
108 The Journal of Educational Thought, Vol. 27, No. 1, April 1993 

Giroux, H. & Penna, A. ( 1981 ). Social education in the c lassroom: The dynamics of the 
hidde n curriculum. In H. Giroux , A. Pe nna, & W . Pin ar (Eds.), Curriculum and 
instruction. Berkeley: McCutchan. 

Norri s, J. ( 1989) Some authorities as co-authors in a collective creation production. 
Unpublished doctoral di ssertation, University o f Alberta, Edmonton. 

Pinar, W . (1988). Contemporary curriculum discourses. Scottsdale , AZ: Gorsuch 
Scarisbrick . 

Way, B. ( 1967). Development through drama. London: Longman. 

Review Essay 

A Synthesis of Critical Perspectives 

in the School-to-Work Issue 

Gaskell, J. (1992). Gender matters from school to work. Toronto: 
O.I.S.E. Press, 168 pp., $24.50 (softcover). 

Muller, J. (Ed.). (1990). Education for work, Education as work: 
Canada 's changing community colleges. Toronto: Garamond Press, 
225 pp., $19.95 (softcover). 

Weis, L. (1990). Working class without work: High school students 
in a de-industrializing economy. New York: Routledge, 240 pp., 
$13.95 U.S./$16.95Can (softcover). 

The publication of three books on the topic of relationships between school and 
work provides an opportunity for reade rs to deve lop new ins ights into the 
tran s ition process, a passage all students make, and to refine conceptual 
frameworks that assist in developing a more sophisticated understanding of thi s 
complex social issue. 

Although st udents individually make deci s ion s a bout when to leave 
educational syste ms and e nte r th e workforce , their co llectiv e beha vior 
symbolizes one way in which a society renews itself: These young people carry 
with them the conceptual tool s for maintaining the culture. Our youth are our 
legacy and to them we bequeath the promise of a future that is better than the 
present. 

Nonetheless, the transition from school to work is increasingly difficult for 
many youn g peopl e as socia l change exacerbates mi s match es betw ee n 
individual intentions, educational credenti als, employment opportunities, and a 
fluctu a ting marketpl ace. Unlike the recess ion of the 1980s, durin g the 
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depressing eco nomi c cyc le of the L 990s educa tors have not been made 
scapegoats. Nevertheless , educators are not immune to the current trends of 
downsizing, accountability, inflation , and increased competiti veness affecting 
both public and private sector employees. Therefore, insights into the school-to­
work issue offered in the three publications discussed in this review should be of 
interest to many educators, regardless of whether they are instructing in the 
secondary system, in the college environment, or at a university level. Readers 
would do well to refl ect about how the school-to-work issue affects their 
profess ional milieu as well as that of youth employment. In addition to the 
conte nt focu s, all three publications demonstrate how theoreti ca l analyses, 
framed by a critical perspecti ve, may offer dynamic interpretati ons of the social 
environment that are less dete rmini stic than holi stic. Academics wi shing to 
revitalize the intellectual paradigms from which they work will be interested in 
the conceptualizations, regardless of their own research interests. 

In Gaskell's discussion (1992) the transition from school to work is analyzed 
from the perspective of ge nde r differences which may res ide within the 
perspective of the researcher as well as that of the student. The essays in the 
book edited by Mull er contribute to a greater understanding of the role 
community colleges play in preparing students for the workplace; some of the 
challenges echo throughout the secondary and university systems. Urbanized 
" rustbelt" (p.3) America may be an employment wasteland for some high school 
students as Weis ( 1990) notes; it is di sturbing to speculate how close ly the 
situation might be paralle led in Canada. 

