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School disengagement, and hence its remediation lmanconstructed by
focusing on either side of the individual/socialbdte. Much research into
social and academic factors associated with stuglesut risk places the

individual student (or subgroups of students) as fitcus of the problem and
leads into remedial activities done to or on thedsint(s). Often students are
passive recipients of the activities that tend @mforce their alienation and

lack of agency and reinforce the very regimes #ianate them in the first

place. Alternatively, disengagement can be consttu@s a totally social

problem of exclusion or as a “political resistancdsy students. While such
understanding avoids the trap of blaming the victstudents in this case, it
raises the possibility of shifting the blame to #ystem and its institutions
rather than providing a solution to the problemeating both the student and
the system. This paper argues for an approach texeptualise disengagement
as discursive interaction between the individuad &ime social. It also discusses
methodologies for research and action that are Hasa this discursive

interaction between the social and the individual.

During the past two decades the construct of stsdengagement, and the related
term disengagement (referred to here as (dis)engagt, have received considerable
and increasing attention in educational discours# aractice - if not policy (Smyth,
2006). As we will demonstrate below, the construemain vague and contested.
Different authors have used different constructsiéan the same thing, or used the same
construct but with different understanding. The aimthis paper is not so much to
present a comprehensive critique of the differemidanstandings of student
(dis)engagement, nor to review the literature am tibpic. We will, rather, attempt to
discuss some of the problematics in the differesgisuof the two terms in the literature
and suggest one possible alternative conceptualisat the constructs and discuss its
implications for the study and management of thelsfem” of disengagement.



Prior to the discussion of the alternative consioms of the terms we make two
observations. First, often the literature consgutisengagement as the main focus and
presents it as a “problem” to be solved. Reseanrh this perspective attempts to
identify factors associated with the prevalencthefphenomenon or investigates various
interventions for its remedy. This approach temdgdthologise students who are
disengaged and deal with them as failures. It do¢sllow an understanding of students
actively resisting engaging in what might appeahtm as meaningless and at times
oppressive activities and structures in schoolsouety. In this paper we will focus
more on engagement as a desirable, yet contesttnoe of schooling by raising the
guestion as to “engagement in what” rather tharetpéwhy students disengage” and
“what can we do about it”.

Secondly, we note two general approaches to cartstgudis)engagement by
focusing on either side of the individual/sociabdie. Much research into social and
academic factors associated with students at f&dep the individual student (or
subgroups of students) as the focus of the prohledrieads into remedial activities done
to or on the student(s). Often students are passoipients of the activities that tend to
reinforce their alienation and lack of agency agidforce the very regimes that alienate
them in the first place. Alternatively, disengageingan be constructed as a totally social
problem of exclusion or as a “political resistanbg’students. While such understanding
avoids the trap of blaming the victim, studentthils case, it raises the possibility of
shifting the blame to the system and its institagicather than providing a solution to the
problem affecting both the student and the systerthis paper we seek an approach to
conceptualise engagement as discursive interalsgtween the individual and the social.

Alternative Constructions of Engagement

In this section we examine various constructs odiesociated with engagement and point
out some of the limitations of the various concaepsations. As Vibert and Shields
(2003) argue, more attention in the literature igely to ways of dealing with the
problems disengagement gives rise to, such as mh@out of school, low achievement
and behavioural management, rather than tryingttetstand the nature of engagement.

Engagement as school retention

Undoubtedly, school retention is associated witldent engagement; the more
students are engaged in their education, the greatheir tendency to stay longer in
school. With the absence of direct policies on aettdengagement in the different
Australian education authorities, the constructs refention — and related school
participation - in senior school and higher edwratare taken at best as measures of
student engagement or, at worst, as a substitutét.fo Numerous federal and state
governmental policies in the past decade havettldhe issue of school retention.

Since the 1970s there have been significant chaimgearticipation and retention
rates in schooling in Australia. Many more studemse completing secondary schooling
and patrticipating in some form of post compulsadyaation than in previous periods. In



part, these changes have resulted from the regtmgtof the youth labour market and
partly due to a lack of opportunities in full timgaid work. The patterns of high
participation noted in the 80s and early 90s havensed somehow as unemployment rates
have dropped and as opportunities for wealth @eatihat do not depend on level of
education have become more available. More recaitypinitiatives at federal and state
levels have focused on improving student retentiates, with the aim of enhancing
economic productivity through the development omare highly trained and skilled
workforce.

