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Mismatches between student expectations and reality: a problem for student engagement

Ms Cherry James, Mr John Koo and Dr Mike Rodney (London South Bank University)

Much has been written about adequate student engagement as being a necessary pre-condition for that student’s encounter with higher education. It is said, for example, in relation to individual student learning, that student engagement improves outcomes; that in relation to student engagement with structure and process, that student engagement in university governance benefits student representatives; that in relation to student engagement with identity, that engagement benefits all students but some more than others, (Trowler: 2010).  

A lack of adequate engagement is one explanatory device frequently used for a student’s inadequate performance manifested for example by his or her failures to adequately attend lectures or seminars and/or to complete assessment exercises whether formative or summative and/or to achieve the required learning outcomes for the course or unit in question.  The epithet sometimes used in such circumstances, is that of ‘disengagement’ with the negative connotations that that term  may bring with it relating to a perceived inadequacy or set of inadequacies considered to be associated with the student in question.  There is perhaps, mixed in with this form of classification, an underlying expectation that any student will give something of herself to the educational project that she has undertaken and that there is some personal identification of herself with that project and that hence engagement is the kind of default position, (Barnett 2007: 22).   A teacher’s conclusion that it is lacking in the case of a particular student may well produce surprise and disappointment to the teacher as well as the student.

The engagement/disengagement coupling perhaps reflects the underlying tension between the singularity of the student and the generalised standards which she is expected to meet.  An engaged student is more likely to meet them while a disengaged one is less likely to. The danger of course is that the use of the terms conceals more than its reveals – with the gradations of engagement being overlooked or underappreciated. The two should not be seen as constituting a dichotomous relationship.  The degree of engagement of any student in her educational activities will occupy a point along a continuum.  Further the extent of engagement is likely to be the manifestation of a dynamic process whereby it varies over time and both within and between activities that constitute the educational programme the student is undertaking, (Bryson et al Conference 2009).

The purpose of this paper is to explore the challenge of ensuring adequate engagement within an inner London higher educational establishment – a former polytechnic that became a university as part of the post ‘92 wave with a very diverse undergraduate law-student population.  The paper will be divided into three sections.  The first section - this section - will briefly make the case for asserting that a more probative understanding of the engagement process within the context of higher education requires an appreciation that students, like the rest of us, irrespective of the extent to which they are actually engaged within their respective educational projects, can be seen to be engaged agents with a plethora of engagements, with that of education being one such engagement.  In the process it will provide an outline overview of the law student composition of London South Bank University highlighting its diversity. The second part of the paper will provide further details of the character of the student population, and will also consider the mismatches that appear to exist between student and staff expectations which it will be argued work against adequate student engagement.  The third part of the paper challenges the academic community to look more closely at its own endeavours in engaging with dis-engagement.

The idea of the engaged agent brings with it a substantial literature. Charles Taylor, the North American philosopher, explores the concept of the subject as engaged agent which he developed out of the writings of Merleau-Ponty, the phenomenologist and Heidegger (Taylor 1987: 22).  The idea of the engaged agent suggests profound interaction with the world.  It is a claim about the nature of our experience and thoughts as subjects.  Our most basic experience of the world is through that of perception of our surroundings and all other thought becomes possible because we are first of all open to the world. Our interactions with the world and our experience of those interactions are very individual and both impact and are impacted upon by the way we think about the world.  The world is inside us as well as us being inside the world.  When we say that a student is disengaged we are meaning that in a very specific way, because the very essence of being is that of an engaged agent of which the student like the rest of us is one exemplar.  It is not that the student is disengaged in an ontological sense, it is that the character – the quality of the student’s engagement does not appear to us to be appropriate given the expectations we have of how students ought to be and what we consider is required to successfully complete the course upon which we teach.  Inevitably our judgment of a student’s performance is affected by the character of our own engagement which like the students includes a background that is to say a context in both the immediate and historical sense. Staff as engaged agents develop views about students as engaged agents. 

