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ABSTRACT

This longitudinal study on the transition from school to work
of a group of Indian school-leavers from two co-educational
schools in Durban is an attempt to analyse the processes upder-
lying thé construction of educational and career routes. It
deals with the lived experiences of boys and girls from different
social-class backgrounds within the school, the family, and
the work situation. This passage from school to work, which
also includes the experiences of unemployment, is examined
against the background of social interactions in micro settings,
as well as the influences of social, structural and cultural
forces. In particular, the career pathways are studied within
the context of the cultural background of 1Indians, and their
socio-historical location. in the South African society as a
minority and an intermediate status group in a racially-divided

society.

As the students proceeded thrbugh the last three years at school
and into the first few months of work various qualitative,
field research methods were used to get some insight into the
changing and complex nature of the transitional process. These
methods included participant observation, focussed and unfocussed
interviews, and discussions. Such qualitative research méthods
were valuable for an understanding of the meanings and values

on which the students' actions were based.

The structural and interpretive analysis of the family, the
school, the labour market, and a patriarchal, capitalist,‘apart—

‘heid society points to the significance of ideological values,



hegemony, class relations, racial, gender, and political and
economic influences on the construction of educational and
career identities. The analysis also indicates the close relation-
ship which exists on the one hand between the cultural interpreta-
tions and practices of various social actors; and on the other
hand, the structural conditions in which these are located.
The findings provide some account of how social-class relations
are continued and sustained via related and different inequalities
such as race and gender. Race, class and gender exist side
by side in this reproduction process. By focussing on the close
relationship which exists between the actions and decisions
of the students, and the structures of society, this study
attempts to bridge the gap between structural and interpretive
explanations. The students' interpretations of their educational

and career choices are brought into a closer relationship with

the structures of society.
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PART ONE

THE STUDY IN CONTEXT



CHAPTER ONE

1. BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

1.1 INTRODUCTION

1(p. 16) of the pro-

This is an interpretive, gqualitative study
cesses underlying the social construction of the educational
and career routes of a group of Indian students in two co-
educational, secondary schools in Durban. It is a study of
the transition from school to adult 1life, which is concerned
mainly with the students' choices, decisions and actions related
to their occupational and social destinations. The study deals
with socialisation and change within the school, the family
and places of employment in the way these processes are experien-
ced and dealt with by the students, their parents, teachers
and employers. It also takes into account the experiences of
those gstudents who are unemployed. This passage from school
to adult 1life is discussed in terms of the emergent nature
of social interaction, as well as the playing out of social,

structural and cultural forces in choosing a career.

1.2 THE TRANSITION FROM SCHOOL TO WORK

The study of career and educational routes 1is ‘essentially a
study of the lives of young school-leavers who are in search
of employment. It may also include those who experience unemploy-
ment. Of those who enter employment, some take up semi-skilled
or unskilled work; while others seek apprenticeships or training
courses. Full-time students in tertiary educationz(P' 16) usually
embark on the long road to careers in some of the more prestigious
professions; while those who are unemployed struggle to meet

the many difficulties in having to find work.

This transition £rom school, and the entry into employment
should be seen as$ part of a longer period in the life of a
student, since it is closely connected with the development
of expectations and aspirations about theif future. It also

extends well into their first years at work, and involves their



adjustment to new situations. The study of educational and
career routes therefore concerns the transitional years of
young individuals proceeding through the series of stages and
decisions that will have important implications for their ultimate

mobility in society.

This passage from school to work involves a complexity of factors,
among which are the informal influences of the home environment,
the experiences of schooling, and the sgarch for employment.
Until quite recently the process of leaving school and entering
the world of work and tertiary education has not been seriously
researched.3(p' 16) However, some recent developments in several
western countries have led to increased research activity on
the transitional process. Some of these developments in the
political, educational and economic spheres have included higher
youth unemployment, government intervention in industrial train-
ing, and the raising of the school-leaving age. In Britain,
studies such as those of Veness (1962), Carter (1962; 1966),
Maizels (1970), Roberts (1972), sSwift (1973), Williams (1974),
Brannen (1975), Ashton and Field (1976), Weir and Nolan (1977),
Willis (1977), Deem (1980b}), sSawdon (1981), Rees and Atkinson
(1982), Gothérd (1982), Gleeson (1983), Jenkins (1983), West
and Newton (1983), and Ryrie (1983), are some examples of research

undertaken in this field.?(P- 16)