Jane Gaskell focusses upon gender differences in schooling, the transition, and 
employment, using the voices of bu s iness education students to further an 
understanding of how young men and women "get very different kinds of 
preparation fo r work" (p. 29). Reviewing her inte llectual "agenda" during the 
past IO years, Gaske ll presents her values to the reader: "Research should be an 
attempt to find answers we don' t a lready know to situations we care about .... 
My political commitment is towards providing young women with more control 
of their lives" (p. 30-33). She summari zes research studies conducted since 1977 
in schools situated in two working-class neighborhoods. Data were analyzed 
from two seri es of recorded interv iews with 35 male and 47 female students in 
transition from school. Later, an analysis of the organization of c lerical training 
was undertaken to .further an understanding of why young women continue to 
buy in "to low-paying, low status jobs" that perpetuate gender inequality (p. 34). 
Gaske ll concludes that c leri ca l ski ll s have been deva lued because they have 
been "women 's ski ll s" and "argues that education for the hand and for practice 
must be reintegrated with education for the mind and for theory" (p. 35). Her 
style subtl y highlights the issues she add resses and key sentences provide an 
e legant repast for educators who are inte ll ectua l go urm ands, not afra id of 
chall enges . For example she analyzes curriculum content: "What was useful in 
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preparing middle-class men for work became the accepted academic 
curriculum" (p. 144); "The distinction between women's knowledge and men's 
knowledge has been just as deeply ingrained in the curriculum as the distinction 
between vocational and liberal knowledge" (p. 144); "The teachers l interviewed 
would define the ideal of sexual equality in the school as gender blindness" (p. 
146); "Gender blindness means silence on gender issues" (p. 146); "The vision 
of school and work proposed here would open the school to a broader set of 
curriculum issues and to a more critical discussion of them" (p . 151); 
"Schooling would develop its links with all spheres of life, and teachers would 
strive to provide a sense of possibility for all students" (p. 151 ). 

Gaskell defines power as residing in "interactions between groups, not in a 
person or a group of people" (p. 23). However, she clearly expects educators to 
be catalysts of social change. As Sandra Acker states in the introduction, the 
transition from school to work is a microcosm of the relationship of education to 
the economy. The journeys of such sociologists as Gaskell and Acker provide 
clear indicators that Canadian secondary schools are not as accessible or 
equitable as the pupils, the professionals, and the public would like to believe. 

Gender differences contribute to diversified career paths, some of which 
include community college programs. This educational mandate is quite 
different from that of either high school or university. The community college 
system is the most rapidly growing sector of education; however, literature 
about any aspect of the teaching environment is scarce. Muller presents a 
perspective often absent from considerations of education in Canada. Alarmed 
by "managerial re-direction" (p. 13), Muller perceived his task as a "need to 
develop an understanding and criticism of the social and historical context of 
changing managerial practices for the practical purpose of resisting them" (p. 
13). The book comprises nine essays organized into three themes: management 
and resistance in reorganization , management and resistance in curriculum and 
teaching, and the shifting terrain of college education and skills training. 
Included i_n part one is an essay by Carl Witchel whose voice of experience as a 
union executive in Quebec during the 1980s contains echoes and shadows that 
touch all who teach in the public sector, wherever they may be located in 
Canada. He describes how large teacher organizations may become agents of 
social control, not "motor(s) for social change" (p. 52). According to Witchel, 
the Quiet Revolution of the I 960s became the Quiet Surrender of the 1980s. The 
party elected to represent working professionals (the Parti Quebecois, a party 
sustained and supported by many college instructors) passed legislation that "cut 
salaries by 20% but also unilaterally cut the government's contribution to public 
sector pension plans," having "increased the workload by about 19%, closed 
access to tenure and undermined the job security of many who had already 
obtained it" (p. 60). The "Common Front" between various public sector unions 
fragmented and there is now no "collective tool which reflects our values as 
educators" (p. 65). 
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Lest readers suspect that thi s is an issue iso lated by language and by Quebec 
ideology, Nancy Jackson, fro m McGill Uni versity, identifi ed "growing anxiety 
over the relation between education and work" (p. 11 3) when analyzing policy 
documents in a Department of Business Administration at a British Columbia 
college. Dri ven by reduced budgets to justify existent programs, administrators 
a re usi ng competency -based criter ia to argue re levance ; such c riteria are 
developed in workshops with local employers, led by outs ide consultants. 
Instructors are excluded fro m the di alogue, but are ex pected to implement 
co mpetency-based curri cul a. Not surpri s ingly, the a rgument is fo r one of 
"collective resistance" (p. 124). 

