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ABSTRACT 

 The pursuit of creating valuable learning experiences for adolescents is a complex 

challenge. The purpose of this study is to explore the experiences of a group of disengaged and 

disenchanted adolescents. I identified a gap in the literature; youth are often only quoted for 

comments affirming that interventions have been beneficial. The present study seeks to fill this 

gap by representing as directly as possible the experiences of participants that relate to their 

motivation and engagement. To investigate the processes at work that contribute to the 

general decline in motivation that occurs in early adolescence (Gottfried, Flemming & Gottfried, 

2001; Harter, 1981; Whitlock, 2006), and that for some result in definitive disengagement with 

formal education, I used art elicitation to facilitate the communication of various experiences of 

school by one group of urban self-identified disengaged and disenchanted adolescents. The 

data were analyzed using traditional qualitative methods, as well as poetic inquiry, which offers 

aesthetic representations of reflexive research methods and meditations on significant themes 

and topics in the data. The visual and written data provide rich information about 

contemporary experiences of secondary school for the disengaged and disenchanted 

adolescent participants and inform a discussion of recommendations and personal discoveries.  

  



DISENCHANTED AND DISENGAGED ADOLESCENTS 

iii 
 

Acknowledgements 

 I want to begin by thanking several people. I send greetings and thanks to the Mohawks 

of the Bay of Quinte, who have taught me to understand gratitude and its role in building 

peace, in a multitude of new ways. This includes the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen, an address 

where greetings and thanks are sent to all creation and everything provided for us. Nya:wen. I 

want to thank my family. I am so grateful to my parents, Mari and Dan, and my siblings, Jocelyn, 

Valerie, and Dean, who have been loving, encouraging, and skillful at redirecting me when I am 

lost. I want to thank all my relations, they have given me many gifts. I want to thank my 

teachers through the years, who showed me I had skills and the ability to build new ones. I 

want to thank Dr. Benjamin Bolden, whose forgiveness, grace, and ability to ask the pertinent 

questions has often left me elated and inspired. I want to thank Dr. Rebecca Luce-Kapler, whose 

skills in expression and focus have contributed to the value of this work. Lastly, I want to thank 

my students and my participants, from whom I am honored to learn. 

 Next, I would like to thank our mother, the earth, for all that she provides for us that 

keeps us living and loving. I want to thank the oceans, rivers, lakes, streams, and all the waters 

for their sustenance. I want to thank all the birds; whose song and protection keep us joyful and 

safe. I want to thank the fish and the sea life. I want to thank the trees, old and great and young 

and small, who keep us breathing and thinking clearly. I want to thank all the plants, that 

nourish and heal us. I send my thanks to the land animals who feed us, clothe us, and give us 

comfort. I want to thank grandmother moon, and the spirits of my grandmothers, for providing 

guidance and love. I want to thank our grandfathers for their teachings. I want to thank the sun 



DISENCHANTED AND DISENGAGED ADOLESCENTS 

iv 
 

for the warmth he provides. I want to thank all the stars whose glowing blanket keeps out the 

loneliness. Lastly, I want to thank the Creator, for all spirit, creation, and my beautiful life. 

  



DISENCHANTED AND DISENGAGED ADOLESCENTS 

v 
 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract.…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….ii 

Acknowledgements…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..iii 

Table of Contents………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………iv 

List of Figures……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..v 

Chapter 1 Introduction………..…………………………………………………………………………………………………….1 

 Sisters (Poem)………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..2 

Chapter 2 Literature Review 

 Click……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..23 

Chapter 3 Methods 

Chapter 4 Findings 

Chapter 4.5 Poetic Inquiry 

 Pseudonyms…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………79 

 Motivational locker room speech (sans football) ……………………………………………………….80 

 My Heart Goes Out………………………………………………………………………………………………………81 

Trust…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….83  

Twinned ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………82 

 Kinds of Education………………………………………………………………………………………………………..83 

 Trauma Pearl………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..84 

Chapter 5 Discussion………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..86 

Works Cited……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………105 

Appendix……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….115 



DISENCHANTED AND DISENGAGED ADOLESCENTS 

vi 
 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1. Sumi’s depiction of her future……………………………………………………………………………………39 

Figure 2. Sumi’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from school.” 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………41 

Figure 3. Abrahim’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from 

school.” ………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…47 

Figure 4. A selection from the collaborative work on an ideal school………………………………….……54 

Figure 5. Ophelia’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from 

school.” …………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………….……55 

Figure 6. Slash’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from school.” 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………..…………………57 

Figure 7. Creating the Communal Art piece representing their ideal school…………………………….62 

Figure 8. Abrahim’s depiction of his future………………………………………………………………………………66 

Figure 9. Depiction of the future by a participant who did not complete an interview…………….68 

Figure 10. One side of Kim’s “future” artwork………………………………………………………………………….71 

Figure 11. The other side of Kim’s “future” artwork…………………………………………………………………71 

Figure 12. Kim’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from school.” 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………72 

Figure 13. An unsolicited artwork by Kim………………………………………………………………………….……..78 

 
 
 
 



DISENCHANTED AND DISENGAGED ADOLESCENTS 

1 
 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 

Beginning with Myself 
 

When I was an adolescent, I took a lot of unhealthy risks. I drank alcohol, was sexually 

active, smoked cannabis, and did more damaging drugs. Yet, because I was academically 

successful, my disenchantment with school, which began when I returned to Ontario in Grade 

11, went unnoticed. The mental health problems I was having throughout my adolescence went 

largely unaddressed by my teachers because I was academically successful.  

This situation was highly contrasted with my older sister’s. She was diagnosed with 

attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder at a young age, and never did well academically or 

socially. She never did drugs or drank as a teenager, yet her grades put her on the radar as “at-

risk.” She bullied and was bullied and got into violent altercations on several occasions. 

Throughout her young life, she visited various psychological professionals, had extra classroom 

support, and for a few years attended a specialized school in her early adolescence. She did not 

adjust well when we had to move schools; in her third year of attempting to complete Grade 

10, she dropped out.  

My sister and I have one key thing in common: art. She was and is a talented visual artist 

and was always engaged and successful in that subject. She has a very striking style, she creates 

clean, organized, peaceful drawings. These are so different from the environment she creates 

and lives in. 

We both did well in terms of grades in visual art classes. I obtained 100% in my Grade 10 

class but abandoned the subject when we returned to Ontario. It was only in my mid-twenties, 

after acute trauma, that I returned with enthusiasm to creating visual art.  
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Pairing our two varied stories of disengagement has led me to question our 

understanding of disengaged youth and how educators identify students for extra support. I 

wonder, for example, if educators need to identify and address a greater variety of triggers that 

can cause students to be disengaged. I also wonder if the arts can play a role in helping young 

people who are disengaged. My sister’s unsuccessful academic attempts, our common love of 

art, and the connection between these outcomes and our differing educational experiences, 

have influenced my decision to study disengaged and disenchanted youth through their 

experiences with art. To offer aesthetic understanding of my motives and personal perspective 

for this research, I offer a poem: 

Sisters 

She tends 
To throw chairs a lot. 
She’s clean, 
As in her blood is. 
She’s mean, 
As in her empathy 
Lacks.  
She does not pass. 
 
She tends 
To her tresses: 
The little sister. 
Stoner, roamer, drunk. 
She excels in class. 
Her acute misery 
Is much quieter, 
Almost silent.  
 
Both 
Try to make 
Beautiful work 
Both Work Beautiful 
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The second motive for this research is that I care deeply about education. I believe it is a 

fundamental human right to be educated—to be adequately prepared to function productively 

in society and to be supported by a variety of adults for healthy development. I worry about the 

individuals who drop out, or are pushed out, of the educational system now. I also worry for 

those who may never be offered much needed extra support because they have achieved the 

provincial standard. Academic success should not be the only indicator of healthy development, 

or preparedness for adulthood. I worry that opportunities may be missed to assist disengaged 

adolescents by satisfying their aesthetic needs along with the needs identified and supported 

by motivation literature. I sought to learn about adolescent experiences of school and art, and 

share that learning with the academic community, to ensure that fundamental right is being 

met. 

Purpose and Rationale 

 The purpose of my research was to collect and interpret disengaged and disenchanted 

adolescent narratives of school to provide a qualitative understanding of those experiences for 

educational practitioners and researchers. I use art elicitation and poetic inquiry as a means of 

collecting rich data and providing an aesthetic means of representation. My keyword searches 

have uncovered a few studies that explore the experiences of school from the perspective of 

disengaged adolescents, but none that use art as a data elicitation tool with this population. 

This research addresses a gap in the literature; it reveals disengaged adolescents’ narratives of 

school. 

Although many studies provide models for predicting drop out from quantitative 

perspectives (e.g., Faulkner et al., 2009) and evaluate the effectiveness of programs designed to 
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reduce drop out both quantitatively and qualitatively (e.g., Foley, Klinge & Reisner, 2007; Lever 

et al., 2004; Rotermund, 2010), few document disengaged adolescent voices discussing their 

experiences of school. All too often, youth are only quoted for the purposes of qualitatively 

proving the efficacy of a program, relegated to comments that support interventions designed 

to help them (e.g., Brown & Jeanneret, 2015; Coholic 2011). This research is based on the 

strong belief that disengaged adolescents have more meaningful things to say, and that their 

stories deserve to be heard by the educational research community. Visual arts-based 

participatory methods have been shown to be effective in gaining understanding of students’ 

subjective experiences (Knowles & Thomas, 2002; Hershorn, 2005). My research contributes to 

the literature by utilizing communal visual art creation with disengaged youth to elicit 

narratives about their experiences of school in the Ontario context. 

This research explores elements that have influenced this population’s conceptions of 

school and themselves. It offers new understandings of the needs of disengaged youth for 

educators, policy makers and researchers, to improve educational experiences for this 

population. The research was informed by the following question and sub-questions:  

How do disengaged or disenchanted adolescents report their experiences of school? 

a. What has engaged participants in school? 

b. What has caused participants to disengage in school? 

Key Terms 

Adolescents 

Participants in this study range from ages 15 to 18. The years encompassed in this range 

are marked by rapid development of the mind, brain, and body. The range differs slightly from 
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that provided by the World Health Organization (WHO) (10-19 years), because the focus of this 

study is on secondary school students in Ontario (2017). This period of development involves, 

“movement toward social and economic independence, and development of identity, the 

acquisition of skills needed to carry out adult relationships and roles, and the capacity for 

abstract reasoning” (WHO, 2017). This is also a period where more individuals who have 

struggled in academic settings throughout their childhood begin to withdraw from those 

environments more often and definitively (Flemming &Gottfried, 2001.) For these reasons, it is 

pertinent that this population is researched fully. 

Engagement 

The colloquial conception of engagement is that it is essentially the physical activity of 

completing a task. Ryan and Deci (2009) identify three areas within motivational theories of 

engagement: behavioral, cognitive, and emotional. What I term whole engagement within this 

research encompasses positive activity in all three of these areas. The wholly engaged 

adolescent would have positive feelings about completing the task, be actively thinking about 

how to best do so throughout and would employ their body to complete it. 

The extant literature sometimes conflates academic achievement and engagement, but 

I know from my own experiences that the two are distinct. It is possible to perform school 

activities without being wholly engaged and achieve very good assessments. This conflation is 

understandable because some learning can still happen in this case, and behavioral 

engagement is much easier to research than cognitive or emotional engagement. That does not 

mean, however, that cognitive or emotional engagement should be overlooked. In the interest 
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of making secondary school the best possible experience for all students, independent of 

grades, I recruited participants who self-identified as disenchanted or disengaged.  

Disengagement and Disenchantment 

With the understanding of whole engagement in mind, it becomes clear that 

disengagement comes to represent a very wide range of conditions. For the purposes of clarity, 

I will make a distinction. In conceptualizing this research, I use the term disengagement to refer 

to a withdrawal from behavioral engagement, whereas I use the term disenchantment to refer 

to emotional and/or cognitive disengagement. Students can be disenchanted, meaning they 

behaviorally engage minimally and without significant emotional or cognitive investment. Other 

individuals may be cognitively and emotionally engaged without physically participating. In my 

experience, behaviour and intellectual and emotional processes are all connected, but 

somewhat independent. I have noticed that students can learn a great deal from just watching, 

or may learn very little while doing. In an attempt to more accurately describe and define 

successful learning experiences within this research, I use disenchantment to describe a lack of 

emotional and intellectual engagement and disengagement to refer to behaviour.  

Aesthetic 

Dissanayake (1992) defines the aesthetic as “making special”: the processes that involve 

the non-utilitarian attention to elements that make something pleasurable to the senses. This 

definition is much broader than those proposed by many philosophers of art, who tend to limit 

their definitions of art to the past five centuries. Dissanayake (1992) argues that the aesthetic 

satisfies a bio-evolutionary need in human culture, making it conducive to our survival. Human 

beings have been making special for hundreds of thousands of years, so Dissanayake argues, 
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this indicates it is part of natural selection. Aesthetic activities, she posits, developed over time 

as communal, sometimes playful, often ritualistic, ways of making sense of experience and 

grappling with perennially important concerns like birth, war, and rites of passage. The 

formulation of art as individual is a new phenomenon. The socio-emotional, functional value of 

aesthetic activities and experiences throughout human history have been noted by many. 

Nietzsche’s (2000) The Birth of Tragedy is a compelling description of precisely the naturally 

selective behaviour that Dissanayake is referring to. In ancient Greece, tragedy was used to 

reinforce social mores and discourage undesirable behaviours. On one level, Oedipus cuts out 

his eyes so the audience will fear and despise all incest. Dissanayake’s (1992) formulation of the 

aesthetic as a bio-evolutionary necessity is strong foundational theory for the inclusion of 

communal aesthetics in education.  

Student Experience 

Experience is a slippery concept. Here, it refers to the subjective, lived undergoing of 

events, environments, and interactions. I have limited my interests for this study to “student” 

experience, meaning I am interested in the subjective representations of participants’ 

connection with their school(s) and learning. This delimitation is imposed with the 

understanding that human beings are wholes, whose interactions everywhere affect each 

other. That said, it is necessary and practical to ease the cognitive load on participants by 

narrowing the scope of study to their experiences on school grounds. 

Summary 
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 This research focuses on the school experiences of disenchanted and disengaged 

adolescents. It is motivated by my personal history and the desire to ensure all adolescents are 

given the best possible education.  

 In chapter 2, I review the literature surrounding disengagement, disenchantment, self-

determination theory and provide an argument supporting my assertion that aesthetic 

experience is an essential element of sustained motivation. In chapter 3 I give a description of 

my methodological framework, as well as methods such as recruitment, data collection, and 

analysis. In the following chapter I provide an overview of the results organized into themes 

and supplemented with the art participants created. A short chapter containing the results of 

my poetic inquiry follows. Chapter 5 contains a discussion of how the results and the literature 

are connected, and my personal learning and professional recommendations. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

Introduction 

When I think back to my high school days, I empathize with my teachers, and those of 

sister. We were both very hard to handle, especially if we did not enjoy the subject. For my 

sister, dropping out was a spiral process of withdrawal, reengagement, frustration and further 

withdrawal. She was 15 years old the summer we moved to Quebec. For a teenage girl with 

social deficits, anger problems, and an identified exceptionality, you can imagine how difficult 

and frightening that was, especially considering the significant cultural differences and linguistic 

expectations. She did thoroughly enjoy her art teacher’s class, and he would teach and inspire 

me as well, a few years later. She created tentative friendships with some students, but those 

disintegrated when rezoning meant she had to move schools again. My mother received brief 

attention from the media because she had four children in four different schools. She fought 

very hard to prevent my sister from having to adjust to another major change, but to no avail. 

At her new school she was a pariah and when she was 17 years old, she stopped attending her 

Grade 9 and 10 level courses.  

For me, disenchantment was the result of moving schools at a key moment—the end of 

Grade 10. The schedule was much simpler in Ontario most academic courses slower-paced than 

I was accustomed to and there was “MSIP” (study hall). I was obligated to take Careers and 

Civics with Grade 9 students and attend a literacy exam prep course despite having achieved a 

high grade in Grade 10 English at my old school. We did the same Shakespeare play in English as 

I had done the year before. These factors combined convinced me that staff and administration 

assumed I was stupid, or worse, did not care that my time was being wasted and I was learning 
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next to nothing. I began to think of school as a boring game that I could win without trying. 

When the opportunity arose, I drank alcohol and took drugs, at the time thinking it would cure 

my boredom.  

I wonder, what could my sister and I have been provided with to ensure our educational 

experiences were meaningful to us? How does our story connect with the research on 

disengagement and disenchantment? What factors lead to these phenomena? How can 

educators help mitigate these factors? Researchers have done extensive work on theories of 

motivation and engagement. In this literature review, I describe the terms disengagement and 

disenchantment in detail, then I explore Deci and Ryan’s (1987) basic psychological needs—

autonomy, competence, and relatedness—as a means of supporting adolescent motivation. I 

then propose a fourth essential psychological need for whole engagement: aesthetic 

experience, and support the legitimacy of this hypothesis using various studies of art-based 

interventions and programs. 

