Enjoyment and learning: Policy and secondary school learners’ experience in England
Enjoy!

The directive to ‘enjoy’ has become ubiquitous in Western culture, the seemingly obligatory sequel to the purchase of a wide range of goods and services. Education has not escaped. Hartley (2006) suggests that the Labour Government’s incumbency since 1997 has marked an attempt to change the culture of schooling, signalled by shifts in language with frequent reference to enjoyment. While the terse, single word exhortation ‘Enjoy!’ may not be used habitually by educators in the way it is by purveyors of other services, something of the cultural flavour of the consuming society may be evident in the increasing stress placed on the enjoyment of schooling; that students must not only learn, but enjoy learning and, putatively, must enjoy in order to learn. 
A link between enjoyment and learning is a longstanding hypothesis. Griffin (2005) considers the school run by David Manson in Belfast in the eighteenth century which insisted that learning should be fun, utilising a ‘pedagogy of enjoyment’ (p. 140). More recent analyses in the late twentieth and early twenty-first century in both England and the US suggest that an absence of enjoyment is one of the foundational reasons for young people failing to achieve their potential (Goetz, Nathan, Hall, Anne, Frenzel, & Pekrun, 2006; Shernoff, Csikszentmihalyi, Schneider, & Shernoff, 2003). The consequent policy focus in the UK is explicit. Repeatedly, policy texts highlight the notion of enjoyment. The landmark Green Paper Every Child Matters (ECM) (DfES, 2003a) establishes five key outcomes for education, one of which is to enjoy education. It is given the same level of importance as being healthy and safe. The vision for schools described by the Department for Children, Schools and Families (DCFS) in 21st Century Schools: A World-Class Education for Every Child (2008, para 3.4) sets schools a key target to ensure children ‘enjoy their learning’. The thrust of much policy text is to suggest a commitment to enjoyment as an end in itself for children. However, a tension is apparent. There is an oscillation between enjoyment as a right, and enjoyment conceived as a tool to raise attainment and other outcomes. The foreword to Excellence and Enjoyment: A Strategy for Primary Schools (DfES, 2003b: 3) states that ‘Enjoyment is the birthright of every child’. However, the text goes on immediately to link enjoyment with its effect on outcomes: ‘Children learn better when they are excited and engaged’ (op. cit. p. 3). If and how enjoyment is experienced, and whether there is indeed any link to learning and or to achievement, is therefore a matter of considerable interest to policy makers, to practitioners enjoined to ensure children enjoy school, to families concerned for their children’s welfare and to children themselves.

This paper focuses on research undertaken in England in 2007-2008. It selects from a large national dataset to focus on the perspective of young people aged 14–19. It considers how enjoyment might be conceptualised and the evidence to date that enjoyment is linked to learning and to achievement. It sets the data in context and analyses interview data from young people to explore the nature of enjoyment they report and its connection, if any, with learning.
Conceptualising enjoyment
Enjoyment is a term habitually used by policy makers, practitioners and students as if its meaning was self-evident, or as synonymous with a range of other concepts such as fun and satisfaction. This is not helpful for those exhorted to ensure enjoyment is experienced, or for those researching its presence in our schools. Hartley (2006) suggests that ‘Enjoyment is an emotion. It is about how we feel, not about what we think’ (p. 7). One might, therefore, draw from a range of disciplines, including philosophy and psychology, to conceptualise the emotion of enjoyment with more clarity. 
Psychologists have defined enjoyment as an affective state of pleasure. Kuppens (2008: 1053) suggests that:

the fundamental building blocks of emotional experience and moods can be captured by the dimensions of pleasure (or valence) and arousal (or activation) … This means that at each point in time a person’s feeling state can be parsimoniously defined in terms of how pleasant and aroused he or she feels.
The substitution of the concept of pleasure for that of enjoyment does not remove the phenomenological challenge of reaching a mutually understood interpretation of pleasure, particularly as individual differences in the relationship between valence and activation may lead to pleasure being experienced as a variety of affective states: ‘for some individuals feeling pleasant usually implies feeling excited and enthusiastic, whereas for others feeling pleasant usually implies feeling relaxed and at ease’ (Kuppens, 2008: 1057). Pleasure can therefore be a description of varying emotional states, reflecting differences in the balance between valence and activation.
A concept that may be useful, in that it describes a particular balance and experience of pleasure which is relevant for learning, is that of flow. Csikszentmihalyi (1977: 72) depicts a state of consciousness, when individuals:
shift into a common mode of experience when they become absorbed in their activity. This mode is characterized by a narrowing of the focus of awareness, so that irrelevant perceptions and thoughts are filtered out, by loss of self-consciousness, by a responsiveness to clear goals and unambiguous feedback, and by a sense of control over the environment.

