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Full length article 

Understanding school engagement: The role of contextual 
continuities and discontinuities in adolescents’ learner identities 

Monique Verhoeven *, Bonne J.H. Zijlstra, Monique Volman 
Research Institute of Child Development and Education, University of Amsterdam, PO Box 15780, 1001 NG Amsterdam, the Netherlands   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   
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A B S T R A C T   

Adolescents’ school engagement is related to continuities and discontinuities in learning notions 
between various contexts (e.g., school, home, peer groups). Learning notions are the prevalent 
ideas in a context about appropriate learning goals, contents and means. It has remained unclear 
how adolescents’ learner identities mediate the role that (dis-)continuities play in adolescents’ 
school engagement. To advance insight into adolescents’ school engagement, we examined what 
relations could be found between various contextual (dis-)continuities in learning notions ado-
lescents with diverse levels of school engagement experience and their learner identities. Our 
comparative case study suggests that especially (dis-)continuities regarding notions of what it 
entails to be a good learner and the importance of being one between the school context on the 
one hand, and the contexts of home and peer groups on the other inform students’ school-related 
learner identities. The present study implies that adolescents’ school engagement can be fostered 
by building continuities between school and home in the appreciation of students’ efforts and by 
making them resilient to unconstructive learning notions in home and peer group contexts.   

1. Introduction 

It has been widely acknowledged that learning and learner identity development are intrinsically related (e.g., Coll & Falsafi, 2010; 
Holland et al., 1998; Silseth & Arnseth, 2011): by engaging in learning experiences, adolescents are found to develop new knowledge 
and skills and to come to understand themselves as learners in relation to the knowledge and skills that they try to master (Calabrese 
Barton et al., 2013; Mortimer et al., 2010). To illustrate, by participating in a photography class, one may become familiar with certain 
techniques, but also come to know oneself as a photographer: the experience of participating in such a class, also informed by how 
one’s participation is recognized by others, teaches one things about whether one is gifted as a photographer, what one’s strengths and 
weaknesses as a photographer are, and whether one enjoys engaging in (particular types of) photography. Based on this, a person may 
to a larger or lesser extent come to identify with photography: it may or may not become of significance to who one is as a learner 
(Black et al., 2010). 

Adolescents integrate the more specific learning-related self-understandings they have developed–concerning, for example, pho-
tography–into a more abstract sense of themselves as learners (Akkerman & Van Eijck, 2013; Coll & Falsafi, 2010). The rather stable 
and coherent self-understandings as learners that adolescents thus develop are referred to as their learner identities (Pollard & Filer, 
2007; Rubin, 2007). It has been theorized that adolescents develop their learner identities not only over time, but also across contexts, 
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such as the contexts of home, school and sports clubs (Coll & Falsafi, 2010; Silseth & Arnseth, 2011). However, limited empirical 
insights have been provided into the latter process (Fields & Enyedy, 2013; Mortimer et al., 2010; Vetter et al., 2011). It is important to 
learn more about this process, though, as adolescents’ learner identities inform their current and future learning engagements (Coll & 
Falsafi, 2010; Rubin, 2007). Hence, it remains rather unclear what role the set of adolescents’ life-wide contexts play in fostering their 
motivation to either engage in or disengage from school. This issue is further explored in the present paper. 

2. Theoretical framework 

In this paper, a sociocultural perspective is adopted. From this perspective, what processes of learning and learner identity 
development adolescents engage in is informed by the affordances and constraints that are prevalent and available in the various 
contexts they participate in (Holland et al., 1998; Wortham, 2006). These context-specific affordances and constraints are considered 
to be socially and culturally constructed, and historically accumulated, and can take the form of norms, values and tools (e.g., Roth & 
Lee, 2007; Wertsch, 1998). Such norms, values and tools are (re-)produced through interactions of people with other people, and 
through interactions of people with the material means available to them (Fields & Enyedy, 2013; Polman, 2010). Hence, people are 
thought to continuously shape and being shaped by the contexts they participate in (Hedegaard, 2012; Roth & Lee, 2007). 

The set of norms, values and tools that are available in a particular context convey, among other things, the learning notions that are 
prevalent there. What we refer to by learning notions are the widely spread and generally valued ideas in a context about the learning 
goals (such as getting high grades, or learning as much as possible), learning contents (what type of knowledge and skills are deemed 
important to learn and why), learning means (with what tools and strategies these types of knowledge and skills should be acquired; 
also see Coll & Falsafi, 2010; Silseth & Arnseth, 2011). For example, being a fast learner may be praiseworthy in one context, whereas 
meticulousness may be prioritized in another. Here, it should be noted that a context’s learning notions are not deemed to belong to 
particular persons, but to be distributed among human and nonhuman actors. In principle, moreover, learning notions are negotiable 
among the participants in a particular context. Yet, due to their relatively stable nature, people, in daily life, tend to experience 
learning notions as fixed and given, rather than as flexible and negotiable (Hedegaard, 2012; Holland et al., 1998; Roth & Lee, 2007). It 
is in relation to the learning notions that are prevalent in the contexts adolescents participate in, and the extent to which they can and 
want to conform to these learning notions, that adolescents develop their learner identities (Coll & Falsafi, 2010; Mortimer et al., 2010; 
Rubin, 2007). 

2.1. Continuities and discontinuities in learning notions 

It is important to acknowledge that adolescents do not only learn in school, but also in out-of-school contexts (e.g., Akkerman & Van 
Eijck, 2013). Each of these contexts interacts with the other contexts a particular adolescent participates in: It is together that they 
mediate this adolescent’s learning and development, and form his or her social ecology (Barron, 2006; Hedegaard, 2012). The different 
contexts in someone’s social ecology are characterized by possibly overlapping yet unique sets of affordances and constraints that each 
introduce the adolescent to particular ways of thinking, speaking and acting and, therefore, to particular learning notions (Bronkhorst 
& Akkerman, 2016). Hence, the learning notions that are prevalent in an adolescent’s school context may to a larger or lesser extent 
overlap with those in his or her various out-of-school contexts giving rise to continuities and/or discontinuities. 

Inspired by Bronkhorst and Akkerman (2016), we understand continuities to occur when adolescents can relate, translate or 
integrate learning notions of the school context (in)to those of out-of-school contexts and can make connections between them. In such 
instances, adolescents are allowed to continue and extend their processes of learning and development while moving across school and 
out-of-school contexts. Continuities in learning notions between school and out-of-school contexts have repeatedly been found to foster 
adolescents’ school engagement (Bronkhorst & Akkerman, 2016; Phelan et al., 1991; Valenzuela, 1999). 

In other instances, adolescents may experience differences across school and out-of-school contexts in learning notions that cannot 
(easily) be related, translated or integrated (in)to each other. Here, we speak of discontinuities and distinguish two types. First, school 
and out-of-school contexts’ learning notions can be unrelatable to each other. Learning in school is then experienced to be disconnected 
from learning in out-of-school contexts. This may for example happen when adolescents are engaged in an extensive arts program in 
school while being creative does not have a prominent place in the context of home (also see Nasir & Hand, 2008; Phelan et al., 1991). 
The learning notions implied by these practices may coexist independently and unproblematically in an adolescent’s social ecology, 
although research does suggest that opportunities to extend and foster processes of learning and development may be missed out on (e. 
g., Verhoeven et al., 2019). However, it has also been found that when students struggle to relate their experiences from home to their 
experiences in school, this may foster school disengagement too as this may cause students to have trouble seeing how the subject 
matter is of concern to them (Gutiérrez et al., 1999; Moll et al., 1992). 