Disengagement 

The terminology for students who are not successful at school has gone through an 

evolution. For decades adolescents who did not graduate were termed “drop outs.” This phrase 

has been retired primarily because it does not acknowledge the roles that schools, 

communities, cultures and environments play in why a student may be unsuccessful. 

Assessment biases, inappropriate curriculum, and punitive measures like suspension (Losen, 

2011) all play a role in students disengaging, but the term “drop out” does not connote these 

influences. The term drop out tends to be associated with blaming the student. A similar shift 

took place with the term “at-risk”—it has been replaced by at-promise by those who choose to 
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focus on what is positive in young people’s lives, construct more meaningful relationships, and 

dismantle harmful labels (Blue Swadener, 2000). This shift is in part due to researchers carefully 

examining the notions associated with these terms. For example, Barone (1989) used a single 

case to explore how adults in education can jump to unfair conclusions about unsuccessful 

students. Kagan (1990) designed a research model to study how schools alienated low 

achieving students. This model was used to analyze previous ethnographic research and 

resulted in identifying key variables in students’ subjective experiences, including differential 

treatment by teachers, differential student cognition and mediation, and differential peer 

interactions. 

I choose to use the terms disengaged and disenchanted because I do not wish to use 

language to erase the fact that there is a problem. While I certainly do not want to place blame, 

I also do not want to sugar coat what is happening. That defeats the purpose. Some students 

become disenchanted with school while others become definitively disengaged over time. 

Students who fully disengage from school are more likely to live in poverty, engage in crime, 

have poorer health and are less likely to vote (Rumberger, 2011). Educators need to address 

this issue and create schools that benefit everyone.  Acknowledging the shift in language and its 

social and political causes, I will still discuss research on “drop outs” and “at-risk” adolescents, 

because while the language is now understood as flawed, some of the lessons from the 

research can still be valuable. For example, different studies produce different results based on 

definitions of “drop out” and “at-risk” (Rumberger, 2011). Reviewing the literature on the 

subject then requires close attention to recruitment processes. 
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There are many factors which potentially lead to disengagement, including but not 

limited to general deviance, low school bonding, sexual involvement, parents’ lack of education 

or engagement, ethnicity, low socio-economic status (SES), resources, demographics, and 

student mobility (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000; Rumberger, 2011). All of these factors affect 

students’ motivation to engage in school. Motivation is a key issue for all drop outs, no matter 

their various combinations of affiliations with the many predictors. While experiences, 

environments and epigenetics can vary widely for adolescents who disengage, motivation is a 

common variable in the process for all adolescents. While testing a motivational model of high 

school drop out, three Canadian researchers, Vallerand, Guay and Fortier (1997) found that 

drop outs have consistently lower intrinsic motivation toward school activities. The researchers 

also found drop outs “perceived themselves as being less competent and autonomous at school 

activities” (Vallerand, Guay, Fortier, 1997, p. 1169). The link between intrinsic motivation and 

academic achievement has also been made by Froiland and Oros (2014) in a longitudinal study 

of adolescent reading achievement. These findings indicate that motivation is central to 

understanding student success. Exploring student experiences has the potential to provide 

insight into how the process of declining intrinsic motivation differs between individuals. 

Drop out is a complex process, resulting from environmental, personal, and relational 

factors that interplay in an individual’s life. The research surrounding it is also complex. 

Different studies produce different results based on definitions (Rumberger, 2011). Battin-

Pearson et al. (2000) tested five theories of early (before or in Grade 10) drop out. They used 

latent variable structural equation modelling to test whether poor academic achievement 

mediates the effects of several indicators of risk, such as low parental educational expectation 
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and low school bonding. General deviance, bonding to antisocial peers, and low SES were found 

to correlate significantly and directly with drop out. The highest correlate to drop out was poor 

academic performance. All other factors were found to be mediated by poor academic 

performance.  

The research of Battin-Pearson et al. (2000) indicates that academic performance is a 

crucial factor for student success. Several researchers have discussed how academic 

performance is a strong indicator of school completion (Alivernini & Lucidi, 2011; Christenson & 

Thurlow, 2004). What determines academic performance? How essential is motivation? 

Educators can, theoretically, reduce disengagement significantly by improving the educational 

experience. Teachers can strive to ensure students who experience non-nurturing social and 

economic environments outside of school do not have to experience these injustices being 

echoed in the classroom. The purpose of this study is to provide insight into how contemporary 

students have become disengaged and disenchanted to ideally help educators understand how 

they can improve the educational experience for students, enhance their academic 

performance, and so keep them engaged.  

Disenchantment 

 Disenchantment is a term I use to identify a group of students I encountered in 

experience but did not see represented in the literature. My experience in high school, as well 

as students that have been in my classroom, have prompted this identifier. Disenchanted 

adolescents are behaviorally engaged but lack emotional or intellectual engagement. A gifted 

student who is rarely challenged and so does the bare minimum and uses class time to pursue 

other interests is one example. An emotionally intelligent student who longs to feel passionate 
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but cannot choose their preferred area of study might be another. In the motivation literature, 

there are two main types of engagement, intrinsic and extrinsic. Extrinsic motivation means the 

actor sees the rewards for performing a task as outside the task itself. Intrinsic motivation 

means the actor is moved to do something for rewards internal to the task itself. In other 

words, intrinsically motivated people see the rewards inherent in the work (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 

Disenchanted students, in my experience, are often only extrinsically motivated by school.  

 Some external motivations, such as positive verbal feedback, are healthy; they indicate 

the environment is conducive to learning (Deci & Ryan 2008, Vallerand 2012). For the 

disenchanted student, however, external motivations may be the only motivations they 

experience. Without intrinsic motivators, disenchanted students will lack an internal drive to 

complete academic tasks; they will likely be doing school work for the primary purpose of 

avoiding conflict. Upon regularly encountering students who perform academic tasks to an 

acceptable standard but are not experiencing their education as meaningful or enriching, I 

began using this term. These students are not what I would term wholly engaged; their 

motivation is not a sustainable combination of intrinsic and extrinsic. Possibly, they view all 

external motivations as forms of control, and consequently their need for autonomy is 

thwarted (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Students’ intrinsic motivation and engagement generally tends 

to decrease as students age, beginning in early puberty (Gottfried, Flemming &Gottfried, 2001, 

Whitlock, 2006, Harter, 1981). That is why it is especially important to study the motivation of 

adolescents: to understand what schools and educators might be able to do to help students 

experience intrinsic motivation at school.  
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 My searches for literature directly about disenchanted students revealed the work of 

Samier (2018), who has addressed the shifts in culture in North America that have had a 

profound influence on the common ethos. He remarks that digitalization and globalization have 

led to a narcissistic disenchantment. Standish (2016) has addressed the philosophical literature 

surrounding autonomy, reason, initiation and transformation, confirming the need for youth to 

desire to express themselves. These works are not education focused but describe 

disenchantment from wider cultural and philosophical perspectives. 

Research has been done about drop out as a process which speaks to some aspects of 

disenchantment (Lessard et al. 2007), such as feeling invisible, problematic relationships with 

teachers, and peer rejection. The study revealed how adolescents go through a process with 

various incidents and influences either keeping them in school or causing them to turn away. 

Disenchantment may be a useful identifier for students who are vulnerable to negative 

influences or events, but the research by Lessard and colleagues is limited to adolescents who 

did drop out. I use the term “disenchanted” to describe adolescents who often persevere 

despite their lack of intrinsic motivation. More research is needed that addresses the 

experiences of those who struggled but did not leave school early.  

 Psychological studies done outside the school context shed light on disenchantment. 

One study in Calgary used qualitative methods to discover that girls aged 13-14 with conduct 

problems had trouble regulating negative emotions, and expressing those emotions with their 

fathers (Kostiuk, L. M., & Fouts, G. T. 2002). An awareness of how disenchantment manifests 

and is influenced by the complex intersections of identity, such as gender, culture and family 

structure, could inform how disenchanted adolescents are supported. In my opinion, this 
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finding also indicates offering adolescents different modes for expressing their negative feelings 

may be beneficial. 

 I found one study that can speak directly to elements of disenchantment of adolescents. 

Wu (2012) discusses disenchantment with mandatory basic education in rural western China, 

using an ethnographic framework to discover the lack of resources and other factors that led to 

the high drop-out rate in two remote villages. It was commonly understood that the time and 

money spent on education would not to lead to more economic opportunity, so while 

education was valued, completing it was not enforced by parents or community. Ambivalence 

was a prominent theme; community members often chose generating income over education, 

but they did not enjoy making that choice. This study highlights how low SES and rural 

environment interact with academic attainment. It also highlights how potential future income 

and the financial security education may or may not provide can impact motivation.  

Taken together, these studies inform an understanding that disenchantment needs 

further exploration. Questions about the prevalence, predictive factors and impacts of 

disenchantment need to be investigated, as well as how students experiencing disenchantment 

can be supported.   

Self-Determination 

 Self-Determination Theory (SDT) (Deci & Ryan 1987) is a useful framework for 

considering the experiences of disengaged and disenchanted adolescents because it has been 

widely studied and shown to have substantial, although not universal, cross cultural 

applications (Areepattamannil, Freeman, & Klinger, 2011), which is increasingly important as 

Canada accepts more refugees and immigrants. Self-determination theory posits that in order 
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to be motivated, a person’s three basic psychological needs must be met: relatedness, 

autonomy and competence. In the following sections I will consider those essential needs in 

relation to literature that has examined student disengagement. 

Relatedness  

Meaningful relationships are essential for learning (Zaff et al., 2016). It is noteworthy 

that general deviance and bonding to anti-social peers were found to correlate directly to drop 

out (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000). Students need positive relationships with adults, peers and 

family as well as the wider community. Positive relationships with parents and teachers 

promote graduation (Zaff et al., 2016). In one Ontario study, researchers found that school 

disconnectedness was correlated to poorer health as well as poor academic performance 

(Faulkner, Adlaf, Irving, Allison, & Dwyer, 2009). Jurkowski and Hänze (2016) found that social 

skills including relating to peers and social assertiveness were correlated to better performance 

on in-class tests and oral participation grades, respectively, for German Grade 9 participants. 

This correlation verifies that relatedness is an important factor in academic performance, and 

this study will examine the connection between relatedness and motivation. 

 One noteworthy American report, The Silent Epidemic (2005), recommends ensuring 

students have at least one strong relationship with a caring adult at school, citing that few drop 

outs reported having one during high school. Of the drop outs the researchers interviewed, 

seven out of ten “favored more parental involvement” (Bridgeland, DiLulio, & Morison, 2005, p. 

7). Forty-two percent of the drop outs they interviewed reported spending time with others 

who were not interested in school. These findings indicate that to prevent disengagement, 

positive relationships need to be fostered with adults at school, between students, and parent-
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school communication needs to be improved. Support for relatedness encompasses teaching 

the skills required to make all these relationships healthy.  It also requires providing events 

where healthy relationships are fostered more easily through shared activity, like sports, 

games, and community arts. This has been incorporated into policy by the Ontario Ministry of 

Education, which includes Home School and Community Partnerships as a component of the 

School Effectiveness Framework (2013). 

Autonomy 

 Autonomy is complementary to relatedness in many ways. If people need to feel 

connected to others in a positive, meaningful way to be motivated, they also need to feel 

capable of achieving things themselves. Adolescents need to feel relatively independent and 

free of external controls. One factor that promotes high school graduation is having an internal 

locus of control (Zaff et al. 2016). This means the individual holds the opinion that they are the 

one who controls their academic performance, as opposed to it simply being dependent on the 

teacher’s assumptions or other circumstances.  

Another way of thinking about internal/external locus of control is Dweck’s concept of 

fixed and growth mindsets (2008), which has been widely popularized in recent years. Growth 

mindset is an indication of a strong sense of autonomy, something students need to be 

academically successful. Growth mindset identifies an attitude towards the world and self that 

is characterized by a belief that change is possible, and challenges and failures are a chance for 

the self to grow and change. Some researchers have found that autonomy supportive teachers 

are a mediating factor for the decrease in motivation that tends to happen with early 

adolescence (Gillet, Vallerand, & Lafreniere, 2012).  Supporting autonomy, then, becomes 
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essential for motivation, which leads to engagement and hence better academic achievement, 

the most significant indicator of risk for drop out (Battin-Pearson et. al., 2000).  

How can autonomy be supported? According to Eccles et al. (1993) adolescence is a 

time when autonomy gains greater importance for development, and participation in decision 

making both at school and at home can support this increasingly important need, contributing 

to better well-being. A perceived lack of autonomy correlates to general deviance, one of the 

predictors of drop out that is not only significant, but unmediated by academic success (Battin-

Pearson et al., 2000). General deviance should be considered cautiously, because its definitions 

vary widely, and may be predicated on culturally specific moral codes. It includes everything 

from law-breaking to teen pregnancy in some models (Rumberger, 2011). 

Reeve, Bolt and Cai’s (1999) research indicates how autonomy can be supported. They 

found that student motivation depends on the teacher’s motivating style. They used three 

studies to suggest, based on correlations, what teacher behaviors are autonomy supportive. 

They found that empathetic statements and time asking questions, among other behaviors, 

support student autonomy during instruction and application. Supporting autonomy 

encourages academic motivation, but it also benefits self-confidence. For students who 

experience indicators that they are “not good/smart enough” like poor marks and frequent 

discipline, supporting autonomy can be an essential component for their success. 

Competence 

 Autonomy and competence are closely linked. Autonomy has to do with feeling in 

control of what and how you do, and competence is feeling capable of doing those things well.  
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Educators have been put between a rock and a hard place. Failing students increases 

their risk of dropping out. Yet passing students who are not achieving at grade level exposes 

them to the risk of not receiving the proper level of instruction.  In the 2016-2017 school year, 

19% of all test takers did not pass the Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test (OSSLT) (EQAO, 

2017). This statistic suggests there are students who are led to feel incompetent because they 

are given tasks, like the OSSLT, which they cannot adequately complete. While adult stake 

holders can maintain the distance required to see this as a reflection of the flaws in the system, 

students who are handed the document that tells them they were unsuccessful do not often 

take this broad view. Their reaction will depend highly on their mindset. This routine failure is 

one of the ubiquitous reasons why disengaged youth need special support for competence; it is 

not guaranteed they are receiving it adequately in school.  

Low SES correlates directly with drop out rates (Battin-Pearson et al. 2000). Public 

secondary education is free in Ontario. So why are SES and drop out correlated? Poverty leads 

to feelings of incompetence (DeRidder, 1997). Children and adolescents internalize their status, 

generating negative beliefs about their competence, or low self-efficacy, which partially 

mediates their academic performance (Wiederkehr, Darnon, Chazal, Guimond, & Martinot, 

2015), and directly affects their likelihood of disengaging. These students need support for their 

self-efficacy in order to overcome this barrier to success. In other words, many disengaged 

youths need extra help to believe that they can graduate, before they can consider whether or 

not they should. 

A Fourth Basic Need and Motivator: Aesthetic Experience 
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Dewey (2005) is the author of seminal work on aesthetic experience and education, and 

thoroughly describes the feelings associated with it. He also describes in great detail what he 

calls the act of expression, also known as productive arts experiences, which come from 

impulsion. Dissanayake (1992) holds that art-making and artistic experiences are a bio-

evolutionary need, present long before the proliferation of cultures. Dissanayake (1992) defines 

the aesthetic as “making special”: the processes that involve the non-utilitarian attention to 

elements that make something pleasurable to the senses. Dissanayake offers compelling 

arguments and evidence for why we should consider the aesthetic as primal, similar to seeking 

food or mating. It is an ancient practice. From this perspective, the need for aesthetic 

experience is as essential as the needs outlined in SDT. Aesthetic experience is to fully feel the 

meaning, beauty and connectedness of an experience. I propose that aesthetic experiences, as 

might occur in the creating or appreciating of a work of art, are a necessary component for 

supporting sustained motivation and holistic engagement.  

I propose that Flow theory (Csikszentmihalyi 2014) can serve as a valuable 

complementary theory to SDT theory (Deci & Ryan 1987). Flow theory has traction because it 

explains aspects of experience that SDT cannot—those moments when we lose the self. SDT is 

exceptionally good at explaining the majority of experiences of motivation, yet it falls short for 

those “making special” moments (Dissanayake, 1992) when we are one with something bigger, 

for example, when artists and poets describe being inspired by the muses (Ghiselin, 1997). I 

argue those moments are an essential part of maintaining motivation. If students can associate 

their educational experiences with both motivation for their self, and for that something bigger, 

they may have greater potential to be successful. The section that follows describes some of 
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the evidence that supports the notion that aesthetic experience can improve motivation 

generally via general psychological functioning. 