Our engagement at least in terms of our roles as educators is influenced at least in part by our perceptions of what education requires and our perceptions of a student’s engagement is influenced by the same matters.  Our histories are brought to bear in this regard.  It is likely, although not inevitable, that our experience of education has been a reasonably positive one.  We probably have a significant degree of confidence about our subject and about our capacity to engage with it and more broadly with the institution within it is taught and with the sector of which the institution is part.  Our engagement is expressed through a set of sensitivities, reflecting Bourdieu’s habitus, whereby our subjectivities are socialised and involve a set of dispositions which enable us to response to our environment much of the time, although not always,  without having to think too hard about what needs to be done.  There is a sense in which our work is substantially ‘routinized’ as explored by Giddens.  This routinization for many of us was already substantially in place by the time we got to higher education as students where it developed further. This was achieved through our pre-university education which is likely to have been, although again not inevitably so, one where exposure to school was characterised by continuity, by comparative stability at home, by a lack of accommodation and economic worries, having little or no such responsibilities, by supportive families etc.  As a result, we gained a set of sensitivities and dispositions which meant that we had an intuitive sense of much of what had to be done to be educationally successful.  We brought that with us to university.  We built upon it.

But can that be said with the same confidence of many of our students? Our student population is very diverse. There are some 700 students undertaking law at an undergraduate level. They are diverse as to ethnicity and first language. Students are more likely to be non-white, female, working, over 21 years of age and are quite likely to be carers. White students overall are less likely to be British citizens than non-white students. The route to entry to the department frequently involves qualifications other than A levels. Constructing a composite student out of this population could lead to several models. One such model borne out by the results of a departmental survey of law students conducted in 2008 and from strong anecdotal evidence is the asylum seeker student or son or daughter thereof whose educational history has not been characterised by continuity but by disruption. It has not been characterised by the stability of family, home or economic circumstances.  In extremis, it has not even necessarily been characterised by the unspoken and mostly unthought of assumption that, prior to her arrival in this country, when she went to bed at night she would wake up alive the next morning.   Engagement with education was not necessarily characterised by continuity or routinization.   And this of course can negatively contribute towards the extent to which she has developed the cognitive and other skills associated with successful engagement.   Unlike many of us, the priority of   engagements in the various aspects of the student’s life might not have reflected a consistent determination to give education high priority since physical safety and well being and the need for continuing accommodation might have quite understandably taken precedence over this. 

So this student, let us call her Anik, when she enters university, she may do so  against a background that has been hostile to her developing the dispositions, intuitions and routines we associate with successful educational engagement.  This background may not simply be a historical one. It might be that her life continues to be plagued by accommodation and economic insecurity and there is the likely added complication of being educated in a second language- a language which in practical terms she only inconsistently uses outside university, as communication with her family and social milieu largely takes place through a mezcla (blend) of several languages of which English is one.   To say when she fails to demonstrate the necessary learning outcomes, that she is disengaged says little. The term can, although again not inevitably so, be used in a tautological manner so that disengagement means failure and failure means disengagement. Its use can reflect what has been called elsewhere a ‘disengagement compact’ manifested by priority given to the needs of staff rather than students when determining staff student interaction. 

Of course Anik has so far been determined in rather negative terms.  Clearly a diversity of backgrounds can be a great benefit to the education process and itself can be used to promote appropriate engagement.  But the point for the purpose of this paper is that globalisation and the comparatively fluid movement of peoples means that the effects of the conflict in the Democratic Republic of the Congo or Zimbabwe on in S-E Turkey come to be present in, say, seminars of equity and trusts in the life history of one or more of our students - taught by someone who has no first hand experiences of such difficulties. But also that that globalisation and marketisation mean that aspects of the difficulties faced by Anik, albeit in different ways and to different extents, are faced by a significant number of other students studying law.  So that insecure family and accommodation backgrounds, economic insecurity, the need to discharge heavy responsibilities for the maintenance of home and economic well-being and disrupted and/or poor educational experiences are frequently presented.  Engagements with the various aspects of each student’s life are taking place. The difficulty may be that the relationship between educational engagement and other aspects of the student’s life presents challenges from an educational perspective both for us and the students.

One of these is conveyed in mismatches obviously in experiences, as suggested above, and also expectations. It is very likely that these mismatches, particularly around expectations work against meaningful student engagement with their studies. This is what this paper now explores.

