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Abstract of Dissertation 

Problematizing High School Students’ Engagement in Online Learning Contexts: A 
Feminist Poststructuralist and Psychoanalytic Narrative Inquiry 

 
This research explored the discursive influences on and the subjective experiences 

of engagement of three high school students learning in online learning contexts within 

the United States.  Feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories were employed 

to articulate engagement as an emotional experience of subjective reconstruction in 

relation to a discursively produced world.  Further, a narrative case study research 

methodology was employed to elicit the complicated meanings given to experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts.  Data collection procedures involved multiple 

interviews with three high school students using Holloway and Jefferson's (2013) free-

association narrative interview method (FANI).  Interview data transcription and analysis 

procedures involved adaptations of James Gee's (1991) narrative analysis techniques 

(Emerson & Frosh, 2004).  Finally, individual descriptive pen portraits and interpretive 

narrative cases were developed for each participant.  

Three themes emerged to offer an interpretive account of participants’ overall 

emotional Engagement while learning online: (a) experiences of difference, (b) 

experiences of enjoyment, and (c) experiences of difficulty.  Analysis revealed that each 

participant’s experiences of engagement were located in negotiations of difference 

encountered while learning online.  These experiences were unique in their potential to 

offer participants the opportunity to engage in working through difference by containing 

both good and bad thoughts related to their encounters online in order to engage in 

processes of self-formation (See Melanie Klein, as cited in Holloway & Jefferson, 2013).  

Analysis also indicated that experiences of enjoyment potentially facilitated compliance 
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to disciplinary practices within the online learning environment, wherein enjoyment was 

read in terms of how it concealed relations of power that positioned students as 

disciplined subjects.  Likewise, analysis also disclosed how difficult experiences were 

frequently framed within narratives of students’ struggles with and failures to comply 

with disciplinary demands.  However, students also exhibited agency within this 

disciplinary space, wherein acts of deferred learning, lateral motions, or replacement 

discourses surfaced both unconscious and conscious resistance to the disciplinary online 

learning environment.  

The study concludes with a discussion of how the findings related to the extant 

literature on engagement in online learning contexts.  Implications for teacher education 

and curriculum theory and recommendations for future study are also addressed.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Overview 

All this optimism, all this booming and soaring.  Things happen like bang.  This 

and that simultaneous.  I put out my hand and what do I feel?  I know there's a 

thousand things you analyze every ten minutes.  Patterns, ratios, indexes, whole 

maps of information.  I love information.  This is our sweetness and light.  It's a 

fuckall wonder.  And we have meaning in the world.  People eat and sleep in the 

shadow of what we do.  But at the same time, what? 

—Don DeLillo, Cosmopolis, 2003 

The sweetness and light that is the 21st century’s view of knowledge emerges 

from its promise of power to those who grab hold of the technological efficiencies of 

meaning-making in a data-driven world.  This is perhaps DeLillo’s (2003) point, which is 

part of a larger critique he makes in his novel Cosmopolis about the ideological 

convergence of capital, information, and technology in the postmodern world.  However, 

in this particular quote, DeLillo goes further; he troubles the euphoria that the narrator (a 

stock market analyst) feels with something unnameable as he reaches outside himself to 

wonder what this power over the world of meaning manifests—‘at the same time’—in a 

city of others.  In this euphoric yet troubled moment, the narrator’s internal conflict 

brings to the fore his subjectivity and the complexity of his experience in relation to this 

perceived powerful, instantaneous, and comprehensive pipeline to understanding the 

world.  What follows from his question?  What are the losses encountered, “at the same 

time,” in this narrator’s engagement with information through this wired, high-tech 

space?  This is the experience I sought to understand in this study.   
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Following from this, I employed this research to explore the high school student’s 

experience of engagement with the curriculum of the online environment, which is also 

caught up in a technocapitalistic view of knowledge and the world.  Can the litany of 

“patterns, ratios, indexes, whole maps of information” made accessible to us within an 

accelerated cyberspace make space for meaningful engagement with/in the world?  

Appended to this question is also an invitation to radically re-think what is meant by the 

term ‘engagement,’ and what manifests within the arc of a student’s engagement with/in 

cyberspace—made into learning space. 

This research sought to investigate high school students’ experiences of 

engagement within online learning contexts in the United States.  As online learning 

proliferates in U.S. high school education, researchers frequently employ notions of 

student engagement to examine student experience in online learning contexts (cf., 

Gladstein, 2008; Gurzick, 2009; Hess & Gunter, 2013; Ingerham, 2012).  Frequently 

cited reasons for these queries into student engagement are reports of issues with student 

readiness, proficiency, retention, and attrition in online learning (cf., Archambault et al., 

2010; Bakia, Shear, Toyama, & Lasseter, 2012; Barth, Hull, & St. Andrie, 2012; 

Cavanaugh, Barbour, & Clark, 2009; Rice, 2006; Watson, Murin, Vashaw, Gemin, & 

Rapp, 2011, 2012).  However, while student engagement is an extensively researched 

subject, most research on engagement appears to align with positivist and behavioral 

paradigms wherein there is a tendency to rationalize, individualize, and de-contextualize 

students’ experiences of engagement (cf., McMahon & Portelli, 2004; Zyngier, 2008). 

In this study, I employed feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories to 

interrupt patriarchal and procedural notions of engagement within the research literature 
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and to explore substantive notions of engagement as an affected and embodied 

experience.  Further, I used narrative case study research methodologies to elicit 

complicated meanings given to experiences of engagement by high school students 

learning in online environments.  Data collection procedures involved multiple interviews 

with three high school students using Holloway and Jefferson's (2013) free-association 

narrative interview method (FANI).  Interview data transcription and analysis procedures 

involved adaptations of James Gee's (1991) narrative analysis techniques in order to 

demonstrate the discursive and subjective ways in which participants negotiated 

complicated understandings of engagement while learning online (cf., Emerson & Frosh, 

2004; Riessman, 2008).1  

Statement of Problem 

Educational policy in the United States has largely responded to calls for reform 

of the high school education sector with an increasing emphasis on online education.  

Championed as both a 21st century innovation, which has the potential to transform 

education, as well as a cost-effective measure to address issues of access to advanced 

coursework and/or increasing dropout rates, the growth of online education within the 

high school educational sector has more than quadrupled within the recent decade (cf., 

                                                 
1 For the purposes of this study, online learning contexts are defined in terms of the social, political, and 
economic discourses of online learning that influence the architecture of the physical and digital (including 
curricular) learning spaces as well as the administrative, pedagogical, intellectual, and emotional processes 
involved in teaching and learning.  These discursively produced spaces and processes, located in fully-
online virtual schools or in specific online courses offered within brick-and-mortar public schools, 
altogether comprise the temporal and spatial learning conditions experienced by individual students within 
the online learning environment.  In this sense, the term online learning context can be understood as a 
critique of the dominant use of the term ‘online learning environment’ within the research literature, 
wherein the latter ignores the play of ideology and subjectivity within the learning environment.  The latter 
term reduces our understanding of the complex conditions of learning to a learning environment that is 
fixed, decontextualized, objectively knowable, and, therefore, easier to control and predict (Taubman, 
2009, p. 172-175).  



 

4 

Barth et al., 2012; Picciano, Seaman, Shea, & Swan, 2012; Picciano & Spring, 2013; 

Watson et al., 2011, 2012).  However, several studies report issues with student readiness 

for online learning, low proficiency on state tests and problems meeting NCLB’s Annual 

Yearly Progress (AYP) requirements in addition to high attrition rates in K-12 online 

education itself (cf., Archambault et al., 2010; Bakia et al., 2012; Barth et al., 2012; 

Cavanaugh et al., 2009; Rice, 2006; Watson & Gemin, 2008; Watson et al., 2012).  Using 

discourses of individual accountability, research on student achievement and retention 

often suggests factors such as student satisfaction, motivation, and engagement as key 

descriptors for successful learning in virtual environments (cf., Archambault et al., 2010; 

Bakia et al., 2012; Picciano, Seaman, & Allen, 2010; Schechtman, DeBarger, Dornsife, 

Rosier, & Yarnall, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, 2010; Watson & Gemin, 2008). 

In this study, I argue that the ideological convergence of neoliberal narratives of a 

business model of education—which highly values rational and objective modes of 

knowing through the use of technology—and a liberal-humanist notion of rugged 

individualism saturates the discourse on online education.  As a result, the term student 

engagement has been discursively deployed to rehabilitate notions of individual 

accountability within the online learning environment.  Further, most of these accounts of 

engagement are historically situated in behaviorist and process-product approaches to 

understanding student engagement, which have allowed socio-economic and political 

issues within the learning context to fade into the background while focusing the 

spotlight on individual behavior within the teaching and learning event (cf., 

Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005; Zyngier, 2008).  
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For example, most research on the high school online student’s2 engagement in 

online learning environments localizes issues of engagement to the teaching-learning 

conditions within the online environment (cf., Crippen, Archambault, & Kern, 2013; 

Gladstein, 2008; Gurzick, 2009; Murphy & Rodríguez-Manzanares, 2008), or focuses on 

the online student’s role in cultivating or manifesting appropriate learning styles and 

behaviors that can ensure an engaged presence within the learning environment (cf., Hess 

& Gunter, 2013; Kim, Kim, & Karimi, 2012; Liu, 2010; Nicholas & Ng, 2009; Rowe, 

Shores, Mott, Lester, 2011).  Such descriptions of student engagement suggest linear and 

causal relationships between the learner and the teacher or her/his learning environment 

and, as well, locates the concept of engagement in close affiliation to terms like student 

self-efficacy and motivation that rely on narratives of individual autonomy and 

responsibility for meaning (cf., Case, 2008; Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2007; 

McMahon & Portelli, 2004; Sheppard, 2011; Zyngier, 2008).  This inevitably proposes 

behaviorist, cognitive or socio-cognitive narratives of student engagement that portray 

engagement in active, instrumental, and procedural terms wherein the focus is often on 

visible and measurable processes within the online teaching and learning event rather 

than on the experience of engagement itself (cf., Sheppard, 2011; Zyngier, 2008).  

As a result, most research in the field advances narratives of student engagement 

wherein there is a tendency to quantify, categorize, linearly arrange, and de-contextualize 

students’ experiences of engagement with little critique of what is privileged and 

                                                 
2 In this study, the term ‘high school online student’ is used to refer to any public high school student 
voluntarily enrolled full-time in a public online high school or in an online program or online course work 
in a brick-and-mortar public high school.  Further, the term ‘high school online student’ is also used to refer 
to those students required to enroll in full-time online coursework as part of curricular requirements for 
graduation.  High school online students typically use the Internet on personal or classroom computers to 
attend classes, interact with teachers and other students, and complete assignments and quizzes online.  
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legitimized as engagement over what is delegitimized or absented from the discourse.  

Viewed from a feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic perspective, current 

conceptualizations of engagement are gendered and can be critiqued in terms of the way 

they reduce affected and embodied experiences to “technocratic consciousness” (Greene, 

1978, p. 22).  Seeking to understand the experience of engagement, a term that I 

foreground as deeply embedded in and co-opted by patriarchal, rationalist, and utilitarian 

discourses, I instead use feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories to help 

convene a complicated understanding of the experience, one that might allow political 

space for that which has been othered through the more dominant discourse on 

engagement.  To date there have been only a few studies that examine high school 

students’ experiences of engagement using such a theoretical lens.  Further, no narrative 

research studies exist with respect to exploring high school students’ engagement in 

online learning contexts using feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories.  

Given the lack of research on engagement from this perspective, this study contributes to 

the extant literature by simultaneously troubling hegemonic narratives of, and broadening 

the discourse on, student engagement in online learning contexts.  

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this study was to explore high school students’ experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts using a feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic perspective in order to (a) allow political space for that which has been 

othered through the more dominant discourse on engagement and (b) demonstrate how 

ideology and subjectivity help constitute and give rise to complex and varied experiences 

of engagement.  Specifically, a critical interrogation of the discursive and subjective 
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constitution of student narratives in this narrative inquiry allowed me to draw attention to 

the complicated ways in which students give meaning to their experiences of engagement 

within online learning contexts.  The implications of this research for deepening the lines 

of inquiry between the literature on student engagement and curriculum theory as well as 

implications for future online institutional and pedagogical practice were also considered. 

The following research questions guided this research study: How do high school 

students experience online learning?  What do these experiences reveal about their 

engagement with the online learning context?  

The following sub-questions informed the overarching research questions:  

1. What do high school students’ experiences tell us about the different 

discourses of engagement in online learning contexts? 

2. What do their experiences tell us about how particular discourses shape high 

school students’ experiences of engagement online?  

3. What do these experiences tell us about the relationship between experiences 

of engagement and identity?  

4. What meanings do high school students assign to these experiences of 

engagement? 

Statement of Significance 

In his sociological examination of schools and digital technologies, Selwyn 

(2011) notes that “a sustained look at schools and digital technology” using theoretical 

frameworks that include issues of power and politics help to “re-politicize an increasingly 

de-politicized area of educational debate and analysis” (p. 5).  In this study, I examined 

high school students’ experiences of engagement using a feminist poststructuralist 
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framework in order to develop a sustained look at the underlying structures, in particular 

how language, discourse, power and ideology, serve to organize high school students’ 

understandings of the experience of engagement.  Further, I examined high school 

students’ experiences of engagement using a psychoanalytic framework in order to 

extend this examination to the role of subjectivity in disrupting and complicating those 

discursive meanings given to experiences of engagement.  The theoretical framework 

employed for this research thus attempts to re-politicize understandings of engagement 

within educational research by emphasizing the role that discourse and subjectivity play 

in organizing and/or disrupting meaning.  Narrative case study research methodologies, 

in particular, offered an opportunity for the sustained examination of the discursive and 

subjective transactions high school students employ while negotiating understandings of 

engagement in online learning contexts.  Riessman (2008) notes that narrative research 

provokes “new theories, new methods and new ways of talking about self and society” 

which help preserve agency and subjectivity while also examining the macro structural 

view of social relations (p. 16).  In this sense, this study functioned as an empirical 

analysis of experiences of engagement that took into account structural relations and 

subjective forces, which potentially provided new ways in which to understand online 

students’ experiences of engagement.  

In short, the significance of this research lies in its ability to extend, but also 

disturb the current, more dominant view of high school students’ experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts while also illustrating how context and 

subjectivity are integral to the understanding the complexity of human experience.  

Ultimately, however, the significance of this research lies in its ability to re-politicize the 
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online experience of engagement by foregrounding high school students’ experiences as 

situated in lives and bodies attached to complex histories and meanings that are often 

excluded from contemporary explorations of engagement.  In this sense of exploring 

engagement as an experience that is subject to discourse and unconscious life, this 

research is significant in that it helps disrupt the assumed causative link between student 

and teacher or student and learning as far as the experience of engagement is concerned 

(cf., Jackson, 1986; Ferstermacher & Richardson, 2005).  In this era of student and 

teacher accountability made systemic through high stakes standardized testing, this 

research interrupts reductive, linear, and causative teaching-learning relationships by 

instead undertaking a thoughtful examination of engagement and students’ relationships 

to self and schooling contexts while learning online.  

Theoretical Foundations 

In this study, I used feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories to 

develop a theoretical lens that allowed for critical examination of high school students’ 

experiences of engagement in online learning contexts.  Feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic theories help foreground the play of language and desire in the 

articulation of experience within personal narratives (cf., Kristeva, 2001; St. Pierre, 2000, 

Weedon, 1987).  This situates language as the discursive context wherein meaning-

making and identity formation occur via both conscious and unconscious processes of 

understanding self, other, and the world.  Further, meaning in narrative language is 

negotiated through the multiple discursive transactions and unconscious defenses of the 

individual, and therefore, can be said to be indeterminate (Weedon, 1987).  Personal 

narratives, thus, become the “terrain” wherein individuals continuously struggle to 
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confront and/or displace privileged structures of meaning in the crisis of becoming 

(Lather, 1991, p. 8).  As such, feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories were 

used to help convene a complicated understanding of the experience of engagement 

within students’ narratives, one that allows political space for that which has been 

othered through the more dominant discourse on engagement.  Specifically, in adopting 

feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic perspectives, I employed a synthesis of 

theories to arrive at three key purposes.  First, using feminist theories, I sought to disrupt 

hegemonic patriarchal and rational discourses of adolescent engagement in online 

learning contexts in order to allow silenced narratives of engagement to emerge.  Second, 

using feminist poststructuralist theories, I sought to highlight the discursive and linguistic 

transactions that high school students employed in their narratives, demonstrating the 

discourses students took up and resisted in their negotiations of the meaning of 

experiences of engagement within online learning contexts.  Third, using psychoanalytic 

theories, I sought to demonstrate the complicated and contradictory workings of students’ 

subjective interpretation of their engagement within online learning contexts.  

The combined force of these theories helped illuminate how engagement can be 

conceived as the educational pursuit to understand our connection or relationship to being 

in and with world in such a way that one might become.  This description of engagement 

is one that I draw from Michael Oakeshott’s (2001) view of engagement as the 

educational pursuit to understand (as cited in Sheppard, 2011, p. 115) and from Pinar’s 

(2006) notion of study, both of which allude to possibilities for subjective reconstruction 

through educational engagement within study.  Further, I draw from Jennifer M. Case’s 

(2008) conception of engagement as one’s connection or relationship to self in and with 
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the world (p. 324).  In elaborating on this definition, I also use Maxine Greene’s (1978, 

1987) theory of wide-awakeness, which describes the potential role of the imagination in 

subjective reconstruction and understanding the Other.  Additionally, I employ Meltzer 

and Williams’ (1988) psychoanalytic theory of aesthetic conflict, which describes the 

potential for unconscious meanings to populate one’s imaginative construction of identity 

during an experience of engagement. 

This theoretical exploration of engagement deals with the shifting constitution of 

self in relation to a discursively produced world.  It is a view of engagement that 

necessarily involves the play of unconscious life in the imaginative (re)constitution of 

self, and as such, incorporates what is known and unknown in our learning.  However, a 

study of engagement first requires an exploration of the subject who engages.  Therefore, 

I first explored feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories of the subject and 

knowledge to arrive at the notion of “subject in process” (Kristeva, as cited in Weedon, 

1987, p. 89), which emphasizes the centrality of language in processes of subjective 

reconstruction.  This allowed me to explore an understanding of engagement in the 

discursively produced online learning context, wherein the role of language – 

specifically, text – becomes vital to high school students’ negotiations of subjectivity and 

understanding within these spatio-temporal online learning spaces.  

In order to theorize experiences of engagement within the online learning 

environment, I then use Donald Winnicott’s (1951) notion of a “transitional space,” 

which allows me to demonstrate that online learning spaces carry the potential for 

students to creatively and intersubjectively engage with difficult knowledge that is tied to 

being with others (as cited in Ellsworth, 2005, p. 32).  I further politicize the notion of the 
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online learning environments by demonstrating that online spaces are both discursive and 

textual contexts.  As such, engagement as the educational pursuit to understand self in 

and with the world requires an online learning context that makes space for the 

interrogation of not just the textual or symbolic representations of online content, the 

content itself, the teaching/learning dynamic, the architecture of the online learning 

space, attendance and assessment practices, parental support and involvement, and home 

culture, but also the institutional and socio-technical discourses and practices related to 

adolescents and online education itself. 

Next, I theorize engagement in relation to online subjectivity by bringing two 

issues to the foreground: (a) the invisibility of the physical body in cyberspace and (b) the 

negotiation of textual representations of subjectivity given the body’s ambivalent 

presence in the online learning context.  This allows me to demonstrate the affected and 

embodied nature of discursive interactions within cyberspace.  Using psychoanalytic 

theories of subjectivity, wherein subjective reconstruction occurs through the play of 

language and desire, I attempt to demonstrate engagement as an affected and embodied 

process of understanding self and the world experienced through the indeterminate state 

of the body in cyberspace.  Further, this engagement occurs in relation to the uncanny 

experience of being online and negotiating difficult knowledge with invisible others, and 

so launches unconscious defenses that work to complicate meaning-making and 

subjective reconstruction in online learning spaces.  

I conclude with an emphasis on the centrality of language to theories of 

engagement in online learning contexts that emerge from feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic perspectives.  I suggest that storied narratives serve as ideal sites for the 
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negotiation and understanding of experience, particularly those learning experiences that 

involve understandings of self in relation to the world.  Using curriculum theory, I 

suggest that personal narratives can reveal the participant’s struggle to negotiate with or 

displace privileged structures of meaning in the crisis of becoming (Lather, 1991).  

Therefore, high school students’ personal narratives hold the potential for the realization 

of their subjective engagement in and with the world.  As such, this theoretical 

understanding of engagement works well with the use of narrative case study research 

methodologies to explore high school students’ experiences of engagement in online 

learning contexts.  

Summary of Methodology 

This narrative case-centered research study is embedded in subjectivist 

epistemological and feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theoretical frameworks 

(cf., Crotty, 1998; Emerson & Frosh, 2004; Frosh et al., 2003; Frosh, 2007; Holloway & 

Jefferson, 2000, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Riessman, 2008).  Specifically, I used a multiple 

narrative case study design, which allowed me to develop individual narrative case 

studies for each of the participants and analyze, interpret, and theorize within and across 

cases (Merriam, 2009).  Data for this research project was collected from three high 

school students through the free associative narrative interview method (FANI) 

(Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013).  Drawing from various narrative analytic 

techniques, I designed an interpretive framework that attended to the co-constructed 

interview data in ways that privileged participants’ meaning-frames while also using 

theory and reflexivity to guide analysis (cf., Emerson & Frosh, 2004; Frosh et al., 2003; 

Frosh, 2007; Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013; Riessman, 2008).  Finally, critical 
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narrative analytical techniques were combined with case-based approaches in order to 

develop individual descriptive and interpretive narrative cases for each participant, which 

also took account of the subjective and intersubjective dynamics at play during the 

research process (cf., Holloway & Jefferson, 2000; Merriam, 2009; Riessman, 2008).  A 

timeframe for the design and implementation of this study can be found in Appendix B.  

Using feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theoretical perspectives of 

engagement alongside the narrative research methods employed in this study, I raise 

questions about institutionalized narratives of engagement while creating potential for 

multiple understandings of the experience of engagement to emerge.  This methodology 

was appropriate because narrative research can be used to critique institutional and 

cultural discourses while also examining participants’ narratives for defensive strategies 

developed in relation to the constraints of language or discourse (Chase, 2011, p. 430). 

The three high school participants—Kate, Holden, and Margaret—were 

“purposefully selected” through an existing network of contacts (Creswell, 2013, p. 156; 

Merriam, 2009, p. 77) (See Appendix C and D for recruitment procedures via verbal or 

email requests).  Further, using an initial vetting process, I recruited each of them because 

they presented as information-rich cases for this study.  Participants were interviewed 

twice in 60-minute and 45-minute interviews.  This narrative case study design employed 

the free associative narrative interviewing method (FANI) (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013), 

which treated each free associative interview as a temporal account of experience 

organized through multiple and intersecting filters of language, discourse, power, and 

ideology.  FANI interviews are as well subject to inconsistencies and tensions that reveal 

themselves within the narrative because participants are encouraged to follow conscious 
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and unconscious streams of thought by saying whatever comes to mind (Holloway & 

Jefferson, 2013).  This meant that I, as a researcher, could elicit a kind of narrative that 

was structured according to unconscious logic rather than a conscious one (p. 34).  A 

preliminary symptomatic reading of the transcribed first interview allowed me to pick up 

contradictions, inconsistencies, or avoidances that formed the basis for follow-up 

questions during the second interview (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 40).  The 45 

minute follow-up interview was scheduled a week after the initial interview.  I recorded 

my own experiences in a reflexive journal and kept analytic memos throughout the data 

collection, transcription and interpretive process.  Interview data transcription and 

analysis procedures involved adaptations of James Gee's (1991) narrative analysis 

techniques in order to demonstrate the discursive and subjective ways in which high 

school students negotiated understandings of engagement in online learning contexts (cf., 

Emerson & Frosh, 2004; Riessman, 2008).  I first created a raw transcription of the 

interview data immediately after each interview.  Next, I engaged in a process of 

retranscription that was purposefully analytical in nature.  This involved an initial process 

of retranscription using Gee’s poetic line breaks, followed by the selection unit of 

analyses, and then the analysis and interpretation of these units using various levels of 

interpretive questions.  The interpretive process lead to the development of thematic 

titles, which helped in the construction of individual narrative cases for each participant 

that were both descriptive and interpretive in nature. These narrative cases appear in the 

dissertation as individual chapters, followed by a concluding chapter that examined 

coherences and divergences between each narrative case in relation to the theoretical 

framework for this study. 
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Finally, authenticity and trustworthiness of the study was ensured through 

theoretical and methodological rigor, member-checks, transparency, strategies of 

persuasiveness and pragmatic use, as well as through the use of reflexivity throughout the 

entire research process.  

Limitations, Delimitations, and Ethical Considerations 

This study was limited to the study of three high school students’ experiences of 

engagement within online learning contexts in the United States.  It was further limited to 

three students who had to have two to three years of recent online learning experience in 

order to be included in this study.  The results of this study cannot be generalized (nor is 

there an intention to generalize or predict) beyond those students who decided to 

participate in this study.  Because of the paradigmatic perspective taken in this study, 

varying accounts of experiences of engagement in online learning contexts were collected 

from individual interviewees. Additionally, the narrative analytical methods I employed 

sought to deconstruct meanings given to accounts of engagement to demonstrate both 

structural and subjective processes of meaning-making.  Thus, meaning remains 

contested within the framework of the study and cannot be used to generalize claims 

about high school students’ experiences of engagement in online learning contexts. 

This study sought to explore experiences of engagement in order to offer rich but 

complex and temporal accounts of the experience that can be held up as a critique to the 

dominant discourse of engagement in online learning contexts and further facilitate 

complicated understanding of a crucial curricular and pedagogical experience.  This study 

was delimited to exploring three high school students’ experiences of engagement in 

online learning contexts.  The participants were recruited through purposeful sampling 
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methods, which delimit participation in the study to those who volunteered.  Interviews 

were conducted in English; therefore delimiting all recruited participants to those who are 

fluent in the English language.  Although broader theoretical outlooks were examined, 

this study was delimited to the feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories 

enlisted in this research.  

I did not collect any data prior to approval of this study by the George 

Washington University Institutional Review Board.  Since two of my participants were 

under 18, and therefore minors, I obtained informed parental or guardian consent as well 

as the informed consent of the high school students I intended to interview.  I informed 

all participants and their parents/guardians about the purpose of the study and research 

procedures involved, including those procedures related to maintaining confidentiality, 

possible risks involved in undertaking the research as well as participants’ right to 

withdraw from the research project at any time for any reason.  As part of my ethical 

responsibility to the participants, I promised to attend to concerns, questions, or issues 

that could potentially come up during the interviews or at any other time during the 

research study.  However, there were no reported concerns.  All documentation, including 

recorded interviews, related to the participants was kept in encrypted files on a password-

protected computer.  I used pseudonyms in all transcribed interviews and within the 

dissertation itself.  Once the interviews were transcribed, I conducted member-checks to 

ensure that participants were comfortable with the narratives their interviews produced. 

Given the clinical and therapeutic origins of the FANI method, it should be noted 

that its use within my study presumed a research setting, not a clinical one.  I 

therefore avoided any interpretation of participants' responses during the interview and 
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waited to analyze and interpret interview data until after the interview rather than during 

the interview as is common in clinical settings (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 72).  

Further, interpretation in the research setting is not meant for therapeutic use.  

Interpretation of the interview data involved examination of the participant's unconscious 

meanings in relation to her/his discursive world in order that this generated new empirical 

understanding about the psychic and social phenomena of engagement within the field of 

online education.  In this sense, this study viewed the participant's relationship to the data 

and its interpretation differently from that found in a clinical setting (p. 73).  

I was deeply aware of the power relations that come into play between researcher 

and participants during a research study.  To ensure an ethical and shared power dynamic 

between my participants and myself, I attempted to embody a feminist poststructuralist 

and psychoanalytic ethos of openness, shared space, honesty, respect, and understanding 

in my relationships with the participants.  Further, I exercised reflexivity through all 

stages of this research in order to attend to areas of unconscious and conscious relational 

dynamics that complicate the data collection, analytic, and interpretive processes during 

research (Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013).  Additionally, as Holloway and Jefferson 

(2013) suggest, I exercised compassion in conjunction with reflexivity during the 

research process in order to guard against “over interpretation and unethical imposition of 

dogmatic theoretical formulae on complex ambivalent experience” (p. 166).  As such, 

with this last measure I hope to assure that I engaged in meticulous care about 

representing each participant’s meaning-frames in an ethical manner. 
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Chapter Two: Review of the Literature 

Overview 

This study sought to examine high school students’ experiences of engagement in 

online learning contexts.  The following review of the literature will synthesize and 

critique empirical and theoretical research related to this subject.  To organize this 

review, I use Sheppard’s (2011) distinctions of how engagement has been conceptualized 

within education.  When Sheppard considers the use of the term engagement in 

educational research and theory, she parses out its interpretation in both the substantive 

and procedural sense.  In other words, she suggests that when we talk about engagement, 

we might be referring to one’s voluntary commitment and sense of obligation to 

something—specifically, that one is involved in a substantive engagement with 

something considered to be worthwhile.  Or, she notes, we might be referring to a 

procedural engagement, which involves consideration of the actions of another who 

attempts to attract or compel one’s attention (p. 112).  

For Sheppard (2011), a substantive experience of engagement with those objects 

of study considered to be worthwhile describes, in effect, one’s “self-conscious 

engagement” with understanding the world and one’s relationship to it (p. 115-116).  The 

substantive experience of engagement illuminates the critical role of education as a 

means for the student to engage in a study of the historical traditions of knowing that play 

a crucial role in her/his personal quest to “become human” (p. 111).  On the other hand, a 

procedural understanding of engagement follows from John Dewey’s influence on 

student-centered discourses.  Engagement, in the procedural sense, shifts focus from the 

experience itself to processes of reflective thought within learning, as well as the 
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conditions of learning that make such reflective thought possible (p. 117).  A procedural 

focus also collapses the ‘what’ that is worthwhile enough to learn into the ‘how’ of 

learning.  As a result of this conflation, the substantive notion of engagement as the 

educational pursuit to become human is reduced to a procedural notion of engagement as 

instrumentally useful in learning predetermined content within a learning context that 

sustains it.  

At first glance, the literature on student engagement in high school online learning 

contexts is similarly divided.  On one hand, research examines engagement in the online 

context in a procedural sense, describing the particular characteristics about online 

learning pedagogy or design that causes students to become engaged (cf., Barbour et al., 

2012; Crippen et al., 2013; Gladstein, 2008; Gurzick, 2009; Journell, 2010; Murphy & 

Rodríguez-Manzanares, 2008; Schmier, 2010; Swicord, 2010).  On the other hand, other 

research explores the experience of high school students’ engagement in online learning 

contexts (cf., Hess & Gunter, 2013; Ingerham, 2012; Kim et al., 2012; Liu, 2010; 

Nicholas & Ng, 2009; Rowe et al., 2011).  The latter line of inquiry might seem as if it 

investigates a substantive understanding of the experience of engagement.  However, it 

does not.  While there are hints at substantive understandings of engagement in both 

kinds of research, most research on engagement reverts back to examining procedural 

aspects with a focus on processes, practices, and their consequences for learning within a 

socio-political and economically mandated education-technology environment.  

However, to support my critique of this field of research, I find it useful to divide 

the research into those procedurally focused studies that examine how to engage students 

and those that examine the experience of engagement itself—that is, as a substantive 
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understanding of one’s relationship to self and the world.  Inevitably, student experiences 

of engagement are shaped by both their experiences with the learning context and 

through the experience of learning itself.  In the following review of the literature, I will 

demonstrate how dominant narratives of engagement shape a narrow view of both the 

online learning context and student experiences of learning online so as to provoke 

procedural understandings of student engagement that privilege particular modes of the 

experience over others and, as well, portray gendered and reductive notions of student 

engagement.  I will also highlight and examine both procedural and substantive 

descriptions of engagement as they appear in the literature.  One purpose of this study 

was to identify and advance a narrative that captured the experience of engagement in 

learning in a more substantive sense.  As such, demonstrating the limiting scope of the 

current research literature helps make the case for this study. 

This review of the literature is organized into four sections.  First, I describe my 

approach to the search for literature on high school students’ experiences of engagement 

in online learning contexts.  In the second section, I describe various discourses that 

inform the high school online learning context and I outline common beliefs about the 

high school online student that carry over into pedagogical and curricular prescriptions 

for student engagement.  In the third section, I describe the research on, and limitations 

of, high school students’ engagement in online learning environments.  I also examine 

two studies that take radically alternative although limited perspectives of student 

engagement in online learning contexts.  Together, this analysis of the literature helps 

justify the need for this study.  Finally, I outline a theoretical framework for the study of 

student engagement in online learning contexts that emerges out of feminist 
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poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories of learning.  

Approach to the Literature 

A systematic search for literature was conducted using education databases such 

as, Academic Search Complete, ERIC, JSTOR, Dissertations and Thesis Online, and 

ProQuest Research Library Plus.  Specific search terms included high school students, 

secondary school, cyber school, virtual school, engagement, flow, presence, experience, 

enjoyment, satisfaction, online learning, and e-learning.  To be included in this review, 

selected work had to constitute original research on high school students’ experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts. Initial results yielded 146 articles.  Practical 

screens were applied to delimit the search to peer-reviewed research, theoretical articles, 

or dissertations published in the English language.  Although I did not limit the search 

criteria in terms of year published, all studies retrieved were published from 2000 to 

2013.  I did not set any limitations based on location.  I further examined reference lists 

of articles for possible additions to the literature review.  As part of the search process, 

abstracts were reviewed first and only those articles that met the criteria were included.  

This process led to 18 research articles that strictly related to high school students’ 

engagement in fully online learning contexts.  

Of the 18 studies (including all dissertations identified), one claimed to be design 

science (design-based) research, two were mixed-methods studies, four were quantitative, 

and twelve were qualitative.  Qualitative studies were more likely to report an 

epistemological or methodological perspective, and terminology ran the gamut from 

design-science research (Gurzick, 2009) and ethnography (cf., Ingerham, 2012; Schmier, 

2010), to phenomenology (cf., Swicord, 2009; Velasquez, Graham, & Osguthorpe, 2013) 
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and poststructuralism (Schmier, 2010).  (See Appendix A for a bibliography of all studies 

included in this review).  

Finally, I also included seminal and other relevant theoretical texts in order to 

critique existing discourses and advance a theoretical framework for this study. 

The Discursive Landscape of High School Students in Online Learning Contexts 

To understand high school students’ experiences of engagement within the online 

learning context, it is important to understand how neoliberal3 narratives of a business 

model of education, which highly values technology in education, play out within the 

socio-political field of online education.  This model of education turns the high school 

online learning student into a consumer while privileging particular narratives of learning 

and engagement within mainstream education research.  Before I discuss the research on 

high school students’ engagement in online learning contexts, I will frame the research 

against discourses on the high school online learning context and the high school online 

student that circulate in the literature.  

Discourses of High School Online Learning Contexts 

In this study, the high school online learning context is defined in terms of those 

online K-12 schools that offer online high school programs for public high school 

students or those online high school programs in brick-and-mortar public schools that 

offer students the option to take particular course work in an online context in order to 

                                                 
3 The doctrine of neoliberalism can be described as an ideology that “seeks to bring all human action into 
the domain of the market” (David Harvey, as quoted in Taubman, 2009, p. 97).  However, a fundamental 
understanding within neoliberalism is its recognition that state intervention is necessary in order that the 
“hidden hand of the market can function” (Robertson, 2008, p. 13).  Therefore, government intervention 
decidedly encourages the opening up of new spaces for, and the legitimation of means of profit-making and 
labor exploitation within the market (Robertson, p. 16).  As such, nothing is allowed to exist outside of the 
market, “including education, knowledge production, and our brains” (Robertson, p. 16). 
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fulfill requirements for high school graduation.4  Online K-12 schools can be defined as 

educational organizations, state-approved and/or regionally accredited, that offer K-12 

courses through the Internet or Web-based methods (cf., Barbour & Reeves, 2008; 

Cavanaugh et al., 2009; Clark, 2000, 2001).  With close to 1,816,400 students currently 

enrolled in distance education programs, 74% of whom are high school online students 

enrolled in Credit Recovery, Advanced Placement, or Dual Enrollment courses (Queen & 

Lewis, 2011, p. 1, 16), online high school programs are also fast becoming a choice-

based, market provided option for overburdened, budget strapped school systems across 

the U.S. (cf., Barth et al., 2012; Picciano & Seaman, 2010; Picciano et al., 2012; Rice, 

2006; Watson et al., 2011).  

Online learning programs are attractive to both rural and urban school districts.  

Rural school districts view online learning as one way to cost-effectively expand high 

school programs with more options for Advanced Placement or college preparation 

courses.  Urban school districts view online learning as a cost-effective measure to 

support high school students who are at risk of dropping out by offering them a way to 

recover the credits required to graduate via online credit recovery courses (cf., Picciano 

& Seaman, 2010; Picciano et al., 2012; Picciano & Spring, 2013; Watson et al., 2011).  

Proponents of online learning cite its capacity to reach all students, independent of 

location, time zone, or learning ability, and its expansion of the time and space for 

learning as having the potential to transform public education (cf., Collins & Halverson, 

                                                 
4 It is important to note that the provision of online high school courses or programs in brick-and-mortar 
high schools take on different modalities of design, which range from fully-online delivery of content and 
instruction (with some element of student control over pacing and place) to online delivery of content and 
instruction to individual students and/or to student cohorts, supplemented in some cases with the provision 
of an in-class teacher, facilitator, or supervisor to provide instruction or monitor student progress during 
school/course time (cf., Staker & Horn, 2012; Vanourek, 2006).   
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2010; Picciano & Seaman, 2010; Picciano et al., 2012; Rice, 2006; Ronsisvalle & 

Watkins, 2005; Watson & Gemin, 2008; Watson et al., 2011, 2012).  Likewise, they also 

laud the diverse possibilities for learning, specifically with regards to high school 

students having access to the curriculum of their choice (e.g., Advanced Placement 

courses) along with customized learning technologies and personalized learning 

experiences in keeping with a 21st century view of learning (cf., Archambault, et al., 

2010; Gladstein, 2008; Watson & Gemin, 2008).  Finally, online learning’s relative 

economical merit is often cited as a key determinant in the policy move to implement 

online learning programs across the country (cf., Bakia et al., 2012; Picciano & Seaman, 

2010; Picciano et al., 2012; Picciano & Spring, 2013).  

Significantly, the U.S. Department of Education’s (2010) National Education 

Technology Plan (NETP), developed to provide a framework for the implementation of 

technology in education, demonstrates unequivocal support for online learning: 

The always-on nature of the Internet and mobile access devices provides our 

education system with the opportunity to create learning experiences that are 

available anytime and anywhere.  When combined with design principles for 

personalized learning and Universal Design for Learning, these experiences also 

can be accessed by learners who have been marginalized in many educational 

settings: students from low-income communities and minorities, English language 

learners, students with disabilities, students who are gifted and talented, students 

from diverse cultures and linguistic backgrounds, and students in rural areas. (p. 

14) 

The model of learning envisioned by the NETP calls for engaging and 
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empowering learning experiences for all learners wherein online learning can provide 

“limitless, borderless, and instantaneous” learning experiences that put control and 

flexibility of the learning experience in students’ hands (U.S. Department of Education, 

2010, p. 4).  Additionally, in leveraging the power of the learning sciences and modern 

technology, online learning also holds out the promise of personalized and connected 

learning experiences that have the potential to engender 21st century competencies and 

expertise in students who must go on to become “productive members of a globally 

competitive workforce” (p. 9).  In other words, there are important social, political and 

economic considerations that come into play when discussing online education. 

The emphasis on online learning in the NETP is not a coincidence.  Under the No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, virtual schools are considered a legitimate option for 

school choice.  Further, they may be “the only option for districts that lack the resources 

necessary to meet the school choice requirements of NCLB with traditional brick and 

mortar classrooms” (Rice, 2006. p. 431).  A report prepared for the U.S. Department of 

Education suggests ways in which school districts and states can increase productivity 

using online learning programs during times of fiscal pressure.  Some suggestions include 

extending access to “students in remote locations,” but others are more explicit about 

increasing efficiency and cost reduction via “leveraging home and community spaces in 

addition to traditional school buildings” or “by transferring some educational activities to 

computers” (Bakia et al., 2012, p. vii).  This has the effect of displacing the actual cost of 

a public burden into the private life of the student, leading some to critique its 

appropriation of the private, home life of students (cf., Pinar, 2012, Spring 2012a).   

The impact of fiscally punitive federal education policies, such as NCLB, can be 
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seen as having a direct effect on the significant upsurge in online learning legislative 

activity between 2008 to 2012—specifically, 157 bills categorized as related to the 

expansion and/or regulation of distance/online/virtual learning became law in 39 states, 

territories, and the District of Columbia (Molnar et al., 2013, p. 3).  However, the focus 

on efficiency and cost reduction via online learning in federal, state, and district policy 

has also opened up space for for-profit companies in public education.  For instance, 

Molnar et al. (2013) trace part of the recent trend in legislative activity back to the 

American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), an organization of state legislatures 

committed to small government and the privatization of public institutions, with ties to, 

and funding from, for-profit online K-12 providers, such as Connections Academy and 

K12 Inc.  Molnar et al. note “ALEC model legislation can be linked to laws expanding or 

implementing virtual schooling” (p. 3).  In one example of ALEC’s influence over 

legislation, the authors note that after the passage of Tennessee’s law making private 

virtual school operators eligible to receive public funds, K12 Inc. was offered the contract 

to provide virtual education to K-12 students in Tennessee, while the state closed down 

their own state-run online education program (p. 3-4).  Additionally, they note ALEC’s 

influence on Alabama, Florida, Idaho, and Michigan laws, which mandate students take 

at least one online course before graduation.  Such legislation ensures a free market for 

online learning by mandating online learning options and cementing the equal status of 

the providers.  This is further demonstrated in legislation developed by former governor 

of Florida, Jeb Bush’s Foundation for Excellence in Learning, which proposes that (a) 

states require online courses to be aligned with the new Common Core standards, (b) “all 

providers be treated equally” independent of their for-profit or non-profit status, (c) the 



 

28 

cap on class sizes and the number of credits that can be earned online be lifted, and (d) 

textbooks be replaced with digital content (Spring, 2012a, p. 65-66).  

Proponents of online learning suggest that such legislation and its subsequent 

implementation could address issues of educational attainment and dropout in high 

school education while attending to the “global skills demand” (Wise & Rothman, 2010, 

p. 1) in a “knowledge economy” (Spring, 2012b, p. 81).  Additionally, online education 

as a preemptive measure would also address two economic issues: (a) declining local, 

state, and federal revenues, otherwise known as “the funding cliff” (Wise & Rothman, p. 

3) and (b) a shortage of highly skilled teachers in high-need areas (cf., Wise & Rothman, 

p. 5; Molnar et al., 2013).  On the surface, such legislation appears to address issues of 

efficiency, quality, and productivity in public education through the medium of online 

learning.  However, critics suggest that the focus on online learning as an innovation, 

with abilities to affect a transformation in education and educational culture, neglects to 

account for a repeated history of hyperbolic political assertions about new technologies, 

none of which have managed to change the structural problems of the educational system 

to date (cf., Picciano & Spring, 2013, p. 51; Selwyn, 2011, p. 11).  Further, the promotion 

of online education as a means for “educational productivity5” (Bakia et al., 2012, p. v) 

fails to take into account the “education-industrial complex,” a “network of ideological, 

technophile, and for-profit entities,” which stands to gain most from increasing 

investments in educational technology (Picciano & Spring, 2013, p. 2, 11).  

                                                 
5 Bakia, Shear, Toyama and Lasseter (2012) define productivity as “a ratio between costs and outcomes that 
can be improved in one of three ways: by reducing costs while maintaining outcomes, improving outcomes 
while maintaining costs or transforming processes in a way that both reduces costs and improves outcomes.  
Any improvements in productivity are likely to require initial investments, but successful efforts reduce 
costs over the long term, even after these initial investments are taken into account” (p. v). 
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For instance, Barth, Hull, and St. Andrie (2012) note that independent for-profit 

vendors account for 47% of online education providers in the U.S. (U.S. postsecondary 

institutions account and State virtual schools account for the rest; 50% and 33% 

respectively).  K12 Inc. and Connections Learning (now owned by Pearson, Inc.) offer 

individual courses for sale as well as programmatic offerings like summer school (p. 4).  

Further, other educational inputs such as testing and textbook production, school data 

collection and management, and supplemental services (for e.g., credit recovery 

programs) have been outsourced to for-profit textbook, testing, or educational technology 

companies like Pearson, Inc., McGraw-Hill, Sylvan Learning Centers, Edison Learning, 

Kaplan K12 Learning Services, K12 Inc., etc. (cf., Picciano & Spring, 2013; Robertson, 

2008; Spring, 2012a).  Critics suggest that privatization does not portend well for 

curriculum and pedagogy in online learning contexts.  A large number of for-profit 

companies in the educational market are software companies that started out with “out-

of-the-box courseware” for home schoolers (Barth et al., 2012, p. 4).  Consequently, 

many of these for-profit entities were well placed to take control of the online education 

market with teacher-proof curriculum neatly packaged into learning management 

systems.  Many credit recovery courses are part of online Integrated Learning Systems6 

(ILSs) developed by for-profit companies in order to meet graduation requirements.  

Picciano and Spring (2013) critique ILSs as a “panacea for moving students through to 

graduation and at the same time saving money by reducing or eliminating other credit-

recovery techniques such as offering make-up summer school programs” (p. 48).  

Molnar et al. (2013) describe a wide range in the instructional features offered in 

                                                 
6 Integrated Learning Systems (ILSs) are “computer-assisted instruction programs using digital technology 
based on programmed instruction” (Picciano & Spring, 2013, p. 43). 
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online education.  Some virtual schools offer courses with as few as 15 enrollments, 

teacher-led discussions, periodic face-to-face contact, and frequent emailing.  Others 

have teachers lecturing lessons to thousands of students at a time. Echoing Picciano and 

Spring (2013), Molnar et al. contend that others eliminate the teacher and introduce 

software programs “loaded with audio and video clips that take the students point-by-

point through carefully designed materials” (p. 58).  This is followed by quizzes to test 

the students’ ability to absorb information and to subsequently move on to advanced 

material, if successful.  Further descriptions include rote memorization type software 

programs, which Molnar et al. contend are electronic versions of “typical, and 

unengaging, skill-and-drill classroom teaching” (p. 58).  These accusations call into 

question issues with the quality of online learning programs and suggest that instead of 

the promise of 21st century learning, online students are at once shortchanged with 

inferior learning experiences while also being used as an excuse to defer the problems of 

public education (i.e., institutional problems of access, equity, and quality) on to quick 

fixes provided by technology and the market.7 

Broader critiques of online curriculum and pedagogy have to do with reigning 

paradigms of teaching and learning that are heavily influenced by the Tyler Rationale.  

This is represented in the linear, hierarchical, and rational online curriculum model that 

“advocates the predictability of outcomes measured by assessments that are directly 

linked to educational objectives” (Voithofer, 2002, p. 480).  Taubman (2009) posits that 

                                                 
7 Online students are often characterized as the consumers of online learning.  Given the representation of 
the demand in the market both for 21st century skills in the knowledge economy, and the demand made by 
students and educators themselves for student-centered pedagogies that focus on digital learning, learning 
that is perceived to be closer to the reality of the “digital native” that is the American adolescent (Picciano, 
Seaman, & Allen, 2010, p. 26), online learning programs purport to address this consumer demand 
simultaneously, meeting the needs of the economy, the educators and most importantly, the students. 
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this curriculum model and its embedded theory of learning—“information-processing 

(IP) or ‘computational’ model of thinking”—has been the guiding metaphor of cognitive 

psychology, and by extension, instructional technology, since the 1960s (p. 166).  

According to Taubman, this model of thinking involves regarding knowledge as 

“information, facts, concepts, and disciplinary methods and structures” and learning itself 

in terms of the “retention, retrieval, transmission, and transference of predetermined 

skills, dispositions, or knowledge” via cognitive or neurological processes (p. 183).  For 

Kelland (2011), this paradigm of learning shapes the organizing principles of 

instructional technology and can be understood as a “male, patriarchal communication 

paradigm that focuses on data and rationality” (p. 10).  Consequently, this paradigm 

marginalizes the feminine subjectivity within the learning experience.  Specifically, 

inscribing and categorizing the learning experience as such is an act of power, lending 

patriarchy its legitimacy over “as-yet unnamable” experiences within the learning process 

(St. Pierre & Pillow, 2000, p. 4).  

This ideology from the learning/cognitive sciences, translated into online learning 

contexts, is evident in the expansive use of learning management systems (LMSs) (for 

example, Blackboard, Illuminate, etc.) for e-learning or Integrated Learning Systems in 

K-12 education.  LMSs invariably organize knowledge and people in particular ways.  

Knowledge is fragmented into “learning objects” (Watson et al., 2011, p. 20) that 

modularize information while each module is attached to learning goals and outcomes, 

thereby facilitating the expectation of a linear learning event for students positioned as 

consumers of information (cf., Bakia et al., 2012; Rice, 2006; Suttle, 2010; Watson et al., 

2011).  LMSs help contain and replicate hierarchical power structures, (based on race, 
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class, gender, literacies, sexuality, religion, geography, ability, region, and ethnicity) 

organizing knowledge through particular “modes of address” in an effort to control and 

predict the behavior and learning of students (Voithofer, 2002, p. 485).  Further, 

administrative use of the LMS allows instructors to curtail access to, management of, and 

authority within the learning environment through regulating activities related to the 

design, content, and processes of learning and through the use of strategies of 

surveillance for assessment purposes (cf., Dwight III, 2004; Land & Bayne, 2005; 

Picciano & Spring, 2013; Voithofer, 2002; Zembylas & Vrasidas, 2005).  Kelland (2011) 

argues that “both the processes and products of technology design are gendered” and 

work to exclude ways of knowing and learning that do not fit within the prescribed (and 

privileged) format (p. 10).  This systemized narrowing of knowledge, and of one’s 

subjective experience of the it, into a body of information said to be easily absorbed 

through processes of cognitive and neurological functioning becomes centralized in 

theoretical discussions of curriculum and pedagogy in online contexts.  Such a paradigm 

ignores the influence of the political, historical, economic, and social contexts upon daily 

life and subjectivity, while supporting notions of knowledge as objective, rational, and 

easily transferred from person to person in online environments.  

Little research exists that explores the impact of such exclusion on the 

experiences of the online student.  However, several studies report issues with student 

readiness for online learning, low proficiency on state tests, problems meeting NCLB’s 

Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) requirements, and high attrition rates in K-12 online 

education (cf., Archambault et al. 2010; Bakia et al., 2012; Barth et al., 2012; Cavanaugh 

et al., 2009; Rice, 2006; Watson & Gemin, 2008; Watson et al., 2011, 2012).  Rice (2006) 
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notes that K-12 virtual schools have relatively high drop out and failure rates, “as much 

as 50% in some cases” (p. 438).  Further, Watson et al. (2011) and Barth et al. (2012) 

each find rampant evidence of poor retention and achievement rates in states like Ohio, 

Minnesota, Pennsylvania, Colorado, California, and Florida.  Barth et al. also suggest that 

fewer than 27.4% of virtual schools run by for-profit entities met AYP in 2010-11 

compared to the 51.8% success rate of brick-and-mortar for-profit charter schools (p. 10).  

Archambault et al. (2010) suggest that these challenges are due to difficulties in 

“establishing and maintaining student engagement and motivation, and being able to hire 

teachers and staff who recognize the importance of doing so” (p. 11).  In other words, 

despite larger socio-economic and political issues that may give rise to problems with 

student achievement and retention in online education, ultimately these challenges are 

reduced to issues with facilitating and establishing student engagement.  

This is not surprising.  Historically, discourses of student engagement have 

allowed social and political issues within the learning context to fade into the 

background, while focusing the spotlight on what is considered to be the more 

controllable situation, i.e., the teaching and learning event (cf., Fenstermacher & 

Richardson, 2005; Zyngier, 2008).  Following the development of theories of cognitive 

psychology in the ‘60s, a process-product approach to research on teaching and learning 

appeared by the 1970s.  The process-product approach, developed during a period of 

positivist and behaviorist emphasis within educational research, focused on individual 

behaviors that had a linear and causal effect on teaching and learning (Fenstermacher & 

Richardson, 2005, p. 198).  Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) suggest that the 

construct of student engagement appeared in educational research during this time in 
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order to “bridge the task and achievement senses of teaching” (p. 200).8  Describing 

student engagement as a “learner-sensitive” construct (p. 200), the authors contend that it 

emerged for use as a measure of qualitatively good teaching.  In other words, students 

observed as engaged were noted as experiencing the effects of good teaching.  However, 

the reigning assumption in the process-product approach was that engagement also had a 

“significant probability of leading to student achievement” (p. 200).  Therefore, it was 

also evidence of successful teaching.  

Unsurprisingly, this led to the instrumentalization of the construct of engagement, 

with research honing in on activities, processes, and practices occurring within the 

learning environment that encouraged student engagement and positive outcomes in 

learning.  As such, the “learning environment” became the focal domain of study in the 

research on engagement—replicated in online learning literature through a focus on 

online learning environments or OLEs.  This focus on the learning environment in the 

research on engagement can be critiqued as one that rises out of the as yet dominant 

behaviorist theories of teaching and learning in education, which eliminate consideration 

of the complex socio-economic and political contexts as well as the subjectivity of the 

student within the learning event.  It suggests engagement as the psychological outcome 

of processes of learning within the learning environment involving the construction or 

facilitation of a “proper” learning environment that can effectively facilitate engagement 

                                                 
8 Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) develop two interpretations of the concept of teaching by 
separating out what teachers try to do—teaching in terms of the task sense of the word—from the student 
learning that teachers foster—teaching in terms of the achievement sense of the word.  While the former is 
associated with conceptualizations of good teaching, the latter is conceptualized as evidence of successful 
teaching.  These authors suggest that quality teaching necessarily involves both, but in this model, good 
teaching works in conjunction with the willingness and effort of the learner, a supportive social surround, 
and the opportunity to teach and learn in order for the teacher to be successful and provide quality teaching 
(p. 190, 206).  
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for learning (Taubman, 2009, p. 172-175). 

Fenstermacher and Richardson (2005) argue that this causal connection between 

teaching and learning is simplistic in that it ignores other factors that influence learning, 

such as a “social surround” that is supportive of teaching and learning, the “opportunity 

to teach and learn” in addition to quality teaching or the “willingness and effort” on the 

part of the student to learn (p. 190, 208).  How one defines social surround and 

opportunity to teach and learn are also important considerations to the online learning 

context.  Issues like feelings of isolation, environmental discomfort, perceptions of higher 

expectations, and cognitive load, all of which create problems with students’ satisfaction 

of their online learning experience, can be read as strictly pedagogical or as having to do 

with larger socio-political issues (cf., Hron & Friedrich, 2003; Kawachi, 2003; Rice, 

2006; Zhang, Zhao, Zhou, & Nunamaker 2004).  However, discourses of student 

engagement have not strayed too far from the behaviorist model of the teaching and 

learning event.  Some narratives accentuate its dependency on the nature of learning 

environment, while others focus on the online student’s role in cultivating or manifesting 

appropriate behaviors that can ensure its presence, largely obscuring the effect of the 

socio-economic and political context on students’ subjectivities and engagement.  

Discourses of High School Online Students 

The problem of high dropout rates in K-12 online education has not only drawn 

attention to pedagogical issues within the online learning environment but also to the 

problem of the “at-risk” online student (cf., Archambault et al., 2010; Watson et al., 

2011).  A recurrent claim made by researchers of the online high school student ‘dropout’ 

phenomenon is that most of the students who failed to complete a course in their online 
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learning programs were “at-risk” of completing their programs or had already dropped 

out of traditional schooling and were trying online learning as a final option (Watson et 

al., 2011, p. 41-42).  Archambault et al. (2010) suggest that close to half of the existing 

online programs in the U.S. work with students classified as “at-risk9” (p. 5).  Moreover, 

such claims also suggest that ‘at-risk’ students may not possess qualities attributed to 

successful K-12 online learners, such as strong motivation, self-direction, discipline, and 

independent learning along with good reading, writing, and technology skills 

(Archambault et al., 2010, p. 3).  Research on the successful online high school student is 

rampant in the K-12 online education literature.  Most of this research focuses on 

learning characteristics such as prior online learning experience or self-regulatory and 

self-efficacy skills, such as metacognition or decision-making strategies employed by the 

students to stay engaged in learning (cf., Archambault et al.; Bakia et al., 2012; Barth et 

al., 2012; Rice, 2006; Ronsisvalle & Watkins, 2005; Watson & Gemin, 2008).  

While Archambault et al. (2010) acknowledge the ‘frustrations’ in realizing the 

technological transformation of the educational system with online learning, they 

downgrade these frustrations to pedagogical or design issues or “issues with student 

engagement and motivation” (p. 14).  Further, they suggest that these challenges pose a 

unique opportunity for online programs to shift the responsibility of successful learning 

from the educational organization and the learning environment that supports it onto the 

learner who should be made accountable for her/his own learning.  It is incumbent upon 

the student to lift the ‘at-risk’ label by becoming “engaged in the educational process” (p. 

14).  Zyngier (2008) argues that these are part of a deficit discourse that propagates 

                                                 
9 Archambault et al. (2010) define the term ‘at-risk’ as those students who “have dropped out or have the 
potential to drop out of school or have repeated a course or grade” (p. 5). 
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negative constructions of young people.  They appear in public and private narratives on 

a daily basis and can themselves contribute to early school dropout and low achievement 

(p. 1768).  Additionally, deficit discourses inevitably target young people from the most 

disadvantaged groups and fail to take into account contextual issues of poverty, race, 

class, or gender inequalities as well as structural inequities that contribute to the problems 

that students face in difficult school contexts.  These discourses also perpetuate a 

neoliberal narrative of the successful online student, whose advancement and academic 

success can be attributed solely to individual engagement, effort, and persistence, thereby 

displacing problematic contextual issues onto the student body instead of acknowledging 

these as societal problems to be solved by society.  

In fact, Zyngier (2008) claims academic success may not be indicative of student 

engagement.  He notes that research otherwise demonstrates that students with strong 

academic performances are “nevertheless disaffected from school” (p.1770).  Such 

disaffection could be due to any number of factors existing within the students’ “socio-

political and cultural contexts” including poverty, parental education, teacher and/or 

school practices (p. 1770-1771).  Others suggest that disaffection is the inevitable result 

when the focus of education is an alienating one of consumption—adopting an ethos of 

utilitarianism, performativity, skills, and competences in service of the abstract ideals of 

the economy (Mann, 2001, p. 8).  Following from the theories of Michel Foucault, Mann 

(2001) also suggests that disaffection or alienation could be seen as a result of the 

student’s entry into “pre-existing discourses” that bind the student to subject positions 

they are expected to confirm instead of challenge, and where challenging these positions 

risks being labeled outside the norm (p. 9-10).  Likewise, disaffection or alienation could 
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result from being “disciplined into docility” by assessment practices and hierarchical 

power structures within learning environments where vitality and the desire to learn are 

repressed through compliance (Mann, p. 14-16).  In other words, disaffection can be 

experienced by online students whether they are successful or not (and at much more 

fundamental levels than are currently acknowledged by research).  

Nevertheless, current research on the high school online student maintains the 

assumption of a relationship between student engagement and student achievement (cf., 

Archambault et al., 2010; Bakia et al., 2012; Liu, 2010; Missett et al., 2010; Nicholas & 

Ng, 2009; Picciano et al., 2010; Rice, 2006; Schechtman et al., 2013).  Invariably, the 

construct of student engagement is essentialized and reified into instrumental or 

individualistic notions of engagement that conceal socio-cultural, political, and 

intellectual participation in education and life itself (Zyngier, 2008).  

Research on Student Engagement 

This section is organized into three sub-sections.  The first deals with research 

that examines the learning contexts that provide engaging learning experiences for high 

school online students.  The second describes research that examines the high school 

student’s experiences of engagement while learning online.  Many of the following 

studies develop procedural descriptions of student engagement.  When substantive 

descriptions are provided (as will be demonstrated when relevant), the narratives 

demonstrate instrumental or individualistic accounts that aim to control or predict 

students’ engagement within the online learning context.  The third sub-section describes 

two outlier studies that take on alternative frameworks in the conceptualization of 

engagement.  However, the limitations of these studies will also be discussed, thus laying 
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the groundwork for this study’s theoretical framework. 

Engaging High School Students in Online Learning Contexts 

The research on student engagement has not changed significantly since the 

1970s.  Much of the research is still procedural in nature, focusing on online pedagogical 

or design practice and its relationship with student engagement.  Primary concerns in the 

research on engaging high school students in online learning contexts seem to be the 

quality of student-teacher interactions and the interactive design of the learning 

environment.  This positions engagement as the result of pedagogical or design choices in 

the online learning environment rather than as an experience of learning inherent within 

the student.  For example, Crippen, Archambault, and Kern (2013) examine the 

pedagogical practices and perspectives of 35 online science teachers across 15 U.S. states 

who use inquiry-based methods in their online laboratory work with students.10  For 

Crippen et al., a “psychology of presence,” or the belief that one is embedded in a 

learning experience within a particular ‘place,’ is more important in producing learning 

outcomes than the mode of technology (hands-on, virtual, simulated or remote) used to 

conduct the experiment (p. 1035).  Their use of the term ‘presence’ is consistent with the 

use of the term ‘social presence’ in the larger literature on student engagement (cf., 

Bangert, 2008; Fontaine & Chun, 2010; Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 2000; Kanuka & 

Garrison, 2004; Shea & Bidjerano, 2009; Wise, Chang, Duffy, & del Valle, 2004).  

                                                 
10 Laboratory work, a reportedly key part of the online scientific inquiry process, is implemented online in 
the form of virtual, simulated or remote experiments, as opposed to hands-on, real world experiments.  
Crippen, Archambault and Kern (2013) explain that there are three kinds of experiments conducted online, 
i.e., 1) in virtual experiments students are required to setup and manipulate virtual (not real) equipment in 
order to complete a laboratory experiment, as well as collect and analyze data, 2) in simulated experiments 
students are not required to set up virtual equipment, but other tasks remain the same, and 3) in remote 

experiments, students manipulate real equipment virtually and collect and analyze data.  In other words, in 
the latter case students are engaged in a real experiment virtually with the help of a teacher, but they do not 
handle equipment (my emphasis, p. 1034). 
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For example, Fontaine and Chun (2010) describe presence as the psychological 

and subjective experience of the student in the virtual environment wherein 

characteristics of “realism” and “immersion” create the illusory experience that the 

student is in one place, even when situated physically in another (p. 34).  Further, the 

student is simultaneously involved in an immediate learning situation and is “broadly 

aware of a range of ecological characteristics” associated with this learning situation (p. 

32).  This description of presence can be read as a substantive description of students’ 

experiences of engagement when learning online.  However, Fontaine and Chun note that 

the term presence must be distinguished from “social presence,” which instead refers to 

the “subjective quality of the communication medium that reflects its capacity to transmit 

cues,” such as facial expression, reaction of students or teachers, or other nonverbal cues 

that are key to effective communication and influential in facilitating a sense of presence 

(p. 35).  Therefore, social presence depends upon the ability of the context of learning to 

provide those social cues seen as imperative to the teaching and learning process.  

Even if not expressly stipulated, when Crippen et al. (2013) suggest the 

importance of presence in facilitating learning outcomes through inquiry-based methods 

in online laboratory work, they are in fact referring to social presence.  From their survey 

of the perspectives of online teachers, the authors find that the lack of adequate student-

teacher interactions—specifically, a perceived lack of nonverbal cues and student 

engagement—posed a significant barrier to the effective enactment of inquiry-based 

online learning (p. 1044).  Based on Fontaine and Chun’s (2010) definition of social 

presence, Crippen et al.’s focus on student-teacher interactions in this study can be read 

as an interpretation of social presence rather than presence.  Further, this points to a 
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procedural view of engagement wherein focus on “situations in which interaction takes 

place” (John Dewey, as cited in Sheppard, p. 117) become the discriminating criteria that 

govern the examination of educational experience and, as such, student engagement.  

For example, Crippen at al. (2013) focus on comments made by teachers that 

suggest that the online environment exacerbated typical classroom frustrations in 

witnessing, monitoring, and motivating students through stages of inquiry during the 

laboratory experiment (p. 1042).  In this sense, the virtual environment seemed to pose as 

a constraint to observing, interacting with, and supporting students’ learning experiences.  

Due to a perceived lack of social presence observed through low levels in students’ 

interaction with teachers during the online laboratory experiences, the teachers report low 

levels of student engagement (p. 1042).  Further, the authors suggest that teacher-directed 

laboratory activities also strongly affected student engagement.  They note that most 

activities followed traditional teaching elements of teacher initiation, student response, 

and teacher evaluation (IRE), leading to issues with student engagement related to 

choices in pedagogical style (p. 1041).  Such descriptions of engagement call to mind 

Sheppard’s (2011) procedural view of engagement. 

Similarly, Journell’s (2010) study focuses on student-teacher interactions in an 

online US history course.  Reports on student engagement were noted using interview 

data retrieved from the teacher and his students.  Negative impressions of student 

engagement surface with results indicating that both the teacher, Mr. Harding, and his 

students find e-learning as a better medium for information transmission and rote 

memorization, than for active and social learning (p. 77).  This seems to parallel various 

critiques of particular modes of learning in online learning programs cited earlier (cf., 
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Molnar et al., 2013; Kelland, 2011; Taubman, 2009).  Journell describes Mr. Harding’s 

perspective as partly resulting from the perceived loss of facial or other kinds of 

nonverbal expressions, which engenders a contrived and artificial teaching experience for 

the teacher (p. 74).  As seen in Crippen et al.’s (2013) study as well, the loss of non-

verbal cues in the online learning context is a frequently launched critique by scholars on 

online learning (cf., Hron & Friedrich, 2003; Mann, 2003; Voithofer, 2006).  Mann 

(2003) notes that in addition to how we use language, non-verbal expression offers a 

“more theatrical and contextual medium” for the presentation of self and identity (p. 

119).  The loss of these cues complicated Mr. Harding’s relationships with his students, 

since a significant source of information about who his students are was suppressed due 

to the limitations of online communication.  Unsurprisingly, Journell finds Mr. Harding 

to have somewhat negative impressions of his students’ engagement.  According to Mr. 

Harding, online students only want to get minimally involved and might well have 

chosen the online context in order to avoid the kind of interaction and collaboration found 

in traditional classrooms (p. 74).  

From the students’ perspective, Mr. Harding’s online history course graduated 

from being a quick and easy way to learn to not as easy as initial impressions suggested 

as they got midway through the course (Journell, 2010, p. 75).  The online history course 

is described as content heavy, “dull,” and “prone to memorization,” leading to students’ 

lack of self-motivation and struggle through the coursework (p. 75).  Students saw little 

opportunity for social interaction online, specifically due to a perceived inferior 

experience of the teacher’s presence within the online environment (p. 76).  Most 

students reported not having much of a connection with the teacher, Mr. Harding.  In fact 
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some found the presence of a teacher unnecessary to online learning.  Journell (2010) 

concludes that these issues are symptomatic of a lack of preparation of students and 

teachers for the demands of online instruction, requiring greater investments in teacher 

training (p.76).  Issues of social presence faced by both the students and the teacher in 

this study are thus similarly concluded to be issues related to teacher preparation.  

Gladstein’s (2008) design-based dissertation study focuses on another aspect of 

pedagogy—the elements of design—that is assumed to play a role in engaging students.  

He argues that an understanding of high school online students’ learning needs and 

expectations for online learning is necessary in order to build deeply engaging and 

authentic online learning environments.  For Gladstein, active engagement demonstrates 

“student involvement with the subject area or content of a class” and is measured through 

students’ perceptions of their engagement with the content (p. 20).  This view of 

engagement thus relies on a procedural account of student behavior in order to facilitate 

understanding of engagement.   

Based on Gladstein’s (2008) survey of 107 high school online students, of the 

common design elements present: (a) online forums, (b) multimedia content, (c) 

simulations or interactive elements, (d) graphics, and (e) collaboration (p. 84), most 

online students found multimedia elements engaging, but not necessarily useful; 

interactive elements both engaging and useful; graphics less engaging but useful; and 

online forums and learner to learner collaboration neither engaging nor useful (p. 85).  

Additionally, students considered student-teacher interactions to be more important than 

student-student interactions (p. 85).  This is in clear contradiction with the earlier study, 

wherein the students did not feel the teacher was necessary to their course of study 
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online.  Gladstein attributes the teachers’ role in tailoring communication to the students’ 

pursuit of course goals as one reason why students might have seen their teachers’ 

presence as important to their learning experience and engagement (p. 11-12, p. 85).  

Overall, this study highlights pedagogical and technological features, such as students’ 

interactivity with online components and interaction with the teacher as contributing to 

engagement within the online learning context.  

Following a similar trend of design-based research, Gurzick’s (2009) dissertation 

study examines how adolescents interact in an online community designed in accordance 

with best practices for creating deeply engaging online communities.  However, in this 

study, a preliminary evaluation of adolescent interactions was used to iteratively redefine 

the design of the online community in order to enhance student engagement.  In an initial 

design stage, Gurzick uses the principle of deep engagement to facilitate the design of an 

online community focusing on understanding the nature of the social interactions within 

the online community.  Deep engagement was defined as “the extent to which the social 

interaction satisfies the needs of the users and advances the shared purpose of the online 

community” (p. 12).  Likewise, it seems that in this study the view of engagement is one 

that is procedurally focused on student interaction.  The following guidelines were 

corralled from the broader literature to help design and develop the online community, 

Fieldtrip that: (a) promotes a shared sense of purpose, and (b) is developed by community 

members, (c) promotes and tempers discussion within the community, (d) encourages 

levels of participation, (e) facilitates construction and management of members’ identity, 

(f) builds common ground between members, (g) manages issues of credibility, and (h) 

presents a consistent, predictable, and controllable user experience (p. 23-61).  In this 
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way, Fieldtrip provided “a media rich community developed with the goal of stimulating 

under engaged teenagers to rethink their ideas about learning and education” (p. 83).  

Gurzick (2009) observed the anonymous social interactions of 70 adolescent 

participants within Fieldtrip.  After coding the social interactions into 10 separate 

categories, 8 matched the design guidelines used to develop Fieldtrip leaving 2 types of 

interactions that did not seem to arrive out of the existing guidelines.  Gurzick notes that 

the first of these categories, self-reflection, described cognitive processes wherein 

adolescents “accommodated new ideas in relation to their own experiences and intuition” 

(p. 252).  The second type of interaction, identity development, is described as those 

interactions wherein adolescents demonstrated “qualitative shifts in their perception of 

self” (p. 252).  Engaging in self-reflection and in identity development are common 

adolescent practices in online social spaces and are also linked to a substantive 

understanding of engagement (cf., Barnett, 2009; Doerr-Stevens, 2011; Gurzick, 2009, 

Kelly, Pomerantz, & Currie, 2006; Reynolds & Caperton, 2011; Ringrose, 2011; 

Schmier, 2010; Sheppard, 2011).  The extent to which all of these design guidelines 

provided students with a substantive experience of engagement was not explored in the 

study.  However, Gurzick discusses the two outlying interactions: self-reflection and 

identity development.  

In the second stage of Gurzick’s (2009) study, students’ perceptions were 

measured based on a modified design emerging from the incorporation of the newly 

observed interactions.  A new guideline was added to include avenues for self-reflection, 

specifically Guideline 9, which required “an environment conducive to engaging in, and 

leveraging the outcomes of, self-reflection” (p. 254).  Gurzick scaffolds this into design 
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by modeling reflective thinking and challenging adolescents online to examine their 

beliefs and visualize aspects of their experience (p. 254).  Further, Guideline 5 was 

modified to include member identity construction, management, and development, 

allowing students the space to not only create and manage online identity profiles that 

addressed their roles and hierarchy within the online community (member, moderator, 

filmmaker, or researchers/production staff), but to also experience “qualitative shifts in 

thinking” through expressions that indicated unknowingness, lack of knowledge or 

confusion, strengthening convictions, and changing beliefs (p. 196). 

These latter themes reflected in Gurzick’s (2009) research recall the “revealing 

identity vs. confusion” stage of development within Erik Erikson’s framework for 

psychosocial development (p. 249).  According to Cuper (2003), this stage depicts the 

adolescent angst that is characteristic during this period of psychosocial growth.  Cuper 

notes, via Erikson, that adolescents are “consumed with the business of identity 

formation, trying to determine who they are in relation to their past as well as who they 

should be in relation to the expectations of their school, their culture, and their peers” (p. 

42).  This is echoed by Gurzick’s (2009) who suggests that Fieldtrip emulated a 

psychosocial stage of self-awareness by providing a platform for adolescents to “wrestle 

with identity development within topics of education and learning” (p. 249).  

Additionally, for adolescents, specifically in anonymous social contexts online, as is the 

case in Gurzick’s study, this suggests an enactment of identity in online spaces that 

escape traditional and embodied constraints of performing identity.  

In online learning spaces, adolescents might find a place to experiment with 

evolving identities in relation to the multimodal, intertextual online space that provides 
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multiple and diverse possibilities for representation.  Cuper (2003) notes that in online 

learning contexts, adolescents can be more candid and confident, and experiment under 

conditions of anonymity with “safe” and “selective” identity exploration while “vetting” 

for social acceptance of their thoughts before making them public (p. 22).  In a similar 

trend, the conditions of learning in Gurzick’s (2009) study help students engage in 

performative acts of self-formation through a study of their ideas about education itself.  

Following his redesign of the online community, the social interactions of 45 new recruits 

were compared to those from the first stage of the research.  Results revealed an increase 

in the number of adolescents engaging in self-reflection and identity development in the 

second stage of development (p. 236).  As one of the few studies on engagement in online 

contexts that considers adolescent identity as crucial to the experience of engagement, 

Gurzick notes that his study demonstrates the need to design communities for adolescents 

that support their cognitive and psychosocial development so as to raise the potential for 

qualitative shifts in thinking leading to deep engagement and a shared purpose capable of 

sustaining the community (p. 258).  However, despite this analysis of engagement in the 

substantive sense, Gurzick’s study inevitably returns to procedural notions of engagement 

that encourage a pedagogical commitment to the design features employed in his study.   

Another procedural account of engagement is recorded in Murphy and Rodríguez-

Manzanares’ (2008) study of transactional distance theory in the context of high school 

distance education.  These authors interview 13 e-teachers and other personnel from a 

high-school distance education program in Newfoundland and Labrador, Canada, to 

come to the conclusion that engagement can minimize transactional distance.  

Transactional distance is defined as the “psychological and communications space to be 
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crossed, a space of potential misunderstanding between the inputs of instructor and those 

of the learner” (p. 2).  Data from the interviews indicate that student engagement depends 

on individual or pedagogical inputs, such as (a) the student’s ability to independently 

motivate and direct her/himself towards time management, organization, and a 

“willingness to communicate” and to “ask for help” (p. 8) and (b) the teacher’s ability to 

provide external motivation, instant feedback, prompt thinking through “questioning” and 

“prodding” (p. 9).  Predictably, the authors suggest that deliberate teaching strategies or 

design strategies (such as asynchronous or synchronous communications) can promote 

“rapport, collaboration, and engagement” and decrease the sense of transactional distance 

(p. 11).  This is very similar to the conclusion Crippen et al. (2013) reach with respect to 

their theory of the “psychology of presence” (p. 1035) and its focus on social interactions 

and interactivity being able to mediate social presence online.  

Nicholas and Ng’s (2009) study of junior secondary school students’ engaging 

experiences in an online Moodle environment while attending a Sun, Science and Society 

camp further echoes this focus.  In their socio-constructivist study, engagement was 

demonstrated through time on task behaviors and student task completion within the 

online environment.  As in the Murphy and Rodríguez-Manzanares (2008) study, these 

authors place dialogue at the heart of learning and suggest that social presence, mediated 

through online discussion forums, is an important part of an engaging online learning 

context (p. 307).  Additionally, for Nicholas and Ng, students’ ability to take their 

learning to more advanced stages signified commitment and engagement to the task (p. 

311).  For students’ that did not meet their goals, the authors imply the need for more 

supportive structures that can motivate students to graduate to higher levels of 



 

49 

commitment – specifically, more structured environments that provide greater interaction 

with teachers and other students so that students are able to make connections and “know 

that their learning is valued” (p. 322).  Across these studies, a substantive notion of high 

school students’ engagement in online learning contexts seems to be mediated through 

the concept of presence.  However, presence as a quality of the experience of engagement 

is not explored beyond aspects of dialogue, interaction, and interactivity that the learning 

environment can provide.  

An overall critique of this procedurally focused view of engagement is its 

reinforcement of discourses of presence, specifically in reinforcing interaction and 

interactivity as evidence of student engagement.  These objectivist discourses privilege 

presence over absence, and hence, ignore the multiple ways in which discourse and 

communication online cannot be assessed or made accountable, such as ways in which 

silence is performed on online discussion threads, or the sense of “visibility and 

invisibility” and the “loss of the non-verbal medium” that creates a sense of unease and 

exclusion that are not accounted for in narratives of how we engage with the online 

learning context (Mann, 2003, p. 115-117).  In other words, discourses of presence 

exclusively focus on what can be observed or objectively recorded as having happened 

with regards to students’ experiences of engagement online.  

High School Online Students’ Experiences of Engagement 

This section addresses research that examines the experience of engagement itself 

in online learning contexts.  Research in this section emerges from historical accounts of 

learning and engagement and needs to be contextualized within these accounts.  In their 

review of discourses of student engagement, McMahon and Portelli (2004) distinguish 
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between the conservative or traditional conception and the liberal or student-oriented 

conception of engagement.  Where the former takes an academic, specifically behaviorist 

view of engagement measured through “identifiable behavioral traits and/or 

psychological dispositions” in students (p. 62), the latter, following from developments in 

learning theory, takes into consideration student voice and allows for a wider notion of 

“academic work and/or success” (p. 69).  While both conceptions are similar to 

Sheppard’s (2011) account of procedural discourses of engagement, the distinction 

between the two demonstrates the evolution of theories of learning and its effect on 

conceptions of engagement.  A behaviorist view of learning evinces a behaviorist view of 

engagement that, McMahon and Portelli argue, forwards a deficit model of engagement.  

In other words, students noted as disengaged are typecast as outside the norm and face 

institutional measures that attempt to extrinsically reinforce engagement.  While a liberal 

view of engagement moves away from a deficit model of engagement, it does not 

adequately pursue questions related to the overall purpose of education and whether all 

forms of engagement are educationally worthwhile (p. 69).  

The research on high school students’ experiences of engagement in online 

learning contexts demonstrates the influence of these historical, but ever-present 

discourses of engagement.  For the most part, the following studies demonstrate a liberal 

view of engagement, wherein a focus on student perceptions of the learning strategies 

employed and the conditions of learning that encourage engagement additionally evince a 

procedural view of engagement.  However, the measurement of student engagement in 

most of the following studies betrays the patriarchal influence of conservative/behaviorist 

discourses on the research on engagement in online learning environments.  
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One of the earliest, yet prevailing, methods for measuring student engagement has 

been time on task measures (cf., Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008; Parsons & 

Taylor, 2011; Trowler, 2010).  Two studies surveyed for this review used time on task 

measures in online learning contexts to demonstrate student engagement.  In his 

dissertation study, Liu (2010) examines the factors, including LMS utilization, teacher 

feedback, and student demographics that affect high school students’ success in online 

Algebra courses at a state virtual school in the U.S (p. 59).  Specifically, the author uses 

student participation as recorded on the LMS (effectively the number of times students 

logged on to the LMS) and students’ Algebra I end of course and state standardized Math 

test scores in order to estimate the effect of time spent engaged in learning on academic 

achievement (p. 61).  Liu’s approach to engagement theorizes that high school students’ 

learning abilities mediate their academic engagement, thus having an effect on their 

academic achievement (p. 54).  Following this, Liu’s results affirm that time spent on 

learning activities did in fact have an effect on academic achievement (p. 113). 

Likewise, in her ethnographic study, Ingerham (2012) examines high school 

students’ interactions online via field observations in an Algebra I online course at the 

North Carolina Virtual Public Schools (NCVPS) system.  The aim was to understand 

interactions between students, their coursework, their teacher, and their peers during a 

NCVPS class (p. 71).  Sixteen students were observed and their interactions recorded and 

classified into separate categories of interaction—on-task interactions (interactions with 

content, instructor, or other students) and off-task interactions (interactions with websites 

other than online courseware, idle time, accessing online music, off-topic interactions 

with other students) (p. 72).  Effectively, although not explicitly stated, engagement is 
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suggested through time-on-task behaviors.  Ingerham notes that students were 

simultaneously engaged by the online instructional environment and “distracted by other 

online activities” (p. 73).  For example, while 12 of the 16 students demonstrated on-task 

interactions for over half of the class period, 13 out of 16 students demonstrated off-task 

interactions such as spending time on other websites such as YouTube, or exhibited “idle 

time” behaviors by delaying logging in or logging out early or in waiting for teacher 

assistance (p. 74).  Ingerham argues that, with regards to students taking online classes 

for credit recovery, there is a high probability of disengaging with content during 

instructional time, and often, “completely disconnecting, quitting the environment 

completely” (p. 74).  She suggests that this raises questions about the appropriateness of 

the NCVPS model of online instruction conducted in a physical classroom and suggests 

taking into consideration the needs and characteristics of the online student population 

(whether credit recovery or Advanced placement) so as to adjust the contextual learning 

experience to suit the needs of the students (p. 74).  

For both Liu (2010) and Ingerham (2012) engagement is not explicitly defined, 

but implicitly described through the high school students’ time on task behaviors.  As 

such, each accommodates a behaviorist notion of engagement commonly referred to as 

academic engagement (cf., Appleton et al., 2008; Fredricks et al., 2004; Liu, 2010).  Time 

on task definitions are grounded in an objectivist understanding of knowledge, equating 

number counts of student log-ins or the amount of time spent online with genuine student 

interest and inquiry in study.  In privileging observable and behavioral forms of 

engagement, this view also creates a hierarchy between on-task and off-task behaviors 

that pathologizes student behavior online.  Both Liu and Ingerham narrowly avoid deficit 
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discourses by taking on a student-oriented view while summarizing the implications for 

each study.  That is, both authors suggest implementing instructional or design-based 

solutions to tackle the problem of student off-task behaviors. Neither study explores 

whether the time on task behaviors involved student engagement in something 

worthwhile to the overall purpose of education, and as such, neither poses a challenge to 

the dominant views of what counts as curriculum or as engaging educational experience. 

Another frequent measure of student engagement, in addition to time on task 

behaviors, is the “student’s psychological investment and effort in learning” (Appleton et 

al., 2008, p. 371) often referred to as a motivational component in engagement (cf., 

Appleton et al., 2008; Bangert-Drowns & Pyke, 2001, 2002; Fredricks et al., 2004; Mann, 

2001; McMahon & Portelli, 2004).  In their mixed-methods study, Hess and Gunter 

(2013) use this measurement when comparing high school students’ learning engagement 

and outcomes in a serious video game-based online course to a nongame-based online 

course (using the Blackboard content delivery system) in American history at the Florida 

Virtual School.  According to Hess and Gunter, the use of game-based learning for 

educational purposes taps into students’ interests and increases motivation, social 

collaboration, computer literacy skills, self-regulation, or understanding through 

emotional connections via “authentic, engaging and appealing learning activities” (p. 

374).  The authors use Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan’s (2000) theory of self-

determination (with roots in cognitive psychology) to suggest a notion of active 

engagement as the human being’s “natural tendency” towards psychological growth and 

development based on the psychological need for autonomy, competence, and relatedness 

in order to master ongoing challenges and integrate experiences into a coherent sense of 
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self (as cited in Hess & Gunter, 2013, p. 375).  

This is a substantive definition of engagement, one that acknowledges a 

connection to identity formation.  Significantly, Hess and Gunter (2013) also insist on a 

social structure supportive of students’ psychological needs within the educational 

setting.  Such support is offered through the incorporation of student perspectives and 

includes among other things, the provision of choice, minimizing pressure and control, 

and acquainting students with the goals of the curriculum so they have the opportunity to 

“assimilate them into his or her integrated sense of self and thus fully accept them as their 

own” (p. 376).  This approach to engagement was also echoed in the Murphy and 

Rodríguez-Manzanares (2008) study, which posited the importance of student self-

direction in determining students’ experiences online (p. 8).  These are both student-

oriented, liberal conceptions of engagement (McMahon & Portelli, 2004).  However, this 

view also posits positivist notions of the individual as a unitary and coherent subject, 

rationally striving towards autonomous and linear growth and development.  Such a view 

does not consider the temporal and spatial situatedness of the individual within the 

particular socio-economic, political, and historical conditions of learning that affect 

her/his sense of self and subjectivity and has the potential to disrupt linear and rational 

expectations of growth.  Further, in emphasizing the need for students to assimilate 

institutional goals, this approach reveals an unchallenged acceptance of the disciplining 

role of institutional goals and standards (Mann, 2001).  

Hess and Gunter (2013) compare the time taken to complete the course and 

student performance in each course with data from teacher and student interviews to 

examine and describe the relationship between student performance and their intrinsic 
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motivation.  Results indicate that while all the students reported active engagement in 

coursework and found social interaction effective, students from the serious game-based 

online course (who also took longer and performed better in the course) had more cause 

to be motivated (p. 379).  The authors suggest that the game-based course was more 

effective in providing an enjoyable and positive experience for students’ interaction while 

meeting their needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness, thus creating a more 

positive environment for active engagement (p. 381-382).  While teachers from the 

nongame-based online course attributed only “responsibility and motivation” to students’ 

online performance, those in the game-based online course credited a “desire to learn, 

motivation, parental and teacher support, and enjoyment” to the same (p. 382).  In this 

sense, the study argues the importance of self-direction, environmental support, and 

enjoyment as key attributes encouraging engagement and performance.  