Benefits of Arts Involvement 

A modern interpretation of aesthetic education will be helpful to review here. According 

to Anderson (2016), “aesthetic education [is] a basic mode of intelligence enhanced and 

developed through the symbolic forms of the arts” (p. 4), enriched by the ability of the teacher 

to notice both aesthetic opportunities and students’ reactions. While aesthetic experiences are 

internal, there are some recognizable elements, discussed at length by prolific theorists and 

critics (Dewey, 1934, Dissanayake, 1992, Greene, 2007), such as pattern, unity, expressive 

significance, intensely sensorial, and recognition of the universal. Many discussions provide 

common elements that instigate aesthetic experiences, and Steven Elliot (2004) provides a 

descriptive list, organized into perceptual, conceptual and cultural qualities.  

Wong (2007) asserts that “the non-rational, receptive processes of undergoing” (p. 192) 

are part of meaningful learning experiences, in opposition to the tradition of viewing the good 

student as active, self-controlled and rational. I would use this to describe aesthetic 

experience—one is swept away by the art—elevated to a more spiritual realm of the symbiotic, 

symbolic, and synchronistic. Aesthetic experience is to fully feel the meaning, beauty and 

connectedness of the art being made or appreciated. Ken Robinson (2010) describes it thus: 

“aesthetic experience is one in which your senses are operating at their peak. When you are 

present in the current moment, when you are resonating in the excitement of this thing you are 

experiencing, when you are fully alive” (p. 13). 
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Aesthetic experience shares elements of Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow (2014), such 

as a merging of action and awareness and an altered sense of time, but not the same 

relationship with control. Flow includes feelings of mastery, the actor perceives themselves to 

have control over their surroundings, especially those related to the activity (Csikszentmihalyi, 

2014, p. 231). Dissanayake (1992) discusses how aesthetic actions are often in response to 

acknowledging a lack of control, providing the story of the orchestra that played as the Titanic 

sank as an example (p. 78). People often turn to the arts to help them cope, both creation and 

appreciation. Aesthetic experience, which can combine both active and passive behavior, 

performs valuable psychological functions, instilling catharsis (Nietzsche 2000) and feelings of 

spiritual or universal connection. I supplement this description of aesthetic experience with a 

poem: 

Click 
The magic of that line- 

drawn in crayon- 
calms and excites: 

renders everything else 
meaningless and infinitely consequential. 

Up I go 
in a swift motion- 

to float there, 
high, 

where meaning and representation 
are transcendental. 

Only to drift back down, 
gently, rhythmically, 

like a fat, fluffy feather 
in a barn stall full 
of day old chicks; 

a soft yellow glow, 
sleepily chirping. 
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I propose that aesthetic experience, which is often precipitated by experiences in the 

arts, may serve as a basic psychological need. Perhaps some students require some spiritual 

need to be met in order to stay wholly motivated. In an action research study, Baumann (2006) 

inquired whether learning a creative skill in studio art class improved intrinsic motivation. She 

studied the work and anonymous questionnaire responses from 21 public school students in 

North Carolina, the majority of whom were from low socio-economic backgrounds. She 

suggests, based on her findings from student work and reflections, that the development of 

skills in visual art leads to increases in intrinsic motivation for secondary students. This study 

therefore indicates that there is academic value in asking students to produce artwork due to 

its ability to engender intrinsic motivation in school. 

 Heid (2005) suggests that aesthetic experience elevates our cognitive functioning, that 

learning is bodily, and our attunement to our senses in an aesthetic moment leads to deeper 

knowledge. Heid (2005) recommends that teachers encourage students to attend closely to 

their senses to encourage aesthetic experience. This phenomenon of elevated learning is 

connected with how memory works; we remember intense experiences longer and more 

clearly, and aesthetic experience is intense. In a study done with several Finnish Grade 9 

students, Finnis (2012) found that their experiences of producing art were stronger than 

receptive experiences. He also found there was a higher correlation to improvement with self-

esteem in productive activities. I suggest that some of the benefits which I will discuss here are 

from the aesthetic experiences that making art engender.  

Several studies outline the psychological benefits of doing visual arts. O’Brien (2004), in 

a study entitled Risky Business, conducted a “three-year cross-disciplinary investigation into the 
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use of creative arts as an intervention for young people in urban and rural Victoria” (p. 75). The 

Australian study spans five projects that used film, dance, painting, and theatre as arts 

interventions. An increase in self-esteem for the participants was reported in this multiple case 

study of at-risk youth doing community arts work (O’Brien, 2004). 

In a review of the extant research, Van Lith, Fenner, and Schofield (2013), demonstrate 

that the current evidence base shows art making benefits adults with mental health issues both 

psychologically and socially. The areas that showed the most improvement were “self-

discovery, self-expression, relationships and social identity” (Fenner et al., 2013, p. 1309). This 

study connects art-making and psychosocial improvement. Considering the review concerns 

adults, it is difficult to apply these findings directly to youth, but it is probable that adolescents, 

who are in the midst of defining their new identities as autonomous people, may reap similar 

benefits.  

Coholic (2011) explored whether combining arts-based and mindfulness-based group 

therapy is suitable for children aged eight to fifteen. The three-year qualitative study conducted 

in Sudbury, Ontario involved participants referred from the Children’s Aid Society in small group 

therapy sessions which utilized arts-based methods to teach mindfulness. The study judged the 

program to be suitable for at-risk youth. It found that “children/parents reported changes that 

could be connected with growth in self-esteem and self-awareness, and feeling more confident 

and/or greater comfort with oneself” (Coholic, 2011, p. 311). This study makes a strong case for 

visual arts as a meaningful, useful tool to use with disengaged youth in order to improve their 

psychosocial functioning.  
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Avarett and her colleagues (2015) conducted a mixed method study evaluating the 

Youth Public Arts Program. The researchers employed the use of four focus groups and 

telephone surveys with the program’s stakeholders. There were 38 participants, a large sample 

for a qualitative study. The researchers also collected data from multiple perspectives, adding 

to the reliability of the results. They suggest that the visual arts program improved the 

confidence and self-regulation of the at-risk North Carolina adolescent participants, who were 

referred by school counselors and other mental health professionals. This study demonstrates 

that community art has the ability to improve the intrapersonal skills of at-risk youth, thus 

supporting not only their need for aesthetic experience, but also for relatedness.  

A longitudinal study of an arts program with youth from low-income communities 

across Canada found “a significant reduction in emotional problems for the intervention group” 

(Ellenbogen et al., 2006, p. 186). Matched groups were selected from five locations of a 

community-based youth arts program implemented over three years. The researchers found 

statistically significant improvements in both social skills development and self-esteem, 

suggesting that visual art making can mitigate the negative emotional effects of living in a low 

SES environment, one of the directly correlated factors that predict drop out.  

Summary 

Together, these studies support the notion that the arts, especially when done in a 

community setting, benefit the functioning of youth both inter- and intra-personally. I suggest 

further research is required to explore the possibility that aesthetic experiences nourish 

academic motivation, but the extant literature, including work by Csikszentmihalyi (2014) and 

Dissanayake, indicates this is a reasonable hypothesis. There is a lot more work to be done to 
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discover how to wholly engage every disenchanted and disengaged adolescent, and even more 

to prevent disengagement and disenchantment. The extant literature surrounding the four 

basic psychological needs (autonomy, relatedness, competence, and aesthetic experience) and 

disengaged adolescents provides a solid base from which to work. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This chapter outlines my philosophical viewpoint, the implications for methods, and the 

particular procedures of this research. I begin by discussing the use of case study and poetic 

inquiry methods, and then describe procedures for recruitment, data collection, and analysis.  

I align myself with social constructivism. Constructivism, according to Perkins (1999), 

means learners are active and knowledge is social and created. What we believe is dependent 

on our social environment, and the interactions between the ‘self’ and that environment. Based 

on this conception of knowledge, I believe it is useful to explore issues in education 

qualitatively, acknowledging and even celebrating the subjectivity and diversity of experience. 

Case Study 

Education is a complex process involving many actors and influences, and what causes a 

student to become disengaged or disenchanted, and how they respond to this process, is 

complex and varied. Yin (2009) describes case study as a research method that is appropriate 

“especially when the boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not clearly 

evident” (p. 18). Other types of research can isolate parts of experience in order to study 

specific relationships between phenomena. While I am interested in disengagement and 

disenchantment as phenomena, I am profoundly more interested in the people who experience 

these phenomena. People are constantly interacting with their environment, and the other 

actors in that environment, so a study of a group of people experiencing specific phenomena 

will require close attention to context. My central research question, “How do disengaged and 

disenchanted adolescents experience school?” is well suited to be answered with a case study 
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because the method leaves open the possibility for considerations not yet present in the 

literature and allows the researcher to focus on both the people and their context. 

I am doing an exploratory and descriptive case study. It is exploratory, because I am a 

new researcher, and wish to broadly investigate disengagement and disenchantment, as a 

foundation for future research. The research is descriptive because I intend to offer a thorough 

account of how these phenomena have been experienced by students, with the intention of 

providing researchers and educators with the opportunity to broaden their understanding of 

the phenomena and generalize as they see fit.  

The phenomena I wish to study are disengagement and disenchantment during 

adolescence. The case I am using to examine these phenomena is a group of five adolescents 

who met weekly with the facilitation of an education and engagement focused organization. 

Case studies often use multiple forms of data collection to ensure the case is considered from 

multiple perspectives, improving accuracy and reliability (Pearson, Albon & Hubble, 2015). I 

used interviews, observations, communal and individual art elicitation to give participants 

multiple and varied opportunities to express their experiences. These methods are consistent 

with my philosophy, and well suited to examining the role of disengagement and 

disenchantment in the participants’ lived experiences.  

Poetic Inquiry 

 Poetic inquiry has emerged as a method in social science research as shifts within the 

qualitative paradigm have led researchers to “call attention to the artificiality of binary 

categories like the rational-emotional split which has dominated knowledge production” 

(Leavy, 2009 p. 65). Poetry in social science research seeks to undermine this false binary by 



DISENCHANTED AND DISENGAGED ADOLESCENTS 

30 
 

using the capacity of poetry for emotional evocation to enhance human connection and hence 

understanding. This type of research is particularly suited to “accessing subjugated knowledge,” 

along with identity construction and auto-ethnographic work because there is meaning in the 

spaces or silences (Leavy, 2009, p. 74). These weighted silences help us access the underlying 

social realities that are removed from traditional scientific writing. By giving the silences 

meaning, poetry makes a connection to the subjugated. I used poetic inquiry for two reasons: 

because it was well suited to the research goal of exploring the perspectives of disenchanted 

and disengaged adolescents, and because poetry as a depictive tool is conducive to quality 

representation due to its aesthetic power. 

My use of poetry in this research is a political choice; it allows disenfranchised voices 

another way of being heard, one which tries to honor the cadences and tones of the research 

participants, not just the subject matter of their speech, which thematic analysis traditionally 

provides. According to Leavy, poetry uses an attention to space that is weighted and silences 

that have a presence, which allow us access to the subtext of experience (2009); this ability to 

attach meaning to silence draws attention to the institutional forces which work on us as 

individuals. Norman also discusses how the spaces in poetry are “even more open” (2009, p. 4) 

than in prose, leaving a lot of room for the reader’s interpretation and personalized meaning-

making, which is congruent with the constructivist, qualitative paradigm I am working within. In 

an article entitled “Only Through Poetry” Norman (2009) endorses poetry in inquiry research 

and offers another advantage of this type of expression: it is more kinesthetic than prose 

because it is so strongly connected to rhythm and breath.  My use of poetic inquiry has two 

advantages; it strengthens the representation of the research by offering an aesthetic way for 
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the researcher and reader to connect with the data, and it allows for a close examination of 

lived experience.  

Poetry can combine the macro and the micro to call attention to social justice. It can 

reveal how institutional forces, social assumptions and broad understandings function to and 

with the individual to create or endorse social injustice, all in an aesthetically minded manner, 

creating a singular combination of empathy and social criticism. Leggo (2008) states that poetry 

is “a way of examining lived experiences by attending to issues of identity, relationship, and 

community” (p. 171). This indicates it is a powerful tool when working with a case study, where 

information about a community is gathered with as much detail as possible. Prendergast states 

that “The potential power of poetic inquiry is to do as poetry does, that is to synthesize 

experience in a direct and affective way” (2009, p. xxi). This is an apt method, then, for 

exploring and representing the experiences of disengaged adolescents in school. 

Poetry is a perfect fit for this research. Poetic analysis can honor participant voices (not 

just the content of their speech) and can inscribe social understanding in its attention to space, 

and silence.  

According to Leggo (2008), “[p]oetry invites . . . aesthetic responses” (p. 167). It would 

be contradictory to consider aesthetic experience as an essential motivator for learning, and 

not include it in research representation. Poetic inquiry is carried out differently in different 

research, for example, Prendergast and Leggo (2007) use it to form an essay in verse, with 

questions and multiple answers in “Interlude: Astonishing wonder: Spirituality and poetry in 

educational research.” In this study, poetic inquiry was used as an alternative way of 
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representing the data and a tool for reflection and analysis rather than the sole form of 

knowledge construction. 

Poetry is beneficial both for representation and inquiry purposes. It teaches the 

researcher during the writing process by requiring a synthesis and arrangement of ideas, and it 

teaches the reader through aesthetic experience. Poetic inquiry utilizes the power of poetic 

language, which “reminds us of how rhythmic attention brings us into the moment, so we can 

see more clearly where we are and what lies before us before we go soaring off into 

abstractions” (Luce-Kapler, 2003, p. 91). The rhythm of poetry grounds the research.  

As Richardson so aptly puts it, “We no longer need to give up our humanity for the 

illusion of objective knowledge” (1997, p. 16). My poetry is part of my humanity. It is an 

essential mode of understanding, expressing, and a place for dwelling in possibility (Dickinson, 

1999). To inquire poetically is “to attune our senses to this world” (Wiebe, 2015, p. 153). Like 

Luce-Kapler, “my experience as a writer, as a poet, cannot be banished from this research” 

(2004, p. 69). Poetic inquiry is another way to build connections to and through the data, 

ultimately so both the researcher and the reader can better understand the research 

participants’ experiences of disenchantment and disengagement with school.  

Poetry is used sparingly in the first four chapters, to illuminate topics that are 

emotionally charged. After a fourth chapter that represents the data by theme, I use poetry to 

represent some ideas and emotions that were relevant to the study, but did not easily fit into 

the themes, or that could be more effectively communicated through poetry. 

Methods 

Recruitment 
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 I began recruitment by approaching several organizations that provide services to 

possibly disenchanted and disengaged youth, including public school boards and an 

organization which offers prevention and intervention services for youth involved in crime. 

After struggling to retain participants locally, a professor suggested an established youth group 

specializing in youth engagement in a large Canadian city. I visited the group once weekly for 6 

weeks, conducting the study with volunteer participants from the youth group. On my first visit, 

I explained to the whole youth group that I was studying disengagement and disenchantment 

with school. I asked anyone who self-identified as either disengaged or disenchanted and was 

comfortable with creating art as part of the process, to follow me to a separate room. Once 

there, I provided and explained the Letter of Information and Consent forms to seven 

adolescents.  Another youth joined the study at the second session, after his friend 

recommended he join. He was given the appropriate forms and the same explanation then. The 

adolescents were between the ages of 16 and 18 years old, the majority were finishing their 

final year of secondary school. I did not analyse the data of participants who did not participate 

in final interviews, or all of the art-sessions, with the exception of the participant mentioned 

above, who participated fully in the rest of the study. 

Data Collection 

I used art to elicit more, and varied, expressions of schooling experiences, than would 

have been accessible only by traditional interviewing. Inviting participants to respond to 

research questions through art creation can enable researchers to gain richer understandings of 

participant perceptions than traditional interviews (Knowles & Thomas, 2002). Employing this 

participatory arts-based method (Leavy, 2009) can have the benefit of enabling participants, 
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through art, to reveal what verbal communication may not (Hershorn, 2005). I was interested in 

participants’ experiences any time they are on school grounds—from the hallway, to the 

classroom, to parent-teacher meetings. Using art as an elicitation device is useful for fostering 

richer communication than traditional interviews. According to Blumefield-Jones (2002), the 

interpretive nature of art renders multiple understandings, which can be explored by 

researchers. One example might be a contrast between a participant’s account of their artwork 

and what it signifies to me. This contrast had the potential to open up connections between 

what is artistically represented and said that I would not have discovered in a traditional 

interview setting.  

The adolescents were invited to partake in four sessions of visual art creation, 

culminating in a final communal project. These sessions were inspired by Pinar’s (1975) Currere 

method. This method involves reflecting on past experiences, and ideas about the future, and 

analyzing how they are integrated in the present. It is regressive, progressive, and analytic 

(Pinar, 1975). This method can be very complex, however, and was simplified for the adolescent 

participants, and conducted over four art making sessions. Each session consisted of brief 

instruction on an artistic principle (e.g.: balance, unity, emphasis) and the image of their 

conception of school (past, future, present, and imagined). These sessions occurred in the 

evening, once a week, prior to dinner, which the organization provided.  

