviour in the interest of fortitude and self-worth. Rather than openly misbehave or 

disrupt others, he suggests that his actions were aligned with withdrawal and 

abandonment of the senior English curriculum and classroom learning until he was 

afforded the opportunity of choosing another subject or class. 

 

In this orientation stage small story, the hearer is encouraged to interpret the causal 

relationship as one or all of the following: 

• I was inattentive and withdrawn because I wasn’t very confident. 
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• I knew English wasn’t for me because I wasn’t very good at putting the right 

words [together]. 

• I didn’t care that much because I knew that I wasn’t going to go to uni at all. 

• I got low grades in English because I just did my own thing. 

The synthesis of personal opinion and evidence in this account suggests to the hearer 

that I is not to blame (i.e. for low grades, lack of interest, disengagement); he did all he 

could to help himself and respond to the challenges he encountered. 

 

6.3.1.1.3 Sequencing, Design and Grammatical Devices 

 

The design of this narrative sequence is also significant. Brian selects ‘To start off with, 

the first few years of high school in English I wasn’t very confident’ as his opening line 

of this story about his experience of senior English. He thereby foregrounds the 

relevance and significance of his own levels of confidence and self-worth on this 

experience.  

 

It was found that Brian used grammatical devices in a similar manner to Billy, that is, to 

secure causal relationships to support his proposal that a consequential relationship 

exists between curriculum quality and relevance, and student performance and 

engagement. This proposal is sustained using the causal conjunction ‘so’ to introduce 

his evaluation that senior English was a challenge, a difficult time for him and one that 

left him feeling alienated. 

I didn’t really care that much, I didn’t really pay attention that much and I just, 
yeah really didn’t pay attention and so just did my own thing. 

Brian establishes and justifies his disengagement and lack of interest in English by 

clearly linking his actions with the scripts and schema presented that topicalise poor 

pedagogy and irrelevant curriculum. He uses these grammatical devices to explain the 

situational context, the activity and the ‘contents’ of his story, and make connections to 

actions and ‘the point’ of his narrative, which is that he did not care—the subject was 

not engaging, so he disengaged. 

 

Another recurrent grammatical structure used in Small Story 1 is the negative 

construction observed in the sequence of characterisations of Brian while a student 

member of his initial senior English class: 
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• wasn’t confident 

• knew [English] wasn’t for me 

• wasn’t very good at putting the right words together 

• wasn’t going to uni 

• didn’t really care 

• didn’t really pay attention. 

 

The negative structure is effective in implying a noteworthy absence, but also, 

importantly, a potential existence (had circumstances been different) thereby allowing 

for the understanding that these attributes are part of the dominant discourse expected of 

a student in senior English. Brian makes the point that they were a challenge for him, 

given the situation and context of his experiences in senior English. This negative 

characterisation of the subject is secured via this grammatical device. The alternative 

positive structure using alternative descriptors, for instance, by replacing ‘wasn’t 

confident’ with ‘was inhibited’, or ‘didn’t really care’ with ‘was alienated’ or ‘at odds’ 

would have presented a stronger case for Brian’s causal relationship between irrelevant 

curriculum and student disengagement.  

 

6.3.1.1.4 Conclusion 

 

Brian’s uses of topic, characters and characterisation, vocabulary selection, design, 

sequencing and grammatical devices in the orientation phase small story clearly 

establish the notion that, to engage and take an interest in the English curriculum, he 

needed to feel it was valuable and meaningful to him and would meet his short- and 

longer-term needs. He identifies dominant discourses on curriculum and student 

learning and draws on these to attribute causality for his own lack of success and 

interest, but does not manipulate them to exonerate himself from all blame for his lack 

of success in some aspects of senior English.  

 

6.3.2 The Body of the Extended Narrative 

 

The small stories in the body of Brian’s extended narrative focus on three topics similar 

to those produced by Billy: success and succeeding, reflections on English curriculum, 
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mateship and ‘boys in school’, and one point of difference in the additional 

topicalisation of family support in schooling. The small stories attached to each of these 

topics are included in Tables 6.4–6.7. The small stories are numbered to demonstrate 

their sequence in Brian’s overall account, however, as is indicated in the numbering in 

each topic section, stories on particular topics were not necessarily sequential. 

 

6.3.2.1 Success and Succeeding 

 

Table 6.4 demonstrates how Brian employs the text structure of story narrative to reflect 

dominant representations of success and succeeding in school and the English 

classroom. To do this, he: 

• asserts that success in school is measured by grades (Small Stories 5 and 6) 

• suggests that teacher support is integral to student success (Small Story 5) 

• suggests school and societal notions of success are aligned with academic grades 

and benchmarks (Small Story 6) 

• details that students who fail to ‘stick to their grades’ or adhere to the 

institutional demands and ‘codes’ of schooling are unlikely to succeed (Small 

Story 9). 

 

 

Table 6.4:Body Stories—Topic: Success and Succeeding 

Orientation Complication/ 

Elaboration 

Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 5—Success at school and in English 

[Success at 

school] is pretty 

much about 

grades. Pretty 

much about 

grades yeah, 

Well to be honest I 

didn’t really care 

about my grades  

I did [experience success] but I 

reckon I did a lot better in 

[communication English/lower 

academic class] than what I did in 

the harder, in the other class.  

Because the teacher in the 

communication one [less 

scholarly English class] where I 

had the teacher behind me helping 

me whenever I needed it, so like 

I chose the lower 

one and found it a 

lot easier  
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that sort of helped out a little bit 

easier. That teacher [in the 

alternate English class] was better 

because she was like, there for 

students. Where she was asking 

what students are good at and 

what they’re not good at and stuff 

like that 

Small Story 6—Success in English 

My grades 

weren’t too bad, 

they weren’t, they 

weren’t good but 

they were a lot better 

than what they used 

to be. 

I was more of a C or 

D student. Mum and 

Dad sort of worried 

about my grades, and 

yeah, and the school 

pretty much worried 

about my grades, that 

was about it. I didn’t 

really care to be 

honest. 

When I switched the class in Year 

10, I sort of started getting high 

Cs and low Bs sort of area 

 

Which I was pretty 

happy with myself. 

 

 

 

Small story 9—Who was unsuccessful at school 

I’ve had a couple 

of mates kicked 

out of my last 

high school.  

For not sticking to 

their grades. I have a 

couple of them get 

kicked out , not 

doing assignments, 

being rude to 

teachers, not doing 

homework, not 

showing up to 

classes and stuff like 

that. 

and not being what they’re 

supposed to be...just being 

immature, just destroying 

everyone’s work  

And sort of getting kicked out of 

class and sent to the principals’ 

office and then gone 

So yeah, I’ve 

known people who 

haven’t taken the 

advantage of being 

there at school. 
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6.3.2.1.1 Topic 

 

The key conditions Brian topicalises in these three small stories are (i) definitions and 

determinants of success in senior English and at school, (ii) teacher influence on student 

achievement and engagement in senior English and 3) the attributes and actions of those 

who were ‘unsuccessful’ or ‘failed’ in school. On the topic of success, Brian establishes 

in the orientation of Small Story 5 that he feels that ‘success at school’ is ‘pretty much 

about the grades’, and then provides a complication to his narrative by way of stating 

that ‘I didn’t really care about my grades’—a statement that is repeated in the narrative 

of Small Story 6. The focus on grades is at odds with his focus on ‘other’ forms of 

success—such as overall improvement in academic results, engaging and responding to 

the curriculum and collaborating with a teacher to gain support and assistance in the 

classroom. 

 

The use of the tag ‘pretty much’ in his evaluation that success at school is ‘pretty much 

about grades’ lowers the level of certainty of the definition of success as ‘good grades’. 

The questionable nature of the definition ‘good grades = success’ is reinforced in his 

evaluation that he actually did experience some level of success when he was able to 

choose a different English class and academic focus: ‘I did [experience success] but I 

reckon I did a lot better in [communication English/lower academic class] than what I 

did in the harder [one]’. Despite the notion that, according to Brian, success at school is 

defined by grades, his narrative in Small Stories 5 and 6 challenges this dominant 

discourse and provides evidence that he himself was ‘pretty happy’ with any level of 

improvement, both in academic grades, but also in teacher time, attention and support. 

Small Story 5 proposes that his finding the communication subject ‘easier’ was not 

simply a case of ‘easier curriculum’ but, more importantly, a result of a change in 

teacher pedagogy and support. The following sentences reinforce this assertion: 

I had the teacher behind me helping me whenever I needed it, like that sort of 
helped out a little bit easier. That teacher [in the alternate English class] was 
better because she was like, there for students. Where she was asking what 
students are good at and what they’re not good at and stuff like that’ (Small 
Story 5). 

From a previous environment where he was left feeling alone and frustrated, and 

lacking in confidence (see Small Story 1), this story is used by Brian to propose that 

improvement in curricula content and teacher pedagogy was reflected in an 
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improvement in his grades, and also his self-efficacy and feelings of worth: ‘I sort of 

started getting high Cs and low Bs sort of area, which I was pretty happy with myself’. 

 

In Small Story 6, Brian also introduces the notion that the school, and his parents were 

‘worried’ about grades ‘and that’s about it’—suggesting that there were ‘other’ areas 

that perhaps they should have been worried about/or interested in (such as his 

improvement, increased participation) but were not because of the focus on academic 

grades as the most important indicator of students’ success and achievement: 

My grades weren’t too bad. They weren’t, they weren’t good but they were a 
lot better than what they used to be. I was more of a C or D student. Mum and 
Dad sort of worried about my grades, and yeah, and the school pretty much 
worried about my grades, that was about it. I didn’t really care to be honest. 

The contrast between who was successful at school, and who was not successful is 

immediately introduced as a key topic in Small Story 9, and used by Brian to reinforce 

the juxtaposition of narrow definitions of academic success (just grades) with more 

general understandings of what it means to be successful for some (staying in school, 

making use of opportunity). His use of negative words to construct the characterisation 

of those students who did not experience success, in the conventional sense, in school is 

a key component in Small Story 9, and can be observed in the following examples: 

• not sticking to their grades 

• not doing assignments 

• not doing homework 

• not showing up to classes. 

These statements clearly establish the notion that success (as defined by the school) is 

reliant on adhering to rules, regulations and institutional processes, and when this comes 

into conflict with adolescent maturity or defiance, it results in being ‘sent to the 

principal’s office and then gone’. 

 

6.3.2.1.2 Characters and Characterisation 

 

Small Stories 5, 6 and 9 again reinforce the story narrative stages and devices 

introduced in the orientation phase of Brian’s narrative. The main characters are Brian 

(protagonist), his teacher (in Small Story 5), his parents (in Small Story 6) and other 

‘non-successful’ students who struggle to operate within the bounds of school success 

and school expectations. The social purpose of telling a story from first-person narrator 
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viewpoint (as demonstrated in the narrative of Billy also), and invoking the act of 

narrativising experience is clearly evident in his selective characterisation of I in the 

actions and evaluations provided in all three of these small stories.  

 

In Small Story 5, I is used to re-establish Brian’s attributes in terms of him as a learner, 

his notions of success and to provide an evaluation: ‘well to be honest I didn’t really 

care about my grades, I did [experience success] … I reckon I did a lot better’. He is the 

single protagonist in the story, and proposes that his actions and behaviours were 

agentive in some sense, because he was able to choose a different English class—‘I 

chose the lowest one and found it a lot easier’—and thus chose a situation that in turn 

allowed for an improvement in academic success: ‘I did a lot better ... because I had the 

teacher behind me helping me’. Brian enacts agency through the characterisation of his 

actions in Small Story 5. In this story, his deliberate, determined decision is powerfully 

juxtaposed with the lack of agency and feeling of frustration he details before making 

the ‘switch’ to a different class and course. 

 

I (Brian) is characterised using contrasting words to explain his experiences of success 

in Small Stories 5 and 6 including ‘better’, ‘easier’ and ‘happy’ versus prior failures—

characterised with words such as ‘worried’ and ‘bad’. His attributes are aligned with 

being a ‘good character’ who wanted to experience success and who was willing to 

embrace help and support when it was provided (‘I was pretty happy with myself’) and 

an agentive participant in his own success (I chose the lowest one, when I switched the 

class ... I started getting high Cs and low Bs). 

 

The characterisation of the category ‘non-successful students’ is reinforced in Small 

Story 9. The evaluations used during the telling of Small Story 9 are extended to include 

evidence that is focused on the deficiencies that supposedly allowed these students to 

come into conflict with the school as an institution and make then ‘unfit’ to continue in 

the schooling environment. Brian not only characterises these unsuccessful students by 

listing their deficiencies and poor behaviour in meeting schooling expectations, but also 

continues to suggest powerfully that, in the end, it was a case of these students ‘not 

being what they’re supposed to be’: 
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not sticking to their grades. I have a couple of them get kicked out, not doing 
assignments, being rude to teachers, not doing homework, not showing up to 
classes and stuff like that. And not being what they’re supposed to be. 

 

Brian’s statements characterise the other non-successful students not only as antagonists 

and agentic in their own demise, but also as victims of a schooling environment and 

institution that demanded compliance and obedience that current contemporary 

educational discourse recognises as challenging for many adolescent males in schools 

(Pace & Hemmings, 2007; Paechter, 2000). 

 

In contrast, Brian characterises himself as someone who succeeded (in his own 

estimation if not the school’s) despite mitigating factors that others may have used as 

‘excuses’ for non-compliance and misbehaviour. In Small Stories 5 and 6, he attributes 

his positive experiences and improvement in grades to his own good choices, self-

motivation and ability to understand what was important to him in his schooling 

experience (‘I didn’t really care about grades’) and through alignment with his own 

definition of success: ‘they weren’t good but they were a lot better than what they used 

to be. I was pretty happy with myself’. 

 

6.3.2.1.3 Sequencing, Design and Grammatical Devices 

 

The design of these small stories are again similar to those produced by Billy. Brian 

selects ‘pretty much grades’ as his opening line of Small Story 5, and then repeats the 

statement in the very next sentence to reinforce this assertion—‘Pretty much grades, 

yeah’—that school success is all about academic grading. This foregrounds that his 

stories of school success or lack of success (in Small Stories 5, 6 and 9) propose that 

this success is only narrowly measured and represented by academic grades—again, a 

similar proposition to that made by Billy in his stories. Brian makes the point through 

his small story design that success at school can be (re)defined by other means and other 

indicators. 

Well to be honest I didn’t really care about my grades. I did [experience 
success] but I reckon I did a lot better in [communication English/lower 
academic class] (Small Story 5). 

My grades weren’t too bad, they weren’t, they weren’t good but they were a 
lot better than what they used to be … I was pretty happy with myself (Small 
Story 6) 
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It was found that in Stories 5 and 6, Brian used grammatical devices to secure causal 

relationships to support his proposal that a consequential relationship exists between 

student engagement and achievement, and curricula relevance and student success. This 

proposal is sustained using the adverb clauses of cause and effect ‘because’ and 

subordinate conjunctions such as ‘where’ and ‘when’. The following examples highlight 

these grammatical devices in the narrative text of the small stories: 

I did a lot better ... because the teacher in the communication one [less 
scholarly English class] where I had the teacher behind me helping me 
whenever I needed it, like that sort of helped out a little bit easier (Small Story 
5) 

When I switched the class in Year 10, I sort of started getting high Cs and low 
Bs sort of area (Small Story 6) 

The repeated use of coordinating conjunctions and connectors ‘and’, ‘but’, ‘so like’, 

signifying both causal and temporal relationships are also features of the grammatical 

devices used in these small stories and in similarity to those used by Billy. In Small 

Story 5, ‘and’ is used to connect a decision (choosing a different English class) with a 

positive consequence (doing better academically) and can be observed in the following 

example: ‘I chose the lower one [English class] and found it a lot easier’. Brian also 

makes use of the adversative meaning of ‘but’ in Small Story 6 to argue and justify his 

case on improvement and his benchmarks for success in senior English—‘they [my 

grades] weren’t good but they were a lot better than what they used to be’, thus 

selecting the use of the conjunction of ‘but’ to reiterate his point and justify his actions 

by using the second clause to challenge the first. 

 

Small Stories 5 and 6 also utilise specific vocabulary to express Brian’s personal 

viewpoint (‘to be honest I’, ‘I reckon’, ‘I chose’, ‘I was’), provide reflective analysis of 

his experiences and possibly motivate the desired response from the listener through 

choices of adjectives and verbs (‘better’, ‘harder’, ‘easier’, ‘helping’, ‘happy’, 

‘worried’). He selects items of vocabulary that mark his desired position and 

representation of a ‘good’ student who has reacted to ‘bad teaching’ and poor 

curriculum by disengaging and ‘doing his own thing’. His choice of vocabulary in 

Small Stories 5 and 6 describes his perspective by using the words ‘harder’, ‘other’ and 

‘weren’t good’. When the situation is changed (for the better) and he chooses to join a 

different English class and is offered assistance from his teacher, his alternative 
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vocabulary choices infer a positive change with words/phrases used such as ‘better’, ‘a 

bit easier’, ‘pretty happy’.  

 

Brian recontextualises his experiences and improved grades in his stories as a result of 

an improvement in his understanding of the relevance of subject English, his improved 

rapport and relationship with his teacher and the ‘tangible’ improvement he sees in his 

academic marks, which bring about positive feelings of self-worth. By juxtaposing his 

outcomes with those of the students whom he characterises as not experiencing success 

(as detailed in Small Story 9), Brian highlights his argument that, because of an absence 

of poor behaviour in his own account, he has to be classified as successful if operating 

within those expectable standards of student compliance and obedience. That is, he is 

not described as ‘not doing assignments, being rude to teachers, not doing homework, 

not showing up to classes’. Therefore, the listener is positioned to respond to his actions 

and behaviour as constituting a ‘successful’ student. 

 

6.3.2.1.4 Conclusion 

 

Brian’s use of topic, characters and characterisation, vocabulary selection, design, 

sequencing and grammatical devices in the three small stories that comprise this section 

of the account clearly establish his own definition of success at school while 

juxtaposing it with what the school as an institution imposed on him (and others) as its 

notion of success. Small Stories 5 and 6 clearly describe the focus and reliance on 

‘grades’ as an indicator of academic success, and how other indicators are available, and 

were used by Brian to achieve success and propose positive outcomes in education and 

learning. Small Story 9 provides an account of who was not successful at school, and 

indicates the power hierarchy involved between student and school because the 

discourses invoked also include educational authority in which the relationship between 

school (principal) and student is suggested as that of the actor and one being acted upon 

(Gale, 1996). 

 

6.3.2.2 Reflections on English Curriculum 

 

Table 6.5 demonstrates how Brian employs the text structure of story narrative to reflect 

on his experiences in senior English and his lack of satisfaction with much of the 
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English curriculum, which he deems to be irrelevant to his needs (Small Story 4), highly 

subjective and lacking clarity for learners (Small Story 11), and geared towards 

preparation for tertiary studies (Small Stories 2 and 3). Small Stories 2, 3, 4 and 11 

highlight his dissatisfaction with English curriculum and he develops three ideas related 

to this: (i) that English curriculum was not learnable because (in contrast to 

mathematics) there was no clarity regarding what was to be learnt or what tasks had to 

be done, or what answers would be right or wrong, (ii) that the English curriculum with 

which he was initially presented was not relevant to his current or future needs and did 

not ‘engage’ or connect with him on an intellectual or social level and iii) that his 

decision to pursue a ‘trade’ as his post-school preference, and not a tertiary 

qualification, was not ‘valued’ in the senior English classroom. 

 

Table 6.5: Body Stories—Topic: Reflections on English Curriculum 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 2 

The assignments 

The like  . 

you’d get the assignment 

on the day and it would be 

due two days later. 

I just sort of got over it, I 

just thought well I’m not 

going to go to uni so I 

might as well not do them 

that’s what they 

mainly focused on 

and I sort of thought 

I’m not going to go 

to uni, there’s no 

point in me really 

doing it. 

I knew that I 

wouldn’t be pushed 

or forced to do stuff.  

So I chose the lowest 

English class I can and 

that sort of, I did the 

stuff. 

Small Story 3 

[In English] 

 

 

 

I’ve never been really good 

at speeches. I hate oral 

presentations, I hate them.  

Really just, I get a bit 

nervous in front of 

crowds, stage fright. 

I sort of liked written 

assignments like, 

better. 

Small Story 4 

 I knew I was 

going to be a 

carpenter or do some 

sort of trade 

so I knew that maths was 

sort of where I needed to 

be, yeah … But yeah, I just 

found it a lot easier because 

I love maths, love 

maths, because I 

know that it’s going 

to come in handy.  

I want to be up there. 

And I know if I’ve got 

to get there I need 

good English. 
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  the teacher, the teachers put 

things the way that I could 

understand them, where 

[in] English they’d use 

fancy words and I’d be like 

what does that mean, how 

do you spell it, stuff like 

that.  

Small Story 11 

[In English the 

teacher] 

 

 

 

 

Like they’d use fancy 

words 

And I’d be like well 

what does that mean? 

I just couldn’t 

understand that side. 

I couldn’t do it 

because I didn’t 

know what to do. 

I felt like not doing it 

because I couldn’t, 

you know I couldn’t 

do it. 

 

 

6.3.2.2.1 Topic  

 

The key conditions Brian topicalises in these four small stories are (i) satisfaction with 

senior English curriculum and content, (ii) identifying value in curriculum and (iii) the 

subjective nature of senior English curriculum. 

 

On the topic of satisfaction, Brian reflects on the overwhelming focus on tertiary 

preparation and students wishing to pursue university studies in his experiences in 

senior English at school. As a student who had made a clear decision in pursuing a 

‘trade’, a key proposition in these small stories is that he saw little value in much of the 

senior English curriculum. Value and investing the requisite time, and energy and 

attention, to tasks is detailed in the small stories as something Brian was willing to do 

only if he felt it was worthwhile and ‘understandable’ to him as a student and learner. 

The subjective nature of the English curriculum is explained as a contributing factor in 

Brian’s lack of attention and lack of engagement in English and feelings of frustration 

with a curriculum that was often ‘unknowable’. The listener is presented with stories 

and accounts that propose that English was alienating for Brian (‘in English they’d use 
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fancy words’), that the curriculum and teachers focused on those students interested in 

pursuing tertiary studies (‘I thought I’m not going to uni so there’s no point’) and that 

much of the curriculum can be confusing and subjective in nature (‘I didn’t know what 

to do’). 

 

6.3.2.2.2 Characters and Characterisation 

 

In the case of Small Story 2, Brian describes himself as the central character 

(protagonist) in his story of senior English and reflections of experiences with the 

subject. I is the narrator that allows for the social purpose of the storytelling, evaluation, 

to be directly achievable, and for characterisation of the subject matter and assessment 

focus to be positioned as directly affecting I’s actions and behaviour. ‘I’ is introduced 

within the English classroom in Small Story 2 and is presented as ‘reacting to’ the 

unreasonable conditions within the classroom that render his place there obsolete. The 

following account from Small Story 2 illustrates Brian’s selective use of ‘I’ to justify I’s 

behaviour and actions: 

I just sort of got over it, I just thought well I’m not going to uni so I might as 
well not do them [assignments] 

Small Story 3 characterises Brian’s actions with an evaluation and personal insight—‘I 

hate oral presentations. I hate them. I get a bit nervous in front of crowds, stage 

fright’—that characterises his attributes as ‘shy’ and ‘fearful of public humiliation’ 

rather than obstinate and uncooperative. The selection and repetition of the word ‘hate’ 

in relation to oral presentations in subject English provide the listener with the notion 

that to be ‘forced’ to present assessment in this manner was both frustrating and 

frightening for Brian. His evaluation that he has ‘never been really good at them’ is 

understandable and expectable in this context, and his reticence to participate in some 

English tasks and learning also reasonable. 

 

This notion that his reticence to participate was not from misbehaviour or a disruptive 

nature but from a lack of belief and confidence in how participation in public 

performance of language would be of benefit to him personally provides a schema not 

only for the remainder of this small story but also for much of the extended narrativised 

account of Brian’s self-reported lack of success in English.  
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The notion (and dominant educational discourse) that curriculum should be relevant and 

meaningful for students (see Guthrie & Davis, 2003; Hargreaves, 2003; Hattie, 2003) is 

implied in the characterisation of himself as not a non-compliant non-learner, but as 

someone who requires activation of a ‘need to know’ before investing time and 

attention to a task or learning objective. Brian characterises himself in these small 

stories as a ‘reasonable’ person, whose actions (doing his own thing, not paying 

attention, choosing a ‘lower’ English class) are also reasonable in light of the perceived 

irrelevance of the curriculum and unwillingness of his teacher to help him to 

understand.  

 

His assertion in Small Story 2 of ‘you’d get the assignment on the day and it would be 

due two days later. I just sort of got over it, I just thought, well I’m not going to go to 

uni ... that’s what they mainly focused on’ suggests a student whose goals were not 

catered for in the senior English classroom and who felt at odds with a curriculum that 

appeared to place more value on tertiary preparation and students’ intent on university 

studies, rather than those considering alternate post-school pathways. Therefore, his 

characterisation of senior English curriculum is as ‘irrelevant’ and meaningless—

‘there’s no point in me really doing it [English]’—reinforcing the notion that Brian was 

in conflict with the overarching objectives and focus within the senior English 

curriculum and only experienced success because he was willing to remove himself 

from those ‘bounds’ and seek an alternate English course: ‘so I chose the lowest English 

class’. 

 

As also demonstrated in elements of the narrative data produced by Billy, the 

conventional English curriculum is characterised by Brian as being irrelevant in these 

particular small stories. In Small Story 4, Brian uses the maths curriculum and attributes 

of his maths teacher to contrast the positive pedagogy and relevance present in that 

subject as opposed to the English classroom: 

so I knew maths was sort of where I needed to be, yeah. But yeah, I just found 
it a lot easier because the teacher, the teachers put things the way that I could 
understand them, where [in] English they’d use fancy words and I’d be like 
what does that mean, how do you spell it and stuff like that 

These attributes of the maths curriculum and teachers’ teaching in that content area are 

used to reinforce the notion that, had the English curriculum been understandable and 

easier, Brian may have been more engaged and motivated to succeed. The attributes of 
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both ‘good’ and ‘bad’ teachers are clearly defined and categorised in Small Stories 2, 4 

and 11. Through these, Brian outlines the following predicates for bad teachers: 

• assess learning in limited ways and by narrow determinants (Small Story 2) 

• ‘force’ and push you to do things (Small Story 2) 

• fail to recognise individual student strengths and weaknesses (Small Story 3) 

• use ‘fancy words’ and have poor pedagogy (Small Story 4) 

• do not clearly establish guidelines, rationale and requirements in learning tasks 

(Small Story 11).  

In contrast to the characteristics of the bad teacher, Brian makes the following points 

through his small stories about the attributes of a good teacher: 

• use real life contexts and establish relevance with learning (Small Story 4) 

• recognise individual learning styles and needs in a classroom (Small Story 4) 

• use student-friendly language and explanations (Small Story 4). 

