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Abstract 

In public education and most recently with the No Child Left Behind Act, there is a 

nation-wide push for every student to learn regardless of his or her background or ability 

(H.R. Rep. No 107-63, 2001; U.S. Department of Education, 2006; Symonds, 2001). 

Engagement is thought to be a key to student success (Bowen, 2005; Shulman, 2002). As 

a result, teachers are called upon and expected to find ways to engage all students – even 

the most disengaged (Barkley, 2010). Research has focused on what motivates students 

(Barkley, 2010) as well as how teachers can better engage students (Bryson & Hand, 

2007), yet research has not questioned the human aspect of this endeavor or stopped to 

ask what it is like for teachers to do this work. In this study, phenomenological interviews 

of 6 secondary English teachers are used to generate a description of the teacher’s lived 

experience of working to engage disengaged students. A hermeneutic approach is used to 

deepen and interpret the meaning of the essence of the teacher’s lived experience. 

Emerging themes reveal a recurring cycle that exposes the intellectual challenge and 

emotional drain for the teacher. Implications from the study reach past the nuts and bolts 

of instructional practice to draw attention to the teacher as human in this work and will 

inform teacher preparation and professional development. 
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Prelude: Coming to the Question 
 
 

 Pushed by My Own (In)experience 
 
 

I feel like I am always the one going to them. The student just sits there doing 

nothing and I have to walk over and say, “Take out your notebook.” I have to say, “Why 

didn’t you read for today?” I have to say, “What can I do to help you get started?”  

 

I did not learn to engage students when I was preparing to become a teacher. I did 

not have to. Our cohort was excited to play “student” and even when my teacher-led 

discussion should have fizzled, a poorly crafted question could still generate depth and 

debate. When announcing the prompt for a three-minute freewrite, I got used to every 

pencil moving quickly across the page. Those mini-lessons gave me the false sense that 

my role as a teacher was to sit back and reap the rewards of a masterfully planned lesson. 

I was lead to believe that the lesson alone would engage the student.  

Looking back, it is clear: I was playing school. The old desk confining my wiggly 

little sister and the worn spiral notebook and the crayons had morphed into a post-

baccalaureate classroom, eager cohorts and white board markers. Simply pretending. For 

three quarters of a year I had soaked up as much information as possible to prepare for 

my first chance to teach real students. I knew how to write lesson plans, I had learned 

about “with-it-ness” and I had practiced my teaching in front of my classmates. Success. 

But shortly into my student teaching, I realized that the real-world classroom is nothing 

like the make-believe world of teacher education. Now, almost fifteen years later, I am 

still learning something that I was never taught in school – still practicing and perfecting 
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how to engage students whose human selves breathe uncertainty into even the best-

prepped lesson plan.  

Having spent the first seven years of my English teaching career in an alternative 

program that served high school students at risk of not graduating, and the past seven 

years in a mainstream classroom, I have worked with a variety of students who choose 

not to engage with teachers, fellow students, or curriculum. In the alternative setting, I 

grew very adept at engaging the disengaged students in my classroom and through the 

support of the alternative environment became quite successful in connecting with 

students and guiding them toward their own achievements. I focused on offering choices, 

slowing the pace, and breaking larger projects into manageable tasks. Beyond the 

curriculum, my small class sizes and all-day interactions with students radically altered 

the teacher-student relationship and created an opportunity for us to know each other as 

people. There were obvious moments of struggle and frustration involved in this work, 

but the alternative program was a place where most students chose to be and that helped. 

It also helped that every teacher in our program agreed that engaging the students was a 

top priority. No student was left alone to fail.  

Alternately, in the mainstream classroom, I was surprised to discover even more 

disengaged students. I guess I figured that mainstream students were somehow different 

from the alternative school students and did not need the structures made available to that 

at-risk group. I was even more surprised when I found out that the same pedagogical 

approaches that worked so well for me in the alternative program were not successful 

with every student in the mainstream environment. Students were failing. Meeting in 

groups of 32 for only 47 minutes a day widened the chasm between teacher and student 
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and left little time for meaningful interactions. Engaging disengaged students was 

difficult work and now that I was in the mainstream English department, I was seeing a 

greater spectrum of students and the disengaged learner appeared even more withdrawn.  

 

Sarah  

Sarah, whose soft smile screams, “I’m showing you that I’M FINE! Please check in with 

someone else!” There she sits, day after day in her same desk with her carefully done 

hair trying to become politely invisible. But, when the first draft of the autobiography is 

due, she comes with nothing. She rests our current novel carefully on her desk each day, 

yet does not pass a single reading quiz. Her reflection journal and in-class response 

pages remain blank. Her inaction has me questioning, what is going on? Is it her? Me? 

What can I do to make the class more relevant to her? I try to think about context and 

reaching students. Pre-reading activities. Creating writing assignments that reach an 

authentic audience. Choosing texts relevant to students’ lives. Nothing. Individual, small 

group, large group activities. Nothing. In class writing, out-of-class writing. Teacher 

feedback. Peer feedback. Nothing. Nothing. Leaving her alone. Getting in her face. 

Nothing. At times, I wish she would NOT come to class, so it would be out of my hands. 

Then I could say, “Well, if only she’d come to class, I could help her.” But, she is in 

class. Disengaged. And, I’m not helping. One day a boy came to class with his head 

shaved. She laughed so loud and commented, “I can’t believe you did that! What were 

you thinking?” All I thought was, you have a voice! You could participate! Join us! 
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I am determined to help my students succeed and work hard to meet the needs of 

every learner, yet I am inevitably faced with a student who does not initially respond to 

the way I teach. As I attempt to reach out and engage this student in learning, the moment 

spins into an abyss of trial and error. My efforts are not by chance, but carefully mapped 

approaches that I have chewed on at length. The larger experience of working to engage 

the student extends beyond any particular class period and seeps into my body, climbing 

over my shoulders to weigh on my brain. Thoughts of what to try next consume me – 

whether while consciously planning the next day’s lesson or attempting to decompress on 

a run – my brain mulls over and over what worked and what did not, searching for the 

answer. I grasp at past successes and try to make links to the current situation in an effort 

to draw the student back in. At times, it seems that nothing will work and I will lose this 

student forever. At the darkest moments, I begin to doubt myself and question my own 

abilities as a teacher.  

 

Adrian 

It strikes me as odd that a boy who so purposefully coordinates his outfit from the 

red t-shirt with yellow ink down to the brand-new bright white tennis shoes with tiny red 

and yellow designs cannot appreciate the detailed steps of the I-Search paper. “It’s 

coming, Mrs. Beaton” he says with the same hearty smile he flashes when I question 

whether or not he has read the assigned chapter. But, I never see a single page of his 

writing and he is unable to contribute to our book discussions. Creating a personal 

calendar with custom deadlines, meeting with his dad, smiling, imploring, joking, and 

forcing do not work. He somehow seems content to show up and sit. While the class and 
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the curriculum and the learning all swirl around him ripe for his involvement, he feigns 

ignorance. I often times think that I am more bothered by his lack of participation and 

engagement than he is. Yet, he is not put-off by my pestering; He slips into my classroom 

during his resource period, just to say hello. He respectfully takes out his I-pod ear buds 

when I glance at him after the bell rings. Our relationship is like that of a teacher and an 

‘A’ student – warm, welcoming, and without wrangle. So, if I am able to forge a positive 

relationship with him, why is he disengaged? How can I get him back? Did I ever have 

him? Doesn’t he care that he won’t graduate without this English credit? 

 

Researching the Lived Experience of Teachers 

Teachers are told to engage students. We know that student engagement leads to 

success, yet, we expect teachers to engage all students without ever questioning what it is 

like for the teacher do this work. It would be nice if a teacher could engage students by 

simply flipping a switch, but that is not the case. There is a human element to this work. 

The tangible moment where the teacher offers and the student decides whether or not to 

engage is full of emotion, doubt, tension, questioning, action, inaction, and waiting. More 

interestingly, the moment occurs and reoccurs, yet are never the same. Each time, the 

context changes. As a researcher, I am interested in looking more closely at the lived 

experience of the teacher who engages the disengaged learner. I am not concerned with 

counting the successes or failures, instead I am curious to learn more about the 

experience of working to engage disengaged students. In particular, the experience of the 

secondary English teacher who works to get students to read and write, think and reflect. 

My research question is: What is it like for a secondary English teacher to work to engage 
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a disengaged student? Looking beyond the empirical research that suggests teachers 

should engage students, and that which delineates the best ways to engage, my research 

will focus on the lived experience of the teacher who engages the disengaged learner in 

an effort to draw attention to the teacher as human in this work. I am searching to make 

meaning of the essence of the teacher’s experience engaging disengaged students to help 

bring about a sensitivity and awareness of how we, as teachers, operate. 

To Be Disengaged 

Matt, a high school junior, stops everyday on his way into the classroom to chat 

with Mr. Glass. Some days they carry on about sports or cars, but today their 

conversation turns to gangster movies – they both like gangster movies.  The two swap 

details about Al Pacino and Scarface until the bell ushers Matt to his seat and Mr. Glass 

begins English class. Like a bell ending the three-minute round in a boxing bout, Matt 

retreats to his corner and slumps over his desk, disengaged for the remainder of the 

period, leaving Mr. Glass questioning: “How can this happen? How can we have this 

personal connection and then as soon as class starts, he shuts down?”  

And so goes one of many moments between a teacher and a disengaged student 

where the student has withdrawn from the class and the teacher is left to decide whether 

or not to draw him back in, and in what way. To be disengaged is to be uncommitted 

according to the Oxford English Dictionary (1989). The word does not reek of the 

distaste and unwillingness of the word reluctant, which harkens more to a struggling-

against or resistance to something. Instead, disengaged is detached or free from 

obligatory connexion or connection, including a relationship like teacher and student 

meaning that the disengaged learner finds him or herself outside of this commitment in 
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the classroom. Whereas reluctant learner does not have an antonym that serves as a 

prescribed course of action, disengaged learner suggests that the teacher work to engage 

the learner, which can be defined as involving the student, yet also means the promise of 

an agreement or contract. So, rather than simply interesting the student in a lesson, a 

teacher who engages the student, can be said to bind the student by pledge or promise, 

perhaps to earn a credit or graduate. Further, a rarer definition for engage points to urging 

or persuading. Finally, the definition of engage also has a reference to combat; entangled 

in either obligation or locked in a fight. This meaning with its physical undertones speaks 

to the very personal nature of engaging a student in the classroom.  

Arriving at the Question 

I conducted an exploratory phenomenological study in which I interviewed two 

secondary English teachers and began my search to understand the experience of teachers 

who work to engage disengaged students. I will talk about this study in more detail later 

in this dissertation. My general research question was: What is it like for a teacher to 

engage a disengaged student? I have since narrowed the question to honor my specific 

interest in secondary English teachers, yet left the question intentionally open to allow 

each participant to settle on a clear moment of engagement within his or her classroom 

without limiting the experience to teaching writing or literature and so forth. At one point 

I had thought to narrow the question further to include only those teachers who 

considered themselves to be writing teachers, yet realized that I may have trouble when 

recruiting participants if I were to use such a definition, plus I would enter into an 

additional discussion about the identity of a writing teacher. I may pursue that angle in a 

future study.  
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As I thought through how to best word my research question, I realized that my 

interest in a teacher’s experience engaging a disengaged student stretches beyond any 

assignment or activity within one English classroom. What holds each of these 

participants together as a group is that they teach English at the secondary level, they are 

expected to continuously work to engage every student (even when the student appears as 

if he or she is not interested in anything that is going on in school), and, unlike some of 

their peers, the teachers I recruited for my study are those who choose to attempt to 

engage even the most disengaged of their students. My flyer used to solicit participants 

reads: “Have you been teaching 9-12 grade English for more than 3 years? Do you work 

to engage disengaged students in your classroom? If you answered YES to these 

questions, you may be eligible to participate in a phenomenological research study on 

teachers’ experiences engaging disengaged students. The purpose of this study is to draw 

attention to the human aspect of the teacher’s work to engage disengaged students – to 

look beyond best practice strategies and focus on the human experience.” Rather than 

survey potential participants, teachers were allowed to self-select themselves into the 

category of one who works to engage disengaged students. 

Many pre-service teacher education courses and in-service workshops may touch 

on the subject of student engagement – often with the needs of the student in mind. 

Research, too, boasts a strong interest in the topic of student engagement. An ERIC 

search using key words like “teacher’s experiences engaging students,” “student 

engagement,” “disengaged students,” and “teachers engaging students” yielded articles 

and books most commonly reporting on how to engage students, for example, Easton 

(2008), who promotes community building as a key to engagement. Others report on the 
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most effective ways to engage students, like Cole, (2009), who attempts (and fails) to use 

wiki technology to engage students in higher education. Still others research the effects of 

engagement on student learning. Newmann (1992) writes about the National Center on 

Effective Secondary Schools and its attempt to learn more about achievement and 

engagement problems by drawing information from several diverse perspectives: 

alternative programs, curriculum, authentic instruction, teacher quality of worklife, and 

student perspective.  

My own teacher preparation program taught about scaffolding reading (Graves & 

Graves, 1994) that offers a “flexible framework that provides a set of options from which 

you select those that are best suited for a particular group of students reading a particular 

text for a particular purpose” (p. 5) and how to design lesson plans that are engaging, 

connect to the student’s own context and allow for plenty of choice (Beach & Marshall, 

1991; Tchudi & Tchudi, 1991). Professional development days at my school are spent 

talking about what new techniques we as teachers can implement to help reach all 

students. I even get an occasional brochure in my mailbox advertising a seminar on how 

to best motivate students or learn to better manage the classroom. While these classes and 

workshops may address the topic of student engagement, or offer hints at the next best 

way to engage students, I have yet to read about or discuss in depth what it is really like 

to do this work. Rather than talking about how to engage students, I’m left wondering 

what is it like for the teacher? As a researcher, I am interested in looking more closely at 

the moment of engagement – at the lived experience of the teacher who engages the 

disengaged learner – to discover how this untapped perspective colors the discussion. 

Turning to Phenomenology 
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My interest in secondary English education and potentially teaching pre-service 

teachers led me to research the teacher’s experience. Early on in my PhD coursework, I 

wrote a phenomenological study proposal questioning the experience of students in a 

high school English class where grades were not used to mark student progress. I looked 

at research on assessment (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, & Wiliam, 2004; Sato, 

Coffey, & Moorthy, 2005; Stiggins, 2002; Wilson & Berne, 1999) and recognized that 

the student’s voice was missing from the discussion. From that small proposal, I learned 

about phenomenology for the first time and quickly recognized the intimate perspective a 

phenomenological study could offer me as a researcher. To learn about an interviewee’s 

experience without the influence of my prior knowledge seemed strange, yet grew to 

become a fitting starting point to my research and interest in teacher education. As a 

teacher, I have been tuned into the practical. I am always thinking about how to best 

approach a particular novel, or the most effective way to teach a particular writing 

strategy. As a researcher, I do not want to look at the ‘how’ or ‘why’ or ‘what if.’ I do not 

want to measure the best or most effective. I have chosen phenomenology as my 

methodology because it will help me to look into the human side of teaching – beyond 

the techniques, observations, and lesson plans – and focus on the experience of the 

teacher. I want to know what it is like. Setting aside my own biases and experiences as a 

secondary English teacher, I am searching to make meaning of the essence of the 

teacher’s experience engaging disengaged students to help bring about a sensitivity and 

awareness of how we, as teachers, operate.  

Following my initial exposure to phenomenology in that research core class, I 

enrolled in an interpretive research course where I was able to write a full proposal as 
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well as conduct my own phenomenological study. As I stated earlier, I chose to research 

the question: What is it like to engage a disengaged student? My exploratory study 

involved interviewing two teachers – one for 20 minutes, and one for 45 minutes. After 

walking through the process of dreaming up a question, interviewing participants, 

transcribing, raking through transcripts, and drawing in supporting literary texts to help 

interpret what was said in the interviews, I knew that phenomenology fit well as the 

methodology for my dissertation. Three main reasons support my decision: (a) I am not 

seeking to find out how teachers can better engage students, instead, I am interested in 

learning about the teacher’s experience engaging disengaged students and 

phenomenology helps me to pursue my question; (b) phenomenological research involves 

not only interviewing, but then analyzing the interviews as “text,” something in which I 

have experience and great interest; and (c) the task of writing the phenomenological 

study requires the researcher to write evocatively to get close to the experience, which 

provides me with a fitting outlet of written expression. As I went through the entire 

process of this exploratory study, I found myself almost intuitively able to ask questions 

during the interview, see patterns and themes when analyzing, and find the words to 

capture the meaning of the experience when writing. I enjoyed and looked forward to my 

work more than any other time during my tenure in the PhD program. Upon completion, I 

knew that I wanted to spend the time it will take to pursue a larger research study using 

phenomenology. 
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Overview  

 

This is a non-traditional dissertation in that I have not followed the predictable 

chapters and have not written “results” or “findings” sections as found in quantitative and 

many qualitative studies. I set my study up to learn and describe the experience of 

teachers, and came to a question, rather than posed a problem as is typical of traditional 

dissertation introductions. While I cite research to provide a context for my study and 

explain the methodology of my work, the traditional chapter four – or results chapter – 

did not fit with my need to present the themes in a way that allowed the voice of the 

teacher participants to sound. Additionally, the summary and recommendations chapter 

that tends to conclude the dissertation by restating and making practical suggestions did 

not provide space for me to discuss and ponder other directions to take my study with 

regard to learning even more about teachers and their work engaging disengaged 

students. So, I have challenged myself to let the dissertation develop in the way it needed. 

Traditional length and format were not concerns. At one point, however, I felt very much 

like a junior high student who questions, “How long does this have to be?” As I began to 

write, I found myself growing more confident with my own phenomenological process 

and allowed the teachers’ voices to push to the forefront and my work became to 

establish a format that helped build to and make sense of their collective experience. 

I opened this dissertation with a brief introduction. Full of my own voice and 

experience, it meanders towards the research question in a way that is meant to draw the 

reader to the question the way I initially was. Rather than state the question up front and 

unpack what the reader is about to read (as a traditional introduction does), I chose to 
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write with emotion and personal history and lead the reader to the question. I also explain 

why phenomenology was the best methodology to help me explore my research question 

and the human aspect of the teacher’s experience.  

Next, I have included this brief overview as a guide that highlights the central 

idea of each portion of the dissertation as well as some of my thinking about the choices I 

have made in my writing. Each paragraph clearly summarizes the chapters so that the 

reader can recognize at a glance how the many chapters link together to form a whole. In 

addition, this writing has offered me the chance to comment on my process. The 

overview is not meant to explain concepts in much detail (as that is the work of the actual 

chapters) but instead serves to guide the reader. 

Chapter 1 is my literature review. In phenomenology, there is an attempt to 

include past research on a topic to illuminate a hole in the research, or a place where this 

study could fit to provide more insight on a topic or idea. In this chapter, I mention 

several types of studies that focus on engagement not to explore their own merit, but 

instead in an effort to show that there are no phenomenological approaches to the topic of 

the teacher’s experience of engagement or working to engage disengaged students. 

Further, I argue that stifling the teacher’s voice from this discussion works to withhold 

the true human connection present in this work. And, that learning more about the 

meaning of the teacher’s lived experience of engaging disengaged learners can help to 

better prepare preservice and practicing teachers for moments of disengagement in the 

classroom. Rather than focus on the student’s perspective or study the interaction 

between student and teacher as other studies have done, phenomenology allows me to 

focus on the lived experience of the teacher.  
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My main thrust of this chapter is to explain how I have positioned myself in this 

research. I did not simply ask about the teacher’s experience. I have come to this study 

from the perspective of sociocultural theory, and have been particularly influenced by the 

thinking of James Gee, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Dorothy Holland. James Gee, whose work 

in language, literacy, and schooling draws on sociocultural theory as well as critical 

theory and discourse studies. In particular, he exposes how the traditional definition of 

literacy holds in place institutional power structures. He offers a more inclusive definition 

of literacy that helps me envision the potential for teachers to shift beyond the traditional 

power role and work to reach marginalized and underserved populations in the 

classroom.  

Mikhail Bakhtin, whose ideas about language and culture introduce the concept of 

heteroglossia – or a mixing of voices, where meaning is negotiated between people. In 

the classroom, heteroglossia works to support that there can be a space where there is no 

single truth; the teacher does not own and distribute the knowledge. Heteroglossia helps 

me to question the kind of space a teacher can create and to consider how such a teacher 

negotiates power in the classroom to bring in and value the voices and perspectives of 

marginalized and underserved students.  

Dorothy Holland, who has used both Bakhtin and Vygotsky in her work on 

identity brings forth the concept of figured worlds. I use the concept of these socially and 

culturally constructed realms to believe that teachers can imagine new more inclusive 

spaces that exist within the structure of traditional education. I lean on her ideas to 

suggest that teachers can shift their thinking and ways of being despite the pressures of 

traditional educational structures. Using sociocultural theory and the thinking of Gee, 
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Bakhtin, and Holland, I have built a framework that helps me orient myself when looking 

at teachers in general and those who work to engage disengaged students in particular. As 

stated earlier, these theorists have helped me to recognize that teachers can break away 

from traditional educational pedagogy, which in my mind is essential in working to 

engage disengaged students. The other important aspect of this chapter is the writing 

about teacher identity. I take up this topic again in the discussion section and pull in 

excerpts from the teacher interviews to look at those teachers who choose to work to 

engage disengaged students and those who do not. 

The methodology chapter follows and here I explain the phenomenological 

research methodology and break down the methods used in the study. I made every effort 

to explain in detail the steps I took when analyzing the interview texts. I did this to help 

the reader become aware of the systematic way in which I worked through the data. Also, 

I wanted to shed light on the thought behind the various literary texts I have used to help 

interpret the data as well as potential limitations of my study. 

Presenting the themes was by far the most interesting part of my writing process. 

As explained in the methodology chapter, the actual writing of the themes served as a 

large part of the analysis process. I worked to layer participant voices to reveal the 

collective experience of teachers who work to engage disengaged students. Rather than 

trace each teacher as a separate case study and leave the work to the reader to make 

connections, I let the themes lead and wove in each teacher voice throughout the text to 

better illuminate the essence of the experience.  

I was careful to push my ideas about the themes into a separate discussion section. 

