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Research Project
Enhancing Learner Engagement in Further Education: An Action Research Study on Inclusive Pedagogical Strategies and Their Impact on Student Progression

Introduction
Learner disengagement in Further Education (FE) is a complex challenge that has far-reaching implications for academic success and social mobility (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). This action research project is designed to explore and address the factors contributing to disengagement among learners who have previously struggled in traditional educational settings. Drawing on my experiences as a tutor in Further Education, this project presents a reflective analysis of teaching practices that foster inclusive, student‐centred learning. By implementing and evaluating innovative pedagogical strategies, this study seeks to provide actionable insights to enhance student engagement and support their progression into further education. The research is structured around four key stages: A Literature Review, Methodology, Results and Discussion, and Conclusion. 

This project is guided by the following research questions:

1. What are the underlying factors contributing to learner disengagement within this category, and how do they influence educational outcomes?
  This question explores the root causes of disengagement by examining aspects such as past negative educational experiences, socioeconomic barriers, and the mismatch between traditional teaching methods and diverse learning styles.

2. In what ways did my pedagogical strategies as a tutor impact the engagement, learning experience, and academic progression of these learners?  
  Here, the focus is on evaluating the effectiveness of the teaching methods implemented in my practice. By assessing how experiential learning, growth mindset interventions, and differentiated instruction affect student motivation and participation, this question aims to shed light on the tangible benefits of innovative pedagogy.

3. How can the successful outcomes of these teaching interventions be systematically replicated across other educational institutions in the UK to support similar learner demographics?
  This question examines the scalability of effective teaching strategies. It considers how institutional support, professional development, and the integration of technology can facilitate the broader adoption of these interventions, ensuring that positive outcomes are sustainable and transferable across different FE contexts.

Together, these research questions guide the investigation into both the challenges and potential solutions for engaging disengaged learners, offering a roadmap for enhancing educational practice and policy in Further Education.





Literature Review
Re-Engaging Disengaged Learners in Further Education: 
Theoretical Perspectives and Evidence-Based Strategies
Introduction to the Literature Review
Learner disengagement is a widespread challenge in Further Education (FE), particularly among students who have struggled in traditional academic settings. Disengagement manifests in multiple ways, including low motivation, inconsistent attendance, lack of participation, and poor academic performance, all of which contribute to high dropout rates and limited social mobility (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). In order to address this issue, it is crucial to explore both the root causes of disengagement and the teaching interventions that have been effective in supporting learners who are at risk of educational failure.
This literature review critically examines existing research on learner disengagement in FE, assessing both theoretical perspectives and practical strategies designed to re-engage students. By integrating key theoretical frameworks with experiential evidence, this review offers an in-depth examination of disengagement and proposes ways to foster more inclusive and effective learning environments in FE.

Overview of Investigated Literature
Several foundational works provide a theoretical basis for understanding disengagement and its solutions. John Dewey’s (1938) Experience and Education advocates for student-centred, experiential learning, arguing that traditional, rigid education systems often alienate learners by failing to connect with their lived experiences. This aligns with Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory, which emphasises that students learn best through active engagement and reflection rather than passive knowledge absorption. 
Carol Dweck’s (2006) Mindset: The New Psychology of Success is also instrumental in understanding disengagement. Her research highlights how students’ beliefs about intelligence and ability affect their motivation. Contemporary studies build on these theories by exploring their application in FE. Hattie’s (2008) Visible Learning synthesises research on what works in education, highlighting the importance of teacher clarity, feedback, and formative assessment in fostering engagement. Meanwhile, Mitchell and Sutherland’s (2020) What Really Works in Special and Inclusive Education outlines practical engagement strategies for diverse learners, supporting the idea that student-responsive teaching is crucial. 
Other research has examined how teacher-student relationships influence engagement. Gibbs and Powell (2012) found that learners respond positively to teachers who demonstrate care, empathy, and belief in their potential. Similarly, Hu (2023) and Licorish et al. (2018) highlight how personalised feedback can significantly improve student participation. 