 

6.3.2.2.3 Sequencing, Design and Grammatical Devices 

 

Small Stories 2, 3, 4 and 11 also indicate that Brian drew on sequencing strategies to 

present events in his narrative and make meaning of actions and behaviours depicted in 

his small stories. Brian provides a sequence of time and order to his stories. The 

sequence and decision making in terms of plot sequence and structure allow him to 

assemble his story to bring some resolution to a specific question, for example, why I 

chose to change English classes (Small Story 2), present a schema, for example, teacher 

pedagogy and practice can affect student learning and achievement (Small Story 4) or 

account for actions, for example, why I didn’t like English (Small Stories 3 and 11).  

 

The narrative design of ‘telling small stories’ naturalises the inclusion of Brian’s 

personal recounts of events to illustrate, verify and justify his accounts of senior English 

curriculum and his experiences at school. Small stories commonly feature linear 

causality and the recounting and interjection of personal information to explain, 

contextualise, motivate a desired response and so on, and the use of these devices 

appears natural and expectable in response to the guiding interview questions and focus 

of the narrative interview. In Small Story 2, Brian utilises the narrative structure by 

orientating the listener with a situation (in senior English) that provides an immediate 
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complication (the assignment was handed out, but with very little time to complete it). 

He then provides an evaluation of the situation from his personal perspective (‘I’m not 

going to uni so there is no point in my doing it anyway’) and resolution (‘so I chose to 

do a different English class/course’). The design of the narrative sequencing clearly 

explains and justifies his actions and behaviours, while establishing ‘wider’ issues for 

consideration such as curriculum relevance and appropriate assessment methods. 

 

The assertions made by Brian in Small Stories 2, 3 and 4 evoke and reject the current 

struggles between individual and institution and student and teacher. Emphatic and 

contrastive assertions and use of repetition as a grammatical device register the 

struggles that Brian proposes (unreasonable assessment deadlines, being forced to do 

irrelevant work, stressful oral presentations) are a result of a teacher and curriculum that 

failed to fulfil expectable educational and institutional obligations and enact appropriate 

conditions for learning: ‘I just got over it, I just thought well I’m not going to uni so I 

might as well not do them—that’s what they [English teachers] mainly focused on’ 

(Small Story 2) and ‘they’d use fancy words and I’d be like what does that mean’ 

(Small Story 4). The repetition of the following statement in Story 3 indicates a high 

level of modality, and his use of strong vocabulary, such as the word ‘hate’, also 

suggests a strong sentiment from Brian on the subject: ‘I hate oral presentations. I hate 

them’. He also uses repetition in Small Story 2 to reiterate that he was not interested in a 

university career, but preferred a trade career, and that this was not the ‘focus’ of his 

English teacher’s attention with students in senior English at high school: ‘I’m not 

going to uni … and I sort of thought I’m not going to go to uni, there’s no point in me 

really doing it’. Repetition is used as a grammatical device to increase modality of 

certain assertions in Brian’s narrative, and provides the listener with a reminder of the 

key condition and constraints that shape Brian’s account of his experiences in English. 

 

Another recurrent grammatical device used in these stories is the negative construction 

observed in the sequence of characterisations and propositions put forward about the 

English curriculum, which is presented as irrelevant and not understandable: 

• no point to it 

• got over it 

• hate oral presentations 
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• never been really good 

• use fancy words 

• what does that mean 

• couldn’t understand that side 

• couldn’t do it 

• didn’t know what to do. 

 

The negative structure is effective in implying a noteworthy absence (of curriculum, 

assessment, texts and teaching methods that were understandable, relevant and helpful), 

thereby allowing for the understanding that these factors are expected in a quality 

school curriculum and schooling institution. The negative categorisation of subject 

English and the curriculum is secured via this grammatical device. The alternative 

positive structure using alternative descriptors, for instance, by replacing ‘fancy words’ 

with ‘sophisticated vocabulary’, or ‘didn’t know what to do’ with ‘I had trouble with 

instructions’ would have presented a different perspective and invoked a different 

discourse of good curriculum and positive pedagogical practices. 

 

6.3.2.2.4 Rhetorical Devices 

 

Brian makes use of various rhetorical devices in Small Stories 2, 3, 4 and 11 to control 

the language and effectively transmit his message to the ‘ideal hearer’/audience. He 

makes use of colloquial language (‘got over it’—Small Story 2, ‘did the stuff’—Small 

Story 2, ‘come in handy’—Small Story 4) to reflect a casual, conversational and 

informal tone in parts of his storytelling, in contrast to the ‘fancy language’ (Small 

Stories 4 and 11) he describes as being thrust on him in senior English classes. 

Therefore, his use of colloquial phrases and language to suggest everyday language and 

common speech positions the listener to infer a powerful juxtaposition against the 

‘fancy’ words and language about which he protests in his account of senior English.  

 

6.3.2.2.5 Conclusion 

 

Brian’s use of topic, characterisation, narrative sequencing and grammatical devices in 

Small Stories 2, 3, 4 and 11 represents his lack of satisfaction with the senior English 
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curriculum and justification for choosing a different/alternative English course of study. 

His stories attribute blame not only to poor teacher pedagogy and practice, as Billy 

does, but also to poor curricula content, which he deems to be largely irrelevant and 

narrow in scope for many non-tertiary-bound students. Brian represents himself as a 

student who can respond in a positive manner to positive pedagogy and curricula 

content (in maths) and who was a victim, not of his own lack of attention or 

disengagement, but of a curriculum that made disengagement obligatory for many 

students in Brian’s situation. He uses various linguistic devices and narrative strategies 

in these small stories to explain and justify his reluctance to engage in senior English, 

which is explained: 

1. because he had no interest in the skills required for university studies 

2. because the assessment deadlines were unreasonable and not designed for 

learning 

3. because he hated oral presentations and was nervous of public speaking 

4. because the English curriculum failed to activate a desire for learning in him 

5. because his teacher ‘mystified’ him with fancy words rather than ensuring 

understanding 

 

6.3.2.3 Gender and ‘Boys in School’ 

 

One further topic in the body of the extended narrative concerned the gender 

appropriateness of the English curriculum and ‘boys in school’ gendered notions of 

masculinity and learning. Table 6.6 documents Brian’s representation of boys’ 

behaviour, actions and dominant discourses operating in school around gender (Small 

Stories 7 and 8), English as a feminised subject (Small Story 7) and specific masculinity 

discourses (Small Story 8). These small stories also reinforce the notion that students 

operate within a complex dichotomy of individualism, gender roles, peer pressure and 

collaboration, and institutional constraints (Epstein et al., 1998; Martino & Pallotta-

Chiarolli, 2005; Sanford, 2006). 
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Table 6.6: Body Stories—Topic: Gender and ‘Boys in School’ 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 7 

A lot of my mates 

were immature.  

Especially around girls, like if 

I was with my mates during a 

group assignment, like pretty 

much just me and another 

mate, we’d sort of do some of 

the work. We put our heads 

together. We’d sort of really 

wouldn’t depend on them 

doing much of it because they 

really wouldn’t do anything. 

Us guys didn’t 

take English 

seriously, 

but, like the 

girls did. I guess 

because it was 

more their sort 

of subject. 

 

Small Story 8 

As a teenage kid, 

you hate school.  

Everyone hates school. Well us boys, we 

love sport, so like 

that was good 

about school, 

yeah. Sport was 

like really 

important to most 

of us. 

But, Yeah just if 

you’re going to 

be there you 

might as well 

make the most 

of it. 

 

 

6.3.2.3.1 Topic 

 

The small stories in the body section of the narratives, ‘Gender and Boys in School’, 

topicalise the feminisation of the English curriculum and the dominant discourses 

associated with gender suitability and predisposition in subject English (see Brozo, 

2006; Frater, 1998; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002). The dominant discourses Brian topicalises 

are (i) feminisation of subject English and (ii) male learning styles and behaviours in the 

English classroom. This selection sets the discursive framework for Brian’s account (in 

Small Stories 7 and 8) as ‘Boys in English’ and ‘Gendered notions of literacy learning’. 

Both aspects are described as important in shaping student notions of, and responses to, 

English curriculum in dominant contemporary discourses of English in school and boys 
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in English. The current dominance within this discourse of the notion that gender 

performance and social expectations regarding gendered literacy practices and processes 

are closely interrelated provides for Brian’s propositions to be understood and supported 

by the ideal audience—educators interested in examining boys’ academic success and 

experiences in senior English and literacy learning.  

 

6.3.2.3.2 Characters and Characterisation 

 

Small Stories 7 and 8 again reinforce the notion that the peer group (and mates) are an 

important dynamic in adolescent schooling and in Brian’s account of his own schooling 

experiences. The main characters in these two small stories on gender and ‘boys in 

school’ are Brian (protagonist), his mates and boys in general, and girls (others). I is 

again the narrator in these stories on the topic of gender and gendered notions of the 

feminisation of subject English. This allows for the social purpose of positioning the 

listener through storytelling, and subsequent interpretation and evaluation, to be directly 

achievable and powerful in its propositions about boys’ and girls’ learning in senior 

English at school. However, in these two small stories, Brian makes use of pronouns 

‘we’ and ‘us’ and seamlessly transitions from stories of ‘I’ to stories of ‘we’ and ‘us’ 

and back to the use of ‘I’ to suggest Brian’s belonging and categorisation as an 

individual but also a member of the ‘the group’ of his mates, and boys in general. Small 

Story 7 illustrates this in the following: 

If I was with my mates ... We’d sort of do some of the work ... We put our 
heads together ... Us guys didn’t take English seriously. 

In this sense, Brian characterises himself and his male ‘friends/mates’ as actors in his 

story who are, at times, resistant in English class and when doing English tasks (such as 

group work) but who collaborated among themselves by choice when necessary—‘he 

put our heads together’—in what can be inferred as a gesture of solidarity among his 

male peers. He attributes some of his mates’ reticence to work in English and in groups 

to factors including the level of awkwardness some male students had around working 

with female members of the class, who are categorised as more likely to be ‘suited’ to 

English as a subject—‘I guess it was more their sort of subject’ (Small Story 7)—as 

well as immaturity and not taking ‘English seriously’ (Small Story 7). 
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In Small Story 8, Brian’s statements characterise himself and all teenagers in general as 

in conflict with school as an institution—‘as a teenage kid you hate school’—embracing 

a dominant discourse of adolescents ‘at odds’ with the constraints and confines 

associated with schooling and the educational process, and aligning with similar 

sentiments expressed in Billy’s narrative data. Brian uses Small Story 8 to describe 

‘boys in school’ as interested in sport and outdoor activities rather than academic 

pursuits and uses the tag ‘boys love sport’, with the use of ‘love’ clearly contrasting 

with the use of the word ‘hate’ (‘you hate school’) to indicate a high level of assertion 

and emotion in this account. 

 

However, in contrast to Billy, in this small story Brian also makes the statement that ‘if 

you’re going to be there you might as well make the most of it’—referring back to his 

earlier account of how he and some mates putt their ‘heads together’ in group work to 

complete the required work. His resolution to Small Story 8 suggests his character is a 

pragmatic and rational-minded individual who is capable of identifying opportunity and 

challenging dominant discourses that seek to categorise him as one type of student over 

another: ‘Everyone hates school but you might as well make the most of it’. 

 

He characterises his willingness to ‘do some of the work’ when working in group 

assignments in English (Small Story 7) by assembling the following description of his 

other ‘mates’, using words such as ‘immature’ and people who could not be depended 

upon: ‘a lot of my mates were immature, especially around girls’, ‘wouldn’t depend on 

them’ (Small Story 7). Thus, Brian characterises himself as resisting this immaturity 

and challenging the notion that all boys misbehave and are immature in class. Instead, 

he presents himself as more dependable and ‘worldly’ in his actions and behaviour, and 

as a character who has agency and independence in choosing his actions and responses 

in situations.  

 

The characterisation of the category ‘girls’ is introduced in Small Story 7. The 

evaluations in this story are extended to include evidence that is focused on the 

deficiencies in the learning attitude and behaviour of boys, in relation to girls, and the 

notion that, as a gender, girls are more ‘suited’ to English than boys. This 

evaluation/resolution in Small Story 7 follows on from characterisations of most boys as 

‘immature’ and unwilling to work in English because ‘they didn’t take it seriously’. 
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Brian juxtaposes most boys’ behaviour as immature and contrasts it with that of most 

girls, who did take English seriously: ‘guys didn’t take English seriously but the girls 

did’ (Small Story 7). Girls are characterised by the absence of certain statements and 

complications in the narrative of Small Story 7. Boys are described as immature and not 

dependable, and not likely to take the subject of English seriously. That girls are 

omitted from these characterisations, and described as ‘more suited’ to the subject, 

encourages the listener to understand the category of girls as being those traits that boys 

are not (i.e. dependable, serious, mature). 
 

6.3.2.3.3 Sequencing, Design and Grammatical Devices 

 

The narrative sequencing in Stories 7 and 8 again indicates Brian’s use of story 

structure to account for his experiences in a narrativised manner. Small Story 7 begins 

with an orientating statement: ‘A lot of my mates were immature’. He then provides the 

listener with additional detail and elaboration: ‘especially around girls’. His story 

subsequently provides a complication in that he could not rely on some of his mates to 

cooperate and collaborate with English tasks (as he suggests he was willing to do at 

times), and makes an evaluation for the listener based on these mitigating 

circumstances: ‘us guys didn’t take English seriously’. His story follows the sequential 

guidelines of a narrative ‘storied’ account and ends with a resolution: ‘the girls did. 

Because I guess it was more their sort of subject’. This small story also utilises 

grammatical devices to secure causal relationships to support his proposal that girls took 

English more seriously because they were more suited to it and more likely to suit it. 

This proposal is sustained using the coordinating conjunctions ‘but’ and because’ to 

introduce his evaluation that boys did not engage with the English subject as opposed to 

the girls who did, and they did so because they were better suited to it: ‘us guys didn’t 

take English seriously, but, like the girls did. I guess because it was more their sort of 

subject’ (Small Story 7). 

 

Small Story 8 also makes use of coordinating conjunctions to provide justification and 

explanation of Brian’s willingness to participate in English group tasks and omission 

from stories of ‘other’ immature boys who did not take English seriously. His use of the 

conjunction ‘but’ in Small Story 8 provides evidence of an attempt to justify why he 

acts in conflict with what he himself describes as the ‘dominant’ and ‘taken-for-granted’ 
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behaviour of ‘us guys’ and ‘most boys’: ‘Everyone hates school. Us boys, we love 

sport. But, Yeah just if you’re going to be there [school] you might as well make the 

most of it’. 

 

It was found that in Stories 7 and 8, Brian used grammatical devices to present different 

levels of modality and assertion to his personal stories of being a ‘boy in school’ and 

experiences of senior English from a gendered perspective. Mid-level modality is 

utilised in his narratives on boys and girls in English with respect to tentative assertions 

and evaluations as to why gender differentials exist in senior English. The use of modals 

such as ‘well’, ‘just if’, ‘might’ and ‘I guess’ are consistent with hesitant or cautious 

assertions in texts. Small Story 7 has the following example of a mid-level modality that 

suggests reflective, tentative assertions relating to gender: ‘I guess because it was more 

their sort of subject’. Small Story 8 has the following examples of mid-level assertions, 

again suggesting more reflective and tentative assertions in terms of gender and ‘boys in 

school’: ‘Well, us boys, we love sport’ and ‘If you’re going to be there you might as 

well make the most of it’. 

 

Brian also makes use of higher frequency/level assertions in these small stories to evoke 

and reject the current struggles between individual and institution. Emphatic and 

contrastive assertions indicate the struggles Brian proposes are a result of adolescents in 

his sphere of knowledge and experience clashing with institutional boundaries and 

imposed regulations: ‘as a teenage kid you hate school’. He applies this assertion to 

himself in that it is his own story of school experience in which he makes the statement, 

and the statement is made in a matter-of-fact, emphatic manner in the narrative. Brian 

uses grammatical devices in Small Story 8 to present the listener with an emphatic 

assertion of fact (‘everyone hates school’) and then present his own self-styled 

management strategy for addressing the problem—‘might as well make the most of 

it’—which is delivered using mid-level modals, to suggest a level of caution and 

uncertainty in this resolve and justification. 

 

6.3.2.3.4 Conclusion 

 

Brian’s uses of topic, characters and characterisation, vocabulary selection, sequencing, 

design and grammatical devices in Small Stories 7 and 8 clearly establish the notion that 
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boys in school operate within certain dominant discourses of gender in education and 

justify actions and behaviour through these discourses, for example, girls are more 

suited to English than boys, boys love sport, teenagers hate school. In Small Stories 7 

and 8, Brian draws on these discourses to account for many of his mates’ disinterest and 

disengagement with English and with school. He also uses various devices and 

strategies to present his own account of challenging some of these taken-for-granted 

assumptions and to propose that his actions and behaviour were exigent in the school 

environment and ‘gendered’ peer culture within which he had to operate. 

 

The final topic in the body stories of Brian’s extended narrative, ‘Family and Home 

Life’, provides a point of difference from the treatment of this topic in Billy’s extended 

narrative. Small Story 10 documents Brian’s representation of his family life, parental 

and sibling relationships, and struggles with completing ‘homework’ requirements that 

were beyond his comprehension. This small story also reinforces the notion that, as a 

student and learner, Brian found English largely ‘unknowable’, and this lack of 

understanding was crippling with the additional challenge of his home life—even in the 

face of his sincere attempts to tackle homework tasks and fulfil his obligations as a 

student. 

 

6.3.2.4 Family and Home Support 

 

Table 6.7 presents the final story text of the narrative. 

Table 6.7: Body Stories—Topic: Family and Home Support 

Orientation Complication/Elaboration Evaluation Resolution 

Small Story 10 

In Year 8 and 

9 I didn’t have 

much help 

 

Mum wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t 

home most of the time, my 

brother practically hated me 

when I was younger and beat me 

up 

Just so I’d sort of try 

to do my homework 

by myself 

And I just 

couldn’t 

understand it 
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6.3.2.4.1 Topic 

 

In Small Story 10, Brian topicalises his experiences at home and with his family to 

reinforce once more the notion that his experience of senior English was marred by a 

general lack of support networks (from both school and home) and lack of appropriate 

assistance in order for him to fulfil his obligations in terms of completing homework. 

He uses this final small story in the body text to provide the listener with an additional 

explanation for his ‘failure’ and lack of success in senior English, and to justify his 

choice of ‘switching’ English classes and seeking a course that was more suited to his 

needs and in which he was more likely to achieve success. Parents are topicalised as 

‘absent’—‘Mum wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t home most of the time’—and described as 

not offering ‘much help’, clearly assigning the topic in this small story as one of 

abandonment and isolation from the family dynamic. Brian complicates this situation by 

introducing his brother into the story narrative, and stating emphatically that his brother 

‘practically hated me and beat me up’ and thus was unreliable in terms of supporting 

him with his homework and assisting him in gaining clarity with the schoolwork 

demands in English. Small Story 10 aligns itself with the dominant discourses 

prevailing in that parents and family can be, and should be, a means of support and aid 

to learners in the home, and that home life can have a powerful influence on student 

learning and motivation (Padak & Rasinski, 2006; Steffler & Critten, 2008). 

 

6.3.2.4.2 Characterisation 

 

Small Story 10 reintroduces the main character as Brian (protagonist) but introduces 

‘new’ characters to the extended narrative. These new characters are his parents and 

sibling (antagonists) who are selectively characterised to explain his lack of success in 

English, in the telling of this particular story. The opening lines of Small Story 10 

establish Brian’s parent’s attributes as being focused on activities outside of the home 

and family environment, largely absent from the home and failing to protect him from a 

violent sibling. These attributes are used to ‘explain’ Brian’s struggle with homework 

and senior English work assigned to be done outside of school hours: ‘I didn’t have 

much help. Mum wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t home most of the time. My brother 

practically hated me when I was younger and beat me up’ (Small Story 10). 
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Selective characterisation of I’s actions and evaluations provided in this small story—‘I 

didn’t have much help’ and ‘I’d try to do my homework myself’—are used to establish 

Brian’s attributes and actions in light of a low level of family support and assistance. 

Brian is activated through the processes and events described—‘trying to do his 

homework’, ‘trying to understand the work’—whereas the antagonists (family), are 

made ‘passive’ in the processes by their absence or lack of support. 

 

The characterisation of the category ‘parents’ includes evidence that is focused on the 

deficiencies in their ‘parenting’, for example, ‘I didn’t have much help’, and the 

narrative in the story describes them as not a positive presence in the family home and 

the home life of Brian. Brian characterises his response to their ‘failure’ to enact their 

role as positive role models and proactive parents by insisting on his efforts to 

overcome these deficiencies, for example, ‘I’d try and do my homework by myself’. 

However, he characterises his efforts and struggles as overwhelming and inadequate in 

light of his failure to actually understand the core work and concepts required in the 

English curriculum: ‘I just couldn’t understand it’. Thus, to ‘I’, the protagonist in this 

small story, he assigns the attributes of a character who was willing to ‘try’, who was 

willing to work at home and enact his responsibilities as a student, but who was stymied 

by the subjective nature of the English curriculum, lack of appropriate teaching and 

pedagogy that led to him having little understanding of the requirements of his 

homework task/s, and family who were not able or available to offer any positive 

assistance or support.  

 

6.3.2.4.3 Sequencing, Grammatical Devices 

 

The arrangement of events in Brian’s narrative in Small Story 10 presents a schema to 

‘answer’ or address the key questions guiding the interview, ‘what were your 

experiences like in senior English at school?’, ‘why did you fail/not experience success 

in English?’ Brian develops his story about family effect on his achievement and his 

struggling with schoolwork supposed to be completed at home by explaining the family 

dynamic. He orients the listener to life at home, complicates the narrative with details of 

disengaged and absent parents and a violent sibling, and evaluates (and justifies) his 

struggle to complete homework and his own disengagement by way of reinforcing his 

lack of understanding with English as a subject: 
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In Year 8 and 9 I didn’t have much help. Mum wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t home 
most of the time, my brother practically hated me when I was younger and 
beat me up so I’d sort of try to ... so I’d try to do my homework myself and I 
just couldn’t understand it 

Brian exonerates himself and his lack of achievement and failure to complete 

homework, by providing a sequence and order to this small story, deciding to explain 

why he struggled with homework by first orienting the listener to the fact that his 

parents were largely absent from his home life. He then complicates this with the fact 

that his parents were too busy to help him and his brother antagonised him. He further 

exonerates himself by his evaluation that he could not do the work because he did not 

understand it in the first place. 

 

His choice of vocabulary when describing his parents and brother is significant in this 

small story. He uses the negative verb ‘wasn’t’ in both descriptions of his mother and 

father—‘Mum wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t home’—to establish what was lacking in his 

parental relationship rather than what was present. He precedes this description of his 

parents by stating that that he himself ‘didn’t have much help’, again making use of a 

negative conjunction (‘didn’t’) in his vocabulary choice that suggests a conscious 

decision to explain his family life and parents using a negative structure. This negative 

structure is effective in implying a noteworthy absence (of support, or role modelling, of 

attention), thereby allowing for the understanding that these factors are expected in a 

family dynamic and environment.  

 

His brother is described in vocabulary that is emotive and declarative (‘hated me’, ‘beat 

me’), again positioning the listener to look for what is notably absent and may have 

been ‘expected’ by Brian in his ‘ideal’ family scenario. His brother’s actions are used to 

explain Brian’s feelings of alienation and isolation as Brian’s reality in the home 

environment, particularly when the story structure introduces the notable absence of 

parental protection and presence in Brian’s home life before detailing his brother’s 

violence and hatred. This form of sequencing is useful in explaining and justifying 

Brian’s resolution in the small story, which was that he could not understand the 

homework, so he did not do it: ‘so I’d try and do my homework by myself and I just 

couldn’t understand it’. 
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The use of the coordinating conjunction ‘so’ in this section of the small story (‘so I’d try 

and do my homework by myself’) reformulates Brian’s narrative as a structured account 

of his thoughts, organised in a specific manner to produce the desired response from the 

listener. In this case, the reason behind Brian’s failure to succeed in doing his 

homework was that he was forced to do it ‘by himself’, alluding to the idea that, had he 

had parental support and help, the outcomes may have been different. ‘So’ is used as a 

connector in the story to reinforce the causal relationship between parental absence and 

the actions of doing homework alone, relying only on himself, when Brian clearly 

portrays himself as not understanding the curriculum and work required of him in order 

to succeed, for example, ‘I just couldn’t understand it’. 

 

6.3.2.4.4 Conclusion 

 

Brian’s use of topic, characterisation, vocabulary selection, sequencing, design and 

grammatical devices in Small Story 10 clearly establishes the notion that family and 

home life denied him the expected relations and experiences prevailed upon in dominant 

discourses of familial support and outside-of-school home life in student wellbeing, 

motivation and success. Brian draws on these discourses to account for his lack of 

success in doing his homework—his parents were absent, he did not get much help, his 

brother was violent towards him and he did not understand the fundamentals of the 

subject requirements in senior English. He draws on these factors to structure a small 

story that exonerates himself from blame in the situation, and justifies his actions in the 

account of family/home life in the extended narrative on his overall success and 

satisfaction in senior English.  

 

Section 6.3.3 provides a summary of the descriptive level of analysis findings for Case 

Study 2—Brian. This first stage of analysis provides a strong foundation and basis for 

the subsequent interpretation and explanation stage of analysis and reporting. 

 

6.3.3 Summary of the Descriptive Analysis Findings in Brian’s Small Stories 

 

Brian uses the contents of his stories, and narrative structure and devices utilised within 

those stories, to justify his actions and behaviour in senior English. In the process, he 

defends himself to a degree against the implied ‘charge’ that he was not successful at 
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school, and in some instances, exonerates himself from total blame. He assembles 

stories that propose that senior English was irrelevant to his needs, failed to recognise 

and respond appropriately to his weaknesses and strengths as a learner, and was 

narrowly focused on university preparation. Brian retheorises definitions of success by 

introducing stories of his ‘improvement’ in English as a subject as stories of ‘success’. 

In doing so, he challenges dominant discourses on academic success and low 

achievement, and evaluates his own progress in terms of personal pride and happiness. 

In his words, he was ‘happy’ to be getting Cs and Bs. 

 

As outlined in this section providing a descriptive analysis of Brian’s small stories, the 

following can be offered as key propositions and storylines used to describe his 

experiences in senior English and account for his success and/or failure in school: 

 

1. He was completely unskilled at everything to do with subject English. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• I wasn’t very good at putting the right words. 

• I hated oral presentations because I wasn’t good at them. 

• I just couldn’t understand. 

• Us boys, we love sport. 

• I love maths, love maths. 

 

2. Disengagement results from the level of ‘value’ placed on the learning and 

curricula tasks by a student. Not valuing the conventional English curriculum 

led to a lack of engagement. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• I wasn’t going to uni. 

• I just didn’t care that much. 

• I didn’t really pay attention that much. 