Shernoff et al. (2003: 160) link this flow state to performance of a task that is perceived as: 'intrinsically enjoyable, as when artists or athletes are focused on their play or performance’. A further outcome is not necessary for pleasure to be experienced: ‘the activity is perceived as worth doing for its own sake, even if no further goal is reached’. The simile of a musician, dancer or athlete and their physical and intellectual absorption in the task in hand, to the exclusion of awareness of other physical or social stimuli, communicates something of the intensity of this state. It could be characterised in different ways, as concentration, as with musicians performing, or as ‘fun’ in the sense that, for example, children find swinging or sliding fun. They are absorbed and experience the activity as an end in itself. 
Pleasure can also be experienced in a quite different way from a state of flow as the cessation of anxiety: ‘When the child discovers that he is now able to overcome without fear a situation that formerly would have overwhelmed him with anxiety, he experiences a certain kind of pleasure’ (Fenichel, 1945/1966: 45). Just as the concept of flow may have relevance to learning, so the pleasure depicted here, as mastering that which gives us anxiety, may also be relevant. 
A third means of conceptualising enjoyment is not as an emotion experienced directly as the result of physical and social stimuli in the learning environment, but as an indirect result deriving from a calculation which measures outcomes against expectations. Research suggests that at least one dimension of assessment of enjoyment may be how far expected achievement or grades were achieved (Remedios, Lieberman, & Benton, 2000). Enjoyment so conceived may be captured by the term satisfaction, which is:

a function of the gap between the rewards actually granted and the rewards an individual thinks he/she deserves. 

(Kremer-Hayon & Goldstein, 1990: 287)

An assessment of how far teaching and learning were enjoyable may be based on the distance between outcomes expected and outcomes achieved. 
A fourth concept of enjoyment may reside in social relations. Goodenow (1992) suggests that a sense of belonging is experienced as an enjoyable state quite different to that of flow. Gudykunst (1995: 22) draws on Turner (1988) to suggest four critical human needs:

a) our need for a sense of predictability (or trust) 

b) our need for a sense of group inclusion

c) our need to avoid or defuse anxiety, and 

d) our need to sustain our self-conception.
Points a) and c) relate to mastery; feeling in control of the situation. Achievement of such mastery is experienced as enjoyable. Points b) and d) relate to a different source of enjoyment; the sense of security achieved though a conviction of belonging. 

Four concepts of pleasure – flow, cessation of anxiety, satisfaction and the security of belonging – may be useful in deciphering what young people experience as enjoyment and why. They are not, of course, unrelated, nor does the experience of one preclude the simultaneous experience of another. They are, however, distinguishable as different forms of enjoyment which may or may not provide an adequate framework for analysing young people’s experience.

Current and retrospective enjoyment

As well as the challenge of identifying a range of concepts of enjoyment, there are complexities in distinguishing enjoyment as pleasure in the moment and pleasure in retrospect. Policy is not clear on whether the enjoyment targeted as a goal is a general emotional orientation to the overall experience of school, or enjoyment of each instance of learning. Goetz et al. (2006) distinguish two different phenomena. Trait emotions are built over time and refer retrospectively to cumulative experience in enjoying classes. State emotions are experienced in the present, the current enjoyment of a specific class. Emotional traits are therefore predicated on the persistent experience of particular emotional states. When policy makers or practitioners are assessing ‘enjoyment’ it would be helpful to be clear whether students are being asked about or are commenting on trait or state emotions, or both; did they enjoy lessons or did they enjoy school, or both?
Triggers of enjoyment

There are multiple understandings of the potential triggers of enjoyment, depending on the conceptualisation. Flow theory suggests that the pleasure associated with a flow state reflects a balance between challenge and capacity:

The flow experience is believed to occur when one’s skills are neither overmatched nor underutilized to meet a given challenge. This balance of challenge and skill is fragile; when disrupted, apathy (i.e., low challenges, low skills), anxiety (i.e., high challenges, low skills), or relaxation (i.e., low challenges, high skills) are likely to be experienced. 
(Shernoff et al., 2003: 160)

