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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hi, I’m Kalina Nenova <And I’m John Speakman>
Today we are going be talking the developmental consequences of disengagement in Higher Education, 
the quiet erosion of engagement in students



NOTHING FAILED ON PAPER

NO FAILED ASSESSMENT
NO FORMAL COMPLAINT
NO DISAPPEARANCE
NO OBVIOUS CRISIS

A student can still be present, still participate, and still
be disengaging.

What happens when disengagement becomes visible
only after it has become normal?
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When we talk about dis-engagement in higher education, we often imagine withdrawal: absence, silence, non-submission, dropping out. But some forms of disengagement look like success.  

The student attends, completes the tasks, they work in a group, they don’t cause problems. 

Nothing failed on paper.�No Failed Assesment
No formal Complaint
No disappearance
No obvious Crisis

A student can still be present, participate, and still be disengaging.
What happens when dis-engagement becomes visible only after it has become normal?



DISENGAGEMENT

Participation can remain while engagement

erodes.
WHAT THE SYSTEM COULD SEE QUIET DISENGAGEMENT
* Absence & Attendence « Complience
* Submission & Non-submission * Reduced Ownership
* Progression & Stagnation * Reduced Risk
* Refusal & Participation * Reduced Investment

* Narrowing Choices

* Loss Of Confidence



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Traditional institutional indicators tend to prioritise observable behaviour.
Absence & Attendence
Submission & Non-submission
Progression & Stagnation
Refusal & Participation

A student can preform the behaviour associated with participation while experiencing a progressively weaker state of engagement 

This quiet disengagement looks like:
Complience
Reduced Ownership
Reduced Risk
Reduced Investment
Narrowing Choices
Loss Of Confidence




ATTENTION
ENGAGEMENT AS ALIGNMENT

Participation #Z Engagement

Participation may be an outcome or observable expression of
engagement, but it does tell us what is happening

psychologically.

MOTIVATION

“To be engaged, people must be invited to influence the goal”

- John Smythe

SIGNIFICANCE
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We see Engagement as a psychological state, one in which attention, motivation and significance align.

Attention is where we focus. 
Motivation is what gives us a reason to put in effort. 
Significance is the sense that what we’re doing matters.

Engagement should not be confused with the convenient measures we associate in academia with engagement. 
Participation is not engagement.

we need to look beyond whether people are taking part and consider what makes their involvement meaningful.

That means giving people the opportunity to influence the goal: to help shape what they’re working towards and understand why their contribution matters.



RECOGNISING
THE FIRST SIGNS

Disengagement is not always a decision to leave

Disengagement can begin as a changing relationship with
the activity

From: To:

»

v

“I think we should try X” “Whatever everyone else wants

“I'll do the safe option”

v

“I’d like to experiment”

“It’s fine”

v

“This isn’t working”

v

“We should do our best” “I'll do whatever I’'m assigned”

“It’s fine”

stdo what the
group wants”

“lwonit suggest that”

COMPLIANCE

OWNERSHIP
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Recognise the first signs

Early disengagement may look like a narrowing of agency rather than an absence of behaviour
The quiet erosion hides behind reduction in ownership, significance and voluntary contradiction

Notice how someone changes their use of language through a project, it can still be affirmative but disengaged.
“I think we should try X ” becomes “Whatever everyone else wants”
“I’d like to experiment” becomes “I’ll do the safe option”
“This isn’t working” becomes “It’s fine”
“We should do our best” becomes “I’ll do whatever I’m assigned”

We can see compliance in the substitution of personal agency despite personal interest
Loss of ownership shows when someone sees themselves without stake in a project they are part of, taking commands from people with more stake
Risk aversion is not part of someone’s character, you can observe risk aversion increase as engagement drops



RECOGNITION

GAP Educators may notice the behavior but interpret its meaning differently.

SIGNAL / SIGN OBSERVED POSSIBLE INTERPRETATION
OBSERVED Quiet compliance Independence
INTERTRETED Reduced Contribution Preference
NORMALISED s _ ,
i Avoid Risk Maturity/ pragmatism
NO RESPONSE
(NO FOLLOW UP) Letting others decide Cooperation

ADAPTATION Reduced challenge Realistic self-management
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If we are looking only at affirmative language and attendance, we can interpret engagement rather than emerging dis-engagement.�
We may observe signs of dis-engagement
How we interpret a sign may lead to normalising that behaviour
If there is no follow up or response, the student will adapt to lower engagement

Looking at this interpretation stage,
we may see signs of dis-engagement as positive change.

Compliance can look like independence,
Reduced contribution could be preference, 
Avoidance risk could look like pragmatism
Deference can look like cooperation
And not challenging direction can look like self management


SIGNAL APPEARS THE
} NORMALIZATION
SIGNAL IS INTERPRETED AS CYCLE
ACCEPTABLE

!

NO INTERVENTION OCCURS . .
The absence of crisis becomes evidence that

i nothing is wrong.
STUDENT ADAPTS
l If the student isn’t failing, fighting, withdrawing,
ADAPTATION BECOMES THE complaining, the system receives little pressure to

NEW BASELINE

!

NEW BEHAVIOUR APPEARS
LESS CONCERNING

!

SIGNAL APPEARS AGAIN

!

CYCLE REPEATS

|

intervene.
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Thinking about the normalisation that we see in detail, this is a cycle:

The Signal appears
It’s interpreted as acceptable 
No intervention occurs
So the student adapts 

Adaptation becomes the new baseline
New behaviour appears less concerning

The Signal appears again
Cycle repeats

The absence of crisis becomes evidence that nothing is wrong.
If the student isn’t failing, fighting, withdrawing, complaining, the system receives little pressure to intervene.



