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Background 

The recent findings of the student engagement literature, conducted by Trowler and Trowler (2010), whilst a valuable resource, largely excluded qualitative studies, as they did not meet the authors’ criteria for robustness. Not including such literature resulted in excluding the more personalised perspectives and illuminative experiences qualitative studies provide, which are often difficult to locate through analysis of national student survey data, typically reported upon within quantitative studies. Moreover, those working within the sector typically want answers to the kinds of questions that are asked and answered in qualitative studies, but from a broad range rather than a single source. 

Qualitative research synthesis (QRS), a methodologically grounded, rigorous and scholarly approach has been used in this study to examine the practice and effects of student engagement. This has been achieved by using qualitative methods to analyse, synthesize and interpret the results of a set of qualitative studies addressing the research theme. The QRS process offers a useful means of maximising knowledge production, relevance and scientific knowledge for dissemination (Major and Savin-Baden, 2010).  Furthermore, QRS provides researcher knowledge about quality issues when conducting qualitative research methodology, since only studies of accepted calibre and standing are included. This study was funded by the Higher Education Academy.

Activity 
The purpose of the qualitative research synthesis (QRS) was to make sense of concepts, categories or themes that have recurred across the student engagement literature, in particular the practice and effects of student engagement, in order to develop a comprehensive picture of the findings (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007; Major & Savin-Baden, 2010). 
The QRS provided opportunity to:

• make connections between existing studies

• complement primary empirical studies

• complement existing meta-analysis/syntheses by providing a different perspective 

• provide ways to advance theory

• help to identify gaps and omissions in a given body of research

• enable dialogue and debate

• provide a cost-efficient approach to qualitative research

Methodology
Qualitative synthesis is more than a literature review, rather it; 

compares and analyses texts, creating new interpretations in the process and can be considered a complete study in itself.

Noblit and Hare (1988:9)

The qualitative research synthesis process

It is the synthesist’s job to be as transparent as possible about the process. As researchers we are aware of our own guiding philosophical stances which value inclusivity, empowerment, enablement and reciprocal forms of expertise, all of which had bearing upon the synthesis process.

Furthermore, throughout this study, we have valued an interpretivist stance, which alongside the recognition of researcher stance, also includes the use of thick description and the interpretation of subtext. 

The QRS process followed the stages as detailed by Major and Savin-Baden (2010);

· Identify area of research and research question

· Identify and collate qualitative studies related to the research question across a large area of literature

· Examine the theories and methods used in each study in-depth

· Compare and analyze findings for each study 

· Synthesize the findings for each study

· Undertake an interpretation of findings across the studies 

· Provide recommendations 

The first part of the process involved designing and defining the parameters of the search, to establish the set of papers for the synthesis. This included reading literature reviews conducted on student engagement, for example, Trowler & Trowler (2010); Zepke & Leach (2010), as a way in to the research literature and to aid development of the search strings.

The search used 7 data bases; 

· ERIC

· Academic Search Complete 

· ASSIA 

· Open University (HEER)

· Routledge 

· SAGE Journals

· SCOPUS

A broad sweep of the data bases on “student engagement” and “higher education” and “qualitative” research was adopted first. This mined 2,530 items. Inclusion and exclusion criteria were then applied (Appendix 1). 

The 56 papers which remained were then appraised in terms of study quality using Letts et al (2007) Critical Review Form. This left 9 papers (Appendix 2). This was because many studies were not methodologically positioned, the description provided of the methodology and methods used were thin, and in many cases absent.

The second part of the QRS process is the analysis, synthesis and interpretation of the data. Each paper was read and re-read several times and a summary was created to enable the studies to be compared. The purpose of analysis was to move beyond comparison, as such the analysis of relationships between the studies was important to identify. The methods used were reciprocal translation analysis, where studies were translated into one another where possible, and refutational analysis, which meant positively looking for themes which did not compare, where perspectives might compete (Noblit and Hare, 1988). From this process the first level or overarching themes emerged (see Figure 1, in which all the themes are presented).

Figure 1. Presentation of themes

	Overarching concepts / 

themes
	Second order interpretations  
	Third order interpretations 

	Intra-personal engagement


	Emotional engagement

Alienation (isolation) and injustice

Motivation 
Transition, identity shifts , worldview 

Development of capacity

Self-sufficiency

Cynicism
	Emotional engagement

· Resilience and resistance

Engagement as connection and disjuncture

· Relevance

· Alienation and injustice

Engagement as autonomy

· Agency and self-sufficiency

· Disillusionment

Inter-relational engagement

· Valued actions and interactions

(tutor, students, wider social / cultural and political networks)

· Performance (falsehood and veracity)



	The influence of one another 


	Awareness of, and effects of one another 

Treasured relationships

Support

Discomfort

Embarrassment


	

	Tutor style and approach 


	Valued actions and interactions

Trust relations, equity and justice

(Tutor to student, student to student, tutor to institution)

Credible, relevant, memorable active academic teaching practices (theoretical sense -making)
	

	Approaches influenced by social cultural structures and practices 
	Seamless connection to disconnection with family, friends, interests, career
	

	Approaches influenced by socio-political structures and practices
	Institutional structures Approaches to quality Approaches to power                 
	


Mind maps were also used to locate level I themes across the studies and involved;

· Combining themes across studies

· Expanded or redefining themes

· Re-reading data 

· Developing a matrix of studies to locate cross-study themes

· Developing second order themes

The final stage of the synthesis required the development of third order interpretations; translating information to a higher level, whilst still maintaining data integrity. 