Attempting to address them throughout the evocative writing, I feared, might disturb the 
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reader’s experience with the text. To begin the discussion section, I look at the snapshot 

of the teacher who works to engage disengaged students. While the themes speak to the 

essence of the teacher’s experience, I point out that the whole experience is cyclical. The 

teacher re-enters this experience over and over again. After examining the overall 

experience and thinking about the impact on the teacher as human, it is clear to me that 

this study has a place in the current research on engagement. Amidst quantitative studies 

that hope to discover the best ways to engage students, this phenomenological study 

brings a voice to those who do the work of engaging. We are reminded that engagement 

is not automatic. Teachers who work to engage make emotional investments sometimes 

without return. While I am curious to learn how these ideas push up against other 

perspectives and want to someday investigate how the experiences of new teachers 

compares to those I have interviewed, I have created a healthy boundary in this work that 

both allows me to complete my dissertation and provides me with intriguing places to 

take my writing in the future. 
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Shifting Practice 

 

Illuminating Possible Ways of Being in the Classroom 

When I applied to the PhD program, I wrote an essay explaining how I was 

determined to find a way to reach at risk students in a mainstream environment. Having 

started my teaching career in an alternative program, I grew to be successful with 

typically unsuccessful students. I was certain that all students could be engaged in higher-

order thinking and learning, yet had become frustrated after moving into the mainstream 

English department. Here, in this new context, the familiar benefits of small class sizes, a 

family-like environment, and alternative school structure were stripped away leaving me 

with six over-stuffed classes of high school students who seemed to spread further and 

further apart with regard to socioeconomic background and ability with each passing 

year. Although I was still teaching within the same high school as I had the previous 

seven years, everything was different and challenged me to reexamine my own teacher 

identity.  

I have since stepped outside of my own classroom and recognize that teachers 

hold different notions of teacher identity, literacy, and pedagogy. Now, after reading 

theories from Vygostsky to Homi Bhahba, and having tangled, ironed out, and poked 

holes in my thinking during classroom discussions, with peers, and on my own, I have 

come to learn that sociocultural theorists James Paul Gee, Mikhail Bakhtin, and Dorothy 

Holland have most influenced my thinking about a teacher’s identity and practice because 

of their concern with issues of power, marginalized populations, teachers’ work with 

underserved students, and the changing contexts of education. These theorists have led 
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me toward a focus on engagement in the classroom – specifically, studying the lived 

experience of the English teacher who attempts to engage disengaged learners. Rather 

than continuing to be satisfied as the practitioner who simply collects the best tricks and 

techniques to engage students within a single classroom, I have happily constructed my 

own theoretical framework that examines the larger issue of teacher education and 

student engagement. This framework questions teacher identity, redefines literacy as tied 

to social practice, and recognizes the possibility of a teacher’s many ways of being within 

the changing contexts of today’s classroom. To more carefully explore a teacher’s many 

ways of being in the classroom, I also use this sociocultural lens to illuminate 

possible/alternative ways of being in the classroom that push against the traditional or 

exclusive notion of the teacher as one who delivers knowledge to eager student vessels 

and moves towards a teacher identity that works to engage and validate all learners. My 

study aims to learn the lived experience of English teachers who work to engage 

disengaged students and asks the central question: What is it like for a secondary English 

teacher to engage a disengaged student?  

Writing about Student Engagement 

In decades past, sketches on the cover of the Saturday Evening Post by Norman 

Rockwell and others depicted teachers reprimanding students for not paying attention in 

class or directing students to sit in the corner. Now, these same disengaged students are 

choosing to sit in the corner or in the back of the classroom and the teacher is expected 

not to scold or simply demand attention, but to instead work to discover new ways to 

engage these students in learning. Why is the teacher expected to do this work? Because 

engagement is seen as clearly associated with successful learning: “If a student is 
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engaged [. . .] then learning of some kind would seem assured” (Bowen, 2005, p.7). In 

public education and most recently with the No Child Left Behind Act, there is a nation-

wide push to offer every student the opportunity to learn regardless of his or her 

background or ability (H.R. Rep. No 107-63, 2001; U.S. Department of Education, 2006; 

Symonds, 2001; Washington County Public Schools, 2009). And, as Shulman (2002) 

states, “Learning begins with student engagement” (p. 38).  

What is Engagement?  

Educational research focused on engagement makes it clear that engagement is a 

difficult word to define. Engagement can resemble flow – when a student is “fierce with 

concentration, so absorbed they lose self-consciousness, and so focused that space and 

time disappear” (Easton, 2008, xix). Or, engagement can be simply the student’s decision 

to “take up offers of educational successes” (McFadden & Munns, 2002, p. 358). Bowen 

(2005), proposes that educators think of engagement in four different, but related, ways: 

student engagement with the learning process, student engagement with the object of 

study, student engagement with contexts of the subject of study, and student engagement 

with the human condition (p. 4). Bowen (2005) suggests the varying types show how a 

student can be engaged with different elements of learning, from actively participating in 

class, to closely examining a text, to studying the context surrounding the subject of 

study. In each case, the student’s engagement contributes to “the focus it brings to the 

learner’s personal relationship to learning” (Bowen, 2005, p.7). Beyond types of 

engagement (what the student engages with), distinctions are made between behavioral, 

emotional, and cognitive engagement (in what ways the student engages). Behavioral 

engagement is determined by participation and attention to social norms in classrooms 
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and nonacademic settings, emotional engagement centers on a student’s “affective 

reactions in the classroom,” and cognitive engagement emphasizes a student’s investment 

in learning (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). Barkley (2010) argues that student 

engagement is: 

the product of motivation and active learning. It is a product rather than a sum 

because it will not occur if either element is missing. It does not result from one 

or the other alone, but rather is generated in the space that resides in the overlap 

of motivation and active learning.” (p. 6) 

Ultimately, Barkley (2010) defines engagement as “a process and a product that is 

experienced on a continuum and results from the synergistic interaction between 

motivation and active learning” [emphasis in original] (p.8) echoing cognitive and socio-

cognitive perspectives on engagement, which link motivation with student engagement.  

Engagement Theory 

Past and current educational research on engagement relies on theories such as 

goal theory. Goal theory suggests that students are motivated by performance goals, 

learning goals, or even work-avoidance goals (Barkley, 2010; Brophy, 2004). Ames 

(1992) links motivation to engagement stating that “research evidence suggests that it is a 

mastery goal orientation that promotes a motivational pattern likely to promote long-term 

and high-quality involvement in learning (p.263). Further, Ames (1992) states, “students 

are more likely to approach and engage in learning in a manner consistent with a mastery 

goal when they perceive meaningful reasons for engaging in an activity, underscoring the 

connection between teaching and engaging students.  
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Expectancy-value models also link motivation to engaging students. Barkley 

(2010) explains that expectancy-value models hold: 

that the effort that people are willing to expend on a task is the product of the 

degree to which they expect to be able to perform the task successfully 

(expectancy) and the degree to which they value the rewards as well as the 

opportunity in performing the task itself (value) [emphasis in original]. (p.11) 

In other words, a student who has previously failed an English class enters the each new 

English class with lowered expectations of success having placed a negative value on 

English literature and writing. When the student is introduced to the next novel or paper, 

he or she may predict his or her failure based on earlier expectations. Expectations, in 

turn, can raise or lower motivation and engagement.  

 Attribution theory also discerns between students by achievement level 

suggesting that high achievers attribute their success to their own abilities, while low 

achievers attribute their failure to outside influences, like bad luck. In both cases, students 

work to maintain a positive self-image (Vockell, n.d.). Additionally, cultural perspectives 

on motivation and engagement work to challenge existing socio-cognitive theory and 

make space to discuss how diverse perspectives impact student motivation and 

engagement (McInerney, D., Roche, L., McInerney, V. & Marsh, H., 1997).  

Engagement Strategies 

Engagement theories have offered several ways to explain the thinking behind 

student motivation and engagement. Educational research has leaned on these theories 

when looking at disengaged students and in many cases there is a push to solve the 

problem of disengaged students by proposing what teachers can do to help engage them. 
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As Barkley (2010) states, “teachers must find ways to engage students” [emphasis added] 

(p.3).  

Tackling the cultural divide between teachers and students is one proposed 

solution to the problem of disengaged students (McFadden & Munns, 2002). Teachers 

who do not relate to their students because of cultural differences maintain power in the 

classroom, which forces some students to disengage. Looking at potential ways to 

encourage students to “engage with the classroom practices offered to them by their 

schools and teachers” shows that teachers can put in place a pedagogical framework that 

disrupts the hidden power structures within the classroom and empowers students 

(McFadden & Munns, 2002, p. 358). Cultural sensitivity on the part of teachers and 

curriculum becomes the main focus as does advocating for teachers to build in space for 

multiple perspectives in the classroom. Both notions question why students are not 

engaged and determine that student disengagement can stem from cultural differences 

and hidden power structures.  

Another finding is that teachers possess (or might learn) certain “skills” that help 

increase student engagement in the classroom. Teachers can influence the engagement of 

students in a “positive way” by bringing enthusiasm to the classroom to increase student 

engagement (Bryson & Hand, 2007, p. 349).  

Student Voice in Engagement Research 

Other research looks at the issue of student disengagement from the student’s 

perspective in hopes of finding a solution. Research that questions student “thoughts and 

perceptions” about the issue of disengagement points out that educators are quick to 

debate the issue of engagement without listening to the voices and perspectives of the 
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students. When asked, students indicated that student engagement was influenced by 

teachers who built relationships with students, created interesting assignments, and 

fostered student competence (Daniels & Arapostathis, 2005, p. 55).  

Beyond Research 

In addition to research studies, articles on the topic of student engagement echo 

the need for change in schools. Since the topic of engagement and teachers’ experiences 

engaging disengaged students bridges the theoretical and practical, it is fitting to include 

references to popular literature on the topic. Changes in teachers and students attitudes 

could shape the learning climate “around the needs of children” (Smart, 2005, p. 556). 

Teachers can encourage students to work for themselves “by gradually introducing 

autonomy and developing relationships that are not based purely on authority” (Smart, 

2005, p. 556). Similarly, resources exist to help schools engage disengaged students. 

Educators are encouraged to make positive connections with youth in the hopes of 

increasing student engagement (Easton, 2008).  

Making Room for the Teacher’s Lived Experience 

The focus of previous research points to the need for teachers to strengthen 

relationships between themselves and students and the need to change the way they 

construct or present course curriculum. These findings, while keen to the experiences and 

needs of the disengaged student, do not make room for the lived experience of the teacher 

– in particular, the high school English teacher – who is trying to engage these learners. 

What is missing from this body of research is the voice of the teacher who is told what to 

do without ever being asked what it is like to do this work. If we can learn more about the 

meaning of the teacher’s lived experience of engaging disengaged learners, we can help 
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to better prepare pre-service and practicing teachers for these moments in the classroom. 

Teacher preparation programs focus on helping pre-service teachers to design and 

implement rigorous curriculum and attend to the nuances of classroom management and 

child development, yet the student teaching assignment soon alerts preservice teachers to 

the fact that even the most well-planned curriculum might not alone meet the needs of 

every learner. Exploring the lived experience of teachers who engage disengaged students 

may open the opportunity for preservice and practicing teachers alike to discuss these 

inevitable moments in the classroom.  

My growing interest in preservice and inservice teacher education and my own 

experience watching and implementing various research-driven initiatives over the years 

have me wondering about a teacher’s ability to shift his or her identity and pedagogy in 

light of changing educational contexts.  I am interested in the work that reaches beyond 

the initial creative lesson plan and enthusiastic interaction with the class to the moment 

that exists when the teacher has extended the learning opportunity (often numerous times) 

to the disengaged student and the student has yet to take it. Rather than focus on the 

student’s perspective or study the interaction between student and teacher, I choose to 

focus on the lived experience of the teacher. I am searching to describe and interpret the 

teacher’s experience in that moment.  

A New Definition of Literacy 

In order to engage and meet the needs of students in the complex contexts of the 

modern-day classroom, teachers need to explore new ways of being. These ways of being 

move beyond the traditional role of the teacher and rely on a new definition of literacy. 

We need to shift the definition of literacy and lean on a more inclusive definition of the 
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term. To be literate in society cannot only mean to have the ability to read and write. 

Such a narrow definition forces teachers into an equally narrow power role of one who 

disseminates knowledge. The traditional definition of literacy does not account for the 

many ways to be literate that stretch beyond pen and paper (technologically, musically, 

pop-culturally, digitally, socially, etc.) and across race, class, and gender lines. Whereas 

the traditional definition of literacy stressed behaviors supported by elite society (Gee, 

2008), the power structure that traditional literacy maintains is now exposed. Street 

(2003) sees literacy as a social practice, recognizing multiple literacies that are “varying 

according to time and space, but also contested in relations of power.” He differentiates 

between an “autonomous” literacy (that is presented as neutral, yet is clearly imposing 

the western perspective) and an “ideological” literacy that is more culturally sensitive and 

recognizes how literacy as a social practice changes in different contexts (Street, 2003). 

Gee (2008) questions whether “literacy can be used as a tool for liberation, or [whether 

we are] endlessly trapped in replicating the given social status quo through enacting the 

social practices that instantiate it” (p.49). Like Gee (2008), I agree that “literacy in and of 

itself, abstracted from historical conditions and social practices, has no effects, or, at least 

no predictable effects” (p.45), and that literacy is tied to social practices like those found 

within schools and classrooms. Embracing this broader definition of literacy helps me to 

make room within the current boundaries of education for the necessary shift in identity 

and practice that teachers need to make in order to reach students in these changing 

contexts.  

Gee helps me to look first at a new definition of literacy, which shatters the 

expectation that education is simply about learning to read and write. I was comforted by 
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Gee’s ideas about literacy because they illuminate a whole new valid way of viewing 

literacy, rather than treating an alternative definition as unconventional. More 

importantly, Gee helps me to uncover the hidden power structures held in place by 

traditional ways of being in the classroom. In looking at a teacher’s lived experience 

engaging disengaged students, I can look more closely at the contextual implications of 

literacy and learn the intimate experiences of the teacher’s work to engage. 

Using the Lens of Sociocultural Theory 

While sociocultural theory and its attention to context does not outwardly mesh 

with phenomenology and its attention to finding the essence of a human experience in 

spite of context, sociocultural theory has influenced the direction of my study in the way 

it speaks to issues about which I am passionate: issues of power, marginalized 

populations, teachers’ work with underserved students, and the changing contexts of 

education. As a phenomenologist, I am reminded that we do not live alone, but in relation 

to others. In the case of the teacher, relationships made with the disengaged student can 

be influenced by relationships made with the rest of the class – even with fellow teachers 

all in that single moment of engagement. “The relationship with others affects the being 

in the world” (Dahlberg et al., 2002, p. 65) and is important to consider when researching 

a person’s life world. 

It is this relationship with others – the being in the world – that meshes 

sociocultural theory with phenomenology.  Rather than view these two methodologies as 

conflicting, I see using sociocultural theory to frame my thinking about the possible ways 

of being in the classroom, and see utilizing phenomenology to zero in on the human 

experience of being in the classroom. According to Prior (2006), sociocultural theory 
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emerged out of the traditions of Marxism, pragmatics, and phenomenology with each 

focused on “actual practices of people and attending to how people are socialized into 

cultural patterns of perception, thought, and action” (p. 57). Although limited in number, 

there is research that combines the two methodologies. Milne, Scantlebury and Otieno 

(2006) used hermeneutic phenomenology to generate data and then supported the 

analysis with a discussion of teacher agency using sociocultural theory as a framework.  

Isolating each methodology made sense to me. I used sociocultural theory as a 

philosophy about re-seeing the way teachers think about their positioning in the 

classroom and phenomenology as a philosophy about research not as truth-seeking, but 

questioning how to be in the world. Keeping these two methodologies working together 

but on separate planes of my understanding eliminated any problems using the two 

together in my study. Looking closely at teachers who work to engage disengaged 

students and gathering data via phenomenological interviews emphasizes my focus on the 

human experience of the teacher in that moment. 

Gee’s definition of literacy, Bakhtin’s concept of heteroglossia, and Holland’s 

ideas about identity have each uniquely influenced the direction of this study by 

expanding my thinking about the many ways a teacher can be in the classroom. 

Suggesting that there are multiple ways of being, between teachers and within one 

teacher, steps away from traditional connotations of education and the teacher’s 

unbending role as one who disseminates The Truth. My study explores the issue of 

engagement and the small space nestled between blaming the student, blaming the 

teacher, and blaming the educational system for student failure. As students, contexts, 

and techniques change, the human moment when the teacher works to engage the 
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disengaged student will remain. I am using sociocultural theory and its attention to the 

social world that surrounds the individual to see the teacher’s identity as fluid and able to 

change in response to each context in which he or she finds him or herself.  

In many U.S. urban schools . . . classrooms are incredibly complex microcultures 

that are continually reconstituted in the interactions and flows among multiple 

discourses, various participation structures, and self-organizing chains of 

utterances and actions . . . Teaching in such contexts poses serious new 

challenges, and meeting these challenges may require re-visioning pedagogical 

practice. (Kamberelis & de la Luna, 1996, p. 343) 

Kamberelis & de la Luna (1996) offer that this “re-visioning” asks teachers to improvise 

and move “in and out” of different modes of interacting and constructing “heterogeneous 

discourses” in an effort to reach students (p. 343). Over a decade later, these complex 

contexts now live within and beyond urban borders and are challenging more and more 

teachers to rethink their practice. In this dissertation, contexts refer to the micro-level 

classrooms and the macro-level buildings and districts that each house distinct and 

changing mixes of personalities, abilities, and cultures. My focus is on high school 

English teachers and I believe that it is possible for a teacher to shift in an effort to meet 

the needs of a changing student population. Yet, a teacher cannot simply rethink his or 

her pedagogical practice without looking first at his or her own identity as a teacher.  

The identity of Teacher, among other things, is influenced by how one sees 

Teacher and what one counts as Knowledge. I use Teacher with a capital “T” to designate 

Teacher as an object that we can extract for a moment from classrooms and schools and 

view in suspended animation. Teacher with a capital T is a being greater than human, and 



 

29

exists both as an actual teacher as well as the conception of Teacher that exists in our 

minds. It is the “Oh, you’re a teacher” response in conversation and the historic moral 

code that teachers are expected to follow – intangibles. As Teacher, these factors in part 

determine one’s pedagogy and, consequently, the experience one provides students. Once 

formed, however, one’s pedagogy is difficult to shift without also re-visioning identity. 

Historically, professional development efforts show failed attempts to change teacher 

practice. Gusky noted, “Nearly every major work on the topic of staff development has 

emphasized the failings of these efforts [to change teacher beliefs and practice]”(Gusky, 

1986, 2002; Tschannen-Moran & McMaster, 2009); yet despite the lack of change in 

teacher beliefs and practice, popular professional development programs continue the 

work in an effort to lead teachers to improve their practice by tackling the issue of teacher 

learning with respect to student learners (Bell & Gilbert, 2004; Clandinin & Connelly, 

1995; DuFour & Eaker, 1998; Feiman-Nemser, 2001; Guskey, 2003; Loucks-Horsley, 

Love, Stiles, Mundry & Hewson, 2003; Zeichner, 1999). In that same spirit of change, 

this dissertation addresses the potential that both preservice and inservice teachers have to 

rethink their practice and learn to shift and reinvent themselves in different contexts. 

Arguably, some teachers appear unable or unwilling to change their ways (Putnam, Smith 

& Cassady, 2009), which can make the goal of building-wide change seem unattainable 

and can maintain the status quo. Re-visioning teacher identity, however, is essential in 

learning to engage disengaged students. Teachers who expect to be able to continue to 

pour knowledge into willing vessels (often mimicking the same manner in which they 

were taught) are discovering that students have changed: they are refusing to sit and 

refusing to automatically engage. There are teachers who expect the student to adapt to 
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the teacher’s traditional approach and, therefore, accept the fact that some students will 

fail. For others, failure is not an option, and despite the pressures of the educational 

system, these teachers seek alternative ways to be in the classroom in an effort to engage 

all students. Gutiérrez (2007) notes: 

A sociocultural approach provides a way to understand what is cultural about 

learning. In the domain of literacy, a sociocultural view helps us conceive of the 

literacy practices as part of a toolkit that is socially and culturally shaped as 

individuals participate in a range of practices across familiar, new, and hybrid 

contexts and tasks. (p. 116) 

In the case of my own research, I used sociocultural theory to think about the teacher as 

learner – as someone who can learn alternative ways of being in the classroom – and to 

establish that it is possible for teachers to shift and adapt amid changing contexts of 

education. Using a phenomenological approach attempts to get as close to the experience 

as possible to realize the essence of the experience. This study provides access to the 

intimate experience of working to engage disengaged students. Reading about the essence 

of this experience can offer preservice and inservice teachers a human moment to talk 

about or debate – or even question. Rather than work again on the tangible lesson plan, or 

delivery of information, or newest classroom management strategy, these two groups can 

use this study to reflect on how a teacher might shift her identity as the context changes. 

Preservice teacher education and inservice teacher development groups can use this study 

to further the discussion of the intangible nuances of teaching and being a teacher.   

What is Teacher? 
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In order to recognize what is meant by Teacher identity, I need to first address the 

ontology of Teacher. As teachers, we adopt an additional way of being that lives outside 

of our own identity. Our understanding of Teacher is colored by our own experiences as 

students; Teacher takes on a super-human quality in light of our former subordinate 

perspective. What we think is real is underscored by the hum of the media and popular 

culture pulsing images that reinforce an exaggerated distortion of the same. While we 

recognize that teacher with a small “t” is a person who teaches, “teacher” does not 

capture the full reality of what a teacher is. As I stated earlier, I use T and t purposefully 

throughout this dissertation to distinguish our ontological understanding of what a 

Teacher is  – and the larger-than-life role we play –from what we call one who teaches.  

Teacher is reified as one who holds the knowledge and works to deliver this 

knowledge, effectively snapping students into line. Yet, before working through how 

Teacher is imagined to typically be in the classroom and how a teacher can shift to be in 

multiple ways, I need to clarify the epistemology with regard to formal education and 

schools. There are clear distinctions between which knowledge is valued by the dominant 

culture and which knowledge is seen as subversive or marginal. The dominant knowledge 

enters the classroom in the form of selected texts, assigned essays, teacher-lead 

discussions and more that support the experiences and beliefs of the dominant culture, 

creating a bounded, appropriate, way to be in the classroom – for both teachers and 

students. The imaginary line drawn by hidden power structures informs teachers (whether 

overtly in teacher preparation programs, or casually through conversation with co-

workers) who then enlist students to value “correct” knowledge, “good” writing, and 

“appropriate” speech among other prescribed ways of being. Teachers replicate these 
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practices that we understand to be “teaching,” regardless of whether or not these practices 

have been examined and found to be good examples of teaching and learning (Britzman, 

1991; Vintz, 1997). As students become teachers, they carry with them these 

prescriptions that function as an implicit memory allowing a teacher to be the only way 

they think they know.  

Popular culture works to reflect (and project) the image of Teacher that we know 

to be true. Clip art icons reinforce the image of Teacher as “all knowing” by 

incorporating familiar symbols (apples, blackboards, rulers, glasses) that we associate 

with the traditional classroom and standing the teacher in front of the class in a position 

of authority. From the South Park dullard whose “Mmm ‘Kay” exposes his inability to 

dialogue with students to the sex pot walking the runway of desks in Van Halen’s “Hot 

for Teacher” video, teachers are seen as objects suggesting a permanence to their being. 