Key Concepts and Findings
Factors Contributing to Learner Disengagement
The Impact of Past Educational Experiences
Research consistently demonstrates that negative prior schooling experiences contribute to disengagement in FE (Fredricks et al., 2004). Many learners have been conditioned to see education as an uninspiring or even hostile environment due to rigid disciplinary structures, limited autonomy, and exam-focused instruction (Dewey, 1938). For these students, transitioning into FE presents an opportunity for re-engagement, but only if their learning experiences are meaningfully different from those that previously led to disengagement. This links to Research Question 1, as it highlights the need to address past academic trauma through innovative teaching practices.
In particular, students who have struggled in compulsory education often develop self-defeating attitudes towards learning. This can lead to a lack of confidence in their abilities and reluctance to participate in further education. Research by Mitchell and Sutherland (2020) suggests that FE institutions need to implement structured interventions to rebuild students' confidence, such as mentoring programmes, tailored support services, and targeted pedagogical approaches that acknowledge and validate previous struggles.
Socioeconomic and Psychological Barriers
Economic disadvantage, mental health issues, and lack of familial support significantly contribute to disengagement. Learners from low-income backgrounds often face additional responsibilities, such as employment or caregiving duties, which can affect attendance and academic performance. Furthermore, mental health concerns such as anxiety and low self-esteem can further isolate learners (Goodman & Beenen, 2008). These challenges reinforce the need for holistic, student-centred interventions, directly informing Research Question 1.
A crucial aspect of this issue is financial instability, which is often overlooked in discussions about student engagement. Learners who experience financial hardship may be unable to afford study materials, transportation, or even basic necessities, which can impact their ability to focus and succeed in education (Levy, 2008). Institutions need to ensure that financial support mechanisms, such as bursaries or hardship funds, are easily accessible and well-publicised to help alleviate these pressures.
Mismatch Between Teaching Methods and Learning Preferences
Traditional teaching methods, which rely heavily on passive learning and memorisation, fail to engage many FE learners (Kolb, 1984). Studies have shown that students are more likely to remain engaged when learning is active, hands-on, and directly relevant to their career aspirations (Adami, 2004). This links to both Research Questions 1 and 2, as it highlights the necessity of adapting pedagogical methods to better align with student needs.
Furthermore, learners in FE settings often benefit from multimodal instruction. Tomlinson (2014) argues that differentiated instruction, where educators tailor their methods to suit different learning styles, is essential in reducing disengagement. Providing students with multiple ways to engage with the curriculum increases accessibility and fosters a sense of inclusion, directly addressing the barriers that many FE learners face.
The Importance of Classroom Environment and Relationships
The physical and social environment of the classroom plays a significant role in shaping learner engagement. Research has shown that classroom setup and teacher-student interactions have a direct impact on motivation and participation (Gibbs & Powell, 2012). When students feel valued and respected, they are more likely to invest effort in their studies.
A supportive classroom culture can be cultivated through the implementation of positive reinforcement, clear expectations, and student-led discussions (Hu, 2023). These strategies not only encourage active learning but also promote a sense of belonging, which is particularly important for students who have experienced educational disengagement in the past.
This finding is particularly relevant to Research Question 2, as it suggests that simple modifications to classroom environments—such as rearranging seating to encourage collaboration, introducing interactive learning activities, or fostering an atmosphere of mutual respect—can significantly improve engagement.