This concern over transitional education is reflected not only
in research studies, but also by those organisations which
have an interest in industrial welfare. Fof example, the Youth
Employment Service in Britain whose job is to aid young people
in this transition gives valuable support to such research
Stmﬁes-sqL 16) In several western countries,the welfare
of young workers and graduates has captured the interest of
economic planners in the cause of a more efficient ;se of man-
power. The Department of Education and Science, the Manpower
Services Commission, and various univérsity centres in the
U.K.,6(p' 16) and the OECD Secretariat of UNESCO are some well
known examples of institutions closely involved with work on

transitional education. One of the most active institutions



in this field is the National Clearinghouse On Transition From

7(p. 17)

School at the University of Tasmania. This unit was

previously attached to the Research School of Social Sciences

at the Australian National University.

1.3 FROM SCHOOL INTO UNEMPLOYMENT

The study of young school-leavers at work cannot be .isolated

P

from the experiences of the unemployed and their search for

jobs. In this respect, studies on the transition from school
into wori( in the 1980s differ greatly from the earlier studies
of the 1960s and 70s. The relatively stable economic conditions
in the 60s and 70s meant that the transition from school to
work was a much easier process. In contrast, the very real
threat of unemployment is a constant worry to school-leavers
in the 1980s. Newspaper reports on unemployment among school-
leavers in South Africa appeared frequently during the period
that this study was conducted. For example, the following extract

on the subject of teenage unemployment illustrates the situation:

"Many young people of all races who were cock-
a-hoop when they jumped the matric hurdle in
December last year are still walking the streets
looking for work.

'At the time they need the widest choice of
job opportunities, the people with no work
experience are being squeezed out of the bottom
of the jobs market. And with some employers
reporting more than 1000 applicants for a single
junior position the chances of finding any
work remain poor.

"Others have taken temporary refuge in short
courses, swelling the intakes of colleges and
technikons in the hope the inhospitable jobs
climate will improve." g(p. 17)

From this it is evident that unemployment among young people is par—
ticularly high, and highest of all among those who, not having
succeeded at school, 1leave ill-equipped. The transition to
unemployment is really from dependence in school into a harsh

and competiti've world where the unemployed have to learn to

be self reliant, and when the opportunity arises to be ready



to take on jobs which they would not consider in a more favourable
economic climate. In times of high unemployment many who have
the appropriate qualifications cannot find Jjobs to match their
qualifications. Their expectations are thwarted and they are

forced to take relatively low-level jobs.

It is well-known that the rate of unemployment is high amongst
the socially disadvantaged groups. This is because labour markets
tend to distriminate against those with few skills, limited
experience and little training. Some other factors which account
for the recent ‘increase in youth unemployment include the rising
levels of general unemployment, changing patterns of participation

in the workforce and a decline in the demand for unskilled

labour.

1.4 WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF EDUCATIONAL . OPPORTUNITY AND LIFE

CHANCES

Various research studies have stressed that the transition
fzom school to work should'be seen in the éontext of the wider
society. Carter (1966:11), for example, points out that inequali-
kties.between various groups of pupils exist not only in school,
but are also perpetuated and reinforced as school-leavers enter
the world of work. Such inequalities are known to have lasting
effects on the quality of 1life that these people will 1lead.
It has also been shown that those who suffer most are the children
who find themselves in the lower streams or grades of the secon-~

9(p. 17)

dary school. Many of them usually leave school early

and find their way into semi-skilled and unskilled employment.

This «concern with educational opportunity and life chances,
especially in studies of social disadvantage in the early 1970s
in Britain and elsewhere also led researcpers in this field
to stress the fact that schools were not catering adequately
for their students. They pointed to inadequacies in curricula,
teaching styles and assessment procedures that catered for
the minority-students from the better educated and more affluent

families. They generally benefitted by the emphasis on academic.



studies and were successful in examinations leading to tertiary
entrance. On the other hand, many of those who came from socially
disadvantaged homes seemed to find school a negative and irrele-
vant experience, which often intensified their social disadvan-
tage. Some of the better-known British studies which focussed

on the theme of social class, educational opportunity, and
social disadvantage include those of Floud, Halsey and Martin
(1956) , Douglas (1964), Cullen (1969), Miller (1971), Midwinter (1972),
Jackson and Marsden (1962), and Craft (1974). Notable government

reports which also stress this theme are the Plowden Committee (Report of the Cen-

tral Advisory Council for Education. England, 1967)ard Coleman et al. (1966) in the U.S.A.