At a federal level, the Ministerial Council for Ezation, Employment, Training and
Youth Affairs (MCEETYA) developed a Ministerial Diecation, Stepping forward:
improving pathways for young peoplgith the goal of improving social, educationatlan
employment outcomes for all young people (MCEETY202). The Transition from
Schools Taskforce then developed an Action Planinplement the Ministerial
Declaration. The key areas of action around whiehpglan has been developed are:

» Education and training as the foundation for effieettransition for all young
people

» Access to career and transition support

* Responding to the diverse needs of young people

» Promulgating effective ways to support young people

* Focused local partnerships and strategic alliances.

Many government commissioned reports have highdglihe economic cost to the
nation about early leaving of students (Lamb, \WdlstTeese, Vickers, & Rumberger,
2004). A Queensland study (Cullen, Cosier, Grec®a¥ne, 1999) found that

A number of studies have suggested that complstihgol or its equivalent adds

value to the competitiveness of individuals andonatl and regional economies.

Individuals who complete school are more likelyind employment than those who

do not. Individuals seeking to gain post-school Idjgations will increasingly

require Yr 12 to gain entry. Countries that achiegempetitive levels of
qualifications are more likely to develop compeétiworkskills and competitive

industries than those that do not. (p. 1)

In Australia, benchmark Commonwealth, State andnless funded reports delivered
during the 1990’s and early twenty first centuryireated that the economic cost to
Australia from students failing to complete 12 yweaf education was $2.6 billion and
estimated $2.9 billion for 2006 (Cavanagh & Reysol?006). A policy statement by the
Australian Curriculum Studies Association (1996)nped out a more serious consequence
of early leaving:

In Australia, the entire nation’s social, culturahnd economic wellbeing is in

jeopardy when so many of our young people eitherdeschool early, or complete

their schooling with a narrow and unsatisfying ealicn.

Cullen, Cosier, Greco, and Payne (1999) found tthefpattern of post compulsory
participation in Australia has fallen short of tleading countries in the OECD and that
this trend is set to worsen by 2015. In the lastytears, many state governments have
been quick to increase compulsory participationl lage seventeen. For example, in
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Queensland from 1 January, 2008, the compulsomycgation phase will apply until the
young person:
- gains a Senior Certificate or Certificate Ill (vtioaal qualification); or
- has participated in eligible options for two yeafm eligible option is an
educational program provided by a school, a coaf$egher education provided
by a university or other provider, a TAFE coursey apprenticeship or
traineeship; or
« turns 17.
Similar laws were adopted in Western Australiadomence in 2008.

School retention, however is not uniform acrosged#int segments of society — thus
adding a social justice dimension to the econoraierns above. A number of large scale
studies in Australia have explored young peopl@st gchool destinations (Lamb, 2001),
and their attitudes and aspirations (James, 2008as been noted that, across Australia,
other things being equal, “students living in noatrapolitan areas are more likely to
leave school before completing Year 12”7 (Marks &rRing, 1999, p. 19). With regard to
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, UMg people from Indigenous
backgrounds had much higher rates of non-compléekian children from non-Indigenous
backgrounds. One in every two children from Indges backgrounds did not complete
Year 12 compared with one in every five childrenowhere non-Indigenous” (Ball &
Lamb, 2001, p. 2). Fullarton, Walker, Ainley andlian (2003) examined the influences
on patterns of participation in Year 12 subjectaréh~ 14,000 Australian students). The
report on the study concludes “Although many vdeabwvere found to be predictors of
subject participation, several variables consigfestood out as important: gender,
achievement level, parents’ educational level, lagg background and student’s
aspirations” (p. 50). The attitudes, intentions padicipation of 13,000 Australian Year 9
students were investigated by Khoo and Ainley (200%e attitudes of students were
elicited by administering a 30-item Rasch modelesoaeasuring five domains - students’
general satisfaction with school, their motivatiaheir attitudes to their teachers, their
views on the opportunities their school providesd dgheir sense of achievement. The
research report concludes *“... the nurturing obtaable attitudes to school provides an
important avenue for influencing participation thgh school and into education beyond
secondary school” (p. 18).