Debates, Conflicts, and Contradictions
Standardisation vs. Personalisation
A significant debate in FE concerns the balance between standardised curricula and personalised learning approaches. While policymakers argue that standardisation ensures consistency and fairness, educators contend that rigid curricula limit differentiation and fail to engage diverse learners (Tomlinson, 2014). 
Technology as a Tool for Engagement or a Barrier?
While digital platforms can enhance engagement (Hu, 2023), issues of accessibility and digital literacy present challenges (Sarkar, 2024). Not all students have equal access to technology, raising concerns about exacerbating existing inequalities. Research Question 3 is particularly relevant here, as institutions must consider equity when integrating technology into engagement strategies.
Behavioural Interventions vs. Structural Change
Some researchers argue that disengagement can be addressed by improving classroom behaviour management, while others advocate for systemic changes to educational structures (Hattie, 2008). This debate is central to Research Question 2, as it considers whether individual teacher practices or broader institutional reforms are more effective in sustaining engagement.
Short-Term vs. Long-Term Engagement Strategies
There is also disagreement over whether engagement strategies should focus on immediate classroom participation or long-term academic progression. While project-based learning may increase short-term motivation (Kolb, 1984), it is unclear whether this leads to sustained success. Research Question 1 is key here, as it explores how different strategies impact overall educational outcomes.

Areas for Further Investigation
While socioeconomic factors are widely acknowledged as barriers to engagement, further investigation is required to develop targeted strategies that address these issues within FE settings. More research is needed to explore how institutions can support learners facing economic and mental health challenges without stigmatising them or creating additional burdens.
Additionally, scaling engagement strategies remains a challenge. While individual classrooms have successfully implemented student-centred approaches, institutionalising these methods on a broader scale presents logistical and financial difficulties. Future research should examine how training programmes and policy frameworks can support the widespread adoption of effective engagement strategies.

Conclusion
Engaging disengaged learners in Further Education requires a multifaceted, evidence-based approach that tackles both root causes and practical classroom strategies. The literature reveals that disengagement arises from negative experiences, socioeconomic challenges, and mismatched teaching methods. Interventions like experiential learning, growth mindset cultivation, differentiated instruction, and strong teacher-student relationships enhance outcomes. Institutional support, professional development, and technology integration are essential for replicating these strategies, ensuring more inclusive and effective learning environments.



Methodology

This action research project follows a cyclical process of reflection, planning, action, and evaluation to explore the teaching methods that contributed to disengaged learners pursuing further education in a college setting. Central to this approach is the use of a reflective cycle—a structured process whereby practitioners continuously analyse and refine their practices through successive iterations of reflection and action (Schön, 1983). This cycle, as depicted in Figure 1, promotes ongoing learning and adaptive change by integrating feedback from each stage into subsequent planning and implementation (Elliott, 1991). As a practitioner-researcher, I draw on my own experiences as a tutor within UK Further Education (FE), allowing for an insider perspective on the effectiveness of pedagogical strategies. This qualitative research adopts a phenomenological approach, aiming to understand the lived experiences of disengaged learners and the teaching strategies that influenced their progression.  
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Figure 1: The Implementation Flow of Classroom Action Research (John Elliott 1991)








This study is primarily desktop-based research, analysing secondary sources such as peer-reviewed journals, books, educational policy documents, and government reports. These sources provide a robust foundation for evaluating the relationship between classroom setup, inclusive teaching methods, empathy, and the balance of practical and theoretical learning in promoting student engagement. Secondary data is complemented by self-reflective analysis drawn from my own teaching experiences, offering practical insights into how these strategies have been implemented and their impact on learner engagement.  

Epistemological and Ontological Considerations 
This study is grounded in a constructivist epistemology, acknowledging that student engagement is shaped by social constructs, individual perceptions, institutional frameworks, and teaching methodologies. The ontological stance is relativist, acknowledging that disengagement and re-engagement are shaped by a variety of contextual factors, including past educational experiences, socio-economic backgrounds, and teacher-student interactions. This aligns with the principles of Transactional Analysis (Berne, 1961), which highlights the importance of teacher-learner relationships in shaping attitudes toward education.  