The first session consisted of an explicit and detailed explanation of the letter of 

information and the consent form, with special emphasis on confidentiality. I then briefly 

instructed participants on the artistic element of balance by discussing general layout. Some 

works of art were used to demonstrate how most works can be divided into nine sections, and 
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these sections are used either to create depth (foreground, middle ground, background) or to 

ensure visual balance of colour, shape, line etc. Then students were presented with various 

materials: paint, magazines for clipping, pencils, glue, and pastels. They each received good 

quality paper and printer paper for rough work. Participants were then asked to create an 

artwork that represented something they will never forget from school. The rest of the time, 

approximately forty-five minutes, was left for them to create their artwork, with guidance 

provided as requested by the participants. I audio-recorded each session, and audio-recorded 

field notes during my commute after each session. I listened to the recording of each art 

session before the next session, to improve my data collection techniques and create reflective 

notes.  

The following session ran in a similar way, beginning with brief instruction on the 

principle of unity and a prompt to create an artwork that represents their conception of their 

future in school. The third session consisted of brief instruction on emphasis, and the 

opportunity to create an artwork representing how their past and future are synthesized in 

their present. Several participants needed more than the allotted 45 minutes to complete their 

artworks and were given leeway to work on whichever artwork suited them. I also provided a 

fourth session, with no instruction, so that participants had time to complete their artworks to 

their satisfaction. The final session began with a circle where participants shared what they felt 

comfortable with, many displaying their artworks. This discussion was followed by an 

explanation that participants were to collaborate to create a final piece prompted by an 

“imagined” school. Participants were asked to synthesize their conceptions of school and come 

to a consensus on an ideal school. The participants were all given the opportunity to discuss 
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what their ideal school would entail. Participants were then given the remaining time to create 

the artwork.  

Plans for display of the final, communal piece were discussed after its creation in 

individual interviews, conducted in private during the youth group the following week. All the 

participants and the organizers were comfortable, so the artwork remained on display in the 

organization’s kitchen. I photographed or scanned the individual artworks between each 

session and photographed the communal piece at the youth group immediately after it was 

completed.  

On the evening of the interviews, participants were offered their individual artworks to 

take home, and many did. The interviews were semi-structured, with questions centered on 

their past experiences, thoughts on the present and future, the constructs from self-

determination theory, and aesthetic experience. For example, I asked each participant if they 

felt supported by the people at school. I prompted participants to offer any final comments, or 

ask any final questions, and assured them that I would be available in the future months, 

should something occur to them.  

I completely transcribed the individual interviews, and selectively transcribed the 

communal art making sessions, focusing on participants’ comments about school, their 

experiences and relationships, and disregarding discussions about colour mixing, finding 

materials and other technical art-making related comments. These transcriptions, my reflective 

notes, and the images of participants artworks constituted my data. Sample interview questions 

appear in the appendix. 

Analysis 
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Eight individuals attended at least one session, but I limited my analysis to the five youth 

who participated most consistently and actively. I began the coding process by using prefigured 

coding (Creswell, 2007), focusing on how the elements of my theoretical framework presented 

in the data. This strategy was soon abandoned for open coding that allowed me to more 

genuinely represent the data. The prefigured codes, drawn from my theoretical framework, did 

not allow me to group parts of the data that clearly belonged together, and left some important 

concepts unrepresented. So instead I coded according to emergent patterns in the data. After 

coding the transcripts, I developed four themes by sorting, collapsing and grouping codes 

together in a large table. These themes will be discussed in detail in the following chapter.  

I used poetic inquiry throughout the data collection phase to reflect on my own position 

as researcher, and my changing ideas about the experiences of the disenchanted or disengaged 

youth. I then used it explicitly in the analysis phase in order to mine the data for different 

meaningful understandings. While transcribing and coding, I paused when an idea for a poem 

occurred to me, or when I felt the transcript was failing to represent some aspect of the 

moment it was meant to record. I used poetry then to convey what was missing from the prose 

at that point. One way to conduct poetic inquiry has been offered by Weibe (2015); he 

proposes that poetic inquirers often engage in fierce, tender and mischievous qualities when 

dealing with lived experience. After the prose portion of the analysis was complete, I 

purposefully attempted to embody these three attitudes when writing the remaining poems.  

Summary 

I began this chapter by briefly discussing my philosophical standpoint, and how it 

informed my choice of qualitative case study methods. I then described the utility and 
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suitability of poetic inquiry, followed by a full description of the research process, from 

recruitment, to data collection, to analysis.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

 This chapter outlines the data as it has been analysed, supplementing a description of 

the major themes with images of the artworks the participants created. The major themes 

representative of the participants’ experiences of school that I identified in the data are Shut 

Out, Lifelines, Restricting and Supporting Autonomy, and Sexuality and Fitting In. Before 

describing each of the themes, I offer a short description of each participant.  

 
 

 
Figure 1. Sumi’s depiction of her future. 
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Participant Descriptions 

Ophelia 

Ophelia was kind, with warm features. She was quick to smile and laugh. She hinted at a 

history of not achieving high grades. She was very musical, like her father. She played guitar and 

sang every time I saw her. She was also very social, and openly talked about her romantic 

relationships. Ophelia chose her pseudonym from a Shakespearian play. 

Kim 

 Kim was playful. She used words because they sounded funny and played with slang in a 

way the group appreciated. She often used humour to diffuse negative emotions. She was 

open, gay, and very brave. She voiced her perspective as an Asian-Canadian. 

Sumi 

 Sumi readily experimented with visual art methods and materials. She was also 

introverted. She was close with Kim, often speaking only to her. She had the type of character 

that would offer contributions to the conversation only if they deepened others’ 

understanding. Those occasions arose a few times, and often broadened the other adolescents’ 

thinking. 

Slash 

 Slash was gentle, and also quiet. Unlike Sumi, I sometimes had the sense that he had 

things to say to the group but would defer to them, not finding a place for his voice in the noise. 

He timidly talked with Ophelia about music when they both arrived early one day. He requested 

his pseudonym be the name of his favourite guitar player and his role model. 

Abrahim 
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 Abrahim chose to participate after Slash described the project to him. They were close 

friends, and often asked each other for clarification and advice when making their art. Abrahim 

came to Canada a year earlier than Slash, and although they did not share the same home 

nation, they bonded over their experiences as newcomers. Abrahim was a very motivated 

young man, uninhibited from sharing his opinion with the group, even if it was unpopular.  

 

 

Figure 2. Sumi’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from school.” 

Sumi recounted the story of being bit by a girl who jumped the line to the water fountain in Grade 

2. She remembered being taken to the office to be bandaged, and that the girl had blue eyes. She 

did not remember ever being told what happened to that girl. I chose her image to begin this 
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chapter, because I think it highlights the ability of art to produce counter narratives. Those blonde 

pigtails and round blue eyes paired with those sharp teeth gripping a gentle brown arm tell Sumi’s 

individual story, but the image also invokes the wider social problems that individuals experience, 

like racialized privilege, and the lack of emphasis on restorative justice. 

Shut Out 

All the participants expressed feeling shut-out by groups in their schools. They 

developed a wide variety of reactions to this process. Many of their reactions coped with the 

problem, without solving it. The adolescents reacted to being shut-out by turning inwards, with 

anger or sadness. Participants described being shut-out by various groups within the school. 

These instances fell into two main camps: being shut-out by peers and being shut-out by 

administration and staff. Participants felt shut out of school activities by their classroom 

teachers and by a disparity between official policy and actual practice. They felt shut-out by 

their peers through behaviours, social comparisons, and a lack of openness to newcomers. 

By Administration and Staff 

 Two of the participants discussed feeling shut-out of school activities: Ophelia and Kim. 

Ophelia said, “I don’t have much of a say in things. I’m not super involved in school because I 

don’t feel like I’d be heard, and I also don’t care to help out my school because I don’t like the 

people.” Her input was not considered by staff and administration, so she withdrew it.  

For Kim, the situation was very different. I identify Kim as disenchanted, and Ophelia as 

disengaged. Kim was very involved in school activities. She was active in student government 

but encountered being shut-out by the staff. She described a situation with the teacher who 

advised the council:  
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She doesn’t let us do what we think is good for the students, and we know what the 

students want. She’s just not giving us a chance to lead, which is what we’re supposed 

to be doing. She’s just supposed to help advise us.  

Kim was frustrated by the system because she was not permitted to hold fundraising events for 

prom. For Kim, feeling shut-out of important decisions meant she could not reach her potential 

as a leader. While Ophelia was hurt by being shut-out by staff, and consequently disengaged, 

Kim became frustrated when she felt the staff was over-stepping and shutting her out of 

decisions. It is notable that this did not prevent her from participating, the way it did with 

Ophelia.  

Ophelia’s reaction can be illuminated by the story she told about a classroom teacher. 

Ophelia was struggling with her mental health, and her teacher was unwilling to engage with 

her personally: 

I handed it in a few days late, and then he took off 9% so I talked to him about it, and 

the first thing, he pulled me into the hall. The first thing he said to me before I could 

even explain, was “If this is about a personal issue, or a family issue, I don’t want to hear 

it. I don’t care to hear it. There is no excuse for this.” 

Ophelia felt this was unacceptable behaviour for a teacher: “He completely dismissed it. Not 

until I got a note. He just generally didn’t respect when I needed support, like more time or . . . 

if I needed to go see my guidance counsellor, he would like refuse to let me leave the class.” 

While her teacher was concerned with being fair to all his students, and perhaps with 

maintaining what is now an outdated version of professionalism, he was alienating Ophelia in a 

way that led her to disengage. Being honest about their mental health puts that person in a 
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very vulnerable position, even if they do not divulge everything. As she told the story, she even 

directly addressed her teacher, “I’m not gonna tell you my life story, but you could try to 

understand that I’m going through a lot right now. I have a legitimate mental health reason.” 

Ophelia did not feel she was given the chance to defend her actions before being penalized: “I 

don’t feel it’s fully fair.” This made her feel shut out of the process. “The teachers don’t care a 

lot of the time, or don’t express that they care.” 

 Other participants felt shut-out by their classroom teachers based on their membership 

in vulnerable groups. Kim discussed being a member of the LBTQ+ community, and how she 

perceived one of her teachers to allow her personal religious beliefs to impact her assessments: 

Some of them don’t even know, some of them try to push their Christian beliefs onto 

the LGBTQ students, and it’s really unfair. I have this teacher, right, she’s really religious. 

And she teaches math. And then she favors the Christian fellowship students. She 

bumps up their mark, even though they don’t really deserve it. 

Kim felt shut out because she perceived that her teacher was imposing religious beliefs she did 

not agree with and attaching academic success to those beliefs. Participants who were not 

included in the analysis corroborated her opinion. 

Abrahim experienced being shut-out by his classroom teacher because of his race, and 

his previous assessments. He did not respond well to the teacher’s style and was given 51% in 

her class. This was very unusual for him; he was accustomed to achieving 80% or higher. It was 

a shock, as he received a 67% on the midterm, and, “so I thought I’d pull it off.” Abrahim 

described what happened next: 
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And after that, I had the same teacher for Grade 12 functions, and that thing was going 

to impact my university marks. I just studied more on myself, and it was a lot of self-

learning, and I didn’t pay attention in class. And I got a 78% in that class, and she 

wouldn’t boost me up to an 80%, and she boosted up other people that I knew, but she 

wouldn’t boost me up, because she knew I had a 51 in grade 11. And she told me it was 

because I had a 51 in Grade 11 functions, and I was like, “Why does that matter? I did 

good in this year.” No, you’re racist. 

Abrahim’s emotional reaction to this memory was similar to Kim’s. He was angry because he 

felt he was not given a fair assessment because of his membership in a minority group, and a 

past he could not alter. As a result, he felt his teacher was shutting him out of the opportunity 

to reach his full potential. Both Kim and Abrahim were frustrated by a system that they 

perceived put a limit on their success for unjustifiable reasons.  

 The perception that the school lacked follow-through with policy was a significant 

component of feeling shut out for some. Ophelia discussed how staff and administration voiced 

concern that students do not live a healthy lifestyle, and that there needs to be an emphasis on 

nutritious food, while cafeterias served expensive, unhealthy food: 

Cafeteria food should be better, more nutritious. They talk a lot about how we should 

be living a healthy life, exercising and eating nutritious meals, yet they serve pizza, and 

Jamaican patties, and chicken fingers and French fries and cookies in the cafeteria. It 

contradicts what they say. 

Ophelia voiced this concern in the art sessions and was met with an enthusiastic consensus. 

Kim provided a similar opinion in her interview, “As for the food: crappy mac-n-cheese and 
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french-fries every day, wow. I’d totally love to choose that. Sarcasm.” For these disengaged and 

disenchanted adolescents, this lack of follow-through made them distrustful. 

 Ophelia had an especially strong reaction to what she saw as administrative hypocrisy. 

“The school is just contradicting everything that they are saying.” She identified a real lack of 

tangible support for students dealing with mental health issues: “I definitely don’t feel support 

in the sense of mental health; it’s talked about but, like, the school likes to think that they’re 

supportive, but when it comes time to actually doing it… yeah.” Ophelia saw this lack of 

concrete supports as another indication that staff are not sincere in their caring. She did not 

experience any indication that staff and administration are aware there is room for 

improvement, let alone working towards it, and that, coupled with the barriers to 

accommodation she experienced, led her to dismiss the school. The perceived or actual 

hypocrisy that Kim and Ophelia experienced in the school system made them feel shut out.  
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Figure 3. Abrahim’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from 

school.” Abrahim’s image which depicts his story of the teacher that gave him a 51%. The 

haunting grey and the sharp brushstrokes invoke, for me, the pain of being passed over, deep 

feelings of injustice, and the frustration that it will follow him into his future.   

By Peers 

 All of the adolescents expressed problems with being shut out by their peer groups. 

These problems were linked to three main issues: differing behaviour expectations, social 

comparisons, and feeling unwelcome. These issues led to a lack of trust, feelings of loneliness, 

and various methods for negotiating social interactions.  
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For some participants, when other students did not meet their expectations for 

behaviour, it caused them to feel isolated and frustrated. Abrahim expressed his frustration in 

this regard, “I know people who vandalize school property, it’s not going to make school a 

better place. Not for the teachers, not for the students, not for anyone.” Slash talked about his 

experience at his first Canadian school. He described the groups that were already formed, and 

the way those groups competed for “respect.” “They have their own group, and they just talk in 

their own group, and some groups are bigger than the others, and some of them will show 

them who is the bigger one, so stuff like that happened in school like that every day.”  When he 

first began attending, he found a group of friends he felt connected with, but those friends 

moved to other, less dangerous schools. Slash then felt compelled to hang out with students 

whose behaviour he did not approve of, because he felt too vulnerable to be alone. He 

described dealing with the change: 

I had to fit in with these people that I didn’t want to fit in with. They did like a lot of 

awful stuff, for example, they broke a window in the washroom for no reason. I was 

with them, but the principal knew I didn’t do anything, so he just let me go. They would 

do this kind of stuff. So, I had to fit in with them, otherwise I would get bullied by the 

other group. It’s not like they want to bully people, they bully people to get respect. 

They don’t want to be rude to anyone, but they do it to get respect. That part of the 

school is messed up. 

It was clear from his tone and body language that this process of negotiating between rival 

social groups caused Slash a lot of stress. This had a profound effect on his attitude towards 

school; on more than one occasion he talked about dreading going. Slash had developed a 
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mature understanding of the roots of bullying but did not see an appealing way to avoid it while 

still being true to himself. He concluded, “In my three years, the only solution I saw was if a kid 

fought back, and he won, he earned their respect. That’s really messed up.” Violence was 

something Slash worked very hard to avoid, as part of his moral code, and his religion. This sort 

of aggressive defense of authenticity was not an option for him. He associated with peers 

whose behaviour he strongly disapproved of because he did not wish to resort to violence or 

experience it as the victim of bullying. He had to pretend to be all right with what he saw as 

improper behaviour, to maintain membership in a social group that could protect him. This 

weighed on him. 

 Slash’s experience, where other students’ behaviour had a negative effect on his 

attitude, was not unique. Abrahim also discussed feeling shut out, and in vivid terms, “It doesn’t 

matter how much welcoming the adults are, if the students are not welcoming the new 

students, newcomers and refugees, they’re gonna think ‘what kind of jail am I in?’” With these 

words, Abrahim identified how essential peer-to-peer relationships were for him for fostering 

positive attitudes towards school.  