Other areas of investigation have included: postost options and pathways in
relation to particular social factors — e.g., secmnomic background (ACER/Smith Family
2004; Fredericks, Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004; TeeX¥#)0); gender (Collins, Kenway, &
McLeod, 2000, Gilbert & Gilbert 2001); Indigenousdgrounds (Marks & Fleming,
1999; Parente, Craven, Munns, & Marder, 2003);Irarel remote locations (Alston &
Kent, 2003; Whiteley & Neil, 1998); and the infll@nof parental and family networks,
peers, and teachers (Cavanagh & Reynolds, 200&)ceH¢éhe concern about school
retention, and engagement in general is a two edgedda — it is about excellence and
accountability in educational provision. But italso about social justice (Vibert & Shields,
2003).

As discussed above, school retention is relatesckmol engagement. Needless to
say, participation is important both for the indiwval and the society at large as argued
above. Further, retention and participation arecoete measures that are relatively easy to



quantify for research studies. Undoubtedly, a cdrefxamination of retention and
participation rates is essential for rational ediocal planning and accountability but also
for examining social inequalities indicated aboMewever, equating retention rates with
engagement hides many issues in the lived exp@&seoicstudents, their teachers, and their
schools. In particular, retention rates do not i§ygranything about the quality of
educational experiences that the students are edgagor about their level of satisfaction
or ownership over the material learnt. In particulgith the extension of the compulsory
phase of schooling, students may feel obliged toare in school merely to satisfy legal
requirements and have very little interest and teidtle effort in their studies and school
life. As Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris (2004) aegu“even though attendance is
compulsory, establishing a commitment to educat®orssential if youth are to benefit
from what schools have to offer and acquire theabdgies they will need to succeed in
the current marketplace” (p. 60). Finally, the nn#&yo of research in this area has
concentrated on individual student characterisingd emotions or on the family and
context factors as indicators or predictors of miiggement. Such a stance often leads to
pathologising the students or their background rceeblaming the victim - rather than
identifying school and social factors giving rise student disengagement (Fredericks,
Blumenfeld & Paris, 2004; Lee & Burkam, 2001; Maimey, 2006; Smyth, 2006).

Engagement in extracurricular activities

The literature portrays a diversity of understagdirof engagements. One such
construction is adopted by the series of Longitaditudies of Australian Youth
conducted by the ACER (Fullarton, 2002). The autlwticulates a definition of
engagement, based on the conceptualisation bydfidrRock (1997) as “participation in
the social, extracurricular, and athletic aspeétscbool life in addition to or in place of
extensive participation in academic work” (p. 22Eullarton reviewed the research
literature on student engagement to argue that falicipation in extra curricular
activates is related to the development of a sehsbelonging” that in turn promotes a
sense of “self worth” and a decrease in dropping iauparticular with students at highest
risk. Also, there is some evidence to support éhationship of such engagement with high
marks, in particular for male students.

Data from the LSAY study demonstrated that beingdie, being from a higher
socioeconomic background, and having professioas¢nis were the individual-level
factors associated with the highest levels of eagemt with school. Similarly, students
from independent schools reported higher engagent®nt their Catholic school
counterparts with students from government schaefsorting the lowest level of
engagement. Students who planned on enrolling ritlatg study were more highly
engaged than those who planned to leave schooj@rtd work, and students at single-
sex schools were more highly engaged than thoseealucational schools.

As with the discussion on relating student engageméh retention, the measure
of student engagement does provide a relatively easasure that is, arguably, a
component of the overall level of engagement inoethHowever, there are two main
limitations of such a conceptualisation. First, matudent extracurricular activities in
schools tend to be elitist — for example studemtigpation in elected positions, such as



student council representatives. Second, as theYLSAdy demonstrates, schools that
serve wealthier student populations, such as grisaehools, are more likely to provide a
wider range of extracurricular activities for thetudents. Third, while extracurricular
activities can contribute to the overall social quinysical development of students, they
are not central to the purposes and function obalifig as seen by parents and teachers.
Hence, this measure of engagement as involvememixtracurricular activity is not
related to the key business of schools of learnargl knowledge generation.
Furthermore, the nature of disadvantage often mdaais students, particularly those
from low socio-economic backgrounds, are not in asition to take advantage of
extracurricular offerings.