Second, contexts’ learning notions may contradict each other, for example when one’s parents teach one to be quiet and obedient in 
school, while one’s teachers encourage one to express one’s own opinions and think critically (Cone et al., 2014). Such discontinuities 
are generally found to impede adolescents’ school engagement (Mortimer et al., 2010; Vianna & Stetsenko, 2011). Moreover, dis-
continuities are disproportionately often identified for adolescents with backgrounds that tend to be underrepresented in higher 
education (Bronkhorst & Akkerman, 2016; Phelan et al., 1991). 

In sum, various studies identify a relation between (dis-)continuities in learning notions and adolescents’ school engagement. What 
has often remained underexposed, though, is how continuities and discontinuities between school and out-of-school contexts play a 
role in adolescents’ school engagement. A learner identity approach may help to understand this relation, as it connects adolescents’ 
learning experiences to their learning engagements by means of their self-understandings as learners. The present study therefore 
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explores what patterns can be found in the relations between the learner identities of students who differ in terms of their school 
engagement, and the types of continuities and discontinuities in learning notions that they experience. 

2.2. Learner identity development 

Next to studies on continuities and discontinuities in learning notions, a research field on adolescents’ learner identities has 
emerged more recently. Learner identity research thus far demonstrates that when adolescents experience a discrepancy between their 
own ideas of how and what they can and want to learn on the one hand, and their school’s ideas about learning on the other, this may 
cause them to disengage from their education (e.g., Calabrese Barton et al., 2013; Olitsky et al., 2010; Rubin, 2007; Smagorinsky et al., 
2005). Mortimer et al. (2010) for example demonstrate how adolescents’ disengagement from a college-preparation program is partly 
driven by the fact that they cannot make sense of the program’s message that they should engage in voluntary rather than paid work to 
get access to college. What, in learner identity research, is often unexplored, though, is how such discrepancies emerge. This research 
field has thus far mainly been concerned with how learning notions are conveyed in schools, and only a few studies demonstrate that 
students develop and maintain their learner identities in relation to the contextual (dis-)continuities between school and out-of-school 
contexts (Fields & Enyedy, 2013; Mortimer et al., 2010; Vetter et al., 2011). 

It can be expected that adolescents try to maintain coherent self-understandings as learners while moving across contexts (Erikson, 
1968; H. Hermans & Hermans-Konopka, 2010; Marcia, 1993). In connecting research on continuities and discontinuities in learning 
notions on the one hand with learner identity research on the other, it can be theorized, also based on extant research, that adolescents 
may employ three strategies to warrant this coherence when experiencing discontinuities. First, adolescents may shift in position and 
perspective when experiencing discontinuities, and their position or perspective from one context may expand and coexist with their 
positions and perspectives as learners in another context (Bronkhorst & Akkerman, 2016; Phelan et al., 1991; Vetter et al., 2011). 
Additionally, adolescents may try to negotiate discontinuities across contexts to maintain their existing learner identities and engage in 
the learning practices of both contexts. In doing so, they would try to change the prevalent learning notions in one or more contexts so 
as to create continuities (Fields & Enyedy, 2013; H.J. Hermans, 2001). Third, especially when experiencing contradictory learning 
notions that they cannot make sense of, adolescents may come to identify with one context’s learning notions while distancing 
themselves from another context’s learning notions, as has been suggested repeatedly by studies on discontinuities in learning notions 
(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Noyes, 2006; Phelan et al., 1991; Valenzuela, 1999; Vianna & Stetsenko, 2011). 

3. The present study’s contribution 

This study aims to contribute to the research field in various ways. First, it is explored how a learner identity approach can help to 
better understand the relations between adolescents’ experienced continuities and discontinuities in learning notions on the one hand, 
and their school engagement on the other. In doing so, we simultaneously aim to further expand learner identity research by taking 
adolescents’ participation in various contexts into account. 

Second, while it is increasingly acknowledged that continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between school and out-of- 
school contexts play a role in adolescents’ school engagement, the focus has mainly been on (dis-)continuities between school on the 
one hand, and the contexts of home and peer groups on the other (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Mortimer et al., 2010; Noyes, 2006; Phelan 
et al., 1991; Valenzuela, 1999; Vetter et al., 2011). Little is still known about the role that (dis-)continuities between school on the one 
hand, and three other contexts in which many adolescents participate and learn–namely work, sports clubs and music classes–on the 
other, play in their school engagement. Therefore, we take continuities and discontinuities that may arise from these contexts into 
account as well in studying adolescents’ school engagement. 

Third, rather than focusing on how one or two students (Fields & Enyedy, 2013; Noyes, 2006; Vetter et al., 2011; Vianna & 
Stetsenko, 2010), or rather homogenous groups of students in terms of school engagement (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Mortimer et al., 
2010) navigate through different contexts with different learning notions, we focus on fifteen students who differ in their levels of 
school engagement. This allows for a comparative perspective through which patterns can be explored in the relations between 
students’ learner identities and the types of continuities and discontinuities in learning notions that they experience (e.g., Merriam, 
1998). This, in turn, will enable us to gain knowledge about the different types of continuities an discontinuities that may or may not 
play a role in adolescents’ school engagement, and how this relation is possibly mediated by adolescents’ learner identities. In this way, 
we hope to provide schools and teachers with further insights into how adolescents’ school engagement can be fostered. 

The following two research questions are addressed in the present paper: ‘What continuities and discontinuities in learning notions 
are experienced by adolescents with diverse levels of school engagement?’ and ‘What relations can be found between the continuities 
and discontinuities in learning notions these adolescents experience and their learner identities?’. In studying these questions, we 
mainly explore how adolescents’ self-understandings as learners in school are informed by (that is, constructed partly in relation to) 
these continuities and discontinuities. 

4. Method 

4.1. Research context 

The study was situated in the Netherlands. In Dutch education, students are allocated to separate tracks in either the first or second 
year of high school (grade seven or eight, respectively), by the age of twelve to thirteen. This allocation is based on teacher 
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recommendations, students’ standardized test scores at the end of primary school, and/or on the students’ test results and work 
attitude during the first or first two years of high school. Whereas three sub-tracks of a four year long prevocational track (also known 
as the “preparatory secondary vocational education track”, ranging from more hands-on to more theoretically oriented education) 
prepare students for subsequent vocational programs, the five year long intermediate track (also known as the “senior general sec-
ondary education track”) provides students with access to higher professional education. Additionally, there are two six year long pre- 
university tracks, of which one (the Gymnasium) includes Latin and ancient Greek. Completing one of the six-year tracks is the most 
common way to enroll in university. Exit qualifications for each of these tracks are formally established on a national level. 