There are a number of specific mismatches between student and staff expectations relating to university studies, the law degree in particular and where it is expected that that the law degree will lead.  Using Anik as an example, it is obvious that her life experiences differ greatly from those of most university staff.  It is therefore unsurprising that her perceptions of what she should be doing during her time at university differ greatly from those who teach and design her courses.  Relating this to the concept of engagement, it seems that much of the literature on the topic appears to make a value judgment about student engagement and imply that the ‘disengaged’ student is a problem to be dealt with.  This, as suggested above, poses a dichotomous disengaged: engaged state. But as already stated this is not the way to proceed. Yes, Anik’s experiences not only contribute to bemusement with some of the intellectual processes which current course design assumes they can cope with – for example, dealing with abstract concepts – but the fact is that Anik is engaging with her (diverse and demanding) life in a multifaceted - and rich – way, and this can see seen to feed into the character of her engagement with her university studies rather than simply be seen as questioning her motivations.  Therefore the label ‘disengaged’ is unhelpful as too loaded: Anik is unlikely to be disengaged from life at all, but engaging with paid employment and/or childcare and with a sub-text of relative poverty, poor housing, having to deal with welfare benefits and a high incidence of childhood illness.  The reality needs to be understood: Anik is engaged with many competing priorities in her life.

So whilst we may see sporadic attendance or attendance at the ‘wrong’ seminar – ie one at a more convenient time - as signifiers of disengagement, actually they may be signifiers that Anik engages with the world in a particular way.  This is only likely to increase under the new student fee regime if students take more paid employment to keep down their debt levels.  Obviously this has implications for course design and presentation.

The consequences of this (sympathetic) stance are not without their challenges to the academic community. The findings from the LBSU 2008 Law Department survey indicate that 18% of our full time LLB students have at least one school age child and 81% of such students report being in term time paid employment.  It is not surprising that the majority of students with either school age children or in paid term time employment reported that it impacted problematically on their studies – it is also probable that these figures are underreported as some of the year cohorts were surveyed during at lecture timetabled during the 3-5pm ‘school pick up’ slot.

With the benefit of hindsight there are other questions we would have asked: there was more to find out about the challenges facing our students.  For example, we would have asked whether the student was the first member of her family to attend university; the second - not unrelated – question is a general one about the sources of information at her disposal when choosing to study law at university and the extent to which she perceived it leading naturally to being a solicitor or barrister.  Both of these questions could have usefully been posed of Anik.  One suspects – based largely on anecdotal discussion with students – that the answer to the first question would often be ‘yes’ and the answer to the second would be disconcerting.  There is literature noting that most students did not find their university prospectus useful when applying; students coming to university as part of the ‘widening participation’ agenda often prefer what they see as a more vocationally oriented course which they see as leading to a good job, and certainly when they see the statistics about entry into the legal professions (of which more later) they are absolutely astonished. 

With the day to day realities of students in and not in class etc and from the findings from the survey it was clear that questions arise about mismatches between expectations – about university study, what it entailed and where a law degree would lead. What was the connection between these expectations and the way students engaged with their studies? As has been suggested already their expectations are inevitably generated out of and shaped by their life experiences and this, it is contended, to some important extent dictates the way students engage with their studies.  When faced with the necessity of adjusting their expectations – about university study and about where it will lead – reality can be disorienting to say the least and this then has a further effect on the way students engage with their life at university.

Here are three specific mismatches between expectations and reality which to some extent may work against what the academic community would see as engagement by a student:

1 – what do students expect about what their studies will entail?

2 – where do they expect their law degree to lead?

3 – how far do student expectations accord with staff expectations and those of the legal profession?

Before looking at these in more detail, we should consider what the academic community might understand by the idea of student engagement. Firstly it is clear from the literature that it is an elusive concept.  Whilst there is a considerable literature on the topic, there is little agreement on a specific definition, there is generally focus on individual student learning, on the structure and process of higher education and on student identity.  Though not promoting a particular definition as such this paper does seek to suggest that value judgments and the connotations of blame implicit in terminology such as ‘poor engagement’ or ‘disengagement’ are not helpful and should be limited in any action to combat so-called ‘disengagement’.  When one actually personalises the issue and consider what Anik is doing with her life, describing her as ‘disengaged’ with her studies may appear pompous and patronising. 