Engagement as multidimensional

A more comprehensive articulation of engagemefdusd in the extensive review
of the literature conducted by Fredricks, Blumethf@hd Paris (2004). The authors argue
that, rather than being a unitary construct, sclw@agement includes keehavioural
component, involving participation in social, acauie and extracurricular activities; an
emotionalcomponent, involving attitudes to school, teaclserd subjects and involving
ties to the institution; and finally, eognitive component, involving the willingness of
students to invest in their education, to comprdhemmplex ideas and master difficult
skills. Based on this multidimensional understagdi engagement, the Victoridrair
Go Project(Munns, 2004) argues for changibghaviouralto operative to indicate “not
only the rejection of compliance ... [of studentst@acher imposed tasks], but also a
central research argument that for low SES studertie beneficially engaged, they need
to be highly operational learners. Operative agabvides a stronger pedagogical and
outcome focus for both teachers and students”)(pMainns goes further to differentiate
between what he callsfall ‘e’ engagemerdnd ‘big ‘E’ engagemerit(p.3); where the
small ‘e’ engagement is more than merely “beingcpdurally engaged or ‘on-task’ and
merely complying with teachers’ wishes and insinmgt” (p.3); while the big “E”
engagement is “longer and more enduring relatignshih schooling and education ...
an emotional attachment to and a commitment to athrc the belief that ‘school is for
me™ (p. 3). Based on experiences in the projebe tuthors make the following
generalisation:

when students are allowed to be active participdimsiders) in classrooms where

the emphasis is on ‘e'ngagement (high cognitivgh haffective, high operative)

then classrooms are places where there are intéiwop to the discourses of
power. Subsequently there are real chances that Wik develop a consciousness
that “school is for me” (‘E'ngagement), rather thamne of defeat, struggle and

giving up” (p. 8).

The higher level of engagement equates with Frgibgl996) concept of students as
citizens in their classroom, feeling a sense of enship and responsibility, rather than
being engaged on the level of ‘tourists’.

In this context we argue that this multidimensiot@hceptualisation of engagement
provides a more inclusive understanding of the taosthat has a great potential to not
only understand the complexity of findings from feient research projects - as



conducted by Fredricks, Blumenfeld and Paris (2004)it also to come to understand
and manage the complex phenomenon and its effedtuatents’ school participation
and, undoubtedly, learning. However, such concédipaiteon is silent about the type of
tasks that students are expected to be engaged Without value judgements about
what is valuable to be engaged with, it is not festo make value judgement about
desirable or undesirable engagements. Naturally, alostudents’ engagements are
positive and are conducive to the development sireé adults and future citizens. This,
of course, is not to diminish the value of studewbsce in determining their aspirations —
a fact of critical importance as we will argue bele but to highlight the need to provide
a critical stance to the determination of valuadnhel detrimental engagements. Finally,
we note that the three categories identified fromliterature as constituting engagement
reside with the students themselves. This focushenstudents themselves as the main
manifestations of engagement does nothing to avaithing the victim pointed to above.

Engagement and school focus

All the above constructions of engagement shaoeasfon the student, either as an
individual or as a member of a social group, asnfan manifestation and measure of
engagement. The assumption behind this approatiatschool engagement is valuable
and desirable irrespective of what the school dwesms to do. The next understanding
of engagement highlights what happens at the sdewel to (dis)engage students. For
example, Conchas (2001) has studied the achievedaiemtino students in the USA
education system; in particular, the question aghy some students fail while others
succeed. Looking at factors in schools’ prograne #ncourage success, the author
concludes that programs that support rigour antl bigndards at the same time as they
stress collaboration between school teachers amtkrsts and their communities are the
most successful. Similarly, using a sample of 3,8d@ents in 190 urban and suburban
high schools in the USA, Lee and Burkam (2001) iifethree school factors that assist
student retention. First, in schools whose curacate composed mainly of academic
courses, with few non-academic courses, studeptseas likely to drop out. Similarly,
smaller schools, those with less than 1,500 stgdeeported larger retention rates.
Finally, and most importantly, as discussed abpesijtive student-teacher relationships
produced higher student retention. The authorsladac

A remarkable result in this study is that severdtfires of schools that they are

unable to change — specifically, their demogramamposition and their sector —

are almost completely unrelated to school dropai¢s, once students’ background
and behaviour are taken into account. Although mpalcymakers interested in
the dropout phenomenon explain it by invoking iitdial characteristics, others
refer to the prevalence of this phenomenon in dshib@at enrol large proportions
of low-SES students, high proportions of minorjtie&xd many low-scoring
students. Although the presence of low-achieviadestts has a marginal influence
on school dropout rates, neither average SES namority concentration is
uniquely related to this outcome after controllinipr the other school
characteristics(p. 24)