Teetering on the knife edge of the challenge overwhelming the individual appears to heighten pleasure. A physical or intellectual situation which demands, or appears to demand, total concentration on the task in hand to avoid serious harm (for example surviving a seeming death-threatening switchback plunge) triggers a sense of aliveness; it is assessed retrospectively as enjoyment. Learning therefore may be most enjoyable when the challenge is very great, but not unachievable. Satisfaction is a fluid state where the calculation of the distance between expectations and results relates to shifts in expectations throughout the period of study (Remedios et al., 2000). A sense of belonging is triggered by positive feedback leading to raised self-esteem both in the instant and over time.
In summary, it would seem that enjoyment relates broadly to experiencing circumstances which meet one or more of the following criteria:

a) a loss of self-consciousness through absorption

b) a sense of cognitive, physical or social control

c) capacities are challenged while not negating criterion b)
d) an accumulation of forms of social or quasi-economic capital.
Learning
Learning, like enjoyment, is a term which often serves as convenient shorthand, but which camouflages differences in conceptualisation amongst those communicating. As a process, learning is ‘complex, contingent and multidimensional’ (Blunsdon, Reed, & McNeil, 2003: 43). Just as it is unlikely that one definition could capture the experience of enjoyment, so learning escapes the confines of a singular conceptualisation except at a level of generality which struggles to encompass the range and richness of the experience of learning. For the purposes of the article Mikulas’s (1977: xiii) definition is adopted:

Learning is a more or less permanent change in behavior potential that occurs as a result of practice. 
As such, learning can only be inferred. The vagueness of ‘practice’ as the stimulus for learning is also problematic. Learning can be intended to lead to changes in behaviour potential which are social, moral, affective, intellectual and physical. The potential created may be evident immediately or not until a considerable time has elapsed. Just as enjoyment can be experienced in the present and retrospectively, so a student may be aware of learning in the instant or as meaning or knowledge which coalesces after a time delay. Equally, what passes for learning in many classrooms may not match the definition at all. Learning facts which are quickly forgotten, for example, or physical or intellectual routines dependant on memory, may be a temporary rather than longer term change. Learning therefore does not equate to being taught, but to making sense (Watkins, 2005).

Linking enjoyment and learning

Students’ lack of enjoyment of learning has been mooted as a cause of multiple failures in education. David et al. (2003) link high levels of boredom in secondary school students particularly with ‘disengagement and alienation, marked by a chronic cycle of tardiness, absenteeism, failing classes, suspensions, and transitions between schools’ (p. 158). Lack of enjoyment is therefore implied to be a cause of failure to learn. Much discussion of the relationship of enjoyment to learning assumes that learning is contingent on a willingness to engage and to persist, and that this will not be forthcoming unless the learning task is assessed as potentially enjoyable, resulting in motivation to start, and experienced as enjoyable, resulting in persistence. However, Blunsdon et al. (2003) have reviewed research since the 1950s which has attempted to find a relationship between the two and report inconsistent results. Some studies appear to show a high correlation between enjoyment and learning. Other studies argue that the two are antagonistic (Rieber & Noah, 2008). Amongst the issues are the phenomenological difficulties with conceptualising enjoyment and learning, leading to methodological complications:
The grounds for the direction of causality are weak – namely that enjoyment tends to be a direct and immediate experience, whereas learning is a time-dependent process. This suggests enjoyment is temporally prior to learning, and for x to cause y, x must precede y. However, it is equally plausible that students’ enjoyment of a topic grows as they feel more knowledgeable about it. 
(Blunsdon et al., 2003: 46)
Enjoyment could therefore be conceived as a precursor, a parallel experience, a result of learning or all three. 
In summary, there is no body of convincing evidence which establishes that enjoyment is a necessary adjunct to learning, and what evidence there is suggests that the complexity of establishing a relationship may defeat current methodology. Given that enjoyment may be related not only to the learning experience as such, but be mediated by demographic factors such as gender and age (Shernoff et al., 2003) and be influenced by environmental factors such as wall colours and room temperature (Koufaris, 2002), filtering out the full range of variables which impact on affective states is very difficult. The students’ experience of other aspects of school or their life outside school and the individuals’ personality traits can also predispose learners to enjoyment or the contrary (Goetz et al., 2006). As learning is an internal process which can only be inferred or reported, the data available is students’ perceptions; that is, they think they have enjoyed something (or not) and they believe that this emotion is linked to learning. Taking all these factors together, researching students’ enjoyment and learning and the relationship between the two is a difficult endeavour. Nevertheless, given the strong emphasis in policy discourse, there is a need for research to attempt to make progress in order to support the development and evaluation of policy and practice. 
Research methods