Similar results are also reported in Swicord’s (2009) phenomenological study.  

Swicord examines how nine gifted adolescents from the 7th and 8th grade approach, 

employ, and use the Renzulli Learning System (RLS), an interactive online program that 

matches student interests, learning and expression styles with an array of educational 

activities and resources (p. 1).  Swicord describes engagement as “shared experience[s] 

for the purpose of discerning underlying meanings and structures of the human 

consciousness” (p. 40).  This prompts her to use log on data, observations of student 

“engagement behaviors” and interviews with the students and the teacher in order to 

understand student engagement within RLS (p. 4).  Dominant themes from her study 

included that RLS: (a) was an excellent tool to achieve good grades, (b) was just for 

school use, (c) was perceived as having no relevance to, but nevertheless observed as 
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having a significant impact on students’ social lives, and (d) was enjoyable and fun to 

use.  Swicord’s interpretations of student “engagement behaviors” have substantive 

implications for student engagement (p. 4).  For instance, her analysis of students’ 

extrinsically motivated efforts to use the RLS to achieve good grades acknowledges that 

students’ engagement seemed to be related to “seeking their own empowerment” within 

the highly controlled and disciplined educational environment of junior high (p. 88).  

Students appreciated RLS activities that helped them achieve academic goals “easily and 

simply” (p.88).  This reading of students’ extrinsically motivated, yet strategic approach 

to their educational experience is reminiscent of descriptions of engagement appearing in 

the broader literature on student engagement that suggests distinct and hierarchical 

approaches or strategies towards engagement: deep, surface, or strategic/achieving 

approaches (cf., Basharina, 2009; Fredricks, Blumenthal, & Paris, 2004; Richardson & 

Newby, 2006).  Deep strategies involve “intrinsic interest and motivation to go beyond 

basic requirements by developing competence, inter-relating with prior knowledge,” 

while surface-level strategies involve “only as much as is necessary to get a passing 

grade” (Richardson & Newby, p. 25).  Strategic or achieving approaches involve 

strategies to “enhance ego and self-esteem through competition and obtain highest 

grades, whether or not [the] material is interesting” (p. 26).  

The latter aligns with strategies employed by students in the Hess and Gunter 

(2013), Murphy and Rodríguez-Manzanares (2008), and Swicord (2009) studies.  In each 

study, students use strategies of self-direction, self-regulation, self-efficacy, or goal-

directed learning.  Mann (2001) suggests that surface (including strategic) approaches can 

be seen as “a means of escape from the dissonance between the reality of the 
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requirements of study” and the student’s need to escape in order to preserve an identity 

not captured in the online version of being a student (p. 16).  In other words, Swicord’s 

use of the word ‘empowerment,’ as noted earlier, suggests an interpretation of the act of 

engaging in online learning as both the means to meet disciplining institutional goals and 

as a means to avoid its disciplining influence over identity.  As such, these students could 

be said to be unconsciously resisting the alienating effects of a disciplinary education by 

employing surface or strategic levels of engagement in order to perform notions of self 

deemed necessary for online conduct, but felt as alien to the students’ offline identity. 

With subjecthood going mostly unquestioned within current research on student 

engagement, learning style and/or motivational conceptions of engagement pervade the 

literature on high school students’ engagement in online learning.  For instance, Kim, 

Kim, and Karimi (2012) examine the reasons for high school students’ choices of online 

charter schools and their perceptions of online discussion, specifically in the early critical 

stage of adoption.  Similar, to Nicholas and Ng (2009), Kim et al. argue the importance of 

learner interaction via active online discussions or interactions with facilitators and peers 

during the process of online learning as well as the need for active participation and high 

self-regulation from online learners in order to be engaged and academically successful 

(p. 522).  The authors suggest that understanding how students view online discussion 

can help predict students’ later engagement, attitude, satisfaction, or achievement as well 

as decisions on whether to drop out (p. 522).  

Kim et al. (2012) surveyed 524 high school students enrolled in a statewide public 

online charter school program in the U.S.  The survey sought to explore learning 

preferences, subject preferences, experiences of the online student, personal or 
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noncognitive traits and self-regulatory dispositions (p. 529-530).  Noncognitive traits 

were defined as “patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors that are linked to human 

motivation, values, interests, and attitudes” (p. 527).  These included traits such as 

perseverance, motivation, self-control, and aspects of conscientiousness (p. 527).  As 

such, these noncognitive traits serve as measure of student experience within the online 

learning context, particularly, with reference to how students experience engagement.  

This study suggests the presence of emotional or affective components in psychological 

descriptions of engagement, which is reminiscent of attempts by broader research on 

engagement to conceptualize engagement as having more than one component 

(behavioral, emotional, or cognitive) (cf., Appleton et al., 2008; Fredricks et al., 2004).  

Fifty-six percent of the students surveyed thought the online discussion was 

helpful in pursuing academic goals while 199 students surveyed thought otherwise (Kim 

et al., 2012, p. 530-531).  Results indicate that those who did not find online discussion 

helpful, labeled as students in the “red zone,” also found traditional schooling and 

working with traditional materials difficult, were less likely to engage in self-regulatory 

behaviors like goal setting, had weaker mean scores on noncognitive measures like prior 

online learning experiences, preferred group work, and did not enjoy learning math, 

science, literature, or technology as much as those who did find online discussion helpful 

(Kim et al., p. 537).  Those who did find online discussions helpful, labeled as 

“academically inclined online students,” were more likely to have prior online 

experience, engaged in setting goals, and were highly motivated (p. 538).  Kim et al. 

(2012) surmise that most of the students surveyed seem to dislike traditional schools and 

learning with traditional materials and therefore chose online learning instead.  However, 
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some students do so without a clear understanding of expectations and without the 

personal traits required in order to be successful, which additionally compromises their 

ability to persist in online programs without adequate support (p. 537).  Significantly, 

Kim et al. insist that non-cognitive traits can be as important as cognitive ones in 

determining whether students enter the “red zone” (p. 537).  

The bifurcation of cognitive and non-cognitive traits in this study is representative 

of dominant narratives of engagement that suggest engagement is a multidimensional 

construct composed of behavioral/academic or psychological/motivational, cognitive, and 

emotional dimensions (cf., Appleton et al., 2008; Fredricks et al., 2004; Bangert-Drowns 

& Pyke, 2001,2002).  However, Kim et al. (2012) condense motivational, psychological 

and emotional factors under a generic non-cognitive label, in a sense defining all other 

interpretations of engagement in relation to cognition.  The implicit hierarchy here can be 

seen as emerging from the dominance of cognitive science or cognitive psychology 

narratives in the research on high school student engagement in online, blended, or 

technology-enhanced learning contexts (cf., Bouta, Retalis, & Paraskeva, 2012; Cuper, 

2003; Hug, Krajcik, & Marx, 2005; Järvelä, Veermans, & Leinonen, 2008; Kimber & 

Wyatt-Smith, 2010; Kramarski & Mizrachi, 2006; Misset, Reed, Scot, Callahan, & Slade, 

2010).  This view places cognition and reason at the heart of the learning experience, 

ignoring the affected ways in which we arrive at understanding the world around us.  In 

creating a hierarchy within experience, Kim et al. emphasize Cartesian mind/body 

dualisms with its patriarchal focus on reason or cognition (Barnett, 2009).  What is lost in 

these narratives is an understanding of experience as affected and embodied.  

In the online learning context, this is further complicated by the seeming absence 
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of the body in online learning contexts.  Reason does not reside in the mind, leaving the 

body inert and dumb.  Rather, reasoning is always, already an affected process, bound to 

the materiality of the body (Barnett, 2009, p. 23).  In excluding or parsing away affect 

from cognition, dominant narratives of engagement repeat such patriarchal notions of 

what is valuable and legitimate over what is not.  Further, these dominant understandings 

of engagement suppress discourses of difference, which emerge out of the body and 

cannot be measured, while simultaneously disciplining the student through those aspects 

of experience that can be measured and controlled.  

Reinforcing these dominant narratives of engagement, Järvelä, Veermans, and 

Leinonen’s (2008) study examines engagement as multidimensional construct that unites 

motivational and cognitive components of engagement (p. 302).  Here, ‘non-cognitive 

traits’ are reconceived as multidimensional and measurable components of engagement.  

Järvelä et al.’s study aimed to obtain a comprehensive, rich understanding of engagement 

and to investigate the effects of computer-supported inquiry on two secondary school 

students’ ability to engage in a technology-enhanced literacy-learning project.11  The 

authors define engagement as the “psychological investment in learning in terms of 

motivational interpretations and goals as described in achievement goal theory” (p. 302).  

Further, engagement was measured in terms of goal theory, operationally combining 

cognitive and other psychological components of engagement.  “Approach motivation,” 

described students who demonstrate learning-focused goals (task-involvement or learning 

as an end itself) or performance (ability)-focused goals (ego-involvement or 

                                                 
11 Although Järvelä, Veermans, and Leinonen’s (2008) study presents as a study of a blended learning 
environment, student engagement was studied strictly in relation to the online component, and as such was 
included in this review of the literature. 
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demonstrating competence and ability) (p. 302).  “Avoidance-orientation” was noted in 

students who tend to avoid the achievement task, effort, or situation (p. 303).  These 

categorizations are similar to deep and strategic forms of engagement discussed earlier 

(cf., Hess and Gunter, 2013; Murphy and Rodríguez-Manzanares, 2008; Swicord, 2010).  

Two 14-year-old students with different goal profiles, one non-task oriented and 

the other task-oriented, worked on an 8-week literacy inquiry blended learning project 

called “Science Fiction” (p. 304).  Videotaped classroom sessions were then coded for 

on-task and off-task episodes (p. 306).  Further, this data was triangulated via interviews 

and an experience-sampling questionnaire in order to qualitatively explore the students’ 

“intra-psychological” states of engagement (p. 305).  Results from the observations 

indicate that Hanna (pre-identified as the non-task oriented student) demonstrated 

progressive engagement in her virtual learning—from withdrawn and shy to socially 

oriented and active (p. 316).  The authors suggest that online collaborative inquiry 

allowed an initially shy Hanna to pursue non-academic social goals through online 

discussions, which led to more active engagement and confidence in social interactions 

during her learning activities (p. 316).  Task-oriented Matti exhibited stable engagement 

throughout the course duration, which was linked directly to course content (p. 317).  

The authors suggest that online inquiry-learning allowed each student to choose 

topics of their own interest and pursue them at their own rhythm and that this correlated 

to increased attention, persistence, and positive emotions (p. 317).  The researchers 

conclude that when students are given better control of the learning experience and the 

freedom to work through an authentic and meaningful task, it can provoke “task-oriented 

coping modes” of engagement (p. 317).  In the case of Hanna, less task orientation meant 
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that she needed structured and scaffolded avenues to find ways to make her learning 

personal and more meaningful, while Matti’s greater task orientation meant that he didn’t 

have to create a personal connection to the content because “he found it meaningful as it 

was” (p. 317).  Making learning personal and meaningful is a core tenet in the pedagogy 

of engagement, as is noted elsewhere in the literature (cf., Crippen et al., 2013; Gladstein, 

2008; Gurzick, 2009; Swicord, 2010).  However, despite discussions of meaningful 

learning, no study has as yet adequately interrogated student engagement with regards to 

larger questions of why such study is educationally worthwhile (p. 69). 

Meaningful learning appears in yet another study on presence as a facet of 

engagement in the research on high school online student engagement.  In Rowe, Shores, 

Mott, and Lester’s (2011) study, the relationship between engagement and deep learning 

is examined through the perspectives and learning outcomes of 153 students of 

Microbiology enrolled in an 8th grade narrative-centered game-based online learning 

course (Crystal Island).12  Following O’Brien and Toms (2008), engagement is defined as 

a quality of user experience “characterized by attributes of challenge, aesthetic and 

sensory appeal, feedback, novelty, interactivity, perceived control and time, awareness, 

motivation, interest, and affect” (as cited in Rowe et al., 2011, p. 117).  

Rowe et al. (2011) suggest that engagement can be measured based on several 

factors – specifically, presence and situational interest among others (p. 116).  Using 

students’ pre- and post- tests, the number of goals completed, and final games scores as 

well as two questionnaires, the Perceived Interest questionnaire and the Presence 

                                                 
12 Narrative game-based learning environments are defined as “a class of game-based learning 
environments that contextualize educational content and problem solving with interactive story scenarios” 
(Rowe et al., 2011, p. 116). 
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questionnaire, the authors find that students who were more engaged in the narrative 

learning environment, particularly those with game-playing experience and higher scores 

on presence, tended to experience increased learning and problem solving performance 

(p. 129).  Rowe et al. surmise that the immersive experience of online learning 

environments, featuring educational content, narrative, and gameplay in a well-integrated 

authentic and consistent story, helped students experience positive relationships between 

deep learning and engagement (p. 129, 131).  

Whereas Järvelä et al. (2008) focus on cognitive strategies as conducive to 

authentic engaging online experiences; Rowe et al.’s (2011) study suggests the 

importance of students’ sense of presence as a means to having an authentic and 

meaningful learning experience online.  The Presence Questionnaire measured students’ 

feelings and perceptions in relation to “the virtual environment’s consistency with reality, 

in terms of locomotion and nature of the interaction” as well as “how seamlessly the 

control and display devices are integrated into the interactive experience”  (p. 123).  

Rowe et al. note that the Presence Questionnaire was a good predictor of the impact of 

the empathetic character as well as of the immersive qualities of the narrative-centered 

learning environment (p.130).  As such, this is a return to those emotional connections 

students make during experiences of engagement in online learning contexts.  

This can be usefully compared to Swicord’s (2009) description of the emotional 

experience of using the Renzulli Learning System (RLS), wherein students’ reports 

suggest a theme of “enjoyment and fun” in their experience of the environment (p. 90).  

Swicord suggests that students enjoyed project-based activities, websites and interactive 

graphic elements in the RLS that seemed to make learning desirable, appealing, and fun.  
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However, in both the Rowe et al. (2011) and Swicord studies, the emotional connections 

that students make consider students’ relationships to surface characteristics of the online 

learning environment, such as the interface, structural organization, or navigational ease, 

level of interaction, control, and interactivity provided within the environment, etc.  This 

is again is an occlusion of more complicated understandings of students’ emotional 

investments within experiences of engagement. 

Enjoyment and fun, or the lack thereof, is yet another theme in a single case study 

on how one student engaged and interacted with her virtual environment.  Barbour, Siko, 

Sumara, and Simuel-Everage (2012) examine the experience of one rural, online high 

school student in the province of Newfoundland and Labrador in Canada.  Data gathered 

was in the form of multiple interviews with Darlene (a pseudonym), whom the authors 

qualify as a “digital native” (Barbour, Siko, Sumara, & Simuel-Everage, 2012, p. 6).  

Data was analyzed using Labov’s (1972) model of narrative analysis (i.e., breaking down 

narrative into categories of abstract, orientation, complication, evaluation, resolution, and 

coda) (as cited in Barbour et al., p. 4).  The most dominant theme in Darlene’s narratives 

were problems that she had with her virtual courses—specifically, understanding content, 

dealing with technical issues, experiencing anxiety during online interactions with her 

teachers, and frustrations with immediate access to her teacher.  The authors note that 

some of Darlene’s problems related to her missing classes as well as to technical issues 

she experienced, such as problems with hardware and bandwidth.  The authors surmise 

that even though Darlene’s overall experiences online appeared positive, the 

overwhelming issues point to a lack of enjoyment and satisfaction with her experience. 

The focus on feelings of enjoyment in the research on high school students’ 
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engagement in online learning contexts is consistent with the broader research on 

engagement and marks an effort to measure affect within the experience of learning.  

Enjoyment, in this sense, is taken to be an emotional factor that contributes to student 

engagement—specifically, as seen in research on flow (cf., Csikszentmihalyi, 1997, 

2000; Davis & Wong, 2007; Fu, Su, & Yu, 2009; Shin, 2006).  According to 

Csikszentmihalyi (1997, 2000), flow is an optimal learning experience and a subjective 

state of enjoyment, wherein “people are so intensely involved in an activity that nothing 

else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that people will do it even at 

great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it” (as cited in Davis & Wong, 2007, p. 104).  This 

review of the literature did not identify any research on flow.  However, affect related 

interpretations of engagement are developed in research via observation or measurement 

of feelings, including but not limited to expressions of interest, enjoyment, fun, or a sense 

of belonging in the learning environment.  This is demonstrated in the next study, which 

describes engagement as a multidimensional phenomenon, involving the deployment of 

cognitive and affective strategies.  

Bouta, Retalis, and Paraskeva’s (2012) mixed-method study examines the effect 

of an online 3D virtual environment (CoSy_World) on the cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral components of engagement in a Mathematics middle-school online classroom.  

CoSy_World was developed using a Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning 

(CSCL) macro-script in order to allow students to engage in role-playing visits to an 

online travel agency and a simulation of the city of Cairo.  Students use avatars and chat 

engines to interact with their teacher and other students in order to collaboratively solve 

integrated math activities.  In this study, student engagement is a multidimensional 
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construct composed of cognitive, affective, and behavioral components.  The authors 

refer to behavioral engagement as the degree of active participation in discussions in 

order to (a) “solve mathematical problems” and (b) “communicate and share information 

found at various points in CoSy_World” (p. 502).  Cognitive engagement was associated 

with the way students think and the strategies they use in order to solve problems or 

understand concepts (p. 502).  Affective engagement was referred to as the student’s 

sense of belonging to a group while participating in collaborative learning processes (p. 

502).  This is operationalized as goal orientation, interest or boredom in an activity, or the 

expression of values and feelings during the learning experience.  These measures bear 

resemblance to psychological measures of engagement described earlier.  Additionally, in 

focusing on values and feelings expressed by the students, such approaches take an 

uncomplicated, rational view of the play of emotional life within the learning experience.  

Bouta et al. (2012) use chat messages, descriptive statistics, pre- and post-tests 

and video-recorded sessions to collect data on students engagement in the online 3D 

environment.  Results indicate an overall increase in student engagement with measures 

of behavioral engagement suggesting that the 3D environment actively engaged students 

in asking and answering questions and working with other students collaboratively (p. 

512).  Indicators for affective engagement were less straightforward, suggesting that the 

3D environment encouraged joint decision making, trust building among group members, 

and interest in coordinating activities, but not interest in the group itself or in leadership 

(p. 512-513).  Measures of cognitive engagement indicated that the 3D environment 

helped students regulate and share their thinking about, and improved their understanding 

of, fractions (the mathematical concept that was being learned) (p. 514).  In short, the 
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authors draw a conclusion that the 3D online learning environment effectively 

encouraged a multidimensional form of engagement.  However, they remained unclear 

about the individual impact of components of engagement on student learning (p. 515).  

This confusion is understandable to critics of the multidimensional view of 

engagement who suggest that engagement is an embodied phenomenon that is difficult to 

measure and predict (cf., Barnacle, 2009; Schmier, 2010; Stinson, 1998).  Sheppard 

(2011) argues that the multidimensional view of engagement is yet another procedural 

account of engagement focused on the ability to predict and control student engagement 

(p. 114).  Likewise, Zyngier (2008) suggests that these accounts describe engagement as 

a function of the individual, ignoring an accounting of “gender, and socio-cultural, ethnic 

and economic status” (p. 1769).  These discourses are part of the “approaches to 

learning” discourse, which have been the dominant perspective within student learning 

research (Case, 2008, p. 322).  Such research, which has its origins in cognitive 

psychology, represents the student as “an anonymous, decontextualized, degendered 

being,” whose principal dispositions and behaviors become indicators of engagement 

(Case, p. 322).  The notion of engagement is, therefore, dissected into rational and 

observable components that further reinforce causal and hierarchical relationships 

between those aspects of the experience that are privileged and those that are not.  

Essentialized accounts of engagement leave dominant narratives of learning unchallenged 

and disavow knowledge of our discursive situatedness and the work of our unconscious 

life in learning, thus threatening education’s capacity to teach us to be human. 

In the previous sections, I have reviewed how discourses set within the online 

learning context circulate and influence ways in which the online student is perceived 
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within her/his environment.  Additionally, I have demonstrated the dominance of certain 

behaviorist yet student-oriented approaches to understanding student engagement within 

the research on high school students’ experiences of engagement in online learning.  I 

have also outlined the limitations in such conceptualizations of engagement, thus 

justifying further pursuit in the research on engagement using theoretical lenses that 

allow broader consideration of high school students’ context and subjectivity and their 

relationship to experiences of engagement.  In the next section, I will explore research 

that uses other lenses and theories to frame the study of engagement in different, perhaps 

more complicated ways.  

Alternative Conceptualizations of Engagement in the Research 

Two studies considered for this review drew different pictures of high school 

student engagement in online learning contexts.  Velasquez, Graham, and Osguthorpe 

(2013) explore the notion of care within the online context while Schmier (2010) 

explores the discursive construction of high school students’ engagement with digital 

media in online and offline spaces.  

Care, intersubjectivity, and engagement.  In their interpretive 

phenomenological study, Velasquez, Graham, and Osguthorpe (2013) examine how 

teachers and students experience care in the high school online context.  These authors 

argue that caring is related to concepts like social presence and instructor immediacy, two 

concepts that feature heavily in the broader literature on engagement as factors that affect 

student engagement (cf., Rourke & Kanuka, 2009; Wise, Chang, Duffy, & delValle, 

2004).  Following Nell Noddings, the authors conceptualize care “as a phenomenon in 

which the giver (the one caring) is responsible for approaching the receiver in an open, 
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nonselective, receptive attitude” (p. 98).  They call this state of consciousness, 

engrossment, or a striving to experience the world from the other’s perspective.  In a state 

of engrossment, a person experiences motivational displacement, or an energy that drives 

the person to act in the best interests of the other.  According to the authors, the person 

receiving is responsible for reciprocity through “receiving, recognizing, and responding” 

in order to maintain and enhance the sense relatedness in the symbiotic connection 

between teacher and student (p. 98).  Via a concept of care, the authors extend the 

meaning of engagement to include intersubjective13 understanding between those who 

share in a learning experience within the online environment.  These shared 

understandings, within the concept of care, necessarily concern an affected state of 

intellectual experience that incorporates an understanding of others. 

After interviewing two teachers and four students and using interpretive 

phenomenological analytical methods to analyze interview data, Velasquez et al. (2013) 

suggest several themes that emerge from the data.  For example, themes such as shared 

experience, continuous dialogue, and vigilant observation contributed to a state of 

engrossment for both teachers and students.  Teachers worked synchronously with 

students during the technology-mediated learning experience, which constituted a shared 

experience of content and established care for the students’ experiences of learning (p. 

102).  Additionally, by initiating conversations, attending patiently to clarity within the 

exchange, being prompt and accessible to student conversation, and enhancing familiarity 

and receptivity through personal disclosures teachers established patterns of continuous 

                                                 
13 The term ‘intersubjective’ is often used in constructionist oriented research literature to refer to those 
relationships, conversations, and/or interactions between people that give rise to shared understandings and 
the collective generation of co-constructed meanings (Crotty, 1998, p. 58). 
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dialogue throughout the learning experience (p. 103).  Finally, vigilant observation of 

students’ online activity allowed teachers to be attentive to students academic and 

personal needs (p. 112).  Themes such as structuring the learning environment, attending 

to students’ individual academic needs, and attending to students’ well-being contributed 

to the students’ sense of motivational displacement (p. 112-113).  It was demonstrated 

that caring began well before the course began during the design stage of the course 

development and continued well into course work as students’ needs and well-being were 

constantly anticipated by teachers, but not necessarily in ways that always succumbed to 

student demands (p. 108).  Instead, teachers responded thoughtfully to situations that 

required anything from “constructive feedback” to “repudiating student requests as well 

as reminding students of boundaries and norms” (p. 113).  Finally, reciprocity was 

evident in student and teacher perceptions and reactions to acts of care.  Where students 

explicitly acknowledged acts of caring from the teachers, teachers expressed a strong 

desire to hear positive or negative student feedback (p. 113). 

In Velasquez’s et al. (2013) phenomenological study, rather than a mere 

examination of rationally appropriate interactions, the concept of care enacted in online 

learning contexts brings to the fore a relational view of online interaction mediated 

through the ethics of care.  As the authors state earlier, care can be said to be related to 

the concept of social presence which appears earlier in the literature review (cf., Crippen 

et al., 2013; Murphy and Rodríguez-Manzanares, 2008; Nicholas & Ng, 2009).  

However, while social presence is manifested through social interactions and/or a greater 

opportunity for interactivity within the online learning context, Velasquez’s et al. concept 

of care reconceives these interactions to acknowledge the “moral educational goals” 
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inherent in education (p. 98).  For these authors, “when we care, we are motivated to act 

morally,” inspiring ethical decision-making in our relationships with others (p. 99).  This 

ethic of care can also be usefully compared to Jean Paul Sartre’s ethics of engagement, 

which he associates with an existential and moral obligation to care about the freedom, 

liberty, and suffering of other members of one’s own community (Heter, 2006, p. 4).  

Sartrean engagement is an ethical and political virtue related to the practice of clarified 

reflection and responsible action, and as well, through a dialectic recognition and respect 

of others’ freedom, in the quest to recognize one’s own freedom (p. 4).  

However, as Noddings (2001) acknowledges, there is a tension that runs deep in 

caring pedagogies.  A pedagogy of care is challenged by questions of whether care is 

performed so as to prepare students “for life in a free society” by teaching them the skills 

and information required for success in such societies or whether caring can allow 

students opportunities to practice (a Deweyian form of) freedom through self-reflection 

in learning about a world that matters to them (p. 102-103).  This tension foregrounds the 

difference between perceptions of care as is seen in Velasquez’s et al. (2013) study and 

an ethic of care that emulates Sartrean engagement.  Due to its limited view of context, 

the Velasquez et al. study ignores the potential to extend their examination of care 

beyond teacher-student relations to the broader socio-cultural and political context of 

learning and its influence on perceptions of care within online learning.  Additionally, the 

Velasquez et al. study ignores ways in which pedagogies of care can work to homogenize 

difference and reinforce institutional discourses of consensus and compliance under the 

guise of building caring relationships (Mann, 2005, p. 45-47).  

Discourse, identity, and engagement.  Schmier’s (2010) connective 



 

72 

ethnographic study, however, does explore engagement as an ethical and political virtue 

demonstrated through literacy practices in online and offline learning contexts.  Schmier 

examines the multiple ways in which youth from marginalized backgrounds engage with 

digital media across in-school, online, and out-of-school spaces.  Engagement, in this 

study, is conceived as youth engagement with digital media – specifically, one that is 

marked by critical and transformative multiliteracies (p. 52).  The author does not define 

engagement, but her analysis of online and offline student experiences as they continue to 

engage in literacy practices through multiple contexts offers a conceptual understanding 

of how high school students engage with online learning contexts.  In order to develop an 

understanding of five 8th grade students’ experiences in a class on journalism using 

digital texts across multiple social spaces, Schmier employs connective ethnography with 

data collection methods that include observation across online and offline spaces, 

interviews and informal conversations with students, and collected texts (p. 55, p. 66-67).  

Schmier (2010) uses feminist poststructural theories of literacy, 

identity/subjectivity, text, and space in order to “illuminate ways in which youth shape, 

and are shaped by their engagement with digital media” (p. 16).  The New Literacy 

Studies perspective worked as a lens to theorize ways in which various discourses of 

literacy practices influence students’ engagement with online contexts and opened up 

possibilities for other ways to define literacy (p. 16-19).  Additionally, a feminist 

poststructural lens allowed theorization of (a) identity as performative and discursively 

produced, (b) space as fluid and socially constructed, wherein experiences shape and are 

shaped by these intertextual social spaces, and (c) text as multimodal texts shaped by the 

specific discourses, genres, and modes of composing meaning (p. 19-26).  



 

73 

These lenses help Schmier (2010) isolate themes about (a) how online students 

transcended and re-appropriated space breaking down physical, cultural, and linguistic 

boundaries through their engagement with digital literacies, (b) how the teacher’s 

pedagogy of play allowed students to play with multimodal texts across digital and 

classroom spaces in serious ways that also reflected the curriculum mandates faced by the 

class, and (c) encouraged critical literacy or a politicized understanding of language, 

literacy, and texts in the multimodal classroom (p. 204-213).  Overall, engagement with 

multimodal digital literacies in online and classroom spaces offered students’ a means to 

“shape and reshape their identities,” while participating, challenging, and traversing 

institutional boundaries and patriarchal discourses through these digital practices (p. 225).  

How identity is constructed in online learning contexts and its connection to 

students’ experiences of engagement is acknowledged by at least one other study isolated 

for this review of the literature.  In Gurzick’s (2009) study, the design of engaging online 

learning communities necessarily involves identity management, construction, and 

development, particularly due to the fact that adolescence is considered a development 

stage wherein experimentation with identity and identity construction is crucial part of 

self-formation (p. 47-48).  This is actualized in Gurzick’s research through the use of 

design practices such as, virtual copresence to facilitate togetherness, persistent labeling 

to facilitate identity persistence via user IDs or screen names, self-presentation to allow 

users to build presentational elements that help in the performance of identity, and deep 

profiling to allow users to pull background information on others and on themselves in 

order to aid social interaction (p. 44-46).  Further, the design also included potential for 

identity development by adapting the ways in which students made changes to their 
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online profiles and by encouraging reflective practice (p. 213-222).  Where Gurzick’s 

study tells us that design practices that include opportunities for togetherness, identity 

reinforcement, self-presentation or performance of identity, ease in social interaction, and 

identity development encourage potential for adolescent student engagement in online 

learning contexts, Schmier’s (2010) study puts identity construction at the heart of 

adolescent students’ online engagement with digital literacy practices.  Additionally, she 

also extends and deconstructs notions of how online students engage with identity 

construction by demonstrating the non-linear, shifting, and contesting ways in which 

identity was textually performed online.  She does this by demonstrating how multiple 

discourses, such as school or journalism/media based discourses, or discourses of race, 

gender, class, and adolescence, which circulated within the classroom intersected and 

repeatedly influenced the ways in which students’ thought about and produced digital 

texts, and as well, in how these students’ took up or resisted these dominant discourses in 

their performance of identity in online and offline spaces.  

In one case, Schmier (2010) analyzes the discursive production of a Public 

Service Announcement (PSA) on the topic of abortion produced by two participants in 

her study who draw on pro-life discourses to establish their perspective for the video.  

Through her analysis of the Abortion PSA, Schmier foregrounds the ways in which the 

students took up dominant representations of adolescent, girl, and working class 

narratives in the production of their PSA, while also resisting school or media based 

discourses that worked to position them in specific ways (p. 174-175).  For example, in 

the students’ choice of a tag line for the PSA, “Abort your thoughts, not a human being,” 

Schmier reads the students’ de-emphasis of thinking with in relation to having an 
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abortion (as prescribed by their tag line) as an echo of the de-emphasis of thinking in the 

standardization of “genres such as PSAs with [their] canned slogans” in journalism 

courses (p. 162-163).  What Schmier suggests here is the discursive repetition of 

reductive thinking practices that ignore the ethical and critical thinking necessary to the 

field of journalism within students’ unquestioned use of anti-abortion discourses 

circulating within popular culture in their PSA.  Further, the two students involved in 

making the Abortion PSA performed different roles, which shifted “playfully” during the 

course of the production of the PSA (p. 167).  Schmier (2010) notes that this too was 

discursively informed by the hegemonic discourses associated with adolescence, gender, 

race, and social class.  For example, the students’ very serious 4 minute Abortions PSA 

was followed by a 90 second reel of outtakes and bloopers, demonstrating the students’ 

contradictory performance of both adult discourse, where a pregnant teen cannot undo 

her mistake and makes the “right choice” in keeping her baby, and a playful teenage 

discourse, where “mistakes serve as an opportunity to learn” (p. 169).  In this example, 

Schmier suggests that the students’ use of the blooper reel was an effect of them working 

through the tensions of performing adult discourses, while cognizant of their “not 

children and not yet adults” status as they reproduced a “growing up all-at-once” 

discourse of teenage motherhood (p. 169-170).  

Schmier’s (2010) study is a careful examination of the ways in which discourses 

that circulate within the context of adolescent students’ lives and their negotiations of 

identities in working through these discourses influence the ways in which they engage 

with digital media online.  Given the complex, unpredictable, and politically charged 

ways in which the use of digital media intersected with students’ learning in Mr. 
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Cardenas’ journalism classroom, Schmier underscores the importance of incorporating 

critical literacy into multimodal classrooms (p. 219).  She even suggests that providing 

students with opportunities to practice dominant forms of literacy and language, while 

recognizing and legitimizing other modes for expression that were representative of their 

lived experience, allowed these marginalized students to reposition themselves 

differently, as “authors, designers, and successful students” (p. 219).  This is arguably the 

very practice of freedom Dewey and Noddings refer to.  

In the above section, I have outlined two studies that broaden the scope for the 

study of high school students’ engagement in online learning contexts.  Velasquez et al. 

(2013) engage us in thinking about relationships online in a way that both includes and 

excludes narratives of embodied experiences online.  Schmier (2010) engages us in 

thinking about the discursive production of students’ engagement with digital media 

whether in online or offline contexts, while simultaneously deconstructing dichotomized 

notions of space and identity.  Even as both studies extend our thinking on experiences of 

engagement, neither focuses on the experience of engagement as a substantive construct.  

As such, this review of the literature highlights a gap in our understanding of high school 

students’ engagement in online learning contexts.  Most research in this area seems to 

take on (a) a procedural view and examination of engagement that ignores exploring 

substantive notions of the experience of engagement and (b) a patriarchal rationalization 

of high school students’ experiences of engagement that presupposes a linear, 

decontextualized, and disembodied view of learning and development.  If alternative 

research exists to help conceptualize engagement differently, these explorations of 

student experience in online learning spaces do not focus extensively or substantively on 
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the concept of engagement.  This suggests a gap in the research on high school students’ 

experiences of engagement in online learning contexts.  Given the lack of research on 

experiences of engagement, particularly from the feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic perspective, this study focused on the complicated meanings students’ 

ascribe to the phenomenon of engagement (within the context of the study) in order to 

disrupt dominant and hegemonic views of engagement, while also leading to a more 

complex understanding of the discursive and subjective ways in which high school 

students experience engagement in online learning contexts. 

In the following section, I outline a theoretical framework for understanding 

students’ experiences of engagement that takes account of the context within which these 

experiences occur as well as the subjective nature of the negotiation of these experiences 

that works to interrupt linear, rational, or causative explanations for how high school 

students experience engagement in online learning contexts.  

Theoretical Framework 

In this study, I use feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories to 

develop a theoretical lens that allowed for a critical examination of high school students’ 

experiences of engagement in online learning contexts.  In adopting feminist 

poststructuralist and psychoanalytic perspectives, I employed a synthesis of theories to 

arrive at three key purposes.  First, using feminist theories, I sought to disrupt hegemonic 

patriarchal and rational discourses of adolescent engagement in online learning contexts 

in order to allow silenced narratives of engagement to emerge.  Second, using feminist 

poststructuralist theories, I sought to highlight the discursive and linguistic transactions 

that high school students employed in their narratives, demonstrating the discourses 
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students took up and resisted in their negotiations of the meaning of experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts.  Third, using psychoanalytic theories, I sought to 

demonstrate the complicated and contradictory workings of students’ subjective 

interpretation of their experiences of engagement in online learning contexts.  The 

combined force of these theories help illuminate how engagement can be conceived as 

the educational pursuit to understand our connection or relationship to being in and with 

the world in such a way that one might become.  This description of engagement is one 

that I draw from Michael Oakeshott’s (2001) view of engagement as the “educational 

pursuit to understand” (as cited in Sheppard, 2011, p. 115) and from Pinar’s (2006) 

notion of study, both of which allude to notions of subjective reconstruction through 

educational engagement within the act of study.  Further, I draw from Jennifer M. Case’s 

(2008) conception of engagement as one’s connection or relationship to self in and with 

the world (p. 324). 

In this section, I first describe notions of subject and subjectivity as conceived 

within psychoanalytic theories of development.  Next, I examine conceptualizations of 

engagement developed within curriculum theory and psychoanalytic literature through an 

understanding of self as subject in process.  Finally, I take up the ways in which these 

theories informed my approach to understanding high school students’ experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts in relation to their discursively constructed, 

spatio-temporal online subjectivities. 

Subject in Process 

Exploring the experience of engagement requires a careful consideration of the 

subject who engages.  Therefore, in order to understand how this study conceptualizes 
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high school students’ experiences of engagement in online learning contexts, it is 

necessary to first explore the term subjectivity.  Using feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic theories, I describe subjectivity through the notion of “subject in process” 

(Kristeva, as cited in Weedon, 1987, p. 89).  This demonstrates the temporal and spatial 

experience of engagement as necessary to the process of narrating self into being.  But 

first, an exploration of subjectivity requires an understanding of the relationship of the 

subject to language and desire.  

According to Jacques Lacan, the birth of subjectivity is one’s entry into language, 

“a synchronic system of signs and social codes that generate meaning” (Dimitriadis & 

Kamberelis, 2006, p. 154).  Specifically, it is not the signifiers of language (sounds or 

written images) that facilitate meaning, but the difference between signifiers within the 

symbolic order of language that generate meaning and identity, also setting into motion 

strategies of deferral that assure the indeterminacy of meaning in language (Weedon, 

1987, p. 25).  Further, meaning and identity appear temporarily fixed in language because 

each reading of the signifier is part of a discursively produced context.14  Language thus 

becomes the site at which the political struggle for meaning and identity occur—for 

example, through the social production and subsequent negotiation of terms such as the 

high school online student or engagement (Weedon, p. 25).  

                                                 
14 Drawn from Foucault’s theory, the term “discourse” illustrates how “language gathers itself together 
according to socially constructed roles and regularities that allow certain statements to be made and not 
others” (St. Pierre, 2000, p. 485).  These discursively produced narratives are rooted into a network of 
understandings that have their own history and conditions of existence.  As such, the play of power and the 
production of discourse go hand in hand.  According to Michel Foucault, discursive knowledge is “not a 
language or a text but a historically, socially, and institutionally specific structure of statements, terms, 
categories, and beliefs” (St. Pierre, p. 485), as in the discourses of the learning sciences, technology or 
neoliberalism, regulates “what can be said and done, what constitutes right and wrong, and what counts as 
knowledge in the first place” (Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006, p. 113).  Thus, these ‘regimes of truth’ 
control and fix meaning, so as to normalize relations of power via privileging certain ways of 
understanding the world over others. 
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Whereas in poststructuralist thinking, meaning shifts because each signifier is 

marked by its own difference, in Lacanian psychoanalytic thinking meaning shifts 

because the signifier is marked by sexual difference.  In other words, Lacan’s return to 

Freud, suggests that all language is always already gendered due to its phallic control of 

meaning and the satisfaction of desire (Weedon, 1987, p. 53).  According to 

psychoanalytic theories of development, a child’s entry into language during childhood 

coincides with her/his separation from the mother.  This marks the child’s first experience 

of lack or absence and, as such, inaugurates the child’s first experience of desire (for the 

mother) (Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006, p. 159).  For Lacan, desire is the “motivating 

principle of human life” (Weedon, p. 53).  Unlike our drives, which can be satisfied by 

the meeting of the demand, desire is “atmospheric, without an object” (Britzman, 2009, p. 

20).  Where the paternal function of the symbolic order assumes an authoritative 

understanding of and thus patriarchal power over a world of meaning, the indeterminacy 

of meaning in language assures that desire never ends, even if the temporary demand for 

meaning is met.  The production of meaning and its subsequent loss through strategies of 

difference and deferral links desire inextricably to language, in that desire “is subject to 

the constant deferral of satisfaction equivalent to the constant deferral of meaning in 

language” (Weedon, p. 51).  The psychoanalytic theory of subjectivity revolves around 

this play between desire and the symbolization of meaning through language.  

It is the symbolic order that allows the discursive production of the subject within 

language, while the imaginary order—that mise en abyme inaugurated during the mirror 
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stage15—is a place where one has yet to acquire language but is “caught in a 

misrecognition of itself as the Other” (Weedon, 1987, p. 51) and becomes aware of 

oneself as “subject, among other subjects” (Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006, p. 154).  

The imaginary order, a composite of self and others, posits a divided self.  However, the 

symbolic order is necessary in order for the desiring subject to ‘narrate’ the non-unitary 

self into being.  Further, the symbolic order and the imaginary order work in tension with 

what Lacan calls the order of the real—that which is out there but refuses, absolutely, to 

be symbolized within the imaginary or the symbolic orders.  The order of the real is out 

there as “a possibility and as a disruption” and poses a limit to our understanding or a 

provocation of unconscious fantasies of what is out there or other.  The real forces a 

retreat into the symbolic order and into a temporary fixing of meaning within language 

(Frosh, 2012, p. 115).  

Central to the notion of the subject in process is that realm of repressed meanings 

that is the unconscious.16  Lacan’s ‘return to Freud’ stresses that the unconscious is 

structured like a language and is the site of repressed meanings and the imaginary 

structure of subjectivity acquired upon one’s entry into the symbolic order of “language, 

laws, social processes and institutions” (Weedon, 1987, p. 51).  Here, the unconscious is 

                                                 
15 The mirror stage is a developmental stage in which the young child first begins to identify with her or 
his own image.  During this stage the child experiences a “primordial recognition of one’s self as an 
object” which is essentially a misrecognition, i.e., a recognition of self as other.  This stage serves as a 
temporary scaffold on the way to experiencing wholeness through entry into the symbolic order. 
(Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006, p.156). 
16 Sigmund Freud’s conclusions about the structure of human psyche include three forces of human mental 
activity: the id (the working of the unconscious in human psyche), ego (the working of consciousness and 
self-consciousness that mediate the individual’s experience), and superego (the working of the societal 
imperative upon the ego).  In particular, the unconscious works out of the id’s drive to satisfy our basic 
needs.  It is the “non-conscious part of the mind, which affects conscious thought and behavior but is not 
directly accessible for interpretations” (Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006, p. 21).  Britzman (2011) describes 
Freud’s unconscious as follows: “an area of mental life that escapes time, negations, and contradictions.  It 
urges the logic of the wish” (p. 11); and I would include with that: fantasies, dreams, and nightmares. 
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excess, meaning it represents the surplus selves that do not fit into a coherent sense of 

self (Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006, p. 154).  As Dimitriadis and Kamberelis (2006) 

suggest, “the ego is an illusion, a symbolically constructed selfhood whose excesses, 

splits, and gaps are revealed by the eruptions of the unconscious into conscious life” 

(p.154).  At the site of the discursive subject, this is explained through those othered parts 

of the self or the strangeness encountered in one’s own psyche that shows up 

inadvertently or that one has to repress in order to create meaning or identity.  Such 

coherence, a defense against falling apart or incorporating the abject other, is possible 

through the power of the imaginary order over the symbolic order, i.e., the fantasy of self 

created in relation to the other.  However, if the non-unitary self is marked by a 

“continuous ordering of the ‘subject’ in specific moments and according to specific 

discourses and modes of interpellation” (Dimitriadis and Kamberelis, p. 157),17 its own 

agency and political viability is seen in this claim to essence or identity, “even if such an 

essence is an overdetermination” (p. 161).  This notion of subjectivity demonstrates the 

negotiation of a temporary fantasy of identity created in contestation with multiple 

othered subjectivities that exist within the subject. 

Further, the process of claiming an identity sets off a splitting from othered 

subjectivities and a subsequent projection of these subjectivities onto another individual 

or object in a process of transference.  For Melanie Klein, this is an unconscious and 

intersubjective18 defense against unconscious anxiety over the encounter with what is 

                                                 
17 According to Dimitradis and Kamberelis (2006), interpellation, an Althusserian term, refers to the way in 
which “ideologies recruit or ‘hail’ subjects to become complicit with them” (p. 157). 
18 The use of the term ‘intersubjectivity’ in the psychoanalytic sense refers to Melanie Klein’s object 
relations theory, wherein processes of transference and countertransference occur as a result of splitting and 
projection when we are in the condition of being with others.  Transference refers to an unconscious 
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strange or uncanny in oneself (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 18).  As such, parts of the 

self that are feared as dangerous or have the potential to cause pain are “split off through 

projection” and usually identified as belonging to an outside object or person, while those 

that are good are integrated into the concept of self (Holloway & Jefferson, p. 18).  

Melanie Klein describes this as the paranoid-schizoid position in the defended subject.  It 

is a position “to which we may all resort in the face of self-threatening occurrences” in 

order to maintain a coherent sense of self (p. 18).  

However, the symbolically constructed sense of self does not remain uncontested 

in language.  Unconscious desires also appear linguistically in tonal changes, repetitions 

or slips of the tongue.  Following Lacan, Taubman (2012) suggests that the unconscious 

“as linguistic formations will speak in us,” specifically, as they show up in words that 

constitute “the thinking elsewhere” that appears in failed actions, jokes, and dreams (p. 

164).  In other words, unconscious desires irrupt within language demonstrating 

the otherness of both language and subjectivity (p. 164).  On the other hand, Kleinian 

theory suggests that unconscious desires are expressed and negotiated through internal 

objects (images of external objects taken into the self), which can be split into bad and 

good parts or integrated into an awareness of the Other—in the external world—as a 

whole and separate being.  This mental state—“acknowledgement that good and bad can 

be contained in the same object” (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 18)—characterizes, 

what Klein calls, the depressive position.  It is a mental state that requires reflective 

                                                                                                                                                 
displacement of fantasies of other arriving out of one’s emotionally significant relationships onto the 
analyst or teacher (cf., Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013; Frosh, 2012).  Countertransference refers to the 
analyst’s responses to these transferences as well as her/his own displacement of emotionally significant 
relationships onto the patient or student (Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013).  In this sense, intersubjective 
relations involve subjective intermixing of understandings of others rather than the development of shared 
understanding and co-constructed meanings. 
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containment of emotion in a process of symbolization.  Holloway and Jefferson (2013) 

note that this can be a hard position for one’s subjectivity to sustain, especially “when 

faced with external or internal threats to the self” (p. 18).  However, even as such a 

position is called into question, the recursive work of symbolization of identity and 

meaning ensures that the depressive position has the potential to convey an understanding 

of self as well as “learning knowledge beyond the self” (Britzman, 2009, p. 78).  

Subjectivity or meaning as articulated through language thus holds the potential to 

constrain or offer hope of new knowledge of self/other. 

A feminist turn on Lacan is taken up by Julia Kristeva who reframes this play of 

the unconscious within language in terms of the relationship between the semiotic and 

symbolic modes of signification.  For Kristeva, gender – masculinity and femininity – is 

an aspect of language (not biological sex) and it shows up in symbolic and semiotic 

language respectively (Weedon, 1987, p. 89).  Kristeva resists Lacan’s assumption that 

language is a purely phallocentric realm.  Instead, all rational language may be conceived 

of as symbolic, while the semiotic chora or unconscious meaning which exceeds rational 

conscious subjectivity, expresses itself within language in terms of “rhythm and 

intonation and is at its strongest in non-rational discourses which threaten the 

organization of the symbolic order and the stability of its meanings, such as poetry, art 

and religion” (Weedon, p. 89).  Here, Kristeva draws on the unconscious as not just an 

irruption within language as is conceived by Lacan, but also as a site of resistance to 

discourse and the articulation of the “subject in process” (p. 89).  On one hand, Lacan 

suggests that the control of language represses unconscious meanings, which forces these 

meanings to irrupt anyway within language.  Kristeva suggests that the use of semiotic 
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language can be an act of containment or an attempt to facilitate unconscious or repressed 

meanings into language and so understand the self in relation to the other.  As such, 

feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic interpretations of the “subject in process” 

(p. 89) situate language as the discursive context of meaning-making and identity through 

processes of conscious and unconscious resistance to, and understandings of self, other, 

and the world.  

Engagement and Subjectivity 

This section demonstrates feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytically 

informed understandings of student engagement through the notion of “subject in 

process” (Weedon, 1987, p. 89).  I will examine the experience of engagement by 

describing different interpretations of subjective processes of self-formation.  This will be 

spoken of through Oakeshott’s (2001) understanding of a substantive engagement (as 

cited in Sheppard, 2011) and Pinar’s (2006) notion of study, both of which provide a 

foundation for understanding notions of subjective reconstruction through educational 

engagement in the act of study.  In elaborating on this definition, I also use Maxine 

Greene’s (1978, 1987) theory of wide-awakeness, which describes the potential role of 

the imagination in subjective reconstruction and understanding the Other during an 

experience of engagement.  Additionally, I employ Meltzer and Williams’ (1988) 

psychoanalytic theory of aesthetic conflict, which describes the potential for unconscious 

meanings to populate the imagination and, therefore, affect subjective reconstruction and 

understanding of the Other.  The collective understanding of the experience of 

engagement engendered by this discussion will describe its importance in the subject’s 

capacity to (a) disrupt one’s own discursive and material positioning as Other, and (b) 
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seek to understand the uncanny representations of Other in oneself.  

In the field of curriculum theory, there are a number of theoretical approaches that 

help draw together a polymorphous understanding of student engagement, particularly as 

understood through the notion of subjectivity.  The term subjectivity foregrounds feminist 

poststructuralist and psychoanalytic notions of the subject, which reject the liberal-

humanist view of a coherent and unitary individual, empowered to navigate socio-

economic or political hardship through the power of rational and scientific thinking.  

Feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic notions of subject instead suggest that the 

individual is subjectively positioned through social structures and language (discourses 

and practices), which “create conditions of existence which are one and the same time 

both material and discursive” (Weedon, 1987, p. 8).  In this sense, self-formation or 

identity involves the continuous political struggle to re-write those patriarchal discourses 

that position the subject in ways that deny her/him a humane existence. 

The basic premise of my understanding of engagement is that it is an educational 

experience fundamentally concerned with self-formation – specifically, with an 

understanding of self in relation to the world.  Citing Michael Oakeshott (2001), 

Sheppard (2011) suggests that if human conduct is a series of engagements, the most 

important engagement is the one that attempts to understand “what is going on” (p. 115).  

This engagement necessarily involves a continuous interrogation of “our own theories 

about the world and our relationship to or with it” (p. 115-116).  It is through this self-

conscious engagement to learn by study that we “become by learning” (Oakeshott, 2001, 

as cited in Sheppard, 2011, p. 116).  In this substantive view of engagement, the object of 

one’s engagement is the personal quest to understand those historical traditions of 
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knowing deemed significant to the individual and to society as a whole (Sheppard, p. 

116).  This can be usefully compared to Pinar’s (2006) interrogation of the term study as 

a temporal and spatial project of self-engaged labor to understand the “shifting 

conjunctions between self and circumstances” (p. 111), which necessarily “acknowledges 

the historicity and cultural situatedness of the ‘self’” (p. 112).  One’s engagement with 

the world can be seen as more than just the capacity to mobilize oneself towards an act of 

learning.  Rather, here it is conceived of as a spatio-temporal act of subjective 

reconstruction (Pinar, 2012, p. 48).  In other words, Oakeshott’s “engagement to learn by 

study” (Sheppard, p. 116) and Pinar’s conception of study, together allow us to imagine 

engagement as an ethical, even ontological call to be present to ourselves and with the 

world in such a way that we may become (Pinar, 2006, p. 112).  

This understanding parallels Maxine Greene’s notion of wide-awakeness (Greene, 

1977, 1978).  Greene suggests that wide-awakeness is a critical attentiveness to what is 

considered concrete, relevant, and questionable in the world (as noted in Morris, 1998, p. 

132-133).  Described as a “plane of consciousness of the highest tension originating in an 

attitude of full attention to life and its requirements,” wide-awakeness is a performance of 

active attention that carries the project of living to its full potential (Greene, as cited in 

Goodman and Teel, 1998, p. 65).  Stinson (1998) argues that the experience of 

engagement can be conceived of in terms of this sense of wide-awakeness.  Stinson 

asserts that engagement is not just the happy involvement of students or a motivational 

trick used by teachers to persuade students of the value of what they are learning.  Rather 

engagement can be seen as “arousing persons to wide-awakeness, to courageous and … 

resistant life” (Maxine Greene, as cited in Stinson, 1998, p. 224).  Despite the 
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pedagogical position of this description, Greene’s notion of wide-awakeness, much like 

the Sartrean definition of engagement, offers us an understanding of engagement as an 

ontological state of consciousness that turns its attention to a critical awareness of the 

world around it, one that has the potential to provoke us to resistant, political life.  

Maxine Greene’s notion of wide-awakeness frames consciousness as intentional 

and immanent – an ethical movement towards the world and others – grounded in the 

function of the imagination, which always interrupts and refuses to resolve into firm 

understanding.  Further, it allows “those things ordinarily unseen and unheard” to come 

to the fore (Morris, 1998, p. 134).  Greene’s notion of wide-awakeness is an aesthetic 

experience that opens possibilities for “seeing otherwise” (Morris, p. 134).  But it is also 

a revocation of the Sartrean ethic of engagement in that for Greene, “the act of becoming 

wide-awake requires emotional and political labor that brings us into contact with people 

as we make and remake [emphasis added] ourselves” (Salvio, 1998, p. 100).  This 

engagement is not emancipatory with freedom located outside the self, as is conceived by 

Sartre.  Instead, Greene’s aesthetic engagement locates freedom within the imagination 

and its ability to transcend, if impermanently, one’s situatedness within the world.  

This sense of the continuous and situated labor of self-formation that Salvio 

(1998) locates in Greene’s notion of wide-awakeness is also captured by Ellsworth 

(2005) in her conceptualization of the “thinking-feeling” (p. 1), which the latter scholar 

describes as the temporal experience of pondering past learning experiences in the 

present.  What Ellsworth highlights within the “thinking-feeling” is both an “embodied 

sensation of making sense” and the temporality of this act of making sense that is always 

in negotiation with what is past and what may arrive in the future (p. 1).  This brings to 
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the fore the sensation of knowledge in the making and, therefore, ourselves in the 

making.  For Ellsworth, this sensation is akin to the psychoanalytic notion of "developing 

a sense of aliveness," which she asserts is the most important work of growing up (p. 59).  

Referencing Donald Winnicott, she notes, “to have a sense of aliveness a person needs a 

capacity to access the world around her and then to use it creatively and responsibly 

[emphasis added] rather than simply to comply with it” (p. 59).  Extending Sartre’s and 

Greene’s approach to engagement, Ellsworth includes within her conceptualization of 

aliveness the capacity for creative and responsible action especially when confronted by 

trauma within learning.  She suggests that traumatic experiences “threaten to sever our 

capacities to connect as well as our capacities to be separate and to be creatively alone 

with ourselves" (p. 59) because they pose a fundamental threat to a coherent sense of self.  

In psychoanalysis, trauma attempts to highlight those unconscious defensive processes 

that come into play whenever meaning or identity take shape in language.  Mann (2001) 

argues that the coherence of meaning around the illusory sense of self creates an 

alienation from other parts of oneself.  Further, this sense of alienation launches 

unconscious processes of desire, loss, and phantasy19 and, as well, provokes 

misrecognition of parts of our own subjectivity as Other (p. 15).  In other words, when 

the Other presents itself in uncanny new knowledge or understandings of the world, 

attempts to maintain coherence may provoke defensive phantasies of the Other that 

challenge or subvert our creative capacity to make sense of what we do not yet know. 

                                                 
19 Via Melanie Klein, Britzman (2009) describes the psychoanalytic term phantasy as the “original anxiety 
and its defenses” resulting from the first experience of a loss of the mother during infancy.  Phantasies of 
badness, or destructive phantasies, are made when the infant feels the mother’s absence, while phantasies 
of love, or reparative phantasies, are made when the demand for the mother is satisfied on her return (p. 12-
13).  This original anxiety repeats itself in the development of ego of the individual throughout her/his life, 
because a sufficient quantity of anxiety is necessary in order for us to be able to symbolize and imagine the 
world differently (p. 13-14). 
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As such, Ellsworth’s (2005) use of Donald Winnicott’s notion of trauma takes 

seriously the encounter of the individual with what presents itself as strange knowledge 

of the Other.  If learning is traumatic, it is because something uncanny or alien to our 

understanding of self has made an appearance in what we have to learn and the self-

estrangement that results opens us up to unconscious processes of splitting and projecting 

those parts of ourselves that we cannot encounter on to an Other.  Ellsworth’s sense of 

aliveness alludes to our creative capacity to instead attend to the emotional force of 

traumatic events within learning and remain in ethical relationship with ourselves and the 

world.  This is manifested in students’ encounter with learning something new that 

provokes anxiety, a “breakdown of defenses” or “a crisis in meaning that often leaves a 

person feeling at a loss for words” (Salvio, 2007, p. 85).  If learning has the potential to 

trouble our sense of self and coherency with glimpses into the unknown, then it may be 

safer for the student “not to engage in it at all but to stay in the ordered world where 

desire is repressed” (Mann, 2001, p. 15).  In such a case, the act of “not thinking” 

preserves a sense of self and maintains an illusion of completeness at the cost of vitality 

and desire (Mann, p. 15-16).  Alienation is the inevitable result.  In the face of this 

conflict, engagement, whether one calls it wide-awakeness or a sense of aliveness, carries 

the capacity to encounter trauma and loss in learning, and with it an ability to understand 

what is Other within us.  One can, thus, imagine the experience of engagement to be the 

act of calling into play forces of vitality and desire capable of recursively constituting 

what has been unconstituted through/in conflict.  

Britzman (2009) offers us some insight into how this might happen within the 
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learning experience.  Mobilizing Kleinian psychoanalytic theory20, Britzman suggests 

that all learning is underscored by trauma, specifically the loss of certainty or the loss of 

what we hope to learn (p. ix, 24).  This loss is required so that we may symbolize what is 

new in our learning (p. ix).  However, we do not always deal with this loss in the same 

way.  Britzman surfaces the role of unconscious phantasies within the learning event and 

through its relation to trauma describes Klein’s notions of (a) the “depressive position” or 

the position we take when we tolerate and mourn the losses encountered through 

learning, and (b) the “paranoid-schizoid” position or the position we take up when we 

defend against the loss of what we hope for, by splitting “hated parts of the self into a 

disposed other” (Britzman, 2009, p. 24).  The depressive position is inherently reparative 

as it seeks to reconcile—through processes of symbolization and re-symbolization within 

language—the tenuous bonds between learning and the losses that we encounter through 

learning.  The paranoid-schizoid position, is defensively destructive, in that it takes into 

oneself those ideas that are favorable and splits away from unfavorable parts of the self 

while transferring these characteristics onto another in a process of introjection and 

projection.  As noted earlier, the depressive position is hard to maintain, as psychic 

constitution and identity politics demand defensive processes.  In this sense, the 

                                                 
20 Both Donald Winnicott’s and Melanie Klein’s theories of development belong to a class of theories 
called object relations theories within Freudian psychoanalysis.  Object relations theory has its roots in 
Freudian theories about “the development of the ego through internalization of lost objects,” where objects 
are internal representations of relationships with people or the parts of them that induce feelings of love 
and/or hate (Frosh, 2012, p. 138).  Where Winnicottian object relations theories focus relationally upon the 
capacity of intersubjective relationships within a good-enough environment to bridge differences and forge 
connections through recognition and containment of intersubjective processes of understanding (cf. 
Ellsworth, 2005; Frosh, 2012), Kleinian object relations theories focus on subjective processes located in 
unconscious phantasies that come into play in relations between people that lead to internal processes of 
splitting, projection, and introjection mobilizing either paranoid-schizoid positions or depressive positions.  
The depressive position can also lead to feelings of ambivalence, loss and/or guilt and, as such, can be hard 
to maintain (cf., Frosh, 2012; Holloway & Jefferson, 2013). 
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depressive position necessarily works with the paranoid-schizoid position in order to 

constitute and reconstitute the subject. 

If learning is traumatic and engagement requires the reparative capacity to work 

through the losses inherent in learning, then this capacity is made possible through the 

aesthetic qualities of the imagination.  A psychoanalytic approach to the imagination is 

seen in Meltzer and Williams’ (1988) notion of ‘aesthetic conflict’ or that “encounter 

with the enigmatic, unknown quality of the outside world tied both to our hope for 

finding beauty and our work of having to symbolize this search for life” (Britzman, 2009, 

p. 47).  Aesthetic conflict demonstrates the play of the unconscious as it manifests during 

times when language is inadequate or when “being” is “tied to being with others” 

(Britzman, 2009, p. 48).  For Britzman (2009), it is through aesthetic conflict or the desire 

and hope tied to the imagination, that we are emboldened to symbolize and re-symbolize 

subjectivity in relation to the world.  It is in this struggle through the imagination that the 

individual carries the capacity to ethically understand the unknown world.  

This notion is also captured in Pinar’s (2006) exploration of Robert McClintock’s 

notion of study, that temporal and spatial project of self-engaged labor to understand self 

and the world in a process of subjective reconstruction, which Pinar suggests may be 

guided by “intellectual interest” or “attention” and is animated through eros (p. 113-114).  

This stages engagement as an inherently emotional human condition.  Because it is 

libidinal, springing from the vagaries of the unconscious, this temporal condition is 

emotional, suffused with feelings of pleasure, pain, fantasy, loss, hope, anxiety, and 

ambivalence.  But it is also within the confluence of these emotions that we carry the 

capacity for play and imagination in the responsive and recursive engagement to 
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understand what is Other within ourselves and in our learning and thus be present to 

ourselves and with the world in such a way that we may become.  

I have drawn from various curriculum theory scholars in an attempt to arrive at a 

substantive theory for engagement.  To recap, I have argued that engagement has been 

conceived of as the educational pursuit to understand our connection or relationship to 

being in and with the world in such a way that one might become.  I have also suggested 

that one’s engagement with the world can be seen as more than just the capacity to 

mobilize oneself towards an act of learning.  Rather, here it is conceived of as a spatio-

temporal act of subjective reconstruction (Pinar, 2012, p. 48).  As such, we can imagine 

engagement as an ethical, even ontological call to be present to ourselves and with the 

world in such a way that we may become (Pinar, 2006, p. 112).  This spatio-temporal 

project of self-engaged labor to understand self and the world in a process of subjective 

reconstruction is also animated through eros (Pinar, p. 113-114), which stages 

engagement as an inherently emotional human condition that queers our conscious 

meanings with unconscious ones.  Further, this spatio-temporal condition is emotional, 

suffused with feelings of pleasure, pain, fantasy, loss, hope, anxiety, and ambivalence, 

wherein lies our capacity for play and the imaginative engagement to understand what is 

Other within ourselves and in our learning.  Engagement can therefore be conceived as a 

spatio-temporal and emotional experience of subjective reconstruction—the process of 

self-formation—in relation to a discursively produced world.  This view of engagement 

necessitates an understanding of the play of unconscious life in the imaginative 

(re)constitution of self that, as such, attempts to incorporate what is known and unknown 

in our learning in order to live in ethical relation with the world.  In the next section, I 
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examine how this view of engagement works with notions of online subjectivity, 

specifically within online learning contexts. 

Engagement and Online Subjectivity 

This section will demonstrate theoretical understandings of high school students’ 

subjective engagement within a discursively organized online learning context.  I first 

examine student engagement as it interacts with the curriculum of the online social 

learning space (where curriculum is conceived as the entirety of the online learning 

context that students have to negotiate in order to develop new knowledge, i.e., the 

learning environment, content, pedagogy as well as the administrative, 

social/intersubjective, and unconscious processes that can affect learning).  In the next 

section, this understanding of online student engagement will help forward an 

understanding of how high school students might subjectively negotiate experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts. 

Curriculum, intersubjectivity, and online spaces.  Sheppard (2011) suggests 

that the substantive view of engagement places great emphasis on “what is worthwhile 

knowledge and understanding” (p. 116), which is made pedagogical only when the 

student requires guidance from an outside source involved in a similar undertaking (p. 

117).  This worthwhile knowledge, also called a “curriculum of life” (cf., McMahon & 

Portelli, 2004; Zyngier, 2008), stresses the importance of reading engagement from a 

critical-transformative (Zyngier, 2008) or critical-democratic (McMahon & Portelli, 

2004) perspective.  Following Freirean notions of the teaching/learning dynamic, this 

perspective suggests that engagement organically develops within the student or in 

transactions between students and teachers within “temporal and spatial contexts” 
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(McMahon & Portelli, 2004, p. 71).  McMahon and Portelli’s (2004) emphasis on time 

and space is significant because they read the teaching/learning dynamic as textual, 

“constantly read, interpreted, written, and rewritten,” therefore, deconstructing and 

reconstructing the temporal and spatial boundaries of classroom, school, and community 

(p. 71).  This suggests a dynamic and political relationship between “teachers, students, 

knowledge, and contexts” (p. 72), a ‘curriculum of life’ that broadens the scope of what 

may be considered the contextual conditions of learning and is guided by principles of 

social justice, equity and inclusion in order to engender critical personal and social 

transformation (p. 72).   

McMahon and Portelli (2004) and Zyngier (2008) speak to a critical-democratic 

or critical-transformative point of view.  From a feminist poststructuralist point of view, 

this notion of a curriculum of life could be extended to encourage a politicized 

interrogation of not just socio-political and institutional inequities in either content, the 

pedagogical dynamic, the architecture of the online learning space, attendance and 

assessment practices, parental support and involvement, or home culture, but also 

institutional and socio-technical discourses and practices related to adolescents and 

online education that play out within the online learning context.  Such an analysis of 

discourse and the “relations of power” within the teaching/learning context borrows 

heavily from the theories of Michel Foucault (1995, 2001) and is central to the feminist 

project of understanding the workings of patriarchal power and oppression within the 

online learning context.  Still, it must be noted that while I understand that Foucault's 

philosophy is not explicitly feminist, I use Foucault's work as a foundation for my 

feminist poststructuralist stance, drawing on his ideas about the functioning of discourse 
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and power in order to may way for the “contextualization of experience and an analysis 

of its constitution and ideological power” within online students’ narratives (Weedon, 

1987, p. 125).  As such, an argument can be made that with online education’s focus on 

performativity (discourses of learning skills, competence, motivation, engagement, 

presence, and interaction), functionality (discourses of strategies and outcomes), and 

efficiency and effectiveness (discourses of productivity), the online student may become 

increasingly estranged from having meaningful educational experiences within the online 

learning environment (Mann, 2001, p. 9).  Following from the work of Michel Foucault, 

Mann (2001) likewise argues that alienation might occur as a result of perceived 

invisibility or a lack of voice and power to challenge the discourses that seek to position 

students (in this case, online students) through the above discourses.  In other words, 

online environments may present little opportunity for students to challenge discourses 

that position them as adolescent learners, developing from immaturity to maturity, 

requiring only those skills, strategies, competencies, and forms of pedagogical guidance 

that can ensure dominant notions of success in online environments (Mann, p. 10-11).   

Politicized interrogation of these discourses via the notion of a curriculum of life, on the 

other hand, could make way for the students’ meaningful engagement with those socio-

economic and political conditions that influence students’ understanding of themselves in 

and with the world.   

In this way, McMahon and Portelli’s (2004) and Zyngier’s (2008) notion of a 

‘curriculum of life’ suggests an understanding of students’ engagement with context and 

its curriculum in a way that has the potential to address such forms of alienation.  The 

alternative, Mann (2001) suggests, is that the student is positioned as an outsider with 
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regards to decisions regarding the curriculum and left bereft of the capacity for creativity 

and play within the teaching/learning dynamic (p. 12-13).  In such cases, the student’s 

desire cannot be enlivened because of rigidly structured, disciplined, rational, and 

coherent course of learning, one that enables the development of a false self that 

compensates for the lack of a “good enough learning space” by either withdrawing from 

or conforming to expectations (p. 12-13). 

Notions of ‘false self’ and a ‘good enough learning space’ come from the 

psychoanalytic theories of Donald Winnicott.  Winnicott’s notions of “true” and “false” 

self-states come into play when we are confronted with difficult emotions like anxiety, 

loss, aggression, love, or fear (Salvio, 2007, p. 85).  According to Winnicott, the potential 

to actively engage with difficult encounters in learning depends on the intersubjective 

creation of a good enough learning space, a “third zone that is the space of the 

relationship between me and not me,” which opens up when the body “that I am is… in a 

dissolve: out of what it is just ceasing to be [and] into what will already have become” 

(Ellsworth, 2005, p. 32).  Ellsworth (2005) suggests that this transitional space, a space of 

play, creativity, and imagination, is a holding environment that makes way for a 

responsive engagement with “what is different from us” (p. 32).  But transitional space is 

also intersubjective as it takes shape in relation with another who helps create and nurture 

it.  A transitional space can be a ‘good-enough learning space’ curated by the teacher in 

an effort to support “the space and time of an attentive, responsive holding of demands 

and invitations that carry the potential for transitional experience (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 60).  

In Winnicottian terms, the presence of a transitional space allows the student to creatively 

engage with difficult knowledge encountered through being with others within the 



 

98 

“curriculum of life” (cf., McMahon and Portelli, 2004; Zyngier, 2008).  On the other 

hand, the lack of such transitional spaces in learning result in an engagement with 

difficult learning experiences through a “false self” that helps the student to cope with an 

unpredictable world, but also limits her/his potential to creatively engage in developing 

new understanding from what is difficult in her/his learning (Salvio, 2007, p. 85). 

This can be seen in theories of adolescent engagement in online learning spaces. 

Turkle (2004) theorizes that cyberspace provides what Erik Erikson calls a “psychosocial 

moratorium,” a term he used, specifically, to think about identity development in 

adolescence (p. 22). Turkle notes that this adolescent moratorium is “a time of passionate 

friendships and experimentation,” not just with people, but also with ideas (p. 22). Virtual 

worlds, she suggests, offer temporal spaces for such experimentation and reflection, 

becoming “a kind of Rorschach” that have the potential to create awareness of what we 

project into everyday life (p. 22). In this way, Turkle observes the potential of cyberspace 

to become transitional space. That said, Turkle suggests that such virtual worlds can have 

as much of an effect in shaping the lives of adolescents, as adolescents might have in 

shaping virtual worlds through their experimentation (p. 28). While the instrumental 

computer does things for the students, it is also a “subjective computer” that does affect 

their view of relationships, self, knowledge, and capacities for thought (p. 24). For 

Turkle, immersion in simulation games and relationships with digital texts and creatures 

can put adolescent students in “reassuring microworlds where the rules are clear” (p. 30).  

In this sense, Turkle (2004) echoes Hides (2005), who notes that the pleasure of 

digital engagement can also arrive out of successful discursive positioning, i.e., the sense 

of enjoyment one has in being the good student by “going through the already anticipated 
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steps of the e-learning environment” and “assimilating each learning object” (p. 332). 

What is lost in this kind of learning is an appreciation of the complexity of curricular 

influence in the construction of online student subjectivity and an understanding of the 

computer as an “evocative object” that requires rethinking identity in relation to it as a 

subjective object (Turkle, 2004, p. 21, 24). In an age of computation and neuroscience, 

wherein educational technology research “proceeds through a discourse of rationality” (p. 

18), Turkle suggests the need to “cultivate the richest possible language and 

methodologies for talking about our increasingly emotional relationships with artifacts” 

(p. 29). For Turkle, this language is the language of psychoanalysis. This study takes up 

psychoanalytic theories of subjectivity in order to help develop new discursive ways in 

which to understand how students might engage in learning in online learning contexts.  

Subjectivity and online spaces.  In this section, through an analysis of feminist 

poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories of online subjectivities, I develop a frame 

for understanding high school students’ experiences of engagement in online learning 

contexts.  Having already theorized the importance of subjectivity within the experience 

of engagement, theorizing engagement and online subjectivity brings two issues to the 

foreground: (a) the invisibility of the physical body in cyberspace and (b) the negotiation 

of textual representations of subjectivity given the body’s ambivalent presence in the 

online learning context.  Additionally, I explore an understanding of high school 

students’ experiences of engagement in online learning spaces through the problematic of 

the body and as it comes to be represented in high school students’ narratives of their 

experiences in online learning contexts.  

The body in the online learning context.  The notion of the body in the online 
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learning context is often theorized in utopic or dystopic terms in feminist poststructuralist 

and psychoanalytic literature.  On the one hand, utopic poststructuralist notions (via Jean 

Baudrillard or Donna Haraway) disrupt body/technology binaries and suggest the death 

of the body and its history in cyberspace (Land, 2013, p. 153).  Via Haraway, Pinar 

(2004) suggests that the feminist concept of ‘embodiment’ in cyberculture is that the 

body is textually produced, i.e., “the body… is not something apart from text; it is text” 

(p. 150).  This view of the body in cyberspace foregrounds the virtuality of language and 

the symbolic order, wherein the body and subjectivity can consequently be understood as 

‘virtual’ constructions.  Specifically, in cyberspace the learner’s subjectivity departs the 

corporeal body and enters a disembodied space seamlessly using text and image to 

constitute itself.  This view appears in psychoanalytic notions of becoming as well, 

wherein online space is theorized in terms of its ability to afford “freedom from the 

corporeal body” in the construction of cybersubjectivities (Ringrose, 2011, p. 600-601).  

In this view of the body in online learning, all student bodies are text, textually presented 

or re-presented within the online environment as students experiment with and negotiate 

their subjectivities online (cf. Bayne, 2004; Kelly et al., 2006; Ringrose, 2011).  This is 

important as we try to theorize high school students’ experiences of engagement in online 

learning contexts, specifically with regards to how they come to make sense of their 

situatedness in the world in relation to what they learn. 

Conceptualizations of the body by way of its invisibility within the online 

learning context intimate a “low risk” environment (Land, 2013), which allows for 

experimentation with, and articulation of subjectivity in ways that encourage online 

students’ ability to disrupt, challenge, or reconstruct boundaries that define self, one’s 
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discursive positioning as student, or other structural boundaries, based on age, class, 

ability, gender, race, or sexuality.  For example, Kelly, Pomerantz, and Currie (2006) 

study young girls’ experimentation with, and learning about femininities within 

disembodied online spaces, which offers these girls the opportunity to transcend bodily 

distinctions and take up alternative subjectivities through role-play, gender bending 

performances, and gender rebellion (p. 3-4).  Similarly, Bayne (2004) suggests, 

referencing Donna LeCourt, that “the invisibility of the body and lack of the discursive 

norms of face to face contact” in online discussion forums offer new possibilities for 

feminine discourses through the articulation of altered online subjectivities (p. 309).  

However, these online contexts do not facilitate the student’s ability to transcend 

the body or eliminate risk in one’s engagement with learning online.  For instance, Kelly 

et al. (2006) demonstrate that the girls in their study did not always find it risk free or 

easier to challenge “underlying gendered power inequalities” (p. 3) online rather than 

offline—in some cases, due to heavy online policing of gender boundaries online (p.15).  

Nor were the girls consistent about situating their online identity practices within political 

discourses of gender in online spaces (p. 22).  Suggestions of an escape from the body 

through the reconstruction of subjectivity ignore issues related to risk and embodiment 

online and bypass an understanding of students’ production of online texts as embodied 

and complicated.  Land (2013) even critiques this focus on one’s emancipation through 

textual reconstruction of subjectivity as a return to “a position of Cartesian dualism” in its 

disassociation of mind and body (p. 154).  As such, the decentered notion of the body 

online, while concerned with transformation and becoming, is also an emancipatory, 

post-ideological discourse concerned with escaping the vulnerable body.  Pinar (2012) 
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suggests that this utopian hope, in “hypertextual personae” or “ever-changing cyborg 

identities” as having the potential to transform educational experience, is an ideological 

fantasy of technology rooted in a fundamental disregard for the temporal complexity of 

subjectivity (p. 9).  These utopian narratives ignore the ways in which technology affects 

our experience of being in the world so as to blur the boundaries between the material 

world and the world as is represented through the Internet and technological artifacts.  

Pinar (2012) explains that as subjectivity disperses outwards into cyberspace and 

away from the concrete realities of daily life, “[t]ime itself flat-lines, as the past and the 

future disappear into an endless present” (p. 174).  Students get caught in a “presentistic” 

culture of ‘now’ perpetuated through a computer screen that threatens subjectivity further 

with the psychological intensity of an “instantaneous world” (p. 9, 174).  In this dystopic 

view, the anxious body is caught in a defensive echo, repeating known patterns of 

coherent selves even as it plays with shifting identities within the ideological 

“technostructure” of the online learning context (p. 173).  As such, Pinar, much like 

Turkle (2004) and Hides (2005), points to the potential for the dissolution of subjectivity 

in cyberspace, as students lose the capacity for a subjective engagement with self and the 

world.  In other words, it is only through a reckoning of the body and its desire within 

cyberspace that students can bring memories of the past or fantasies of the future to bear 

within their educational pursuit to understand their uncanny present.  

While a poststructuralist focus on language and subjectivity offers an 

understanding of the discursive forces at play during engagement in learning, its 

privileging of text, especially within the context of online spaces, risks losing a serious 

consideration of embodied engagement in online learning contexts.  This is where 
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psychoanalytic theories, which locate discursive production of subjectivity through the 

play of language and desire, return to us an understanding of indeterminate bodies in 

online learning spaces. 

Engagement in online learning spaces.  Online textual practices are embodied.  

As Land (2013) notes, “there can be no such thing as a ‘mind’ considered as separate 

from the body and its ‘spatio-temporally located practices’” (p. 153).  This follows from a 

feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic view of indeterminate bodies that are 

discursively and subjectively constructed within spatio-temporal online practices and thus 

anchor thought to the body within the particular time and space of its own history.  Here, 

the role of desire and the unconscious surfaces in students’ expressions of losses, 

anxieties, wishes, or fantasies of others encountered during online learning, highlighting 

an embodied understanding of engagement in cyberspace.  

For Land (2013), the experience of the online learning environment as a “cold-

medium” (p. 150) describes the sense of loss and anxiety that emerges when the online 

learner loses her/his own bodily form or that of the other in online spaces.  The 

experience of diminished forms of feedback, uncanny silences, uncertainties, or the 

seeming loss of veracity or authenticity in an encounter with other people online leads to 

a sense of “disquietude,” “boundariless anxiety,” or “ontological insecurity” (p. 151).  

Land suggests that these feelings are wholly representative of risks and vulnerabilities 

that students and teachers engage with within the teaching and learning process, whether 

in online or physical classrooms.  They are also representative of the play of unconscious 

life within the online learning experience.  For instance, Bayne (2010) theorizes this 

experience of disquiet in the anxiety inducing “destabilized” online classroom as an 
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experience wherein the online student is located in a “new relation with the real and to 

the sense of oneself” (my emphasis, p. 6).  The real that Bayne posits is the order of the 

real (explained earlier as ‘that which is out there,’ but refuses to be totalized in 

experience or symbolized within the symbolic or imaginary orders of subjectivity).  

As Bayne (2010) suggests, this encounter with the real order is a liminal 

encounter or a suspended state that prompts the experience of what is uncanny21 in the 

learning experience (p. 6).  Bayne notes that through this uncanny experience of learning 

within anxiety-inducing, strange, and liminal online spaces the student can have 

productive encounters with what is strange knowledge as she/he grapples with 

understanding something new in a process of self-transformation and reconstruction of 

subjectivity (p. 6).  This is an echo of Klein’s depressive position and suggests a 

reparative process at work in the recursive symbolization of losses encountered within the 

uncanny online learning space.  This captures a view of engagement that considers the 

interplay of unconscious forces in the online subject and her/his work to creatively 

symbolize meaning in spatio-temporal online learning environments.  

On the other hand, in full consideration of the losses encountered within the 

online learning context—of bodies, the material and institutional structures of schooling, 

and the institutional capital found in school communities—Bayne (2010) suggests that 

the “crumbling away of material reality in favour of a ‘psychical reality’” has the 

uncanny effect of provoking an “over-accentuation” of virtual and imagined psychical 

symbolizations in comparison to the materiality of the subject, place, and the social world 

                                                 
21 A Freudian concept, uncanny or unheimlich experience is described as the experience of encountering 
something strange in “one’s own nature, human nature, the nature of reality and the world” (Bayne, 2010, 
p. 5). As such, what is uncanny temporarily blurs the boundary between self and other; the past, present, or 
future; online or offline spaces; etc. 
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(p. 8).  Drawing from the work of Freud and Kristeva, Bayne explains that when online 

the sign (or the word) is not experienced as arbitrary, but assumes full significance and 

function of what it symbolizes to the effect that fantasy and reality start to blur.   

This is demonstrated in Mann’s (2003) description of her experiences as an adult 

online student, wherein her discursive interactions online cause a jarring reminder of the 

symbolic power of language in trying to express values and a sense of self online.  

Feeding Mann’s anxieties were her fantasies of the other in the online learning space.  

Conscious of the invisibility of others as well as the weight that words carried online 

(both in the meanings and values she conveyed herself and in how this was received by 

others), Mann seems to suggest that the “tone” or position taken up by others in their 

online discussion posts provoked her to defensively react when her claims to power and 

authority (related to voice, visibility, and positive reception by others online) were 

unrealized.  This launched unconscious anxieties and fears of the other usurping 

knowledge and power within the online space (p. 116).  The effect of the losses 

encountered here compounded her sense of alienation and lead to an ‘overaccentuation’ 

of the meaning of words both her own and those of others that were posted in the online 

discussion board.  Reflecting on the play of anxieties and frustrations during self-

presentation of identity or group collaboration online, Mann suggests that one’s 

engagement in the forming learning groups is “mythopoeic”: it “allows fantasy and the 

imagination greater play, especially concerning the physical form and feel of the other 

person and the norms and values they hold and therefore the judgments they make” (p. 

117).  Here, Mann thinks through her anxieties about self-presentation and her 

relationship with others and knowledge construction, noting its origin in her own 
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fantasies of the meanings given to words and therefore to her relationships with others 

within the online learning environment.  

Pinar (2012) suggests that the “most intimate acts of naming, knowing, and 

experiencing” occur through the body, “itself structured by memory and fantasy” (p. 

136).  Mann’s (2003) experience is representative of this wherein the textual production 

of her subjectivity and body take shape through unconscious defensive representations of 

subjectivity as she sought to makes sense of what was uncanny within the learning 

experience.  This is reminiscent of Klein’s paranoid-schizoid position and suggests a 

defensive process at work as the subject splits off undesirable parts of the self and 

projects it onto another in order to restore its own subjectivity into a coherent sense of 

self.  In such a case, one can, as Mann does, take account of the role of fantasy and 

memory in creating meaning in online disembodied learning contexts.  For Mann, 

subjective engagement with her online learning experiences is facilitated through a series 

of narratives about her online experiences that discuss her negotiations of identity and 

self-presentation, her encounters with other students in online learning communities, and 

the textual consumption and production of knowledge.  Mann’s narrative of online 

educational experience contains both her experiences and her educational pursuit to 

understand being in and with the world (as constructed within the online learning 

context) through the symbolic construction of the meaning of these experiences within 

her narrative.  In the following section, I will explore how narratives both provoke and 

contain our subjective engagement with self and the world. 

Narrative and subjective engagement.  From a feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic point of view, narratives lend themselves as ideal sites wherein subjects 
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make sense of their experiences.  Storied narratives, in particular, serve as fertile grounds 

for an educational engagement with understanding one’s relationships to self, other, or 

the world.  This is made further pertinent by the psychoanalytic assumption that all 

narrative is troubled by an outer and inner “crisis of representation” or the “inadequacy of 

language to capture experience” (Pitt & Britzman, 2003, p. 756).  Pitt and Britzman 

(2003) explain that narratives of educational experience are subject to this outer and inner 

crisis of representation.  As theorizing beings who theorize ourselves in a world of 

socially sanctioned theories, our educational narratives are simultaneously an “effect of 

discourse rather than a reflection of that experience” (this is the outer crisis of 

representation) (p. 756).  Likewise, narratives contain our resistance to discourse, 

wherein psychoanalytic concepts like the “unconscious, phantasy, affect and sexuality—

all work to unseat the authorial capabilities of expression to account exhaustively for 

qualities of experience” (this is the inner crisis of representation) (p. 756).  In this sense, 

personal narratives become the “terrain” wherein individuals struggle to confront and/or 

displace privileged structures of meaning in the crisis of becoming (Lather, 1991, p. 8).  

Similar to Mann’s (2003) narrative, the online student’s narrative of engagement 

presents itself as the site at which the negotiation of the student’s subjective engagement 

within the online learning context occurs.  For Kristeva (2001), narratives also contain 

the interplay between semiotic and symbolic modes of signification (p. 26).  Semiotic 

language irrupts within rational language through rhythm and intonation or through 

unconscious meanings, which threaten the organization of the symbolic order (Weedon, 

1987, p. 89).  As such, these narratives can be read as political sites that contain one’s 

aesthetic negotiation of conscious and unconscious meanings of self, other, and the world 
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(Kristeva, 2001, p. 26-27).  Through the interplay of the symbolic and the semiotic modes 

of signification within narrative, students have the potential to convey complicated 

understandings of self in and with the world in relation to the uncanny online learning 

space.  As a result, these narratives are rich sites for the examination of how students take 

up or resist, consciously or unconsciously, those discourses of engagement that circulate 

within the students’ meaning-making schema.  

Narratives hold the potential for the realization of one’s subjective engagement in 

and with the world.  In this narrative study of high school students’ experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts, I sought to bear witness to the complicated ways 

in which students negotiated the meaning of online experiences of engagement within 

their narratives.  In doing so, I offered participants the opportunity to engage in an 

exploration of their own perspectives of online learning experiences.  Further, the 

participants’ narratives provided opportunities for me to explore the interplay of 

discourse, language, power, subjectivity, and desire in the production of their accounts of 

experiences of engagement.  

In this way, the participants’ narratives of engagement presented opportunities for 

both these high school students and myself, as researcher, to explore questions related to 

their experiences of engagement within online learning contexts.  If engagement is 

understood as a spatio-temporal and emotional experience of subjective reconstruction, 

then how did these students respond to their discursive positioning in online learning 

environments?  How did they negotiate their identities in relation to learning online?  

How did this differ from negotiations of subjectivity within traditional learning 

experiences?  What kind of relationship did this have to the subjective or intersubjective 
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processes of meaning-making within the online learning context?  Specifically, did any of 

the above negotiations show up in students’ narratives of engagement?  If so, how?  Did 

students’ narratives draw connections between experiences of engagement, subjectivity, 

and understanding?  If yes, how?  And if not, what do these narratives of engagement 

tells us about what meanings students give to their experiences of engagement online?  