Schools do not function in a vacuum — they arepttoeluct of social structures and
conditions marked with inequality. The role of schim reproducing inequality in society
has long been raised (Bowles & Gintis, 1976). Hasvewschools can also play a
liberating and empowering role in the life of matigadvantaged groups and individuals
(Freire, 1993). In particular, as Fredericks, Blafedd and Paris (2004) point out,
disengagement is a malleable construct; “it reduttisn an interaction of the individual
with the context and is responsive to variatiorenvironments” (p. 61). This stance is
supported by considerable research showing thatotcltan make a difference. While
blaming the school for student disengagement misbes point that attributes
disengagement to social inequality and marginatisatample research evidence points
to the fact that schools do make a difference ia life of many disengaged and
disadvantaged students. Hayes, Mills, Christie himjard (2006) argue that school
reform, in particular in pedagogy, has the potémtidenefit all students with the highest
benefit experienced by students from the most #eatdged groups. The various authors
of the special issue of theternational Journal of Inclusive Educatig¢hingard & Mills,
2007) demonstrate how effective pedagogy can regmgtudents, in particular those
who are marginalized in society. Such effective guedjies, however, need to be
“intellectually demanding, connected to place, spaeal and virtual, and biographies,
supportive yet demanding, and working with and vejuifference” (p. 238)

Similarly, from a progressive and critical perspest understanding students’
engagement is necessarily related to questionslaes reflecting the aim of schooling
and type of activities students are engaged in. Elodh (2003) adopts the definition of
engagement presented by Newmann, Wehlage and Lan{i®@®2) that constructs
engagement as “active involvement, commitment amtentrated attention, in contrast
to superficial participation, apathy or lack ofdrest” (p. 11). However he goes further
and identifies levels of commitment that reflea thore general aims and philosophy of
education itself. In traditionatechnicist and transmitive models of education, the
Freirean concept of “banking” (Mclnerney, 2006)gagement might be achieved by
careful packaging of the learning material to beeresting and capable of raising and
maintaining the students’ attention. Engagemerthis perspective is measured by the
students’ attention, interest, enthusiasm and aatipe with the teacher in learning the
intended materials. There is no focus in this pezpe on the involvement of students in
the process of learning or on questioning the lagrand knowledge generated. Engaged
students in this perspective are passive, obedhtompliant.

In a context ofconstructivistforms of education that values student initiatarel
involvement in education, the role of the teach®i@s a facilitator for the construction of
knowledge. Here, student engagement is measurethdyeffort of the students in
selecting the content to be pursued and the meah&esgels of its achievement. Meece
(2003) reports increased motivation and academgagement under teachers using
learner-centred practices. In general, teachersshibw care for their students, focus on
developing higher order thinking, listen to studemices, and adapt instruction to
individual needs, facilitate greater engagementheir students. However, a child
centred approach does not guarantee that studerdstian either the knowledge
produced or the social conditions in which learrtiag occurred.

From a critical/transformative pedagogy perspective, engagement is achieved
“when students’ interests and choices are takeiousdy and the teacher working with



the students establishes connections beyond tteerfived curriculum to other things
including students’ lived experiences” (Newmann,Nege, & Lamborn, 1992, p. 260).
Students’ engagement from this perspective is asuteaof their empowerment to seek
knowledge relevant to themselves and their confaxblematise such knowledge and
apply it to greater control over their lives andittenvironment (Mclnerney, 2006).

The critical/transformative view of education raigbe question of what is valuable
for students to be engaged in, but also it avdmgsktiaming the victim trap pointed to
above. Cothran and Ennis (2000) report on the waghters and students often see the
problem of disengagement quite differently. Teasheften attribute lack of student
engagement to students’ negative attitudes, previkaw achievement, family
background or lack or parental support. Studentsthe other hand, reported that they
failed to see the studied material as relevanthtamselves or that they did not feel
involved or respected in the classroom practicéss faises the question asked by Butler-
Kisber and Portelli (2003): “whose conception of@gement is most worthwhile?” (p.
208). Mclnerney (2006) argues that the dominantalisses on student disengagement
are generally framed in terms of blame and defeitiser of the individual students, their
families and neighbourhoods and/or cultural groapso teachers and schools. What is
needed is an alternative understanding of disemgegethat goes beyond pathologising
the students and pathologising the schools. Sudbvrestruction of engagement is
presented in the following section.

