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This presentation is a pastiche of three recent conference papers
 based on a university/schools project that has been operating from QUT since 1992. While the Student Action Research for University Access (SARUA) Project has evolved somewhat over the years, the principles and processes that underpin it have remained constant. What I’ll be discussing here is, firstly, the history, philosophy, and processes of the project and how it promotes students’ voices; secondly, I’ll be identifying some student-held “myths” about higher education and the need to address those myths before access programs can be effective; thirdly, the special case of self-marginalised students and the need to work with them in the margins of education; and, fourthly, the notion that disengaged students retain hope in education and what they have told us will help to re-engage them. . 
Unheard voices

Thomson (2004) asserted that social justice requires schools to listen specifically to the voices of those who are the most at risk and the least likely to be heard on issues that directly affect their educational outcomes. Some school cultures, however, have the potential “to deny students a voice on issues that matter to them” (Johnson & O’Brien, 2002, p. 9) with the education system failing “to support students to engage successfully in a ‘fair share’ of the full benefits of education and training” (p. 9). Low teacher expectations, even in a welcoming school environment, can lead to student underachievement and disengagement from school (Johnson & O’Brien, 2002). Disengagement can then have both immediate and long-term social and economic effects, leading to some students silently voicing their responses and “voting with their feet” (p. 6) or being mere spectators of their own learning. Students own expectations of themselves are crucial in finding connections between their current choices and their future options and how their decisions are investments in their own futures (Johnson & O’Brien, 2002). As noted by Thomson (2004), at risk students have themselves appealed for opportunities to demonstrate their strengths in addressing “the ways in which their education is (not) working for them” (para. 28).

SARUA History 

The SARUA Project was a response to similar lines of thought in a discussion between a teacher and a university researcher in 1992. The teacher asked my colleague Bill Atweh, what could be done about the apparent low aspiration towards higher education among students in her local secondary school. The school was located in a working-class suburb with a high migrant population, a sizable Pacific Islander group and a relatively high Indigenous group. No-one at the school could remember any student going on to university for many years. That was when it was agreed to not only ask the students for their opinions, but to create an action research project in which the students would be the key researchers of peer opinion and the leaders of school-based strategies targeting the problems they identified. Since then, the SARUA project has been run with about thirty schools with varying degrees of success. 
The project has resulted in individual benefits for students, such as better-informed decision-making in relation to higher education, increased academic abilities, and improved self-esteem. For their schools, they have developed a better understanding of their students and communities with increased attendance and retention reported at some schools as well as increases in progression to higher education. For the teachers working as school-level project coordinators, a more positive attitude towards the students has been a frequently reported outcome.
SARUA principles and processes

Creating spaces for student voice is a key element of the SARUA Project. This project is premised on a belief that many students from ‘at-risk’ backgrounds have the capacity to undertake university study and that research is needed to expose barriers to the attainment of their educational potential. To this end, SARUA utilizes a “students-as-researchers” approach (Fielding, 2001; Steinberg & Kincheloe, 1998) in which the students affected by the issues take a lead role in both the research and the design of potential solutions. Based on Habermas’ (1984, 1987) critical theory, the PAR methodology that informs the SARUA Project aims to help the students investigate their shared reality in order to change it, and “transforms reality in order to investigate it” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000, p. 592). It can illuminate some of the “hidden forces” (p. 573) that impact on students’ educational opportunities through “making the familiar unfamiliar (and making the unfamiliar familiar)” (p. 573). Educational research, according to Kemmis (2005) should fuel “the development of education both in the interests of individuals (especially those disadvantaged in access to and success in education) and for the common good” (p. 9). The SARUA Project is an example of student participation in education reform that embodies Kemmis’ principles of PAR through directly involving educationally disadvantaged students in research that relates to their real-life educational barriers. 

Following the principles of PAR, the SARUA project employs the action research spiral of planning, acting, observation, and reflection, and consists of three main stages:

1. Each year, a number of secondary schools serving low-income communities are invited to participate in the project, with groups ranging from six to twenty-four students selected by the schools. These students attend an initial two-day training and planning session at the university. This session deals with some of the social issues affecting young people in their schools and identifies factors affecting their lack of access to university. Participants also develop skills in designing and implementing research and gain direct knowledge about and experience of the university and its culture. At the end of this session, students plan their school-based projects to be conducted throughout the year.
2.
Students refine and carry out their action research projects in their local school environments. This is accomplished through weekly school meetings between the students and their appointed teachers with occasional visits from university researchers. The school-based projects involve researching some aspect of the issues they have identified relating to low tertiary aspiration and access and then designing and implementing relevant activities to redress the situation.

3. Towards the end of the school year, participants return to the university to reflect on and document their research and action. Successes and pitfalls are identified and recommendations for further action and research are outlined. In recent years, this phase has included in a student voice conference at which the groups present their findings, through means such as Powerpoint display, DVD, written reports and discussion, to a gathering of their peers and education professionals. 
Students’ Myths about University

Through listening to SARUA Project participants, we have discerned a number of myths about university that can be classified into three different types.  Some myths are the result of lack of knowledge about practical aspects of university entry and life. There were, however, other types of myth that were more cultural and attitudinal that prevented students from thinking that university is a possibility for them. A third type of myth is related to the agency and efficacy.
1. Lack of Knowledge

Every year, we ask the SARUA project students from the target schools if they have ever been to a university campus and if any of their family or close friends have ever been to a university to study. Generally, the smallest minority of students answer in the affirmative to either question. 

One group of Polynesian students said “We thought that University was just for smart people and that there was only one way to get in, by getting a good [high school result]”. Other students saw university as “just a school, only bigger and more of a maze”. For these students, whose reported experiences of school were fairly negative, the idea of spending four more years in a similar environment was not appealing.  The experience of visiting the university campus to undergo SARUA training led to amazement on the students’ part to discover what to other students might be simple facts about universities; that university students do not wear uniform and they do not have classes all day from 9 to 5.  

