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This study analyzed how a cohort of eight young wonwho underwent certain
difficulties whilst at secondary school experienteeir transition from secondary school
to either work or further education. It exploresuaes in their perception of events and
happenings that they classified as significanthterm, and the influence that thesq
changes of perception had on their evolving liferse. While not formally classified as
emotionally or behaviorally challenged, all thetmgpants in this study claimed to have
had varying depths of difficulty when at secondsciool, some alleging that they had
been classified as troublesome by their teacheds aithers claiming to have seen
themselves as disruptive in classroom settings. $hely was informed by the
participants’ voices about how they saw their ti@oss being forged and has a
phenomenological focus.

Keywords: emotional education, social care, identitygerecy, transition

I ntroduction

This qualitative study introduces readers to défeéraspects of Malta's culture and educationaligget-
and links the personal and identity challengesddrg young women today with knowledge about ‘post
compulsory school age' transitions. It tracesabgirations and experiences that a cohort of youmgen
faced when they were between 15 and 20 years ofaagethereby focuses on school to work transitimns
on transitions to higher education. It is particiyidocused on the social and emotional educatiorits
broadest sense, of these young women. It showstheiw emotional and social capacities develop & th
context of different agents of socialization thapact on their lives. These include the school hoche,
when they are younger; and/or further educationaanthe work-place, when they are older. Before we
introduce the participants we would like to proviérief background of the Maltese educational exint

where this study was situated.

! Corresponding author. Email addresamianspiteri@yahoo.co.uk

ISSN 2073-7629
© 2011 EDRES/ENSEC Volume 3, Number 1, November 2011 pp70


https://core.ac.uk/display/46603605?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

Compulsory schooling in Malta terminates at the afy16. Young people who opt to pursue further
studies, most commonly, take courses at a statsixtimform which generally leads on to Universifjoung
people can also attend courses given by Churcheruprivately-run sixth forms following the same
curriculum as the state-run sixth form. Otherwigeung people can attend the Higher Secondary School
which is a post-secondary state school offeringeadof courses covered at secondary and post-dagon
school levels to give students who did not obtam qualifications to enter sixth form a chance rtocped
with their studiesOthers may also attend courses delivered by pripateiders, some of which are linked to
foreign universities. Others may attend MCAST e-lalta College of Arts, Science and Technologyictvh
is a vocational college. MCAST offers courses fnwhat is called Foundation level (the most basiasepto
undergraduate degree level. Between these levescdurses offered include the First Diploma leted,
National Diploma level, and the Higher National Dipa level. MCAST also offers part-time courseshe
evening and it is thereby possible that students wattend courses elsewhere, or who are in full-time

employment, enroll in these evening courses.

Profile of participants

The participants have been given the fictitioumes of Mariana, Merissa, Farah, Eileen, Joanna,
Kirsten, Mariella and Phaedra so as to respect twozifidentiality. With the exception of KirsteMariella
and Phaedra, all of the participants went to cellégt MCAST) on completing compulsory education.
Merissa, Farah and Eileen joined MCAST at a Fouaddéevel as they did not have sufficient qualifioas
to do otherwise. Merissa and Farah read for a NaliDiploma in Health and Social Care, viewing this
course as generic enough to offer various job dppaies following their education. Eileen joineket
accountant technician course aspiring to find waith an accountancy firm on completing her studies.
Marianna wishes to work information technology amdpursuing a course at national diploma level at
MCAST. Joanna changed courses, and after startioguese in information technology, decided that she
would be better off taking a course in hairdressify which she subsequently enrolled. Kirsten had
originally applied for the National Diploma in Ctiikn's Care, Learning and Development, having fqueie
well in her MATSEC exams. However, the places as tlourse were limited and she was amongst the ones
who were not selected. Although she had the opifostarting a related course at First Diploma legéke
chose not to continue attending MCAST, opting iadtéor a more academic track at the Higher Secgndar
School. Mariella aspired to become a hairdresserinadvertently failed to attend the aptitude tastl
subsequently was refused entry. She never reagpliedcourse at MCAST (or elsewhere) but has wbde
a salesperson. She now runs her own fashion @glpart of a family business and also works agtatipae
fashion model. Phaedra has been working at faghutiats since finishing secondary school. She decitbt