4.2. Research design 

This study concerns a comparative case study that is explorative in nature. Adolescents who differed from each other in their school 
engagement and the educational track they were in were recruited to participate in the study. In this way, variety in the continuities 
and discontinuities that the participating students experienced was aimed for, so as to allow for a comparative perspective. Such a 
perspective is helpful in the development of knowledge and enhances validity of the research findings (e.g., Merriam, 1998). The 
design for the present study consisted of two stages. First, classroom observation data and informal teacher interviews with the stu-
dents’ mentors were collected to establish the students’ behavioral engagement based on their observed and teacher-reported focus 
and work attitude in class. This procedure enabled us to recruit students with diverse levels of school engagement for our research, 
which is further elaborated upon in Section 4.3. In the second stage of the research design, the students were interviewed. The student 
interviews served as the primary data for our study and allowed us to answer the research questions. We opted for student interviews as 
a primary data source because we consider people to develop and maintain their learner identities in relation to their experiences of 
continuities and discontinuities in learning notions (Coll & Falsafi, 2010). Furthermore, the student interviews provided us with access 
to students’ self-understandings as learners, which is in line with our understanding that people tell others and themselves who they are 
as learners through narratives and that these narratives inform the way they participate in different learning practices (Holland et al., 
1998; Sfard & Prusak, 2005. 

4.3. Respondent selection, data and procedure 

After our project was granted permission from our Institutional Ethics Review Board, respondents were recruited from six classes of 
three Dutch schools (two classes per school) that we already had access to. Two of these schools (referred to as School A and B) were 
located in the same average-sized city in the Netherlands with approximately 500.000 residents, and one school (referred to as School 
C) in a smaller city with approximately 170.000 residents. Whereas the first two schools’ student populations reflected the ethnic and 
socioeconomic diversity in the Netherlands reasonably well, native Dutch students from middle- to upper-class families were over-
represented in the other school’s student population. 

In the Netherlands, students in the prevocational track are generally perceived, by themselves and others, as ‘less successful’ in 
school (Van den Bulk, 2011). Van den Bulk (2011) demonstrated that such collective ideas are often integrated in adolescents’ status 
positioning and prospects of both themselves and others. From this it follows that the track students are in may inform their learner 
identity and hence their school engagement. To take this factor into consideration we recruited, per school, one class on the most 
theoretically-oriented pre-vocational level (often the only prevocational level offered by schools also providing pre-university edu-
cation) and one class on the pre-university level. Classes from the ninth grade were recruited, consisting of students of fourteen to 
fifteen years old. 

To select students for the study, we made a theoretical distinction between three levels of behavioral engagement, based on extant 

Table 1 
Distinguished levels of demonstrated school engagement and their characteristics.  

Hardly engaged Moderately engaged Highly engaged 

Hardly ever Quite often: Almost always 
Having done homework Having done homework Having done homework 
Bringing schoolbooks to class Bringing schoolbooks to class Bringing schoolbooks to 

class 
Following teacher’s instructions, 

such as 
Following teacher’s instructions, 

such as 
Following teacher’s 

instructions, 
such as 

Being quiet Being quiet Being quiet 
Doing schoolwork Doing schoolwork Doing schoolwork 
Taking notes Taking notes Taking notes 
Complying with a request to take of coats/remove backpacks from tables 
when requested to   

But instead Instead, they are sometimes  
Talking to each other about other things than school Talking to each other about other things than 

school  
Throwing stuff around the classroom Daydreaming  
Listening to music Secretly writing notes to each other  
Overtly being on phones Covertly being on phones   
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research on school engagement (Finn & Rock, 1997): highly, moderately and hardly engaged. In Table 1, an overview of these 
engagement levels and the behavior that is generally considered to characterize each of these engagement levels can be found in 
Table 1. During classroom observations (in different domains and during at least three classes per classroom in the first six weeks of the 
schoolyear), it was reported how often the various students in the selected classrooms demonstrated the kinds of behavior that are 
listed in Table 1. Additionally, we assessed their preparation for school at home by how often they, according to their mentors, did their 
homework. Based on these combined sources of information, the students were allocated to 1) the ‘hardly engaged’ group when they 
not necessarily never, but almost never, had done their homework, brought their schoolbooks, and followed their teachers’ in-
structions while relatively often engaging in overt disturbing behavior; 2) the ‘moderately engaged’ when they approximately equally 
often had and had not done their homework, brought their schoolbooks, and followed their teachers’ instructions. Dependent on the 
class they were in, these students tended to engage in covert non-compliant behavior; 3) the ‘highly engaged’ group when they not 
necessarily always, but almost always had done their homework, brought their schoolbooks, and followed their teachers’ instructions, 
generally without showing any kind of disturbing or non-compliant behavior. This allocation was performed by the first author in 
collaboration with the students’ mentors (no discrepancies in judgment occurred) and, based on the classroom observation data, was 
critically monitored by the second and third author. 

It was found that about ten to 20% of the students per class could be identified as highly engaged students. The majority of the 
students in each class demonstrated to be moderately engaged. Another ten to 20% of the students was considered to demonstrate 
hardly engaged behavior. Whereas many students whom we identified as highly engaged were glad to participate in our research, most 
moderately engaged and especially hardly engaged students declined our request to participate in our research project. Consequently, 
ten highly engaged, four moderately engaged and one hardly engaged student could be interviewed. An overview of the interviewed 
students, and of the schools and educational tracks they were in, their ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds as reported by them in 
the interviews (provided that they were comfortable with sharing this information) and of the out-of-school contexts they participated 
in can be found in Table 2. 

To study adolescents’ learner identities and the continuities and discontinuities in learning notions they experienced between 
school on the one hand, and various out-of-school contexts on the other, semi-structured in-depth interviews were performed. Such 
interviews allow space for adolescents’ authentic narratives and experiences, while warranting the discussion of key themes in each 
interview (Rapley, 2007). The recruited respondents were interviewed in two sessions over the course of the schoolyear 2016–2017. 
The first session concerned the respondents’ educational trajectory thus far, their experiences thereof, their current experiences of 

Table 2 
Information on the interviewed students.  

Students School School track Level of 
behavioral 
engagement 

Ethnic 
backgrounda 

Socioeconomic 
backgroundb 

Sports Music Work 

Richie Traditional Prevocational Moderately 
engaged 

Native Dutch Medium Soccer None Runner 

Amanda Traditional Prevocational Moderately 
engaged 

Native Dutch High Soccer None Supermarket 

Tammy Traditional Pre- 
university 

Highly engaged Native Dutch Unreported Volleyball None Babysitter 

Fay Traditional Pre- 
university 

Highly engaged Native Dutch High Hockey/horse- 
backriding/krav 
maga 

None Babysitter 

Jade Traditional Pre- 
university 

Highly engaged Native Dutch Low Table tennis None None 

Kay Montessori Prevocational Less engaged Native Dutch Medium None None None 
Miriam Montessori Prevocational Highly engaged Egyptian High Korfball None None 
Ludwig Montessori Pre- 

university 
Moderately 
engaged 

Native Dutch High None None None 

Andrew Waldorf Prevocational Highly engaged Native Dutch High None Percussion None 
Ayden Waldorf Prevocational Highly engaged Azerbaijani High Judo Guitar None 
Nessa Waldorf Prevocational Highly engaged Native Dutch Medium None Piano None 
Caleb Waldorf Pre- 

university 
Moderately 
engaged 

Native Dutch High Volleyball None None 

Rebecca Waldorf Pre- 
university 

Highly engaged German/ 
Native Dutch 

High Judo Bass 
guitar 

None 

Lilly Waldorf Pre- 
university 

Highly engaged Native Dutch Low None Piano None 

Ethan Waldorf Pre- 
university 

Highly engaged Native Dutch Low Krav maga Drums None  

a Students’ ethnic background was assessed by the country or countries their parents were born in. 
b Students’ socioeconomic background was assessed by means of the highest attained education level of either parent: students of whom the 

parents’ highest education level was high school or lower were considered to have a low socioeconomic background; students of whom the parents’ 
highest education level was a vocational degree were considered to have a medium socioeconomic background; students of whom the parents’ highest 
education level was a higher professional education or university degree were considered to have a high socioeconomic background. In case students 
were doubting what the highest attained education level of their parents was, the two levels they were in doubt of were reported in the table. 
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going to school, and their self-understandings as a learner within the context of school. The full topic list is presented in Appendix A 
(Online Supplement). The second session addressed the respondents’ perceived learning notions in the various contexts they moved 
across. Also, the respondents were asked to compare the out-of-school learning notions they experienced to the learning notions in 
school. While discussing these issues, the respondents’ self-understandings as a learner within the context of school were also touched 
upon again. The topic list for the second interview session can also be found in Appendix A (Online Supplement). 