Arguably more serious than the lack of knowledge about the day to day life of the university, participating students revealed very limited knowledge about the availability of the alternative entry programs to the university such as some of those mentioned above, that gave concessional entry to target group students. There was also a general lack of knowledge about other flexible arrangements at university that might have made it more attractive to these students. For example, many students were also unaware that it was possible to attend university on a part-time basis. Also that there was a chance of deferring entering university at the end of Year 12 and applying later as an adult. 

This is quite concerning since the particular university involved has always attempted to promote its special entry programs for students from disadvantaged schools and considering that the majority of participating students were are at the senior level in their schools - a time when such knowledge would have been essential in making informed post-school decisions about their future. We were curious about the advice that students were getting from their career counsellors in schools about universities. Very few students, it appeared, were informed about special entry programs and some students were actively discouraged by the career advisors from considering university and to consider the ‘easier’ technical colleges. 

It might appear that removing this hurdle preventing university participation by students from underrepresented groups is a simple matter. In one sense, the information is readily available on the internet and is routinely sent to schools. In reality, however, these measures fall short of what is needed for these students and their schools in removing this barrier. Information sent to schools is always contaminated by local conditions, biases and lack of resources. The dissemination of information about university options for the underrepresented groups should include professional development of local school advisors, not only about the information, but also about catering to the needs of the underrepresented groups. 

Without adequate information, underrepresented student populations have little hope of considering university education as part of their post school planning. Very rarely do they get that information from home since the number of people they know who have gone to university is mostly very low. Students indicated that they had “no-one to ask what it’s really like”. As the experiences of the students we worked with show, often students do not get that information from schools. At times, teachers’ attitudes also contribute to the lack of information where there is a belief that these students are more suited to technical education. According to participating students, low expectations had been conveyed by school staff (“some teachers just see you and like don’t expect much”) with some students in the group having been advised by a school counsellor to “quit [school] and not even think about going to uni”. 

In designing the SARUA project, we realised the importance of receiving correct and relevant information about university as an essential prerequisite for consideration as a post-school option. In this project, we have attempted to build in sessions during the training days that specifically target information about the university. We invited people from the university to discuss the special programs that allow entry to disadvantaged groups based on socioeconomic and Indigenous background.  Likewise, we have invited current students at university from the same underrepresented groups to talk about issues that they have experienced in their first year at university. As a result of their participation at SARUA, students expressed significant knowledge about university that for many other students may be routine and perhaps not necessary to make their decisions.  For example, they made many observations about the flexibility in the university timetables that increased options relative to underrepresented students:   

· there is a flexible timetable

· students do not attend every day

· it is possible to attend part-time

· some courses are not 9-5 

· students can also have paid work 

Undoubtedly, this information has opened new pathways for many of the participating students. One case study illustrates these benefits for some students at least. Wes, for instance, had an ambition to undertake graphic design at university. However, as a senior school student, Wes was a fully self-supporting 17-year old, and the circumstances of his home life had contributed to low school results that misrepresented his true academic ability. Nevertheless, Wes expressed an interest in participating in the SARUA Project. A meeting at the school with the SARUA facilitator informed him of relevant alternative entry schemes and, through taking part in the SARUA Project, he found out more about university. The following year, he was successful in achieving a place in the university of his choice.  

2. Cultural Gaps

Not considering university as a post school option by students from under represented groups goes beyond simple lack of knowledge about university life and entry requirements. The lack of knowledge, lack of role models of people who have gone to university as well the lack of encouragement, if not explicit discouragement, lead to an emotional and cultural gap between the student and the university. Often in this project, the students’ views about university were emotionally charged. Many saw the prospect of entering a university as “daunting”, “intimidating” and “scary”. Such fears were reinforced by an expectation that they would not be able to make friends or to find supportive groups at university as they saw themselves as “different” to those at university. 

The lack of direct and indirect familiarity with the university leads into the attitude of “it is not for me”, or even “not for us” to cover the exclusion of all students from similar backgrounds – whether that was based on socioeconomic background or type of interest or level of achievement. Perhaps the strongest illustration of this is the group of Polynesian students referred to above who, prior to the project, were unable to see themselves represented in their own conceptions of university, and had accepted that there was an implicit racial aspect to the entry criteria which automatically ruled them out of contention. 

In designing the SARUA project, we planned a few days at the start of the year in which students work at the university to design their project and further visits for documentation of the projects near the end of the year. This was particularly important to bridge the emotional distance between the university and the students. Further, in planning the activities during those visits we made it a point of dealing with students as university students. Moreover, we have made that explicit to them. For example, we encouraged them to call all university staff and their own supervising teachers by their first name while working on campus. We acknowledged with them that such addressing by first name was not appropriate at school. Experience has shown that the students did not have a problem switching codes between the two settings. At the conclusion of the project, some students identified the following learning about the university culture that was foreign to them at the start, following the opportunity to “view university life from the inside”:

· there's no teachers like telling you what to do;

· there is more freedom;

· felt more independent and treated as adults;

· you have to be responsible for yourself rather than rely on teachers like we have to at school.

The benefit from the school visits to the campus was summed up by one student who said: “I think going on the campus day things, they do help as well - you do see a different side of what it’s going to be like and you can picture yourself there”. This employment of critical imagination and envisaging of the possibility of going to university is very significant for students of backgrounds typical of SARUA students, as it contributes to the kind of “turning point” (Hodkinson, 1999, p. 259) that can transform habitus.
3. Efficacy and Agency 

The first type of myth identified above relates to lack of knowledge about university. This lack of familiarity, in addition to constant messages from significant others, can reinforce a habitus that precludes higher education. In dealing with the students, we also felt the presence of a more fundamental hindrance caused by a sense of negative efficacy - a sense of “can’t do”. At the initial stages of the project, student discourse may be posited in terms of “not interested” in university rather than “I can’t succeed there”. Only at later stages of the project do students discuss the attitude of “can’t do”. 