Lortie (1975) suggests that before we become teachers, we serve an apprenticeship as 

students watching the work of our own teachers. It follows that even those who do not go 

into teaching themselves still watched and learned (they think) what it means to be a 

teacher, thus, “classroom practices tend to be stable over time” (Cuban 1993, p. 19). Even 

as research finds that “effective teachers adjust their teaching to fit the needs of different 

students and the demands of different instructional goals, topics and methods” (Darling-

Hammond, 2000, p.11), new teachers lean on prior experiences to guide them in the 

classroom (Cuban, 1993).  Lortie (1975) warns that the student can only know part of 

this knowledge because of limited access into the teacher’s other work outside of the 

classroom, however, our collective history in the classroom serves to inform society’s 

understanding of Teacher. This reification of Teacher as authority, disciplinarian, and 
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keeper of knowledge, makes it more difficult (and even threatening or risky) for actual 

teachers to break out of the prescribed mold and retool their own and students’ 

understanding of Teacher and, consequently, learning. 

I hesitate to label this active retooling as teacher identity out of concern that in 

doing so, I further emphasize a permanence to Teacher. However, I feel that a teacher’s 

ability and choice to break from the prescriptive model of Teacher is very much a part of 

who they are and so, in this dissertation, I choose to use the term ‘Teacher identity’ and 

define it as the fluid space that teachers occupy as they retool themselves over time and in 

and between classroom spaces. It is these adjustments and adaptations (or improvisations 

as Holland et al.,1998, describe) that help us look at how teachers can be in the 

classroom. I argue that to be Teacher is not a fixed position, but instead that teachers have 

the ability to reinvent themselves in different contexts. Just as with reflection-in-action 

(Dewey 1910; Schön 1983, 1987), where the teacher critically questions what he or she 

assumed to know about a particular situation, there is an improvisational element to 

teaching that suggests the teacher can adjust to the students and life of a particular 

moment or context. I argue that this flexibility of identity is within every teacher, yet not 

every teacher knows to or knows how to or allows themselves to shift and adapt.  

Looking at Teacher identity through the lenses of Bakhtin’s (2003) heteroglossia 

and Holland et al.’s (1998) figured worlds enabled me to illuminate different aspects of 

Teacher in the classroom and gain insight on how a teacher might learn to open 

themselves up to question the reification of Teacher as they know it and work to set in 

motion their own fluid Teacher identity in response to each context in which they find 

themselves. 
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Heteroglossia and a Fluid Teacher Identity 

Bakhtin’s notions of heteroglossia and authorship have been applied to education 

(cf. Fecho & Botzakis, 2007; Lensmire, 1996; Yandell, 2007) and help to question the 

kind of space a teacher can create and to consider how such a teacher negotiates power in 

the classroom. Far from the top-down model of traditional education, heteroglossia 

suggests a mixing of voices – a space where there is no one final truth, but instead room 

where students and teacher can together negotiate meaning and learning. Bakhtin (1984) 

explains the Socratic notion of the dialogic nature of truth, saying, “Truth is not born nor 

is it to be found inside the head of an individual person, it is born between people 

collectively searching for truth, in the process of their dialogic interaction” (p. 110). Such 

a space is hard to imagine under the cloud of high stakes testing and looming budget cuts, 

however, it is worth exploring how heteroglossia and authorship might influence 

“Teacher identity” and stretch the thinking about the role the teacher plays in the 

classroom. 

Society has pushed the image of teachers as up in front of the classroom in no 

way dialoguing with students – or worse, as “factory hands” who merely carryout orders 

from above (Callahan, 1962; Lortie, 1975). Rather than assume that every individual 

molds to society’s design, Holland et al. (1998) state that Bakhtin’s concepts of self-

fashioning “allow us to put words to an alternative vision, organized around the 

conflictual, continuing dialogic of an inner speech where active identities are ever 

forming” (p. 169). In other words, there is potential for teachers to break free from the 

mold and create new ways of being and new classroom spaces to better serve today’s 

students. Bahktin’s concept of authoring suggests that the teacher agent has become 
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teacher as agent – not one who authors from within – but one who “draws upon the 

languages, the dialects, the words of others to which she has been exposed” and authors 

his or her teacher identity with the influence of student voices (Holland et al., 1998, 

p.170). Thinking of the teacher as author reveals an image of the teacher as having 

agency in deciding who “counts” in the classroom. At any one moment, the teacher 

chooses which student can speak, which text enters the classroom, and which 

interpretation of that text is valid. Using Bakhtin, I choose to think of the teacher as an 

agent in authoring his or her identity, which in turn influences the potential spaces in the 

classroom, which shapes the identities of the students working within that environment. 

However, authoring is not nearly so orchestrated. Students are authoring their identities at 

the same time, creating harmonies and discord throughout the classroom. Teachers can 

become aware of these multiple voices and open to these many conflicting pulses without 

stifling and silencing as prescribed by traditional institutional practices and those in 

power.  

Heteroglossia is not something that a teacher can just “do”; a teacher cannot 

simply “welcome” multiple voices into the classroom. Rather, as Morris (2003) explains, 

heteroglossia refers to the “conflict between ‘centripetal’ and ‘centrifugal’, ‘official’ and 

‘unofficial’ discourses within the same national language” (p. 248). Heteroglossia is 

messy. Located within the classroom, heteroglossia captures the rich mix of official 

school discourses and the discourses that students (and teachers) bring to the space. 

Teachers need to not only allow student voices to be heard, but through dialogue, need to 

trust and validate student voices as contributors to the learning. For some, learning to 

trust students as an authority may be a barrier to truly incorporating this concept into a 
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Teacher identity (Lensmire, 1996); for others, in an effort to incorporate multiple voices 

into their classroom, teachers may end up producing a “’rigidly monologic teacher script’ 

through which the teacher’s power is maintained and in which the ‘dominant cultural 

values’ are reflected” (Gutierrez in Yandell, 2007, p. 257). The reification of Teacher, in 

part, prevents many teachers from truly creating heteroglossic spaces. Instead, they are 

convinced that they should be lecturing and testing students about a single known truth. 

Convinced that there is no room to adjust. It is not possible to shift. 

Examining heteroglossia from another angle reveals how it pushes against the 

fixed position of Teacher and forces the individual who chooses to embrace Bakhtin’s 

theory to reexamine Teacher. To shift. To reinvent themselves. “Bakhtinian 

heteroglossia,” Yandell (2007) states, “renders problematic the dyadic simplicity of the 

expert-novice relationship” (p. 252). At a minimum, it troubles the idea that the teacher is 

the only expert in the classroom. Even Vygotsky (1978) asserted that a child could be 

lead through the zone of proximal development when problem solving “under adult 

guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” [emphasis in original] (p. 86). 

Recognizing classmates or peers as other experts in the classroom further dismantles the 

need for the teacher to be the sole keeper of knowledge and suggests that knowledge may 

even be co-created between learners or learners and teacher in the space. Teachers who 

can learn to trust students as authorities do not give up being the expert, but allow for 

multiple voices to be honored and validated in the classroom. Sociocultural theory 

reminds us that often times when the teacher does not shift and remains in a fixed 

position of power, it is the voices of marginalized populations and underserved students 

who are heard least.  
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Called banking education by Freire (1970), the notion of teacher as expert is 

challenged when looking at teaching through this lens. For those who do not look 

carefully, it appears that the teacher is asked to give up his or her authority, to become 

one of the many voices in the classroom, yet, Bakhtin (1984) states “the issue here is not 

an absence of, but a radical change in, the author’s position” (p. 67). In fact, Lensmire 

(1996) suggests that it is because of the teacher’s authority that such a space can be 

created. Lensmire is talking about creating a writer’s workshop and repositioning the 

teacher within that space to allow for student voices to be heard and valued. I use the idea 

of teacher authority to suggest that a teacher has the authority or the power to shift his or 

her way of being within the classroom as opposed to being forced to teach the way in 

which they themselves were taught. It seems simple. Obvious. However, the way teachers 

see Teacher is overwhelming – making it impossible for some teachers to even wander 

away from the front of the classroom.   

In asking the question of how can we help teachers to engage every student, we 

need to ask how can we help teachers recognize the fluidity of their identity? How can we 

help both pre-service and in-service teachers understand the many ways that they can be 

in the classroom? And, how can we convince schools to support and allow for this 

necessary shift as teachers adapt themselves to work in changing contexts? Fecho and 

Botzakis (2007) use Bakhtin’s heteroglossia to talk about a dialogic classroom and admit 

that teachers do not have a “clear framework” to guide them because they have “never 

experienced such a classroom in their own education” (p. 549). Perhaps it is the job of 

teacher education programs to demonstrate such a classroom in which the pre-service 

teachers are students or for professional development programs to open up the doors of 
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teachers who are engaging in this dialogic practice. In either case, creating opportunities 

for pre-service and in-service teachers to experience a dialogic classroom firsthand will 

help to retool the foundation upon which teachers form their understanding of the 

classroom. Just as we are expected as secondary English teachers to model types of 

writing for our students, as higher education instructors, so should we be modeling 

possible ways of being in the classroom to pre-service and in-service teachers. While 

heteroglossia is not a prescriptive technique to simply add to the teacher’s toolkit, 

creating opportunities for teachers to directly experience such an environment can allow 

both pre-service and in-service teachers to explore another way to be in the classroom; 

helping to open up alternative possibilities and make “Teacher identity” more fluid. 

Bakhtin, with his ideas about heteroglossia as well as authorship, helps me to 

honor the multiple voices present in every classroom and speak to the teacher’s role in 

raising those voices rather than stifling all dissonance. The idea of teacher as agentic in 

authoring his or her identity in the classroom helps me to explain that a teacher can have 

power within the classroom without assuming total control. Instead, a teacher can make 

room for voices that complement and challenge his or her own, opening a space to make 

meaning together with students. Heteroglossia frees me from the expectation that teachers 

talk and students listen. It supports the idea that some students will not engage when all 

others do and makes the moment of engaging the disengaged student relevant. 

Figured Worlds – Imagining New Classroom Spaces 

Holland et al. (1998) explain that by “‘figured worlds’ we mean a socially and 

culturally constructed realm of interpretation in which particular characters and actors are 

recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and particular outcomes are valued 
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over others” (p. 52). Just as Bakhtin’s heteroglossia rethinks authority and knowledge 

construction in the classroom, Holland et al.’s (1998) concept of figured worlds reveals 

the teacher as author giving agency to Teacher and allowing him or her to imagine a new 

space that exists within the structure of the dominant world; a space where Teacher 

improvises, effectively helping to retool the role of teacher and student influencing their 

understanding of literacy and ability to co-construct knowledge. However, construction 

should not be misread as orchestration. According to this definition, schools and the 

classrooms within them can be considered figured worlds in that teachers and students 

create certain roles and expectations about behaviors are continually defined in 

accordance to the preferred formal discourse of education and activity of school. 

Recently, with the national attention to basic skills and standardized testing, the 

traditional version of school and the classroom has sedimented, stifling much thinking 

about change. But, the imaginary quality of figured worlds provides an opportunity for 

Teacher to improvise and break away from what is known and the prescribed way of 

being. Holland et al. (1998) argue that “Figured worlds rest upon people’s abilities to 

form and be formed in collectively realized ‘as if’ realms” (p. 49). The imaginary aspect 

of Holland et al.’s (1998) figured world theory provides another lens to view an 

additional way that teachers can “be” in the classroom and reach beyond students who are 

typically successful in the traditional or dominant figured world. 

Figured worlds provide a lens for the agentic work of Teacher identity – work 

actively constructing a new space for and with students within the overarching structure 

of education. Thinking of classrooms as figured worlds gives “the landscape human voice 

and tone” and allows teachers and students to grow new identities or positions within 
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these worlds (Holland et al., 1998, p. 41). Inden (1990) states that human agency 

acknowledged by figured worlds allows people to “reiterate and remake the world in 

which they live, in circumstances where they may consider different courses of action 

possible and desirable” (in Holland et al., 1998, p. 42). So, even though teachers are 

constrained by current educational fetters as well as their own narrow experiences as 

students and student teachers, the concept of figured worlds invites the notion that 

teachers can create as if realms within existing mainstream environments. Pennington 

(2007) agrees stating, “Figured worlds are not static; they expand and change as a result 

of individual agency and improvisation” (p. 471). Teachers can open students up to 

entirely new worlds of learning. According to Holland et al. (1998), “The improvisations 

of the parental generation are the beginning of a new habitus for the next generation” (p. 

18) emphasizing the potential for change to come for teachers and students (and future 

teachers) alike. 

Luttrell and Parker (2001) argue, “within the figured world of school, only some 

students’ rich, everyday literacy lives [are] being validated” (p. 245). They compared the 

figured worlds of advanced placement classrooms to vocational classrooms and 

suggested that different figured worlds influence the way in which students value literacy 

practices. What is more, they found that “one’s participation in a figured world is not set 

in stone or over-determined” and that students can take on “dispositions” apart from 

those prescribed by their place in a figured world (Luttrell & Parker, 2001, p. 245). It is 

clear that there are potentially multiple figured worlds that live within the figured world 

of school and that students have the ability to shift as well. These worlds found within the 

larger world of school often lean on more formally named structures for help: alternative 
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programs, vocational schools, advanced placement curriculum, etc., that feed the figured 

world with a prescribed (albeit new) way of being. For example, an alternative program is 

expected to be an “alternative” to the mainstream context and it is no surprise if time, 

space, and traditional classroom rituals and artifacts are manipulated (i.e., all work needs 

to be turned in, no bells, snack break). In these “sanctioned” spaces, Teacher is guided 

towards improvisation; encouraged to shift away from traditional ways of being. 

Teachers who teach in these contexts that stand apart from the mainstream classroom as 

well as students and parents who sign up to participate in these figured worlds and the 

administrators who support their efforts have shown that it is possible to improvise 

spaces outside of the traditional classroom. Yet, these efforts tend to be located truly 

outside the traditional classroom. 

The question, then, is: Can a mainstream Teacher create a figured world within 

his or her own classroom that functions to validate the many literacies his or her students 

bring into the context? Further, rather than force students to adapt to the dominant figured 

world of traditional education, how might Teacher improvise and author a new figured 

world – one that introduces students to “a conceptual world that differs from what they 

knew before” one in which they can “learn to react to objects, to events, and to 

themselves as figured in that world” (Holland et al., 1998, pp. 62-63)? Holland et al. 

(1998) suggest that artifacts “are the means by which figured worlds are evoked, 

collectively developed, individually learned, and made socially and personally powerful” 

(p. 61). In their work with Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), Holland et al. (1998) explain 

that artifacts, found within these worlds, can “afford different ways of thinking and 

feeling” about a particular thing (p. 62). In AA, an ordinary poker chip can come to 



 

42

signify years of sobriety and, as a cultural artifact, can evoke a world and “position 

individuals with respect to that world” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 63). It follows that within 

the figured world of the classroom a Teacher can potentially manipulate and utilize 

artifacts to afford students different ways to think about teachers, school, and literacy – 

an agentic position that works to shift the ontology of Teacher and dismantle the 

reification. Just as the AA participants learned to value the token that represented 

sobriety, students rely on artifacts within the classroom to help them navigate the space. 

What artifacts can mainstream secondary English teachers introduce to demarcate the 

new figured world from the traditional classroom familiar to students? 

In the figured world of the classroom, a Teacher does not have to dismantle and 

rebuild the entire educational system to effect change. He or she can improvise within the 

existing traditional educational structures, retooling the space to engage more students. 

For example, a Teacher could revamp the traditional grading model by creating a Not Yet 

(NY) mark for those students who are given an opportunity to revise their work to 

achieve understanding rather than receive a failing grade for substandard efforts. Such a 

change in grading introduces the NY as an artifact in the new figured world alerting 

students to the belief that failure is not accepted here – here we work until we understand 

the material. In another example, dismantling the traditional rows and configuring the 

classroom desks in a shape more conducive to discussion, or one that does not dictate 

how to use the space, introduces new ways to negotiate the power roles within the 

classroom. When students walk into a room that has no distinguishable front or back, for 

example, they are forced to try out new places to sit and, therefore, engage in a new way. 

The Teacher, too, must navigate a new way of being in this figured world. Too be clear, 



 

43

pushing the desks alone does not create the change; plenty of teachers have reconfigured 

a classroom and then maintained the same power structure and dominant voice as when 

teaching to rows. Just as the poker chip gains significance in AA (Holland et al., 1998), a 

seating arrangement can be made meaningful and gain significance in a classroom. 

Holland’s notion of figured worlds excites me and introduces the concept of 

improvisation. Both ideas suggest the teacher’s ability to be fluid – to rethink her position 

in the classroom and open up a space to shift her identity and rethink her pedagogy. This 

notion of open space fuels my hope that teachers can shift; that teachers can change their 

identity and re-vision their practice. Those teachers who engage disengaged students are 

choosing to make meaning with the student and meet the student in a new space, 

requiring the teacher to step away from the traditional role of teacher as all-knowing and 

the expectation that the student will take in that knowledge without question. 

Bridging Theory and Practice 

Classrooms continue to transform in spite of teachers. As discussed earlier, 

teachers may unknowingly (or intentionally) try to maintain the pedagogical practices 

that they experienced as a student and again as an educator; and today’s students are 

finding it more and more difficult to be validated as learners in these traditional 

environments causing a friction that challenges even the most caring teacher. The many 

histories that students bring with them influence their learning and their ways of being in 

school forcing teachers to respond. Teacher preparation programs geared to graduating 

high-quality secondary teachers commonly focus on subject knowledge and curriculum 

planning as well as child psychology, child development, and classroom management. 

Feiman-Nemser (1989), in addition to writing about alternative certification programs, 
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delineates the differences between three basic teacher education institutions: normal 

schools and teacher colleges, liberal arts colleges, and university schools of education. 

She states, “In terms of professional education, all forms must confront the question of 

what teachers need to know and how they can be helped to acquire and develop that 

knowledge (Feiman-Nemser, 1989, p. 16). In “A Call for Teacher Education Reform” 

(1999), the American Association for State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) asserts 

that teacher education programs should ensure that teachers have, “a thorough 

preparation in subject matter discipline and are able to help the students they teach learn 

that subject matter” (p.9), in addition they must be prepared to teach diverse learners and 

utilize technology. 

It is clear that teacher preparation programs are geared to provide pre-service 

teachers with a rich foundation in educational practices, however, learning to be in the 

classroom goes beyond writing lesson plans and studying the latest behavioral 

management literature. There is a gap for teachers between knowing what to do, knowing 

how to do it, and actually doing it. This space is in flux and asks teachers to read multiple 

contexts as well as the variety of individual students they house. I am not convinced that 

teachers are prepared for the pains of this reoccurring moment, where theory meets 

practice.  

Teachers have an opportunity to shift to better meet the changing needs of 

students; they can reinvent their own new, more inclusive ways of being in the classroom. 

I believe this fluid positioning is possible for teachers, although not necessarily easy. I 

use a sociocultural lens to imagine that teachers can work within a new definition of 

literacy, safely redistribute power within the classroom, and improvise as if realms within 
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the existing constraints of public education. So, as students become more and more 

reluctant to read an assigned text, a teacher can shift his or her approach rather than 

rigidly blame the student for his or her failure.  

Sociocultural theory grounds the framework for my study in that it allows me to 

notice the culture that is school and teacher and literacy – and then question whether or 

not the power structures that are currently held in place can be changed. The theories of 

Gee, Bakhtin, and Holland et al. work together to establish that it is possible for a teacher 

to work to push away from traditional education and into a new space, yet there is no 

clearly defined box that the teacher jumps into. Instead, the work of redefining the 

identity of the classroom teacher and the context of the classroom is messy. The 

framework I have developed for my study is not clearly defined; it creates an elastic 

boundary in response to and despite existing definitions and expectations of teachers, 

students, and education. Using sociocultural theory has helped me to question the power 

structures that exist in traditional education, the rigidity of traditional teacher roles, and 

the exclusivity of the traditional classroom. I move forward with my phenomenological 

study knowing that the work of engaging disengaged students assumes (1) that these 

disengaged students ought to be engaged, and (2) that it is the work of the teacher to 

engage them. 

I use heteroglossia and figured worlds to stress the possibility of re-vision the 

classroom space (and roles taken up within) fully aware that giving voice/authority to 

students can trouble any emerging identity. Consider that it is quite possible for one 

teacher to reinvent him or herself across several classes within one school day. Imagine, 

for example, the variety of contexts that exist within one teacher’s schedule of three 
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sections of regular eleventh grade English, and three sections of eleventh grade Advanced 

Placement English. While there are significant differences between these two preps by 

tracking alone, factor in how each class roster is affected when AP chemistry is offered, 

or choir. Negotiating authority and space comes down to the individual context.  

The key point is that, with these theories, it is not that the challenging of teacher 

authority allows for new agency, rather, rethinking the authority or authoring of Teacher 

opens up space for the teacher to shift his or her identity and rethink his or her pedagogy 

to meet the needs of a changing student population. In other words, the teacher who once 

submitted to the reified notion of Teacher and was forced to work within the limits of that 

prescribed role can use heteroglossia and figured worlds to help push against those 

traditional constraints and imagine a new way to be in the classroom and a new way to 

co-construct with students.  However, regarding the word imagine Holland et al. warn: 

The possibilities of heuristic development do not mean that humans are free to 

develop whatever subjectivity they wish and to do whatever strikes them at the 

moment. Far from it. One’s history-in-person is sedimented from past experiences 

upon which one improvises, using the cultural resources available, in response to 

the subject positions afforded one in the present. The constraints are 

overpowering, yet not hermetically sealed. Improvisation can become the basis 

for a reformed subjectivity. (Holland et al., 1998, p. 18) 

Teachers, then, begin to imagine new classroom spaces out of the many classrooms they 

have inhabited as both student and teacher, and, like an improvisational musician, they 

stay first within the known rhythm or key and then gradually begin to play against the 

beat and discover new possibilities of sound. 
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Heteroglossia is not just another item in a teacher’s “bag of tricks,” but a stance 

that honors the Teacher identity as fluid and able to change and adapt. It pushes against 

the reified notion of teacher as authority, yet incites teachers to utilize their authority to 

create spaces where all students have a voice – a stake in knowledge construction. 

Studying the moment in which a teacher engages a disengaged student gets at the 

struggles inherent in heteroglossia – the struggle between having authority and not 

wanting to exert oppressive authority; and the struggle between the collision of social 

languages – a student’s choice to engage. Unlike the traditional notion of banking 

education, the teacher cannot force the student to engage; yet the teacher is expected to 

engage the student. And, while working to engage the disengaged student, the teacher 

must maintain engagement among all other students, whose social languages are clashing 

amongst each other. The sociocultural lens exposes the teacher’s veiled work navigating 

multiple ways of being within and between classrooms and revealing the true messiness 

of this recurring moment.  

Figured worlds, too, work as spaces imagined within the current educational 

structures, yet push against the traditional understanding of school, creating gaps and 

access points for more and more students. The way a teacher chooses to be in the 

classroom dictates how a student experiences learning. These two concepts illuminate the 

possibility for a teacher to rethink her way of being in the classroom, whether moving 

from context to context within the same day, or adapting to the changing context of a 

building from year to year, Teacher identity is fluid and can shift. 