• I thought ‘I’m not going to uni so there’s no point in me really doing it’. 
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3. English is not understandable, not relevant, and does not have everyday 

relevance for students such as Brian. He felt overwhelmed and ill equipped to 

‘understand’ what was needed in order to achieve. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• [In English] they’d use fancy words and I’d be like ‘What does that mean, 

how do you spell it?’ 

• I didn’t know what to do. 

• Maths is going to come in handy. 

• Maths was sort of where I needed to be. 

 

4. He (Brian) was marred by past poor success in English and left lacking in 

confidence. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• The first few years in high school in English I wasn’t very confident. 

• I knew it wasn’t for me. 

• I’ve never been really good at speeches. I get a bit nervous in front of 

crowds. 

• I chose the lowest one [English stream/level class]. 

• I knew I wouldn’t be pushed or forced to do stuff. 

 

5. In English classes there was a lack of explicit ‘teaching’ and more a focus on 

‘testing’; thus, little or no help or explanations was provided to support students. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• They [English teachers] were prepping for uni. 

• You’d get the assignment on the day and it would be due two days later and 

I just sort of got over it. 

• They’d use fancy words. 

 

288 



6. Unless a student is made to care, then they will not engage. When the need to 

know is not established (which is a necessary condition for learning), then he 

(Brian) fails to make a connection with why the learning is taking place. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• I knew it wasn’t for me. 

• I knew I was going to be a carpenter or do some sort of trade so I knew 

maths was sort of where I needed to be. 

• [In English] they’d use fancy words. 

• I’d be like ‘What does that mean?’ 

• I didn’t really care that much. 

 

7. The influence of home and conditions in the home are important for school 

success and students to feel supported in their learning. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• Mum and Dad sort of worried about my grades. 

• I didn’t have much of help [from home]. 

• Mum wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t home most of the time, my brother 

practically hated me when I was younger. 

• So I’d try to do my homework by myself and I just couldn’t understand it. 

 

8. A ‘good’ teacher (i.e. someone who is behind you/supports you/explains things) 

can have a positive effect on engagement, desire to learn and self-efficacy. 

 

Textual evidence: 

• I reckon I did a lot better [in the lower level English class]. 

• I knew that I wouldn’t be pushed or forced to do stuff. 

• I had the teacher behind me helping me whenever I needed it. 

• Like, that sort of thing helped out a little bit easier. 

• [A good teacher is] being there for students, asking what students are good at 

and what they’re not good at, stuff like that.  
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6.4 Results and Discussion of Analysis Stage 2: Interpretation 
 

Table 6.8 demonstrates how the general focus of the interpretation stage of analysis was 

used to analyse the participants’ small stories at a deeper level. The research question 

‘How do male adolescents and young adults who have recently completed a senior 

secondary school English course account for their success and/or failure?’ was 

reformulated for this critical study. The interpretive analysis focused on answering the 

reformulated question ‘What common-sense understandings and social discourses are 

evident in students’ definitions of school success and failure in subject English at senior 

secondary level?’. 

 

Table 6.8: Interpretation 

What common-sense understandings and social discourses underpin students’ tacit and 

explicit definitions of school success and failure in subject English at senior secondary level? 

Interpretation 

See Figure 4.3 on interpreting the texts with reference to situational context, discourses, 

schemata, frames and scripts found in the texts. 

 

As discussed in the previous case study analysis and findings (see Chapter 5), 

interpretations are generated from elements within the text and what is ‘within’ the 

interpreter—that is, what MRs they draw on to make interpretations (Fairclough, 

2001a).  

 

The following sections (6.4.1—6.4.3) present the findings from the interpretation stage 

of analysis on Brian’s small stories and extended narrative. Again, it draws on Figure 

5.1 to report the results of the interpretation analysis focusing on the MRs used by Brian 

to produce particular interpretations of the social world, social categories, subjects and 

relations. Again, it also focuses specifically on the subjects, relations and connections 

identified in Brian’s text. 

 

The subjects section of the interpretation phase of analysis addresses the question 

‘Who’s involved?’ in different situations and contexts in Brian’s stories and extended 

narrative. Analysis of subjects specifies which subject positions are established in the 
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text, which activity type they are derived from, and what social identities are ascribed to 

subjects who function within particular institutions. 

 

6.4.1 Subjects 

 

In Brian’s small stories and extended narrative, he takes up the subject position of a 

male student who is struggling with the mismatch between the expectations and 

stereotypes surrounding the social relationships between students and teacher, the 

assumptions of ‘being’ a male student in English and the MR available to him in that 

role. Brian’s small stories express the values of decisiveness juxtaposed with 

uncertainty, inaction contrasted with action, and self-efficacy with helplessness. The 

subject positions established are influenced by the institutional ascription of social 

identities including those of student/schoolboy, teacher as authoritarian, and boys as 

marginalised literacy learners. Brian utilises different subject positions to correspond 

with different situational contexts within his small stories, aligning them with what is 

topicalised in each small story for the listener in the narrative. Table 6.9 presents 

examples of key scripts (situational contexts), schema (relations and activities) and 

frames (social subject) in Brian’s transcript—representing the broad dimensions of 

mental representations and interpretive procedures that form part of the MR used to 

represent aspects of the world. 

 

 

Table 6.9: Key Situational Context Examples Drawn from Brian’s Transcript 

Social Subjects (Frames) Activity (Schema) Situational Context (Script) 

I thought well I’m not going to 

uni 

(planning) 

School/transitional planning 

I chose the lowest English 

class 

(choosing) 

School/senior English 

curriculum 

I did my own thing 

(learning) 

School and classroom 

Employer/workplace was what I was concerned 

about 

Workplace and career 
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(planning) 

Parents sort of worried about my 

grades 

(parenting) 

Home/academic assessment 

Peers we put our heads together 

(cooperating) 

Curriculum/literacy 

classroom 

 

Brian/self is described/categorised/portrayed as behaving in the following ways in 

social activities:  

• lacking in confidence (‘I wasn’t very confident’) 

• team player (‘we put our heads together’) 

• decisive (‘I chose the lowest English class’) 

• frustrated (‘I just couldn’t understand it ... I didn’t know what to do’) 

• abandoned (‘I didn’t have much help’). 
 

Antagonists and ‘others’ such as English teacher/s are described as: 

• assessment driven (‘pretty much worried about my grades’) 

• unsupportive (‘I didn’t have much help, I just couldn’t understand it’) 

• unskilled (‘I couldn’t do it because yeah, I didn’t know what to do’) 

• poor pedagogy (‘I didn’t pay attention that much’). 

 

Antagonists and ‘others’ such as parents and brother are described as: 

• not present (‘Mum wasn’t home’) 

• unsupportive (‘I just couldn’t do it [homework] … [I needed] that extra little bit 

of help’) 

• conflict (‘my brother practically hated me’). 

 

Antagonists and ‘others’ such as mates are described as: 

• troublesome (‘a couple of them [got] kicked out’) 

• low value on education (‘haven’t taken advantage of being there at school’) 

• not capable of dealing with group learning or mixed gender situations 

(‘immature’) 

• helpful (‘we put our heads together’). 
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Section 6.4.2 presents findings from analysis of the relations and subject positions in 

Brian’s text. This analysis identifies subject positions more dynamically, in terms of 

what relationships of power, social categorisation and agency are established and 

enacted in the situations, activity types and topics presented in the text. 

 

6.4.2 Relations 

 

In Brian’s small stories, relationships of power, social categorisation, distance and peer 

dynamics are presented by way of stories of unsupportive teachers, ‘mates’ expelled 

from school, streaming and categorising students by academic achievement, and 

isolation in the home environment. These stories, and the relations and subjects 

involved, draw on different MR and discourses to make meaning, justify behaviour, 

exonerate and explain. In terms of identifying the subject relations in Brian’s small 

stories, the subject positions are an important indicator—of social relationships, power, 

categorisation and agency. 

 

Brian’s relations in his stories focus on the nature of relations between teacher and 

student, student and mates, motivated students and non-motivated students, parent and 

child—and draw on different discourses to present and recontextualise different 

relationships. In the relations between English teacher and student, Brian draws on the 

expectable notion that his teacher should be able to explain things and ‘put things the 

way that I could understand them’ (like his maths teacher did), and he enacts the role of 

a frustrated and disengaged student as a result of his teacher’s lack of pedagogical 

connection. Relations between motivated and non-motivated students are presented as 

problematic when Brian’s own ‘mates’ threaten their relationship to him as friends and 

supporters by misbehaving, not contributing in group assignments and, ultimately, as 

Brian explains, ‘not doing what they’re supposed to be … not doing assignments, being 

rude to teachers’. This threat conflicts with his stated desire to take advantage of the 

opportunities afforded by schooling, despite the fact that much of it is what he himself 

describes as difficult to understand and master. 

 

As outlined in the analysis of Billy’s relations in his small stories (see Chapter 5), 

subject positions are identified by determining what relationships of power, social 

categorisation and agency are enacted in the situation context. 
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6.4.2.1 Relationships of Power 

 

The relationships of power identified in Brian’s small stories include those that the 

school as an institution imposes on students. Students who ‘don’t stick to their grades’ 

or are ‘rude to their teachers’ are represented in stories as students who have missed 

educational opportunities. These students are described and interpreted by Brian as not 

‘doing the right thing’, or the ‘expectable’ thing in order to remain enrolled at school 

and operate within the bounds of student–teacher or student–school power relations. 

Brian tells of mates who were expelled from school for these reasons, and subtly 

invokes the notion that perhaps the school as an institution imposed idealistic and 

improbable rules of how students should behave and act, and then punished students 

who did not accept these ‘norms’. In one small story, Brian’s mates are not described as 

‘bad people’, but ‘just being immature’, which leads to a clash with authority and 

figures of power in the school: ‘getting kicked out of class and sent to the principals’ 

office and then gone’. The swiftness and speed of their dismissal clearly features in the 

story as a consequence of clashing with dominant power relations (i.e. the principal, 

teachers’ rules over students) in the schooling arena and failing to align with taken-for-

granted notions of appropriate social order and categorisation models in schooling. 

 

6.4.2.2 Relationships of Social Categorisation 

 

Brian’s English teacher is, at first, represented as lacking any real pedagogic knowledge 

or capacity in terms of motivating and engaging students. The teacher is categorised as 

unhelpful and uninspiring, and again, as was the case with Billy’s representation of his 

teacher, not fulfilling the obligatory requirements of ensuring students are engaged and 

understand content and context in learning activities and tasks present in dominant 

discourses of schooling (see AITSL, 2012; Francis & Skelton, 2005; Marzano, 2003). 

Thus, Brian’s stories, scripts and language align with these dominant educational 

discourses—teachers categorised as unsupportive and uninspiring are attributed blame 

for student failure and lack of motivation in school.  

 

The socially accepted notion of the good student as being compliant and controllable 

(see Shor, 1996; Evertson & Weinstein, 2006) is contested in Brian’s stories, which 
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assign the protagonist (i.e. Brian) with challenging behaviours—‘didn’t really pay that 

much attention’, ‘just did my own thing’—in conflict with the script of the story. This 

presents a student who is exonerated from blame for these behaviours and actions 

because he is genuinely trying to find meaning and relevance in the assigned work and 

is given no support from his classroom teacher in doing so. In this sense, his social 

categorisation and relations in the story align with Fairclough’s (2001a) notion that 

subjects in texts are not only socially determined but also individually creative and 

capable of transforming discourse (p. 140). 

 

6.4.2.3 Relationships of Agency 

 

Brian enacts agency through stories of deliberate, determined decision and actions by 

the protagonist, taken in various situational contexts. Although his stories detail 

disengagement and disinterest with much of the subject matter and curriculum in senior 

English, this competes with a discourse of reasoned choices and agentive actions: ‘I 

chose the lower English’, ’I knew it wasn’t for me’, ‘I just thought, well, I’m not going 

to uni so I might as well not do them’. 

 

Brian attributes agency to himself as a response to situational contexts of unmotivating 

curriculum, assessment-driven schooling agendas and teachers who failed to support 

him in his learning.  

 

Brian’s agentive actions can be observed in the following exemplars from his stories: 

• I did my own thing. 

• I thought ‘no, I don’t want to do that’. 

• I chose the lowest English. 

• I didn’t really care about my grades. 

• I know I’ve got to work on that sort of thing. 

 

Connections in the stories include both the ways in which texts are tied to the situational 

contexts in which they occur and the ways in which connections are made between parts 

of a text. The role of language is important in the interpretation stage of the analytical 

process. Language informs the context, discourse type and MR used in the process of 
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production—and is in turn influenced by the institutional matrix of different discourse 

types and connections and the assumptions that influence the ways connections can 

made in texts.  

 

The following section presents findings on the role of language in what is going on in 

Brian’s extended narrative. 

 

6.4.3 Connections 

 

Brian employs some language and social relations that belong to conventional 

educational discourse (teacher is knowledgeable and trustworthy, sound pedagogical 

knowledge and capacity) rather than schoolboy/student/adolescent boys in school 

discourse to purposefully and, at times, quite subtly exonerate himself and justify his 

behaviour and academic outcomes. Brian’s language choices are closely tied to the 

situational contexts described and represented in his stories. When describing the 

frustration and disengagement with some aspects of the English classroom and his 

teacher’s lessons (Small Story 11), he draws on the MR of appropriate educational 

practice and teacher pedagogy to position the listener with language choices that suggest 

disappointment and dissatisfaction (‘I’ve never been good’, ‘they were prepping for 

uni’) but also hope and positivity (‘I did the stuff’, ‘I was happy’). He contrasts one 

teacher over another with language that draws on the social categorisation and relations 

interpreted as being a ‘good’ teacher, that is, one who ‘helps and ‘supports’ and is ‘there 

for students … asking what students are good at and what they’re not good at and stuff 

like that’ (Small Story 5). Thus, language is powerfully tied to the situational context 

and interpretations of social order interpretable within the different small stories in 

Brian’s extended narrative. 

 

His expectations that, at home, parents should be present, able and willing to help him 

to do his homework and that a teacher should not ignore students who are not seeking 

tertiary education are made clear in his narrative. Although he does not directly attribute 

blame to either his parents or his teacher, his language choices and use of language 

devices (such as emotive language, repetition and internal quoting) position the 

audience/interviewer to empathise with the protagonist’s perspective of his being cast as 

a ‘victim’ and ‘neglected student and child’. In this sense, Brian directs the hearer to the 
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appropriate sense-making network and meaning-making frameworks (e.g. educational 

discourses) to produce his chosen text: 

• I wasn’t very confident. I knew it wasn’t for me. I wasn’t going to go to uni. 

• They’d [English Teacher] use fancy words and I’d be like ‘what does that 

mean?’ 

• I didn’t have much help. 

• I couldn’t ... you know, I couldn’t do it. 

• I just couldn’t understand it ... I just couldn’t understand that side. 

 

Choices in emotive or intensified language, and vocabulary that describes the ‘effect’ of 

events on Brian personally, can be seen to encourage a deeper level of communication 

and discourse to develop through the co-constructed interview narrative. In Brian’s 

stories, he describes his somewhat troubled home life and lack of family support by a 

story that details ‘I didn’t have much help … Mum wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t home 

most of the time, my brother practically hated me … I’d try and do my homework by 

myself and I just couldn’t understand it’. He draws on the MR that inform what 

constitutes a ‘good parent’ or script for a supportive family in terms of helping a 

struggling student in his small stories and uses this, in part, to ‘explain’ his frustration 

and apparent failure. The societal discourse of ‘good’ parenting and supportive home 

life is present in the language and social relations in Brian’s small stories on family life 

and his parental relationship. 

 

Section 6.4 has presented the findings from the interpretation level of analysis, outlining 

the role of subjects, relations and connections in situational context and discourse type, 

and the common-sense understandings and social discourses that underpin students’ 

tacit and explicit definitions of school success and failure in English at senior secondary 

level. The following section presents the findings from the explanation phase of 

analysis.  
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6.5 Explanation: Brian’s Case Study Analysed 
 

The final stage of the analysis of Brian’s extended narrative and small stories is 

presented in this section. As outlined in Chapters 3 and 4, the third level of Fairclough’s 

analytic framework, explanation, is used to link the findings of the interpretation stage 

(the discursive interaction that takes place within the young men’s narratives and small 

stories) to the institutional and social discourses and practices referenced in their 

discourse (Fairclough, 1989; 1995) and to explain the social determinants that shape this 

discourse. 

As detailed previously, the basis on which accounts of the social systems are analysed 

include the survey of relevant literature and contemporary theory and empirical research 

in Chapter 2, and my own experiences of social systems and the social world as an 

educator and teacher of English and literacy. Further critical analyses of the alignment 

between (i) the social discourses used to construct personal stories, justifications and 

reasons for lack of success in school English and (ii) the educational and gender 

discourses found in theories of boys and school achievement, provide answers to the 

second research question: 

 

2. How closely do students’ accounts of failure in subject English at senior secondary 

level align with existing contemporary theorisations and hegemonic discourses of 

adolescent boys’ failure in subject English at senior secondary level?  

 

Table 6.10 presents the analytical proposition for the explanation phase of this research 

project, and the guiding research question that this phase of the analysis addresses and 

the process by which ‘answers’ to the questions are identified. 

 

Table 6.10: Explanation 

Explanation 

Transformed Discourses 

How have familiar, common-sense discourses of schooling, academic success and failure, and 

boys and literacy, been restructured and transformed via the young men’s accounts? 

Identifying and explaining discursive transformations evident in accounts of school success 

and failure in senior English.  
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6.5.1 The Discourse of ‘Education’ in Brian’s Extended Narrative and Small 

Stories 

 

The discourse of education is a multifaceted one because it constitutes schooling, 

teaching and teacher pedagogy, teacher education and training, student rights and power 

struggles, and issues of social justice in education. Brian’s discourse can be regarded as 

ideologically determined in so much as the educational institutions, teacher pedagogy 

and practices he describes and within which he operates (and the social relationships 

present in these discourses) are determined by, and determinative of, power relations 

and power struggles at situational, institutional and societal levels. 

 

Since Brian also narrates his stories as a ‘student’ and tells of his experiences as a 

student, education and schooling as a site of social struggle, social categorisation and 

power relations features prominently in his narratives. These also shape and determine 

the discourse available to Brian as he draws on specific MR to motivate and inform his 

accounts of school success and/or failure. As detailed previously, the discourse of 

education has been through significant change in recent decades, with the phenomenon 

of ‘change’ and ‘growth’ in educational discourse focusing on shifts from ideological 

assumptions about issues such as equality versus equity, compliance versus 

collaboration, and discipline versus mutual respect, constraining and constituting 

discourse.  

 

Recall Figure 5.2 for Fairclough’s (2001a) table exemplifying how the social effects of 

discourse and social determinants of discourse operate on three levels—societal, 

institutional and situational—and draw upon the same MR to process discourse. 

 

Section 6.5.2 presents an outline of the key discourses evident in the study of interview 

transcripts and extended narratives (and identified in previous analytical stages) and 

presents the social determinants, ideologies and effects that shape and are shaped by 

these particular discourses. Recall that previous stages of analysis allow for further 

connections and explanations to be made in this final stage, and that the discourses that 

are identified through the ‘interpretation’ phase of the analysis can be further explicated 

in this third stage of analysis. 
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6.5.2 Key Education Discourses and Explanations 

 

The key education discourses and dominant explanations in Brian’s texts are: 

• Academic success is determined by grades and restrictive benchmarks 

(institutional discourse). 

• The subjective nature of subject English is not aligned with male learning styles 

and needs (societal discourse). 

• Quality teacher pedagogy is integral for student success (institutional discourse). 

• Students can struggle with uneven power relations and categorisation in schools 

(institutional discourse). 

• Disengagement is a result of value judgements in terms of subject 

meaning/relevance (situational discourse). 

 

6.5.3 The Discourses and Explanations Used to Account for Lack of Success in 

School English in Brian’s Extended Narrative and Small Stories 

 

Brian’s extended narrative and small stories portray discourse as part of social practice, 

but are able to be investigated and determined at different levels: situational, societal or 

institutional (as outlined in Section 6.5.2). Any discourse can be viewed through one or 

all three levels. However, there are different ways of seeing the same discourse 

according to whether the analyst is focused upon it as situational, societal or 

institutional practice and what MR (interpretive procedures) are drawn upon in the 

investigation and analysis. The categorisation of the three levels of social determinants 

assigned to Brian’s discourses are shaped by the different perspectives and 

interpretations assigned to the discourse in the stories themselves by the narrator, and 

the power relations, language choices and social effects of the discourse in the context 

of the research interview narratives produced.  

 

Table 6.11 presents evidence of discourse identified in Brian’s small stories to justify, 

explain and account for his success and/or failure in English and school, and the key 

social organisational ‘lens’ through which this discourse is viewed in this phase of 

analysis. 
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Table 6.11: Evidence of Educational Discourse, Determinants of Discourse and Effects 

in Relations to Success and/or Failure in School and Senior English  

Discourse Determinants of 

discourse 

Effects Effects 

EDUCATION Determinants Success Failure 

 Curriculum 

(SITUATIONAL) 

Ability to focus on the 

particular areas of the 

course he liked generated 

success.  

Liked writing assignments 

and working with others in 

groups to share ideas 

Designed purely for 

university success. 

He already decided 

he did not want to go 

to university so he 

had no motivation for 

this type of English 

course.  

Subjective nature of 

English is 

challenging 

 Teachers 

(INSTITUTIONAL) 

Support from teacher 

helped in success in the 

choice of ‘communication 

English’ subject. 

Contributed to more 

positive outcomes and 

experience 

Vague explanation of 

problems v. clear 

explanation of 

problems in 

quantitative subjects 

like maths.  

 School authority 

(INSTITUTIONAL) 

 Students who failed 

to fulfil obligations 

were punished with 

expulsion 

 Peer pressure 

(SOCIETAL) 

Some ‘put their heads 

together’ and cooperated to 

work on tasks 

A lot of his friends 

were immature. And 

this can cause 

disruption and affect 

learning quality 

 Home life 

(SOCIETAL) 

 Parents busy and not 

able to provide 

support at home, not 

a high level of 
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involvement in 

schooling/homework. 

Disharmony with 

sibling 

 Past educational 

experiences 

(INSTITUTIONAL) 

 Marred by past poor 

performance and lack 

of confidence—

affected his choices 

and attitude towards 

learning in senior 

school 

 Employment 

(SITUATIONAL) 

Strong sense of future 

direction/career choice and 

goals working towards for 

future success 

 

 Career and the future 

(SITUATIONAL) 

Already chosen trade career 

so tasks and activities seen 

to be relevant to that were 

valued highly 

Unreceptive to tasks 

associated with 

tertiary entry and 

exams/different 

future career path to 

own already chosen 

 

 

6.5.4 The Gender Discourses and Accounts Found in Theories of Boys and School 

Achievement that Align with the Narrative Account Produced by Brian 

 

Many current theorisations and different explanations (with different salient reasons) 

exist to account for boys’ success or failure in literacy learning and the English 

classroom, and they are discussed in detail in Chapter 2. Recall theorising that draws on 

arguments within a biological framework, emphasising gender difference as a way of 

accounting for boys’ levels of success in traditional English classrooms (Gurian & 

Ballew, 2003; Biddulph, 1997; Millard, 1997) and arguments that traditional approaches 

to literacy and the teaching of English in schools fails to engage with the way that boys 

learn (Snyder, 2008; Trist, 2006; Whitmire, 2010). 
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Examples of alignment or connections between Brian’s discursive practices at the 

‘interpretation’ level of analysis and contemporary theories pertaining to male academic 

success or failure in literacy learning and student learning at school are discussed in 

Section 6.5.5. Recall that transcripts were initially coded in the ‘description’ stage of 

analysis (see Appendix 9 for coding example) in line with a thematic content analysis 

approach (Riessman, 1993) that identified alignment between current theorisations that 

emerged as part of the survey of literature produced during the study (see Chapter 2). 

The points of alignment in Brian’s narrative account are discussed in the following 

section with particular focus on the assigned social determinants (situational, societal 

and institutional) and frameworks utilised in Chapter 2 to interrogate factors of blame in 

accounting for boys’ achievement in school and in English. 

 

6.5.5 Alignment and Connections with Contemporary Theories and Explanations 

Pertaining to Male Academic Success or Failure in Literacy Learning and Student 

Learning at School 

6.5.5.1 Academic Success Determined by Grades and Identified by Using Common 

Benchmarks Can Fail to Recognise Individual Talent:(Institutional Discourse) 

 

Brian’s account of his experiences in school present a case that academic success is 

determined by restrictive and potentially marginalising indicators such as grades and 

examination results. His small stories reveal alignment with taken-for-granted notions 

that, although academic diagnostic achievement tools are necessarily quantitative and 

academic success needs to be measured by common benchmarks across student bodies 

(Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2010, 2012; 

Chatterji, 2003; Linn, 2000), this approach does not always provide appropriate 

indication of individual student achievement and success.  

 

Brian tells a story whereby he suggests that schools’ benchmarks for success are 

‘grades’, another story whereby his mates were expelled from school for, among other 

reasons, not ‘sticking to their grades’, and yet another small story in which he says that 

his grades (by institutional standards) ‘weren’t good’ but were, by his own standards, 

more than good enough because they were an improvement on past results and made 

him feel ‘pretty happy with myself’. These stories are used by Brian to present his 

alignment with theories that suggest that ‘one size fits all’ approaches to testing and 
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measures of success can fail to recognise other forms and indicators of success, 

particularly when educating boys (see Coates and Draves, 2006; Martino and Berrill, 

2003; Neil, 2003). According to Kauchak and Eggan (2005), a sub-set of boys tend to 

receive 70 per cent of Ds and Fs in school, and girls receive the majority of A grades. 

Brian reinforces that he regularly received Ds in his first senior English class, but when 

he moved into a different class with a more helpful teacher and more appropriate 

curriculum, he received some Bs and Cs, and this was a positive result for him. 

Although his response in the story can be explained as ‘natural’ (i.e. to be happy with 

improvement), the underlying discourse he presents is that he was happy with this form 

of success, but the school as an institution was still focused on grades, test results and 

tertiary entrance scores, rather than on Brian’s own personal success in improving his 

achievement and experiences in subject English. 