Where a mismatch of student habitus with the school culture occurs, such as for working-class students in a hegemonic education system, those who are disadvantaged by such educational systems can become complicit in their own subjugation by uncritically adopting the values of the system. This kind of self-censorship thus “delimits the universe of possible discourse” (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, p. 169). Indeed, during the early stages of their SARUA participation, many SARUA students present deficit views, or blame the victim, regarding the failure of students from their schools to pursue higher education. Initially, in discussions with students regarding low aspiration for university, students’ reasons are often along the lines “because they are lazy”, “they want to start work and earn money fast”, or “they are interested in having a good time” (Bland & Atweh, 2004).  Some of the SARUA students also identified a preference among their peers for sporting achievement over academic work as the cause of disinterest in tertiary education.

However, as students progressed through the SARUA process, they are less likely to “blame the victims” for the disadvantages inflicted on them, but come more to a viewpoint of social injustice and a better understanding of the ways in which the education systems have impacted on the students’ lifeworlds and opportunities (Atweh, 2003). Indeed, in their research reports, the students’ analyses tend to become more empathic and focused on structural and social problems such as “lack of knowledge about university”, “financial limitations”, and “lack of teacher expectations”. The language of barriers and social disadvantage has become an integral component of the students’ language as a result of their participation in this project. Some of the titles of their project research reports illustrate that they have understood the problem of lack of representation:  
· Bridging the gap

· Challenging the barriers

· Our aspirations, our school and the university

· Envisioning and creating our future. 

Similarly, within the reports reference to social justice and disadvantage is frequent. SARUA students at one school, for example, found that “different language ability, family history, as well as the fact that students of ethnic backgrounds are usually represented as a minority within our school” contributed to low tertiary aspiration. Another group, comprising mostly Pacific Islander students, identified a discrepancy between males and females aspiring to attend university and reasoned that “this could be due to socio-cultural influences in a more local sense such as men needing to work at a job in a physical sense to be productive or a lack of male role models who have a tertiary education”. Further, according to one student, the most valuable aspect of the project was the realisation that “if you’re disadvantaged you can still get into most unis”. The awareness of themselves and their school as part of a social disadvantage was a significant development in the project. 

Another example of the development of this sense of agency by the students is the confidence that they have in making the right decision for themselves based on the available options. In dealing with the students, and in reflecting on our own values, we were careful not to think of going to university as the main criteria for success of our activities. A decision of not going to university that is based on knowledge of options and alternatives is as much a sign of agency under certain conditions. One student, for example, left school to attend a technical college, realising this pathway better suited her career interests than university, while another student, after considering the plusses and minuses decided that the costs of attending university were beyond what she was willing to sacrifice.

Which aspects of SARUA contributed to this sense of agency and efficacy on part of the students?  Generally, the SARUA project did not address directly the concept of self image or confidence with the students. Rather, we believed in the students’ ability to do what ever they aimed to achieve. We trusted and collaborated with them to identify problems and to develop and implement solutions. During the conduct of the project, the students not only increased their knowledge about the university and ways of getting there, they also developed skills that are needed when they go to university and, more generally, in their adult life. Moreover, these skills were developed in a real world context that was accepted by the students as a real world problem and of direct relevance to their lives. 

The initial university based training, however, included a special session, designed as consciousness raising, or act of conscientisation (Freire, 1972), for the students about social barriers to university. The session was presented to them in part through a “running race” visual metaphor depicting uphill lanes, an uneven track and various obstacles for some starters as opposed to a smooth, straight track for others.  Students were then asked to select another visual metaphor representing the major barriers to higher education facing students from their schools. In addition to the highly imaginative visual images that the students developed, the barriers they identified are among the ones often raised by professional researchers., Arguably though, the most significant gain from this workshop is that the problem of lack of access to university has been constructed as one of social barriers rather than solely as a personal problem related to interest and ability. 

Implications
Universities are able to put polices and practices in place such as alternative access and scholarships to improve the representation at tertiary level of Indigenous and low socio-economic background students. Such actions, however, are not sufficient to make a significant difference to the educational outcomes of underrepresented groups. In addition, there is a need to put in place opportunities for students to transform their habitus through over-turning certain myths. These myths can be related to awareness, attitude, and self-efficacy. Often, these myths result from a combination of school and family factors, such as a lack of appropriate role models and low expectations of teachers and peers. The myths that SARUA students present with at their introduction to university have to be challenged through first-hand experience. The SARUA Project presents opportunities for students from underrepresented groups to experience a university campus first-hand, to obtain a realistic image of life as a university student, and to participate in activities that can challenge and transform habitus.  Finally through the involvement of the students themselves in identifying problems and seeking their solutions, the students from disadvantaged background develop sense of agency and skills that are necessary for effective participation at university. 