How did students’ narratives take up or challenge dominant discourses of engagement?  

Summary of the Literature 

As seen from this discursive review of the literature on engagement in high school 

online learning contexts, prior research on high school student engagement is discursively 

situated within dominant narratives of learning and, as well, focused on the procedural 

aspects of engagement.  When otherwise examined, engagement is conceived of in 

rational, compartmentalized, and linear formulations that disavow understanding of 

online student subjectivities within socio-economic, historical and political contexts.  To 

explore the literature within the feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic perspective 

means that much of this research can be critiqued in terms of the way it isolates, 

quantifies, and rationalizes the phenomenon of engagement, to the extent that what is 

arguably an embodied experience is reduced to instrumental and “technocratic 

consciousness” (Greene, 1978, p. 22) within the technostructure that is the online 

learning context.  This study hopes to explore experiences of engagement within student 

narratives from a feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic perspective in order to 

problematize and tease out different understandings of engagement that stand 

within/against the dominant discourses of engagement.  The hope is to hold these 

multiple understandings of engagement together so as to underscore the importance of 
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envisioning engagement in online learning environments in all of its plurality. 

Research Questions and Contributions to the Extant Literature 

The purpose of this study is to explore high school students’ experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts from a feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic perspective.  This study emerges from the following research questions:  

How do high school students experience online learning? What do these experiences 

reveal about their engagement with the online learning context?  

The following sub-questions inform the overarching research questions:  

1. What do high school students’ experiences tell us about the different discourses of 

engagement in online learning contexts? 

2. What do their experiences tell us about how particular discourses shape high 

school students’ experiences of engagement online?  

3. What do these experiences tell us about the relationship between experiences of 

engagement and identity?  

4. What meanings do high school students assign to these experiences of 

engagement? 

Given the lack of research on engagement from the feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic perspective it is hoped that this study will contribute to the extant 

literature by broadening discourse on engagement in online learning contexts.  This 

perspective will also contribute to the troubling of hegemonic narratives of engagement 

that delimit the possibilities for understanding the aesthetic and political potential of high 

school students’ experiences of engagement in online learning contexts.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

Overview 

If I say anything to you, you cannot really understand it fully if you do not know 

what I am trying to do and who I am trying to be by saying it.  To understand 

anything fully, you need to know who is saying it and what the person saying it is 

trying to do. (Gee, 2014, p. 2) 

From a psychoanalytic point of view, everyone is poetic; everyone dreams in 

metaphor and generates symbolic meaning in the process of living.  Even in their 

prose, people have unwittingly been speaking poetry all along. (Lear, 1998, p. 31) 

Dominant discourses of high school student engagement in online learning 

contexts suggest a procedural understanding of engagement that has its roots in positivist 

and post-positivist epistemologies and behaviorist theories of learning (cf., McMahon & 

Portelli, 2004; Sheppard, 2011; Zyngier, 2008).  In this chapter, I outline a subjectivist 

epistemological perspective which precedes the feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic theories of discourse, power, knowledge and the subject that helped frame 

the research design for this narrative study on high school students’ experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts (cf., Crotty, 1998; Emerson & Frosh, 2004; 

Frosh, Phoenix, & Pattman, 2003; Frosh, 2007; Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013; 

Riessman, 2008).  Following Gee’s perspective, this epistemological position allowed me 

to methodologically reveal—not just who is doing the saying and what they are trying to 

communicate—but also the how, why, and for whom student narratives were spoken.  In 

this way, my epistemological positions facilitated the purpose of this study, which was to 

explore high school students’ experiences of engagement in ways that might allow 
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political space for that which has been othered through the more dominant discourse on 

engagement and to demonstrate how ideology and subjectivity help constitute and give 

rise to complex and varied experiences of engagement.  Specifically, a critical 

interrogation of the discursive and subjective constitution of student narratives in this 

study allowed me to draw attention to the complicated ways in which students give 

meaning to their experiences of engagement within online learning contexts.  

In order to explore this research focus, I employed a narrative case study research 

design for this study (cf., Emerson & Frosh, 2004; Frosh et al., 2003; Frosh, 2007; 

Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Riessman, 2008).  Data for this 

research project was collected from three high school online students using the free 

associative narrative interview method (FANI) (Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013).  

Drawing from critical narrative analysis techniques, I designed an interpretive framework 

that attended to the co-constructed interview data in ways that privileged participants’ 

meaning-frames while also using theory and reflexivity to guide analysis (cf., Emerson & 

Frosh, 2004; Frosh et al., 2003; Frosh, 2007; Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013; 

Riessman, 2008).  Using feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theoretical 

perspectives of engagement alongside the narrative case study research design employed 

in this study, I raise questions about institutionalized narratives of engagement, while 

creating potential for multiple understandings of the experience of engagement to 

emerge.  The primary research questions guiding this study are: How do high school 

students experience online learning? What do these experiences reveal about their 

engagement in the online learning context?  These questions emerge out of the 

epistemological and theoretical perspectives for this study, which are outlined in the 
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following section.  Following that, I detail my methodological choices and the design of 

the study, including the research questions, a description of setting, methods used to 

recruit participants, data collection, analysis, and interpretation procedures. I conclude 

this chapter with trustworthiness and ethical considerations. 

Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective 

The guiding epistemology or “the theory of knowledge embedded in the 

theoretical perspective and thereby in the methodology” for this research is subjectivism 

(Crotty, 1998, p. 3).  According to Crotty (1998), subjectivism is based on the 

understanding that “meaning does not come out of an interplay between subject and 

object but is imposed on the object by the subject” (p. 9).  Specifically, subjectivism 

acknowledges the ‘imposition’ of knowledge about the participants in the study by a 

subject/researcher who presumes to know.  Subjectivism thus lays the philosophical 

groundwork for problematizing meaning-making within a subject-object relationship.  A 

subjectivist epistemological position allows me to take up feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic theoretical perspectives, which foreground the influence of discourse, 

language, power, and subjectivity within the meaning-making processes in research (cf., 

Crotty, 1998; St. Pierre, 2000; Weedon, 1987).  The subjectivist paradigmatic approach, 

via feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories of subject and knowledge, 

decenters and politicizes the signifying practices of research by both challenging 

normative assumptions about the objectivity and neutrality of the researcher and 

eschewing the notion that language is transparent in its representation of reality.  A 

subjectivist approach allowed me to offer multiple interpretations of the phenomenon 

under study.  I situated these interpretations historically, socio-politically, and 



 

 114

subjectively, representing my efforts to engender and sustain an ethical relationship to my 

participants and the meanings they attribute to their experiences.  Such a position is 

meant to highlight the political nature of the relationship between myself—as 

researcher—and the participants of this study, as the researcher provokes new meaning 

about the object of inquiry.  In other words, the methodological choices in this study of 

high school students’ narratives of engagement in online learning contexts helped foster 

an understanding of their discursive, subjectively situated, and spatio-temporal 

understandings of engagement while also highlighting the political and subjective nature 

of my analysis, interpretation, and representation.  As such, this research surfaced the 

negotiation of dynamics of power and understanding between the participants of this 

study and myself during the research process.  

The theoretical perspective and framework for understanding high school 

students’ experiences of engagement in online learning contexts emerged out of feminist 

poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories of the subject in relation to developing 

understanding of self, others, and the world (in cyberspace).  As described in Chapter 

Two, these theories help articulate the notion of the “subject in process,” wherein the 

participant’s spatio-temporal experience of engagement can manifest in symbolic and 

semiotic modes of signification within narrative language (Kristeva, as cited in Weedon, 

1987, p. 89).  Further, meaning in narrative language is negotiated through the multiple 

discursive transactions and unconscious defenses of the participant, and therefore, can be 

said to be indeterminate (Weedon, 1987).  Thus, in this narrative research project, 

feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic interpretations of high schools students’ 

narratives of engagement surfaced multiple and contested ways in which each 
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participant’s experience of engagement in online learning contexts took shape.  

In adopting feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theoretical perspectives, 

I employed a synthesis of theories to arrive at three key purposes for the interpretation of 

students’ narratives of engagement.  First, using feminist theories, I sought to disrupt 

hegemonic patriarchal and rational discourses of adolescent engagement in online 

learning contexts in order to allow silenced narratives of engagement to emerge.  Second, 

using feminist poststructuralist theories, I sought to highlight the discursive transactions 

that high school students employ in their narratives, demonstrating the discourses that are 

taken up and resisted in the negotiation of the meaning of their experiences of 

engagement in online learning contexts.  Third, using psychoanalytic theories, I sought to 

demonstrate the complicated and contradictory workings of students’ unconscious 

interpretations of experiences of engagement in online learning contexts.  In short, 

through an analysis of high school students’ narratives of experiences of engagement, I 

demonstrate the discursive and subjective nature of students’ negotiations of the meaning 

of such experiences in online learning contexts.  Current research on high school 

students’ experiences of engagement forward procedural interpretations of engagement 

that inform pedagogical practice in rational, utilitarian, disembodied and 

decontextualized ways.  The goal of this research is to tease out complicated and multiple 

understandings of the nature of engagement within the context of this study in the hope 

that this will help build a bridge to substantive understandings of the experience while at 

once acknowledging the ethical and political implications of such contributions to 

research and educational context.  

The Researcher and the Research Questions 
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Growing up, during those early years of childhood, my first engagements with 

media and technology occurred through my father’s home movies.  Since I was 

frequently one of his subjects, I remember being surprised by my first confrontation with 

his representation of who I was at the time—five or six years old, playing in a garden 

with a large, multicolored, plastic ball.  The voice-over narration provided by my mother 

described the lonely, little girl in the frame wishing she had someone to play with.  This 

media image of me became indelibly attached to my understandings of self and 

representation.  I think I was struck then, as I am struck now, by how our technologies 

(whether in the form of our tools, books, language, media, or the Internet) intercede on 

our behalf as we make ourselves present to each other; simultaneously, as our 

representations take on different meanings, our technologies have the power to make us 

feel as though we have lost control over our own identity.  Fundamentally, therefore, this 

study is situated in the seeds of my own biography, in the beginnings of my wonder at 

how identity can take on different meanings in and through an engagement with media 

and technology.   

Today, things are a little different in the age of the Internet.  Questions of identity 

take a back seat to our fascination with having 24/7 access to a world of information at 

our fingertips.  As one participant in this study notes, it represents “[our] own little 

world[s] . . . of endless possibilities” (Holden, Transcript 1, lines 28-43).  However, in the 

quote that began this dissertation, DeLillo’s (2003) narrator wonders at this powerful, 

instantaneous, and comprehensive pipeline to meaning in the world.  “But at the same 

time, what?”  (DeLillo, 2003, p.14).  Is there another side to this Internet coin?  How can 

we describe those experiences of engagement over the Internet?  What of those young 
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people who are engaged in online learning and, simultaneously, making sense of 

themselves in a world of others online?   

Having taken a few online classes as an adult graduate student, my learning 

experiences honestly fell a little short of expectations.  For a few hours everyday, I 

disappeared into the blue and grey void that was my learning management system and 

engaged with a seemingly never-ending scroll of text that presented itself as curriculum.  

I checked my grades, clicked and read every discussion thread, and struggled to respond 

in as careful a way as possible my thinking on the topics covered.  Like Mann (2003), I 

became obsessed and anxious about language and the possibility of misrepresenting my 

ideas or myself.  I screened my words through a veil of politeness and friendliness in 

order to contain anxieties about being misread.  Knowing that my professors were rating 

participation, I made sure to click on every discussion thread, even if I didn’t read all of 

them.  Sometimes, I felt like I had to read and respond to all of them, which was 

exhausting.  Significantly, even at times when the curriculum and the online conversation 

were engaging, personal meaning lost its significance because I never felt that I could let 

go and just be myself in conversation with this experience.  Text is static.  I am not.  As 

such, these concerns about representation and being, not just within the vast medium of 

cyberspace, but in particular within learning contexts in cyberspace, challenged me.  It 

led to questions first as an educator and then as a researcher.  In essence, this has meant a 

developing interest in how students on the verge of adulthood enter these online learning 

spaces to make sense of their experiences of self and the world as represented in their 

curriculum.  Thus, my primary focus in designing this research study was to explore high 

school students’ experiences of engagement in online learning contexts.  The central 



 

 118

questions directing this study were: How do high school students experience online 

learning? What do these experiences reveal about their engagement with the online 

learning context?  

The following sub-questions informed the overarching research questions:  

1. What do high school students’ experiences tell us about the different discourses of 

engagement in online learning contexts? 

2. What do their experiences tell us about how particular discourses shape high 

school students’ experiences of engagement online?  

3. What do these experiences tell us about the relationship between experiences of 

engagement and identity?  

4. What meanings do high school students assign to these experiences of 

engagement? 

Research Design 

Following from the feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic perspective of 

high school students’ subjective engagement in online learning contexts posited in 

Chapter Two, narratives of online experience can serve as fertile (albeit, decentered) sites 

for meaning-making, which contain students’ complicated engagement with 

understanding their relationships to self, other, and/or the world (cf., Pitt & Britzman, 

2003; Kristeva, 2001; Weedon, 1987).  As such, this study established students’ 

narratives as the preferred site for the examination of the discursive transactions and 

subjective investments in meanings given to experiences of engagement within the online 

learning context.   

In order to explore the research questions for this study, I employed a narrative 
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case study research design (cf., Merriam, 2009; Riessman, 2008).  Specifically, I 

developed a case study design with the intent to purposefully recruit three participants 

who were able to provide information-rich cases in order to meet requirements for 

inclusion in this research study (Merriam, 2009).  Further, I used a multiple case study 

design that allowed me to develop individual narrative case studies for each of the 

participants with the intention to analyze, interpret, and theorize within and across cases 

(Merriam, 2009).  I employed narrative research methods—specifically, the FANI 

interview method (Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013) and a modified form of James 

Gee’s (1991) narrative analytical methods (cf., Emerson & Frosh, 2004; Riessman, 2008) 

that emerge out of feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories of knowledge, 

power, and subjectivity—in order to produce and collect data (cf., Emerson & Frosh, 

2004; Frosh et al., 2003; Frosh, 2007; Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013; Riessman, 

2008).  Finally, critical narrative analytical techniques were combined with case-based 

approaches in order to develop individual descriptive and interpretive narrative accounts 

for each participant, which also take account of the subjective and intersubjective 

dynamics at play during the research process (cf., Holloway & Jefferson, 2000; Merriam 

2009; Riessman, 2008).  A timeframe for the design and implementation of this study can 

be found in Appendix B.  

Narrative case-centered research designs have been taken up in various ways 

within the field of qualitative research (cf., Frosh, 2007; Riessman, 2008).  While case 

study designs support the investigation of contemporary phenomenon with an in-depth 

consideration of the context, narrative research locates the data in the oral or written 

forms of language collected for the analysis and interpretation of individual cases.  As a 
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feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic study, the use of a narrative case-study 

design supports the examination of participants’ narratives as contextually and 

discursively rich spaces that further shape the phenomenon under study – in this case, 

experiences of engagement while learning online.  While case study designs usually 

necessitate bounded systems, narrative research offers flexibility in determining the 

boundaries of narrative cases.  Transcripts of interviews or written texts collected as data 

in a narrative case study can be read as intertextual and intersubjective constructions, 

complicating attempts to determine the boundaries of a narrative case.  However, during 

narrative analysis, interpretive decisions will help articulate boundaries, while also 

retaining a sense of narrative’s inherent contingency (Riessman, 2008).  

Narratives are described as the “primary form by which human experience is 

made meaningful” (Donald Polkinghorne, 1988, as cited in Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, 

p. 29).  However, while meaningful narratives provide subjective constitution and 

narrative coherency, they are not necessarily straightforward accounts of experience 

offering “a window into an essential self” (Riessman, 2008, p. 3).  Echoing 

poststructuralist theories of narrative, Riessman (2008) suggests that the fundamental 

criterion of narrative is its contingency.  Personal narratives are storied accounts that 

impose meaningful pattern upon what would otherwise be “random and disconnected” 

experiences (p. 5).  Further, narrative research and case-centered inquiry are both 

grounded in the study of the particular, making them compatible with each other within 

this research design (cf., Merriam, 2009; Riessman, 2008).  In practical terms this means 

that the analyst goes beyond what is said to the ways in which a speaker or writer 

“assembles and sequences events” or employs language and/or other symbolic means to 
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communicate with an audience (Riessman, p. 11).  In other words, narratives are 

temporally and spatially arranged accounts of experience composed for specific 

audiences at particular moments in history. 

As noted earlier in Chapter Two, these meaning-making processes within 

narratives of educational experience are troubled by an outer and inner crisis of 

representation (Pitt & Britzman, 2003, p. 756).  The outer crisis of representation refers to 

the discursive production of narratives, which makes narratives a reflection of discourse 

rather than of the experience itself.  Riessman (2008) notes that narratives draw on 

“taken-for-granted discourses and values circulating in a particular culture” and therefore 

require close interpretation (through narrative analysis) in order to understand how 

meaning is constructed within these accounts of experience (p. 3, 77).  Personal 

narratives are thus decentered through the multiple discursive links that inform an 

individual’s spatio-temporal constructions of experience, even as they are made 

meaningful by the individual’s pursuit of a coherent understanding of experience.  

Further, narrative meaning is also decentered by the unconscious investments participants 

make as they construct their stories (cf., Frosh, 2007; Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013; 

Pitt & Britzman, 2003).  This refers to the inner crisis of representation in narratives (Pitt 

& Britzman, 2003, p. 756).  Narratives contain our resistance to discourse, wherein 

unconscious defenses work to unseat the individual’s inclination towards narrative 

coherency.  Holloway and Jefferson (2000, 2013) describe narratives as both discursively 

and defensively constructed in response to anxiety-producing psychical and social 

conditions that individuals experience when telling their stories.  These unconscious 

defenses emerge in moments of anxiety when recounting difficult experience, or in the 
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intersubjective processes (transference and countertransference) of telling one’s story, or 

in resistance to (or reinforcement of) discursive elements in language that subject the 

individual to privileged social meanings and values.  

Nevertheless, in telling their stories, individuals remember and recount 

“biographical disruptions”—that rupture their sense of continuity—by lending coherency 

and meaning to these experiences (Riessman, 2008, p. 10).  This reordering of experience 

captured in narrative is fraught with tension.  As Britzman and Pitt (2003) suggest, “while 

narrative is made from a specific context, the affective force of what precisely is 

represented in narrative may derive from other scenes and from unresolved psychical 

conflicts” (p. 759).  In this sense, even as narratives strive for coherence, they also betray 

other meanings and resist their own interpretation.  Britzman (2009) notes that narratives 

of experience carry their own traces of “antidevelopment, areas of irresolvable conflict – 

incompleteness – that return as if it did not belong to itself” (p. 27).  This discursive and 

subjective conflict within participants’ narratives unseats linear or causal interpretations 

of experience by foregrounding how discursive and unconscious processes interrupt the 

temporal or spatial progression of narrative, thus situating these narratives of experience 

within their own particular and historicized moment.  Further, the discursive and 

subjective transactions that play out within narrative accounts of experience have the 

potential to demonstrate the multiple and contested ways in which meaning is constituted 

and/or deferred within language.  Thus, in this study, I proceeded from the assumption 

that narratives are both discursive and defensive spatio-temporal constructions that can 

contain multiple, contradictory, and complicated understandings of educational 

experiences such as engagement.  These assumptions follow from poststructuralist and 
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psychoanalytic notions of the discursive and defended subject and suggest narratives as 

problematized sites for meaning-making (Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013).  

Consequently, analysis and interpretation of the participants’ narratives of engagement 

yielded multiple understandings of the experience that resisted reduction into a single 

coherent narrative.  Instead, the narrative case-centered design employed in this study 

must be seen as a process of returning agency and voice to the participant through its 

surfacing of multiple avenues for new understandings contained within each participant’s 

narrative rather than through integrated and essentialized linear accounts of experience.   

Case study design was methodologically appropriate because each interpretive 

narrative case provided context-dependent knowledge of information-rich narrative cases 

that considered high school students’ experiences of engagement.  Such an approach 

made possible the illustration of multiple and complicated discursive and subjective 

negotiations that high school online students experienced through their engagement in 

online learning.  Further, the use of a multiple case study design allowed me to look 

across cases—in addition to exploring themes that were uniquely distinct to each 

individual case—in order to illustrate, challenge, and/or expand on theoretical 

assumptions.  Narrative research methods were methodologically appropriate because 

they followed from the epistemological and theoretical position that knowledge and 

identity are discursively and subjectively constituted within language (cf., Dimitriadis & 

Kamberelis, 2006; St. Pierre, 2000; Weedon, 1987).  Further, narrative research methods 

were appropriate based on the study’s theoretical premise that substantive understandings 

of the experience of engagement can manifest in high school online students’ narratives 

of engagement.  
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The following sections outline data collection procedures, data production and 

analysis, issues related to ensuring trustworthiness, and finally, those ethical 

considerations that helped guide this research study. 

Data Sources and Data Collection Procedures 

Contextualizing the Research Site 

Initially, I anticipated recruiting participants from a private online high school but 

found it difficult to gain access to administrators with the power to approve the 

recruitment of potential candidates.  My next step was to identify another recruitment 

site—the Shirlington22 Public School system (SPS) in a North Eastern U.S. school 

district—where a virtual program with online course offerings for high school students 

was offered.  Despite gaining approval to recruit candidates after going through SPS’s 

internal review board (IRB) process—with the added stipulation that student participation 

be unpaid and that I contact each student through their homeroom teacher—I still had 

trouble generating interest and recruiting participants.  It was only once I changed 

strategies and decided to recruit through a network of existing contacts that I managed to 

identify three students who met my criteria for recruitment.  I interviewed Kate and 

Holden at sites of their own choosing, either in a conference room or at home.  

Margaret’s interviews were conducted over Skype.  All three participants were at ease in 

their preferred settings, very forthcoming about their experiences, and extremely 

generous with their time.   

Selection of Participants   

Qualitative research, in general, focuses on the particular in order to expand and 

                                                 
22 Pseudonym 
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develop meaning.  As such, sample sizes for qualitative studies—and specifically, for 

narrative research studies—are generally small, wherein there is no intention to 

generalize the information beyond the scope of what is studied (cf., Creswell, 2013, 

2014; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998).  Creswell (2013) notes that most 

narrative studies can have sample sizes of up to 1 or 2 participants (p. 157).  In this study, 

the aim was to develop detailed, yet complicated and multiple understandings of 

students’ experiences of engagement, thereby providing richly contextual data that 

demonstrates the situatedness of high school students’ experiences of engagement within 

subjective formation, further problematizing prevailing dominant narratives of 

engagement.  As such, I collected data from a small sample size of three participants. 

Participants were identified through an existing network of contacts. Participants 

were “purposefully selected” for this research through email blasts or direct requests to 

potential candidates (Creswell, 2013, p. 156; Merriam, 2009, p. 77) (See Appendix C and 

D for recruitment procedures via verbal or email requests).  Merriam (2009) suggests that 

purposeful sampling is “based on the assumption that the investigator wants to discover, 

understand, and gain insight and therefore must select a sample from which the most can 

be learned” (p. 77).  Purposeful sampling allowed me to explore and analyze the 

experiences of each participant in relation to four specific criteria (Merriam, p. 81) for 

selection to the study; (a) participants should be high school students with moderate to 

high ranges of online learning experience (a minimum of two semesters of online 

learning experience), (b) participants should be enrolled in an online class within the K-

12 public high school system, (c) participants should be enrolled in an online class 

wherein the subject of study is something I have experience and familiarity with as a 
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former teacher, and (d) participants must go through a vetting process of initial questions 

related to their background and history of online learning in order to ascertain their 

potential to provide information-rich narrative cases for use in this study.   

The second and third criteria were considered soft ones for selection into the 

study.  With regards to the second criteria, difficulties with recruitment meant that I had 

to expand recruitment to participants with recent enough experience as long as their 

narratives still had the potential to provide information-rich cases.  Thus, despite Kate’s 

recent graduation from high school at the time of the interviews, preliminary 

conversations at the vetting stage suggested rich and storied accounts of the three years 

that she took online German classes, qualifying her narratives of inclusion within this 

study.  With regards to the third criteria, the theoretical framework for this study posits 

engagement as the educational pursuit to understand the affected and embodied 

connection or relationship between the student and the object of study, wherein the object 

of study is self, other, or the world as is encountered within the experience of learning.  

As such, narrative analysis did not so much as involve the subject material itself but 

rather concerned itself with sites in the participant’s narratives that demonstrated 

subjective connections to or negotiations of particular curriculum as she/he attempted to 

make personal sense of the object of study.  In this sense, it was the subjective connection 

made by the student in relation to the curriculum or subject matter that was under 

analysis.  Additionally, the narrative research methods in this research placed an 

emphasis on how, when, why, to whom, and towards what purpose speakers narrated 

their experiences, not simply what they said about their experiences.  In this way, the 

research focused on the consciously intended meanings and the emotional undercurrents 
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of the narrative as a guide to the play of discourse or unconscious investments within the 

narrative (cf., Emerson & Frosh, 2004; Holloway & Jefferson, 2000; Riessman, 2008).  

The fourth criteria for selection into the study, namely the vetting process, was to 

include biographic questions such as the student’s general experience online, their history 

and background as an online student, etc. (See questions on Background included in the 

Interview Protocol in Appendix E).  The purpose of this process was to ascertain the 

student’s potential to provide a rich and varied depth and range of online learning 

experiences that could present itself as data during later stages of interviewing.  As such, 

the vetting process did not utilize the free associative narrative interviewing method 

(FANI).  Each student had to have agreed to become a participant in the study.  Further, 

no recordings of these recruitment interviews were made, nor was any information 

collected during this process to be used as data.  After receiving the university’s IRB 

approval for the study, I went to work trying to recruit participants and as outlined earlier 

hit a number of roadblocks all the way from October to December 2014.  The problems I 

had with recruiting eligible participants made the vetting process a rushed, abbreviated 

process of ascertaining that potential participants had significant amounts of online 

learning experience with the capacity to provide rich data for this study.  As such, I did 

end up interviewing students with experiences learning German and Chinese online—

neither of which I have had experiences with in my teaching career.  Likewise, one of the 

participants had just graduated from high school and was not enrolled in an online class 

during the time of our interviews.   

Despite these structural limitations, I do not believe that the data from these 

participants’ interviews reproduced limitations.  In fact, deviations from recruiting 
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criteria may have ended up producing a little more diversity in the data.  Utilizing 

contacts in public education and from my personal life, I was able to recruit three 

participants from multiple high-schools within the K-12 public high school system, all 

having online learning experience that ranged between two to three years at the time of 

our interviews. Each participant presented a unique account of online learning 

experience, broadly seen through their differences in age, gender, experience in taking 

online classes, or choice of online program or school.  For instance, Kate was an 18-year-

old recent high school graduate who had taken online German classes for three years 

from a district-provided online German program at two different high schools by the time 

of our interviews.  In this, she is distinct from Holden and Margaret who were both in the 

middle of their online learning experiences when I interviewed them.  Holden was the 

youngest participant at 14 years of age and had also just begun high school at the time of 

our interviews.  However, he was also in his third year of taking online Chinese; the first 

two from a district-run online Chinese program in middle school and the third from a 

state-run online Chinese program in high school.  Margaret was 16 years old at the time 

of our interviews and was in her second year of online schooling at a public online 

charter powered through K12 Inc.—taking online courses ranging from Math and 

German to Art and Physical Education.  As such, having in-depth data on three 

participants taking online language classes in three different types of online learning 

contexts allowed me to surface the ways in which meaning in each narrative converged 

and diverged.  Likewise, Kate’s position as a recent graduate allowed for a more 

reflective stance during her interviews that took explicit account of her context in order to 

make meaning of her experiences. 
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Gender proved to be important too.  For instance, Margaret and Kate (although 

shy at first) demonstrated a lot of enthusiasm sharing their experiences with me.  

However, Holden’s interviews—while rich in detail—were a little more staccato, 

requiring more prompts from me to facilitate greater data collection.  As Emerson and 

Frosh (2004) warn from their research experience in talking with adolescent boys, “the 

absence of extended monologue is not uncharacteristic” (p. 33).  That being said, I 

believe my prior experience as a teacher potentially helped me to foster greater 

communication with Holden over time.  I spent time during the vetting process and 

before each interview talking to participants about their lives outside of the context of this 

research.  I also shared some background information about my experiences as it related 

to things they brought up during these informal conversations.  Finally, I offered each a 

$25 gift card in appreciation for their participation in the study.   

It is important to note that the participants did not have to be taking the same 

course or be from the same school, because the underlying methodological assumption in 

this research was to explore each participant’s biographical and contextual circumstances 

through narrative case-centered inquiry (Riessman, 2008, p. 193).  In a narrative case-

centered inquiry, each participant is defined as a “case” with the understanding the 

participant’s interpretation and understanding of their experience is uniquely different 

because of the weight of her/his own inherited history and cultural beliefs and 

experiences (Creswell, 2013, p. 150).  As such, each narrative case offered the potential 

to excavate discrete accounts of subjective experience in relation to understanding self, 

other, or the world.  These discrete accounts were treated strategically as units of analysis 

within each case-centered inquiry.  These units of analysis were then used to generate 
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themes using critical narrative analysis procedures (more on that later).  However, the 

objective was not to fragment data from each narrative case into inductive thematic 

categories for generalization between different cases but rather to provide richly 

contextual and complicated understandings of the relationships and forms of storytelling 

involved in each participant’s account of engagement within individual online learning 

contexts.  This attention to structure and form elicited deeper knowledge about the 

structural influences in storied accounts of experiences, while reinforcing the thematic 

analyses for each participant (Riessman, p. 101).  Further, while similar themes may arise 

across cases, each case is a unique account embedded within, and particular to, a 

historically situated moment in the participant’s biography.  

Data Production and Analysis 

Many narrative researchers use in-depth interviewing as a method of gathering 

narrative data (cf., Chase, 2011; Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013; Riessman, 2008).  

This study produced data through two in-depth free-association narrative interviews 

(FANI) with each of the three high school students recruited for this research.  These 

interviews encouraged the interviewees to free-associatively reflect upon their 

experiences learning online in order to provide illustrative narrative accounts of the same.  

Free-association Narrative Interview Method   

The free-association narrative interview (FANI) method, developed by Wendy 

Holloway and Tony Jefferson (2013), follows from theories of the discursive and 

defended non-unitary subject.  This interview method attends to the unconscious 

dynamics—which contest rational accounts of experience—in addition to the social 

practices, identifications, and discourses that influence it within participants’ accounts of 
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biographical experience (Sasha Roseneil, as cited in Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. x).  

Further, this method is based on the psychoanalytic assumption that such accounts of 

experience are constituted subjectively through processes of identification, projection, 

and introjection (Holloway & Jefferson, p. x).  In other words, the FANI method of 

interviewing allowed me to pay heed to the participants’ psychical investments and 

defenses in their recounting of experiences of engagement in online learning contexts, 

while keeping in mind the intersubjective processes that influence the way these 

narratives take shape during the research interview. 

Holloway and Jefferson (2013) suggest that the FANI method of interviewing 

allows interviewees to “say whatever comes to mind” (p. 34).  As such this method of 

interviewing allowed me, as the researcher, to elicit a kind of narrative that is structured 

according to unconscious logic rather than a conscious one (p. 34).  According to 

Holloway and Jefferson, such narratives contain “associations that follow pathways 

defined by emotional motivations, rather than rational intentions” (p. 34).  Like other 

traditional methods of interviewing, eliciting a detailed narrative is important.  However, 

the advantage of the free-association narrative interview lies in is its lack of concern for 

coherence and its recognition of unconscious dynamics at play within the narrative.  Free 

association necessarily allows ruptures within the “narrative form”—what Riessman 

(2008) notes as the narrator’s impulse to impose meaningful patterns onto to events that 

are otherwise random and disconnected (p. 5).  The free-association narrative interview 

was appropriate for this study because it resists the shift in narrative research towards 

“topically centered and temporally organized” narrative form (Riessman, 2008, p. 5).  

Instead, the emphasis is on “following participants down their trails” (embedded 
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emphasis, Riessman, p. 24).  Specifically, given the theoretical premise that experiences 

of engagement involve emotional, possibly uncanny encounters within learning, 

following participants down their ‘emotional’ trails led to important periods of 

biographical disruption encountered within online learning.  As such, free association can 

surface moments of aesthetic conflict and subjective reconstruction within learning that 

portend experiences of engagement.  This potential was greatest within accounts of 

learning that present ruptures in continuity or hold contradictions, elisions, or avoidances 

(Holloway & Jefferson, p. 34).  Such inconsistencies in the narrative opened up 

possibilities to theorize about the ways in which unconscious defenses intervene to alter 

the participants’ discursive attachments or rational accounts of engagements.  Practically 

speaking, using the FANI method also meant giving up a certain amount of power over 

the interview in terms of orchestrating the direction of the conversation.  

The initial interview.  Each first interview was semi-structured, spanned 

approximately 60 minutes, and followed a FANI protocol.  The FANI protocol involved a 

series of interview questions that were broad open-ended queries into the experiences of 

students within their online learning contexts (See Appendix E).  Specifically, 

participants were asked to reflect on experiences of learning online, their identifications 

as online students, their relationship with other students, their teachers, and the objects of 

study within the online environment, their understanding of experiences of engagement in 

online and offline contexts, etc.  The purpose was to elicit stories of their experiences 

within a free associative context.  Open-ended questions (for example, Can you tell me 

about a time when . . .) attempted to invite the interviewee to describe incidences or 

events that contributed to how they made meaning of their online experiences.  Open-
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ended questions worked well in eliciting the participant’s own meaning-frames in the 

construction of narratives around engagement (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 32).  

Further, open-ended questions also elicit storied accounts of experience, which anchor 

people’s accounts of experience to events that have actually happened (p. 32).  Despite 

the narrativizing tendencies of storytelling, the choices made with regards to the story 

that is told, the manner and detail of the telling, specific points emphasized, morals 

drawn, etc. often represented significance beyond that which was intended by the 

interviewee within the context of their FANI interview.  

Again, the purpose of the FANI interview was: (a) to elicit stories of experiences 

of engagement that participants had while learning online and (b) within a free 

associative interview context.  In the theoretical framework for this study, I introduced 

Donald Winnicott’s notion of ‘good enough learning space’—a transitional space usually 

curated by a teacher, wherein students have the opportunity to creatively encounter 

difficult experiences.  Likewise perhaps, it is possible to extend the idea of ‘good enough’ 

space to FANI; that is, a ‘good enough free associative narrative interview context’ is one 

where I, the researcher, ostensibly create the conditions for a ‘good enough’ FANI 

interview by providing participants with an optimal space within which they might 

engage in free association while narrating stories of their online experiences.   

Some ways in which I attempted to do this were by opening up lines of 

communication and trust by sharing details of my own history and background that I 

thought might be of interest to my participants.  I also adopted a much less formal form 

of speech after initially briefing my participants about the study and their rights as 

participants of this study.  When I felt it was necessary, I encouraged participants to take 
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the time to think and not to worry about rushing to answer a question.  However, due to 

my inexperience with the FANI process, I also had to work through several issues that 

arose during the interview so as to sustain that sense of a ‘good enough’ interview space.  

For example, where initially I had intended to take notes during the whole interview, I 

found that directing my attention away from my participants for great lengths of time 

tended to create distance rather than foster a genuine connection with what they were 

saying; creating instead a sense of being late to the conversation or to the story being 

told.  Following Molly Andrews, Riessman (2008) notes that despite the significance of 

listening during the interview or during transcription, “the complex process is rarely 

included in social scientists’ professional training” (p. 26).  Indeed, I began to feel 

unprepared for the rigors of listening during the first scheduled interview, as moments 

when I would have liked to have followed the trails of my participant’s thoughts felt like 

missed opportunities.  As such, during subsequent interviews, I listened carefully and 

took notes only at key points in participants’ narratives so as to be able to follow-up on 

curious metaphors, verbal negations or revisions, strange silences or gaps, and deviations 

or repetitions that drew my attention during each interview. 

Riessman (2008) further notes that the “research relationship is an unfolding 

dialogue that includes the voice of the investigator who speculates openly about the 

meaning of a participant’s utterance” (p. 137).  However, in a FANI setting, the 

investigator does require a certain level of skill and technique in knowing how and when 

to interject during such dialogue.  As Holloway and Jefferson (2013) note, the 

interviewer ideally does not intervene “until the interchange is handed back” because it is 

important to let each story “finish uninterrupted” (p. 37, 39).  This allows participants 
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to—as noted earlier—follow their own emotional trails while storytelling during the 

interview.  However, in my case, such requirements inevitably brought up issues of 

timing, technique, and transference while interviewing each participant.   

For one, with regards to the issue of timing and technique, the process of gentle 

probing within the free associative interview context was one for which I had little prior 

experience.  As such, I frequently consulted and “practiced” with other doctoral students 

engaged in similar work in order to accustom myself to the art of using appropriate 

language that elicited storytelling and well-timed prompts that followed-up on key 

moments in participants’ speech.  This involved studious note-taking when required and, 

as well, waiting patiently for participants to hand the conversation back to me before 

probing for more.  Such practice was not always easy because of how transference and 

countertransference sometimes worked to cloud my judgment and timing during the 

interview.  In particular, if the participant used a word, a phrase, or a metaphor I deeply 

identified with, it was difficult to stay patient and not interrupt while keeping my own 

emotional connection—and the meanings I assigned to whatever she/he was saying—out 

of my follow-up questions.  Here, working through transference meant that I frequently 

had to check my impulses and, as well, stick to using the participants’ own words, 

ordering, and phrasing when following up with probing questions in order to respect and 

retain their meaning frames as well as the order in which their narrative unfolded.   

Further, despite the strong instinct to do so, I also tried to and mostly avoided 

asking ‘why’ questions so as not to create opportunities for participants to offer rational 

intellectualizations and abstractions, which could have been used to explain away interior 

conflict.  Holloway and Jefferson (2013) suggest that ‘why’ questions can provoke 
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rationalizations, which are a form of distancing that can be counter-productive to the 

process of gaining access to subjective investments in particular meaning-frames (p. 33).  

Shorter probes that took their cue from the participants’ own words, on the other hand, 

potentially made space for a free associative storytelling process, where it was possible 

for participants to stay close to the emotional life of the story while keeping the instinct to 

rationalize and explain away events at bay.   

Finally, each interview was digitally recorded and transcribed immediately by me 

following each interview.  I made preliminary notes on my immediate impressions, 

thoughts, and feelings alongside notations of memorable quotes from the participant or 

significant omissions and missed opportunities during the exploration of particular 

experiences they had had.  These memos helped with the process of transcribing each 

first interview, during which I conducted a preliminary “symptomatic reading” informed 

by Holloway and Jefferson’s (2013) theory of the “defended subject” (p. 40, 44).  The 

point of this kind of symptomatic reading was to “interrogate critically what was said, to 

pick up contradictions, inconsistencies, avoidances and changes of emotional tone” that 

could help in the development of questions for the follow-up interview (p. 40).  Likewise, 

my post-interview reflective memos were also useful in terms of working through issues 

of transference that arose while conducting the symptomatic reading and figuring out the 

appropriate language for these follow-up questions.  

The follow-up interview.  A 45-minute follow-up interview was scheduled for 

the week after the initial interview, which provided some time for me to conduct the 

symptomatic reading and develop follow-up questions.  In actuality, follow-up interviews 

stretched to about 60 minutes for at least two of the participants; in one case, I had a lot 
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of follow-up questions and, in the other, the participant had a lot of stories to tell.  The 

purpose of the second interview was to seek further evidence for preliminary 

assumptions, while also giving the participants a chance to reflect on and review their 

responses from the previous interview.  While the follow-up questions in the second 

interview were tailor-made in response to my initial analysis of the first interview, each 

followed an open-ended style reminiscent of the first interview.  Likewise, as in the first 

interview, I worked to create a ‘good enough’ interview context so as to elicit free 

associative storytelling from each participant.  One aspect of this came in the form of the 

repeated interview structure, which, as Riessman (2008) notes, can be used to “forge 

dialogic relationships and greater communicative equality” (p. 26).  The follow-up 

interview frequently posed as an opportunity for me to share part of the interpretive 

process with the participant by asking them to elaborate on points in the narrative that 

were open to multiple interpretations.  In this sense, each follow-up interview offered the 

potential to break down power dynamics and create ethical research relationships with the 

participants in my study.   

Intersubjectivity and reflexivity during the research process.  The FANI 

process views both the researcher and the participant as defended subjects, wherein 

unconscious dynamics of identification and projection can lead to intersubjective 

processes of transference and countertransference.  In other words, any person within the 

interview dyad can displace internal emotional objects (unconscious fantasies or 

memories of other) onto the other person in a process of transference, leading to a 

response via processes of countertransference (cf., Britzman, 2009; Holloway & 

Jefferson, 2000, 2013; Frosh et al., 2003; Frosh, 2012).  In order to account for these 
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unconscious dynamics during each interview, I used memos and field notes to record 

thoughts and questions related to each participant’s responses, as well as feelings that 

arose in relation to these responses (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013).  Below, I present one 

such account of reflexivity after my first interview with Kate.  

I find myself surprised by how articulate and analytic Kate is about her own 

experience—at the level of coherence in her analysis of her own experiences 

online.  It feels like some thought has already gone into it, and I wonder how 

much she knew about my project before she came in for the interview . . . She 

seems to have broken down her own experience into three core statements, 

seemingly layered in attention to the complex circumstances surrounding her 

learning experiences.  This well-developed and constructed response shaped many 

of my follow-up questions during the interview.  I wonder to what extent Kate’s 

complicated critique of online learning is a response to how she felt positioned 

within the study and what she thought I wanted to hear.  Is it possible that she 

might have had pre-determined ideas that the interview context positioned her as a 

high school student with negative stories to tell about her experiences of online 

learning?  There were earlier email, phone, and face-to-face conversations about 

my study with Kate, as well as communications about the study between Kate’s 

father and the family member who connected us.  Despite my efforts to remain 

circumspect about my perspectives about online learning during these 

communications, there is probably room for speculation that Kate walked into the 

first interview believing she had a sympathetic audience for her critique.  This 

may have emboldened her to give voice and focus to a particular narrative about 
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her experiences online.  (Reflexivity journal, December 11, 2014) 

The process of interrogating these feelings and my subsequent prompts and 

questions for Kate allowed for an understanding of the role of unconscious dynamics that 

placed Kate and myself in an intersubjective process of co-producing narrative data.  As 

mentioned earlier, Riessman (2008) notes that the construction of the narrative must be 

seen through the scope of dialogue between researcher and the participant interviewee.  

For Holloway and Jefferson (2013) this dialogue occurs intersubjectively, which requires 

reflexivity as a core component to understanding unconscious intersubjective dynamics 

within the research relationship.  Thus, they insist on note-taking and reflection, on 

mapping the researcher’s own projections, idealizations, and unconscious play of 

transference not only during the research interview but also during transcription and 

analysis.  As such, some ways in which I attempted to map transference included 

recording or memoing my emotional responses within each interview, noting the ways 

my participants positioned me during the interview, asking myself about the hopes and 

fears I had with regards to each the participant, surfacing my presence and the co-

constructed nature of the conversation in the analysis of the interview transcripts, 

including information about my positionality as a researcher, and attempting to write 

reflectively about the process and my participants.  Holloway and Jefferson suggest that 

accounting for the combination of affect and reflection makes it possible to work through 

one’s own unconscious responses to the interview, feel compassion for participants who 

may not share our own values, and also, “create a space in which to go beyond feelings, a 

space that enables research understanding” (p. 166).  

Finally, Holloway and Jefferson’s (2013) FANI interview method was crucial to 
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this study in several ways.  First, grounded in the notion of the defended subject, this 

method invites participants to free-associatively narrate their experiences, which admits 

into the interview narrative the emotional undercurrents that often remain tightly in check 

within a traditional interview.  Second, being a defended subject as well, I had to account 

for the presence of my own unconscious dynamics in the co-production of meaning, and 

thus, my notes on reflexivity became part of the data obtained during the interview 

process.  Together, this accounting of research itself “as an essentially emotional and 

intersubjective activity” acknowledges that the research interview was not just a method 

of data collection but also a part of the complicated process of human interaction toward 

understanding, a process through which individuals build knowledge of the other, as both 

distinct and as part of oneself (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 166).  

Transcription 

The process of transcription was itself an interpretive process, transforming 

“messy talk” into text suitable for narrative analysis (Riessman, 2008, p. 28).   Further, 

the theories I hold regarding subjectivity and intersubjectivity influenced the way in 

which I listened, transcribed, and understood my participants’ narratives.  As Riessman 

(2008) writes, “decisions about how to display speech reflect theoretical commitments 

(and practical constraints); they are not simply technical decisions” (p. 50).  As such, my 

commitments to feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic theories influenced all my 

choices with regards to transcription, re-transcription, and finally presentation of the 

participants’ narratives in their interview transcripts.  In the first stage, raw transcription 

processes included making sure that I captured both the participant’s and my own 

utterances, including nonlexical expressions (e.g., Mmmm, uh huh), break-offs (using – 
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in situations when a thought breaks off mid stream), expressive sounds (e.g., gasps, 

laughter), and/or long pauses (p) in an effort to find ways to represent emotion within the 

transcript (Riessman, 2008, p. 31).  Producing detailed transcripts of interviews as such 

surfaced the participant’s “linguistic practices (such as word choice, repetitions, 

hesitation, laughter, use of personal pronouns)” as well as the discursive process of 

storytelling that were embedded in the interaction between the participant and myself 

(Chase, 2011, p. 422).  A second process of re-transcription also occurred during the 

analytical phases although transcription and analytic activities were not distinct 

categories during the research process.  

Analysis and Writing 

As previously mentioned, transcription, analysis, and writing are not easily 

separated out into distinct research procedures.  For this study, I first created a raw 

transcription of the interview data immediately after each interview.  Following that, I 

engaged in a process of retranscription that was purposefully analytical in nature.  This 

secondary stage of, retranscription employed a modified form of James Gee’s (1991) 

poetic line breaks, followed by the selection of units of analysis, and ending with the 

analyses and development of narrative accounts exploring the co-constructed nature of 

participants’ meanings-frames within the context of the interview.  That being said, the 

research process was recursive not linear.  Frequently, I analyzed and wrote narrative 

accounts in the process of retranscription.  Likewise, I listened to audio recordings and 

returned to retranscription and analysis while in the process of developing case studies.  

In conducting the analyses and writing I used Emerson and Frosh’s (2004) five structural 

levels of narrative interpretation to guide the interpretive process.  This led to the 
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development of thematic titles, which in turn helped in the construction of individual 

narrative cases for each participant that were both descriptive and interpretive in nature.  

These cases are presented in Chapters Four, Five, and Six of this dissertation, followed 

by a concluding chapter that examines the convergences and divergences between each 

narrative case in terms of the theoretical framework for this study.  

Retranscription and analysis.  While I initially meant to first select a unit of 

analysis and then engage in the process of retranscription, working with the interview 

data during initial stages of transcription convinced me to try to retranscribe entire 

interviews.  Warham (2012), who conducted a study using similar methodological 

processes, suggests that doing so despite the time-consuming nature of this process 

enables the researcher to “trace themes as they developed across the whole of [the] 

interview” and as such “fully honor the context of the developing narratives” (p. 54).  As 

such, my process of reducing personal narrative and selecting units of analysis for 

inclusion into each narrative case study happened after re-transcription of entire interview 

texts.  Retranscription was employed to highlight the discourse structure of the interview 

text (that includes my own utterances) using James Gee’s (1991) notion of poetic line 

breaks (cf., Emerson & Frosh, 2004; Riessman, 2008).  Both Emerson and Frosh (2004) 

and Riessman (2008) recommend Gee’s poetic line breaks as a means to first start 

analysis with a focus on the participant’s meaning-frames (emic codes) and branch 

outwards from there.  In this way, the researcher privileges the narrator’s experience and 

assumptions rather than ascribing the researcher’s own ‘etic’ (theoretical ascriptions onto 

data by the researcher) codes to the data.  Mapping the discourse structure of the 

interview text (including those of the researcher’s within the co-constructed narrative) 
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according to Gee’s discursive approach means paying attention to the linguistic 

microstructures, specifically the idea units, pitch glides, and line breaks of the text, as 

well as the linguistic macrostructures, such as the stanzas, strophes, and parts of the 

narrative text (cf., Emerson & Frosh, 2004; Riessman, 2008).  

Linguistic microstructures were attended to by listening to the features of oral 

narratives.  Specifically, idea units refer to those parts of the narrative that elicit a specific 

idea; pitch glides refer to those parts of the narrative that is spoken with pauses and subtle 

falls in the pitch of the voice; and finally, line breaks refer to breaks within or between 

sentences marked by pauses or slight hesitations (Emerson & Frosh, 2004).  Riessman 

(2008) extended Gee’s approach by examining text for microlinguistic structures such as 

metaphors and figurative language as well (p. 99).  As such, my retranscription process 

attended first to the microlinguistic structures, which subsequently allow macrostructures 

to emerge.  Linguistic macrostructures, “the building blocks of extended pieces of 

discursive language,” were parsed through the occurrences of stanzas, strophes, and parts 

(Riessman, 2008, p. 93).  Stanzas, in particular, with their rhythmic sounding lines in 

parallel sequences, are said to be the universal unit of speech (p. 93).  Stanzas mark the 

thematic occurrence of “a particular point of view,” while related stanzas combine to 

make up a strophe.  Strophes in turn make up parts that together comprise the story as a 

whole (Emerson & Frosh, p. 58).  These micro and macro structures function as 

interpretive cues that privilege bottom-up narrative analytical methods.   

Treating speech like poetry allowed me to examine speech in its ritualized and 

fossilized form, emphasizing those characteristics that go undetected in everyday speech 

(Riessman, 2008, p. 93).  Gee’s process of breaking down the narrative is said to help 
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distance the reader from the text via analytical attention to the structures of the text, while 

simultaneously attending to the “emotional and conceptual movement” of text (Frosh, 

2007, p. 645).  As such, analysis and interpretation occurred at the thematic (what was 

being said), structural (how was it being said), and dialogic (when, why, to whom, and 

towards what purpose was it being said) levels.  Specifically, each stanza, strophe, and 

part received a headline or a thematic title.  This was a highly interpretive and recursive 

process of analysis based on repeated listening and retranscription that led to new or 

adjusted understandings.  The function of demonstrating these structural elements was to 

reveal the what, how, why, and for whom the narrative was spoken, which in turn 

revealed connections made, discursive and subjective positioning, and the potential 

meanings encased within high school online students’ understandings of engagement.  

Selection of unit of analysis.  The units of analysis were discrete storied accounts 

of participants’ engagement with/in the online learning context that were also 

contextually linked to the surrounding discourses of the interview text.  Figuring out the 

boundaries for each unit of analysis was a highly interpretive process that necessarily 

involved repeated readings.  Therefore, the process of re-transcribing entire interviews 

and following the cues presented by thematic titles assigned to stanzas, strophes, and 

parts helped immensely in pulling narratives together.  Further, while the narrative was 

broken up into discrete accounts, retranscription and analysis were a process of slowing 

down the stream of narrative conversation in order to examine how each part fit into the 

whole (Riessman, 2008, p. 94).  This additionally involved keeping the whole narrative 

context in full view during all analytic and interpretive processes. 

Analytic and interpretive questions.  While retranscription allowed me to slow 
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speech down for analysis, developing themes for each stanza, strophe, and part required 

different levels of narrative interpretation including that of organizing the structure of the 

text.  According to Emerson and Frosh (2004), there are five hierarchical and structural 

levels of narrative interpretation or interpretive questions that help the researcher to arrive 

at themes within Gee’s discursive approach to text.  Arguing against “ascriptivism or 

interpretive relativism,” they suggest that while there may be multiple interpretations in 

response to the thematic or structural cues in the text, interpretation is nevertheless 

constrained by the structural context (how the text is said) within which the unit of 

analysis is embedded (p. 39).  This ensured that interpretation honored the participant’s 

own meaning-frames and resulted in persuasive narrative cases.  

My analysis started with the linguistic microstructures, which informed the 

macrostructures and as such gave rise to interpretive cues that grounded any thematic 

interpretations of the narrative.  In this sense, Level 1 was the organizing structure of the 

text.  The interpretive question I asked myself at this level was “How has this text been 

organised or structured in order to convey its meanings” (Emerson & Frosh, 2004, p. 65).  

Level 2 concerned itself with syntax and cohesion.  In other words, I questioned and 

followed the connections made by the participant at a particular point, or between 

particular narrative parts, or within the overall intersubjectively produced narrative data 

(Emerson & Frosh, p. 67).  Level 3 was involved in determining the main point or 

significance of the plot in consideration with surrounding narrative that was not part of 

the main point in order to account for how these investments in particular plot points 

contribute to discursive or subjective positioning (p. 69).  Level 4 examined “who or 

what” was the subject of a given stanza, in the hope that this would translate into tracing 
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patterns in subject positioning and shifting points of view (p. 70-71).  Level 5 represented 

a reading of microlinguistic structures, specifically across idea units, to elicit potential 

reasons for a recurring focus within the context of the overall structure of the narrative (p. 

74).  Together, these interpretive levels helped in the recursive development of 

headlines/thematic titles for stanzas, strophes, and parts and led to a focused 

interpretation of relevant themes within the co-constructed interview narrative.  See 

Appendix F for an illustrative guide of how retranscription, analysis, and interpretation 

might occur within this study’s context.  Each interpretive activity involved interpretation 

of a co-constructed narrative, thereby acknowledging the intersubjective nature of the 

interview process. This also meant that field notes were kept with regards to capturing 

my own reflexivity during transcription, analysis, and writing and that these notes helped 

during the interpretation and writing stages of the research project.  

Emerson and Frosh’s (2004) modified approach to Gee’s narrative analysis 

techniques helped highlight thematically both the discursive and unconscious investments 

within participants’ interview narratives.  The structural deconstruction of the narrative 

involved an interpretive accounting of both form and content within the entire narrative 

context.  While this analytical process elicited themes that lead to a discursive exploration 

of the participants’ meaning-frames, repeated shifts away from or interruptions to 

thematic coherence (either within parts of the narrative or within strophes or stanzas) 

suggested narrative sites that surfaced the effects of cultural discourses on defensive 

subjective positioning.  Thematic shifts that demonstrate ambivalence, variability, splits, 

or contradictions were indicative of alternative frameworks or counterhegemonic ways in 

which participants interpreted their experiences of engagement in online learning 



 

 147

contexts.  Specifically, thematic interruptions were illustrative of the ways in which 

unconscious meanings affect the discursive positions adopted within the narrative, 

sometimes in defensive ways (Holloway & Jefferson, 2000, 2013).  The FANI method of 

interviewing used in this research elicited narrative interview data that followed an 

unconscious logic rather than a strictly conscious one.  In this sense, the narrative 

analyses that followed from this kind of interview data engaged with narrative that was 

not necessarily always coherent, topically-centered, or temporally arranged.  This 

allowed for unconscious attachments within the narrative to emerge, disrupting strict 

discursive interpretations of the text.  

Developing and writing narrative cases.  In this feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic study, the writing and representation of narrative cases had to be 

approached in terms of how the data presented itself under close readings during analysis.  

Hence, writing each narrative case took shape in both descriptive and interpretive ways.  

While the analytic processes strived to honor ‘ground up’ approaches to reading the data, 

developing and writing individual participant’s cases, during this final stage of the study, 

involved a highly interpretive writing process of carefully developing narrative cases that 

worked to cohere with, challenge and/or expand theoretical assumptions made in the 

study.  In order to structure, organize, and write each case, I employed a four-fold 

process: (a) I compiled and summarized each case into a pro forma document for each 

participant using biographic data and descriptive narrative accounts (See Appendix J for 

format), (b) I developed a pen portrait or a largely descriptive narrative account of the 

participant using data that I had compiled in the pro-forma document, (c) I compiled the 

thematic titles/headlines (stanzas, strophes, and parts) into a macroanalytic summary of 
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each transcript (See Appendix K), and (d) using selected units of analyses, macroanalytic 

summaries, and analytic and reflexivity memos, I developed interpretive accounts of each 

participant’s emotional experience with/in the online learning context.  Ultimately, in this 

study, I follow Holloway and Jefferson’s (2013) method of presenting interconnected 

psychosocial23 narrative accounts of each case study—presented in Chapters Four, Five, 

and Six—which include (a) a descriptive pen portrait for each participant and (b) 

interpretive accounts of analytic and interpretive themes that arrived out of analysis and 

that addressed the research questions.   

In developing the pen portrait for each participant, I summarized the whole case 

using the pro forma and excerpts from the transcripts along with notes I made with 

regards to largely descriptive details that emerged from the interviews and from frequent 

readings of the transcripts.  The pen portrait is not and does not claim to be a 

comprehensive biography of each participant.  The design of this narrative case study 

research is based in part upon Holloway and Jefferson’s (2000) free-associative narrative 

interview method, which is a modification of the biographical-interpretive method.  

While the biographical-interpretive method relies on obtaining entire life stories of 

participants, Holloway and Jefferson modify the approach to devise questions based on 

their theoretical framework, eliciting stories with regards to the specific research area of 

                                                 
23 Holloway and Jefferson (2013) use the term psychosocial in order to conceptualize “human subjects as, 
simultaneously, the products of their own unique psychic worlds and a shared social world” (p. xiii).  
Likewise, this study seeks to understand high school students’ experiences of engagement in online 
learning contexts with the understanding that human beings are psychosocial subjects whose “inner worlds 
cannot be understood without knowledge of their experiences in the world, and whose experiences of the 
world cannot be understood without knowledge of the way in which their inner worlds allow them to 
experience the outer world” (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 4).  Thus, the term psychosocial subject is 
deployed to suggest that participants’ narratives can demonstrate how they make meaning of their 
experiences in discursive and emotional/psychical ways.  Further, in order to build such knowledge about 
the research participants’ experiences, it is necessary to look to students’ narratives as the site where 
meaning is constructed, but not necessarily transparent. 
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the study.  In this sense, each pen portrait in this study provides a biographical 

description of one of the participant’s high school online learning experiences and her/his 

engagement with this context.  The purpose of the pen portrait is to provide a descriptive 

whole against which the thematic interpretations can be assessed.  However, this ‘whole’ 

portrait does not attempt to “iron out inconsistencies, contradictions, and puzzles” so as 

to conceal the fractures within each participant’s narrative account and present a coherent 

Kantian subject (p. 70).  Instead, interpretation focuses on the “unmooring of meaning 

from the speaker’s intention” through potential unconscious meanings that irrupt 

unbidden within these fractures (Britzman, 2006, p. 25).  As such, each pen portrait offers 

a persuasive and holistic account of the participant’s experience (as captured by the data) 

to the audience—but one that exposes dichotomies, examines silences, and attends to 

disruptions in the participant’s narrative.  

The pen portrait is followed by a thematic interpretive examination of the range of 

each participant’s emotional experiences with the online learning context.  Re-transcribed 

core narratives drawn from each of the participant’s transcripts pertaining to their 

emotional experiences while learning online are used to demonstrate three interpretive 

themes.  These themes explore participants’ discursive and subjective positioning within 

their narratives from the perspective of their experiences of a) difference, b) enjoyment, 

and c) difficulty within the online learning context.  The three thematic categories—as a 

whole—attempt to demonstrate a broad interpretive account of each participant’s 

emotional engagement with the online learning context.  Further, each individual 

thematic interpretation—specifying the participants’ emotional experience—is by no 

means independent or absolute.  Instead, the three themes frequently intersect and/or 
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disrupt any unique understanding of a participant’s engagement with/in the online 

learning context.  Also, while the themes that arrive out of analysis are generated through 

bottom-up analytic procedures, the coherence of themes to or their divergence away from 

theoretical assertions help in developing individual narrative accounts that either support, 

challenge, or expand the theoretical framework for this research.   

With regards to the structure and organization of each case study, it is important 

to foreground the “bottom-up” micro and macro restructuring of text, followed by 

thematic interpretation, that I employed in order to address “the methodological problem 

of ‘ascriptivism;’” i.e., “that ‘tendency to impute the presence of a discourse to a piece of 

text without explaining the basis for specific claims’” (Widdicombe, 1995, as cited in 

Emerson & Frosh, 2004, p. 79).  Emerson and Frosh (2004) remind us that critical 

narrative analysis procedures are based on “an ethical determination to privilege 

respondents meaning-making and a practical willingness to engage at close quarters with 

the interactional and discursive ‘messiness’ of narrative co-construction” (p. 79).  As 

such, the exercise of doing such work helps resist “invitations to ascriptivism” and insists 

instead that “any interpretive warrant . . . must be evident first in terms of [the] 

respondent’s own ‘concern within the interaction and present as a trace in the talk before 

it can be imported into the analysis’” (p. 80).  In other words, my process in drawing each 

participant’s data into each thematic interpretive whole was procedurally embedded in a 

relentless close reading that attended to the complexities of each participant’s speech, not 

to translate such speech into coherent thought, but to instead surface the “sense of 

struggle” to communicate understandings and feelings within the context of the interview 

(p. 80).  Thus, the intention in writing and representing the data in this way was not 
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meant to create an unproblematic, rational, or coherent narrative case study of the 

participant’s experience within the online learning context.  Rather, the interconnected 

narrative accounts, which foreground my role as the researcher in the interpretive 

process, hopefully work alongside the participant’s meaning-frames presenting their 

experiences in a way that retains the complexity of the narrative as it unfolds.  

Ensuring the Trustworthiness of the Findings 

The goal of this feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic research project was 

not to generalize but to challenge and interrogate existing norms and to generate multiple 

interpretations of the data that work against the essentializing discourses of engagement 

in online learning contexts.  This study undertook a project to provoke new knowledge 

rather than to represent it and, in this vein, serves a generative function rather than a 

generalizing one.  

In order to ensure the trustworthiness of this study, I attempted to systematically 

link the paradigmatic lens and the theoretical framework to the research design and the 

methodology, thereby ensuring theoretical and methodological rigor as well as conferring 

“persuasive” interpretations that are confirmed through the data (Riessman, 2008, p. 

191).  Chase (2011) suggests making sure that the researchers’ claims are sufficiently 

supported by the evidence in order to assure validity and trustworthiness of the study (p. 

424).  Further, Riessman (2008) suggests “pragmatic use” as a way to assure 

transparency in the research: (a) by making methodological decisions explicit, (b) by 

describing the way interpretations are produced, and (c) by making primary data 

available to other investigators when appropriate (p. 195-196).  As such, Appendix L 

includes selected units of analysis that have been re-transcribed in order to offer readers 
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the chance to examine and interrogate my interpretations.  This may also give readers a 

chance to contribute interpretations of the narratives that extend understanding of the 

participant’s meaning-frames.  Finally, my use of feminist poststructuralist and 

psychoanalytic theories during analysis and interpretation allowed for theoretical 

triangulation, which can be used to further support trustworthiness (Denzin, 1970).  

Trustworthiness was attempted through a process of reflexivity within the 

research and writing procedures (cf., Holloway & Jefferson, 2013; Lincoln & Guba, 

2000; Riessman, 2008) employed throughout the research, in the shape of detailed 

researcher notes, an accounting of subjectivity throughout the study, and a continuous 

reflexive engagement with the data and my own writing.  As Patti Lather notes, 

voluptuous/situated validity is ensured through reflexivity, which “embodies a situated, 

partial tentativeness” and “brings ethics and epistemology together … via practices of 

engagement and self-reflexivity” (as cited in Lincoln & Guba, p. 182).  In this sense, I am 

ethically bound to a process of self-interrogation regarding the ways in which research 

efforts are shaped by the discourses that inform our own lives as well as the lives of our 

participants in our interactions with them during the study.  

Ethical Considerations 

I did not collect any data prior to approval of this study by the George 

Washington University Institutional Review Board.  Since two of my participants were 

under 18, and therefore minors, I obtained informed parental or guardian consent as well 

as the informed consent of each participant I interviewed (Appendix G, H, and I).  I 

informed all participants and their parents/guardians about the purpose of the study and 

research procedures involved, including those procedures related to maintaining 
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confidentiality, possible risks involved in undertaking the research as well as participants’ 

right to withdraw from the research project at any time for any reason.  Given the 

sensitive nature of the FANI method, I advised all my participants of their right to stop, 

interrupt, or leave the interview at any time.  As part of my ethical responsibility to the 

participants, I promised to attend to concerns, questions, or issues that might potentially 

come up during the interview or any other communication during the research study.  I’m 

happy to say that all the participants in this study seemed happy to contribute to this 

research study and did not report any issues or concerns with the FANI interview, my 

role as the interviewer, the context for the interview, or the study itself.  All 

documentation, including recorded interviews, related to the participants was kept in 

encrypted files on a password-protected computer.  Additionally, I used pseudonyms in 

all transcribed interviews and within the dissertation itself.  

Given the nature of this research study, I was deeply aware of the power relations 

that come into play between researcher and participants during a research study.  To 

ensure an ethical and shared power dynamic between my participants and myself, I 

attempted to embody a feminist poststructuralist and psychoanalytic ethos of openness, 

shared space, honesty, respect, and understanding in my relationships with the 

participants.  Once the interviews were transcribed I conducted member-checks to ensure 

that participants were comfortable with the narratives their interviews have produced.  I 

took care not to position myself as expert who has all the answers.  In order to account 

for the role of the researcher’s subjectivity within the study, I exercised reflexivity and 

attended to areas of unconscious and conscious relational dynamics that complicated 

theoretical and methodological choices made during all stages of research (Holloway & 
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Jefferson, 2000, 2013).  Additionally, I exercised compassion in conjunction with 

reflexivity during the research process in order to guard against “over interpretation and 

unethical imposition of dogmatic theoretical formulae on complex ambivalent 

experience” (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 166).  As such, this last measure assured 

that I engaged in meticulous care in the ethical representation of each participant’s 

meaning-frames.  
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Chapter Four: Kate  

A Pen Portrait 

“I’d really like to be an artist someday,” said Kate, an 18-year-old freshman, 

shortly after we had first met in the fall of 2014 when I asked her about what she was 

thinking about for college.  She had just announced that she had only recently graduated 

from high school and had just started her first semester at a North Eastern U.S. university.  

Shy and soft spoken during our conversations at first, she grew in confidence and 

eloquence as she spoke about the artists she liked and I learned not just of her strong 

passion for art—painting, drawing, and sketching—but also for creative writing, both of 

which helped her express a deeply felt sense of creativity.  Kate also explained that while 

her current major was International Studies, she was considering switching into the Fine 

Arts program at her university.  However, it was hard not to notice Kate’s equal passion 

for her German background.  Before graduating from a North Eastern U.S. public high 

school system,24 Kate took German classes for four years—the latter three of which 

happened to be in an online classroom.  As such, despite her desire to pursue the arts, she 

also expressed a goal to one day live in Germany while pursuing a career in International 

Studies.  This latter desire resonates both with her father’s background—he works in the 

same field—and with her mother’s heritage—a second generation German-American 

with strong ties to family back in Germany.   

                                                 
24 Kate’s school district is regularly cited as one of the best in the country.  On average, 16 percent of the 
student body in the two schools Kate attended qualified for free and reduced lunch, which was only about 
half of the district average.  Free and reduced lunch is an indicator commonly used as a proxy for socio-
economic status.  Demographically, both schools have more than 60 percent white students, which is at 
least 17 percent higher than the district average.  According to data from 2014 and 2015, both Hispanic and 
African American students are well below district averages at these schools, while Asian American and 
Native American populations correlate with district averages (North Eastern Public School District, 2016).  
Gender distributions were not reported.   
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Kate took online German classes during her sophomore, junior, and senior years 

in high school; her German background comes up frequently during the interviews.  For 

instance, in both interviews, Kate describes how family obligations and a personal 

interest in her family history and the German language motivated her to take German as 

an elective during her high school years (Transcript 1, lines 182–187; Transcript 2, lines 

92–94, 124–125).  For instance, taking the German language elective in high school was 

expressly a way to meet her family’s desire, as they “wanted” her to learn the language 

(Transcript 1, line 185–187; Transcript 2, line 92–94).  Further, it also represented an 

investment in a personal desire to become fluent in the language for her own enjoyment 

and, as well, in order to “connect” with and “please” her grandparents (Transcript 1, line 

228; Transcript 2, lines 124–125).  

Kate also grew up with a strong connection to her German background because of 

her mother’s attentiveness in nourishing these important connections to heritage and 

language within the family (Transcript 1, lines 182–187; Transcript 2, lines 104–115).  

Significantly, her mother is also professionally involved in running a German exchange 

program for elementary and, in some cases, for high school students in Kate’s school 

community.  Kate’s formative years were defined by a deep immersion in German culture 

and language.  More specifically, Kate listed encounters with German music, eating 

German food, traveling to Germany to visit relatives, and attending German language 

summer camps as experiences that contributed to her growth and understanding of her 

German background.  In addition to the German language summer camp, Kate had also 

been learning German at home through the years; however, she emphasized she had not 

as yet become as fluent as her mother.  That “German is an important subject to the 
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family” is something Kate underscored repeatedly during our interviews (Transcript 1, 

line 182, 513; Transcript 2, line 112).  That being said, Kate’s narratives about learning 

German are especially connected to accounts of her mother and, to some extent, her 

maternal grandparents.  

In general, Kate was a prolific Internet user—her online activity seemed to mirror 

that of other teenagers based on the Pew Research Center report on teens and their use of 

social media and technology (Lenhart, 2015).  She enjoyed using multiple social 

networking platforms such as Facebook, Skype, or Tumblr to chat with or talk to family 

and friends and, moreover, to blog or follow blogs about popular culture written by 

people who have “similar obsessions” (Transcript 1, line 96).  Kate also used social 

platforms to share her own artistic work, photographs, or music created by her band.  

However, for all her online experience, taking German classes online was a difficult 

decision.  Kate was not sure that online learning would be “the best fit” for her or that 

she would do well in the online environment given that she had Attention Deficit 

Hyperactive Disorder (ADHD; Transcript 1, line 175–177, 227).  Kate noted that she 

knew early on that despite being on medication, she would “probably get distracted . . . 

and impatient with it” (line 181).  Early into our first interview, Kate explained how her 

online learning experiences were compromised by her proclivity for getting “easily 

distracted” (line 117).  Despite these misgivings, Kate decided to enroll in online classes 

anyway, motivated strongly by the desire to please her family.  This is alluded to several 

times during her interviews where she repeatedly asserted that her grandparents and 

mother “wanted” her to learn German and that her background meant she felt “pretty 

obligated” to do so (Transcript 1, lines 185–187; Transcript 2, lines 92–94).  
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Kate spent her freshman and sophomore high school years at a large, well 

resourced, high-tech, and newly renovated public high school called Lincoln25 public high 

school (henceforth referred to as LPHS).  However, with “thousands of students” and 

huge class sizes, Kate felt like a “tiny . . . pinprick” among the crowds of people at this 

school, failed to create a sense of connection with her teachers, and ultimately felt very 

unhappy while attending LPHS (Transcript 2, lines 175–185).  Unsatisfied with her high 

school experience, she applied and transferred to a smaller public alternative high school 

called South Piedmont26 alternative high school (henceforth referred to as SPAHS) in her 

junior year.  SPAHS, also Kate’s older sister’s alma mater, introduced her to a particular 

vision of education modeled on an ethos of student power and autonomy, exemplified by 

its close-knit community of students and teachers and input into the school curriculum 

and other aspects of schooling through student governance.  With smaller class sizes, a 

pedagogical emphasis on stronger connections with teachers, “murals on the wall,” and 

“sofas where kids could take naps,” SPAHS facilitated a “low key” yet high quality 

learning environment that better suited Kate’s style of learning (Transcript 2, lines 192–

202).  Specifically, she experienced less competition among peers in terms of being the 

“best all the time,” whether that included in-school academic success or applying and 

getting into the best universities (lines 203–206).  This low pressure and close-knit 

environment worked so well for Kate that she described these high school years as 

“really” enjoyable (lines 209–210). 27  

                                                 
25 Pseudonym 
26 Pseudonym 
27 Kate tied her experiences in the online learning environments to both of her high school settings.  Where 
the online learning environment intensified Kate’s dislike of LPHS, its presence at SPAHS was 
confounding.  Specifically for Kate, the online classes at LPHS fit in perfectly with a high school context 
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Kate took high school German as an elective throughout her entire high school 

experience at both schools; first, as a face-to-face German language class during her 

freshman year, and then as an online class via the local school district’s virtual learning 

program during her sophomore, junior, and senior years.  All language classes are offered 

by the school district as part of a World Language program,28 where enrollment and the 

availability of teachers usually determines whether a particular course level can be 

offered in a face-to-face format (North Eastern Public School District, 2016).  Low class 

enrollments and/or teacher shortages generally mean online instruction.  As such, during 

the latter three years of high school when class sizes varied between 2 to 5 students, Kate 

had to take the German language elective online, the only format in which the school 

offered the course.  

Kate’s online German classes were offered in a physical classroom through a 

combination of online instruction (provided by the school district virtual learning 

program via a Blackboard learning management system) on a laptop and conference-style 

communication (two-way audio and video) over two television screens set up in the front 

of the classroom that connected the teacher and at least one other classroom with Kate’s 

classroom.  One additional TV screen was mounted at the back of the classroom.  These 

remain a consistent feature at both high schools and through all three years of learning 

                                                                                                                                                 
that had “thousands of kids passing through everyday, faceless and impersonal,” which then made her feel 
“anonymous” and “tiny” (Transcript 2, lines 183–185, 230). However, Kate’s move to the SPAHS presents 
a disjuncture between these two learning contexts.  The online learning environment was a surprising and 
annoying “presence” at SPAHS because it did not seem to fit in with the school’s focus on “individuality,” 
“alternative learning,” and close personal interactions with teachers that seemingly was the cultural heart of 
her new school (lines 232–233, 243).  
28 It is important to acknowledge that World Language programs comprise a significant portion of the 
school district’s online courses.  Health, U.S. History, and Economics are the only other disciplinary 
options for students to take online.  Further, as is common in most U.S. school districts, high school 
students in Kate’s school district are required to take at least one online course in order to graduate (North 
Eastern Public School District, 2016). 
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German online.  Kate attended these classes on school premises alongside other students 

who were taking online German courses.  This type of online classroom set-up suggests a 

more blended learning model with more face-to-face interaction than is offered in a 

strictly online “anytime, anywhere” online learning model.  However, this model is one 

of a few different models (See Footnote 4) frequently used in traditional high schools 

under the umbrella of online learning (Vanourek, 2006).  In Kate’s case, the German 

teacher spread her teaching time over different German classrooms at different high 

schools within the school district.  This meant that she was physically present in Kate’s 

classroom for only a few sessions each month.  As such, the online instruction that Kate 

received in her online German language classes was supported by face-to-face 

interactions with her cohort and, on some occasions, with her teacher.  

The classroom set-up at both schools was also reportedly consistent.  With seating 

much like in a regular classroom—“3 rows of . . . like four seats” facing a teacher’s desk 

and a whiteboard in the front of the classroom—the crucial difference in Kate’s online 

classroom differed in that it included the following: (a) Apple laptop computers to all 

students, each with access to a Blackboard powered virtual classroom; (b) the teacher’s 

“bigger computer” with virtual access to and surveillance of all student activity on the 

Apple laptops; and (c) the placement of three large flat screen televisions, two mounted 

on the front wall and one on the back wall of the classroom (Transcript 1, lines 48–55).  

One television screen connected Kate’s classroom to other German classrooms and 

students in different schools within the school district.  Another television screen was 

used to broadcast the teacher into or out of the classroom whether she happened to be in 

another class within the school district or in Kate’s physical classroom for a particular 
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lesson.  Teachers had control over what was displayed on the television screens, where a 

control panel on their computer allowed them to switch from sharing a televised lecture 

from a particular classroom or broadcasting TV or film video clips to demonstrating 

Blackboard navigational features or important curricular links to the different classes.  

According to Kate, normally, students would sit through a lecture from the teacher, which 

on occasion included audio recordings and video clips.  Sometimes, they were also 

allowed to interact with students in other classes via video or chat in order to facilitate 

discussion in German regarding the movies or video clips the teacher curated for them.  

Students often received instructions on assignments or quizzes they either had to 

finish before the class ended or work on for the rest of the week.  These sometimes 

included online activities or games.  Students were also able to initiate group chats (via 

Skype or in a chat room) with students in other classrooms or Skype calls with the 

teacher when she was not in the classroom (Transcript 1, line 192, 284–288, 317–319; 

Transcript 2, lines 52–59).  Significantly, Kate described a lot of connectivity issues or 

static interference, which frequently interrupted online or teleconferencing 

communications, creating a lot of frustration for students when assignments or quizzes 

had to be completed (Transcript 1, lines 158–159, 276).  These online course activities 

and assignments were accessed through the Blackboard online portal.  Typical of 

Blackboard online courses, Kate described the online interface as having a menu bar on 

the left, which provided access to different webpages or applications devoted to 

assignments, quizzes, readings, or chat rooms.  Yet Kate made contradictory statements 

regarding the online organization of content material on Blackboard.  According to Kate, 

the interface and its organizational structure were frequently complicated and confusing, 
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where assignments and relevant instructions were frequently “buried” in a “web” of 

confusing sites and resources.  This led to situations she described as stressful and, as 

well, a waste of time because she had to look for things in order to complete class 

assignments by the given deadline (Transcript 1, lines 152–164; Transcript 2, lines 64–

76).  However, she also takes on some of the confusion as her own, wondering if perhaps 

it was “just confusing to [her]” alone and that “everything was labeled the way it . . . you 

know, should be” (Transcript 2, line 76).  

Despite these issues with the interface, Kate’s narratives also point to an 

engagement with the online learning environment in two distinct but overlapping ways 

that illustrate her subjective negotiation of the online German context, specifically with 

regards to (a) her German-American identity and (b) her identity as an online student of 

the German language.  These engagements are also contextually situated within 

discourses of language, culture, and identity, productivity and competence, and individual 

responsibility and control, which circulate within Kate’s narratives as she makes sense of 

her experiences learning German online.  In the next section, using critical narrative 

analytical procedures I will explore and interpret the different thematic resonances that 

surfaced in Kate’s interviews regarding her engagement with the online German context. 

Interpretive Themes of Kate’s Engagement with/in the Online Learning Context 

In this section, I present three overarching thematic interpretations of Kate’s 

engagement with/in the online learning context.  These thematic descriptions characterize 

Kate’s emotional experiences within the online learning context in terms of (a) 

experiences of difference, (b) experiences of enjoyment, and (c) experiences of difficulty.  

Under the first theme, I critically analyze the narratives Kate uses to describe her 
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engagement with certain aspects of the online German language curriculum.  These 

experiences evoke in her an appreciation of the differences she perceives between herself 

and what it means to be German through cultural aspects of the language.  As such, Kate 

negotiates these differences through identification processes, which help ease her towards 

a sense of her German identity.  

A second thematic interpretation links notions of fun and enjoyment to Kate’s 

engagement with her German cultural identity within the online German language 

curriculum.  Therefore, under the second theme, I present an analytical exploration of the 

narratives Kate uses to describe her enjoyment in the online German environment.  

Specifically, these stories illustrate Kate’s association of enjoyment with her interaction 

to the other students within the online German classroom.  Further, these stories can be 

read in terms of how Kate’s self-positioning allows her to negotiate “online student” 

and/or “German-American” identifications within the online German language context.  

The final theme presents my analytical exploration of the narratives Kate uses to 

describe her difficult experiences with the online environment, particularly the crucial 

significance it plays in her negotiation of her online student identity.  These stories 

illustrate the ways in which Kate positions herself as failing to meet the expected norms 

of online student behavior or performance; i.e., her narratives of difficulty in navigating 

the online learning context as a student frequently lead to narratives of failure to comply 

with the norms for expected behavior and performance.  Specifically, Kate positions 

herself within narratives of failure in self-control and narratives of responsibility as a 

student with ADHD.  However, multiple readings suggest that such perceptions of failure 

regarding behavior and performance can be read in terms of resistance to being 



 

 164

positioned in particular ways within the online learning context.  

Experiences of Difference 

The particular stories that Kate uses to exemplify her engagement in her online 

German classes coalesce around instances that provoke a “cultural” identification with 

what it means to be German.  These instances are situated in her experiences with the 

potential space29 of familiar German curriculum; specifically, these experiences with 

familiar curricular objects evoke in her a sense of her own difference from these 

presentations of German culture and identity.  Having had some prior experience of 

German culture and the curricular materials in her German class, the experience of 

engagement within her curricula experience nevertheless signals an encounter between 

what is unknown within her experience of “being German” and what is unknown 

without; i.e., the social space of learning/being German.  As such, Kate repeatedly 

negotiates her engagement in ways that both acknowledge difference and, as well, 

facilitate a spatio-temporal return to what is familiar within her experience.  In the 

following sections, I demonstrate how these moments of engagement find their 

significance in their ability to reconcile a sense of cultural loss and temporarily repair a 

fragmented sense of Kate’s German-American identity encountered in relation to the 

German culture, while also eliding those cultural differences that the curriculum evokes.  

“I Just Like Hearing . . . Cultural Differences.”  In the first story, following an 

invitation to describe her engagement in her online German language class, Kate offered 

                                                 
29 Donald Winnicott coined the term “potential space” to refer to those transitional spaces that are found 
and created by their users, when nothing makes these spaces or objects inherently or inevitably transitional 
(as cited in Ellsworth, 2005, p. 60). Where transitional spaces are intersubjective, taking shape in relation 
with another (sometimes a teacher) who helps create and nurture it, a potential space is normally created by 
the student herself through processes of play or creative imagination. 
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two curricular experiences: (a) the experience of listening to German music, and (b) the 

experience of watching German film clips, both of which she said she was already 

familiar with through prior encounter.  Excerpt 1 describes the former in response to my 

inquiry about her engagement in her online German class. 

Excerpt 1—Cultural difference in German pop music 
 
Kate: When we’re shown like film clips in German and once we had a study, 
where like we listened to German music.  And I knew a few of the songs from 
like my experiences in Germany and everything.  And that was kind of 
interesting.  And I just like hearing like cultural differences and all that.  
 
Marilyn: What did . . . what did that mean to you to hear the music played in 
class?  
 
Kate: It sort of connected to like . . . what I was considering about my future.  
‘Coz I knew I would probably be <intake breath> pursuing the international 
studies route.  So I was thinking about like maybe having a future in Germany 
eventually and . . . kind of envisioning what that would look like and . . . ‘coz 
obviously the German pop music wasn’t very different from the pop music we 
have here.  It was exactly the same but in German.  And I was just . . . I don’t 
know . . . sort of . . . fantasizing about being in Berlin or whatever.  
 
Marilyn: I’m sorry could you repeat that?  (K: mmhmm?) Being in?  (K: Berlin?)  
Berlin.  
 
Kate: Ok.  Berlin or Frankfurt or . . . Bonn or wherever.  

(Kate, transcript 1, lines 476–488) 
 
One legitimate reading of this narrative would suggest that the experience of 

listening to German music seemed to provoke fantasies of a future life in the field of 

International Studies in Berlin.  As such, one might theorize that Kate’s experience of 

engagement with the familiar curricular text that the German music represents seems to 

provoke an aesthetic imagining of being in a new place and following a chosen and ideal 

career.  However, a closer examination of the “linguistic cues”—the pitch glide or the 

way the text is actually said—enables another view of what is going on here (Emerson & 
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Frosh, 2004, p. 21).  Kate’s response to my question moves from bringing up an 

engagement with German music, to describing her familiarity with some of the music she 

heard in class, to an expression of interest in the cultural differences that surface while 

listening to the music.  A follow-up question from me inquiring after the meaning that the 

episode might have had for her results in a fantasy of a future pursuing an International 

Studies career in Germany, specifically either in Berlin, Frankfurt, or Bonn.  This fantasy 

of a future living in Germany is repeated within Excerpt 1 as well as across both 

interviews (Transcript 1, lines 480-483, 486-488, 503; Transcript 2, lines 185-187).  

However, a narrative return to German pop music and a comparison to American music 

interrupt the recounting of these fantasies.  Here, Kate seemed to do an about turn in her 

earlier attunement to the cultural differences she read into the music and instead, insists 

on the obvious similarities between German and American pop music.  This interruption 

suggests a negotiation between narratives of how German music provoked in Kate an 

engagement with difference and imaginative speculation of who she might be in another 

world and narratives about a desire to return to what is emotionally familiar in her 

experience, collapsing a fantasy of otherness in music to what, in the end, is not very 

different from “here.”  

This first story sets up in exemplary fashion the burgeoning tension between the 

two cultures Kate must negotiate in order to understand her own German-American 

identity.  As we will see, this tension repeats itself frequently within Kate’s narratives of 

engagement in the online German context; i.e., recognition of her difference from a 

culture she simultaneously identifies with is negotiated through the use of narratives of 

familiarity as a means to reconcile cultural conflict.  One potential reading suggests that, 
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in this case, the online learning environment is infused with cultural meaning as it 

becomes a space for “cultural mourning,” or the affective negotiation of losses felt within 

an immigrant culture through the blurring of the distance between the home culture and 

immigrant culture (Ainslie, 2005, p. 210).  In negotiating these losses, Ainslie (2005) 

argues that immigrant populations use “linking objects and linking processes [. . .] to help 

sustain the sense of connection to lost worlds, a connection that is essential to the 

maintenance of one’s psychological equilibrium” (p. 215).  While Kate is not an 

immigrant, I argue that integrated into her subjectivity is a sense of cultural loss and 

mourning that Kate inherits from her mother—someone who actively contributes to the 

German diaspora, and whose German-American identity Kate holds in high regard.  

Further, in the above case, Kate’s fantasy of a future life in Germany may be interpreted 

as one such linking object that helps her transition to narratives of reconciliation with a 

lost culture.  In other words, the potential space of the online German context may allow 

Kate to mourn the losses she feels as part of a German diaspora living in the U.S. 

Here, it may be important to unpack the narrative associations Kate made in the 

second interview, which bears scrutiny against her negotiation of themes of cultural 

difference and identity.  In our second interview, when I ask her what learning German 

meant to her, Kate reiterated how important the subject was to her because of “my 

background and my mother,” and that she “felt pretty obligated” to learn it online 

(Transcript 2, lines 91–94).  Wanting to understand this sense of obligation further, I ask 

a follow-up question on what meaning her mother’s background adds to her desire to 

learn German.  