Sumi’s first artwork, after being prompted to create something she would never forget 

from school, depicts a slender brown arm being bitten by a blue-eyed girl with sharp teeth (see 

figure 1). She told the group the story: “In the first grade, or I think it was kindergarten, this girl 

got out of line and I told her you gotta go to the back, and she bit me.” This changed the way 

Sumi would deal with her peers. “If they feel like it, people can do a lot of things. So, watch out 

for people. I learned not to care what other people do.” This incident happened when she was 

very young, but it coloured the way she approached relationships at school. She no longer 
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expected her peers to treat her fairly, and hence trust was less easily given. Sumi did not 

express the same hopelessness that Slash did; instead her peers’ bad behaviour caused her to 

be wary, cautious, and fearful. A similar generalized mistrust also came out of Kim’s interview: 

“Really watch out for kinds of people. Some of them can be really sneaky. They have different 

purposes of getting to know you. . . Watch out for people, you never know.” Kim and Sumi 

seemed to take others’ transgressions as a fact of life, while Slash saw it as a consequence of a 

lack of resources for change: 

I think they are so messed up that you have to talk to them one by one. If you talk to 

them all at once, if there is someone giving a speech, maybe a short amount of people 

would listen to it, but more people would think “Oh this is funny. Don’t be so soft.” But 

if they know how other people feel, then they would never say that. 

Slash saw people mistreating each other as potentially avoidable, and that caused him to be 

more affected when they treated each other badly. He described how strict parenting limited 

bullying in his home country, and how much more prevalent bullying was here. Sumi, perhaps 

because she was so young when she first experienced mistreatment, took it as a given that 

people are dangerous. This led her to be less saddened when people were untrustworthy. It is 

clear, however, that the problems with relatedness that both Slash and Sumi felt led to fear and 

influenced their motivations and approaches towards school. They were both in survival mode, 

as opposed to feeling safe enough to experiment, or take risks, at school. Fear likely plays an 

important role for students who may become disenchanted with school. 

 Social comparisons also played a role in how participants experienced school, and 

contributed to their feeling shut out. Ophelia and Slash both discussed hesitation to perform 
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academic activities because they were not confident they could demonstrate the same level of 

competence as their peers. They were shut-out because they felt their peers would judge them 

based on their abilities. For Ophelia, this meant she did not register for a class she wanted to 

take: 

This year they actually started a program, just a guitar lessons program, like no matter 

what your level of guitar is, you could join. It was guitar and music history. I didn’t join 

because I couldn’t play guitar at the beginning of the year, and I was too intimidated. I 

compare myself a lot. I regret not joining.  

Ophelia needed an opportunity to excel in the classroom, and the school provided one for her. 

Yet she could not reap the benefits of this opportunity, because she feared how her peers 

would treat her—how she would feel if she could not perform at the same level. 

Competence and relatedness overlap heavily for both Ophelia and Slash. Slash 

experienced a similar performance anxiety as Ophelia: 

They moved me from ESL to English, and we had a lot of presentations and reading to 

do. So, I felt like I wouldn’t be able to do that, but I knew a lot of people too, but it’s like 

the thoughts in my head that would tell me “You can’t do that.” They had an effect on 

how I would do afterwards. I would mess up for no reason. But if I’m alone like this, I 

could read it all like perfectly.  

Both Ophelia and Slash recounted that they were bullied at various points. The fear of those 

experiences being repeated because of a poor performance in class obstructed their learning. 

For Ophelia, it meant disengaging completely, and then feeling sad she had missed the 

opportunity. Slash did not have that option, as English was a mandatory course, but the fear of 
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the social consequences of a poor performance led to that poor performance. Slash’s 

experiences illustrate the internalizing that adolescents often do of their peers’ opinions. I trace 

the same pattern in Ophelia’s story. It seems as though she compared herself to her peers 

because that is what authorities and her peers had continuously done, and that the fear of that 

comparison kept her from demonstrating her competence. She expressed regret because she 

has since begun teaching herself guitar and has realized that she is in fact capable, “I am 

learning guitar so quickly. I only started in February,” and would have enjoyed belonging and 

communally learning.  

 Both Slash and Abrahim discussed how their mobility profoundly changed their social 

lives, and hence their experiences of school. Abrahim drew a meaningful contrast between the 

communal transition into grade 9 and transitioning alone: 

In grade nine, everyone was smooshed into a new place, everyone was making new 

friends, so everyone was looking for some other people. I had a lot of friends. After that 

I moved into another area in grade 11. At that point, people already have friends. They 

didn’t try hard to make me feel welcome. I didn’t really talk to a lot of people for a year 

and a half.  

Valuable relationships often take time. For Abrahim, transitioning alone meant he would be at a 

disadvantage, because others had more time to foster their relationships. Slash went through a 

similar experience, coming to Canada in Grade 10. “People would call out names like, 

“immigrant!” and stuff like that.” He describes the impact on his mental health: 

The first year, they like, emotionally damaged me. The people and school, not all of 

them, but like most of them. Because of that, I was having a hard time, and I always had 
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the thought in my mind, like I want to move on, I want to move. So, if you are going to a 

place you don’t want to go, everything automatically becomes bad to you, even if good 

things are happening around you, your mind doesn’t focus on it, because your mind is 

telling you to get out of there because you don’t belong. That’s why I found [school] 

really bad.  

Being the new student is stressful and compounded when you are made to feel unwelcome. 

Both boys described learning valuable lessons from these adverse experiences—about seeking 

out and helping newcomers themselves. Those actions, however, did not perfectly reverse the 

damage that being shut-out for being new or different had on them, as is evident from Slash’s 

struggles with his mental health.   

 Feeling shut-out by administration, staff and peers, was a significant part of the 

participants’ experiences of school. They felt undervalued, unwelcome, and frustrated by the 

system, and the people within it. These reactions led to various coping mechanisms, including 

disengaging from school either behaviourally, or emotionally, or both, seeking out and 

nourishing positive relationships, and turning to activities that bring them joy.  
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Figure 4. A selection from the collaborative work on an ideal school. I chose this image because 

it illustrates how activities such as art or math can be a means for developing positive 

relationships. 

Lifelines 

 Participants often felt shut-out at school, but there were experiences that helped them, 

too. Participants felt that positive relationships with friends, teachers and guidance councillors 

served as lifelines. So too did certain attitudes, aesthetic experiences, and certain school 

offerings. These lifelines positively influenced their experiences of school.  
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Figure 5. Ophelia’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from 

school.” I chose this image because the warmth of the orange provokes the feeling of total 

belonging that comes from a close friendship. 

Friends  

 Participants readily named their friends when asked who supported them. Ophelia, Kim, 

and Slash all talked about doing activities with friends.  Both Slash and Ophelia described 

activities with friends as the things they will always remember from school. Their positive 

relationships with peers are what will stay with them, Ophelia described an experience: 

In the fifth and sixth Grade we spent zero time doing any actual school work, and we 

would spend all our time writing comics, and sitting and hiding from the rest of our class 

in the cubbies. So, we would just sit in the closet, and I would bring snacks, we’d have 

like a bag of chips, and just like our pencil cases and notebooks. And I still have like all 

the comics that we made, and she has some of the comics. And we had this series called 
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‘The Perfect Family or Not.’ We wrote about the adventures they had. I wrote a lot 

about the events that happened in our class, and our class was weird.  

Ophelia found creating with her friend to be memorable. Slash also had aesthetic and social 

experiences which became strong memories. Slash described the thing he would never forget: 

That’s when school started in September, so I was going to [school] and the first week I 

was having a hard time, I didn’t even want to talk to the teachers, and stuff. And I didn’t 

have any friends. Then, um, one day, from my history class, those kids made fun of me, 

and after that, I got like really sad, so I decided to go for a bike ride.  

So l want to go as far as I can along the beach line, so I put my headphones on, and 

biking down the beach, then I came across this one cliff, I went all the way up to the 

cliff, and there was a view that made me clear all the thoughts from my head, and the 

view made me happy in a long time. Then after, like, that moment, I stayed there for a 

while, then when I was coming back, I met some kids along the way, they were biking 

too, they asked me if I want to bike with them, then we started talking and stuff, and we 

found we had a lot of things in common. They told me they are going to [school] too. 

Then after that we become friends. What I represented was how I felt back then. That’s 

why I remember that specific scene. It happened three years ago, but I still remember 

that day. 

Slash found a peer group that sustained him in a very difficult period: “in grade 10, when I 

would walk around with my friends in the hallway, and I would think about how I never thought 

that I would have friends like that.”  Both Ophelia and Slash experienced doing activities with 

peers, art or physical activity, as beneficial. Kim also talked about aesthetic experience during 
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physical activity, and how it led to bonding, “I like the sports part of it though. Teambuilding, 

getting to know more people, it’s relaxing.” 

Slash also found it helpful to find social groups outside of his school. He talked about 

how much he appreciated the friendships he made in the youth group and at summer school:  

In summer school, I had more fun than in my entire year in [regular school]. I met like 

new people. People in my class, the first week were like really quiet. Then we started 

talking we saw like, all of us has something in common, then I made like more friends 

than I did in [school] this year. The entire class was talking to me. 

He discussed how he realized that some areas of the city had better schools then others, “The 

summer school that I go to, I would definitely go in that one. People are so nice. It’s like totally 

the opposite, and this is what I expected when I came in Canada. Teachers are nice, people are 

nice.” For Slash, learning there were pro-social groups where he was accepted, even if he could 

not be part of them in his regular school day, was a lifeline.  
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Figure 6. Slash’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from school.” 

I chose Slash’s image to close this subtheme because it illustrates the role the natural world can 

have in mental health, and how it can facilitate positive relationships. 

Teachers 

 Particular teachers were also identified as lifelines. Kim, Abrahim, Slash and Ophelia 

discussed particular teachers’ interpersonal support as a lifeline during their experience of 

school. Kim identified one teacher as significantly better than the rest: “A lot of teachers are 

crap, not gonna lie, but some teachers are really nice. I have this teacher, she’s been there for 

me since like the day I came to that school.” Kim described what good teachers do well: 

They didn’t assume anything, you know? Like they don’t judge or anything. They try to 

understand you. That’s where a lot of misunderstandings happen, when they like 

assume something. So, they try to understand, and to comfort.  She knew she couldn’t 

do everything, but she did her best to try to lead me to where I needed to go to solve 

the problem. 

Kim was ambitious, a leader. What she describes her teacher doing at the end of this passage is 

important; her best teacher empowered her to solve her own problems. That, and reserving 

judgement and avoiding assumptions, were the behaviours that led Kim to trust this particular 

teacher. Ophelia connected with her co-op teacher for similar reasons, “The decisions that I 

make now, and that I have made, are more so because of, having one good teacher. That was 

my co-op teacher, who connected me, and my self-learning a lot through [placement].” Her 

teacher enabled her to learn about herself, encouraging empowerment.  
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 Kim discussed how her lifeline teacher comforted her. Slash identified this as helpful as 

well: 

She talked to me after school, and gave me motivation, how I shouldn’t care how they 

judge me because they are gonna do that no matter what, that’s how the world works. 

You gotta go through it, and learn from it, to be strong. So, after that, I had a lot of 

confidence in me and I could do presentations easily. And before that I would think 

about what people would think if I say something wrong, and if I would say something 

wrong, I wouldn’t even know because I barely knew the language at that time. 

Slash benefitted greatly from one-on-one encouragement and comfort. This particular teacher 

did more than give him encouragement after class: 

Every time I would overthink in class about people were judging me in class. I would be 

in class, and I would know all the answers, but I wouldn’t say it, because people would 

tease me because of my English or my accent, anything like that, because people there 

are like this. So, everyone thought I was the quiet kid, and then they would act even 

more rude to me.  

So, then I talked to this one teacher, and [she] was the most supportive one. Because it 

was in her class that the whole thing started. Then one day, she stopped the entire class 

and talked about it for like twenty minutes. Then after that, it mostly stopped. But in 

other classes, it didn’t stop. But after that, I had a fun time in that class.  

For Slash, his teacher addressing poor social behaviour made him feel much safer. That teacher, 

and the space she created by being intolerant of unkind behaviour, was a lifeline for Slash. She 
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gave him a time and space in his otherwise dangerous and uncomfortable day where he felt 

safe—where he could enjoy himself.  

Guidance Councillors  

 For two participants, their guidance councillor was a lifeline. Ophelia and Abrahim both 

talked about the benefits of being able to go to guidance. Ophelia did not go into details, 

feeling it was private, but did say, “My guidance counsellor who has helped me with a lot of the 

things that I deal with [is a big support at school].” Abrahim identified the staff in his school as 

his primary source of support, rather than friends: 

Supported? Yes. Supported by my teachers. Guidance councillor. My teachers support 

me by telling me what should I do to prepare myself for University, and even for life. 

What should I drop and what should I adopt. My guidance councillor also, she helped 

me pick my courses. I feel really supported in my school.  

Both participants identified their guidance councillors as important sources of support in their 

experience of high school, helping them make academic and personal decisions that would 

benefit them. While relationships with peers, teachers and guidance councillors were lifelines 

for participants, they also developed attitudes which helped them cope. 

Attitudes 

 Slash discussed struggling with depression at different points in his life. While he will not 

get a tattoo because of his religious beliefs, he did discuss what he would get: “This tattoo 

means, you use a semicolon when you don’t want to end a sentence. So, you get a semicolon to 

show you are fighting with depression, and you don’t want to end your life.” For Slash, his 
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attitude towards suicide was literally a lifeline; he reserved the possibility of a better second 

act. Slash was also brave in the classroom: 

All the kids in my ESL class were really afraid, and they would just go with the flow. Even 

if they didn’t understand anything, they would just go with the flow, and never like, 

question the teacher. I would always question, of like, what this word means, and stuff 

like that, so I guess, this is the stuff I learned from school. 

He was surprised his English improved as quickly as it did. One reason for his adaptation may be 

his willingness to ask questions. He demonstrated that willingness in the art making sessions, 

wanting to know how best to portray his drawing of the cliff at sunset when he made his 

Canadian friends. Other participants also adopted attitudes that worked as lifelines for them, 

including Abrahim and Kim.  

 Kim explained, “I want to snap at 99.9 of the people there. I really can’t so I learned to 

keep that in. And just deal with them until I graduate, and never have to deal with them.” Kim 

focused on the present as temporary in order to control her anger when people were unkind or 

belligerent towards her. This attitude allowed her to continue to behave in a way that could 

lead to her success, as opposed to conflict. 

 Abrahim also had a very adaptable attitude towards disagreement which contributed to 

his success: 

The most important thing I’ve learned is like, people have different opinions, and 

sometimes, all of those opinions are right. And if you disagree with it, that’s just too 

bad. Because you are disagreeing with something is not going to make it false. It will 

always be true, and you should learn to appreciate it. And I think that… I think it was my 
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gym class, and we were talking about something, I don’t really remember what it was, 

but it was in my gym class that I learned that people have different opinions and all of 

them can be right, and some of them not right, but those things are right to that certain 

person, and if you try to look at that thing from that person’s perspective, it will make a 

lot more sense. And you should really appreciate it instead of putting the person down. 

Slash, Kim and Abrahim adopted attitudes that helped them deal with difficult people and 

circumstances. For these participants, attitude was a lifeline.  

 

 

Figure 7. Creating the Communal Art piece representing their ideal school. I chose this image 

because it depicts participants working well together, and their emphasis on relationships; they 

created a world shaped like a heart in the centre of their ideal school.  

Aesthetic Experiences 

 During interviews, three of the participants discussed aesthetic experience as something 

that would motivate them in school. The sources of their aesthetic experiences were varied, 

including sports, seeing science at work in the world, and the arts. Ophelia discussed how art 
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impacts her mental health: “I did it with watercolour, it is very therapeutic to me. I think it is 

the only form of art I think I’m okay at, besides music.” Slash talked about how aesthetic 

experiences were a lifeline for him in terms of mental health as well: “Then during [school] 

when I was depressed, music was my way to get out of reality and clear my thoughts and stuff.” 

Abrahim discussed how solving equations in Math could help him cope. “For me, it’s always 

been there, it’s always been my interest. If I’m feeling stressful, sometimes I just solve some 

math problems, take my mind off stuff.”  

Kim made the link between aesthetic experience and school motivation very explicit:  

Researcher: Aesthetic experience is supposed to be when you are doing something, or 

you encounter something beautiful, and you get into a flow, and it starts to feel special. 

Do you ever get that feeling? 

Kim: Yeah, playing guitar and doodling.  

Researcher: Do you get that feeling at school? 

Kim: Only when I am playing volleyball. 

Researcher: And do you think if you got that feeling more at school- 

Kim: I would go to school every day! I would join everything, I’d have more fun. Life at 

that school wouldn’t be crappy. Oh yeah! 

When asked about aesthetic experience at school, Abrahim reported that he has aesthetic 

experiences often at school, “If I’m learning something new, I get really excited, and if I see it 

happening in real life, I’ll tell my friends about it, and they will be aware of it too.” Both 

Abrahim and Kim discussed aesthetic experiences as relational; it was a vehicle for bonding, and 

all three indicated that it would be beneficial to have those types of experiences in school. 
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Slash’s artwork about something he would never forget was centered on a story where 

aesthetic experience, sport, and relationships converge. He had an aesthetic experience, 

listening to music, biking, and encountering the beautiful scene at the cliff. This led him to his 

new friends.  