‘Last chance’ students

Many of the students who have participated in SARUA in recent years have been from middle years rather than senior secondary. We have also drawn many more disengaged students into the project. Consequently, the issues facing the participants are often more immediate and more challenging, as they are for the teachers and university staff working with them, especially those students who have chosen the margins of schooling.  
For example, in 2006, a group of at-risk Year 10 students whose classroom behavior had seen them marginalized to a ‘last chance’ program attached to their secondary school agreed to participate in the SARUA project. These six students had been referred to the last chance program because they:

• were disengaged;

• had incurred disciplinary interventions (suspensions, etc.);

• were unused to building and maintaining effective relationships;

• lacked goals and plans for the future; and

• exhibited poor literacy due to various combinations of lack of attendance, poor behavior, lack of direction and confidence. (Smith & Woodward, 2007).
Resistance and marginalisation

Marginalisation is the educational option of choice for many secondary school students who feel excluded from school cultures. Self-marginalised young people may see education as offering the potential to open their future prospects but frequently feel devalued by their schools while the pathways available to them are also less valued (Australian Centre for Equity through Education & the Australian Youth Research Centre, 2001). When schooling becomes an alienating and irrelevant experience, students “see themselves as having little choice other than to walk away from it” (Smyth & Hattam, 2001, p. 403), withdraw their labour (McInerney, 2006) and actively exercise “their right to resist, which means they are making choices to ‘not learn’” (Smyth, 2006, p. 282). Attitudes may then harden into hostility towards the institution of schooling (Smyth , 2006) which maintains an authority and privilege to which they have no access (Connell, 1993), attending only because of legal requirements.

In his classic study of self-marginalised students in Britain, Willis (1977) argued that “the lads” (a self-titled sub-culture of working-class schoolboys) resistance to school was associated with affirmation of their working-class culture. Similarly, in the US, Traber (2001) tracked the self-marginalisation of groups of disenfranchised US youth, aligning themselves with the punk movement that had itself appropriated the margins of society. In doing so, these young people were constructing an oppositional identity, worn as a “badge of honour” (Traber, 2001, p. 47), and perceived as undesirable by the conservative mainstream, and consciously rejecting the privileges of the dominant culture. Separation through sub-cultures can empower a “collective confidence” and often serves as a “primary function in youth cultures formed by disaffiliated adolescents” (Kearney, 1998, p. 152). Kennedy (1999), for instance, described the growth of the “riot grrrl” sub-culture, formed in the early 1990’s in both the US and the UK and comprising adolescent females. Some riot grrrl members, Kennedy said, found the group to be a safe haven from misogyny and homophobia.

Intervention strategies

One government response to dealing with the risks associated with educational marginalisation has been to enforce a regime of attendance in an approved activity. Recent changes to government policy in Queensland relate to research demonstrating improved life choices for students who complete Year 12. Effectively raising the school leaving age, the legislation requires young people to be “learning or earning … for two years after they complete compulsory schooling (i.e. completed year 10 or turned 16 years of age) or until they turn 17 years of age or until they complete a Queensland Certificate of Education or a Certificate III (or higher level) vocational qualification” (Education Queensland, 2007). This legislation also increases the policing and surveillance of young people through “Student Accounts”, “Learner Unique Identifier” numbers, and the establishment of overseeing committees. Using the information thus collected “the Department will have information on young people who are not participating in eligible options during their compulsory participation phase. From this data, the Department will be able to identify young people who are not engaged in learning.” (Education Queensland, 2007). The UK government has, of course, recently introduced similar measures to keep young people at school and has provided us with the acronym. NEETS (Guardian, 5/11/07). 
Whether the resulting “engagement” will offer genuine and broad-ranging post-school options to disaffected students remains to be seen. In an investigation of alternative education provision in a disadvantaged area of a major Queensland city, Connor (2006) found that such students are offered limited choice through a focus on vocational education and training (VET).  While this may suit some of the marginalised students, a one-size-fits-all approach closes off other options and, as stated by Zyngier (2003), “a practical hands-on curriculum is not necessarily an engaging curriculum” (p. 43). Connor calls for an education that builds connections to a range of post-compulsory learning. Similarly, recent UK research that concluded that education policy should encourage “all disadvantaged young people to value and aspire towards post-compulsory education” (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2000, para. 24).

Deficit approaches

A problem with attempts to maintain disaffected students within the mainstream education system is that they are, in general, deficit-based. One of the most pervasive assumptions surrounding students who have disengaged from school is that the cause rests with the student (Smyth & Hattam, 2001) and, in such reasoning, academic (in)ability is attributed to shortcomings in the home, impoverished language, a lack of ambition and other “key” attributes for success (Connell, 2003). Variations of deficit theory imply that the disengaging student has anti-social tendencies, has an unsupportive family, comes from an undesirable community or is influenced by an anti-academic peer group. While some of these factors may be true of some students and environments some of the time, these students are not necessarily delinquent nor lacking in ability, but find the middle class institution of schooling to be “completely banal, meaningless and without purpose, except as a reasonably pleasant place in which to meet and socialize with one’s friends” (Smyth, 2006, p. 286). The generalisation of deficit interpretations to all disengaged students’ unwelcome behaviour avoids questioning the relevance of official knowledge (Apple, 1996) for non-mainstream students and, how cultural and structural biases exist in schools, entrenching processes of social reproduction and disadvantage (Meadmore, 1999). 

There may be little incentive for marginalised students to return to mainstream schooling. Levin (2000) cites a considerable body of evidence showing that “disadvantaged students tend to receive the least interesting, most passive forms of instruction” (p. 164) and one recent Queensland study found that the most educationally disadvantaged students are condemned to mediocrity by exposure to the least stimulating and relevant material (Neville, 2005; Zyngier, 2003). This study echoed an earlier but much cited US report (Haberman, 1991) highlighting the dulling routines predominant in schools serving educationally disadvantaged communities. In such learning environments, young people are denied any real sense of agency and the opportunity to change their world (McInerney 2006). 

Strategies such as time-out rooms and Responsible Thinking Centres (RTCs) have their place in assisting teachers to deal with immediate behaviour problems in classrooms but may well be used to avoid addressing questions of appropriate pedagogy, system, oppression, powerlessness and discrimination. Further, such remedies, though well-intentioned, mostly rely on transforming or reforming the student to stay in or fit back into the mainstream (Smyth & Down, 2004) through compliance with its culture and curriculum. For one of the students in this study, Zack, disruptive behaviour was a means to be sent to the RTC where he had time away from the pressures of classwork. Zack, a year 8 student, was in danger of expulsion due to frequent suspension from class together with many unexplained absences. Zack’s behaviour typifies the observations of Bourke, Rigby and Burden (2000) who suggested that Indigenous students may be using “protective mechanisms” (p. 7) to avoid frustrating or shameful aspects of school.