Engagement as relationship

Smyth proposes that, rather than understandinggiéggement as a problem caused
by the student or by the school, we need to unaledlsengagement as a process that is
played out in the relationship between young pea@ld schools. In discussing the
learning from a three year Australian Research Ciburinkage Project on school
disengagement, the author concludes that the “pro$dbund finding ... was that young
people give up on school when they can’t form soatde relationships — with peers,
adults and indeed the institution of schooling lft§p. 2). Lee and Burkam (2001),
looking at school factors related to dropping datund that students are less likely to
drop out of high schools where relationships betwéeachers and students are
consistently positive. The impact of positive teaehtudent relations, however, is
contingent upon the organizational and structunakacteristics of high schools. Using a
concept that Warren (2005) refers to as “relatiguaver”, Smyth explains

Relational power is a ‘set of resources’, in that draws upon ‘trust and

cooperation between and among people’ (p. 136), askshowledges that learning

involves ‘the power to get things done collectivéty 138) by confronting rather

than denying power inequalities. (p. 3)

Seen as a failure of a relationship in dealing witte phenomenon of
disengagement, it is not useful to attribute blamene of the partners but to regard it as
a result of alternative and possibly conflictingrqmectives, needs and frames of
reference between students on one hand and ttehdes and schools on the other.
Managing the process of disengagement, then, iarded as an attempt to clarify



misunderstandings and re-negotiate agendas andtaekipas rather than a means of
seducing young people into participating in progsahmat adults have pre-determined to
be appropriate for them.

Similarly, seeing disengagement as a failure of etationship allows the
construction of students not as passive victimssaifool alienation — but as active
resistors (Smyth, 2006). When they disengage fressdns or schools they withdraw
their assent or disengage themselves. They repctearning in general but what is
deliberately taught in school. Disengagement is1 seea political resistance (Erickson,
1987) rather than a pathological condition. Thisigtouction of engagement as a
relationship has implications both for managingedgagement and its investigation as
we will discuss in the following sections.

I nvestigating and M anaging (Dis)engagement

Constructing engagement as relationships that stsdeurture in schools and
disengagement as a failure of these relationskapsrhplications for the study of as well
as managing (dis)engagement. Here, we understaedrah as a political activity that
both engages with the context in which it operdias also produces knowledge that
affects these conditions. Further, as the Britistudational Research Association
guidelines on best practice research acknowledgk, résearch is influenced by the
ideology of the researcher” (BERA, 2000, p. 5). ¢jewe argue for an approach to
researching disengagement based on what VithaVateto (2003) call the challenge of
“resonance” between the theoretical stances tha¢saarcher has and the research
guestions that they raise and the research methgidsithey employ.

Constructing disengagement as a failure of relatigps in education implies that
care should be given that the very act of reseagcdisengagement does not lead to
furthering the alienation of students. On a moresitp@ side, effective research
methodologies should aim to strengthen the relatignbetween adults and students in
attempts to understand problematic phenomena afiddaeffective solutions to them.
Here we argue that effective research methodologgesunderstand and manage
engagement necessarily involve young people thewsels researchers working with
adults on real world problems affecting their lives

Collaborative research with students, however, @ without its problems.
Collaboration should also acknowledge the diverserests of the partners. While
managing engagement may be more in students’ siggréheorising and understanding
of engagement is also of interest to the academsearcher. Hence a collaborative
activity with students must aim at developing knedge about and knowledge for
managing engagement. Hence, methodologies thatt@idevelop the nexus between
practice and theory may be more appropriate toldpuée relationship between teachers
and adults involved in education. In another cetatweh and Bland (2004 & 2007)
presented practical, epistemological and politreglsons for involving young people in
research and action that might increase their esrgagt in the area under investigation.
Vibert and Shields’ (2003) concern mentioned abiha limited attention is giving in
the literature to trying to understand the naturermgagement is to be matched with a
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greater concern if equal attention is not givertianging conditions in schools towards
increased student engagement.

Practical argument

Cook-Sather (2002) calls students “the missing e/aic educational research” (p.
5). Johnson and O’Brien (2002) call for the neetisten to student voices and needs for
effective education change. Levin (2000) goes #rrtto claim that education reform
cannot succeed and should not proceed without nmole direct involvement of
students in all its aspects. He argues that ngt dmistudents have unique knowledge and
perspectives that can make reform efforts more essful and improve their
implementation, but also students' views can healpilise teacher and parent opinion in
favor of meaningful reform. Students are not sagrthe products and the recipients of
educational reforms but are active producers obslchutcomes. Their expectations and
actions are essential for the achievement of sshe@ions and aspirations.