Depending on the respondents’ preferences, the interviews were held in an empty classroom or in a lunch café nearby the re-
spondents’ schools. All interviews were performed in Dutch. After we received the respondents’ permission, the interviews were 
audiotaped. On average, the interviews in the first round lasted forty minutes. The interviews in the second round approximately lasted 
fifty minutes. The audiotapes were transcribed verbatim, and pseudonyms were assigned to the respondents to protect their privacy. 

4.4. Analysis 

We systematically coded and classified fragments of the interview transcripts for theory-driven themes by means of content 
analysis, (see, e.g., Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Weber, 1990). To start, the first author coded the interview transcripts for adolescents’ 
perceived learning notions in school/in sport clubs/in music classes/at work/at home/in peer groups. Representative fragments of each of 
these codes can be found in Table 3. 

Next, the data was coded for continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between school and each of the other contexts they 
participated in. Continuities and discontinuities in learning notions were coded for when the learning notions that were discussed by 
the student in talking about one context were, respectively, explicitly similar to or different from those discussed in talking about 
another context. The other authors critically observed this coding process. 

To answer our first research question, ‘what continuities and discontinuities in learning notions are experienced by adolescents 
with diverse levels of demonstrated school engagement?’, various tables were created. In Table 4 we included student-specific in-
formation on how many continuities and discontinuities in learning notions we identified between school on the one hand and each of 
the out-of-school contexts they participated in on the other. In Tables 5 through 8, we included information on the nature of the 
experienced continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between school and out-of-school contexts. Examples concern a 
continuity between home and school with respect to the notion that a good learner in school is characterized by putting an effort into 
his or her education, or a discontinuity between work and school when it comes to the skills that are taught and valued in these 
contexts. 

As a first step to answer our second research question, ‘what relations can be found between the continuities and discontinuities in 
learning notions that adolescents with diverse levels of demonstrated school engagement experience and their learner identities?’, the 
first author coded interview fragments for ‘learner identities’ when they reflected how respondents recognized themselves as learners 
(see Table 3). Again, the other authors critically observed the coding process. Subsequently, learner identity portraits were created for 
each of the research participants. Next, we examined the relations between the encountered contextual continuities and discontinuities 
in learning notions and the respondents’ learner identities, while taking into account their demonstrated level of school engagement. 

5. Results 

5.1. Experienced continuities and discontinuities 

We first made a general overview of experienced continuities and discontinuities we identified for each of the students between the 
school context on the one hand and each of the out-of-school contexts they participated in on the other. This overview can be found in 
Table 4. This table shows that no experienced continuities and only one discontinuity could be identified for Kay, the hardly engaged 

Table 3 
Exemplary fragments per code.  

Code Exemplary fragment 

Perceived learning notion in/at: 
School “[A teacher] recently said ‘school is very important, but there are other important things next to school too, of course” (Tammy, interview 

#1) 
Sports clubs “[At the soccer club] it is about having fun, and if you lose, ah well, it is really about having fun and being part of a team” (Amanda, 

interview #2) 
Music class “In piano class, a good learner is someone who is just doing his best” (Lilly, interview #2) 
Work “[In the supermarket] it is about speed, about working fast and tidy” (Richie, interview #2) 
Home “My mom finds school very important, but she also thinks it is important that I get some work experience” (Amanda, interview #2) 
Peer groups “We [my friends and I] thought ‘fuck the system’, we are not going to do anything in class, throwing stuff around, literal chaos, like you see 

in cartoons” (Kay, interview #1) 
Perceived continuity Interviewer: when do your parents entail someone to be a good learner? Jade: Same as my teachers in school. When someone really makes 

an effort and gets high grades (interview #2) 
Perceived 

discontinuity 
“At school, you just get a list of something you have to learn by heart, whereas at volleyball you have to repeat exercises over and over and 
over again to improve your game” (Caleb, interview #2) 

Learner identity “I like [learning things in school]. I think learning … well … the more you learn, the more experiences you have had and, yes, I really kind 
of dig learning” (Miriam, interview #1)  
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student. Among the students whom we identified as moderately engaged, discontinuities in learning notions between the contexts of 
school and home, and especially between the contexts of school and peer groups were relatively common. In contrast, most of the 
highly engaged students in our sample did not experience discontinuities between these contexts. Furthermore, the moderately and 
highly engaged students experienced at least one contextual continuity in learning notions between school on the one hand and the 
contexts of home and/or peer groups on the other. Additionally, Table 4 shows that for three of the four students who had an after- 
school job (also see Table 2) we exclusively found experienced discontinuities in learning notions between the contexts of school and 
work. 

Below, we explore and zoom in on the nature of the experienced continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between school 
and out-of-school contexts. Yet, as we were looking for patterns, only continuities and discontinuities are discussed that were identified 
for various students, or that appeared to be characteristic for students with similar demonstrated engagement levels. An overview of all 
the continuities and discontinuities that were identified can be found in Tables 5 through 8. 

5.1.1. School and home 
For Kay, a hardly engaged student, no experienced continuities or discontinuities between learning notions at home and in school 

could be identified (also see Table 5). Even when Kay was explicitly asked about his perception of the learning notions in the contexts 
of home and school, he stated that he did not know how his parents or teachers thought about various learning-related themes. For 
example, when Kay was asked what he thought his parents understood a good learner to be, he replied, “I have no clue what their 
image of a good student is” (interview #2). It should be noted that, as Kay was rather talkative during the interview, we have no reason 
to believe he merely responded this way to be able to leave the interview as soon as possible. We also contend that Kay is able to 
identify and reflect upon learning notions, as he did extensively discuss the learning notions in his peer group. Perhaps Kay’s school 
disengagement caused him to be truly unaware of the learning notions at school and the (school-related) learning notions at home. 
Another option is that he was so disengaged that he strongly disliked to talk about his parents’ and teachers’ ideas about school-related 
learning norms and values. 

For three other students, experienced unrelatable discontinuities were found between the contexts of school and home when it 
comes to what it entails to be a good learner in school (learning goals). Amanda, whom we identified as a moderately engaged student, 
thought that both her teachers and parents were concerned with the grades she obtained in school. Yet, she felt that her parents, unlike 
her teachers, were proud of her as a learner just for working hard for school. In contrast, Richie, a moderately engaged student as well, 
perceived his teachers but not his parents to be proud of students who put in an effort for school, irrespective of their performance. 
Ludwig, another moderately engaged student, in turn, thought that even though his parents and most of his teachers considered it 
important to be a good learner who works hard for and performs well in school, some of his teachers were merely concerned with 
whether the students eventually got promoted to the next grade, irrespective of their school attitude and achievements. 