The changes in education introduced by the Labour Party since 1997 are arguably some of the most radical undertaken by a government for some time. For example, policy has established the notion of an holistic view of children’s needs and development, of linking vocational and academic qualifications and of establishing the corporate responsibility of clusters of schools and colleges for the wellbeing and education of children and young adults.  To consider the impact of change which is intended to be far reaching in the education and training of young people aged 14–19, the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) invested considerable resource in envisioning and implementing a longitudinal study to track change over seven years, from 2007 to 2013/14. The intention was to gather a dataset which was sufficiently robust to conclude if policy was having an effect and, if so, in what ways. It was intended that the dataset could be mined and analysed to provide a range of insights related to policy, practice and outcomes from a variety of perspectives and to meet varying goals. In the first year, the analysis of the data related to the key policy aims of ECM (DfES, 2003a). The focus of this article is one of ECM’s aims; that young people should enjoy learning.
The first stage of the national longitudinal study was the establishment of a baseline of evidence concerning the education of 14-19 year olds in the academic year 2007-2008. Case studies were constructed for 45 organisations, including age 11–16, 11–18, and 13–18 schools, independent and special schools, special projects linked to pupil referral units, and general, specialist, sixth-form and further education colleges in England; the cases represent the range and number of schools and colleges in England. The location of case organisations varied from metropolitan areas to small villages and from economically privileged to extremely deprived environments. 

The range of evidence within each case comprised individual interviews with teachers, governors, parents, group and individual interviews with young people, a questionnaire survey of staff and students, and documents. The data from interviews with young people are the primary focus of this paper. Year 11 (age 15–16) and Year 12 (16–17) students were interviewed in small groups, and those perceived by staff as disaffected, disengaged or with learning disabilities were interviewed one-to-one. Students were asked to discuss their opportunities to learn, the process of choosing courses, and their experience of teaching and learning. They were also asked about their enjoyment of education. In the group interviews, young people also wrote comments to ensure everyone had a chance to communicate anonymously. In total, 798 Year 11 and Year 12 students gave their views, including 98 who had special learning needs or disabilities and 82 who were perceived by staff to be disaffected or disengaged. Learners (all Year 11 and approximately 50 per cent of Year 12 in the case organisations) were also surveyed by questionnaire. The student survey had individual responses from 2,700 Year 11 and 2,200 Year 12 students, a response rate of 76 per cent. 
The resulting data comprise a large and rich dataset offering a picture reflecting one year in England of what is intended by staff and governors for this phase of education and how it is experienced from a number of perspectives. It is the evidence from young people, and specifically what we may learn from them about if and how they enjoy their experience of education, which is the particular concern of this paper. 
The data were analysed in two ways. Firstly, descriptive statistics derived from the learner survey suggested the percentage of young people in each case who stated that they had enjoyed their experience of education. Secondly, content analysis was carried out in relation to the answers to the question ‘Did you enjoy school or college’ in the written answers recorded during the group interviews. From this, a range of themes was discerned. The themes were then cross-referenced with those emerging from analysis of the individual and group interview transcripts, distinguishing the circumstances and experiences which were perceived to support or inhibit enjoyment. The latter was interpreted as those experiences which were deemed pleasurable. The analysis therefore offered an overview of the extent and triggers of enjoyment. Exploring the interview data allowed the explanation of young people to be compared to the differing concepts of enjoyment uncovered in the first part of the paper. It also allowed consideration of whether the particular sources or nature of enjoyment differed amongst those young people who remained within the mainstream system and those who were seen in some way to have physically or psychologically exited.
The voice of young people