Educational cultures that “deny students a voicéssnes that matter to them” fail
“to support students to engage successfully inag& ‘$hare’ of the full benefits of
education and training” (Johnson & O’Brien, 20029p The authors go on to argue that
students’ disengagement has both immediate andt@ngsocial and economic effects,
leading to some students “voting with their fegt’ 6) if not being mere spectators of
their own learning. Here, we argue for an approtacihe inclusion of students often
excluded from benefits of education that is based'strengths” and avoids “deficit”
approaches (Connell, Ashenden, Kessler, & Dowd&82) which can be misguided,
ineffectual and lead to reinforcing stereotypes llathing the victims.

Lastly working in collaboration with students to véstigate and manage
engagement sends a sign of acknowledgment of vadile and trust in their ability -
essential components of establishing strongerioelstiips with the adults and hence
enhances their school engagement. At the same ttiseengagement in authentic
pedagogical activity allows for the developmenbtier skills and capacities that form a
component of many school curricula around the world

Epistemological argument

Cook-Sather (2002) argues that excluding studemesspectives from dialogue
about schooling and change results in an incompietere of life in schools and limits
opportunities for improvement. Here, we argue ttoaing people involved in researching
a social practice or a problem are in a bettertposto know the “inside story”. This is
consistent with the principles of ethnographic aesk, particularly those adopted by
some feminist researchers who argue that the viem finside a group should be
obtained from the inside by using participant obagon. Serious questions can be raised
about the meaning and possibility of participansesliations when an adult researcher,
with different academic experience, and often framdifferent social background,
attempts to "participate” in the world of young pko As Denzin (1986) notes, “The
researcher who has not yet penetrated the wortleofndividuals studied is in no firm
position to begin developing predictions, explamagi and theories about that world” (p.
39). Further, Smyth (2006) argues that “if we wemteally understand phenomena like
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‘dropping out’ or ‘disengaging’ from school, and keadramatic inroads into them, then
we need to access the meaning of these conceptexaadate them from the inside
outwards” (p. 288), in other words, listening magentively to student voices and
experiences.

Collaborative research with young people allows dorange of knowledge to be
brought to the project by each of the participakts. example, in collaborative projects
between academics, teachers and young people,spr&aoewledge about research and
project development and theoretical extrapolativos the data (Greenwood & Levin,
2000) can be provided by the university resear¢tsyrstems knowledge is provided by
the coordinating teachers; and local knowledge abtuents’ interests and context can
be provided by the student participants.

Political argument

Here we base students’ involvement in meaningfsleaech activities on the
epistemological understanding that knowledge isenealue free. Critical theorists have
employed Habermas’s theory of knowledge-constituinterests (Carr & Kemmis, 1986;
Grundy, 1987). Carr and Kemmis (1986) point out tine designation of this theory
reflects its basic epistemological assertion thraivwedge “is always constituted on the
basis of interests that have developed out of #taral needs of the human species and
that have been shaped by historical and socialitonsg’ (p. 134). Habermas (1987)
discusses three types of knowledge-constitutiveera@sts: technical practical and
emancipatory(e.g. see Atweh, 2004). Following these principlésundy (1987, p. 13)
states that “themancipatoryinterest gives rise to autonomous, responsibieratiased
upon prudent decisions informed by a certain kihdnowledge” (italics added) (p. 18).
While control and understanding are the motivatagors of the technical and practical
knowledge-constituted interests, empowerment, ikatthe ability of individuals and
groups to take control of their own lives in automous and responsible ways” (p. 19), is
the motivation for emancipatory knowledge. The dewment of such knowledge is
enhanced by collaborating with other people from ‘tinside” and the “outside” of the
practice. Here, we argue that students may gaimieal knowledge from listening to
teachers and reading books or investigating wehditey may gain practical knowledge
from participating in the day to day life of thehsol; however, through involvement in
research activities, they have the opportunity &vetbp as independent knowledge
generators and hence develop a sense of autonahgnagowerment.

This grounding of student research activity acaggdio knowledge-constitutive
interests closely reflects the conceptualisationstoident engagement put forward by
Vibert and Shields (2003). These authors argue tihla¢reas a technical/rational
perspective meets the instrumental requiremensstodols and an interpretive (practical)
lens enhances students’ perceptions of themselsegutbonomous learners, it is the
critical (emancipatory) perspective of engagemébat,tbeing grounded in the students’
realities, is socially just and potentially transfative.