Excerpt 2—Biographical meanings assigned to learning the German language 
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Marilyn: You said it meant something to you to learn it because of your 
background and . . . because your mom . . . is German and like . . . speaks 
German.  So can you talk more about that?  What does that history mean to you . . 
. in the context of learning German?  
 
Kate: I dunno . . . I feel sort of weird saying my mom is German because she 
grew up here.  But . . . she spoke like pretty exclusively German in her household.  
My grandparents are German, so ever since I was little I’ve been speaking kind of 
. . . in fragments of that.  And . . . eating German food . . . listening to German 
music and all this . . . and taking trips there.  And she runs this program for 
elementary schoolers . . . so she’s you know always busy with that for a certain 
portion of the year.  <Kate sighs>  And she always told me how important it was 
to pass that down to my kids.  <Kate laughs> And how healthy it was for kids to 
be bilingual, and to have a broader knowledge of the world, and not just kind of 
see everything in their little American sphere.  

 
(Kate, transcript 2, lines 99–115) 

 
In Excerpt 2, Kate’s narrative describes a negotiation of her German-American 

identity, which she perceives to be fragmented in some way.  She began her narrative 

here by correcting my mistaken impression that her mother is German.30  She reminded 

me that her mother grew up in the U.S.  Like Kate, she is German-American.  But, she 

also described her mother as speaking almost exclusively in German while growing up, 

unlike Kate herself.  Kate’s juxtaposition of her mother’s childhood experiences speaking 

German against her own suggested that she had a very different reading of the 

development of her own German-American identity compared to her mother’s.  Here, it 

                                                 
30 The conversation is related to another during the first interview where, describing her motivation for 
taking the German language class, Kate noted, “German is sort of an important subject to the family coz 
my mom is German and my grandparents are German.  Well, she’s German American, but . . . And they 
wanted me to learn the language, so, I thought I should take the class.  And . . . so that’s why” (Transcript 
1, lines 182–187).  Kate first introduces her mother as German, affiliating her mother to her grandparents 
who are also German.  However, she subsequently corrects her mother’s affiliation to German-American, 
suggesting that there nevertheless are unconscious associations in her own understanding of her mother’s 
subjective (as opposed to political) affiliation to Germany.  This confusion carries over into the second 
interview with my question in Excerpt 2, where I position Kate’s mother as German, instead of German-
American.  This ambivalent positioning of Kate’s mother as potentially both German and German-
American suggests that she may occupy a particular imaginary potential in Kate’s articulation of an 
exemplary standard of balancing both German and American identities.    
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is important to note that this reading was potentially constructed in intersubjective 

relation to my positioning of her mother as German (See Footnote 30).  My identification 

of Kate’s mother as German seems to propel Kate into a characterization of her own 

German experiences, i.e., eating German food, listening to German music, and traveling 

to Germany, as occasional forays into German culture and language when compared to 

her mother’s experience.  The latter is constructed as busy immersion in the work of 

preserving the German language through her mother’s role in running the German 

exchange program.  The importance of this is underscored in the way Kate codifies her 

mother’s beliefs on learning German—that is, how important it is to pass the German 

knowledge and language down to future generations in order to retain the vitality and 

vigor of the language and that of the people who speak it.  This speaks to a sense of 

cultural inheritance—even a sense of cultural loss and mourning—which carries over 

from Kate’s mother’s experience into Kate’s own sense of a German-American identity.  

Further, this narrative suggests, perhaps, that Kate viewed journeying beyond the 

“American sphere,” and perhaps also past her own American identity, as holding the 

promise for greater understanding of the world and, as well, for the possibility of a more 

coherent German-American identity; something that she perhaps currently associates 

more with her mother than with herself (line 115).  As such, Kate may view the act of 

learning German and becoming more immersed in the culture as both an obligation to her 

family to help reconcile the cultural losses endured by her community, but also crucially 

as part of a personal journey to work towards building a German-American identity 

similar to her mother’s experience.  

 The juxtaposition of Kate’s American and German selves was made evident 



 

 170

again in her story about listening to German music.  Here, it may be interpreted that Kate 

negotiates her sense of the differences inherent within German music through momentary 

avoidance accompanied by the assimilation of these differences into an American sphere.  

In other words, Kate seems to collapse the strangeness of German pop music into familiar 

American music in order to shore up a coherent sense of self, while reconciling the losses 

that arose from being different.  Or, perhaps, by momentarily obscuring this difference, 

she is able to translate the anxiety of cultural difference she experiences in her identity 

into a sense of being integrated—a productive symbolization of her emergent being.  

Perhaps she felt compelled to do so because of the demands of bringing her story to 

closure, or perhaps she reconciled cultural losses encountered within her experience by 

taking up defended coherent narratives of self, or perhaps she is able to creatively engage 

with the cultural losses she encounters in order to develop a sense of self in productive 

relation with such difference.  Whatever the case, Kate’s engagement with cultural 

difference seems to coalesce around her negotiation of the cultural tensions, cultural 

losses, and a fragmented sense of her German-American identity encountered within the 

online learning context.  Similar negotiations of cultural differences are made evident in 

the subsequent story and, as well, during the second interview, where Kate discusses the 

‘enjoyable’ experience of learning about different German dialects in her online class.  

“I Was Thinking a Lot About . . . Culture.”  In her story about watching a 

German TV show with her class online, Kate experienced a similar engagement with 

cultural difference and fantasies of a future in Germany.  However, her engagement with 

cultural difference in this context includes narratives of familiarity by way of similarities 

in age to her cousins or other German teenagers.  After a prompt from me about the film 
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clips, Kate relates the following story. 

Excerpt 3—Cultural differences in a German TV show 
 
Kate: We watched this . . . TV show.  And it . . . it was basically called Turkish for 
. . . Beginners except in German.  And it was about . . . a German family who 
marries into a Turkish family.  And . . . the daughter like falls in love with her 
step-brother, which is sort of weird, but like they’re not related.  And she’s like 
learning about how this culture kind of sees women or whatever and that the 
differences in that . . . just like traditional roles or . . . and how things have 
changed and . . . you know, their… their relationship so . . . That was… you know, 
it was interesting.  
 
Marilyn: I want to know . . . more . . . in more detail . . . what that meant to you 
(K: ok)?  
 
Kate: To me specifically . . . well again, like watching a German TV show that a 
lot of German teenagers watch for entertainment, just kept making me think about 
my own personal future and my relatives in Germany who are sort of my age.  
You know, I was just . . . I was thinking a lot about, you know, culture.  
 
Marilyn: Do you have a lot of relatives in Germany?  
 
Kate: Yeah . . . Most of them are like second cousins and not direct cousins but . . 
. most of my German family lives in Bilsen,31 which is this tiny . . . this really 
little town and . . . it’s near Flanders32 but . . . everybody is related to each other . . 
. <both laugh> in this town and . . . I’ve visited it like four or five times now.  So 
yeah, they all live there.  
 
Marilyn: Did you know before hand that these film clips . . . are watched by 
German teenagers?  
 
Kate: I did know.  Because I’ve gone to this . . . again like German is like a big 
theme in our family.  <both laugh>  I keep talking about it . . . but we went to a 
summer camp in <U.S. state name redacted> where we were only allowed to 
speak the German language for . . . a month.  And we studied it and watched 
movies and . . . you know, we had classes in German.  So I . . . I’d actually seen 
that show . . . before at this camp.  And . . . some of the counselors, who were 19, 
20, 21 . . . you know, close to our age, talked about like growing up there and 
watching everything. 

   
(Kate, transcript 1, lines 493–519) 

                                                 
31 Pseudonym 
32 Pseudonym 
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In the Excerpt 3, Kate describes the TV show, “Turkish for Beginners,” as 

portraying the story of a young German girl from a cosmopolitan German-Turkish 

family—which takes shape after her mother’s marriage to a German man of Turkish 

origin.  As a consequence of the birth of this new family, the young girl has to negotiate 

the differences between ethnic-German and ethnic-Turkish family members and their 

respective cultural mores.  As Kate suggested, these differences are tested primarily 

through the daughter’s romantic interactions with a Turkish stepbrother and, particularly, 

in terms of a shifting and gendered portrayal of family roles.  In this sense, “Turkish for 

Beginners” works as a unique curricular site to interrogate coherent cultural 

interpretations of what it means to be German.  Hake and Mennel (2012) usefully suggest 

that the beginners in the title of the television show refers to both “Germans and the 

German-speaking members of other minority communities who can experience what it 

means to be Turkish in contemporary Germany” (p. 96).  This is an especially interesting 

tension for Kate as the show offers both the cultural cues she acknowledged she enjoys 

encountering and may as well mirror the anxiety Kate felt about being a cultural and 

linguistic “beginner”33 and an American novice on life in contemporary Germany.  

My prompt encouraging her to talk about the particular meanings the experience 

awoke in her leads Kate to link her previous story about German music to the current 

story about the TV show through the use of the words “well again” (Transcript 1, lines 

502).  Here, too, the use of this phrase seems to reinforce connections between thoughts 

of her future and her recognition of cultural difference in the curriculum.  In addition to 

this, Kate seems to be deploying a sense of a connection to those in Germany—her 

                                                 
33 Kate is by no means a linguistic beginner in terms of her German language skills, but may view herself 
as such in comparison to an idealized perception of her mother and grandparents’ German proficiency.  
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relatives and other German teenagers—to reinforce a sense of connection with aspects of 

German culture contained in the TV show.  Specifically, she seems to evoke her own 

similarity to these actors through the use of comparative device; i.e., they were “sort of 

her age” (line 503).  In other words, Kate’s “personal” future seems tied to narratives 

about people her own age who live in Germany, both of which are associated with 

thoughts about culture (“I was thinking a lot about . . . culture”; lines 503-504).  This is 

reinforced again later in Excerpt 3, when I ask her whether she had prior knowledge that 

the show was popular in Germany among teenagers.  Reiterating how important German 

is to her family—a fact that is meant to invoke associations to Kate’s mother and to 

explain her frequent exposure to and experience with the German culture and language—

Kate again emphasizes the age of the camp counselors who facilitated her exposure to the 

TV show.  In this sense, she seems to move away from the cultural attributes that she 

found different (representations of Turkish-German culture in Germany via a TV show) 

and towards what she found familiar within this culture (teenagers, relatives, camp 

counselors—all her age—who live in Germany).  As such, Kate’s narrative movements 

may suggest that, like her fantasies of the future, age functions as a linking object within 

the cultural space of the online German curriculum.  This potentially helps Kate to mourn 

or cope with the cultural losses such curriculum evokes by deploying age and fantasy to 

reconcile or blur the distance between her different cultural identities.  

However, within Excerpt 3, this deployment of age as a conduit to reparative 

processes also results in a heightened sense of estrangement from place.  When the 

narrative turns towards an emphasis on age, it is striking enough for me to make the 

choice to follow up with a question about her relatives, which provokes Kate to confront 



 

 174

a sense of her difference from her cousins; specifically, how a sense of place disrupts her 

sense of being related to her cousins.  At first, my question prompts Kate to reinforce 

notions of familiarity by conveying a sense of unity across the racial make-up of the 

“little” town in which all of her relatives live (Transcript 1, line 507).  However, a close 

reading of her speech also shows how she first established distance by naming them 

“second” cousins (not direct cousins) and then, positioned herself as a “visitor”—even if 

a frequent one (lines 506–509).  Through the act of positioning of herself as 

outsider/visitor in a tiny German town, where “everybody is related to each other,” Kate 

seems to do two things.  Firstly, she appears to juxtapose this town, home to most of her 

German relatives, against the cosmopolitan home presented on the TV show, which has 

the effect of surfacing the differences between the two in terms of relatedness.  In other 

words, the narrative presents itself as a critique of the lack of the diversity of the town.  

Secondly, Kate also positions herself as visitor in her relationship with this town.  As 

such, she may be implying her own estrangement—potentially underlined by her laughter 

in the narrative—from the implied closeness in this town.  

In this way, Kate works to destabilize her own associations with similarities based 

on age; perhaps, mindful of the spatial distance that separates her from intimate 

knowledge of what it means to be German.  Simultaneously, she also seemed to call into 

question the notion of relatedness or belonging based on racial make-up alone.  In her 

earlier critique of the romantic relationship between the Turkish step-brother and his 

German step-sister, she first referred to it as “weird” due to their familial ties, but 

eventually condoned it because “they [were] not related” (Transcript 1, lines 495–496).  

Kate’s subsequent refrain about her relatives, i.e., “but everyone is related to each other 
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in this town,” can be read in terms of Kate mirroring the strangeness and weirdness she 

first located in the intimate familial relationship on the TV show with the cultural 

homogeneity of her relatives’ little town (line 508); the effect of which is to call into 

question such cultural homogeneity in the face of growing cosmopolitanism in Germany.  

However, Kate simultaneously obscures this subtle critique by redirecting 

thoughts about cultural differences from the TV show to those between her cousins and 

herself.  A cultural difference that is located within the confines of the family home in the 

first half of her story (Turkish-German and German members of a family living together 

in under one roof and mapping differences in terms of gender, race, and religion) appears 

in the second half as the displacement of her German identity because she is a second 

cousin, who is not located in Germany and just “visits,” while all of her cousins live in a 

town where everyone is related to each other.  Here, difference is projected onto Kate’s 

lack of a sense of German place, unlike the German teenagers, her relatives and camp 

counselors who, according to Kate, either live or grew up there.  Like the distance she 

perceives in her kinship with her cousins, this spatial distance works as a metaphor for 

her estrangement from being German.  

In this sense, it seems as if Kate’s experience of confronting gendered roles within 

a queered-by-race “German culture” on a German TV show allows her to cope with her 

anxiety related to thoughts about cultural difference.  Specifically, this experience 

provokes contemplation of both her similarities to Germans or German-Americans in 

terms of age and her differences from them in terms of relatedness, diversity, and place.  

Thus, Kate’s narratives seem to show how age can function as a conduit to the fantasy of 

a more coherent German identity.  Further, they also surface difference and homogeneity 
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within German culture, showing how Kate’s sense of place and kinship can elicit feelings 

of estrangement from what it means to be German.  However, like her previous story of 

engagement with German music, Kate’s experience of engagement seems to coalesce 

around her interrogation and negotiation of cultural differences and cultural identity 

encountered within the curriculum.  

Experiences of Enjoyment  

Kate displayed a consistent tendency to recode examples of good or engaging 

online experiences in terms of their affordance of “fun.”  In one instance, Kate 

characterized good experiences that involved watching and responding to a movie with 

students from other online German classes as being fun (Transcript 1, lines 279, 301).  In 

another, Kate suggested that she was engaged while “watching movies, or commercials, 

or you know funny clips” (lines 522–524).  Likewise, difficult experiences were also 

recoded in terms of their lack of enjoyment.  For example, Kate describes listening to 

lectures by the teacher over the television screen as not “very enjoyable” (lines 309-314).  

Following, I present two stories that exemplify the ways in which Kate’s emotional 

attachments and defensive positioning within the online curricular space evoke pleasure 

and a strong sense of self-formation with regards to being German or an online student of 

the German language.  

“So It Kind of Educated Them on That and They Didn’t Know About It . . . 

and I Learned More.”  As noted earlier, in the second interview I pursued a line of 

questioning regarding Kate’s experience of enjoyment; i.e., I enquired after experiences 

she could share about online German lessons that she might have enjoyed.  Excerpt 4 

represents one of the experiences she recounted in response to my question.  
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Excerpt 4—Learning about German dialects with other students 

Marilyn: Was there a particular lesson in the three years of taking . . . German 
online that . . . you really enjoyed learning?  
 
Kate: Um . . . (M: . . . or experiencing?)  We learned about different dialects like 
different . . . parts of the country and how the language kind of varied in those 
different parts.  My mother always used to say that people from the more southern 
part of Germany spoke like they had lots of potatoes in their mouth . . . like hot 
potatoes?  And . . . people from the North, it was very like . . . kind of cut and dry 
like . . . specific and emphasized like.  So we learned a bit of that in class . . . like 
what the Bavarian . . . dialect kind of sounded like and . . . then we learned about 
not just . . . Germany, but in Switzerland like they also speak German . . . 
Luxembourg . . .  
 
Marilyn: So, what was it . . . about that particular lesson then, that was meaningful 
or enjoyable to you?  
 
Kate: Well it just kind of . . . at least for the other students . . . I think maybe some 
of them just thought German was just this one specific like . . . you know, high 
German.  Like “Hochdeutsche” is the . . . German that they speak on the news and 
usually on, you know, the national television and everything.  But there all these 
different forms and varied . . . parts of it.  So, it kind of educated them on that and 
they didn’t know about it . . . and I learned more . . . coz I only knew a bit.  
 
Marilyn: Can you describe what it . . . how it made you feel to . . . explore that 
aspect of learning German?  
 
Kate: Just again kind of excited and . . . very involved because I kept thinking 
about what I might do with my future involving this and . . .  
 
Marilyn: And so this . . . this particular lesson . . . where you were learning about 
the accents . . . how was that taught online?  
 
Kate: I think she actually kind of did through lecturing.  She just told us . . . 
through the screen though.  Yeah . . . <both laugh>  So it was like over TV.  And I 
think she played examples as well . . . like little recordings. 

 
(Kate, transcript 2, lines 143–167) 

In Excerpt 4, Kate began her narrative by describing a class where she and her 

classmates learned about varying dialects from different parts of Germany.  Following 

this, the subject position—or the “psychological subject of a point of view”—for in her 
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narrative alters from one that aligned her with her classmates to one that narratively 

aligned her with her mother (Emerson & Frosh, 2004, p. 70-71).  Here, reaching for her 

mother’s depiction of Southern German versus Northern German dialects perhaps 

allowed Kate to demonstrate her prior knowledge of how to characterize different 

dialects.  Indeed, she returned to the context of the classroom to reinforce that she had 

learned the same thing with her classmates (“So we learned a bit of that”; Transcript 2, 

line 148).  Further, Kate also reflected that they learned about dialects from countries like 

Switzerland and Luxembourg, and “not just” from Bavaria (line 150).  As such, she 

suggests that her prior knowledge was not only reinforced but also expanded upon.  

When I followed up with a question about what made the lesson meaningful or 

enjoyable to her, Kate’s speech maneuvers emphasize a new subject position in her 

response.  As such, Kate’s use of “the other students” in the subject position can be seen 

as an attempt to distance herself from the thought that follows; i.e., the other students 

may have believed that German was spoken in only one way—“High German” or 

“Hochdeutsche”—which she adds is the dominant form of German employed in popular 

culture (Transcript 2, lines 153–154).  She then alters the subject position once again to 

suggest that “it”—as in the online class—“educated them on [the multiple dialects in 

Germany]” (lines 155–157).  Again, Kate’s choice in using “it” as a subject position 

seems to position the online class in the role of providing such knowledge.  Here, 

perhaps, what is distanced is the teacher, who later in Excerpt 4 is described in such a 

way as to suggest she is contained within the TV screen in the online class; i.e., the 

teacher “lectur[es]” . . . “through the screen” (lines 163–167).  

At this point, Kate’s narrative is evocative through the ways in which she suggests 
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power relations between the other students, herself, the online class, and the teacher.  In 

suggesting that the class educated the students, whose prior knowledge was also framed 

as non-existent and comparatively less than hers, Kate used the passive voice, excising 

the other German students’ agency from their learning experience.  In the next line, she 

reverted to the active voice, effectively positioning herself as a better student.  This 

changing subject position seems to create competing narratives about the other students’ 

versus her sense of competency.  Kate appears to frame the other students in a weaker 

position with regards to their work in the classroom and, as well, in relation to her 

linguistic understanding.  At the same time, she seems to frame her learning as advancing 

from a somewhat strong position to an even stronger one.  However, the frequency in 

changes to the subject position in this narrative may also suggest that Kate does not want 

to assume narrative authority and may see herself as positioned by forces outside of 

herself that move her enjoyment and understanding in Excerpt 4 in specific ways.  

Significantly, her tale starts with her mother, who seems positioned as the most 

authoritative figure in the text and whose knowledge and experience gives Kate access to 

opportunities to build knowledge.  Likewise, her tale ends with the teacher, whose 

pedagogical presence and power is obscured at first by the online class and then tethered 

to phrases such as “through lecturing” and “just told us . . . through the [TV] screen” 

(Transcript 2, lines 164–167).  Such framing seems to underscore the teacher’s weakened 

communicative power as the TV screen mediates it.  As such, Kate seems to position 

herself in relation to her mother’s, her classmates’, and her teacher’s power within the 

online German context, where her mother’s knowledge and her own are powerfully 

positioned in comparison to her classmates’ knowledge and teacher’s pedagogical power. 
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As explored in earlier sections of this case study, Kate’s negotiation of her 

identity in relation to cultural differences within her online German language class can be 

read as a negotiation of a sense of self in relation to the differences perceived within the 

curriculum.  In the Excerpt 4, perceptions of differences in knowledge and power evoke 

associations to the role that Kate’s mother plays in her life.  The importance of this role is 

further emphasized by another story Kate related to me after I asked her about enjoyable 

experiences she may have had while learning German.  Like the previous stories of 

Kate’s engagement in the online German context, the following story—about German 

nursery rhymes and lullabies—reflects curriculum that centered on notions of language 

and culture:  

Excerpt 5—Learning about German nursery rhymes and lullabies 
 
Kate: We were talking about like German . . . nursery rhymes, and . . . lullabies 
and like stories . . . and my teacher was talking about this particular . . . “Alle 
meine entchen,” which is like . . . “All of my ducks” and . . . that was something 
that my mother used to kind of like . . . repeat to me when I was a kid.  So it just 
felt very homey and kind of familiar and warm. So that was nice. Yeah that was 
one of them.  
 
Marilyn: What was the lesson that she was teaching?  
 
Kate: I think she was just bringing up like Brothers Grimm and traditional . . . 
phrases and fairytales and sayings . . . so.  
 

(Kate, transcript 2, lines 132–140) 

In Excerpt 5, Kate suggested that a class discussion about a particular German 

lullaby brought up nostalgic memories of her mother “repeating” it to her as a child.  

Here, Kate’s use of “we” in the subject position aligns herself with her classmates while 

they discuss German nursery rhymes and lullabies.  The teacher assumes the subject 

position of her next sentence.  This sentence, by way of the German lullaby “Alle Meine 



 

 181

Entchen,” is connected to memories of her mother.  “Alle Meine Entchen34” is a popular 

German children’s song about all the little ducklings, swimming in a pond with their 

heads in the water and tails in the air.  The melody is said to be typical of German 

traditional music (Campbell, Williamson, & Perron, 1996).  Such traditional curriculum, 

in the vein of nursery rhymes, lullabies, and fairy tales, constitute an oral tradition of 

children’s literature and present gateways into language and development, especially for 

younger children (Coltrane, 2006).  As such, it may not be surprising that Kate associates 

this lesson and her teacher with the image of her mother singing the lullaby to her as a 

child.  What is notable at this stage in our inquiry, however, is that this story is a response 

to a question about Kate’s enjoyment while learning German online.  In her narrative, 

Kate recodes her enjoyment of the lesson in terms of its hominess, familiarity, and 

warmth, which are also connected to the memory of her mother.  In this way, the pleasure 

Kate takes in the repetition of this curricular knowledge within the online class is 

intimately associated with memories of her mother.  

However, lullabies, fairy tales and nursery rhymes are far from benign cultural 

objects.  Any reading of this particular curricular event is not complete without a critique 

of the discursive effect that such cultural objects have on subjective understanding.  In 

the German context, lullabies, nursery rhymes, and fairy tales shape the discourse on 

German identity in very distinct ways.  For instance, folk music and German lullabies 

experienced a cultural revival under the Third Reich that had to with finding “untainted 

                                                 
34 Alle meine Entchen  

Schwimmen auf dem See, 

schwimmen auf dem See, 

Köpfchen in das Wasser,  

Schwänzchen in die Höh. 
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‘urdeutsche music’”—in other words, essentially German music (Applegate & Potter, 

2002, p. 25).  Likewise, Robinson (2010) argues that the Grimm’s linguistic choices in 

their fairy tales suggested that they utilized language to:  

(1) make their tales appear to be authentically German; (2) lend to them an aura of 

antiquity while at the same time avoiding the whiff of bookishness; (3) further 

their own ideas on grammatically proper German; and (4) convey their conscious 

or unconscious prejudices concerning proper gender roles, especially those for 

young girls and women. (p. 173) 

Crucially, Bettelheim (1989) suggests that fairytales are magic mirrors that reflect 

some aspects of our inner world, “and of the steps required by our evolution from 

immaturity to maturity” (p. 309).  As a foundational text, the German folk song “Alle 

Meine Entchen,” may evoke in Kate the familiar and nostalgic maternal “repetitions” of 

unitary and ordered German cultural texts that seem to be left unquestioned within the 

context of the online classroom.  For Kate, this may in turn facilitate pleasure through a 

seamless identification with German curriculum.  But these texts also convey particular 

codified messages about an essential Deutschland culture, which in this case do not 

interrupt Kate’s reveries.  Kate’s narrative may fail to surface recognition of this sort of 

interpellation within these German texts for any number of reasons.  Chief among them 

may be that such critique may never have been brought up within the online classroom at 

all.  This recalls Stuart Hall’s (2000) critique of pedagogical approaches to culture, which 

“assume a notion of culture that is ‘unitary, essentialist and all encompassing’” and fail to 

surface culture as neither “fixed nor stable” and, moreover, historically embedded in 

ideological meanings (as cited in Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006, p. 142). On the other 



 

 183

hand, her narrative can also potentially be read in terms of the displacement of the figure 

of the teacher and her classroom discussion to a memory of learning from her mother.  In 

other words, any role the class discussion or the teacher may have taken up within her 

experience fades against the memory of her mother and the sense of familiarity with the 

German text that it inspires.   

This intimate relation between Kate, her mother, and the online German 

curriculum appears again in the lesson on German dialects.  Here, Kate’s narrative 

movements and changing subject positions demonstrated how memories of her mother 

seem to reinforce and as well interrupt her feelings of competence with regards to the 

German language.  On one hand, her prior knowledge of German dialects informs her 

sense of competency in comparison to the other students and allows her to assume a 

position of mastery.  It might be that the situation also provoked competitive pleasure in 

the act of displaying greater knowledge than the others, which contributed to her 

enjoyment of the lesson.  On the other, the presence of her mother interrupts such 

fantasies of mastery.  Significantly, in the story about the German lullaby, Kate’s 

attachment to the experience with her mother appears to turn on her sense of nostalgia, 

while in the story about German dialects, her attachment to the experience with her 

mother appears to turn on her sense of competence.  Therefore, it may be that nostalgia is 

at work in the latter case as well, offering pleasure despite a sense of difference from her 

mother in terms of competence.   

However, in both stories, the teacher seems to fade into the background, usurped 

by the memory of her mother or by TV screen.  In this way, Kate’s enjoyment in each 

story seems to rely on the memories of her mother to bring meaning to her experience of 
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the online curriculum.  Likewise, a follow-up question about her affective understanding 

of the act of “learn[ing] more” through the lesson on German dialects resulted in Kate 

returning to the fantasy of a “future involving this”; its imaginative potential moving her 

to excitement (Transcript 2, line 161–162).  In this way, memory and fantasy seem to 

work as conduits to Kate’s enjoyment of the German curriculum; perhaps, further 

allowing her to identify as a competent online German student.  

“It Wasn’t Like the Cultural Differences that were Funny.”  An early 

question about good experiences while learning German online elicits a story about 

having fun with classmates while watching an old German movie over “shared screens” 

with other online classrooms.  

Excerpt 6—Watching an old German movie on shared screens with another class 
 
Marilyn: Ok so, can you tell me about good experiences that you’ve had learning 
online?  
 
Kate: I did like communicating with the other classes sometimes.  I thought that 
was fun. 
 
Marilyn: It was a good experience for you.  So, what . . . what was that like? What 
made it good for you?  
 
Kate: I just . . . you know, I liked having like, real contact with people . . . more . . 
. instead of just like a digital, like it . . . it was over a screen and everything but 
instead of just chatting with text it was nice like, seeing people’s faces and 
hearing their voices. Yeah.  
 
Marilyn: In the context of learning, what did that mean to you?  
 
Kate: I didn’t feel like isolated . . . in the learning experience.  Like, I thought it 
was, you know, it was shared. It felt more like a class, instead of just an individual 
effort like, with a lot of the assignments. 
 
Marilyn: What else?  Were there any other good experience that you had while 
taking these classes online?  
 
Kate: We did get to watch . . . a movie like I suppose you could do that in the 
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regular class . . . But . . . with the shared screens.  So we were like watching this 
German movie and everybody got to kind of . . .  respond to it, which was fun.  
 
Marilyn: What was it that made it good?  
 
Kate: It was cheesy and like very funny.  And kind of . . . we . . . we thought of it 
as kind of a joke . . . It . . . it wasn’t like the cultural differences that were funny. 
It was just . . . it was an old movie.  It was a very old German movie and we 
thought it was silly.  

 
(Kate, transcript 1, lines 277–308) 

 
Here, in response to a second prompt regarding a good experience, Kate offered 

us the image of her class and another online German class watching an old German 

movie broadcasting simultaneously over “shared screens”—the two television screens 

placed in the front of the classroom (Transcript 1, line 299).  Recalling Kate’s earlier 

description of the set-up of these classrooms, students in one classroom can see and hear 

students in the other classroom over another shared screen in the front of the classroom.  

Earlier in the narrative, Kate described this set up as being ‘fun’ because of the added 

facility for communicating with the other classrooms. Indeed, she characterized these 

communications—seeing and hearing other students—as “nice” and as feeling more like 

“real” contact to her than what was afforded by digital chatting (lines 284–288).  Further, 

Kate suggests that it enhanced a “shared,” more “real,” experience of classroom learning, 

rather than one that was isolated and individual (lines 284–293).  Here, the shared 

experience in the online classroom seems to provoke a critique of the isolated experience 

of individually finishing her online assignments.  In this way, perhaps, her shared 

experiences in this classroom allow her to resist being positioned as an online student 

who is ultimately individually responsible, through isolated effort, for her own learning. 

Further, she also describes the shared experience of being with other students in 
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terms of having fun—a repeated sentiment in the story that follows about watching the 

old German movie.  The students from both classrooms were able to “respond” to the 

movie, which Kate reported is “fun” (Transcript 1, lines 300–301).  When I asked her 

what made the experience good, she acknowledged that she thought that the movie was 

“cheesy” and “funny” (line 303).  Hesitantly changing subject positions, she then 

described the students, as if engaged in “shared” collusion, thinking of the movie as “kind 

of a joke” (line 304).  A negation interrupted the flow of her story, as Kate then insisted 

that it was the generational differences between the movie and its audience, not the 

cultural differences, which the students found silly.  The pairing of this denial with the 

heretofore unintroduced theme of cultural difference—i.e., this is her first mention of 

cultural difference within the entire interview context—and—as we have seen thus far—

the intersection of themes of cultural difference with experiences of engagement suggest 

that this scene of enjoyment while online provoked more than what meets the eye.  

Kate’s reflections regarding the cultural differences she encountered through her 

online German language experience—in those stories about the German music and TV 

show and, in this case, with an old German movie—articulate similar forms of 

engagement while learning German online.  As a whole, each of these curricular 

encounters with the German culture is positioned as “interesting” (Transcript 1, lines 347, 

366, 478–479, 497–499) and relevant to Kate on a personal level (Transcript 1, lines 366, 

481–483, 503; Transcript 2, lines 135–136, 161–162).  However, Kate first use of the 

term “cultural difference” in our interviews occurred in the above narrative, where she 

subsequently denies any enjoyment of it during the viewing of an old German movie.  In 

the Excerpt 6, underscoring that “it wasn’t like the cultural differences that were funny,” 
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Kate’s assertions raise questions about her self-positioning in relation to her engagement 

with cultural difference (Transcript 1, line 305).  This positioning affects my reading of 

Kate’s narrative in different ways.  For instance, Kate’s linguistic cues suggest that the 

choice of “we” as a subject position—as in Kate and her classmates—tethered Kate to her 

high school classmates’ motivations as they laugh together at the “joke”—an old, silly 

German movie.  However, Kate’s immediate denial that the “joke” corresponded to any 

cultural differences could be in part an effort to distance herself from suspicions 

regarding her classmates’ enjoyment (What are they really laughing at?).  Her denial may 

also represent her own confusion about what she enjoyed in the movie (What am I 

laughing at?). 

Sigmund Freud’s (1905) theory on jokes asserts the importance of aesthetic 

pleasure gained not only from the weakening of repressive urges to allow for the 

liberation of the joke, but also from both the joke’s content and its form.  The infantile 

pleasure associated with a joke’s content can be read as a pleasure taken in nonsense that 

temporarily relieves us from the pressure of investing logic and comprehensibility in 

language or other symbolic forms—a kind of rebellion against seriousness and meaning 

(cf., Freud, 1905; Van Haute & Geyskens, 2012).  In this manner, it might be possible to 

read Kate’s use of the terms “cheesy,” “very funny,” and “silly” to suggest a form of 

infantile pleasure derived from the content of the German movie (Transcript 1, lines 303, 

308).  That being said, Freud (1905) also suggests a more sophisticated pleasure is 

attained from the stylized form in which the joke is told, which disguises its aims so that 

it can bypass censorship in public.  As such, it may be the autonomous pleasure derived 

from form that makes possible pleasure derived from a joke’s content (cf., Akhtar, 2009; 
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Freud, 1905; Van Haute & Geyskens, 2012).  Further, jokes as a social process 

sometimes speak to the pleasure derived from social cohesion among certain groups of 

people through social aggression against others (cf., Akhtar, 2009; Freud, 1905; Van 

Haute & Geyskens, 2012).   

In Kate’s story, the stylized form that the movie takes may have evoked in her 

(and her classmates) a sense of the difference between the cultures of which she is a part.  

While the movie itself may not intentionally set out to be funny, differences in the age of 

the movie and its cultural separation may generate for its audience a sense of pleasure 

derived from this difference in form, which erupts as laughter misdirected towards 

content.  This reading suggests that Kate’s sentence—“it wasn’t like the cultural 

differences that were funny”—may evoke what is repressed in her enjoyment to 

temporarily surface.  This is further supported by other stories from her interview where 

she has already confessed to enjoying these cultural differences, albeit in different ways.   

Another reading brings to the fore Kate’s repeated use of age as vehicle to attach 

or distance herself from the objects in her story; whether in collusion with classmates 

whose age, shared sense of humor, and unseasoned yet growing understanding of the 

language (and culture) allowed for some mutual bonding, or through the estrangement 

that arises from the generational remove she experienced while watching a silly, old 

German movie.  Here, Kate’s repeated narrative focus on the generational gap between 

the movie and its audience—“It was just . . . it was an old movie. It was a very old 

German movie and we thought it was silly”—suggested that she aligned herself with her 

classmates (who are of similar age), while distancing herself from generational and 

cultural differences demonstrated in the movie.  The aforementioned personal interest she 
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takes in the German movie itself, coupled with the distancing that her linguistic cues, 

suggest a negotiation of different feelings towards the German movie as a cultural object 

presented to her within the social environment of her online classroom.  

This reading encourages us to take account of the role of the screen in Kate’s 

viewing pleasure.  Earlier during the interview, Kate described the set-up of the 

classroom, and the presence of two TV screens mounted in the front of her classroom—

one for the teacher to share lessons on and the other to broadcast an audio-video feed 

from other connected online German classrooms in the school district.  In Excerpt 6, Kate 

further confessed to being attracted to the more “real” representations of other students 

over the “screen,” rather than to textual communication via digital chatting.  Here, 

screens are perceived as fun, real, and shared.  Likewise, however, watching her teacher 

on the screen did not afford Kate the same kind of pleasure.  When I asked about difficult 

experiences Kate had had online, she responded, “Certainly paying attention when the 

teacher is giving a lecture . . . over the television screen was just very . . . very boring.  It 

just felt like I was watching a really <intake breath> dull TV program” (Transcript 1, 

lines 312–314).  In another excerpt (See Excerpt 9), Kate suggested that a boy in another 

shared classroom did not “feel . . . the pressure” of the teacher’s demands to behave 

because he only saw her over the screen; the screen was not “real life” (lines 66-69).  

Here, the teacher lecturing over a television screen is read as boring and not real, whereas 

in the excerpt about learning dialects (See Excerpt 4) when the teacher lectures in the 

same way, it was perceived to be an enjoyable experience.  In the latter example, 

however, Kate does obscure the teacher in favor of a memory of her mother; using a TV 

screen to facilitate this displacement.  As such, the screen frequently seems to obscure a 
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connection with her teacher.  This is reinforced by her repeated preference for having her 

teacher physically present in her classroom (Transcript 1, lines 326, 537–550; Transcript 

2, lines 250–252).  Significantly, in the above story about her interaction with an old 

German movie and the students in the shared classroom, the teacher is absent.  This 

suggests that the screen had special significance for Kate with regards to the opportunity 

for social interactions in German.  As such, another reading closely follows the nature of 

these social interactions over the screen.  

Kate found herself watching a movie and observing other students react to the 

same movie on the twin screens in front of the class.  The visual split in what she 

attended to can also be read as important, especially with regards to what was being 

enjoyed in the viewing of this movie.  Here, the screen—or multiple screens in this 

case—potentially facilitates Kate’s enjoyment in “seeing” her classmates in real time 

while they watch the movie together (Transcript 1, line 288).  The set-up also seems to 

encourage dual viewing—creating shifting perspectives of the movie itself—one from her 

own vantage point and the other from the vantage point of her classmates on screen.  As 

such, one way to interpret Kate’s enjoyment would be through the Freudian concept of 

scopophilia, which Laura Mulvey (1975) employs to describe a “primordial form of 

pleasurable looking” at cinema.  Cinema, she describes, is “a hermetically sealed world 

which unwinds magically, indifferent to the presence of the audience, producing for them 

a sense of separation and playing on their voyeuristic phantasy” (p. 835–836).  Further, 

Frosh (2013) suggests that the scopophilic instinct to look at an object is dually motivated 

either through the desire to share the object’s experience or to appropriate, via the 

scopophilic gaze, this object within oneself (p. 75).  For Kate, such “pleasurable looking” 



 

 191

occurs with regards to the simultaneous projection of the movie and the students from 

another classroom on adjacent TV screens.  In this way, such viewing perhaps evokes in 

Kate a desire to connect or share in the experiences of the other students and identify with 

them through their response to the movie.  The emotional dynamic to connect and find 

intimacy within social interaction could potentially explain Kate’s use of  “we” in the 

subject position of her story—she may have aligned herself to the object of her pleasure 

in such viewing.  Further, this possible self-positioning may explain her insistence that 

“they” were not laughing at the cultural differences—when examined in context, this 

negation seems more like a defense of a shared enjoyment where the meaning of what 

was signified by the shared laughter may have escaped her own signification.  

Overall, a combined understanding of Kate’s feelings of enjoyment in Excerpts 4 

and 6 suggest that enjoyable social interactions within the German online classroom 

allow Kate to negotiate her identity in terms of her competency and connection to an 

online community of students of the German language.  Her narratives seem to suggest 

that the online classroom facilitates such negotiations in ways that may allow Kate to 

derive pleasure from her connection to other students, but simultaneously obscures 

connections to the teacher within the context.  

Experiences of Difficulty 

So far we have explored Kate’s engagement with/in the online German context 

with regards to her positive characterizations of her experiences online.  In this section I 

explore Kate’s engagement with the online German language-learning environment from 

the perspective of her difficulties with learning in this context.  Kate’s negotiation of 

these difficult experiences represent an engagement with the ways in which she is 
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positioned within the online learning context.  Further, her negotiations of these difficult 

experiences illustrate some of the ways in which she resists her positioning within the 

online learning context.  Following, I will attempt to illustrate these negotiations of 

difficult experiences, which frequently arrive out of Kate’s desire for connection with/in 

the online learning environment, but which manifest instead as a demand for control in 

what is constructed as an unmanageable, confusing environment.  

Kate made clear even before the interview began that she was not at all happy 

with her experiences learning online.  At several points during our interviews she rolled 

her eyes while talking about how not “thrilled” she was with her experience online, how 

“repetitive,” “boring,” and “confusing” learning online seemed at times.  Throughout our 

conversations, Kate explained why online learning was not “the best fit” for her because 

she couldn’t “focus well in that kind of environment,” how it confirmed her negative 

expectations of online learning, and finally affirmed that it would be unlikely that she 

would ever do it again (Transcripts 1, lines 20, 175–177, 226–233, 323-325, 528, 536, 

553; Transcript 2, lines 95–97).  Moreover, Kate seemed to come into the first interview 

prepared with three core statements, seemingly layered in attention to the complex 

circumstances of her learning experiences: (a) the effect of ADHD on her learning; (b) 

the teacher’s lack of control over her online classes; and (c) the existential danger that the 

superintendent’s plans posed to the German language program. 

Excerpt 7—A layered description of life as an online high school student 
 

Kate: So, I was very easily distracted. And . . . I had a lot of trouble connecting to 
the teacher, just on a basic level. Coz sometimes she would be in the classroom 
and then other times, she would be on a screen.  And she was very frazzled and 
impatient because she didn’t like the way the class was run or set up and she 
couldn’t keep tabs on all of her students the way that she wanted to.  And apart 
from that the German program was also . . . kind of at risk of being . . . destroyed 
because the . . . the superintendent of our school system . . . has other plans, I 
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guess, for it. Which makes my mom furious <Kate laughs> because she’s part of 
the German program.  
 

(Kate, transcript 1, lines 117–127) 

“So, I Was Very Easily Distracted.  And . . . I Had a Lot of Trouble 

Connecting to the Teacher, Just on a Basic Level.”  Excerpt 7 is crucially significant 

in the way it demonstrates the internal logic of Kate’s critique of her life as an online 

high school student.  To begin, Kate highlights her own experience, which focus 

specifically on problems with being able to focus online and connecting to her teacher.  

Each issue is underscored by supporting narratives in both interviews.  For instance, 

Kate’s problems with “distraction” are narratively linked to her ADHD diagnosis, 

wherein having ADHD leads her to expect that she would “get distracted, . . . and 

impatient with it,” “zone out a lot,” and surely not “do well in the class” (Transcript 1, 

lines 181, 227-230, 565; Transcript 2, lines 95-97).  She reported that she also takes 

medication so that she can “pay better attention in school” (Transcript 1, lines 178-180).  

Her expectations of problems related to paying attention and their realization surface her 

anxieties about performance within the online learning environment.  Further, her 

“trouble” with connecting to her teacher on a “basic” level can also be read as arriving 

out of a similar concern (line 118).  For instance, Excerpt 8 helps extrapolate on what 

Kate meant when she talked about connection.  

Excerpt 8—A desire for connection with the teacher 
 
Kate: I’ve just become more aware of like my . . . style of learning I guess that I 
prefer.  Like I just really can’t . . . yeah like I need to have a . . . an interactive like 
teacher to . . . It’s not that I struggle like in my classes a lot . . . It’s just . . . like I 
do need . . . like contact and conversations.  
 
Marilyn: What does that mean to you?  
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Kate: Just more connection and like . . . there’s, you know, sort of, not become 
friends with the teacher but like . . . you know, you have friendly exchanges and 
you see them day after day after day and they get to know you and it’s just a lot 
more personal and because of that it’s more interesting, I guess.  
 
Marilyn: What does like . . . how does that help you, I guess?  
 
Kate: Coz if I have a question, they’re right there . . . it’s easier for me to pay 
attention because I could get in trouble <both laugh> easily, if I don’t . . . yeah.  
 

(Kate, transcript 1, lines 538–549) 
 
For Kate, “connection” is constructed as not only those daily and personal 

student-teacher interactions that keep this relationship alive, but also those interactions 

that revolve around Kate’s desire for the teacher’s presence in the classroom in order for 

her to “pay attention” and stay out of “trouble” (Transcript 1, lines 118, 539–550).  This 

is amplified in the descriptions of her life as an online student in Excerpt 7.  Here, 

changing subject positions allow Kate to speculate about her teacher’s experiences with 

the online environment, wherein the teacher is situated as “very” frazzled and impatient 

with a classroom set-up that she dislikes and the loss of her ability to “keep tabs on all of 

her students” (lines 121–123).  These issues that are attributed to her teacher mirror 

Kate’s own desire in Excerpt 8 for the teacher to keep tabs on her so that she avoids 

getting into trouble—i.e., she noted that having the teacher there made “it[s] easier for me 

to pay attention because I could get in trouble easily if I don’t . . .” (lines 549).  This 

desire is disrupted by the teacher’s presence on the screen. 

As such, the linguistic cues in Kate’s narratives articulate a particular desire for 

the physical proximity of an authority figure, which seem to create or inspire the right 

circumstances under which she can appropriately behave.  In this way, narratives about 

having to perform attentively and stay out of trouble possibly define Kate’s feelings 
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regarding how she feels positioned in relation to the teacher within the online context.  

However, Kate’s anxieties related to ADHD in Excerpt 7 also refocus her narrative upon 

her own responsibility; i.e., she seems to internalize a relationship with the teacher within 

the online environment that is based on “keep[ing] tabs” in order to counter her own 

anxieties about paying attention.  As such, this seems to invoke narratives about problems 

conforming to behavioral expectations within the online environment through self-

regulation.  In Kate’s narrative, the fluctuating presence of the teacher, either in the 

classroom or on the “screen,” interrupts her sense of control—her teacher’s and her 

own—which provokes ADHD-related anxieties about her ability to self-regulate and 

perform attentively (Transcript 1, line 120).  The next story further exemplifies the role of 

the screen in Kate’s negotiation of the teacher’s gaze.  

For example, when I asked her to describe her general online experiences, Kate 

rounded out her description of “fun” online social networking activities with curious 

evaluation; suggesting, “I think it’s a really great resource as long, as you know how to 

use it and have self-control” (Transcript 1, line 22, 30).  Asked to elaborate on what she 

means by self-control, Kate draws upon the image of an open browser window with 

multiple open tabs, where self-control is the ability to focus on work-related tabs instead 

of those fun-related tabs, such as YouTube.  When I pressed Kate to tell me a story to 

exemplify this, she offered the following. 

Excerpt 9—The teacher’s presence and online student behavior 
 
Kate: In my sophomore year I was taking an online . . . German course . . . a 
language course.  And . . . the teacher could see what I was doing from her 
computer. <laughs> And I’d forgotten about this, and . . . I was . . . I wasn’t doing 
what I was supposed to be doing.  I was checking Facebook and . . . chatting with 
somebody online.    
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Marilyn: So, she can see that you’re on Facebook?  
 
Kate: Yes.  She could see everything I was doing.  She could see my mouse 
moving and . . . my screen from my perspective . . . she had like a view of 
everybody in the class what they’re doing . . . what their screens . . .  
 
Marilyn: Can you explain the set up?  Like . . . what this class looked like and . . . 
?  
 
Kate: mmhmm . . . So it was like 6 rows of . . . or 3 rows of . . . like four seats. 
The class wasn’t very big.  So, it was just kind of like the desks and the chairs.  
And everybody had their own . . . Apple laptop computer.  And there was . . . 
there were two . . . screens at the front of the room and one at the back.  And they 
connected to like . . . other classes at different schools. And then her desk was in 
the front and she had a bigger computer that had access to all these things.  
 
Marilyn: And what were you studying?  What was the class about?  
 
Kate: German. Just learning a language  
 
Marilyn: Right, yeah. And . . . the other classes that you were connected to were 
also studying German? And was it just the one teacher?  
 
Kate: Yes. And <laughs> that was interesting because I remember there was this . 
. . very loud, talkative boy in the other class who got into trouble a lot and . . . he 
was very smart with her <laughs> and didn’t feel kind of the pressure of, you 
know, being properly scolded because he was, you know, at a different school and 
she was over a screen and he never saw her in real life. So, he made all sorts of 
comments, and like, everybody would laugh in the different classes and different 
screens and . . . and it was very entertaining for the rest of us . . . but she was not 
happy . . . and . . . yeah. 
 
Marilyn: Can you . . . like tell the story of that experience . . . of what happened 
like . . . as it was happening?  
 
Kate: I can’t like remember anything specifically that he said. 
 
Marilyn: No, no, no . . . I mean like . . . about . . . the story you started to tell in 
the beginning . . . when she could see what was happening (K: Oh yeah) on the 
screen?  
 
Kate: Well I got in trouble, obviously, I wasn’t supposed to be doing that.  And . . 
. I’d forgotten . . . I just, you know . . . I was on Facebook and chatting with my 
friend and she came over and said, “What are you doing?  Aren’t you supposed to 
be doing your work?  You’re going to get points off for this.”  And . . . I felt very 
sheepish <both laugh> and embarrassed. 
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Marilyn: But this happened in a public, like, way?  
 
Kate: <nods> Yeah.  
 

(Kate, transcript 1, lines 36–87) 
 
The linguistic cues in this jointly constructed narrative highlight not just Kate’s 

struggle for self-control but also her concerns about broader issues of control within the 

online learning environment.  In other words, my question leads Kate to recount a story 

not just about her own lack of control online—through the act of forgetting that she was 

being watched—but also about her teacher’s attempt to maintain control of a student 

body situated in multiple German language classrooms using the oversight mechanisms 

(through TV screens and laptop screens) afforded to her by the classroom set-up.  In both 

instances, the “screen” potentially served to interrupt of the teacher’s ability to monitor 

her students as both Kate and the male student employ the screen as a mode of operating 

outside of the confines of the teacher’s demands.  

Kate introduced this sophomore experience of her online German classroom by 

describing how a physically present teacher, who through her presence meets with Kate’s 

earlier stated preference for learning, can also see in miniscule detail everything that Kate 

and her classmates do on their computers via surveillance software installed on the 

teacher’s computer.  In other words, at least temporarily, the teacher in this learning 

context met or superseded the conditions of “keep[ing] tabs,” which Kate required in 

order to avoid getting into trouble.  That being said, Kate repeatedly underscores her 

narrative about getting caught in the act of doing something she was not supposed to be 

doing—resulting in her deep mortification—with the fact that she “forgot” about the 

teacher’s ability to monitor her screen.  The key conceit of this narrative is that Kate 
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forgot she was being watched, which correspondently also surfaces a failure to 

remember.  As such, one way to read Kate’s forgetfulness is through her notion of self-

control, which significantly is the reason for this story’s existence.  In other words, 

notions of forgetfulness are tied remembering the teacher’s ability to monitor whatever 

Kate is doing, not just within the classroom space but also within the online learning 

space.  This surfaces how Kate positions herself as an online student who failed to 

remember that she was being watched.   

Meanwhile, the teacher is positioned through the power of her “gaze” (See 

Foucault, 1995, 2001, for his theories on the gaze as a technique of human subjection 

through the mechanism of disciplinary power), which seemed to swallow the class whole 

within its ocular grasp.  The teacher can monitor the class not just through her physical 

presence but as well through her ability to see everyone’s laptop screens on her computer.  

This seems to tie Kate’s perceptions of the teacher to the role of the screen.  The screen, 

for instance, also seems to allow Kate to temporarily assume she has privacy and forget 

the teacher who is monitoring her actions.  As such, the screen plays a paramount role in 

interceding on behalf of Kate’s perception of the power relations between teacher and 

student.  In other words, while Kate positioned herself as an online student who cannot 

remember the disciplinary conditions of her learning environment, the teacher—in this 

story—maintains the role of an all-seeing disciplining eye.  

This power dynamic was repeated in the second story Kate narrated about the boy 

from another German class who is linked to her own class and teacher via the 

teleconferencing TV screen.  In Excerpt 9, when I interrupted her story to request a sense 

of the context, Kate provided a description of the set-up of the German classroom.  



 

 199

Thinking about this prompted another story about a loud, talkative boy from this other 

German language classroom, who was constantly in trouble for being smart with the 

teacher and, to borrow Kate’s words, did not feel the “pressure of being properly 

scolded” because the teacher was merely broadcast to him over a screen and “he never 

saw her in real life” (Transcript 1, lines 66–69).  Again, Kate inscribes power upon the 

screen to interrupt the teacher’s disciplining gaze and facilitate the boy’s misbehavior.  

Kate perhaps also positions the screen as having the effect of magnifying the power of 

the boy’s performance amongst the much larger audience that the connected 

screens/classrooms afforded (lines 70–72).  However, in this story, Kate also links the 

teacher’s physical absence and her screen presence with his freedom from the “pressure 

of being properly scolded” (line 66).  As such, it may be because of Kate’s perception 

that the screen diminishes the teacher’s authority that she allowed herself to position the 

boy as a student capable of resisting the disciplinary conditions of such a context.  

One reading of both narratives is to explore Kate’s self-positioning through her 

negotiations of the teacher’s physical proximity.  In the first story, the presence of the 

teacher in the classroom allowed the screen to magnify the disciplinary effect of her gaze, 

while in the second, the absence of the teacher from the classroom permitted the screen to 

diminish the effect of her disciplinary gaze.  In other words, Kate seems to suggest that 

the screen either amplified or distorted an already existing set of power relations between 

teacher and students within the online German language-learning context, one that was 

based upon the disciplinary effect of the teacher’s gaze.  In such a context the intimacy 

that Kate desired in her relationship with her teacher is denied.  In the above stories, 

Kate’s and her classmate’s acts of usurping of the teacher’s gaze and the screen’s 



 

 200

purpose, whether intentional or not, potentially speaks to the obstructive power relations 

between the teacher and her students within the online learning context.  As such, Kate’s 

sense of wanting a real connection with her teacher is preempted in favor of a connection 

that utilizes surveillance techniques within the online context.  However, this context also 

fails—in Kate’s case, only temporarily and through her act of forgetting—to maintain 

discipline.  This potentially suggests agency and resistance in the students’ negotiation of 

the disciplinary conditions within the online learning context.  

Another reading of these stories focuses on Kate’s gendered understanding of her 

role in both stories.  In her first story, Kate repudiated herself for not having self-control 

and described being mortified when the teacher admonished her for chatting on Facebook 

during class hours.  In a second story, a loud, talkative boy seemingly did not feel such 

mortification, seemingly luxuriating in his repeated troublemaking and his ability to wrest 

control away from the teacher.  The two stories contrast in the manner in which the 

subject of each story—Kate and the boy—was treated with respect to their response to 

getting into trouble.  Excerpt 10 further illuminates Kate’s understanding of gender in the 

online context.  In the following passage, Kate described an early experience in an 

anonymous group chat set-up for her online German class. 

Excerpt 10—Anonymous chat room and teacher control 

 

Kate: The class was in a gigantic . . . chat room and once again, a group of boys in 
the back of the class were . . . just making jokes and climbing around in the chat, 
and . . . typing slightly inappropriate things <Kate laughs> Coz . . . I . . . it was 
anonymous, I mean, I . . . this . . . this particular chat and nobody knew who 
anyone was . . . <Kate laughs> So, that was hard for the teacher to control.  I 
don’t know why it was set up that way.  I guess it was kind of early days but . . .  
 

(Kate, transcript 1, lines 235–241) 
 
This narrative is the second story about boys behaving inappropriately online, as 
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suggested by Kate’s use of the term “once again” (Transcript 1, line 236).  As the chat is 

anonymous, it is unclear how Kate knew that male students were responsible for the 

inappropriate chat messages, but this is something she nevertheless suggests.  Further, 

this story is also the second story about boys and their teachers told in the context of the 

teacher’s control within the online context.  Significantly, Kate focuses on the difficulties 

inherent in the condition of anonymity.  But this, according to Kate, was a problem for 

the teacher as anonymity raised issues with the teacher being able to maintain discipline 

within the chat room.  By projecting the difficulties of online anonymity onto her teacher, 

Kate negated her own simultaneous loss of self (through anonymity) and possibly 

gendered positioning (as a girl who behaves appropriately) in the gigantic online chat 

room where the boys seem to have taken over.  As such, it is additionally possible that 

Kate positioned herself online via gendered understandings of online behavior.   

One last reading of the linguistic cues in Kate’s speech in Excerpt 9 highlight her 

alignment with her teacher with respect to their mutual lack of control within the online 

context.  If the first story conveyed something about Kate’s loss of control over her 

privacy by forgetting about the teacher’s surveillance of her online learning environment, 

the second illustrated her perception of the teacher’s experience of a similar loss of 

control over her classes.  This is seen Kate’s recognition of the teacher’s unhappiness 

with the very public stripping of her authority.  In this instance, it can be argued that Kate 

demonstrated a shared experience with her teacher.  The intersecting nature of the stories 

suggests that Kate might have drawn a parallel between her experience and the teacher’s, 

despite the circumstantial differences between the two episodes.  There are good reasons 

why Kate might have aligned herself with her teacher.  As seen in Excerpt 7, Kate 
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understood the German program to be “at risk of being . . . destroyed” by the 

superintendent (Transcript 1, line 124).  Further, she also believed that the lack of support 

and value given to the German language program invariably created the confusing and 

stressful conditions that Kate and her teachers disliked.  One example of this is a critique 

of the school district’s under-recruitment of German teachers that Kate directly attributes 

to the problems with her German teacher’s availability and her fluctuating presence in the 

online classroom; i.e., Kate related that “there were so few German teachers . . . they had 

to share . . . this one, over all these different schools” (lines 170–171).35  Perhaps, Kate’s 

stories also serve to illustrate her understanding that control, while important, is tied to 

conditions that support it.  As such, this suggests that Kate’s engagement with the 

particular contextual constraints that affected her experiences of the German language 

program arrived out of a resistance to being positioned as an online student who is 

supposed to behave and/or be in control despite institutional failures.  

“And Then Cheating on Quizzes and Tests . . . Coz It Was . . . It Was Like 

Impossible Not To Really . . . Everybody Was . . . If We Didn’t Understand The 

Material in the First Place and We Were Worried about Our Grades You Know, 

We Were Going to do That.”  Where earlier narratives suggest Kate’s engagement with 

the online German context arrives out of anxieties related to online behavior, Excerpt 11 

                                                 
35 The narrative that Kate surfaces to explain her alignment with the teacher owes itself to the existential 
threat she feels the German language program faces within the high school context due to unwilling 
institutional and budgetary support.  This manifests in statements about the German program being “at risk 
of being . . . destroyed” by a superintendent who does not care about German, whilst economic importance 
is given to languages like Arabic and Chinese (Transcript 1, line 124). These existential concerns for the 
German language program are further reinforced by worries about the fate of the German language itself; 
i.e., the German language itself is “apparently dying out” because of the increasing use of English within 
the European context (Transcript 2, lines 274–280). The presence of these existential threats may, in fact, 
work against competing anxieties Kate may have about learning online and help construct a positive view 
of her online experience despite her many struggles.  Indeed, Kate suggests that despite her issues with 
online learning, she felt “lucky” to be able to take the class (Transcript 1, lines 557–560). 
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demonstrates her negotiation of anxieties related to online student performance.  

Excerpt 11—The teacher’s presence and online student performance 
 
Kate: We’re supposed to read . . . coz we were supposed to read a . . . like a . . . 
paperback novel, not online, and then . . . (M: Which one?) It’s in German.  I’m . . 
. I’m trying to remember the title.  It was . . . it was a while ago. A lot of Germans 
are really fascinated by . . . Native Americans in the United States.  It was about 
that. Winnetou, I think it’s called . . . like, that’s in the title at least. But . . . it’s 
spelled W, I, N, N . . . O, T, O, U if you need to like look it up later. And we had 
to answer quiz questions and . . . the teacher wasn’t there and the screen wasn’t 
working.  So, this quiz became a group <laughs> effort and everybody was 
cheating, you know? 
 
Marilyn: Yeah . . . was that . . . It was not how it was set-up?  
 
Kate: Yeah. It . . . it was supposed to be an individual test And . . . this happened 
multiple times that year. But . . . maybe that was just because there was like a 
glitch with the . . . the teacher and everything, you know.  We couldn’t get 
through, but . . . you know . . . 
 
Marilyn: What was the other experience . . . of it happening that way . . .  
 
Kate: Like the other experience of cheating on a test or . . .? No, that was how it 
happened every time really.  
 
Marilyn: Yeah . . . Because there was a glitch . . .?  
 
Kate: Yeah, it happened a lot. Yeah . . . static and difficulty getting through when 
she was at the other school . . . monitoring the test with the other students yeah. 
 

(Kate, transcript 1, lines 251–276) 
 
In Excerpt 11, Kate surfaces cheating rather than forgetting as a way she and 

fellow students negotiated the failing infrastructure within online learning context during 

an online quiz.  As Kate noted, the online quiz ended up becoming a “group effort,” 

despite the fact that it was an individual assignment (Transcript 1, line 263).  At first, 

Kate seems to blame the cheating on “a glitch with the . . . the teacher,” projecting 

problems with Internet connectivity onto the teacher’s presence—or rather, her absence 

in this case (line 269).  She later explains, after my prompts about set-up, that such 
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glitches were indicative of static in communications whenever the teacher was in another 

online German classroom.  Here, the screen is read as interrupting the teacher’s ability to 

monitor student performance on a quiz allowing the students to cheat.  Cheating surfaces 

another kind of anxiety about performance that Kate underscored as paramount to her 

understanding of the online context; those anxieties related to her grades.  

For example, in her story about chatting on Facebook instead of doing what she 

was supposed to do, Kate underscored that her teacher promised to take “points off” for 

not working on her assignments during the scheduled time (Transcript 1, line 84).  

Likewise, Kate described another overall frustrating online learning experience, where 

the confusing website layout and glitchy communications with the teacher meant that 

students were delayed in their ability to complete an assignment (lines 150–164).  In this 

situation, Kate’s anxiety increased with the pressure of having to complete the 

assignment by the deadline in a “no exception . . . no excuses” environment; in turn, 

Kate’s experience of such environments meant that she knew her grade would (and did) 

suffer if she did not perform exactly as prescribed (line 163).  Such stories illustrate 

disciplinary role of assessment practices and Kate’s negotiation of her own performance 

within these conditions.  This negotiation is again made explicit in Excerpt 12, when I 

asked Kate what she wished her online experiences had been like.  

Excerpt 12—A wish not to cheat 

Kate: And then cheating on quizzes and tests.  Coz it was . . . it was like 
impossible not to really . . . everybody was . . . Well not impossible, I guess.  You 
know, you could’ve resisted but still . . . it was . . . set up in a way that it was very 
easy and if we didn’t understand the material in the first place and we were 
worried about our grades, you know, we were going to do that.  
 

(Kate, transcript 2, lines 294–301)  
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Here, Kate suggested that she regretted cheating on quizzes and tests.  However, 

her regret prompts a defensive position as she reasoned how cumulative issues with not 

understanding the material, being worried about grades, and, as well, the relative ease 

with which students could cheat in the online set-up meant that it was somewhat 

“impossible” not to cheat (Transcript 2, lines 295).  In this way, Kate suggests that 

cheating is the inevitable outcome of the failing infrastructure and pedagogy of the 

learning environment and a way for students to negotiate learning within it.  However, 

Excerpt 12 is situated within a co-constructed narrative about what she wished her online 

learning experiences were like and, as such, her wish not to have cheated on these tests 

suggests that she nevertheless sees her cheating as inappropriate. 

Collectively, the narratives in Excerpts 11 and 12 again suggest the role of the 

screen in interrupting the teacher’s disciplinary gaze, where this time the interruption 

holds the potential to affect Kate’s performance and as well her identification as a good 

online student.  In other words, Kate negotiates environmental conditions that offer 

unreliable teleconferencing or computer screen by positioning herself and her classmates 

as students who must perform as prescribed or face the consequences for not performing.  

Here, cheating is positioned as their only option.  In this way, she surfaces how 

fraudulent acts of cheating, although inappropriate, can be a form of resistance within a 

disciplinary grading context that demands her performance.  Further, the teacher is 

reductively positioned in hierarchical and supervisory relation to Kate and her classmates, 

negating the opportunity for the kind of personal connection to her teachers that Kate so 

desires.  That this desire for a connection with her teacher is repeatedly brought up in 

Kate’s narratives about her failures and/or her teacher’s failures in maintaining control 
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within the also failing structure of the disciplinary online learning context speaks to how 

Kate potentially negotiates this loss of a connection with her teacher through participation 

in and resistance to the disciplinary conditions within the online learning context. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I first outlined a biographical and descriptive account of 18-year-

old Kate’s three years of experience of learning German within an online learning 

context.  Next, I demonstrated Kate’s engagement with the online German context in 

terms of (a) her experiences of cultural difference while negotiating a sense of her 

German-American identity, (b) her association of enjoyment to her interactions with 

other online students and the subjective identifications that result from such associations, 

and (c) her experiences of difficulty and resistance to being positioned within particular 

narratives of behavior and performance within the online German context.  In each case, 

Kate’s stories can be read in terms of how she negotiates a sense of a “German-

American” and/or an “online student” identity through her encounters with the 

curriculum, other students, and/or the teacher within the online German language context.  

In the following chapter, I examine the experiences of a 14-year-old male participant: 

Holden.  With two and a half years of experience of learning Chinese within a different 

online learning context, Holden’s biographical and descriptive accounts of his online 

learning experiences and the interpretive themes of engagement gleaned from his 

narratives of learning online again make the case for how engagement is tied to 

negotiations of identity.   
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Chapter Five: Holden  

A Pen Portrait 

At six feet, Holden impressed me immediately as a very tall 14-year-old.  He was 

also low-key and laconic in the way that teenage boys can sometimes be during research 

interviews (Emerson & Frosh, 2004).  In 2014, at the time of our interviews, he was 

attending the fall semester of ninth grade at a very large North Eastern U.S. high school,36 

which was close enough to his home to bike to everyday.  His height was one of his first 

descriptors he used for himself.  The very next thing he told me was how much he 

enjoyed playing basketball—something for which his height was an obvious advantage.  

Asked about the things he considered special in his life, he replied “basketball is really 

special to me,” amplified as well by a story he told me later about how engaged he 

usually is while playing basketball (Transcript 1, lines 542-558; Transcript 2, line 529).  

Other aspects of his life that he considered especially important were his family, his 

grades, his health, having friends, and having a life, in that order (Transcript 2, lines 529-

532).  Seemingly alienated from the experience of learning itself—which he referred to as 

“boring” and “not fun” in general—Holden still considered his grades as “special” 

enough to care about (lines 193, 198, 530).  This was even true for Chinese—his most 

difficult subject at school.  Holden first started taking online Chinese language classes as 

an elective in the seventh and eighth grade at the middle school level and then re-enrolled 

for a third year of Chinese when he entered high school.  He had not taken any other 

                                                 
36 About 33 percent of the student body at his school (of more than 2000 students) is reported as 
economically disadvantaged, which is a little higher than the district average.  Demographically, about 40 
percent of the students at his school are white, which is a little lower than the district average.   According 
to data from 2014 and 2015, both Hispanic and Asian American students are well above district averages, 
while African American and Native American populations correlate with district averages (North Eastern 
Public School District, 2016).  Gender distributions were not reported for this school district. 
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online classes.  

In general, Holden enjoyed being on the Internet.  He suggested that he liked 

being online because “it [was] basically like [his] little world” where he could “basically 

do anything [he] want[ed] online”; more specifically, these “endless [online] 

possibilities” constituted activities such as gathering information, watching videos, 

playing games, doing research, or chatting with friends (Transcript 1, lines 28-43).  

Despite enjoying being online, Holden said he did not have a lot of time for it given the 

recent frequency of homework assignments and basketball practice.  However, when he 

was online, he liked to play Massive Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games 

(MMORPGs) such as League of Legends, chat with his friends on Skype, or listen to 

music on Spotify.  Holden’s stories about playing basketball with his friends or playing 

League of Legends online revealed a strong preoccupation with performance and a 

personal desire to always “perform well” and “be the best” (lines 557, 66).  As we will 

see later, these theories of self underscored his narratives about his engagement with 

learning Chinese in the online context. 

Of his family, Holden said very little, except that he has a younger brother and 

that they were all of Scottish descent.  Both his parents are independent business owners.  

This may underlie—in part—Holden’s desire to someday be “a person in stocks and 

business,” which he believed was “a good choice” for him (Transcript 1, lines 273-274).  

Further, this may have motivated his desire to learn Chinese because, in his words, 

“China is a growing industry [sic]” and “there’s going to be a lot of important Chinese 

people in [the business] industry” (lines 276-277).  For Holden, this sparked a desire to 

prepare for such a prospect and, as such, he continued to take the online Chinese 
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language classes even though they were “really hard” (lines 278-279) and “challenging to 

the point where it [was] unfun” (line 297).  

At the time of our interviews, Holden was almost one semester into his third year 

of online Chinese (Chinese III).  All language classes, including Chinese I, II, and III, 

were offered by the school district as part of a World Language program (See Footnote 

28), where class size/enrollments and the availability of teachers usually determined 

whether a particular course level could be offered in a face-to-face format (North Eastern 

Public School District, 2016).  For Holden’s particular school, Chinese I, II, and III were 

only offered in varied distance learning formats ranging from blended online/cohort 

models to fully online learning models.  In particular, Chinese III—which he was taking 

at the time—was offered in an online learning instructional format via a State-Run 

Virtual Learning program (in future referred to as SR Virtual Learning) with (a) an online 

teacher providing content and instruction with whom students interacted with online and 

(b) a local teacher in a face-to-face setting providing oral development support on a 

consistent basis (North Eastern Public School District, 2016).  The online course was 

offered via a Desire2Learn web-based course management system (CMS) with course 

materials that included “readings, simulations, flash-based interactive practice, video 

files, and audio files” (SR Virtual Learning, 2016).  Further, Holden reported that 

students often worked on completing in-class assignments, homework, and periodic 

assessments online.  

Chinese III marked a change in delivery from previous years.  Where Chinese I 

was offered to student-cohorts by an online Chinese language team made available to 

students via a District-Run Virtual Learning program (in future referred to as DR Virtual 
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Learning) that ran on a Blackboard learning management system, Chinese II was offered 

in blended online, cohort instructional format—a combination of online instruction via 

DR Virtual Learning and face-to-face instruction (North Eastern Public High School, 

2016).  Holden’s experience with his recent interface in Chinese III—one experienced 

through the Desire2Learn CMS—unfolded in comparison to his prior experiences with 

the Blackboard interface.  He reported that the Desire2Learn interface was much better 

than his experience on Blackboard, primarily because it facilitated better navigation, 

organization, and easier access to content on the website, such as his inbox, grades, 

Dropbox, notifications, and lessons for the class.  Likewise, he described the newer 

interface as “really spacey [sic]” with “not a lot of clutter” to impede understanding; 

unlike the earlier interface, which he likened to a “maze” that led to confusion while 

looking for assignments and stress related to meeting deadlines (Transcript 2, lines 244-

245, 420-439, 479-480).  The new interface is also associated with a “never seen” online 

teacher, who Holden introduced as an “overlord teacher” (Transcript 1, line 192, 199).  

Holden elaborated that he has no knowledge of her other than contact information and a 

picture posted online.  Nevertheless, she “control[ed]” the interface and his experience of 

it by uploading most of the content, assignments, and announcements, assigning grades 

for homework and responding to email about grading in particular (line 192-202).  

Typical assignments included working with vocabulary, writing in Chinese, 

translating and recording verbal articulations of Chinese characters (Transcript 1, lines 

256-262, 401; Transcript 2, lines 366-367, 376-382).  The online teacher typically graded 

these kinds of assignments.  Automated online quizzes were used to check for advances 

in vocabulary and understanding, where they were graded by “the computer [that] knows 
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what you got out of it” (Transcript 1, line 251).  His grades being important, Holden 

reported that he often checked them online to make sure everything was as it should be 

(Transcript 2, line 258-263).  Communication with both the online teacher and the local 

teacher (when not in the classroom) occurred via email and generally regarded grading or 

requests for help with in-class assignments or homework (Transcript 1, lines 231-242).  

Holden described only interacting with students in his own classroom, despite the fact 

that he shared the online learning environment with students from other online Chinese 

classes within his state.  Further, the interactions with other students in his classroom, 

while face-to-face, seem to be occasional in nature, with most of his in-class work 

occurring individually (lines 189-191, 222-227, 582).  

The online Chinese course was usually accessed in a Virtual Learning Lab (VLL) 

classroom setting, where a facilitator was always available during class time to monitor 

and respond to technical or administrative inquiries (North Eastern Public School 

District, 2016).  This was reinforced by Holden, who noted that the facilitator did not 

know Chinese, but was there in his physical classroom “every single day” merely to 

watch over them, make sure they were “on track,” and “manage everything” (Transcript 

1, lines 152-159). Holden described the classroom as “pretty spacey [sic]” and “nice and 

organized”; features that he appreciated in the online interface too, as noted earlier 

(Transcript 1, lines 180-183; Transcript 2, lines 239-245).  With a typical classroom style 

set up, two to three students worked at one of six tables in the classroom.  The back of the 

classroom was outfitted with one big desk for the teacher and another similar desk for the 

facilitator.  This would have given the teacher and the facilitator a view of all the 

students’ laptops as they worked on the course work for the online Chinese class.  
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Further, Holden explained that there were “computers all around the room” and a few 

cameras for “broadcast” and “security,” respectively (Transcript 1, line 148-151).  

According to him, there were “not a lot of people in the class”—only 13-14 students this 

semester (lines 163, 167-176).  That being said, prior semesters had smaller class sizes 

(between 3-6 students), which suggested that Holden’s online Chinese classes were 

smaller compared to some of his other classes at the more than 2,000 strong high school 

(North Eastern Public School District, 2016).  He further described the classroom 

environment as “tight, close,” and “friendly,” even though he did not know the other 

Chinese students well (Transcript 1, line 161-164; Transcript 2, lines 195-203).  His 

relationship with the local teacher is also described as close and friendly, wherein he 

believed that she really liked him and considered him her “favorite student” (Transcript 2, 

lines 195-203).  Likewise, he also suggested that the local teacher was someone who was 

“fluent,” and “really nice,” but who also “pushe[d]” them to learn “more” than he had in 

prior years (Transcript 1, lines 318-322, 511-513; Transcript 2, line 196).  Overall, 

Holden’s online Chinese classroom set-up suggested a pedagogical approach that favored 

individualized online learning, while also providing frequent face-to-face, even 

collaborative encounters between the teacher and a small number of students so as to feel 

relatively comfortable and close.  

It must be noted that Holden frequently compared his current semester to his 

experience of the previous two years of online Chinese.  He repeatedly cited the current 

semester as a big improvement from prior semesters, counting the increased physical 

presence of a teacher, easier navigation and organization of the online interface, and a 

reduction in workload and number of assignments as main reasons for the improvement 
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in his experience (Transcript 1, lines 122-125, 280-295, 304-315, 330-338, 431-447, 487-

490, 707-712).  The presence of an in-class, local teacher, primarily responsible for oral 

development, was not just more frequent than was the case in previous years, it also 

significantly changed Holden’s perception of the pedagogical approach in online 

Chinese; that is, where once he and his classmates “never really spoke to anybody,” now 

the teacher “makes [them] speak, which is really helpful” (lines 281, 291).  This is crucial 

because the one desire Holden described that he had for his time learning Chinese was 

that he learned how to speak it fluently enough to communicate with other Chinese 

speakers (lines 649-650).  This is something that he felt was missing from his first two 

years of online Chinese.  

As noted earlier, Holden’s preparation started in middle school, in the seventh and 

eighth grade, where he took Chinese I, and II, respectively.  Both were offered in what 

was officially referred to as a blended/hybrid learning instructional format (North Eastern 

Public High School, 2016).  This format included a combination of online instruction via 

Blackboard along with some face-to-face instruction, where face-to-face instruction 

meant students met with a teacher for at least 45 minutes once a week.  Significantly, 

despite the blended learning set-up, Holden describes these first two years of Chinese as 

“purely online” (Transcript 1, line 130).  Much of the learning that occurred in the 

“purely online” context was in reference to doing homework, studying for dictations and 

quizzes, and taking tests online (lines 140-143).  Holden corroborated that when teaching 

occurred during these early years of learning online, it occurred in a face-to-face 

classroom setting and for 45 minutes once a week—barring, however, an introductory 

two to three-week period when he had a full-time male teacher who promised to be in 
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“for most of the year” and “did pretty much everything” to help Holden transition into the 

new environment (line 354-355).  This smooth and easy transition was interrupted by the 

abrupt and unexplained departure of the teacher, and followed by a period where no 

teacher was provided and they had to “basically learn [themselves]” (line 366).  

Increasingly difficult assignments, both in quantity and quality, magnified the 

challenging nature of this period, which was only partially resolved with the introduction 

of a new teacher.  However, Holden’s perception of this teacher—one he had for most of 

these two years—was that she was “never in class” and when she did come in, it was 

rarely to teach and sometimes she just “watch[ed]” them (lines 382-385).  However, he 

also described the teacher as someone who was not a bad teacher; rather, she seemed 

“shy” about teaching and “didn’t really drive [them] enough” (lines 293-294).   

Holden’s focus on the difficulties with the teacher’s presence in his classroom 

during these early years seem a response to the sudden withdrawal of the teacher and the 

subsequent superficial support he received.  During this time, he was also struggling with 

an increasing workload, difficult online navigation, and having to learn a “difficult” 

language like Chinese in a context he referred to as a “purely online” (Transcript 1, lines 

450, 487, 493, 504).  In contrast, Holden expressed appreciation for his recent semester 

of Chinese—one that is officially described as “online learning” but that provided 

frequent in-class teaching support in addition to a reduced workload and better overall 

organizational clarity online (Transcript 2, lines 452-458).  Therefore, Holden’s 

experiences of his current high school online learning context were considered an 

improvement by the standards set by his “purely online” experience in middle school.  It 

is important to note that his recent online context was also perceivably a more 
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blended/hybrid-learning format than that of his previous years, despite the official claim 

otherwise.  As in Kate’s case, there is a blurring of the concept of “online learning” 

within the high school online context.  However, these learning contexts are 

representative of a few of the different models frequently used in traditional high schools 

under the umbrella of online learning (Vanourek, 2006; See Footnote 4).  As such, this 

definitional and structural elasticity in terms of teaching support or cohort presence serve 

to draw attention to the complex meanings given to the term “online learning” in the K-

12 high school context. 

For Holden, the one thing that held true through all of the time spent learning 

Chinese was the difficulty involved in learning the Chinese language.  According to him, 

“Chinese is probably one of the most difficult languages to learn” (Transcript 1, line 

450).  Despite this difficulty, or perhaps because of it, Holden’s narratives suggest an 

engagement with the online learning context in such a way as to illustrate a subjective 

negotiation of his online identity, specifically with regards to (a) his negotiations of a 

sense of his performance and (b) his resistance to being discursively positioned within 

this learning context.  This engagement is contextually situated within discourses of 

performance and performativity, economic productivity and competition, and individual 

responsibility, all of which circulate within Holden’s narratives about learning Chinese 

online.  In the next section, I will explore Holden’s emotional experience of the online 

Chinese context via the different interpretive themes that surfaced during critical 

narrative analysis of his interview narratives.   

Interpretive Themes of Holden’s Engagement with/in the Online Learning Context 

In this section, I present three overarching thematic interpretations of Holden’s 
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engagement with/in the online learning context.  These thematic descriptions characterize 

Holden’s emotional experiences within the online learning context in terms of his (a) 

experiences of difference, (b) experiences of satisfaction and enjoyment, and (c) 

experiences of difficulty.  With the first theme, I analytically explore a story Holden uses 

to describe his engagement within the transitional space37 of his online Chinese context.  

This transitional space evokes within him a sense of his own difference in terms of how 

he performs a reading in Chinese in front of his class, facilitating resistance to and a 

creative relationship with an internalized demand to perform well.  Such an engagement 

with difference finds its significance in both the creative possibilities it engenders for 

Holden’s performance and for his identity as an online student of the Chinese language.  

Under the second theme, I explore those sites that demonstrated Holden’s positive 

connection to the online Chinese environment.  The narrative associations in these stories 

closely illustrate the attachments contained within Holden’s desire to get good grades or 

do well in Chinese.  Specifically, these stories can be read in terms of how Holden’s 

experiences are satisfying because of their relative improvement compared to previous 

years spent learning Chinese and, as well, because this allowed Holden to forge new, 

more positive connections with Chinese based on skill rather than on his sense of 

expertise.  Therefore, his stories allow him to convey a wish to be seen as a good student 

who is able to perform well in his Chinese class. 

Under the final theme, I explore the narrative episodes that highlight Holden’s 

                                                 
37 As mentioned in the theoretical framework for this study, Donald Winnicott’s (1951) notion of a 
“transitional space,” allows me to demonstrate online learning spaces as sites that include the potential for 
students to creatively and intersubjectively engage with knowledge that is tied to being with others (as cited 
in Ellsworth, 2005, p. 32). A transitional space is also intersubjective when it takes shape in relation with 
another who helps create and nurture it.  In this way it is different from the notion of potential space, which 
is created by the student her/himself when nothing makes these spaces or objects inherently or inevitably 
transitional.   
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difficult encounters within the online learning context, situations in which the expectation 

(or demand) that he perform well compelled him to perform compliantly and with anxiety 

about failure.  These stories can also be read in terms of how Holden’s difficult 

experiences within the online Chinese context led to the deferred actions, such as, 

procrastination, napping, or not paying attention, all of which interrupted an internalized 

demand to perform well in such contexts.  

Experiences of Difference 

At the core of each of Holden’s stories within the online learning context is a 

negotiation of feelings related to his performance as an online student of Chinese.  As 

noted earlier, the one desire Holden described that he had for his time learning Chinese 

was that he learned how to speak it fluently enough to communicate with other Chinese 

speakers (Transcript 1, lines 649-650).  However, his interviews make clear that of the 

three years he has spent trying to learn Chinese, the first two years “didn’t really help” 

and “pretty much didn’t mean anything” in terms of his learning (lines 280).  Further, 

Holden also experienced Chinese as a difficult and challenging language to learn (lines 

297-301, 316, 432, 450, 487, 493).  As such, he suggested that “actually learning” 

Chinese was no longer a priority; rather his focus in his third year was on “get[ting] good 

grades” or an “A in the class” (lines 685-688).   

These narratives work in tension with his desire to become a “person in stocks 

and business” who can also “speak” Chinese (Transcript 1, lines 273-274, 276-277).  

Further, Holden’s impressions about his entry into the business field suggest that 

knowing Chinese would be extremely beneficial because “China is a growing industry 

[sic]” and there are “a lot of important Chinese people in [the business] industry” (lines 
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275-277).  As such, Holden suggests that his desire to become a businessman who can 

speak Chinese is rooted in the belief of the importance of knowing how to speak and 

work with the Chinese in a more globalized economic and business sector.  In this way, 

his narratives are resonant with discourses of learning Chinese that seem to circulate in 

his learning context.  For example, brochures advertising the Chinese language in the 

World Language Program for Holden’s school district describe how “China is the fastest 

growing economy in the world” and how “high school students who study Chinese may 

be looked upon favorably” when applying to colleges and universities or for jobs in the 

employment market (North Eastern Public School, 2016).  Therefore, Holden’s 

experiences during the past two years and his experiences with the language itself 

potentially work in tension with his dream for the future, which seems further tied to 

socio-economic discourses of performance and success.  Further, playing competitive 

sports both online and offline also situate him within discourses of competition and 

performance, wherein dominant conventions of success, such as “perform[ing] well” to 

“be the best,” work their way into his narratives and help articulate a core aspect of his 

subjectivity (lines 557, 66).  As we will explore in the excerpts that follow, Holden’s 

desire to speak Chinese fluently and his focus on performance work in tension with each 

other in his narratives of learning within the online Chinese context.  

In Excerpt 13, I explore an unique experience of Holden’s engagement that is (a) 

situated within the shared space of the online Chinese learning context and (b) constituted 

through both anxieties and desires related to performance, in such a way as to allow him 

to engage creatively with the difference he encounters within himself while being 

positioned as a competent reader of Chinese.  Such an engagement with difference within 
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the unique context of his Chinese classroom finds its significance in both the creative 

possibilities it engenders for Holden’s performance of reading Chinese and for his 

identity as an online student of the Chinese language because it works in tension with his 

sense of his own performance.  

“I Just Wanted to Make Sure I Didn’t Mess Up and Look Like a Fool.”  In 

Excerpt 13, following an invitation to describe a time when he was engaged while taking 

his Chinese class online, Holden’s response located his experience within the physical 

classroom with his teacher and his classmates in an incident where he was called upon to 

read a Chinese lesson in front of the whole class.  

Excerpt 13—Reading Chinese in front of the class 

Holden: Well, sometimes she makes us go up . . . our current teacher, and speak 
in front of the class.  That’s a little . . . that’s pretty engaging.  But otherwise . . . 
it’s ah . . . you’re just uh . . . she’s calling on you to speak . . . otherwise . . . it’s 
like . . . it’s pretty individual.  
 
Marilyn: Can you describe one instance when she called on you to speak in front 
of the class?  
 
Holden: Yeah, she called on me like a few days ago.  I spoke um . . . Everybody’s 
like listening, looking so I felt pretty engaged.  
 
Marilyn: What were you talking about?  
 
Holden: I was uh . . . reading about a lesson . . . yeah.  
 
Marilyn: What was the lesson about?  
 
Holden: It was about um . . . <pause> I can’t remember.  I think it was um . . . it 
was about buying tickets to like a show or something . . . yeah.  
 
Marilyn: And so you were reading . . . (H: a passage) a passage from the book? 
(H: mmhmm)  And what was going through your head while you were reading?  
 
Holden: I just wanted to make sure I didn’t mess up and like look like a fool.  But 
um . . . I . . . uh . . . I just wanted to read it like accurately and uh . . . yeah.  
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Marilyn: What did you feel like when you were reading?  
 
Holden: Um . . . I felt like um . . . I shouldn’t . . . I knew it, so I didn’t want to 
mess up.  It would be pretty embarrassing if I mess up.  But not that embarrassing 
coz I knew most of the people.  Not everybody but . . . it’s like a close 
environment, like I said.  So it wouldn’t have been bad. Yeah.  