Including ‘student voice’ has become fashionable in consultation for policy development, in evaluation and in studies of learning (Arnot, McIntyre, Pedder, & Reay, 2004; DfES, 2004; Fielding, 2004). However, attitudes to listening to young people and to the use made of what they say remain contested. Issues are raised both from the perspective of those doubting the potential validity of such evidence and from the perspective of those challenging its instrumental use (Fielding, 2006). Some have suggested that young people are liable to distort their account of their experience, influenced by a child’s need to elicit sympathy and support, or to shock (Wragg, 2002). Caution is advised in interpreting learners’ accounts. All narrative accounts are a construction by the speaker, projecting identities of the individual designed to influence the view of the listener (Scheurich, 1995). Even where the speaker sincerely attempts to covey an experience without bias, language embodies multiple meanings and is open to multiple interpretations by the listener. However, why this should be more the case with young people than with adults is questionable. Staff and governors may equally wish to project a positive view of themselves and of their school or college. The evidence presented here is taken to be the accounts of young adults aged 14–19, and is treated as having the same value and raising the same issues of validity and reliability as interview data from older adults.
More troubling are the anxieties related to the use made of such data. Young people are relatively powerless within a political system which decides for them the parameters of what they can learn, and how. Deeper understanding of their viewpoint might be used the better to circumvent any opposition to policy, and/or to shape education and training further to meet the needs of the economy or those who hold more power within society, rather than to meet the needs and preferences of the young. Burgess-Limerick, Grace, and Limerick (1996: 449) suggest that the interview is a gift of understanding. It is considered so here and its use justified as a means of uncovering the impact of education on the affective and intellectual life of young people. The intention is to decrease the powerlessness of young learners, rather than to embed it further, by assuming that we must listen carefully and respond with intellectual rigour to their views as young adults and learners. The article aims at increased understanding, not solely at providing a policy development tool. 
Learner’s enjoyment of education
Some young people had found school or college an intensely enjoyable experience: ‘It has been amazing and I don’t want to leave’. The written comments of learners noted during group interviews reflected a majority positive view and, in common with the findings of other studies, the most commonly cited source of enjoyment was positive relationships, primarily with friends but also with teachers. Learning was given as a source of enjoyment half as often. The greater degree of enjoyment experienced in Year 12 was related by some to experiencing more control. In answer to the question, ‘Have you enjoyed college?’, one answer typical of those making this point was ‘Yes, I have more freedom, independence’. The theme of freedom was evident more often in Year 12 responses, but emerged also in a few cases in Year 11 data. A sense of being prepared for a successful future and of achievement was also given as sources of enjoyment. Achievement included affective gains and not just the acquisition of qualifications. For example, one respondent enjoyed school because, ‘I got everything I wanted and have more confident (sic)’. For another, school ‘has sculpted me into a better person I believe’. 
Negative responses explaining why school was not enjoyed were the opposite of the positive factors; poor relationships with teachers, lack of achievement and feeling that things were out of control or too pressured, leading to stress. In a few cases, a sense of injustice was also given as destroying enjoyment. Some learners saw, in their view, disproportionate attention given to those who misbehaved or did not achieve and felt it was unjust: ‘the school gives no support to its assets and concentrates on its wrongs’. For the majority of the young people who were interviewed in groups, that is those who remained within the mainstream, their experience of education appeared wholly or in part enjoyable. 
An overview from the survey, which included all Year 11 and a sample of Year 12, provides a less positive picture. The survey responses indicated that the percentage of Year 11 who had enjoyed school in each case organisation ranged from 13 per cent to 73 per cent. In only nine cases was there a majority giving a positive response; in 23 cases there was a minority. In relation to Year 12, who are beyond compulsory school age and therefore in their school or college by choice, the range of percentages was higher, from 31 per cent to 86 per cent, and formed the majority response in 24 of 30 cases. The difference in findings between interviews and questionnaire may in part reflect a methodological effect. The means of communication, either discussion with an adult during interview or answering an anonymous questionnaire, may influence young people’s degree of disclosure and or may heighten positive or negative opinions. Equally, though the case centres were asked to include within each interview group a diverse range by gender, ethnicity and attainment level, the views expressed will relate to the selection of participants. 
To pursue the source of negative opinion, the data resulting from individual interviews with those young people perceived by the school to be disaffected or disengaged may be of particular interest; that is, the young people who were perceived to be dislocated from the learning process though remaining in school, or those who had been removed from school or removed themselves and were learning in alternative environments. It is amongst such young people that one might expect to find those who were less positive about their school experience and had not enjoyed it much or not at all (Shernoff et al., 2003).
Amongst this group, there were instances of young people who had not enjoyed any aspect of their experience. ‘Well I never enjoyed school. No one does. It’s just a load of shit’. Such views were not widespread. Enjoyment, even if rarely experienced, was a more common account. The explanation of what created or inhibited enjoyment reflected in part that of the mainstream young people, but also in part differed. Enjoyment or lack of it related to three areas; relationships, pedagogy and the physical environment, each discussed in more detail in the following pages. This group, too, found positive relationships with friends and with staff a source of enjoyment. ‘I find them (lessons) quite enjoyable to be honest, ’cos I’m with my friends and that, like, and always, like, have a laugh with my mates’, or ‘well, the teachers are great to get on with, they’re nice and the pupils, they’re nice’. The importance of relationships sometimes reflected what seemed like neediness, and included not just friends at school, but siblings, other family members and sexual relationships: ‘When I first started going out with my girlfriend, I thought, yes I’m made now. I’m sorted’, or the young man who felt about his friends, ‘I could not live without them’. When much else went badly, friendships made school bearable: ‘The only bit I’ve enjoyed really is I’m seeing my mates nearly every day and... and my NVQ course; that’s the only real bit I liked about school. All the other bit – education, teachers and that – I really don’t think much of. Like it’s a load of rubbish.’
Relationships

