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Abstract 

Much attention is being currently focussed on the kinds of classroom pedagogies that will be 
productive for students from low socio-economic backgrounds. While recognising that 
relationships between poor students and teachers is a key place where educational 
differences can be made, this paper draws attention to critical issues of enduring resistance 
in schools serving poor communities. Here classrooms are often places where students 
have little interest in becoming engaged with any classroom practices, no matter how well 
intentioned and how emancipatory they may seem to their teachers and schools. The 
continuing challenge for teachers and policy makers is to consider how, when school 
resistance is persistent and culturally supported, that disengaged students may be 
encouraged to take up offers of educational success when many clearly view these offers as 
illusionary. 

  

If the culture of the teacher is to become part of 
the consciousness of the child, then the culture 
of the child must first be in the consciousness of 
the teacher (Bernstein, 1970) 

Dilemmas of Engagement 

In Learning to Labour (Willis, 1977), one of the most enduring analyses of resistance to 
schooling, we are challenged to reconsider the dilemmas surrounding students rejecting 
what schools and teachers offer them. A critical aspect of Willis's analysis is that the working 
class "lads" in his study freely rejected their schools' curriculum and their teachers' 



pedagogy. Ironically, the form of the teaching paradigm promised upward mobility through 
education, but in resisting school, the working class boys rejected this promise, and of their 
own volition, cemented their existing class position. 

It is the ironies around resistance and school engagement that we want to explore within 
important current research debates about the kinds of classroom pedagogies that will benefit 
educationally disadvantaged students. In particular, we're interested in what might 
make students engage with the classroom practices offered to them by their schools and 
teachers. Our argument is that at critical points of engagement, cultural support for school 
resistance often becomes a decisive factor. To illustrate this, we turn to the following 
exchange between researcher and school resister in Learning to Labour (1977). 

Joey's Dilemma 

PW: Since you're saying all this (...) and you're 
intelligent enough to see it, why aren't you intelligent 
enough to do it [listen to teachers and conform]? 

Joey: I ain't saying I'm clever. I'm saying that none of 
us are clever enough to do it. 

PW: But you're clever enough to point it out (...) why 
not do it? 

Joey: 'Cos nobody else does. I'd be out then I wouldn't 
be one of these like if I stopped playing up and stopped 
drinking. I'm an integral part of the group now. I can't 
get out of it. 

(Willis, 1977: 167-168) 

It is more than a matter of speculation that twenty five years on, Joey's dilemma still exists in 
schools serving poor areas. Resistances to school practices by educationally disadvantaged 
students persist. Many classrooms are characterised by large numbers of students who are 
disinterested and disengaged from the curriculum and teachers who spend much curriculum 
time and energy on coercion and control. In the light of these intersecting issues of refusal 
and persuasion, what is interesting about Joey's comments is that he clearly articulates his 
individual rejection of the educational offer from within the cultural solidarity of the group. 

Cultural Support for Resistance 

There are two dilemmas highlighted in this exchange. Joey's rejection is first based on 
contradictions of perception, ability and choice. Although he can see that there may be 
academic benefits in listening to the teachers and certainly benefits in terms of social 
cohesion, this is rejected because what he is doing is culturally right for him. As he says 
elsewere "I don' wanna be a lobe [school conformist], I just wanna be like me" (Willis, 1977: 
167). The message is that he knows more than he can do and belonging to the group 
overrides individual advancement. Second, he points to intra-group support processes that 
reveal school success for all of them as illusionary. When he says, "None of us are clever 
enough to do it", he is indicating that not all of them can take up the offer and get through. 
Here "none" arguably equals "not all" and certainly being an integral part of the group is 
what really counts. 

 



Student Engagement: Who's Buying It? 

It is Joey's dilemma that we want to throw into the current research and interest in 
"authentic" and "productive" pedagogies. Important work is being currently undertaken in 
Australia on the kinds of classroom pedagogies that will be productive for students from low 
socio-economic backgrounds. There are important questions to be asked within this 
research, particularly as to whether or not engagement is a key centralising factor in the 
successful implementation of empowering classroom pedagogies. To put it Joey's way, what 
is going to make students "buy it", that is practices designed to improve their educational 
outcomes, any more than he was prepared to when he could see but rejected what was 
meant to be educationally "good for him"? 

Considering Joey's dilemma encourages us to look for definitions of student engagement 
beyond narrow ideas of students being on task and complying with teachers' wishes. There 
is a deeper and more important level associated with longer-term engagement with school 
and education: the sense among students that "school is for me". It might be useful to term 
this emotional attachment and commitment "big 'E' Engagement". The following definitions 
capture this more significant concept of student engagement: 

... finding ways of enabling and encouraging learners to enter into 
communities of practice, discourse and inquiry ... to become an 'insider' in the 
culture of the classroom (Durrant and Green, 2000: 103); 

... involves becoming identified and identifying oneself as a member of a 
socially meaningful group ... playing a socially meaningful 'role' within that 
discourse community (Gee, 1990: 143). 