Of particular interest to us here is the two-letredory in which communicative
action takes place: tHéeworld and thesystemworld (Habermas, 1987). In the taken for
granted pre-interpreted everyday life existence tbathe lifeworld, communicative
action is saturated by tradition and routine. Tigtothe lifeworld, individuals construct
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their own identities, create social solidarity, gratticipate in and create culture. On the
other hand, the social world consists of sociabargations dominated by technical goals
and outcomes. The function of this systems levedagfety is to coordinate and control
natural and social forces, as well as the resouanésorganisations to administer them
through bureaucratic structures. Seidman expl&iaswhereas, in the lifeworld, “action

is oriented to mutual understanding, at the systiened, the emphasis is on instrumental
control and efficiency” (Siedman, 1998, p. 197).

Habermas goes on to argue that these two life sphage highly differentiated into
subsystems and that their interactions are complexanalysing late modernity,
Habermas makes two key observations about thigactien. The first he terms the
uncoupling of the system from the lifeworTchis refers to the fact that systems have
become increasingly autonomous from the concerrthefifeworld. Systems seem to
have developed a rationality of their own and acbeding to their own imperatives even
at times when they contradict the processes diftheorld that sustain them. The second
observation that Habermas makes about modernigteelto thecolonisation of the
lifeworld by the system imperativebhis is seen, for example, in the dominance ef th
systems language of efficiency, productivity, gaatsl roles on the lifeworld on people.
For instance, our roles in social systems functigrare used as part of our notions of our
own personal identity, for example as clients amasamers.

How can we conceptualise students’ involvementeisearch in these constructs
developed by Habermas? Undoubtedly, today's youatiabit a world where roles,
traditions and understandings are shifting at gorescedented rate. In these postmodern
times, the only certainty left is that of uncertgiand risk. Here we argue that student
involvement in research is an opportunity for pdpwting in meaningful and
empowering communicative action where they workkatratively with other students,
teachers and academic researchers to posit thaigoestions and problems, and to find
creative ways to deal with and improve aspectseif fives. Through the establishment
of such collaborative relationships, students aposed to, and take an active and central
role in, the discourses of education and powerdding so, students are not only
developing some technical knowledge about survinathe lifeworld and the system
world, but also developing practical knowledge dbdie world, and, arguably,
developing a sense of an empowered agency as @etitieipants or actors in the world.

Students’ involvement in meaningful research at#igiserves two purposes with
reference to the two observations that Habermasesa the interactions of the
lifeworld and system world. On one hand, it allothe students who are constructed as
recipients of the benefits from the education systeorld’s knowledge and policy, to
have active agency in that world. To counteractablenisation of the lifeworld by the
systems level, Habermas turned to the developiragsgroots, democratic, social
movements as redemptive agents and the carrieagaional society (Seidman, 1998).
Similarly, young people engaging in deep particggpatas researchers may find
empowerment through having a direct impact on syst@rocesses. On the other hand,
the students’ participation in research assistsaking that world more responsive to
their own lifeworld. Research conducted in an imsmegly commercialisation and
commodification inclined culture at universitiesym#t be relevant to the daily lives and
concerns of school students. This involvement ehgks the traditional educational
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system construction of students as clients of rebeand educational services and
positions them as active agents in their own educat

Conclusion

Much has been written about engagement and disengag in relation to
education with, it seems, a general assumptiorthieadbroad definition of these terms is
shared and understood. There are, however, vacmnsructions of the terms in the
literature and most of these tend to see the cas@eperms of attitudes and behaviours
that are invested in the student. Some imply thdesits’ actions to be consequential of
social circumstances, such as culture, socio-ecanstatus, or family background, while
others see them as responsive to the culturehobiand education systems. Both
constructs place ultimate responsibility for thédeour on the student.

A proposed alternative, based on a critical/tramsétive perspective, is to
construct engagement and disengagement as prafutissursive relationships
involving students, teachers, and schools. Thisttoat allows a re-examination of
student disengagement as a breakdown of relatipsisimd can lead to new ways of
conceiving potential remedies through, for instapeslagogical reforms. It also permits
a re-thinking of ways in which to investigate theepomenon of disengagement.
Effective research methodologies that strengthendlationship between adults and
students necessarily involve young people themselsaesearchers working with adults
on real world problems drawn from their own lifevds. Such collaborations have the
potential to provide insights from those most aiedy the problem, provide spaces in
which students can demonstrate their strengthgifisant others (Rudduck & Flutter,
2004), and, through drawing them into the “discewtpower” (Munns, 2007, p. 312),
can inculcate a sense of agency that re-engagésmssuwith their education.
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