In the final section of the book, Dorothy and George Smith of the Ontario 
Insti tute fo r Studies in Education move fro m a study of college curri culum 
documents (e.g., the Designing a Curriculum package-DACUM) to a discussion 
of the changing social relati ons between education and labor markets, wherein 
students are viewed less as human capital and more as human resources, thus 
becoming a "stock of trained workers" (p. 193). The shift is fro m co llege­
contro lled curri culum with which students are prepared fo r occupations to a 
government-industry collaboration of skills development and training in which 
students and instructors are resources to be managed in an effort to improve the 
effecti veness of the Canadian state in a competiti ve international marketplace (p. 
186). These authors do not view theory and ideology as in terchangeable. Theory 
is "situated in the social relati ons of a scientific di scourse" and subject to logic, 
debate, and criticism, while ideology has a " practical cogency" connected to 
"formulating and generating solutions to problems confro nting rulers" (p. 195). 

Of all educational systems in Canada, coll eges have the most explicit mandate 
to mediate be tween the educatio n of students and the workpl ace. As both 
secondary schools and uni versities develop linkage programs with employers, 
many of the problems addressed by the essay ists in Muller's book of readings 
about educator concerns in the college system will have relevance e lsewhere. In 
a world that is shifting from industry-driven economies to a technological base, 
rea li g nm e nt s bet wee n educators a nd e mpl oyers a re bo th des irabl e a nd 
inevitable. However, the problems that emerge will not be easily reso lved. When 
in doubt Canadians often turn to the Ameri can model - thus the re levance of a 
di scuss ion about American high school students and their possible futu res. 

Lois Weis examines the " identity-formation process among white working­
class youth in the context of the deindustri ali zation of the Ameri can economy" 
(p. 3). Using data from an ethnographic study conducted in a school situated in 
'"Freeway ' - a city located in the northeastern ' rustbelt ' of the United States" 
- she explores how students and teachers "come to see themselves in relation 
to others in parti cul ar ways" (p. 3). Because " we are moving into a post­
industri a l area, one that is, by necess ity, characterized by strugg le over the 
symboli c realm of information and the production of a culture more generall y" 
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(p. 9), she is concerned about whether the identities being forged by the 
interactions between teachers and students and their immediate locale, a town in 
which the steel plant has closed, will result in a New Right backlash or a 
demand for radical change. (After 1983 layoffs, "all that remains of close to 
20,000 workers are 370 bar mill workers" (p. 14).) Her on-site participant 
observations took place during the 1985-1986 school year; the students she 
observed will now be in their mid-to-late twenties. At a time when America has 
unprecedented global power but many internal frictions, how these young 
people vote affects other countries almost as much as it affects their fellow 
citizens. 

Weis, a Sociology of Education professor and Associate Dean of the Faculty 
of Educational Studies at the State University of New York (Buffalo), suggests 
that the jobs available to Freeway youth "are likely to be those that offer low 
pay with little security and virtually no benefits" (p. 199). Under these stresses, 
underemployed males are more likely to "attach themselves to the New Right" 
(p. 212) while women are likely to be caught in the classic double-bind, 
envisioning themselves as primarily connected to home and family but in fact 
working full time outside the home at relatively low-paying jobs (p. 203). Given 
the alignment of traditional values with the New Right agenda for family wages, 
these women are probably living in environments that produce both overt and 
covert violence, and the probability of divorce is high. "What will happen as 
working-class women attempt to live out their lives is not yet clear" (p. 213). 
Weis is skeptical about the possibilities of working-class men "reconsider(ing) 
their own gender identity ... . The question for me is how this (male dominance) 
plays out on an individual personal and collective-movement level and which 
way working class females will go" (p. 213). She notes: "There are competing 
movements in the United States and they do, in fact, have opposing agendas" (p. 
214). 