Ways of being goes beyond the teacher redesigning curriculum, but refers to his or 

her positioning with each individual student – how can the teacher shift from the reified 
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Teacher identity and respond to each student in the most effective, human way? Teachers 

can feel locked into what they believe they are supposed to do as Teacher. I have heard 

more than one frustrated teacher explain that they wish they could solve a classroom 

problem or reach a student in a particular way, but then dismiss the notion stating, “I 

can’t do that,” as if they are supposed to teach one right way and make the students 

conform. Ways of being are about illuminating the many possibilities of a teacher’s 

identity in the classroom and can include becoming multi-literate, for example, and 

interacting with students via their individual home literacies, social literacies, or even 

digital literacies. Ways of being can include redistributing power within the classroom; to 

step aside and take on the role of guide for one group of students, while at the same time 

providing much needed direct instruction for another. Ways of being can include 

validating each student voice and making transparent the ways in which these voices 

conflict with the dominant voice in society. Ways of being can also include improvising 

new physical spaces within the classroom that challenge students to take on new, more 

active roles as students. This list is by no means exhaustive; teachers themselves can 

invent as many ways of being as there are contexts and students within them. Rather than 

wondering how a teacher shifts and moves within these classroom spaces, I am left 

recognizing that it is possible for a teacher to shift to meet the needs of a student and 

questioning what it is that like to do the work of engaging a disengaged student.  

As educators, we need to maintain our focus on meeting the needs of all students, 

which includes pursuing work with pre-service and in-service teacher education. 

However, rather than settle for the pre-packaged remedies that temporarily help teachers 

improve classroom management, or engage reluctant readers, we need to create spaces 
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for our own unknowing and rethink our practice. Vinz (1997) suggests we need to give up 

“present understandings (positions) of our teaching to make gaps and spaces through 

which to (re)member ourselves as we examine the principles behind our practices” (p. 

139) before we can begin to question the reified notion of Teacher and ever hope to 

change. As teacher educators, we can work to learn about the many teachers who are 

reinventing their practice and succeeding with students and then work to discover ways to 

pass on these experiences to all teachers. We will benefit from looking more carefully at 

how and in what ways these teachers are shifting their Teacher identity and being in the 

classroom. And, ultimately, students will too. 
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Methodology & Methods 

 

Phenomenological Methodology 

Giorgi and Giorgi (2003) assert that to be scientific is to uncover “the most 

precise knowledge possible” (p. 258). Dahlberg, Drew and Nyström (2002) echo the 

importance of phenomenology, stating, “Ultimately, such descriptions will enable the 

human sciences and their praxis domains, such as caring and education, to clarify their 

realms and refine their stocks of knowledge” (p. 187). Phenomenology, with its careful 

process of description and interpretation offers us a lens into a teacher’s lived experience 

of working to engage disengaged students that cannot be achieved through positivist 

epistemology. The purpose of phenomenology is: 

to ‘borrow’ other people’s experiences and their reflections on their experiences 

in order to better be able to come to an understanding of the deeper meaning or 

significance of an aspect of human experience in the context of the whole human 

experience. (van Manen, 1997, p. 62) 

In other words, the phenomenologist attempts to create a structure of the essences of a 

lived experience; additionally, the hermeneutic phenomenologist looks to literature, 

etymology, and other textual sources to help flesh out the interpretation of said lived 

experience.  

The essence, a key concept, is “the most invariant meaning for a context” (Giorgi, 

1997, p.242). Van Manen (1997) states that essence “is that what makes a thing what it is 

(and without which it would not be what it is)” (p. 177) and that a successful description 

of an essence of a lived experience “reawakens or shows us the lived quality and 
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significance of the experience in a fuller or deeper manner” (p. 10). Whereas 

phenomenology does not pay attention to context in the way ethnography does (analyzing 

the race of the student or urban location of the school, etc.), my research question itself is 

steeped in context. In this paper, context refers to the micro-level classrooms and the 

macro-level buildings and districts that each house distinct and changing mixes of 

personalities, abilities, and cultures. Issues of power, marginalized populations, teachers’ 

work with underserved students, and the changing contexts of education are all relevant 

when researching the lived experience of teachers who engage disengaged students. 

Several concepts unique to this methodology include natural attitude, embodied 

knowing, life world, intentionality, intersubjectivity, essence, imaginative variation, 

reduction, and bracketing. These concepts help to position the phenomenologist in an 

open way such that he or she focuses on “being,” as in the natural attitude, where one 

“does not consciously analyze what one is experiencing” (Dahlberg et al., 2002, p. 46) 

and instead engages in the act of being without reflecting. For example, asking the 

question, “Tell me about a time when you engaged a disengaged student” aims at the 

participant’s lived experience whereas, “Why did you choose to engage the student?” 

leads the participant into an undesirable reflective mode breaking from the opportunity 

for naive descriptions of experiences. This list of concepts reinforces the primordial sense 

of phenomenological research that emphasizes the living of the experience and includes 

the many ways, beyond feeling, that we experience the world.  

We are reminded by Dahlberg et al. (2002), “we are in the world bodily, not just 

as cognitive beings” (p. 55). Embodied knowing asks the researcher to capture the whole 

body in the lived experience. Rather than discover merely how one “feels” in the 
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moment, embodied knowing asks for the bodily reaction to an experience and uncovers 

the mind-body relationship, which can be equally informative. For example, life world, or 

pre-scientific and pre-reflective world, grants us access to the lived experience “through 

our bodies” (Dahlberg et al., 2002, p. 49). The four existentials of the life world, lived 

body, lived space, lived time, and lived relation to other, “can be differentiated but not 

separated” (van Manen, 1997, p. 105) and ultimately guide our reflection in the research 

process pointing the researcher toward concrete ways of experiencing a moment. 

Intentionality, or the way in which “we are spontaneously, rather than critically engaged” 

with an object (Dahlberg et al., 2002, p. 55) focuses the researcher on the way one’s 

consciousness grasps an object reminding the researcher that a person’s consciousness 

may experience an object in an entirely new or unpredictable way and the researcher 

must remain open to this difference when learning about the meaning of the moment. For 

example, a teacher may experience engagement with a student not as part of the student’s 

learning experience, but instead as a combative episode and the researcher needs to 

remain open to this intentionality. People do not, however, experience objects in 

isolation; intersubjectivity, which extends a person’s lived experience to include an 

attention to how we are in the world with others, emphasizes the humanness in the lived 

experience.  

The phenomenological researcher uses imaginative variation and reduction to 

remain open during the research and analysis process. Imaginative variation, described by 

Polkinghorne (1989) as “a type of mental experimentation in which the researcher 

intentionally alters, through imagination, various aspects of the experience, either 

subtracting from or adding to the proposed transformation” (p. 55), is an effort to get 
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after the true essence of the lived experience. During this part of the analysis stage, I 

“tested” the various themes or constituents to see which could be removed without 

disturbing the phenomenon. For example, I questioned whether it is significant that the 

teacher working to engage the disengaged student felt stressed in that moment. Or, could 

one teacher experience the moment as a stressful situation, while another teacher could 

still experience the moment without any stress at all? Perhaps, stress then, I reasoned, is 

just one variation of the moment, but not part of the essence. It was my work as a 

researcher to discover the essence of the lived experience and eliminate any nonessential 

themes. Being in the reduction, where the researcher can “step out of the natural attitude 

and ‘put out of action’ or ‘exclude’ or ‘parenthesize’ parts of the world from our 

consciousness” allowed me to “question what we experience, instead of assuming that 

something is real” (Dahlberg et al., 2002, p. 60). The researcher stays in the reduction 

while collecting data and analyzing the data to help reduce the researcher’s presence and 

allow him or her to remain open to the way in which the participant experiences the 

object. Whereas I may have my own experiences as a teacher who has engaged 

disengaged students, as a phenomenologist, I attempted to bracket off or suspend my own 

ideas about the experience, including any prior theoretical knowledge, remaining open to 

the experience as reported by the participants. While it is impossible to bracket all pre-

understanding completely, I made this attempt to be “fully present to [the experience] as 

it is in the concrete situation in which one is encountering it” (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003, p. 

240). 

Ontologically, the phenomenologist is concerned with the nature or essence of 

social phenomena. Heidegger (1962) states, “The task of ontology is to explain Being 
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itself and to make the Being of entities stand out in full relief” (49). Because the ontology 

suggests that meaning is constructed by the phenomena of the lived experience, it was 

important for me to detach from my own preconceived notions of the experience and act 

as a means for each participant to relay his or her experience as it is lived. Specifically, I 

wrote anecdotally about my own experience engaging disengaged students prior to my 

interviewing. In phenomenology, reality is changeable and agreed upon, meaning that I 

knew I might encounter a variety of anecdotes in response to the same question. I did not 

focus on the unique differences of each teacher’s context; but rather, I looked within and 

across each anecdote for the essence of the experience. In addition, since truth is seen as 

subjective, I understood that there is no single experience that is “right,” but instead, I 

could hope to learn of the essence of the phenomena through and across the storied 

experiences of each participant. 

As an interviewer, the epistemology of phenomenology directed me to take each 

experience at face value, yet through active reflection I could gain knowledge about the 

experience. While I worked to bracket, temporarily, my own preconceived ideas about 

this experience, I understood it is not possible to be completely objective. In fact, 

Dahlberg (2002) recognizes the difficultly a researcher may have in putting aside 

personal experience in this process and she uses the term “bridling” in its place to suggest 

that the researcher pulls back and restrains prior knowledge and experience rather than 

setting it completely aside. I did, in some instances, return to the participants and engage 

in further discussions, creating a sense of partnership in my research. Much of the 

meaning that I sought has come through the writing process where I reflected on the text 

and turned to other literary forms to help make meaning.  
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The ontology and epistemology of phenomenology support my question in that 

they honor the practical experience. Having returned to the classroom after a yearlong 

sabbatical, I was again submersed in the practical world of teaching. My question 

captures, for me, a starting point to my research. I knew that I would not be able to 

answer all that I wanted to know about teaching and pedagogy in one study. By 

beginning small and questioning teachers about their experiences, I met my desire to 

interview individual teachers and hear their own stories of engaging disengaged students. 

With this question, I was not looking to find one truth or to change the structure of 

education, but to gain an intimate understanding of the work of teachers; to lay a 

foundation from which I know additional questions will arise. 

Methods – The Story of My Study 

Leading up to the Study 

Prior to starting my research, I completed an informal piece of writing that 

explored my own experience working to engage disengaged students. As a 

phenomenologist, I wanted to bring to the surface any biases or anticipated responses or 

pre-conceived ideas in order to more clearly bracket or suspend this information during 

the reduction stages. I borrowed heavily from this piece when writing the introduction to 

this dissertation, using it to tap my own human experience working to engage disengaged 

students. After all, my own experience is what pushed me to wonder about this question 

and I wanted to use it to help incite wonder for the reader as well. 

Participants 

Because the phenomenological design is less concerned with what I can observe 

about a situation and more interested in the essence of the lived experience as told by the 
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teacher, phenomenological interviews were the primary source of my data collection. 

Initially, I had hoped to also collect anecdotes from 6 additional teachers, but after 

months of soliciting, I ended up with no written experiences. I imagined that anecdotal 

writings would allow me an additional vein through which to gain details of the teacher’s 

experience. I wondered how English teachers would express themselves in writing – 

especially if not responding to my phenomenological questioning. In addition, I saw the 

anecdotes as an opportunity to seek the participation of outstate teachers. I failed to hear 

back from any outstate contacts and came to wonder whether or not those teachers 

working beyond the metro areas are faced with disengaged students in their classrooms.  

I continue to be curious as to how the anecdotes would color the themes that 

emerged from my research and I would like to seek anecdotes from additional 

participants as a follow-up to this study. For now, I interviewed 6 participants: 3 men and 

3 women, who all responded to my e-mailed call for participants. Each participant had 

been teaching English in a secondary setting between 10 and 47 years. Feiman-Nemser 

(2003) notes that “By most accounts, new teachers need three to four years to achieve 

competence and several more to reach proficiency” (p. 27) and frequently, newer teachers 

tend to become overwhelmed and leave the field. In addition, “Teacher effectiveness 

increases sharply after the first few years” (Darling-Hammond, 2003, p.8). I chose to 

include only those teachers who had been in the profession for more than three years in 

an effort to avoid any effects or experiences attributed to being a new teacher, like 

becoming easily overwhelmed, which would make it hard to discern the impact of being 

a new teacher from the experience of working to engage disengaged students.  

Interviews 
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Interviews lasted approximately 45 - 60 minutes and were digitally recorded and 

transcribed. In each interview, I began in the same basic manner by leading the 

participant to imagine his or her own classroom and within it, the many different types of 

students (see Appendix D for the guide and complete transcript example): 

All right, so if you imagine a classroom, and in that classroom there are several 

different types of students.  One student is super eager, ready to please, always 

comes up with questions and tries to do his or her best.  The other student might 

be somebody who would be successful no matter who is teaching them.  And then 

another student would be this student I’m calling a disengaged student, which 

takes a lot of different forms, there are a lot of different ways to be disengaged.  

But in your classroom I want you to think about a student who you consider to be 

disengaged.  And then tell me the story of that student.  So start by describing that 

student that you have in your mind. 

I made the conscious decision not to define or describe the disengaged student for the 

participant because in the teaching world, that term has a nebulous quality. Each teacher 

understands disengaged in relation to how he or she views engaged in the classroom. The 

same way that ‘good’ or ‘pretty’ run along a continuum, I chose to allow disengaged to 

take shape in the mind of the participant. Not surprisingly, each teacher inevitably 

described the same type of student when prompted. Most notably, teachers emphasized 

that the disengaged student was not a behavioral issue in class – not belligerent. The 

student simply did not engage. 

Next, participants started by describing a student that he or she deemed 

disengaged in the classroom: 
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The student came a little bit late in the year, in the school year . . . probably the 

end of second quarter, so not quite half year.  He told me he came to my high 

school because of sports; he was interested in playing basketball.  And he didn’t 

really talk much about academics from where he came from.  So I thought okay, 

let’s kind of see where things were at and I was able to get a hold of his grades 

from his coordinator.  He had okay grades, but really did not seem very willing to 

talk and didn’t seem like he had a lot of instant friends as well when he came into 

the classroom.  He told me he preferred to sit in the back corner.  He was very, 

very tall and I could tell self-conscious.  He often times did not bring his 

classroom materials, so that was kind of one issue right away I found.  He didn’t 

have his planner he was issued, didn’t have… maybe he had a notebook for 

another class but wasn’t organized with his English materials.  And on the way 

into the classroom he’d often have his iPod on, his headphones on, so I’d have to 

remind him to take them out.  Tough to engage in the classroom discussion.  

Frequently missed assignments, probably completed about sixty to seventy 

percent of the assignments.   

The description led to the participant telling me about a time when he or she worked to 

engage that disengaged student. As van Manen (1997) suggests, asking participants to 

describe concrete examples helps the phenomenologist “to stay close to the experience as 

lived” (p.67). For example, one teacher described his work trying to get a student to look 

at the classroom guidelines explaining: 

I said R_______ they’re on the board let’s go look at them and things like that. He 

just had these very impulsive decoy methods of just trying to avoid responsibility 
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for whatever he did. But then once always at the end of the conversation, I always 

kind of brought it around to ‘R__________, I want you back in the classroom can 

you please work on this or that.’  He would always just kind of shake his head and 

come back compliant . . . . He was never out of tune though towards me.  

Once the interview was focused on a specific instance or person, I could, as van Manen 

(1997) suggests, “explore the whole experience to the fullest,” yet unlike an interview 

that follows a prescribed script, the phenomenological interviewing technique makes it 

“impossible to offer ready-made questions” (p. 67). As a result, each interview spun into 

its own rhythm, yet remained anchored to the ever-present question: What is it like to 

engage a disengaged student? Van Manen (1997) cautions that “one needs to be oriented 

to one’s question or notion in such a strong manner that one does not get easily carried 

away with interviews that go everywhere and nowhere” (p. 67). My goal was to learn the 

experience of the participant, so I would continually pull words or images that the 

participant had described earlier and ask follow up questions to clarify and get more at 

the essence of the participant’s experience. For example, earlier in the interview, a 

participant commented, “In the end, some days he put in effort.” Rather than assume 

what he meant by ‘effort’ and the experience of ‘putting in effort,’ next, I asked him 

simply, “Tell me more about effort,” which gave the participant a chance to describe how 

he saw effort to be. In another example, a participant acknowledged, “It’s certainly far 

more frustrating” in response to an earlier question about her experience when a student 

does not succeed. I followed with, “Can you tell me about that frustration?” and she 

responded:  
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Well the frustration of course is always to think about whether or not there were 

still more things you could have done or whether the realism of the situation is 

such that even if you stopped doing everything else in your life there was 

probably nothing else you could do.  

The result of this questioning approach is a opportunity to learn the specifics of each 

participant’s experience as he or she lives it without leaning on my own experience to 

clarify.  

Analyses 

Dahlberg’s Whole-Parts-Whole Analysis 

After transcribing each interview, I analyzed each interview text using the ‘whole-

parts-whole’ technique (Dahlberg et al., 2002). I began the analysis by highlighting 

salient quotes and particularly descriptive statements within each interview text, for 

example, participant statements like, “You feel a little bit numb,” and, “I waited a couple 

days and I tried again” stood out from the rest of the text as either telling, poignant, or 

particularly descriptive. Then, working between different pairings of texts I noticed 

patterns (repeated phrases, descriptions, ideas), which grew to include larger groups of 

texts across more and more transcripts. Once a pattern was clear, I looked at it again with 

regard to the whole of the texts and again at the parts in terms of the four existentials 

mentioned earlier (lived body, lived space, and lived time, and lived relation) until I 

determined several clear themes at play in the description of a teacher’s lived experience 

of engaging disengaged students.  

Isolating Thematic Statements 
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I jotted potential themes (or structures of the experience) in a notebook and drew 

sketches with stick figures to help visualize the action within each theme. I used a color-

coding process where I returned to each quote and labeled it by theme, eventually cutting 

and pasting the quote onto its own themed document. For example, for the theme 

“Willing to Figure it Out,” I cut quotes from each of the 6 transcripts, and pasted them 

onto the same document organized by participant. Next, I looked at each themed 

document and began to play with phenomenologically sensitive thematic statements. 

“The task,” as van Manen (1997) explains, “is to hold on to these themes by lifting 

appropriate phrases or by capturing in singular statements the main thrust of the meaning 

of the themes” (p. 93). I wanted to create thematic statements that on their own conjured 

up an image. I determined that ‘Frustration’ or ‘Exhaustion,’ while most certainly felt 

during the experience, were not nearly as descriptive of the theme as the statement ‘Being 

Out of Ideas’ was able to capture. 

Imaginative Variation 

Using imaginative variation (described earlier), I eliminated non-essential themes 

(themes that may speak to one person’s experience, but not necessarily to all) and began 

to construct a meaning of the lived experience. For example, several teachers literally 

threw up their hands when discussing the point of exhaustion and being out of ideas; 

however, ‘throwing up your hands’ was not a necessary aspect of the experience of 

engaging disengaged students. So, while it was curious, I deemed the action non-essential 

because teachers had certainly lived this experience without actually throwing up their 

hands.  
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On a new sheet of paper, I drew a graphic organizer that helped me to place each 

theme in an order that represented the now apparent life cycle of the teacher’s experience 

working to engage a disengaged student. Beneath each theme, I noted bits of quotes, 

common language, and images that existed across the collection of texts. I used this 

document (see Appendix E) as a guide when beginning to commit the themes to paper. 

Writing as Analysis 

As van Manen (1997) suggests, writing is a part of the method (p. 124). The act of 

writing up the analysis and accompanying portions of this text also serve as a means to 

greater depth, “To write is to measure the depth of things, as well to come to a sense of 

one’s own depth” (van Manen, 1997, p. 127). The goal of the writing process is to 

capture the essence of the participant’s experience through words and images. Early on, it 

was difficult to begin to write. I looked through several phenomenological dissertations 

noting tables of contents as well as other phenomenological writings to explore a sense of 

evocative writing and quickly discovered that phenomenological studies have no set 

template. Since much of the writing process serves as analysis, it is up to the individual 

phenomenologist to determine the best path. So, I began slowly by layering excerpts from 

each of the participants in an effort to capture the essence of the teacher’s experience 

working to engage disengaged students. This work included incorporating 2 particularly 

expressive quotes from one exploratory study participant. 

I noticed that by layering the many voices, quoting both short phrases as well as 

longer anecdotes, I was able to draw out the emotion of the experience of the whole. In 

some instances, I quote a collection of words and short phrases to suggest the many ways 

of describing the same event or expressing the same response. In these instances, I did 
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not cite the individual participants, rather used quotes to help the phrases stand out from 

the text. Lifting and piecing together such short utterances without interrupting with 

multiple citations allowed me to create a more poetic flow in my writing, which helped to 

push the pace in places. Participants were cited, however, when I used longer descriptions 

of their experience. These more anecdotal quotes capture the individual voice of a 

particular participant, thus breathing more human life into the writing.  

As I note later in this dissertation, hermeneutic analysis lead me to find word 

etymologies and literary texts that I then added between the layers of participant voices 

when writing the presentation of themes to help bring an additional depth of 

understanding to each. Van Manen (1997) states, “To present research by way of 

reflective text is not to present findings, but to do a reading (as a poet would) of a text 

that shows what it teaches” (p.153). It was important to me to write evocatively and my 

hope is the writing demands the full attention of the reader and successfully shows the 

essence of the teacher’s experience. Van Manen (1997) explains:  

[P]edagogical writing requires a responsive reading. . . . The person who reads 

poetry as if it were prosaic discourse misses a full understanding of the poem. 

Similarly, the person who cannot see how a phenomenological use of words is a 

function of the things being described in the words, will be unable to understand 

the description. The reader must be prepared to be attentive to what is said in and 

through the words. While a text possesses literal content or lexical meaning, there 

is also meaning in the form or rhetorical structure of a text. Certain meaning is 

better expressed through how one writes than in what one writes. [emphasis in 

original] (p.130-131) 
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My hope, by folding and layering the quotes, is that a careful attention to rich description 

and lacing together each participant’s voice helps to build meaning for the reader of the 

study. Please note that I was careful to honor the individual statements of each participant 

never cutting and pasting with reckless abandon so as to lose or twist the original 

meaning of the participant’s words.   

I developed thoughts on the topic as I wrote portions of the text allowing the 

writing process to generate further questions. Each new question asked me to look again 

and more deeply into the experience. Often times, re-reading a particular section of my 

writing prompted my return to the original transcriptions in search of additional 

information or description.  

Once I had larger portions of the text written, I returned to some original 

participants and other teachers to get their reaction to the writing. My question was 

always the same, “Does my writing of the experience ring true to your own experience 

working to engage disengaged students?” I looked for a visceral reaction and was 

encouraged when valuable discussions emerged from the reading of my writing. Teachers 

easily shared additional anecdotes and spoke knowingly of the experience described in 

the writing. 