For most other students, among whom one was identified as a moderately engaged student and the rest as highly engaged students, 
a consistent pattern of experienced continuity was found between the contexts of school and home when it comes to the notion of what 
characterizes a good learner in school: these students perceived both their parents and their teachers to think that investing time and 
energy in school was a characteristic of a good learner. Three of these students (Miriam, Jade and Caleb) had the idea that their 
teachers as well as their parents thought that obtaining high grades were characteristics of a good learner in school too. Only some 
students whom we identified as highly engaged (Andrew, Ayden, Nessa and Lilly) thought that neither their teachers nor parents 
considered school achievements a characteristic of a good learner. These students thought that their teachers and parents were 

Table 4 
Amount of identified continuities and discontinuities between the school context and out-of-school contexts.  

Students Continuities Discontinuities 

School & 
Home 

School & 
Peers 

School & 
Leisure 

School & 
Work 

School & 
Home 

School & 
Peers 

School & 
Leisure 

School & 
Work 

Hardly engaged 
Kay 0 0   0 1    

Moderately engaged 
Ludwig 1 1   1 1   
Richie 0 2 2 0 2 2 0 2 
Caleb 2 1 0  0 1 2  
Amanda 1 1 2 1 1 1 3 0  

Highly engaged 
Miriam 2 2 0  0 0 1  
Jade 2 2 0  0 0 1  
Tammy 1 3 1 0 0 0 3 1 
Andrew 2 1 2  0 0 0  
Ethan 1 2 0  1 1 3  
Rebecca 2 2 3  1 0 4  
Fay 2 2 1 0 0 0 2 1 
Ayden 1 1 0  1 0 1  
Nessa 1 1 1  1 0 1  
Lilly 1 1 1  0 0 2   
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Table 5 
Continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between the contexts of school and home.  

Learning notions Hardly 
engaged 

Moderately engaged Highly engaged 

Kay Ludwig Richie Caleb Amanda Miriam Jade Tammy Andrew Ethan Rebecca Fay Ayden Nessa Lilly 

Continuities  
• A good learner in school is characterized by putting 

an effort into their education         
x x x  x x x  

• A good learner in school is characterized by both 
putting an effort into their education and obtaining 
high grades  

x  x  x x     x     

• It is important to behave politely in class    x  x  x    x     
• A good learner in school is characterized by 

obtaining high grades     
x            

• Artistic development is important         x        

Discontinuities  
• School only: a good learner in school is 

characterized by obtaining high grades          
x x      

• Home only: a good learner in school is 
characterized by putting an effort into their 
education     

x            

• Home only: a good learner in school is 
characterized by obtaining high grades   

x              

• School only: making an effort is more important 
than obtaining high grades   

x              

• Some teachers: it is not important for students to 
behave like a good learner, as long as they get 
promoted  

x               

• Home only: learning things does not have to be fun             x    
• Home only: school is responsible for the 

flourishment of students with learning disorders too              
x   
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Table 6 
Continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between the contexts of school and peer groups.  

Learning notions Hardly 
engaged 

Moderately engaged Higly engaged 

Kay Ludwig Richie Caleb Amanda Miriam Jade Tammy Andrew Ethan Rebecca Fay Ayden Nessa Lilly 

Continuities  
• Most friends and classmates: a good learner in 

school is characterized by both putting an effort into 
their education and obtaining high grades      

x   x  x      

• Befriended classmates: a good learner in school is 
characterized by both putting an effort into their 
education and obtaining high grades   

x x x  x x  x  x x x x  

• Most friends and classmates: learning can be fun      x x x   x      
• School/a degree is important  x x     x  x  x     

Discontinuities  
• Most classmates: it is not important to put an effort 

into school and to obtain high grades   
x              

• Befriended classmates: it is not important to put an 
effort into school and to obtain high grades 

x x xa x x            

• Friends from out-of-school: it is not important to put 
an effort into school and to obtain high grades   

x              

• School only: values “suck-ups”          x       

a In Table 3 we count this as one discontinuity together with “Most classmates: It is not important to put an effort into school and to obtain high grades” as these two groups overlap. 
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Table 7 
Continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between the contexts of school and leisure institutes.  

Learning notions Hardly 
engaged 

Moderately engaged Highly engaged 

Kay Ludwig Richie Caleb Amanda Miriam Jade Tammy Andrew Ethan Rebecca Fay Ayden Nessa Lilly 

Continuities  
• A good learner is characterized by putting in an 

effort, irrespective of performances   
x      x     x x  

• A good learner behaves politely in class     x   x   x      
• Important skill: collaboration   x         x     
• Important skill: being persistent           x      
• Being organized is an important precondition to 

learn new things         
x        

• Learning cannot always be enjoyable (sometimes 
you have to learn something that is boring first)           

x      

• Getting an education is very important, but other 
things (e.g., friends, family) are important too     

x            

Discontinuities  
• School only: preparing for full participation in 

society, not to relax and have fun     
x   x  x x x     

• School only: learning with your head instead of 
your body    

x           x  

• The skills that are taught in leisure institutes do not 
correspond to the skills that are taught and valued 
in school    

x  x x x  x x x x x x  

• School only: a good learner is characterized by 
performing well     

x      x      

• School only: achievements are more important than 
the effort that is made     

x            

• Leisure institutes only: variation in employed 
learning activities        

x         

• School only: learning cannot always be enjoyable 
(sometimes you have to learn something that is 
boring first)           

x      

• School only: it is important to do your homework          x       
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Table 8 
Continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between the contexts of school and work.  

Learning notions Hardly 
engaged 

Moderately engaged Highly engaged  

Kay Ludwig Richie Caleb Amanda Miriam Jade Tammy Andrew Ethan Rebecca Fay Ayden Nessa Lilly 

Continuities  
• A good learner is characterized by performing well     x            
• The skills that are taught and valued at work 

correspond to the skills that are taught and valued 
in school     

x            

Discontinuities  
• The skills that are taught and valued at work do not 

correspond to the skills that are taught and valued 
in school   

x     x    x     

• Work only: a good learner is characterized by 
performing well   

x              
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exclusively concerned with the effort that students made. Finally, various students with diverse levels of demonstrated school 
engagement reported that their parents and teachers considered behaving politely in class as another aspect of being a good learner in 
school. 

5.1.2. School and peer groups 
Almost all students reported that their peers deemed a good learner to be someone who both makes an effort for and performs well 

in school (see Table 6). Table 6 also shows, though, that this did not necessarily imply that their peers also found it important to behave 
in accordance with their own learning notions of a good learner. To illustrate, two students (Kay and Ludwig, whom we identified as a 
hardly engaged student and a moderately engaged student, respectively), only had friends in class who did not put an effort into their 
schoolwork and who did not seem to care about test results. They did not find it important to be a good learner, which, definitely in 
Ludwig’s case and most likely in Kay’s case formed a contradictory discontinuity between school and peers. Kay and Ludwig 
mentioned that they and their friends usually did little and mainly chatted with each other in class. Three other students, whom were 
all identified as moderately engaged students, had rather equal amounts of friends who were dedicated to school and friends who were 
not, experiencing continuities and/or contradictory discontinuities between school and peers, depending on the friends they interacted 
with at a particular moment in time. The remaining students, who all demonstrated high levels of school engagement, had exclusively 
befriended classmates who found it important to invest time and energy in their education and to perform well in school. Some of these 
students (Miriam, Andrew and Rebecca) even mentioned that most of their other classmates, next to their befriended ones, as well as 
their out-of-school friends found it important to work hard for and obtain high grades in school too. Additionally, and unlike the other 
students we interviewed, various students who exclusively befriended classmates with high levels of school engagement mentioned 
that they and their classmates as well as their teachers, thought that learning could be fun. 