to further her formal education at a post-secondahpol level.
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The participants shared a belief that they hadehaheir individual career paths 'independerttigt
is, without experiencing excessive intrusion frdmit parents. Saying this, they were equally ascions
that they hadn’t made an entirely free choice. s because of constraints that they saw as apgdar
them, in Phaedra's words, “to be built in by wideciety”. They explained that certain courses atA@T,
such as mechanical engineering, were mainly attebgianale students. This resulted in their feepuog off
when considering mechanical engineering as a cangieyn. From an academic stand-point, in effdog, t
participants are not saying anything new. The preseof such constraints on career-path choicesels w
documented in relevant sociological literature {Tf@net al. 1995; Furlong and Cartmel 1997; Will&1Z;
Wyn and Dwyer 1999). Furthermore, Roberts et 4894), in putting forward a theory of structured
individualization, note how people's choices do®nstrained’ by “the multiple configurations credtby
different combinations of family and educationatkgrounds, gender, place of residence, and (if angy
training and employment experience” (p. 51).

The influence of such constraints is dependenivbather or not people recognize that they “can
react and respond to (these) structural influentted, they can make their own decisions with respea@
number of major as well as minor life experiencasd that they can actively shape some important
dimensions of their experiences” (Evans 2002, 6).24T'his range of reactions implies that flexiblations
of self-identity, self-advancement, self-efficagydaself-evolution need to be considered when dasgrithe
participants' actions. Each of these differentajpétrsonal dispositions is a pertinent aspect obang
person’s emotional education and of his/her ovgratsonal and social development, as can be juldged
their influence on how agentic he/she is.

Decisions to change course or to stop attendirsf) gecondary education in order to start work may
come about in the context of a number of othergilea$ that have to be taken, and, as Warin (20a@sn
these can be striking enough to be classed aseimisicbr phases in life “when things are wrenchetdobu
joint” (p. 124). Thus, while the participants alganeed self-efficacy to consider and carry thiowgich
changes, how far they succeed in making them a@perttls on how they are balanced against suchwstlict

issues as those mentioned above (Spiteri 2007).

Data collection and analysis

This research project was carried out as part lafger study which had a longitudinal focus. The
participants have been interviewed regularly ovdive-year period starting when they were in thaafi
stages of secondary schooling (around 15 yearsamid)then re-interviewed once yearly through tfiest
few years of post-secondary education and/or emmoy (from 16 to around 20 years old). This stugly i
based on data extrapolated from the final intergiefvthis five-year period. The interviews wererigat out

in Maltese by both authors and these were subs#ygtemslated into English for purposes of thisdst One
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of the authors (KD) had previously conducted adl tither interviews and thereby knew the participavell.
The other author (DS) co-interviewed the partictpdar the final interview only.

The interviews followed a semi-structured schedbbg outlined the main themes that were to be
explored with the participants. The interview salledused was applied flexibly to give the researcliee
option to add questions or to explore ideas thaewet anticipated beforehand.

This study uses an extended case method (Burd®88) based on the grounded theory approach
(Glaser and Strauss 1967; Strauss and Corbin 1@906unded theory uses different coding approadhas t
lead on from one another in a somewhat cyclicalmeanntil the all data has been saturated. Priynarpen
coding was used. The data was broken down intereift categories, and then these were re-arramged i
the different sub-categories that clearly emanftad, or were associated with, the categories ssigge The
open codes that were nominated were 'engaging follgifferent life contexts', 'planning for the tue’,
'forging an effective career path’, 'achieving siddle work-life balance’, 'being authentic anthg®neself,'
‘having an attractive physical appearance' andintesuccessful in life." Secondly, axial codingsmased.
Here, the categories and sub-categories were fuettemined by the researchers to determine ihalldata
in hand had been saturated and to ensure thatquatkely reflected what the participants were sayirtheir
interviews. Whenever the researchers were not noadi that all the data had been saturated, thégriesds
the process of categorizing the data, developimthén open codes and ensuring that there was nouef
data that was not incorporated in the coding ttest laeing developed.