The tensions between culturally supported school resistance and students taking up 
pedagogical offers of educational success are central issues to explore by educators 
committed to enhanced educational outcomes for disadvantaged students. Our argument is 
that resolutions to those tensions needs to involve further consideration of the complexity of 
classroom relationships produced within the pedagogic spaces of both students and 
teachers. We now take up this complexity in a number of key theoretical issues. 

Theoretical Issues 

Cultural Production and the Cultural Production of Classroom Practices 

Perhaps the most significant aspect of Willis's (1977, 1981, 1983) analysis of students' 
resistances to school is in his concept of cultural production. Cultural production 
acknowledges that there are degrees of agency inside structural locations. That is, 
individuals creatively and culturally understand, respond and position themselves within their 
own structurally located experiences. Cultural production is defined as: 

the process of the collective creative use of discourses, meanings, materials, 
practices and group processes to explore, understand and creatively occupy 
particular positions, relations and sets of material possibilities (Willis, 1983: 
114). 

With regard the discussion at hand, this concept is extended to the cultural production of 
classroom practice. The work of Jones (1989) is interesting here. Taking up Willis's concept 
of cultural production she challenges the notion that classroom practice is "characterised 
wholly by teacher-imposed pedagogical styles" (Jones, 1989: 21). She argues that 
pedagogy cannot be understood without "an understanding of the structured, collective 



cultural interpretations of the pupils" (Jones, 1989: 22). Students are actively engaged in 
producing classroom practices and research by Jones (1989) (see also, Haberman, 1991) 
reveals that students shape classroom practices by resisting and complying. Whereas the 
teachers have control of content, the pupils can decide what work they want to do and at 
what pace. In so doing, they are using their own definition of the pedagogical situation, 
relying on their own perceptions of what counts as teaching. Further, educationally 
disadvantaged students are more likely in this process to reject approaches emphasising 
intellectual quality in favour of repetitive, non-challenging and educationally debilitating work. 
The conclusion is that because teachers do not solely control the classroom, change can not 
be found purely in modifications to their paradigm alone. Furthermore, attempts at 
politicising working class students with radical pedagogy and curricula, may well be resisted, 
even when the intent is to offer them enhanced educational outcomes. 

A focus on teaching and pedagogy without reference to the identities and experiences that 
students bring to the pedagogical relationship will always be focussed on one half of the 
explanation and solution to resistance and engagement. The work of Furlong (1991) on the 
need to focus on the emotions of students in explaining their resistance to school, and 
Bernstein's project (see 1996 for an overview) to explain the way in which education serves 
socially reproductive purposes can help to fill in the other half of the equation. 

Emotion and Pedagogy 

There are emotional issues to consider in any analysis of the relationship between 
resistance and pedagogy. Furlong (1991) notes that educational sociologists working in the 
area of student resistance are all 'Durkheim's children' in that their focus is on the 
exploration of 'social circumstances' which lead to unacceptable student actions rather than 
on student pathology (Furlong, 1991: 295). In his analysis of Durkheim's legacy, Varenne 
(1995: 383) argues that Durkheim, if faced with the oppositional behaviour so common in 
schools today, would probably have responded as follows: 

He would probably talk of people cursing teachers, disrupting classrooms, 
and dropping out, as symptoms of something pathological at work. The 
pathology would however be a social pathology, not an individual one. It 
would be the sign of the need to investigate how particular instances of 
institutions were not operating in such a fashion as to require the kind of 
disordering resistance that someone like Willis (1977) documents. 

Furlong (1991: 295) argued, that sociological research on disaffected students, suffered 
from a denial that there are important psychological questions to pose and answer in any 
social exploration of the phenomenon, 'particularly at an emotional level'. Students' emotion-
charged experiences of schooling lead them to construct an image of themselves not just as 
learners but as people. Schools, says Furlong (1991), through their structures and practices, 
are engaged in the production of ability, values and occupational identity. Such practices are 
responsible for 'hidden injuries' (Furlong, 1991: 304-306), which affect a person's 
unconscious and therefore, through repression and contradiction, their consciousness and 
actions. Furlong also recognised that schools and educational settings are sites where 
students often 'give vent to an emotionality' that has its roots elsewhere, perhaps the family 
or peer and social context (Furlong, 1991: 296). 

Bernstein's work helps us understand the way in which the family and social context 
interacts with the peer and pedagogical relations in schools to produce engagement or 
resistance and opportunities for advancement through education or continued disadvantage. 