Data Collection and Analysis
A thematic analysis of secondary data was conducted to identify recurring patterns in the existing literature concerning learner disengagement, inclusive teaching strategies, and student progression. The analysis highlighted several key themes, including the influence of classroom environment on student engagement, the effectiveness of experiential and differentiated learning approaches, the role of teacher empathy in fostering trust and motivation, and the importance of institutional support in scaling successful teaching interventions.
Additionally, reflective journal entries were integrated to contextualise these themes within real-world teaching experiences. This approach provided insight into how theoretical strategies were implemented in practice and their observed impact on learners, further reinforcing the relationship between pedagogical approaches and student engagement.

Limitations and Ethical Considerations
While the use of secondary data provides broad insights into disengagement and engagement strategies, it does not capture direct learner perspectives. However, by integrating self-reflective insights, the research maintains a practitioner-based perspective, ensuring that findings remain applicable and actionable in FE settings. This methodology is designed to ensure that the study remains reflexive and iterative, continuously integrating new insights from both academic literature and my teaching experiences. 



Results and Discussion
This section presents the outcomes of the interventions implemented in my teaching practice and discusses their implications in relation to the research questions, particularly Research Question 2, which asks: "In what ways did my pedagogical strategies as a tutor impact the engagement, learning experience, and academic progression of the learners?" The discussion also touches on aspects related to Research Questions 1 and 3, providing a comprehensive analysis of how targeted teaching interventions can address underlying disengagement factors and be scaled across Further Education (FE) institutions.
Creating a Supportive and Inclusive Environment
One of the most significant findings is the impact of reconfiguring the classroom environment to be welcoming and supportive. In my practice, I intentionally designed the classroom to be inclusive and relaxed, moving away from the rigid, traditional setups that many disengaged learners had experienced in the past. By involving learners in constructing class rules, I established a mutual understanding from the outset. This participatory process ensured that students not only understood what was expected of them but also had a voice in shaping the learning environment. Such involvement fosters a sense of ownership and empowerment, directly addressing Research Question 1 by mitigating the negative influences of previous, less supportive educational experiences.
As a tutor, this collaborative approach has been highly effective. The learners demeanor was evidentially more comfortable and valued, which in turn has led to increased participation and attendance. The classroom is perceived not as a strict, authoritarian space but as a community where mutual respect is cultivated between the tutor and the learners. This transformation in the classroom culture is a clear testament to the power of inclusive pedagogical strategies. The improved engagement levels also support the findings of previous research, which emphasises that learner involvement in rule-setting promotes self-regulation and accountability.