DEVELOPMENTAL SHIFT

EARLY MIDDLE LATER

REDUCED OWNERSHIP — > REDUCED EXPERIMENTATION > REDUCED ACADEMIC RISK-TAKING —

“Pll let others decide.” “Pll do what | know works” “l don’t think | can do that”

|

REDUCED CONFIDENCE IN —> NARROWING ACADEMIC IDENTITY — > REDUCED SENSE OF AGENCY —
CAPABILITY

SELF- LIMITING PARTICIPATION
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Let’s look at what adaptation looks like long term.
Higher Education sees a lot of students who have already been exposed to this cycle and have begun to shift their standard perceptions of personal engagement in groups

We see reduced ownership leading to reduced experimentation then reduced risk taking.

Without risk, we see a reduced confidence in self capability. This leads to a smaller academic identity

With less personal identity in a group, the sense of agency also reduces.

The result is a systemic self limiting participation.


WHEN ADAPTATION
BECOMES IDENTITY

BEHAVIOR > HABIT » EXPECTATION > IDENTITY

Repeated disengagement can become incorporated into their understanding of what kind of
“Idon’t want to” student they are.

l

“l will let someone else decide”

i

“I’m not very good at this”

i

“That’s just not something 1 do”

“’m not a leader”

“’m not creative”

“I’'m bad at presenting.”

“Pm not good academically.”

“l work better when someone tells me what to do”
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It becomes a systemic failure when someone adapting to the system leads to a shift in identity that is self defeating.

We can see behaviour becomes habit.
With a habit comes expectation to fulfil the habit and that forms a personal identity.

“I don’t want to”
“I will let someone else decide”
“I’m not very good at this”
“That’s just not something I do” 

Repeated disengagement can become incorporated into their understanding of what kind of student they are.
We can see this in their language:
“I’m not a leader”
“I’m not creative”
“I’m bad at presenting.”
“I’m not good academically.”
“I work better when someone tells me what to do”
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The signs were clear

Staff was informed and issue was raised

Appropriate measures were not taken

RECOGNISE THE
TEAM DYNAMIC

INTERJECT

GUIDE
SUPPORT
EDUCATE



WHO OWNS THE
RECOGNITION?

Engagement may be experienced by the student, but recognition of its erosion is not

solely the student's responsibility.

TRADITIONAL FRAMING

Student disengages

i

Student should re-
engage

NEW FRAMING: Institutions have responsibility for:

Student signal

I * recognising meaningful changes
Institutional interpretation * creating opportunities for agency
I * questioning apparently successful
compliance

Learning environment

I * responding before disengagement

Feedback / response becomes entrenched
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So who owns recognition?
If we assume responsibility is owned by the student, especially one already inside the normalisation cycle,
Expecting the student to re-engage may lead to further  deepening dis-engagement

Engagement and dis-engagement may be experienced by the student, but recognition of its erosion is not solely the student's responsibility.

Institutions have a responsibility to:

recognising meaningful changes 
creating opportunities for agency 
questioning apparently successful compliance 
responding before disengagement becomes entrenched





ENGAGEMENT

|

l

ATTENTION MOTIVATION

SIGNIFICANCE

ACADEMIC AGENCY

OWNERSHIP

RISK

DEVELOPMENT

l

CAPABILITY

l

IDENTITY

SUSTAINING
ENGAGEMENT

Understand the drivers of engagement

Build an environment that supports personal

development through personal ownership and risk

Sustaining engagement means creating space for
students to make those choices and grow through

them.


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
If we Understand the drivers of engagement,
We can build an environment that supports development through ownership and risk

Attention, motivation and significance give students a foundation for engagement: they can focus, they have a reason to contribute, and they feel their contribution matters.
These can support academic agency: the sense that students can make choices and influence their learning.

That agency opens ownership: feeling that the work is theirs to shape. 
And risk: being willing to suggest an idea, challenge an approach or try something that might not work.
Those experiences create opportunities for development. Students build capability through making decisions, experimenting and learning from the outcomes. They also develop their identity how they see themselves as learners and what they feel able to contribute.

Sustaining engagement means creating space for students to make those choices and grow through them.



HAS OWNERSHIP
CHANGED?

HAS ACADEMIC
RISK CHANGED?

HAS SIGNIFICANCE
CHANGED?

Is the student still making
meaningful choices?

Are they still experimenting,
questioning and attempting
things they might fail at?

Does the student still
appear to see what they
are doing as meaningful?

WHAT SHOULD
WE LOOK FOR?

Don't only ask:

“Are they
participating?”

Ask:

“What kind of
participation are we
seeing?”
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If we are doing what we believe is our best to support engagement,
What should we be looking for to see it working?

We shouldn’t only ask if they are participating
But what kind of participation we are seeing

Including in group work, 
Do they demonstrate ownership?
 are they making meaningful choices?

Has their perception of academic risk changed?
Are they experimenting, questioning and attempting things with novelty and risk of failure?

Has significance changed?
Do they still see what they do as meaningful?
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THE QUIET EROSION gl
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Disengagement does not always begin when a
student leaves.

It can begin when they stop choosing.

Recognise the change before the adaptation
. becomes identity.
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If we wait for disengagement to become visible as absence, failure or withdrawal, we may be responding to the endpoint of a developmental process. 

The challenge is therefore not simply to increase participation. It is to recognise when participation remains while ownership, significance, experimentation and agency are quietly disappearing.
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