As stated by Holdsworth (2004), we know “through many evaluations, that ‘alternatives’ that focus on ‘fixing’ behaviour or learning problems through withdrawing students from the ‘mainstream’ and then seek to return those students to the original situation, do not work” (p.7), apart from providing temporary relief, and may, in fact, serve “to hide severe problems from view”. 

Moral exclusion

Closely allied to deficit perspectives is the problem of “labelling” and the possibility that students may become known through the deficit labels applied to them that may then become self-fulfilling prophecies (Graham, 2007; McInerney & McInerney, 2006). Labels are stigmatising and constitutive - the person is seen by others through the distorting lens of that label, taking blame away from the school or the teacher and placing it on the child. Teachers, however, may be unwittingly contributing to the reproduction of social inequity through discriminatory practices, such as low expectations of some students due to the labels that they have accepted as factual descriptors. Students may also contribute to their own stigmatisation: as students progress to secondary school age, they start to believe that their abilities are fixed. They may use avoidance techniques to “avoid being labelled ‘dumb’” (McInerney & McInerney, 2006, p. 239).  

Some school cultures, such as that at Zack’s school, may further marginalise at-risk students or allow them to drop out through official practices such as academic requirements for progression, and while others may employ unofficial forms of exclusion, such as institutional racism. ‘Demonising discourses’ (McInerney, 2006, p. 12) portray marginalised students as a danger to the well-behaved majority, deviant, ‘contaminating’ the school culture (Zyngier, 2006, p. 4). Within these cultures, relations of power construct the social and spatial boundaries of place, defining who may belong and who may be excluded (Angwin, Blackmore & Shacklock, 2001). These practices, extending deficit notions, frame some students as undeserving of attention and they become “morally excluded” (Opotow, Gerson & Woodside, 2005, p. 305), undeserving of fair treatment, and “eligible for deprivation, exploitation, and other harms that might be ignored or condoned as normal, inevitable, and deserved”. 

Rather than attempting to bring them back to mainstream, we need to go where they are, on the margins of formal schooling. Greene (1991) argued that 

if we are indeed to make the margins visible and accessible, if we are to encourage dialectic movements from margin to text and back, we ought to open larger and larger meeting places in schools…….There might be new collaborations among questioners as teachers and students both engage in perceptual journeys, grasp works and words as events in contexts of meaning, undertake common searches for their place and significance in history to which they too belong and which they invent and interpret as they live. (p. 38). 
The margins of education may indeed be places of great creativity. Science writer, Stephen Jay Gould, extolled margins as spaces of creative change in which “the first fruits and inklings of novel insights and radical revisions” can appear (2001, p. 92). 

Students as researchers

The SaR experience, in which students begin to understand the ways that unseen forces act on their lives, allows students to “imagine new possibilities for themselves” (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1998, p. 230). Kincheloe and Steinberg (1998) noted that SaR cultivates empathy with others and that it provides opportunities for imagination to be released in a way that posits new possibilities. The insights gained assist the participants to “place themselves hermeneutically within the often messy web of power relations” (p. 230) represented by their schools.

The SARUA project provides a dialogic space that allows and encourages participants to “ask ‘why’ and to ‘think differently’” (Noone & Cartwright, 2005, p. 4) - an engagement of the students’ imaginations in ways that re-connect them with the possibilities that formal education can offer, helping them to deal with the current requirements and constraints of their school education, while imagining “that things could be otherwise” (Noone and Cartwright, 2005, p. 2). 

Imagination can be grouped into four broad and overlapping categories (Bland, 2004): 

· fantasy, which is generally unproductive but can play a role in problem-solving, includes daydreams, wishful thinking and reverie;
· creative/aesthetic, includes problem-solving, poetic and pragmatic abilities;

· critical/social, which can be investigative, disruptive, hermeneutic, and challenging; and 
· empathic/ethical, which includes questioning from the point-of-view of marginalised others and recognises the right of the other to be recognised and heard. 

Each of these types of imagination has a place within education practice and can contribute to an engaging pedagogy where the necessary scaffolding and supportive spaces are in place. In this SaR project, the scaffolding was provided by university researchers and selected school staff working in a collegiate environment of trust and parity of esteem. This collaboration was developed in workshops which also provided opportunities for the engagement of critical imagination to “jar” students out of their usual ways of thinking (Noone & Cartwright, 2005, p. 3) and a process of “conscientisation” (Freire, 1998) through which the students could gain an understanding of the power relationships that constrained them. The students’ creative imaginations were engaged in the first instance so that they could see a reason for participation. Throughout the project, their empathic imaginations were engaged so that they could see a purpose in maintaining their involvement and their critical imaginations were engaged so that they could take advantage of the empowering potential of the project and finally imagine themselves as university students. 

The ways in which students have used the faculty of imagination demonstrate its role in empowerment. Without this ability, according to Saul (2001) students are likely to disconnect in frustration; a condition he believes contributes to functional illiteracy as the “combination of controlling forces” (p. 155) marginalise imagination. He calls for the normalisation of imagination and its re-centring “on something real” (Saul, 2001, p. 155), particularly the conditions of the marginalised, to enable an engagement with system forces.

