PAGE  
Duncan Book Review 6

Running head: REVIEW OF FRAMING DROPOUTS
Review of “Framing Dropouts: Notes on the Politics of an Urban High School.”

Mike Duncan

EDPR 8561

Dr. Kakali Bhattacharya

November 21st, 2006

Book Review

Michelle Fine’s research purpose for Framing Dropouts is represented early on in her introduction by the following quote: “This research was undertaken to unearth the policies and practices by which this typical comprehensive public high school could produce dropout rates estimated to be from 40 to 60 percent.” (Fine, 1991, p. 2). I believe this quote is inadequate to the task, however, for two reasons.

The first of these reasons is that Fine’s study implicitly takes its theoretical framework from a critical theory generously steeped in Marxism (Crotty, 1998, p. 112-113) and Marxist feminism (Crotty, 1998, p. 164). Also, “Unearth” is a verb I would associate instead with hermeneutics, with its assumption of hidden meaning. Her quote also does not suggest she is going to embed herself in the school’s workings or suggest radical activist change – two things that she most definitely goes on to do. 
Fine is not only acutely focused on the socioeconomic pressures on these largely minority students, but on how the school fosters and reinforces class structure, gender roles, and racial conflict. These are focuses I would associate with Marxist and feminist thought as defined in Crotty’s text.  She does not mention these frameworks much explicitly, if at all (though she is fond of quoting Foucault) but their presence can be felt every time in her work that she expresses her concern over the pressure that the school system exerts on potential dropouts to follow the traditional pattern of departure. Without such an activist framework, which ultimately is satisfied by Fine’s last chapter, which endorses of the establishment of more community-based high schools that focus on at-risk students (Fine, 1991, p.205-230), she would have difficulty even formulating conclusions of that nature.

Ultimately the text is a critique of a system – the high school and its socioeconomic role – and the forcefully adapted worldviews of its teachers, administrators, and students, instead of a critique of individuals; Fine avoids snap judgments of the participants (though her disagreements with the school’s administration leak through on occasion) and she consistently displays great sensitivity to their situations. This fits neatly into a Marxist worldview, where individuals are largely powerless. She exhibits great compassion even for the principals and board members, who are also trapped in a self-perpetuating system, and it is not surprising that she advocates revolutionary change rather than minor adjustment. As I have great sympathy for this particular set of lenses, I almost hesitate to classify the book as Marxist/feminist given my own tendency to see the world in this manner, but I believe there is no better way to classify it; any constructivist tendencies are buried well beneath her social activist stance. 
The second reason I believe that her initial quote is misleading is that her research is not at all focused on how the school could “produce” a dropout rate, but rather on the belief systems that allow such a rate to be acceptable. Fairly early on in the book, it’s established that not only is the school a dumping ground for students that other schools further up the ladder don’t want, but that the school, in her critique, has little to no control over its dropout rate. 
Therefore, I would reframe her initial research question as this: “This research was undertaken to examine the policies and practices, as well as belief systems, by which this typical comprehensive public high school, given its corresponding socioeconomic role in a larger school system, could have dropout rates estimated to be from 40 to 60 percent, as well as why this condition is accepted, and how dropout rates in general could be alleviated.” 
A second research question, which I believe goes unstated, might be, “What are the communication or rhetorical strategies of this school system, as practiced by the important players – teachers, administrators, students, parents – that surround the event of dropping out, and what could be done to improve these strategies?” As much of her data centers on failed persuasive communication – particularly of parents and administration – I’m surprised this question is largely unstated. I feel compelled to ask it, though, as I come from a rhetorical background. 
Methodologically speaking, Fine has conducted a case study of one high school, from September of 1984 to January of 1985. It is not long enough to be considered longitudinal, though the depth of statistics and her command of them often feel that way – she wants to take a long view, but circumstance, perhaps, has limited her original research to a year. She is firmly embedded within the school’s day-to-day activity, often helping with office work, taking part in classroom discussions, fetching troublesome students, and acting as an advisor and advocate for individual students or parents (Fine, 1991, p. 6). 
Her data takes three main forms: observational notes, interview transcripts of teachers, students, parents and administrators, and various and numerous school records and statistics. Her sample methods (and, come to think of it, the entire study) have a certain trend of “this is enough to make conclusions from” to them; she mentions more than once that she stopped interviewing a certain subspecies of dropout once their stories started to blend into one; in other words, once she thought she could describe their typical rhetoric or experience (Fine, 1991, p. 122). This attempt at essentialism would suggest a phenomenological methodology (Creswell, 1998, p. 51-52); however, it only appears in her interviews outside the school. Elsewhere, she seems determined to absorb as much experience as possible, though she halted data gathering at half a school year for an unstated reason. 