 
(Holden, transcript 1, lines 578–605) 

 
Despite this experience occurring within the physical space of his online 

classroom and in a face-to-face setting, it is also a story of engagement that occurred 

within what Holden perceived as his online learning “context” and therefore must be read 

relative to his experiences online.  In Excerpt 13, Holden first introduced us to a 

particular setting that aroused his engagement—i.e., the teacher calling upon him to 

speak in front of the class.  However, the next line in the narrative—a hesitant revision of 

his experience from “little” to “pretty” engaging—suggests momentary reconsideration 

of his own engagement within the context of an online class he found to be “otherwise . . 

. pretty individual” (Transcript 1, lines 579-582).  This introduction of the online aspect 

of his experience serves to strategically position his offline and distinctively shared 

experience of learning Chinese in the physical classroom against the otherwise more 

individual experiences of learning Chinese online; the latter positioned as potentially not 

as engaging as the former.  

After another prompt from me to elaborate on his experience, Holden set the 

scene to an incident in the recent past when the teacher called upon him and he spoke—as 

if upon a stage—with everybody “listening, looking” (Transcript 1, line 586).  His 

memory of what he was reading was itself a little distant.  To this, he suggested that it 

might have had something to do with “buying tickets to like a show or something” (line 

593).  However, his response to a question about what was going on in his head at the 
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time demonstrated that he was more clear-eyed about his emotional engagement during 

the encounter.  In fact, a close reading of the emotional undercurrents in Excerpt 13 

demonstrates that Holden’s story of engagement moved (with some help from me) from 

an implicit critique of his “individual” online experience to an engagement situated in the 

desire to make sure that he spoke/read Chinese “accurately” (lines 582, 596-597).  From 

there, his narrative goes on to express an underlying anxiety about performing the reading 

for an audience (not wanting to “mess up” and “look like a fool”) to a subsequent 

avoidance of that anxiety by returning to the shared and “close” space of his 

performance, where a reading that was potentially less accurate would not be received so 

badly (lines 596, 601-603).  

At first blush, it might seem as if Holden’s story works to present an account of 

his engagement as primarily centered upon the experience of being called upon “to speak 

or read” in front of an audience.  This is assuredly an important part of his engagement.  

Speaking in front of the whole class can be interpreted to be important and meaningful to 

Holden, especially as earlier in his narrative he isolated “speaking and/or fluency” as the 

one part of his learning experience that best demonstrated what he most wished he could 

“get out of” his experiences of learning Chinese online.  That is to say, to be able “to 

speak Chinese” and specifically, to be able to speak it “fluently” with other Chinese 

speakers was an important motivating factor for Holden (Transcript 1, lines 649-650).  

Under those circumstances, it is unsurprising that the focus of his story of engagement is 

on speaking or reading Chinese, where his desire for competence and fluency is 

emphasized in his focus on an accurate reading for his Chinese speaking audience.    

Another reading might focus on Holden’s narrative foregrounding of the act of 
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“being called on” to speak or read in front of the class.  Earlier in Excerpt 13, Holden 

uses “us” and “you” to narratively disperse or project the act of “being called on” away 

from himself; i.e., “she makes us go up” or “she’s calling on you to speak” (Holden’s 

emphasis, Transcript 1, lines 578, 581).  As a scene that evokes his own engagement, 

Holden’s choice for the object position in each of these statements is interesting.  In this 

case, Holden may be employing a defended position to project away anxieties that 

surface when he is called upon to read or speak “in front of the class” (Transcript 1, line 

578).  Being called upon may raise fears both about performance and, as well, about his 

desire to become a fluent speaker.  Simultaneously, however, Holden’s juxtaposition of 

these statements against the “otherwise . . . pretty individual” online context suggests that 

he might have read such acts of being called upon to speak not as individual but as shared 

experiences of learning (Transcript 1, line 582).  As such, his own entry into this shared 

space (“she called on me a few days ago”) was something he might have read as 

especially important; wherein, “being called on” by a teacher who had previously told 

him that he was “doing really good,” and with whom he believed he had a close 

relationship, singled him out into a position of power, within this shared space, as a 

competent and “favored” student of the Chinese language (Transcript 1, lines 161, 584; 

Transcript 2, lines 193-211).  Further, the act of being called upon was also nevertheless 

engaging (“everybody’s like listening, looking . . . so, I felt pretty engaged”) inasmuch as 

the challenge to respond to being positioned as a competent student of Chinese holds true 

against the gaze/judgement of others (Transcript 1, line 586).  

This is not altogether an unusual position for Holden to be in.  Having played 

basketball competitively in high school, Holden is used to and enjoys being on the 



 

 223

basketball court—a space for one of those rarified engagements that so animate his 

interest.  This is perhaps exemplified in another story he tells about his engagement while 

playing basketball.   

Excerpt 14—Engagement while playing basketball 

Holden: Um . . . whenever I’m playing basketball, I’m really engaged.  It’s really 
like . . . you shut off any other feelings you have, any like . . . dispute you have 
with any of your teammates.  Uh . . . It’s just about winning the game, making the 
right plays.   
 
Marilyn: What does that mean to you . . . to be able to do that?  
 
Holden: Um . . . it feels good because I don’t really engage a lot.  Um . . . it feels 
like um . . . well it’s partly because I’m pretty nervous when I step on the court.  
But that’s also a factor why it’s engaging.  Um . . . it’s . . . I feel like I’m pretty 
alive when I’m playing basketball.  Not when I’m just messing around. But when 
it’s like actual like game that means something. It feels good.  
 
Marilyn: What . . . er . . . what does it mean to you—feeling alive?  
 
Holden: Like I’m not really super relaxed.  I’m like nervous in some way.  Um . . 
. I have this drive that I really want to perform well.  Um . . . I feel like nothing 
else matters, yeah.  
 

(Holden, transcript 1, lines 543-559) 

Here, in a story that rang similar to the one of him reading to his peers in the 

physical space of his online classroom, Holden was again focused on accuracy or the 

“rightness” of his play in order to win the game (Transcript 1, line 545).  When I 

followed with a query about the meanings he associated with this experience, his 

stipulation that the experience called for shutting off “any other feelings you have” was 

exchanged in favor of a “nervous” intensity on the court—a feeling of being “pretty 

alive” that was reinforced by the high stakes of an “actual” game, not just one where he 

was “messing around” (lines 544, 549-553).  This echoed the feelings of engagement—

complicated by his anxiety about performing well—that Holden experienced while 
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performing a reading for his online Chinese class.  In Excerpt 14, engagement—

described as a feeling of aliveness that was animated through a combination of anxiety 

and the desire to perform well—positions Holden in a creative relationship with playing 

basketball within the space of the basketball court.  This narrative of engagement recalls 

Ellsworth’s (2005) notion of the feeling of aliveness—discussed in the theoretical 

framework for this research—that offers individuals the “capacity to access the world 

around [them] and then to use it creatively and responsibly rather than simply to comply 

with it” (p. 59).  Via Adam Phillips (1993), Ellsworth further suggests that, within 

transitional spaces, this sense of aliveness can be “imaginatively elaborated into new 

ways of being in the world and making sense of it” (p. 32).  In this way, Holden’s 

creative relationship with his own nervousness on the court can be read in terms of how 

the basketball court made way for a sense of play within his “drive . . . [to] want to 

perform well” (lines 558).  Likewise, Holden’s engagement while playing basketball can 

be compared to his negotiation of performance within the online Chinese classroom, 

where his anxiety about “mess[ing up]” was also creatively tied to negotiations of 

competence and his ability to distinguish himself upon this stage (line 596, 600).  

Specifically, similarities between the two narratives suggest that, for Holden, scenes of 

engagement occur where the potential for play within negotiations of performance allow 

him to imagine and explore new ways to be or perform within in these contexts.  

Then again, Holden’s experience in the physical space of his online Chinese 

classroom drew attention to the space of his encounter in ways that his narrative about 

playing basketball did not.  Going back to Excerpt 13, the shared space of the online 

Chinese class seems to play an important role within Holden’s negotiations of his 
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performance.  Specifically, on one hand, he seemed to be engaged with the gaze of the 

class (“Everybody’s like listening, looking, so I felt pretty engaged”) and felt obliged to 

prove his competence (Transcript 1, line 586).  On the other, notions of a close, friendly 

space seemed to mitigate his anxieties about failure.  To illustrate, a close reading of his 

narrative demonstrates that his desire to perform well was underscored by anxieties about 

messing up and looking like a fool even though he “knew it” (lines 596-601).  Here, 

Holden suggested that the failure to prove his knowledge in as “accurate” a way as 

possible could result in inescapable embarrassment.  Following this, he abruptly changes 

his position by stating that his “knowing” some of the people in the classroom and his 

sense that it was a “close environment” would allay some of the embarrassment, making 

it not that “bad” an experience (lines 602-604).  Consequently, Holden’s narrative 

movements convey an internal assumption that while knowing Chinese compelled him to 

give an accurate performance, knowledge of his environment as a “close,” supportive 

space mediated his anxiety about potential failures to demonstrate knowledge of Chinese.   

Here, the space of the physical classroom worked to buttress Holden’s anxieties 

about reading/speaking well in front of his class and offered refuge from the 

embarrassment he might have felt through a failure to perform well.  He also seems to 

position himself and his performance ambivalently with regards to this shared space; i.e., 

Holden conveys a sense that his performance could range anywhere between competence 

and foolishness, either of which would be received warmly by his classmates.  As such, 

the physical space of the classroom also works as a good enough learning space, wherein 

the shared, close-knit environment facilitated Holden’s ability to creatively contemplate 

another way to potentially “be” within his Chinese learning environment.  In other words, 
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in Excerpt 13, Holden illustrates the way in which the act of being called upon to speak in 

front of the class was made meaningful because, on the one hand, it could potentially 

distinguish him as competent amongst his peers while, on the other, it allowed him the 

space to be in a creative relationship with his own performance while speaking/reading 

Chinese in front of his classmates.  In this sense, Holden’s narrative of engagement 

demonstrates a subjective negotiation of his performance as an online student of Chinese, 

wherein the shared space of his online Chinese context allowed him to creatively 

negotiate anxieties about performance in order to give a good enough performance.   

Experiences of Satisfaction and Enjoyment 

In this section I explore Holden’s emotional experience within the online Chinese 

context from the perspective of the positive associations he had with regards to learning 

in this context.  I do not propose that these experiences are what Holden would call 

experiences of “engagement”; rather, Holden’s negotiation of these positive emotional 

experiences represent another aspect of his emotional experience within the online 

learning context.   

In most cases, these positive associations to his online learning experience arrived 

in the form of a sense of “satisfaction” or through the “good[ness],” “nice[ness]”, or relief 

in “getting good grades” (Transcript 1, lines 449-468, 620, 686-687; Transcript 2, lines 

91-96, 356-360, 581-595).  In other cases, Holden had positive emotional experiences 

whenever (a) a teacher was in the physical space of his classroom, (b) the online 

organization facilitated easy access to online content or resources, or (c) his workload and 

the number of assignments seemed to be manageable.  These positive developments led 

to better learning experiences, better experiences with online navigation, and better 
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experiences with completing assignments more successfully, respectively, in comparison 

with prior semesters (Transcript 1, lines 336-338, 431-447; Transcript 2, lines 440-461, 

471-485).  Specifically, these narratives of Holden’s positive experiences illustrate 

feelings of satisfaction that frequently surfaced in tandem with difficult memories of 

previous semesters.  As already explored in his pen portrait, during these semesters 

Holden had experienced a “purely online” context with little to no teacher presence, 

dysfunctional online organization, and heavy workloads (Transcript 1, line 130).   

In attempting to pull the data from Holden’s narratives together, I wondered 

which positive stories were best represented in his case study.  I raise this issue now to 

make it clear that choosing to tell Holden’s stories about his experiences of satisfaction at 

getting good grades was an interpretive decision.  I did this for three reasons: (a) 

Holden’s stories about his grades also surface as experiences that are contrasted against 

his experiences during prior semesters; (b) Holden’s stories about teacher presence, 

online organization, and his sense of his workload seemed better placed to explore 

through his experiences of difficulty—so I discuss these in the final section; and (c) in 

describing the meanings he associated to his experiences of engagement, Holden revealed 

that his grades were “important” and “special” in way that had particular significance to 

him (Transcript 1, lines 572-574; Transcript 2, line 550).  With these criteria in mind, I 

decided to analyze Holden’s positive experiences of getting good grades in this section, 

in order to develop an understanding of how these experiences spoke to his experiences 

with/in the online Chinese context.   

“It’s Really Satisfying When You Get a Good Grade on a Quiz or Test.”  In 

Excerpt 15, following a question regarding what he might consider a typical “good” 
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experience of learning Chinese online, Holden brought up the satisfying effect of getting 

a good grade in his online Chinese class (Transcript 1, lines 448-449).  

Excerpt 15—Getting a good grade on a quiz or a test 

Holden: It’s really satisfying when you get a good grade on a quiz or test.  
Because uh . . . Chinese is probably one of the most difficult languages to learn. 
And since nobody really learned that much from the first or two y . . . first year or 
two um . . . it’s almost like um . . . we’re just starting Chinese for the first time 
again. Almost. So, it’s really nice to get a good grade on a quiz or a test, or like a 
homework assignment.  
 
Marilyn: Which one in particular? Can you remember one of those quizzes that 
that made you very happy?   
 
Holden: Well I went into this one quiz . . . and . . . I was unsure about it, but um . . 
.   
 
Marilyn: What was it about?  
 
Holden: It was about uh . . . we have lessons. We do a lesson each week. It was 
one of the lessons. I just took the quiz and I did well on it. And it was . . . it was 
nice to see that I had a good grade.  
 
Marilyn: What was the lesson about again?  
 
Holden: It was about um . . . (4s) I think it was about um . . . (5s) We learned 
about uh . . . the words for uh . . . boy, girl, child, grandson, like family members. 
It was um . . . yeah that was i . . . that was what it was about.  
 

(Holden, transcript 1, lines 448-468) 
 
Holden began his narrative by locating the “goodness” of his experience in the 

satisfaction that arrived out of getting a good grade in an online Chinese quiz, test, or 

homework assignment.  Holden then segued into offering his own theory on why it felt so 

good to get those good grades.  That is to say, on his way to tracing his satisfaction back 

to narratives of performance, Holden surfaces the difficulty of the language that he has to 

learn in order to perform well (“Chinese is probably one of the most difficult languages 

to learn”; Transcript 1, line 450).  Here, his focus on the difficulty of the language serves 
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to augment the sense of Holden’s satisfaction in surmounting the challenge of learning 

Chinese.  In other words, Holden’s satisfaction is associated with the “challenge” of 

learning Chinese and less so with learning Chinese itself.  The latter becomes clearer later 

in Excerpt 15 as Holden demonstrates a delay in addressing questions about the content 

of the lesson he was quizzed on, which then culminates in a recollection that is 

punctuated by repetitions, pauses, or hesitations and followed by uncertain resolution.  In 

this way, Holden’s narrative suggests that positive feelings are attributed here to his 

performance rather with the content itself.  

Further, a retrospective focus earlier in Excerpt 15 on the poor learning 

experiences Holden had had in prior years of learning Chinese online and its comparison 

to the current feeling of “almost” having a fresh start suggest negotiations that center his 

experience around the question of time and his performance (Transcript 1, lines 452-453).  

Here, the projection of the act of not learning much onto the subject position of “nobody” 

rather than on himself is interesting (“and since nobody really learned that much from the 

. . . first year or two”; Transcript 1, line 451).  Holden’s linguistic cues in this part of his 

narrative suggest that in thinking about the previous years, he aligns himself with other 

Chinese students who similarly experienced these years as ineffectual and, as such, now 

seem to share feelings of optimism with regards to “starting” anew in Chinese (Transcript 

1, line 452).  This indicates a shared experience of satisfaction in doing well in Chinese; 

something he might have believed was important not just for him, but also for all the 

students in his online class.  An earlier narrative about his prior semesters of online 

Chinese further supports this.  Specifically, while describing another student’s frustration 

in this earlier online context, Holden suggested, “everybody thought it was difficult; 
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everybody was struggling; everybody just wanted to learn Chinese; nobody thought it 

was going to be this difficult” (Transcript 1, lines 410-413).  In this way, Holden’s 

satisfaction in doing well in his online Chinese class now may potentially be tied to the 

collective satisfaction expressed by his online Chinese classmates and as well to 

narratives of dissatisfaction circulating within his classroom regarding those prior years 

of learning Chinese online.  

Another reading suggests the importance of the potential for a second “first time” 

in terms of Holden’s personal negotiations of this new context (Transcript 1, line 452).  

In other words, by situating his own satisfaction in the past, Holden conveys a sense that 

he still struggles with the memory of his difficulties in learning from these early years of 

taking Chinese (line 451).  In this sense, getting good grades in the current semester 

allows Holden to “almost” forget the ineffectuality or pointlessness of the last two years, 

while imagining his present as more accomplished (line 451-453).  Specifically, Holden’s 

linguistic cues suggest that he desires a second chance or a new “first time”; one that 

potentially allows him to imagine a renewed, more accomplished relationship with the 

Chinese language in this new academic year (line 452).  However, this fantasy of a 

second “first time” also teeters upon Holden’s repeated use of the word “almost,” and, as 

such, illustrates the contingency of this fantasy upon the act of getting or not getting a 

“good grade” (lines 452-453).  That is to say, Holden’s satisfaction seems to depend on 

this potential for a new start, which in turn seems to depend on him getting a good grade.  

In this way, his narrative could be read in terms of the contingency he places upon 

feelings of satisfaction, which potentially depends on getting good grades.   

By contrast, not getting good grades might evoke of a sense of anxiety that is 
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complicated by memories of his failure to learn much during his previous years of taking 

Chinese online.  As such, by getting good grades Holden can avoid such anxiety and as 

well hold on to the fantasy of being a successful student in this new academic year within 

the new online Chinese context.  Such a fantasy arguably augments any natural feelings 

of satisfaction he might have from getting good grades by allowing him to reimagine a 

new, more positive relationship to a difficult subject—one that has proved to be a 

challenge to his sense of being a successful student in recent years.  Therefore, the 

juxtaposition of his past failures with current successes potentially reveal an attempt by 

Holden to negotiate his losses in learning in the past through the satisfaction of getting 

good grades in the present.  Again, this may allow him to develop a new relationship with 

learning Chinese—one where he is positioned as a successful student of Chinese but one 

that is also possibly contingent upon him continuously getting good grades.   

Indeed, Holden alluded to this in another part of his interview, where he 

suggested that he checks on his grades often via the interface in order to make sure that 

“nothing happened” to derail his “consistently good” performance (Transcript 2, lines 

262-263).  Similarly, multiple narratives in both interviews indicate Holden’s worry and 

relief in “getting good grades” (Transcript 1, lines 449-468, 620, 686-687; Transcript 2, 

lines 91-96, 356-360, 581-595).  Further, Holden also stressed the importance having to 

“focus,” “pay attention,” and put in the “effort” in order to stay on top of his performance 

and get good grades (Transcript 1, lines 493-505, 512-524, 620, 685-688; Transcript 2, 

lines 500-503).  Each of these narratives reinforce that getting good grades was essential 

in order for Holden to maintain a positive emotional connection with his own learning 

experience; perhaps, in each success, was the potential to temporarily identify as a 
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successful student of Chinese.   

The significance of Excerpt 15 and others like it is how these stories are 

inevitably tied to Holden’s past experiences of learning Chinese and his anxieties about 

achieving his goal to speak Chinese fluently.  To illustrate, at other points in the first 

interview, Holden expressed misgivings about whether he might be able to achieve his 

wish to speak Chinese fluently owing to the fact that he only had “so much time” and the 

first two years had been “wasted” (Transcript 1, lines 649, 656-659).  When I probed as 

to whether he would continue to take online Chinese courses in the next year, Holden 

suggested that both his past difficulties and his expectations for a higher learning curve in 

Chinese IV meant that he was still ambivalent about taking Chinese in the next year 

(lines 654-679).  Holden then explained his current approach to online Chinese by 

juxtaposing the act of getting good grades against “actually learning” (line 688).  

Excerpt 16—Focusing on the immediate lesson to get good grades 
 
Holden: At this point, I feel like my chances aren’t that great.  But like . . . it’s 
kinda sad and like . . . I really wanted to learn it.  But at this point, I’m just uh . . . 
my main goal is uh . . . just ff . . . focusing on the immediate lesson, so I can get 
good grades on the homework and quiz.  So, I can get A in the class.  But actually 
learning is not like the top priority. 

(Holden, transcript 1, lines 682-688) 

In Excerpt 16, Holden begins by potentially pointing out his sense of frustration at 

the lost opportunity to learn Chinese, the future of which was now not “that great” 

(Transcript 1, line 682-684).  These losses in learning—located temporally in the past—

seem to have handicapped his view of the future, forcing him to shift from an initial goal 

of “really want[ing] to learn” Chinese to new goals centered around his performance and 

getting an “A in the class” (lines 687-688).  Significantly, Holden’s emphasis on 

“focusing on the immediate lesson” to get a good grade suggests the play of internalized 
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narratives of responsibility that allow him to feel more in control of his experience; i.e., 

deploying skills like focus and effort becomes important as Holden negotiates losses 

associated with an earlier “wasted time” and anxiety that may accompany thoughts about 

a future learning Chinese.  Likewise, perhaps, in Excerpt 15, Holden’s negotiation of his 

experiences taking a quiz online can be read as bound to losses associated with past 

experiences of learning Chinese and, as well, anxieties about making good on his goals to 

speak Chinese fluently in the future.  These negotiations potentially permit a temporary 

sense of satisfaction associated with getting a good grade in Chinese and, as well, allow 

him to forge new, positive connections to a language he finds difficult to learn.  However, 

this satisfaction may be contingent upon his continued success within the online Chinese 

context, which in turn seems to rely on his successful deployment of skills, rather than 

“actual learning” (line 688).  This is explored further in Excerpt 17.  

“You Don’t Have to Know Chinese to Answer the Questions.”  As seen earlier 

in Excerpt 15, Holden’s narrative devolves into a series of repetitions, pauses, and 

hesitations on his uncertain way to remembering the curriculum for the quiz he took.  

Further, as seen in Excerpt 16, his struggle with past losses in learning along with 

anxieties about the future potentially facilitate his shift from goals of wanting to learn 

Chinese to goals related to getting good grades.  As such, concurrent with demonstrating 

the possible role past experiences play in his interpretation of present ones, these 

narratives also illustrate the manner of Holden’s relationship to learning Chinese.  

Holden’s negotiation of his experiences learning Chinese, in Excerpts 15 and 16, suggest 

that these negotiations were associated more with certain processes and goals for learning 

rather than with the curriculum itself.  Further, Holden’s feelings about Chinese as a 
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subject remain pretty consistent through three years of taking it despite improvements in 

the conditions of his learning during his third year—simply put, his remarks on the 

curriculum amounted to the feeling that “Chinese itself [was] still pretty difficult” 

(Transcript 1, line 487).  This makes Holden’s pleasure regarding the relative ease in 

taking automated tests within the online Chinese context interesting.  Holden suggested 

that such forms of evaluation were “really easy” and shared, as well, that these easy tests 

felt good because they relieved “the pressure, making [him] more confident about it” 

(Transcript 2, lines 346, 377-379).38  

Excerpt 17—Knowing Chinese to answer the questions  

Marilyn: Can you describe to me what the experience of taking automated tests in 
Chinese is like for you?  
 
Holden: Um . . . it’s really easy.  Um . . . if . . . it wouldn’t be like . . . if you were 
to have a question and then type your answer in Chinese, that would be terrible 
because um . . . you actually would have to know Chinese.  But well, I think it’s 
actually good because um . . . you don’t have to know Chinese to answer to the 
questions.  But it’s preparing you.  Coz if you had to type in your answer that 
would be like way too much.  It’s like making it easier for everybody.  
 
Marilyn: What does it mean to you to have an easy lesson in Chinese?  
 
Holden: An easy lesson is something that I can understand really easily . . . get all 
the important points down.  Um . . . remember it really easily, um . . .  
 
Marilyn: Has there been an instance like that . . . something that was . . .?  
 
Holden: A few times, but it doesn’t happen that often. 
 
Marilyn: Can you talk about one of those few times?  
 

                                                 
38 I preface these quotes to illustrate that Excerpt 5 is not just a part of a conversation that draws attention to 
the nature of Holden’s relationship with the Chinese curriculum, but also repeats the association between 
taking tests and “feeling good.” Due to space limitations, the narrative in Excerpt 17 does not follow into 
Holden’s opinions on his feelings about answering an easy test. Please refer to the attached transcript—
Holden, transcript 2, lines 345-379—for the full arc of his narrative.  



 

 235

Holden: Yeah, it’s like uh . . . it was just I uh . . . lesson about . . . it was a really 
small lesson, that might be why but it was . . . it only had like highlighted a few 
things, and those things were really easy to remember and they were pretty 
important too, so uh . . .   
 
Marilyn: What were they about . . . you remember?  
 
Holden: I think it was about uh . . . <sighs> (6s) I can’t remember what it was 
about.  But it was really easy . . . har . . . eagghhhh easy to remember uh . . . It 
was uh . . . <trails off> 

  
(Holden, transcript 2, lines 345-370) 

 
Earlier during the same interview, Holden clarified that most of his online 

Chinese quizzes and tests followed a multiple-choice, automated model with computer-

generated feedback, while his homework assignments were more or less writing 

assignments that were graded by a teacher.  In Excerpt 17, Holden favorably contrasted 

the online Chinese quiz against a more detailed writing assignment.  Specifically, writing 

Chinese was considered “terrible” because it required having “to know Chinese,” while 

taking a multiple-choice quiz was “good” because it did not require knowledge to answer 

the questions (Transcript 2, lines 348-350).  Further, the latter notion of the quiz being 

good is bolstered by the assertion that such a test also prepared him.  This assertion helps 

associate the multiple-choice quiz—which is ambivalently positioned in relation to his 

knowledge—with a sense of its potential to prepare him for learning.  As Holden could 

take some of his online quizzes more than once—provided, as they are, in order for 

students to assess their own learning at the end of the lesson—this might have provided a 

means for testing assumptions repeatedly until knowledge is verified.  However, it is also 

possible that Holden associated quizzes with self-preparation so as to imagine the utility 

of such “easy” modes of evaluation, where prior knowledge and learning was not 

required as it could have been the potential outcome (via assumption testing) of taking 
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such a test (lines 328, 336).   

Further, in a narrative that followed after Excerpt 17, Holden continued to 

compare the difficulty of detailed writing assignments to multiple-choice online quizzes; 

i.e., he described the former as “harder” because “you have to incorporate what you 

know” from “thousands of answers,” while with the latter, “there [were] only four 

possible answers” (Transcript 2, lines 365, 370-371).  As such, the reduction in the 

number of choices among all “possible answers” may have potentially allowed Holden to 

feel more in control and more prepared for his learning rather than in situations where his 

choices ran rampant.  This suggests another potential skill set Holden uses to negotiate 

the difficulty of learning Chinese as a subject.  Indeed, another response to what was 

going through his head while he answered such quizzes supports this; i.e., Holden 

suggested that not knowing the answers left him to pursue other resources, such as 

“inferring . . . based on stuff [he did] know” (line 126).  

Holden’s choice of subject positions in Excerpt 17 also speaks to the ways in 

which Holden personifies the quiz (“It’s preparing you”; “It’s making it easier for 

everybody”) as he positions himself in passive relationship with the Chinese curriculum 

(Transcript 1, lines 352, 354).  This self-positioning potentially indicates that such 

quizzes perhaps offer a particular kind of pedagogical potential for Holden by making it 

easier for him to attain competency—and through it a stronger connection to Chinese—

via the deployment of skills, rather than through a more difficult process of study.  As 

such, taking an easy online Chinese quiz potentially makes it tolerable for Holden to 

contain anxieties about not knowing Chinese while still maintaining a positive 

relationship with it; in this instance, by equating testing with preparation and learning.  
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Another reading of Holden’s relationship to Chinese in Excerpt 17 is that it seems 

to privilege process over content.  For instance, the nature of the quiz’s ability to prepare 

Holden is alluded to both in Excerpt 17 and elsewhere during the interview, wherein 

Holden centered notions of preparation and performance on the ability to “remember” 

and “get all the points down” while answering a quiz (Transcript 1, 495; Transcript 2, 

lines 107-111, 338-339, 346-351, 591).  Memory becomes crucial, as all of Holden’s 

“hard work and study,” “focus and attention,” and ability to “know the material” during a 

test or a quiz comes down to his ability to “remember” and “get it down” in that moment 

when he is taking the quiz (Transcript 1, line 472, 494; Transcript 2, lines 79, 92).  

However, the usefulness of remembering the content material after the test has been taken 

remains ambiguous, since as we see in both Excerpts 15 and 17, Holden displays great 

difficulty in remembering the content of such lessons or quizzes.  As such, this may 

surface issues with opportunities for Holden to develop a connection to the curriculum 

itself, which—in the absence of such opportunity—is potentially deferred onto process 

instead.  In other words, Excerpt 17 suggests that Holden’s positive feelings arrive out of 

the potential for a connection to Chinese through processes of learning instead of through 

the curriculum.  Further, the online quiz may help Holden tolerate his own fragile 

knowledge of Chinese by displacing the notion of learning onto the act of remembering, 

which is potentially more easily accomplished in the short-term than “actual learning” 

(Transcript 1, line 688).  This privileging of “remembering” over “learning” or of process 

over content is again made evident during the first interview when in response to a query 

about difficult experiences he had had while learning online, Holden opined that all 

Chinese lessons were “usually difficult” and required “real focus and attention” because 
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ultimately “it’s not really about the lesson itself . . . it’s more about how you’re devoted 

to getting it down” (lines 493-495).  As such, one can read Holden’s sense of satisfaction 

from getting good grades on online quizzes through their ability to facilitate positive 

process-oriented connections to Chinese in situations where he perceives his knowledge 

of Chinese is insecure.  

Overall, the excerpts in this section suggest that scenes of satisfaction within 

Holden’s current online Chinese context result from an accounting of performance on 

quizzes relative to his past losses in learning.  These experiences are also potentially 

mediated through anxieties about achieving his future goals for Chinese and, as such, 

position his satisfaction as contingent upon future successful performances.  Such 

negotiations result in Holden’s ambivalent position with regards to “actually learning” 

Chinese.  In this way, the online quiz also potentially offers Holden the opportunity to 

succeed through the successful deployment of skills and processes for learning, rather 

than through affecting curricular connections.  As such, these narratives of satisfaction 

suggest that his history of learning Chinese foregrounds difficulty with the language in 

his current semester in such a way so as to facilitate satisfaction through a sense of 

process rather than through content.  While such negotiations surface Holden’s focus on 

performance, they also hold the renewed potential for Holden to be able to build more 

positive connections to a language with which he has had a difficult history.   

Experiences of Difficulty  

Difficulty represents a key connective thread between most of Holden’s 

experiences within the online Chinese context.  For one, Holden underscored most of his 

narratives with the understanding that the Chinese language was a difficult language to 



 

 239

learn and that the online Chinese class was very hard (Transcript 1, lines 279, 368-373, 

396-397, 410-415, 450, 487, 493, 504; Transcript 1 lines 138-153, 362-363, 368, 504-

506).  Further, Holden’s descriptions of his first two years of taking Chinese in a “purely 

online” context suggest they created some of the difficulty that Holden encountered while 

learning the language in his more recent semester (Transcript 1, lines 130, 659-667).  

Holden’s narratives of difficulty within the current online Chinese context represent two 

potential ways in which he engaged with difficulty: (a) by employing skills that helped 

negotiate his performance and (b) through acts of deferred learning, which possibly 

surface unconscious resistances against the way he felt situated within the online Chinese 

context.  As such, these engagements set the tone for his approach to the current online 

Chinese semester, wherein readings of his difficult experiences demonstrate that despite 

the increased presence of a teacher, improvements to the online interface, and the fact 

that he was “doing really good consistently in class,” Holden still struggled in his online 

Chinese class (Transcript 2, line 262).   

“It’s Easier to Learn Than It Was Last Year.  But It’s Still Challenging.  You 

Have to Really Focus.”  Excerpt 18 is significant in how it introduces the underlying 

theories Holden holds onto in order to negotiate the challenge of the ongoing semester.  

That is to say, in response to a question about whether he liked Chinese, Holden drew 

attention to the emotional conflict that underscored his attachment to Chinese, which he 

negotiated via notions of “fun” and “challenge” (Transcript 1, lines 296-297). 

Excerpt 18—Learning Chinese is challenging to the point where it’s unfun 

Holden: It’s really challenging.  Almost challenging to the point where it’s unfun.  
But it’s . . . uh . . . it’s um . . . it . . . I don’t know how to describe it.  It’s um . . . I 
wouldn’t say it’s fun at all <voice shakes with small laugh> But I would say it’s 
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definitely challenging.  It’s . . . it’s what I expected it to be.  So, I can’t really say 
anything else.  
 
Marilyn: What does learning Chinese online make you feel like?  
 
Holden: Well, it’s pretty . . . if . . . it was different from the last two years.  So, 
should I just combine them, or should we talk about them separately?  
 
Marilyn: Um . . . I guess I’m asking about . . . how you feel currently?  
 
Holden: Currently?  (M: Yeah.)  It’s improved . . . it’s easier because there’s less . 
. . much, much less assignments.  So, it’s . . . and the interface is . . . online is 
much easier to keep track of your work and we have a physical teacher, so . . . it’s 
easier to learn than it was last year.  But it’s still challenging.  You have to really 
focus. It’s a pretty good environment.  Nobody’s really . . . it’s . . . it’s . . . our 
teacher is pushing us to learn it.  But she’s not like . . . so mean that it’s like . . . 
No, she’s not mean.  But . . . she’s not like . . . she’s not like . . . forcing us.  She’s 
uh . . . just pushing us like to go . . . further . . .  

(Holden, transcript 1, lines 296-323) 

Holden situated this conflict in a scene of arrested narrative development that 

occurred as he attempted to make a connection between the question of attachment and a 

language he found difficult to learn.  Specifically, after repeatedly foregrounding the 

sense of “challenge” that he experienced in this class, Holden allowed for the small 

possibility of enjoyment through the use of the word “almost,” which positions his sense 

of challenge in ambivalent relation to any “fun” he might have had while learning 

Chinese (Transcript 1, line 298).  Nevertheless, this possibility is quickly withdrawn after 

he hits a narrative cul-de-sac while grappling for alternative language to describe his 

attachment to Chinese (“But it’s . . . uh . . . it’s um . . . it . . . I don’t know how to describe 

it”; line 299).  Indeed, the shaky laugh that punctuated his avoidance in linking Chinese 

to “fun at all” suggests that Holden is ill at ease with the idea of making such a 

connection (line 300).  Instead, a more emphatic connection seemed to be easily situated 

in the belief that challenge is inherently part of learning a language like Chinese.  In 
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particular, Holden’s turn of phrase in Lines 300 and 301—“I wouldn’t say it’s fun at all, 

but I would say it’s definitely challenging”—suggests his resistance to my positioning of 

Chinese in terms of fun and a firm affiliation with the counter narrative that Chinese is 

distinctly “unfun” and challenging (Holden’s emphasis, lines 300-301).  Further, Holden 

centered these positions within expectations brought on by his past experiences and, as 

such, highlights and resolutely ends this first part of his narrative upon the expectation for 

such challenge.  

This call back to years past appeared again in his narrative when I prompted him 

to think about how he felt about learning Chinese.  For Holden, this surfaced the 

differences between feelings for his current semester and past experiences of learning 

Chinese.  After we established that I would like him to explain his current feelings, his 

narrative moved forward punctuated by the use of the comparative “easier,” which 

suggests again that his feelings for Chinese are negotiated through his past experiences 

and, as well, centered upon notions of the difficulty or the ease of learning (Transcript 1, 

lines 311-315).  As noted in the earlier section, easier lessons and quizzes facilitate 

positive experiences in so far as they allow Holden to identify as a student who is able to 

perform successfully within the online Chinese context.  Here, however, Holden suggests 

that his current “easier” experience is nevertheless “still challenging,” associating this 

sense of challenge with the requirement to “really focus” (lines 315-317).  Following this, 

difficult thoughts of “having to focus” are interrupted by a redirection towards the good 

aspects of this environment, which is associated with the presence of his teacher and the 

good enough pressure she applies to make them “go further” (line 323).   

Holden’s linguistic cues suggest that the difficulty of responsibly focusing online 
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was associated to the absence of any undue outside pressure to learn, the thought of 

which returns him to a positive estimation of his learning environment.  Holden then 

went on to describe the relatively welcome pressure from the teacher, which, too, 

contributes to notions of a “good” online Chinese context (Transcript 1, line 318).  In 

other words, it seems as if Holden’s sense of responsibility was mediated in part by the 

good enough pressure he felt from the teacher to learn.  It is important to note that 

Holden’s reading of the pressure he felt within his online context in Excerpt 18 also 

seems to be articulated through memories of such pressure in prior years of learning 

Chinese.  Below I present an example of such understanding in Holden’s explanation of 

what his prior years of learning Chinese online felt like.  

Excerpt 19—Not being able to check out because there was no organization 

Holden: Everybody thought it was difficult.  Everybody was struggling.  
Everybody just wanted to learn Chinese.  Nobody thought it was going to be this 
difficult.  It probably wouldn’t have been as difficult, if we actually had a teacher.  
But it was pretty overwhelming.  There was like no organization.  There was (sic) 
a lot of assignments.  Not really hard assignments, but there were a lot.  So, if you 
got behind, it was just the worst thing.  And there was no organization online.  So, 
you couldn’t really check out . . . You could, but it was so unorganized.  There 
was no like telling what from . . . what. 
 

(Holden, transcript 1, lines 410-423) 
 
In Excerpt 19, Holden’s emotional distress is caught up in the difficulty posed by 

the overwhelming number of assignments, lack of organization, and “minimal 

instruction” during the previous two years of Chinese (Transcript 1, lines 414-418).  

Specifically, Holden drew attention to the “pressure of having to focus” by indicating that 

“you couldn’t really check out” because of the dysfunctional organization of his online 

experience (line 421).  Likewise, staying on top of his assignments was crucial because 

getting behind “was just the worst thing” (line 419).  Therefore, the coda about having a 
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teacher that interrupts this long emotional narrative potentially speaks to his desire for 

someone who might have mediated the pressure he was under within a disorganized 

learning environment.   

In Excerpt 18, however, the notion of pressure shifts from the dysfunctional 

organization to the pronounced difficulty of the curriculum.  As such, on one hand, the 

presence of the teacher in his recent semester made it “easier” as she “push[ed him] to 

learn” him just enough, so as to have resulted in a less difficult experience—one where 

he was perhaps not solely responsible for meeting expectations for success online 

(Transcript 1, line 317).  On the other hand, the continued challenge posed by the Chinese 

curriculum results in the continuation of the pressure “to really focus” online (lines 319).  

At this point, it is important to note that staying focused is a pretty consistent theme 

within Holden’s stories; wherein, his ability to “focus” seemed as if it was the most 

important element in his efforts to deal with difficulty and challenge within the online 

Chinese context (Transcript 1, lines 309-328, 486-523, 605-631; Transcript 2, lines 420 -

439).  Specifically, the ability to focus can be read as central to Holden’s beliefs about 

success or failure.  For example, in his narratives about online gaming, Holden suggested 

that online games were competitive sites, where “if you’re not focusing, you’re probably 

going to lose” (Transcript 1, line 81-83).  This belief is further emphasized in stories 

about how focus, effort, and paying attention were central to “getting [his difficult 

lessons] down,” catching up whenever he fell behind or procrastinated on coursework 

and, as well, when he missed something in class (Transcript 1, lines 491-524, 606-625; 

Transcript 2, lines 498-506).  In this way, these narratives of focus and effort can also be 

read as personal theories that underwrote Holden’s negotiations of difficulty but which 
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also necessarily required strategies to deal with existing pressures and responsibilities 

within the online Chinese context.  

“It’s Like . . . the Butterfly Effect.  If You Miss One Thing, Things Later Are 

Gonna . . . Be Affected Because of That.”  But, for Holden, having to focus all the time 

is a double-edged sword.  In his story about online gaming, he also describes how 

underperforming was “stressful” for him (Transcript 1, lines 110- 115).  Likewise, he also 

portrays the first two years of learning Chinese online as “really stressful,” leading, in at 

least one case, to procrastination, falling behind, and then having his father come in to 

meet with the teacher because of his failure to submit his assignments on time (lines 607-

616).  As seen earlier, stress and/or anxiety, whether related to past losses in learning, 

future goals for his learning, or simply difficulty in learning Chinese, frequently mediate 

Holden’s recent experiences within the online context, leading to potentially defended 

positions where he assumes responsibility for his learning by deploying the skills he 

believes will help him negotiate these difficulties.  Likewise, in Excerpt 20, following a 

question about an example of a difficult lesson he may have had in his online class, 

Holden surfaces both the utility of focusing as a strategy and, as well, his anxieties about 

his future competence should he not be able to sustain these strategies that aid his 

learning.  

Excerpt 20—“The butterfly effect” or missing one thing can have an effect much 

later on 

Marilyn: What has been one of the most difficult lessons in Chinese for you?  
 
Holden: They’re all usually difficult.  We have to um . . . really focus and pay 
attention.  It’s not really about the lesson itself; it’s more about how you’re 
devoted to getting it down.  I was like really tired one day um . . . for one of the 
lessons and um . . .   



 

 245

 
Marilyn: Which one was that, do you remember?  
 
Holden: I think it was like a week or two ago.  I didn’t really focus.  I was like 
drowsy.  And . . . at the end I’m like “Wait, what?”  And I didn’t really learn 
anything.  But the next . . . class I caught up.  But you . . . it’s . . . all the lessons 
are going to be difficult.  But it’s how much uh . . . work and focus and effort you 
put into learning the content, in my opinion . . .  
 
Marilyn: . . . Can you talk to that experience of focusing a little bit?  Like, what 
does that mean to you?  What does focus mean to you?  
 
Holden: Well our teacher is great.  Um . . . she’s fluent.  She’s really pushing us 
to learn it.  But she doesn’t understand that we can’t speak Chinese.  So if we ask 
her something, she’ll explain it to us in Chinese.  And we’re like, “What did you 
just say?”  Like, um . . . we’re not . . . it’s . . . like you have to focus, coz if you 
miss one little thing . . . And then, she’s telling everybody to say uh . . . to read 
parts of the text and you don’t know that one word, it could throw everything off.  
It’s like uh . . . the butterfly effect.  If you miss one thing, things later are gonna . . 
. be affected because of that.  
 

(Holden, transcript 1, lines 491-524) 
 
As explored earlier through his experiences of satisfaction within the online 

Chinese context, Holden’s relationship with the curriculum seems to take a backseat to 

his relationship with processes of learning.  He demonstrates this further in Excerpt 20, 

by prefacing his story about a difficult learning encounter with the coda that “all” his 

lessons were “usually difficult” and that it “was not really about the lesson itself”; rather, 

it was about how much—through “focus and paying attention”—one was “devoted to 

getting it down” (Transcript 1, line 493-495).  In order to explain his position further, 

Holden launched into a story about getting tired and drowsy during a lesson in Chinese.  

A prompt from me to describe the lesson at this point in his narrative leads away from 

questions about content to the temporal location (“a week or two ago”) of this incident 

(line 498).  Holden then returned to the fact that he “didn’t really focus” because he was 

drowsy and went to explain how he found himself at a scene of loss by the end of the 
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lesson.  This loss is punctuated by the interruption “wait, what?” that underscores his 

confusion with regards to a lesson that has moved beyond his understanding and defers 

his learning.  Further, this sets up the resolution that follows; i.e., it is implied that he 

caught up to this lesson during the next class through the “work and focus and effort [he] 

put into learning the content” (line 501, 505).  As such, this story is potentially one about 

how learning cannot happen when there is a lack of focus, which while difficult, can be 

made possible through a prescription of hard work and effort.  Alternatively, this is 

potentially also a story about a deferred act of learning, where despite Holden’s coda he 

is unable to maintain the kind of focus he advises is essential for successful performance 

in the online Chinese context.  

In the next few lines of Excerpt 20 Holden elaborates on what the act of focusing 

means to him by first describing how his teacher—fluent, great, and as encouraging as 

she was—did not recognize that the students did not know how to speak Chinese and 

explained lessons in Chinese with the expectation that they did.  For Holden, this evokes 

again a similar sense of loss in meaning, as the lesson moves beyond his comprehension.  

This repetition of a similar condition of confusion in his learning suggests that Holden 

was potentially drawing associations between the difficulty of the lesson, his drowsiness 

and subsequent confusion, and his teacher’s lack of recognition of his ability to follow 

along while she was teaching her subject.  Specifically, it raises the possibility that 

Holden unconsciously defends against difficulties in learning because of perceptions of a 

lack of support within his learning environment through acts of drowsiness and/or 

“falling asleep” in class—as he confessed to doing in another part of his interview 

(Transcript 2, lines 508-509).  As such, the teacher’s lack of understanding about 
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Holden’s ability to follow her in Chinese potentially leads to a reinforcement of 

internalized narratives of responsibility for Holden, wherein focusing is framed as key to 

avoiding deferrals in learning.  In Excerpt 20, his coda gets more specific; i.e., focusing is 

crucial because in such a setting “if you miss one little thing . . . it could throw everything 

off” (Transcript 1, lines 519, 522).  Holden calls this “the butterfly effect,” wherein a 

potential lack of focus could have anxiety-producing repercussions to his competence or 

performance in the future (line 523).  As such, Holden’s beliefs about his responsibility to 

focus in such an environment potentially surface how environmental issues are offset by 

an internalized demand to focus thereby creating a pressure cooker of a learning 

environment for Holden, which he struggles to negotiate on a daily basis.   

In this way, narratives about being drowsy or not paying attention in class and 

procrastinating or falling behind on course work are positioned as deeply stressful 

interruptions to Holden’s ability to learn and perform well in class; interruptions that also 

evoke anxious fantasies of failure in his future.  However, Holden’s use and narrative 

emphasis of the second person singular subject position in this section (“you have to 

focus coz if you miss one little thing”; “you don’t know that one word”; “if you miss one 

thing, things later are gonna be affected”) suggests that he potentially cannot tolerate 

what his coda asks of him in such situations and, as such, leaves open the possibility for 

his own subjectivity to escape being positioned as such within such a demand (Transcript 

1, lines 518-524).  This takes shape through acts of deferred learning, which surface as 

potentially unconscious means by which to resist the demand to focus or be responsible 

within this difficult learning environment. 

Chapter Summary 
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In this chapter, I first outlined a biographical and descriptive account of Holden’s 

two and a half years of experience of learning Chinese within two different online 

learning contexts, both of which influenced his experiences while learning online.  Next, 

I demonstrated his engagement with the online Chinese context in terms of (a) his 

experience of difference while negotiating a sense of his own performance speaking 

Chinese in front of his class, (b) his experience of satisfaction and enjoyment through 

performing well in class, which help him identify as a good student while learning 

Chinese online, and (c) his negotiation of difficult experiences either through the 

deployment of strategies to manage his performance and/or through acts of deferred 

learning that allow him to unconsciously resist the demand to focus or be responsible 

within a difficult learning environment.  In each case, Holden’s stories can be read in 

terms of how he negotiates a sense of his own performance and an “online student” 

identity through his encounters with the curriculum, the learning space, other students, 

and/or the teacher within the online Chinese context.  In the following chapter, I examine 

the experiences of Margaret, a 16-year-old female participant completing her second year 

of full-time online learning at a public online charter school.  Again, Margaret’s 

biographical and descriptive accounts of her online learning experiences and the 

interpretive themes of engagement assembled from her narratives also make the case for 

how engagement is deeply tied to negotiations of identity while learning online.  
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Chapter Six: Margaret  

A Pen Portrait 

Margaret is a loquacious 16-year-old with a fierce love of history that she made 

apparent very quickly into our interview.  Her enthusiasm was delivered in declarations 

that she “really love[s] history” and that she would describe herself as an “avid history 

buff” or “a history person” (Transcript 1, line 41-47, 140, 905; Transcript 2, lines 581-

582, 695).  This was evident in many of the stories that she shared during our interviews 

in connection with the places she had lived in or travelled to or through her attachment to 

the curriculum that she encountered in high school.  She located this love of history—

specifically, European and American history—in her diverse family background and in 

the fact that she had—in her 16 years—lived in a total of six different states around the 

United States due to her father’s work deployments within the U.S. government 

(Transcript l, lines 23, 1073).  Margaret suggested that her experiences living in different 

places across the U.S. and her curiosity about her mixed background—encompassing 

different European cultures and possibly Native American heritage as well—had aroused 

in her a passion to explore her roots and “the important roles they’ve played in all the 

different historical events” (line 1052).  Such interest played out in her activities online, 

where her interests included watching historical movies and documentaries, researching 

“historical stuff” on Wikipedia, or using the Internet to access the news “every 30 

minutes” (lines 123, 163).  As Margaret described, “I have to know what’s happening in 

the world” (line 123).  Thinking about the implications of such an involvement with 

history, she argued that “it [was] important to know how . . . things really happened . . . 

coz . . . you’ll repeat it if you don’t read it” (lines 134-135).   
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At the time of our interviews, Margaret was attending the spring semester of 

eleventh grade at a large, public, online charter school39 called Middle River Cyber High 

School,40 based out of a southern U.S. State.  Margaret was also dual-enrolled at a local 

university called Middle River University,41 where she took college credits in order to get 

a head start on her freshman year once she graduates from high school.  Therefore, during 

the spring of 2015, she was enrolled full-time (6 courses) in English classes at the 

university and in Physics, Math (Pre-Calculus and Trigonometry), Art, Physical 

Education, and an online learning homeroom class at her online high school.  A younger 

brother, Dean, was also enrolled in the same cyber high school.  This was her second year 

taking online classes as a full-time student at Middle River Cyber.  She had also taken a 

few online classes while she attended a regular high school (Middle River Public High 

School42) during the 9th grade.  As such, during the last few years, she had also taken 

German, English, Forensics, Chemistry, and History classes online.  Ultimately, despite 

her love of history, her plan was to become a physical therapist in the army.  Margaret 

explained that “there [were] no jobs in history” and as she did not want to work at an 

“historical site or a museum” she was content with having history “as a hobby” 

                                                 
39 Recently reported enrollment data for Margaret’s online K-12 charter school demonstrate that it has 
grown over the last few years to enroll more than 10,000 students; however, state reports suggest that it is a 
low-performing school with regards to student performance on state tests (Southern U.S. State School 
Report on Student Achievement, 2016).  According to data from 2015, 66% percent of the student body in 
the online school qualified for free and reduced lunch, which is four percentage points higher that the state 
average.  Free and reduced lunch is an indicator commonly used as a proxy for socio-economic status.  
Demographically, the online school is close to 60% percent white, which is at least 18 percentage points 
higher than the state average.  African American, Hispanic, and Asian student enrollment fall well below 
state averages, while enrollment of those that identify as Multi-racial is slightly higher than the state 
average.  Likewise, enrollment of students with disability is slightly higher than the state average (by one 
percentage point), but no ELL students were enrolled in 2015 (eight percentage points lower than the state 
average) (Southern U.S. State School Report on Student Achievement, 2016).  
40 Pseudonym 
41 Pseudonym  
42 Pseudonym 
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(Transcript 1, lines 99-105).   

The decision to switch from her Middle River Public High School (in future 

referred to as MRPHS) to the cyber charter (in future referred to as MRCHS) school 

arrived out of sense of discomfort and estrangement Margaret felt during her first year at 

MRPHS.  For one, having just moved south from a North Eastern U.S. school system, 

Margaret felt at odds with aspects of the Southern culture that were at play in her new 

school.43  Further, besides the feeling like the curriculum was weaker than she was 

normally used to, Margaret also found it difficult to adjust to what she perceived as a 

“horrible” school culture, where she felt that the students, teachers, and the principal were 

disrespectful or rude and, further, believed that her teachers were not very good at 

teaching (Transcript 1, lines 212-216; Transcript 2, lines 982-986).  To illustrate, she 

described one incident where she felt that the principal had inappropriately referenced her 

dating life in a conversation about her grades.  In other incidents, she described being 

bullied by a senior and labeled a “Yankee” by other students because of her Northern 

background (Transcript 1, line 236).   

These issues prompted Margaret to have a discussion with her parents about 

                                                 
43 In part, this related to Margaret’s perception of a ubiquitous use of status symbols, such as 
monogrammed personal items, choices in attire, hairstyles, and the use of jewelry, and other cultural 
symbols, such as “chewing tobacco” or driving “big trucks” that she attributes to the Southerners she 
encountered at her regular public high school (Transcript 1, lines 220-221).  In contrast, Margaret 
emphasizes repeatedly that she herself dresses very casually, never wears dresses, and does not straighten 
her extremely curly hair (Transcript 2, lines 726-731).  In this, she distinguishes herself from and makes 
explicit her not wanting “to fit into that” particular type of cultural milieu (line 739).  Specifically, she 
notes “I don’t aspire to be Southern” (line 754).  She employs the popular Southern trope that Southerners 
are “very slow,” unlike herself and people from the Northern U.S. cities where she once lived (lines 767-
768).  Crucially, Margaret also feels like the outsider in her town, which she refers to as a “highway town,” 
where “everybody knows everybody, everybody goes to everybody’s church and . . . everybody’s tied in 
like that” (lines 743-751).  As such, her impression is that “if you weren’t here your entire life, then you’re 
not gonna be friends with other people” (Transcript 1, line 219).  In other words, it is, in her estimation, 
factors such as these that have lead to an estrangement from the local student community at her former high 
school.  
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enrolling in an online cyber school.  Having had at least two other experiences of being 

home schooled in her educational career—once in elementary and once in middle 

school—Margaret was no stranger to choosing alternative schooling options.  In both 

prior instances, Margaret reported that her mother made the choice to home school 

because she believed the schools that Margaret was assigned to were not good schools.  

Likewise, Margaret suggested that her own instinct, in this instance, was to think of 

homeschooling as an option given that her experiences at MRPHS were so horrible.  At 

first, she was denied admittance.  But after her brother got in, she was finally admitted 

into MRCHS in the 10th grade.   

MRCHS is a public cyber charter powered through K12 Inc. with access to 

Blackboard Collaborate Class Connects, an Adobe product that allows synchronous class 

meetings between teachers and students.  Specifically, Margaret had access to a K12 

Online High School (OHS) account, which gave her access to a personal landing/home 

page on the K12 website once she logged in.  The site featured modules that listed current 

and upcoming Class Connects and the courses students were registered in for the 

semester along with their grades.  The home page also featured upcoming assignments, 

updates related to unread discussion posts, access to assignments and homework through 

Dropbox, and customized K12 Inc. curriculum and assessments.  Lessons in each subject 

were labeled hierarchically (2.01, 2.02, etc.) and contained within different units that 

Margaret had to complete by given deadlines.  Each student was further given access to 

Kmail—an internal email server that connected students and teachers within the K12 Inc. 

ecosystem—and Infinite Campus—used for final grade reporting, transcripts, and 

Individualized Learning Plan (ILP) data.  Students and teachers both had independent 



 

 253

access to student data (featuring online activity, such as logins, discussion board activity, 

Class Connect attendance, time spent visiting and reading the content of lessons, grades, 

or completed or overdue assignments) via a detailed student progress page.  Students 

were also required to “check mark” activities at requisite online checkpoints in order to 

update student progress pages (Transcript 2, line 193).  According to Margaret, each 

semester had three six-week windows to complete assignments for credit; students could 

only score up to a 70 when they submitted assignments late (after 10 days).  Further, an 

at-home mentor was a mandatory part of the experience.  A mentor is supposed to log 

attendance daily, monitor student user activity, communicate with their student about 

assignments and grades, maintain internet connectivity, and encourage the student to ask 

for help when needed (School District Handbook for Middle River Cyber, 2016).  

Margaret’s mother fulfilled this role for her at home; however, Margaret suggested that 

she was mostly hands off and trusted Margaret to fulfill her responsibilities on her own.  

She only stepped in to log Margaret’s attendance for her, both for her online classes and 

her college courses.  Margaret assured that this trust had been earned because she has 

“always been a good student” and stayed “on top” of her obligations (lines 941-943).  

For Margaret, life as an online high school student was partly “annoying” in that 

she felt impatient to be done with it (Transcript 1, line 178).  To explain, she juxtaposed 

the presence of online schooling in her life against the absence of a social life, suggesting 

that perhaps despite her choice to enroll in an online school, she does miss the chaotic din 

of regular high school social life.  She suggested that she doesn’t have many friends in 

the small town in which she lives—where “there [was] really not much to do”—along 

with the fact that it was hard to relate to the culture in the South (See Footnote 43; line 
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189).  Moreover, while she did have one friend in town—whom she visited on 

occasion—she didn’t “go out and party,” which narrowed her social life to driving out to 

neighboring towns with her mother, dropping off her brother to gymnastic practice, or 

going to the movies or to grocery stores (line 180).  For all her exuberance with me 

during our interviews, Margaret also described herself as not being “outgoing” and as 

“kind of loner” in her online classes, where she rarely “put [herself] out there” to talk to 

or make friends with other online students (Transcript 1, line 233, 1106; Transcript 2, line 

774).  Her strongest connections encompassed her relationships with family members and 

a few friends, who do not live close to her.  This, in a sense, may have exacerbated a 

sense of social isolation within her online high school environment; a feeling that was 

only partially mitigated by her staying in contact with those she was close to over Skype.  

That being said, it must be noted that Margaret’s characterization of her 

experiences within her online learning context were also in some part constructed in 

comparison to her experiences in regular high school.  Margaret described her experience 

of online schooling as “better” than her experiences in regular high school; specifically, 

in terms of how much more challenging it seemed to be (Transcript 1, line 363, 1126).  

She reflected that while the curriculum was still not up to the standards she had 

experiences in the North Eastern U.S. school system, it was still much better than her 

experience of curriculum at MRPHS.  This conception of “better” was constructed in 

terms of there being “a lot more work” compared to regular high school, which made her 

experience of it seem “a lot harder” in ways that she actually seemed to appreciate (lines 

363-365).  Specifically, Margaret seemed to recognize the tougher challenge of learning 

online, especially those challenges related to extra work or the lack of an immediate 
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teaching presence, in terms of how “beneficial” it appeared to be—in other words, how it 

“help[ed] [her] learn” or made her “more independent” (lines 642-643).  Further, these 

“challenges” actively contributed to her sense of having a “better” learning environment.  

Similar comparisons are made when Margaret suggested that the teachers and 

students at MRCHS were far more respectful and friendly; specifically, her synchronous 

online classrooms created a sense of being immersed in a “giant friendship or family,” 

which made her feel “really good” and where she “never worried about saying something 

wrong” (Transcript 1, lines 768, 1090-1092).  However, Margaret also suggested that this 

in part was due to the fact that it was “harder to be disrespectful” in the online context 

because “you kind of have to address the email in a certain way” or there would be 

consequences44 (Transcript 2, lines 812-814).  Nevertheless, this mandated culture of 

friendliness and niceness within her online context seemed to assure Margaret that she 

was being respected and attended to in ways that were lacking at MRPHS.  

Margaret reported that daily attendance—at five and a half hours everyday—was 

required for her online classes.  On a typical day, she joined her first Class Connect at 

around 9:30 or 10:00 in the morning.  Signing into her online student account and 

clicking on the first scheduled Class Connect of the day accomplished this.  Blackboard 

Collaborate then launched a window connecting her to a live synchronous classroom 

meeting.  Margaret suggested that each Class Connect lasted for about an hour.  At the 

                                                 
44 Here, Margaret maybe referring to the codes of conduct for online student behavior that are included in 
the student manual or handbook that every student enrolled at Middle River Cyber receives upon 
admittance.  Included in this are mandates for respectful and courteous behavior at all times and explicit 
prohibitions against disruptions during class-time or the use of obscene or hateful language or behavior in 
online communications.  Consequences for breaking such rules include disciplinary measures such as, 
removal from the online classroom without warning or a conference with administration, which could result 
in loss of online privileges, school suspension, or expulsion (School District Handbook for Middle River 

Cyber, 2016).  
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time of our interviews, she reported that her first Class Connect was usually a Math class 

that started at 9:00 or 9:30 a.m., followed by a Physics class that started at 10:00 a.m., 

and so on.  A typical Class Connect would stream a lesson—an Illuminate multimedia 

slideshow presentation (with audio and visual aids featuring Adobe Captivate shockwave 

video and vector flash animations or video recordings from the Khan Academy, etc.)—

with audio of the teacher (or in some cases 2 teachers) lecturing or discussing the lesson 

in the background.  The teacher could also assign “mic” privileges to those with 

questions regarding the lesson during the live session (Transcript 1, line 664).  A chat 

room was also usually enabled to allow students to talk about the lesson, but as Margaret 

reported, students sometimes used this to chat about non-lesson related things, leading the 

teacher to censure or disable chat altogether.  Margaret also minimized the chat window 

when she felt that the chat room discussion was distracting her from a lecture.   

Typical class sizes for the Class Connects could vary anywhere between one to 

100 students per class.  For instance, in her online German class, taken in the prior 

semester, Margaret sometimes found herself the only one in attendance.  However, in her 

current Math class, class sizes ranged to about 50 students per Class Connect.  Similarly, 

in her online learning (homeroom) class, class sizes rose to about 100.  According to 

Margaret, class discussions seemed mostly limited to students asking questions over 

audio if the teacher assigned microphone privileges, commenting in a chat window 

provided for the lesson, or participating in whiteboard-type sessions, where the student 

could interact with the teacher and other students by writing or marking up slides of the 

lesson.  Margaret suggested that students were not required to say anything or talk to 

anyone in class if they didn’t want to because participation was optional in most classes.  
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Typically, Margaret also did not “see” any of her classmates or the teacher, but viewed 

the lesson and student chat while listening to teacher’s lecture through the length of the 

Class Connect.  Further, as Class Connects were also optional, if she did not have time to 

attend a live session, Margaret accessed recordings of the Class Connect later on during 

the day or during the week.  There were no penalties for not attending a Class Connect, 

but on occasion—while attending her Math Classes—Margaret did report that if she was 

caught not participating in activities during class time (“doing the check marks” or “not 

writing out the thing”), the teacher would “drag” her name into a private empty “room” 

or “box” online (a Vroom or a Virtual Room) that isolated Margaret from the rest of the 

class (Transcript 2, lines 181-197).  As such, this served as a means of discipline, where 

disciplinary measures were taken “because [she] didn’t do [her] work” (lines 198-200).  

Likewise, while Margaret had previously suggested that deadlines were pretty flexible 

(“you still have ten days to turn it in before credit”), she also reported that her math 

teacher would send her and her parents automated “robotic messages” for each of those 

ten days of delay whenever she was late submitting an assignment—a constant reminder 

to her parents and herself of the pending assignment (lines 478-488).  Margaret reported 

that such tactics usually increased parental pressure and involvement in her work, while 

also making the situation “a little stressful” for her (lines 512-517). 

Margaret also took quizzes after every lesson, all of which were automated.  On a 

full course load, this suggested a minimum of six quizzes each week per lesson.  Further, 

a teacher-administered test for each lesson was conducted at the end of every week.  

According to Margaret, the rigor of online testing was a crucial part of what made her 

online learning experience “better” than regular high school, where she reported she was 
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not tested daily in this way (Transcript 1, lines 363-368).  Further, aside from expanding 

her sense that the online curriculum was more challenging, an online context that 

included the act of being tested or quizzed everyday with regards to what she had learned 

that day kept her “on [her] toes” and allowed her some amount of predictability with 

regards to day-to-day expectations in a flexible environment where “you have to be 

responsible” and stay on top of work commitments or else be “blindsided” by course 

expectations (lines 623-630).  Significantly, flexibility was a key aspect of the experience 

of learning online that Margaret repeatedly said she enjoyed.  This manifested itself in 

Margaret’s adherence to a familiar trend of online learning discourse—i.e., the oft used 

adage “anytime, anywhere”—when she reported enjoying “more freedom in [her] day”; a 

freedom that kept her from being tied to a traditional sense of a time and place for 

learning (Transcript 1, line 375-392, 1125-1131; Transcript 2, lines 905-918).  This was 

apparent in disclosures that she “could do school basically any time of day” or that it was 

“easier to take [her] work with [her]” (Transcript 1, line 392).  Further, the promise of 

flexibility also seemed to assure her of her teachers’ understanding of the complexity of 

daily life and their trust in her being able to fulfill her student obligations on her own 

time—as was demonstrated by an incident she related regarding a long period of sick 

leave she had to take after fracturing her leg falling off a horse.  During this crisis, she 

described her teachers as completely understanding of her situation (Transcript 1, lines 

577-590).  That being said, this flexibility also entrusted upon her the obligation to 

manage her own time well, which was reportedly harder in terms of the responsibility 

that that carried.  In other words, the dark side of the freedom, or more specifically the 

flexibility offered to Margaret in the online context, was that it presented itself along with 
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a demand for responsibility; something that she frequently cited as a subjectively difficult 

part of her experience.  In this sense, the rigor of testing potentially offset some of the 

burden such responsibility placed upon her to stay on top of things.  

Another aspect of online schooling that Margaret enjoyed was the diversity of 

options that she now had access to with regards to program choices or course electives.  

For instance, Margaret was dually enrolled in college courses—getting “a head start on 

[her] freshman year” (Transcript 1, line 423).  Further, she suggested that she fully 

appreciated opportunities such as those where she was able to take a German language 

class and a Forensics class online.  Likewise, MRCHS also offered optional Class 

Connects, like the online pre-med club, which connected students like Margaret to 

college representatives from colleges offering specializations in physical therapy—a 

discipline she is currently interested in pursuing in college.  However, Margaret also 

singled out experiences in her German and Forensics classes for critique; i.e., the former 

she accused of failing to provide her with an advanced and challenging curriculum and 

the latter, she explained, offered a teacher who was not qualified to teach the class.   

As such, couched within dominant narratives of a sense of a “better” high school 

experience are more nuanced critiques in Margaret’s narrative that interrupt assurances of 

“flexibility,” “friendliness,” and the diversity of options that she has access to within the 

online learning context (Transcript 1, lines 591-597, 1219-1231, 1237-1241; Transcript 2, 

lines 478-522, 812-815, 924-928).  Both these narratives and their critiques surface the 

unique ways in which Margaret engages within the online learning context; in other 

words, her engagement with the online learning context illustrates a negotiation of her 

online subjectivity, specifically with regards to (a) her sense of place and subjecthood 
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within her online high school context and (b) an ambivalence to the difficulties within the 

online learning context.  This engagement is discursively situated within narratives of 

Southern culture, place, and online community as well as narratives of benefit and its 

relationship to narratives of individual student autonomy and responsibility—all of which 

circulate within Margaret’s experiences of learning online.  In the next section, I explore 

the different thematic resonances from Margaret’s interview narrative using critical 

narrative analytical procedures.  

Interpretive Themes of Margaret’s Engagement with/in the Online Learning 

Context 

In this section, I present three overarching thematic interpretations of Margaret’s 

engagement with/in the online learning context.  These thematic descriptions characterize 

Margaret’s emotional experiences within the online learning context in terms of (a) 

experiences of difference, (b) experiences of benefit and enjoyment, and (c) experiences 

of difficulty.  Under the first theme, I analytically explore the narratives Margaret uses to 

describe her engagement within her online Art History class and during an online Class 

Connect, both of which evoke in her an appreciation of a sense of connection to and 

difference from curriculum or others within the transitional space of the online learning 

context.  Here, Margaret’s narrative associations demonstrate a self-positioning with 

regards to differences she locates in the curriculum or within the online learning 

environment, which helps ease her towards a coherent narrative of place and, as such, 

towards an emerging identity within the online space.  

Narratives of enjoyment of the online learning context demonstrate Margaret’s 

experiences with both enjoyment and its loss, subsequently recoding this loss in terms of 
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benefit.  Therefore, under the second theme, I analytically explore the narratives 

Margaret uses to describe what are ostensibly good experiences that present themselves 

simultaneously as difficult experiences within the online learning environment.  The 

narrative movements in these stories closely illustrate the discursive deployment of 

notions of benefit in order to solidify self-identification within narratives of responsibility 

and independence.  

Under the final theme, I present an analytical exploration of the narratives 

Margaret uses to describe her ambivalence with regards to difficult encounters within the 

online environment.  Here, discourses of online student responsibility and autonomy that 

circulate in Margaret’s narratives potentially also position her within narratives of 

culpability in her negotiations of these difficult experiences and, as such, lead to a sense 

of ambivalence with regards to relations of power within the online learning context.  

Experiences of Difference 

Whether online or offline, Margaret’s narratives of engagement frequently 

coalesced around themes of a “connection” through history, memory, or to others through 

a sense of place.45  Specifically, these narratives surfaced personal associations to history, 

memory, or others whenever the transitional space of online learning context opened up a 

negotiation of her sense of place.  For example, when talking about her more general 

experiences of engagement, Margaret described the personal connection she experienced 

                                                 
45 Here, I am referring to a concept from place studies and curriculum theory that suggests a sense of place 
as being rooted to subjectivity through a negotiation of identity with the histories, memories, and fantasies 
of place that tie local inhabitants to a geographical space (See: Casemore, 2005; Kincheloe & Pinar, 1991).  
Further, place studies as considered within the online context suggest that the introduction of electronic 
media into our lives has meant the “nearly total disassociation of physical place and social ‘place’” so that 
“where we are physically no longer determines where and who we are socially” (Meyrowitz, 1985, as cited 
in Wilken, 2011).  As such, the intersection of these notions of place comes into play within Margaret’s 
narratives.  
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when learning about the historical heritage of Washington D.C.—once having lived in the 

city itself.  In another case, she recalled the sense of connection she now has to great 

works of art that she once studied about in an Art class but also experienced in person 

while traveling to different European cities.  Likewise, she describes the deep sense of 

comfort and connection she experienced while being on a military base because of the 

associations it carried to prior family visits and, in particular, to visits with her 

grandfather.  Each of these narratives is unique in how they surface the ways in which the 

knowledge of history and the experience of place become invested with memory and 

personal meaning, and, as such, coalesce in an experience of engagement.   

Likewise, in the online learning context, Margaret’s narratives of engagement are 

situated within the transitional space of her Art History curricula and her online Class 

Connects.  In the first case, a temporal shift that occurs in a moment of study—where she 

feels both witness and participant to a particular arc of history—is surfeit with uncanny 

wonder and fantasy.  Simultaneously, however, defensive positioning—potentially rooted 

in a desire for place—disrupts such uncanny wonder and situates Margaret’s sense of 

place within fixed digital accounts of history.  Similarly, in the second story, narratives of 

isolation disrupt Margaret’s reveries of strong connection to the warmth of her online 

Class Connects, serving to both align and distance herself from the online community.  

Here, too, the loss of a sense of place in the offline high school context potentially 

provokes Margaret’s defensive positioning with regards to securing a sense of place 

within a mandated friendly online community.  

“To Think of My Family Being a Part of That . . . the Biggest Event . . . How 

It Shaped Everything That I Live In Now . . . It’s Really Neat.”  In Excerpt 21, 
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Margaret situated an experience of engagement within an online Art History class about 

revolutionary war paintings.  A personal association made to these paintings through 

information relayed to her by her uncle leads to the enjoyment of “similarities” she 

perceived between the soldiers portrayed in the paintings and the one from her own 

family history (Transcript 2, line 559).   

Excerpt 21—An engagement with Art History 
 

Margaret: During my Art History [class], I mean . . . we did a couple of paintings 
by American artists.  And they were revolutionary war kind of paintings.  And um 
. . . then like later on that day my uncle, he’s doing a lot of genealogy research.  
And so he called me.  And he said, “Hey, we have a revolutionary war soldier in 
our, you know, history, in our genealogy.”  And so, that was . . . it was nice to 
know . . . to, you know, kind of see the similarities between them.  So, um . . . 
then you can actually . . . I’ve like . . . looked him up and everything.  And he’s 
attached to some person that was . . . has letters and everything.  But they don’t 
talk about him in the letters.  But when you put in his name—and he’s Italian and 
all that stuff—and then you can actually find him.  And so, it was nice to see . . . 
the like the . . . art that was coming out at the time.  And then, you know, like that 
you . . . like you had somebody that was kind of a part of that.  So it was . . . it’s . . 
. it’s interesting to see that . . . connection I guess.  That’s my most recent one that 
I had.   

 
Marilyn: So . . . what’s going on in your head?  How do you feel?  What are you 
thinking, when something like this happens?  Like when . . . you find a personal 
connection?  

 
Margaret: Exciting.  It’s exciting.  Because you know uhm . . . I didn’t exactly 
know when my family came over here.  And apparently it was before the 
revolutionary war.  So, I always thought that you know we were pacifists or 
something living up in Canada or whatever.  And no, we were actually part of it.  
So, you know . . . learn the art history and everything and then, I like history in 
general, so to like think of my family being a part of that, like the biggest event . . 
. like how it shaped everything that I live in now . . . it’s . . . it’s really neat.  

 
(Margaret, transcript 2, lines 553-582) 

Here, just as Margaret evokes of knowledge about these similarities (“it was nice 

to know”), she corrects herself to reaffirm visual knowledge (“to . . . kind of see”; 
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Transcript 2, lines 558-559).  Here, the conventional link between knowing and seeing46 

is surfaced in Margaret’s associations between the two—as knowledge seemingly arrives 

from a visual (and digital) affirmation of the similarities between the soldier in her family 

and the soldiers in paintings in question.  As if to illustrate, Margaret followed up her 

earlier speculation with how her revolutionary ancestor’s historical presence could 

actually be found and located on the Internet by looking him up.  Associated to another 

historical figure of some importance and with significantly more presence on the Internet, 

her ancestor reportedly had a more modest online presence.  Yet, it was still possible to 

see (or to know) him by his mere attachment to the historical figure of note or by finding 

him online.  Such presence, she intimated, allowed her and others—by virtue of her 

ancestor’s public online presence—to verify similarities and, as such, to empathize with 

this personal association to an important historical past (“like you had somebody that was 

kind of a part of that”; Transcript 2, line 568).  These speculative movements in 

Margaret’s narrative suggest that her personal connection was indeed also a social one, 

one that perhaps permitted those around her to locate her within history.  

When I followed up with a question about how this revelation made her think or 

feel, Margaret affirmed that this was very exciting for her, as it interrupted a fantasy of 

supposed pacifist heritage.  Narratively, she traced this excitement to a prior 

understanding (“I always thought that . . . we were pacifists”), which was disturbed by a 

lack of perfect knowledge (“I didn’t exactly know when my family came over here”) 

                                                 
46 Multiple philosophers have offered critiques of the conventional link between knowing and seeing—and 
their conflation with each other—over the last several decades.  For one, Ong (1968) argues that vision is 
privileged in the “technologized man,” who thinks of “knowledge itself by analogy to visual activity to the 
exclusion [. . .] of other senses” (p. 634).  This is doubly a cultural critique as he suggests that non-Western 
cultures employ the other senses, such as auditory and touch-based senses, to assign meaning to the world, 
whereas Western cultures privilege vision in meaning-making processes.   
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about her family’s history (Transcript 2, lines 576-578).  In this way, the introduction of 

an ancestor who locates her family in America (instead of, Canada) opens up a 

transitional space within her Art History class, wherein she must creatively engage with 

imaginative speculations related to her understanding of place.  Guided by new evidence 

that the American revolutionary spirit indeed ran through her own history (“and no, we 

were actually a part of it”), this subjective disruption was repaired by projecting away 

fantasies of pacifism in her family towards “Canada or whatever” (line 578).  

Similarly, another reading points to Margaret’s suggestion of similarities between 

her ancestor and the soldiers in the revolutionary war paintings she was engaged within 

her online Art History class.  Here, Margaret demonstrates a form of enjoyment (“it was 

nice . . .”) in the location or visualization of similarities between how she conceives of 

her ancestor and the artists’ rendering of soldiers’ during that period (Transcript 2, lines 

558-559, 567).  The Internet as evidence of further attachment to a figure of American 

revolutionary history helps Margaret transition towards a repetition of this enjoyment—

this time located in an alternative fantasy, wherein art and digitized historical evidence 

permit the imagination of family history as now deeply embedded within the American 

Revolution.  In other words, for Margaret an uncanny discovery within the context of an 

online Art History class helps facilitate a spatio-temporal resolution of a piece of 

unchartered family history, which assures her a place not just within American history 

but also in the birth of America (and place) itself.  

One potential interpretation of Margaret’s experience in the above excerpt 

intersects with the way she deployed her love of history in order to formulate a sense of 

place within other stories that she told me during our conversations.  For instance, when I 



 

 266

asked her where she thought her love of history came from Margaret reflected that it 

probably followed from “where I’ve [Margaret] lived” (Transcript 1, lines 1047).  

Explaining further, she suggested that “most of it, I guess, comes from where my family 

is from [. . .] and what important roles they’ve played in all the different historical events 

and everything” (lines 1050-1052).  As such, Margaret found American and European 

history particularly interesting because, as she explained, she is “of European descent” 

and also possibly “almost” Native American (lines 1054-1057).  (She intimates that the 

latter is something her family is still researching.)  This suggests that Margaret’s love of 

history is deeply rooted to a sense of place, wherein place is conceived as a social 

construct that allows collective history, personal history, and individual memory and 

fantasy of place to give voice and meaning to subjectivity and identity in different and 

sometimes contested ways.  As Kinchloe and Pinar (1991) suggest, a “concern with 

history cannot be separated from a concern with places” (p. 9). 

In Margaret’s narrative, this often surfaces on occasions when she is confronted 

by the fact that she has lived in and has been a witness to places with rich historical 

significance.  For example, in another part of her interview, she contrasted a visit to a 

Pennsylvania civil war battlefield and engaging in a reenactment of the battle—at a time 

when she lived close by—to her life in the South and the opportunity to have access to a 

different point of view regarding the American Civil War; specifically, reading about it in 

class and being able to share with others her experiences of having been to a battlefield in 

the North left her with a strong feeling of connection to history and her own heritage.  

Further, multiple stories of place, memory, and history surface the fact that Margaret has 

lived in at least six different U.S. states in all of her 16 years.  This personal history of 
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transience during a relatively short span of time potentially interrupts Margaret’s 

understanding of place as rooted to geographic location.  Likewise, her stories of a lack 

of a substantial social life in the town in which she lives in also speak to an estrangement 

from a sense of place (See Footnote 43).  As such, these narrative accounts beg us to 

consider how “the loss of place” precipitates for Margaret “the loss of history” (Kinchloe 

& Pinar, 1991, p. 9).  Such losses may drive her to defended positions where she 

potentially recovers her sense of place by locating herself in the safety of the “facts” of 

history47  (Transcript 1, lines 904-905).  In this case, such facts can be employed as 

transitional objects that help sustain a connection to a sense of place that is essential for 

Margaret in order to maintain ontological security.  As such, in the online medium, such 

immediate and pervasive access to digitized historical archives present epistemological 

quandaries for the modern student of history.  For Margaret, history conceived in terms of 

facts potentially allows for stable, unitary, or fixed understanding and, as such, permit 

fixed understandings of self.  If the loss of place precipitates anxiety in Margaret, then its 

recovery through a fixed historical understanding suggests a mode of creative reparation 

for the losses she feels through her history of physical and subjective displacement.  

“It’s Like a Giant Friendship or Family . . . and It Just Feels Really Good.”  

                                                 
47 Margaret’s constructions of history suggest a perception of history as knowable through “facts” or as 
events that can be isolated to the truth of “how things really happened,” and where historical understanding 
comes from consumption of the facts of history via Wikipedia or other digital archives (Transcript 1, lines 
134, 904-905).  In considering the consequences of digital archiving, Poster (2005) suggests, “the way 
cultural objects are stored and available for reception . . . is understood to influence the kind of knowledge 
produced about them” (p. 61).  As such, Margaret’s view of history becomes even more problematic in the 
digital sphere, where historical understanding is facilitated through easy access to documents that present 
themselves as objective, disconnected from memory, and whose ideological origins are neglected or remain 
unquestioned.  Where Pinar (2012) suggests that a “cultivation of historicity” can reinvigorate self-
reflexive ontological structure through academic study and as such facilitate meaningful connection to 
place, Margaret’s consumption of history as facts threatens to relegate place to “nowhere in particular, 
cyberspace” (p. 227).  
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The first story that Margaret told me about an experience of engagement that occurred 

within the online context was one related to her experience of others within the online 

space.  At first glance, Excerpt 22 might have nothing to do with notions of place.  

However, Margaret’s connection to others within the complicated space of an online 

Class Connect is constructed in relation to associations with her offline context and, as 

such, encourages negotiations of a sense of place.  

Excerpt 22—An engagement with a friendly online community 
 

Marilyn: Can you tell me about experiences of engagement you’ve had while 
taking an online class?  
 
Margaret: Um . . . <long pause> well you feel connected to the different students 
because they’re always . . . they’re mostly really friendly.  And, then the teachers, 
they all come from different backgrounds . . . and so, you think a lot about that.  
But they also, um . . . you . . . it’s like you’re . . . when you’re in a Class Connect 
or you’re doing a project with people, it’s a giant . . . they’re all really friendly . . . 
It’s like a giant friendship or family . . . and it just feels really good.  And then . . . 
and when you’re uh . . . when you’re doing a lesson or something, it’s um . . . 
when you go out, you know, in your normal life, and something happens like . . . 
against that, you think about the lesson and that’s really nice.  
 
Marilyn: How do you communicate with the other students in the class?  
 
Margaret: There’s a discussion board and then you have stuff in the Class 
Connects.  But you aren’t allowed to put out personal information, like emails, or 
just Twitters or Facebooks or such things . . . So . . . you can’t . . . I mean, people 
do it still, but you’re not supposed to.  So, y . . . you find them online sometimes.  
But I don’t really talk to the other students that much.  I’m kind of a loner.  
 
Marilyn: Um . . . so, what makes the Class Connect a family?  
 
Margaret: It’s just the atmosphere.  Everybody’s friendly.  And the teachers are 
really friendly.  And most of them are really young too.  They’re in their 30s.  So . 
. . you know, you don’t have an old person teaching you . . . all really boring 
things . . . it’s most of the time exciting because some . . . when we talk about . . . 
you talk about, you know, what’s going on in your life.  I mean, everybody’s 
really friendly.  Everybody has these inside jokes . . . I don’t know what they 
mean coz I’m not part of them.  And everybody talks about what they’re favorite 
shows . . . and it’s just like we’re all giant friends or something . . .   
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(Margaret, transcript 1, lines 1083-1121) 
 

Shortly before the narrative that unfolds in Excerpt 22, Margaret described how 

she made meaning of experience of engagement while riding her horse in order to 

illustrate the sense of connection this experience surfaced; i.e., she suggested that it 

almost has an “antidepressant” effect, where “you feel really, really good because you 

have this animal that’s listening to you, and you’re working as [a] team, and so, you can 

trust that” (Transcript 1, lines 1075-1081).  After I asked her about her engagement in the 

online learning context, she described—as is seen in the above excerpt—a seemingly 

similar sense of connection to the students and the teachers in her Class Connects on the 

basis of a friendliness that she found appealing.  Further, she also suggests that she found 

the different backgrounds of online teachers interesting.  Both of these thoughts were 

aspects of her online experience that she had described in detail before, specifically in 

terms of their contribution to her positive experience of the online learning context 

(Transcript 1, lines 767-769, 776, 801-813; Transcript 2, lines 802-811, 885-891).  

However, in the above excerpt, Margaret calls attention to the experience of being in a 

Class Connect or “doing a project with people,” which leads to a metaphor of a “giant . . . 

family” of friends who made her feel “really good” (Transcript 1, lines1089-1092).  The 

resonance between the two stories is implicit.  Margaret seemed to convey that she felt a 

similar sense of connection with her online community as she did while riding her horse.  

However, explicit connections are made as well.  The vast friendliness she 

encountered online was represented through signs of overt respect, good mannered 

expressions, and, in some cases, through expressions of care and love.  For example, 

Margaret described students and teachers as being very respectful, wherein teachers 
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frequently addressed students with a “Dear Mr. or Mrs.,” and students addressed teachers 

with the friendlier “thank you so much, teach . . . ” (my emphasis, Transcript 2, lines 804-

806).  Likewise, the use of emoji between teachers and students allowed communication 

at an emotional level, where teachers could enquire how students were feeling and ask 

them to respond using representative emoji (line 808).  Similarly, students expressed 

sentiments like “we love you” to their online teacher (line 805).  Such expressiveness 

allowed Margaret to distance worries about former MRPHS teachers who “put out a 

different vibe” or seemed “really, really kinda scary” and instead feel that she never had 

to worry “about saying something wrong” online (Transcript 1, lines 764-768).  Further, 

Margaret suggested that she trusted her online teachers more than she did the ones she 

once had at her regular high school (Transcript 2, line 871).  As such, the online medium 

took on the “giant” proportions of family-sized closeness allowing perhaps a magnified 

sense of connection with students and teachers (Transcript 1, lines 1090-1091, 1121).  

However, returning to Excerpt 22, an exploration of the modes of communication 

with the other students in the Class Connect provoked Margaret to speculate about her 

own involvement in this friendly community.  Here, she first revealed that students are 

not allowed to—but do anyway—share personal details of themselves; particularly, 

emails or details of any social media accounts they may possess.  This online prohibition 

is defied in two specific ways (a) via other students sharing personal information online 

and (b) through Margaret finding publicly shared information online (Transcript 1, lines 

1101-1104).  In the latter, she revealed a curiosity about her classmates and teachers that 

is assuaged through personal exploration of personal details made public on the Internet 

(“you can find them online sometimes”) (line 1104).  This admission is made all the more 



 

 271

relevant by her next revelation: that she does not “really talk to the other students that 

much” and that she is “kind of a loner” (lines 1105-1106).  These sentiments are repeated 

in a following passage where she described friendliness within the online context in terms 

of the “inside jokes” that students share.  However, the meaning of these “inside jokes” 

escaped her because she was “not part of them” (lines 1117-1119).  That Margaret 

articulates both feelings of disassociation and difference from this close community and, 

at the same time, intimacy with the people within it raises questions about the nature of 

the connection she feels within the community.  