5.1.3. School and leisure institutes 
The experienced contextual continuities and discontinuities in learning notions that were identified between sports clubs and music 

classes on the one hand, and school on the other, were very similar. Therefore, these contexts are jointly referred to as ‘leisure in-
stitutes’ from this point onwards. As can be derived from Table 7, we did not find clear differences between students when it comes to 
the experienced continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between the contexts of leisure institutes and school. Yet, we did 
find four general patterns of experienced continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between these contexts. 

First, a continuity was found for various students regarding what they thought their teachers at school and at their leisure institutes 
understood a good learner to be (learning goals): someone who puts in an effort, irrespective of their achievements (Andrew, Nessa, 
Lilly, Richie), and someone who is polite (Tammy, Rebecca, Amanda). 

Second, we identified an experienced unrelatable discontinuity concerning learning-related goals for Tammy, Ethan, Rebecca, Fay 
and Amanda: whereas they reported to attend school in preparation of their further participation in society, they engaged in leisure 
activities for fun and relaxation. 

Third, an unrelatable discontinuity was identified for most students in the skills that were taught and valued between leisure 
institutes and the school context (learning contents). The students did not feel that the skills that were taught in their leisure institutes 
were useful in school, except perhaps in physical education and music classes. Often, the skills that were mentioned to clarify this 
statement were quite technical in nature, such as learning how to defend yourself in krav maga (Ethan), learning how to play piano 
chords and read notes (Lilly), or learning how to smash a ball in volleyball (Tammy). 

Finally and relatedly, for two students (Lilly and Caleb) an unrelatable discontinuity was found when it comes to learning means: 
ideas on how things are learned. Where they considered learning in school to be more about learning with your brain and by sitting 
behind a desk, they understood making music and doing sports as something you learn by means of one’s hands or entire body. 

5.1.4. School and work 
Table 8 shows that no patterns of continuity could be identified between the contexts of work and school. Additionally, we found an 

experienced unrelatable discontinuity for three of the four employed students that concerned the skills (learning contents) that were 
taught and valued in each of these contexts. For example, Tammy, who was a babysitter, felt that she learned and had to learn as a 
babysitter how to set and stick to boundaries for the kids, which were not skills she considered to be useful in school. It should be noted, 
though, that Amanda (whom we identified as a moderately engaged student) did feel able to transfer some of the skills that she had 
developed at work to the context of school and vice versa, namely participating in a debate and standing her ground while doing so. 

In sum, we found only two learning notions with respect to which various students experienced a contextual continuity whereas 
others experienced a discontinuity: these concern the learning notions of what it entails to be a good learner, and the importance of 
being one. The experienced discontinuities in these learning notions between the contexts of school and home were unrelatable: 
whereas some teachers or parents stressed the importance of high grades, others stressed the importance of invested effort into school. 
Working hard and getting good grades do not mutually exclude each other, though. The experienced discontinuities between the 
contexts of school and peers, on the other hand, were contradictory: whereas school praised good grades and/or the effort students put 
into school, some respondents’ peers made a point of not conforming to these learning notions. 

As the students experiencing continuities in these learning notions, like we expected, differed in their levels of demonstrated school 
engagement from the ones who experienced discontinuities, we will next zoom in on what relations can be found between their 
experience of contextual continuities and discontinuities in these learning notions on the one hand, and their learner identities on the 
other. In doing so, we exclusively focus on comparing the school context to the contexts of home and peer groups, as we did not find 
differences between students in the continuities and discontinuities they experienced between school on the one hand, and their work 
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and leisure contexts on the other; the presence of continuities and discontinuities between the latter contexts did not appear to be 
related to students’ demonstrated school engagement. 

5.2. Continuities and discontinuities in learning notions and adolescents’ learner identities 

In this section, the second research question ‘what relations can be found between the continuities and discontinuities in learning 
notions that adolescents with diverse levels of demonstrated school engagement experience and their learner identities?’ is answered. 
We found that especially the absence or presence of feasible expectations, the (non-)recognition of effort put into school, and pro- and/or anti- 
school peer norms, were related to students’ learner identities. 

5.2.1. The absence or presence of feasible expectations 
As can be derived from the previous section, one student in our sample, Kay, mentioned that it was unclear to him what his teachers, 

parents and peers considered a good learner to be, or he refused to think or talk about it. Our analysis indicated that Kay’s seeming lack 
of interest with respect to or distancing from the learning notions his teachers and parents communicated may be related to his learner 
identity. Kay reported to not find it important to work hard for or perform well in school. He mentioned to think “Whatever” (Interview 
#1) when it came to school and explained that this had two reasons. First, he felt that, because of his diagnosed adhd and dyslexia, 
doing schoolwork costed him a disproportionate amount of time, compared to his classmates. Second and relatedly, school mainly 
required him to sit still, read and write: activities in which he felt particularly hindered by his learning disorders. According to Kay, this 
is why he stopped putting an effort into his education. This suggests that Kay perceived the expectations his teachers and parents had of 
him with respect to school to be unfeasible. We contend that this appeared to be an important factor in his learner identity and his 
seemingly indifference to his parents’ and teachers’ learning notions. This claim is supported by the fact that none of the other students 
mentioned the complete absence of feasible expectations regarding skills that should be mastered. These students were all found to 
identify with learning in school more strongly and they were able or willing to discuss their teachers’ and parents’ learning notions. 
The interviews suggested that also these students struggled to identify with learning in school when they did not deem the school’s 
expectations to be accomplishable. Yet, for them this only applied to one or two classes, rather than to almost all of them such as in 
Kay’s case. 

5.2.2. The (non-)recognition of effort put into school 
Amanda, Richie and Ludwig did not define themselves as learners who put in a lot of effort into school. They reported to only care 

about engaging in classes that they enjoyed. It was for these classes that they wanted to get high grades as rewards for their invested 
effort (Amanda), wanted to make sure they mastered their curriculum (Ludwig), or wanted to make their teachers proud (Ludwig; 
Richie). However, they put less effort into classes that they did not enjoy. The reasons for disliking certain subjects differed per person. 
However, all three reported to disengage from class when they did not see the purpose of familiarizing themselves with the subject 
matter. That Amanda, Richie and Ludwig did not feel the need to understand themselves as hardworking learners for all classes in 
school appeared to be related to the discontinuity they experienced between home and school when it came to what characterizes a 
good learner. In the interviews with Richie and Ludwig, this came to the fore explicitly. Richie’s disengagement when he found his 
classes too easy was reinforced by his parents’ conviction that he did not deserve any compliments for his renewed devotion to and 
consequently improved performance in school at the beginning of the schoolyear as he had moved from the intermediate to the 
prevocational track: 

Researcher: How did your parents feel about you moving from the intermediate to prevocational track? 

Richie: When I tell them I got an 8/10 they think, ok. They say ‘yes, but that is at the prevocational level, Richie. This is beneath 
your abilities’. They really do not like it. 

Researcher: Do you agree with them? 

Richie: Yes. Right now I am not doing my best and I still exclusively get sufficient grades. If I would work harder, I could get all 
8/10s. 

Researcher: Why do you not work harder? 