I am almost tempted to call her study a mixed methods one, given the preponderance of statistics and the way they are given such authority. However, I don’t think Fine would agree. She does have a half-ton of “quantitative data” (Fine, 1991, p. 231) but she regulates the most complex of it to the appendix. What is front and center is the interviews and personal notes; the statistics are only secondary icing, though they threaten on occasion to become most of the cake. My confusion is probably due to the lack of a clearly stated theoretical framework; her assumptions, beyond a basic Marxist/feminist outlook and the hint of phenomenology, are often obscure.
That said, Fine’s method of data analysis is still the hardest aspect to grasp about her study, as it appears to involve the use of a very heavy kitchen sink. She does not detail her analysis methods or any system of coding, so I can only guess at their nature. Her personal observations, interviews with students and school personnel, and statistics are all presented simultaneously as “slices” of a “framing” (Fine, 1991, p. 8) organized by specific themes in turn: student voices, the discharge process, educator’s strategies, the parents, etc; it is all a narrative that shuffles back and forth in time, and certainly a welcome diversion from a more formal report. 
From this thematic presentation I would wager that the chapter names presented consist of the major codes of her analysis – “Silencing and Nurturing Student Voices,” “Discharging the Student Bodies,” “Where Are You Going?” “On Critical Consciousness,” “Educators’ Experiences: On Being Heard (And More Often, Not)” and “Burning At Both Ends: Low-Income Mothers, Their Public Schools, and Their Adolescents.” (Fine, 1991, Contents).  In accordance with feminist thought, these “slices” make sure to include the perspectives of all involved, even if just in passing. 
Still, she neglects the principal, tending to almost silence him by repeating his words (Fine, 1991, p. 13) over and over again (I dislike her tendency to quote the same shocking sound bite over and over, sometimes 3 or 4 times across chapters; once is enough), though the strong resistance that her ideas met (despite his and the board’s initial approval of the study) may mean she literally had no more material to quote him from, even though she states she met with him regularly. I was surprised she did not muse on that aspect of her work more, instead of accepting as a given that the current dropout rate was in essence unacceptable (not that I disagree in the slightest); there was a missed opportunity to examine her subjectivity. She offers little info on herself save her concern and compassion, which is a strange pattern for a qualitative work. I have little idea, for example, how she managed her strange position as both an observer and a pseudo-employee – more of how she won the trust of her participants, as in Geertz’s account of being admitted into Balinese society (1973), would have been instructive.
Occasionally, her thematic coding within chapters is more explicit, as when she examines educator views of dropouts. She divides them into five “belief systems” (Fine, 1991, p.155-157) summed up in simple quotes such as, “I do the best job I can in my classroom.” This is a highly effective method of describing teacher mentality, speaking as a teacher myself. Another example would be the “ideological fetishes” and “material fetishes” in the following chapter on the public sphere of public schools (Fine, 1991, p. 180-186). Here her coding technique appears to be driven by exposing competing belief systems that combine to keep a high dropout rate and ties directly in the title of her work – these are the different “frames” that dropouts find themselves in. 
The book’s conclusions are fairly damning for the school system, if not so much the school, which, regardless, appears to be creating a perfect atmosphere for critical-minded and disadvantaged 17-year-olds to drop out. The serious class issues are inscrutable, even with (and perhaps because of) Fine’s sharp attention to them. Her Marxist/feminist framework, which finally emerges in all its glory in her conclusion: “The enduring structures of class, race, and gender stratification and the inequitable distribution of social and economic goods that define American culture must be radically interrupted to affect these indicators of urban devastation,” (Fine, 1991, p. 229) is perfect for attacking the inequalities of the system. But while her useful descriptions of various model schools for at-risk students are interesting, she does not detail the process by which CHS could become such an educational center, and she does go nearly as far or in detail in regards to how much money it would take as I would like. 
Still, I consider those points only minor failures in what is overall a strongly argued and passionate study. Her attack on retention was of particular interest to me, as I have a student writing a paper on the topic in my persuasive writing class; her position is similar to Fine’s, and I think I’ll give my copy to her in the next week or so, as Fine links a rigid retention policy to an increase in the dropout rate in a convincing manner. Her three-tiered approach to data collection and narrative, thematic presentation is hard to beat, though I would prefer more subjectivity, a stronger proposal to reform CHS, and an explicitly stated theoretical framework, and most importantly, description of her data analysis methods. 
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