Aside from discussing aesthetic experiences in school, several participants were very 

thankful to have the opportunity to do art, many anecdotally thanking me after sessions, and 

mentioning how much closer they felt to the youth group. Slash took time from his interview to 

discuss the impact of the data collection: 

You kind of got me into art now, and I was thinking of when I move out, I’ll have all my 

friends to make art for me, I will have every person to describe to themselves in art, and 

I would have a lot of papers, and put them in my wall in my bedroom. That’s what I have 

in my mind for my apartment, so thank you for getting me into art. 

The participants reported that aesthetic experiences fostered their relationships, and increased 

aesthetic experiences in school would improve their motivation, acting as a lifeline to their 

fulfilment. 

School Offerings 

 Participants discussed some elements that their schools were offering (or could offer) 

that were lifelines, mainly specific high-quality courses, and conducive learning environments. 

For Ophelia, meaningful courses were the ones that taught her about herself, and helped her 

imagine her future, “Maybe some, like the careers course really opened up ideas of like 

university and what life looks like after high school.” Ophelia joined the youth group originally 

as a co-op student, doing work for the organization. “That was the best thing that I have done. 
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Doing co-op here will be the one course that will actually be helpful to me.” Ophelia was not 

alone in singling out exceptional courses.  Slash remarked on the interest his History class 

ignited: “I was really interested in history and stuff. I really wanted to know world war, so I 

learned so much in my history class, from [teacher] and she would talk to me after school, 

because I was interested.” Abrahim discussed the value of sciences and math in the world. He 

also discussed the opportunity to take a wide variety of courses, which was not the case in his 

home country: 

But yeah, coming here was really different because I could choose my courses. If I 

wanted to take drama, I could take it. Back home I couldn’t even think of drama as a 

subject in school to study. But here, it was, it was, it was just different. How everything 

worked around here was just different. And I was glad that I moved here because I had 

more control over my future and what I wanted to do with my life. I didn’t just have to 

pick those specific courses, and carry on with that, even if I did not enjoy those courses. 

I had more choice. 

While participants did not always feel their schools were offering them a lot of choice, for 

Abrahim it was relatively abundant. For these participants, there was at least one meaningful 

course that brought interest and joy to their school day, providing them with a lifeline to 

success. 

When participants were asked to collaborate on an artwork that would represent their 

ideal school, a few potential lifelines were discussed. These were things their school could offer 

that would be conducive to living and learning. Sumi discussed a break room: 
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Maybe a school where, if you really needed a break, you could just walk out and go 

somewhere within the school. You know have a break and do something that will calm 

you down. Like a room or a green space. You’re always allowed to be there. They’ll 

know where you are. 

For Sumi, this was a much-needed mental health support; “You can stay there as long as you 

need to, even if it’s the whole day.” The other participants affirmatively responded in unison 

when she proposed the idea.  

Kim suggested improving and modernising the design of spaces to be more conducive to 

modern conceptions of learning, “So I went on a trip to [University]. They have walls made out 

of whiteboards. When any student has an idea, they write it down. Maybe put an innovative 

side of the school, you know.” These changes to the learning environment, according to the 

participants, would act as important life lines towards better quality education. 
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Figure 8. Abrahim’s depiction of his future. I chose this image to open the theme of restricting 

and supporting autonomy because it features the way culture influences our choices, and 

sometimes makes it feel as if we do not have a choice at all. The dog is being baited, a feeling 

that for me is linked strongly with questions of autonomy. 

Restricting and Supporting Autonomy 

Participants identified limits on their autonomy as being significant to their experiences 

of school. They identified limits on their autonomy in two main areas: inside the classroom, and 

in the wider culture. In both areas participants identified a mix of support for autonomy and a 

lack or restriction of it. 

In the Classroom 

Abrahim noted how important the cultural landscape of the school community is for 

autonomy: “Teachers can’t force someone to learn. That one component is always gonna be 

there. It doesn’t matter how much welcoming the adults are, if the students are not welcoming 

the new students, newcomers and refugees, they’re gonna think “what kind of jail am I in?” 

While he experienced a lack of autonomy socially, and this had an impact on his academic 

success, he also identified ways where autonomy was well supported in his school: 

But yeah, coming here was really different because I could choose my courses. If I 

wanted to take drama, I could take it. Back home I couldn’t even think of drama as a 

subject in school to study. But here, it was, it was, it was just different. How everything 

worked around here was just different. And I was glad that I moved here because I had 

more control over my future and what I wanted to do with my life. 
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The availability of courses in the arts was viewed by both Slash and Abrahim as a benefit 

of the Ontario school system. Slash did express a dissatisfaction, however, with the industrial 

aspects of the education system. “I just wish they had some kind of class where they teach you 

how to handle things in life after school. They just tell you to get the diploma and get out, but 

then you don’t know like what they want to do. Some kids don’t even know what they want to 

do. They have to make the choice for their program in like one month. That was pretty difficult 

for me because I didn’t know what to do.” Autonomy for Slash was choosing to take more time 

to decide on his post-secondary plans, which he felt he could not do. Both Abrahim and Sumi 

discussed similar sentiments within the classroom. Abrahim put it this way, “I would like to be 

in a school where, there are no specific timings. If we feel ready for a test on a certain day, we 

can do it. If you are supposed to be doing a lab, and you are not done, they should not be taking 

marks off. Just not have specific times for when stuff is due.” Sumi echoed this sentiment: “Do 

things at your own pace. That would be cool.” 
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Figure 9. Depiction of the future by a participant who did not complete an interview. I 

chose this image because for me a rainbow question mark depicts the beauty, variety, and 

uncertainty of choice. 

The Wider Culture 

 Participants struggled with feeling autonomous within particular cultural groups. 

Ophelia felt pressured not to choose a career in the arts: “There’s only support if you are going 

into something that’s based off of math and sciences. And not everyone is good at that.” 

Abrahim echoed this sentiment in his interview when I asked him to explain his image of the 

future: 

That’s a dog chasing after money. Everyone is chasing after money, it’s a money rush. 

Everyone is working for money. It’s just the green paper that runs the whole system. If 

you don’t have money, then you can’t really do anything. If you have a hobby, that’s not 

gonna pay you as much, you can do that as much as you want, but if it’s not gonna pay 

you, you can’t even buy your own place, or get food, you are forced to do something 

else, that doesn’t make you happy. So, you won’t be happy, but you’ll be getting a lot of 

money, but that won’t make you happy because you won’t be doing what you like. And 

if you do what you like, you’re not getting a lot of money, so you can’t even support 

yourself. 

He talked at length about the hard choices he, and as he views it, everyone, makes:  

People say the only choice is to be a doctor or a lawyer an engineer, stuff like that. But 

let’s say you are making art, that is what you like, drawing or painting. That’s wonderful, 

you should really do that, but if you are doing it, and it’s not helping you support 
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yourself, you’ll be forced to do something else. And since parents have been through 

that part of their life, they know it’s hard to support yourself. That’s why they tell you to 

be a doctor or an engineer. That’s why my parents say you can do whatever you want, 

whatever your hobbies are, but you should have that degree as a backup, just in case 

you can’t support yourself or your family, you will always have that thing you can lean 

on.  

For Abrahim, school culture was highly influenced by monetary greed. “Everyone is basically 

running after money. Some people don’t even look at what they like, they just try to save up 

more and more and more. And it doesn’t make them happy. It’s just addictive.” For him, going 

into the arts, was “too risky” because there was less of a chance of making the money he would 

need to support a family. Both Ophelia and Kim talked about their after-school jobs, and the 

money they generated, with excitement. The preoccupation with accumulating wealth 

impacted their understanding and interest in school. Pressure to choose courses and careers 

that were assumed to garner higher salaries and more job security limited some participants’ 

autonomy. It may also be linked to disenchantment, because students were not basing their 

choices on genuine interest or passion. 

 Kim acknowledged similar pressure from her parents. She struggled to answer questions 

about her future. Her image was of a figure at a crossroads on one side, and a doctor on the 

other. When asked about her parents’ wish for her to be a doctor, in the interview, she 

responded, “Asian’s standard. But I kind of do want to become a doctor. To help people, make 

them laugh, you know. Not every doctor’s visit has to come with pain, and having your blood 

stolen from you.” Kim expressed indecision on several occasions and referenced the pressure 
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from her parents to choose a medical career a few times. She talked about managing the 

McDonald’s she worked at, about owning the predominantly Asian mall, and about loving 

“doodling.”  

 

Figure 10. One side of Kim’s “future” artwork. 

 

Figure 11. The other side of Kim’s “future” artwork. I chose these images to close the theme of 

autonomy because I feel their multiplicity reflects the feeling of being overwhelmed that many 

of the participants expressed as they complete high school. It invokes the ambivalence that 

guidance can produce in adolescents; they want direction, but do not want to feel pressured.   
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Figure 12. Kim’s response to “Create something about what you will never forget from school.” 

I chose this image to open the chapter on sexuality because the red splatters, and the 

distressed expression on the figure’s face depict the distress that not feeling “normal” when it 

comes to adolescent sexuality can invoke.  

Sexuality and Fitting In 

 The participants discussed two topics that retain a lot of attention for most adolescents: 

sexuality and gender. The interview questions did not address these topics directly, but it was 

clear from observations of their behaviour, and their casual conversations during the art 

making that sex and gender are important factors in how these adolescents experienced school, 

especially in relation to their peers.  
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 For Slash and Abrahim, the intersection of cultural norms around sexuality added to 

their work of fitting in. They had to adjust to many things when transitioning to Canada, and at 

this fast-paced developmental stage, they also had to grapple with very different expectations 

for social norms to do with sexuality. This became very clear during a session of art-making. 

Participants were talking about food, and Kim noted that “The eggs are the miscarriages of 

chicken.” This sparked an intense moment. Suddenly everyone’s attention was rapt as Ophelia 

asked, “So an egg is a period?” Abrahim was incredulous, “How is that a period?” Slash, on the 

other hand, leaned forward, and listened very closely as I explained that women expel an egg 

when they have their periods. It was clear from their facial expressions that the boys were 

surprised we were having this conversation openly in mixed company. Abrahim, expressing 

discomfort in his body language, changed the subject with a joke: “Which came first, the 

chicken, or the egg?” The fear, curiosity, and shock were palpable in the room until the flow of 

conversation turned. 

 Sexuality came up in discussion a few more times in the group sessions. Ophelia 

expressed her dissatisfaction with how it was handled academically. “Sex Ed doesn’t appeal to 

different orientations. It’s so heteronormative. I don’t really remember talking about what a 

healthy relationship looks like. It’s always like, gonorrhea is scary! Don’t have sex! And that’s 

it.” Sumi also talked about something she would require in the ideal school, “Making sure 

everyone understands personal space, and not wanting to be touched. Consent.” Kim echoed 

this sentiment: “Every kiss begins with consent.” The female participants craved more explicit 

instruction about the role sex plays in healthy romantic relationships. 
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 The female participants also discussed how grappling with sexuality and puberty 

impacted their social relationships. Ophelia, who was often very open, told a personal story to 

the group: 

I remember one piece of clothing that I altered, was my first ever bra. It was eighth 

grade, and I had no boobs, and I was super desperate because everyone had them. Our 

school is strange. Everyone was already a B-cup and was like flaunting their new bras 

and stuff. There I am in my training bras from [brand]. I was always like so embarrassed. 

I was the last of my friends to hit puberty. So, my friend who already had boobs was like, 

“Oh, you can have my old bra that’s too small for me now, because I’m a C-cup now. So, 

I gladly took her A-cup from Walmart with no underwire or anything. It was still too big 

for me, so I had to sew the clasps in to make the band smaller. I still have it. It was a 

really sketchy job. And it was still too big too. I was so desperate to have a bra and feel 

like grown up. The first day I wore it, she saw it through my shirt, cause I lifted my 

sleeve. She still bullied me, but we were still kind of friends. She was like, “Is that the bra 

I gave you?” and she said it in front of the entire class and I was so mortified. She was 

like, “That’s my old, super small bra that I gave you.” You bitch, how could you. 

It is clear from this narrative how closely linked self-esteem, identity and feeling connected are 

to sexuality for adolescents. Sumi drew attention to this when she responded, “It was the 

opposite at my school, no one had boobs, but I had boobs. So big boobs was like, oh my god, 

no, I don’t want that. It depends where you grow up I guess.” The social norm dictated how 

these adolescents thought they should feel about their bodies, and the majority of participants 

worked very hard to fit in when it came to puberty, gender, and sex. Sexuality, and cultural 
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interpretations of it, impacted their feelings of belonging. Kim made this clear when discussing 

the political actions in the United States at that time; transgender rights were being restricted, 

and she looked sad when she said, “I’m gonna fight you, Trump.” Her artwork about the 

moment from school she would never forget reinforces the conclusion that sexuality plays a key 

role in conceptions of self. She depicted her first period, calling it traumatic. Our conversation 

about it in private went as follows: 

Interviewer: Did you know what it was? 

Kim: I got stabbed down there! 

Interviewer: Is that what you thought? 

Kim: Yeah. 

Interviewer: Was that scary for you? 

Kim: No. I mean, we’re all gonna die anyways. I just kept playing. It kept going on for 

seven days, so I realized what was happening. I don’t like periods, they’re a drag. You 

spend like thirty dollars on tampons a month. Honestly, I could put that to food.  

She also talked about not needing a period because she was gay. For Kim, this aspect of her 

physicality did not make sense, and that influenced her experiences.  

Addressing Disengagement and Disenchantment 

 A continual challenge in this field of educational research is to recruit and retain 

disengaged participants (Rumberger 2011). In my experience, adolescents who choose not to 

engage in school are difficult to convince that research is somehow different and worth 

pursuing, and that is after the challenge of drawing them to a pre-determined time and place 

has been accomplished. The unintended consequence of this is that most research is either 
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post-hoc (Bridgeland, DiLulio, & Morison, 2005) or deals with students who are in the process, 

but not fully disengaged yet. The latter was the case with the majority of participants of this 

study. Grades were not requested, and participants simply self-identified as being either 

disengaged or disenchanted. Disengagement has been identified by other researchers as a 

process that has many moving parts, including parents, teachers, peers, and school and home 

environments (Lessard et al. 2007).  

I identify Ophelia as the furthest along in the process of disengagement of the 

participants discussed here. I cite her indication of her low grades, high interest in part-time 

work, and her descriptions of the social environment at school as warnings of Ophelia’s 

advanced position in the process of being pushed and drawn out of school. She referred to the 

lack of social connection several times: 

“I’m not super involved in school because I don’t feel like I’d be heard”  

“the school likes to think that they’re supportive, but when it comes time to actually 

doing it…” 

“I was too intimidated. I compare myself a lot. I regret not joining.” 

 While Ophelia was still attending school at the time of the study, these expressions may 

indicate what other disengaging adolescents may be thinking and feeling as they leave school 

early. Slash also experienced social problems that influenced his attitude towards school in 

general, “The first year, they like, emotionally damaged me.” The negative influence of a toxic 

social environment was evident: “I had to fit in with these people that I didn’t want to fit in 

with. They did like a lot of awful stuff.” While Slash was disenchanted with his regular school, 
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his positive summer school experience as well as his time at the engagement organization acted 

as protective factors, keeping him from seeing his school as the only type of school possible. 

 Kim’s attitude reminds me of my own in secondary school. She was engaged, but 

certainly disenchanted. She was a high achiever, taking advanced placement courses and 

participating in student government. Her classes were leaving something to be desired for her, 

as demonstrated by her characterization of educators: “A lot of teachers are crap.” Kim made it 

very clear that aesthetic experiences would make a world of difference in her approach to 

school: “I would go to school every day! I would join everything, I’d have more fun.” 

 Abrahim was not disenchanted with school, per say. He did encounter problems with 

the wider culture that negatively impacted his school experience, and for a less resilient 

individual, would perhaps have caused disenchantment or even disengagement. Facing racism 

and feeling pressure from the consumer economy to amass wealth were both factors that 

frustrated Abrahim and influenced his feelings of autonomy, to the point that he compared 

school to jail in one instance. Sumi’s disenchantment was of a similar character, describing the 

need for a sanctuary in the school, a greenspace that you could stay in until you were ready to 

venture out. She also raised the issue of consent. This combined with her art expresses the 

harm of sexism and racism that impacts school experiences.  

 Educational spaces are at once distinct from the wider culture and embedded within it. 

Educators strive to create classroom cultures that reflect the best of humanity, but society’s 

issues are carried in by the students. The experiences of the participants reported in this 

research suggest that not addressing these issues can lead to disenchantment, and possibly, 
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disengagement. This research strongly indicates that relationships, both in school and out, are 

essential to understanding the disengagement and disenchantment of adolescents. 

  

Figure 13. An unsolicited artwork by Kim. I chose this artwork to depict the summary because I 

think it signifies the emphasis the participants put on their relationships, and the muddy 

rainbow indicates the complexity and diversity of those relationships. 