Richie: I don’t know, I’m not motivated to do so. (Interview #1). 
In the second interview, this topic was touched upon again and, when asked how important he found it to go to school, Richie 

replied: “I’ve started to find that less important, because it is too easy”. Furthermore, over the course of the schoolyear, we observed 
(and were told by Richie himself) that Richie’s level of school engagement had further decreased: he had stopped to work hard for most 
of his classes, while starting to occasionally skip ones. Our analysis suggests that the impossibility to make his parents proud did not 
foster Richie’s desire to understand himself as a hardworking learner, thereby impeding his school engagement. 

Ludwig, in turn, seemed to legitimize his moderate level of school engagement by seizing the opportunity he was offered by his 
mentor and several of his other teachers to understand himself as a good enough learner without having to put a lot of effort into his 
education. As Ludwig stated in the first interview: 

Well, in general I am quite sloppy. I postpone things until they cannot be postponed anymore […] and then, the day before the 
deadline, I do my homework, hand it in and all is well. Except that I do it quick and sloppy. And some teachers do not mind it as 
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long as they can tell that you understand the assignment and that you are able to make the assignment, but others […] do. But 
finally I have a mentor who understands how I study […] And who understands that if this is how I want to do it, he can’t do 
anything to change it […] I explained to him how I do it and he was like ‘well, if you think you can pass your exams this way, I’m 
fine with you trying it this way’. 

Hence, by strongly holding onto his mentor’s and some other teachers’ learning notions, Ludwig seemed to negotiate space to 
defend his current learner identity and level of school engagement, thereby enabling himself to neglect the learning notions of his 
parents and his other teachers. 

It seems that the nonrecognition of effort of authoritative adults in Amanda’s, Richie’s and Ludwig’s surroundings either prevented 
them from trying to engage more in school due to the impossibility of making these adults proud, or allowed them to “be lazy” (Ludwig, 
interview #1). This finding is further underscored by the fact that all the students who were identified as highly engaged and wanted to 
understand themselves as learners who put a lot of effort into school, did exclusively experience continuities between home and school 
in terms of the recognition and appreciation of working hard for school. Hence, the messages the highly engaged students received 
from their parents and teachers concerning what it entails to be a good learner were rather univocal and seemed to stimulate them to 
define themselves as learners who engage in school. 

5.2.3. Pro- and anti-school peer norms 
For all students in our sample, we found that they were often surrounded by peers whose learning notions appeared to reinforce 

their learner identities. When it comes to Kay’s friends, he could tell from their behavior in class that they did not find it important to 
work hard for or perform well in school, which was part of his own learner identity too. Also, Kay reported that both he and his friends 
would mock people who, for example, would cancel a movie night because of a test that still needed to be studied for. Even though this 
was not identified as such by Kay, this suggests the presence of a contradictory discontinuity in goal-related learning notions between 
the context of school and his peer group involving his peers’ anti-school norms, that probably further reinforced his then already 
present learner identity. A similar finding emerged from the analysis of Ludwig’s case, as Ludwig’s friends would, whenever felt treated 
unfairly or approached rudely by a teacher, make a statement by provoking the teacher and disengaging from class even though this 
meant putting their opportunities to learn in jeopardy. 

Amanda, Caleb and Richie, whom (next to Ludwig) were all identified as moderately engaged students, had both friends and 
classmates who were dedicated to school and friends and classmates who were not. Consequently, various notions on the importance of 
being a good learner were available among their peers, of which some formed a continuity and others a contradictory discontinuity 
with the context of school. As these continuities and discontinuities had to be negotiated and related to in understanding themselves as 
learners, this may explain why these students neither fully engaged with nor disengaged from their education so as to maintain their 
popularity among both the peers who did and who did not fully engage in school. 

Among the students whom we identified as highly engaged, we found an interesting pattern. Some of these students thought that 
only their befriended classmates, but not their other classmates, were concerned with working hard for and performing well in school. 
These students understood themselves as hard-working learners who were driven by curiosity in some classes, but merely by the desire 
to obtain high grades (Fay; Ayden; Lilly) or a degree that allowed them to enroll in a particular education program after high school 
(Nessa) in other classes. What additionally characterized these students was that they all enjoyed learning less in the latter classes as 
soon as they did not understand the subject matter or an assignment. They explained that this was the case as this put them at risk of 
obtaining relatively low test scores, which could interfere with the goals they pursued. 

However, the other students who demonstrated high levels of school engagement reported that their befriended classmates and 
most of their other classmates and friends in and out of school found it important to invest time and energy in their education and to 
perform well in school. These students mentioned to be driven by curiosity for all their subjects. They hoped that school would help 
them to increase their knowledge and improve their skills, no matter in what classes. They made remarks such as, “I always want to 
know everything. I want to know how everything works […] I have a broad interest” (Andrew, interview #1). Moreover, these students 
explained that they found most of their classes meaningful, irrespective of the learning activities they were introduced to (Jade; 
Tammy; Andrew; Ethan; Rebecca) their test results (Miriam; Jade; Andrew; Ethan; Rebecca), or their relation with the teachers 
(Miriam; Jade; Tammy). 

Hence, it seems that also among students demonstrating high levels of school engagement, the presence or absence of diverse peer 
notions on the importance of being a good learner is related to their learner identities. The presence of diverse peer notions, of which 
some form a continuity and others a discontinuity with the contexts of school and home, appear to be negotiated by these students to, 
perhaps, safeguard their social status among all peers by positioning themselves as certain types of learners with certain learning goals. 
The absence of diverse peer notions, in contrast, seemed to allow the highly engaged students in our sample to fully engage in school on 
both a behavioral and affective level. 

6. Discussion 

The present paper aimed to gain a better understanding of how various types of continuities and discontinuities in learning notions 
inform adolescents’ school engagement through their learner identities. First, we examined what contextual continuities and dis-
continuities in learning notions adolescents with diverse levels of demonstrated school engagement experienced. In doing so, we 
explored the thus far underexposed role of contextual continuities and discontinuities between school and the contexts of leisure 
institutes and jobs in adolescents’ school engagement (see Nasir & Hand, 2008 for an exception). Continuities and discontinuities in 
learning notions between the contexts of school on the one hand, and worksites and leisure institutes on the other did not appear to be 
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related to adolescents’ school engagement, though. Our analysis suggests that this can be explained by the intrinsically different 
learning contents (customer care versus, for example, history), means (learning by thinking versus learning by doing) and, in the case 
of leisure institutes, goals (preparing for further participation in society at school versus having fun at leisure institutes), that ado-
lescents appear to associate with these contexts. Hence, in moving from one context to the other, the adolescents seemed to shift in 
position and perspective, and the contexts appeared to coexist as rather parallel universes. Probably present continuities in learning 
notions between these contexts regarding, for example, the importance of taking responsibility or the need for discipline were either 
not recognized by students or deemed irrelevant. 

Additionally and in line with earlier studies (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Noyes, 2006; Phelan et al., 1991; Pollard & Filer, 2007; 
Valenzuela, 1999; Vetter et al., 2011), we did find that particularly continuities and discontinuities in learning goals-related notions 
about what it entails to be a good learner in school and the importance of being one between the school context on the one hand, and the 
contexts of home and peer groups on the other, were related to the interviewed students’ levels of demonstrated school engagement. 
We found that one student, whom we identified as hardly engaged, could not or really did not want to tell when his parents and 
teachers would consider someone to be a good learner. Students whom we identified as moderately engaged generally thought that 
either their parents or (some of their) teachers considered school performances to be more relevant, whereas students whom we 
identified as highly engaged thought that both their teachers and parents deemed investing a lot of time and energy into school was a 
key characteristic of a good learner. Additionally, all the interviewed students thought that their peers considered both putting in an 
effort for and performing well in school were characteristics of a good learner. However, only the students demonstrating high levels of 
school engagement and one moderately engaged student reported to have friends who, like their teachers and parents, found it 
important to be a good learner in school. 