Issues of plausibility

Efforts were taken to ensure the studies included had located a methodological base for the design and approaches adopted, including how data were managed and interpreted. Engaging in reflexivity, peer evaluation, maintaining data integrity and being explicit about researcher influence were also examined to ensure the included studies were plausible.

Findings and conclusions 
The findings included 4 overarching themes which are first summarised below and then presented in detail.

Summary of findings:

· Inter-relational engagement - whereby student engagement was characterised and experienced through connection to a wide set of relationships including student to tutor, student to student, student to family, and student to career. In addition the performance of acting within and between such relationships was evidenced in relation to falsehood and veracity. 

· Engagement as autonomy – this related to how students shifted from unfamiliarity and self-consciousness to self-sufficiency in learning. Agency was evidenced by increased (self) awareness and disciplinary knowledge, for some it was expressed in terms of disillusionment.

· Emotional engagement - across the studies this was illustrated by intra-personal capacity, in terms of student resilience and persistence. Students remained engaged to their studies, surmounting the challenge, (bounded by time).

· Engagement as connection and disjunction - there was a variety of student experience that ranged from making connections, to those who had a more troublesome, questioning approach and sense of disjunction, experienced as a lack of relationship or separation between thought and action. 

Student engagement was seen in this synthesis as a far reaching construct;

engagement can be considered to represent a connection in the context of a relationship which a student desires or expects to belong to.

Case (2007:120),
This definition, whilst focused at the student level, is considered appropriate in the context of the findings from this study, in which engagement was predominantly examined from the students’ voice.

An overview of the third order interpretations, contextualised by the synthesised studies, is now presented.

Inter-relational engagement 

Positive and negative examples of inter-relational engagement were found across the studies. For example, classroom interactions between tutors and students included a range from;

· support through to unresponsiveness (Bryson & Hand, 2007) 

· embarrassment (Case et al., 2010) 

· identity exploration (Haggis & Pouget, 2002)

· performance and critique (Paulus et al., 2006) 

Reification (Lave & Wenger, 1998) was significant, whereby the sharing and interpretation of the learning experience, in negotiation with others, served to highlight  a seamless connection to a disconnection between study, student life, family and home-life and the impact of learning contexts on engagement (Case, 2007). Such findings link with Mann’s (2005) work on relationships in the context of the socio-cultural nature of education and experience of education for the student.

Students expressed varying degrees of troublesomeness in being amongst others within learning situations, for example from anxiety at being asked to contribute, to enjoying class discourse (Kettle, 2011), to feeling judged (Cooper, 2000). Personal growth was generally expressed despite the challenge (Haggis & Pouget, 2002). However, for some students, behaviours exhibited in the classroom would be context-bound, with students acknowledging their actions would revert back to preferred ways of behaving once study was complete (Kettle, 2011). This sense of performance, of having to act in order to achieve, appeared to reflect a range of approaches from both students and tutors, from falsehood, to veracity.

Engagement as autonomy
The studies which related to this theme highlighted identity shifts, and stages of transition from new comer (Haggis & Pouget, 2002; Kettle, 2011) to students filtering information and (strategically) regulating their actions in light of the conditions and power structures within which they viewed themselves as operating (Houston et al, 2008). In practice is was evidenced that approaches to engagement here reflected transitional agency,  of not making connections between new content and worldview (Cooper, 2000) to developing awareness and insight for self and career (Case, 2007), albeit with limited application (Paulus et al., 2006). 

Students’ commitment to improvement emerged, including motivation to improve on using formative feedback (Cooper, 2000), in learning academic discourse (Kettle, 2011) and improving disciplinary knowledge (Paulus et al., 2006). In other examples students’ resourcefulness to students’ resistance to share work was of note (Cooper, 2000), including a fear of revealing too much of the self (Paulus et al., 2006). 

Engagement as autonomy reflected student agency in terms of the need to dis-engage, to take time out (Case, 2007), agency was also expressed as knowing the system and being able to recognise power imbalance (Houston et al., 2008).

There was also evidence of autonomy as disillusionment; 

· of students feeling churned out through the system, none the wiser (Houston et al., 2008) 

· of students expressing a diminished interest for their subject and career (due to intense engagement and work overload) (Case, 2007)

· of a student gaining good grades yet being left with a sense of 'bluffing her way through the course’ (Case et al., 2010:427)

Disillusionment was also experienced due to students concern regarding tutors’ responses towards their learning and growth (Bryson & Hand, 2007), and to the paradox of encouragement to develop critical thought, yet within a limited western view and within strict academic practices (Kettle, 2011).