Cleary and Skaines refer to student engagement as ‘the active involvement, commitment and sense of belonging that dictates the time and effort students devote to educationally purposeful activities’.  
Bryson argues that it should be seen as a broader notion than student motivation, commitment to study or orientation to learning and encompass the ‘perceptions, expectations and experience of being a student and the construction of being a student in HE’ (Clearly and Skaines 2005).  

It’s quite hard to find useful information about university courses.  Apparently few students find university prospectuses helpful.   It has been said that ‘the present university admissions processes do not encourage students to commence higher education with sophisticated understandings of the experience that lies ahead’.  The suspicion is that students choose a course on the basis of very little hard information.  Does Anik expect to have to attend classes? If so, how much? What makes her often not attend?  The Widening Participation agenda seems to have led to many students studying at university against a domestic background much more demanding than that for which university structures were originally designed.  If courses are designed with attendance in mind, non-attendance is likely to impact on successful completion.  Many students simply have no idea how much time to spend at university, whether it is important, or how to spend private study time.  McInnis has said that ‘whether or not students should be able to negotiate their engagement in ways that best suit their circumstances is not at issue.  It is simply inevitable that they will increasingly expect to do so’. 

The other side of this is the response of the academic community. We have to take some of the responsibility. We need to engage with the so-called problems; here is one question for us: why when we undertook our survey in 2008 did it not occur to us that surveying many of our students in lectures at 3-5pm was not a great idea? 

It appears to us that contemporary course design, structure and the nature of staff student relationships have simply not evolved at the same pace as the changes to the student population.  Our students are not sure how to engage with their studies and have certain expectations (or perhaps a lack of them); we as staff have certain expectations and the difference between the two sets of expectations leads to students engaging in different ways from those for which the course was designed.  This mismatch leads, as we have already noted, to what is often called, pejoratively, ‘disengagement’: we could though see it as engagement with university in ways which do not make for the smoothest of progress.  

If student expectations about how they will need to organise their time can be embryonic in the extreme, their expectations about where their degree will lead are more often cut and dried – if ill-founded.  Widening participation students in particular tend to perceive university as a strategic end to better paid employment.  The debate about the relative merits of liberal arts degrees and vocational courses, and about the purpose and appropriate location of legal education, may continue to rage but students who view their degree courses in this way – as Anik probably does - appear to be in line with current political ideology. 

However, it is highly doubtful whether the 36% of our Year 1 LLB students who intended to become a barrister had seen the Wood Report which noted 3768 students in 2007-8 applying for 294 pupillages.  The statistics for would be solicitors are hardly more encouraging: 19020 students starting law degrees in 2008, 9337 enrolled onto the LPC in the same year, many coming via the GDL route (an increasingly popular option for high quality humanities graduates in an unfriendly graduate job market).  The number of training contracts is decreasing. Whilst the History, Sociology or English graduate knows that there is no obvious exit route, expectations are different among students choosing an ostensibly vocational degree.  Anik is probably very engaged with the idea of entering the legal profession; unfortunately this is likely to be much more difficult than she anticipates, although it is not impossible. However, when she realises how difficult it will be, ie the mismatch between her expectations and reality, what effect is this unwelcome awakening going to have on her? Bryson has underlined the importance of motivation as a factor in student engagement; surely that motivation is energised by expectations; what happens when clear but ill-founded expectations are turned upside down?  

Back to a moment of self reflection: how aware are academics in law departments about the changes which have taken place in the legal profession over the last few years or which are likely to take place as a result of the Legal Services Act 2007 – and it is hard for anyone to foresee all these anyway.  

There is also some reluctance to force a wholesale reality check on the student body on the basis that students should be encouraged to pursue their dreams – commendable, but arguably there is a duty on staff to advise and to warn.