Finally, I typed each theme in question form at the top of the page, “What is it 

like to Draw in the Student?” and read through my writing piece by piece tweaking my 

diction and syntax to capture the answer in the most evocative form. This process helped 

me center my efforts on the teacher’s experience. Rather than being satisfied with a 

simple description, I pressed myself to evoke what it was like for the teacher in each 

moment of the cycle.  
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My words are carefully chosen and each original thought placed with purpose. 

Rather than expand and go on and on about each particular, my intent was to let the 

participants lead. I wanted to write down the pulp of the experience. The essence. The 

true being of the thing (van Manen, 1997). Then, I wanted to lay out the themes to show 

how they interact to form the structure of the phenomena. I have made every effort to 

make my writing accessible to those within and outside of academia. It is important to me 

that I communicate not only to researchers who are fuelled by questions similar to mine, 

but also to practitioners who are new to the profession as well as those who have been 

working to engage disengaged students throughout their careers.  

Hermeneutic Analysis 

In an attempt to develop the description in greater depth, I used a hermeneutic 

approach. I looked more carefully at the themes and overarching meaning of the lived 

experience using internet and library resources to examine the etymology of the words 

“engagement” and “disengagement” as well as the idioms “like pulling teeth” and “you 

can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink” as found in the preliminary 

interviews from my earlier study. I have included those pieces elsewhere in this 

dissertation.  

Additionally, I explored literature, poetry, film and art as a way of deepening the 

interpretation. In particular, I looked for examples of characters or situations that best 

matched with the experiences of the participants in an effort to expand the description of 

the phenomenon. For example, when examining the theme of “Being Out of Ideas,” I 

went to Shel Silverstein’s children’s book, The Giving Tree, and borrowed a passage 

from near the end of the book when the tree had essentially given every last bit of itself to 
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the boy. When writing on that theme, I picked up on the absolute emotional drain that 

teachers expressed upon realizing they could not think of any other ways to reach a 

student. I wanted to find a literary passage that helped to highlight the mix of exhaustion 

and drive to be successful with the student. The tree’s admission, “I am sorry,” sighed the 

tree. “I wish that I could give you something . . . but I have nothing left. I am just an old 

stump. I am sorry. . . .” captured that feeling for me. Taking a quote from a larger literary 

piece also brings with it the power of the entire poem, story or novel and provides a depth 

that a simple written description cannot muster.   

Literary (and other) examples can also place the experience of engagement in a 

context other than education to help draw out the experience of engaging the disengaged. 

Ideally, well-written classic or well-known popular texts rely on the prior knowledge and 

experience of the reader to help fill in the intangibles of the experience.  

Limitations 

As mentioned earlier, not securing anecdotes from an additional 6 participants 

could be seen as limiting the breadth of my sample; however, when using 

phenomenology, even one participant is sufficient for this methodology. Further, my 

intent to draw participation from both metro-area and rural schools was dashed when I 

could not secure any anecdotes from rural teachers. Having already recruited my 6 

interviews from metro schools, I did not attempt to solicit rural participants for additional 

interviews. The absence of their voices leads me to question (1) if rural teachers are 

experiencing working to engage disengaged students and (2) if the experience as I have 

discovered it to be is shared by rural teachers. Personally, I see the lack of anecdotes in 

this dissertation as limiting my own experience as a phenomenologist. Although my 
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committee did not all see the need for this additional data source to complete my study, I 

was looking forward to working through teachers’ written texts and comparing their own 

independent writing to what was generated in the interviews and curious as to how that 

type of data collection might influence my future work.  

Another limitation to my study could be the lack of clear definition of the terms 

‘engagement’ and ‘disengaged student’ for my participants. I did attempt to narrow each 

participant’s focus through a generic description of typical student types, but did not 

announce a common definition of the terms. Keeping the definition up to the participant 

was a purposeful decision. And, no teacher asked for clarification. Clearly (as shown in 

the transcripts) teachers had no trouble detailing their work engaging disengaged students 

and even generated eerily similar disengaged student descriptions; however, common 

terms would seem to be a way to assure the same thinking across all participants. 

Entering the classroom and observing would offer other pieces of information 

when learning the teacher’s experience of engaging disengaged students. Not having the 

chance to observe these teachers in their own environment while working with 

disengaged students could be seen as a limitation. It would be interesting to push the 

interview details up against field notes from the classroom and see how the teacher’s 

recollection of an interaction with a disengaged student holds up to my own observation. 

In addition, field notes would provide a greater sense of context. I still struggle 

with the way that phenomenology pushes past context and deems it inessential to the 

experience of engaging disengaged students. I am not certain how the distinct and 

changing mixes of personalities, abilities, and cultures within classrooms and across 

school districts really play a part in the teacher’s experience working to engage 
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disengaged students – or if it does at all. Perhaps context is best studied using an 

ethnographic approach to my research question. In my case, as a phenomenologist, I 

watched the essential themes emerge in my writing as the inessential elements like 

urban/suburban setting or class size or gender fell away. I am intrigued by the many ways 

in which context influences and affects our experiences, yet I am equally drawn to the 

possibility that when teachers are in the actual moment of working to engage disengaged 

students, the experiences push beyond all borders and boundaries and into a shared 

human part of the moment. 
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Presentation of Themes 

 

The Teacher’s Experience Working to Engage 

The five themes that emerged from this research: Drawing in the Student, Willing 

to Figure it Out, Being out of Ideas, Letting Go of the Student, and Returning to the 

Student, push from one to the next in a cycle that occurs and recurs within one class 

period and across years. Time spins longer within one moment than the next. And, 

although repeated, the experience is never exactly the same. The first of five themes, 

Drawing in the Student, reveals the teacher who works to engage the disengaged student 

as one who reaches out to the student to make a human connection. To build trust. The 

teacher attempts to draw the student into a relationship that exists first outside of the 

classroom as tangent to the learning environment. Willing to Figure it Out, the second 

theme, explores the puzzle of engaging the disengaged student and the many ways in 

which the teacher works to try and figure out a solution – to engage the student. Within 

this theme of figuring it out is also the teacher’s willingness to do so in contrast to those 

teachers who choose not to work to engage disengaged students. In the third theme, 

Being Out of Ideas, the teacher has tried in every way to engage the disengaged student 

and is still faced with the task, yet realizes there are no more ideas from which to draw. 

This theme describes the frustration and emptiness associated with not knowing what else 

to do when working to engage the student. Letting Go of the Student, theme four, 

describes the teacher’s act of self-preservation in the moment of frustration – to suspend, 

or stop the work of engaging the disengaged student. This decision weighs heavily on the 

teacher and brings with it feelings of loss and failure. The fifth and final theme, 
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Returning to the Student, shows the teacher as he or she renews his or her commitment to 

work to engage the disengaged student. In some moments, the teacher takes up the work 

with the original disengaged student, while in other cases, the teacher moves on to work 

with the next disengaged student. In either case, the teacher somehow finds the energy to 

try again and demonstrates a commitment to maintaining a human relationship with the 

student and expresses concern for the student as a person.    

Drawing in the Student 

Initially, the teacher teaches and the students learn. Then, either immediately or 

over time, the disengaged students reveal themselves through their lack of participation 

or missing work. Raina describes one disengaged student as having: 

Okay grades, but really did not seem very willing to talk and didn’t seem like he 

had a lot of instant friends as well when he came into the classroom. He told me 

he preferred to sit in the back corner. He was very, very tall and I could tell self-

conscious. He often times did not bring his classroom materials, so that was kind 

of one issue right away, I found. He didn’t have his planner he was issued, didn’t 

have . . . maybe he had a notebook for another class, but wasn’t organized with 

his English materials. And on the way into the classroom he’d often have his iPod 

on, his headphones on, so I’d have to remind him to take them out. Tough to 

engage in the classroom discussion. Frequently missed assignments. Probably 

completed about sixty to seventy percent of the assignments. From what I could 

tell, he really struggled with his writing ability and did not seem interested in 

reading and told me was not interested in reading. 
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Just as the disengaged student begins to single him or herself out from the class, 

the teacher who works to engage the disengaged student takes a special interest, and 

attempts to draw the student in. Helen recalls:  

At the moment, I made the call to not try to track down who she was living with, 

but to try to connect with her and to see if I could figure out whether she had any 

kind of support system in the building. She did require some as the year went on. 

With her, it was more effective to deal with her one-on-one. So then it was really 

an issue of trying to corral her in the room at a time when she and I could talk 

about pulling her out of somebody else’s class without making her the object of 

everybody else’s attention. 

“Corralling,” “grabbing him when he comes in,” and “picking him off by himself” all 

speak to the physical work of making an early and on-going human connection with the 

disengaged student.  

Contrary to the colorful clip art images of the bespectacled teacher standing at the 

chalkboard, smiling, pointer in hand or the student shooting her hand in the air eager to 

answer a question, engagement is not automatic for all students. The disengaged have 

detached themselves from the classroom community and appear “sort of non-responsive.” 

It is by ‘drawing in the student’ that the teacher initiates the engagement. Peter used the 

lunch labs at his school as a way of drawing in students:  

R______ would stay after for lunch (which was surprising) . . . and I would sit 

down and read to him one-on-one. I could tell he was looking at me like . . . it was 

weird for him . . . like I was showing him that, ‘I’m not scared of you. I’m going 

to sit right next to you and I’m going to read you this passage out loud.’ [. . .] A 
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lot of times I felt like I was making a connection with him one-on-one in the 

lunch labs. 

For, Raina, drawing in a student was a way of building trust: 

I had to get through to him on a personal level and get him to trust me as his 

teacher. [. . .] You know, the time to get to know each other, kind of telling 

stories, kind of where you’re from, who you are. And that’s always tough when 

you have a student come in later. So I invited him to stay after school one day. It 

was a tutorial day and his mom had contacted me because she was really 

interested in his grade and said, ‘Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help 

him.’ I said, ‘Well, this is my tutorial night, I’m going to invite him to come so he 

can work on his English work.’ Didn’t seem to have any questions for me, but I 

just tried to engage him in conversations. So, ‘Where’d you come from? What 

kind of things to you like to do? Do you know anybody here at [school]?’ You 

know, that kind of thing. And it really was not getting anywhere with him at all. I 

think it took about two weeks. It took about two weeks or two to three weeks of 

inviting him to tutorial to really at least have him trust me.   

This work takes place tangent to the classroom, outside of the class’s view. Helen 

describes her way of drawing in students as ‘corralling’: 

Well, I think most people figure out that chewing kids out in the middle of the 

class is not really the way to go with most kids. The smart-ass bright kids, it’s 

often the way to go (laughing), apart from that you don’t do it. So one of the ways 

that I now do it is to stand at my door during passing time, which makes the 

administrators terribly happy. It took 30 years to get to that point. Now it’s nice to 
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get out of the room every once in awhile and that way I can intercept the kids as 

they come through the door. It is fairly easy to talk to kids at that point. I talk to 

enough kids either for issues that concern me, or, ‘hi, how are you’ and, ‘I haven’t 

seen you since last year,’ so it doesn’t call attention to itself. Sometimes it is just 

enough to say to kids, ‘I need to see you after class.’ Sometimes, you have to say, 

‘I need to see you now that the bell is ringing.’ 

Without this offering, the engagement will not happen. At times it is more of an urging, 

or even a battle, and without the teacher putting him or her self out there, the opportunity 

for the student to commit to his or her own success disappears.  

While working to engage the student, the teacher establishes the flow of action by 

drawing the student in, which creates a pulling motion inviting the student in to the 

relationship. “En” the prefix of “engage” means (v.) “to put (something) into or on” or 

(adj.) “to bring into a certain condition or state” (OED, 1989). Without the teacher’s 

effort, the disengaged student will, seemingly, remain disengaged.  

“Disengaged” takes many forms in the classroom from Peter’s student who 

“wasn’t rude or disrespectful, he was just like in the first ten minutes with his head down 

and he was kind of penciling on paper” to Derek’s student who’s attitude was “‘even 

though I can do it, I’m going to the military so I don’t have to do it.’ Like [he didn’t] 

care.” No manner of prompting or encouraging has worked. In fact, familiar images of 

the teacher who motivates (the cheerleader who yells from the sideline, the one who 

lights a fire beneath, or prods with a stick) are actions that only push the disengaged 

student away. The teacher working to engage the disengaged student recognizes the 

fragility of the teacher-student relationship, as Raina notes, “I didn’t push, push, push. 
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You can’t really push. If I pushed, he wouldn’t give me anything.” Disengaged students 

already are away either physically or mentally, which leaves the teacher in a new 

position, hesitantly offering as Karla does: “You know I will help you when you . . . if 

you . . . you know, let’s . . . but I’m not going to force you.”  
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Figure 1. Rockwell (1956) “Happy Birthday Miss Jones.” This figure, used with permission from Curtis 
Licensing, illustrates the teacher’s role in the traditional schoolroom. 

 

It is difficult to navigate this new space. Rockwell’s (1956) drawing, “Happy 

Birthday Miss Jones” (depicting rows of students sitting still and straight while excitedly 

awaiting the praise of their teacher, prescribes the teacher’s role in the classroom as one 

who leads from the front of the room. The students are ready to listen. To take 

instruction. In fact, with coat and hat in hand, it is suggested that the children are in their 

desks and ready before the teacher even arrives to class. Evidence in the sketch suggests 

an eraser fight prior to the teacher’s arrival, yet even the most unruly students know to sit 

up straight and give their attention to the teacher once she enters the room. Attention, 

however, does not necessarily equal engagement. With the disengaged student, the eager 

readiness is on the part of the teacher. As Peter offers: “It’s about showing up with him.” 

Derek explains, “It’s a lot of on the way into class, and a lot on the way out of class” 

where the teacher initiates small conversations beginning with, “Oh, what’s that book you 
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have on your desk?” or “What kind of things do you like to do?” eventually asking about 

missing assignments and “what we could do to make that better.” This human work is 

described as on-going in an effort to establish, develop and maintain a trusting 

relationship. Drawing in the student takes time. As Derek admits, “it took probably the 

whole first semester before I could sort of talk about, ‘Okay, let’s talk about your 

homework,’ without him kind of shutting down.” Despite the slow gain, the teacher is 

sensitive to the time it takes to draw in a disengaged student and does not see time as a 

deterrent to developing this important relationship. 

Willing to Figure it Out 

In an interview for the New York Times “Wordplay” blog, crossword puzzle 

constructor, Randolph Ross, captures the thrill of creating a puzzle saying, “I really like 

constructing themeless 15’s — the craft of making the words fit in pretty, open patterns is 

still my greatest pleasure in crossword construction. Getting that last corner to work — 

especially without junk and maybe an unseen-before entry is a great kick.” Potentially 

more satisfying is the experience of solving the puzzle. “I’d like to solve the puzzle,” 

rings the familiar phrase from the game show, Wheel of Fortune, which has been uttered 

since 1975 and brings with it a bevy of audience cheers and prizes. As with Sudoku, the 

process that leads to the solution can be fun. Engaging the disengaged student can be 

puzzling and there is an overwhelming desire to figure it out. To figure the student out. 

To figure out what works. And, although the process of figuring is “a bit challenging,” 

teachers, like Derek, who work to engage disengaged students express, “I guess I feel like 

I like it. I do like figuring out that puzzle.” 
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Part of the challenge is to get the student to say yes to the teacher’s offer to 

engage. The nature of this work to engage is expressed in the idiom “It’s like pulling 

teeth,” defined by The Oxford English Dictionary (2008), as “extraordinarily difficult.” 

Used to comment on the difficulty in getting money or information from someone, this 

phrase works to illustrate the exhausting and frustrating work of teachers who attempt to 

engage disengaged students. The image of “pulling teeth” suggests a one-sided extraction 

where the teacher is left to yank the attention and participation from the disengaged 

student who lies rather motionless in the chair. 

In the classroom, teachers continually spin in an effort to solve the puzzle of what 

will work to engage the disengaged student. As Helen describes, “You go round and 

round in circles asking, ‘How do I structure it differently next year, or next time, or 

tomorrow to make it work?’” The cycling of ideas turns over and over in the mind. “It is 

always there,” she continues. “It is there if you wake up in the middle of the night. It’s 

there if you’re out weeding the garden or if you’re ironing. It’s always there.” Thinking 

about what has not worked rests in the pit of the stomach, she says, and lingers even 

when it is clear, “There are no more solutions at two in the morning then there were at 

three in the afternoon.” 
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Figure 2. Image of crossword puzzle solutions in ink. This figure illustrates the trial and error process 
inherent in solving puzzles. 

 

The push to ‘figure it out’ manifests itself in trial and error. Like one who 

attempts to solve the crossword puzzle in ink, Derek explains the willingness to go 

through the trial and error process: 

Because you never know when they’ll change their mind.  Where they’ll, I don’t 

know, you’ll find the right approach or say the right thing.  Because that happens, 

where they get that added piece found somewhere else that goes together with 

whatever saying.  Whether it’s pressure from home or the report cards come out 

and they’re like, ‘Oh, I did bad.’  Where you do stumble on an assignment or a … 

or something that they latch onto a little bit more.   

Trial and error is described as “the process of succeeding by repeated trying with or 

without improvement of method by learning from failures” (OED, 1989). Teachers “pull 

out different tricks” or say, “well, let’s try this” in an effort to find what works. The urge 

to figure out the puzzle promises successful engagement with the disengaged student 

leaving Derek to reflect: 
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 Once you’ve figured it out, you could help a bit. It didn’t work all of the time, 

obviously. [ . . . ] But yeah, it just took awhile with him so it was kind of a … but 

he kind of responded a little bit because it was a military thing. (laughs) He could 

of…  I would sort of use that where, ‘Well yeah, you don’t want to do that but 

you’re going to have to follow orders.’ (Laughs) So you’re going to have to do it 

later. That didn’t really work, I tried it. But it’d make a good story.  

In another instance, Karla explains an approach she tried: 

So anyway, once he got into the plot of the thing, he would read a chapter on his 

own. Then I would read the next chapter out loud. Then he would read, and he 

really ... but what he did was, like, say I’m sitting, you know, at the desk. He read 

... I had to be sitting with him. But he would read it on his own, no problem, and 

he comprehended it. But it was sort of a thing like (pause) he had to sit right next 

to me. And that was his ... he couldn’t do it when he was over sitting by himself. 

And that was cool. That was fine. We were able to do that. 

However, the figuring out process is slow and at times as Peter comments, “you realize 

that you’re using the wrong kinds of efforts to reach them and they’re not sustainable – 

they’re just not efficient so you have to kind of change the method or intervention. There 

are different techniques you can use, they don’t always work for every kid.”  

Amidst failed attempts, the teacher is left to not only figure out what will work for 

the student, but must figure out the student as well. In Raina’s case, “It was really for me 

to figure him out. And all I really had to go on was his grades and some support from his 

mom. There was not a lot of background on who the kid was, where he had grown up, 
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anything, and what his family was like.” Beginning the puzzle with so few clues makes 

the work that much more challenging. 

Take Pierre, for example. In Maurice Sendak’s (1962) cautionary tale, Pierre, the 

little boy who said “I don’t care” helps to deepen our understanding of the cyclical 

pattern of what it is like for a teacher to engage a disengaged student. Pierre never openly 

struggles against or resists his parents’ or the lion’s attempt to engage him, he merely 

responds saying, “I don’t care” to every comment or request that is made of him. Just like 

the disengaged student who pulls away from the teacher, Pierre shows his disinterest 

when his mother questions, “What would you like to eat?” or his father threatens, “Get 

off your head, or I will march you off to bed,” or the lion explains, “I can eat you, don’t 

you see?” by responding each time with the simple statement, “I don’t care.” To gain a 

deeper understanding of the lived experience of the teacher, we need to focus not on 

Pierre, who remains consistent in his response up until the final chapter of the tale, but to 

look instead at the mother, father and the lion, who represent the many attempts a teacher 

makes to engage the student, from kind gestures, to threats, to reasoning, each seemingly 

leading nowhere. Unlike the teacher, whose ‘job’ it is to keep trying, Pierre’s mother “left 

him there” and his father “left him there” and the lion “ate Pierre.” Such response echoes 

the frustration felt by teachers who “try and try and try to get to them,” and the many who 

never give up, who, like Helen, recognize this experience as “the reality of the job.” 

When the student does take the opportunity to participate in class or turn in an 

assignment, the act is described by Bill as “one shining moment that is few and far 

between” and by Helen as, “a miracle” leaving the teacher wanting more and even 

expecting to have to work to engage the student again the next day. Bill explains, “I was 
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happy momentarily and then I didn’t feel anything else. I figured the next day would be 

another struggle and I’d be working with him on something else.” This triumph provides 

the teacher with “sweet” flashes of student success and means that, for the moment, the 

student is closer to passing the course and the teacher has succeeded as well.  

Being Out of Ideas 

Even successful moments of engagement bring the promise of continued work 

with each disengaged student, which requires the teacher to remain in a creative mode for 

an extended time. At some point, the teacher runs out of ideas. For Derek’s student who 

had decided to go to cosmetology school, “the I-Search paper was useful,” but reading 

world literature was not worth engaging in for her: 

She was going to cosmetology, beauty school or whatever.  She was like, ‘I don’t 

care about reading about whatever it was we were reading.’  But, on the other 

hand, since she knew exactly what she wanted to do, something like the I-search 

was useful.  So at the time I thought that switching gears and doing something 

like that was going to propel her to finish strong, but then instead . . . she did the 

I-search, but since we went back to something else, she cut back out.  And 

sometimes there’s just not connection to be made, like (pause) the guy in the 

[African] village isn’t exactly like, you know [a student from the suburbs] . . . But 

a lot of these kids don’t care what’s going on in their own neighborhood let alone 

somebody who is halfway across the world.  They can’t conceptualize that this is 

just another story of whatever, but it’s not real.  
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So the teacher tries and tries again to solve the puzzle. Ultimately, when repeated trials 

fail, it leads to frustration and teachers are faced with not knowing what to do. Raina 

admits:  

Sometimes it is really difficult to figure out. And sometimes you’re stuck for a 

week and you don’t really know what to do. But I guess the idea of teacher is 

super teacher, and you should be able to figure out how to engage every kid. And 

there isn’t always a magic answer. It’s more human, it’s more sociology, and it’s 

more looking at empathy and being able to find connections. It’s not just about 

the curriculum and what you’re going to teach – first you have to get there.  

Peter explains his own frustration: 

You try to keep varying all the interventions you have; and try to make them by 

using humor and using the video and all the little games and stuff. There are times 

where you shrug and say, ‘I don’t know. I don’t know what to do. I’m out of 

ideas’ and you’ve searched for ideas and you realize the investment that it will 

take to actually actualize the second one…I can’t do all that for this kid.  