 

Summary 

 Participants were very focused on relationships. Shut Out, Lifelines, Restricting and 

Supporting Autonomy, and Sexuality and Fitting In all connect to participants wanting to feel 

they belong, needing positive and intimate friendships and mentorships. What was memorable 
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about their experiences of school was the strong relationships that developed, positive and 

negative.  
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CHAPTER 4.5: POETIC INQUIRY 
 
Pseudonyms 
 
A word- 
A name- 
Drawn from my imagination. 
Letter falls after letter 
And with each, 
I get further from the person. 
 
She was so much more 
Than the name you’ll read 
And it makes me doubt 
This research thing. 
 
She, herself, 
Went by many names. 
Playful with the anacronyms, 
Smiling as she bends the rules, 
She doesn’t correct people  
When they call her “Him.” 
But I can tell she wishes they wouldn’t. 
She lets it go. 
Content to please;  
so she can please herself. 
 
So unlike me, 
Feeling unequal 
To the task of representation. 
Taking it too seriously perhaps, 
While she doesn’t think to worry at all. 
She dances through her struggles 
 
While I don’t please myself, 
Calling her just one name. 
 
 I wrote this poem shortly after beginning analysis, struggling to find an appropriate 

pseudonym for the participant now named Kim. I turned to writing poetry out of frustration 

with the challenge of traditional representation that I was not meeting. It begins this chapter 



DISENCHANTED AND DISENGAGED ADOLESCENTS 

81 
 

because I intended it to set a reflexive tone, and to capture some of Kim’s strength of spirit that 

was not evident from thematic analysis. 

 
motivational locker room speech (sans football) 

 
Do you want to feel better? 

Then stop playing the victim  
and start acting like a survivor.  

 
Even if your gut 

and heart 
are telling you it's hopeless.  

 
Your brain is an organ and a muscle.  

It keeps you alive.  
It works if you work it.  

 
Your heart and your gut can heal 
if you eat right and get outside.  

 
So start taking care of yourself.  

Set limits for others 
and be kind when 

it's mutually beneficial.  
And then sometimes when it's not.  

And when you feel great, 
Do that a lot.  

 
Teach someone else 

To be a survivor  
and then you become  

a thriver.  
 

Peace and joy  
Together  

comes only 
To those who have earned it 

 
Not long after I collected data, I went through a very difficult period in my personal life. I 

wrote this poem partly with the participants in mind, and partly for myself, as an intellectual 
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space I could return to for comfort when I was discouraged. It is partially a “pull yourself up by 

the bootstraps”-type call for action, and partially a distillation of my thoughts about attitude, 

stemming from Abrahim’s recollection about perspectives, and the strength we can build in our 

own minds.  

  
My Heart Goes Out 
 
My heart goes out. 
Out of my chest and straight into yours. 
 
Because you are so gentle.  
And young. 
And lonely. 
 
I’ll worry 
Like a mother hen 
Forever 
 
Because your life 
Is just harder 
Than it should be, 
 
And like me, 
The possibility 
Of better 
 
Will frustrate you 
To tears 
On many occasions. 
 
I’m selfish. 
 
My heart goes out, 
Because in all the important ways 
you remind me 
Of me. 
 
 This poem relates the connection I developed with a particular participant, and the love 

I felt for them and did not know what to do with. I wrote this poem to express my struggle with 
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maintaining balance when interacting with the group—it is difficult to resist the urge to relate 

only with those people you understand the best. While we need those moments of connection 

to feel nourished, expanding our capacity for empathy, and our knowledge and understanding, 

requires interactions with people that are different from us.   

Trust 
 

Bitterness 
That sour taste in your heart 

When people 
Misguided or unkind 

Dismiss you 
Underestimate you 

“Correct” you 
 

It thrives in spaces 
Where love is scarce. 

So she tries to fill all the rooms of her heart 
With beauty. 

And like many young women 
Feeling beautiful 

Is feeling in control. 
 

She has a lot of power, 
If she can only recognize it for herself. 

When that day comes, she’ll take off the makeup. 
I trust that day will come. 

 
I am hopeful this poem will provide a more visceral experience of “shut out,” one that 

can be learned in the heart more than the head. It explores my interpretation of a particular 

participant’s behaviour, through my perspective as a gender and health conscious woman. It 

also offers a hopeful outlook that I strive to have and indicates the giving that adults need to do 

for youth to be responsive.  
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Twinned 
 
They will always have each other, 
And perhaps won’t feel 
Complete 
When alone. 
 
They can be themselves more, 
Because there’s another 
Always right there 
Being herself. 
 
I hope nothing 
Breaks that 
Togetherness. 
 
 This poem comes from a desire to include some participants that did not complete 

interviews. There were twins that participated in the art sessions who experienced school as 

alienating but seemed to enjoy a level of comfort because they had each other. How I 

understood and represented those participants was strongly influenced by my mother and her 

twin. I took this poem as an opportunity to express my interpretation of this different way of 

being in the world, and to reflect on the value of having intimate and supportive relationships.  

Kinds of Education 
 

What is it 
That teaches a boy 
To have character? 

 
He has such a capacity 

For empathy 
For newcomers 

 
He took all his pain 

And used it to love others better. 
 

What kind of education is he receiving 
If no one challenges him 

To expand the scope 
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Of his heart’s gifts? 
 
 Kinds of Education takes a critical look at how morality is treated in schools. In an 

attempt to secularize education as a means of creating more democracy, morality has been 

abandoned for ethics, leaving out spirituality and the heart space. I wrote this poem with the 

newcomer participants in mind. Both demonstrated very well-developed empathy, thoughtful 

social action, and frustration with the competitive culture of one school. In this poem, I 

question if that school is doing them a disservice by not nourishing the characters of all their 

students.   

  
Trauma Pearl 
 
Trust is fickle. 
It can be built, 
But it is best when  
It just already is. 
 
Building it 
Usually means dismantling 
The wall someone else built. 
 
Some walls are so thick: 
Swimming with jeans on 
In sour cream.  
 
And you know it’s because somebody 
Scared that soul 
So early 
 
Like an oyster: 
They may never see the grain of sand 
For what it was. 

 
 This poem is an unfinished thought; a rumination on how experience shapes our 

identities, and how and when we allow it to do so. It is intended to ignite conversation, rather 
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than communicate a clear single message about how to think about trauma, experience, or our 

relationships with ourselves and our students. With this poem I hope to inspire investigation of 

how we all interpret and internalize our trauma, and the trauma of others. 

Summary 

 These poems are offered as a reflexive exercise, to help the reader trace the co-

evolution of researcher and research. They are exploratory, and deliberately ambiguous. When 

I am teaching, in my classes, I strive to allow students the space to refrain from making a 

decision. I believe that space can allow for more growth, and I’d like these poems to create that 

space for the reader, allowing various interpretations to coexist peacefully, and even fruitfully. 

While themes and direct quotations can provide a concrete case that leads to well-supported 

suggestions, poems can offer various interpretations and shades of meaning. They also provide 

a visceral experience of the data, ideally enchanting the reader as well as engaging them. The 

poetry’s physicality, rhythm, and connection to our senses can provide a source for physical, 

emotional and spiritual learning that may be less accessible in the academic discussion. 
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Chapter 5: DISCUSSION 
 

 In response to the overarching research question, “How do disengaged or disenchanted 

adolescents report their experiences of school?” participants provided images and discussions 

about those experiences. They created art about their most memorable experiences, and their 

conceptions of their educational future and present. These were organized into five themes; 

Shut Out, Lifelines, Restricting and Supporting Autonomy, and Sexuality and Fitting In. Shut Out 

describes the people and situations that led participants to be shut out of their best possible 

learning experience.  Lifelines includes the various examples participants gave of people whose 

relationships were valuable in keeping them engaged in school. Restricting and Supporting 

Autonomy includes discussion of choices, influenced by culture, that impacted the quality of 

educational experiences for participants. Sexuality and Fitting In includes data about the 

influence sexuality had on the participants’ need to belong within the school context.  

The common thread through these themes, and the data within them, is person to 

person relationships. The purpose of this research was to discover ways in which students were 

engaged or disengaged and disenchanted, and what experiences led to those behaviours and 

feelings. Positive relationships were identified by all the participants as key to how they 

experienced school. Several described feelings of exclusion from school experiences. The need 

to belong was paramount, especially when it came to puberty and sexuality. Participants 

discussed how their physical development impacted their social status and working to ensure 

they did not appear to be too far ahead, or behind of typical development. Race, gender, and 

religion also had impacts on how participants experienced school. Exclusion or imposing 

limitations on participants based on these factors caused negative feelings that influenced 
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participants’ perceptions about the utility and enjoyability of school. This research therefore 

indicates that school connectedness needs to be fostered in students who are not wholly 

engaged in their learning, and values of inclusivity and respect need to be fostered. The wider 

culture influenced and limited their opportunities for success; participants felt pressure to 

choose particular post-secondary paths on a tight time line. Teachers that empowered them to 

solve their own problems were identified as particularly supportive. While the three essential 

needs of SDT were present in the data, competence was eclipsed by both relatedness and 

autonomy.  

Part of the goal of this research was to explore disengagement and disenchantment, 

and to provide adolescents who self-identify a venue to have their voices heard about what has 

brought them to their present state. The current study features participants’ art, and several 

direct quotations, to ensure participants’ stories are not being overly censored through an 

academic, adult lens.  

The following section will relate the specific themes derived from the data to current 

literature and provide my personal interpretation of what can be learned from a synthesis of 

the two. Then implications for practice, the limitations of the study and my final conclusions are 

discussed. 

Connecting to Related Literature 

Shut Out 

 All the participants discussed feeling shut out by their peers. The newcomers 

experienced racist comments from other students. Kim and Sumi felt they could not trust their 

peers. Others felt administration and staff were only paying lip service to mental and physical 
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health and not concretely supporting those goals. It was evident that for this group, social 

relationships had a significant impact on their experiences of school. Providing support to 

reduce anti-social behaviour could improve school experiences for students like Kim and Sumi. 

Two studies can shed some light on how anti-social behaviour functions specifically in 

adolescence. In a study done in urban and suburban areas in the Netherlands, economic games 

were played anonymously by 183 children aged 9-22 years (Will et al., 2013). The researchers 

tested to what extent adolescents behaved pro-socially towards victims of exclusion and 

punished excluders. With increased age, participants compensated victims more, indicating a 

general increase in empathy towards victims of exclusion. Punishing excluders peaked at age 16 

and decreased as participants neared age 22. Researchers questioned whether increased 

emotional regulation is a factor, or whether social exclusion is at the height of its importance at 

16 and decreases with maturity as individuals’ focus on peer acceptance declines. This study, 

coupled with the results of my data, indicate that peer acceptance is a central motivating factor 

for adolescents aged 15-18, and gains importance in the early years of secondary school.  

 In a study conducted in British Columbia, several hundred students were surveyed about 

bullying and the types of social supports that mitigate anti-social behaviour (Chiaki & Hymel 

2009). The researchers found that girls and boys differ in the type of social support which 

mediates stress-induced bullying, possibly because girls experience puberty earlier. They found 

that for the participants who were in Grades 5-7, girls’ antisocial behaviour was mitigated by 

peer support, while familial support was a protective factor for boys’ anti-social behaviour. It 

follows that girls would especially benefit from community building, inside and outside of 

school, to reduce anti-social behaviour, and at later stages, possibly boys as well. Schools can 
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facilitate this through varied extra-curriculars, providing and supporting co-op placements and 

volunteer opportunities, and school community partnerships. Kim and Sumi identified that 

some relationships were not successful due to the prevalence of anti-social behaviour, perhaps 

also providing workshops on bullying and healthy friendships could facilitate more trust in the 

school community. 

 The majority of participants of this study were in their last year of secondary school, and 

Whitlock’s (2006) study indicates how this may have impacted the results. Quantitative and 

qualitative data were used to test whether school connectedness was positively associated with 

perceived development support and explored changes by grade (8, 10, 12). Whitlock found that 

Grade 12 students were most passionate about the power dynamic in their schools and 

discussed frustration with the relationship with institutional policies and procedures most 

often. A similar emphasis was evident amongst the participants in this study, who expressed 

that despite claims of encouraging healthy diets, cafeterias were only selling deep fried or 

processed foods. Participants identified a lack of concrete support for mental health, as well as 

problematic assessment practices as issues with school policy that led them to feel 

misunderstood and shut out. Whitlock questioned whether such frustration might be caused by 

a gap between the needs of these students to assert more autonomy and their environment, 

where they hold little sway over policies. This dissatisfaction was not present in the younger 

grades and coupled with the experiences of the participants in the current study, may indicate 

the need for a structural shift in how seniors in particular contribute to the decision making 

within schools, in order to improve their needs-environment fit, feelings of connectedness, and 

hence their general well-being. 
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Life Lines 

Participants cited other people as the major influences that kept them engaged and 

supported at school. Kim, for example, described how she valued her teacher for empowering 

her to solve her own problems. Ardal, Holden, Diseth & Larson (2018) surveyed close to 1000 

Norwegian adolescents about school satisfaction, and the five concepts promoted by the 

education authority: caring, character, confidence, competence, connection. School satisfaction 

was found to be fully mediated by competence, confidence and connection, not by character or 

caring. Empowerment was correlated with satisfaction (Ardal et al., 2018).  This picture of 

school satisfaction fits with Kim’s statements about her empowering teacher. Interestingly, 

Slash’s comments about having to fit in with students who do “bad stuff” seemed to impact his 

satisfaction with school. Trying to maintain his own character while fitting in with, and hence 

being protected by, peers he saw as destructive, negatively impacted Slash’s experiences of 

school. Replication studies in Canada and elsewhere could give researchers a better picture of 

how the five c’s interact with school satisfaction and cultural context. 

Oberle studied 406 youth with a mean age of 11 and a half from grades 4-7 from an 

urban community in Western Canada (2018). She analysed responses to several scales 

measuring self-concept, supportive classroom, positive relationships, and well-being. Self-

concept was most strongly and directly linked with well-being. A supportive classroom was 

linked with positive self-concept. This led the researcher to conclude that a culture of respect 

indirectly fosters positive self-concept, impacting well-being significantly. Participants in the 

current study discussed individual relationships that helped them in detail, and none discussed 

the wider social culture of their school in a positive way. Slash communicated how his teacher 
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ensured her classroom was a safe space for him by directly addressing disrespectful behaviour. 

Ophelia lamented the end of school wide activity days she experienced in elementary school. It 

may be beneficial for educators to focus on building positive individual relationships in tandem 

with fostering respectful behaviour between various groups, so students develop a positive 

self-concept. 

The impact of the wider social culture of schools is discussed in detail by Dei & James 

(2002). The authors examine different understandings of inclusion and exclusion, and advocate 

for a shift in power to promote integrative anti-racism. Several interviews with racial minority 

community education leaders, parents, and students revealed how cultural groups outside of 

schools were providing much needed role models for non-European adolescents. The authors 

suggest integrating community leaders into the school community in significant ways and that 

decentralizing power in education will improve the social fabric of a diverse Canada. The 

majority of participants in the present study were racial minorities, and some of them 

addressed racism as well as other types of discrimination. This, coupled with an increasingly 

diverse population across many provinces, indicates an urgent need for meaningful, and not 

just symbolic, change in the way schools, administrators, and teachers address privilege and 

power in hiring practices, the content of courses, assessments and streaming practices.  

Autonomy 

 Participants discussed how their autonomy was both supported and subverted by 

schools. The newcomers approved of the wide variety of course offerings that were not present 

in their old schools, especially the various arts courses. Abrahim and Sumi acknowledged how 

limiting the industrial model of schooling is, feeling not everything should have to fit a strict 
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schedule. Several researchers who study external motivation agree that autonomy, and the way 

individuals perceive and integrate external motivators, impacts overall motivation (Deci & Ryan 

2008, Vallerand 2012). Slash and Ophelia did not internalize some of the norms and values of 

the wider culture, and this made them feel less powerful, as behaviours based on those norms 

were still expected of them. They felt the pressure to achieve a confining definition of success 

by choosing well-paying socially prized careers on what is perceived as a normal timeline. Slash 

indicated that he would have benefitted from being reassured that he could apply to post-

secondary schools further into his future. 

 Feeling autonomous is very important for academic engagement for adolescents. Hafen 

and collaborators studied academic engagement and its relationship with autonomy by 

surveying and observing students in secondary school classrooms in the southern United States.  

Reported feelings of autonomy at the beginning of the school year predicted both perceived 

and observed engagement at the end of the course (2012). This highlights how essential it is to 

establish an atmosphere of empowerment in the classroom early on. Teachers can support 

autonomy by indicating and modelling behaviours that critique the social status quo, asking 

questions and responding meaningfully, and by incorporating student input into course 

structures and materials. Both Ophelia and Kim discussed how their lifeline teachers 

empowered them to learn about themselves and solve their own problems. 