Despite these caveats, is hard to escape the conclusion that there is a considerable mismatch between staff expectations and student expectations about where the law degree will lead.  Again, if staff and students expect that students will obtain different outcomes from their degrees, the rationale for students engaging in their course in a particular way – the way staff expect – is put into question.  At its most obvious, ‘employability’ driven initiatives should be firmly focused on transferable skills and not on a mindset oriented almost exclusively to the legal profession in its traditional form. The implications here are multifaceted and touch on staff knowledge and understanding of students as well as course design.  As university teachers we have a responsibility to respond to this. 

It is here now that the challenge lies – moving into effective and responsible practices. Tinto notes:  'substantial gains in student retention have been hard to come by' and 'there is much that we have not yet done to translate our research and theory into effective practice'. (in Kift 2009: 1). And as McInnis has noted even that which is being done is often ad hoc.  
The Law Department at LSBU can be said to have moved in some ways over a period of time towards an engagement strategy though the term, ‘engagement strategy’, has not been explicitly employed.  It has sought to develop its pedagogy to respond to a diverse student body and to an extent to some of the needs presented by students in terms of achieving a successful study-life balance. What is the next stage to make some significant gain that can go some way to responding to Tinto and McInnis? 

Here are two actions – not on the face of it radical – both surely within available financial and, hopefully within, human (academic staff) resources:

(i) Develop a clear, responsible information and communication strategy

(ii) Foster quality relationships with students – what Barnett refers to as ‘a pedagogy of care’.

Reducing mismatch around expectations by developing a clear, responsible information and communication strategy

McInnis notes: ‘The failure of universities and academics to spell out their demands of student commitment, the time that should be spent on campus, or the minimum hours of study required to pass is creating disengagement by default as universities leave students to fill the vacuum of unstructured consumer-driven expectations.’. It has piquancy given our own findings and our interpretation of them in terms of mismatches especially around expectations. The importance about communication is agreed: among the ‘the major influences on non-continuation noted in work by Yorke and Longden was poor choice of programme, (in Kift 2009: 9). 
The issue then is not that the information is not available (though there are issues about it – see below): but it is about getting the right messages out in a crowded world of information overload. This is not straightforward. We know from our 2008 survey that it is most probable that like most students Anik would have chosen to study for two principal reasons: one practical – locality and transport links and the other for career aspirations – ie intention to qualify as a solicitor or barrister (quite possibly the latter).  Of course one cannot deny the validity and rationality of her reasons. None are invalid or poor reasons for choice. Yet we are questioning the adequacy of the reasons behind her choice. Research shows that the factors that go into university choice are varied. Even if one is to identify the rational reasons for choice how can we expect prospective students really to appreciate that success at university is for many students is dependent on the quality of student experience, which is probably in many cases caught by what universities promote as ‘pastoral care’ or some term similar. And for certain groups of students this factor is more important than for others who may have, in different ways, this or an equivalent degree of this support outside the structures and processes directly provided by the institutions themselves. This factor is a key element in enabling them to stay the course. Research also shows that how information is received by prospective students is not as straightforward as we may think, (Archer 2003:98). So despite what engagement literature tells us about a key ingredient for success, the quality of what we would probably offer to students as ‘pastoral care’ is a low priority in the calculation to attend university. Hence while this state of affairs is allowed to persist we have a mismatch between insider knowledge and that used on the ‘outside’ ie by the prospective students. Our concern then is that if students like Anik are entering university on the basis of these factors alone there is likely to be a position where the choice and decision to enter university has not been properly informed on her side given that the engagement literature tells us about what are the necessary circumstances to enable an engaged-successful student. Hence it comes back to the institutions: responsibility for providing quality information is ours and it starts before the student arrives. The responsibility is challenging particularly given a post CSR/Browne world of competitive fees: can the sector rise above less attractive aspects of competition and not lose its collective responsibility towards prospective students in a new de facto market place for university education? Yes of course we must encourage students to come and learn but at the same time we must also spell out the responsibilities and challenges for them.
Fostering quality relationships with students - pedagogy of care

This refers firstly and mostly about the quality of staff-student relations.

This is one of the three principles finding from the US NSSE on key influence of facilitating engagement. (The three are: (i) the level of academic challenge (ii) (need for) active and collaborative learning and (iii) (high) quality student and staff interactions). The work of Yorke also points to this in terms of causes for non completion: lack of contact with academic staff is a major influence on non continuance.