The authors nominated two axial codes that arsemted as sub-titles below. These were ‘assigning
of meaning to personal choices' and 'the notioarévolving (and thereby changing and developietf} s
perception'. From there, the researchers develapsagle core category representing the theoretjoek of
this study where change is recognized as an eakantl necessary component of the participantdviexo
life-course and a precursor to what is being cadlete-conceptualized agency.' The extended casieothe
involves mapping salient findings onto existing dties or concepts or, more specific to this stutdy,
ecosystemic theory (Bronfenbrenner 1974). From thioretical perspective, it is recognized that the
participants subscribe to several interdependdhteinces such as the family, the school, the labarket,

the media and broader cultural influences.

Findings
Theme 1: Assigning meaning to personal choices.

While all the participants state that a major isBu¢heir lives is finding satisfying and adequwtel
paid work, some see attending college or workinghort-term jobs as an enjoyable aspect of theas|i
although they all say that work or study must narade other commitments in life. They all recagnthat,
if they are eventually to have children; parentangd attending to their partners would also neetheo

attributed its own time. This is consistent withdings from studies that indicate that young peagle
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derive reassurance and self-security, particuldtlsing times of transition, by choosing what giteem
satisfaction at different life-stages (Jackson afadin 2000).

The participants appear to be building an idert#tpital based on acquiring resources that wilp hel
them to become the people they want to be in theduWarin 2010). From an ecosystemic perspeditive,
only through generating a holistic understandinghef influence of all pertinent and related factonsthis
process that this identity capital can be fully reggated.

Eileen pointed out that although she was convirtbat she was making her own choices, what her
family had told her about the importance of studien she was younger had influenced her consitjeirab
her late teenage years. She explained that, sycalig)ishe could hear “my father's voice in my Heaslshe
opted to take up hairdressing after not doing welCT, rather than dropping her studies completely

A somewhat similar perspective to the adoptingaofidentity capital based on earlier childhood
experiences was narrated by Mariella. Her pareete Wusiness people with a number of retail ousieligng
clothes. While her parents did not prevent Mari&itan studying, they involved her in the runningtbé
shops from her early adolescent years. She saidhisaencouraged her to choose work over her esu@he

said that she had never been particularly acaderi@nted, claiming that:

When | was at school | did not know whether | colgldrn the stuff. There were many much

brighter students than me in class. But today ltdwave any problems of this sort. ... | can

handle it. ... I would now like to concentrate this shop. | need to be able to handle this
business and | always wanted my own shop. (Majiella

She made a concrete decision to start working vehenapplied for a course at MCAST and was not
accepted as a result of her low grades. At thattpshe decided not to apply again, except perfaas short
or part-time course which would be compatible viigin working hours.

Personal changes such as deciding to change courset to enlist for a course of studies can be
readily associated with other “reactive changesit Burface in the life of individuals (Nicholsondawest
1988). For instance, prior to applying to join MCRASbhoth of these participants believed that thée |
seemed to depend on their performance in the MAT8Eninations on leaving secondary school. Yet, on
coming to realize that they could cope in a différeourse to that to which they originally intendéuey
became increasingly conscious of the other chdicatthey faced. Eileen, for example, tried totyie
herself in a job in the future and looked at pdssifptions not simply based on examination resuits.
appears that both participants subscribe to Emirlaaygl Mische's (1998) assertion (based on Bousdieu'
(1986) notion of habitus) that even though indigdumay have a limited range of options, it is stmes
the case that “there may be much ingenuity anduresfulness to the selection of responses fromtipedc
repertoires, even when this contributes to theadymtion of a given structure of social relatiopshi(p.
980).
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It is also possible for this ingenuity and resefutness to be used amongst academically promising
students. For instance, Phaedra is quite happy twéhresults she got in her MATSEC examinationg Sh
found the knowledge she gained to be extremelyulgekvolving her life-plans. Even though, like Nedla,
she has opted to work rather than attend MCAST ,aslseciates further training with career advancémen
She said that:

| did well in my MATSEC exams and | got 9 of thehdo not regret having studied for my
exams because | would not be here. | work hereusechpassed my MATSEC exams. Here
we work with that standard (of education) and tisélf ask us for these certificates even
though we work in a shop. Art and Computer havepdrime here and so have Maths and the
languages. Now | must take a course in Italian beed sat for my Italian and did not pass
since | am not so good in it. Here, at St. Juliah’get a lot of Italian clients and 1 find it
difficult to understand them and to deal with th¢Rhaedra)

It is clear that Phaedra is building her identipital around being more competent and qualified in
her current job, in line with what she believesb®best for her. She is also considering the inrapcd of
speaking and understanding Italian, thereby lookihglifferent training possibilities that could dean to
promotions at work or to acquiring greater job #ilgb Likewise, Kirsten said that her parents Hatt it
entirely up to her to choose a course. She belithadsan academic qualification is more likely &sare her
of a steady income in future than a vocational drnés could nevertheless betray a certain levedasental
influence - as the University was the only inst@ntthat offered higher degree courses until thiy 900s,
it is highly probable that her parents would notdveare of the type (and quality) of educationalvjsion
offered by MCAST.

In a nutshell, the participants are conscioushefdhanges that they are making, and seem to make
them with thought and fore-planning. They are dleaot leaving the future to chance and are agtivel
striving to make decisions that they see as meéningheir thoughts, feelings and attitudes towaldsh
examinations and studies have changed as time dsse¢ and they are now fully concentrated on what
outcomes will emerge from their efforts. The ageoeptered stance they are taking also is cleaflyanced
by their own self-efficacy and how much they arensmious of their evolving self-perception. This is

elaborated further below.

Theme 2: Evolving (and thereby changing and dewsdpself-perceptions.

The second theme relates to the participants' mogrthoughts and feelings about themselves in the
context of their interaction with other people. Joas view of herself as a self-confident persaefiected in
the way she speaks about her appearance. Shellggpefats out that her personal appearance masitesr

own style and that her tattoos and earrings exigenahat she feels and thinks. Joanna adoptedsstiiat
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she encountered through the media and friendsshmuthen adapted them in a manner that was tower o
liking.

It is likely that, on a more in-depth psychologjilearel, Joanna could easily be expressing chaimges
what she feels by using changes in fashion as samratization of her feelings. It can be surmiseat in
Joanna's case, this process of change is beingtidrabout through a conscious or subconscious visgmf
the self and through its subsequent expressioughrdody art in the form of tattoos and piercingarha
explained how notwithstanding the physical pairoesded with the experience of having a tattoo ang
form of piercing, these serve to make her conscibasshe is courageous and that she is able éoupdo

pain. She said:

Tattoos and piercing have helped me to develop wiy style which is a little bit Goth and a
little bit Punk. I am neither one nor the othenale taken a little bit of both and developed my
own style which is a little softer than what is atby attributed to these styles. | want to
express myself in this way with tattoos and eagiagd my hair. The tattooed stars are cool
because | got them done when | was sixteen. Iyréik#h them because they are small but at
the same time beautiful... It's not that | wantstand out but because each earring and tattoo
creates its own experience. It's about me being #@bldo it and withstand that experience as
well. It shows my courage which at times | am nadeao show at home or elsewhere. Tattoos
and earrings remind me that | have courage and gheyme courage. | like to express my
feelings in this way. (Joanna)

Whereas Joanna expressed a change in her selsmesgon an emotional level, other participants
expressed that the change that they experiencednageson a ‘'manner of thinking' level. Farah clairtieat

she experienced the latter type of change whehatieontemplated purchasing a car.