 While participants did not discuss their own rule-breaking behaviours, they talked about 

how prevalent it was at their schools, and how it impacted them negatively. The relationship 

between autonomy and anti-social behaviour was studied in a Dutch longitudinal study of 

parents and students aged 11-13 (Sentse, Dijkstra, Lindenberg, Ormel & Veerstra 2010). They 
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found that early physical maturation and unsupervised wandering were both correlated with 

anti-social behaviour. Parental protection was an important factor; researchers suggested 

parents should monitor their children without restricting their autonomy by being responsive 

and asking questions instead of denying freedoms. These results indicate areas for concern for 

teachers; adolescents who mature early, like Sumi, and those whose social activities are 

unsupervised, need extra behavioural support. Intermediate teachers should be aware of these 

indicators to ensure responsive teaching. It is essential for adolescents to be supervised during 

breaks and lunch, when teachers are often not contracted to be working; education authorities 

need to ensure supervision is provided throughout the school day.  The link between autonomy 

and social behaviour is partly why extracurricular opportunities are connected with school 

success by stakeholders; they provide supervised, relatively autonomous, social time away from 

parents.  

Sexuality and Belonging 

The female participants discussed problems with how sexuality was and was not 

handled in their schools. Ophelia identified the sexual education course in her school as 

heteronormative and focused on abstinence and disease. Several of the females suggested it 

did not include necessary content on relationships and consent. An ethnographic study of a 

sexual education program in Ethiopia found similar results (Le Mat, 2017). While sexual 

education should have the goal of increasing awareness and behaviour in accordance with the 

rights of individuals, health, and justice, the program was perceived by participants to endorse 

reducing and delaying sexual activity because of an assumption that this was economically 

beneficial to the collective. Le Mat suggests sexual education needs to include active 
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questioning and gender representative teachers in order to reduce reproduction of harmful 

gender and sexual mores. It is also important for adolescents to discuss and ask questions, so 

educators can discover and gauge what types of assumptions students have already made 

based on popular culture. Perhaps with a more student-centered sexual education program 

adolescents would not be shocked, as were some in this study, to learn chickens’ eggs are like a 

“period.” 

Brady, Gruber and Wolfson (2016) studied the connection between positive 

relationships, abuse and condom use by surveying adolescent females aged 14-18 years. 

Aspects of both positive relationships and abusive relationships were associated with 

unprotected sex. High levels of abuse, without corresponding positive relationship attributes, 

resulted in reports of the most frequent unprotected sex. These results indicate how harmful 

gender norms can reinforce injustice; the young women who were abused were more likely to 

encounter sexually transmitted infections. Researchers recommend, based on their findings, 

that discussions of condom use are tailored to respond to the types of relationships adolescents 

are engaged in to best promote safer sex.  

Relationships should play a key role in sexual education. A longitudinal study of African 

American adolescent romantic relationships was conducted investigating the connections to 

autonomy and relatedness with parents. Low autonomy during early adolescence led to longer 

romantic relationships, regardless of quality (Smetana & Gettman, 2006). This may indicate that 

support for autonomy may lead to better romantic decision making, as adolescents will be 

empowered to leave poor quality relationships. Ophelia, Kim and Sumi all desired better 

education for everyone regarding consent. Discussions of condom use, and sex in general, 
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should absolutely include content on the role of sex in romantic relationships and how to 

identify unhealthy bonds. The results of these studies indicate sexual education, from 

curriculum to delivery, needs to be given its due importance in secondary school, and should be 

reviewed with the goals of health and justice guiding revisions. 

Personal Lessons 

Disengaging 

 In the majority of literature on disengaged adolescents, the focus has been on the 

process by which adolescents disengage: the factors that protect and predict the phenomenon, 

the institutional and cultural practices that “push out” adolescents for various reasons, and the 

impact of this process on adolescents themselves, and wider society. There were many 

connections to be made between what the literature indicated, and what was actually 

happening to participants. Mobility is a risk factor (Battin-Pearson et al., 2000), for example, 

and I witnessed how this phenomenon impeded the learning of both males in the study 

because of its impact on relatedness. As recent arrivals to their school, the added stress of 

finding themselves in an already established social order made academic performance more 

difficult.  

Participants were also very enthusiastic when discussing their after-school jobs, as this 

led directly to more autonomy through financial freedom. This demonstrated how SES is a 

factor because working part time requires a substantial amount of an adolescent’s limited 

energy, leaving less for schoolwork. I found another reason why jobs detract from academic 

performance: the possibility of increased freedom, and the social capital that comes with 
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financial capital, can be far more exciting than schoolwork. Considering school from this 

perspective, the adolescents in this study prioritized school differently. 

Religion played a more important role than I expected in the participants’ experiences of 

school, partially because participants who attended the same school discussed the unfair 

practices of a single teacher whose religious commitment clouded the fairness of her 

assessments, in their opinions. Participants also spoke about religion as something that 

impacted their experiences, behaviour, and the way people perceived them. Spending a lot of 

time in rural areas with relatively homogeneous religious landscapes influenced my lack of 

sensitivity, and I will now be considering how to gather information about students’ religious or 

spiritual beliefs in a respectful way, and how they may impact my role as their teacher.  

I was very surprised to learn, for example, that no academic accommodations were 

allowed at school for participants partaking in Ramadan. I would have thought arrangements 

would be made so that students would not have to perform tests and summative assessment 

tasks during fasting, for example. 

My poetic inquiry also allowed me to examine how sexuality and gender were central to 

issues of justice, and how feelings of injustice can cause emotional withdrawal for students. 

“Trust” was also about identifying problems adolescents do not always see themselves.  

Disenchantment 

The literature on disenchantment is strikingly sparser, perhaps because while some may 

experience disenchantment as a stage in the disengagement process, others become re-

enchanted, or at least continue to pass the minimum academic standard, and hence go 

unnoticed. The majority of the participants in this study seemed disenchanted rather than 
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disengaged to me, and some of their experiences, thoughts, and feelings illuminated this state 

of being. 

Participants’ feelings that school was not a place for inspiration, but rather a dragging 

slog of work and forced interactions, were strongly influenced by their relationships with 

people in the school who held social or official power. I saw how becoming frustrated when 

they felt unfairly assessed caused students to devalue their classes. I noticed how just being 

exposed to the mistreatment of people and property impacted their mood, and how 

participants connected that mood with the school itself. 

 Many of the disenchanted adolescents found stimulation outside of school, in music, 

dancing, or attending the functions set up by an engagement focused educational organization. 

Some participants were disenchanted because of the lack of healthy friendships available to 

them; the school climate was hazardous. Others felt their voices were not heard or appreciated 

by people in power in the school. Still others acknowledged the ways in which the system was 

discriminatory based on culture, religion, race, sexuality and gender. I will carry an awareness 

of these issues into my classroom, hoping to empower students to speak up, and foster skills 

that will help them become decision makers within the school.  

I also think that those passion-inspiring extra-curricular activities need to be 

encouraged, and ideally incorporated into the school day. That task, in my opinion, needs to be 

accompanied by fostering a positive, respectful culture in the school. Ophelia, who did not join 

the guitar class, despite a lot of interest, for fear of being judged by her peers, suffered from an 

atmosphere of intense competition. In a climate that does not overly emphasize competition, 

perhaps she would have found a part of school that inspired her, opening up the possibility in 
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her mind for that to happen in other classes. Support for relatedness needs to happen all over 

the school, not simply inside my own classroom.  

 On the other hand, perhaps Ophelia’s fear of being judged was not the fault of the 

school culture. Disengaged adolescents certainly need emotional support. Slash indicated as 

much in his interview, that once having decided he wanted out of that school, it was something 

he couldn’t help telling himself. Perhaps Ophelia simply needed support to feel confident in her 

ability to learn and be accepted regardless of her skill level. I think psychological support for 

altering those negative cognitive pathways can go a long way for students, and it begins by 

helping them identify the pattern as problematic. The complexity of trauma and its relationship 

with identity explored in “Trauma Pearl” reveals how psychological progress is never complete. 

The centrality of emotions to learning was made visceral by Ophelia and Slash’s stories. While 

teachers are not psychiatrists, the basics of cognitive behavioural therapy and acceptance and 

commitment therapy can be very helpful to help explain to adolescents how our thoughts, 

actions, and emotions interact, and ways we can improve them.  

Implications for Practice 

 For adolescents, who are navigating a shift from looking to adults for comprehensive 

leadership to building their own means of making sense of the world, increasing their 

independence, experiencing fast-paced physical changes, and valuing and relying increasingly 

on their peers, the school experience should be crafted to nurture positive relationships. I 

identify five key areas that it may be useful to consider: structuring social interactions, teaching 

explicit problem-solving skills, addressing gaps between policy and practice, providing 
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professional development to encourage autonomy support, and finally, including cultural 

considerations as part of sexual education.  

Structuring Social Interactions 

 Slash’s experience of making friends by bike riding illustrates a connection I draw 

between having a structured activity and pro-social bonding. Slash felt more comfortable 

making friends after a long, endorphin-inducing bike ride. Ophelia described a practice in her 

elementary school of having community days that were focused on friendship building as being 

especially beneficial for school culture, and she lamented the “cliques” of her secondary school. 

I recommend that school wide events are planned that encourage students to bond over 

healthy activities, such as art and sport. School wide structured activities can provide all 

students with a way to bond that limits harmful influences like criminality. They also reinforce a 

policy of inclusivity and acceptance. Educators must clearly set up the expectation that 

everyone will relate to each other in a respectful manner, and community events can 

demonstrate this expectation.  Students should not have to feel they must break the rules to fit 

in, and if they can form friendships over activities that benefit them in other ways, each can 

reinforce the other. Friendships are maintained because they are connected to the positive 

feelings of the activity, and students will persist with healthy activities because they reinforce 

their friendships. 

Teaching Explicit Problem-solving Skills 

 While I believe providing structure and non-parental supervision to social interactions 

can be especially beneficial for adolescents, I also believe they need explicit guidance on how to 

deal with issues in relationships when they inevitably arise. Navigating conflict can be especially 
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frightening for adolescents because their friendships are highly valued and tied to their 

conceptions of self-worth. I suggest that teachers include predictive and responsive lessons on 

how to manage powerful emotions, use effective communication, approach and resolve 

conflict, and build empathy. These skills will serve to enhance students’ experiences of school 

and provide them with the capacity to be more successful interpersonally and professionally in 

the future. Teaching these skills in a transparent manner reinforces principles of respect, 

honesty, and inclusivity for all students.  

Addressing Gaps between Policy and Practice 

Ophelia expressed a frustration that I have seen echoed by students in classrooms. 

Adolescents, as they begin to use critical thought to analyze systems, politics, and cultures, 

identify problems with the ways in which their schools are administered. While as a 

professional, it is clear to me that the educational community, from the ministry to boards of 

education to individual teachers, are all working to provide quality experiences for students, 

this is lost on some students. Ophelia perceived the gap between what was sold in the cafeteria 

and nutritious meals encouraged in classes as administrative hypocrisy. I encourage 

administration to address gaps like these in an open way that includes senior students in the 

process, so that they can become aware of the ways in which the wider community is 

attempting to support them.  

Openly addressing gaps between policy and practice provides adolescents with the 

opportunity to feel their feedback is valued, encouraging proactive behaviour and ongoing 

dialogue. Respecting late adolescent capacity for more critical thought in this manner should 

improve respect on both sides. Secondary students should not be treated in the same manner 
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as elementary students when it comes to school policy; their agency should be utilized to its full 

potential.  

Professional Development to Encourage Autonomy Support 

Adolescents value their autonomy in a distinct way from younger children and adults. 

This shift, of which they are acutely aware, where they begin and increasingly make decisions 

for themselves, needs to be addressed in the way we teach. I encourage researchers and 

practitioners to collaborate to create resources for secondary teachers about how to support 

autonomy in adolescents. This research indicates the ways in which the need for autonomy is 

not met for adolescents is the source of a lot of conflict, some of which is very damaging, to 

relationships, experiences of school, and many educational stakeholders. Providing more 

guidance for secondary teachers on how to support this need, and how to support families and 

communities dealing with adolescents’ increase in autonomy, will limit the strain it puts on the 

relationships that are so essential for student success.  

Cultural Considerations as Part of Sexual Education   

Sexual education curricula, at the time of writing, is being updated in Ontario. I suggest, 

based on the data I collected, that students are prompted to consider the impacts culture has 

on conceptions of sexuality, and explore the norms that exist in various communities to 

encourage an awareness and acceptance of diversity. This practice will be valuable for settled 

citizens and newcomers alike, accounting for multiple perspectives and ensuring students feel 

welcome. I believe this can reduce the impacts of peer pressure, which from my observations, 

are amplified as adolescents focus on and explore this new milieu. Critically analyzing 

normative forces within our own culture can also provide an avenue for social justice, and I 
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suggest providing adolescents with ways to do that will improve the health of society, 

encouraging thoughtful action when culture and sexuality interact in personal and impactful 

ways.  

Poetic Inquiry 

Poetic Inquiry is a relatively new practice in academic research. Consequently, some 

discussion of its value within this research is beneficial. The poetic inquiry was designed to 

relate data that may otherwise be underrepresented or left out because it did not fit into the 

major themes. The poetry was included also to honour the tones and cadences of the 

participants and confront the reader with the emotional impact of disenchantment and 

disengagement.   

Pendergast states poetry should “synthesize experience in a direct and affective way” 

(2009, p. xxi). While I set out to represent the experiences of my participants in poetry, I could 

not escape myself in my writing. The poetry section traces my experiences as a researcher 

interacting with these particular participants, as opposed to depicting their experiences alone. 

It became an essential reflexive outlet, helping me track and analyze my reactions and examine 

my bias. The poetry was nourishing during analysis, facilitating my own motivation and rigor by 

providing aesthetic experiences at once within and outside the research. The essential need for 

relatedness which is evident in the data is also reflected in the poetry, as it traces my journey 

through this experience with the youth.  

The final poems do leave room for the reader to explore ideas that did not fit into the 

themes in any cohesive or organized way. They also deal with emotional topics in a way that 

may allow the reader to connect more personally and ruminate without requiring a stagnant 
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conclusion. So while the poems may reflect my own otherwise unspoken words, and capture 

my cadences and tones, as opposed to the participants, they invite the reader to explore and 

feel, two necessary actions for learning. 

Limitations 

 While this research has furnished me with some excellent ideas about how to improve 

the educational experiences of disenchanted and disengaged adolescents, it has several 

limitations which need to be discussed. These are organized into three areas: the demographics 

of participants, the timing of the study, and the role of art experiences.  

 The participants of the study were all located in a single urban environment. The data 

collected would inevitably be very different in a rural setting, and it would be useful to consider 

results in a replication outside of an urban center, or from a different urban center. The 

majority of participants were in Grade 12, impacting their ideas of the future as they prepare to 

move on from secondary school as well as the extent of their political understandings. A study 

with more representation in the younger grades would have provided a more balanced account 

of the entire secondary school experience. All of the participants were also currently enrolled 

and attending school at least some of the time. This study does not include the perspectives of 

adolescents who have completely disengaged, and this is a major limitation and should be 

considered as the reader contemplates implications of the results.  

 The timing of the study is another chief limitation. While I was able to build trust and a 

rapport with the participants over the six weeks, more extended time for data collection would 

certainly have yielded differing and possibly richer stories of their experiences. Data collection 

also overlapped partially with Ramadan, impacting the spiritual and physical states of some of 
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the participants. In a study exclusively about drop out, Lessard et al. (2008) interviewed 

Quebecois adolescents who described family turmoil as a significant factor in the process of 

dropping out. Participants did not speak extensively about family in the present study, perhaps 

because of the social nature of the focus groups. This may be a factor in school disenchantment 

unexplored in the present study.  

 Lastly, arts experiences were limited, or severely limited, for some of the participants. 

This meant a lot of time during data collection needed to be spent on instruction, so those 

participants could create an image that would communicate what they intended. This left less 

time for me to observe during the art sessions. It also meant those participants had fewer 

experiences to draw on to answer interview questions around aesthetic experience in school. 

This study is consequently limited in the insight it can provide into the value of aesthetic 

experience based on student responses. A similar study done with disenchanted or disengaged 

adolescents who, for example, were currently enrolled or had just completed a visual arts 

course, would perhaps provide more insight into the quality and value of arts experiences in 

schools.  

Final Thoughts 

 Human beings are predominantly social. This becomes problematic when our subjective 

experiences furnish us with diverse identities, relationships, values and assumptions, and we 

interpret those differences as a sign of weakness for the group, or worse, dismiss people 

entirely. Fostering inclusion, respect, and supporting one another by listening and responding 

to each other’s stories reframes diversity as a strength. These aspects of the educational 
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experience are as essential as academic success for the health and prosperity of our 

adolescents and communities.   
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APPENDIX B: Interview Questions 

1) Describe something you will never forget from school. 

2) Do you feel supported at school? By who? 

3) Do you feel you can do what teachers ask of you? 

4) Do you ever get a “special feeling” making art? Have you had similar feelings at school?  

5) Do you get to make meaningful decisions at school? 
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