When the transitional process 1is seen in this 1light it may
explain how and why education and schools in particular channel
youngsters into different directions in 1life. Cicourel and
Kitsuse (1963), for example, in their study of an American
high school illustrate how the organisational procedures such
as the counselling service tend to control the students' access
to higher educational facilities, and in turn their chances
in life. Likewise, in the present study, it became necessary
to see how educational provision in Indian schools provided
access to higher educational facilities and jobs in the South

African society.lo(p' 17

1.5 THE PRESENT STUDY

1.5.1 The Focus of this Study

Against this background, one of the main concerns of the present
Study is with those aspects of the transitional years which represent
a process in which a selected group of students enter paid
employment. These school-leavers are differentiated into certain
occupations which are roughly in accordance with the demand
for their skilled labour. For many, this may simply mean the

entry into unskilled and semi-skilled work and the end to any

formal education.

The process of the transition from school to work involves



an analysis of the ways in which the stﬁdents' job aspirations
are formulated, especially through the influences of the home,
social background, and through the influence of the school,
in particular its career -counselling service. It also in&olves
an account of how these school-leavers find jobs; as well as

a discussion of their reactions to the world of work.

The central themes here are those of continuity and discontinuity
between education and work. The institutions of education,
the family and the peer group often operate in a continuous
way so as to develop an individual's self perspective. This
makes it possible for many young people in the labour market
to have reliable expectations of work. However, since this
is not always easily achieved by all school-leavers, this
study also focuses on those social processes which may explain

the discontinuity between education and the world of work.

Educational and career choices of the students are seen as a
set of routes or pathways which may, in certain cases be regarded
as escalators to certain occupations. The present study, there-
fore, describes and explains the processes underlying some

of the changes which occur in the construction of such routes
or pathways; and this is closely connected with the students'
interactions and negotiations with their parents, teachers,
guidance counsellors, and employers in job situations. These
are closely examined in terms of the éultural backgrounds of
the students, their assimilation, integration, accommodation;
and even with restatements of the many definitions of reality

confronting them at home, in school, and in the wider society.

The interest in the social and cultural forces through which
choices and decisions are played out raises some important
questions concerning the transition which students have to

make from school to work, or unemployment. For example:

(a) How important is this transition from the young person's

point of view?



(b) How does he see it, and act in terms of it?
(c) To what extent is he prepared for it?
(d) Does the change ﬁerely happen to him, or does he have

any part to play in shaping the process of change?
(e) How far is he looking ahead when he decides to take

on a job, or enter tertiary education?

These, along with several other questions which are raised
in this study may be regarded as only a small part of the transi-

tion process.

1.5.2 The Use of the Qualitative and Interpretive Research

Paradigm

One of the ways of attempting to answer some of these questions
is by adopting the interpretive .and qualitative research approach.
Following Silverman's (1970) formulation, the question being asked
is: "what is going on here?" The reason for using this approach
instead of the traditional, quantitative, positivistic survey
type of study is to reject prescriptionvin favour of analysis.
Initiaily, the task of this is to describe and understand some-
thing about the social systems of the school, the family, and
employment in terms of the way the people themselves interpret
their own situations. However, analytically, this study is also

concerned with the task of placing the perceptions and interac-
tioﬁs of teachers, students, parents, employers and other related
persons within the wider social context, and does not rest

solely upon the interpretation of what people say.

Qualitative, interpretive, field research methods are used
to explore some of the cultural processes underlying the career
and educational routes taken by the students. Cultural processes
are emphasised so as to capture the students' sensitivity to
meanings and values, and to interpret some of their actions.
Culture 1is not seen simply as the transfer of a set of values
and ideas from one generation to another, as is implied in
certain popular notions of socialisation: but as a feature
of collective human action which reveals struggle, resistance

and having to contend with contradictions.



1.5.3 The Design of the Project

“Although .the design of this project is described and explained
in detail in Part Two, it is necessary to give a brief account
at this stage. The fieldwork was conducted between 1981 to
1984 with a group of Indian secondary school students in Durban.
It is an attempt to investigate a variety of ways of looking
at the transition from school to adult life, by examining the
students' experiences at critical points in the transition

period.