 

6.5.5.2 Subject English Is Not Aligned with Male Learning Styles and Needs:(Societal 

Discourse) 

 

Brian produces small stories that draw on MR that are representational of his 

ideological beliefs about boys, learning and the feminisation of subject English in 

schools. His stories align with dominant discourses within a biological framework, that 

attest that English is generally not suited to boys, and that boys can be ‘preconditioned’ 

and socially determined as not ‘suited’ to English and literacy in school because of 

existing gender binaries in discourses of education (Martino & Kehler, 2007; Snyder, 

2008). Brian states that most boys did not take English seriously, but contrasts this with 

the fact that ‘the girls did’, explaining this by way of the notion that girls are possibly 

just more suited to it than boys. Brian draws on the MR available to his category of a 

being a ‘boy’, which is socially determined by attributes of ‘maleness’ such as liking 

sport, disliking school and not taking English ‘seriously’. Brian’s narrative presents the 

explanation that girls are more suited to English than boys as an unchallenged 

discursive positioning of girls versus boys in the learning of English and one that is an 

institutionalised discourse among his subgroup. This categorisation and acceptance of 

the natural ‘order’ can be explained as socially determined and socially determinative in 

so far as it affects Brian’s articulation of the gender differentials and attributes assigned 

to individual groups of students in school.  
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Brian begins his narrative by orientating himself as someone who was ‘not very 

confident’ and who ‘knew that English wasn’t for me’. His story mirrors many of the 

essentialised notions of a male learning style and gendered literacy practices in school 

English that argue that traditional English classrooms do not cater to boys learning 

needs (see Francis, 2000; Weaver-Hightower, 2003). Brian tells of not paying attention 

in English, disengagement with the curriculum and feelings of hopelessness and failure 

with work that he felt used ‘fancy words’ and required being ‘pushed’ and ‘forced’ to 

participate in tasks with unclear outcomes and objectives. His use of ‘fancy words’ and 

emotive language to suggest his alienation from the curriculum indicates his ideological 

belief that English in school with its focus on tertiary study, classical literature and the 

study of extended written texts is ‘pitched’ at an altogether different category of student 

than the one he assigns to himself. He states that he gave up in English at one stage 

because he could not ‘understand’ it—indicating that, had it been something that was 

‘learnable’ and understandable, he would not have been unwilling to engage and try.  

 

In his extended narrative, Brian also draws on examples of socially acceptable or 

dominant notions of what boys take an interest in, such as sport, socialising with 

‘mates’ and subjects such as maths, in order to explain his position and belief that boys 

are not suited to English as a subject. He assigns particular social identities to both boys 

and girls, and in doing so, his discourse in these small stories is shown to be both 

ideologically determined and determinative of social categorisation, social order theory 

and processes at both societal and institutional levels. 

 

The problem of the subjective nature of the curriculum to a boy (a boy whom he 

describes as ‘hating school’ and really enjoying sport) is put forward as the reason that 

he chose ‘the lowest [level] English class’ to ensure he could cope with the work and 

tasks. He ‘explains his choice as not one of laziness, or reticence to do the work, but as 

a pragmatic decision to enable him to understand and complete the work in English. 

Brian says ‘I hate oral presentations, I hate them’ and, at times, enjoyed group work—

indicating that he was not reticent to participate in English, but simply not given the 

appropriate learning opportunities and activities suited to his needs and strengths. His 

lack of confidence in his abilities to perform many of the tasks in his English class is 

presented as based on the MR available to him, which include prior poor experiences in 

English and school, low grades and a belief that English was ‘not for me’. Many 
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examples of current theorisations exist in approaches to boys’ education that stress the 

need to cater to boys’ distinctive learning styles in order for them to achieve in subjects 

such as English (Booth, 2002; Gurian, 2009). Brian’s narrative, which describes his 

mates as getting into trouble in class for ‘not being what they’re supposed to be’, and 

the fact that ‘us boys, we love sport...and love maths’ indicates that his account of 

success and failure aligns with essentialist notions of male learners in the classroom and 

the frustrations that can be borne from a curriculum that is too highly subjective and 

reliant upon attributes that are not currently part of dominant discursive positioning of 

boys in school and boys in society. 

 

6.5.5.3 Teacher Pedagogy As Integral for Student Success: (Institutional Discourse) 

 

Crosnoe, Elder and Kirkpatrick Johnson (2004) suggest that students who develop 

interpersonal relationships with their teachers are positively affected, both academically 

and otherwise, by these relationships, and Brian’s narrative highlights this theory in 

terms of his comments on his experiences in English. Brian tells of improvement in the 

subject, not because of an improved work ethic, easier homework tasks or different 

classmates/peer group, but in terms of his relationship with his teacher and her 

pedagogical approach to teaching him: ‘I had the teacher behind me helping me 

whenever I needed it’ and ‘it turned out really well’. This indicates an ideological 

underpinning to Brian’s account—that a good teacher can have a positive effect on 

student learning outcomes. Common theorisations stress that, if students feel that they 

have a rapport and positive relationship with their teacher, this can foster a more 

enjoyable learning environment and a higher level of achievement (Darling-Hammond, 

2000; Mortimore, 1999; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002).  

 

Brian tells of his story of ‘success’ in English by way of the increased level of 

enjoyment he experienced in the class and the fact that his teacher ‘sort of helped me’ 

by ‘being there for me’. He aligns his interpretation of quality teaching with dominant 

discourses (discussed in Chapter 2 relevant to an institutional framework), pertaining to 

high levels of support, classroom observation and feedback, and establishing relevant, 

‘achievable’ goals for students (see AITSL, 2012; Francis, 2000; Glasson, 2009; Noble 

& Bradford, 2000). Brian’s stories also present student–teacher rapport and 

relationships as integral to student success and align with dominant discourse that 
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reinforces the institutional obligations of teaching staff to ‘connect’ and support 

students in the classroom and school environment. 

 

6.5.5.4 Uneven Power Relations and ‘Categorisation’ in Schools: (Institutional 

Discourse) 

 

Brian’s extended narrative presents school and the institution of schooling as one 

containing uneven power relations, which are continually enforced and reinforced by 

societal expectations and institutional structures. The categorisation of what it means to 

be a student in a contemporary classroom is presented by Brian through small stories on 

struggling to regain confidence after failure, struggling with a curriculum by which he 

felt alienated, and struggling with the lack of power and control he had over his own 

learning environment. Brian draws on his past educational experiences to orient the 

listener in his extended narrative—and in doing so, indicates that his present discourse 

and discursive positioning of himself as a student in school is influenced and 

constrained by his experience of the inequalities within the education system and 

disempowerment as a male student not ‘achieving’ in the manner defined by school as 

successful.  

 

Brian tells of ‘mates’ who were expelled from school for not conforming, or simply 

behaving in the manner that they thought was appropriate and the school did not. He 

says some of them were ‘just being immature’ but were sent to the principal’s office 

‘and then gone’—indicating that schools as institutions operate within the bounds of a 

power hierarchy through which they are able to enforce serious consequences for non-

compliance and disobedience. Brian uses his narrative to account for his own 

‘success’—in staying at school, passing English, improving his grades, but also 

‘surviving’ school in (as opposed to some of his mates) not being expelled or asked to 

leave. In this way, he aligns with the discourse that students who wish to be successful 

in schooling and reap the rewards of the opportunity must be compliant and accepting 

of the uneven power relations and system of regulatory rules that operate in schooling 

institutions. 

 

 

 

307 



6.5.5.5 Disengagement Is a Result of Value Judgements in Terms of Subject 

Meaning/Relevance (Situational Discourse) 

 

Brian opens his extended narrative with a small story that clearly presents his view that 

English was ‘not for him’ and that his disengagement was a conscious decision to ‘do 

his own thing’ in the light of a curriculum that did not respond to his needs or future 

goals and ambitions. He draws on the MR of language choices, ideological beliefs, and 

understandings about education and achievement to explain his choices and value 

judgements to the listener in his narrative interview. Therefore, his discourse on 

disengagement in school and senior English is mediated by the MR—the social 

structures, order and determinants that shaped how he views himself as a learner and 

student in the institution of the school. 

 

In Brian’s case, he presents as a student who struggles with the notion of what success 

is at school, and of what learners should know in order to be viewed as successful in the 

school environment. His response to this uncertainty is to disengage and do his own 

thing—and therefore be ‘master of his own destiny’ in this narrow situational context. 

He states that he ‘knew it [English] wasn’t for me’ and that this decision was based on 

his own understanding of his needs as a learner and future goals and direction—

indicating that he was, in one sense, empowered by the fact that he was confident in his 

own estimation of his needs and requirements, even if the school and teacher/s were not. 

Section 6.5.6 addresses the guiding question ‘How have familiar, common-sense 

discourses of schooling, academic success and failure, and boys and literacy, been 

restructured and transformed via the young men’s accounts?’ It presents key discourses 

that have been transformed and recontextualised in the narratives produced by Billy and 

Brian. Recall that, as in the previous chapter, this section provides explanation of the 

social determinants, power relations, ideologies, MR and discursive practices used by 

the case study participant to account for school experience and success and/or failure in 

senior English. Note that those transformed discourses identified in both Billy’s and 

Brian’s narrative data are labelled as such and are presented as the first four points of 

consideration in the section following. 
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6.5.6 Recontextualised and Transformed Discourses in Brian’s Texts 

6.5.6.1 The Value of Lifelong Learning (Similar Discourse Identified in Billy Case 

Study) 

 

Accounts of school experiences and success and failure illustrate that Brian had already 

developed a negative concept of himself as a learner, based on existing social and 

institutional determinants of success and failure. His account presents a notion of 

school, and particularly senior English as a dispenser of knowledge and learning that 

was remote from Brian’s immediate requirements or concept of his own lifelong 

learning needs. In this sense, his narratives present a recontextualisation and contested 

discourse on the subject of lifelong learning and the value of learning as a life skill, for 

example, ‘I knew it [English] wasn’t for me … I wasn’t going to go to uni’ (Small Story 

1) and ‘school is pretty much about grades’ (Small Story 5). 

 

According to popular theory and educational reform agendas, lifelong learning provides 

individuals with opportunities to develop self-knowledge, personal mastery and self-

respect (Duch, Groh & Allen, 2001; Lugg, 2000). The narratives produced by Brian 

indicate that learning is viewed ideologically as a ‘means to an end’ and a necessary, but 

finite, process for progressing to another point, which for Brian, as he tells the listener, 

is to become an apprentice carpenter and work as a tradesman. Brian uses the MR 

available to him to operate within the bounds of this discourse, and this then informs his 

account of success and failure as it shapes and is shaped by this notion of education at 

school as mandatory, but largely irrelevant.  

 

6.5.6.2 Resilience and Self-Confidence (Similar Discourse Identified in Billy Case 

Study) 

 

The discourse of resilience is transformed in the narrative of Brian in the manner that he 

offers up explanations to, at times, assign ‘blame’ to external factors (curriculum, 

teacher) for his lack of success in academic studies and endeavours. Academic 

resilience is recognised in the literature (see Martin, 2000; Whitmire, 2010) as a concept 

associated with students’ ability to overcome setback and challenge, and to deal 

effectively with challenges in the school setting. Taken-for-granted notions and 
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dominant theory suggest that the academically ‘resilient’ student is one who is 

motivated to achieve but is also resilient when the going gets ‘tough’ (Krovetz, 2008).  

 

Brian opens his extended narrative by expressing that he was not very confident and 

‘knew English wasn’t for him’. He clearly describes feelings of hopelessness and being 

overwhelmed with the challenge of the curricula demands of senior English but also that 

he ‘gave up’ once he decided that he was going to pursue a trade rather than a tertiary 

degree or career that may ‘need’ him to do well at mainstream English. In this way, his 

narrative recontextualises contemporary theories that suggest that new approaches to 

schooling now offer a wide range of opportunities for students to build confidence and 

resilience by way of collaborative teaching techniques, positive behaviour rewards, 

service learning and a more ‘holistic’ approach to the education of young people 

(Ginsburg, 2006; Hattie, 2003)—and more importantly, that students are interested in 

taking up these opportunities, should they exist. Examples of this include: ‘I just sort of 

got over it, I just thought well I’m not going to go to uni so I might as well not do them 

[assignments]’ (Small Story 2). 

 

The narrative produced by Brian highlights instances when less resilient students are 

often not particularly motivated by the desire to learn new knowledge and skills in the 

classroom. His narrative presents the case that, when students are struggling to function 

in what they perceive to be a ‘high-stakes’ environment, resilience is certainly not 

automatic, and not a skill developed over time or in educational situations in which 

failure is the ‘norm’. He recontextualises the concept of resilience being developed 

through learning and some failure, and instead transforms this concept through his 

stories of failure and disengagement from the curriculum. Brian decides that he has 

experienced failure before, is aware of his deficits in literacy—the fancy words, the 

assignments and the oral presentations—and thus makes a conscious decision to 

withdraw from the learning in some areas (i.e. senior English) because it is not a 

worthwhile occupation. A lack of optimism and belief in educational success meant that 

school tasks described in some small stories produced by Brian are viewed not as 

opportunities to demonstrate ability, learn from his mistakes or achieve success, but 

rather to experience awkwardness and failure.  
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6.5.6.3 Boys as Learners, Boys in School  

 

The dominant discourse of ‘boys in school’ and as learners is recontextualised in the 

extended narrative produced by Brian in the research study. Dominant theory and 

factors of blame suggest that boys are generally not suited to the manner in which 

English and literacy are taught in school (Alloway & Gilbert, 1997; Froschl & Sprung, 

2005; Gurian & Stevens, 2007) and are constrained and controlled by the institutional 

investment schools make in their gender curricula (Connell, 2006; Sax, 2005). In 

Brian’s extended narrative, he transforms this taken-for-granted discourse in his account 

of his behaviour in English class, which was disengagement in one instance (when the 

pedagogical practice of his teacher was poor), but engagement and enjoyment in another 

situational context (when his teacher exhibited a higher level of pedagogical knowledge 

and rapport with students).  

 

Brian tells of English classes in which he enjoyed ‘putting his head together’ with other 

classmates in group work, and knew that, although some of his male peers were 

aligning themselves with the discourse that ‘English was not for boys’ and misbehaving, 

he resisted this to some degree by being able to ‘make the most of his opportunity’. 

Although he implies that he is more than aware of the dominant discourse that suggests 

boys learn differently and are perhaps not as ‘suited’ to the English curriculum content 

and traditional approaches to the teaching of English as girls, he does not draw on this 

discourse as an excuse for his disengagement with his early experiences in senior 

English. In producing accounts of subsequent satisfaction and success in his English 

studies, of a teacher who helped students, curriculum that was more relevant and an 

improvement in his marks that made him ‘happy’, Brian transforms the taken-for-

granted discourse of boys in school and boys as learners. He does not account for his 

prior disengagement by way of aligning himself with hegemonic masculinity 

discourses, nor the notion that boys are constrained or labelled by their gender in a 

manner that renders them victims in the English or literacy-learning arena (Alloway, 

2007; Trist, 2006). Instead, Brian’s narrative data draw on his own MR to produce a 

recontextualised discourse on boys as learners, determined by his own personal 

experiences and motivations, familiarity with the institution of schooling and matrix of 

power relations that exists within it, and practice of being a male student in the English 

classroom. His discourse is a particular articulation of his identity as a boy in school, 
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but also more holistically as a learner and student who identifies the need for education 

to serve a purpose and to serve its users.  

 

6.5.6.4 Family Role Models and Home Life  

 

A dominant discourse pertaining to boys’ achievement and factors contributing to 

school success places high value on the influence of family life and the social and 

cultural capital attached to family units (Bourdieu,1973; Collins et al., 2000; Deslandes 

& Cloutier, 2002) and family role models within those units (Brozo et al., 2007; 

Epstein, 1998). 

 

In the narratives produced by Brian, he catalogues his own internal resources and traits 

in accounting for success in his schooling life rather than attributing it to factors from 

his home environment. Brian clearly establishes that any success he enjoyed at school 

was not largely influenced by any positive family role models or familial support (even 

if these are ‘expectable’ in dominant educational and societal discourse), but also that, 

when he did improve and enjoy feelings of success and achievement, this was due to his 

own relationship with his teacher, personal investment in the curriculum and 

determination to enrol in a different English course. Examples of this include: ‘I didn’t 

have much help … Mum wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t home most of the time’ (Small Story 

10) and ‘So I chose the lowest English class and that sort of, I did the stuff’ (Small 

Story 2). 

 

In his extended narrative, Brian presents an account of schooling and success that does 

not feature parents or home life as actively contributing to his educational success. He 

makes the point that his parents did not contribute in the normative or ‘expectable’ 

manner (i.e. helping with homework, taking an interest in his studies) other than, at 

times, ‘worrying about his grades’. Circumstances described and explained in his small 

stories did not allow Brian to view his parents as active participants in his education, 

and when his parents did seek to involve themselves in their child’s education (such as 

worrying about his grades), Brian does not present this as a positive influence on his 

motivation, behaviour or engagement in his academic studies. 
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6.5.7 Summary of the Explanation Stage of the Analysis and Findings from 

Brian’s Transcript 

 

The discussion on the explanation level of analysis presents findings on the 

reproductive effects discourse can have on social structures and social process. The 

findings indicate that Brian’s discourses are mediated and determined by his own MR, 

that is, the social structures and social practices that he operates within, is bound by and 

struggles with as a social member. This level of analysis highlights that Brian’s 

discourse can be investigated from a number of different situational, societal and 

institutional standpoints and conceptual frameworks—and in doing so, produce 

different perspectives and contextualisations of social practice, order, agency and power 

relations in the social world in which he operates. 

 

6.6 Conclusion 
 

This chapter presented findings from a case study participant (Brian) and was organised 

around Fairclough’s three stages of analysis: 

1. description, which was specifically concerned with the textual features and 

‘contents’ of the small stories and extended narratives produced in the research 

interviews 

2. interpretation, which focused on the subjects, relations and connections within 

texts, and the MR used to produce interpretations 

3. explanation, which focuses on discourse as a part of the social process, as a 

social practice determined by social structures and in turn determining those 

social structures and relations of power. 

 

By identifying the commonalities and differences across the two case studies in the 

telling of these small stories by the young men, and analysing their data using the three 

stages of CDA, there is now more to say in the literature about transformed discourses 

of success and failure of boys in English in secondary schooling sites in Queensland. 

The final chapter recalls the research questions informing the study and proposes how 

these findings present implications for future educational research, policy, practice and 

reform into accounting for male levels of achievement in senior English. 
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Chapter 7: Reflections and Implications  
 

 

The previous two chapters presented findings from the two key case studies informing 

this research project. This chapter provides a reflection on the principle findings in 

relation to the research questions guiding the study, and outlines the implications of the 

research study and particularly, the use of CDA in educational research on future 

research, pedagogy, practice and reform relating to the teaching of English to boys, 

literacy curricula and the discourse of schooling and education in society. 

 

7.1 Introduction 
 

The study was motivated by a critical social purpose to address the apparently 

intractable problem that many boys do not experience success and are underachieving 

(or are under-represented in terms of academic achievement) in school subject English. 

The study was also conducted with a view to potentially motivating a change to the 

status quo and increasing the probability of success for boys studying subject English. 

Further implications arising from the study are its potential to contribute as a ‘starting 

point’ to changing perceptions of what ‘counts’ as success and failure and is ‘defined’ 

as being successful in senior schooling and subject English in Queensland on a 

situational, institutional and societal level. Analysis of the two case study participant 

narratives of success and failure in senior English identified how their accounts did or 

did not align with explanations identified in the literature on boys’ achievement in 

English. CDA identified the operation and transformation of dominant discourses of 

boys’ underachievement in individual accounts of failure and success in subject English 

and produced warrantable findings on the role of discourse in social categorisation, 

social practice, and the social world. 

 

The study contends that: 

1. Prior research offered limited commentary from young men recently graduated 

from senior English (arguably those most affected by the problem of some boys 

not achieving success in senior English). This issue was addressed through 

narrative inquiry and narrative interviewing that focused on encouraging young 
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men who had recently studied English in secondary schooling sites in 

Queensland to account for their success and/or failure in the subject, and at 

school more generally. 

2. Few studies have taken up the challenge to listen to boys’ stories through 

narrative interviewing and then ‘hear them’ through a systematic method of 

critical analysis using CDA. Such a hearing was conducted against the 

background of hegemonic discourses relating to education, boys in school and 

academic success. This study has addressed the issue by using CDA in a 

systematic and rigorous manner for the analysis and interrogation of data. 

3. The findings of the study provide an evidence base that has sufficient robustness 

to act as a platform for further interrogation of data utilising CDA. 

4. The critical approach taken to the literature review (identifying five conceptual 

frameworks and distilling the key debates and literature into sub-sections within 

these frameworks) contributes to existing accounts and evidence of the 

explanations and justifications operating in discourse on boys’ achievement in 

school and in subject English since the 1980s. 

5. The findings also encourage re-theorising approaches aimed at ameliorating 

boys’ reported underachievement in English and reconsideration of some 

pedagogic practices for boys and ‘common-sense’ definitions of success and 

failure in literacy and schooling.  

 

7.2 Evaluation of the Study’s Purpose and Focus 
 

In reflecting on the purpose and focus of the research study, it is important to recall that 

the two key research questions informing the study are: 

 

1. How do young men who have recently completed a senior secondary school English 

course account for their success and/or failure? 

a. What common-sense understandings and social discourses are evident in 

young mens’ definitions of school success and failure in subject English at 

senior secondary level? 

2. How closely do young mens’ accounts of failure in subject English at senior 

secondary level align with existing contemporary theorisations and hegemonic 
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discourses of adolescent boys’ success and/or failure in subject English at senior 

secondary level? 

 

To address research question 1 and 1a, that is, how young men account for their success 

and/or failure in senior English, and what common-sense understandings and social 

discourses underpin their tacit, and explicit, definitions of school success and/or failure, 

the description and interpretation levels of analysis aimed to identify the formal features 

of the texts used to narrativise experience, and whether any common-sense 

understandings and discourses in society influenced participant definitions and notions 

of school success and failure. 

 

The data specifically drawn from the two case studies indicate that common-sense 

understandings relating to education, curriculum, assessment and student identity 

underpin students’ implied and overt definitions of school success and failure, as do 

social discourses relating to ‘self’, the context of school and schooling, masculinities 

and gendered identity, and the broader social world. 

 

Section 7.2.1 discusses the definitions of success and failure that were present in the 

narrative texts—both implicit and explicit—and the explanation and accounts within 

them that emerged from analysis of the data from the interviews with the two case study 

participants. 

 

Section 7.2.2 presents findings on the common-sense understandings of identity and 

accounts of self that were produced in the research interviews, and were found to 

underpin both implicit and explicit definitions of school (and senior English) success 

and or failure. 

 

7.2.1 Definitions and Common-Sense Understandings of School Success and 

Failure 

 

These definitions and accounts in the narratives are underpinned with common-sense 

understandings relating to aptitude, attitude and academic success—including the 

following:  

• Success in school is measured by assessment indicators, such as grades.  
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• Senior English curricula often fail to interest or engage students. 

• ‘Gendered identities’ and masculinity can influence school success. 

 

The extended narratives also indicate that definitions of success and failure in school are 

underpinned by beliefs and experience that suggest close alignment with the following: 

• School rewards high achievers and students who ‘conform’.  

• School penalises students who do not conform or fail to behave in an 

‘expectable’ manner.  

• Peers and friends influence attention, behaviour and attitude (and ultimately 

academic success) in school.  

• Teacher pedagogy can influence student learning outcomes and success or 

failure in school. 

 

7.2.2 Reflections on the Accounts—Participant Identity and Sense of Self 

 

The study drew on narrative theory that understands that the young men’s stories would 

be made rather than found during the research interview—allowing for rich 

conversations and meaning making to be produced by the individuals as they 

demonstrate and develop a particular sense of self and identity in their narratives.  

 

What emerges from the interview narratives is that each case study participant 

constructs himself and his experiences around what he sees as his ‘essential self’ and 

identity within the context of the research interview. The social and emotional forces 

that influenced the students’ own experiences of success and/or failure in schooling and 

senior English appear to be strongly linked to self-esteem, confidence, validation, ego, 

motivation, respect, determination and belief systems. Also a key element in the 

identities and accounts of self are what appears to be some understandings constructed 

as a result of common-sense and hegemonic discourses and explanations around boys’ 

in school and boys’ in English- and these understandings influence the belief systems 

the young men either align themselves with or attempt to recontextualise in their own 

discourse worlds. 
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From viewing gender as relational and multiple, more recent theories (particularly those 

located within post-structuralist paradigms) have conceptualised gender, not as 

something singularly possessed or something that is static, but as something that is 

continually created through a series of performances and repetitive acts that constitute 

the illusion of a ‘proper’, ‘natural’ or ‘fixed’ gender (Butler, 1990). However, this view 

of identity in the making does not deny the notion of ‘hierarchical masculinities’ or the 

(discursive) forces of ‘hegemonic masculinity’, which work socially to legitimise 

certain ways of ‘being’ male, such as ‘being sporty’, ‘being physical’ and ‘mucking 

around with mates’—all of which exist in the interview narratives. Indeed, the focus of 

much of the analysis on identity and accounts of self emerge as strongly influenced by 

hegemonic masculinities operating in the social worlds of these young men. Further 

investigation and examination of how these hegemonic masculinities are present in the 

social lives of young men, are reinforced by particular sources such as the family unit, 

peer group and school as an institution presents as an area for further research. 

 

The participants do describe themselves and their ‘mates’ in terms of the ‘male’ world 

and discourses within which they operate—mentions of sport, physical activities, boys 

‘not reading’ or enjoying more ‘feminised’ pursuits such as English literacy learning are 

detailed in the accounts, as are conventional ‘masculine’ behaviours such as ‘mucking 

around’ and being ‘immature’. 

 

Brian says he loves sport—and that ‘us boys, we love sport’—and mathematics, 

because he sees the value of it and the skill involved in it in terms of usefulness in later 

life. He displays a strong sense of identity and connection to his interests and values as 

his narrative is constructed. He says in school he often thought of himself as ‘doing his 

own thing’ and is clearly able to identify his own strengths and weaknesses—even if 

others (including teachers) were not: ‘I wasn’t very confident—I knew I wasn’t going to 

go to uni at all’. However, he goes on to describe how he liked written assignments, 

working in groups and the pleasure in improving his grades. 

 

Billy describes a school environment that did not view him as an individual but one that 

demanded he ‘conform’ and that attempted to control him by uneven power relations 

and institutional constraints. This forced compliance—in terms of school rules, 

following teachers who had poor pedagogy and practice and learning an English 
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curriculum that was ‘crap’—contributes to Billy producing an extended narrative in 

which his sense of his own individual identity is directly at odds with the school context 

and dominant discourse of schooling and education. 

 

Narrative can thus be viewed as a mediating artefact in the study (Lantolf, 2000) that 

participants use to make sense of themselves—who they are, and what drives their 

actions and behaviour in the world—and to transform their ‘selves’ through the act of 

narration and narrativising experience. Conversely it might also prove a factor 

contributing to who they might become. 

 

 

7.2.3 The Findings from the Research Project Indicate the Following Points for 

Theorising and Informing Future Practice, Pedagogy and Policy 

 

Participant accounts of school success and/or failure suggest that: 

1. A taken-for-granted gendered or ‘male’ learning style operates in schooling 

sites. 

2. Hegemonic masculinities and behaviour operate in, and influence, the schooling 

lives of adolescents. 

3. Teacher pedagogy and relationships influence male learning and academic 

success. 

4. Traditional approaches to the teaching of English curriculum are ‘failing’ some 

boys. 