On one hand, Margaret’s narrative movements here may suggest the creation of a 

transitional space within the Class Connect, wherein a spatio-temporal connection 

allowed her to fantasize about closeness with others or its potentiality—as was seen when 

she connected a sense of excitement with the opportunity to talk about life (Transcript 1, 

lines).  This excitement was also contrasted with “all really boring things” that an “old 

person” might teach her (lines 1114-1115).  Here, Margaret’s characterizations of her 

teachers in terms of their age suggests not only a desire for intimacy with people close to 

her age, but also a distancing from such intimacy with those much older than her.48  In 

this sense, the transitional space of the Class Connect potentially allowed Margaret to feel 

“really good” about being with others, especially those close to her in age, as it may 

signal the possibility for new friendships and strong community (lines 1092).   

                                                 
48 Here, it may be important to foreground Margaret’s thoughts about age as related to the teachers she had 
in her former high school—MRPHS.  Subtended to a narrative about the few “great” teachers she had at 
MRPHS is another one about their advanced age and questions about their mental health; i.e., Margaret 
noted that while “some of my teachers were great, but a lot of them were older and crazy” (Transcript 1, 
lines 288-289).  This is followed by a story about one teacher whose nonsensical testing practices and 
unpredictable anger in class led to Margaret calling the teacher “insane” and the incident as “really . . . 
weird” (Transcript 1, lines 292, 297).  As such, Margaret’s experiences at her former high school may 
potentially have soured her experience of older teachers, where she may be prone to associating advanced 
age of her teachers with weirdness or—as in the scenario in Excerpt 2—with boredom.  
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On the other hand, in her dissociative stance from the other students, Margaret 

assumed the mantle of “loner,” taking on the responsibility for her estrangement from 

community (Transcript 1, line 1106).  This can be read as a defended position in the face 

of online pressure to be nice.  As we later see, my prompt for her to reckon with her 

association of family to her Class Connects leads Margaret to describe the “atmosphere” 

of friendliness in the Class Connects (lines 1107-1110).  Significantly, Conrad (2002) 

suggests that an atmosphere of niceness within an online learning context may result 

from a sense of inhibition and compliance, where the pressure to be nice (in Margaret’s 

case, as per mandated rules for online etiquette that every online high school student 

receives upon admission into the program) potentially leads to a concerted effort “to 

maintain equilibrium and harmony through heightened application of etiquette” (p. 206).  

Indeed, Margaret suggests as much elsewhere in her interview after I asked about the 

meanings she attributed to being “nice and friendly online” (Transcript 2, line 882).  

Excerpt 23—“It is important to be nice” 

Margaret: It’s . . . it’s important to . . . um. . . it’s important to be nice, because I 
mean. . . it’s just . . . you don’t . . . in regular school, you’d have the, you know, 
the certain kids that they were the popular kids or whatever.  So, they were, you 
know, kinda rude, and you don’t necessarily get that online . . . because nobody 
knows anybody.  You don’t know what the . . . you don’t know what they dress 
like, you don’t know who they are, you don’t their backgrounds.  So, everybody’s 
nice to everybody, because you don’t want to offend anybody and you know. So, 
you don’t have to . . . you don’t have that same experience with the . . . you know 
the regular school so.  
 

(Margaret, transcript 2, lines 891-902) 

In Excerpt 23, Margaret demonstrated the contextual frame for her discursive turn 

towards niceness.  Contextualizing her experiences against those from her former public 

high school, she suggested that the specific character of the online learning space within 
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which she interacted with fellow students and teachers allowed a kind of anonymity that 

subverted the creation of high school groups related to popularity, status, or material 

wealth, or, as was specific to her case, associated with the rude behavior of “popular 

kids” within such groups (Transcript 2, lines 893-894).  As such, while her online 

learning context did not provide anonymous entry into the Class Connect in terms of 

one’s name, Margaret suggested that the absence of visible identity markers provides a 

way to efface all knowledge of the other.  This allowed “everybody to be nice to 

everybody” (Margaret’s emphasis, lines 899-900).   

At this point in Excerpt 23, her association of the act of being nice with the desire 

not to offend is interesting.  In surfacing offense, Margaret’s narrative choice recalls that 

in her estrangement from high school life, it was she who was the object of a lack of 

courtesy.  Her narratives of previous high school experiences surfaced a sense of feeling 

unknown and isolated as well as stories of being bullied, offended, and estranged from 

the other students in her former high school.  Further, her narratives of estrangement from 

high school life were, in part, embedded in a rejection of Southern “culture” and wealth.  

For instance, in another part of our interview, I asked after her characterization of herself 

as a “loner,” which results in a narrative about how Southern culture—tied to a perceived 

attachment to status—was a cultural barrier that made it hard for her to socialize with 

people from the area (lines 708-771; See Footnote 43).  Therefore, Excerpt 23, her 

emphasis on the second “everybody” when she insists “everybody has to be nice to 

everybody” signifies that it is potentially her own anonymity that she seeks to salvage 

within the online context (Margaret’s emphasis, line 899).  Perhaps, in knowingly 

concealing her own cultural identity online, Margaret may find it possible to know and 
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feel close to others—to have access to a giant community of friends—while avoiding a 

confrontation of the differences that made such community impossible at her regular high 

school.  Crucially, Margaret acknowledged that such niceness was institutionally 

required.  At one point, she noted, “it’s harder to be disrespectful . . . because you kind of 

have to address the email in a certain way . . . if you don’t then, you know . . .” (lines 

812-814).  At another, she also remarked on how she enjoyed communicating with her 

teachers via email because it facilitated connections that she did not have with her 

teachers at her former high school.  However, she also suggested that email made it 

possible to “actually get . . . [the teacher’s notes] in writing” (Transcript 1, line 747).  

Here, Margaret suggests her lack of trust in verbal communications with her teachers and, 

instead, assumes explicit forms of accountability are made available through email 

communications.  As such, remembered trauma and anxiety over the risk of making 

personal connections in the offline context may propel defensive attachments to signifiers 

of niceness within the online community that are rooted with a culture of mandated 

friendliness.  Further, such attachments may also facilitate a deeper connection to a sense 

of place within her online community.  In other words, Margaret may be motivated to 

confer trust and warmth to others while keeping parts of herself obscured in order to 

reclaim a sense of place within the online context.  Likewise, the online context of the 

Class Connect facilitates such avoidance of difference in order that she might acquire a 

sense of community and place without enduring the risk of being with others.  

Experiences of Benefit and Enjoyment 

One way in which Margaret often made sense of her online learning context was 

through the notion of benefit. This tendency occurred both with regards to Margaret’s 
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reflections on good experiences as well as while recounting difficult ones.  One example 

of the former is her description of her sense of connection while riding horses as 

“beneficial” because, as she noted, the experience had the “antidepressant” effect of 

making her “feel good” (Transcript 1, lines 1073-1075).  Further, as mentioned earlier in 

her pen portrait, Margaret often recoded a challenge or a perceived hardship in terms of 

how beneficial it was to her learning or to the development of a particular skill, such as 

independence.  For instance, when I asked her about her expectations for her online 

classes, she suggested that she expected that there would be “more work” but that this 

extra work was beneficial in that it assured her that she was learning despite the lack of a 

teaching presence; i.e., instead of the presence of a teacher to mediate any learning that 

occurred between her own readings of online lessons and self-assessments at the end of 

the week, she now had “more work” in between to ensure that she did learn (line 1208-

1217).  Likewise, the imposition of back-to-back Class Connects into her daily routine 

along with the work that accompanied it interrupted her sense of flexibility—which as 

noted earlier was a facet of her online experience that she really enjoyed—but augmented 

her sense of benefit.  In other words, the work of having to watch her Class Connects 

repeatedly or do extra work in between them was “like having a teacher there to help with 

the students’ lessons” (line 1233).  In referring to the emotional high she had while riding 

her horse as a beneficial “antidepressant” and then ascribing benefit to the difficulties she 

encountered, Margaret surfaces the question of trauma49 and her negotiation of it within 

                                                 
49 It might be useful to draw a connection here to “benefit-finding”; a construct from positive psychology 
discourses that refers to “perceptions of positive changes in one’s life after experiencing a stressful or 
traumatic event” (Ancis & Davidson, 2013, p. 76).  It is further suggested that “women, people of color, 
and younger individuals” participate most in benefit-finding, which—like the concept of resilience—offers 
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both pleasant and difficult experiences.  Because her choice to learn online arrived out of 

difficult experiences in her offline context, it is possible that Margaret seeks to construct 

the online learning environment in beneficial ways even if some online aspects that she 

enjoys simultaneously present as difficult.  As such, following, I attempt to demonstrate 

how attributing notions of benefit to both good and difficult experiences within the online 

learning context potentially allows Margaret to articulate online learning as enjoyable, 

specifically because such learning helps forward identifications as an independent and 

responsible online student.  

“But It’s Also a Bit More Beneficial Because You’re More Independent.”  

Excerpt 24 was taken from a larger piece of narrative—too long to reproduce in its 

entirety here.  Suffice to say, it began with Margaret locating niceness in her online 

learning experiences through the notion of flexibility.  Across her interview narratives, 

the concept of flexibility is employed to denote Margaret’s appreciation of institutional 

provisions that give her the freedom to make course choices, complete online 

coursework, and organize her high school student experience at her own discretion with 

regards to time and place (Transcript 1, line 375-392, 1125-1131; Transcript 2, lines 905-

918).  Importantly, in the passages preceding Excerpt 24, Margaret associated such 

flexibility to a feeling of being emancipated from time itself; i.e., when I follow up to ask 

if there was anything “not nice” about such flexibility, she suggested that the burden of 

knowing how to manage her time required the responsibility of managing a fantasy of 

“all this free time” (Transcript 1, lines 591-593).  Specifically, Margaret acknowledged 

that “you have to be responsible . . . you can’t put an irresponsible person in charge of 

                                                                                                                                                 
ways to cope with or moderate the effects of stress on well-being through the alteration of individual 
experience within the ecological context (Ancis & Davidson, 2013, p. 76).   
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their own work, because they’re not gonna get it done” (lines 594-596).  As such, in the 

preceding narrative, Margaret might have held the belief that enjoying her experiences of 

online flexibility required sustaining a fantasy of unlimited amounts of free time, which 

in practice she did not really have.   

Despite her admission that online flexibility required not-so-nice efforts at 

responsibility, Margaret subsequently returns to notions of niceness in flexibility, 

describing how in evaluating her own performance online, she was allowed to retake 

quizzes multiple time (“you could take quizzes multiple times.  And they have time limits 

on them.  Or sometimes they’re unlimited . . . times you could take them . . .”) to “bump” 

up her grade when a test score was low (Margaret’s emphasis, Transcript 1, lines 629-

634).  Here, however, her prevarication in terms of time limitations with regards to taking 

quizzes potentially demonstrates ambivalence with regards to the unpredictability of 

flexibility.  Following this, Margaret also noted that she took about six quizzes a day, 

which—at 30 quizzes a week—struck me as excessive.  So, I followed up with a question 

about how she felt about taking that many quizzes in a day.  Again demonstrating 

ambivalence, her response revealed that like many seemingly difficult aspects of her 

online course work, Margaret did not seem to mind a relentless focus on testing, instead 

re-orienting notions of testing towards notions of its benefit.   

Excerpt 24—Benefits of testing and not having a teacher 

Margaret: It’s . . . actually . . . it’s ok.  Um . . . it’s . . . it keeps you on your toes.  
It keeps . . . you know . . . you keep knowing . . . you know what’s going to 
happen next.  And you know . . . you know that you have something to do at the 
end of the week.  So, it’s nice to know that yeah you have something.  It’s not . . . 
they have a calendar that you . . . that’s set up for the whole semester.  So, you 
have everything on the calendar, when it’s due.  So, um . . . you’re never really 
surprised or . . .blindsided by anything.   
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Marilyn: Is the work challenging?  Is . . . the stuff (Mt: Yes) that you’re working 
on challenging? Ok.  
 
Margaret: It is actually more challenging because you don’t have a live person to 
show you what you’re supposed to do.  So, you actually have to kind of figure it 
out by yourself.  And uh . . . sometimes when you can’t do that, and you know, 
you have to contact them and email them about it, and then on the Class Connect 
you can put in a your question, and then they’ll help you with it.  But uh . . . yeah, 
it’s a lot harder, because you don’t have that person in front of you.  But it’s also a 
bit more beneficial because you’re more independent.  
 

(Margaret, transcript 1, lines 653-674) 

Here, the metaphor of being kept “on your toes” is closely associated to the idea 

that Margaret is able to “keep knowing” or “know” what is going to happen next 

(Transcript 1, lines 654-657).  In this sense, knowledge of upcoming quizzes and tests 

brought with it not just a warning of what was to come, but also a certain amount of 

predictability that having a calendar (with the list of the things she was supposed to do 

before the week was over) could offer.  This, she suggested, ensured that she was never 

taken unawares by what was to come.  Unable to let go of my own impression that being 

tested so frequently could be challenging, I follow up with a question about whether she 

found the work challenging.  At this point, Margaret confirms my bias and implies that it 

was “actually more challenging” than her previous high school experiences (line 664).  

She added that the challenge resided in the absence of a “live person” who was able to 

show or tell her what she was “supposed to do,” while working on something for her 

online classes (line 665).  In other words, where Margaret earlier suggested how nice it 

was that she had a calendar to help pin down and know what she was supposed to do each 

week for her tests and quizzes, my question regarding the challenge involved provoked a 

reconsideration of her understanding of her pleasure in this context.  Specifically, the 

question of challenge was located in the absence of a teaching presence to help her know 
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what she is supposed to do and the imposition of a responsibility to “figure it out by 

[her]self” (lines).  This responsibility was difficult to bear (“It is actually more 

challenging”; “It’s a lot harder . . .”) in a situation where she was not in a position to 

know just what she was supposed to do (lines 664-666).  Further, in this section, Margaret 

positioned herself as someone who did not “have,” and has to request access to, help on 

the occasion that she required it (line 672).  The same issue is illustrated in a subsequent 

narrative that follows Excerpt 24, where Margaret explained how she had to contact her 

teacher for help in a much “hated” online Physics class because she felt “lost” and could 

not “figure . . . out” problems related to the use of formulas for gravity and mass (lines 

677-681).  In this story, the teacher’s unresponsiveness extended Margaret’s anxiety 

through to the moment that she finally did establish contact with her teacher to get help 

on these problems.  As such, this gap in time between not knowing and knowing—as also 

illustrated in Excerpt 24—potentially sets off a demand for the teacher, whose immediate 

presence can help Margaret tolerate her anxieties about not knowing.   

On the other hand, in Excerpt 24, Margaret subsequently shows that she was able 

to reinterpret this loss of a teacher in terms of her ability to understand without the aid of 

another.  As such, Margaret positions the event as “beneficial,” since it seemingly also 

conferred upon her a sign of her own independence (Transcript 1, lines 673-674).  This is 

reinforced by the diminished account of the teacher’s role in Excerpt 24.  When Margaret 

referred to the teacher, she described the teacher as a “live person” supposed to show 

Margaret what she is supposed to do or as “that person” whose absence made it harder for 

her specifically because of the lack of an “immediate” teaching presence (lines 665, 672).  

The positioning of the teacher like so serves to diminish the capacity of the teacher to 
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offer Margaret anything more other the specific information she is missing in order to 

advance to a state of knowledge.  Further, it also advances Margaret’s sense of her own 

accomplishment to know despite the challenge presented in pedagogical absence.  Here, 

Margaret’s sense is also that knowledge is information—decontextualized and 

disembodied—and the missing teacher is but a conduit for such knowledge.   

Here, the contextual influence of the online experience with its ability to provide 

immediate access to a wealth of information potentially plays a role in Margaret’s desire 

for immediacy with regards to teaching presence.  Specifically, the resonance between 

her earlier positioning of the calendar as a conduit towards predictability and the ability 

to know what she was supposed to do within the online context and, then, her subsequent 

positioning of the teacher as a potential facilitator of immediate access to such knowledge 

suggests an underlying belief learning online can be enjoyable when it provides 

predictability in and through the immediate access to knowledge, or rather information.  

Thus, Margaret’s choice to resolve her narrative account of difficulty by coopting notions 

of benefit can be read as potentially defended positioning employed to contain anxieties 

related to the lack of an immediate access to information.  Such positioning might allow 

her to simultaneously align herself to narratives of individual student responsibility and 

independence within the online context.   

This is, indeed, the way she begins this narrative as well.  As was noted earlier, 

Excerpt 24 is a small slice of a larger narrative that unfolds with regards to Margaret’s 

“nice” experiences of flexibility within the online learning context (Transcript 1, lines 

610-621).  However, when I challenge her to think about the problems with such 

flexibility, Margaret invariably linked difficult experiences with time management to 
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narratives of its benefit that help her identify as responsible; i.e., she suggested, “you 

have to be responsible . . . you can’t put an irresponsible person in charge of their own 

work, because they’re not gonna get it done” (lines 625-627).  In other words, Margaret 

tethers notions of responsibility to narratives of flexibility within the online learning 

context in order to recode difficult experiences as both beneficial and enjoyable ones.  

Specifically, experiences where her enjoyment of flexibility was threatened might have 

provoked Margaret to project enjoyment towards her sense of responsibility in the face of 

such threats, allowing a subjective identification with being responsible and independent.  

In this way, difficult experiences may also be masquerading as good ones that involve 

defended articulations of subjectivity within Margaret’s narratives of enjoyment as an 

online student.  

“Other Students . . . Lived So far Out That The Only School Available To 

Them Was Horrible, and So They Had The Benefit of [Online Learning].”  

Margaret’s enjoyment of the benefits of online learning is similarly situated in Excerpt 

25.  In this case, however, “benefit” was articulated in terms of choice through curricula 

diversity and the option to enjoy a high school community when such a choice was 

seemingly unavailable (Transcript 1, lines). 

Excerpt 25—Benefit of online schooling 

Margaret: I like English.  I liked English last year.  They had a lot of poetry and 
so she’d actually have me write poems about different topics.  And um . . . we 
learned . . . we read, you know, Beowulf and all that and so it was . . . it was 
really nice.  Coz, they don’t offer world literature in my public high school here.  
They just offer literature . . . like 9th grade, 10th grade, 11th grade.  This was 
actually . . . world . . . you go through all the different languages, they go through 
like Old English, and the history of that time, and then, what’s going on and why 
it’s so important and Shakespeare . . . It was . . . it was really nice.  And I got a 
good grade in that class too, and the teacher was really, really sweet.  And uh . . . 
the other classmates were really nice too.  But . . . this doesn’t pertain to me, but 
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some . . . some of the students in my school actually… they can’t go to regular 
high school because, I mean, I’ve . . . last year . . . this isn’t this year . . . last year, 
like three of the students in my class were pregnant.  And there were able to go 
and finish high school online without having to go around someplace . . . and 
then, other students they lived so far out that the only school available to them 
was horrible, and so they had the benefit of that.  So, I mean, I don’t have those 
problems, but you know . . .   
 

(Margaret, transcript 1, lines 868-891) 

In Excerpt 25, following a question about good experiences that she had had 

within the online learning context, Margaret recalled an online English poetry class that 

she took the previous year.  Here, a recollection of the different activities (writing, 

learning, reading, etc.) that she enjoyed in the class gives way to a juxtaposition with the 

kind of literature offered in regular high schools.  World literature, encompassing 

“different languages”—from Old English to Shakespeare’s Early Modern English—and 

enriched with the “history of that time,” provided Margaret with not just that embedded-

in-history kind of curriculum that she so enjoyed, but also a sense that she would never 

have had such an option at her previous public high school (Transcript 1, lines 877-878).  

This benefit was again made clear by her emphasis on how nice the class was and, as 

well, by the fact her teacher and her classmates were “really sweet” and “really nice,” 

respectively (lines 883-884).  This, too, provides an important contrast to her experiences 

at her previous high school.  Thoughts of the students and her teacher led to what seems 

like a narrative diversion where that she claimed what she was going to say did not 

“pertain” to her (line 885).  In fact, the next part of her narrative—which pointed to her 

understanding of how the online English class presented an opportunity and an option for 

other students with specific “problems” to also attend a not-so-“horrible” high school—is 

also inherently her story (lines 889, 891).  As noted earlier, Margaret encountered 
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problems at her previous high school and, as such, also availed of the “benefit” of online 

schooling (line 890).  In this case, Margaret tethers notions of benefit to online “niceness” 

by way of negotiating her memories of difficulties at her former high school.  In other 

words, niceness and, as such, benefit was associated with (a) the curricula option to take 

World Literature in her new school, which is doubly gratifying because, even as it was 

not offered at her old school, it also allowed her to indulge in her love of history through 

historicized examinations of literature, (b) the access to sociability within the online 

community as opposed to its absence in her experiences at her prior school, and (c) the 

choice for alternative schooling, which made space for those with problematic access to 

regular high school.   

These narratives of choice appear in other parts of her interviews as well.  

Specifically, in describing her experiences while learning online, Margaret celebrated the 

new found “freedom in [her] day” given that Class Connects are “optional” (Transcript 1, 

lines 408-401).  Likewise, she was enthused about having “so many different options” to 

communicate with her teachers (email, phone, audio or texting within the Class Connects, 

etc.) now that she was taking classes online (lines 780-790).  Further, the option to never 

have to get to “know all [her] teachers” or to never have “to talk to them on the Class 

Connects” if she did not want to also galvanizes her enjoyment of the online context 

(lines 794-795).  Describing what she likes about learning online, she noted, “almost 

everything is optional . . . except for the coursework” (lines 792-793).  In this, Margaret 

positions herself as an independent consumer with choices that have been afforded to her 

through the diversity of options presented within, and by the presence of, the online 

learning context.  Crucially, however, Margaret’s choices also surface how narratives of 
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enjoyable “options”—that nevertheless cede to difficulty50—can be made enjoyable again 

through the appropriation of these challenges within narratives of benefit.  Further, these 

narratives are enjoyable because they allow her to position online schooling as a benefit 

to all those like her—with problems accessing and attending regular high school—and to 

position herself as a responsible and independent online student despite interruptions to 

her enjoyment within the online context.  

Experiences of Difficulty 

As seen in the earlier section, Margaret’s negotiation of difficult experiences in 

the online learning context frequently involved a recoding of challenges she encountered 

in terms of notions of benefit.  However, this recoding can also be read in terms of how 

Margaret assumed defended positions of individualized responsibility and autonomy in 

order to contain her anxiety about those good experiences that also simultaneously 

emerged as difficult or challenging.  As such, navigating these “good” experiences partly 

involved deploying effort or time management skills and, as well, codifying such 

challenges as “beneficial” in order to retain positive feelings about her online context 

(Transcript 1, lines 592-597, 653-674, 868-891).  That is not to say that all the challenges 

she faced could be recoded in this way.  In some circumstances, Margaret faced issues 

that were completely out of her control, such as power outages, not being able to “get 

hold of the teacher,” or Class Connects where the teachers sounded like “chipmunks” 

because of microphones were not working (Transcript 1, lines 1176-1197, 1199; 

Transcript 2, lines 177-180).  In another example, Margaret described being besieged 

                                                 
50 Here, I refer to, for example, instances where Margaret might lack flexibility with her Class Connects 
when she is overloaded with work, instances where her core or elective coursework might fail to challenge 
or interest her, or instances where her own avoidances might result in superficial connections to her 
teachers or other students. 
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with “robotic messages” (automated phone calls and messages) from her Math teacher, 

when she decided to delay submitting an assignment on the day of the deadline 

(Transcript 2, lines 478-522).  In each of these cases, Margaret constructs these difficult 

experiences as “horrible,” “really frustrating,” “annoying,” or “stressful” (Transcript 1, 

lines 1180, 1200; Transcript 2, lines 500, 517).  However, despite such discursive 

resistance, in the latter experience with her Math teacher, narratives of culpability work 

alongside narratives of resistance to suggest Margaret’s ambivalence with regards to the 

ways in which she felt positioned within the online context.  The narrative that follows 

also suggests a similar story.  

“It Was a Little Annoying Because I wanted To Tell Her That It Wasn’t My 

Fault.”  Excerpt 26 is part of a larger narrative that followed from a discussion about 

Margaret’s experience of her Class Connects.  When I asked her if there was anything 

about the way that her Class Connects were structured that bothered her, Margaret 

described a unique disciplinary measure that her Math teacher used to censure students 

who were not participating in the Class Connects; i.e., using tabs assigned to each student 

that are built into the ecosystem, “[teachers] can take your little name and they can drag 

you into the empty box” (Transcript 2, lines 195-196).  In other words, the teacher could 

put students into an empty virtual room (Vroom), where students could not participate or 

“see any of the slides” in the Class Connect and were made to wait along with a virtual 

reminder that they had been removed to an empty room because “[they] didn’t do [their] 

work” (lines 198-200).  At that point, students were “stuck there waiting for them to let 

you out” (lines 187).  The excerpt that follows one such occasion with Margaret’s Math 

teacher. 
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Excerpt 26—“It wasn’t my fault” 

Margaret: It happened one time to me.  And it was because my computer was 
having problems.  And so I was trying to connect to Class Connect but it wasn’t . . 
. Like, I was already on, but it was having issues.  So, it was disconnecting and 
then trying to connect again.  And so, um . . . that . . . it took a long time.  So, 
when I got back on, she put me in the other room.  And then, afterwards I had to 
tell her and she apologized and she sent me the recording for it, so I could watch it 
. . . so.  
 
Marilyn: What did it feel like when that happened?  
 
Margaret: Um . . . it wasn’t stressful or anything . . . I mean, it always goes back 
on unless you have a really bad problem . . . So, you just kinda have to wait for it 
to go . . . you know, you’re just waiting and then you get back on.  And normally, 
um . . . you’re a couple slides ahead but you can just go back and look over what 
you missed while you were gone so, you know, it’s not . . . not a big deal.   
 
Marilyn: What did it feel like when you were waiting in the room?   
 
Margaret: I was a little annoyed because I wanted to tell her that it wasn’t my 
fault.  But, you know, it was . . . That was basically . . . And then, it just 
happened, you know.  “You are here because you didn’t do your work online.”  I 
just think . . . yeah, so.  And that’s actually . . . teachers do that by personal 
choice.  So, some teachers don’t even have that room.  So, it’s um . . . we only 
have . . . a few teachers that have it . . . so.  
 

(Margaret, transcript 2, lines 202-233) 

In Excerpt 26, Margaret first began her story by locating the reason for the 

difficulties encountered while participating in the Math Class Connect in a 

malfunctioning computer, and possibly, a bad Internet connection.  Further, she 

suggested that this delay in getting back into her Class Connect resulted in her being 

removed to an empty virtual room (Vroom).  At this point in her narrative, Margaret 

elides the experience of actually being in this “other room” to by skipping to the point in 

her story where she has already received an apology from her teacher and is allowed to 

catch up via a recording of the lesson that she missed (Transcript 2, line 210).  This 

avoidance of the experience of actually being in the Vroom can be read in terms of 
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Margaret just wanting to move on with her story.  On the other hand, it could be a sign of 

emotional avoidance launched in order to ignore the anxiety she might have felt from 

being isolated to the Vroom.   

Significantly, such a reading could have been made irrelevant with her next point; 

i.e, when I followed up with a question about what this experience felt like, Margaret 

suggested that “it wasn’t stressful or anything” (line 216).  However, her next sentence 

revealed that the “it” she was referring to was the problem she had with getting back 

online and into her Class Connect.  As such, she concluded that “it always [went] back on 

unless you [had] a really bad problem” (line 217).  This return to the faulty connection 

suggests another avoidance in talking about the difficulty that launched her narrative in 

the first place—the act of putting students in a Vroom for misbehavior—perhaps 

allowing Margaret to contain anxieties about having had that happen to her.  Likewise, 

the delay in getting online—like time spent in the empty room—involved waiting.  

Specifically, Margaret’s earlier description of being in the Vroom draws attention to her 

understanding that, once put in, “you’re stuck there waiting for them to let you out” (line 

187).  Her description of waiting to get online after being disconnected mirrors this: “you 

just kinda have to wait for it to go [back on] . . . you’re just waiting” (lines 218-219).  

Margaret seems to tether the two kinds of “waiting” to each other in her narrative, 

potentially signaling a desire to make the less palatable one more so.  Thus, if waiting to 

get back online so she could catch up with what she has missed is “not a big deal,” 

waiting in the Vroom could not be so bad after all (line 223).   

It was only after I redirected her to think about the experience of waiting in the 

Vroom that Margaret finally expressed her annoyance with the situation.  Here, she 
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confronted her lack of agency by surfacing her inability to express the desire to say 

something to her teacher in order to clear her name.  Any agency to do so has been taken 

away by virtue of being a room where she has no access to the lesson or the teacher—just 

a virtual message that served to remind her that she had been falsely removed from the 

Class Connect.  A close reading of Margaret’s speech movements suggests that despite 

her overt understanding that she was not to blame (“I was a little annoyed because I 

wanted to tell her that it wasn’t my fault”), she may also potentially be accepting blame 

(“but, you know, it was . . .”; Margaret’s emphasis, Transcript 2, lines 225-227).  In the 

latter quote, her emphasis that “it was” ends the narrative about her subjective 

negotiations about whose fault it was.  This is followed by a disjointed narrative that 

returns Margaret to the memory of the message in the Vroom: “that was basically it . . . 

and then it just happened . . . You are here because you didn’t do your work online” 

(Margaret’s emphasis, lines 227-229).  This quote illustrates her movement to the 

traumatic event of being stuck in a Vroom.  In other words, Margaret’s speech 

movements in this section suggest a closer association than is immediately apparent 

between the memory of being put in the “other room” and not “do[ing] [her] work,” 

which turns on an ambivalent negotiation of whose fault it was (lines 210, 229).  Coupled 

with her earlier avoidances in narrating her feelings about this particular episode, it is 

possible to read Margaret’s narrative in terms of her ambivalence to being put in the 

Vroom potentially because of her ambiguous understanding of where fault lay with 

regards to her isolation.  As seen earlier, Margaret is potentially bound to narratives of 

online student autonomy and responsibility.  This may have made it additionally difficult 

for her to relinquish responsibility for the disciplinary action taken by her teacher.  



 

 289

However, where it at first seems as if these ambivalent thoughts might devolve 

into self-blame, they instead return her to the role of her math teacher, who, Margaret 

suggested, used “personal choice” to “even have that room” (Transcript 2, lines 231-232). 

This is similar to her earlier story about getting repeated “robotic messages” from the 

same teacher, which led to her feeling pressured to submit an assignment even though she 

technically still had time to do so.  In that case, Margaret again notes, “actually teachers 

don’t do that [. . .], but this teacher calls like eight times a day” (lines 501-505).  This 

shift to the teacher in both narratives suggests that ambivalent feelings related to her own 

culpability give way to annoyance at the choices her teacher makes in order to ensure 

Margaret’s compliance within the online context.  In fact, the use of the phrase “personal 

choice” in Excerpt 26 potentially suggests that Margaret is deploying a critique of the 

political economy of choice within the online learning context; i.e., whereas she is 

deprived of choice in these occasions, her teacher is otherwise invested with it.  By 

critiquing her Math teacher’s choices, Margaret’s narrative suggests a discursive 

resistance to the ways in which she feels positioned within her online Math class.  That is, 

on one hand she may have felt that she was divested of the power to choose to submit an 

assignment late or to attend a Math Class Connect at her own convenience.  On the other 

hand, Margaret seemed to speculate that her teacher was invested with the power to 

enforce her compliance.  Thus, Margaret’s negotiations of these difficult experiences in 

her online Math class seem to indicate both resistance and ambivalence to the ways in 

which power circulated within this context. 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I first provided a biographical description of Margaret’s nearly 
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two years of experience learning in a fully online learning context.  Next, I demonstrated 

her engagement with the online learning context in terms of (a) her experiences of 

difference while negotiating a sense of place and identity within her art history 

curriculum and/or her online community, (b) her experiences of enjoyment and its 

association with benefit-finding, which helps her identify as a responsible and 

independent student, and (c) her negotiation of difficult experiences via narratives of 

culpability for failures to perform and subsequent discursive resistance to the unequal 

relations of power within her online Math context.  In each case, Margaret’s stories can 

be read in terms of how she negotiates a sense of her own place and identity as an online 

student by deploying notions of intimacy and/or online responsibility or independence in 

her encounters with the curriculum, the learning environment, other students, and/or the 

teacher within the online learning context.   

In the following chapter, I return to a consideration of the above themes but 

examine them in conjunction with those themes elicited in Chapters Four and Five, as 

well.  I do this in order to look across each case and develop an understanding of the 

ways in which participants’ narratives align with and diverge from the theoretical 

framework for this study.  The next chapter will also include implications for teacher 

education and curriculum theory and recommendations for future study.   
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Chapter Seven: Further Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Overview 

I set out on this research journey to understand high school students’ experiences 

of engagement within the online learning context.  In the last three chapters, I critically 

examined narratives about the educational experiences of my three participants; 

narratives that were co-constructed as the participants shared and I interpreted them.  In 

this chapter, I return to a consideration of the themes explored in Chapters Four, Five, 

and Six in order to look across each case and develop an understanding of the ways in 

which participants’ narratives align with and diverge from the theoretical framework for 

this study.  I also examine how the data elicits various understandings of engagement that 

problematize dominant discourses of engagement in online learning.  Finally, I consider 

the implications for policy and practice in the fields of teacher education and curriculum 

theory and, as well, suggest recommendations for future study.  

Narrative Convergences and Divergences Across Cases: A Return to Theory 

“But at the same time, what?”  

—Don DeLillo, Cosmopolis, 2003 

In the quote that begins this dissertation, I wondered, with the narrator of 

DeLillo’s (2003) novel, what happens to us as we experience ourselves in and through 

the world represented by cyberspace.  Or, more specifically, as online learning and 

schooling options proliferate within high school educational contexts, I wondered how 

high school online students experienced online learning (cf., Barth et al., 2012; Picciano, 

Seaman, Shea, & Swan, 2012; Picciano & Spring, 2013; Watson et al., 2011, 2012).  

Further, how did they make sense of their engagement within this discursive online 



 

 292

context?  Did this powerful, instantaneous, and comprehensive pipeline to understanding 

the world make space for a meaningful engagement within it?  In Chapters Four, Five, 

and Six, I attempted to both contextualize and illuminate each participant’s emotional 

experience of the online learning context.  I followed the trail of each participant’s 

emotional experience within his or her narratives because in my theoretical framework I 

deployed theories of subject, knowledge, power, and online space in order to suggest that 

engagement is an emotional experience of subjective reconstruction—the process of self-

formation—in relation to a discursively produced world.  (See Table 1 for a comparison 

of all the themes from each participant’s narrative).  

Table 1 

Comparison of themes from each participant’s emotional experience with/in the online 

context 

Participants Experiences of 

difference  

Experiences of 

enjoyment 

Experiences of 

difficulty  

  

Kate “I just like hearing 

cultural differences . . 

. It sort of connected 

to like . . . what I was 

considering about my 

future” 

“So [the lesson] kind of 

educated them on that 

and they didn’t know 

about [the German 

dialects] . . . and I 

learned more”   

“So, I was very easily 

distracted.  And . . . I 

had a lot of trouble 

connecting to the 

teacher, just on a 

basic level.”   

    

 “Watching a German 

TV show . . . just kept 

making me think 

about my own 

personal future and 

my relatives in 

Germany who are sort 

of my age . . . I was 

thinking a lot about . . 

. culture.” 

“It wasn’t like the 

cultural differences 

that were funny . . . It 

was a very old German 

movie and we thought 

it was silly” 

“And then cheating 

on quizzes and tests . 

. . coz it was . . . 

impossible not to 

really.  Everybody 

was.  If we didn’t 

understand the 

material in the first 

place and we were 

worried about our 

grades, we were 

going to do that”   
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Holden “I just wanted to make 

sure I didn’t mess up 

and look like a fool . . 

. It would be pretty 

embarrassing if I mess 

up.  But not that 

embarrassing coz I 

knew most of the 

people” 

“It’s really satisfying 

when you get a good 

grade on a quiz or test”  

“It’s easier to learn 

than it was last year.  

but it’s still 

challenging.  you 

have to really focus”   

    

  “You don’t have to 

know Chinese to 

answer the questions” 

“It’s like . . . the 

butterfly effect.  If 

you miss one thing, 

things later are 

gonna . . . be affected 

because of that”   

    

Margaret “I always thought that 

you know we were 

pacifists or something 

living up in Canada or 

whatever.  And no, we 

were actually part of 

it . . .  So, to think of 

my family being a part 

of that . . .it’s really 

neat” 

“But [more work is] 

also a bit more 

beneficial because 

you’re more 

independent” 

“[Waiting in the 

vRoom] was a little 

annoying because I 

wanted to tell her that 

it wasn’t my fault”   

    

 “It’s like a giant 

friendship or family . . 

. and it just feels 

really good . . . But I 

don’t really talk to the 

other students that 

much.  I’m kind of a 

loner” 

“Other students . . . 

lived so far out that the 

only school available to 

them was horrible, and 

so they had the benefit 

of [online learning]. 

So, I mean, I don’t have 

those problems but you 

know”   

“And to hear [the 

teacher’s repeated 

automated calls] 

three times a day is a 

little annoying” 

 
As each case study illustrated, participants can be seen as “psychosocial subjects,” 

whose narratives reveal how meaning is both discursively situated and psychically 

negotiated (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 4).  As such, in each case study, I also 

illustrated how students’ experiences within the online learning context were informed 
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not just through curriculum, pedagogy, or aspects of online space and community, but 

also through socio-political and economic considerations, biographical experiences, and 

“biographical disruptions” (Riessman, 2008, p. 10).  For instance, Kate’s overarching 

negative experiences of her online German classes were informed not just through 

concerns about infrastructure and pedagogical instability or the strength of the curriculum 

within the online learning environment but also through anxieties about (a) her ADHD-

related symptoms, (b) the socio-economic and cultural disenfranchisement of the German 

language, and (c) her shifting experiences of different high school contexts.  These 

anxieties disrupted and, as such, influenced her experiences with learning German online.  

Further, these negative experiences were also mediated by her love for her family, her 

mother’s German roots, her personal experiences of German culture, and the desire to 

learn German.  Likewise, Holden’s generally ambivalent views of his online Chinese 

context emerged from the difficulty of the language he was attempting to learn as well as 

his past experiences of losses in learning and anxieties about meeting future goals for 

learning Chinese.  These were mediated in part by his sense of an online learning context 

improved by (a) a more regularly present language teacher, (b) access to a wide range of 

online resources on an easy-to-navigate website, and (c) a more manageable workload.  

Further, Holden negotiated his ambivalence through socio-political and economic 

considerations of the value of knowing how to speak Chinese in the world of business—a 

discipline/sector he aspires to enter.   

Finally, Margaret, too, reported better online learning experiences because she 

appreciated the flexibility and standards offered to her by infrastructural, pedagogical, 

curricular, and social opportunities within the online learning environment when 
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compared to her previous regular high school experience.  However, she also negotiated 

these positive emotional experiences through anxieties about intimacy that seem to 

emerge from experiences of estrangement from social interactions at her previous high 

school and within the local cultural milieu.  Specifically, Margaret had better online 

experiences when she developed a sense of place and community in the online learning 

space.  She seemed to perceive this space as being able to nurture a respectful social 

space that did not obviate her desire for self-expression.  Overall, each participant offers 

us an understanding of how he or she negotiated his or her emotional experience with/in 

the online context in uniquely biographical ways and through multiple socio-political, 

economic, or cultural identifications.  In the next few sections, I look across each of their 

narratives in order to determine the ways in which their narratives cohere and/or diverge 

from theories of engagement that frame this study.  I do this in two ways: (a) by 

examining each participant’s experiences of online learning in relation to their discursive 

knowledge and (b) by examining each participant’s subjective negotiation of their 

experiences of engagement by way of such discursive knowledge.   

The first examination allows me to illuminate how each participant’s story 

seemed to coalesce around narratives of his or her online learning context in two specific 

ways: (a) a disciplinary space and (b) a good-enough learning space.  The term 

“disciplinary space” refers to Foucault’s theory of “technologies of power” (Mann, 2001, 

p. 14), wherein disciplinary practices of surveillance and assessment situate students in 

relations of power with teachers, facilitators, and other students.  Each student negotiated 

this disciplinary space through acts of compliance—where he or she complied with 

demands made of him or her within the online learning environment—and/or through 
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acts of resistance—where he or she resisted such demands in conscious or unconscious 

ways.  This was independently explored in some extent within each case study.  But, in 

this section, I pull together these narratives to demonstrate how the high school online 

learning context can be a disciplinary space that organizes and disrupts students’ 

subjectivities as they attempt to make sense of their learning within these contexts.  The 

term “good-enough learning space” recalls Winnicott’s theory of transitional space, first 

presented in the theoretical framework for this study.  I use the term to describe online 

environments that allow play, creativity, and imagination, and that serve as “holding 

environments” that support responsive engagement with “what is different from us” 

(Ellsworth, 2005, p. 32).  As such, in this section, I also examine how each participant’s 

narrative illustrates encounters with difference within his or her online learning 

experience.  These encounters allow participants to position his or her individual online 

learning context as a good-enough learning space.  

The second examination allows me to demonstrate how participants’ descriptions 

of their engagement within the online learning context coalesce around emotional 

negotiations of identity constituted through both conscious and unconscious meanings.  

Specifically, I use Klein’s theories of the defended subject to illustrate how participants 

negotiate difference in complex ways when engaged in the online learning environment. I 

also demonstrate that their modes of engagement are both psychic and social.  Holloway 

and Jefferson (2013) suggest the concept of the anxious, defended subject is psychic 

“because it is a product of the unique biography of anxiety-provoking life-events and the 

manner in which they have been unconsciously defended against” (p. 21).  These authors 

suggest that the concept of the defended subject is social because psychical defensive 
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activities are constituted through both discourse and intersubjective processes.  Likewise, 

it is social because real events in the social world are also “discursively and defensively 

appropriated” (p. 21).  Finally, I also explore how the theories of engagement that framed 

this study are confirmed, challenged, or expanded by the participants’ experiences and 

how they problematize dominant narratives of educational engagement. 

High School Students’ Experiences of Online Learning in Relation to Their 

Discursive Knowledge 

In this section, I explore high school students’ experiences of their online learning 

contexts, specifically with regards to how these contexts appear to them as either 

disciplinary spaces or good-enough learning spaces.  I also argue that these narratives of 

disciplinary or good-enough online environments are discursively produced.  As 

mentioned earlier in this dissertation (See Footnote 14), discursive knowledge—a 

Foucauldian concept—is “not a language or a text but a historically, socially, and 

institutionally specific structure of statements, terms, categories, and beliefs” (St. Pierre, 

2000, p. 485) that regulate “what can be said and done, what constitutes right and wrong, 

and what counts as knowledge in the first place” (Dimitriadis & Kamberelis, 2006, p. 

113).  Following from this, participants’ descriptions of their experiences while learning 

online demonstrate the influence of performativity (discourses of learning skills, 

competence, motivation, presence, and interaction), functionality (discourses of strategies 

and outcomes), and efficiency and effectiveness (discourses of productivity), which help 

them to negotiate their learning environment (Mann, 2001).  Further, these discourses 

surface within participants’ narratives as normative understandings of the online learning 

environment and their place within it so as to control and fix meaning, normalize 
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relations of power, and privilege certain ways of understanding the world over others.  

In the next section, I demonstrate how participants’ narratives reveal the 

discursive and disciplinary character of online learning.  The students sometimes conform 

to the expectations set within the online learning environment by adopting discourses of 

student responsibility and autonomy in order to contain feelings of anxiety and pressure 

that such disciplinary contexts evoke.  Further, students’ narratives also demonstrate how 

the students can sometimes gain pleasure from their own subjection to these disciplinary 

practices.  Further still, in some cases, participants’ take personal responsibility for 

failures of the online learning environment to provide optimal conditions for learning.  

Specifically, students sometimes internalize and recode problems in the learning 

environment, including static during communications, boring lessons, confusing website 

organization, or wrongful disciplinary action, as their own failure to comply to the 

demands set by the online environment despite environmental or pedagogical 

interruptions to their learning.  However, these narratives of failing to comply can also be 

read as unconscious resistance to disciplinary practices.  Though the learning 

environment, viewed through the lens of disciplinarity, may appear wholly 

disempowering, the students’ agency can be read in their unconscious resistance.  Finally, 

students’ narratives also demonstrated explicit resistance to the disciplinary context, 

locating responsibility for failures in learning or engagement in the institutional, socio-

political, economic, or cultural conditions of their contexts.  

After considering how participants’ narratives demonstrate the online learning 

environment to be a disciplinary space, I then examine how their narratives demonstrate 

this same environment to be a good-enough learning space.  Specifically, common 
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themes of appreciation for intimacy and connection within the online learning context—

provided through the presence of a teacher or through interactions with the online 

community—that appear in both Holden’s and Margaret’s narratives reveal how these 

participants adopt discourses of presence and interaction that privilege friendly, safe, and 

interactive learning environments.  Therefore, these learning spaces emerge 

simultaneously as disciplinary and good enough.  As discussed earlier, the notion of 

good-enough learning spaces follows from Winnicott’s notion of transitional space and 

indicates a learning environment where students can responsively engage with difference.  

Such a space can also be intersubjective or formed in relationship with another who helps 

create and nurture it; therefore, a ‘good-enough learning space’ is potentially curated by a 

teacher endeavoring to support the “responsive holding of demands and invitations that 

carry the potential for transitional experience” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 60).  

Narratives of disciplinary practices within the online learning context.  In all 

three participants’ narratives, there appeared a coherent thematic thread that revealed the 

online learning context to be a disciplinary space.  Specifically, all three participants 

discussed surveillance and assessment practices that were meant to ensure appropriate 

student behavior and performance within the online learning environment.  Students 

described measures taken to watch, control, and manage student behavior within the 

online classroom or to ensure student “learning” through frequent testing or exaggerated 

workloads.  As Foucault (1995) suggests, the use of such disciplinary practices results in 

the “progressive objectification and the ever more subtle partitioning of individual 

behavior” (p. 173).  In this way, a coercive individualization is made possible “by the 

termination of any relation that is not supervised by authority or arranged according to 
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hierarchy” (Foucault, 1995, p. 239).  This sort of individualization of experience is 

reflected in the participants’ intense experiences of isolation and lost social interaction as 

well as an enhanced sense of visibility and responsibility for their learning during all or 

some parts of their online learning experience.  

For instance, both Kate and Holden described their experiences of working in the 

“purely” online context (Holden, Transcript 1, line 698-699) of their language classes as 

comparably more “individual” (Holden, Transcript 1, line 582; Kate, Transcript 1, line 

293) and “isolated” (Kate, Transcript 1, line 290) than work that included the rest of the 

class or, as in Kate’s case, other classes in the district.  These feelings were tied to the 

lack—or fluctuating presence—of the teacher in the classroom and inevitably led to 

feelings of troubled individualization, wherein Holden reported it felt like he “basically 

had to learn by [himself]” (Holden, Transcript 1, line 367) and Kate reported “struggling” 

to get as much out of the class as she could on her own (Kate, Transcript 1, line 559-560).  

Despite Margaret’s increased sense of control within her online learning experience, she 

expressed such sentiment, as well.  In particular, she suggested that one of the challenges 

she felt most strongly about while learning online related to not having “a live person to 

show [her] what [she was] supposed to do” and having to “figure it out by [herself]” 

(Margaret, Transcript 1, lines 634-635).  While discussing her struggle to learn on her 

own, Margaret described an increase in work assignments, an increase she associated 

with an effort to control students.  She explained: “They don’t have a person watching 

you for every move, they need to make sure you’re learning something so they’re always 

loading more stuff on you” (lines 1206-1207).  Here, Margaret makes an astute 

association between surveillance and the assignment of more work, noting how together 
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they operate to ensure that students meet online expectations for productivity and 

performance. 

Similar surveillance practices appear in Holden’s narrative of his earlier 

experiences learning online, where more work was assigned to him (“a lot of assignments 

. . . not really hard assignments, but a lot”) during a period of almost no teacher presence 

(Holden, Transcript 1, line 417-418).  Significantly, he also reported that his most recent 

semester of online Chinese had an increased teacher presence within his classroom and a 

corresponding drop in his assignment workload—a situation he does wonder about 

himself (“I’m not sure why”) (line 434).  Surveillance practices also predominate in 

Kate’s stories about her teacher’s fluctuating presence in the classroom.  In these stories, 

Kate described her teacher’s attempts to manage and control students in multiple 

classrooms through video feedback relayed to her from these other classrooms.  Further, 

Kate’s German teacher also used software on her computer to monitor student activity on 

their laptops in real time.  Thus, the teacher’s role is described in terms of her ability to 

“keep tabs on all of her students, the way that she wanted to” (Kate, Transcript 1, line 

123).  Further, Kate also experienced an exacerbated sense of disconnection from her 

teacher due to the teacher sometimes “be[ing] in the classroom” and sometimes “be[ing] 

on the screen” (lines 118-120), linking this to her concern that she forgot about the 

teacher’s ability to “see what [she (Kate)] was doing from her [the teacher’s] computer” 

(lines 37-38).  Along these lines, Kate’s narrative of the teacher’s presence and her role in 

the classroom aligns with Foucauldian theories about the exercise of disciplinary power 

within the Panopticon, wherein the success of disciplinary power is derived from its 

“invisibility,” which at the same time imposes on those whom it subjects a condition of 
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“compulsory visibility” (Foucault, 1995, p. 187).  As such, in articulating her loss of a 

sense of connection to the teacher because of her fluctuating presence and then forgetting 

about the teacher’s ability to observe her classroom, Kate reminds us about the 

invisibility of such processes of surveillance.  Likewise, the emphasis on Kate’s visibility 

not just within the classroom but also reproduced as data projected onto the teacher’s 

computer demonstrates the condition of compulsory and magnified visibility that she is 

subject to.  

Kate’s experiences resonate with Holden’s experiences of being watched within a 

system focused on controlling and managing student behavior and performance.  For 

instance, Holden described the facilitator in his online Chinese classroom as someone 

who “manage[d]” the class by watching over the students every day—making sure they 

were on track (Holden, Transcript 1, lines 159).  Likewise, he described an earlier 

Chinese teacher as someone who did not really teach but just “watched” them (line 385).  

Holden also described his online teacher (as opposed to the local teacher who attended 

his physical classroom) using the term “overlord teacher” and followed up with the 

description that “it controls [the learning management system]” (my emphasis, line 192-

193).  The depersonalization of the online teacher suggests a sense of disconnection from 

a teacher he “never see[s]” but who can nevertheless see him by grading his homework 

and controlling his online experience in specific ways (line 199, 239).  Further, the use of 

the term “overlord” suggests online gaming discourse—which Holden has access to 

because of his experiences with MMORPGS—and, as such, suggests a positioning of the 

online teacher through a reading of her power and control over the students within the 

architecture of the online space.   
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This position is something Holden believed the teacher could and did use 

inappropriately.  He demonstrated this in a story about submitting an assignment that he 

had worked on with another student.  He subsequently reported that he got a score much 

lower than the student who he worked with even though each of them submitted similar 

work.  He attributed the disparity in grades to the possibility that the online teacher was 

“being lazy” while grading or that she just “prefer[red] Jack” (Holden, Transcript 2, line 

314-316).  Holden’s personal theories about the bias of his online teacher may not be a 

totally unreasonable assumption.  Via Foucault, Mann (2001) suggests that the teacher in 

the position of assessor—having access to extensive surveillance tools such as, login and 

log out data, the number of times and kinds of pages students might have accessed, class 

records to organize students according to frequency of access or grades points awarded, 

etc.—can objectify the student as synonymous with his/her data and “through the 

normalized hierarchy [assessment] is based on,” the teacher “marks the individual, 

finding gaps and thus rendering them less that others” (p. 15).  This dehumanizing gaze, 

Foucault (1995) suggests, is made possible through processes of “hierarchical 

observation” (surveillance practices) and “normalizing judgement,” which combine to 

take shape within “the examination” wherein an “economy of visibility” can be 

transformed into an exercise of power (p. 170, 187).  In this way, it is possible that 

Holden’s online teacher patterned her grading based on access to data on the trajectory of 

prior grades he had received rather than through an objective assessment of his work.  

However, here, it is important to note that the online teacher was potentially similarly 

embedded within these online relations of power.  Just like Holden, she was probably 

supervised and had to report to another who supervised her.  As such, she may have been 
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no freer from the normalized hierarchy and power relations embedded within this 

context.  

Margaret pointed to the functioning of disciplinary power more subtly in her 

narratives.  As already mentioned, she, too, described online practices of surveillance and 

assessment—for example, more work or frequent testing—that caused some initial 

concern but were recoded as benefits of online learning.  This recoding will be discussed 

further in the next section.  But, here, I draw attention to a few stories that illuminate the 

relations of power in Margaret’s online Math class.  These stories recall the Panopticon, 

and the surveillance and normalization processes contained within, as Margaret was 

either isolated in a virtual room away from the rest of the students, as punishment for not 

participating in a Class Connect, or besieged with reminders about a late assignment, 

despite there being a flexible submission time.  Particularly, her isolation to the virtual 

room (Vroom) and her subsequent reflections about this experience evoke Foucault’s 

(1995) notion that “solitude assures a sort of self-regulation of the penalty and makes 

possible a spontaneous individualization of the punishment” (p. 237).  In my analysis of 

her reflections on this episode, I have speculated that Margaret makes such a self-

regulatory move: her speech suggests that she may have internalized her punishment for 

“not doing [her] work” despite the problematic circumstances that led to it (Margaret, 

Transcript 2, line 229).  As such, she was made to account for conditions she had no 

control over—further deepening her sense of being isolated within this context.   

Likewise, in the second story, the same Math teacher who is “always on top of 

things” sends Margaret and her parents a series of automated messages—via email and 

phone and up to “three times a day”—to remind her about a deadline for an assignment 
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she did not meet (Transcript 2, lines 477, 522).  This story further suggests a teacher who 

is well aware of how to use the extensive surveillance tools/mechanisms made available 

to her within this particular online context (provided through the private company K12 

Inc.) in order to ensure compliance to expected online norms for performance.  Foucault 

(1995) suggests that this is a form of “dressage”—a technique of training, wherein  

all the activity of the disciplined individual must be punctuated and sustained by 

injunctions whose efficacy rests on brevity and clarity; the order does not need to 

be explained or formulated; it must trigger off the required behavior and that is 

enough (p. 166).  

Significantly, in both examples, Margaret was disciplined through either the use 

of a brief message announcing why she had been suddenly placed in the Vroom or 

through the use of brief, repeated “robotic messages” announcing her failure to comply 

with the desired deadline (Margaret, Transcript 2, line 484).  Consequently, despite her 

annoyance at the Math teacher’s disciplinary measures, Margaret demonstrated a sense of 

being culpable—as in the case of being removed to the Vroom—and described the stress 

associated with her parents “freaking out” and the subsequent pressure to finish and 

submit the delayed assignment in her second story.  Meanwhile, Margaret attributed the 

disciplinary actions of the online learning context to the teacher, who, Margaret 

suggested, made a “personal choice” in enacting such measures against her (line 231).  

As Margaret reminded me, most teachers “don’t do that” (line 501).  However, it is 

important to note, that just as in Holden’s case, Margaret’s Math teacher may also be 

similarly embedded within this disciplinary space as she reports to supervisors and is held 

responsible for the learning behaviors and outcomes of her students.   
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Kate reminds us of this in her ability to both critique the frequent absence of a 

teacher in her classroom and align herself with the disciplinary actions of the teacher.  

She seemed to recognize how both she and the teacher were similarly embedded in socio-

economic and political constraints that provoked the need for disciplinary actions.  

Specifically, Kate explained that her teacher was put in a position of having to manage 

multiple classrooms at the same time because the district did not provide more teachers.  

As such, Kate suggests that the context necessitates the teacher’s use of surveillance 

mechanisms, ensuring appropriate student behavior in a situation of diminished 

resources.  In this way, Kate’s critique illustrates her understanding of how inequities 

within system can provoke not just a dysfunctional learning environment but also 

disciplinary practices within this environment.   

The narratives presented above demonstrate how participants construct the online 

learning context as a disciplinary space.  In the following sections, I further examine 

these kinds of stories to demonstrate how participants negotiated such disciplinary 

practices within their online context.  

Narratives of compliance and resistance within the online learning context.  

Each student negotiated the disciplinary space of online learning in complicated ways.  

As seen earlier, in Margaret’s case, participants sometimes engaged in recoding or 

reinterpreting disciplinary practices as necessary in order to contain anxieties and feelings 

of pressure that such practices evoke.  For instance, Margaret regularly stated that one of 

the benefits of online learning was the flexibility she enjoyed with regards to 

participating in Class Connects or due dates for her assignments.  However, despite the 

presence of such provisions, the disciplinary actions of her online Math teacher counter 
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that sense of flexibility.  Here, Margaret’s isolation in the above stories, both with regards 

to her physical isolation by virtue of online learning as well as her specific isolation in the 

Vroom story, raise the issue of “lateral invisibility” (Foucault, 1995, p. 200).  

Specifically, Margaret’s inability to interact or voice her concerns to a community of 

people who share similar conditions of learning leads, it seems, to an enhanced sense of 

isolation via this invisibility.  Further, the invisibility of the function of power—that is, 

other students cannot see the ways in which Margaret is subjected to discipline just as she 

cannot see their experience of it—ensures the students’ isolation in their experience of 

the functioning of hierarchical power relations and associated disciplinary measures.  

According to Foucault (1995) such invisibility is a “guarantee of order” as students are 

rendered incapable of conversing, plotting, complaining, or wasting time that is better 

spent on the efficient functioning of the system—as such, assuring the “automatic 

functioning of power” (p. 200-201).  Thus, Margaret’s isolation positions her within 

normalized relations of power, in such a way as to assure her compliance and continued 

belief—despite being proved otherwise—in the notion of flexibility within the online 

learning context.  

In this way, Margaret’s ability to sustain a belief in the benefit of online flexibility 

can be linked to her individualization within this learning environment.  For example, 

reinforcing this point is the fact that Margaret’s notion of flexibility was further tested 

and undermined by the increased workload that she faced while learning online.  In a 

section of her interview where she articulated a desire for more flexibility within her 

online experience, Margaret described her individualization within this disciplinary 

space, taking account of the way it allowed her to understand the loss of flexibility as a 
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benefit—that is, as the benefit of learning independently or the benefit of increased 

learning.  In essence, the “technologies of power” within the architecture of the online 

space can function “less through the imposition of physical force than through its ability 

to bring about conformity through self-regulation” (Land & Bayne, 2005, p. 160).  Here, 

Margaret’s case can be usefully compared to Holden’s, wherein he too experienced a 

greater workload during the first two years of taking online Chinese and potentially also 

experienced a similar sense of troubled individualization.  However, as Holden and his 

fellow students experienced this difficulty in the cohort-style online Chinese class, their 

experiences were not isolated and private.  This is illustrated by Holden’s story about one 

of his classmate’s frustration with the ways in which the absence of a teacher, a large 

workload, and a confusing website only enhanced the difficulty of learning Chinese.  His 

friend went on to express his frustration, as such, within the full view and hearing of the 

entire classroom, including the facilitator and a guidance counselor.  This is a seminal 

moment in his understanding of Holden’s understanding of his own experience, as he 

noted: 

He was my friend . . . he has a temper . . . but he pretty much voiced the entire 

class in that one conversation.  Everybody thought it was difficult.  Everybody 

was struggling.  Everybody just wanted to learn Chinese.  Nobody thought it was 

going to be this difficult.  It probably wouldn’t have been as difficult if we 

actually had a teacher (Holden, Transcript 1, lines 407-414). 

Here, Holden’s friend’s frustration echoed his own and allowed him to see 

himself as part of a community of learners who were being deprived of an essential part 

of their learning experience.  In essence, this solidarity potentially allowed him to 
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articulate his own resistance to the conditions of learning imposed upon him.  Likewise, 

Kate expressed dissatisfaction with her online learning that represented an experience of 

solidarity with others who took the same online learning classes.  In fact, Kate was able 

to examine and speculate about the socio-political and economic conditions within which 

the online German program was situated due to conversations she had had with her 

mother and a friend who was taking the online Arabic program.  These conversations 

allowed her to stipulate that the German program was not as well funded and respected as 

the Arabic program within her high school context, which, she argued, probably led to all 

the problems she faced while learning online.  As such, Kate and Holden’s online 

learning contexts provided them with the resources to articulate resistance against the 

disciplinary conditions of their context.  

That being said, like Margaret, Kate and Holden also negotiate the disciplinary 

conditions of their online learning context in such ways as to comply with expected 

norms for behavior and performance.  For instance, in response to surveillance practices 

in her online German classroom, Kate offered narratives about focus and control.  

Specifically, she frequently described herself in terms of the “self-control” needed to 

avoid being distracted by fun websites while engaged in learning online and, as well, 

often described her teacher in terms of her ability to control students’ behavior online.  In 

this way, Kate adopts a discourse of functionality, framing “control” as a strategy that she 

and her teacher must employ in order to deal with a problematic learning environment.  

By engaging in such discourse, Kate conforms with the disciplinary demand to assume 

responsibility for her learning despite the dysfunctional environment and, as such, fixes 

power relations within this disciplinary space.  Similarly, Holden employed narratives 
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about focus and effort in order to illustrate his responsibility to remember crucial subject 

material, stay on top of his work, and get good grades in his online Chinese class, even as 

he remained disconnected from it as a subject—the difficulty of which was compounded 

by his two years of losses in learning.   

Through these narratives of individual responsibility, Kate, Holden, and Margaret 

demonstrate their compliance with the disciplinary demands in online learning.  An 

insidious form of such compliance takes shape in narratives of enjoyment that all three 

participants share during their interviews.  For instance, Holden described fantasies of a 

new start in learning Chinese online, fantasies that emerged from an experience of 

success shaped heavily by assessment practices.  In other words, successful 

performance—and, potentially, his hope for a new connection and a second “first time” 

with Chinese—was located in the ability to “perform well,” “get good grades,” or to 

retain knowledge effectively through acts of “remember[ing]” and “getting it down” 

during crucial periods of being tested (Transcript 1, lines 66, 449-468, 495, 557, 686-687; 

Transcript 2, lines 91-96, 107-111, 338-339, 346-351, 581-595).  Successful performance 

can be interpreted as a means to reproduce the functioning of power and encourage 

compliance within a disciplinary context.  Specifically, through assessment practices, it is 

the teacher, not Holden, who gains power in and control of the learning process.  Further, 

Holden is isolated and made vulnerable through a hierarchical arrangement of his 

performance.  Therefore, it may be unsurprising that Holden recodes assessment 

practices—which arguably have the potential to exacerbate Holden’s sense of failure 

within the online Chinese context—as enjoyable because if he does “focus” and “perform 

well” he can position himself as empowered and in control of his fate within this 
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disciplinary space. 

Likewise, Margaret’s enjoyment of her online learning experience came in part 

from reinterpreting assessment practices as something beneficial.  She explained, the 

assessments “[kept her] on her toes” and further made things predictable by allowing her 

to “know what’s going to happen next” (Transcript 1, lines 623-625).  Kate’s stories of 

enjoyment illustrate the complex role of the TV screen in her online learning.  It both 

disrupts her connection to the teacher and facilitates enjoyment by evoking reveries of 

her mother and creating connections with students from another classroom.  These 

pleasures allow her to obscure the reality of her online learning classroom.  In all three 

cases, the students’ enjoyment within the disciplinary space of the online context can be 

read in terms of how this enjoyment conceals the relations of power that position these 

students as disciplined subjects.  As Hides (2005) suggests via Lacan’s notions of 

subjectivity,  

We are fundamentally always trying to fulfill the desire of the big Other (the law 

symbolically encoded in customs, language and social organisation) by answering 

the question ‘who/what am I for you?’, the pleasure of digital engagement 

actually comes in playing at being something for the Other (p. 332).  

This is potentially true of Holden, who takes pleasure in being positioned as a 

success within a context in which he had often felt that he had failed.  Likewise, Kate 

takes pleasure in fantasies of connection within a context in which she felt deprived of 

such connection.  This is apparent as well in Margaret’s story about enjoying the 

friendliness within her online community.  In this story, Margaret takes pleasure in 

fantasies of  “giant friendship or family,” because of a culture of mandated friendliness 
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within her online learning context, even as she disassociated from the closeness she 

perceived within this online space.  Hence, her story recalls Mann’s (2005) description of 

“pedagogies of care” that can work to homogenize difference and reinforce institutional 

discourses of consensus and compliance under the guise of building caring relationships 

(p. 45-47).  However, Margaret’s enjoyment within this potentially homogenized space 

suggests that enjoyment in one’s own subjection can accompany compliance within the 

disciplinary online space.  In this way, narratives of enjoyment in this research study 

trouble dominant conceptions of enjoyment, which suggest it is a key factor contributing 

to students’ positive engagement in online learning.  As pointed out in the literature 

review for this study, enjoyment or “flow” is understood as an affective state that 

demonstrates students’ intense emotional involvement in an activity and, as such, is a 

desired objective when planning for students’ engagement in learning (cf., 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1997, 2000; Davis & Wong, 2007; Fu, Su, & Yu, 2009; Shin, 2006).  

However, this study demonstrates student enjoyment to be a complicated affective state, 

involving both discursive and subjective processes that do not necessarily translate into 

engagement while learning online.  In this study, enjoyment seems to facilitate students’ 

compliance with disciplinary practices within the online learning environment. 

Another theme emerging from all three students’ negotiations of the disciplinary 

online context is that of failure—more specifically, a failure to comply with the demands 

of online learning.  In my interpretation of their narratives, the students internalized 

errors or inadequacies in the online learning context as personal failures to comply.  As 

students struggled to meet the demands of this disciplinary space, uncertainties provoked 

their sense of failure.  One appearance of this is in Kate’s description of cheating on a 
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quiz or a test within a dysfunctional and static ridden online environment that prevented 

her teacher from effectively monitoring the students during the test.  While the memory 

of this experience prompts Kate’s narration of a dysfunctional learning environment, 

another storied experience illuminates her wish that she had not cheated, revealing, as 

well, that she viewed the cheating as a failure in her responsibility as a student.  Kate’s 

story about forgetting her teacher’s surveillance reads similarly.  For Kate, the instance of 

failure is associated with her act of forgetting rather than the surveillance practices.  In 

Holden’s case, procrastinating, sleeping, and feeling drowsy in class—all responses to a 

stressful online learning environment and a difficult subject—are represented as a failure 

of his responsibility to focus and stay on top of learning requirements within this 

disciplinary context.  Margaret’s description of her isolation to the Vroom can also be 

read in terms of her sense of failure to comply with the demands of the online Class 

Connect.  Moreover, in Margaret’s failure to meaningfully connect with other students in 

the mandated culture of online friendliness, we see a source of her characterization of 

herself as a loner.  

Here, I find it useful to read such “failures to comply” through Stockton’s (2009) 

notion of sideways or lateral motions.  Lateral motions is a term I borrow from 

Stockton’s critique of dominant narratives of linear developmental growth, wherein 

linear, chronological narratives of growing up fall short of describing the perplexing 

experience of growth itself.  “Growing up,” she argues, may be accompanied by deferred, 

even pleasurable, acts of growing sideways, where lateral/sideways “relations, motions, 

and futures” allow the growing subject to ‘grow sideways’ when s/he has not been given 

permission yet to “advance to adulthood” (p. 6, 52).  Specifically, “sideways growth” is 
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“something related to but not reducible to the death drive; something that locates energy, 

pleasure, vitality, and (e)motion in the back and forth of connections and extensions that 

are not reproductive” (p. 13).  In this sense, distinctly non-reproductive acts of cheating, 

sleeping in the classroom, or taking comfort in superficial acts of friendliness can all be 

read as lateral motions in the face of obstructive power relations, leaving room for these 

high school students to unconsciously resist the disciplinary conditions of the online 

learning context.  

In such a fashion, compliance and resistance work in complicated and sometime 

intersecting ways within each participant’s negotiations of the disciplinary online 

learning context.  Where a Foucauldian analysis of such negotiations does not allow for 

notions of resistance, agency, or even enjoyment within disciplined subjects, a 

psychoanalytic reading can illustrate the work of the unconscious in temporarily 

unseating the discursive positions these students find themselves in while learning online.  

That is not to say, however, that these high school students lacked awareness of 

alternative “replacement discourses,” which could help “fuel positive social 

reconstructions” in their negotiations of the disciplinary context (Emerson & Frosh, 2004, 

p. 21).  Indeed, as mentioned earlier, conversations with both Kate’s mother and her 

friend who took an online Arabic language class allowed Kate to think about the socio-

political and economic conditions that limited the potential of the online German 

language program and, as such, influenced her experiences within the online German 

language program.  Here, Kate is able to resist her isolation and individualization within 

the online learning context by deploying alternative narratives that facilitate an 

understanding of self within the disciplinary space in more positive ways.  Likewise, 
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Holden as well was able to deploy critiques of his early experiences within the online 

learning context and use discourses of skills, competition, and performance in order to 

fuel a more positive self-construction within his disciplinary context.  For Margaret, too, 

narratives of benefit, responsibility, and enjoyment are deployed to counter challenges 

within an ostensibly flexible and friendly context.  However, these narratives can be read 

in terms of how they allow Margaret to cope with her estrangement from high school 

social life, local culture, and a sense of place simultaneously permitting positive self-

construction within her online disciplinary context.  This further complicates readings of 

compliance and resistance within the disciplinary space of the online learning context and 

allows us to imagine these students as both discursively and subjectively constituted 

within the online learning context.  

Narratives of a good-enough online learning context.  Narratives of a good-

enough learning environment appear most strongly in both Holden’s and Margaret’s 

narratives and less so, if at all, in Kate’s narratives.  However, it must be noted that the 

term “good-enough learning environment” has specific theoretical connotations in this 

study.  I use the term to draw upon Winnicott’s theories of a “good-enough holding 

environments,” which offer the potential for students “to both act in the world and to be 

acted upon by it” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 32).  As such, such good-enough learning 

environments offer students “the flexible stability [they] need to risk allowing 

[themselves] to be changed by that interaction” (p. 32).  Therefore, these environments 

act like a “third zone” or “the space of relationship between me and not me”—a “me” in 

the making (p. 32).  In this way, participants’ narratives of good-enough learning 

environments often coincided with their narratives of engaging with difference while 



 

 316

learning online.  However, as I will soon demonstrate, the emergence of these 

environments as “good-enough” depended in some part on these students’—specifically, 

Holden and Margaret’s—employment of discourses of presence and interaction in order 

to facilitate positive understandings of their environment. 

For instance, as discussed earlier, all three students stipulate the importance of the 

teacher’s or other students’ presence in the classroom in order to facilitate their 

engagement and learning online.  Holden contrasts his more recent experiences of a close 

and productive relationship with the teacher in his physical classroom against his 

experiences of previous semesters, where the absence or infrequent presence of the 

teacher exaggerated his sense of difficulty while learning Chinese online.  As such, 

Holden cited the presence of a teacher as one of the main reasons that his experience of 

learning Chinese online had improved.  Similarly, Margaret, too, contrasts her friendly 

and respectful relationship with the teachers and students in her online program against 

her past experiences of disrespect and social estrangement in regular high school.  Here, 

too, Margaret framed her online learning experiences of teacher and student presence as 

an improvement over what she had experienced in regular high school.  Kate also 

contrasts her online experiences of teacher and student presence against her high school 

experiences.  However, in her case, such comparisons resulted in a negative outlook on 

her online experiences.  In fact, Kate frequently expressed the desire for more 

interactions with her teacher and with other students while learning online.   

These accounts demonstrate how all three students mobilize a discourse of 

presence that privilege “procedural” views of interactions as necessary for engagement 

and learning (Sheppard, 2011, p. 117).  Specifically, these narratives can be read in terms 
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of how, for all three students, the teacher’s presence facilitates a sense that students have 

immediate or easy access to someone who can answer their questions, simultaneously 

containing their anxieties about not knowing.  Further, in Margaret’s case, teacher and 

student presence within the online environment offered her the opportunity to imagine 

close relationships with them without risk of making herself vulnerable through these 

interactions.  Similarly, Kate articulated her enjoyment of the presence of and interactions 

with students in other online classrooms via the TV screen even as it potentially disrupted 

her engagement with difference in this setting.  Also, Kate frequently allowed the teacher, 

and her role within learning events, to fade into the background of her stories about 

learning online.  Likewise, Holden’s relief at having a teacher—who, from his 

perspective, put just the right amount of pressure on him to learn—allowed him to brush 

aside concerns that the teacher did not seem to understand his level of knowledge of 

Chinese.  His relief enabled him to recode his concern about the teacher as his 

responsibility to focus more in class.  Instead, he recoded this concern as part of his 

responsibility to focus more in class.  These examples suggest some ways in which 

students participated in discourses of presence that circulate within online education.   

Significantly, for Holden and Margaret, these discourses were also the means by 

which they were able to frame their online experiences in a positive way.  In other words, 

their perceptions of improvements in their interactions within the online environment 

were accompanied by an appreciation for the sense of intimacy and “trust” these 

interactions brought with them (Holden, Transcript 2, line 237; Margaret, Transcript 2, 

line 871).  This sense of intimacy and trust potentially facilitated their ability to view 

these new and improved environments in a positive light.  Specifically, Margaret’s 
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perception of the social safety and respect she was accorded online—as well as her 

appreciation of the freedoms and challenges the curricula offered—allowed her to feel a 

sense of belonging and flexibility, feelings she did not have while going to regular high 

school (Margaret, Transcript 1, line 363).  Likewise, Holden’s more recent and positive 

experiences of his learning environment allowed him to see the virtue of “having a mix” 

of the local teacher as well as access to a wide range of online resources “at [his] 

fingertips” (Holden, Transcript 1, lines 697-712).  He had this positive perception of the 

environment despite the recurring difficulty of learning Chinese—made worse by the 

burden of past losses in learning.  Kate never really described the online learning 

environment in such positive terms.  The only instance of a positive appreciation of the 

online context was when she expressed how lucky she was to be able to take online 

German at all.  Specifically, given her understanding of the socio-political and economic 

conditions for taking online German at the time, she noted that she “felt like [she] was 

lucky to be learning it at that time because [she] knew it was probably gonna . . . go away 

soon” (Transcript 1, lines 557-558).  That being said, for Kate, the mere existence of the 

online German program could not facilitate positive feelings about the environment itself.  

Kate’s lack of appreciation of her environment contrasts with Holden and 

Margaret’s views of their online learning experiences.  I argue that it is the latter positive 

view that facilitates the emergence of transitional encounters and, as such, descriptions of 

a good-enough learning environment in both Holden’s and Margaret’s cases.  In other 

words, while on one hand all the participants of this study experienced transitional 

encounters during while engaged in learning online, in Holden’s and Margaret’s cases, 

such transitional experiences illustrate the importance of their positive perceptions of the 
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online learning environment.  In Kate’s case, such transitional encounters occurred by 

way of her ability to create a potential space for herself in her relationship with online 

German curricular context.  Here, potential space refers to those transitional spaces that 

are found and created by their users, when nothing makes these spaces or objects 

“inherently or inevitably transitional” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 60).  In essence, for Kate, the 

online learning environment may not have necessarily invited an engagement with 

difference, but this does not discourage her from finding and investing meaning into the 

cultural differences she perceived within her curriculum and, as such, turning it into 

potential space for her learning.   

At this point I should note that while Winnicott’s theories of transitional space 

and good-enough learning environments (Ellsworth, 2005) are useful in order to 

conceptualize the ways in which the online environment provided intersubjective 

opportunities for Kate, Holden, and Margaret to make meaning within this context, 

Kleinian theories of the defended subject (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013) provide, in my 

opinion, a better way to conceptualize their subjective processes of meaning-making 

with/in her online learning context. Therefore, in this section, I will explore Holden and 

Margaret’s exploration of their intersubjective encounters within what is constructed as a 

good-enough learning space.  Kate’s subjective processes of understanding her 

engagement will be discussed (along with Holden’s and Margaret’s) in the following 

section.   

Holden and Margaret’s narratives of good-enough learning environment come 

into play through transitional encounters within both students’ narratives of engagement.  

Specifically, both of them experienced a sense of difference through their intersubjective 
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experiences within the online learning environment.  For instance, as seen in his case 

study, Holden located an experience of difference within the physical space of his 

classroom, wherein he was asked to speak and read in Chinese in front of the whole class.  

For Holden, this experience evokes a negotiation of his desire to give the perfect 

performance, which was concurrently mediated by a good-enough learning space—one 

that provided a close, tight-knit community that made way for a good-enough 

performance rather that one bound to notions of perfection.  As such, Holden’s 

appreciation of his recent online environment suggests his perception of a positive 

holding environment, which could contain his anxieties about performance while 

allowing him to forge a more positive connection with the Chinese language.   

Margaret locates experiences of difference primarily through her connections to 

curriculum and community while learning online.  As seen in her case study, her 

negotiations of online curriculum or the culture of the online community encourage 

encounters with difference in terms of how she views her own family history or how she 

perceives a sense of community in the online environment.  Significantly, in these cases, 

the online learning environment can be read it terms of how it helped contain her 

anxieties about cultural differences and social estrangement, which she once felt within 

her prior high school learning context.  For example, encounters with civil war paintings 

within her Art History curriculum and personal explorations of its connection to her own 

family history demonstrate Margaret’s engagement with history and through it her desire 

for a sense of place within this history.  Here, given her wariness of the local culture at 

her prior high school, the online culture—where “everybody’s nice to everybody” 

because “nobody knows anybody”— potentially offered Margaret a safe space to 
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negotiate her sense of place within American history and culture in ways that she may not 

have been able to do so before (Transcript 2, lines 895-899).  Margaret undertook a 

similar negotiation through her engagement with the online community, wherein a 

potential loss of a sense of place—due to prior experiences of moving around a lot or 

feelings of disconnection from the local culture—was negotiated by finding a respectful 

and friendly sense of place within the online community.   

For both Holden and Margaret, the notion of presence—with its discursive 

implications—facilitated positive perceptions of the online environment, which in turn 

facilitated the emergence of a good-enough learning space.  As such, both students were 

afforded opportunities to negotiate alternative understandings of self through their 

encounters with difference while learning online.  Narratives of a good-enough learning 

environment in this study therefore complicate dominant conceptions of presence used to 

advocate increasing social interaction within online learning contexts in order to facilitate 

student engagement.  This study suggests that the presence of others does influence 

students’ positive perception of their learning environment.  However, perceptions of 

presence are negotiated in both discursive and subjective ways, which can lead to both 

procedural and substantive forms of engagement.  Procedural forms of engagement are 

seen in the students’ appreciation or demand for more interaction while learning online.  

On the other hand, substantive experiences of engagement occur when these positive 

experiences of interaction evoke negotiations of difference that allowed these students to 

imagine new possibilities for being in the world.  

Negotiating Engagement With/in the Online Learning Context as Subjects in 

Process 
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The broader literature on engagement has suggested a connection between 

experiences of engagement and identity formation (cf., Hess & Gunter, 2013; Gurzick, 

2009, Kelly, Pomerantz, & Currie, 2006; Reynolds & Caperton, 2011; Ringrose, 2011; 

Schmier, 2010; Swicord, 2009; Trowler, 2010).  However, few of these studies focus on 

the experience of engagement as a substantive construct.  In the theoretical framework for 

this study I put forward the notion that engagement is inextricably linked to identity 

formation.  I offered a substantive conceptualization of engagement as a spatio-temporal 

and emotional experience of subjective reconstruction.  I also suggested that this view 

necessitates an understanding of identity formation in terms of Julia Kristeva’s notion of 

the “subject-in-process” (as cited in Weedon, 1987, p. 89), wherein unconscious 

processes of meaning-making assist in the imaginative (re)constitution of self within a 

discursively produced world.  Specifically, I used Melanie Klein’s theories of the 

defended subject, whose negotiations of anxiety develop into paranoid-schizoid or 

depressive positions during processes of meaning-making as he or she lay claim to 

particular subjectivities within experiences of engagement.  

This view of engagement necessitated a methodological approach that could 

surface both participants’ unconscious and conscious processes of meaning-making as 

they described their engagement while learning online.  In order to do this, I explored 

three high school online students’ experiences of engagement using free-associative 

interviewing methods and critical narrative analysis techniques to elicit the ways in which 

participants subjectively negotiated these experiences of engagement.  Therefore, the 

unique contribution of this study was to demonstrate how the participants in this research 

engaged in both conscious and unconscious acts of subjective reconstruction as they 
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attempted to negotiate experiences of engagement while learning online.  These 

negotiations—dealing specifically with a sense of difference that participants perceived 

either within themselves or in the world around them—allowed them to imagine 

alternative and sometimes multiple ways of being in and with the world.  In this sense, 

participants’ experiences of engagement made way for deeply meaningful, spatio-

temporal identifications within those unique and transitional online learning spaces.  

That being said, this research has also shown that negotiations of identity were not 

isolated to participants’ stories of their experiences of engagement alone.  Indeed, the 

free-associative interview context may have served as a fertile site to explore issues of 

identity via each student’s emotional “Engagement” with the totality of their experiences 

of being and/or of learning online—whether engaging, pleasurable, or difficult.  Whereas 

the participants may not have explicitly located “experiences of engagement” within their 

stories of pleasurable or difficult experiences, I did preface in the theoretical framework 

for this dissertation that personal narratives—especially, as they unfold within the 

research interview context—hold the potential for the realization of participants’ overall 

subjective engagement with the world as they struggle to confront and/or displace 

privileged structures of meaning while narrating their experiences.  This overall 

subjective engagement is what I refer to as Engagement with a capital E.  On the other 

hand, a lowercase-e engagement refers to those acknowledged portrayals of “experiences 

of engagement” that occurred while participants were learning online.  As such, in this 

dissertation, not only do I argue that the participants’ narratives reveal the conscious and 

unconscious acts of negotiating difference and identity within each “experience of 

engagement,” but their narratives as a whole also depict a broader emotional scope for 
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their “Engagement” with identity-formation in relation to their experience of the entire 

online learning context.  Further, the latter may also help participants’ put forth a capital-I 

Identity that allows them to construct and claim a particular online student Identity within 

the spatio-temporal and intersubjective interview context.  For example, Kate positioned 

herself as a reluctant online student with ADHD, who only took German classes online 

because (a) they were not offered offline and (b) she felt she had an obligation to her 

heritage and her family to still take the classes despite any concerns she might have had 

about learning German online.  Likewise, Holden also positioned himself as a semi-

reluctant online student of Chinese, whose dislike of learning the Chinese language was 

only mitigated by (a) his desire to know and speak Chinese fluently as a future 

businessman and (b) his enthusiasm to learn Chinese in an online learning context that 

finally did offer the benefits of online learning that were denied to him in previous years.  

Margaret, on the other hand, presented herself as an enthusiastic, full-time online student, 

who fully appreciated (a) a newfound freedom in choosing the time and place for her 

learning and (b) a sense of place realized through her comfort with/in the online 

community.  Here, a capital-I Identity is potentially conveyed through each participant’s 

attempt to shape and establish a coherent, rational, and homogenous Identity—one 

created, I must add, in intersubjective relationship with me, the interviewer—while 

constructing a life narrative over the course of his or her interviews.  These claims to a 

particular online student Identity can be seen in readings of each case study.  This capital-

I identity could be contrasted with this study’s conceptualization of (lowercase-i) 

“identity” as subjectivity, wherein the indeterminacy of subjectivity is manifest in the 

conscious and unconscious meanings that give rise to a spatio-temporal, temporary sense 
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of self.  That being said, despite its seeming coherence, a capital-I online student Identity 

is negotiated no differently than those spatio-temporal, embodied, and discursive 

negotiations of identity that occur within participants’ experiences of engagement online.  

In other words, claims to a particular online student Identity are subjectively negotiated 

and, as such, take shape through both conscious and unconscious meanings embedded in 

language.  As such, any broad Engagement with “Identity” is nevertheless troubled by 

unconscious associations, which interrupt coherent and stable conceptions of Identity 

related to being and learning online.  

Following, I explore each participants’ engagement with/in the online learning 

context from the perspective of Klein’s theories of the defended subject.  Through this 

exploration, I intend to surface the complicated ways in which participants negotiate 

experiences of engagement while learning online as well as their Engagement with the 

experience of being and/or learning online as a whole.  Specifically, in each case, I 

demonstrate how participants move between paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions 

as they engage in the attempt to make sense of their place in this world.  

In Kate’s case, the experience of engagement is located within experiences of 

difference encountered while negotiating familiar online German curriculum.  For Kate, 

the German curriculum evoked memories of past experiences engaging with the same 

cultural texts and simultaneously led to fantasies of a future living in Germany.  

Specifically, I suggested that her repeated use of fantasy of her future and memories of 

her mother in the context of German music and German television were ways to reconcile 

cultural losses she may have experienced while learning about different aspects of 

German culture.  This, I speculated, allowed her to bridge the differences between her 
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American and German identities.  Using Klein’s theories, it is possible to read Kate’s 

negotiations of German curriculum as including both processes of splitting and 

containment.  For instance, Kate employs splitting behaviors—the polarization of good 

and bad meanings—when in the process of making meaning of her experience, she 

articulated a view of her identity as separate from German identity.  However, she also 

frequently resolved anxieties about her differences from German culture by employing 

processes of psychical containment, as she worked to hold different cultures together 

through her fantasies of wanting to live in Germany, similarities in age to German peers, 

or through nostalgic memories of learning German from her mother.  This suggests that 

Kate was able to take up a “depressive position,” as theorized by Klein, in order to 

contain anxieties about her differences from German culture, while also mourning the 

cultural loss she encountered through her interactions with these German cultural texts.   

This pattern repeats itself in Kate’s overall Engagement with the online German 

context.  As mentioned earlier, Kate’s relationship to the online learning environment 

was a troubled one.  Pedagogical and infrastructural issues presented challenges to her 

ability to build a strong connection to this environment.  These concerns were 

compounded by her anxieties about ADHD-related issues while learning online and 

existential worries about the fate of the German program within the high school context.  