The findings centre mainly around the experiences of a group
of school-leavers who are made up of those who managed to get
employment, those who were sub-employed, and those in domesticity.
The study also analyses the experiences of those who were un-
employed, and of students who entered tertiary education. However,
it must be stressed that this latter group did not constitute
the main focus of attention. It merely provided a basis for
comparison along fhe lines of class, family, gender, ability
and choice of careers. Initially, about forty students were
chosen from two co-educational secondary schools. The sample
consisted of students of varying levels of abilities and of
different social backgrounds from one ordinary and one practical

grade ¢lass in each of the two schools.

One of these schools, referred to under the fictitious name
of Ridgemount Secondary is situated in an established township
area created for 1Indians by the Group Areas Act of l950.ll(P' 17
The other, called Orchard Lane Secondary is situated in an
old, established suburban area that was a predominantly Indian
area even before the Group Areas legislation came into effect.
These schools were chosen because the areas which they serve
are typical of both the established patterns of life, and some
of the new, emerging social conditions in the Indian community
of Durban. The population in both neighbourhoods include a

typical representation of people from many sectors of the Indian

community and this is quite apparent in the schools chosen.



Contact was established vl:ith the different groups of students
in January 1981, at the beginning of their second year in secon-
dary school. They were followed right through the last three
years they spent in school, from standards eight to ten. After
that they were studied during selected periods in the year
immediately after leaving school, entering employment, or as

unemployed. The fieldwork continued until August 1984.

While they were in school, all the groups in the four classes
were studied intensively by means of observations which focussed
mainly on the career and general guidance lessons, and individual
counselling sessions. Some general lessons across the curriculum
were also observed to get some idea of the cultural atmosphere
of the classrooms in which the students experienced their formal
education. In addition to this, the homes of all the students
were visited, and lengthy taped conversations were held with
parents and some other adults who played important roles in their
lives and who lived with these families. Regular, taped conversa-
tions were also held: with the different groups under study;
the principals of the two schools; the guidance counsellors
and guidance teachers; and all other .teachers who came into
contact with members of these groups. The individual students
were also reqularly interviewed during the four years of study,

at school and at home.

Those in employment were visited at their places of work on
at least four occasions and observed in the work situation.
Taped conversations were also held with managers, supervisors,
foremen and other persons under whose control they were placed.
The school-leavers were interviewed on their work experiences,

and on their passage from school to work.

Regular contact was maintained with those who were unemployed,
those in domesticity, and those who entered tertiary education.

It was not always easy to establish contact since on more than
one occasion, some students had moved home. Nevertheless, every

effort was made to keep track of all members in the sample

till the completion of the fieldwork.
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1.5.4 Race, Class, Gender and Life-Styles

Race, class, gender and the reproduction of Llife-styles are
other important considerations in this study. These social
divisions are examined against the background of the actions
" of the students themselves, the practices of their parents,
teachers, counsellors, and employers; and also against the
structure of the family, school, the 1labour market and the
wider society. The race, class and gender divisions of society
are maintained and wupheld, both through cultural practices,

as well as structural constraints.

Social~class differences are apparent in the way students from
the lower-working-class and middle-class backgrounds, for example
construct their respective career identities. Gender statuses
are produced and reproduced in family, school and work settings.
Some account is also given of how the overall position of Indians
as a minority group in a racially-divided society is maintained.
From this, we get some idea of how the racial code of an apartheid
society 1is reproduced. The overall analysis shows how race,

class and gender exist side by side in this reproduction process.

The relationship between race, class and culture is revealed
through the wuse of the cultural perspective. This approach
indicates how school-leavers from .a. lower. .social class and
from a disadvantaged, minority race group are involved in the
unequal fight to produce meanings and their own cultural forms
in the face of the wider, dominant society. By their own examples
of choosing, deciding and acting on career choices, they show
how even the oppressed, subordinate or minority groups can
construct their own vibrant culture, rather than be completely
at the mercy of a social system which seems to weigh heavily
against them. As the youngsters move towards their occupational
destinations, it 1is possible to observe how certain problems
relevant to their choices and actions are 1lived through to’
particular outcomes. It 1is in the home, school, and places
of work, where direct experience, ways of living, and creative

acts define and re-define problems, that new meanings are created.
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For an understanding of the reality of the occupational and
educational destinations of Indian students in South Africa,
and of the complex situations in which this reality is embedded,
a study of this kind is important. Compared with the class
structure of Britain, U.S.A. and Australia where transitional
studies have been conducted, South Africa with its unique pattern
of race stratification and its resulting wide differences of
employment opportunities provides a. useful setting for a study
of this kind. One of the important contributions it can make
is to explain how the career choices of students from a minority
race group may be explained in cultural and motivational terms.
This is why this study focuses so closely on the cultural back-
ground of Indians, their socio-historical location in the South
African society, and the economic and political influences

on contemporary Indian life.