Relationships with teachers seemed sometimes linked to a sense of threat, ‘in your face’, a lack of control of events and consequent stress. Teachers were perceived by some as a source of pressure and dislike, rather than care. This was poignantly expressed by one disengaged young person who now learned outside the school with staff who were not teachers. He contrasted these with teachers in school who were perceived to be pleased when you were absent and who did not care for you in other ways. ‘When we go to (place of learning) and they’re like people that actually look after us… They make sure we are there …and care in other ways’. The four critical human needs outlined in the first part of the article were perceived to be denied in school:

a) our need for a sense of predictability (or trust) 

b) our need for a sense of group inclusion

c) our need to avoid or defuse anxiety, and 

d) our need to sustain our self-conception.
Gudykunst (1995: 22)

Some young people depicted school as a place of constant anxiety. The word ‘relaxed’ or a related term ‘comfy/comfortable’ were used on 79 occasions to indicate a lessening of the anxiety associated with school. In lessons, often learners had no sense of mastery. Rather, lessons were an imposed endurance of a mysterious ritual, without meaning or purpose, where there was much writing and much listening to the teacher. This seemed to be an end in itself; it was not connected by the young people with learning. For some, such was the resulting level of stress within school that it was intolerable:

If we stayed in at like a mainstream, if we stayed in the mainstream classes we wouldn’t have lasted this long in school. It’s this, it’s this course (alternative provision outside school) that has kept us in the school. If we were in a normal class we would have been gone in a flash. 

If pleasure can be triggered by mastering what previously caused anxiety, this was experienced by some young people and, as here, sometimes in contexts which were outside school, where relationships with adults and the experience of learning differed.
Pedagogy 
In most cases, passive forms of pedagogy were cited as unpleasurable. The most common experience described negatively in just over a third of references to enjoyment, or lack of it, was writing. Asked if he was enjoying school, one answered, ‘I hate it. It’s writing every single day’. The vehement dislike is evident in numerous mentions of writing, and to a lesser extent listening. In contrast, experiential forms of learning are mentioned as a source of positive feelings in a quarter of the references related to enjoyment. The enjoyment was connected both to a sense of control and to a sense of mastery:

I have learned a lot more by doing trial and error. Sort of different ways of patching pieces of wood together and that. It’s a lot more…. And then the teacher just gives materials what you wanted, how you…..You can do it the way you wanted. It’s a lot more better experience. 
The experimental approach where different methods were tried ‘until you get it right’ was contrasted with the ineffectiveness of ‘getting just told’. Control was evident in the ability of a learner to set targets and pace and to be in command of the degree of challenge. One learner, asked about his experience of learning, tried to explain how it might have been more positive if more experiential, if given a book and asked to do practical tasks, working out for oneself what to do: ‘more like competition to learn, for yourself’. Such descriptions communicate valuing a flow state, where the learner was engaged, sufficiently in control to feel no anxiety, but challenged and so exhilarated. The sense of mastery and its connection to self-esteem is conveyed strongly: 
We done plumbing, like just tightening joints and work on toilets, work on the sinks an’ all that, and it was really fun; it was real practical work and you did get to use proper tools and everything.
The connection between enjoyment and effective learning through experience was made explicitly by some students. For example:

More the active learning – so, like not just sat in the classroom. Out doing experiments and stuff. Because you are not just sat down and you’ve got like a different atmosphere – I don’t know but it’s just – and you are more engaged, I think, ’cos I enjoy it more, so I think I learn more if I am out doing it myself rather than the teacher doing it.
A further theme emerges from the quotations above. There is a sense of connectivity with the world outside school and work in the future, using ‘real’ tools, for example. Many of those who were perceived as disaffected or disengaged wanted qualifications, a career, a future. Learning which seemed to offer hope of these was valued. One learner described how training in hairdressing, despite the fact that it involved a lot of writing, had transformed him, ‘since what I used to be, like turning up for nothing, I’ve come a long way and I’m actually doing something …and I’m going to get a career out of that’. 
Physical experience

The physical experience counted a great deal. A difference between the evidence of learners in the mainstream and learners perceived as disaffected or disengaged may have been a lesser ability of the latter to tolerate the physical experience of school. Descriptions of physical movement and of being in a larger space were embedded in positive accounts of experiential learning. They were contrasted with sitting, as a tedious and testing experience. Within references to enjoyment there were 40 mentions of ‘sitting’ as a negative: ‘sitting in here now listening I feel really horrible now, I wanna cry’. Subjects which allowed you to move around, such as physical education and drama, were valued for this reason. Using hands to do things was a source of enjoyment. A sense of space, or lack of it, was also significant:
I can’t stand it when people sitting next to me, like this, and you’re on the table and they spread out, I really hate that, I like my space, I like my own space, don’t you? I get really annoyed.