Working in the margins

While participant schools have credited the project with increasing a general awareness of tertiary education options among their student cohort, many stories of student empowerment have been reported by the project participants. These students’ insights represent “voices of possibility and hope” for themselves and others who are too often in schools where their own knowledges “are ignored and/or intentionally shut out” (Butler, 1998, p. 108). For example, the self-marginalised group of students mentioned above, whose classroom behaviour had seen them placed in a “last chance” program attached to their school, recently undertook research into low tertiary aspiration at their school. This resulted in a DVD being created by the group to reveal some of the relevant concerns of their peers and to demonstrate through interviews with current university students that these could be overcome. None of the participants had previous experience in film-making and they were required to undertake all associated administrative tasks.

The DVD has been widely acclaimed with some of the project students speaking about their experiences and presenting the DVD at education conferences. The program coordinator saw the university’s SARUA project as having potential to engage these Year 10 school resistors in a new and purposeful way. Like most of the student group, Ash (interview) conceded that he initially agreed to become involved in the project because it would give him time away from school, and sounded like it might be fun. His attributed his disruptive behaviour to being with ‘the wrong friends’ and simply not enjoying school. He became labelled as a “problem student” and had very poor relationships with staff. His ambition was to leave school as soon as possible and follow other members of his family into the construction business, believing he had no other choice. Chris (interview) was simply bored and became involved in the project later but played a key role.  

The success of the DVD took the team by surprise and, since it was launched at a students-as-researchers conference at the university, it has won two awards and the students have been guest speakers at three more conferences. Their coordinator reported that “Ash and Chris are becoming old hands at public speaking”. One educational association has requested a copy of their written paper presentation at an interstate conference to publish in their journal. At one award presentation, the young students “rubbed shoulders with (and were congratulated by) Queensland's biggies in the film industry” and other independent film makers, all of whom were also up for awards. 

It was a result of this experience that led at least two of the project group to give consideration to higher education. The DVD became influential in the school, encouraging others to investigate tertiary options, and, as its reputation grew, new respect was generated for its creators among school staff and relationships between the teachers and the students improved greatly. As noted by Rudduck and Flutter (2004) “disengagement can be reversed if students feel that significant others in the school are able to see and acknowledge some of their strengths” (p. 70). Ash told a recent student conference that, prior to working in the SARUA project, he was facing suspension and was completely bored with school. He is now School Captain and has his sites set on a degree in business and technology. Ash is working to remain at school to achieve this while Chris is considering an acting career. 

Improved relationships with teachers also developed at another high school involved in the SARUA project, through the work of Indigenous students. One teacher reported that the project resulted in increased awareness in the school community of Indigenous issues and a “mind-shift” among staff that included discussions of how Indigenous culture could be recognised within the school curriculum. The student participants themselves had, according to the school’s project coordinator, set a benchmark for other Indigenous students, giving them the “confidence to recognise their culture but also talk about their culture with their peers” (interview). In achieving these results, the project participants realised two of the major objectives of their project: raising the visibility of Indigenous students within the school, and taking more ownership of the school. 

Bridges to the mainstream

These instances illustrate the notion that, given supportive environments, marginalised students can use their imaginations to build bridges back to mainstream education, if it can be seen as a viable and useful option. While university entrance is a very welcome result of project participation, it is not a key objective. It is, though, an indication of empowerment gained through the project and of active agency, as was the ability of some students to make an informed decision that university did not offer a suitable pathway. Empowerment in this sense is the process in which both students and collaborating researchers are continually “coming to power” (Lankshear, 1994, p. 68) through participation in and critiquing the relevant discourse. Via the project, many students developed a sense of agency essential to being effective actors in the discourse of education. “We all make sense of the world with the discourse we have access to” (Smyth & Hattam, 2001, p. 411) and one of the strengths of the SARUA project was to immerse the participants in the language of education. 

The SARUA method is in line with a socially just education that enables students “to have more control of their lives, … to inquire, act and reflect on the issues that are of concern to them and to positively transform situations where they see disadvantage or unfairness in their own and other’s lives” (Zyngier, 2003, p. 43). The features identified by the students for their positive engagement, summarized in “adult-speak”, include:

· the establishment of a community of research leading to a sense of belonging and purpose in which teachers and students learn together;

· mutual respect and parity of esteem in which each participant brings particular skills and knowledges to the research process; 
· real life, relevant problems connected with their own realities;

· ownership of the process;
· ownership of the outcomes and the ability to make decisions that affect their environment and help others;
· cooperation in teams rather that competition;
· a process of conscientisation, overcoming misrecognition and doxic attitudes;

· learning from mistakes, the action research methodology allowing students to take risks, trial ideas, make mistakes and keep learning;
· scaffolding, based on a Vygtoskyian constructivist approach, through which students work in collaboration with and alongside teachers, peers and university researchers who provide a supportive environment that is needed while the students learn to re-connect with ideas about schooling and while they learn that the SARUA project genuinely values their input. 

These elements of the project are significant in that the students themselves have identified them as features of educational engagement that can be extrapolated to assist classroom teachers to maintain the connectivity of at-risk students. Such notions can inform Queensland’s education system where current policy is resulting in segregated, specialised institutions for gifted and talented students to complete their senior education. Meanwhile while there are pressures to integrate and mainstream disadvantaged students (Connor, 2006). Perhaps a more imaginative solution can be found by listening to the voices of the marginalised students. 
Well-intentioned government and school strategies to re-engage marginalised students may be doomed to failure as they maintain a deficit approach to the problems surrounding disengagement. The students, however, may have chosen the margins of schooling as an act of resistance to being forced to comply with practices and school cultures that they perceive as having little relevance to their lives. Rather than attempting to bring these young people back to the mainstream through coercion, a preferable action may be to work with the students in the spaces that they have chosen. A students-as-researchers approach offers a means by which marginalised students may find empowerment through imagination and to build for themselves the bridges that could connect them back with the mainstream. As Greene (1995) observed, “it takes imagination on the part of the young people to perceive openings through which they can move” (p. 14).