Next, we studied the question ‘what relations can be found between the contextual continuities and discontinuities in learning 
notions that are experienced by adolescents with diverse levels of demonstrated school engagement and their learner identities?’. In 
further exploring the continuities and discontinuities regarding notions of a good learner between the school context on the one hand, 
and the contexts of home and peer groups on the other, we found that especially the absence or presence of feasible expectations, the (non- 
)recognition of effort put into school, and pro- and/or anti-school peer norms, were related to students’ self-understandings as learners in 
school. 

With respect to the absence or presence of feasible expectations, our analysis indicated that a continuity in terms of the presence of 
unfeasible expectations in school and at home may prevent adolescents from trying to understand themselves as good learners. This is 
in line with extant research on adolescents’ learner identity development within the context of school, documenting that when ad-
olescents experience a discrepancy between their own ideas of how and what they can learn on the one hand, and their school’s ideas 
about learning on the other, this may cause them to disengage from their education (e.g., Calabrese Barton et al., 2013; Mortimer et al., 
2010; Rubin, 2007). When students feel unable to meet, and perhaps change, the expectations that are imposed on them, they may 
come to define themselves as people who do not care about school, and to distance themselves from the context of school. 

Second, our analysis showed that parents’ and teachers’ (non-)recognition of effort that students put into school may inform ado-
lescents’ learner identities. We found that parents’ and/or teachers’ mere focus on school achievement rather than on effort could 
prevent students from wanting to understand themselves as learners who invest a lot of time and energy into school. This either seemed 
to rob students of a chance to make certain authoritative adults in their surroundings proud or allow them to be lazy. In addition, when 
adolescents’ parents and all of their teachers were concerned with the effort students put into school, this appeared to stimulate these 
students to understand themselves as people who find learning in school important and who are willing to work hard for school. 

Third, we found relations between the interviewed students’ learner identities and the pro- and/or anti-school peer norms their 
friends and classmates conveyed towards school. For some students, we exclusively identified a contradictory discontinuity between 
their teachers and their befriended classmates when it comes to how important it was considered to be a good learner. These students 
were characterized by learner identities that, at least at times, motivated them to put their opportunities to learn in school into 
jeopardy. Other students had friends and classmates who conveyed pro-school peer norms regarding the importance of being a good 
learner and friends and classmates who did not. These students all understood themselves as students who engaged in school as long as 
they enjoyed the classes they were in. Students who perceived to have friends that had adopted pro-school peer norms, but a fair share 
of classmates who had not, reported to be driven by curiosity in some classes, and merely by the desire to obtain high grades or a 
certain degree in other classes. Only students with exclusively friends and classmates who had adopted pro-school peer norms when it 
comes to the importance of being a good learner, understood themselves as learners who were driven by curiosity in all their classes. 
Here, in agreement with previous studies, (e.g., Noyes, 2006; Phelan et al., 1991; Valenzuela, 1999; Vetter et al., 2011), indications 
were found that adolescents negotiated conflicting school and peer norms in their development and maintenance of their learner 
identities in ways that impacted their school engagement. 

More in general, the explorative study presented in this paper provides insights into what role adolescents’ learner identities play in 
how contextual continuities and discontinuities in learning notions inform adolescents’ school engagement. Our study indicates that 
continuities in learning notions regarding the characteristics of a good learner and the importance of being one between the contexts of 
school on the one hand, and home and peer groups on the other, reinforce adolescents’ identification with these learning notions as well 
as their demonstrated levels of school engagement. However, contextual discontinuities in these learning notions appear to either 
require negotiation that may cause adolescents to adopt suboptimal learner identities, at least from the schools’ perspectives, and 
impede their school engagement, or may alienate students from school altogether (distancing). Hence, our research underscores the 
importance of studying learner identity development to better understand adolescents’ school engagement. It also stresses the need to 
study learner identity development as a process that occurs in several sociocultural contexts at the same time. 

Moreover, it can be derived from the present study that teachers may help to foster adolescents’ school engagement by trying to 
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build constructive continuities for them between their homes and school in terms of the appreciation of their demonstrated efforts 
rather than their achievement. This could for example be done by discussing the importance of this learning notion for adolescents’ 
development with their parents. Building constructive continuities between the contexts of school and peer groups may be especially 
difficult. Our research suggests, though, that supporting adolescents in relating to contextual discontinuities in learning notions 
regarding the characteristics and importance of being a good learner may benefit the development of learner identities that stimulate 
school engagement: it is important to try to make students resilient to peer pressure or unconstructive learning notions at home in 
negotiating these discontinuities in the process of their learner identity development. Thus far, previous research has identified and 
suggested the provision of meaningful learning experiences in supportive classroom climates to be an important precondition to 
achieve this goal (Verhoeven et al., 2019). 

Future research could further contribute to the research field in at least two ways. First, what struck us is that, unlike in previous 
research findings on funds of knowledge, funds of identity and third space (e.g., Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Mortimer et al., 2010; Noyes, 
2006; Phelan et al., 1991; Valenzuela, 1999; Vetter et al., 2011), continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between the 
school context on the one hand, and the contexts of home and peer groups on the other regarding, for example, notions regarding 
learning contents and means were not found. Despite the fact that we asked students what a good learner is capable of according to 
their teachers, parents and peers, the knowledge and skills that were valued by the people in their surroundings often remained 
implicit in the interviews. The students did not elaborate on the extent to which all subjects were deemed equally important by their 
schools, parents, or peers, or on the type of thinking skills that were appreciated most. Hence, future studies could further explore how 
certain continuities and discontinuities in learning notions between school and out-of-school contexts when it comes to the valued 
skills and knowledge we may have overlooked can be identified and how these may be related to adolescents’ learner identities too. 

Second, the present study is explorative and qualitative in nature, and due to recruitment issues, more highly engaged than 
moderately engaged and especially hardly engaged students participated in our research. The reasons why the moderately and hardly 
engaged students often declined the first author’s request to participate in the research project (after she thought she had established 
rapport with these students) remains unclear. Perhaps, students who are less engaged in school may also enjoy discussing school 
related matters less. Another option is that these students blamed their own levels of school engagement on themselves, which might 
have made it too painful for them to share their school experiences with us, as is also indicated by Kay’s case. More one-on-one chats 
may have been needed to make clear to them that we could be trusted and had good intentions. We acknowledge that, based on our 
sample, no empirical generalizations can be made. Nevertheless, our research does contribute to conceptualizations of how various 
types of continuities and discontinuities in learning notions inform adolescents’ school engagement through their learner identities. 
However, future research would benefit from recruiting a larger and more diverse research group, probably by means of a more 
extensive establishment of rapport, to explore the empirical generalizability of our findings: to, where necessary, expand or adjust 
these conceptualizations. Additionally, the role that unrelatable and contradictory discontinuities play in adolescents’ learner identity 
development, and the extent to which these roles are different, could be further explored so as to understand adolescents’ school 
engagement even better. 
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