However it is not just the matter of contact, say, the number of contact hours, but it is the quality of the relationship that is key. Gibbs 2010: 40 reviewing literature from the US notes that ‘Making good use of thorough information about students so as to target timely individualised support and intervention is one of the most effective practices ... in engaging students.. . and ‘close contact with teachers increases social and academic integration....and such interventions have a greater impact on less able students.’
Barnett in writing about the process and ontology of learning refers to the need to develop ‘a pedagogy of care’: this entails a dual responsibility on the part of the academic: (i) to the discipline and (ii) to the student. It is the latter which is considered here.

In considering terms to describe this responsibility he offers up (among others ideas) these:

empathy, care, nurture, affirmation, encouragement, trust, respect, forgiveness, intensity, excitement, delight, generosity, reciprocity, kindliness, commitment, friendship and love

Association of these notions with academic responsibility is challenging and perhaps for some awkward. They are not represented in the express terms of our contracts with our employers and they are unlikely to be in the student’s contract with the institution. But what they relate to, and this is most important, is our professionalism and the responsibilities that it entails. (It is instructive to read the biographies for the nominees for law teacher of the year 2011, here is some of the language used by colleagues and students to describe the 6 nominees: ‘Dedication as teacher and colleague, source of support, real love of subject; loves what she is doing, willing to listen and help, aim to motivate students, encourages, patience and humour, vision for intellectual development, inspires, making the law sexy, ability to engage, thirst to improve as human beings, passionate, energy, enthusiasm, encouragement of students to participate’
One final comment on quality relationships; though the main point here is about developing a quality staff-student relationship, it is worth mentioning that there is also a clear message from the engagement literature that another relationship is key to student engagement, and that is the student-student relationship. Evidence including a positive correlation with grade performance is available to show the importance of students engaging positively with each other. In the light of this, it is curious and problematic then to observe, as some of us have, that the interactions between students do not match the diversity of the student body as in reality there is a notable degree of self-segregation, eg how students group themselves in class. This is problematic for a successful engagement strategy, particularly as it risks undermining collaborative learning that has been identified as an important aspect of student engagement and success. 

So in answering Tinto (and probably less well McInnis) about effective practices, as a modest offering one can suggest that it is not about gestures, eg edgy webpages or the number of office hours; rather it is the quality and the thoughtfulness that goes into the offering: what we do and how we do it and how we can continually improve. Perhaps simply this means leaving space, in class, in office hours, in personal tutor sessions, to get to know a little bit more; it short it means making sure the students know they are central to our business – we do care about their success. 
Bryson and Gibbs note the clear linkages between engagement and measures of quality. Indeed Gibbs states, ‘The most important conclusion of this [2010 HEA] report is that what best predicts educational gain is measures of educational process: what institutions do with their resources to make the most of whatever students they have. The process variables that best predict [educational] gains are not to do with the facilities themselves, or to do with student satisfaction with these facilities, but concern a small range of fairly well understood pedagogical practices that engender student engagement.’ Dimensions of Quality (HEA) 2010: 43.
Conclusions – steps to better understanding of engagement

· Revised notion of who the ideal client is: Anik is now the ‘the ideal client’ as she is who she is; assumptions around routinization are no longer tenable.

· It is not a solution to fix mismatches by seeking either to exclude Anik from a law degree or label her disengaged.  

· Understand that engagement is not one way – it entails responsibility, that is, our responsibility to help Anik achieve the best she can. 

· Indeed this responsibility in an important way is a measure of our professionalism.

In the final analysis literature tells us that our efforts will indeed require energy (Kift 2009); and that if we are to succeed that our practices must be of a high quality and firmly rooted in a student success-oriented campus structure: Kuh (2008) (in Trowler 2010); this entails risks, not the student’s educational well being, but for us academics taking our energies and taking us outside our comfort zones.   

Cherry James: jamesci@lsbu.ac.uk
John Koo: kooj@lsbu.ac.uk
Mike Rodney: rodneyma@lsbu.ac.uk
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