5. Assessment-driven schooling agendas are used to categorise students unfairly. 

6. Not all boys’ account for school success and/or failure in terms of gender. 

 

The research study and analysis provide valuable insights into how some young men 

define success and/or failure at school and in senior English, how these definitions are 

shaped and constrained by dominant discourses on boys in school, English/literacy in 

school and education, how they are capable of recontextualising and transforming some 

taken-for-granted discourses, and how narrative can be used to account for experiences 

and explain and justify success/failure in the context of a research interview. 
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7.3 Implications for Future Research 
 

A consistent feature of much educational debate and discussion in Australia in recent 

years is the phenomenon described as boys’ underachievement. In particular, concerns 

have been raised about adolescent boys’ literacy learning and the under-representation 

of boys in subject English at school. It is within this context and body of work in recent 

literature that the study is situated and offers a timely response. 

 

The outcomes of this study, although arguably not generalisable in the traditional 

scientific sense of the word, does have significant features that make them highly 

valuable assets in assessing futures in the education-system, relevant to boys and 

education. According to Adelman, Jenkins and Kemmis (1980), the data and subsequent 

knowledge generated by research that focuses on a limited number of key case study 

examples (two – in the case of the present study) is significant in its own right. The 

authors argue that, although the aggregation of single studies allows theory building 

through tentative hypotheses culled from single findings, the generalisations produced 

are no less legitimate when reporting on a single finding. This study interviewed seven 

participants, and ultimately reported on two key case studies through a process of 

narrative coding, cross-case analysis and choosing case study subjects that were deemed 

likely to produce ‘rich data’, improve understanding of the phenomenon under 

investigation and provide an exemplar for using CDA of narrative data.  

 

The findings from this research study suggest that a major area of potential difficulty at 

secondary school for some boys is literacy and English studies. Evidence from the 

research interview data aligns with other research findings and theories that claim 

hegemonic masculinity is central to many of the struggles boys can face as literacy 

learners (Gilbert & Gilbert, 1998; Martino, 2003; Nichols & Cormack, 2009). 

Therefore, the case study research undertaken in this study demonstrates that students’ 

accounts of failure in subject English at senior secondary level do closely align with 

some existing contemporary theorisations, explanations and hegemonic discourses of 

adolescent boys’ success and/or failure in subject English at senior secondary level. It 

also shows that these discourses influence definitions of school success and 

constructions of themselves as learners, substantiated in research undertaken since the 
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1980s into boys’ purported underachievement in school English (see Francis & Skelton, 

2005; Mills, 2003; Weaver-Hightower, 2003). Understandings and definitions expressed 

by the two case study participants also recontextualise some taken-for-granted 

assumptions about boys, boys’ learning and achievement, and literacy in school (recall 

Sections 5.5.6 & 6.5.6). These particular findings provide a possible ‘way forward’ not 

only at the systems level, but also more locally in terms of how the issue of boys’ 

achievement in school and in English is theorised. Further the findings play some part in 

shaping how future research utilising interview narrative may be analysed with CDA to 

further add to the body of research literature on the issue.  

 

As West (1999) asserts, the academic debate on boys’ underachievement in English and 

school ‘has so far looked at the edges of the issue, rather than penetrating to its core’ (p. 

6). As discussed in the previous chapters (Chapter 5 and 6), a number of explanations 

and ‘justifications’ were put forward by the two young men interviewed—some 

aligning with current theorisations on the issue, some highlighting alternate views and 

recontextualised discourses on education and boys in school. From the basis of the 

limited case study and rigorous analysis of data generated in the research interview, this 

research study substantiates the findings of other key research undertaken to examine 

boys’ purported underachievement in English over the past twenty years (Brozo, 2006; 

Martino & Pallotta-Chiarolli, 2005; Slade, 2002; Smith & Wilhelm, 2002; Trent & 

Slade, 2001) which argue that rich data can come from boys’ themselves on their own 

learning experiences in English. Whilst the study also provides additional small-scale 

empirical evidence to address some of the pressing questions on the issue, it is argued 

that its central contribution lies in its methodological innovation in using CDA for the  

treatment of narrative data in educational research. 

 

 

7.4 Implications for Policy and Practice 
 

7.4.1 Student Investment with and in Learning 

 

What emerged from the research study was that some students are potentially seeking 

more input and personal choice in their studies and to take on a more collaborative role 
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in the classroom, reinforcing the research and findings from more large-scale studies 

into this particular ‘explanation’ for boys’ reported lack of engagement and interest in 

schooling and subjects such as English (Hargreaves, 2003; Hawley & Reichert, 2010; 

Guthrie & Davis, 2003). There was a significant desire to ‘stake a claim’ in their own 

learning in order to motivate increased ‘value’ on learning opportunities and outcomes. 

In this sense, more involvement and agency for male learners was a feature of the 

findings from the case study investigations—rather than alignment with essentialist 

notions of a suggested inherent lack of engagement or agentive purpose with boys in 

English. 

 

The data produced and findings from the stages of analysis suggest that the case study 

young men highly valued the opportunity to make choices or frame their learning 

around their own perceived needs and interest linked to ‘investment’ theory (see Norton 

Peirce, 1995). The existing research literature on the issue of boys’ achievement in 

subject English and at school indicates that some boys’ account for their success or 

failure by clearly situating academic achievement as a result of personal investment, 

motivation and self efficacy (Collins et al., 2000; Moje, 2006; Munns et al., 2006) and 

view these as factors as both internally and externally moderated. Acknowledging and 

promoting this sense of ownership and intrinsic motivation linked to investment, could 

encourage more engagement in schoolwork and provide a sense of involvement rather 

than exclusion – promoting a collaborative approach to literacy learning in school.  

 

7.4.2 Teacher Pedagogy and Communication 

 

Pedagogy and classroom communication between student and teacher emerge as 

important implications for policy and practice in boys’ achievement in school and with 

literacy learning in a survey of recent research literature on the issue. The findings 

suggest that the young men interviewed place substantial significance on factors of 

teacher quality, pedagogical prowess and communicative ability on their own behaviour 

and academic progress and outcomes.  

 

The power of pedagogy to motivate and model versus disengage and de-stabilise in a 

student’s learning is acknowledged in the literature as an important determinant for 

student academic success at school (Hattie, 2003; OECD, 2009; Rowe, 2003). In this 
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sense, teacher pedagogy is viewed as integral in supporting student learning and 

improving student outcomes. Communication and ‘connections’ between a teacher and 

a student is present as a contributing factor to student success in the two case studies 

analysed in the research study – further reinforcing the argument that this ‘explanation’ 

for student success and/or failure at school and in senior English needs to be addressed 

in future theorising in relation to boys’ achievement in English. 

 

7.4.3 Authentic Assessment—Moving Away from Benchmarking that Stigmatises 

Students 

 

The findings (although limited to two case study participants) present a case for students 

to be actively involved in their own assessment in order to enhance learning and invest 

more readily in their own educational attainment. Recent dominant theorising on this 

topic suggests that, when students have opportunities to engage in ‘real work’ that is 

relevant to their lives, and to be assessed on these types of more ‘authentic’, 

contextualised learning opportunities, they will be more likely to be motivated and 

sustain their engagement and interest in schooling and subject English (Smith & 

Wilhelm, 2002; Spence, 2008). 

 

It is argued that letter grades or numeric scores, being evaluative in nature and carrying 

a notion of social comparison, tend to turn students’ attention away from the task and 

towards the self, thus leading to negative effects on performance—as evidenced in the 

narratives produced in the research interviews. The current emphasis on testing in 

Australian educational contexts has been claimed to produce ‘fragmentary and 

sometimes contradictory evidence’ of learning (Snyder, 2008, p.153) whilst unfairly 

stigmatising some students. Assessment needs to be viewed as a reliable and ‘authentic’ 

representation and reflection of individual student achievement, knowledge and 

understanding. This argument is fundamentally linked to student interest, self-efficacy 

and sense of purpose in the assessment arena and the findings from the case study 

analysis in the study appear to substantiate these claims. 
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7.4.4 Redefining and Shifting the Parameters of Success in Senior English 

 

Kenway and Willis (1997) assert that how success is measured and viewed in school 

and society can differ dramatically and have striking consequences on students’ 

impressions and perceptions of themselves and their academic experience. The findings 

suggest that definitions of success in school English held by the young men interviewed 

are often fashioned and informed by school culture, community standards and 

benchmarks imposed by external stakeholders. Success and what it means to be 

successful are intrinsically linked to student achievement, self-esteem and motivation in 

school. Research suggests they are also linked to failure, loss of self-esteem and 

disengagement, depending on individual experiences and notions of success that are 

reinforced in the school and subject environment (Froschl & Sprung, 2005; Smith, 

2003; Van Calster et al., 1987). 

 

On the basis of the case study findings from the study, success and/or failure in senior 

English and literacy is often aligned with traditional assessment-driven agendas that fail 

to meet the needs and reflect the diverse strengths and talents of the students whose 

performance is being assessed. It could be argued that schools have focused too 

exclusively on a few narrow pathways to success, and narrow notions of what it means 

for a young person to be successful. It is time to widen our lens and to build a more 

finely articulated pathways system—one that is richly diversified to align with the needs 

and interests of a more diverse range of today’s young people, better designed to meet 

the needs of a twenty-first-century learner, preparing for tertiary and non-tertiary post-

school options. 

 

 

7.5 Implications of CDA for Educational Research 
 

Rogers (2008) argues that the emergence of CDA has important implications for 

educational studies and the sociology of education. She suggests that it contributes to 

educational research in two fundamental ways: 

First, analyzing discourse from a critical perspective allows one to understand 
the processes of learning in more complex ways. Indeed the close analysis of 
the networking of language allows the analyst insight into aspects of learning 
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that other theories and methods may have missed. Second, in the process of 
conducting CDA, researchers and participants’ learning is shaped... thus 
offering possibilities not only for critique but for social transformation. (pp. 
246)  

Critical discourse analysts are not interested in simply describing or presenting data 

(Gee, 1999; Wodak 2001, 2002) but in going beyond description, in two ways: 

illuminating and gaining evidence for theories of the domain (theories that helps to 

explain how and why language works the way it does when it is put into action); and 

contributing, in terms of understanding and intervention, to important issues and 

problems in some ‘applied’ area (e.g. education) that interests and provokes the 

researcher. This study and approach undertaken to gather and interrogate narrative data 

assume that people’s notions of reality are constructed largely through interaction with 

others, as mediated by the use of language (drawing on their MR) and other semiotic 

systems. Thus, reality is not viewed as immutable but as open to change, which raises 

the possibility of changing it for the better and possibly resisting inequality and 

domination. This capacity of CDA has important implications for educational research, 

which in the future, will need to focus on reassessing, recontextualising and revising 

policy and practice in education if we are to enjoy a robust, flexible and socially just 

system of education. 

 

Utilising a CDA approach in research should begin from recognition of language and 

discourse as non-transparent, opaque ways of studying, representing and making 

meaning of the world. It recasts all data and research artefacts as discourse. It raises and 

addresses the question of self-reflexivity (Chouliaraki & Fairclough, 1999; Riessman, 

2000) by making researchers’ own uses of discourse (in the current research study in 

terms of the co-constructed, motivated narrative accounts/texts) a key problematic in 

design and investigation. The application of the CDA analytical framework and use of 

Fairclough (1995; 2001a) to influence a working model for CDA of narrative data 

resulted in the tracing of interesting discourse on academic achievement, success and 

failure on both an institutional and a societal level, gender, literacy and teacher quality. 

 

This is one of the strengths of the CDA framework and model used to interrogate the 

data generated from the study. Another strength of CDA is the opportunity it gives to 

the analyst to overcome the limitations associated with a sole reliance on narrative or 

linguistic analysis. It could be argued that the analytic framework supporting the study 
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has demonstrated to the educational community the need for CDA to develop new and 

hybrid blends of analytic techniques, as used in this study, that are suited to a critical 

analysis of the discourses constructed in narrative accounts of school success and/or 

failure. 

 

CDA as used in this study has been instrumental in reconceptualising pedagogical 

practices, school culture, gendered notions of learning and educational outcomes as 

discourse. Critical social research and CDA aim to build critical awareness of the role of 

discourses and language in such social practices (Fairclough 1992a, 1995), as detailed 

and described in this research study, and interrogating and explaining the role of these 

in constructing and constraining educational discourse and dominant ideologies. In this 

sense, in educational research, CDA attempts to go beyond the ‘here and now’, and 

study the roots of fundamental social problems and phenomena and offer possibilities 

for change in the future. CDA’s criteria, as acknowledged by Fairclough (2001a), are 

not merely observational, descriptive or even explanatory, rather CDA’s prosperity is 

evaluated in terms of the influence that it has on the macro structure of the society and 

the role that it plays in the line of changing, amending and removing social inequalities. 

 

The CDA approach used in this study to examine constructions of success and failure, 

and alignment with, or recontextualisation of common-sense theorisations and 

explanations, relies on an understanding of the constraints and boundaries of discourse 

produced, reproduced and sustained in social contexts. Therefore, it encourages further 

examination of the networks of social practices that influence accounts of experience. 

This approach also acknowledges that, although the data used in this study represent but 

one small window into a diverse and complex set of practices and experiences, and rely 

only on accounts produced in specific social interactions (bounded by subject 

participants’ social categorisation, membership and discursive practices), the study 

nonetheless produces some warrantable and meaningful findings for research relating to 

boys’ achievement in senior English and more particularly how CDA is a useful 

research tool for analysing interview data in educational research. 
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7.6 Implications for Further Research that Emerge from the 

Findings of This Study 
 

The findings also provide a basis for potential future research and studies into the 

phenomena of boys in school, boys in English, literacy curriculum and definitions of 

school success and failure on a situational, institutional and societal level. 

 

From a bottom-up perspective, the findings (based on the young mens’ own accounts) 

align with some aspects of the conceptual frameworks more than others. The review of 

the literature into these phenomena and findings from this study clearly suggest that 

some school sites reinforce dominant discourses pertaining to what counts as school 

success, essentialist notions of gendered learning and performance, and hegemonic 

masculinity discourses. Therefore, what is also suggested by way of the focused and 

critical review of the literature and interrogation of the findings of this study is that 

there is clearly a need to investigate school sites that are resisting some of the dominant 

discourses found in this study, achieving ‘success’ in the education of both boys and 

girls in senior English, and engaging students in English curriculum studies that are 

purposeful, valued by students and motivate a strong desire to connect with their 

learning.  

 

Schools and teachers that have a strong knowledge and understanding of how gendered 

identities are constructed and reinforced by themselves, the school as an institution and 

by the students themselves can offer opportunities for reflection and revision of what 

works in schools in terms of raising achievement for boys and increasing motivation 

and engagement. School sites and the staff working in these sites who actively work to 

deconstruct and transform dominant and essentialised notions of gendered learning and 

achievement offer a powerful model for improvement and addressing the issue of some 

boys not experiencing success in English and literacy learning. Focusing a study on 

school sites that actively deconstruct and disrupt stereotypical approaches to the 

teaching of boys (and girls), and actively shy away from reinforcing approaches that 

specifically cater to ‘boys’ and recuperative masculinity models, could provide 

additional evidence and research on which to build a strong response at systems’ and 

local levels to improving outcomes for boys in English.  
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Similarly, more focused research and study into boys that demonstrate and produce 

recontextualised and transformed discourses on gendered notions of learning, schooling 

and academic achievement would be of benefit to the current debate and educational 

climate pertaining to these issues. As these case study findings demonstrate, the two 

young men interviewed did not subscribe to all dominant notions of success and 

achievement at school, societal and institutional discourses on gendered identities, or 

common accounts or factors to explain success and/or failure in literacy learning that 

are identified in the research literature. The rigorous case-based methods used in the 

study provide research findings that can be judged in terms of compatibility and 

alignment, or difference and recontextualisation within the network of prevailing beliefs 

on the achievement of boys in English.  

 

Utilising accounts from boys or young men themselves and interrogating those who 

have transformed notions of success, literacy learning and achievement would give rise 

to further recommendations for improved pedagogy, practice and policy based on 

trustworthy and valid evidence. 

 

Further research could also focus on the sources from which some boys draw their own 

accounts of experiences in subject English at school. Investigation could focus on 

whether they are influenced, constrained or manipulated by populist media reports on 

‘boys in schools’, the purported media ‘panic’ around boys failing in subjects such as 

English and the alleged ‘feminisation’ of teaching and education. Further research into 

the complex versions of masculinity that operate in different cultural, social and 

political and educational contexts and how these in turn, influence young mens’ 

accounts of their success and/or failure in school and in literacy would also provide 

important commentary on the phenomenon.  

 

Discussion about these issues is complicated and needs to acknowledge that past debate 

and rhetoric has, at times, unfairly and unwarrantably problematised boys in discourse 

on achievement and literacy. More discussion and research is required on how gendered 

identities are constructed and reinforced in educational institutions and how educators 

can influence the achievement of all students by being more receptive to deconstructing 

traditional stereotypes and hegemonic masculinities and femininities in schooling. 
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7.7 Conclusion 
 

It is clear that an approach to addressing the reported underachievement of some boys in 

English and literacy learning that ignores differentiation among boys and in their 

literacy successes and failures would offer few possibilities for implementing successful 

change. The findings from this study suggest that there is a need to focus further 

research on relevant and significant areas of inquiry into ‘the literacy gap’ between boys 

and girls. The findings also indicate strongly that addressing boys’ literacy 

underachievement based solely on gender diverts attention away from key frameworks 

and explanations that can potentially offer a way forward in curricular and pedagogical 

improvement and achievement outcomes for boys in subject English. 

Clearly there are important explanations with various justifications and factors present 

in the literature that have not been interrogated in this small and focused study. Issues 

such as socio-cultural background, class and race feature prominently in the body of 

literature on boys’ achievement in school as common factors that either enable or 

constrain learning and academic success, and further interrogation of how these factors 

impact and influence boys’ from their perspectives would provide further meaningful 

insights. 

 

As pedagogy and policies are developed to support literacy proficiency for all students, 

there needs to be continuing research to examine the many different explanations for the 

problems some boys are exhibiting in literacy attainment. These include gender identity, 

social and cultural issues, the changing definition of literacy, school cultures, 

technology, teaching pedagogy and styles, curriculum documents, the place of 

standardised benchmarking and assessment, and pre-service and in-service teacher 

education courses. There is a need to focus on making whole-school sites more 

equitable, so that schools avoid reinforcing popular misconceptions and acknowledge 

the complex social worlds and diverse backgrounds and strengths of all students.  

 

Compelling questions arise concerning how these factors are intricately interwoven with 

regard to school performance to explain these results, and more important, to reveal 

how we can move forward in our educational and senior English programs to support 
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every student. The research study findings confirm the argument that complexities 

surrounding boys’ literacy underachievement are multiple and interwoven and cannot be 

explained solely by gender (Francis & Skelton, 2005; Lingard et al., 2002; Martino & 

Kehler, 2007). 

 

More research needs to be done on how narratives, personal perspectives and anecdotal 

data from young men who participate in schooling can be used to develop whole-school 

and community strategies to address specific deficits in literacy learning and outcomes 

for boys. This study encourages continuing discourse and discussion that moves 

forward from rhetoric focused on notions of gender bias or expectation, biological 

differences and the need to modify pedagogical practices and curriculum in subject 

English based solely on  notions of boys’ supposed orientations to learning and 

achievement. Indeed, school sites, educators and policymakers need to focus on gender, 

but not exclusively on boys or exclusively on strategies that reinforce gendered notions 

and constructions of boys, or girls, for that matter.  

 

This study’s reframing of approaches to purported gender differentials in academic 

outcomes by revealing and reinforcing some key explanations and accounts for success 

and/or failure in senior English—(made visible specifically through the critical 

treatment of the literature reviewed in this study and the treatment of interview data 

with CDA), offers a contribution to the field in substantiating other research work 

undertaken on the phenomena, providing a model for rigorous and systematic treatment 

of narrative data through CDA, and in providing a platform for further research into 

boys’ achievement in subject English at school. 

 

As part of rethinking our goals and why we teach, we need to be asking questions about 

‘what counts?’ as literacy (for ourselves and our students) and what students need in 

terms of literacy practices and skills embedded in senior English programs, for success 

in their future lives. We must also be willing to re-examine and re-vision our definitions 

and conceptions of literacy in order to make instruction more meaningful and valuable 

for the students we teach. The focused interrogation of two case study participants’ 

accounts of their experiences in senior secondary English in Queensland, whilst highly 

localised and limited in generalisability in many respects, still provides useful ways of 

thinking about boys’ achievement in English. The case-centred analysis and attention on 
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narrative detail within the small stories also provides important insight into how young 

men define success at school, how they account for engagement and enjoyment of 

subject English, and how their narrative accounts align with dominant theorisations on 

the achievement of boys’ in English at school. The data and analysis suggests that 

pedagogy, relationships and compassion are highly valued by young men in the learning 

environment; however, it is apparent that knowledge and subject expertise are equally 

essential to support school success and academic outcomes. These findings substantiate 

and validate similar findings in the research literature (Alloway et al., 2002; Browne & 

Fletcher, 1995; Clay, 2003; Millard, 1997) and highlight the fact that English educators 

need to learn more about their students and their subject. 

 

Increasingly, researchers are building into their recommendations the need for educators 

to take account of the perspectives of boys (and all students) when developing programs 

and pedagogy. This research study and the small-scale case study findings produced 

from the narrative inquiry and CDA of interviews with young men on the subject of 

underachievement and success in senior English confirms that it is critical to have 

empirical research based on interviews with male students if strategies aimed at 

enhancing their educational outcomes are to have the best chance of success. 
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Appendices 
Appendix 1: Consent Form 

Accounting for success and failure: male students’ perspectives 

on learning and achievement in senior secondary school 

English 
 

              CONSENT FORM 
Research Team 

Chief Investigators: Doctor Jill Freiberg 

   School of Education & Professional Studies 

   Griffith University, Mt. Gravatt 

   Phone: 07373 55843 

   Email: j.freiberg@griffith.edu.au 

 

   Professor Greer Johnson 

   School of Education & Professional Studies 

   Griffith University, Mt. Gravatt 

   Phone: 0737355683 

   Email: g.johnson@griffith.edu.au 

 

Research Student:  Sarah Long 

   Doctor of Philosophy 

   Phone: 0412044207 

   Email: sarah.long@student.griffith.edu.au 

 

 

 

 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information 

package and in particular have noted that: 
- I understand that my involvement in this research will include an interview which 

will be audio-taped and followed by a brief discussion with Sarah Long, the 

researcher, as described in detail in the attached information sheet, a copy of 

which I have retained; 

- I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 
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- I understand the risks involved; 

- I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in 

this research; 

- I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and will in no way 

impact upon my relationship with my previous school/College and teachers/staff; 

- I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research 

team; 

- I understand I am free to withdraw from the research project at any time, without 

comment or penalty; 

- I understand I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on (07) 38755585; 

- I agree to participate in the research project. 

 

_____________________________________                        _________________________ 

Signature          Date 

     

_____________________________________ 

Name (printed in block letters) 
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Appendix 3: Information Sheet 

 
 

Accounting for success and failure: male students’ perspectives on 

learning and achievement in senior secondary school English 

INFORMATION SHEET 
Chief Investigator/s 
Professor Greer Johnson 
Professor Jill Freiberg 
School of Education & Professional 
Studies 
Griffith University, Mt. Gravatt 
Ph: 0737355843 
Email: j.freiberg@griffith.edu.au 
Email: g.johnson@griffith.edu.au 

Student Investigator 
 
Sarah Louise Long (PhD student) 
School of Education & Professional Studies 
Griffith University, Mt. Gravatt 
Ph: 0412044207 
Email: sarah.long@aitc.qld.edu.au 
 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 
  
This research is being conducted as part of a Doctor of Philosophy degree, and aims to 
examine the perceptions and opinions of a small group of young male adults in order to 
account for success and failure in terms of learning in senior secondary school English. 
 
What you will be asked to do 
  
The participants will be asked to share with me, some of their experiences and reflections 
on their schooling experience, most particularly, in senior English class. They will be asked 
to participate in an extended interview/discussion to talk about their notions of success and 
academic achievement in English at school. The interviews will be conducted at Griffith 
University Gold Coast campus in library meeting rooms and will be audio-taped for 
subsequent discourse analysis and evaluation. 
 
The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 
  
The participants will be selected on a volunteer basis, from those people known to the 
student researcher. Participants will also be selected on the basis of completion of senior 
English (Years 11 & 12) at a secondary school in Qld, Australia in the last one to two years. 
 
The expected benefits of the research 
  
The expected benefits of this project include an increased knowledge of young adults’ 
notions of academic success and literacy learning in senior school. The participants will 
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potentially gain knowledge and understanding on their own learning and experiences in 
subject English and how their perceptions of success in English have been shaped. 
 
Risks to you 
  
There are no potential risks for participants. No school records or performance data will be 
retrieved or requested. There will be no consequences if participants decide to withdraw. 
 
Your confidentiality 
  
Data collection will be through the personal interviews and audio-taped discussions only. 
The data will be stored in a computer with password access only and audio-tapes and 
recordings will be stored in a locked cabinet in a locked office. Pseudonyms will be used for 
all persons and locations/previous schools or institutions involved in the discussion. The 
data will be coded to enable re-identification until completion of the project, and then all 
data will be de-identified. Please note audio tapes will be erased following analysis in order 
to adhere to confidentiality arrangements. 
 

Your participation is voluntary 
 
Participation is entirely voluntary. Participants may withdraw at any time from the project 
with no comment or penalty. 
 
Questions / further information 
 
For any further information, please contact Sarah Louise Long, Australian Technical 
College Gold Coast. Contact: slong@atcgc.qld.edu.au 
 
The ethical conduct of this research 
 
Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Human Research. If potential participants have any concerns or complaints 
about the ethical conduct of the research project they should contact the Manager, Research 
Ethics on 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. 
 
Feedback to you 
 
All persons involved in the research can request feedback or additional information upon 
request. 
 
Privacy Statement 
 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed 
to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other 
regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for 
other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For 
further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at www.gu.edu.au/ua/aa/vc/pp 
or telephone (07) 3735 5585. 
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Appendix 4: Sample Interview Questions 
 

Icebreakers 

• How would you define success at school? 

• What about failure? 

• Would you say that you were successful at school—yes/no and why? Can you 

describe events or situations that support that notion/perspective? 

• What are some of the first words/statements that come to mind when I say ‘high 

school English classes’? 

• How would you describe your overall experiences at school? Were they 

positive/negative? 

• What about in English class? 

• What do you remember about the type of things/curriculum you studied in 

senior English?  

• What did you enjoy/dislike? Would you feel differently about that now, in 

hindsight? 

• Can you define what ‘success’ means to you in terms of schooling? 

• How would you say the school or your teachers’ defined success? 

• Would you say that you experienced ‘success’ in your English studies in senior 

school? Why/Why not? 

• What factors do you think contributed to how you performed academically in 

senior English? 

• If you could go back to sitting in senior English class now, would you do 

anything differently/like to see things done any differently? 

• What do you think influences teenagers’ academic achievement in school these 

days? 

• Do you think that boys and girls learn differently?  
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Appendix 5: Participant Vignettes 
 

The following provides a collection of participant vignettes and brief descriptions of 

individual respondents who provided and produced stories of experience in the research 

study. 