| am different because | am learning how to keepkblaefore ending up in awkward
situations. Unlike when | was younger, | think t@nthrough before actually taking rash
decisions — not always but at least | try to. A feeeks ago | was going to make a terrible
mistake because | was going to buy a car. So Igeasy to take a loan to buy a car. What
stopped me was my awareness that | cannot afforakeoupon this burden. If | went to the
bank, | am quite sure in any case, that the manageld have told me that he could not issue
a loan for me! The message | gave myself was “Yay &8s you are, work and save up. Then
go again!’ (Farah)

The patrticipants also give importance to changasttiey see as being somehow promoted by their
studies at MCAST. They said that the discussiors they engaged in during lectures as well as their
interactions with the relatively older peer grodgVBCAST, caused them to think in a more mature reann
Interestingly enough, consonant with an earliedtoy the authors (Spiteri and DeGiovanni 2009¢yth
thought that this change was aimed at their redexting themselves, finding out what they wantedajuife
and being true to their aspirations. This is natipalar to this cohort of participants. Warin abémpster

(2007) found out that the male university studehts participated in their study generally experesha
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reluctance to act as if they are somebody else@fput up a front” (p. 897) so as to be more anbdmand
accessible to their peers.

It is most likely that, in the case of the papgnits, alongside their peers, other factors, ssch a
personal maturation, interaction with peers whort attend MCAST, dialogue with family membersdan
possibly also relationships with boyfriends, commdated their maturation process. Added to this,iddar
who was reading Social Care at MCAST, said thathstte‘changed’ and become 'more mature' as a r@sult
her interaction with vulnerable people. She derigecertain degree of self-confidence from her aness

that she would be working in the field in which sheuld be qualified:

| changed because | am more aware of what tharelif® and | know how to interact with
people and to be more patient with children andp&dple. | am now more aware of how to
deal with these people. | also feel confident bseaan finishing MCAST, | will find a job as
a social carer if | want to. (Merissa)

When discussing her experiences of work placemémésissa points to a further change that she
experienced. She refers to the way in which shepnadonceived ideas about some client populatiods a

how these were challenged during her work placesn&ite describes this as follows:

These (homeless) people whom | thought would bghaand aggressive turned out to be
really nice. So this experience really changed rimdrabout these people and | feel that | did
well in this placement. | learnt a lot even about awn strengths and weaknesses. Even
being OK with them helps them. They had all kinfigpmblems and | would have thought
that | was unable to do anything for them if theydtbeen through such a lot in life! Being
there and listening is already a positive thingtfase people. ... The problems that | saw in
this work placement were bigger than those we deisitit during our First Diploma. During
the First Diploma we were placed with old peopld arople with a disability whereas now
we are dealing with bigger problems and they areenehallenging. It is more challenging
because each and every one of us will be an okbpesventually and this is a natural part of
life. However, in this placement, and in life notegyone will go through the kinds of
problems that | saw. And some circumstances in pifé people in peculiar situations.
(Merissa)

These soft skills were not only acquired at MCAB@wever, and Phaedra mentions that she acquired
somewhat similar skills through the labor markdte Speaks about the way she ‘changed' as a résdt o

interacting with people during her salesperson egpee.

I am now more mature and | know how to save moBey.even with people | have changed.
In the beginning | used to ask them a lot of questiat one go. Now | am calmer and | have
changed. (Phaedra)
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All these accounts indicate changes in self-peigepfoanna externalizes her feelings in employing
tattooing and body piercing as a medium to this dfetissa has reflected on the way in which thes®she
is attending at MCAST has taught her about behdxidwer life. Phaedra has also become more seasitiv
her interactions with her customers. This aspedtesfsocialization is not totally unrelated to tb&tFarah
who attributed the acquisition of more adept soskdlls to the positive influence that her friertsve upon
her. The experience of change could nonethelassomee about if the participants had not exercesgehcy

in some way in order to make the choices they ddsiraking.