Emotional engagement

Data illustrated that students engaged emotionally in committing to and encountering their studies. Of significance were students who persisted despite the ‘joyless slog’ (Bryson & Hand, 2007:356), the drudgery (Case, 2007). What became apparent was the students’ resilience. Students were seen to challenge themselves to learn (Case et al., 2010), to expend effort (Haggis & Pouget, 2002), and this resonates with wider literature (e.g. Coates, 2005) as being necessary conditions required from students. 

In the context of emotional engagement resistance was noted, linked to the sense of struggle and conflict students contended with (Houston et al., 2008; Case et al., 2010). Resilience as endurance and pursuit of goal attainment was noted (Haggis & Pouget, 2002). Students were able to stay engaged despite experiencing engagement negatively (Case, 2007; Houston et al., 2008, Bryson & Hand, 2007) their struggle was clearly expressed.

Although the studies included narratives from known populations of students who might feel overwhelmed and isolated e.g. international students (Kettle, 2011) and access students (Haggis & Pouget, 2002), evidence of student resilience and persistence was noted across the studies by all types of students. It was evident that learning was a personal and psychological matter. What appeared to be of significance was the pedagogical relationship between the student’s sense of her/himself and their learning, and the experience being bounded by time.
Authors such as Tinto (forthcoming) and Ziskin et al., (2006) have considered persistence in terms of student retention and links to institutional practices, including social integration and academic integration as playing a role on students’ intent to persist. However, they along with authors, such as Barnett (2007), highlight there is much we do not know about student persistence. What is of note across the studies examined here was the students own personal endeavour. 

Engagement as connection and disjunction

In this final theme, students study approaches reflected an ease of connection, which served to spur them on (Cooper, 2000). For others, disjunction was more prevalent, and experienced as a disconnection between their own world view and new material (Kettle, 2011). 
In the context of engagement as connection, learning was internalised and memorable. Connection was expressed through personal interest (Bryson & Hand, 2007), passion for the subject and a union nurtured by family (Case, 2007). For some connection was realised through memorable learning scenarios, which students could relate to (Paulus et al., 2006). For others, relevance was enhanced through reflection (Cooper, 2000).
In the context of disjunction, students expressed a sense of alienation, of feeling isolated within or from a group or activity to which they felt they should belong (Haggis & Pouget, 2002). Injustice was also reflected by an externalised cynicism and sense of unfairness (Houston et al., 2008).

A wider literature has examined educational experiences for students, for example Hockings et al., (2008) suggests students who reflect, and make connections between ideas of their own and from others, are most deeply engaged. It was evident that connecting with peers and mentors and expectations of academic study supported engagement. Yet, what emerged appeared to offer more than a focus on operational matters, and in terms of alienation and injustice, this spoke more about students’ awareness of themselves and their potential to negotiate or surmount the challenges or situations they found themselves contending with.

Barnett (2007) states that being a student is to be in a state of anxiety, not only over assessment, and feedback, and workload pressures, but also self-doubts about personal ability, of being able to contribute, of being able to grapple with uncertainty. It has come to light here that HE imposes a severe set of demands upon students, there is no hiding place, and disjunction is a reality for many, for which resilience is required by the student to endure and succeed.

Implications and lessons learnt 
One of the key recommendations from the Trowlers’ (2010:50) review highlights the need to develop a robust body of evidence, built up through small-scale studies that speak to, ‘confirm, challenge or redefine’ other studies, so that rather than stand-alone evidence, a more integrated picture can emerge of practice and effects. 

This study has presented four themed approaches to student engagement, which have emerged through a QRS. 

Key findings

Engagement as resilience has emerged as a powerful overarching theme within the context of the four themed approaches to student engagement;
· Emotional engagement 
· Engagement and disjuncture 
· Engagement as autonomy 
· Inter-relational engagement 
What has also been highlighted through the QRS is the number of qualitative studies rejected through the critical review process. Qualitative researchers need to be explicit about their selected methodology and the tradition within which it can be situated, with congruity between methods then used and the application of quality criteria to ensure the rigour of their work.
Recommendations for future research
· Further understanding of the personal and psychological responses towards engagement 

· Further exploration of students will to learn and self-belief in studying in HE 

· Further examination of the role of others in the nurturing of resistance
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

	Criteria
	Include
	Exclude

	1.Date
	Conducted between 2000-2011
	Sources and publications before 2000

	2.Topic 
	Sources related to student engagement approaches, in particular the use of terms used to describe these

Sources detailing what the approaches are considering the terms used 

Ways in which the approaches are used

Effectiveness of approaches 

e.g. perceived benefits

Adoption of approaches

e.g. use / uptake of certain approaches over others
	Sources and publications not related 



	3.Location
	International literature
	Sources not in English language

	4.Context
	HE 
	FE, School sector 

	5.Publication
	Primary empirical qualitative studies 

(To include case study research, narrative inquiry, ethnography, phenomenology, (participatory) action research, grounded theory)

Peer reviewed journal articles


	Quantitative studies, literature reviews, other syntheses.

Grey literature, reports, conference proceedings 
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