Strategies to Enhance Engagement and Learning Experiences
Experiential and Active Learning
Central to my teaching approach is the integration of experiential learning activities that actively involve students in their own learning process. I deliberately "shake up" the traditional lesson structure by incorporating a variety of activities such as games, group work, matching tasks, and practical sessions. The balance between theoretical and practical components is carefully maintained so that learners can first understand the theory behind a concept and then apply it in a real-life context. This blend of instruction ensures that learning is not only theoretically sound but also practically relevant, which is particularly important for learners who may otherwise feel that the academic content is abstract or disconnected from their lived experiences.
For instance, by using group-based games and matching activities, learners are not only engaged through interactive tasks but are also encouraged to collaborate and share diverse perspectives. This method has led to an increase in participation and has helped demystify challenging subjects. The practical sessions, in which learners apply theoretical knowledge to hands-on tasks, further enhance understanding and retention of the subject matter. The success of these strategies is evident in the enhanced classroom dynamics and the noticeable improvement in learner performance. Such outcomes directly answer Research Question 2 by demonstrating that well-structured, interactive lessons can transform disengagement into active and sustained learning.
Establishing a Safe Zone for Learner Wellbeing
An innovative aspect of my approach has been the creation of a safe zone or “chill-out” space within the classroom. This designated area provides learners with a physical space to retreat to if they feel overwhelmed or anxious during lessons. The availability of a safe zone is critical because it acknowledges the emotional and psychological dimensions of disengagement. Learners who might otherwise withdraw from the lesson due to stress or frustration are given an opportunity to pause, collect their thoughts, and return when they feel more capable of engaging with the content.
The use of a safe zone has not only reduced the incidence of disruptive behaviour but has also facilitated one-on-one interactions between the tutor and learners. Following a learner’s use of the safe space, I make it a point to engage in reflective discussions with them. These conversations provide valuable insights into the specific triggers of disengagement and allow us to collaboratively explore alternative strategies that might better support their learning. The implementation of this supportive measure is linked to Research Question 2, as it highlights how empathetic and responsive teaching practices can directly improve the overall learning experience.
Fostering Empathy and Building Rapport
The manner in which I communicate with learners has also had a profound impact on engagement. I consistently employ empathetic language and maintain an open, approachable demeanour. By reassuring students that it is acceptable to make mistakes and that uncertainty is part of the learning process, I have cultivated an environment in which learners feel safe to express themselves and take risks. This emphasis on empathy and rapport-building is critical; it enables learners to develop trust in both the teaching process and in my support as their tutor.
The resulting improvement in learner confidence and willingness to participate is a direct response to Research Question 2, which focuses on the impact of my pedagogical strategies on learner engagement and progression. The positive changes in classroom dynamics and the development of a trusting tutor-learner relationship further underscores the effectiveness of these approaches.
Integrating Learner Feedback
Another cornerstone of my teaching practice is the systematic incorporation of learner feedback. At the end of each lesson, I invite students to provide their reflections on what worked well and what could be improved. This continuous feedback loop serves several purposes. Firstly, it reinforces the notion that learners have a stake in their educational experience. Secondly, it provides me with actionable insights that inform future lesson planning and pedagogical adjustments. The practice of collecting and acting on feedback is essential for maintaining a dynamic and responsive learning environment, directly addressing Research Question 2 by showing how reflective practice contributes to improved engagement and academic outcomes. The iterative process of refining lesson structures based on student input has led to measurable improvements in both the quality of instruction and learner satisfaction
Outcomes and Evidence of Success
The impact of these teaching strategies is evident in the improved academic progression and increased engagement observed among my learners. Many students who previously stated they would never pursue further education have demonstrated significant progress and enthusiasm towards learning. These improvements are corroborated by both qualitative and quantitative data collected throughout the project, demonstrating learners feel more motivated and supported, while attendance and academic performance display improvements.
For example, learners who initially exhibited signs of disengagement—such as low participation and high absenteeism—began to attend classes regularly and actively contribute to group discussions. This change in behaviour can be attributed to the combination of a welcoming classroom environment, the safe zone for emotional regulation, and the varied, interactive lesson structures. The success of these interventions in reversing disengagement and promoting academic progression directly addresses Research Question 2 by providing concrete evidence of the effectiveness of tailored, empathetic teaching strategies.
Furthermore, the ability to replicate these positive outcomes in a structured manner speaks to the potential scalability of these interventions across other FE institutions. The strategies I have employed, including collaborative rule-setting, the provision of safe spaces, and the integration of multiple learning modalities, offer a model that can be adapted and implemented widely. 



Scaling Successful Interventions Across Educational Institutions
The successful outcomes of my teaching interventions provide a promising blueprint for re-engaging disengaged learners in Further Education. To ensure that these strategies can be systematically replicated across other UK institutions, several key factors must be considered, which directly address Research Question 3.

Institutional Support and Professional Development

A critical element in scaling these interventions is robust institutional backing. As Hattie (2008) notes, sustainable change in educational practice requires that institutions not only endorse innovative approaches but also provide ongoing professional development and allocate sufficient resources. In my experience, the success of creating a supportive, inclusive classroom environment was underpinned by continuous professional development. These programmes equip educators with the skills to implement differentiated instruction, facilitate active learning, and foster strong teacher-student relationships. This directly links to Research Question 3, as it emphasises that replication on a systemic level hinges on structured support and continuous professional development.

