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“Watch out for Jamie Joel”, a short novel by Mike Dumbleton (published by Allen & Unwin), tells the compelling stories of new Deputy Principal at Southside High School, Craig Eliot, and troubled teenage student Jamie Joel.  As Eliot is increasingly overwhelmed dealing with the behavioural deviancies of a large number of students, Jamie’s life is spiraling out of control.  Jamie has to deal with an Aunt who is unloving and fed-up, teachers and classmates who think that she is beyond help, as well as the normal adolescent pressures associated with having boyfriends and finding where you belong.  Her home life is traumatic, and she takes to staying on the street or living with her friends.  Jamie’s delinquent behaviour at school causes her and Eliot to soon meet, and Eliot is slowly but surely drawn into the fray that is Jamie’s life.  As Eliot’s concern for Jamie grows, his worries about her welfare are matched by her deeply rooted distrust of adults, and consequently the precariously balanced stresses and dangers they both face reach a climax that is disturbingly plausible.  

Dumbleton’s raw narrative explores the familial and scholastic issues faced by disadvantaged adolescents, intertwining the perspective and experiences of Eliot as he is drawn deeper into the saga of Jamie’s struggle for happiness and acceptance.  Short, sharp and straight to the point, Eliot’s story is told in the first person, contrasting with the third person narrative used when recounting Jamie’s experiences.  This narrative style grabs the attention of the reader, allowing the plot to unfold in a multi-dimensional and exciting format.

This novel is suitable for middle years and upper secondary students, but student readers should be carefully prepared and equipped to deal with the highly emotive issues presented by Dumbleton.  The novel reinforces to us as teachers the realities of the encircling range of pressures and responsibilities inherent in our profession, and could be used as a tool when working with disadvantaged or behaviourally difficult students.  

“Watch out for Jamie Joel” is intense as it threatens our perceptions of standard adolescent experiences whilst highlighting the difficulties faced by teachers and support staff working with such children.  The integration of humor and irony into the narrative helps to relieve the tension inherent in the novel, rendering “Watch out for Jamie Joel” challenging and enjoyable reading.
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