Being out of ideas is overwhelming and conjures an image of emptiness, like 

being out of ammunition. No more arrows in the quiver. The teacher finds him or herself 

in a new state of being; one where as Peter describes: 

You feel a bit numb. You don’t feel sensitive, you don’t feel alert, you don’t feel 

insightful . . . you lose language in the mind. You can’t articulate exactly what’s 

going on. It’s frustrating because you want to pierce through and get to the heart, 

but it’s all sort of vague, fuzzy, and cloudy, just like a gray sky. 
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The puzzle becomes so overwhelming, Derek notes, “you don’t know how to approach 

it.” Rather than continuing to figure it out, teachers are tempted to quit. Derek explains: 

It’s like (pause) you spend all this time trying to… at the beginning it’s okay, it’s 

going to be different with him and you put all this time into developing stuff that 

hopefully they’ll respond to, and you still don’t get anything. It’s like, why 

bother? 

Such questions begin to creep beyond the teacher’s work with a single disengaged 

student and affect the entire teacher’s being. For Helen, it sits “In the pit of the stomach. 

[. . .] It’s that kind of sick feeling you get when things need to go better and you don’t 

know how to make that happen.” 

In the classroom, the frustration and exhaustion appear as weary impatience. For 

Peter: 

It was just a matter of running out of patience and running out of time and 

patience it took to steer one student when I had a whole group of students who 

were also testing me and it got to a breaking point where I could not manage the 

class emotionally.  

Derek noticed that once he was out of ideas, he began to change: 

I’d be much more likely to do (at least once or twice a week) some of those 

activities that I would never do normally. Just to kind of, I don’t know, hold them 

off at a distance a little bit, at arms length a little bit. Where they’re  . . . it’s like, 

‘Okay we’re going to have a little extra reading time,’ or, ‘We’re going to work in 

groups,’ so I don’t have to direct them in ways that I might otherwise – even 

when I know that it’s probably not going to do a lot of good. 
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Having worked so continuously to engage the disengaged student is “exhausting 

and mentally taxing.” The feeling takes over the body too as Peter describes: “It’s in the 

back, it’s in the neck, it’s in the shoulders. It’s kind of like you move slowly. You’re 

sluggish. You plop down and you’re foggy. Cloudy.” 

Much like the tree in Shel Silverstein’s (1964) The Giving Tree, the teacher, who 

initially draws the student in with a lush energy of ideas, gives his or her full self to the 

student in pieces until the leaves, fruit, branches and trunk are cut down to a stump 

leaving the teacher exhausted and empty echoing the tree’s words: 

‘I am sorry,’ sighed the tree. ‘I wish that I could give you something . . . but I 

have nothing left. I am just an old stump. I am sorry. . . .’   

Even as the teacher experiences a creative and emotional drain, there is still a clear 

concern for the student. Yet, the emptiness and “running out of patience” find a point that 

Daniel likens to finishing a marathon: 

I don’t know. I’m not at all athletic. I don’t workout or run or swim or bike or 

anything like that, but I have heard that when, say, a person has finished running a 

marathon then there is this combination of seemingly dichotomous sensations. On 

the one hand utter complete total spent exhaustion – can not do more and can not 

possibly do more right now. While at the same time, this elation or this high from 

ironically having arrived in that place, that – it’s as if you had not completely 

emptied yourself which renders you unable to do anything more at that moment. 

If you had not done that, then the satisfaction which comes from having done that 

is something you can’t experience. So, the exhaustion is being out of words.  
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Once emptiness is reached, the teacher, like the Giving Tree and the marathon runner, 

finds his or her own emotional end. 

Letting Go of the Student 

Whether out of frustration or self-preservation, the teacher steps away from the 

disengaged student and stops the work to engage realizing, as Peter did: 

There was a bunch of Emanuel’s in that class – not just him – and I said, ‘I can’t 

do it all.’ I just became emotionally drained and I ended up becoming short-

tempered with him and sort of snappy and the days he just fell asleep . . . those 

were his best days, when he would just put his head down and fall asleep.  

In the midst of the work, the teacher recognizes the enormity of the puzzle and realizes as 

Daniel describes, “It’s frustrating.  It’s sad and heartbreaking, but there is a point at 

which I understand that I’m powerless.  I am no one’s savior and I’m unqualified.” 

Suddenly, the focus shifts from the disengaged student to other students in the class. The 

awareness of the other students in the room or the end of the term pulls at the teacher 

awakening a new sense of duty to the rest of the class. Raina explains: 

Sometimes I feel so frustrated that, you know, I’m just going to push on with the 

curriculum. I’m not going to think about making this connection with the kid. I’ve 

got to get this done by the end of the quarter. And so it’s not uncommon that I’ve 

spent a couple of days just plowing through stuff. The days are longer when I do 

that. I’m more exhausted when I do that. I go home feeling more stressed. I don’t 

sleep as well on those days. The students that are really tuned into you, they 

notice that and they’ll kind of even say, ‘Hey, are you okay?’ And then you really 

feel bad and guilty. You feel the guilt because you’re like, ‘Oh, crap. I blew it.’ 
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‘Plowing through’ asks the disengaged student to figuratively jump on the bus or get run 

over. And, the teacher knows this. With a heavy sigh, Derek admits: 

So what did I do? I did nothing. I mean I tried to get the paper in. I did. I mean, I 

kept him after school. We just… everyday it’s just the two of us. And he’d just sit 

at the computer and stare at the screen. So literally over the last quarter, he wasn’t 

going to pass. So, in a room full of kids who were in danger of not passing, I just 

let him be. 

And so the teacher lets go.  

In Kate Chopin’s (1972), The Awakening, Edna, the protagonist, makes the 

decision to abandon her home and leave her children with her mother indefinitely. The 

description that follows captures the mixed emotions that the teacher experiences when 

letting go of a disengaged student. This very human action moves beyond the classroom 

and speaks to the relationship between the teacher and the student:  

It was with a wrench and a pang that Edna left her children. She carried away 

with her the sound of their voices and the touch of their cheeks. All along the 

journey homeward their presence lingered with her like the memory of a delicious 

song. But by the time she had regained the city the song no longer echoed in her 

soul. She was again alone. (158-59) 

Having let go of the student, the teacher feels “really isolated.” And, “it’s very 

unsatisfying.” Doing so brings on darker emotions. Peter explains: 

It’s kind of sad in a way because you’re kind of saying to the student, ‘I did all I 

could and I can’t do anymore’ or, ‘I did what I could.’ And now . . . to them it’s 

like you’re giving up on them. You’re angry at them or they’ve burned the bridge 
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and I think that feels bad that they think I’ve kind of lost investment. You pulled 

out, it’s like you’re an investor and you pulled out of the deal, you feel like you 

betrayed them in a way.   

Helen shares, “I think it’s kind of emptiness. I would like to say relief. I suppose in a 

small way that might be true, but overall I think it’s a sense of loss.” The human 

connection that the teacher worked to build is broken. And, as Derek admits, “Those are 

the times when you just really don’t like teaching very much.”  

Letting go feels like failure. For Helen, “It’s very frustrating to admit that kind of 

failure.” The teacher owns the responsibility for the failure to engage the student. Derek 

concludes, “That’s when I’m not doing a very good job . . . and that bothers me.” At this 

point, the teacher has let go of the student as well as the frustration only to plunge into a 

dark place of dissatisfaction. 

Returning to the Student 

“Well, unfortunately,” Bill recalls, “there’s always that next kid. (Laughs) It’s 

very short-lived sometimes.” Having reached the sad emptiness of letting go, the teacher 

recognizes that he or she must return to the student. This notion is made clear by Raina 

who states, “I’ve never had [a student] I haven’t gone back to when given time.” 

Sometimes, the return is to the same student who was let go, and other times the return is 

to a different disengaged student. This cycle speaks to the recursive action within one 

class, between several classes and across years of teaching. Helen explains, “Sometimes 

it means you go back and try again afterwards and sometimes you don’t. It really depends 

upon what kid, who you are, where you are in terms of the course.”  
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Figure 3. Image of a reset button. This figure illustrates the teacher’s ability to clear away emotional residue 
and begin again in the work to engage disengaged students. 

 

In each instance, the teacher conjures up new energy and commitment in an 

attempt to engage the disengaged student all over again. As if pressing a reset button, the 

teacher demonstrates the ability to clear away emotional residue and begin again the 

work to engage disengaged students. Whereas the emotional drain actually renews 

Daniel’s energy: “With the emotional drain comes the emotional vitality too. It is very 

unsatisfying not to take yourself to the point of exhaustion,” Peter chooses to meditate to 

put the frustrations behind him to revive his energy: 

I know my needs. I just needed to meditate at that point because that’s when I get 

spacious and I can see things from a much better perspective. [I can see] that this 

all is impersonal and it’s all conditions arising and I’m in the middle of it and I 

have to just act as skillful as possible, but I don’t want my reactions to carry over 

to other people. 

Others work through the emotional drain of failed attempts to engage with the help of 

personal activities like yoga, gaming, reading, or cooking and endless conversations with 

supportive colleagues, partners, and family. Raina shares:  
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Sometimes you make jokes at your own expense and have the kids laugh at you, 

and laugh at yourself. Sometimes you come home and have a glass of wine. 

(Laughs) Or, you wait until Friday and you go out with your friends and you talk 

about it.  

In any case, the teacher who works to engage disengaged students somehow regains the 

energy necessary to begin the cycle again. The return to the student goes beyond a typical 

broken relationship and honors the duty of the teacher. Bill explains: 

I would always go back to the kid. It maybe wasn't every day, but every so often, 

I would go back and say, 'What do you want to do? I don't want you to fail.’ And 

so I would always go back to them and at least put myself out there and offer. 

Derek sees the return to the student as a part of the challenge he expects from teaching: 

Well I think the whole point … I mean, it’s easy to give the kid who really wants 

to read the book - who’d read it on their own anyway. . . I mean, there’s no 

challenge to that. Like when you started [the interview] at the beginning you said, 

‘Well, your classroom, you’ve got the kids who’ll succeed no matter what, the kid 

who’s willing to go along for the ride, you’ve got these other ones.’ (Pause) Those 

first two don’t really need us that much. I mean, they do, but stick them in a 

library with someone supervising over there and they’ll pick up quite a bit. 

Whereas this other group, that’s kind of why we’re there today for whatever 

reason. 

Regardless of the last interaction with the student, the teacher continues with a 

renewed sense of purpose and continues to share in the human life of the child. Even 

when course credit is no longer an option, the teacher still takes strides to maintain a 
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human connection, like Peter, who finally realized when he couldn’t reach the student 

academically: 

I realized the key here…my learning here is just not to cast him out of my heart 

and just treat him…be friendly, be nice and be compassionate and still try to find 

a way of recognizing his humanity and still fail him with a smile and say, ‘Okay, 

you’re not going to reach the academic standards, but you’re just not ready. [. . .] 

That became a turning point for me where you don’t take it personally. That you 

don’t see these gains that you wish; and you don’t see these turns around and you 

don’t see these growths. You have to just sort of have faith and have trust that [the 

student will] grow, but it’s just not on my time scale; it’s on theirs. 

Engaging the disengaged student is a human effort that goes beyond the confines of the 

classroom. Beyond the attempt to engage a student in academics, the teacher recognizes 

the importance of having invested in the relationship. Raina explains, saying: 

I don’t really do well with just leaving it angry, or frustrated, or if they end up 

leaving the situation frustrated about something academically they can’t do or 

anything, being able to give them time and then going back to them and trying to 

see what they need personally. 

And so, with renewed energy, the teacher steadily returns to the work of forging 

relationships, figuring out what works, and engaging disengaged students. 
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Discussion & Final Thoughts 

 

Reflection on the Themes: Teachers work to engage 

The five themes that emerge from my research bend into a cycle that repeats and 

recurs throughout one school year and across one teacher’s career. Teachers who work to 

engage disengaged students not only work to build relationships with students at the 

beginning of the school year, but continue the process throughout the year as they flow 

through mini-cycles of working to engage. The student who starts out successfully 

reading the novel and hands in the first paper can suddenly swing and become distant or 

shut down weeks later. Starting anew with a hallway conversation can restore the human 

connection and restore engagement in the classroom. Yet, for some, the teacher to student 

chat is ineffective, and the teacher spins again through the trial and error process 

searching for the right connection – trying to find what works – beginning the cycle once 

again.  

When reading through the experience of teachers who choose to engage 

disengaged students, it becomes evident that these teachers have positioned themselves in 

a way that shows disengaged students that they count in the classroom. Students who at 

first (or always) do not automatically engage with the lesson, or in discussion, or through 

the homework are pulled aside and “corralled” as the teacher attempts to make a human 

connection. The description of the teacher’s attempt to Draw in the Student illustrates the 

strong distinction between the teacher who works to engage, which may mean pulling a 

student out of another class, or finding time to talk to a student privately in the hall before 

class, and the teacher who does not. The willingness of the teacher to “show up with” the 
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student who does not engage speaks to the teacher’s agency (Holland et al., 1998) in 

determining who counts in the classroom. The teacher has made a conscious decision to 

work to draw in the disengaged student. This willingness to work to engage all students 

also acknowledges that every student voice is valid. Bakhtin (1984) describes that truth is 

born between people “in the process of their dialogical interaction” (p. 110). Teachers 

who attempt to draw in the student are beginning this dialogue. 

The teacher’s experience working to engage disengaged students moves beyond 

knowledge of content and pedagogy and enters a discussion about reaching out to the 

child. This human effort transcends most teacher preparation coursework and curriculum 

guides and presses the teacher to explore his or her own limits as a person. This human 

effort pushes teachers beyond frustration and then asks that they brush away any 

emotional residue and begin again. While it is clear that some teachers sign on to teach 

and play the role of skilled labor (a teacher who assigns and then collects work from 

students), the other teacher, one who moves beyond the skilled labor and works to engage 

disengaged students, has fully engaged his or her self in the process. And, these teachers 

recognize that to be fully engaged in the process is, as Helen stated, “simply the reality of 

the job.  Ultimately I think teachers have to come to terms with that.”  

Earlier in this dissertation, I stated that the concept of ‘authority’ suggests that a 

teacher has the authority to shift his or her way of being in the classroom. Bakhtin (1984) 

describes the radical change in the author’s position. The description of the teacher trying 

to Figure it Out recounts the many ways in which the teacher tries to engage the student 

using primarily trial and error – the improvisation mentioned by Holland et al. (1998). 

Rather than make the student conform to the one way of being in the classroom, the 
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teacher who works to engage disengaged students becomes willing to find what works 

even if that effort leads to a change in methods or an additional intervention. These 

descriptions suggest that teachers can take up new positions in the classroom – new 

positions that can help engage students. 

Because it is such a human endeavor, the efforts taken to meet the needs of every 

student can drain the teacher of both ideas and emotion. For those who choose to push 

against the traditional role of Teacher, Being Out of Ideas shows the potential for 

emptiness, frustration, and exhaustion. Yet, despite the wear on the human being behind 

Teacher, there is a clear sense of a wishing to do more. The teacher has created a role for 

him or herself that is almost super-human, thinking that he or she should be able to figure 

it out until the realization that Daniel made: “I can not do more and can not possibly do 

more right now,” awakens the reality of our human limitations. 

Along with the greater-than-life image of Teacher comes the expectation that the 

teacher works “miracles” with disengaged students. Raina explains that Teacher is not 

supposed to fail: 

I guess the idea of teacher is ‘super teacher,’ and you should be able to figure out 

how to engage every kid. And there isn’t always a magic answer. [. . .] You’re 

getting that impression that you’re going to be able to get through to every kid, 

and you can reach every kid, and that there will be no child left behind.  

This burden of the job was echoed throughout the interviews collected for this study. 

Helen also feels the pressure to succeed: 
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Well there is always the feeling in teachers and I think that everyone around us 

pushes that notion: ‘If you just cared more; If you just worked a little harder; If 

you had been more creative; and if you had just spent more time.’ 

Despite the suggestion that teachers are somehow beyond natural (like Mary Poppins, 

who magically makes the medicine go down), teachers are simply human. Teachers in 

this study clearly described how they found themselves caught up in very human 

relationships with disengaged students, yet remained always aware that doing so is “my 

job.” With each additional year of experience, teachers learn to not take every interaction 

personally. Derek explains: 

I used to get more physically stressed out when I was a newer teacher. I’m much 

more able to say, ‘okay it’s frustrating when I’m working with that kid for that 

few minutes. But I’m much more able to kind of turn that off once I leave.”  

Teachers are expected to engage students, to work with every student until there is 

success. Peter’s comment puts it simply: “It’s difficult being a teacher.”  

Becoming human reveals the teacher’s fallibility. Letting Go of the Student 

describes the true low point when teachers admit failure. Failed attempts to engage 

disengaged students underscore the fact that although Bakhtin’s work on honoring 

multiple voices and Holland’s work with Figured Worlds open up my thinking that 

teachers can reposition themselves in the classroom, this work is not without 

disappointment. Teachers can shift to meet the needs of disengaged students, but the 

reality is that teachers are human and when faced with the stress and pressures of failed 

attempts they can begin to shut down. 
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It is difficult to be a teacher when today’s students and classrooms are pushing 

against traditional classroom approaches and there is pressure from administration, the 

district and the state to improve test scores. The experience of the teacher who works to 

engage disengaged students shows that teachers have the ability and choice to break from 

the prescriptive model of Teacher and enter a fluid space where they can retool 

themselves over time and in and between classroom spaces. The teachers who do this 

work have shifted their role from waiting expectantly at the front of the classroom, to 

repositioning themselves and discovering new ways of being in the classroom that are 

best for serving their students. These multiple ways of being allow the teacher to explore 

a new teacher identity that is fluid and able to change in response to each context in 

which he or she finds him or herself. 

Perhaps most amazing is the teacher’s ability to return to the student. After being 

completely spent of ideas and patience and emotion, the teacher’s experience described in 

Returning to the Student captures the care and concern for fellow human beings. The 

passion shown in the teacher’s effort to find what works shift to compassion as the 

teacher continues to help disengaged students both in and outside of the classroom. 

Clearly, the teacher who works to engage disengaged students believes that these students 

count in life as well. 

The Themes as a Cycle 

In the previous pages of this dissertation, the cycle (as it has been described) 

appears to be a clean process that teachers follow when working to engage disengaged 

students. And again, in Figure 4, the clean arrows dictate a common path that seems to 

suggest that each portion of this work falls into a predicted order and that every moment 
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of this “process” is equal in time, effort, and effect. We must fight the temptation to lock 

the teacher’s experience of working to engage disengaged students into a clean, 

predictable diagram; my intention is not to package the teacher’s experience. Yet, 

drawing up a visual representation of the experience can help to show how the many 

essences of this experience do line up in places creating the sense of cyclical movement 

and offer another way to explain the richness of this phenomenon. Unfortunately, a 

simple two-dimensional drawing cannot capture the true motion and emotion of the 

teacher’s experience. Using this simple visual can be both helpful and misleading.  
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Figure 4. Recursive cycle of teachers working to engage disengaged students. This figure illustrates, in part, 
the many ways in which the teacher experiences the work to engage disengaged students. 

 

The many aspects of Figure 4 are intentionally color-coded to suggest a hint of 

symbolism (green = fresh and new when drawing in the student; pink = energy put 

towards figuring out the puzzle; orange = frustration when out of ideas; red = intense 

emotion when letting go of a student; and blue = clean calm when returning to a student) 

that speaks to the teacher’s experience within each of these themes. In addition, I have 

used thicker arrows and bigger and a bolder font at the bottom of the figure to suggest an 

initial moment working to engage. As the drawing cycles up the page, the arrows become 

thinner, the font shrinks and the colors fade in an effort to show how the cycle does not 

merely repeat itself, but instead spirals into new space and time for the teacher.  
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What is hard to depict is the real way in which the teacher experiences these 

themes. The teacher does not rotate through one cycle with a student before beginning the 

cycle again with the next student. The cycle does not begin at the start of the term and 

end with the school calendar. In Figure 4, I pulled two arrows from “returning to the 

student” each leading to a separate “drawing in the student” to suggest that the teacher is 

working simultaneously with several students; but the truth is, the teacher is most likely 

at different points in the experience with many students – drawing in the next student at 

the same time he or she is figuring out what works with another – which again points to 

the inherent messiness of the human work of teaching. 

The teacher’s experience of working to engage disengaged students is happening 

across time and space – with multiple students within one classroom, and throughout the 

day in and out of several class periods, and across years. No diagram can sufficiently 

capture the temporal and recursive nature of this experience, but a simple visual can help 

to isolate the many aspects of the experience and suspend them in time to try to take apart 

the intricate layers. By doing so, I hope to emphasize the human work that is on-going 

and underneath, within, and beside the relaying of curriculum and teaching of students.  

Teachers Who Do Not Work to Engage 

Not all teachers shift. Not all teachers work to engage. Some believe that the work 

is on the part of the student who must follow classroom policies and do the work assigned 

to them. It is the student’s job to engage. In the eyes of this teacher, the student who fails 

has failed by his or her own accord. If the student chooses to not engage with the 

material, that is their own fault. Sadly, one day this year in the staff lounge of my 

building, a teacher was talking about her work with a particularly challenging student 
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when another teacher cut in and stated, “Oh, him.” After rolling her eyes and flicking her 

hand in the air, she exclaimed, “He’s a lost cause.” Apparently, the student had been in 

her class the previous year and it was clear through her reaction that she wanted nothing 

to do with a student who did not respond to her traditional teaching style.  

 If we think of certain students as “lost causes” then we will never work to engage 

them in the first place. Why expend the energy and the emotional commitment and 

extended time? In order to agree to shift and draw in every student and try to figure out 

what will work, teachers need to see each student as a worthwhile human being. Rather 

than setting out the curriculum for students and expecting them to engage on their own, 

the vision of teaching becomes about relationships first and content or scope and 

sequence later.  

How can we help current teachers to re-vision their way of being in the 

classroom? Using professional development to encourage discussions about the teacher 

shifting his or her role in the classroom could be a start, but we cannot simply expect 

teachers to shift their role without first examining their own philosophy of teaching. And, 

this process can get messy if veteran teachers see opening a discussion as a direct attack 

on their current practice. 

Using my research on teacher’s experience engaging disengaged students may 

help veteran teachers enter a discussion about their own experiences. Perhaps sharing that 

other teachers face the same frustrations and emotional exhaustion could be a catalyst for 

on-going departmental or building-wide thinking about how to best service disengaged 

students.  

Which Teacher Do We Value? 



 

100

When hiring new teachers, do schools value the essential skills needed to pull 

students aside and make human connections? Are these personal attributes taught in 

teacher preparation? Can they be? Yes, the teacher needs to have a repertoire of 

pedagogical strategies when trying to find what works with a particular student, but how 

can we identify which teachers possess the ability to reach beyond the curriculum and 

tradition to new ways of being that respond to the needs of disengaged students? How 

can human resource departments help to identify those teachers who work to find out 

what works with students? 