1.5.5 Theoretical Considerations

The attempt to produce a theory about the transition from school
to work involved an .examination of the relationship between
personal identity on the one hand, and social structure on
the other. The micro and macro aspects were also related to
each other, and the processes leading to the production and
reproduction of culture were also scrutinised. Loosely described,
the theory advanced in this study may be classified as belonging
to the cultural production and reproduction of social divisions
in society. It shows how the transition from school to work
is closely tied up with the beliefs and practices of various
social actors, and the structural conditions in which these

are located. The autonomy of the school-leavers is examined
against the structural constraints of the family, school, the

labour market, and a patriarchal, capitalist and apartheid

society.

This study emphasises how the construction of the students'
educational and career identities depends upon the positions
which different groups occupy in the social structure. Factors

such as- class, race and gender point to the fact that different

individuals experience the world in significantly different



12

ways. Ashton (1974:171), for example refers to this pattern
of experience as a frame of reference. He says that "the transmis-
sion of frames of reference starts within the family, but the
differences that can be observed in both the style and the content
of what is transmitf:ed are seen as a product of the position

which the family occupies within the overall class structure.”

The educational and career identities of the school-leavers
in the present study are analysed by a careful examination
of their various frames of reference and how they act in terms
of these. In doing so, relationships are also established between
the separate areas of home, school, work, and the wider society
By looking at how certain frames of reference are acquired
and developed, and how students act in various situations one
can attempt to examine changes which occur at various points
in the transition period from school to adult 1life. Veness
(1962:2) discusse§ such changes 1in the adolescent's choices
and decisions ab;ut jobs, and says it is often necessary for
the young person "... to direct his thoughts both behind and
ahead of the present moment; swinging rapidly from one perspective
to another, comparing, predicting, regretting and resolving
afresh; planning for the future but preserving continuity with

the present;..."

This movement from school to work, and the production and repro-
duction of culture is a complex process. For example, in the
present study the decisions and choices of the school-leavers
from the different social classes are not simply determined
by outside structures, but are a product of qultural relationships.
Much of this can be attributed to the meanings and perceptions
of particular individuals, as well as to the dominant ideologies

of the school, the labour market and the wider society.

Despite the constraints of unemployment, racially separate
education, and 1life in an apartheid society, the way in which
the students constructed their realities is an important aspect
of the interpretation offered in this study about the transitional

process. By paying attention to features such as the culture
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of a minority, dominated group the study also points out how
different forms of acceptance, rejection, contradictions and
accommodation form the basis of educational and career pathways.
The cultural expression of the students and their families,
rather than the direct imposition of the dominant ideology,

lies at the heart of the reproduction process.

The interpretation of the reproduction process stresses an
active rather than a paséive notion of culture. Such an account
also attempts to bridge the gap between structure and identity
by focussing on the close relationship which exists between
the actions and decisions of the students, and the structures
of society. The students' activities are examined in the context
of particular social and economic structures which not only
influence their actions, but are in turn affected by them.
Structures are constituted through action, and the production

and reproduction processes are based on everyday transactions.

Explanations such as the foregoing necessitated the use of
interpretive theories 1in combination with neo-Marxist cultural
analysis. This approach offers a deep understanding of how
structure conditions interaction which in turn modifies it.
The findings .of this study point to ways in which the wider
society 1is brought into contact with the actor's definition
of the situation. This offers scope for advancing both struétural

and interpretive explanations of the transitional process.

1.5.6 . Structure of the Thesis

This thesis is divided into two parts which are closely related.
Part One, which consists of seven chapters, explores certain
paradigms, theories, published research, and concepts related
to the transition from school to work, and to unemployment.
These are also discussed with specific reference to the needs
of the present study. Wherever relevant, the position of Indians
in the South African society is also discussed so as to focus
on the importance of this topic for an understanding of the

mobility and 1life chances of Indians as a dominated, minority



group. By structurihg the discussion along these lines, this
section offers brief glimpses into some of the main findings
which are discussed in greater detail in Part Two. It was neces-
sary to organise Part One in this way so that the empirical
data analysed in Part Two can be studied against a background
of current research already undertaken in this field. Part

One sets the present study in contex