* (Names have been changed to protect participant identities) 

 

Billy* 

Billy is a 19-year-old young man who describes himself as ‘funny, a good mate and 

someone who like … does my own thing and doesn’t care about what anyone thinks of 

me’. He studied English in secondary school at two different high schools in regional 

and metropolitan areas of Queensland—moving from one to another after what he 

describes as ‘some trouble’, not dealing well with his parents’ divorce at the time, and a 

desire to have a better opportunity to complete his studies and be accepted into 

university. He is currently studying international business at a university on the Gold 

Coast and has recently moved out of home, where he was living with his mother and 

younger sister. Billy is engaging, opinionated and a confident narrator in our 

discussions—he describes himself as ‘smart ... but not an academic’ in our conversation 

and shares his stories of academic success and failure in an open and candid manner. 

 

Jack* 

Jack is 18 years of age and completed high school last year at a secondary school on the 

Gold Coast. He describes himself as someone who takes an interest in more than ‘just 

school’ and was concerned with job prospects and employment while completing his 

senior studies in English. He states that ‘finishing school was worth it in the end’ but 

only because it ensured that he was accepted into a school-based apprenticeship. He is 

currently working full-time as an apprentice car mechanic at a workshop on the Gold 

Coast and lives at home with his family including three younger siblings. Jack is 

cautious during the initial stages of the interview and conversations. He appears willing 

to share his experiences but is measured and a little guarded in terms of expanding on 

accounts of success and failure in his schooling and English studies. 
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Sam* 

Sam has recently turned 18 years of age and finished his studies at a senior college in 

Queensland. He expresses his opinions and experiences in a confident manner and 

describes himself as enjoying most of his schooling time because he ‘had some fun’ and 

was ‘reasonably successful’ at school and in English. Sam is currently studying part-

time at TAFE and working part-time in real estate sales on the Gold Coast. He lives 

with two flatmates from his schooling days who he states were his close mates in many 

of his classes and may be responsible for some of his ‘mucking around’. Sam is open 

and frank during our conversation and provides detailed narratives of his experiences 

and stories of academic success and disappointments in senior English. 

 

David* 

David is 18 years of age and finished high school in a city school in Brisbane, 

Queensland, in the previous year. He describes his overall experiences in schooling as 

‘definitely positive’ and is open and forthright in his accounts of his schooling and time 

studying senior English. Now that he has left school and is ‘focusing on my career’ he 

states that he takes learning new skills and information more seriously than he did at 

school. David works full-time for a large furniture wholesaler and is living at home with 

his extended family, which includes siblings and grandparents. Senior English is 

something that he judges by way of analysing ‘does it affect what I do?’ and he 

describes it at times as ‘stupid’ and something in which he had ‘no interest’, despite 

enjoying what he portrays as some good times in class and doing well overall. David 

takes time to develop his narratorial capacity throughout the conversation but provides 

some candid discussion and descriptions of his experiences in senior English. 

 

Chris* 

Chris is 18 years old and completed his senior schooling at a high school in Brisbane, 

Queensland. He is in his first year of a university degree in business and management 

and describes his senior schooling experiences as ‘overall actually pretty good’. Chris is 

keen to discuss his experiences in senior English and appears frank and responsive to 

the collaborative nature of our discussion and interview. Chris has recently moved out 

of home and states that this has made him take studying more seriously, with the need to 

eventually obtain a ‘good job’ high on his agenda. In terms of his experiences in senior 
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English, Chris states that he ‘wasn’t too bad at it actually’ despite the fact that the 

‘answers weren’t always clear’. He offers descriptive narratives of his notions of 

success and failure in schooling and literacy learning. 

 

Brian* 

Brian is 19 years of age and completed his senior studies at a trade college in regional 

Queensland in the previous year. He is enthusiastic and keen to share his stories of 

experience in senior English, which he describes as ‘I knew it wasn’t for me’. Part of 

the reason he suggests that English ‘wasn’t for him’ was that he always knew he wanted 

to be a carpenter, and he is currently employed by a large building contractor on the 

Gold Coast as an apprentice carpenter. Brian proudly admits that he is the first in his 

family to ‘finish high school’ and that if had not finished he ‘would probably be in jail 

or on the streets like some of my mates’. He currently lives with his girlfriend ‘near the 

beach’ and shares that he moved out of home for his final year of school. Brian 

willingly builds and constructs his narratives during our time together and appears open 

and sincere in accounting for his experiences in senior English and schooling. 

 

James* 

James is 18 years old and finished secondary studies at a high school in regional 

Queensland in the past year. He is employed at a marine harbour doing what he 

describes as ‘odd jobs, cleaning boats and working on boats dry docked for repairs’ with 

a member of his family. He is living at home and saving for a car so he can have ‘more 

freedom’. He says he knew he did not want to go to university and that that influenced 

his approach to his senior studies. He states that ‘half the things we did I didn’t really 

want to know about’ in senior English, but despite this, agrees that overall he could say 

that he was ‘probably successful’ in school. James takes some time to develop 

confidence and rapport with the interview process, but his stories provide personal and 

expressive accounts of his experiences in literacy learning and senior English. 
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Appendix 6: Example of Field Note from Research Study 
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Appendix 7 Example of Interview Transcript Coded for Narrative 

Elements 
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Appendix 8: Example of an Interview Transcript Coded for 

Generative Themes 
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Appendix 9: Example of an Interview Transcript Coded for Alignment 

with Contemporary Theories 
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Appendix 10: Example of an Interview Transcript Coded for 

Transformations and Re-contextualised discourses 
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Appendix 11: Interviews 
 
DS650008 Joseph  
 
Okay. Just a couple of questions to get us started. I know that you’ve just recently 
completed your senior secondary studies. If you had to come up with a couple of 
words to describe your overall schooling experience, so not just in English but 
overall how would you describe that now that you’ve finished and you’ve had an 
opportunity to stand back a little bit? 
 
Umm. I don’t know. Worth it. 
 
Worth it. 
 
Yeah. 
 
Worth what? 
 
Just worth like all the time just (0.35) and mucking around, it just seems like sticking to 
it has been worth it. It was all worthwhile in the end. 
 
Great. Okay. In terms of success and achievement how would you categorise 
success at school? Like what does that mean if someone says ‘you were a real 
success at school’, what does that mean? How would you categorise it? 
 
Not a big deal. 
 
It’s not a big deal, yeah. Why? Can you explain that to me? 
 
Just to me it’s not a big deal but to other people it might be just because I don’t really, I 
take interest in more things that just school. It’s not a big deal to me as much as other 
stuff. 
 
What kind of other stuff do you mean? 
 
Just like my work and friends and stuff. 
 
Okay. So what kind of person then would you think might be successful at school? 
 
Someone that’s interested in it. That the stuff you’re doing is relevant to. 
 
So someone’s who’s actually interested in what’s going on at school, what you’re 
learning about then? 
 
Yeah. 
 
So places more value on the schooling experience perhaps, yeah, okay. And what 
types of people do you think are particularly successful then or good at English, if 
you think of senior English, like say your studies in high school in English ... what 
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sort of people do you think would be the type of people that you would consider 
would probably be good at English? 
 
People who have always been good, smart all the way through school you go to school 
with like they you know are smart like that, they always go well in everything. 
 
Okay. So people who are just all-rounders and smart. Would you think of it as a 
gender thing, so like a boy or a girl thing necessarily? 
 
No, not really. It’s just about who’s good at certain stuff. 
 
Okay. In terms of achievement then, when we think about achievement in English 
do you think that achievement is just about grades or do you think it’s more than 
that? 
 
It’s not about grades, like finishing something is more important than actually getting a 
good mark. At least, I think so. 
 
Okay. That’s your opinion. Do you think that schools take that approach as well? 
 
No. People who always do well, if they get a bad mark, they’ll crack it. I mean, it seems 
to all be about grades in a way. I think that’s wrong. 
 
Okay. So school in some ways maybe puts that whole emphasis on grades and 
marks too much? 
 
Yeah, depends within the school. Some teachers don’t make it such a big deal but you 
know it is. 
 
Right. What would you say are the subjects that you enjoyed success at school 
then? 
 
Like sport and all that sort of stuff and just fun classes like electives and all that, like 
woodwork and all that sort of stuff. 
 
So things that you had a choice in terms of doing in the first place … 
 
Yeah. 
 
And then you could choose to do something you were interested in? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Okay. Great. Do you think academic success is different than success out in the 
world then in terms of other kinds of success, so success at work or success in the 
business world or success in relationships, do you think success academically is 
different? 
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Yeah. It’s like if I’m at work and I get a good report I’d be stoked but if I’m at school 
and I get a good report like it’s not that big a deal. Out in the real world it means 
something. 
 
Okay. Great. Alright. How important do you think attitude is in terms of them 
being successful at school or being a failure at school, like do you think that 
attitude is important? 
 
No, like you might hate it but you still might do it and get good marks. 
 
Right, but wouldn’t that then mean that you had to have the right attitude to 
overcome the fact that you hate it? 
 
I guess so, yeah. Yeah, you need to be able to just get in and do stuff but it helps if you 
are good you know, I mean clever in the first place. 
 
So it’s more to do with like how clever you are, so aptitude then maybe? 
 
Well you might be natural at it and you might kind of struggle with it. 
 
If you had to rate your attitude then in terms of not just schooling but if you think 
back to English, in an English class, what would you say your attitude was? 
 
Pretty shocking. 
 
Pretty shocking. Okay. Can you explain what you mean by that? 
 
I was pretty bad, I had a bad attitude. I mean, I could have done better. 
 
What do you think influenced your attitude and helped you shape the attitude that 
you had? 
 
Just, I don’t know, like swapping teachers and big change like all different teachers I’ve 
had. 
 
Would you say you prefer a male teacher or a female teacher or was it not that cut 
and dry? 
 
No, like because I had one male teacher and I got on really well with him and I still talk 
to him and stuff at the moment and then I had another fellow, I didn’t like him. 
 
Okay. So it was more about personalities then, and the relationships, I mean, how 
well you got on with your teachers? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Okay. Did anything else affect your attitude like outside of school, what was going 
on in your life outside of school? 
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Not really. Although, I guess when I started working and stuff I paid more attention to 
that. 
 
Okay. Alright. In terms of kids being interested and engaged in class what do you 
think helps make kids interested or engaged in class? 
 
Well if you’re learning about like boring stuff I guess you’re not going to like it as 
much if you’re doing something like everyone has a general interest. No-one is going to 
be interested in stuff that’s boring or doesn’t make sense doing it. 
 
Okay. So again it gets back to whether or not the actual subject matter and stuff 
that you’re doing is interesting? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Would you agree with the statement that’s sort of put out there a lot that girls are 
actually more likely to do well and enjoy subjects like English than boys? 
 
Yeah. 
 
You would, why is that? Do you think it’s more of a girl sort of subject? 
 
I’m trying to remember back when I was at my old school and (6.16). 
 
You had boys and girls? 
 
Yeah. Can’t really see a difference but I guess girls like the stuff at school more than 
boys do—might like it a bit more. I think the girls do better at English but I’m not sure 
why. Maybe they like it more and the type of stuff that the teachers do. 
 
Can you tell me a bit about your experiences in school and any that stand out in 
terms of doing well, or not so well? 
 
Yeah—I did do well for a while, maybe when I was a bit younger. I don’t know, maybe 
I tried a bit harder then, and the teachers were nicer I reckon. The work was easier too. 
 
Do you think that, like in general, girls probably read more than boys or do you 
think that’s not true? 
 
Depends (6.33), yeah, maybe. 
 
Would you say that a lot of boys you know don’t read? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Why do you think that is? 
 
I don’t know. Just don’t. 
 
Or if you read what kind of things would you read? 
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Well most of the boys I know don’t really read except maybe mags and stuff and the 
paper sometimes (6.47). It’s just not that important. 
 
Okay, that sort of thing. Alright. In terms of positives, what do you think you got 
from studying English, from doing English at school, can you think of anything 
that you got out of it now that you’ve had a little bit of time to sort of look back in 
hindsight? Anything that was worthwhile that you think that was good or 
meaningful? 
 
Just basic comprehension and sort of stuff, doing resumes and that sort of thing. Letters 
and emails and all that sort of stuff. Writing some stuff is helpful and helps at work. 
English was useful for some things. 
 
So more skills for technical writing or (7.22) with the sort of, like you were saying 
letters of application, that kind of thing? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Would you have liked to see more literature or more novels and things like that 
being read? 
 
Not really. No. 
 
Any indication as to why? 
 
Just like not everyone gets into it, you need something everyone gets into. 
 
Okay. Would you agree with the sort of statement then that basically says that if 
we use boy-friendly material and we had more books in the classroom that boys 
liked and we tried to embrace the idea of trying to teach towards what’s helpful for 
boys that that might have helped give you a more satisfying experience in English 
that you would have done better or had a better time in English? 
 
I can’t really say because at the end of the day I might have fun but I have got nowhere 
with it. 
 
So in terms of curriculum, when you think of the stuff you had to read and the 
tasks you were given if we tried to make them more boy friendly though do you 
think that in general then that might help boys do better in English? 
 
Yeah. I suppose so. But it depends on how interested you are as a person too, you 
know? 
 
Or do you think it’s not that easy? 
 
Yeah, it would help a bit. But it’s not really going to change people’s attitudes and um, 
what they’re interested in. 
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Okay. And just to finish off then, now you’ve finished high school and you’ve 
finished English, any comments that you could make about what you think we 
could do to make it more engaging or interesting for boys and for girls, if you 
could look back and sort of talk to your English teacher what would you suggest 
could be some areas of improvement or things that you might like to see changed? 
Can you think of anything? 
 
Not really. I don’t know, everyone has their own sort of thing. I guess trying to do 
interesting stuff and not pushing grades and marks all the time would be good. 
 
Yeah. And in terms of your own success or failure which camp would you put 
yourself in in terms of English and your senior English studies? Would you say 
that overall you had a successful experience or not? 
 
Well I passed English so I guess it was successful. 
 
Okay. So the fact that you passed you see that as a measure of success in itself? 
 
Yeah. Isn’t it? 
 
Yes, definitely. Thank you very much, we’re done, that was great. 
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DS650007 Dean  
 
Hi, thanks for coming to do this. So to get started ... 
What are a couple of words that you could use to describe your schooling 
experience? 
 
Worth it and I guess it was pretty hard sometimes, so I’d say hard too. 
 
Why do you think it was hard? 
 
Mainly because I could have tried a bit harder ... also, I mean, Mum and Dad never told 
me to read. I’ve never read a book in my life, a full novel like. 
 
Okay. So what would, I guess just to get started, what can you tell me about your 
overall impression of your schooling experiences, or certainly your senior school 
experiences? Would you say it was a positive sort of experience or not so and can 
you tell me a little bit about why? 
 
It’s definitely positive because I learnt obviously heaps. The fact that I don’t really 
concentrate that much, that’s obviously a set down but I don’t know. 
 
Do you think that affected your … 
 
Yeah. 
 
Did it affect your enjoyment of school or did it affect your achievement at school? 
 
Achievement. 
 
What do you think it means to be successful at school? 
 
I don’t know. I mean, it depends who you are and what you’re interested in, umm, I 
suppose it usually means the smart kids, the ones, you know that type of kids who go 
right through school and they’re always getting As for everything. You need to want to 
have to learn. 
 
So you have to have the right attitude? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Right. Okay. And is that something that now that you’ve sort of hindsight in that 
you’ve finished your schooling, even though it’s just recently that you think it’s an 
issue that you would have liked to have addressed? 
 
Yeah, because it’s school virtually and you’re with your mates and everything but now 
that I’ve left school you’ve got to put your head down heaps because you’re focusing on 
your career, it’s like ... 
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And overall then would you say that you were, certainly in school then would you 
look upon your experience as a successful one, would you say that you were 
successful? 
 
Yeah, because a lot of teachers say that I do have heaps of potential and I did actually 
do well, I just don’t really see the … 
 
So do you think that’s what sort of constitutes success, like if you had to say to me 
what does it mean for you for somebody to be successful at school, what does it 
take? 
 
Concentration, probably heaps of it and I don’t know you just want to learn, you need to 
learn. 
 
So, again, you’ve got have the right attitude? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Okay. That’s good.  
 
Yeah. 
 
So in terms of people or other friends and things like that that you’ve had that you 
would say have been very successful academically what do you mean by that in 
terms of successful academically? Does it just mean good grades or is it more than 
that? 
 
No, I’d say successful academics is grades. I don’t know if it’s anything else. I’d say it’s 
grades, yeah. 
 
So it all comes down to grades and assessment and that sort of thing then? 
 
Yeah. 
 
In terms of to be successful at school? 
 
Mmm hmm. 
 
Okay, so now, thinking about senior school. What would you say changed when 
you got into senior school in terms of your experience in school? 
 
It was harder and more serious. The English stuff was stupid stuff that isn’t really, you 
know, going to do anything for me. If like the stuff we’re doing, umm, I mean we did in 
class, then I usually did better and got better marks. 
 
What kind of stuff was stupid? Can you give me any examples? 
 
Oh, worksheets and ahh, reading stuff. Some of it was alright I suppose but I mean, 
most of it wasn’t going to do me any good so I just zoned out. Shakespeare, I didn’t 
show up virtually once, like at my old school. 
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Okay. Let’s move then from the whole-school sort of idea into senior English in 
particular. So you’re doing high school English. Would you say that you had a 
positive experience doing high school English or not so positive and can you 
expand on that a little bit and tell me maybe why or what you liked, disliked, that 
kind of thing? 
 
Back in my old school we learnt stuff, Shakespeare, and I had no interest whatsoever 
about that. I don’t think anyone did. Stuff like time management and everything like 
we’re doing here, that was, I don’t know, the stuff that you needed to know for your 
future experiences like out of school and stuff like that. 
 
So you think that a lot of the stuff that you did in senior English certainly in your 
past then wasn’t relevant to what you needed? Would that be a fair comment? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Okay. 
 
Like there was some stuff but there was some good stuff we needed. 
 
And so if you felt that it was something that you needed you put more investment 
into that? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Like you said ‘okay, I’m actually going to try harder at this’, would that be true? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Okay. How would you describe your experiences personally then in English? Can 
you give me a few words to describe your experiences in English then? So you’ve 
got some negative ones obviously when you felt that it wasn’t relevant to you and 
was it frustrating? 
 
Yeah, definitely because, I don’t know, they yell at you when you’re following to learn. 
So you just tell them that this is pointless. 
 
Okay. So what do you think you got out of your studies in senior English then, 
you’re saying okay there were some things that you didn’t get out, can you think of 
anything that you did get out of it, that you sort of think was meaningful and 
valuable? 
 
The stuff that we did here … 
 
There’s no right or wrong. 
 
Like time management and stuff like that, that’s obviously something you’d use. 
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Do you mean time management in terms of preparation for assessment tasks and 
being organised and working to deadlines or something else? 
 
Yeah. Deadlines. I mean you have to get stuff in or else and we did heaps of stuff on 
that and planning and that’s going to help me in work. The teacher was really cool like 
that, she always tried to keep us on track. 
 
And would you say that you were satisfied with your experiences in terms of the 
actual content and a lot of the curriculum content for example the novels that you 
studied or the books and the texts and the tasks that you had to do? 
 
I’ve never really liked reading so stuff like novels I didn’t really pay that much attention 
but like assessment like related to future career and like trips overseas and stuff like 
that. 
 
And so do you think you did better, you were more successful … 
 
Yeah. 
 
In those type of tasks then, the ones that … 
 
Yeah, because I actually tried. 
 
You actually tried. Okay, so you actually tried the tasks that you felt were going to 
be more valuable to you personally? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Okay. And so you could honestly say that that had a change in attitude for you 
then, that you sort of thought ‘yeah, okay, I’m a little bit more interested in this, 
I’ll put a bit more time or effort in or I’ll pay a bit attention’, those sorts of things. 
 
Yeah. 
 
Whereas you might have switched off for the other stuff? Okay. And has your 
impression or opinion of English actually changed since you’ve left school now. 
Like have you sort of thought back and like you were talking about you wished 
that you’d perhaps been a little more attentive, all those sort of things, have you 
thought that some of the things that you did like you mentioned Shakespeare that 
maybe there was a reason behind that or that you might have been able to get 
something more out of that? 
 
The stuff that we learnt in the past two years was the main stuff that you’d use, 
everything beforehand is virtually … 
 
So that’s like Year 11 and 12 you mean? 
 
Yeah. And like everything up from like Year 8 to Year 10 was like virtually stuff that 
you would never remember. 
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Okay. Can you think of anything offhand, I know you just said … 
 
Shakespeare. 
 
Okay. So Shakespeare and sort of like poetry, that kind of thing then? Did you do 
any of those sort of … 
 
Yeah, poetry. 
 
Literature-based stuff? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Okay. And so going on to those sort of things and you’ve mentioned Shakespeare 
and poetry, what do you think about the statements that have been said that say 
that girls are more sort of likely to do well in English than boys because it’s like a 
female sort of a subject? 
 
Probably testosterone is a factor there. 
 
Yeah. 
 
If there’s boys in the class and just tend to muck around. 
 
So the boys kind of get together and then feed off each other in a way? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Is that what you mean? 
 
And all the girls are off in their own little world doing the right thing. 
 
Okay, yeah. Because a lot more boys I think sometimes statistically seem to be 
reprimanded or get in trouble or be suspended, all those sorts of things … 
 
Yeah. 
 
Do you think that that comes back to then that whole sort of … 
 
Yeah. 
 
Macho and testosterone thing? 
 
Yeah, definitely. 
 
Yeah, okay. What about this idea that boys and girls are just inherently different 
and that girls are always going to be better at stuff like English and writing poetry 
and stuff and that that’s not a really a boy’s domain. Do you agree with that or do 
you … 
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No, because … 
 
Think that’s probably … 
 
There’s some guys that actually do do well in that sort of stuff and you can see that like 
while the jobs out in the working place that actually, I don’t know, guys that do poetry 
and stuff like that because I’d say there’s more men novels, like men reading novels 
than there is women. 
 
So for the guys then that do that, what do you think is different about them than 
the guys that you’re suggesting that sort of have a different attitude, do you think 
it’s more to do with how they’ve been brought up or what was going on … 
 
Yeah, probably how they’ve been brought up. 
 
At home. Yeah. 
 
So if your parents are strict on reading and stuff like that. 
 
Okay. So it might go back to the home and how they were brought up … 
 
Yeah. 
 
And stuff like that into how they’ll turn out when they’re an adult? 
 
Because my mum and my dad never really told me to read.  
 
Okay. 
Okay. Sure, sure. And do you think that that reading might be something that you 
would consider doing as you grow into adulthood though, is it something that you 
say ‘yeah, I could be open to that’ or is it something that you’ve sort of completely 
shut off to that you’re just not interested in at this stage? 
 
Yeah, completely shut off, not really interested in reading novels like getting into that 
sort of stuff, but I’ll watch a movie. 
 
Okay. You’d rather watch a movie. What do you like reading then or reading 
about if you had to read, what would you like reading about? 
 
News. Does it affect what I do? 
 
Okay. So current affairs and things like that? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Okay. So more things that are in the here and now, in the present? 
 
Yeah. 
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Okay. And would you sort of say that, like again I said research has sort of 
suggested that if we used more boy- friendly materials in the classroom and we had 
a dirt bike magazine here and we did this and we did that and like you say maybe 
had more movies instead of novels, do you think if we changed what we were doing 
in the classroom that that would see more boys being engaged … 
 
Definitely. 
 
And interested in English? 
 
Definitely. 
 
Okay. What about … 
 
Yeah, it would probably push … 
 
The academic achievement? 
 
Probably push the girls, it would probably be like half/half. 
 
So you mean half/half in that it would have some good things, positives but also 
some drawbacks or negatives? 
 
Yeah. 
 
And you feel that the drawbacks and negatives would be that it maybe wouldn’t be 
so appealing to the girls? 
 
Yeah. 
 
Okay. So you do one set of implementing a change but it might actually affect 
somebody else … 
 
Mmm. 
 
In a negative way. Okay. That’s interesting. And do you think it’s acceptable to I 
guess really make this assumption that boys are always going to struggle at stuff 
like English and that’s just the way of the world, so we just need to accept that or 
do you think that we need to change it and why? 
 
Change it because you don’t want boys being the sort of people that, like say if boys 
want to go for like a management job I’d say they’d choose a girl over a boy just 
because of that statistic but if they change ...  
 
So you think it’s important that boys are able to be articulate and well read and 
that English could offer that sort of opportunity? 
 
When do you ever see like a male receptionist or anything (11.50) or like … 
 
In those sort of jobs? 
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Yeah, because like ... 
 
Yeah. And do you think that’s because that more girls are pushed into those sort of 
careers? 
 
Yeah, because they like the stuff at school more than what boys do. 
 
Okay. Right. Interesting. Okay. And overall if we get back to this idea of 
accounting for success and failure, the boys that we could speak to perhaps that 
sort of say ‘well I was a bit of a failure at school but in some certain aspects I failed 
rather than succeeded’, why would you think that might be, if you think just as a 
broad sort of statement? You mentioned stuff like not paying attention in school. 
Are there other things that impact or influence how well you do at school? Maybe 
like your social life … 
 
Yeah. 
 
Or what goes on outside of school? Does that sort of impact you a lot? 
 
Yeah. Social life, your parents bringing you up, what kind of friends you have, stuff like 
that. If you have friends that, I don’t know, don’t really care then you sort of think ‘well 
if they don’t care well why should I’. 
 
Okay. So peer pressure and … 
 
Peer pressure, yeah. 
 
All that kind of stuff comes into it as well. 
 
Everything possible would make a difference. 
 
Okay. Alright. Thank you very much. That’s it. 
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DS650014 Josh 

 
Speaker So I guess the first thing to think about then, when we’re talking about you 

and your schooling experiences and things is that you finished high school 
here in Queensland, is that right? 

 
Speaker 2 Yep. 
 
Speaker And the high school that you went to, did that have both boys and girls? 

Was it mixed gender? 
 
Speaker 2 It was although it was mainly boys, being a trades school it was probably 80 

per cent boys. 
 
Speaker And what are some words that come to mind that just, when you think of 

schooling, your whole like schooling experience? Would you say it was 
enjoyable or would you say that you? 

 
Speaker 2 I’m glad it’s over, I’ll just say that. I guess it was good but there’s, I know 

it’s weird, I did notice some grades were a lot better than others, like some 
years were just the worst years of your life and other years was actually not 
too bad.  

 
Speaker So what do you think influenced like the years that were good and then the 

years that were bad? Like can you tell me about a year that wasn’t so good 
or a time that maybe at school that wasn’t so good? 