The right to learn and to learn with joy would empower through active engagement in thinking differently, imaginatively […] This is a teaching toward liberation through a teaching toward imagination, for at the root of anti-oppressive pedagogy is the vitality and art of imagining different ways of being in the world, and finding opportunities for their realization as lived. (Swanson, 2005, p. 5)
Voices of hope
One of the insights that has developed for us through working in this way with students in the margins is that these students may appear to have disengaged from formal education but they have not given up all hope. They have retained a belief that education can lead to improved options for them, if only they could find an acceptable way to make use of it. 
The students’ accomplishments suggest that, regardless of the labels attached to them, they had not given up on education even if their behavior suggested otherwise. This raises the question that, if students such as these maintained the “promise of engagement” (Vibert & Shields, 2003, p. 229) with schooling and had retained some latent hope that education could offer them a means of improving their life chances, why had they apparently disengaged from it? One answer is that hope, far from being passive, implicitly involves a critical reflective attitude and dissatisfaction about current circumstances and those matters that inhibit progress (Halpin, 2003). This notion is supported by an Australian report (Australian Centre for Equity through Education & the Australian Youth Research, 2001) that found that disengaged young people saw education as offering the potential to open their future prospects, but frequently felt devalued by their schools; they were also aware that the pathways generally offered to them were less valued and their negative school experiences mostly ruled out the option of completing senior schooling and, by extension, university education. 

These conclusions are also supported in the US through research suggesting that disengagement may affect as many as two-thirds of high school students (Smyth, 2006). These are students who “are not necessarily troublesome, but for whom the middle class institution of schooling has become completely banal, meaningless and without purpose, except as a reasonably pleasant place in which to meet and socialize with one’s friends” (p. 286). The potential meaninglessness of formal education has been taken up by Levin (2000) who cites a considerable body of evidence showing that “disadvantaged students tend to receive the least interesting, most passive forms of instruction, and are given the least opportunity to participate actively in their own education” (p. 164), leading from low levels of engagement with education to high rates of dropping out. Similarly, McInerney and McInerney (2006) state that “many secondary classrooms are crushingly dull places in which to learn” (p. 239). The boredom created by such pedagogy “conveys a deep sense of disappointment” (Fallis & Opotow, 2003, p. 108). Where school becomes alienating and irrelevant to students’ aspirations, they may “see themselves as having little choice other than to walk away from it” (Smyth & Hattam, 2001, p. 403), investing their interest and motivation elsewhere.

Regardless of the above research highlighting the failure of school systems to meet the needs of disadvantaged students, there is a pervasive view that young people are themselves to blame for academic failure and dropping out of school (Smyth & Hattam, 2001). Generally, though, we only define the problem “from the outside” (p. 401). We need, then, to “excavate the meanings” of concepts such as disengagement from the inside and to then use these new understandings to help make a difference to the lives of the most disadvantaged (Smyth, 2006, p. 288). Social justice requires schools to listen specifically to the voices of those who are the most at risk (and, therefore, the least likely to be heard) on issues that directly affect their educational outcomes (Riley & Rustique-Forrester, 2002; Thomson, 2004). Rudduck and Flutter (2004) observed that “disengagement can be reversed if students feel that significant others in the school are able to see and acknowledge some of their strengths” (p. 70). 

Project Outcomes

Through their engagement in research activities, SARUA participants claim to have developed empowering skills and knowledge in a variety of areas including enhanced academic skills, confidence in team work, and critical reflection (Bland, 2007). In particular, students have expressed significantly increased knowledge about the flexibility of university education as mentioned above
As well as benefits for individual participants, their schools have benefited from SARUA participation. Obtaining insider perspectives on student issues helps schools to identify the ways in which their policies and practices impact on students. For example, in one study students revealed that “at least a third” of the school’s Indigenous students had encountered racism from teachers with the highest levels of racism (48%) experienced by lower grade students (Atweh, Cobb, Crouch, Curtis-Silk, et al., 1995). This research, while discomfiting, provided essential data in addressing the early school-leaving of Indigenous students. It highlights a key advantage of peer research as it is very unlikely that such openness of comment could have been achieved by teachers or other school staff (Rudduck & Flutter, 2004). Research findings generated by the school-based groups have shown that SARUA students are able to deliver data that can help schools to build a better understanding of their local communities. At one school, for example, the work of SARUA students resulted in a “mind-shift” (teacher, interview) among staff that included discussions of how Indigenous culture could be recognized within the school curriculum. The student participants themselves set a “benchmark” for other Indigenous students, giving them the “confidence to recognize their culture but also talk about their culture with their peers” (teacher, interview).
A recent ‘spin-off’ from the project is the introduction at selected SARUA schools of a Faculty of Education initiative aimed at increasing the application rate for teaching degrees from those schools. Year 11 students will be able to undertake first year university subjects, one per semester, to gain guaranteed entry to selected education degree programs and credit for those subjects.
Further, there have been benefits for the teachers coordinating the SARUA project at the school level. Some coordinators have reported that, although there were many other demands on their time, the project offered an opportunity to be involved in a meaningful enterprise with students that enabled them to work with and understand students in new ways. One teacher, for instance, observed that 

when they go to uni, to the uni campus, I mean it's a totally different kettle of fish isn't it, when you get away from [the school], and they're basically, you know, confident, polite young adults generally (interview).

Increasing tertiary awareness and access, however, are the key aims of the project and the students’ research can focus on a variety of barriers that inhibit achievement or interest in completing school. Among the school-based action following the students’ research have been the establishment of homework centers to provide quiet areas and support for study, a lunch-time radio station to improve the ambience of one school, a ‘tertiary shadowing’ project to make up for a lack of role models in the community, a room for Indigenous students to increase feelings of belonging and to provide a place for study support, and the aforementioned DVD. 