What impact might this study have on those who hire teachers? The implications 

of this study for school districts and/or administration is to begin a line of questioning 

that goes beyond a teacher’s content knowledge as the primary determinant for job 

placement. Darling-Hammond (2000) lists the key factors in teacher effectiveness as 

determined by previous studies: general academic ability and intelligence, subject matter 

knowledge, knowledge of teaching and learning, teaching experience, and certification 

status. The effect of the final category (teacher behavior and practices) on student 

learning was less consistent, but suggests that “’active teaching’ that is purposeful and 

diagnostic” and that “’responds to students’ needs as well as curriculum goals” is 

typically most successful (p. 11). The experience of the teacher who works to engage 

disengaged students may reveal an additional quality that can impact a teacher’s success 

with students. Those who hire teachers can start to question the importance of the human 

characteristics of resilience and emotional investment in the lives of children. 

Implications for Teacher Preparation Programs 
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Beyond content and classroom management strategies, looking at what it is like to 

work to engage a disengaged student can help prepare teachers for the real work of 

teaching. The human perspective that reveals the deep emotional drain and intellectual 

challenge of getting students to engage reaches past the nuts and bolts of instructional 

preparation. I imagine this study to be used in a teacher preparation program as fodder for 

discussion. The story of the teacher’s experience reveals an undertow to teaching that was 

not previously exposed.  

Working to engage begins with the teacher’s position as one who intends to 

engage all students. Prior to a practicum or student teaching experience, pre-service 

teachers can talk about their own developing identity as a teacher. How were they taught? 

Does that make it right? What are the unwritten rules of the classroom? Of their own 

classroom? What is the role of the teacher? The student? By uncovering the hidden 

assumptions, the pre-service teacher can begin to explore his or her shifting teacher 

identity and begin to establish how he or she see him or herslef as a teacher in the 

classroom.  

Groups can discuss the ‘drawing in’ of the student and determine what it might 

take to pull a student aside or how to build a relationship between teacher and student. In 

addition, pre-service teachers can become keenly aware when observing a cooperating 

teacher as he or she works to ‘draw in’ a student (or does not) and even role-play with 

each other various scenarios in an attempt to become comfortable with interacting with 

students in spite of a particular lesson plan. It is important to breakdown the myth that a 

“fun” lesson will, alone, engage.  
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Teacher preparation programs and workshops and professional development days 

all work to help teachers acquire an arsenal of techniques and strategies to use with 

students in the classroom. Yet, as a cooperating teacher and from my own student 

teaching experience, I am reminded that during teacher preparation programs, we expect 

one lesson plan or one unit. Rarely (if ever) do we require multiple approaches to the 

same objective. Reading about the teacher’s experience as they work to “figure it out” 

can suggest that teachers need to learn to approach the same lesson several ways. Pre-

service teachers can work to write and revise and rethink and try again with the same 

lesson in mind. One might even bring in a discussion about learning styles or personality 

types to help imagine many ways to deliver information or teach a skill or reach a goal 

with students. Or, pre-service teachers could take a fellow cohort’s lesson plan and revise 

it from a different perspective, incorporating a different approach, to meet the same 

objective. Most importantly is the discussion that follows highlighting the need for 

adjustment and revision when working to engage all students. That way, when students 

do not engage with the lesson, pre-service teachers learn that the lesson can change. 

Beyond relationships and lesson planning, pre-service teacher programs do not 

necessarily address the emotional drain the teacher experiences. The teacher is human, 

and ‘Being Out of Ideas’ helps to bring attention to the fact that at some point, the teacher 

cannot do any more. Pre-service teacher programs are places that can support rich 

discussions about the health and well being of the teacher. Rather than foster the notion 

that teachers work alone (and suffer alone), teacher education programs can use the 

experiences shared in this study to have conversations about reaching out to colleagues as 

a strength and necessity rather than a weakness. Frankly, if we (in professional 
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development and teacher education) draw attention to maintaining our health as teachers, 

we will not be able to fight against attrition from the profession.  

The frustration and the letting go and the feeling of failure are not on the radar of 

the pre-service teacher. Why would they be? Until a person gets the opportunity to 

actually teach a lesson with real students, he or she does not know what it is like to work 

to engage and what it is like to fail. Using the stories in this study that help to express 

what it is like to ‘let go’ of a student, give pre-service teachers the chance to discuss what 

will  happen to them in their career and puts forward the idea of failure. Failure can be 

seen as a negative, a mistake, an accident. And, as a student, the pre-service teacher has 

learned that they are not allowed to fail. Yet, this study shows failure to be part of the job. 

Reading about the experiences of failure and the frustration that comes before it can open 

up honest discussions about the pressures of teaching and of being a teacher. Pre-service 

teachers need the opportunity to discuss the fact that they are human. They do not have 

all of the answers. Open discussions on the front-end of a career could reframe failure as 

an opportunity to learn and, possibly, take away the associated shame.   

Many teachers in this study commented that as a younger or newer teacher they 

would have taken their failure personally and given up, yet as a veteran teacher, the 

stories tell of ‘returning to the student.’ Learning about a teacher’s experience returning 

to the student and working further to engage and find success lean on the combined years 

of teaching of the participants. Teachers who see different versions of the same student 

year after year have learned not to take each failure so personally. A pre-service teacher 

who only has the experience of one or two class rosters does not share that seasoned 
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perspective and will benefit from discussing how to muster the ability to try yet again – 

even if after feeling slighted by a student’s response to the lesson.   

Future Study Directions 

Experience of New Teachers 

After completing this study with participants who have taught between 10 and 47 

years, I am curious to do this study again with participants who have been teaching for 

three years or fewer. I question what it is like for those teachers to work to engage 

disengaged students. My questions are fueled by several comments made by participants 

in this study. When describing their own reactions to their failure with students, 

participants often brought up the comparison to how they have grown as teachers. How 

their reaction to the experience had tempered since they were first in the classroom. One 

teacher indicated that, as a veteran teacher, he has “been able to be more stable where as 

previously a couple of years ago it was way worse. It’s just a matter of maturity as a 

teacher – you don’t take it as personally” (when talking about his effort not working with 

a disengaged student). And, another commented, “At the beginning of my career I’d have 

these really high highs and low lows. And I don’t have that any more.” 

I wonder what I can learn from a further study about the differences between the 

experiences of veteran and new teachers. Might there be hints about those who are 

burned out in the early years of the profession? How do new teachers see their role as a 

teacher? What is their identity as they grow into their Teacher selves? How does the 

experience of working to engage disengaged students look when described by a new 

teacher? Does the age gap between young high school teachers and their older students 

factor into the experience? 
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Could this notion of the human aspect of teaching be a key to understanding the 

attrition rate of newer teachers? Can we use the experience of teachers to help prepare 

teachers to work against the emotional drain and stick with the job? Should teacher 

education programs have additional coursework that speaks to the health of the teacher? 

Protecting the person? Relationships? Solitude? Isolation? Teamwork? 

Experience of High School Content-Area Teachers 

High School English teachers are charged with teaching students about literature 

and writing, two elements that welcome active discussions and hands-on learning as well 

as group activities and self-expression. I begin to wonder, then, about content-area 

teachers like math or history or foreign language. How is the experience of working to 

engage disengaged students different for other groups of teachers? What does the 

disengaged student look like in these other environments? Or, is the experience of 

engagement universal across all high school teachers?  

Experience of Elementary or Middle School Teachers 

We know that elementary school students are far different from high school 

students in many ways. Does it follow that the experiences of teachers who work to 

engage the disengaged students from these varying age groups differ as well? If so, in 

what ways are the experiences of elementary or middle school teachers different? Do 

they experience failure? Do they let go of students? How does the identity of an 

elementary school teacher influence his or her experience? 

Teachers Who Do Not Choose to Engage 

Equally intriguing is the notion that some teachers do not choose to engage 

disengaged students. I would like to learn what it is like not to work to engage these 
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students. I imagine that this research may reveal how this teacher sees him or herself in 

the role of teacher and may shed light on any philosophical differences this teacher has 

from those who do work to engage. Gaining further knowledge with this population could 

point a direction for professional development research as well. 

Final Thoughts 

 As a practicing teacher, I have little opportunity throughout the school year to 

work with fellow teachers and learn about their lives in the classroom. Mostly, I move 

through my day isolated from my colleagues. The dust cloud of energy that is my 

students demands my full attention and it is easy to get swept up in my own teaching 

without taking the time to sit with others and learn from our conversations. Completing 

this study has given me the opportunity to listen. Not to plan or challenge or question – 

but to listen to the experiences of other high school English teachers who, like me, are 

working to engage disengaged students in their classrooms. I am encouraged by the many 

voices of those who have openly shared their stories and bravely admitted their 

frustrations and failures. I know that I have become a better teacher as a result of my 

work with these teachers and through my thinking and writing during this entire 

dissertation process. My hope is that by sharing their collective experience with a broader 

audience, we can begin to consider and value the human side of the teacher in our larger 

discussion on engagement in education. 
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Appendix A: 

Beaton Anecdotal Writing 

What is it like to work to engage a disengaged student? 
 
The disengaged student in my classroom doesn’t necessarily skip class. He or she is not 
necessarily belligerent or disrespectful and, maybe, that is what makes it so frustrating! 
The disengaged student in my classroom comes to class, responds when I say hello, 
smiles politely, and might even take out his or her notebook to feign participation when 
the class writes a response in their journal. Here are a few of many anecdotes that come 
to mind when I think about engaging disengaged students. 
Sarah 
She might think that she is blending in to the point of becoming invisible, but when that 
first autobiography is due, she comes with nothing. We move on to the first novel and she 
brings her book every day, yet does not pass a single reading quiz. Her reflection journal 
and book note pages remain blank.  
What is going on? Is it her? Me? What can I do to make the class more relevant to her? I 
remember lessons about context and reaching students. Pre-reading activities. Creating 
writing assignments that reach an authentic audience. Choosing texts relevant to student 
lives. Nothing. 
Individual, small group, large group activities. Nothing. In class writing, out-of-class 
writing. Teacher feedback. Peer feedback. Nothing. Nothing. Leaving her alone. Getting 
in her face. Nothing. 
Yet, there she sits, day after day in her same desk with her carefully done hair and 
pleasant smile.  
At times, I wish she wouldn’t come to class, so it would be out of my hands. “Well, if 
only she’d come to class,” I would say. “Then I could help her.” But, she is in class. 
Disengaged. And, I’m not helping.  
One day a boy came to class with his head shaved. She laughed so loud and commented, 
“I can’t believe you did that! What were you thinking?” All I thought was, you have a 
voice! You could participate! Join us! 
 
Adrian 
It strikes me as odd that a boy who so purposefully coordinates his outfit from the red t-
shirt with yellow ink down to the brand-new bright white tennis shoes with tiny red and 
yellow details cannot appreciate the detailed steps of the I-Search paper. “It’s coming, 
Mrs. Beaton” he says with the same hearty smile he flashes when I question whether or 
not he has read the assigned chapter.  
Creating a new calendar of deadlines, meeting with his dad (who threatened to take away 
his convertible and sit next to him in class), imploring him to work to his ability and more 
did not work. He somehow seems content to do nothing. I often times think that I am 
more bothered by his lack of participation and engagement than he is. 
Yet, he is not put-off by my pestering; He slips into my classroom during his resource 
period, just to say hello. He respectfully takes out his I-pod ear buds when I glance at him 
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after the bell rings. So, why is he disengaged? How can I get him back? Did I ever have 
him? Doesn’t he care that he won’t graduate without an English credit? 
 
D’Ante 
D’Ante typically drifts into 5th hour several minutes after the bell – on the days I see him 
at all. As per school policy, I send him to get a tardy pass. Sometimes he returns. Other 
times he does not. How do I reach a student who comes so infrequently? Yet, when he’s 
there, I sit down with him and try to make each particular activity or assignment relevant 
to a student who has been to class only once in the past two weeks. A challenge in itself. 
Is this some sort of game? Does he even attend his other classes? Why mine? If mine is 
so special, why won’t he do the work? 
 
Bodily 
Working to engage disengaged students weighs on my brain. I can get physically 
exhausted if I allow myself to get sucked in too far. I get to the point where I have to 
consciously tell myself to let go. But, before that happens, I puzzle and problem-solve 
and chew on ideas to engage the student. In addition to thinking up objectives, lesson-
plans and assessments, at the front of my brain, I am always considering, how will Adrian 
respond to this? What can I add to grab Sarah’s interest?  
Within the classroom, I shift my body position to create uncomfortably close spaces 
between a disengaged student and myself. I want to send the message that I am not easily 
pushed away. I will not leave them alone – if that is what they are hoping. I talk with my 
hands making large animated sweeps and exaggerated facial expressions to capture the 
attention of those who rarely lift show any expression themselves. 
Space 
I feel like I am always the one going to them. The student just sits there doing nothing 
and I have to walk over and say, “Take out your notebook.” I have to say, “Why didn’t 
you read for today?” I have to say, “What can I do to help you get started?” So, I can 
control the space, like defending in a soccer game: make the field smaller, to make it 
more difficult for the other team to control the ball. In my classroom, I try to make the 
space smaller. Squish the comfort level to try and pressure the student into doing their 
work, engaging in class. 
I used to think it was rude to crowd their space, but have since learned that sitting in the 
neighboring chair, or kneeling so I am at eye-level forces students to engage, at least, in a 
conversation with me. 
 
Time 
Even in the moments of success, I catch myself wondering how I will grad their interest 
next time. It is as if I expect my disengaged students to return to being disengaged. And, 
yet I cannot predict when this shift will happen. Is it because they like poetry that the 
participated today? Or, did they enjoy their lunch? So much of my disengaged students’ 
responses seems beyond my control. 
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Appendix B: 
 

Interview Participant Flyer 
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Appendix C: 
 

Anecdote Participant Flyer 
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Appendix D: 

Beaton-Raina Full Interview Transcription 

 
All right, so I want you to start by picturing a classroom that you’ve taught in, and 
I’ll feed you few types of students that I think you’ve seen.  One is the student is 
really eager, and their like, “How many points?”  Or they want to know, “What else 
do I need to do, and can I do it this way?”  And they have lots of questions that they 
ask themselves.   There’s other students who whether or not they had you or 
another teacher they would be equally successful.  And there’s a student who we 
label as disengaged, for multiple reasons, but looking at your own reasons for what 
you see as disengaged, try to focus in on one student that comes to mind when I say 
who’s the disengaged student in your classroom. 
You want me to explain who it is and what they’re like? 
Just start by describing that student for me.   
The student came a little bit late in the year, in the school year.  Probably the end of 
second quarter, so not quite half year.  He told me he came to my high school because of 
sports; he was interested in playing basketball.  And he didn’t really talk much about 
academics from where he came from.  So I thought okay, let’s kind of see where things 
were at and I was able to get a hold of his grades from his coordinator.  He had okay 
grades, but really did not seem very willing to talk and didn’t seem like he had a lot of 
instant friends as well when he came into the classroom.  He told me he preferred to sit in 
the back corner.  He was very, very tall and I could tell self conscious.  He often times 
did not bring his classroom materials, so that was kind of one issue right away I found.  
He didn’t have his player he was issued, didn’t have… maybe he had a notebook for 
another class but wasn’t organized with his English materials.  And on the way into the 
classroom he’d often have his iPod on, his headphones on, so I’d have to remind him to 
take them out.  Tough to engage in the classroom discussion.  Frequently missed 
assignments, probably completed about sixty to seventy percent of the assignments.  
From what I could tell, he really struggled with his writing ability and did not seem 
interested in reading and told me was not interested in reading.   
So, given this student, tell me the story of you working to engage him in your class. 
First I felt like I had to, as a new student coming in, I really had to get through to him on 
a personal level and get him to kind of trust me as his teacher.  I mean he’d obviously 
started high school at another school, so this was already his second exposure to high 
school and didn’t have any friends.  So I felt like what the other students received from  
me at the beginning of the year he didn’t get.  You know, the time to get to know each 
other, kind of telling stories, kind of where you’re from, who you are.  And that’s always 
tough when you have a student come in later.  So I invited him to stay after school one 
day.  It was a tutorial day and his mom had contacted me because she was really 
interested in his grade and said, “Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help him.”  I 
said, “Well, this is my tutorial night, I’m going to invite him to come so he can work on 
his English work.”  Didn’t seem to have any questions for me but I just tried to engage 
him in conversations.  So, “Where’d you come from?  What kind of things to you like to 
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do?  Do you anybody here at ______?”  You know that kind of thing.  And it really was 
not getting anywhere with him at all.  I think it took about two weeks.  It took about two 
weeks or two-three weeks of inviting him to tutorial to really at least have him trust me.  
And as he saw the other students kind of engaging with me and trusting me and kind of 
we would have a time where we could joke and then get to work, that was the first thing 
that kind of helped.  Paring him with someone was another thing that really worked.  
Trying to find students who were like him.  Like him in a sense that they liked sports.  
They were kind of quiet.  They didn’t seem like they were really academically driven.  
But they could do it and they were willing to do it and they trusted and liked the class.  
So I paired him up with two other younger young men in class.  I kind of said, “Can you 
take him under your wing?  Can you kind of look out for him?  He’s new here.”  And 
they were game. They were up for it.  So that helped.  He still didn’t participate in large 
classroom discussions at all.  Another thing was I did keep in contact with his mom.  And 
I don’t know if it was a kind of threatening where he felt like, “Uh-oh she’s going to call 
my mom.”  But mom was really… she emailed me, she called me, and I called her.  She 
checked his grade online. I’ve got that portal so she was always checking on his grade 
saying well, “He didn’t get this in.”  So that was another thing, was always keeping 
contact with her.  And then just trying to kind of when he was walking in class, try to 
engage him and say, “Hey, how’s it going, how are you doing?”  We did individual 
writing meetings as the year went on and we got closer to the writing test.  And that 
helped to sit down, and see what he was personally writing about.  And I could say, 
“Hey, this reminded me of what I did.”  And then I could go into maybe helping him on 
specifics with his writing.  I felt like that was a better way instead of feeling like he was 
being attacked by what he could improve on.  So those were some of the things.  I didn’t 
feel like there was still enough time by the end of the year to get through them like I’d 
like to.  But I feel like at least we’ve started a really good relationship.   
And so did you find that the relationship you would have at the door entering 
continued into the classroom? 
Yes, yeah, definitely.  Like if I had asked him a question he didn’t seem as embarrassed 
or shy or put off.  Or if I was, “Oh, what did you guys do this weekend?”  I could ask him  
specifically in the class and he’d actually answer and he’d interact.  It was never super 
easy, but I didn’t feel like there was a wall.  And I felt like by acknowledging when he 
came in, and even saying, “Oh you can’t have your headphones on in here.  You’re 
probably listening to some really good music.  What do you keep in your iPod?”  That 
helped.  Instead of having him feel like he’d come in, “Nope.  Put your iPod away.  Don’t 
do this.  Don’t do that.  Where’s your stuff?  You don’t have it, go…”  So I think that 
kind of helped. 
You mentioned that he didn’t participate in the discussions, what was that like for 
you?   
At points I felt like he was doing it intentionally to make it tough for me.  (Chuckle)  Just 
to see what I would do and see how far I would go.  The other students kind of identified 
that it was uncomfortable, so they compensated, and I kind of wondered what his reaction 
to that was, if he felt like they were kind of helping him out and standing up for him.  Or 
if he was offended by that but it put… I thin he realized it put me in kind of a tough spot, 
a tough position.  And I didn’t’ drill him, I didn’t push, push, push, and he didn’t seem 
like he would give me anything.  I waited a couple days and I tried again.   
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So tell me more about that spot that he put you in. 
It was almost like because he didn’t have the history that the other students have with me, 
of kind of knowing what they couldn’t get away with, knowing boundaries, knowing my 
limitations, and me knowing theirs.  Then he wanted to test it.  And I think with the idea 
of coming to ______ for sports, because that was what he first told me and that is what 
his mom first told me too, he felt like, because he was a talented athlete, maybe he could 
try to just slide by with that and that I wouldn’t make him… or encourage him to become 
engaged in the classroom.  I didn’t take it personally.  I think as a younger teacher I 
definitely would have.  I look back at my first few years and I definitely would’ve taken 
it personally, very hard.  But over the years I guess I’ve had students similar to him and I 
don’t internalize it as much as I think about what he’s maybe going through.  So it put me 
in a tough spot but I didn’t let it drag me down.  I gave him appropriate wait time and 
then I kind of moved on.   And I think the other kids kind of helped out and I thought 
okay, this is our chance.   
When you think about those moments where it sort of stops and there’s that 
moment where you’re trying to get him to do something and you don’t want to force 
him, how are you experiencing that moment?  What’s happening? 
You mean physically, anything? 
 