 
Speaker 2 I think mainly middle school was the worst because they try to get you 

ready for high school, and then you get to high school and it’s not even that 
hard, it’s actually easier. And you’re like they put heaps of pressure on you 
saying it’s going to be real hard, then you get there and you’re like … 

 
Speaker So you get a lot of stress and anxiety? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah and then you get there and it’s easier than what, and they just scare 

you too much I think. So yeah it’s a bit weird like that. But I did notice 
Grade 8 was good and then 9 and 10 were bad, and then like, well I don’t 
even remember younger grades but all the younger ones were not too bad. 
But I think from about 6 to, I think 6 and 7 aren’t too good, 8 is sort of good 
and then 9 and 10 are bad, it’s weird. But everyone I’ve spoken to has said 
that too, so they all said 8 is the best for some reason. 

 
Speaker And then when you think about studying and doing your academic sort of 

work I suppose in high school and in your senior year, so let’s think like 
Grade 10, 11 and 12, that kind of thing with English, would you say that in 
general that you think that you experienced success in studying English or 
not? 
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Speaker 2 At some points I did but yeah, sometimes it is pretty difficult and you sort of 
just get lost track, but I did find in high school it was a lot easier than, yeah 
so. 

 
Speaker So what do you think, like you did experience success in and like that you 

enjoyed or you did well at, can you think of anything in particular? 
 
Speaker 2 I’m just trying to remember that far back, good. 
 
Speaker Well let me put this question to you then, can you describe a time when you 

were at high school where you say yeah I did really well or I was successful 
and what that felt like? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah I remember times like that, I just don’t remember details about them 

because they just, I don’t really think about it anymore, that’s all. 
 
Speaker So what do you think makes a student, like someone good at school? 
 
Speaker 2 That’s a hard one. It honestly depends what school you go to, I know it 

sounds weird but I’ve been to three different schools and they were all 
different compared to like who’s smart or not because they’re all worried 
about, like some schools are worried about just academics, some are worried 
about sport, some are worried about like trades. 

 
Speaker So you think it was more like the program? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker And the stuff that they offer then depending on whether you’re good at that 

or not will determine whether you’re successful or not? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah well I actually did find that. Yeah depending on the program, some 

people struggled and then at a different one they’d go real well and then 
other people would be the opposite. 

 
Speaker And what about stuff like the actual things then within that program that you 

had to study like, and again I’m thinking of the English program in 
particular, were there certain things that you felt like were part of the 
program at any stage in studying English that you thought wasn’t going to 
be helpful for you or that you didn’t really engage with or stuff that you did 
and maybe why? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah I do remember having a few things that I didn’t really think I would 

ever need and I don’t think I’ve used them yet. 
 
Speaker What might that be? Like Shakespeare or novels? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah like Shakespeare and poems and like, and this, unless you like want to 

be an actor or something, a lot of it you don’t really need. I was sort of more 
worried about, worrying about how to communicate like in a business sense, 
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worrying about how to write and sort of the basic skills that you will use, 
not the … 

 
Speaker So that you would use immediately after leaving school in the workplace. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah, I think they, yeah. 
 
Speaker That they seemed irrelevant to you? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah I think they go over too many aspects of it but then I guess some of 

the people you have to go through everything to see which ones you like I 
guess. But there was definitely some that yeah, I don’t think I’ll ever use. 

 
Speaker And what about like teachers then and that sort of thing, do you think that 

they kind of influence or had an influence on you in terms of how well you 
did from term to term or year to year and things like that? Like can you 
think of, again like a story or a particular teacher? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah I actually can, it wasn’t in English but. In Wave I was getting As in 

one class, I went to another teacher and I was sailing straight away, just 
because in the one class he would actually explain stuff to you but like in 
the second one he’d just sort of write it up on there and just say go and 
wouldn’t give you any information. You’d ask him for help and he’d always 
be chatting away to someone else and just didn’t seem to, I don’t know want 
to care so much. And then I guess the approaches to learning were different 
too, like one of them would do it more online, the other one would be more, 
would actually talk to you in real terms instead of words that you never 
heard, like he’d actually talk to you normal like you were a person not like 
a, because some people just don’t know, they just don’t seem to be able to 
get to you, like talk to you normally. I don’t know why, it’s weird like that I 
guess. 

 
Speaker Yeah but and then that is obviously going to affect how well you … 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah it affects it, yeah. 
 
Speaker You do, and then … 
 
Speaker 2 And then you stop caring because you’re just like well he’s not, and then 

you get frustrated because you’re not doing it right and then you just sort of 
sit there. Like what I noticed when I was frustrated with something, I’d sort 
of give up and once I’d given up, that’s it. So if they keep me interested the 
whole time, I can, I learn a lot, but as soon as they lost me I was just gone. 

 
Speaker It was very hard then to sort of get that back? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
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Speaker Yeah and would you say then that that probably is a contributing factor for a 
lot of young guys then, particularly in something like English that you need 
to keep them engaged and interested? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah no I definitely I think, I saw a lot of kids who, like because we always, 

our teachers always change and one term they would be going real good and 
liking it and the next term they’d hate it, and just because different teachers 
I guess get along, like different personalities, stuff like that. And I did see a 
lot of people struggle. And then they’ll get changed back into the other one 
and they would go good again, so yeah I guess they need to work on that. 

 
Speaker And if you could sort of give some feedback in terms of what you would 

like to see for people and guys studying in English in particular, is there 
anything that comes to mind that you think is good to learn or that should be 
in the program or something like that? 

 
Speaker 2 I reckon that they should, I know it would be hard to get everyone to, but to 

see what people are actually interested in, what they, because if you ask a 
teenage guy if they want to do acting, 90 per cent of them will say no and 
they won’t want to worry about all that Shakespeare and stuff and they’ll 
want to worry about more sort of, more stuff to what they want to do. And 
then, so they sort of could make different classes of which people were 
interested in and that might help them a lot more, but then. 

 
Speaker It sounds like a great idea. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker So more like electives? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker And you could say okay well this is, I’m more interested in taking this 

course. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker So I’ll focus on that, but no I don’t want to do those two but I’ll do these 

ones instead or that kind of approach maybe rather than everybody has to 
study this one thing. 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah, instead of just going over the one thing because when I, what I 

noticed when I was learning something I didn’t care about, I wouldn’t try in 
it. So then it will put your grades down. So then even with things that are 
something you actually cared about, you probably got, your grades would be 
better too because you’d actually be like wanting to learn, so yeah. 

 
Speaker What I was wanting to get your sort of opinion on as well and a bit of 

feedback was there is the notion out there that English is perhaps more of a 
subject for girls and that boys are more suited to perhaps other subjects and 
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things like that. From your experience, do you think there’s sort of any truth 
to that? 

 
Speaker 2 Depending on what you’re actually going over in English, but I do think 

there is definitely some parts where are more suited to girls and guys just 
don’t have a clue what’s going on. But then I guess there’s also other parts 
where guys are a bit more into it because like yeah, I have noticed a few 
different things like that, yeah. 

 
Speaker And did you ever have classes where particularly maybe when you had 

more girls in your classes that you felt that the girls might have done better 
in those sort of subjects? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah just the, more the creative side of things I think the girls seem to take 

up on, while the guys seem to want to just sort of they need set instructions, 
while the girls can sort of just go with sort of nothing and turn it into 
something. 

 
Speaker And in terms of your overall experience in senior English, when you think 

back on the program over the few years and things like that, do you think 
you did well? Do you think it’s something that you could say that overall 
that you experienced success in? 

 
Speaker 2 Overall probably yes, but there was points where I was definitely not doing 

my best. But no I do reckon that it was, I do need … 
 
Speaker And you put that down, that not doing your best to mainly, to something 

you’re interested in and engaged. 
 
Speaker 2 Not interested, yeah that’s basically, yeah just not interested. 
 
Speaker And what about outside pressures or other stuff going on in your life, did 

that really influence how you did at school? 
 
Speaker 2 Not particularly, it was more just the interest in things, I just half the things 

we did I didn’t really want to know about. But everything I did, was keen 
on, I’d go right out, so. 

 
Speaker That pretty much sums it up, thank you very much. 
 
END OF TRANSCRIPT 

371 



 

DS650013 Brian 

 
Speaker What we’re here to talk about I guess, and for me to try and get a bit of 

insight into is your schooling experiences, particularly in senior school and 
in English. 

 
Speaker 2 Yep. 
 
Speaker So in high school, and then moving from that into particular experiences in 

English and the subject English. So I guess overall, would you say that you 
had a pretty positive, a good experience in high school overall? 

 
Speaker 2 To start off with, the first few years of high school in English well I wasn’t 

very confident, just with the assignments and stuff like that. I wasn’t very 
good at putting the right words. Just I knew it wasn’t for me. I knew that … 

 
Speaker Tell me a bit more about that. 
 
Speaker 2 Like I wasn’t going to go to uni and do communication or anything like that 

at uni. I knew that I wasn’t going to go to uni at all. Yeah I just, I didn’t 
really care that much, I didn’t really pay attention that much and I just, yeah 
really didn’t pay attention and just did my own thing. 

 
Speaker And did that pretty much, like would it be fair to say that that started for you 

in high school? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker Or was it something that has always been the case like right through 

schooling that in particular with English? 
 
Speaker 2 No it just mainly started in high school, mainly started at high school. 
 
Speaker And why do you reckon that might have been? Like can you tell me some, 

give me some ideas or reasons as to why that might have been? Was it 
mainly because you were saying you didn’t really engage, you weren’t 
interested in what you were doing in the classroom? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah pretty much. The assignments, like you’d get the assignment on the 

day and it would be due two days later and I just sort of got over it, I just 
thought well I’m not going to go to uni so I might as well not do them. 

 
Speaker So you felt that there was a bit of a push? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
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Speaker I’m getting the feeling there was a bit of a push at school in particular in 
doing a subject like English that that was kind of one of the main things that 
you’d be doing it for, would be to write assignments at uni and stuff? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah, yeah. That’s what they mainly focused on and I sort of thought I’m 

not going to go to uni, there’s no point in me really doing it. So I chose the 
lowest English class I can and that sort of, I did the stuff and that because I 
knew that I wouldn’t be pushed or forced to do stuff. That was in Year 10 
but 8 and 9 they were sort of prepping me to go to uni. But Year 10 I sort of 
went, chose the lowest one and found it a lot easier. 

 
Speaker And can you think of anything in particular, like in that class then or that 

you did and the stuff that they made you do or the assignments and things 
that, that you were particularly good at or that you were better at than the 
other stuff? Like can you think of a story where you actually achieved some 
success or did well at something? 

 
Speaker 2 I’ve never been really good at speeches, I hate oral presentations, I hate 

them. Really just I get a bit nervous in front of crowds, stage fright. I was, I 
sort of liked written assignments like better and yeah, just because 8 and 9 it 
was sort of like more of the oral presentation sort of thing and yeah, I wasn’t 
really into it. And Mum knew that uni would be sort of more like that sort of 
stuff and talking about stuff like, so I thought no I don’t want to do that. 

 
Speaker And you found in the English that you chose, do you think that you did 

better at that then, then when you said that you chose the lowest English? 
 
Speaker 2 The lowest one, yeah. 
 
Speaker You mean the more non-academic one, is that what you mean? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. I felt more confident knowing that I’m not actually being pushed or 

I’m not being ... (fade/overtalk) 
 
Speaker And do you think would you say that you experienced some success or that 

you actually did well in some parts of that English program then? 
 
Speaker 2 I did but I reckon I did a lot better than what I did in the harder, in the other 

class. 
 
Speaker And well tell me a little bit more about that then, in terms of that you did 

better. Can you give me some examples of the things that you did better at 
or a time where you sort of thought yeah, I’ve done quite well here? 

 
Speaker 2 Because the teacher, the teacher itself sort of, because they were prepping 

for uni, they’re like well if you’re going to go to uni you want to have that 
teacher there to help you sort of thing. But the teacher in the communication 
one where I had the teacher behind me helping me whenever I needed it, so 
like that sort of helped out a little bit easier. 
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Speaker So you think that the teacher sort of supporting you and that the work was 
perhaps at more of a level where you felt confident that you could do it? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker And that it was within your capacity as well? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah, yeah. Yeah I do. 
 
Speaker And tell me a little bit about then again overall in senior English, if you 

could go back and give some advice or sort of make some changes or things 
like that or talk about the things that you most enjoy that you think other 
young men enjoyed in the program, what were some of those sorts of 
things? Is there anything that you think that okay, if I have to do English I 
would prefer to have more of this or more of one thing than another, that 
kind of stuff? 

 
Speaker 2 I really enjoyed group assignments, group assignments. You can be with 

your mates, like not fooling around but it sort of , you’ve got other opinions, 
and different points of views. 

 
Speaker And can you think of a specific sort of assessment or something where that 

actually worked for you, that you think you did quite well at because of 
having the group? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah well, yeah in Year 10 we had to do a re-enactment of Sunrise, the talk 

show in the morning on Channel 7. And there was the whole crew, there 
was probably about five of us in the group and we sort of put our heads 
together and come up with a way to sort of make it more like the show, and 
we sort of did well at that which was really good. We all had our own ideas 
and we put them altogether and it turned out really well. 

 
Speaker So would you say overall that in high school that you experienced academic 

success? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah, yeah you could say that, yeah. 
 
Speaker And how do you define academic, all that school success do you reckon? 

Like how would you give me a definition of like what that means to you? 
 
Speaker 2 My grades weren’t too bad. They weren’t, they weren’t good but they were 

a lot better than what they used to be. I was more of a C D student and when 
I switched the class in Year 10, I sort of started getting high Cs low Bs sort 
of area, which I was pretty happy with myself. 

 
Speaker So your grades improved and that gave you evidence I guess that you were 

actually, that you were achieving some sort of level of success? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
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Speaker What sort of indicators do you reckon at your school that they had in terms 
of if you were succeeding, was it pretty much all about grades and things 
like that in terms of how the school rewarded people for success? Or were 
other things put forward as being important in your schooling as well? 

 
Speaker 2 Not really, pretty much grades. Pretty much grades, yeah. Well to be honest 

I didn’t really care about my grades. Mum and Dad sort of worried about 
my grades and yeah, and the school pretty much worried about my grades, 
that was about it. I didn’t really care to be hones ... um (overtalk) 

 
Speaker So, okay, can you describe a time where, I know you talked a little bit about 

group work but is there anything else in terms of something that you did 
specifically in English or a task or things that you did that you think you did 
well at? 

 
Speaker 2 Writing short stories, I really like writing short stories. My sort of dream 

was owning half the Gold Coast and well pretty much being well known and 
famous and I sort of wrote a short story. 

 
Speaker And you wrote about that? 
 
Speaker 2 I wrote about it, yeah what I’d do with the Gold Coast, what sort of, fix it up 

a bit and stuff like that. 
 
Speaker So some of the more imaginative things? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker Or the creative things you were able to do as well. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker And in terms of boys and girls doing subjects like English, are there any 

kind of, are there any feelings or opinions out there did you find like when 
you were at school for example that people said certain things about certain 
subjects? Or particularly with teenage boys, how did most of your mates and 
teenage boys kind of react to having to do English? Because in Queensland 
everybody has to study English. 

 
Speaker 2 A lot of my mates were immature. Especially around girls. If I was with my 

mates during a group assignment, like pretty much just me and another 
mate, we’d sort of do some of the work. We’d put our heads together. We’d 
sort of really wouldn’t depend on them doing much of it because they really 
wouldn’t do anything. 

 
Speaker Why do you think that might have been? Do you think it was something to 

do with the subject itself? Or was it a general kind of attitude? 
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Speaker 2 Just a general kind of attitude. As a teenage kid, you hate school. Everyone 
hates school. Yeah just if you’re going to be there you might as well make 
the most of it. 

 
Speaker And do you think there were other subjects though that the boys preferred or 

enjoyed more or thought were more worthy of them kind of working at over 
English? 

 
Speaker 2 Us guys didn’t take English seriously, but like, the girls did. I guess it was 

more their sort of subject. Sports is always there, everyone loves sport. Well 
us boys, we love sport. I love maths, love maths. 

 
Speaker What do you love about maths? 
 
Speaker 2 Just because I know that it’s going to come in handy. I knew that I was 

going to be a carpenter or do some sort of trade so I knew that maths was 
sort of where I needed to be, yeah. But yeah, I just found it a lot easier 
because the teacher, the teachers put things the way that I could understand 
them, where English they’d use fancy words and I’d be like what does that 
mean, how do you spell it, stuff like that.  

 
Speaker So you felt like something like a subject like maths was actually just going 

to be more useful for you? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker And is there anything that you did do in senior English for example, looking 

back and that, that you have found has actually been useful or has helped 
you since you’ve left school? Now that you’re a year out and you’ve left 
school. 

 
Speaker 2 Like here or high school? 
 
Speaker That you did in high school. 
 
Speaker 2 In high school. 
 
Speaker Meaning Year 11 and 12. 
 
Speaker 2 Being here it sort of taught me how to write my own DIY booklets and 

quotes and stuff like that. And just how to word things really, proper 
wording. Like I wasn’t very good at getting the right words. 

 
Speaker Expressing yourself the way you wanted to. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah, yeah.  
 
Speaker So do you think that that’s actually something that’s been helpful or useful? 
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Speaker 2 Yeah. Yeah and like I wasn’t, I hated oral presentations because I wasn’t 
good at them, but with doing one after the other after the other, it sort of it 
helped my confidence by a little bit. But I’m still a little bit sketchy about 
them, but every little bit helps. 

 
Speaker And as you’re saying then that that developing your confidence in 

something like that is probably going to help in the future as well then? 
 
Speaker 2 Definitely, definitely yeah because I have a dream of being, owning half the 

Gold Coast like in my short story. And I know if I’ve got to get there, if I 
want to be there, I’ve got to have good English. 

 
Speaker And communicate with people, your clients and stuff like that?  
 
Speaker 2 Communicate, yeah. So I know I’ve got to work on that sort of thing. 
 
Speaker Just getting a little bit back to a point that you made earlier which was 

interesting about a lot of your friends you felt at the time were a bit 
immature and they would muck around or they weren’t concentrating. Can 
you think of someone or a story about someone in particular who didn’t take 
the opportunities that they had in high school up, and that they perhaps 
would be considered by the school or by others as failing? As not being a 
success at school? You don’t have to name names but is there someone, can 
you think of someone that kind of if you had to paint a picture of someone. 

 
Speaker 2 To come to mind I’ve had a couple of mates kicked out of my last high 

school for not sticking to their grades. I have a couple of them get kicked 
out, not doing assignments, being rude to teachers, not doing homework, not 
showing up to classes and stuff like that. So yeah I’ve known people who 
haven’t taken the advantage of being there at school and not being what 
they’re supposed to be. They were just being immature, just destroying 
everyone’s work and sort of getting kicked out of class and sent to the 
principal’s office and then gone. 

 
Speaker So if you had to give some advice to say English teachers on how we might 

be able to better engage and interest young guys, like you were in Year 11 
and 12, in English? Any thoughts come to mind? Anything that you would 
say look yeah, do more of this. 

 
Speaker 2 A video with something to do with the subject or the assignment always 

comes in handy. I always like watching … 
 
Speaker So just some multimedia and that kind of stuff? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah, we did an assignment on Romeo and Juliet and watching the video, 

the DVD actually gave me a little bit more of an understanding of what was 
going on and stuff like that. Also asking what the students are good at and 
what they’re not good at, stuff like that, sort of like teachers being there for 
the students if they need help and stuff. I found that helps out a lot. 
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Speaker So if you’ve got a relationship with your teacher, where you feel like they’re 
actually there to help you, that’s half the battle would you say? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah. Yeah because I, in Year 8 and 9 I didn’t have much help. Mum 

wasn’t home, Dad wasn’t home most of the time, my brother practically 
hated me when I was younger and beat me up so I’d sort of try to … 

 
Speaker You felt a bit isolated? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah so I’d try and do my homework by myself and I just couldn’t 

understand it. Like they’d use fancy words and I’d be like well what does 
that mean? I just couldn’t understand that side. 

 
Speaker And how did that make you feel? 
 
Speaker 2 I felt like not doing it because I couldn’t, you know I couldn’t do it. 
 
Speaker You couldn’t see it was getting you anywhere? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah, yeah I couldn’t do it because yeah I didn’t know what to do. So just 

that extra little bit of help. 
 
Speaker So providing a bit more level of support as well can actually help some 

students maybe get over the line then? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker That otherwise might give up? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah, definitely yeah. 
 
Speaker Thank you very much. 
 
Speaker 2 You’re right. 
 
Speaker That’s it, we’re done. I really appreciate it, your help with this. 
 
END OF TRANSCRIPT 
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DS650005 Sam 

 
Speaker So when did you actually complete your senior English studies? 
 
Speaker 2 Last year at a high school in Queensland here. 
 
Speaker And I guess if you had to come up with a couple of words that come to mind 

to describe your overall schooling experience, what would they be? 
 
Speaker 2 Overall it was pretty good, had some fun. It wasn’t that hard so yeah, it was 

okay. 
 
Speaker And if we think of overall again at school, would you say that, you would 

say that you were reasonably successful at school or not, and why? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah I suppose I’d say I was reasonably successful at school. It depends, 

depends what you mean by successful I guess. Some of my teachers said I 
wasn’t going to be a success but I’m going to prove them wrong. But yeah, I 
did okay in some of my subjects, always was better at the ones that I liked 
so the ones that I didn’t really like I didn’t really try. And so I could have 
been better if I wanted to but it was my choice. So I chose how I wanted to 
go in them and then it was just those were the subjects that all the things that 
I did that I was better at than others. 

 
Speaker And so talking about that then, what do you think success is related to? Like 

what determines whether a student is going to be successful at school or 
not? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah I guess it’s a bit about how hard you try and your attitude and whether 

or not you want to do well at certain things. I mean some of it is whether 
you actually have the ability and you can do them, but then most of the stuff 
at school like everyone would be able to do, it was just whether or not you 
wanted to do well at it or not I guess. Plus some teachers were better than 
the others so if you had a really good teacher and they could make it 
interesting, then chances are then those kids, like those people are going to 
do better in the classes than with the teachers who didn’t. And sometimes it 
depended on who you were with too, like one of my classes I had with all of 
my friends and so we kind of mucked up and had a bit of fun and stuffed 
around. And so it was probably going to be difficult for any of us to really 
do well in that subject because it was more about just having fun and 
catching up with our mates and giving the teacher hell. 

 
Speaker So in your opinion it really is a lot to do with the student themselves though 

in determining whether they’re going to try, to try hard and to have the right 
kind of attitude toward learnings? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah definitely, definitely. 
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Speaker So what, in your opinion, would you need to do in order to achieve and to 
experience success in English in high school, in senior English? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah well English was probably the hardest one because it’s not like you 

could just study and get all, and learn all the answers and then get it right. It 
wasn’t ever really just straightforward like that. So with English you had to 
really pay attention and focus and understand what the teacher was saying 
because otherwise you’d get sort of left behind. And it wasn’t, it wasn’t like 
some of the other subjects where you could just go home and do the 
exercises in the text book and then catch up. So if you were stuffing around 
and not paying attention, then you could get left behind. So if you were 
going to do well in that subject, you had to really concentrate and pay 
attention and try and be interested in what was going on, which was hard 
sometimes because it wasn’t stuff that really had anything to do with us or 
what we were doing. 

 
Speaker When you say that, that it didn’t have anything to do with you and what you 

were doing, can you explain that a little bit more? What do you mean, that 
the subject and the things that you were doing in English weren’t relevant to 
you? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah like some of the things that we did were just meaningless, they didn’t 

make sense. We didn’t know, you don’t know why you’re doing it and why 
you have to read this and underline that and do a speech on this and it didn’t 
really have anything to do with our lives and what we were doing. So it was 
just sometimes the stuff that you were doing, like reading some of the books 
that we had to read, they didn’t have anything to do with what we liked and 
what we were doing in our own lives, so that kind of made it hard to really 
get into it. 

 
Speaker And about, then about your own attitude towards English and learning in the 

classroom, what do you think influenced you in terms of how you viewed 
English and the stuff you were doing in English classes and how important 
it was to your life, what sort of outside influences affected you? 

 
Speaker 2 Well I guess in our class in particular I was influenced by my friends 

because like I said I had a lot of mates in that class and so they would kind 
of influence me in terms of how much I paid attention some days and what I 
was doing. I guess my parents did a bit as well, they influenced me in terms 
of trying to make me do my homework and come home and do stuff and try 
to get me interested in what I was doing.  

 
Speaker Do you mean they reminded you of the importance of your studies and that 

kind of thing? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah, yeah definitely. They would try and keep me focused on that I needed 

to get my education and I needed to study and kind of do stuff, but 
sometimes it was hard to do that when the work that I was doing was really 
boring or it didn’t really seem to make sense. And I didn’t like it. 
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Speaker So again with the English and the actual curriculum that you were doing, do 
you think that some of the activities and the learning experiences that you 
had in that class were frustrating because you didn’t sort of seem to engage? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah definitely. I think I would have enjoyed it more if there was more stuff 

that was kind of interesting to me, and my friends were the same. But I 
guess maybe it’s also to do with the fact that I was more into sport and other 
subjects and so English never really did it for me. I was never really that 
interested in it anyway. It was just something that we had to do. 

 
Speaker And when you say that it was something that you had to do, that’s because it 

was a set part of the curriculum that everyone had to do, is that what you 
mean? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah like you didn’t get a choice, there were some other subjects that you 

could choose to take like electives and stuff, but English everybody had to 
do English. And so I guess it wasn’t as good that you chose to do because 
then you’d just be with other kids that everybody, everybody wanted to be 
there. Whereas in English, you had students and sometimes likes nobody 
really wanted to be there but everyone had to be. So it wasn’t a really good 
atmosphere sometimes.  

 
Speaker So the atmosphere in the classroom and things like that is important do you 

think in terms of creating a better learning environment and getting people 
more sort of engaged and interested? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah definitely, definitely. 
 
Speaker Now about, getting onto sort of gender and things like that, obviously as you 

know I’m interested in boys, young men about their experiences in English. 
Do you think that your experiences would have been different or were 
different to some of the females, the girls in your classes? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah I guess so. The girls seem to like English more than the boys and they 

were the ones who usually, that the teacher liked and paid more attention to 
because they were the ones who kind of did their work and would talk about 
things, whereas most of the guys hung back and didn’t really want to get up 
and talk about stuff or discuss things. And that was really, that was a big 
deal in English was discussing things and debating stuff. And the girls were 
probably more into that than the boys maybe. I mean they seemed to like it 
more than the boys. And they got better marks than most of the boys as well 
so that made them kind of want to be better and pay more attention maybe 
so that they could always be top of the class over the boys. 

 
Speaker So would you sort of agree with statements then that suggest that English as 

a subject, in schools, that it’s more suited or more directed towards girls, 
towards females than males? 

 
Speaker 2 Well yeah, I mean that’s pretty much how it is. All the teachers at my school 

that taught English were girls and most of the classes like in the classes, the 

381 



girls were the ones who always did good at it, who did really well, and that 
seemed to like English. You wouldn’t get many boys doing really well at 
English and saying they really liked English and like subjects, like drama 
and things like that which is another subject that a lot of the girls seem to 
like. So yeah I guess, I guess that would be right that girls were more 
interested in it than boys. I mean I think, from memory it was all the girls 
who seemed to do well in English. 