The school serves to support most aspects of the New Right, not so much as a 
"suppress ive apparatu s" but " to encourage one movement as opposed to 
another" (p. 2 I 3). In the "programmed" soc iety that Weis thinks is emerging, 
women will be forging identities without much support from the educational 
system and males will be dependent upon a "family wage" which does not 
support the concept of se lf-identity that was encouraged in the classroom. 
Although students recognize that they must obtain an education, "they adhere to 
the form of education rather than its substance .. .. 'Sitting' one's way through 
high school , the community co llege, or even a comprehensive four-year college 
will not , in all likelihood , lead to high-level employment, or even stable 
employment with relatively high pay and benefits" (pp. 210-211 ). 

Perhaps many Canadians, subsequent to the 1990s depression, will identify 
with the youth profile and with ag ing industries that restrict local employment 
possibilities, but how many Canadian educators would recognize themselves as 
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"Freeway teachers"? Noting that nearly 50% of the teachers had attended and 
graduated from the high school in which they are teaching, Weis states that their 
social class background is "not so terribly unlike that of the students (p. 118) .. .. 
It is no accident that such a high proportion of teachers are from Freeway" (p. 
122). "Inbreeding" and patronage play an important role in the hiring process ("I 
had to pay them [school board members] twelve hundred dollars - one-third of 
my salary ," one teacher is quoted as confess ing (p. 122)) . However, many 
Canadian educators will identify with the many Freeway teachers who said , "I 
like working with kids" (p. 140). 

Working with kids is what educators do best and the authors whose work is 
reviewed here reflect their love of teaching by presenting sophisticated analyses 
of the changing rel ati ons between school and work, emphasizing the difficulties 
for students who must go through the transition during a period of accelerated 
societa l change. A lthou gh the passage fro m educati on to empl oyment is 
individuali stic, recognizable patterns of behavior and the social profiles of thi s 
cohort emerge. Some have been identified (Crysdale & MacKay, 1993; 1985; 
Donaldson, 1990, 1992; King, 1988). Canadian academics can no longer avoid a 
di alogue about student destinations, implied values in curriculum content, and 
re lations between education and employment. Their own professionali sm is at 
stake. Not everyone affected by the soc ial pressures is a student ; educators, 
regardless of their status, are also parti cipants in these changes. 

T he contributio n that these indi vidual authors co ll ect ive ly make is the ir 
understanding of the transition process as an interactive socia l movement in 
w hi c h co nfli c tin g age ndas influ e nce po li cy fo rmul a ti o n a nd peo pl e's 
development. By foc using upon women, upon curri culum content, and upon 
policy documents, these writers have contributed to an understanding of both the 
ro les schools and education have in student transitions fro m school and the roles 
that linkage programs have in thi s process. By accepting the complex ity of the 
situation and abando ning the determini st stance so characteri stic of criti cal 
theo ri sts, the ir contributions to know ledge should be extended to a broader 
audience, one which needs to receive the message and accept its relevance. 

However, I continue to wish that the penetrating skills of critical theori sts and 
researchers would be applied to construct a vi sion of the future and to identi fy 
the success stories of the present. Miss ing from these publications, as with most 
co nte mporary critiques , is the vision of spirit that illuminated Hegel and a 
recognition of how personal decisions empower and how this empowerment has 
economic consequences, as Marx noted. Among those struggling to cope with 
the difficul t challenges suggested by the fi ndings reported by these authors must 
be many heros. Readers could benefit fro m learning about indi vidual stories of 
successful resolutions to the problems faced and, if not resolved , reduced. From 
these young people our leaders will emerge. Their stories are missing fro m the 
pages of these three books. As educators, we bear considerable responsibility to 
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nurture their talents, to support them during the passage from school to work, 
and to acknowledge their achievements. Our future rests in their hands and 
minds. 
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