Being outside the physical boundary of a classroom or school fence removed the stress some experienced as a result of a school environment where they were physically constrained. 
Learners’ language
Learners used the word ‘enjoyment’ frequently in interview. There were 634 instances. However, as the questions were about enjoyment, this might be expected. Analysing the way a range of other words were used is enlightening. The word ‘fun’ was used in 302 instances. Learners contrasted what was ‘fun’ and what was ‘boring’. They provided much more detail to elucidate their meaning of boring than of fun. Boring emerged as related to particular characteristics of activity which led to affective states. Boredom related to a lack of physical activity, stimulus and control. For example one learner described boring work as, ‘you know, like, doing something which you can do without a brain, pretty much’. The affective state which resulted was a lack of arousal. There was also sometimes a sense of insecurity, ‘it gets boring, the school, the teachers they nag, nag, nag, nag’. The affective state resulting was the opposite of valence. This was contrasted with fun, where the arousal was high, and the insecurity activating, but not threatening. For example, a chemistry lesson where, literally, sparks flew:
…they put it in, and all these sparks came flying out and everyone was standing there, it was really bad because it came really close, it was really unexpected but it was really good fun.

There could be no clearer expression of fun experienced as a balance between uncertainty and control, arousal and valence. A more extended analysis follows of how enjoyment beyond fun and boredom was experienced and of its relationship to learning, if any.
The experience of enjoyment
Using the criteria established earlier, the analysis of the dataset provides evidence of the experience of enjoyment and its nature in young people’s responses.

A loss of self-consciousness through absorption
A flow state was described by some students, but relatively infrequently. On most occasions it was connected to physical activity of some kind and with being in control of learning. It equated to making sense, that is, learning which was constructed by the individual through experimentation and related to aspects of existing experience and future intentions. Those experiences which might superficially appear to embody a flow state, such as a class sitting quietly and listening or writing, were for many the opposite: a time of dislocation from the task in hand and openness to distraction by physical and social stimuli. A few learners reported the opposite, a liking for writing, for example, in which they could become absorbed, but, for many, enjoyment, conceived as a flow state, was largely absent in their experience of education. Those students who described a flow state generally connected it to learning.
A sense of cognitive, physical or social control
Control of learning was reported as lacking on many occasions. Learning goals and tasks were largely imposed, and accepted by some as necessary activity to achieve the goal prized by the majority: accreditation. However, achieving qualifications was not generally connected by young people with learning. Physically, habitual patterns of restraint were in operation, with young people marshalled into a space bounded by a desk, a classroom and school walls. Social control varied. A range of relationships were reported, including those which were positive and supportive, of which the young person felt in control. In other cases, relationships with either students or staff, or both, were depicted as oppressive and out of control. A hierarchy of degrees of control emerged with learners having virtually no physical control, little cognitive control and a greater degree of social control. The physical environment, many learners bounded by a small space at a desk or table for much of the time, was imposed by teachers. The National Curriculum and accreditation regime imposed by policy makers allowed for little control of their intellectual development by learners. Social control, while to some degree shaped by teachers, nevertheless offered more opportunities for self determination. To some extent young people could choose to form or reject relationships, unlike in other aspects of their school/college life where there was little choice, for example in the tasks set in class. The hierarchy is however, relative. In one instance a young man with special learning needs had been suddenly moved from his previous school by a local authority, losing his close friend, to his deep distress. Young people’s control at all levels was fragile, at best.
Capacities are challenged while not negating control
The kind of challenge reported by young people was often of surviving school and getting work done, rather than of learning. The pressure of coping with behaviour expectations and schedules of submission for assessment amounted to a great deal of pressure for some, which threatened or actually became more than could be achieved. Accounts of positive challenge connected to learning were generally communicated as an atypical experience, for example the young man learning plumbing, quoted above, or a young woman given the opportunity to debate and form her opinions in a religious instruction class. Challenge as a positive in learning was evident in accounts, but as an uncommon experience.
Accumulating forms of social and quasi-economic capital

Accruing social capital was the most widely reported experience connected with enjoyment. It encompassed the approval and acceptance of students and teachers. The greater degree of control that learners felt in this area may be at least part of the explanation for this. Achievement of quasi-economic capital was also a wide source of enjoyment. The vast majority of those interviewed prized achieving qualifications as access to a future pathway, and those signals which they received which suggested that they were on the way to achieving this caused pleasure.