However, Kate’s analysis of her own experience suggested that she still appreciated 

being able to take German in high school (“I felt like I was lucky to be learning it at that 

time because I knew it was probably gonna . . . go away soon”) (Kate, Transcript 1, lines 

557-558).  She arrived at this analysis, despite her misgivings about learning online, due 

to an understanding of the socio-political and economic conditions for taking online 
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German at the time.  In this sense, Kate occupied an ambivalent position both with 

regards to her experiences of engagement and, as well, in relation to her broader 

Engagement with the online German context.  Via Klein, Bibby (2011) suggests that 

ambivalence points to “an increased understanding of psychic reality and a better 

perception of the external world, as well as . . . a greater synthesis between inner and 

outer situations” (p. 102).  Kate’s ability to hold together good and bad thoughts related 

to both her experiences of the online German context and her experiences of German 

culture—Klein’s depressive position—within her narratives speaks to her ability to 

contain loss and anxiety alongside hopes for a meaningful future with her German 

heritage and language. 

Holden located his engagement in an experience of speaking or reading in front of 

his online Chinese classroom, wherein the close and friendly space made way for an 

ability to encounter differences within his perception of performance.  Holden also 

describes his engagement in terms of his sense of feeling “alive” (Holden, Transcript 1, 

line 544).  This resonates with Ellsworth’s (2005) theories of engagement as a “thinking-

feeling” or the “embodied sensation of making sense” that brings to the fore the sensation 

of knowledge in the making and, therefore, ourselves in the making.  Ellsworth, too, 

describes this sensation as akin to the psychoanalytic notion of "developing a sense of 

aliveness," which she asserts is the most important work of growing up (p. 59).  In 

Holden’s case, this sense of aliveness can be associated with the opportunity to negotiate 

new ways of understanding self and performance while speaking in front of his class and, 

as well, includes the risk he undertakes through this experience.  Via Hubert Dreyfus, 

Land (2005) suggests that within the online learning context a sense of aliveness can 
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surface through the risk that is associated with embodied forms of learning.  In other 

words, in order for learning to occur one must make oneself vulnerable to others within 

the online space.  Further, Land (2005) argues, 

in face-to-face environments ‘there is the possibility of taking the risk of 

proposing and defending an idea and finding out whether it fails or flies.  If each 

student is at home in front of his or her terminal, there is no place for such risky 

involvement (p. 147).  

In Holden’s case, such risk is made possible within his physical Chinese classroom, 

which potentially provided an optimal close and friendly context within which he could 

experiment and imaginatively elaborate new ways of being in this world.   

Context is also crucial when examining Holden’s subjective processes through 

Klein’s theories.  Here, Holden’s subjective negotiations demonstrate the ways in which 

he was able to contain his anxieties about “looking like fool”—bad thoughts—alongside 

the desire for a perfect performance—good thoughts—in front of his class (Holden, 

Transcript 1, line 596).  As in Kate’s case, this demonstrates how Holden takes up a 

depressive position, which allowed him to tolerate the notion of an imperfect 

performance within a supportive learning environment.  That being said, Holden’s overall 

Engagement with the online Chinese context potentially demonstrates some movement 

between paranoid-schizoid positions and depressive positions.  For instance, it was only 

by splitting of his earlier years of learning Chinese from the more recent one and 

projecting losses in learning to those prior years that Holden was able to accept and 

appreciate his more recent experiences of learning Chinese online.  Here, he demonstrates 

a paranoid-schizoid position in his understanding of his experiences of learning Chinese 
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online.  However, this appreciation of his recent experience was also tempered by 

melancholic feelings about continuing to learn Chinese.  That is, Holden’s continued 

mourning for his past losses in learning seemed to turn him to a resolve to focus on 

getting good grades, rather than on “actually learning” Chinese (Holden, Transcript 1, 

line 688).  Through this resolution, Holden was able to move once again towards a 

depressive position.  In other words, he was able to make room for a new, more positive 

connection with Chinese—one that was based on the “immediate lesson” and 

performance-oriented goals rather than on his former goals to speak Chinese “fluently” 

with other Chinese speakers (Transcript 1, lines 649-650, 685).  By the time of my 

interviews with him, he seemed to sense that the latter goal would be unattainable.  As 

such, it is possible to read Holden’s subjective negotiations of his identity as an online 

Chinese student as moving between depressive and paranoid-schizoid positions in order 

to work through anxieties about learning Chinese online.   

The other participants in this study also demonstrate how they negotiated their 

experiences of online learning in a similar way.  For instance, in Kate’s case, the 

experience of being online was compared to experiences of estrangement at a former high 

school.  In this case, online learning seemed like a magnification of her feelings of being 

in an environment where “thousands of kids pass[ed] through everyday, faceless and 

impersonal” making her feel “anonymous” and “tiny” (Kate, Transcript 2, lines 183–185, 

230).  Further, despite the fact that Kate’s online German classroom was similar to 

Holden’s—a cohort-style online class—it never had more than two to five students in it 

in the three years she took online German.  For Kate, this relative isolation, made worse 

by a “faceless and impersonal” online environment, increased her sense of disconnection 
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from her learning environment, and, as well, exacerbated concerns about “zon[ing] out a 

lot” and “get[ting] distracted” that were related to her anxieties about being an online 

student with ADHD (Transcript 1, lines 181, 566).  This resonates with Land’s (2005) 

suggestion that such online spaces can seem like a “non-space . . . neither here nor there 

but both here and there” (p. 142).  Land suggests that this simultaneous feeling of the loss 

of space and its dislocation may bring about in learners a sense of disembodiment and 

disquietude within the online learning space.   

For a student with ADHD, such feelings of disembodiment and dislocation can 

aggravate the loss of a sense of connection to the learning experience.  In essence, Kate’s 

negotiations of her online experiences suggest that a splitting off of bad thoughts being an 

online student with ADHD from good thoughts about her preferred style of learning.  The 

latter included preferences for more interactions and a sense of a connection, especially 

with her teacher, as well as a less competitive learning environment akin to her 

experiences at her alternative public high school.  This splitting leads her to conclude that 

she would be “pretty reluctant to do it again” (Transcript 1, line 553).  As such, Kate 

presents a strong position as a reluctant online student, whose understanding of her own 

learning disability and a dysfunctional online learning environment discourages her 

outlook of online learning as an option for her.  In this way, Kate adopts a paranoid-

schizoid position in relation to her experiences of learning online.  That she takes up such 

a position given her anxieties about ADHD and the collective force of the 

overwhelmingly bad experiences she had had online is understandable.  However, like 

Holden, she does not stay in this position for long.  Kate also suggests that different 

people have “different experiences” online and that others—who did not have ADHD or 



 

 331

who were enrolled in more respected programs—may have found the experience much 

better than she did (Transcript 1, line 600).  This act of situating bad experiences within 

her personal experiences rather than as a fact of online learning suggests the move to a 

depressive position, wherein online learning can be perceived as both good and bad 

depending on the individual conditions for learning.  Therefore, Kate, too, moves 

between paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions as she makes sense of her 

experiences of learning online.  

This moving back and forth between paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions 

is also present in Margaret’s experiences of engagement while learning online and, as 

well, within her overall Engagement with the online learning context.  As seen in her case 

study, Margaret locates her engagement in experiences of difference through her 

encounters with the Art History curriculum or within feelings of friendship and intimacy 

in her online learning community.  Both of these experiences suggest that unconscious 

meanings assigned to history and online community potentially allowed Margaret to 

acquire a sense of place while learning online.  However, she seemed to also engage in 

splitting behavior when she projected anxieties about social exclusion and estrangement 

onto local place and culture while introjecting a good sense of place within the online 

environment.  The latter is made possible through her attachments to the history 

curriculum or the friendliness of her online learning community.  In such a way, Margaret 

potentially assumes a paranoid-schizoid position that allowed her sense of place and 

identity while learning online.   

The role of fantasy in these negotiations cannot be understated.  Margaret makes 

meaning of an emergent identity—one located in history and animated by the friendliness 
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of her online community—by permitting the misrecognition of her feelings about the 

local culture as one that rejects her place within it.  As such, fantasies of the badness of 

local culture accompany her self-identifications within American history or the culture of 

the online community.  Similar negotiations occur in Kate’s engagement with a 

consideration of the cultural differences between American and German cultures, which 

was also momentarily obscured by fantasies of a future in Germany.  In Kate’s case, 

fantasies of her future in Germany allow a temporary homogenization of cultural 

differences, which in turn permit her to develop an emergent German-American identity.  

For Holden, too, fantasies of a new “first time” learning Chinese online allow him to 

identify as a good student in Chinese while simultaneously avoiding the past two years of 

losses in learning.  In this way, the use of fantasy seems to allow students to defend 

against threats to the ego when presented with new knowledge while learning online, 

resulting in processes of splitting and projection that allow these students to integrate 

concepts of self in productive, yet also defensive, ways.  

However, creative attempts at self-formation occur in moments of reparation that 

symbolize a depressive position.  In both stories of her engagement, Margaret is also able 

to contain anxieties about difference and the loss of place and community at her former 

high school through her engagement with the Art History class and the culture of the 

online community.  Specifically, the online Art History class potentially provides a safe 

and supportive space within which Margaret is able to negotiate a sense of place within 

the history of the Civil War, despite the loss of place and history in her personal life.  

Likewise, as self-described loner, Margaret is also able to contain anxieties about being 

with others within the safe and respectful environment of her online Class Connects.  In 
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this way, she assumed a depressive position, wherein good and bad thoughts about her 

differences from the local culture, the loss of place in her personal life, or her identity as 

a social being could be contained within the Art History curriculum or the culture of the 

online Class Connect. 

Margaret’s overall Engagement within the online learning context suggests 

similar movements between paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions with regards to 

her experiences of learning online.  For instance, Margaret’s overwhelmingly good online 

experiences can be read in terms of her projection of good feelings of intimacy, curricular 

challenge, freedom or flexibility, etc. onto the online learning environment while splitting 

off bad feelings related to the same things towards her former high school life.  For 

instance, good experiences were routinely located in Margaret’s ability to build feelings 

of intimacy with teachers and other online students without risking her own emotional 

vulnerability.  This can be read against her bad experiences with “bad” teachers and 

“disrespectful” students at her former high school (Margaret, Transcript 1, 215-216).  

Likewise, good experiences were associated with better curricular challenge, increases in 

testing, and more work within the online learning context.  In contrast, bad experiences 

are located in the lack of a sense of challenge and rigor she felt at her prior high school.  

This form of splitting allowed Margaret to idealize her online learning experiences 

despite its occasional failures.  Specifically, she frequently recoded bad experiences 

within the online learning context in terms of how she was all the better for it—i.e., she 

was made to feel more independent, more responsible, and significantly more socially 

included through these challenges within the online environment.  In this way, Margaret’s 

experiences while learning online demonstrate a paranoid-schizoid self-positioning in 
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response to the loss of place and community at her former public high school.  

Simultaneously, however, as discussed earlier, Margaret also coped with these losses by 

negotiating a sense of place within the friendly and supportive online environment.  Thus, 

by moving between paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions, Margaret was able to 

engage in positive forms of self-construction within the online learning environment.  

Exploring participants’ engagement as experiences of subjective meaning-making 

constituted in and through the immediate conditions of a specific learning experience 

and, as well, contextually embedded within broader negotiations of their online learning 

context makes way for an argument against decontextualizing experiences of 

engagement.  Further, following the trail of their emotional life within these experiences 

illustrates the way in which unconscious meanings influence conscious associations to 

these experiences of engagement.  Significantly, this unseats notions of engagement as 

rational, observable, and measurable and disturbs associations to linear, causal, and/or 

hierarchical relationships between different aspects of the experience.  Essentialized 

accounts of engagement portray learning as instrumental, disembodied, and 

decontextualized.  Further, such accounts disavow knowledge of our discursive 

situatedness and the work of the unconscious in learning, thus threatening education’s 

capacity to teach us to be human.  In contrast, the above sections demonstrate that for 

Kate, Holden, and Margaret experiences of engagement while learning online reflect the 

deeply embodied, emotional, and discursive ways in which these participants made 

meaning of their experience.  Importantly, each participant locates experiences of 

engagement within negotiations of difference encountered in their online learning 

context.  A similar grappling of difference can also be seen in other experiences—
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whether, enjoyable or difficult—while learning online.  What makes these participants’ 

experiences of engagement unique is the potential for these experiences to offer 

participants the opportunity to work through the differences that they encounter in 

ambivalent ways—ways in which they are able to contain good and bad thoughts about 

what is different from them in order to creatively address their place in the world.  

Implications for Teacher Education and Curriculum Theory 

The research provides a complicated view of high school students’ experiences of 

engagement within online learning contexts with the hope that this disrupts dominant and 

hegemonic narratives of engagement.  Further, this study also provides a more complex 

understanding of the discursive and subjective ways in which high school students 

experience engagement in online learning contexts.  As such, this study has several 

implications for teachers, students, teacher educators, curriculum theorists, the 

educational technology community, and the educational community in general.   

The importance of the study of engagement within educational research is not in 

question.  In the literature review for this study, I demonstrate its importance within the 

realm of online learning and within the educational field in general.  Further, despite its 

origins within behaviorist and process-product epistemologies of teaching 

(Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005), “engagement of a serious kind is central to any 

form of teaching and learning that counts as educational” (Sheppard, 2011, p. 111).  We 

sense rather than know this because efforts to conceptualize, objectify, measure, or 

explore this experience have so far demonstrated how elusive it is as a construct (cf., 

Sheppard, 2011; Zyngier, 2008).  Nevertheless, the pursuit to understand this 

phenomenon and its implications for teaching and learning are ongoing.  Further, current 
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conceptualizations of engagement within educational discourse can be critiqued as 

problematic, for the sole fact that it is often deployed as a means to individualize, 

decontextualize, and pathologize students’ processes of learning and teachers’ processes 

of teaching (Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005).  Specifically, engagement has been tied 

to students’ academic success and notions of quality teaching, while allowing social and 

political issues within the learning context to fade into the background (cf., 

Fenstermacher & Richardson, 2005; McMahon & Portelli, 2004; Zyngier, 2008).   

Thus, the most significant implication of this study is a conceptualization and 

demonstration of engagement as complicated subjective experience.  This research 

concludes that high school students’ experiences of engagement are constituted through 

both conscious and unconscious intersubjective meaning-making processes that allow 

them to forge connections with self and other within their online learning contexts.  

Because engagement is an embodied, emotional process of meaning-making and “the 

unconscious is exactly what distinguishes subjectivity from individuality,” such a 

conceptualization disrupts rational interpretations of engagement as individualized, 

autonomous, and decontextualized experience that can be measured, categorized, or 

controlled (Taubman, 2012, p. 21).  Further, if engagement is structured through 

subjective processes that include phantasies of love and hate, —the basis for Klein’s 

theories on the depressive and paranoid-schizoid positions—then it destabilizes the 

notion that ensuring the presence of engagement or its provision through quality teaching 

guarantees learning and academic success.  Thus, engagement as so conceived allows for 

the disruption of linear, causal relationships between quality teaching, educational 

engagement, and students’ academic success.   
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Another implication concerns itself with the polarization between substantive and 

procedural conceptualizations of engagement, which, admittedly, I use to organize the 

literature on engagement.  This dichotomization of engagement into component parts 

demonstrate how a “shift in the field of education” has allowed substantive notions of 

engagement to be reduced over time to procedural notions that evacuate the question of 

“What is worthwhile to know?” in the educational quest to understand the world 

(Sheppard, 2011, p. 115, 120).  The shift that Sheppard (2011) refers to is similar to what 

Pinar’s (2006) grapples with in his seminal essay “The Problem With Curriculum and 

Pedagogy,” which is framed as a critique of the historical transformation of the notion of 

study—explored in the theoretical framework for this research—into learning and, 

thereby, its enforced dependence on teaching and assessment of knowledge over and 

above sustaining the intellectual freedom to engage in study.  Where, pedagogy and 

learning connect instruction with the production of externalized knowledge, Pinar 

suggests that a return to curriculum and study can politicize and contextualize academic 

knowledge in society and subjectivity locating “transformation” in the curriculum of the 

classroom rather than as the teacher’s sole responsibility (p. 116).  In this way, a 

substantive approach to engagement—and a return to questions of what is worthwhile to 

know—might refocus our educational efforts towards education’s capacity to teach us to 

be human.   

Sheppard (2011) suggests educators understand that both views—the substantive 

and the procedural—of educational engagement are necessary (p. 119).  Following from 

Pinar (2012) and Peters and Burbules (2004), this study advocates perhaps a softening in 

the pursuit for procedural aspects of engagement—“How is what is worthwhile best 
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achieved?” (Sheppard, 2011, p. 115)—and a deeper exploration of its substantive aspects.  

In the online learning context, knowledge is not neutral.  As demonstrated in this 

research, knowledge “becomes exteriorized with respect to the knower; the status of the 

teacher and learner relation is transformed into a commodity relations of ‘supplier’ and 

consumer’” (Peters & Burbules, 2004, p. 49).  A return to substantive notions of 

engagement that consider the procedural questions as part of what is substantive follows 

Pinar’s (2006) call to return curriculum to the knower—or more specifically, his call to 

return questions of worthwhile knowledge to subjective and social experience and, as 

such, re-politicize educational experience as situated in lives and bodies attached to 

complex histories and meanings.   

However, for educators, students, or academics interested in this study, the 

question of how we might reimagine the student-teacher relationship within the online 

learning context considering a substantive approach to engagement remains.  In this 

study, engagement is conceived as the educational (and libidinal) pursuit to understand 

our connection or relationship to being in and with the world in such a way that one 

might become.  The participants in this study demonstrate how the experience of 

engagement could potentially offer such opportunities for them to explore and engage in 

processes of subjective reconstruction while engaged with learning online.  Perhaps one 

way to reimagine the teaching and learning dynamic for the online context might be 

through McMahon and Portelli’s (2004) notion of a “curriculum of life,” wherein one 

employs Freirean notions of a critical-democratic perspective to enact a teaching/learning 

dynamic that can be read as both political—guided by principles of social justice, equity 

and inclusion in order to engender critical personal and social transformation—and 
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textual—“constantly read, interpreted, written, and rewritten,” therefore, deconstructing 

and reconstructing the temporal and spatial boundaries of classroom, school, and 

community (p. 71-72).  In this way, engagement within the online context as well as 

democratic and subjective transformation can be inspired through a shared purpose of 

“democratic reconstruction” via the interactions of students and teachers within the 

shared space of the online environment (p. 70).  

Another potential reimagining might be through Donald Winnicott’s theories of a 

“good enough learning space,” which as I have theorized in this study comes into play in 

Holden’s and Margaret’s experiences of the online learning context (as cited in 

Ellsworth, 2005, p. 32).  A good enough learning space offers the potential for students to 

actively engage with difficult encounters in learning because it acts like a “third zone,” or 

“the space of the relationship between me and not me” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 32).  

Ellsworth (2005) suggests that this transitional space, a space of play, creativity, and 

imagination, is a holding environment that makes way for a responsive engagement with 

“what is different from us” (p. 32).  Because it is intersubjective and takes shape in 

relation with another who helps create and nurture it, a transitional space can also be a 

‘good-enough learning space’ curated by the teacher in an effort to “support the potential 

for transitional experience” (Ellsworth, 2005, p. 60).   

Ellsworth (2005) provides new ways to think about transitional experiences in the 

online classroom through her work exploring “anomalous” places of learning—or places 

of learning with emergent pedagogical dimensions such as multimedia projections or 

performance art in public spaces (p. 5).  Anomalous objects, events, or environments are 

evocative in their potential to invite “unintentional, involuntary” experiences of the 
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learning self, moving us through “sensations, prelinguistic and presubjective” that can 

bring new meanings to the fore (p. 26).  Because Ellsworth conceives of learning in terms 

of thinking bodies “in transition and in motion towards previously unknown ways of 

thinking and being in the world,” the pedagogy she imagines is concerned with the 

“learning self in the making” and takes shape through the material, embodied, and 

sensational forces that propel thinking bodies towards previously unknown ways of 

thinking (emphasis in original, p. 16, 28).  For Ellsworth, this is pedagogy itself in the 

making, situated in the body in a particular time and place and having to work through 

the productive conflict that emerges in encounters with anomalous and poetic objects, 

events, or environments.  An online educator who sees herself as a pedagogue ‘in the 

making’ may remain curious, open, alive and attentive to the emotional and embodied 

experience of being in the online context.  As such, she might curate ‘good enough’ 

online learning experiences by considering how pedagogy can utilize the objects, events, 

and spaces of the online learning environment in order to invite transitional experiences 

into the lives of their students.  According to Ellsworth, such experience is 

transformational for both student and teacher; however, the teacher’s presence as 

pedagogue is essential in order to provide a flexible yet ‘good enough’ holding 

environment for the students’ experiences of learning in the making.  In this sense, 

Ellsworth forwards a notion of identity in the making, where both teachers and students 

risk being changed by interactions with evocative objects or experiences in the online 

learning environment even as the teacher attempts to hold “without imposition [students’] 

capacities to sense and creatively use [their] own processes of self-complication” (p. 32).   

The role of the teacher is more explicit in McMahon and Portelli’s (2004) 
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conceptualization of engagement, which they note is “a method of empowerment for 

students and teachers alike” (emphasis in original, p. 71).  Following the work of Paulo 

Freire and bell hooks, these authors suggest that “engaged pedagogy” depends on 

teachers who are committed to a process of “self-actualization” if they are to teach in a 

way that empowers their students to challenge normative understandings (p. 71).  Here, 

engaged pedagogy is forwarded as “political activism” and classrooms are “sites of 

resistance,” where students and teachers engage in a critique of power and authoritative 

discourses unconsciously transforming themselves in the process (p. 72).  This sense of 

transformation through discourse resonates, in part, with Ellsworth’s (2005) notion of 

students and teachers in-the-making.  For Ellsworth, however, resistance is situated less 

in the positions and counter-positions that discourse might allow and more in the sense-

making movement of the body occupies as it moves between different positions when 

engaged in transitional encounters.  Rather than being tied dialogically to that which we 

oppose, in this space, we engage in “conceptual groping” for new and imaginative ways 

to be in the world through a sense of both “bodies in the making and knowledge in the 

making” (p. 119).  As such, Ellsworth’s pedagogy of engagement allows her to move 

beyond notions of a critical-democratic pedagogy towards a pedagogy of space—a space 

of transition, potentiality, or simply a ‘good enough’ learning space—where students and 

teachers might together augment the ways in which we signify the world.  

A third way to reimagine pedagogy in order to make way for opportunities for 

engagement might be through Pinar’s (2012) notion of “currere” or curriculum as 

“complicated conversation” (p. 29).  Unlike McMahon and Portelli’s (2004) “curriculum 

of life” (p. 71), currere is conceived of as a “subjective and social” interrogation of 
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curriculum that invokes an “autobiographical—that is, self-situated—study of 

educational experience” (p. 45).  If engagement is a subjective process of identity 

formation, currere offers a biographically situated, embodied, historicized, and temporal 

form of cultural criticism that might facilitate teachers’ understanding of self in the world 

in order that they might live in ethical relation with it.  In the online learning context, 

where subjectivity is decentered and online teachers and students can feel dislocated, 

disembodied, and decontextualized, such an engagement may evoke a form of spatio-

temporal situatedness and a returned sense of the materiality of the body.  As Peters and 

Besley (2007) suggest, “geographies of resistance are geographies of the body that are 

intimately tied to the politics of space, to locality and to identity and identity politics” (p. 

84).  In essence, currere may have the potential to facilitate substantive forms of 

engagement through embodied negotiations of curriculum situated—even online—in 

society and subjectivity. 

However, currere is not recommended as pedagogical method due to “dangers of 

exhibitionism and exposure”; rather, for Pinar, it is a sensibility that educators might 

adopt in their approach and commitment to their own and their students’ “ongoing self-

formation through academic study” (p. 45).  Pinar’s warning about exhibitionism and 

exposure in an important one, as Foucault (1995) too suggests how autobiographical 

reflection can be used to reinforce power relations through technologies of the 

confession.  Currere is not confession; rather, it should be conceived of as a complicated 

conversation between those engaged in the work of understanding their situatedness in 

lives and bodies attached to complex histories and meanings within the socio-cultural, 

political, and economic conditions of their online learning context.  In this fashion, 
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through the location of subjects within online space and place as they engage in self-

conscious labor to understand temporal educational experiences, “the [online] classroom 

becomes, simultaneously, a civic square and a room of one’s own” (p. 47).   

Recommendations for Future Research 

In this small qualitative study, I undertook an exploration of high school students’ 

experiences of engagement within the online learning context in order to contribute to a 

broader research agenda that attends to the sociological examination of issues of power 

and politics in the growing network between schools and digital technology (cf., Picciano 

& Spring, 2013; Selwyn, 2011).  Several areas for future inquiry arise out of this effort 

and present opportunities to expand our understanding of this new area for sociological 

inquiry.  

1. How do other online students and teachers experience and understand the 

online learning context, taking into account factors such as age or stage of 

development, race or ethnicity, geographic location or culture, gender, and 

sexuality?  Specifically, how do online students and teachers experience and 

understand issues of communication, their own intellectual labor, and 

curriculum within their online learning environments?  

2. How do online students experience engagement in offline contexts?  How 

does this compare to experiences of engagement within the online spaces?  

How does this compare to experiences of engagement within online learning 

environments? 

3. How do online students experience the home as curricular space? 

4. How do online students and teachers experience the isolation or solitude of 
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learning/teaching within the online learning context?  

5. How do we (students and teachers) experience and understand our online 

interactions and communications? Do these understandings give rise to 

alternative interpretations of our everyday learning/teaching interactions and 

communications? 

6. How do educators address issues of difference that have the potential to 

surface within interactions in online learning contexts, specifically, those that 

lead to online bullying, misogyny, homophobia, or racism online?  

Conclusion 

I connected it back to my own life and it was very interesting. (Kate, Transcript 1, 

line 366) 

I feel like I’m pretty alive when I’m playing basketball. (Holden, Transcript 1, 

line 551) 

I just really, really like having the connection . . . But when it happens, I kinda 

know when it’s happening.  It just feels really, really good.  (Margaret, Transcript 

1, lines). 

Describing their experiences of engagement to me, each participant in this study 

drew upon the fundamental experience of being in the world and the capacity of these 

experiences to awaken recognition of the human condition.  As explored in this study, 

Kate, Holden, and Margaret’s experiences of engagement within their online learning 

contexts also facilitate similar subjective processes of understanding.  However, these 

experiences also play out within the relations of power that circulated within the online 

learning context and, as such, worked to constrain or limit students’ engagement in 
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specific ways.  Thus, this study problematizes dominant theories of engagement by 

developing complicated and multiple understandings of students’ experiences of 

engagement as discursively situated within conscious and unconscious processes of 

subjective formation.  It is my hope that this research contributes to a complicated 

understanding of engagement so as to underscore the importance of protecting those sites 

of learning that might facilitate substantive forms of engagement within online learning 

contexts.  Further, more research is required in order to understand how online students 

can mobilize their engagement within their online learning contexts so as to resist the 

deadening onslaught of instrumental rationality and disciplinary structures that instead 

lead to a disenchantment and alienation from the world.   
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Coda 

You cannot know anything . . . without knowing something about yourself, even 

if what you know about yourself is the extent to which you are ignorant of 

yourself.  (Frosh, 2016, p. 470) 

Conducting this research within a psychosocial framework, I must also confront 

the fact that, even as I make a claim to know something about the participants in this 

study, like the participants, I am a “defended subject” (Holloway & Jefferson, 2013, p. 

17).  Therefore, this narrative inquiry must also be seen as a product of the unconscious, 

intersubjective dynamics that had their grip on me during the research process.  In other 

words, I too defend against feelings of anxiety, and I am, as well, “subject to projections 

and introjections of ideas and feelings coming from the other person,” whether it be 

during the specific time and space of the interview or during the writing process when I 

am in implicit conference with my participant or the anticipated reader/audience for the 

dissertation (Holloway & Jefferson, p. 42).  In this way, unconscious dynamics of 

countertransference also work themselves into the writing during analyses and 

interpretation of the data.   

In a section on intersubjectivity and reflexivity during the research process that I 

included in Chapter 3, I briefly described the work that I undertook in order to map 

feelings of transference and countertransference that occurred during my encounters with 

the participants or the data that their interviews produced.  The process of integrating 

reflexivity into my analysis was helpful in surfacing some of the ways in which 

unconscious projections prompted either the participants or myself to take up particular 

positions during the interview.  Further, this process also helped in guarding against over-
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interpretation.  However, as I come to end of this project, it is important for me to reflect 

on my own unconscious investments while conducting this research.  Specifically, I 

would like to highlight a few instances when countertransference interfered with and/or 

influenced the choices I made during analysis and interpretation so as to demonstrate how 

the findings of this study must also be seen as evolving out of this intersubjective 

dynamic.  This writing cannot list all of the occasions of countertransference that were 

revealed to me through analysis, memoing, and/or in discussion with colleagues.  

However, I will describe two instances that can shed light on my process of locating and 

understanding these unconscious dynamics and how I attempted to deal with them during 

interpretation and writing.   

One such occasion had to do with Kate’s feelings about being an online student 

with ADHD, which I neglected to follow-up on during our second interview, even as 

awareness of the fact that it was an important facet of her experience routinely surfaced 

during both interviews.  On each occasion that she—either directly or obliquely—brought 

up circumstances when symptoms of ADHD seemed to affect her learning online, I either 

found myself focusing on some other element of what she was saying or promptly forgot 

mid-query what I wanted to ask her about.  Here, after a careful review of my own 

unconscious investments, I felt that I might have been responding to a sense of her 

vulnerability about her learning disability.  This association was one I made from 

observing the very careful way in which she first told me about having ADHD and the 

way her voice sometimes shook while describing certain difficulties she had had while 

learning online.  Having been a special education teacher in the past, I felt very protective 

of Kate and internalized, in part, what I felt was her distress at having ADHD.  My 
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anxiety also seemed related to a sense of wariness about making Kate feel stigmatized by 

having to talk about something that felt like a difficult topic.  In my examination of the 

data, I became crucially aware of the fact that Kate did indeed want to talk about her 

learning disability.  Regardless of my unconscious avoidance of the topic, during both 

interviews, Kate nevertheless did describe about her concerns with being an online 

student with ADHD.  As such, in this case, despite the effects of my countertransference, 

I was still able to explore Kate’s feelings about being an online student with ADHD.  

Another instance of countertransference occurred while writing the first draft of 

Holden’s case study, as I focused my initial analysis and interpretation on what I felt was 

a key aspect of his experience as an online student: his performance.  During analysis, it 

seemed to me that Holden’s narratives about learning Chinese online were strongly 

constructed around negotiations of performance, whether in terms of speaking perfectly 

to his peers and teacher, achieving good grades, or reaching his ultimate objective—the 

ability to speak Chinese fluently in a future business career.  At the time, I read this 

repeated return to themes of performance as a function of discourse within his narratives 

and, as such, used theory—in particular, theories of performativity—in my writing in a 

way that excised Holden’s sense of agency while dealing with his difficult learning 

context.  After writing this initial draft, I developed some unease about my treatment of 

Holden’s narrative, especially in terms of whether it lacked empathy and compassion.  

Subsequent feedback from my chair and colleagues on this draft helped confirm my 

suspicions.  Further, an examination of memos in my reflexivity journal surfaced 

potential countertransference in my reading of Holden’s narrative.  For example, as 

mentioned earlier, my interviews with Holden were a little staccato, requiring more 
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interjections from me in order to encourage storytelling.  He seemed disengaged, 

frequently yawning or fidgeting, during each interview.  During my analysis of Holden’s 

narratives, his seeming disengagement during the interviews was very much on my mind 

as I also simultaneously began to get a sense of his detachment from learning Chinese 

and learning in general.  At several points in the interview, he either noted that he did not 

really “engage a lot” or that he did not like learning and found it “boring” (Transcript 1, 

line 548; Transcript 2, line 198).  As stated earlier in his case study, he also suggested 

that he found the Chinese language challenging and “unfun” (Transcript 1, line 298).  At 

the time, this suggested to me not just Holden’s frustration with learning Chinese online, 

but also a seeming alienation from learning or life in general.  Coupled with his focus on 

performance, his narratives began to read to me as if they were entrenched in and 

beholden to institutional discourses of performance, rather than a means to negotiate an 

understanding of his experience and agency within a difficult learning context.  The 

feedback I received prompted me to return to analysis and take a second look at his 

stories, where to my surprise I realized that there was a connection between occasions of 

restlessness during each interview and the difficulty of the experience he was attempting 

to relate to me at the time—not often finding the right words to do so.  Subsequent 

readings helped me to think differently about what I initially thought of as his 

‘detachment’ or ‘alienation’ and allowed room for a more compassionate understanding 

of Holden’s conscious and unconscious negotiations of a difficult learning context.  

The two examples of countertransference that I have provided above are not the 

only instances of countertransference that occurred during the research process.  As Frosh 

(2016) implies in the quote above, mapping and accounting for unconscious feelings is an 
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interminable process with potentially as much still hidden from view as what may be 

revealed.  In this sense, there is occasion yet to examine the data and find areas of both 

transference and countertransference that continue to affect my reading and interpretation 

of the participants’ narratives.  This is not to say that the case studies I have produced 

here are not representative accounts of the participants’ experiences.  As Holloway and 

Jefferson (2013) suggest, “this telling is a product of a unique moment and relationship [. 

. .] it bears a relationship to actual events which, using the principles of defended subjects 

and their variable relationships to reality, can be deciphered” (p. 140).  My hope is that 

what I offer here are convincing accounts of each participant’s engagement with/in their 

online learning contexts; accounts that are rooted in a methodological commitment to 

stay close to each voice and meaning-frame and, while not claiming to be the only 

reading, can offer one among many plausible interpretations of each participant’s lived 

experience.   
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Appendix B. Timeframe for the Implementation of Research Activities 

 

 Research activity Timeframe 

1 Sampling procedures, selection, and 
recruitment to study 

October – December, 2014 

2 First Interview (60 min) / Schedule 
follow-up for the next week 

First week of December, 2014 for 
Kate and Holden 
Last week of January, 2015 for 
Margaret 

3 Preliminary symptomatic reading of 
first interview to generate questions 
for the follow-up interview 

Second week of December, 2014 
for Kate and Holden 
First week of February, 2015 for 
Margaret 

4 Follow-up interview (45 min) Second / Third week of December, 
2014 for Kate and Holden  
Second week of February for 
Margaret 

5 Transcription  Ongoing through December, 2014 
– March, 2015 

6 Re-transcription and preliminary 
critical narrative analysis 

March – April, 2015 

7 On-going recursive critical narrative 
analysis procedures 

April, 2015 – September, 2016 

7 Writing up pro forma accounts of 
participant narratives 

April, 2015 for Kate 
December, 2016 for Holden 
July 2016, for Margaret 

8 Writing and developing cases into 
individual chapters 
 

April, 2015 – September, 2016 

9 Writing the concluding chapter that 
discusses how cases cohere or diverge 
in terms of the theoretical framework 

April, 2015 – September, 2016 
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Appendix C. Email Recruitment Letter  

Problematizing High School Students’ Engagement in Online Learning Contexts: A 
Feminist Poststructuralist and Psychoanalytic Narrative Inquiry  

IRB #000000 
Principal Investigator: Brian Casemore, Ph.D., 202-994-2011 

Primary Contact: Marilyn Hillarious, 202-758-8853 

 

 
<insert date> 

Dear <participant>, 
 
You are invited to take part in a qualitative research study titled “Problematizing High 
School Students’ Engagement in Online Learning Contexts: A Feminist Poststructuralist 
and Psychoanalytic Narrative Inquiry.” The purpose of this research study is to explore 
and understand high school students’ experiences of engagement in online learning 
contexts. 
 
The study will involve two interviews of 60 minutes and 45 minutes duration, 
respectively, to be completed in September or October 2014. Attached is the informed 
consent form for the study. Please read the attached informed consent form carefully. If 
you are interested in participating in this study, please reply via email or contact me by 
phone by <add date>. 
 
Participation is voluntary and anonymous. Even if you decide to participate, you can quit 
at any time. Your participation will not affect your academic standing in any way at your 
school. Further, all information you provide will be considered confidential. You will be 
identified only by the pseudonym that you chose at the beginning of the research study. 
 
If after receiving this e-mail, you have any questions or concerns about this study, or 
would like additional information to assist you in reaching a decision about participation, 
please contact me by telephoning 202-758-8853 during the workday, or emailing 
marilyn@gwmail.gwu.edu. If you have questions about the informed consent process or 
any other rights as a research subject, please contact the GWU Office of Human Research 
at 202.994.2715. 
 
Thank you in advance for your assistance in this project. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Marilyn Hillarious 
Doctoral Student 
 
The Graduate School of Education and Human Development 
The George Washington University 
2134 G Street, N.W. 
Washington D.C. 20052  
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Appendix D. Direct Recruitment  

Problematizing High School Students’ Engagement in Online Learning Contexts: A 
Feminist Poststructuralist and Psychoanalytic Narrative Inquiry  

IRB #000000 
Principal Investigator: Brian Casemore, Ph.D., 202-994-2011 

Primary Contact: Marilyn Hillarious, 202-758-8853 
 
Hello, my name is Marilyn Hillarious. I am doctoral student at the George Washington 
University conducting a study titled “Problematizing High School Students’ Engagement 
in Online Learning Contexts: A Feminist Poststructuralist and Psychoanalytic Narrative 
Inquiry.” The purpose of this research study is to explore and understand high school 
students’ experiences of engagement in online learning contexts.  
 
I would like to invite you to participate in this study. Participation is voluntary and 
anonymous. If you choose to participate, you can quit at anytime. You do not have to 
participate. Whether or not you participate in the study will have no impact on your 
academic status at this school. All data collected will be held in strict confidence and 
several measures will be employed to protect your identity.   
 
The study will involve two interviews of 60 minutes and 45 minutes duration, 
respectively, to be completed in September or October 2014. I will pass out informed 
consent forms that provide detailed information about the study, its purpose, and time 
commitment if you choose to participate.  
 
After you take a few moments to review the informed consent forms, I will be happy to 
answer any questions you might have regarding the study or any other concerns you 
have. If you have questions about the informed consent process or any other rights as a 
research subject, please contact the GWU Office of Human Research at 202-994-2715. If 
you wish to volunteer for these interviews, please complete an informed consent form 
and turn it in to me today, either via email (scan as a PDF and email to me), or mail (I 
will leave self-addressed envelopes with postage).  
 
Thank you so much for volunteering to participate in this study.  
Sincerely, 
Marilyn Hillarious 
Doctoral Student 
202-758-8853 
marilyn@gwmail.gwu.edu  
 
The Graduate School of Education and Human Development 
The George Washington University 
2134 G Street, N.W. 
Washington D.C. 20052 
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Appendix E. Individual Participant Interview Protocol 

 
The purpose of the conversation is to develop an understanding of how participants 
experience engagement in online learning contexts. The questions here are intended to 
serve as free associative narrative prompts from which follow-up and clarifying questions 
may emerge depending on the responses that the participants provide during the 
conversation. It is not the intention of this protocol to ask leading questions. Rather it is 
to ask questions that elicit the participants’ accounts of experiences of engagement within 
online learning contexts.  
 

Research Question:  

 

How do high school students’ experience online learning? What do these experiences 

reveal about their engagement in the online learning context?  
 

Interview Questions 

 
Thank you for participating in this conversation with me. This interview is part of a 
research project I am engaged in looking into high school students’ experiences of 
engagement in online learning contexts. I’ll be asking you some questions about your 
experiences learning online. I want to assure you that I will make sure that your identity 
is protected by using the pseudonym that you chose. I will also not tell anyone that you 
have participated in this study. I am recording our conversation so that I can keep an 
accurate record of what we talked about, but no one else will have access to this 
recording but me. As we go through our conversation, we can skip over questions and 
return to them later if you want to. Remember that you are also free to refuse to answer 
any question that you don’t want to answer, and we can stop the interview at any time if 
you want to. You are also free to stop participating in the study at any time. Do you have 
any questions before we begin? 
 
1. Background 

a) Can you tell me a little about yourself? 
b) Can you talk about your general experiences of being online? 
c) Can you tell me about your life as a high school online student?  
d) Can you tell me about your decision to take a class online?  
e) How many times have you taken an online class? 
f) What kinds of classes have you taken online? 

 
2. Understanding Experiences of Engagement 

g) Can you tell me about your earliest experiences learning online in the K-12 
context?  

h) Can you tell me about your more recent experiences learning online in the K-12 
context?  

i) Can you tell me about good experiences you have had in your online classes?  
j) Can you tell me about difficult experiences you have had in your online classes?  
k) Can you think of instances when you have felt engaged with something you've 
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read, seen, heard, or experienced? Can you describe them? 
l) Can you tell me about what it means to you to be engaged in something? 
m) Can you tell me about experiences of engagement that you have had while taking 

an online class? 
n) Can you tell me about what effect online learning has had on your life since you 

started taking online classes?  
o) Can you tell me about your expectations in an online class? 
p) Can you tell me about what you wish your learning experiences online would be 

like? 
 

3. Concluding Questions 
q) Do you have anything you would like to add? 
r) Is there anything I haven’t asked you that you think is important for me to know? 
s) Is there anything you thought about telling me, but didn’t? 
t) Do you have any questions that you would like to ask me? 
u) Can you tell me how this interview experience went for you? 
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Appendix F. A Brief Illustrative Guide to the Poetic Line Breaks Analytic Method 

 
The following is an illustrative guide to the analysis of Kate’s response to one of the 
questions from the Interview Protocol (See Appendix E).  
 
Guide to understanding the breakdown of text according to Emerson and Frosh (2004):  

• Each line represents what might show up like a sentence in writing.  

• Lines can be broken up into different idea units signaling different pitch glides in 
a sentence.  Pitch glides refer to the way the text was actually said. 

• Capitalized words represent the focus in each idea unit depending of the pitch 
glide 

• The forward slash or virgules (/) denote different idea units within the same line. 

• Stanzas characterize a particular point of view or groups of lines with a common 
theme; strophes comprise related stanzas; and, parts denote the story as a whole.  

 

PART 4: CONSTRUCTING A BIOGRAPHICAL ACCOUNT OF ENGAGEMENT  

 

Strophe 24: Co-constructing a narrative about an experience of engagement in a 

social studies class with a guest speaker who is also a Holocaust survivor  

 

Stanza 89: Constructing a question about K’s general experiences of engagement  

 

M: So, can you think of instances when you have FELT ENGAGED / with something 

you’ve READ, SEEN, HEARD, or EXPERIENCED?  

Can you DESCRIBE them?  

 

Stanza 90: K describes having guest speakers in classes as always interesting   

 
K: Ok. um… When GUEST SPEAKERS would come in (M: mmhmm) / and I guess, TALK  

ABOUT whatever topic like, / we were exploring IN THAT UNIT. (M: mmhmm)  

And um… THAT WAS ALWAYS really interesting.  

 

Stanza 91: K clarifies that she is talking about general classes, not online 

 
M: So, this is in the context of an ONLINE CLASS?  

Or is it... (K: Um…) JUST IN GENERAL... any class?  

K: In GENERAL.  

M: Ok.  

K: Yeah (M: Yeah) um…  

 

Stanza 92: Elaborating on guest speaker experience – a Holocaust survivor’s story 

in a Social Studies class is interesting, scary and informative 

 
M: So, can you describe WHAT HAPPENED? 

Wha... what… what THAT EXPERIENCE WAS LIKE when a guest speaker came to 

speak?  
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K: SURE. um… I think this was for uh... some Social Studies class  

I don’t remember which one (M: mmhmm) um... SPECIFICALLY 

BUT um…it was A HOLOCAUST SURVIVOR (M: mmhmm) / and that was very 

INTERESTING 

and kind of SCARY TOO to hear about… um... the horrific things that he experienced (M: 

mmhmm)  

And he’d written a BOOK as well (M: mmhmm) um… / that WE were READING... um...  

So, THAT WAS really informative and…  

 

Strophe 25: Meaning of the experience: Reassessing family history 

 

Stanza 93: Co-constructed meaning of the event: “reassess… family history”  

 
M: Um... What did it mean to you to LISTEN TO THAT story / in that MOMENT?  

K: mmm… (6s) It kind of um... made me like… REASSESS / my whole family HISTORY / 

AGAIN.  

 

Stanza 94: Elaborating on the narrative frame – feelings about the knowledge of 

family present during the Holocaust 

 
K: I mean, my relatives weren’t um… NAZIS (M: mmhmm) or anything,  

but they were TEENAGERS AT THE TIME (M: mmhmm)  

and they DID HAVE TO DO programs / and certain, you know, things that HITLER um…  

ORDERED German citizens to do. (M: mmhmm)  

SO, it... you know, there’s… there’s some <bit> amount of um… GUILT and FEELING...  

you know, KNOWING / that MY FAMILY (M: mmhmm) lived through THAT / and... was  

PRESENT for it and… <intake of breath> um…  

 

Stanza 95: To risk their lives or not (given their youth), she doesn’t know 

 
K: A lot of people DID RISK THEIR LIVES / to SPEAK UP against Hitler,  

but THEY WERE… like 15 and 16 (M: mmhmm)  

So, THEY DIDN’T <laughs>  

you know, I don’t KNOW… 

 

Stanza 96: Some people think they should have said/done something  

 

K: Some people GET ANGRY if you kind of ... tell them this...  

and they THINK / THEY SHOULD HAVE SAID SOMETHING  

or they should have DONE something,  

 

Stanza 97: Interpretive frame – “Didn’t want to say anything” given the context 

 

K: BUT IF you were THAT YOUNG / and uh… in a FACIST regime like / and your family 

was in DANGER of being thrown into jail or killed  

then... (M: mmhmm) you DIDN’T WANT TO SAY ANYTHING (M: yeah, yeah).  
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Stanza 98: Narrative closure – “Connected it back to my own life”  

 
K: So, I CONNECTED IT BACK TO my own life (M: mmhmm) and it was very 

interesting.   
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Appendix G. Informed Consent Agreement 

Problematizing High School Students’ Engagement in Online Learning Contexts: A 
Feminist Poststructuralist and Psychoanalytic Narrative Inquiry  

IRB #000000 
Principal Investigator: Brian Casemore, Ph.D., 202-994-2011 

Primary Contact: Marilyn Hillarious, 202-758-8853 
 

INTRODUCTION 
You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Brian Casemore, 
Ph.D., Department of Curriculum and Pedagogy, Graduate School of Education and 
Human Development, The George Washington University. 
 
You are being asked if you want to take part in this study because you are an 18 year old 
high school online student. Please read this form and ask me any questions that will help 
you decide if you want to be in the study. Taking part is completely voluntary, and even 
if you decide you want to participate, you can quit at any time. You must be an 
experienced high school online student having taken at least 2 or more semesters of 
online coursework. You must also be currently enrolled in an online class for high school 
coursework. Finally, you must be 18 years old to take part in this study, and you must 
present some form of legal identification to verify your age such as a driver’s license, 
military identification card, passport, or birth certificate. Your academic standing will not 
be affected in any way should you choose not to take part or to withdraw at any time. 

PURPOSE 
The purpose of this research study is to explore and understand high school students’ 
experiences of engagement in online learning contexts. 
 
PROCEDURES 
The total amount of time you will spend in this study is approximately two to three hours 
over the course of two to three weeks. If you choose to take part in this study you will: 
 

1. Participate in a one-on-one interview with the researcher (60 minutes) during 
which time you will be asked to describe yourself, your history as an online 
learning student, important learning experiences and memories of yourself as an 
online high school student, experiences of engagement you have had both online 
and offline, and your expectations for learning online. 
2. Participate in a follow-up interview with the researcher (45 minutes) during 
which you will elaborate on key areas identified from the first interview.  

 
RISKS & CONFIDENTIALITY 
The study has the following risks: 
You may feel some emotional stress/discomfort answering the interview questions. You 
are free to skip any questions or stop the interviews at any point. There is a small chance 
that someone not on our research team could find out that you took part in the study or 
somehow connect your name with the information we collect about you, however the 
following steps are being taken to reduce this risk:  
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a) You will never be referred to using your real name. You will only be referred to 

using a pseudonym that you choose. Your pseudonym and any identifying 
information will be stored in a locked drawer. As soon as all the data have been 
transcribed and coded, this information will be destroyed.  

b) Interview transcripts will be stored electronically on a password- protected 
computer and will be accessible only to the research team. A printed copy of each 
transcript used for analysis will be stored in a locked drawer accessible only to the 
research team.  

c) Text from your interviews may be published in the researcher’s dissertation and 
may be used for future print publication in scholarly articles or academic 
presentations. However, I will ensure that any references to these portions of your 
interview can be identified only by the pseudonym you choose.  

d) The records of this study will be kept private. In any published articles or 
presentations, we will not include any information that will make it possible to 
identify you as a participant. You will be identified only by the pseudonym that 
you chose at the beginning of the research study. Your records for the study may 
be reviewed by departments of George Washington University responsible for 
overseeing research safety and compliance.  

 
BENEFITS 
Taking part in this research will not help you directly, however I intend that this research 
benefit society by enabling a richer, more complicated understanding of how high school 
online students experience engagement in online learning contexts. 
 
COMPENSATION 
You will receive a $25 gift card for taking part in this study to compensate you for your 
time and effort. 
 
QUESTIONS 
Talk to the research team if you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think you have 
been harmed. You can contact the Principal Investigator listed on the front of this form at 
202-994-2011. For questions regarding your rights as a participant in human research, 
call the GWU Office of Human Research at 202-994-2715. 
 
DOCUMENTATION OF CONSENT 
If you agree to take part in this study, please sign below. After you sign this consent 
form, the research team will provide you with a copy. Please keep it in case you want to 
read it again or call someone about the study. 
 
 
______________________________ ____________________ _____________________ 
 
Participant Name                                 Signature                          Date 

 

DO NOT SIGN AFTER EXPIRATION DATE OF:   
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Appendix H. Informed Assent Agreement 

Problematizing High School Students’ Engagement in Online Learning Contexts: A 
Feminist Poststructuralist and Psychoanalytic Narrative Inquiry  

IRB #000000 
Principal Investigator: Brian Casemore, Ph.D., 202-994-2011 

Primary Contact: Marilyn Hillarious, 202-758-8853 
 

INTRODUCTION 
You are invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Brian Casemore, 
Ph.D., Department of Curriculum and Pedagogy, Graduate School of Education and 
Human Development, The George Washington University. 
 
You are being asked if you want to take part in this study because you are a high school 
online student. Please read this form and ask me any questions that will help you decide 
if you want to be in the study. Taking part is completely voluntary, and even if you 
decide you want to participate, you can quit at any time. You must be an experienced 
high school online student having taken at least 2 or more semesters of online 
coursework. You must also be currently enrolled in an online class for high school 
coursework. Further, you must present some form of legal identification to verify your 
age such as a driver’s license, military identification card, passport, or birth certificate. 
Your academic standing will not be affected in any way should you choose not to take 
part or to withdraw at any time. 

PURPOSE 
The purpose of this research study is to explore and understand high school students’ 
experiences of engagement in online learning contexts. 
 
PROCEDURES 
The total amount of time you will spend in this study is approximately two to three hours 
over the course of two to three weeks. If you choose to take part in this study you will: 
 

1. Participate in a one-on-one interview with the researcher (60 minutes) during 
which time you will be asked to describe yourself, your history as an online 
learning student, important learning experiences and memories of yourself as an 
online high school student, experiences of engagement you have had both online 
and offline, and your expectations for learning online. 
2. Participate in a follow-up interview with the researcher (45 minutes) during 
which you will elaborate on key areas identified from the first interview.  

 
RISKS & CONFIDENTIALITY 
The study has the following risks: 
You may feel some emotional stress/discomfort answering the interview questions. You 
are free to skip any questions or stop the interviews at any point. There is a small chance 
that someone not on our research team could find out that you took part in the study or 
somehow connect your name with the information we collect about you, however the 
following steps are being taken to reduce this risk:  
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a) You will never be referred to using your real name. You will only be referred to 

using a pseudonym that you choose. Your pseudonym and any identifying 
information will be stored in a locked drawer. As soon as all the data have been 
transcribed and coded, this information will be destroyed.  

b) Interview transcripts will be stored electronically on a password- protected 
computer and will be accessible only to the research team. A printed copy of each 
transcript used for analysis will be stored in a locked drawer accessible only to the 
research team.  

c) Text from your interviews may be published in the researcher’s dissertation and 
may be used for future print publication in scholarly articles or academic 
presentations. However, I will ensure that any references to these portions of your 
interview can be identified only by the pseudonym you choose.  

d) The records of this study will be kept private. In any published articles or 
presentations, we will not include any information that will make it possible to 
identify you as a participant. You will be identified only by the pseudonym that 
you chose at the beginning of the research study. Your records for the study may 
be reviewed by departments of George Washington University responsible for 
overseeing research safety and compliance.  

 
BENEFITS 
Taking part in this research will not help you directly, however I intend that this research 
benefit society by enabling a richer, more complicated understanding of how high school 
online students experience engagement in online learning contexts. 
 
COMPENSATION 
You will receive a $25 gift card for taking part in this study to compensate you for your 
time and effort. 
 
QUESTIONS 
Talk to the research team if you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think you have 
been harmed. You can contact the Principal Investigator listed on the front of this form at 
202-994-2011. For questions regarding your rights as a participant in human research, 
call the GWU Office of Human Research at 202-994-2715. 
 
DOCUMENTATION OF ASSENT 
If you agree to take part in this study, please sign below. After you sign this consent 
form, the research team will provide you with a copy. Please keep it in case you want to 
read it again or call someone about the study. 
 
 
______________________________ ____________________ _____________________ 
 
Participant Name                                 Signature                          Date 

 

DO NOT SIGN AFTER EXPIRATION DATE OF:   
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Appendix I. Informed Parental Consent Agreement 

Problematizing High School Students’ Engagement in Online Learning Contexts: A 
Feminist Poststructuralist and Psychoanalytic Narrative Inquiry  

IRB #000000 
Principal Investigator: Brian Casemore, Ph.D., 202-994-2011 

Primary Contact: Marilyn Hillarious, 202-758-8853 
 

INTRODUCTION 
You’re child is invited to take part in a research study being conducted by Brian 
Casemore, Ph.D., Department of Curriculum and Pedagogy, Graduate School of 
Education and Human Development, The George Washington University. 
 
Your child is being asked if she/he wants to take part in this study because she or he is a 
high school online student. Please read this form and ask me any questions that will help 
you decide if you want your child to be in the study. Taking part is completely voluntary, 
and even if she or he decides she or he wants to participate, she or he can quit at any time. 
In order to participate in this study, your child must be an experienced high school online 
student having taken at least 2 or more semesters of online coursework. She or he must 
also be currently enrolled in an online class for high school coursework. Further, she or 
he must present some form of legal identification to verify your age such as a driver’s 
license, military identification card, passport, or birth certificate. Your academic standing 
will not be affected in any way should you choose not to take part or to withdraw at any 
time. 

PURPOSE 
The purpose of this research study is to explore and understand high school students’ 
experiences of engagement in online learning contexts. 
 
PROCEDURES 
The total amount of time your child will spend in this study is approximately two to three 
hours over the course of two to three weeks. If she or he chooses to take part in this study 
she/he will: 
 

1. Participate in a one-on-one interview with the researcher (60 minutes) during 
which time she or he will be asked to describe her or himself, her or his history as 
an online learning student, important learning experiences and memories of her or 
himself as an online high school student, experiences of engagement she or he has 
had both online and offline, and her or his expectations for learning online. 
2. Participate in a follow-up interview with the researcher (45 minutes) during 
which she or he will elaborate on key areas identified from the first interview.  

 
RISKS & CONFIDENTIALITY 
The study has the following risks: 
Your child may feel some emotional stress/discomfort answering the interview questions. 
She or he is free to skip any questions or stop the interviews at any point. There is a small 
chance that someone not on our research team could find out that she or he took part in 
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the study or somehow connect her or his name with the information we collect about her 
or him, however the following steps are being taken to reduce this risk:  
 

a) Your child will never be referred to using her or his real name. She or he will only 
be referred to using a pseudonym that you choose. Her or his pseudonym and any 
identifying information will be stored in a locked drawer. As soon as all the data 
have been transcribed and coded, this information will be destroyed.  

b) Interview transcripts will be stored electronically on a password- protected 
computer and will be accessible only to the research team. A printed copy of each 
transcript used for analysis will be stored in a locked drawer accessible only to the 
research team.  

c) Text from her or his interviews may be published in the researcher’s dissertation 
and may be used for future print publication in scholarly articles or academic 
presentations. However, I will ensure that any references to these portions of her 
or his interview can be identified only by the pseudonym she or he chooses.  

d) The records of this study will be kept private. In any published articles or 
presentations, we will not include any information that will make it possible to 
identify her or him as a participant. She or he will be identified only by the 
pseudonym that she or he chose at the beginning of the research study. Her or his 
records for the study may be reviewed by departments of George Washington 
University responsible for overseeing research safety and compliance.  

 
BENEFITS 
Taking part in this research will not help your child directly, however I intend that this 
research benefit society by enabling a richer, more complicated understanding of how 
high school online students experience engagement in online learning contexts. 
 
COMPENSATION 
Your child will receive a $25 gift card for taking part in this study to compensate her or 
him for your time and effort. 
 
QUESTIONS 
Talk to the research team if you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think you have 
been harmed. You can contact the Principal Investigator listed on the front of this form at 
202-994-2011. For questions regarding your rights as a participant in human research, 
call the GWU Office of Human Research at 202-994-2715. 
 
DOCUMENTATION OF ASSENT 
If you agree to allow your child to take part in this study, please sign below. After you 
sign this consent form, the research team will provide you with a copy. Please keep it in 
case you want to read it again or call someone about the study. 
 
______________________________ ____________________ _____________________ 
Parental Name                                      Signature                           Date 

 

DO NOT SIGN AFTER EXPIRATION DATE OF:  
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Appendix J. Pro Forma: Participant Case Summary 

 
1. Name:  
2. Location:  
3. Age:  
4. Sex:  
5. Race:  
6. Health:  
7. Schooling (and decision to take online class/enroll in online school):  
8. General interests:  
9. Family (history):  
10. General online experience:  
11. Online classes taken:  
12. No. of years of taking online classes: 
13. Type of online class:  
14. Description of online class environment:  
15. Arc of online learning experiences: 
a. Narratives of online learning context (if any): 
b. Early: 
c. Recent: 
d. Good: 
e. Difficult:  
f. Effect: 
g. Expectations: 
h. Wishes:  
16. General experiences of engagement: 
17. Experiences of engagement in online learning contexts: 
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Appendix K. Summary of Macro Analysis for All Participants 

 

Summary of the Macro Analysis of the First Interview with Kate 
 

Part 1: Biographic narrative  

Strophe 1: Narrative account of Self  
Stanza 1: College freshman on winter break 

Stanza 2: Kate describes her hobbies 

Stanza 3: Hoping to transfer from IS to the best FA program in the country 

Strophe 2: Co-constructing location of Kate’s home and high school  
Stanza 4: M attempts to construct question on location of high school 

Stanza 5: K states location of high school as close to where she lives 

Part 2: Emergence of narrative themes linking online schooling to the online context 

Strophe 3: Co-constructing narrative direction  
Stanza 6: Constructing question on general experiences of being online 

Stanza 7: Mishearing leads K to describe not ‘thrilling’ online learning experience 

Stanza 8: K interprets general experiences to mean “fun online” 

Strophe 4: Re-evaluation of the narrative theme 
Stanza 9: K describes social networking on Facebook, Skype and blogging as things she 

likes doing online 

Stanza 10: K shifts description of “fun online” to “great resource” that must be used 

with knowledge and self-control 

Strophe 5: Elaborating on theme of self-control in terms of focus 
Stanza 11: Following the theme of self-control: from abstraction to example 

Strophe 6: A narrative theme about forgetting teacher surveillance  
Stanza 12: M constructs a question to elicit experience about self-control 

Stanza 13: K forgets that the teacher can see what she is doing on her computer 

Stanza 14: K was Facebook chatting, instead of doing what she was supposed to be doing 

Strophe 7: Co-constructing a description of online class context 
Stanza 15: Co-constructing an understanding of the teacher’s surveillance of students’ 

screens 

Stanza 16: Describing set up of the online classroom 

Stanza 17: Establishing subject of online class 

Stanza 18: Describing set up with other connected classrooms 

Strophe 8: A (gendered?) narrative about teacher presence and underlying injunction to 
behave 
Stanza 19: A boy in another classroom is smart with the teacher 

Stanza 20: He doesn’t feel the pressure because the teacher is over a screen and not 

there in real life 

Stanza 21: Evaluating narrative theme: Entertaining at the expense of the teacher 

Strophe 9: K gets into trouble for forgetting she is being watched 
Stanza 22: M attempts to redirect to earlier story about forgetting teacher surveillance  

Stanza 23: K gets into trouble for forgetting  

Stanza 24: Teacher confronts her and warns her about losing points 

Stanza 25: K feels sheepish and embarrassed 

Stanza 26: M establishes episode is public  
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Strophe 10: A narrative return to online interests such as Tumblr and Facebook chatting  
Stanza 27: M constructs a question inquiring about what K does online 

Stanza 28: K describes online activity on Tumblr as space for introspection and to follow 

obsessions  

Stanza 29: M redirects to question inquiring about K’s online high school student 

experience 

Stanza 30: K seems to mishear and describes Facebook group chat as everyday space for 

gossip and fun  

Stanza 31: M attempts to clarify if above friends were online classmates  

Part 3: A co-constructed narrative of life as an online high school student 

Strophe 11: Negotiating change in narrative direction towards experience as an online 
high school student 
Stanza 32: K changes narrative direction to online classroom experience 

Stanza 33: M gives permission to break from structure 

Strophe 12: Life as a high school online student: a layered description 
Stanza 34: Teacher’s varying presence – an explanation of K’s experience 

Stanza 35: Keeping tabs on students – an explanation of the teacher’s experience 

Stanza 36: Superintendent’s plans – an explanation of the context of the German 

program  

Stanza 37: Mother’s role – an explanation for K’s mom’s anger  

Strophe 13: Establishing background details 
Stanza 38: Mother runs German exchange program 

Stanza 39: K took German language classes online thrice  

Stanza 40: M attempts to return to question about K’s experience in the online learning 

context 

Stanza 41: One teacher for two years; another for the last 

Strophe 14: Frustration and confusion - an elaboration of experience in the online 
German class 
Stanza 42: Narrative return to teacher’s experience highlighting frustration and 

confusion 

Stanza 43: M attempts to elicit story about K’s experience of her teacher 

Stanza 44: On-screen, unavailable teacher buries student assignment in a confusing 

website 

Stanza 45: No communication and high stakes grade environment – an explanation for 

students’ frustration and confusion 

Stanza 46: Teacher’s wish for a regular class set-up – an explanation for K’s perspective 

of her teacher’s frustration  

Strophe 15: Sharing a teacher between schools – a return to earlier theme of contextual 
constraint 
Stanza 47: Return to context of German program – an explanation for the unique 

experience of German class online 

Strophe 16: ADHD and family obligation – factors in the decision to take online German 
Stanza 48: M constructs a question about deciding to take classes online 

Stanza 49: K knew that it was not the best fit because she has ADHD    

Stanza 50: K and her parents have decided that medication will help her pay better 

attention in school 
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Stanza 51: K believes it will not prevent her getting distracted and impatient with online 

learning 

Stanza 52: K took the class because her family wanted her to learn the language 

Strophe 17: A return to narrative description of online learning experience  
Stanza 53: M attempts to ask question about K’s experience and commitments as a high 

school online student 

Stanza 54: K describes her activity while learning online as a mixture of work and 

clowning around while getting to know other students 

Stanza 55: M attempts to ask question about homework assignments for online learning 

Stanza 56: Homework had to be done on home computer 

Stanza 57: M constructs question about K’s time commitments during online learning 

Stanza 58: Time commitments for homework were the same as for other classes 

Strophe 18: Co-constructing a narrative account about anxieties and experience during 
earliest year of online learning  
Stanza 59: Co-constructing narrative direction to earliest experiences of online learning 

Stanza 60: Knowing what to expect because of information packet 

Stanza 61: Co-constructing narrative frame - An elaboration of the feelings that came up 

because of anxieties in taking the class online 

Stanza 62: Evaluating narrative frame: Pretty much what she expected 

Stanza 63: Others’ had a positive experience 

Stanza 64: End of freshman year saw most being done with the online learning 

experience 

Strophe 19: Co-constructing a (gendered?) narrative about online set-up during an early 
online learning experience 
Stanza 65: An early online experience with inappropriate jokes made by boys in a 

gigantic chat room 

Stanza 66: Anonymity in chat room made it hard for teacher to exert control  

Stanza 67: Evaluation of narrative frame – early days’ set-up (choices) were 

questionable 

Stanza 68: M’s attempts to learn more about the story thwarted; K doesn’t remember 

Strophe 20: Co-constructing a narrative about cheating on quizzes during more recent 
online learning experiences 
Stanza 69: M constructs question about recent experiences 

Stanza 70: Reading a German novel about Native Americans called Winnetou 

Stanza 71: Teacher wasn’t there and screen not working – an explanation for cheating  

Stanza 72: K clarifies for M that quiz is supposed to be individual test 

Stanza 73: Glitch with “the teacher” – an explanation for cheating happening multiple 

times that year 

Stanza 74: K clarifies for M that cheating occurred when there was difficulty getting 

through to the teacher who is in the other classroom monitoring the test there 

Strophe 21: Co-constructing a narrative about good experiences where the “screen” 
encourages shared, fun interactions with other students  
Stanza 75: K returns to theme of ‘fun’ – an interpretation of good as the experience of 

communicating with other classes online 

Stanza 76: M attempts a question about what good means in the context described 

Stanza 77: K contrasts “real” (screen) contact with people in other classes with digital 
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chatting 

Stanza 78: K contrasts shared classroom like experience with isolated, individual effort  

Stanza 79: M repeats a question about other good experiences 

Stanza 80: Watching a movie on shared screens with other classes 

Stanza 81: Evaluation of narrative frame - repetition of theme of fun while responding to 

movie with others in her class 

Stanza 82: Elaborating on theme of fun – good is interpreted as cheesy and silly, not to 

do with cultural differences 

Strophe 22: Co-constructing a narrative about difficult experiences where a lecture can 
transform the screen into dull TV lacking in enjoyment 
Stanza 83: M asks question about difficult experiences in online classrooms 

Stanza 84: K uses a metaphor of watching dull TV to describe paying attention to 

teacher’s lecture 

Stanza 85: Evaluative coda – Difficult experience interpreted in terms of lack of 

enjoyment 

Strophe 23: Elaboration of difficult to mean confusion brought on by teacher’s absence 
Stanza 86: K describes other difficult experiences with gaining access to 

assignments/teacher 

Stanza 87: K describes the whole experience as negative, confusing, annoying 

Stanza 88: Evaluative coda – K prefers the teacher in the room 

Part 4: Constructing a biographical account of engagement  

Strophe 24: Co-constructing a narrative about an experience of engagement in a social 
studies class with a guest speaker who is also a Holocaust survivor  
Stanza 89: Co-constructing a question about K’s general experiences of engagement 

whether inside or outside of the online classroom  

Stanza 90: K describes having guest speakers in classes as always interesting   

Stanza 91: K clarifies that she is talking about general classes, not online 

Stanza 92: Elaborating on guest speaker experience – a Holocaust survivor’s story in a 

Social Studies class is interesting, scary and informative 

Strophe 25: Meaning of the experience: Reassessing family history 
Stanza 93: Co-constructed meaning of the event: “reassess… family history”  

Stanza 94: Elaborating on the narrative frame – feelings about the knowledge of family 

present during the Holocaust 

Stanza 95: To risk their lives or not (given their youth), she doesn’t know 

Stanza 96: Some people think they should have said/done something  

Stanza 97: Interpretive frame – “Didn’t want to say anything” given the context 

Stanza 98: Narrative closure – “Connected it back to my own life”  

Stanza 99: M restates the obvious 

Strophe 26: Meeting the guitarist from a band K likes, in real life, is a bizarre enjoyment 
Stanza 100: K meets the guitarist of Florence and the Machine 

Stanza 101: Moment she could barely speak 

Stanza 102: Guitarist not really famous 

Stanza 103: She recognized him and went up to talk to him 

Stanza 104: Co-constructing a narrative of engagement – a real encounter with someone 

she only sees remotely through online interviews or in posters is bizarre  

Strophe 27: Co-constructing meaning of the band/their music to K – They feel like dark, 
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mythological fairy tales, but are really modern and relatable 
Stanza 105: Florence and the Machine songs are similar to dark, mythological fairy tales 

Stanza 106: The songs are modern and relatable 

Stanza 107: They’re not myths, just have the feel of myths 

Strophe 28: Being in an art history course where the position of the artist and the concept 
of art is called into question 
Stanza 108: Art history course about Jeff Koons where you could say whatever you 

wanted 

Stanza 109: Questioning the position of artist who has people manufacture his art for him 

Stanza 110: Calling the concept of art into question and debate 

Strophe 29: Co-constructing a reason for why this discussion was engaging 
Stanza 111: Engaging because it was a class that involved chaotic, loud discussion 

Stanza 112: A personal connection to her desire to be an art student 

Stanza 113: Opportunity to interact with other students and the teacher was engaging 

Part 5: Constructing a narrative account of ‘Being engaged’  

Strophe 30: What it means ‘to be engaged’: a state of being actively attentive, having 
direction, and asking questions  
Stanza 114: Constructing narrative direction to what it means when K is engaged in 

something 

Stanza 115: Actively attentive to it, not passive 

Stanza 116: Not scattered but to have direction 

Stanza 117: Questions are brought up 

Strophe 31: Co-constructing meaning of passivity/activity 
Stanza 118: Co-constructing experiences related to ‘not being passive’ – concerts and 

class debates  

Stanza 119: Co-constructing meaning of ‘not being passive’ – listening, giving it all, but 

not saying anything 

Stanza 120: A narrative account of being engaged but passive – ‘leaning out of my seat 

and really absorbed’ 

Stanza 121: Narrative conclusion – ‘passive is not the best word’ 

Strophe 32: Co-constructing return to meaning of ‘being engaged’ – temporal 
associations to being fixated (to the present/but questioning and wondering) 
Stanza 122: Constructing a return to words associated with being engaged in something 

Stanza 123: A temporal elaboration of the theme of ‘actively attentive’ – ‘fixated on the 

present’ but questioning and wondering 

Strophe 33: A narrative elaboration of ‘being engaged’ – repetition of themes of 
disruption, ambivalence, and narrative closure 
Stanza 124: More elaboration on narrative theme – debating about art, questioning and 

thinking about it for a long time afterword 

Stanza 125: Positioning of grandfather as artistic/paternal authority 

Stanza 126: Positioning self in opposition to grandfather as artistic authority while 

calling him to ask questions after her class 

Stanza 127: Alignment of kooky grandfather with Koons who manufactures his art 

Stanza 128: Expression of ambivalence 

Stanza 129: Co-constructing a position on Koons – not liking him or his art 

Stanza 130: Constructing a position on art 
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Stanza 131: Contrasting Koons’ art to her position  

Part 6: Constructing a biographical account of engagement in Online German Class  

Strophe 34: Watching film clips and listening to familiar music provokes interest and 
enjoyment of cultural differences 
Stanza 132:  Co-constructing a narrative of engagement in an online class – watching 

film clips and listening to familiar German music  

Stanza 133: Liking the interesting cultural differences 

Strophe 35: German music provokes fantasies of a future living in a German city 
pursuing the International Studies route and a collapsing of difference between German 
and American music 
Stanza 134: Co-constructing meaning of German music – connected to her thoughts 

about the future  

Stanza 135: Knowledge of a future with International Studies connected to vision of 

herself living in Germany 

Stanza 136: German pop music wasn’t different/exactly the same as American music 

Stanza 137: Fantasizing about being in Germany 

Strophe 36: German TV show provokes thoughts about cultural difference, gendered 
roles, relationships and relatives in Germany, and her future 
Stanza 138: Co-constructing a narrative about engaging German film clips – German TV 

show about inter-familial dynamics between Turkish and German family 

Stanza 139: A related theme – Learning about culture, gendered roles, and relationships 

Stanza 140: German TV show provokes thoughts about popular culture, relatives, and her 

future 

Stanza 141: Co-construction biographic background related to narrative frame above – 

everybody lives in a really little town and are all related to each other 

Strophe 37: K’s familiarity with the film clips comes from her experience at an 
immersive German language summer camp, underscored by German being a big theme in 
her family 
Stanza 142: Co-constructing understanding of K’s familiarity with the film clips 

Stanza 143: The beginning of a new story prompts K to underscore her own repeated 

narration about how German is a big theme in her family 

Stanza 144: A narrative account of a month long immersive German summer camp where 

she watched/studied movies 

Stanza 145: K underscores the shows familiarity because of her attendance at this camp 

and its popularity among the counselors who grew up in Germany  

Stanza 146: M establishes she had context to understand the clips 

Strophe 38: Prompt for more narrative examples of engagement provokes a temporal 
signifier attached to engaging activities 
Stanza 147: M seeks more examples  

Stanza 148: K bring narrative to a close emphasizing ‘momentary’ nature of engaging 

‘activities’ like watching movies or funny clips 

Strophe 39: Other activities like visiting website and doing assignments are boring, 
sometimes confusing, and provoke a sense of repetitiveness 
Stanza 149: M constructs a question about experiences that were not engaging 

Stanza 150: Other activities were repetitive, boring, and confusing 

Stanza 151: Co-constructing understanding of activities that were repetitive, boring, and 
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confusing – visiting websites, doing assignments 

Stanza 152: Following up on themes of confusing and boring – sometimes the activities 

were straightforward 

Part 7: Constructing a reflective narrative of online learning experience 

Strophe 40: Online learning emphasizes K’s need for interactions and conversations with 
the teacher 
Stanza 153: Co-constructing an understanding of the effect of online learning on K’s life 

– awareness of her style of learning 

Stanza 154: K underscores her desire (conversations and contact with the teacher) – 

need versus want 

Strophe 41: Connection to teacher gives K the opportunity to build a personal 
relationship with the teacher 
Stanza 155: Co-constructing an understanding of the meaning of the teacher’s presence 

to K – daily interactions with teacher create personal connection and enhances her 

interest 

Strophe 42: Teacher’s presence helps K pay attention so she doesn’t get into trouble 

Stanza 156: Elaborating on theme of connection in terms of how it helps K- right there  

Stanza 157: Elaboration on theme of ‘right there’ – paying attention so K doesn’t get in 

trouble 

Strophe 43: K contextualizes her experience of learning German online at a time when 
the program was endangered – lucky, but her struggle makes her reluctant 
Stanza 158: Elaborating on the effect of online learning – reluctant to do it again  

Stanza 159: Contextualizing her negative experience 

Stanza 160: Co-constructing an understanding of K’s feelings about taking German 

while the program was endangered - lucky to learn it at that time before it went away 

Stanza 161: Evaluating the narrative frame – memory of struggle intersects with her 

desire to get as much as she could out of the class  

Strophe 44: A narrative account of K’s expectations for work and interest during her 
online classes 
Stanza 162: Co-constructing an understanding about her expectations for work online – 

typing answers, answering quizzes, sending in assignments, using video 

Stanza 163: A crossover to personal expectations – zoning out  

Strophe 45: Co-constructing an understanding about K’s wishes for her online learning 
experience 
Stanza 164: A narrative theme of interaction 

Stanza 165: A narrative theme of flexibility – frenzy and pressure with deadlines 

Stanza 166: A narrative theme of cultural relevance in curriculum – linked to theme of 

immersion 

Stanza 167: Contrasting theme of immersion in culturally relevant curriculum with 

learning grammar 

Stanza 168: Ambiguity while evaluating the narrative frame of immersion 

Stanza 169: A narrative link to curriculum – more stuff/media 

Strophe 46: A narrative emphasis about how different contexts produce different online 
experience for everybody 
Stanza 170: Co-constructing narrative direction 

Stanza 171: Emergent theme – different subject-based online programs, different 
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experience 

Stanza 172: Elaborating on theme of ‘different experience’ – hypothesizing about those 

who don’t have ADHD 

Stanza 173: K emphasizes inexperience with other online contexts 

Stanza 174: Evaluating narrative frame – It is different for everybody 

Strophe 47: A narrative return to the linked theme of online German as an endangered 
and undervalued 
Stanza 175: Co-constructing motive for narrative theme of ‘different experiences’ – most 

students hated the German online class 

Stanza 176: A linked theme about love and value - Arabic program more respected and 

valued, so her friend didn’t hate his class 

Stanza 177: M ends interview 

 

   Summary of the Macro Analysis of the Second Interview with Kate 

 

Part 1: Narrative of engagement with the online context  

Strophe 1: Narrative description of time and environmental structure of online class 
Stanza 1: M clarifies with K years and time spent learning online 

Stanza 2: Narrative description of online German classroom environment 

Stanza 3: Classroom environment remained consistent 

Strophe 2: Confusing K’s description of video broadcast for description of interface 
Stanza 4: M constructs question about the interface of German class online learning 

environment 

Stanza 5: Narrative description of the dual video broadcast in online German class 

Stanza 6: M clarifies that Blackboard was used confused about the environment 

described earlier 

Stanza 7: K explains where and on which screen teacher actually appears 

Strophe 3: Narrative description of online interface and communication 
Stanza 8: Co-constructing a description of the online interface 

Stanza 9: Co-constructing a description of communication online 

Strophe 4: The interface makes her feel vulnerable/stressed about her ability to manage 
time and knowledge 
Stanza 10: M constructs question K’s intellectual and emotional connection to interface 

Stanza 11: K wonders if it was complicated because of her own confusion 

Stanza 12: Finding buried assignments possible only with explicit instruction 

Stanza 13: Losing the time to work stressed them out 

Stanza 14: But everything is labeled (made explicit) like it should be 

Strophe 5: Loss of a forgotten question brings in metaphor of place 
Stanza 15: A sidebar provokes a metaphor: walking into a room and not remembering 

why you’re there 

Strophe 6: A question about interface provokes closure and decision to move on 
Stanza 16: Interface didn’t change too much 

Stanza 17: M has another false start and ends this line of questioning 

Part 2: A co-constructed narrative of the meaning of learning “German” online 

Strophe 7: An evaluative couplet of the meaning of learning German online 
(obligation/experience) 
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Stanza 18: Learning German online was an important obligation to her background and 

mother 

Stanza 19: But the experience revealed to her that she cannot focus well online and needs 

to learn in a specific way 

Strophe 8: Family background emphasizes the importance of preserving German identity 
and expanding American identity 
Stanza 20: M constructs a question about the relevance of her family background to 

learning German 

Stanza 21: A clarification about her mother’s background  

Stanza 22: A history growing up with the German language and culture 

Stanza 23: Her mother is busy with and runs the German program 

Stanza 24: Her mother told her how important it is to pass it down to her kids 

Stanza 25: Being bilingual and having a broader knowledge of the world beyond 

America is healthy 

Part 3: A co-constructed narrative of Enjoyment while learning “German” online 

Strophe 9: Meeting expectations complicates K’s enjoyment with the German language  
Stanza 26: K and M co-constructing narrative direction 

Stanza 27: Meeting grandparent’s expectations: an explanation for stress while learning 

German 

Stanza 28: K affirms she likes learning German 

Strophe 10: Narrative direction provokes story about familiarity  
Stanza 29: M and K co-construct narrative direction again for examples of experiences 

Stanza 30: A story learning a German nursery rhyme 

Stanza 31: Something familiar that her mother used to repeat to her as a kid 

Stanza 32: Nice: an evaluative summation  

Stanza 33: Grimm fairytales and traditional sayings 

Strophe 11: Reinforcing and expanding: Learning about German beyond Germany 
Stanza 34: M recodes narrative direction towards enjoyable experiences in online 

German classes 

Stanza 35: Learning about different dialects in different parts of Germany 

Stanza 36: Her mother used to talk about southern and northern dialects 

Stanza 37: Learning dialects beyond Germany: an explanation for enjoyment in online 

German class 

Strophe 12: The experience educated other students while K learned more 
Stanza 38: M reforms question about the meaningfulness of the lesson 

Stanza 39: Other students thought there is only one kind of German (High German) 

Stanza 40: Other students knowing about the different forms of German: an evaluative 

coda 

Stanza 41: She learned more than she knew before 

Strophe 13: The lesson prompts feelings of excitement/fantasizing about her future  
Stanza 42: M reforms question to probe K’s affective involvement  

Stanza 43: It was exciting to think about her future involving this 

Strophe 14: Narrative description of the set-up of the lesson on dialects 
Stanza 44: M and K co-construct a description of how the lesson occurred 

Part 4: A co-constructed narrative of high school context and experience  

Strophe 15: Framing an understanding about general high school experience 
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Stanza 45: M changes narrative direction to K’s last three years of life as a high school 

student 

Stanza 46: K’s interesting switch in Junior year 

Stanza 47: K describes first school as a newly renovated Large Public High School 

(LPHS) 

Strophe 16: Unhappiness and disconnection despite social/academic life not being terrible 
Stanza 48: She felt tiny and unhappy because it was difficult to connect with teachers 

Stanza 49: Good student and good social life: an explanation for why it wasn’t terrible 

Strophe 17: An entry into a new school but with a looming threat of change  
Stanza 50: K gets into Smaller Public Alternative High School (SPAHS)  

Stanza 51: Her sister was lucky because she was got in early  

Stanza 52: The program is changing because the superintendent not fond of the school or 

the German program 

Strophe 18: The school context is more accommodating and less competitive 
Stanza 53: The classes were smaller, murals on the wall and sofas for naps 

Stanza 54: K feels more accommodated and less anxious 

Stanza 55: There is less competition about being the best all the time  

Strophe 19: An evaluation: Low key and enjoyable, but not low quality 
Stanza 56: Low key without being low quality 

Stanza 57: She really enjoyed her last two years of high school at SPAHS 

Strophe 20: Sporting and creative outlets at high school qualify that enjoyment 
Stanza 58: She was on a soccer team for the first two years 

Stanza 59: She was interested in playing the guitar and in doing art both at LPHS and 

SPAHS 

Part 5: A co-constructed narrative of Online learning experience in two dissimilar 

high school contexts 

Strophe 21: Constructing narrative direction towards online German experience in 
context 
Stanza 60: M and K establish timeline of learning German online during high school 

years 

Stanza 61: M constructs a question about online learning experience situated within high 

school experience 

Strophe 22: Online class fit in and intensified experience of being anonymous and 
faceless at LPHS school 
Stanza 62: Online class intensified her dislike for LPHS 

Stanza 63: It fit in perfectly with the anonymous, faceless other classes at LPHS 

Strophe 23: Surprising presence of online classes at SPAHS  
Stanza 64: Online learning surprising presence when focus is on individuality and 

alternative learning 

Strophe 24: Framing context for K’s online experience 
Stanza 65: She elected to take the class again at SPAHS 

Stanza 66: One teacher at LPHS and another at SPAHS 

Strophe 25: Annoying disconnect in pedagogical style between regular SPAHS classes 
and her online classes  
Stanza 67: M returns to K’s affective adjustment to online German at SPAHS 

Stanza 68: Change in pedagogical style was annoying  
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Stanza 69: Framing an understanding of K’s schedule  

Stanza 70: Teacher’s presence and communication made a difference 

Stanza 71: A sidebar about not liking Math at SPAHS 

Part 6: A co-constructed narrative of the existential threat to the online German 

program 

Strophe 26: K hypothesizes that SPAHS is under siege from superintendent for having a 
different tradition of schooling 
Stanza 72: Co-constructing K’s understanding of how the German program is being 

phased out 

Stanza 73: A hypothesis: Superintendent not fond of SPAHS because it’s different 

Stanza 74: SPAHS community is defensive about preserving its traditions 

Strophe 27: Superintendent wants to boost languages that serve utilitarian needs 
Stanza 75: Other languages more relevant and important to college/job applications  

Stanza 76:  Evaluative coda: His (utilitarian) desire is to boost popular language 

programs more 

Strophe 28: Final question about online engagement provokes a return to existential 
worries about German language 
Stanza 77: M returns to question about experiences of engagement in learning German 

online 

Stanza 78: K claims it is important to learn the German language now because English 

incorporation is changing it so much 

Stanza 79: K expresses ambivalence about her earlier statement 

Stanza 80: K reaffirms her statement to be true in Europe, where English is taking over 

Strophe 29: She wonders if what she said is random, but we agree it is all relevant 
Stanza 81: She’s concerned she said something random 

Stanza 82: M and K come to conclusion it’s all relevant 

Part 7: A co-constructed narrative about a wish for more interaction, to know what 

to do, and to resist cheating 

Strophe 30: She wishes she’d had more interaction and less confusion about what to do 
Stanza 83: M returns to question about what K wishes her learning experiences online 

had been like 

Stanza 84: She wishes it had been less confusing so she knew what to do 

Strophe 31: A wish not to cheat despite contextual ease (glitchy set-up and everybody 
was cheating)  
Stanza 85: Impossible not to cheat, everybody was 

Stanza 86: Not impossible but easy 

Stanza 87: Lack of understanding and worry about grades: an explanation for cheating 

Stanza 88: M ends interview 

 
Summary of the Macro Analysis of the First Interview with Holden 

 

Part 1: Biographic details 

Strophe 1: Co-constructing narrative account of personal background 
Stanza 1: Narrative description of ‘main things’ about self 

Stanza 2: School details 

Stanza 3: Length of time taking online classes and where 
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Part 2: Co-constructing description of online life 

Strophe 2: Description of general experiences of being online  
Stanza 4: ‘Do anything you want’ in your little online world  

Stanza 5: Anything refers to the “endless possibilities” 

Strophe 3: Co-constructing narrative of online activity 
Stanza 6: Not a lot of time for daily use 

Stanza 7: Weekend activity priorities 

Stanza 8: Type of music related activity 

Stanza 9: Type of game related activity 

Strophe 4: Gaming: having fun with friends where they compete about who can be better 
and he tries to and frequently succeeds at ‘being the best’ 
Stanza 10: Multiplayer role-playing games are fun because you play with friends 

Stanza 11: Elaborating on play: It’s a competition about ‘who can be better’ 

Stanza 12: Elaborating on thoughts during game: Trying to and being ‘the best’ 

Strophe 5: Making decisions about time and ability to focus before playing a game 
Stanza 13: Description of what happens before starting to play a game online 