 



Pedagogical Control, Identity and Engagement 

Schooling, and education more generally, purports to offer security, approval and a way 
forward for individuals, but can also occur in a setting where students feel devalued and 
excluded. Bernstein, in particular, has demonstrated how pedagogy and curriculum are 
integral to processes of devaluing and excluding people in disadvantaged social positions 
and how student identity is constructed both in response to education and because of it 
(Bernstein, 1996). 

Bernstein's analysis of schooling in terms of the three educational 'message systems', 
curriculum, pedagogy and evaluation, and the interdependency between them, provides a 
useful framework for understanding how schools operate to structure the consciousness and 
emotionality of students. Simply, he argued that what teachers teach, how they teach it, and 
the way that student learning is evaluated conveys powerful messages to students about 
what the teacher, and ultimately the society, through a curriculum for which the school is 
publicly accountable, consider both important and valid knowledge. The construction and 
presentation of school curricula, he argued, helped shape individuals' perceptions of what 
they might do, and what they might become, when they left school. As Bernstein (1996) has 
stated, the operation of the pedagogic device, which regulates potential pedagogic discourse 

... is to provide a symbolic ruler for consciousness ... It is a condition for the 
production, reproduction and transformation of culture. ... The device creates 
in its realisations an arena of struggle between different groups for the 
appropriation of the device, because whoever appropriates the device has the 
power to regulate consciousness (Bernstein, 1996: 50-52). 

It is clear that for many students, their sense of involvement in the classroom and its 
practices leads to a realisation that they do not 'fit in', to disengagement, and a further 
realisation that school is not for them. Given this realisation, and together with others, the 
disaffected struggle with teachers and other students for control of classroom time and 
space. Traditional methods of assessment, in particular, are implicated in this process of 
disengagement. But also, pedagogical methods that leave no space for students to insert 
their culture, experience or language are also implicated in what can amount to an 
educational lock out. 

As we have already argued, however, the answer is not simply one of replacing traditional 
methods with more progressive methods if the relationship that is produced between 
teachers and students is not also considered. Again, Bernstein has conceptualised the 
relationship between teachers and students in terms of knowledge, power and control and 
related production of educational identities. 

Work done in Bernstein's tradition has illustrated that through principles of power 
(classification) and control (framing) schools and teachers through their practices can limit 
access to the codes and rules which students use in perceiving and interacting with the 
world around them, and which in turn give rise to an understanding of the discursive or 
textual practices of power. Students quickly come to understand when school is not working 
for them and when the practices of teachers are not of any use in their own lives or, more 
pointedly, when their use is illusionary. 

The most common experience of schooling for many people is one of formality and hierarchy 
where teachers, regardless of pedagogical method employed, determine the 



... distinctions between teacher and student roles, the rules governing the 
sequence of learning in the classroom and the procedures for evaluating 
students, activities and curriculum content (Walker, 1993: 139). 

To use Bernstein's terminology, 'classification' and 'framing' here are essentially strong. The 
teacher is firmly in control of the pacing, sequencing and judging of learning and the teacher 
is most definitely the arbiter of access to knowledge. It is hoped, however, that the 
organisational context of education can be used to disrupt the discourses of power such that 
individuals can begin to change their own consciousness (Bernstein, 1995). This is the hope 
on which the productive pedagogies research is built. 

Our argument, within the productive pedagogies debate, is that if this disruption of the 
discourse of power occurs in a group setting where the group has some control over the 
framing of the pedagogical context this can lead to positive social change with the group as 
its essential unit. In this context, individuals within the group begin to think the previously 
'unthinkable', that is, they are able to break free of the boundaries and limits which previous 
pedagogical formations have put on what they were able to express validly as worthwhile 
knowledge (see Atkinson, 1985; Bernstein, 1996). 

Conclusion 

A pedagogical framework such as that used in the "productive pedagogies" debate, which is 
sensitive to cultural issues and difference, and recognises the capacity of students to 
engage in decisions about their own learning, can provide students with empowering 
educational experiences and allow them to construct a positive self-image as a learner. 
Implied here is a sense of power over the process of education. It is important to realise, 
however, given our previous argument that classroom practices are culturally produced, that 
this sensitivity is part of the pedagogical relationship constructed between teachers and 
students. Just saying that teachers need to be sensitive to culture and experience does not 
make curriculum or teaching approach, of itself, culturally sensitive. 

It is the students themselves who will be able to tell us that they are engaged and who will 
say whether education is working for them in a culturally sensitive and relevant way. It is the 
students who will be able to tell us whether the offers that education purports to provide are 
real or illusionary. It is at the messy point of teachers and students responding to each other 
culturally in relation to classroom discourse and assessment practices where we are truly 
going to see whether or not students feel that school is for them. It is within this space that 
education can provide a chance that is not illusionary, and that can indeed be engaging and 
lead to purposeful, relevant and productive educational outcomes. 
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