 
Speaker And would you say that that was what was expected at schools? That it 

didn’t strike anyone as being unusual, that that was pretty much normal for 
girls to do better at a subject like English than boys? 

 
Speaker 2 Well yeah, yeah it was. That’s the way it was. You’d sort of expect that the 

girls would do better at it than the boys, because I think like most girls seem 
to like that English stuff and English and reading more than boys. 

 
Speaker Why do you think that is? 
 
Speaker 2 I don’t know. Maybe I guess me and my friends, we like doing stuff and 

getting out there or playing sport or doing other things besides just reading 
and writing essays and assignments and all that kind of stuff, it didn’t really 
appeal. So it’s maybe just a better subject for girls in that way, I’m not sure. 
It’s just what I think. 

 
Speaker Now since you’ve graduated and you’ve finished and you’ve now had a 

little bit of time to reflect, has your impression or opinion of English and the 
value that you placed on it, do you think that’s changed since you left 
school? Do you think it’s actually more important than you thought it was or 
that kind of thing? 

 
Speaker 2 Yes and no. I guess there’s some stuff now that I kind of realise that it’s 

good to know how to do, and like with journalism or watching the news and 
like everybody wants to know what’s going on in the world and things like 
that, then I guess some of the things that we did probably were good 
because they got us to start thinking about those kind of things, to be able to 
be a better person. So that was probably a good thing that maybe we didn’t 
like, we didn’t really realise at the time. But it did try to make you more 
aware and to start thinking about things and like the media and stuff you 
read and things like that. So probably that has been a good thing. And of 
course it’s good to be able to write and all that, those kind of stuff, the 
spelling and grammar and that kind of thing which at the time nobody really 
liked, but I guess it’s important now that I’m working and stuff that I know 
how to do all that, so yeah. 

 
Speaker That pretty much sums it up. So I guess overall, would you say that you 

think that you experienced some success in the subject English in high 
school that, that for you, that it was a positive experience? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah definitely. I mean I might not have experienced the success and got 

straight As and got like really top marks and stuff, but that’s just one way of 
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looking at it. And like now, now that I’m finished, I kind of realise that it’s 
more than just the marks sometimes. And like I was saying that if I can 
communicate better at work and do stuff and use some of the skills and 
things that I got from the subject, then that’s kind of, that’s success anyway. 
So it was only one part of it to get the grades but it’s kind of, it’s what you 
do with it that is important as well. 

 
Speaker Thanks very much, that was great. Thank you for your time. 
 
END OF TRANSCRIPT 
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DS650011 Billy 

 
Speaker 1 So tell me a little bit about just in general your experiences at school, not 

just in English but overall. 
 
Speaker 2 Just Year 11 and 12? 
 
Speaker 1 Yeah in high school, how would you sum it up? 
 
Speaker 2 Well I had a teacher that I did not respect at all, she was just didn’t have 

control over our class, especially our little group, just didn’t care what we 
did, I swear you could get away with absolutely anything. And so English 
was just like the classroom is where you caught up and just have fun really.  

 
Speaker 1 And you said like behaviour management was a problem, like the class 

pretty much dictated what happened. 
 
Speaker 2 Yep didn’t have control, we controlled the class. 
 
Speaker 1 Was the teacher young? Would you think like looking back now. 
 
Speaker 2 No. 
 
Speaker 1 Not necessarily young and inexperienced? 
 
Speaker 2 No not at all, she was, yeah <inaudible>. 
 
Speaker 1 She was disinterested? 
 
Speaker 2 She, yeah not disinterested but I don’t know, maybe just, yeah maybe just 

disinterested. 
 
Speaker 1 And how would you say that you did in English in terms of your academic 

success, like what stands out? Any stories of success? 
 
Speaker 2 Well it was graded pretty biased-ly because there was that behaviour 

problems I think. So even if I did like sometimes I did do real good 
speeches and she’d, give me like a rubbish mark and I’d be like no, you’re 
not giving me that mark. And then I’d get bumped up to a better mark. 

 
Speaker 1 So you would actually state a formal protest in terms of trying to argue for a 

better mark? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah and I would win. 
 
Speaker 1 And you would win? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. But that’s once again because she was a crappy teacher. 
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Speaker 1 Wasn’t confident in the first place I suppose. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah wasn’t confident. At all. And then the overall marks, yeah pretty 

average, below average a bit. 
 
Speaker 1 So would you say you experienced success in that subject or not? 
 
Speaker 2 Not particularly, no. 
 
Speaker 1 What do you think makes someone, a student, successful at school? 
 
Speaker 2 Good marks I guess. 
 
Speaker 1 Is that what the school sees as being successful do you think? Or students 

see as, do they equate <overtalk>? 
 
Speaker 2 There’s academic success which not everyone, I’m not really an academic 

per say but I’m smart but I’m not an academic, so the other forms would be 
characterwise, becoming like a better person, which I am a great person.  

 
Speaker 1 And do you think that some of those experiences of the, like some of those 

challenges like you were saying about feeling that you weren’t getting the 
marks that you were entitled and things like that, do you think that was 
actually a good experience for you in the long run ... that you learnt a lot 
from that? 

 
Speaker 2 It didn’t really have any bearing on where I am today, like school, English 

hasn’t made my writing any better, it hasn’t … Well it has but I’ve done it 
all myself really. 

 
Speaker 1 So where do you think it’s come from? Like you said that you think you’re a 

reasonably kind of clever guy?  
 
Speaker 2 Yeah just reading and having to, having the vocabulary and wanting to 

sound smarter. 
 
Speaker 1 So how have you done that over time? Is it just from wide reading at home? 
 
Speaker 2 I guess so. 
 
Speaker 1 Or was it encouraged at home from Mum and Dad do you remember, like 

from an early age? 
 
Speaker 2 Well they’ve always encouraged me to read but I haven’t really, I’m not 

really a huge reader unless it’s really interesting. 
 
Speaker 1 So it’s got to be actually something that you see value in reading in the first 

place? 
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Speaker 2 Yeah, like if I start reading it and it’s not good then I’m going to stop 
reading it. But if it’s good, then I’m going to keep reading it but it’s a bit of 
a chore. 

 
Speaker 1 And do you think that the way that like stuff like reading is taught in high 

schools, do you think that that can have an impact or like influence young 
people in terms of whether they’re then going to go and keep reading into 
adulthood? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah, most boys don’t read I don’t reckon. 
 
Speaker 1 And why do you reckon that is? 
 
Speaker 2 Well most boys that I hang out with don’t read because it’s too hard. 
 
Speaker 1 Why do you think that might be? Too hard. 
 
Speaker 2 Too just takes too much time like before I go to bed I’d prefer to watch TV 

rather than read and in the day I’m… 
 
Speaker 1 Because you’re able to zone out? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. In the day, in the day time I’m definitely not going to read. I’ve got 

much better things to do in a day then read a book. And the books in school 
were crap. I think I had one good book in school, it was that book about the 
autistic kid, dog, it’s like a dog. 

 
Speaker 1 The problem with the dog at midnight or something like that? 
 
Speaker 2 And the fork. 
 
Speaker 1 Yes. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah that’s the only good book I read at school. 
 
Speaker 1 Yeah I love that story, I’m trying to think of the name of it now. The 

Curious Incident of the Dog. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah the night time yeah, the only good book I read at school. But who 

cares about Romeo and Juliet?  
 
Speaker 1 Well there we get onto an interesting point. Obviously it’s been said that 

part of the reason that some boys don’t engage and sort of get into English is 
the fact that the curriculum is kind of out of date and out of step, would you 
agree with that? 

 
Speaker 2 Definitely. 
 
Speaker 1 So can you think of a particular incident or a story or something like that 

comes to mind, like you’ve mentioned Romeo and Juliet, where something 
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was done or pushed in terms of curriculum material at school that just made 
you switch off? You just sort of thought what the hell has this got to do with 
anything? 

 
Speaker 2 Another one apart from Romeo and Juliet? 
 
Speaker 1 No, that one, yep so how was that put towards you guys? Like can you 

remember or recall back? 
 
Speaker 2 Just crap like. 
 
Speaker 1 You had to read the old English language? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah, like classical English language like doesn’t even make sense. And 

who speaks like that? No-one speaks like that. 
 
Speaker 1 So again you felt it was irrelevant? 
 
Speaker 2 Well yeah when I am ever going to, I’m not, unless I’m going to be a drama, 

unless I’m going to be an actor, I’m not going to use Romeo and Juliet. 
 
Speaker 1 So do you feel that some of the stuff that you did in high school English 

certainly like at the time it seems that you felt that it just, it wasn’t going to 
be meaningful or it wasn’t of value to you? 

 
Speaker 2 Definitely. Definitely. 
 
Speaker 1 And do you still feel that way now? 
 
Speaker 2 About high school English? 
 
Speaker 1 Yeah, like do you still feel that well what’s the point in reading, do you 

know what I mean? Do you still feel like a lot of the stuff you did was not 
really meaningful and valuable or do you think it was kind of where you 
were at, at the time? 

 
Speaker 2 Some of it was more valuable than the other stuff, like essay writing, that’s 

obviously a valuable thing, skill to have. What’s that thing called, like 
comprehension. 

 
Speaker 1 Yeah reading and comprehension, so being able to understand texts and 

things. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah like just all about how quick you can read and answer a group of 

questions, like it’s not really, I don’t know. It wasn’t like, if you read 
something you actually want to read, then you’re going to obviously take 
that information in. If you’re reading about like… 

 
Speaker 1 So it’s about intrinsically thinking that this is good for me or I need this? 
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Speaker 2 Yeah, yeah like if you’re reading something about a random topic that you 
don’t care about. 

 
Speaker 1 It’s going to be very hard to engage, yeah. 
 
Speaker 2 Just for the sake of the test, like that’s a bit silly. 
 
Speaker 1 So do you think that that’s getting into that idea of attitude? And when you 

think back to the subjects that you did do well at, do you think you had a 
difference in attitude toward? 

 
Speaker 2 Definitely like maths, it’s like so relevant. So everything has maths in it, 

maths is in like you see maths everywhere, like money, accounting, all that 
sort of stuff, it’s all maths, engineering, maths. So I guess you could argue 
that English is like journalism which is, but once again that’s interesting for 
like everyone, like everyone reads the paper and not everyone reads poems 
and sonnets by Shakespeare, do they? 

 
Speaker 1 And if we think back to actual students who you would sort of classify as 

being successful at school in your high school in Year 11 and 13, why do 
you think, and think of again an example or think of some reasons that you 
would equate success with, with these particular students, what made them 
successful and be able to succeed in that high school environment? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah they were just studious people wanting to get the best OP possible and 

would do anything to get that, because some of them were actually… 
 
Speaker 1 So how did they behave in the classroom that might have been different to 

the way you and your mates behaved? 
 
Speaker 2 Well our classroom, they used to like, they’d be angry at us for taking away 

from their learning and they’d just try and ignore us by the end of it because 
they knew that nothing was going to stop it. So it was an interesting 
classroom. 

 
Speaker 1 And how did you guys react to that? It sounds like you saw it as a challenge 

to… 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah we had free rein. 
 
Speaker 1 And would it be fair to say that you abused that power in a way then in 

some senses? 
 
Speaker 2 Definitely, definitely. 
 
Speaker 1 So would it be fair then to say that the management of the classroom and 

keeping a rein on that from a teaching perspective is important? 
 
Speaker 2 Definitely, the same as any classroom though. But I didn’t have another 

class like that. 
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Speaker 1 So it was particularly in that class? 
 
Speaker 2 Yep. 
 
Speaker 1 A little bit about the gender issue, because obviously I’m here talking about 

boys in English and school, tell me about the school you went to? 
 
Speaker 2 I went to, I went to a mixed school. 
 
Speaker 1 Mixed school? 
 
Speaker 2 Yep. 
 
Speaker 1 So in that classroom, what do you think were or do you think there were 

differences in terms of the success rates or the attitude towards English 
between the boys and the girls? Like do you think that there was anything 
that stood out in terms of gender? 

 
Speaker 2 Well I reckon girls probably do better overall, but in our classes it was the 

boys that were better because the boys were a bit more boisterous and 
especially during, I’m thinking a lot about speeches for some reason 
because I guess that’s when you see everyone’s work. So yeah the boys are 
probably better then because they were, it was just… 

 
Speaker 1 More confidence? 
 
Speaker 2 All of our mates were there, yeah and the girls were sort of, yeah a bit not 

strong enough. 
 
Speaker 1 And what about the subject English itself? What were some of the other 

subjects that you had to study? 
 
Speaker 2 Maths, physics, what else did I, English, maths, physics, IBT, maths C. 
 
Speaker 1 And there have been arguments put out about the whole feminisation, that 

it’s a bit of a girl subject. 
 
Speaker 2 English? 
 
Speaker 1 Yeah. 
 
Speaker 2 Definitely. I think in English extension I think it was an all-girl class 

because a friend of mine did it. I’m pretty sure it was all, there might have 
been one boy. Actually I don’t think there was, it was all girls. 

 
Speaker 1 So what do you think it is about society, about you and your mates or the 

other people that go through school that view it as a bit of a girls subject, 
what do you think makes it that? 
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Speaker 2 I don’t know maybe girls don’t think they can be mathematicians and 
business women.  

 
Speaker 1 So they see English as more of a girl’s domain? 
 
Speaker 2 English is more of a girls ...(fade/overtalk) 
 
Speaker 1 Do you reckon boys see it that way as well? 
 
Speaker 2 I couldn’t really care really but. 
 
Speaker 1 So like if you had a mate who was really, really good at physics and maths 

and things like that, do you think he’d be viewed in the same way if he was 
really, really good at drama and English is what I’m trying to get at. Do you 
know what I mean, viewed by the general school population? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah definitely, definitely as one of those guys. Yeah definitely. Yeah sure, 

I don’t know what to say about that but yeah definitely. 
 
Speaker 1 And can you think of any positive experiences or things that you could say 

yeah well that was worth it, that you got out of studying senior English? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah probably essay writing was good. And public speaking. 
 
Speaker 1 So they’re sort of skills. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker 1 Something that’s more about I guess your general learning or 

communication or anything like that? Do you think that it was worth it, like 
you were mentioning the novel and things like that? 

 
Speaker 2 Probably primary school English was better for me than high school because 

that learnt all the skills rather than, high school was just mastering those 
skills I guess. 

 
Speaker 1 So would you say overall that you’re satisfied with how you actually did, if 

we go from an overall sense of achievement, would you say that you’re 
satisfied with how you did in English? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah I guess so. It doesn’t really bother me once again but yeah, I’m 

satisfied. 
 
Speaker 1 And what would be some of the key things then in terms of okay yeah, I’m 

reasonably satisfied, you said that you’ve got out of it, you mentioned like 
skills were one of them. 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah skills, I had quite a bit of fun in the classroom. 
 
Speaker 1 So friendships and relationships and stuff like that? 
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Speaker 2 Yeah.  
 
Speaker 1 What were your favourite subjects in school if it wasn’t English? 
 
Speaker 2 English was my actually favourite subject that I attended purely because of 

the classroom, yeah that’s my favourite subject. But other than that, 
probably physics I guess. 

 
Speaker 1 And what do you think it is about, if you were trying to explain what it is 

that you liked about physics that you didn’t get in English, what was it? 
 
Speaker 2 Well there’s always an answer in physics, I like that. It’s much easier than 

having to try and debate why your answer is correct in English. 
 
Speaker 1 Thank you very much, that sums it up. 
 
END OF TRANSCRIPT 
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DS660014 Chris 

 
Speaker Thanks so much for agreeing to participate in this. As I mentioned, we’re 

here to talk about your schooling experiences, and particularly, your 
experiences and perceptions of your time, um, studying senior English. 

 
Speaker 2 Okay..sure, that’s fine ... I don’t mind. 
 
Speaker So if we think back to your time in high school, can you think of some 

words that come to mind to sum up your overall experience? 
 
Speaker 2 Well I guess it was actually pretty good. A good time in my life really..I got 

into a bit of trouble and well, I got suspended at one time for mucking 
around and getting into some bad stuff at one time, but overall it was okay 
and I had some good mates and stuff like that. 

 
Speaker Tell me a bit more about the mucking around and suspension. I mean, are 

you happy to, or..? 
 
Speaker 2 Yep. Well, I was already in a bit of trouble with being too rude to this one 

teacher—he and I just clashed and he had it in for me and so I was in trouble 
heaps for that anyway and then I got busted for wagging school and forging 
a letter from my mum. So when they found that out they gave me heaps and 
I ended up being suspended, which was a bit of a joke really. 

 
Speaker Why do you say that? Do you mean that the whole thing about being 

suspended was a joke or, like the way the school handled it? 
 
Speaker 2  More just the way the school handled I guess and I guess like I got to stay 

home and Mum had to go to work so I just stuffed around at home anyway 
and watched TV so as far as I was concerned it didn’t really achieve much. 
But that’s the way the school handled that kind of stuff—they had to be seen 
to have the power to..you know, to … 

 
Speaker To punish you and send a message to other kids do you think? 
 
 Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker And did that work, in terms of, so, do you think it made you change your 

behaviour at school, did you I suppose, ..um, try to keep your head down 
and not get into trouble after that? 

 
Speaker 2 No not really. Well, I guess when I think about it, I didn’t get into too much 

trouble after that but that was in Year 12 so I only had a couple more 
months to go and Mum was like saying just do the right thing and tell them 
what they want to hear. I mean ... um and get through your schooling so like 
you can get your Year 12, and get finished. 
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Speaker Was that kind of a message that a lot of you were given in terms of just 
trying to get finished and get through your time at school then? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah pretty much. We knew that they could punish us or that’s what they’d 

say if you really stuffed up they could say you couldn’t get your final marks, 
you, your QCE thing, so I guess it was. Although now I bet they probably 
didn’t have the power to do that—probably just to scare us you know? 

 
Speaker Mmm. Right. Well, let’s talk a little bit about senior English, so when you 

were in high school and particularly in Grade 11 and 12. Would you say you 
were successful in studying English? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah. I wasn’t too bad at it actually. I think because I liked arguing with my 

teachers and some of the stuff like debates and arguing they always said that 
was good and so I did okay at that sort of thing. 

 
Speaker So what kind of student did well in English at your school or in your classes 

do you think? 
 
Speaker 2 Oh well, I didn’t mean I did really well or got straight As or anything. I 

guess, I mean. I could of done better if I put my mind to it but some of the 
stuff I was interested in or actually tried at I would do well at and then other 
stuff I couldn’t be bothered and so it was just, you know boring and stuff, so 
I mean well I didn’t try so I didn’t well..so now, what were you asking me 
though, sorry, umm? 

 
Speaker About the type of person who did do well at English, what did it take to get 

the top marks, to do well in that subject do you think? 
 
Speaker 2 Umm, oh yeah, well I’d say that it was mainly people who were actually 

interested in the stuff we were doing or just had to concentrate and study 
and do well because they needed the marks for uni. That was always a big 
thing that you needed English and had to do it, like everyone had to do it so 
you just had to..you know? 

 
Speaker Yes. Of course. It a compulsory subject so all students have to take it. And 

you’re right, it is needed for most courses to get into uni so there is that 
pressure. So.., can you tell a bit about your experiences in English in senior 
school? Things you liked studying, favourite teachers, how you think it went 
and stuff like that? 

 
Speaker 2 Right, yeah. Well, I guess, overall I had some good teachers and the ones in 

English did seem to really be interested in the, I mean in the stuff they were 
teaching to us. I had this one teacher in Year 10 and she was so, she was 
really the best teacher. She never got mad and was really patient and I think, 
I think she did like us all and tried hard to help us all the time. She’d help in 
the classroom at lunchtimes and always say stuff to encourage you, so I 
yeah, I was pissed that I didn’t get her the next year. 
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 Speaker  Okay, so, think about teachers, so you think that they can make the 
difference in terms of how, um, in terms of how you do and your enjoyment 
of a subject, a subject .. like English? 

 
Speaker 2 Oh yeah, definitely. I had some dodgy ones too and I reckon that they kinda 

stuffed me up and made it harder sometimes. It is definitely a difference if 
you have a good teacher. 

 
Speaker So if you had to define, I mean if you had to say what makes a good teacher 

and a good teacher in English, what would, what kind of a teacher would 
they be. What would you say to that? 

 
Speaker 2 Definitely someone who is interested in the stuff you’re doing and can make 

it interesting for everyone. If they can do that then um, then it, it really 
helps. And my best teacher was really good at teaching stuff and explaining 
it and I mean, she didn’t just sit at the desk and tell you what you had to do 
and then, and aggh, then ignore you. I had a teacher like that, he was 
hopeless. 

 
Speaker Okay, thanks for that, this is good. So, well, what I’d like to ask is about the 

subject of English now. The curriculum. What can you recall about the 
types of things you studied and how you did at them? How well you did at 
different things in English and why you think that might be? 

 
Speaker 2 So, yep, I did do okay at the speaking things, at orals, although most of us 

hated doing them in front of the class and, but well, I did well at them 
because I don’t mind talking in front of people and so I don’t get so 
nervous. But other stuff in high school in English was so stupid, I mean, a 
complete waste of time. Stuff like, oh.. um.  

 
Speaker Stuff that you weren’t so interested in..? what, like novels or poetry? 
 
Speaker 2 Oh yeah, this one time we had to do a whole assessment on poetry and do a 

presentation of poems out the front, like on a stage, and yeah, and talk about 
the different parts of them and how the poet was feeling when they wrote 
and crap, I mean, it was stupid and none of us really got it, got what we 
were trying to do anyway, it just didn’t make sense. 

 
Speaker Okay, good, so, well tell me a little bit more about that then, what were 

some of the other stuff you did and experienced in senior English, in class 
time? 

 
Speaker 2 Stuff like reading novels was always a drag, I mean, I don’t think I read a 

single book at school that I was forced to, except back in primary school 
with readers and that stuff. But in high school, I didn’t read books and 
novels, that I, you know that I was supposed to, and I still passed most of 
the assessment and exams and stuff. What a joke. You couldn’t just read a 
book you always had to pull it apart and discuss it so much that it was just 
so umm, so stupid..boring by the end of it. I guess stuff like that was 
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annoying and didn’t really, it didn’t do so well, I mean, I didn’t do well at 
that cause it was boring and I didn’t see the point in it. 

 
Speaker So do you think that some of the curriculum and things that you did and 

worked on in English was not relevant to you and what you needed at 
school then? And if so, was there anything that you do feel was relevant and 
helpful? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah. We did do things like research and write up findings and have 

discussions on things that I think back now, was like, good because it makes 
you better able to argue your point of view and think about things before 
you talk, you know, like argue your point of view and defend your beliefs. I 
think some of the communication skills we did and worked on was good and 
is stuff I like to think I’ll use in my future. 

 
Speaker So what could you have done or what would you suggest kids do in senior 

English to help them in their future jobs or study then? 
 
Speaker 2 The orals are good and so is the writing if it’s on important topics and 

research into things. Like issues that are relevant and about stuff that’s of 
interest to kids—it has to be things they’ll need and stuff that kids want to 
learn. If they don’t see any reason to do it then it’s pretty hopeless really. 

 
Speaker Okay—so more orals and speaking. And more topics that are seen to be 

relevant and meaningful to students? Mmm, that makes sense. 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. 
 
Speaker Okay, so what about in senior English and with the type of work you have 

been talking about..think about the type of student that would have 
experienced success in the subject you studied. Can you think of any 
examples of the type of student who was successful, or maybe, someone 
who wasn’t so successful? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah well, in Year 8 and 9 there were kids who did okay, well, pretty well 

in English and then, but by senior school and in Year 12 it got so hard that 
most of us really struggled, struggled to do well..I mean.. 

 
Speaker So struggled to get good grades or is I mean, does doing well mean 

something else as well or is it just about the marks? 
 
Speaker 2 Yeah. Well at school it’s pretty much about the marks. If you want to do 

well then you have to be getting good grades and marks on the exams and 
papers or forget it. 

 
Speaker So, how do you define academic success, all that type of school success? 
 
Speaker 2 Someone who is smart and gets the good grades, that’s who the school 

reckons is successful. But..I don’t know, I think there were smart people ... 
that, smart kids who just didn’t try and then got into trouble for doing badly 
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or failing tests but it wasn’t because they couldn’t do it they just didn’t want 
to. There’s a..a difference. 

 
Speaker So the students who just didn’t want to do well. That’s really interesting; 

can you tell about anyone who comes to mind? Was that you, in a way, in 
some of your subjects, or in English sometimes? 

 
Speaker 2 Yeah. It was me sometimes and my mates. It depended on which class I was 

in really. In some classes, like in Biol or Maths that I did, I worked hard and 
did well and it was kinda serious.  

 
Speaker Why do you think you did well or worked harder in subjects like maths 

then? 
 
Speaker 2 Umm, yeah, I suppose it was because I liked it better and it was more 

serious and most of us worked harder in that..it was easier to just do the 
work and then get good marks if you studied, I mean it was all there in 
maths—if you did the work anyone could do okay I think. 

 
Speaker Do you think English is different that, I mean, that there were maybe some 

students who even though they did the work and studied hard that they still 
didn’t do really well?  

 
Speaker 2 Yeah. Because you never really knew if you were right half the time. The 

answers weren’t clear and you could think you had it right and then find out 
you were all wrong or something..you know? You had to write heaps and 
and I was never that good at writing anyway so if you weren’t good at that 
you were stuffed. 

 
Speaker Okay, great. I know what you are saying. Now, just before we finish up—in 

terms of boys and girls doing subjects like English, are there any kind of 
opinions out there that you heard about or, umm, you saw in your school 
about the difference in girls and boys doing English, and doing well in 
English? Like, some people say that English is more suited to girls than 
boys as a subject. 

 
Speaker 2 I’d agree with that—yeah. Mmm, in my classes it was always the girls who 

did better than us boys and seemed to like it more. It was good if you had 
girls in your groups sometimes cause they did all the work and if we were 
all just together with our mates we’d always get worse marks. But, so 
yeah..I think some girls like it better than other subjects and most of the 
teachers seemed to think the girls were better ... 

 
Speaker Why do you say that? 
 
Speaker 2 Oh, just that the girls were always the ones who took it more seriously and 

so the teachers liked them better I think, because, you know that tried harder 
and got all the top marks. 
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Speaker  Interesting. Well, look we are running out of time and I know I promised 
we’d do this quickly and not take up too much of your time. So.. 

 
Speaker 2 No, that’s okay. I um.. 
 
Speaker,  So look, aagh, any final comments in terms of how we might look at making 

boys more interested in English and getting them to try harder do you think 
then? 

 
Speaker Um, just that it has to be interesting and be stuff that’s useful and we can 

use after school and not all just be on writing and essays and things like that 
I suppose. Yeah, that’s it really. 

 
Speaker Okay, great. We’re finished, thanks so much. 
 
END OF TRANSCRIPT 
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