Scaffolded support

Essential in achieving these outcomes has been the provision of safe and risk-free spaces through which students can develop their creative, empathic and critical imaginations (Bland, 2007) for both their own and others’ benefit. This supportive space is an element of the scaffolded approach of the SARUA project through which students work in collaboration with and alongside teachers, peers and university researchers, employing the Vygotskian concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). The ZPD is described as the difference between what a student can achieve alone and what they can achieve with the scaffolded assistance of a more advanced partner (Renshaw, 1998). Renshaw makes it clear that this does not conflict with the idea of parity of esteem among the participants as, while there is essentially a difference in knowledge of the partners in ZPD, that does not imply a power differential. It is simultaneously the co-construction of knowledge and a process of socialization, becoming a member of a community, with a potentially transforming influence on identity. The ZPD creates a space in which students can “become participants in ongoing practices of a community, even if they are only partially and peripherally engaged at first” (p. 88).
While it is important that the students find enjoyment in their participation in the project, it is also essential that, if their situation is to change, they need to find empowerment and this requires a change of attitude or habitus. The Bourdieuan concept of “doxa” relates to the core values and discourses of a field (e.g., the school) which tend to be viewed as inherently true and necessary. A doxic attitude entails “bodily and unconscious submission to conditions that are in fact quite arbitrary and contingent” (Webb et al., 2002, p. xi) and, therefore, form part of students’ habitus that they, initially at least, convey to the SARUA project. This attitude, uncritically accepting what appears to be the inevitable, demonstrates a need for critical pedagogy, offering hope and democratic possibilities. This means the creation of spaces “which allow students to ask ‘why’ and to ‘think differently’” (Noone & Cartwright, 2005, p. 4). This conforms to the concept of conscientisation and assists in shifting the students’ perspectives of ways in which they have been shaped by their schools and communities. 

Allied closely to conscientisation is the ability to participate in the discourses of power. “We all make sense of the world with the discourse we have access to” and “self-silencing” (Smyth & Hattam, 2001, p. 411) can occur where students do not have the language to describe their experience. People from disenfranchised groups, such as at-risk students, need access to a language of power through which they can identify and reformulate their shared knowledge and experiences (Saul, 2001). Through participation in SARUA research activities, students have a chance to participate in the discourse of education and develop a critical understanding of its assumptions and processes of their world. 

A dramatic illustration of the project’s potential for students to find empowerment through immersion in the education discourse involved Jean, an Indigenous student, who had returned to school to complete senior studies. Through her SARUA experience, the notion of attending university became part of daily conversation, culminating in her enrolment in a university course. As observed by the school’s SARUA facilitator, Jean had never previously seen herself as a university student and she doubted whether the idea had even occurred to her that it was a possibility: 

I don’t think anywhere along her checkered career at school would she have ever thought of that as an aspiration, till, till that last year … I think through doing SARUA, … they talked about who went to university, why wouldn't they go to university. And her and (her friends) talked about that, yeah, they will go to university … it became part of their conversation about when they would go to university. And then their conversations went, well how would we get in? (Interview). 

The ability to picture themselves at university and as university students was a major outcome of SARUA for many participants who had previously been unable to identify as a potential university student. A critical element of this development was an immersion in the language of tertiary education, accruing essential cultural capital in this form of institutional currency (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) and its incorporation into their everyday conversation. DVD creator, Ash, for example, had not thought past being a construction worker or working as a supermarket shelf-stacker for a while. However, he had “learned things in the project that led to me thinking of things I want to be a part of” (Ash, interview).

Conclusion
The students-as-researchers model exemplified by the project has also been supported by Fallis and Opotow (2003) as a means of re-engaging marginalized students. It is not suggested here that all learning activities should utilize the model in its entirety, but that the features complement policies and practices designed to create inclusive, democratic and caring learning communities in the classroom (Larivee, 2000; Riley & Rustique- Forrester, 2002). These features can be conscripted into use in classrooms to complement and enact practices emphasizing a wholistic pedagogical approach, engaging all students in more meaningful ways with their education. For example, “Productive Pedagogies” (Department of Education and The Arts, Queensland, 2002), which builds on Newmann’s “authentic pedagogies (1996), proposes practices that are able to incorporate flexible and dialogic approaches to teaching and learning that indicate openness and reciprocity. These are grouped under the four categories of supportive environment, intellectual quality, connectedness, and difference. 

These principles are common to many current approaches to engage at-risk students in their education (Flutter & Rudduck, 2004). Similar principles were advocated by Haberman (1991) in his condemnation of typical teaching practices in the US at the time, which he termed “a pedagogy of poverty” (p. 16). Haberman claimed that, rather than the dulling routines predominant in schools serving educationally disadvantaged communities, teachers should employ practices that involved students in real-life, meaningful investigations that centered on democratic participation, social justice and reflection. Haberman’s paper has been, according to Smith (2005), one of the most requested articles published in Phi Delta Kappan in the previous fourteen years and is as relevant in today’s education environment as it was when first published. Currency has been added to the debate by bell hooks (2003) in moving from a pedagogy of poverty towards a “pedagogy of hope” (p. i).

Building on the latent hope of at-risk students means providing opportunities for them to perceive genuine possibilities for themselves, “openings through which they can move” (Greene, 1995, p. 14), allowing the overcoming of “the inertia of habit” (Dewey, 1934, in Greene, 1995, p. 21). That disengaged students such as those who created the DVD referred to in this paper were willing to invest significant time and energy in an education project that directly involved them in research demonstrates that they maintained some sense of optimism that education could be instrumental for them. These students have subsequently re-engaged with mainstream education and achieved positive academic results for themselves as well as creating improved opportunities for their peers. In its ideal form, then, the SARUA project presents a model that complements current attempts to bring school systems and pedagogies closer to the realities of the lives of their students and to build on the voices of hope as expressed by educationally at-risk students. 
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