Stanza 14: Evaluating narrative theme: Hang out to relax and make a decision on 

whether to play 

Stanza 15: Coda for choosing to play: Focus or lose 

Stanza 16: Co-constructing understanding of time involved for a game 

Strophe 6: Co-constructing an understanding of interactions during online gaming: 
Coordinating interactions to make time sensitive, better decisions via specific online 
media 
Stanza 17: Description of interactions with friends while gaming  

Stanza 18: Evaluation of Skype interactions while gaming  

Stanza 19: Coordinating using chat or signaling while gaming with ‘other people’ 

Stanza 20: Evaluation of chat and signaling interactions while gaming 

Stanza 21: Description of signaling  

Stanza 22: Evaluation of narrative theme of signaling: making better decisions 

Strophe 7: Complications related to interaction (helping/listening to each other) and 
underperformance while competing is stressful but winning feels good 
Stanza 23: Defining competition in context of game: winning means you have to help 

your teammates defeat the enemy 

Stanza 24: Feels stressful, competitive, and ‘pretty good if you win’ 

Stanza 25: Stress related to underperformance or teammates not listening  

Stanza 26: “That’s complicated:” Relating the underperformance of teammates to 

strength  

and advancement of own performance  

Part 3: Co-constructing description of life as an online high school student 
Strophe 8: Introduction of narrative theme of teacher’s presence as improving experience 
of life as an online high school student 
Stanza 27: Co-constructing recent improvement in life as an high school online student: 

Getting a teacher vs. actual online course 

Stanza 28: Establishing the curriculum of the online class  

Stanza 29: Comparing quality of teacher’s presence to earlier years of online class 

Stanza 30: Confirming teacher’s increased physical presence in the ‘mainly online’ 
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classroom   

Strophe 9: Co-constructing description of environmental conditions of online classroom 
Stanza 31: Description of physical space of online Chinese classroom 

Stanza 32: Differences between teacher and facilitator 

Stanza 33: Feeling close to the teacher in ‘tight, close, friendly environment’ 

Stanza 34: Establishing class size and arrangement 

Stanza 35: Establishing impressions of classroom as learning space 

Stanza 36: Co-constructing a description of the online learning environment: dispersed 

students from multiple classrooms connecting with ‘overlord teacher’ on virtual interface 

Stanza 37: Elaborating on nature and function of the ‘overlord teacher’ vs. teacher 

Stanza 38: Description of online learning interface 

Stanza 39: Establishing nature of communication with classmates and teacher 

Stanza 40: Differences between teacher-graded homework vs. automated graded quizzes 

Stanza 41: Description of a typical Chinese homework assignment 

Strophe 10: Co-constructing number of years spent in online Chinese 
Stanza 42: Establishing number of years of online learning experience in high school 

Strophe 11: Co-constructing motivations for taking online Chinese 
Stanza 43: Decision to take an online Chinese related to a “good choice” to be a 

“person in stocks and business” 

Stanza 44: Desire to be prepared for lots of important Chinese people in business; even 

though it’s really hard 

Strophe 12: Making connections between sense of preparedness to speak Chinese and 
teacher’s presence in classroom 
Stanza 45: Explaining current condition of preparation: Years one and two were pretty 

bad but this year “it’s getting better” because the teacher is making them speak  

Stanza 46: Elaborating on “it’s getting better” - teacher’s physical presence in online 

classroom currently makes it easy to interact and speak  

Stanza 47: Elaborating on teacher’s presence during earlier years: once a week, shy, 

‘didn’t drive us enough’ 

Strophe 13: Associations made to learning Chinese online: easier, improved, even a good 
environment but challenging, unfun 
Stanza 48: On liking Chinese: It is “challenging to the point where it’s unfun”  

Stanza 49: Co-constructing narrative direction – current feelings associated with 

learning  

Chinese  

Stanza 50: ‘It’s easier to learn that last two years:’ Less assignments, easier interface, 

physical teacher 

Stanza 51: Despite the consistent challenge (really focus, pushing us to learn and go 

further) it’s a pretty good environment 

Stanza 52: Clarifying teacher’s ‘goal’ with regards to connection to language: ‘help us 

learn, not make us like’ 

Strophe 14: Overall improvement to interface after county decision to move from Bb to 
Virtual VV 
Stanza 53: Comparing changes in interface 

Stanza 54: Theorizing and agreeing with reasons for improvements to the interface 

Strophe 15: Co-constructing further understanding of number of semesters taking online 
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Chinese classes 
Stanza 55: Establishing number of classes and semesters  

Strophe 16: Easy transition to online Chinese during early years made brutal by teacher’s 
departure, increased difficulty of dictations, and inconsistent presence of next teacher 
Stanza 56: Constructing narrative direction towards an early experience of online 

Chinese 

Stanza 57: In the beginning it was a ‘nice and easy transition’ with a guy that did 

everything and easy dictations 

Stanza 58: Teacher leaving left them to learn by themselves 

Stanza 59: Dictations were difficult and he didn’t score well which was bad 

Stanza 60: Teacher’s inconsistent appearance  

Stanza 61: ‘Things got harder and it was brutal’ 

Stanza 62: Establishing context for early experience 

Stanza 63: Establishing new teacher’s presence in class 

Strophe 17: Lack of understanding about learning obligations, teacher’s absence, and 
online disorganization in story of early difficult experience voiced by a friend 
Stanza 64: Following up on theme of ‘difficult’ within context of early experience – 

another student’s frustration 

Stanza 65: Evaluative abstract - “How I think all of us felt” 

Stanza 66: Elaborating on “so hard” – didn’t know and weren’t motivated to understand 

that “the work online itself wasn’t enough” 

Stanza 67: Friend was a voice for the whole class 

Stanza 68: Evaluative abstract – “It probably wouldn’t have been as difficult, if we 

actually had a teacher” 

Stanza 69: Emergence of a new narrative theme – “No organization online” 

Stanza 70: No action taken after incident 

Strophe 18: Organized guidance and reduced load makes recent online learning 
experience much easier and a “really good” new start even if Chinese is still his worst 
class 
Stanza 71: Recent experiences are really good because of fewer assignments 

Stanza 72: A new start – fewer assignments, easier organization, reminders 

Stanza 73: Following up on theme of “easier” – locating ‘easy’ not in the curriculum, 

rather in reduced load and more organized guidance  

Strophe 19: The only good experience is the satisfaction/niceness of getting a good grade 
because Chinese is one of the most difficult (unsure, do the work) languages to learn 
Stanza 74: Good experience is the satisfying experience of getting a good grade; Chinese 

is a difficult language to learn 

Stanza 75: Following up on nature of a quiz that made H happy: “It was nice to see I had 

a good grade” on something he was unsure about 

Stanza 76: Evaluative Coda: ‘I don’t think there are good experiences’; you do the work 

Strophe 20: Difficulty more a matter of process rather than content; can’t miss anything 
and must stay focused or difficulty projected into future  
Stanza 77: Co-constructing narrative direction around difficult experiences while 

learning Chinese online – recalling difficult first two years and Chinese as a difficult 

language 

Stanza 78: All Chinese lessons are difficult – “It’s more about how you’re devoted to 
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getting it down” 

Stanza 79: Story of focus affecting difficulty and learning 

Stanza 80: Getting there means really, really having to focus 

Stanza 81: Elaborating on theme of ‘focus’ – avoiding the butterfly effect by missing 

something 

Part 4: Co-constructing narratives of experiences of engagement 

Strophe 21: Experiences of engagement with rollercoasters and basketball provoke 
feeling natural, alive, being nervous, where nothing matters except the drive to perform 
well 
Stanza 82: Co-constructing narrative direction towards general experience of 

engagement 

Stanza 83: Experiences of engagement with rollercoasters associated with feeling 

‘natural’  

Stanza 84: Experiences of engagement with basketball associated with ‘shutting off 

feeling and making the right plays’  

Stanza 85: Elaborating on meaningful experience of engagement playing an actual game 

– he feels “pretty alive” and nervous when not messing around  

Stanza 86: Elaborating on meaning of the word ‘alive’ in context of describing 

engagement – nervous with drive to perform well and “nothing else matters” 

Stanza 87: Fishing for other experiences of engagement 

Strophe 22: ‘Being engaged’ is provoked by something important, significant, or special 
that H cares about 
Stanza 88: Constructing meaning of ‘being engaged’ – It’s important to him or he 

actually cares about it 

Stanza 89: Elaborating on meaning of meaningful in context of being engaged – “It has 

some significance, it is special” 

Strophe 23: Speaking in front of class/peers provokes engagement with not messing up in 
close group context 
Stanza 90: Experience of engagement in online Chinese – locating call to speak in front 

of the class as engaging in contrast to the otherwise ‘individual’ experience 

Stanza 91: “Everybody’s like listening, looking, so I felt pretty engaged”  

Stanza 92: Thoughts about embarrassment while speaking in a ‘close environment’: 

Feeling like he shouldn’t mess up given that he knew it 

Part 5: Constructing a reflective narrative of online learning experience 

Strophe 24: The bad situation that was his early online Chinese experience was stressful 
due to heavy workload, procrastination, parental involvement, and anxiety related to 
getting good grades, which were all offset by taking naps 
Stanza 93: Learning Chinese in online context was bad and stressful; less so this year 

Stanza 94: Procrastinating about doing so much work and dad coming in to talk to the 

teacher made things pretty bad 

Stanza 95: Elaborating on effect of stress – ‘It was affecting itself like … it was like a 

loop’; putting more stress on self in order to get good grades 

Stanza 96: Taking naps – not dealing with the stress 

Strophe 25: Expectation for organization and learning/getting better in online Chinese 
Stanza 97: Organization and meaning – two main expectations from an online class 

Stanza 98: Elaborating on what H means by ‘meaning’ – ‘I’m learning’ and ‘getting 
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better’ 

Strophe 26: Desire to speak fluently complicated by bad, wasted early years of online 
learning and real investment required of remaining time 
Stanza 99: Wish to speak fluently with other Chinese speakers 

Stanza 100: Elaborating “might not get there” – ‘I only have so much time’ and first two 

years were wasted; remaining time will require real investment 

Strophe 27: Expectations for Chinese 4 guide ambivalent approach to continuing and 
focus in Chinese 3 on just getting good grades instead of learning 
Stanza 101: Elaborating on required investment for next two years: ‘big increase of 

learning, effort, and discipline’ in Chinese 4 

Stanza 102: Emergence of new narrative theme: Ambivalence about continuing with 

online Chinese 

Stanza 103: Elaborating on feelings of ambivalence: ‘Chance to continue doesn’t look 

great,’ which is sad because he wanted to learn it 

Stanza 104: Goal for now is getting good grades; learning is not top priority 

Strophe 28: Current mix of teacher and online resources “at our fingertips” is much better 
at making up for wasted years 
Stanza 105: ‘I don’t wish it to be anything’ 

Stanza 106: Wouldn’t change anything: “A mix of the teacher and online is pretty good” 

Stanza 107: Elaborating on reasons why full-time teacher would be bad: “we need online 

resources” in Chinese 3 to make up for falling behind like ‘they’ did in Chinese 1 and 2 

 
Summary of the Macro Analysis of the Second interview with Holden 

 

Part 1: Biographic Details 

Strophe 1: Co-constructing family background 
Stanza 1: Family background – pretty normal 

Stanza 2: Some details about his 12 year old brother 

Part 2: Co-constructing personal meanings related to success or failure at being the 

best  

Strophe 2: Succeeding and failing at being the best in basketball is about a sequence of 
doing things right or a cycle of nerves and mistakes 
Stanza 3: Constructing narrative direction: “Being the best” 

Stanza 4: ‘Doing everything right:’ an example of being the best or at the top in 

basketball 

Stanza 5: ‘A bad cycle of nerves and mistakes:’ an example of bad games and not being 

the best in basketball 

Strophe 3: Can’t give me an example of one bad game but describes consequence of bad 
games in general – feeling bad and wanting to improve 
Stanza 6: Elicitation of description of a bad game leads to an evaluation of consequences 

of bad game  

Strophe 4: Success by caring, putting more effort, and wanting it more versus being the 
best, which entails skill and talent as well 
Stanza 7: Putting more into it and wanting it more than other people – a narrative coda 

about succeeding at something  

Stanza 8: “Being the best at something” – not necessarily the same as effort or desire to 
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succeed at something; also about natural skill and talent compared to other people 

Strophe 5: Describing self in comparison to being great – well rounded/solid but not great 
Stanza 9: Not really great at anything but pretty well rounded/solid at all of them 

Part 3: Co-constructing personal narratives related to success/failure (presence of 

time, preparation, and skills) in online Chinese context 

Strophe 6: Assessing knowledge and amount of time ahead of committing to online quiz, 
with the difference that a deadline limits choice of time to take it  
Stanza 10: Eliciting description about time to prepare for online Chinese similar to 

online gaming: “Kind of different, but same ballpark” 

Stanza 11: ‘Having enough time’ and ‘knowing the material’ to prepare for online 

Chinese quiz 

Stanza 12: Different from online gaming because there is a time limit for the Chinese 

quiz 

Stanza 13: Deadline for taking the quiz raises the chances of failure unlike in online 

gaming 

Strophe 7: Preparation ensures feelings of confidence and ease when taking a test as 
opposed to when not prepared, which is a ‘scary’ uncanny feeling he wants to escape 
Stanza 14: Feelings associated with taking a test when prepared: ‘feeling 

great/nice/confident/easy’ while taking the quiz because of prior effort  

Stanza 15: Feelings associated with taking a test when not prepared: ‘scary’ because he 

‘didn’t know anything’ 

Stanza 16: Material he had seen before but didn’t take the time to remember seeming ‘so 

foreign’  

Stanza 17: Feeling nervous related to knowing you’re going to do badly but trying to 

‘escape that feeling anyways’ 

Strophe 8: Multiple-choice tests, where not knowing depends on using all other resources 
(like inferring) to make the best choice 
Stanza 18: Tests are multiple-choice; someone grades homework 

Stanza 19: Not ‘knowing’ the answer means using other skills like inferring based on 

stuff he does know to make the best choice 

Stanza 20: Narrative coda: ‘you gotta use all your resources’ 

Part 4: Co-constructing narratives of experiences within online Chinese context 

Strophe 9: Time becomes a harsh consideration when trying to finish an assignment using 
email to communicate with teacher  
Stanza 21: Thinking about communication in online Chinese: not knowing or 

unfamiliarity with the online set-up or Chinese itself requires ‘brutal, harsh’ dependence 

on emailing teacher 

Stanza 22: Relating ‘harsh’ to time: “it took way too much time” to communicate 

effectively to finish the assignment 

Stanza 23: ‘Trying to complete something really quickly’ brings ‘time into consideration’ 

Stanza 24: Feelings about time depend on how much time there is 

Stanza 25: Constructing narrative direction – No signaling in online Chinese 

Strophe 10: Underlying theory of learning: Learning is not fun; it’s boring 
Stanza 26: Associating excitement to learning Chinese leads to underlying theory of 

learning – learning is not fun 

Stanza 27: Learning is boring – a theory about what everybody says 
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Strophe 11: Return to theme of time with regards to teacher’s help when stuck on 
homework 
Stanza 28: Teacher’s presence alleviating ‘stuck’ness when focused on homework 

Strophe 12: Expressions of fondness and physical presence creates sense of closeness, 
‘knowing,’ and trust of the teacher and other students respectively 

Stanza 29: Describing close relationship with teacher – expressions of fondness the 

teacher has for H makes H feel like ‘she’s really nice’ 

Stanza 30: ‘Huddling around the table’ creates a sense of closeness with classmates 

Stanza 31: Meanings associated to closeness with other students – mere everyday 

presence in the classroom and knowledge of classmates’ personality engenders trust  

Stanza 32: Closeness with ‘friends that he knows pretty well’ as opposed to best friends 

Strophe 13: Locating ease of use of online interface in organizational clarity and 
readability in order to find and get things done 

Stanza 33: Elaborating on description of online interface  

Stanza 34: Explaining meaning of clutter on the interface 

Stanza 35: Evaluation of ease of navigation and clarity – you know what you’re looking 

for and that you’ll get it done 

Strophe 14: Narrative about checking grades frequently online tied to making sure grades 
are close to expectations or above and that no mistakes have been made in the assignment 
of grades 

Stanza 36: Checking grades often 

Stanza 37: Meaning associated with checking grades often – ‘making sure nothing 

happened’ 

Stanza 38: Teacher missing his submission – example of a ‘scary’ time when ‘something 

happened’ 

Stanza 39: Getting a ninety instead of a seventy – example of a time when his grade was 

unexpectedly higher than his sense of performance  

Stanza 40: Feelings associated with getting a higher grade than expected – ambiguous 

feelings of satisfaction or acceptance depending on the moment 

Stanza 41: Second most visited page on interface is Dropbox where he has access to his 

assignments for the week 

Strophe 15: Narrative about communicating with overlord teacher about grade disparity 
positions overlord teacher as unfair or incompetent and self as ‘not worried’ because of 
theories of what’s fair 
Stanza 42: Communicating with the overlord teacher about grade mismatch on shared 

assignment 

Stanza 43: Meaning associated with grade disparity – Suspecting the overlord teacher of 

preferring John or being lazy about grading 

Stanza 44: Elaborating on feelings resulting from communication – ‘not worried’ 

because  

he ‘knew’ things would get fixed (theory of what’s fair) 

Strophe 16: Easy located in short-term knowledge for automated online tests, where 
knowledge of Chinese is not required to answer questions 

Stanza 45: Automated tests (vs. typing in answers) ‘prepares you’ and ‘makes it easier 

for everybody’ because ‘you don’t have to know Chinese’ to answer the questions 

Stanza 46: Meanings associated with easy lessons – understanding/getting/remembering 
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the important points easily 

Stanza 47: Experience of an easy lesson – locating easy in a small, easy to remember, 

lesson, which he cannot remember now 

Strophe 17: Easy located in ambiguous feelings from learning, but feelings of confidence 
and relief when taking a test 
Stanza 48: Feelings associated with easy lesson – ambiguous feelings (no feeling, good, 

easy) 

Stanza 48: Good feelings related to easy tests associated with relieving the pressure and 

engendering confidence 

Strophe 18: Hard located in managing to incorporate knowledge and effort into getting 
things right and piecing it together like a puzzle 
Stanza 49: Writing and translating Chinese ‘harder for everybody’ incorporating more 

knowledge and effort to get things right compared to multiple-choice tests 

Stanza 50: No hard assignments; all manageable with a little bit of effort 

Stanza 51: Making a firm connection – doing well on hard assignments is about putting 

in the effort to look up the right things and piece it together like a puzzle 

Strophe 19: Co-theorizing about understanding how to answer multiple-choice questions  
Stanza 52: Coaxing an impression of multiple-choice questions, which ‘sometimes’ have 

only one answer, sometimes many answers 

Stanza 53: Theorizing on grading – same grades could be because of generalized 

answers or because teacher being lenient 

Strophe 20: Narratives about teacher’s personality and presence affecting experience of 
online Chinese class 

Stanza 54: Description of the time when the ‘good guy’ teacher left – ‘it kinda sucked’ 

Stanza 55: Theorizing why he left – retirement  

Stanza 56: Experience of teacher’s presence during time of transition as useless, partly 

due to teacher’s personality and her limited presence 

Strophe 21: Contrasting early and recent experiences of organization that locate absence 
or presence of organization in confusion/knowing, workload, saving/wasting time, and 
falling behind 

Stanza 57: Experience related to lack of organization located in volume of assignments 

and online clutter 

Stanza 58: Elaborating on consequences of not turning in assignments and falling behind 

Stanza 59: Experience of good organization online located in walking himself through it  

and knowing where to look instead of wasting time continuously searching 

Strophe 22: Emergence of theme of wasting/saving time – related to workload, teacher 
led periods of learning, which are spaced out, and learning preferences 

Stanza 60: More time this year because it’s more simple, less assignments, learning time 

is with the teacher, which is spaced out 

Stanza 61: Availability of time is great, but it means he will procrastinate as he does in 

all his other classes 

Strophe 23: Knowing and finding as key to relationship with online interface – theories of 
organized online experience 
Stanza 62: Theories associated with organized online learning experience – has potential 

to be great if organized and easy to use 

Stanza 63: Meanings associated with organized – easy to understand and navigate;  
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avoidance of stress caused by not finding something 

Stanza 64: Elaborating on a general meaning for the concept ‘organized:’ manageable, 

knowing where everything is, and easy to find in little subdivisions 

Stanza 65: Not being an organized person, he gets help from his mom 

Stanza 66: Organization in basketball related to teammates – good to be on the same 

page 

Strophe 24: Return to story of missing assignments – intensity brought on by attempting 
to complete assignments within a day under stress in order to get a good grade 

Stanza 67: Experience of intense period of ‘gotta do this’ to complete missing 

assignments within tight deadline to get a good grade 

Stanza 68: Co-constructing understanding of lack of organization – ‘added stress to the 

issue’ 

Strophe 25: Teacher comes in useful when he’s missed information (due to falling asleep) 
of ambiguous importance in class and needs a review 

Stanza 69: Locating experience of not paying attention in class in falling asleep and 

missing information of ambiguous importance 

Stanza 70: Elaborating on context and consequence of missing things – asking for 

additional help via review with teacher 

Stanza 71: Experience of not paying attention for basketball fundraiser meeting – 

missing/not knowing key information because he was in the bathroom 

Stanza 72: Didn’t feel that bad about it because not many people sold anything 

Strophe 26: Narratives of special aspects – things of personal importance – messing up 
his mind or priorities 

Stanza 73: Describing the special things in his life – basketball, family, grades, health, 

having friends and having a life 

Stanza 74: Elaborating on meaning of special – personal importance 

Stanza 75: Putting what is special before other things messes/mixes up his mind 

Strophe 27: Online Chinese is not really special  
Stanza 76: What is online is ‘just’ on a computer; not really special 

Stanza 77: Chinese is just Chinese; not into the language 

Strophe 28: Theorizing about desire and to a lesser degree, competition, that drive 
motivation to do well 
Stanza 78: Meanings associated with performing well in life – caring and wanting 

(motivated) 

Stanza 79: Elaborating on motivation – comes from competition or desire 

Stanza 80: Mainly desire (over competition) that makes you want something or miss them 

Strophe 29: Elaborating and confirming theories of performance – related to desire and 
effort to do well  
Stanza 81: Motivation and energy – key components of wanting to win this basketball 

game Stanza 82: Motivation, study, desire to do well – components of doing good 

(confirmation of theory) on a big Chinese test 

Stanza 83: Elaborating on effort to prepare for test – study to get down material 

Stanza 84: Feelings associated with taking the test – confidence was satisfied 

 
Summary of the Macro Analysis of the First interview with Margaret 
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Part 1: Biographic details 

Strophe 1: Co-constructing narrative account of personal background 
Stanza 1: Narrative description of self and interests 

Stanza 2: College enrollment  

Stanza 3: Getting a degree in physical therapy at college to work in the army 

Stanza 4: Two pets—Laurel and Hardy 

Strophe 2: Co-constructing narrative account of schooling background 
Stanza 5: Narrative description establishing high school and college background 

Stanza 6: Everything’s online 

Stanza 7: Description of moving to new state and switching from public high school to 

online high school 

Stanza 8: 9th grade experience in public high school was horrible 

Stanza 9: Decision to be home schooled was hers—“done it since” 10th grade 

Stanza 10: Establishing context for switching from public to online high school 

Stanza 11: Establishing history of online learning experience 

Strophe 3: Co-constructing narrative account of likes and dislikes 
Stanza 12: Narrative description of likes and dislikes 

Part 2: Descriptive account of online learning 

Strophe 4: Co-constructing descriptive account of online learning (including descriptions 
of schedule, Class Connects, size and type of classes, online interface, and curriculum) 
Stanza 13: Framing narrative direction – experiences of being online 

Stanza 14: Description of nature of Class Connects and schedule in the morning 

Stanza 15: Description of size of Class Connects, including teachers 

Stanza 16: Description of communication in online class 

Stanza 17: Class Connects are recorded so you can go back and watch it if you missed it 

Stanza 18: Description of types of classes 

Stanza 19: Description of online interface and curricular set-up 

Part 3: Descriptive account of online experience and personal interests 

Strophe 5: Co-constructing narrative account of general experiences online 
Stanza 20: Re-orienting narrative frame to life experience online  

Stanza 21: School and college work or email  

Stanza 22: Talking to friends and family on Skype 

Stanza 23: Watching historical movies, documentaries and TV shows on Netflix, Amazon 

Stanza 24: Checking the news a lot—a news junkie  

Stanza 25: Elaborating on kinds of news channels Margaret watches online 

Strophe 6: Co-constructing narrative account of Margaret’s love of history 
Stanza 26: Following up on theme of liking history—“important to know how . . . things 

really happened . . . especially . . . you’ll repeat it if you don’t read it”  

Stanza 27: Playing out of history and interesting people evokes love for American and 

European history 

Strophe 7: Return to general experiences online 
Stanza 28: Establishing biographical details—takes history online and watches historical 

movies 

Stanza 29: Elaborating on online activities—“not a gamer” 

Stanza 30: “That’s basically what I do”—“looking up” news or people or historical 

stuff; using Wikipedia as reference 
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Stanza 31: Elaborating on what she looks up—not biology; researches different 

languages 

Stanza 32: Native language is English; took German in school but not fluent 

Part 4: Descriptive account of high school background 

Strophe 8: High school life is annoying because there’s not much to do and she has very 
jam packed days  
Stanza 33: High school life is annoying 

Stanza 34: Doesn’t have many friends and doesn’t go out and party—an elaboration on 

“annoying” high school life 

Stanza 35: Establishing Nancy’s location 

Stanza 36: “There’s really not much you can do here”—More elaboration on 

“annoying” high school life  

Stanza 37: Social life—Goes to neighboring city, movies, drives brother to the gym, or 

grocery shops 

Stanza 38: Concluding narrative meaning—“the high school thing . . . needs to be over 

soon” 

Stanza 39: Elaborating on conclusion—“it’s hard to balance different things . . . I just 

have very jam packed days” 

Strophe 9: Return to schooling background 
Stanza 40: Establishing time-line and place for middle school to high school move 

Strophe 10: Horrible high school experience related to disrespectful students and bad 
teachers, Southern culture, feeling unknown and labeled, being shy and then being 
bullied leads her to leave the “best high school in the area” 
Stanza 41: People in public high school (9th grade) were really horrible 

Stanza 42: “Way about them”—narrative on life in a small Southern town 

Stanza 43: Perceiving distance in terms of sport  

Stanza 44: “People didn’t know my name”—Feeling unknown in high school 

Stanza 45: Case of mistaken identity due to similarities in terms of quietness, not 

“outgoing” or bringing “attention to” herself  

Stanza 46: Spreading rumors that she was “sort of Yankee” 

Stanza 47: Incidence of bullying  

Stanza 48: Concluding narrative of “horrible” high school experience—She left that high 

school 

Stanza 49: Expression of regret attached to narrative of horrible high school experience 

Strophe 11: Bad, old, crazy teachers and poor teaching at former high school as well as 
unprofessional principal leave her with no options other than to talk to her parents about 
the bullying leading to decision to home school 
Stanza 50: Description of bad teachers and poor teaching at former high school 

Stanza 51: Aside on some great teachers leads to thoughts about age and mental health 

Stanza 52: Story about a teacher whose insanity is related to nonsensical testing methods 

and unpredictable anger in class 

Stanza 53: Talked to teacher, a friend, and her parents about the bullying 

Stanza 54: Couldn’t seek help from principal because he was very unprofessional 

Stanza 55: Conversation with her parents leads to decision to home school 

Part 5: Descriptive account of decision to switch to online schooling 

Strophe 12: Home schooling conversation leads to conversations with online students and 



 

 410

memories of freedom associated with being home-schooled, which leads in turn to an 
investigation of online school options for both Margaret and her brother, followed by 
enrollment 
Stanza 56: Locating the idea to be home schooled in Margaret 

Stanza 57: Explaining her decision making process—former experience with home 

schooling 

Stanza 58: Home schooling associated with “having a lot of freedom” 

Stanza 59: Her friend Mary was homeschooled 

Stanza 60: She switched back to regular when she got to high school 

Stanza 61: Conversations with Mary about being home schooled 

Stanza 62: Caveat that Mary was regular homeschooled; not online 

Stanza 63: Conversation with parents about homeschooling solidify after brother’s 

friends talk to them about online schooling 

Stanza 64: Timeline and context of enrollment and admission 

Stanza 65: Establishing factors for picking this online school—Mother’s debate 

regarding shifting questions about living arrangements for the family and conceptions of 

which was the “better” school 

Part 6: Descriptive account of online school experiences 

Strophe 13: Descriptive account of the online program including location of the physical 
school associated with the online school as well as real life activities to socialize with 
other students who live across the state—she doesn’t do this because she’s too far out 
Stanza 66: Physical school premises in the city for the online school is very nice 

Stanza 67: “I don’t do that . . . we’re ways out”—socializing with the rest of the online 

students 

Stanza 68: Online students are from everywhere—spread out across the state 

Strophe 14: “Better” online schooling tied to flexibility, availability of choice, and 
challenge  
Stanza 69: Locating “better” school in location (tied to internet connection) and 

structure of schooling (tied to more opportunities/diversity for elective classes) 

Stanza 70: Life as a high school online student is a lot better because it’s a lot harder 

Stanza 71: Locating “harder” in a lot more work in terms of quizzes, tests, and notes to 

remember, and Class Connects 

Stanza 72: “I could do school basically any time of the day”—Locating “better” in more 

freedom or choice to organize her day as she wants 

Strophe 15: Descriptive account of online schooling experience including attendance and 
dual enrollment 
Stanza 73: Co-constructing narrative about attendance procedures 

Stanza 74: Co-constructing narrative about dual enrollment at college 

Strophe 16: Descriptive account of online physical education class—“it’s a joke” which 
includes self-reports of exercise and health data with unnecessary Class Connects 
Stanza 75: Re-orienting narrative frame to phys ed. Class—“it’s a joke” . . . “one of the 

worst [required] classes” 

Stanza 76: Description of the Phys Ed class 

Stanza 77: Establishing that she does follow through on exercise schedules 

Stanza 78: Measuring progression through self-reports 

Stanza 79: Weirdness located also in Class Connects for Phys Ed  
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Stanza 80: 15 min Phys Ed Class Connects disrupt norm of hour long Class Connects 

because “there’s nothing to teach” 

Stanza 81: It’s . . . an attendance thing . . . to make sure that you’re  . . . still doing the 

class” 

Strophe 17: Descriptive account of online Art class—very involved and complicated 
work with connections to Art History, lots of assignments and activities, and quizzes and 
tests; she’s a horrible painter 
Stanza 82: Re-orienting narrative frame to Art class—very involved and complicated 

Stanza 83: Constructing narrative description of Art class 

Stanza 84: Example of a painting assignment makes her remember she’s a horrible 

painter 

Stanza 85: Co-constructing narrative about evaluation of art assignments 

Strophe 18: Kinds of online classes Margaret has taken  
Stanza 86: Establishing the kinds of classes Margaret is taking this year 

Strophe 19: Life as a high school online student—easier located in anywhere, anytime 
narrative; harder located in balancing online work with college work 
Stanza 87: Re-orienting frame back to life as a high school online student leads to lunch 

talk and an exhaustion of narrative 

Stanza 88: Coda—“easier and harder at the same time” 

Stanza 89: Turn to narratives of “easier?”—“go anywhere . . . do it anywhere” 

Stanza 90: Re-orienting narrative frame to “hard to balance” leads to location of 

balancing act between college and high school 

Stanza 91: Balancing act required in meeting different coursework aims—prioritizing 

college coursework during the week means making up online classes on Friday 

Strophe 20: New grading system allows for flexible deadlines but some of the tests 
require more work than just answering multiple-choice questions 
Stanza 92: No penalties for late online coursework because of new grading system 

Stanza 93: She’s pretty good about doing her assignments on time so she isn’t docked the 

extra points after 10 days 

Stanza 94: Thoughts about grading of assignments lead to thoughts about taking online 

tests that require more work than answering multiple-choice questions 

Strophe 21: Narrative about flexibility and responsibility to manage time associated with 
balancing schoolwork and life in general 
Stanza 95: Re-orienting narrative frame to balancing between online work and life in 

general—“it’s not too hard . . . sometimes it gets a little bit out of hand” 

Stanza 96: “There’s no time limit on it.  So, that’s nice too”—examples of doing work 

while running errands or during the weekends at any odd hour 

Stanza 97: Locating nice in “flexibility” and “teacher’s understanding of how your life is 

kind of busy” 

Stanza 98: A narrative about teacher’s understanding and niceness online related to 

being able to turn in work late due to accident and not being punished for it 

Stanza 99: Co-constructing narrative about flexibility as not nice because it is “harder to 

manage your time” 

Stanza 100: Locating difficulty in managing time in thinking (fantasy) she has free time 

Stanza 101: Locating harder in having sense of responsibility  

Stanza 102: Coda—Responsibility as key to getting work done 
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Strophe 22: Taking quizzes associated with flexibility in number of times you can take 
them to bump up her grade versus taking tests for which she has only one chance  
Stanza 103: Return to concept of time limits—related to quizzes 

Stanza 104: Narrative ambivalence on time limits—sometimes you could take them 

unlimited number of times 

Stanza 105: Tests are only one chance 

Stanza 106: Gaming the system—bumping up grade by taking quizzes multiple times 

Stanza 107: Restating tests cannot be taken more than once 

Stanza 108: Re-orienting narrative frame to clarify how to bump up grade 

Strophe 23: Quizzes help keep her on her toes and allow predictability with what is going 
to happen next, which is nice 
Stanza 109: Establishing number of quizzes and tests per day and per week 

Stanza 110: Re-orienting narrative frame to feelings related to number of quizzes and 

tests—“it’s actually . . . ok”  

Stanza 111: Coda—“it keeps you on your toes” 

Stanza 112: Meaning of being kept on her toes—knowing what’s going to happen next 

and reminding her of weekly obligations 

Stanza 113: Knowledge that she has something is nice 

Stanza 114: Explaining what she has—Due dates on a calendar that help her never to be 

surprised or blindsided by what’s coming 

Strophe 24: Challenge associated with not having a person in front of her to show what 
she’s supposed to do and having to figure it out by herself but beneficial because she’s 
more independent 
Stanza 115: Establishing that the work is challenging 

Stanza 116: Emphasizing that the work is actually “more” challenging because of the 

lack of a “live person to show you what you’re supposed to do” 

Stanza 117: Having to figure it by yourself—allusions to responsibility 

Stanza 118: Resistance to notions of responsibility—can’t do it yourself, so you contact 

“them” and “they’ll” help you 

Stanza 119: A lot harder located in not having “that person” in front of her 

Stanza 120: Constructing the experience as beneficial because she’s more independent 

Strophe 25: Story set in Physics class when she emailed her teacher but didn’t get a 
response, which provokes anxiety and reaching out in Class Connect; then the teacher 
helped her 
Stanza 121: Co-constructing narrative direction—time when she didn’t have a teacher  

Stanza 122: Emailing teacher results in unresponsiveness because she was emailing the 

wrong teacher 

Stanza 123: Anxiety over unresponsive teacher leads Margaret to talk to her in the Class 

Connect 

Stanza 124: Teacher assures her of help—leads to coda that she is very professional in 

the Class Connect 

Stanza 125: Explaining teacher’s “professional”ism 

Stanza 126: Re-orienting narrative frame to what happened-“I told her I was having 

problems” 

Stanza 127: Narrative interruption—cannot remember details 

Stanza 128: Narrative of back and forth communication between her teacher and herself 
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to work out the issues 

Strophe 26: Return to background information on types of online classes taken the last 
few years 

Stanza 129: Establishing background experience of taking online classes 

Strophe 27: Description of Forensics class—intense and gruesome so she stopped 
wanting to do the lessons and skipped to the test; but she’d be Googling everything and 
worrying about government surveillance of her search records 
Stanza 130: She wanted to run away from the class because it was terrifying 

Stanza 131: Description of forensics class likened to a college class 

Stanza 132: Feelings related to Forensics class—Intense and gruesome 

Stanza 133: Consequence of feelings—stopped wanting to do the lessons and did the test 

Stanza 134: Googling information related to Forensics class leads to speculation about 

government surveillance  

Part 7: Descriptive account of good experiences while learning online 

Strophe 28: Description of good experience linked to English class on World literature, 
where the teacher was nice and going through culture and literature was interesting 

Stanza 135: New narrative frame—good experience related to nice English teacher who 

called everybody her doodlebugs  

Stanza 136: Interesting to go through culture and literature in World literature class 

Strophe 29: Elaborating on what she liked about this experience leads to thoughts about 
communicating via email, where you get it in writing, and many other diverse “options” 
for communication  
Stanza 137: Having communication with the teacher was enjoyable 

Stanza 138: Locating goodness in emails and “get[ting] it in writing” 

Stanza 139: Goodness in “So many different forms of communication . . . so many 

different options” 

Strophe 30: Comparison to lack of communication in old high school leads to thoughts 
about scary sense of her old teachers; in friendly online learning environment, the 
teachers aren’t scary and she isn’t afraid of saying something wrong  
Stanza 140: References back to regular high school where she didn’t have such 

communication with her teachers 

Stanza 141: Establishing “difficulty” communicating with teachers at former high school 

because some of them were “kinda scary” 

Stanza 142: A lot better in the online context because you don’t have “scary” or 

“different vibes” here and not afraid of “saying something wrong” 

Strophe 31: List of things she likes about online learning—flexibility, time, opportunity 
to take interesting classes, option to dual enroll, option for friendliness, option for honor 
societies and clubs—ends with coda “everything is optional,” except for the coursework 
and quizzes 
Stanza 143: Exploring other things she enjoys about learning online—flexibility and time 

Stanza 144: Enjoys the classes which are really nice 

Stanza 145: Allow dual enrollment, which some public schools don’t allow 

Stanza 146: “everybody is really friendly” 

Stanza 147: They have honor societies and clubs, like the pre-med club 

Stanza 148: They have access to college representatives which is nice 

Stanza 149: Almost everything’s optional, except for coursework, which is nice  
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Stanza 150: Explaining “optional”—Don’t have to know or talk to teachers in Class 

Connects if you don’t want to 

Stanza 151: Repeats “most of it is optional” except for quizzes and tests 

Strophe 32: Meeting other students inspires ambivalence, however knowing more about 
her teachers and other students when they share information online is compared favorably 
to not being able to know much about students and teachers at her old school 
Stanza 152: Ambivalent narrative about meeting other online students who have the same 

interests as her  

Stanza 153: Description of ‘meet the student’ activity at beginning of the year where she 

learns more about her teachers 

Stanza 154: Comparison to public school teachers who are not easy to know  

Stanza 155: Background allows you to know which teachers you like and want to get 

Strophe 33: Good experience evokes memory of doing well in German class, especially 
because it was hard, had a bigger workload but it still came easy to her so she was able to 
get higher scores than she would have at her old high school 
Stanza 156: Soliciting good experiences in online class—German  

Stanza 157: German was hard and very involved because of bigger work load—8 lessons 

a day 

Stanza 158: Recording her voice talking in German was very nice 

Stanza 159: Don’t know what makes her good at German but it comes easy to her  

Stanza 160: Feels good to get a good grade (usually higher than a 100%) 

Stanza 161: Comparison to regular high school class in terms of the possibility of getting 

such high scores there—not possible 

Strophe 34: Good experience associated with World literature class on poetry—it was not 
offered at her old school—where she learned different kinds of old English and the 
history of that time, got a good grade, everyone was nice, and it was a benefit for other 
students in the class  
Stanza 162: Another instance of good experience located in English class 

Stanza 163: Description of English class as one about poetry that she had to both engage 

with and write her own   

Stanza 164: It was nice learning about Beowulf and all that 

Stanza 165: Comparison to regular public school in terms of offering World Literature 

Stanza 166: Locating niceness in having the opportunity to go through World literature—

different languages, old English, history of that time, why it’s so important 

Stanza 167: Adding a point—about getting a good grade in the class too 

Stanza 168: Adding another point—teacher was sweet and classmates were really nice 

Stanza 169: Adding another point—benefit to other students who were pregnant or 

located far away from a good public school to be able to finish high school online 

Stanza 170: Distancing herself from the idea of having a problem like the ones above 

Part 8: Descriptive account of Difficult experiences while learning online 

Strophe 35: Co-constructing narrative direction—turning from good to difficult 
experiences; German and English were good and Forensics was weird 

Stanza 171: Eliciting more good experiences—“good” but nothing exceptional other 

than German and English class 

Stanza 172: Narrative turn to not enjoyable class—forensics was weird and she didn’t 

feel good in that class compared to “every other class” which she did like 
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Strophe 36: Bad experiences in forensics class located in unqualified teacher who was 
hard to get hold of and too advanced, inappropriate subject matter  
Stanza 173: Re-orienting narrative frame to difficult experiences—Margaret names 

Forensics  

Stanza 174: Locates difficulty in the teacher being hard to get a hold of which is in turn 

located in the fact that she wasn’t a forensics but a regular science teacher 

Stanza 175: Further difficulty located in the material being advanced, gross, and age 

inappropriate  

Strophe 37: Ambivalence with regards to not taking the class again situated either in lack 
of enjoyment or because it was not offered again 

Stanza 176: Speculation that they are not offering the class this year because it didn’t go 

well as well the previous year 

Stanza 177: Her not taking the class again uncertainly situated in the fact she didn’t 

enjoy the class and because it was not offered again  

Strophe 38: Most other classes were good, but Math and Science are more advanced and 
harder to keep up with when the workload is heavy  
Stanza 178: Speculative thinking about whether she felt bad in other classes results in 

assertion that most have been pretty good 

Stanza 179: Re-orienting narrative frame back to challenging experiences leads to 

discussion that Math and Science are advanced more that “you” would think 

Stanza 180: Hard to keep up when they throw a lot of information at you all at once 

Strophe 39: Example locates challenge in advanced Math/Physics curriculum with 
multiple assignments 
Stanza 181: Example of workload--Honors project on interstellar rocket propulsion 

requiring multiple graphs and paper 

Stanza 182: Locating “little” challenge or hardness/difficulty in such work  

Part 9: Descriptive account of general experiences of engagement  

Strophe 40: Story about experience of engagement in college history class focuses on 
learning more that the facts she already knew 
Stanza 183: Soliciting general experience of engagement—history class out of college 

Stanza 184: Comparison to other high school history classes in terms of learning more 

than the known facts 

Strophe 41: Her experiences of “being there” in the places she was learning about also 
present as an opportunity against other students’ experiences, where they have only heard 
of these “cool” places  
Stanza 185: She lived in a place where politics was just what you did there 

Stanza 186: Taking a history/government class resonated with past experiences being 

“everywhere up there” 

Stanza 187: Thinking about students ‘down here’ who think these places and their history 

are cool makes her refer to the fact that she’s ‘been there’ 

Strophe 42: Similar “benefit” of “being there” connected to enjoyment of history and art 
in her class  
Stanza 188: Thoughts about ‘being there’ surface thoughts about an art class in which 

the works of art she talked about were things she got to see on a trip to Europe the 

previous year 

Stanza 189: Really nice to know that what she’s learning about is connected to where 
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she’s been and what she’s seen 

Stanza 190: Benefit of living in that place—so much history around you 

Stanza 191: Really nice to see these places and feel connected to history because of that 

Stanza 192: Feels very connected to her art because she was able to see that 

Strophe 43: Locating experiences of engagement in reading history for fun rather than in 
school history 
Stanza 193: Instances of engagement have to do with history—not school history 

Stanza 194: Reads history for fun 

Strophe 44: Reading American History makes her think and feel connected to past 
experiences while contrasting it against other points of view where she currently lives 
Stanza 195: Likes American History because knowing now that she has been to some 

place of historical importance in the past surprises and delights her  

Stanza 196: Stories about reading the history of and remembering reenactments she 

participated in about events at a civil war battlefield intersect 

Stanza 197: Living “down here” now, it’s interesting to see another point of view 

Stanza 198: Returns to theme of connection—feels connected to seeing different sides that 

she read about and knowing that she had been there 

Strophe 45: “Feeling connected to” or comfort with horses, riding, grandfather, and 
military base (but not crowds) as a repeated theme  
Stanza 199: Another return—she feels connected to horses that she used to ride because 

of “family stuff” 

Stanza 200: Another return—feels connected to animals, camping, comfortable on a 

horse 

Stanza 201: Interruption in litany of connection to notion of comfort—not comfortable 

with crowds, hates crowds 

Stanza 202: Recoding connection in terms of comfort—feeling comfortable on a military 

base which is connected to her grandfather 

Strophe 46: Associating feelings about being with her grandfather on a military base with 
engagement, safety, and past history with military 
Stanza 203: Establishing where she lives in relation to military base—she lives outside of 

it but visits with her grandfather 

Stanza 204: Engagement with being on the base is related to different activities you can 

do in basically a “little city” with “gates” 

Stanza 205: Elaborates on activities—golf, horseback riding, hiking, canoeing, grocery 

stores, fast food, etc. 

Stanza 206: Feels good because it’s a little town where she feels really safe and her 

family’s been involved with the military  

Strophe 47: Associating travel with feelings of connection to places where everybody 
knows her (because of her grandfather) 
Stanza 207: Raising the theme of feeling connected to travel 

Stanza 208: Narrative about <QQQ> in <PPP>, which she loves where everybody 

knows her because of her grandfather 

Stanza 209: Description of the town  

Stanza 210: The town is cold but comfortable; she really likes going there 

Strophe 48: The biggest thing she loves is historical events, which adds meaning to the 
places she travels to and lived in 



 

 417

Stanza 211: Her interest in travel has to do with historical events—the biggest thing she 

loves 

Stanza 212: Descriptions of places (like Alaska and California) she’d like to visit because 

of historical events that took place there 

Stanza 213: Description of places she’s lived in or been close to that she wants to visit  

Strophe 49: Her love of history comes from where she’s lived and where her family is 
from and their role in historical events 
Stanza 214: Co-constructing narrative direction—her love of history comes from where 

she’s lived 

Stanza 215: Her love of history also comes from an interest in where her family is from 

and the important roles they’ve placed in different historical events 

Strophe 50: Thoughts about history and family lead to thoughts about identity and a 
desire to learn about different cultures and places 
Stanza 216: Focusing on identity and heritage—she is of European descent with 

suspicions of Native American heritage also; “it’s all meshed together” 

Stanza 217: Desire to learn about different cultures and places 

Part 10: Descriptive account of meanings associated with experiences of engagement  

Strophe 51: Meanings associated to being engaged located in understanding and benefit 
of enjoyable connection to something 
Stanza 218: Co-constructing new narrative direction—meaning of being engaged located 

in having a sense of a connection, which she thinks is important and she really enjoys 

Stanza 219: Knowledge of “it” [engagement] happening makes her feel really good 

Stanza 220: She thinks it’s beneficial 

Strophe 52: Associating meaning of “benefit” to antidepressant effect of inspiring trust 
and good feelings 
Stanza 221: Co-constructing meaning of benefit: It makes her feel good, “kind of like an 

antidepressant” 

Stanza 222: Comparing sense of benefit to horseback riding, where working as a team 

with the horse inspires trust and good feelings 

Part 11: Descriptive account of experiences of engagement while learning online 

Strophe 53: Experience of engagement while learning online located in sense of 
connection (through friendship and family) to teachers and other students and (through 
normal life) to curriculum 
Stanza 223: Co-constructing narrative direction--experience of engagement while 

learning online involves feeling connected to students through friendly interactions and 

to teachers’ through their backgrounds 

Stanza 224: Metaphor of giant family or friendship that inspires feeling good 

Stanza 225: Thinking about the lesson when going about normal life is really nice 

Strophe 54: Thoughts about communications with other students lead to thoughts about 
finding them online sometimes (through personal information shared online even when 
prohibited), but also to thoughts of isolation because as a loner she doesn’t talk to them  
Stanza 226: Establishing methods of communication with other students  

Stanza 227: Communication related to knowledge of other students through personal 

information for which sharing is prohibited, but the prohibition is nevertheless broken 

Stanza 228: Disassociating connection to other students through personal 

characterization 
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Strophe 55: Online community feels like family because of the friendliness of young 
teachers who are interested in her life and the sense of “giant friendships” with other 
students who have inside jokes (which she is not a part of)  
Stanza 229: Relating the notion of family to atmosphere and friendliness 

Stanza 230: Thoughts about the friendliness of teachers lead to thoughts about age and 

boredom 

Stanza 231: From boredom to excitement: talking about “what’s going on in your life” 

Stanza 232: Connecting notions of friendly to having inside jokes 

Stanza 233: Disassociating from others via the unknown meaning of inside jokes 

Stanza 234: Giant friendships formed from talking about favorite TV shows 

Part 12: Constructing a reflective narrative of online learning experience 

Strophe 56: Effect of online learning tied to better flexibility in time and place to do 
school work despite potential hiccups in Internet availability  
Stanza 235: Co-constructing narrative direction—describing effect of online learning on 

her life as easier and harder in many ways 

Stanza 236: Overall better because of flexibility and her schedule not being tied to going 

to school 

Stanza 237: You can make up for absences or missing a day by making it up 

Stanza 238: Continuing with theme of flexibility—It’s easier to take work with you  

Stanza 239: Internet connection may be a potential hiccup to completing work online but 

still takes assignments to complete offline 

Strophe 57: Homeschooled friends provide nice community of people to work with also 
Stanza 240: Having friends who are also homeschooled is nice because she can work 

with them  

Strophe 58: Heavier course load in online school is easier than regular high school 
homework (which was easier and lighter) because of the instruction at online school 
Stanza 241: Co-constructing narrative direction—she didn’t take homework with her on 

vacation while in public school because she wanted to get away from it 

Stanza 242: The homework in public high school not as much and not as hard as now 

Stanza 243: The heavier course load now is easier than the easier work at her previous 

school because of the instruction at her online school 

Strophe 59: Taking homework with her was not bad because she only took as much as 
she wanted and it was her choice about when to complete it 
Stanza 244: Co-constructing narrative direction—She did not have bad feelings when she 

had to take homework with her while on vacation because she took only two assignments 

Stanza 245: The teacher told her she could submit later but she wanted to complete it 

then so she wouldn’t miss it 

Stanza 246: Interpretation—the teacher gave her an option, but it was her choice 

whether to submit then or later 

Strophe 60: Return to notion of flexibility with submission of school assignments with 
the stories of when she had an accident with her horse or while scheduling daily activities  
Stanza 247: Co-constructing narrative direction—story of online learning made her life 

better when she had an accident with the horse and could submit schoolwork till after her 

physical therapy 

Stanza 248: Other feelings of it being better—flexibility with the time for school work in 

everyday life 
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Strophe 61: Difficulties related to learning online associated with power or electricity 
cutting out and extra chores during storms which delay schoolwork and make it difficult 
to catch up 
Stanza 249: Stories where it’s made life harder—Freaking out when power goes out and 

can’t get online 

Stanza 250: Story when there was a bad ice storm that cut the power and left a lot of 

work shoveling ice and removing debris from the storm, which delayed her schoolwork 

and made it really difficult to catch up 

Strophe 62: Difficulties also associated with when she can’t get hold of a teacher 
Stanza 251: Harder instances also located in when she can’t get hold of the teacher, 

which doesn’t really happen a lot 

Strophe 63: Expectations for online learning are flexibility but more work, which ensures 
learning even when there isn’t someone to watch her every move 
Stanza 252: Constructing narrative direction—expectations for online class 

Stanza 253: She expects it to be more flexible and for there to be more work 

Stanza 254: Not having a person watch you “for every move” means more work to make 

sure you’re learning something 

Strophe 64: She expects more work because it’s beneficial in that it reinforces the basic 
instruction comprised of lesson and quiz 
Stanza 255: Clarifying narrative frame—she doesn’t mind more work because it’s 

beneficial; it’s helping you learn 

Stanza 256: Elaborating narrative frame—without more work you probably wouldn’t 

learn anything because what’s left is a lesson with the quiz at the end without anything in 

between 

Stanza 257: Further elaboration of narrative frame—“they” are always reinforcing what 

they taught you, because there’s no teacher to reinforce learning 

Strophe 65: Question about wishes for online learning lead to ambivalent thoughts about 
benefit and difficulty of flexibility with back-to-back Class Connects and all the 
additional stuff to do in between  
Stanza 258: Co-constructing narrative direction—Wish that they didn’t have back to 

back Class Connects in the morning 

Stanza 259: “It keeps going” from 9 through 12 

Stanza 260: Hard to have flexibility with Class Connects and school work on top of it 

Stanza 261: There’s stuff to do during the Class Connects and you have to watch over 

again, which is a little difficult 

Stanza 262: Narrative turn from difficult to “beneficial”—“it’s like having a teacher 

there to help with the students’ lessons 

Strophe 66: Wish for better, more advanced curriculum and teaching in German class 
because her experience of German 2 was not demanding 
Stanza 263: Co-constructing narrative direction—wish that the language department did 

better job with teaching 

Stanza 264: Elaboration of narrative frame—lots of lessons in a day but didn’t really 

learn anything different since her first year of German; it wasn’t that advanced 

Stanza 265: Further elaboration of narrative frame—This was German 2 which should 

have been more demanding 
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Strophe 67: Additional thought about end of course or graduation tests which are taken 
once a semester in offline contexts with teachers monitoring the tests 
Stanza 266: Co-constructing narrative direction—end of course tests are taken offline 

with all the other online students at an assigned location 

Stanza 267: It just depends—ambivalence with regards to how location is assigned  

Stanza 268: Elaboration on location—“they try to keep it in the students’ area” 

Stanza 269: Elaboration on set-up—teachers come and give you the standardized test 

with bubbles and everything like in regular school 

Stanza 270: In addition to end of course tests, there’s also the graduation tests 

Stanza 271: Coda—it’s not all online; but testing occurs once a semester 

Strophe 68: Feelings of over preparedness associated with taking stupid standardized 
tests 
Stanza 272: Co-constructing narrative direction—feeling related to tests: feels over 

prepared for standardized tests because it’s stupid  

 
Summary of the Macro Analysis of the Second interview with Margaret 

 

Part 1: Descriptive account of personal background 

Strophe 1: Personal background—themes of movement and place 
Stanza 1: Constructing narrative frame—biographic details about life growing up, family 

life, and a typical day 

Stanza 2: Biographic details about birth, place, family, and movement 

Stanza 3: Story about her dog teaching her how to walk 

Stanza 4: Story about grandfather dying leading to movement to another state for dad’s 

work 

Stanza 5: Her dad works for the government 

Stanza 6: Story of movement again to another state and historicized understanding of 

place 

Stanza 7: Story about being homeschooled for first grade because her mom didn’t like the 

school she was assigned to 

Stanza 8: Return to theme of movement to another area of DDD 

Stanza 9: Story of attending public school not working out because of weird experience of 

being in a minority in a “Hispanic” community where everybody spoke Spanish but not 

her 

Stanza 10: Return to theme of movement to another area of DDD with a change of 

schools 

Stanza 11: Interruption to theme of movement with story of permanence at a home she 

had for 7 years, where she met her good friend Becky and didn’t have a problem with 

friends 

Strophe 2: A normal day 
Stanza 12: Theme of permanence leads to turn in narrative to a description of activities 

in a normal day 

Stanza 13: Contrasts past “normal day” with “nowadays”—goes to college instead of 

school and does schoolwork at home 

Stanza 14: Description of balancing household chores with schoolwork 

Strophe 3: Decision to become physical therapist related to former accident and interest 
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in medical field 
Stanza 15: Constructing narrative frame—decision to become a physical therapist 

connected to accident with the horse and receiving physical therapy after 

Stanza 16: She had a horrible physical therapist and her experience with her symptoms 

and therapy were a nightmare 

Stanza 17: But she liked the “atmosphere” of physical therapy and what most (not hers) 

therapists were doing 

Stanza 18: She looked into physical therapy and liked it because she likes the medical 

field but doesn’t want to deal with blood so therapy seemed like a good fit 

Strophe 4: History is a good hobby but not an interesting employment area 
Stanza 19: Constructing narrative frame—question about choice of physical therapy 

despite love of history leads to underlying issue with no jobs in history 

Stanza 20: Thoughts about no jobs in history lead to narrowing job options in history to 

working in a museum or at a historical site—neither of which she wants to do 

Stanza 21: She likes history as a hobby but doesn’t need to have a job in it 

Part 2: Descriptive accounts of online learning experience 

Strophe 5: Online learning provides pre-med opportunities to explore college programs 
for physical therapy, which she will enroll in next year 
Stanza 22: Constructing narrative frame—online learning helps her graduate and get to 

college—not necessarily a direct help towards becoming physical therapist 

Stanza 23: But pre-med clubs are offered online, where she can talk to colleges with good 

medical programs 

Stanza 24: She has not enrolled in the pre-med club yet because she was late to do it this 

year; but she will do it next year 

Strophe 6: Experience of freedom related to trust her mother has in her 
Stanza 25: Constructing narrative frame—lots of experience of freedom while growing 

up 

Stanza 26: Safety in the neighborhood meant that she could play with her friends till late  

Stanza 27: She still has a lot of freedom because her mom trusts her and there has always 

been a history of not being tied down that much 

Strophe 7: Descriptive account of structure of Class Connects  
Stanza 28: Description of name and location of previous public high school 

Stanza 29: Constructing narrative frame—description of structure of Class Connect 

Strophe 8: Descriptive account of positive aspects of Class Connects—organization of 
power points, whiteboard writing tools, communicating using the mic or chat rooms, and 
length of Class Connects 
Stanza 30: She likes the way the power point slides are organized so she can move back 

and forth to check things 

Stanza 31: She also likes that they can write on the slides and the teacher can 

demonstrate what to do 

Stanza 32: She also likes the ability to share the microphone between the teacher and 

students, who can ask questions when they pick up the mic 

Stanza 33: She likes the chat box in general but does not like that other students talk 

about random things which can distract her  

Stanza 34: She likes that the Class Connects are only an hour long and doesn’t take up 

too much of her time 
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Strophe 9: Descriptive account of negative aspects of Class Connects—being isolated and 
stuck in the Vroom as punishment for not participating 
Stanza 35: Constructing narrative frame—things she doesn’t like about the structure are 

that the mic doesn’t work too well sometimes for the teachers making them sound like 

chipmunks 

Stanza 36: Also the teacher puts you in an empty room (Vroom) when they see you’re not 

participating and leave you there 

Stanza 37: Stuck there waiting for them to let you out 

Stanza 38: Establishing how it works—if they see you’re not participating, they drag your 

name into an empty box 

Stanza 39: Consequence of being in the room—you don’t see any of the slides and you’re 

left with reminder why you’re alone in an empty room 

Strophe 10: Story of a time when teacher put her in the Vroom because she was late to 
class; but teacher apologizes after M explains and allows her to catch up with the lesson 
Stanza 40: Recounting an experience of when it happened – Computer was having 

problems connecting to Class Connect 

Stanza 41: Taking a long time to get back on results in being put in an empty room 

Stanza 42: Skips over “being” in empty room to talk about what happens after – teacher 

apologizes and sends her a recording of the Class Connect 

Strophe 11: Feelings associated with experience related to sense of waiting out bad 
connection n the room 
Stanza 43: Inquiring after feelings related to the experience – not stressful because “it 

always goes back on unless you have a really bad problem”  

Stanza 44: Have to wait out the bad connection 

Stanza 45: Getting connection back means having to go back and look over what you 

missed, which is not a big deal 

Stanza 46: Waiting in the room is annoying 

Strophe 12: Feelings of frustration in wanting to tell the teacher it wasn’t her fault  
Stanza 47: I wanted to tell her that it wasn’t my fault but it was 

Stanza 48: It just happened because you didn’t do your work the mess– feeling of being 

hit with something she did not deserve 

Strophe 13: The Math teacher chose to use that method of punishment 
Stanza 49: Teachers do that by personal choice – specter of teacher behind her exclusion 

Stanza 50: The incident happened with the Math teacher in the Math class 

Strophe 14: Descriptive account of typical Class Connect 
Stanza 51: Constructing narrative frame—description of a typical Class Connect 

Stanza 52: Descriptive account of activities leading up to attendance of Class Connect 

and activities during and after 

Strophe 15: Descriptive account of a typical Physics Class Connect 
Stanza 53: Narrative turn to description of Physics Class Connect and her strict, formal 

teacher who takes only a half hour because she flies by all the information without 

allowing discussion 

Stanza 54: Likening the physics teacher to a college teacher, where there’s no discussion 

about what they are currently learning, just an overview of last class content and a 

preview of the next class’ content 

Stanza 55: She doesn’t do problems with them during the Class Connect—they have to 
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rely on videos from Khan academy or YouTube 

Stanza 56: Clarifying the source of these resources—the teacher provides links for it in 

the lesson 

Stanza 57: Establishing contextual information during a Class Connect—what mom, 

brother, or dog is doing; sometimes she’ll check the news if the CC breaks up 

Strophe 16: Comparing note taking in Physics and Math Class Connects 
Stanza 58: Sometimes she also takes notes but that depends on the class; for physics she 

doesn’t because the teacher is not teaching—just reviewing—and in Math she’s usually 

already done the notes and just checking if she’s right 

Strophe 17: Experience of chatting during Class Connects—can be turned on or off if 
distracting, but sometimes conversation is more vigorous than in a regular classroom 
Stanza 59: Constructing new narrative frame—chat window’s presence is there in every 

class but teachers can turn it on and off, which when off prevents students from talking to 

each other and permits conversation with the teacher only 

Stanza 60: Co-constructing narrative about conversation in chat window, where students 

normally do redirect conversation from TV chat towards lesson-related discussion that is 

more vigorous that ones she has had in regular classrooms with the guidance from the 

teacher  

Stanza 61: Chat about personal lives is usually in the beginning before things start as the 

teacher allows people to settle in 

Strophe 18: Experience of time while learning online depends on challenge of the 
curriculum, her sense of doing well or not in the class, enjoyment or lack of in the lesson, 
difficulty in length of the lesson 
Stanza 62: Co-constructing narrative frame—experience of time online 

Stanza 63: Thoughts about the nature of time online lead to unfavorable comparison of 

online curriculum with prior 9th grade regular high school curriculum in the Northern 

part of the country 

Stanza 64: Some stuff is new, some isn’t, which mediates how much time she takes to do a 

lesson 

Stanza 65: In Physics, it takes her an hour given the work she has to do 

Stanza 66: In Math, it takes her about half to one hour; she takes about 20 minutes for 

Art History; Physical Ed takes her 30 minutes to an hour; English and other classes 

usually about an hour and a half 

Stanza 67: Clarifying the consistency of her perception of time—it depends on whether 

she’s doing well in a subject or not; doing well means it stays consistent, not 

understanding slows her down 

Stanza 68: Enjoyment makes her absorb more of the lesson and the time feels like it goes 

faster  

Stanza 69: Lack of enjoyment makes her take longer to complete it and she wouldn’t want 

to do it again 

Stanza 70: Narrative turn to “have to” do it again because of the imperative to learn 

Stanza 71: Constructing narrative frame—during a difficult lesson experience of time 

lengthens because they cram in too much into one lesson 

Stanza 72: Description of a crammed lesson that at first looks like 25 pages but because 

of sub-sections amounts to overall 50 pages 

Stanza 73: Injecting ambivalence into her narrative about long lessons—happens in 
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Math sometimes but is rare 

Strophe 19: Class sizes don’t bother her because if a class is too big she doesn’t see it or 
can minimize the chat window if it is too distracting 
Stanza 74: Constructing new narrative frame—class sizes don’t bother her because if its 

bigger, it’s not like a regular classroom because here she can just minimize the chat and 

they’re gone 

Stanza 75: Eliciting a story of when this has happened leads to story about beginning of 

school year introductions in chat room that is large, where she minimized or moved the 

chat away from her view so she didn’t get distracted 

Strophe 20: Question about making mistakes in class leads to story about giving the 
wrong answer to a question in her German class 
Stanza 76: Constructing new narrative frame—question about making a mistake in Class 

Connect leads to story about giving the wrong answer in very small German class   

Strophe 21: Question about doing something right leads to stories about doing well on a 
quiz or giving the right answers in Math or German online classes 
Stanza 77: Constructing new narrative frame—question about doing something right or 

well in Class Connect leads to story about quiz in Math CC where she got all the answers 

right and felt pretty good about it 

Stanza 78: Doing something right—Story about beating her classmate in “friendly 

competition” as to who knows the most in German class 

Strophe 22: Strangeness or weirdness located in hearing her teachers being sick or their 
toddler or dogs in the background during a Class Connect 
Stanza 79: Constructing a new narrative frame—question about strange, weird, or 

difficult experience leads to story about listening to teachers or their toddlers being sick 

in the background of the Class connect, which she finds obnoxious but she has to live 

with it 

Stanza 80: Description of incident in Art class, where the necessity of a Class Connect 

for Art is questioned alongside the strangeness of hearing the teacher coughing or 

sounding funny or hearing their child or dog in the background 

Strophe 23: Strangeness or weirdness located in real world examples in curriculum that 
don’t connect to the lesson 
Stanza 81: Co-constructing strangeness or weirdness in content—some of the real world 

examples don’t make sense or connect to the lesson 

Strophe 24: Story about annoying incident where her Math teacher sent repeated 
automated messages to Margaret and her family to alert them to a late submission even 
though she still had time to submit 
Stanza 82: Connection to weird story about Math teacher “always on top of things” 

Stanza 83: She usually has flexibility with deadlines 

Stanza 84: She has the choice to do work later 

Stanza 85: But failure to meet exact date of deadline results in onslaught of robotic 

messages from Math teacher to Margaret and family 

Stanza 86: Establishing duration of robotic messages: everyday after the first 

Stanza 87: Establishing reason for robotic messages—“so you turn it in”  

Strophe 25: Feelings of annoyance, exasperation, and stress associated with teacher’s 
choice to send these messages repeatedly  
Stanza 88: “Obnoxious” and “insane”—qualifying behavior of Math teacher 
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Stanza 89: Fantasy of dad receiving message about delayed assignment 

Stanza 90: Exasperation and annoyance—describing feelings related to the fantasy of 

dad receiving text messages about her work 

Stanza 91: Teachers don’t usually do that 

Stanza 92: Math teacher’s calling behavior provokes admission of Margaret’s own 

exaggeration in number of times she was called  

Stanza 93: Establishing that calls are automated and more annoying because they are 

automated 

Stanza 94: Consequences of calls—Parents start freaking out and get a little stressful 

Stanza 95: Return to memory of robotic message—repeating reminder that M missed the 

deadline three times a day is annoying 

Strophe 26: Strangeness located in online school’s decision to hold field trips in locations 
far away from her but she expects they do this to keep field trips closer to the teachers 
Stanza 96: Continuing narrative frame—strangeness located in recurring organization of 

field trips in area far away from her  

Stanza 97: Wish for more field trips closer to where she lives, but understanding that they 

don’t do it because most of the teachers live closer FFF 

Stanza 98: Clarification about types of field trips—museum or mountain meet and greets 

Strophe 27: She thinks meet and greets with teachers at the beginning of the year are 
weird so she doesn’t do it 
Stanza 99: She’s never done the meet and greet at the beginning of the year in different 

restaurants for students to meet their teachers because she thinks that’s weird 

Part 3: Descriptive accounts engagement while learning online 

Strophe 28: Associating feelings of personal connection to curriculum in experiences of 
engagement while learning in an online Art History class 

Stanza 100: Margaret locates question about engagement in sense of personal 

connection to learning something in the online context 

Stanza 101: Articulating context for engagement – during art history class while working 

on revolutionary war paintings 

Stanza 102: Uncle provides information about family history related to what she is 

learning about in art history 

Strophe 29: Niceness, excitement, and enjoyment located in seeing/finding the 
similarities and locating her ancestor as part of American history 

Stanza 103: “It was nice to know . . . to . . . kind of see the similarities” 

Stanza 104: “You can actually find him”  

Stanza 105: Resolution of enjoyment in the location of ancestor as part of history 

represented in revolutionary war paintings  

Stanza 106: Locating thoughts and feelings in excitement 

Strophe 30: Not knowing her history and then finding out something relates to locating 
identity in learning 

Stanza 107: Locating what is unknown in a disruption of fantasy – “I didn’t exactly 

know” . . . “we were actually a part of it” 

Stanza 108: Thinking of self in what she likes and learns is neat 

Strophe 31: Similar connection in Art class while doing an art project in sculpture related 
to Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring 

Stanza 109: Connection to an art project making a Renaissance sculpture 
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Stanza 110: Choice of Vermeer’s Girl with a Pearl Earring, which is her favorite from a 

wide range of paintings 

Stanza 111: Forecasting an ambivalent future where she will butcher the sculpture 

because she believes she’s “terrible” at sculpture (and art in general) 

Strophe 32: Associating prior travel experience seeing Vermeer’s paintings with 
enjoyment of current art project 
Stanza 112: Bringing up a past experience/memory of seeing Vermeer’s paintings in 

Europe 

Stanza 113: Temporal feelings of niceness that connect her to memory related to 

enjoyment 

Strophe 33: Meanings associated with painting related to its simplicity and mystery 
versus the fanciness of most paintings from that time period 

Stanza 114: Co-constructing meaning associated with painting—lack of fanciness and 

it’s simplicity and realism sets it apart from everything else in that time period 

Stanza 115: Mystery contained in the painting that is located in the earring but expands 

to the subject of the painting 

Stanza 116: Introjecting averageness and othering of “royalty”  

Strophe 34: Descriptive account of art project and feelings about completing it 
Stanza 117: Description of activities in current phase of the art project 

Stanza 118: Thoughts and feelings about project lead to questions about her ability to do 

the work, but she hopes that it will turn out great 

Strophe 35: Descriptive account of enjoyable English class, where her love of history, the 
nice online community, and assignments where she got to write her own poetry allowed 
for a fun class 

Stanza 119: Constructing new narrative frame—English class about poetry 

Stanza 120: Description of class as fun with a mixture of history and literature  

Stanza 121: The teacher was really nice and the students were really fun 

Stanza 122: She did her own poetry in the vein of Chaucer and made connections to 

history 

Stanza 123: Establishing the subject of her own poetry—point of view of soldiers from the 

two World Wars 

Stanza 124: Co-constructing thoughts and feelings about writing poetry—It was heavy 

because as a history person she felt sad about that period but the teacher thought her 

poem was good 

Stanza 125: She thinks her poetry was average high school work; didn’t want to submit it 

to awards because she wanted it to be read only by her teacher 

Part 4: Descriptive account of self and relationships while learning online  

Strophe 36: Identification of self as loner connected to perceptions of local Southern 
culture and disconnection/rejection of its association with wealth, status, relationships 
and ties, and slowness 

Stanza 126: Constructing new narrative frame—description of self as loner has to do 

with local Southern culture and status 

Stanza 127: Contrasting her own individuality with Southern culture—she dresses casual 

and doesn’t do her hair unlike local students with a lot of money who do 

Stanza 128: She never wanted to fit into that because she’s too casual 

Stanza 129: Locating differences in the cultural difference between how she was raised 
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and how Southern people were raised 

Stanza 130: “Everybody knows everybody . . . everybody’s tied in like that” 

Stanza 131: Description of culture leads to rejection of Southern identity—she doesn’t 

aspire to be Southern 

Stanza 132: Contrasting slowness of Southern culture with quickness of culture in the 

Northern city where she once lived 

Stanza 133: Story about plumber being slow to come out to fix the sink 

Stanza 134: Return to theme of slowness—“everybody is slow” 

Stanza 135: She’s not that kind of person who takes her time with things 

Strophe 37: She doesn’t put herself out there to make connections with people online or 
offline; her family is her friend network 

Stanza 136: Constructing new narrative frame—she doesn’t make friends online because 

she doesn’t put herself out there to make connections with anybody 

Stanza 137: Clarifying that she has an online community—friends she texts or Skypes 

with online  

Stanza 138: Return to theme of disconnection—She only talks to friends out at college 

while at college not outside of it 

Stanza 139: Close connections with her large family and grandparent compensates for 

lack of friend network 

Strophe 38: Themes of respectfulness while online related to culture/atmosphere of 
friendliness, which contrast against previous experiences in regular high school 
Stanza 140: Constructing new narrative direction—respect or disrespect while learning 

online 

Stanza 141: People online are very respectful of teachers and other students 

Stanza 142: Everybody and everything is very friendly with frequent signs of respectful 

manners and friendly emojis 

Stanza 143: Contrasting online respectfulness with lack of in former high school 

Stanza 144: “It’s harder to be disrespectful because you have to address the email in a 

certain way” 

Stanza 145: Redirecting narrative frame to disrespectful incident with former high school 

principal who made inappropriate comments about her personal life  

Strophe 39: Discomfort with strangers and crowds to do with stress about safety in the 
world nowadays 

Stanza 146: Constructing new narrative direction—experience of crowds in online 

context is not a problem because she can’t see them  

Stanza 147: Crowds stress her out because these are so many people and it gets loud 

Stanza 148: “Nowadays” you never know what’s going to happen and have to be on the 

look out so it’s nerve-wracking 

Stanza 149: “it’s just uncomfortable around strangers and everything” 

Stanza 150: It’s ok when it’s one on one, but would be different if she had more than one 

person to deal with 

Strophe 40: Trust depends on personal connection, which is lacking online, but still can 
be seen as a good thing because she doesn’t want to worry about having a connection 
with bad teachers 

Stanza 151: Constructing new narrative direction—trust in the online community 

Stanza 152: Trust doesn’t work the same way online; she trusts her online teachers more 
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than her high school teachers but there isn’t the same level of personal connection 

because of the physical disconnect 

Stanza 153: It’s a good thing because sometimes you don’t want to worry about the bad 

teachers 

Strophe 41: “It’s important to be nice” because of past history of rudeness and disrespect 
in prior high school 
Stanza 154: Constructing narrative frame—meanings associated with being nice and 

friendly have to do with respect or disrespect 

Stanza 155: Return to theme of manners, friendliness, and use of emoji online  

Stanza 156: “it’s important to be nice” 

Stanza 157: Referring back to regular high school cliques and estrangement from rude 

Southern culture 

Strophe 42: Culture of niceness allows difference to be obscured, where “nobody knows 
anybody” in the online context 
Stanza 158: “nobody knows anybody” : feeling anonymous or a desire not to be known 

as other 

Stanza 159: Niceness related to desire not to offend 

Stanza 160: Not the same in regular high school 

Part 5: Descriptive accounts of online learning experience  

Strophe 43: Flexibility associated with opportunity to do school work at her own pace 
and finish things ahead of time so that she doesn’t have to worry about them unlike in 
regular school; however, she does have to be more responsible for her own work 

Stanza 161: Constructing new narrative frame—meanings associated with flexibility is 

related to time and place for doing schoolwork 

Stanza 162: Flexibility also related to spacing out work across days or finishing it 

quickly in one 

Stanza 163: Contrasting pacing with regular high school, where she has to do the lesson 

one by one 

Stanza 164: She likes to get things done ahead of time and not worry about anything 

Stanza 165: Contrasting with regular high school where you have to make it up before 

school started 

Stanza 166: Flexibility is good and bad because it forces her to keep track and 

responsible for what she’s doing even as she is able to pick and choose the time to do her 

work 

Strophe 44: Notions of punishment while learning online associated strongly with being 
late rather than not completing work, cheating or plagiarizing because she’s usually good 
about finishing her work 

Stanza 167: Constructing new narrative frame—never been punished for not completing 

work because she normally does her work 

Stanza 168: “if they do punish you, it’s for being late” 

Stanza 169: Consequences of being late—taking off a couple of points from test 

Stanza 170: She doesn’t cheat or plagiarize, which can lead to getting into trouble 

Stanza 171: She’s always been a good student on top of her work 

Strophe 45: Atmosphere of good and bad school associated strongly with notions of 
respect or disrespect and challenge and diversity in coursework 

Stanza 172: Constructing new narrative direction—atmosphere of a good or bad school 
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Stanza 173: Good schools have atmosphere of respect with teachers who know what 

they’re teaching, students that are nice, different electives, clubs, and concise coursework 

that are tied together across subjects 

Stanza 174: Bad schools are like her previous high school, where teachers were not 

good, students were rude and spoiled, principal was disrespectful, and course work was 

sluggish 
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Appendix L. Selected Units of Analysis 

 
A Selected Unit of Analysis from Kate’s Interview 

 

Part 6: Constructing a biographical account of engagement in Online German Class  

 

Strophe 34: Watching film clips and listening to familiar music provokes interest 

and enjoyment of cultural differences 

 

Stanza 132:  Co-constructing a narrative of engagement in an online class – watching 

film clips and listening to familiar German music  

 

M: Um… ok. SO... um... can you TELL ME / about experiences of ENGAGEMENT / that 

you’ve HAD / while TAKING AN ONLINE CLASS?  

K: <intake breath> mmm… Sorry. (8s) Um… (3s) when we’re shown like FILM CLIPS 

IN GERMAN (M: mmhmm)  

and um… once we had A STUDY / where like we listened to GERMAN MUSIC (M: 

mmhmm) /  

and I KNEW A FEW OF THE SONGS (M: mmhmm) um... from like my experiences in 

Germany and (M: mmhmm) everything...  

 

Stanza 133: Liking the interesting cultural differences 

 
K: And that was kind of INTERESTING um… (M: mmm)  

and I just like hearing like CULTURAL DIFFERENCES (M: mmhmm) and <inaudible> 

 

Strophe 35: German music provokes fantasies of a future living in a German city 

pursuing the International Studies route and a collapsing of difference between 

German and American music 

 

Stanza 134: Co-constructing meaning of German music – connected to her thoughts 

about the future  

 

M: What did ... what did that MEAN to you / to HEAR THE MUSIC / PLAYED IN 

CLASS?  

K: Um… Uhhmm... It SORT OF connected / to like... WHAT I WAS CONSIDERING 

ABOUT MY FUTURE  

 

Stanza 135: Knowledge of a future with International Studies connected to vision of 

herself living in Germany 
 

K; Coz I KNEW / I would probably BE <intake breath> PURSUING / the international 

studies (M: mmhmm) ROUTE.  

Um… So I WAS THINKING / ABOUT like maybe HAVING A FUTURE / in Germany 

eventually  

and ... kind of ENVISIONING / what that would LOOK LIKE and (M: mmhmm)  
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Stanza 136: German pop music wasn’t different/exactly the same as American music 

 

K: Coz obviously THE GERMAN POP MUSIC / wasn’t VERY DIFFERENT / from the 

pop music we have HERE. (M: mmhmm <laughs>)  

It was exactly THE SAME / but IN GERMAN (M: mmhmm)  

 

Stanza 137: Fantasizing about being in Germany 

 
K: And I was just... I don’t know... SORT OF… FANTASIZING / ABOUT being in Berlin 

or whatever.  

M: I’m sorry could you REPEAT that? / (K: mmhmm?) being IN? (K: BERLIN?) Berlin.  

K: Ok. BERLIN or Frankfurt or… Bonn or wherever. (M: mmhmm)  

 
A Selected Unit of Analysis from Holden’s Interview 

 

Part 4: Co-constructing narratives of Experiences of engagement 

 

Strophe 23: Speaking in front of class/peers provokes engagement with not messing 

up in close group context 

 

Stanza 90: Experience of engagement in online Chinese – locating call to speak in 

front of the class as engaging in contrast to the otherwise ‘6’ experience 

 
M: Can you TELL ME / about experiences of ENGAGEMENT uh . . .   

or a TIME / when you were ENGAGED / while you were taking a CLASS ONLINE?  

H: Um . . . ah . . . ENGAGED . . . 

Well SOMETIMES / she makes us GO UP . . . / our current TEACHER, / and SPEAK in 

front of the class (M: mmhmm).  

That’s a little . . . that’s PRETTY ENGAGING.  

But OTHERWISE / . . . it’s ah . . . YOU’RE JUST uh . . .  

She’s CALLING ON YOU to speak . . .  

OTHERWISE . . . it’s like . . . it’s pretty INDIVIDUAL (M: mmhmm)  

 

Stanza 91: “Everybody’s like listening, looking, so I felt pretty engaged”  

 

M: Can you DESCRIBE / ONE INSTANCE / when she called on YOU / to SPEAK in 

front of the class?  

H: YEAH, / she CALLED ON ME / like a few days AGO. (M: mmhmm)  

I SPOKE um . . .   

EVERYBODY’S like listening, looking  

SO I FELT pretty engaged. (M: mmhmm).  

M: What were you TALKING about?  

H: I WAS / uh . . . READING / about a LESSON (M: mmhmm) yeah.  

M: What was the LESSON about?  

H: It was ABOUT / um . . . <pause>  
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I CAN’T remember.  

I think it WAS / um . . . it was about BUYING TICKETS / to like A SHOW or something 

(M: uh huh) yeah.  

M: And so you were READING . . . (H: a passage) A PASSAGE / from THE BOOK (H: 

mmhmm)  

 

Stanza 92: Thoughts about embarrassment while speaking in a ‘close environment’: 

Feeling like he shouldn’t mess up given that he knew it 

 

And WHAT was / going THROUGH YOUR HEAD / while you were READING?  

H: I JUST wanted / to MAKE SURE / I didn’t MESS UP / and like (M: mmhmm) look like 

A FOOL (M: mmhmm).  

But um . . . I . . . UH . . . I just wanted / to read it like ACCURATELY (M: mmhmm) / and 

uh . . . YEAH.  

M: WHAT did you FEEL LIKE / when you were READING?  

H: Um . . . I FELT LIKE / um . . . I SHOULDN’T . . . / I KNEW it,   

so I DIDN’T want / to MESS UP (M: uh huh)  

It would BE PRETTY EMBARRASSING / if I MESS UP.  

But . . . NOT THAT EMBARRASSING / coz I KNEW most of the people (M: Yeah)  

NOT everybody (M: Yeah) / but . . . it’s like a CLOSE ENVIRONMENT, (M: Yeah, yeah) 

like I said. (M: Yeah)  

So it wouldn’t have been BAD. (M: Yeah) yeah.  

  
A Selected Unit of Analysis from Margaret’s Interview 

 

Part 11: Descriptive account of experiences of engagement while learning online 

 

Strophe 53: Experience of engagement while learning online located in sense of 

connection (through friendship and family) to teachers and other students and 

(through normal life) to curriculum 

 

Stanza 223: Co-constructing narrative direction--experience of engagement while 

learning online involves feeling connected to students through friendly interactions 

and to teachers’ through their backgrounds 

 

Marilyn: Can you tell me about experiences of engagement you’ve had while taking an 

online class?  

Margaret: Um . . .  <long pause> well you FEEL CONNECTED / to the different 

STUDENTS  

because they’re ALWAYS . . . <inaudible> / they’re MOSTLY really FRIENDLY.  

And, then THE TEACHERS, / they all come from DIFFERENT BACKGROUNDS . . .  

and so, you THINK a lot about that.  

 

Stanza 224: Metaphor of giant family or friendship that inspires feeling good 

 

Margaret: But they ALSO, um . . . you . . . it’s like you’re . . .  
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when you’re IN A CLASS CONNECT / or you’re doing a PROJECT with people,   

it’s a giant . . . they’re ALL really friendly . . .  

It’s like a GIANT FRIENDSHIP or family . . .  

and it just FEELS really good.  

 

Stanza 225: Thinking about the lesson when going about normal life is really nice 

 

Margaret: And then . . . and when you’re doing a LESSON or something (Mn: Yeah)  

it’s um . . . WHEN YOU GO OUT, you know, in your normal life,  

and something happens like AGAINST THAT,  

you THINK about the lesson  

and that’s really NICE.  

 

Strophe 54: Thoughts about communications with other students lead to thoughts 

about finding them online sometimes (through personal information shared online 

even when prohibited), but also to thoughts of isolation because as a loner she 

doesn’t talk to them  

 

Stanza 226: Establishing methods of communication with other students  

 

Marilyn: How do YOU COMMUNICATE / with the other STUDENTS in the class?  

Margaret: There’s discussion BOARD  

and then you have STUFF in the Class Connects.  

  

Stanza 227: Communication related to knowledge of other students through personal 

information for which sharing is prohibited, but the prohibition is nevertheless broken 

 

Margaret: But you AREN’T ALLOWED to put out personal information, / like EMAILS, 

or just TWITTERS or FACEBOOKS or such things,  

So . . . you can’t . . . I mean, people do it STILL,  

but you’re NOT SUPPOSED TO (Mn: Yeah)  

So, y . . . you find them ONLINE SOMETIMES.  

 

Stanza 228: Disassociating connection to other students through personal 

characterization 

 

Margaret: But I DON’T REALLY talk to the other students that much 

I’m kind of a LONER.  

 

Strophe 55: Online community feels like family because of the friendliness of young 

teachers who are interested in her life and the sense of “giant friendships” with 

other students who have inside jokes (which she is not a part of)  

 

Stanza 229: Relating the notion of family to atmosphere and friendliness 

 

Marilyn: Um . . . so, what makes the CLASS CONNECT / a FAMILY?  
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Margaret: It’s just the ATMOSPHERE.  

Everybody’s FRIENDLY.  

And the teachers are really FRIENDLY.  

 

Stanza 230: Thoughts about the friendliness of teachers lead to thoughts about age and 

boredom 

 

Margaret: And most of them are really YOUNG TOO (Mn: mmhmm) 

They’re in their THIRTIES.  

SO . . . you know, / you don’t have an OLD person teaching you / . . . all really BORING 

things  

 

Stanza 231: From boredom to excitement: talking about “what’s going on in your life” 

 

Margaret: it’s most of the time EXCITING because (Mn: Yeah) some . . .  

And we talk about . . . you TALK ABOUT, you know, / what’s going on IN YOUR LIFE.  

 

Stanza 232: Connecting notions of friendly to having inside jokes 

 

Margaret: I mean, EVERYBODY’S really FRIENDLY,  

EVERYBODY has these inside jokes . . . 

 

Stanza 233: Disassociating from others via the unknown meaning of inside jokes 

 

Margaret: I DON’T KNOW what they mean  

coz I’m not PART OF THEM.  

 

Stanza 234: Giant friendships formed from talking about favorite TV shows 

 

Margaret: And EVERYBODY talks / about what they’re FAVORITE TV SHOWS . . .  

and it’s just like we’re all a GIANT FRIENDS or something 

 