Core Theme: Re-conceptualized agency

Throughout this study, an idea that has been ramsadrently relates to how the participants engage
in carrying out agency in order to both forge aedch desired destinations. While the notions eictired
individualization and bounded agency, as illusttatethese pages, provide important insights cbating to
an understanding of the participants' behavios, shudy also lays emphasis on the personal meathagthe
participants ascribe to their actions. Thus, thuslg is innovative in that it does not only contést existence
of a dualism between the operation of structureaggahcy in the life-course of the participantsthastwo are
seen as operating systemically and collaborativaly;also probes what motivation the participarstgehfor
beating the odds when faced with confining factbet can be possibly traced to structural congsain

From an ecosystemic perspective, it remains tstéed that the influence these constraining factor
had on the manner in which the participants exedcegency, was somewhat limited when they used self
determination in order to achieve their goals. 8ecen point was when the participants were notessafal in
their MATSEC examinations. In response to thisytf@und out about different career routes; and they
located their exams alongside other events andemapgs in their lives than when they gave them aemo
centralized significance. Through taking this ptoac stance, they were able to navigate away from
helplessness or self-pity which are incompatiblthuhe self-advancement toward which they aretsilisg
for.

This study proposes that the participants employeaonceptualized agency', which is agency
backed up by appropriate knowledge, data and ressuelating to the wider field of influence, indiing the
labor market. In terms of emotional education,ghaly shows that the participants’ inclinationdoyé their

own goals purposefully is equated with their greatlity to cope with the stresses of life.

Conclusion
From a life-span perspective, it is widely accepteat transitions occur mainly because of temporal
issues and also as they are expected to occur. \Wowthis paper highlighted that particularly ire tbase of

young people who have started their college educati who have entered into the world of work, ¢hisrno
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normal linear transition as that which might begloly evidenced with students starting university@aving
school.

This study has shown that the manner in whichsttams are approached and the particular
transitions that the participants engage in, afluénced by a multitude of factors. One such fadsor
resilience. Chetcuti (2001) points out that the MAIC examination system serves as a powerful mea$ure
self-worth, resulting in the empowerment of thodsovare successful in these examinations. He nbsgs t
those who fail these exams are seen as low achievefilures. Some of the participants pointed tbat
they felt frustrated that they were given inadeguatreer guidance at secondary school level alussilpge
vocational pathways, such as those offered at MCASiBy still used, their resources, however, tangef
their career pathways.

A further finding that has emerged from this stuslyhat although all the participants were activel
involved in deciding how they wanted their life-cs@ to evolve, they were still heavily influenceg the
messages from their parents, teachers, peers,taadsgnificant others. This shows the powerftilluence
that different agents of socialization have on itienner in which young people forge their respediiee
courses. Accompanying this, the underlying ecosyistemacro-level tenets, including their perceived
position in the labor market on graduating from M&R was also given weight when they decided whether
or not to join MCAST. They considered the struetuthat were in place as well as and the realitthef
current labor market.

The participants seem to consider their own isicirsatisfaction to be at the heart of both their
educational choices and their transition to work.s&em to believe that they can learn, even ifewthey
were younger, they felt discouraged. They do nettbemselves as ‘inexperienced choosers’ (Lumby and
Foskett 2005, p. 172-3). Rather, in the researebgnted here, the participants’ interest focused tnow the
change they experienced correlated to their bejjuipped to make informed decisions that had impbos
for their life-careers, thereby employing informagency in the process. This implies that they vedle to
discern how what they have already done will imgactheir probable futures and, in doing this, theye
using resourcefulness to pave out for themsehebtiightest future in their given circumstances.

To be able to engage in this process of discerhmeaningfully and profitably, this study has shown
that the participants experienced a need to mairgai appropriate level of independence in thinkamgl
behavior, particularly if they were to be empowetedmake their own choices in the face of various
influences. This brings home the relevance of $@uid emotional socialization and education to lifee
chances of young people who are actively consigatifferent possible futures and making decisionsua

how best to unfold them.
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