Integrating Technology to Enhance Engagement

The incorporation of digital tools, such as interactive platforms and game-based learning systems like Kahoot!, has played a significant role in boosting student engagement. However, while technology can offer innovative ways to personalise learning and sustain engagement, it also introduces challenges related to equity and access. As Sarkar (2024) cautions, not all learners have equal access to digital resources. Therefore, any plan to replicate these interventions must include strategies for ensuring equitable technology access. This might involve providing devices or improving digital infrastructure within institutions. By carefully balancing digital integration with traditional teaching methods, other FE institutions can adopt these practices in a manner that supports personalised learning, thereby addressing Research Question 3.

Balancing Standardisation with Personalisation

Another challenge in scaling successful interventions is achieving the right balance between standardised curricula and personalised learning approaches. While standardisation is important for maintaining academic quality across diverse classrooms, rigid frameworks can hinder the flexibility necessary for effective, learner-centered teaching. Tomlinson (2014) argues that differentiation must be embedded within a consistent framework that allows for individual adjustment. In my practice, the adoption of multimodal instructional strategies—such as blending theory with practical activities—ensured that lessons were both coherent and tailored to individual needs. Replicating these methods on a wider scale will require FE institutions to develop flexible curricular frameworks that maintain high standards while accommodating personalised learning experiences, directly supporting Research Question 3.

Collaborative Structures and Policy Implications

Successful replication also demands a cultural shift within institutions. Establishing collaborative learning communities, where educators can share best practices, support each other, and collaboratively plan lessons, is essential (Hattie, 2008). Such communities not only facilitate professional growth but also help standardise effective practices. Furthermore, policy reviews and revisions are necessary to create an environment that encourages innovation. Clear policies that advocate for flexible teaching methods, coupled with effective communication and risk mitigation strategies, can help sustain these interventions. This multi-layered approach ensures that successful strategies are not isolated to individual classrooms but become integral parts of institutional practice, directly addressing the scalability concerns of Research Question 3.
In summary, the systematic replication of successful teaching interventions in FE depends on multi-faceted strategies that include robust institutional support, continuous professional development, careful technology integration, and balanced curricular frameworks. These components, when combined with a collaborative organisational culture and supportive policies, can create the conditions necessary for sustained and scalable improvement in learner engagement across the UK.

Conclusion
This action research project has offered a comprehensive investigation into the multifaceted challenge of learner disengagement in Further Education. The literature review demonstrated that disengagement arises from negative past educational experiences, socioeconomic disadvantages, and a misalignment between traditional teaching methods and diverse learner needs. Seminal works by Dewey (1938), Dweck (2006), and Kolb (1984), alongside contemporary studies by Mitchell and Sutherland (2020) and Hattie (2008), provided the theoretical foundations that informed our targeted interventions.
The methodology adopted a cyclical process of reflection, planning, action, and evaluation. Employing a reflective cycle and a phenomenological framework allowed for an in-depth exploration of the lived experiences of disengaged learners. Drawing on my experiences as a tutor in FE, I integrated self-reflective insights with secondary data to construct a robust, iterative model of intervention. This approach enabled continuous refinement of teaching practices to better address learner needs.

The results and discussion revealed that transforming the classroom into an inclusive, supportive environment significantly enhanced engagement. Strategies such as participatory rule-setting, the creation of a safe zone for emotional regulation, and the integration of experiential and active learning not only improved attendance and participation but also facilitated the acquisition of transferable skills. Additionally, fostering empathetic teacher-student relationships and systematically incorporating learner feedback led to measurable improvements in academic progression. 
These outcomes provide concrete evidence that tailored, empathetic pedagogical strategies can transform disengagement into active learning and indicate that such interventions are scalable across FE institutions, provided that robust institutional support and professional development are in place.  The insights gained offer a replicable model for educational practice and policy, paving the way for more inclusive and effective learning environments in Further Education.
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