Yeah, just kind of try to describe yourself at that moment.  How would you describe 
that? 
Probably in terms of at first maybe as an overall presence in the room not really having a 
lot of close proximity with him.  And then I think often times what I would do and I 
would do this with many students is when we’re trying to have a small or large class 
discussion, I’ll actually like go and sit at a student desk.  Maybe not next to him because 
that would be too much, too intimidating.  But I would move a desk over so I’m kind of 
in the middle and I’ll sit down and try to see if I can engage the other people around him 
and then try that.  So one thing that I… I remember that from when I was growing up, it 
was really kind of cool when a teacher would get down to your level physically and put 
themselves in the desk they have to sit in the whole hour.  So I guess I tried that.  But I 
never, like for myself, I know that I was a really shy student growing up and physically it 
was hard if someone would try to make eye contact with me.  And so I avoided putting 
him on the spot and looking him in the eye, which I know might become a challenging 
thing, or would seem like was intimidating him so I did not do that all.  I just kind of 
made it more casual like I’d try to sit down and say, “Well what about if this was the 
situation?”  He would try to look at the topic a different way. 
So what’s it like for you to be at his level in those moments to be sitting there instead 
of standing? 
I see the students overall as just more people.  I mean their bodies are grown.  And that’s 
one thing that you really realize when you sit down with them. Is developmentally 
they’re at a different stage but their bodies are fully grown people.  And then you kind of 
look around your classroom and you realize from where you normally teach, how that 
might make an area of (pause) of not (pause) a differentiation of power, and of control.  
So I would try to do that to minimize students feeling like they were being put on the 
spot.  Like it was more of a casual conversation kind of environment.  And it sounds kind 
of funny but I guess as an adult I saw them more as people, just people, and not really 
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like my students.  But more like we could sit down and have a conversation like you 
would with a friend.   
So you mentioned that with this particular student, it felt like the year ended too 
soon and it would’ve gone further or in another… it would’ve continued in some 
way.  Can you tell me more about that? 
I can think of other students in the past that I felt like he used more time, but I think with 
this particular student, I think, first of all, his mom and my relationship probably 
would’ve grown, and her trust in me as a teacher and my trust in her as a parent… or 
support… using her support as a parent.  You know, even being able to attend some of 
his sporting events, I feel like, which I do often enough, and the students recognize that.   
Even doing that I wish I would’ve been able to do.  Or we have end of the year picnic.  
And he didn’t feel like he was going to go because he didn’t know that many people even 
by the end of the year.  So our team of teachers, we really made sure that everyone was 
included, no one felt like they couldn’t go because of money or whatever the case may 
be.  He was at the picnic, it was the last two weeks of school, we had every type of ball 
sport imaginable there, so he had kind of gotten along with a group of boys, and he was 
really enjoying himself and having fun. So it was kind that idea that I said, “Hey, 
________, are you glad you came now?”  And he said, “Yeah,” he kind of gave me a shy 
smile.  But I really wish he would’ve been able to come to know our personalities, or my 
personality more as a teacher.  And even like my sense of humor, I think we probably 
would’ve been able to appreciate each other more if we could’ve had more time to talk 
and joke and do that I think.  But he never in terms of he never (pause) he never 
misbehaved.  He was not that kind of disengaged student.  He was not combative or 
malicious or anything like that. He was just really kind of shut off and turned off and felt 
out of place.  And I did find out he is staying at _______, which I’m glad, because I said 
he probably made a tough transition coming here anyway.  And I think he realized 
coming to our school, which the expectations are high and not only was he there for a 
sport but also he had to go through and do all of his curriculum and his academics.  But I 
just wish I would’ve been to establish more of a personal relationship with him, and trust.  
I kind of think of students as the following year that I have them; they’ll pass me in the 
hallway and, “Oh, Miss ______!  Hi! I miss you! Da, da, da!”  And I don’t know if we’re 
at that point yet where if I see him again he’d do that.  Or if he would just walk by. 
So you mentioned that as opposed to a student who’s more aggressive, or angry, 
that he was just shut off.  What’s that like for you when he’s shut off or shut down?  
I think in ways it’s more difficult than a student that’s kind of combative or kind of more 
aggressive or will directly challenge.  Just because you’re trying to figure what’s going 
on with this student.  And sometimes the more questions you ask the more resistant 
they’re going to become.  I know as a teen that’s how I was.  I was really kind of leery 
and didn’t always trust people, so with a student like it was really for me to figure him 
out.  And I all I really had to go on was his grades, some support from his mom.  Not a 
lot of background on who the kid was, where he had grown up, anything, and what his 
family was like.  So I think it ‘is different because you know that you’re not meeting up 
with the resistance of anger and you’re not going to get yelled at or sworn at or you don’t 
have to send him out for behavior referrals.  But you don’t really have the outside support 
then.  We did have some academic kind of networking but it’s not when a kid misbehaves 
you sending him out and someone will talk to them about their misbehavior  
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and then they’ll talk to you.  You really have to work and pull out different tricks and 
kind of read the kid.  Because some kids really respond to more of direct, direct, direct.  
They’ll play along, but this student he was really kind of shy and introverted and it put 
me in a really tough spot, not really knowing where he was at.  Or what he needed even, 
even kind of finding out where he was academically like, “How do you feel about the 
writing test?  Where do you feel you’re at?”  Me looking at his assignments trying to 
figure out what he needed to learn.   
So what does that figuring out process look like for you? 
Patience.  A lot of patience.  Working with the other teachers that teach him, like on a 
team, is really resourceful, really helpful.  Because I found out he did interact differently 
with male teachers.  He was more open even to their humor and their jokes.  It took him a 
little bit longer to open up to me.  But as they were finding out more with they were 
sharing it about him, so I’d be able to say, “Hey, I heard Mr. ______ that da, da, da, da.” 
So he’d be taken aback and startled that I knew or that we were talking about him.   So a 
lot of patience, persistence like I said but not pushing him too far.  Kind of letting him 
soak in the environment that it was a trusting safe space for him to be.  And I think not 
just for myself and the many things I did, but my students as well, I think I have to 
commend them for their behavior and how they kind of welcomed him in midyear, and 
how they kind of set the stage for, “This is what we do in here and this is what it’s like.”  
(Pause)  
Can you tell me more about how you experience patience?  What’s it like to be 
patient? 
Not making judgment about maybe not kind of speculating on what could be happening 
with him.  Because obviously the students that we deal with come from so many different 
backgrounds and you think you’ve heard it all and then you hear new stories.  Talking to 
other teachers about it saying, “Oh, I just can’t get through this kid, and do you have any 
advice, or do you have…?”   So let’s see what does patience look like.  (Pause) Letting 
the kid know however you need to that you’re not giving on him.  That I’m not just if he 
doesn’t play the game with me at first when I kind of invite him in, that I’m not just 
going to let him sit in that back corner and be kind of to himself.  And I’m not going to 
let him take his iPod out, and I’m not going to let him…  And so in that sense… so, 
consistency but also being able to try different things.  Going back to other years and 
reflecting on other kid’s has helped because after nine years you really kind of think back 
on… like I compared him to a student I had my first year named Howard.  Howard made 
me cry all the time.  He was much more like malicious kid.  But I went back to that and I 
thought okay, what did I do, and how did I get through that, and how I handle things 
differently now with this kid because he’s such a different kind of kid.  A lot of it’s  
really a lot of frustration and then sometimes you go too far one day, and he’ll kind of 
shut down.  So then I realize okay, I have to back off a few days.   
Can you tell me more about the frustration that you experience? 
Just that as a teacher you think of yourself as trying to adapt to your entire audience of 
twenty five or thirty kids, (pause) and when you look at your classroom of kids and you 
can kind of see, like you talk about the students where this kid is going to succeed in any 
class, this one is very combative, or is very whatever it may be.  This one is very social.  
You try to… you can’t pigeon hole them.  But it’s really frustrating with trying to figure 
out really where they are.  So I kind of start my day, I come in the classroom and there’s 
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something kind of magical about walking into an empty room, turning on the light, 
thinking about the day, kind of looking out thinking okay, Ben’s going to sit here, and 
where they all are, what I’m going to do.  And what did we talk about the day before, or 
what did his mom call me about.  So in terms of the frustration, (pause) sometimes it is 
really difficult to figure out.  And sometimes you’re stuck for a week and you don’t really 
know what to do.  But I guess the idea of teacher is super teacher, and you should be able 
to figure out how to engage every kid.  And there isn’t always a magic answer.  It’s more 
human, it’s more sociology, and it’s more looking at empathy and being able to find 
connections.  It’s not just about the curriculum and what you’re going to teach first you 
have to get there.  And just like any relationship whether it be a friendship, someone you 
choose to, or a mate, a family member, you really have to put in a lot of investment in a 
relationship before you can really get much out of it.  And it’s a different dynamic 
between a teacher and a student.  And I guess I feel I’m a really patient person overall.  I 
don’t let myself get too down or frustrated.  I try to be really reflective and think about 
how I can do things differently.  So the frustration, I talk to my husband quite a bit about 
it, other teachers.  Other students kind of help me out too, kind of watching them watch 
each other, just try to come up with other ideas.   
So you sound like you work a lot of command with new ideas and reflecting, but 
there moments where you get stuck. 
Oh, totally. 
What’s that like to be stuck? 
Sometimes I feel so frustrated that you know, I’m just going to push on with the 
curriculum.  I’m not going to think about making this connection with the kid.  I’ve got to 
get this done by the end of the quarter.  I have to prepare this kid for the test.  And so it’s 
not uncommon that I’ve spent a couple of days just plowing through stuff.  And the ones 
that are there that are hanging on, that are with me, and then I’m thinking okay, screw the 
other ones that aren’t with me.  So then a couple day later you’re like, wait,  
wait.  (Laughs)  These kids they have no idea what we were just doing.  So I think the 
frustration maybe comes out that way.  As impatience, or kind of that impulsive like, let’s 
move on and then kind of keep control, go back to the practicality of it, and the nuts and 
bolts of what needs to get done.  And then you kind of pull back as a teacher and you go, 
okay, reevaluate where they’re at.  And you’ve got your token handful that totally they’re 
all with you, they want to keep going.  You’ve got five that are like, “Wait, what did we 
just do?”  I feel like I really a lot on humor.  Even within… when I’m myself. Or it can 
even be self deprecating humor in front of them.  (Pause)  But it is a really difficult thing 
to try to look at how you try to deal with.  Yeah, sometimes you don’t deal it you just 
move on. You just get through the day.  You just look to three o’clock and you get 
through the day.  Sometimes you make jokes at your own expense and have the kids 
laugh at you, and laugh at yourself.  Sometimes you come home and have a glass of wine. 
(Laughs)  Or you wait until Friday, and you go out with your friends and you talk about 
it.   
So what are those moments like when you’re having a glass of wine and you’re with 
all of your friends, how’s that? 
You realize by talking to people that you’re not the only one that’s dealing with those 
kinds of kids or situations.  That even the teachers that you think in your building are the 
most competent, engaging, dynamic, everyone loves this teacher, that sometimes they’re 
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like… they’re lost also on what to do or how to engage a kid.  And they’ll even ask the 
other teachers that have that kid.  “Oh, you have him? Well what do you do?”  So it’s not 
a… there’s no magic pill to take to be a good teacher and know how to engage kids.  
Yeah, there are different techniques you can use, but they don’t always work for every 
kid.  And it gives you a sense of you is in this alone, just because it happens you’re not a 
bad educator, you’re not incompetent.  It helps build trust and camaraderie too as well, 
and just knowing that some of the best… who you think are the best teachers deal with 
the same things that you do.   
So you mentioned that sometimes you throw your hands up and say screw them 
we’re moving on, what’s it like to get to that point where you say that? 
I don’t like it.  I don’t like it because it goes against my nature to kind of get down to 
business and leave the human side of it.  The days are longer when I do that.  I’m more 
exhausted when I do that.  I go home feeling more stressed, I don’t sleep as well on those 
days.  The student that are really tuned into you, they notice that and they’ll kind of even 
say, “Hey, are you okay?”  And then you really feel bad and guilty.  You feel the guilt 
because you’re like, “Oh, crap I blew it, you know.”  These kids are really tuned in to me 
and they really get it, maybe not even the curriculum you get but they get you and they 
get what’s happening in the classroom, they realize it.  So you feel guilty and you  
realize that without that human side of the teaching, you really don’t get as much done.  I 
teach much faster, I try to get through a lot more stuff when I” must like, “Yeah, screw it 
we just got to plow ahead.”  And there’s really not that much meaning to it.  So I feel 
guilty. 
Have you had that experience you were kind of describing at a class level, have you 
had that experience with just an individual student? 
Like where we just plow ahead?  Umm, yes.  Definitely I’ve had that situation.  But I’ve 
never had one that I haven’t gone back to when given time.  
Okay, can you tell me more about time?  What do you mean by that? 
I’ve never felt like at the end of the year I’ve left a relationship with a student like, 
“Screw it.  Whatever happens to you I don’t care.”  Regardless what happened 
throughout the year, whatever time I’ve spent with him… probably more for my sake 
than theirs, which is kind of selfish, but I feel like I need to resolve, or at least put things 
in a good place before they move on.  So even if I’ve kind of said screw it or whatever, 
I’m the kind of teacher that is going to say, “You know, I’ve kind of had a bad week, 
both of us have things going on.  I hope you didn’t take it too personally.”  And then just 
getting a okay, all right, no problem from a kid, I really don’t do well with just leaving it 
angry, or frustrated, or if they end up leaving the situation very frustrated about 
something academically they can’t do or anything, being able to give them time and then 
going back to them and trying to see what they need personally.  But I don’t feel like… I 
really can’t think of any relationship that I haven’t really tried to leave in a good way.  I 
mean there have been kids that you can’t stand them, like Howard from my first year, 
made me cry all the time, and then two years later he shows up and he’s like, “Oh, Miss 
_______ you were the best teacher.”  I’m like, “Wait a minute _______, you hated me.”  
And even that kind of kid I left at the end of the year saying, “Well _______, I know you 
told me you didn’t like me every day this year, but you know, it was a pleasure having 
you in class, Irish you luck in the future.”  (Laughs)  And I tried to kill him with some 
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humor, and two years later he’s like, “You were the most awesome teacher.”  And I said, 
“Do you remember what you’d say to me?”  So at least knowing that I tried something. 
So you kind of called it going back to, what’s it like to go back to? 
I’m sorry, explain again back to. 
You sort of said screw it, right, but that you don’t like to leave things that way, that 
there’s this going back to the student again, what’s that like to go back to the 
student? 
For me I feel like it’s easier because I don’t like that uncomfortable tension between 
people in the room.  I feel like maybe where they’re at in their teenage years, they’re not 
maybe familiar with doing that or how to do that with someone.  In can be in the hallway, 
like between passing times.  It can be if I go next door to Mr. _______’s class and the kid 
is in there,  he’s like, “Hey, so what are we working on here?”  And trying to kind of just 
say, “Hey I know things didn’t go that well yesterday.”  Or, “You know I know you got 
on a referral and we definitely have to talk about it.”  So just acknowledging it and not 
ignoring it.  I think ignoring it to them is worse, and just trying to be like all start over, 
and be fine.  I think that I personally would kind of resent that.  So I try to do that with 
students in the hallway, I’ve done it after school.  I haven’t done it in the lunchroom; I 
don’t want to go into the lunchroom.  (Chuckles) Like at a volleyball game I’ve done it 
with a student, a girl I remember.  She was a senior, I didn’t have a good experience in 
class that day and then I went to her volleyball game, and kind of started to talk 
volleyball at first, and then said, “You know, I know you left class today not feeling 
really good about what your peers said and what I kind of said to you about your essay or 
something.”  So I tried to kind of get through it that way, it doesn’t have to be in the 
classroom.  I think when you try to make that repair and they’re in front of everybody, 
the rest of their peers in the room… they might feel incredibly embarrassed in front of 
their peers.  You know, like a teenager would be embarrassed with their parent.  Kind of 
ashamed or embarrassed.  Like, “Oh, don’t do this to me now, everyone’s around me.”  
So even just walking into the classroom, or leaving, I’ll say hey can you wait a minute 
before you take off.  During the announcements is good.  Just trying to find any kind of 
moments.  But not when it’s… not when you have everyone’s attention, definitely no.   
Awhile back, you talked about how you wouldn’t let Benjamin sit, right?  So what’s 
that like to be the teacher who doesn’t let them sit, or doesn’t let them keep the iPod 
on, or doesn’t let them… what’s that like to…? 
You always hear, “Well so and so let’s me have it.”  Or, “And this person let’s me sit 
wherever we want to, and we don’t have a seating chart.  Why do we always have seating 
charts in here?”  And maybe it is just a balance of (pause) of having them see that there’s 
a reason for everything that I ask of them.  There’s a reason that I’m not going to let you 
sit in the corner… like there’s empty rows and you’re sitting back in the corner, no, that 
doesn’t work.  When we have class discussions and when we talk, I want you to be able 
to look at your peers, and be able to share things.  And you can hear me and I can hear 
you.  So maybe it’s justifying not then and there, like why am I sitting here, but through 
your daily activities.  But I think just being consistent in your expectations.  I think a lot 
of our students respect that they have some rules.  I don’t know that… and I don’t know 
about _______ because his mom seems really strict on that.  My interactions with her, 
I’m not sure how they were at home, but they really like  
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to have rules and they really like to have guidelines.  I think about a time when I was out 
for maternity leave and I came back this past year, and when I came back… I was really 
worried about coming back and how it would be and acclimating back to the students, 
would they look at me differently, would it be mayhem, who knows?  And they really fell 
into place, and they really were like, “Oh, we loved your consistency.  You always asked 
the same thing of us.  We know that we do this, this and this that we’re gone.”  So I think 
they kind of look to an adult in their life to have those consistent rules.  And when kids 
call me on things, “Oh, so and so let’s me have my iPod.”  I’m like, “Well I’m just 
playing by the rules.  This is what is asked of you as a student here, and it’s not just me 
asking you it’s the school, it’s the administration, what’s best for you to learn.”  But no 
it’s… because I feel like if you let one person do it, then it’s just crazy.  And I’m not… I 
don’t have enough time right now to serve a lot of teachers, but there are students who 
will tell you that in so and so class, everyone has their iPods out.  Or that the rules are 
really different.  Or that you hear phones ringing, or things like that.  So I don’t know if 
that answered the question.   
So if you look at my overall big giant question, which is what’s it like for teachers to 
engage disengaged students, is there some other aspect that we haven’t talked about 
that you would include, what that experience has been like for you to work to 
engage them? 
I think, and I don’t know if I can talk more specifically about where I teach, like the 
neighborhood, the environment.  Working to engage them, there are often times they 
walk into a room where the minority of the people in the room are white, me included.  
And being a white female, I’ll often times these assumptions they have about maybe 
where I came from, what my life was like, some may be true, some might not be true, but 
being able to really kind of work past those assumptions.  And I had to do it myself the 
first couple years of teaching in the city and in this neighborhood to really work through 
that.  But really meeting them on a human level, talking about… you know, I don’t get 
too personal, but actually sharing things that has happened in my life, and if I know that 
if someone has recently lost a parent or grandparent, being able to kind of, one on one, be 
able to connect with that kid or say this is what happened to me too.  Those aren’t always 
the disengaged students, but sometimes they are.  Sometimes you find out much more 
than you realized about why they’re disengaged, or a really angry kid.  So sharing stories, 
stories are a huge part of what happens in my classroom.  And trust, trying weird funny 
ways to try and get through to kids.  Whether it be me doing a silly skit, or have the 
students do a silly skit, or sticking in some jazz and having a kid go, “Oh wait, I’ve heard 
of John Coltrane before, you know this old black jazz guy?”  Trying to find ways that we 
can connect.  Food. We talk about food a lot.  What’d you have for lunch?  You know 
they hear about my family, my pets, I hear about their  
families.  So I don’t know if there’s an answer to that but maybe sharing a lot of myself 
with them.  My students, I’m not shy about telling them I live really close to school.  
They know where I live.  They drop off assignments at tm door, and people say, “Oh 
aren’t you worried that they’re going to do something.”  No, not everyone likes me but 
I’ve never felt threatened or worried that things can happen.  Just being human, teaching 
them first and foremost how to be a good human.   And that we all are capable of feeling 
compassion and sympathy and empathy, and that often times being disengaged and being 
angry, it’s a result of or it’s a byproduct of something else that comes before that.  Some 
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type of loss or hurt or pain or problem that came before that, and being able to work 
through that, I don’t think that my students go from zero to angry with nothing between.  
(Pause)  So I don’t know, does that…? 
Yes, you mentioned that you share a lot of yourself, what’s that like? 
I never did that growing up. And it’s strange when I tell my students that in a social 
situation I’m really shy like at a party or… because once I get to know them I’m really 
open.  And they’re like, “You don’t seem like that.”  And I tell them the first week of 
school, “It’s really hard to even look at you guys in the face.  I don’t sleep; I get so 
nervous about meeting out and finding out who you are.”  So in a sense for me, it’s 
therapy for me to try to share more of me and what’s going on, or what has happened to 
me in the past.  Like I said before I think they trust me more.  Kids feel like they can 
come to me with other problems, like after school, and that I can be a good resource to 
direct them to the right person in school, whether it be like, oh (pause) something in the 
family, a pregnancy, drugs, anything like that.  I kind of tend to be the person that kids 
come to for that.  (Laughs)  Which can be a lot of pressure. But I feel like they feel they 
can trust me.  (Pause) So what… I don’t know what else it feels like.  It feels good.  And 
it feels like I, with each group of students that I meet, they have their own identity, and 
not every class is ever the same.  And not every class gets to know the same thing about 
me.  Not every hour.  One hour I’ll say, “Hey, did Miss _____ tell you this?”  And 
they’re like, “No, you didn’t tell us this.  Tell us this story, you told second hour.”  So it 
kind of depends on what we’re doing and what we’re talking about and what’s 
applicable.   
So speaking of what things are, like, that feels good to share, what does it feel like to 
successfully engage a student?  What’s that like, to successfully engage them? 
Well overall you feel proud.  You feel like, yes, finally I have made a difference, because 
there’s so many times where you feel like you really don’t or you can’t do it all the time.  
You can’t go from completely disengaged to totally successful with every kid by far, with 
very few kids.  But you feel like at least you’ve left an imprint on them, something about  
who you are, and who they are and where they want to be.  And it’s really cool now that 
I’ve been teaching for nine years, I’ve had kids that come back, and they remember me 
and I remember their face but I don’t remember their names.  And so… and they’ll come 
back and I’ll even forget, “Wait, when did you graduate, and you’re twenty five now?”  
So it does feel really cool to have them come back and say, “Oh, I remember your class 
and you did these things for me.”  And I always wondered what that would feel like when 
I was younger teacher.  And I think back to my own teachers that were influential to me, 
and I think wow, someone might think of me that way someday.  So it’s a really cool 
feeling. You feel really good about what you’re doing. 
So then alternatively, what does it feel like when things aren’t as successful? 
Sometimes I think all teachers have gone through the point where they’ve had a couple 
really bad years maybe in a row.  I think that now with the statistic of new teachers, many 
quit within their first five years of teaching, because you can get really bogged down in 
feeling negative.  You feel really isolated.  You feel like, well at what point did I kind of 
fail myself or did, you know… you try and think back to your teacher training and there’s 
nothing that really prepares you for that feeling of being frustrated.  You’re getting that 
impression that you’re going to be able to get through to every kid, and you can every 
kid, and that there will be no child left behind.  But it can feel really overwhelming, and 
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really like you want to quit.  Like why am I doing this?  (Pause) And I think I’m over that 
hump after nine years.  I think I’m over that hump where I can kind of separate myself 
from saying well it’s not always me.  It’s some of me, but it’s some of the circumstances 
as well.  (Pause) But you can feel really isolated like you want to change.  I remember the 
first five years, thinking I want to go back to working for a pet company.  So it takes 
stamina, emotional stamina. 
What does that look like for you, keeping that emotional stamina? 
Balance.  My husband’s family comes from a family of teachers, and so his dad was a 
teacher, his sister’s a teacher.  So being able to go up to people who have been teaching 
longer, even like my high school teachers as mentors, now we’re more peers, it’s really 
kind of strange, but being able to talk to them and look at people who really kind of stuck 
it out.  (Pause) And try to find the idea that it’s not always going to be like this, not every 
year, not every quarter is going to be that you’re going to feel like that.  Something is 
going to change, within you or within the circumstances of who you have in your 
classroom.  That you won’t always feel like you’re in that rut.  I don’t know, I do a lot of 
things outside.  Like I’ll weed the garden or (pause) I spent a lot of times my first few 
years of teaching talking to my parents a lot.  My dad, who has passed away now, he was 
a really huge source for me to go to like I’d call him at ten thirty at night and we’d be 
watching a baseball game together on the phone, and then I’d tell him about my  
day and just being really encouraging and saying, “Nothing that you do is going to be 
easy and you’re doing this admirable thing.”  So going to people that you can trust, and 
just knowing that it’s not always going to be great.  I don’t know. 
That’s great.  I’m good, but if there’s something else that you feel that is in the back 
of your mind that you want to make sure to mention, we have time.   
Summer breaks help too; kind of restore your energy.  (Chuckles)  So I think that that’s 
helpful too.  Being able to look at that next year and say, okay, I have no idea who’s 
going to walk in that classroom the first day of school, and I’m going to be scared to 
death.  And they have no idea that I am scared to death, but here I go again. 
(End of interview.) 
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