Enjoyment and learning

The relationship between enjoyment and attainment or achievement is not the focus here; rather the analysis has explored the connection, if any, between enjoyment and learning. All of the conceptions of enjoyment depicted earlier in the paper were evident in learner accounts. Current and retrospective enjoyment was also evident. There were accounts of flow, cessation of anxiety, satisfaction and the security of belonging. A hierarchy of these types of enjoyment emerged both in terms of frequency and perceived relationship to learning. 
Flow was weakest in frequency and strongest in its reported relationship to learning. It was depicted as an experience integrated with learning, that is a current, or in-the-instant experience of enjoyment. Young people spoke of this state as a memorable and valued experience where they were engaged and made a leap of understanding. A second in-the-instant experience was cessation of anxiety, depicted as a result of learning. Though more frequently experienced than flow, it was not very common. Accounts of continuing anxiety were more widespread. The cessation of anxiety resulted from achievement of a goal, but not necessarily from learning. For example, mastering something required to be graded a pass caused pleasure, but this was not necessarily learning in the sense used in this article. 
Retrospective forms of enjoyment were also described. Satisfaction, that is, a perceived satisfactory relationship between what was expected and what was achieved, was relatively common. Young people reflected on their achievements and attainment with satisfaction. Again, this was not necessarily related to learning. This kind of enjoyment followed learning activities. Finally, the most widely reported kind of enjoyment was a sense of belonging, retrospective to the whole experience of school and college and connected not to learning, but to social relationships.
In summary, the analysis uncovered relatively few examples of enjoyment as a state emotional experience as defined by Goetz et al. (2006); that is, an of-the-minute experience of enjoyment, and particularly of a learning activity. Trait emotions of enjoyment, that is, cumulative retrospective enjoyment, were more evident and reported as triggered by social relationships and satisfaction in achieving, rather then learning. It would seem that when young people report that they enjoy school, they may be referring to trait emotions which are not connected to those aspects of their experience specifically designed to support learning.
Differentiation between the enjoyment of young people in different types or contexts of school or college is not feasible, given small number of schools in particular categories. Differentiation between the enjoyment of young people who remain in mainstream schooling, or who are perceived by staff as disaffected, or who are no longer in mainstream education, is tentative. The enjoyment of social relationships appeared to be equally reported amongst learners in different learning contexts, though negative relationships with teachers were more frequently described, not surprisingly, amongst the disaffected and disengaged. Satisfaction at achievement was also evident amongst those within and outside mainstream schooling, though amongst those outside, sometimes experienced only after exiting school and learning elsewhere. Lack of satisfaction, that is, a sense of being credited with what they felt they deserved, or achieving what they had hoped, was reported by learners in all contexts. Cessation of anxiety as a source of enjoyment was more evident amongst those in mainstream schooling. Those who had exited had sometimes done so because their escalating anxiety led to behaviour deemed problematic within school. Descriptions of flow states were given relatively rarely by those both within and outside mainstream schooling, though again the latter tended to experience these after exiting. 
The evidence suggests that, particularly for disaffected and disengaged young people, there is little opportunity for enjoyment in school.  A loss of self-consciousness through absorption was rarely experienced, the prevalent passive learning being seen as intolerable and disengaging. There was little sense of cognitive, physical or social control. The physical restrictions on movement – ‘keeps looking at all the same four walls. It does my head in’ – the regime of classroom activities – ‘after five minutes of listening to the teacher talk, just want to them to shut up’ – and the disapproval of many teachers:

 ‘they’re saying that I’ve done no work, and I don’t know what I’m doing and I’m just sat there, and they don’t, they’re not explaining nothing what you do, like. I get done for that.’ 
left them feeling very little in control. Capacities were challenged, but in a way which enhanced their sense of lack of control and of satisfaction. They were asked to do tasks that they did not understand and felt they achieved little. There was little possibility of accumulating forms of social or quasi-economic capital through positive relationships with adults and through accreditation. The data suggest that, for this minority of learners, school was a miserable experience with little enjoyment.
Policy and practice implications
Enjoyment, as discussed in policy texts, is too inexact a concept to have much utility for planning practice or for evaluating change in relation to learning. An increase in enjoyment may, in fact, reflect retrospective forms of enjoyment, greater satisfaction with achievement, or a successful social experience within education. While these outcomes have value and contribute to a key aim of ECM, young people’s right to enjoy their education, they do not appear to be integral specifically to learning. If practitioners and policy makers wish to establish or increase a reciprocal experience of learning and enjoyment, it would seem that the concept of most relevance is that of flow. The evidence presented here from 45 cases suggests that a flow state is perceived by learners to be enmeshed with learning, a current experience of enjoyment which supports learning in the sense defined in this article. It would also seem that a flow state cannot be assessed by whether a class seems quiet and absorbed, or has written notes, read a book or listened to a teacher; these activities may reflect intense engagement or actually camouflage a lack of absorption and learning. Young people more often reported such passive activities as disengaging. Flow, as defined in the article, was discerned and described by them as memorable and significant moments of learning distinguishable from the majority of time when they were, in their own assessment, by contrast, completing activities. While self-reported, the consistent connection made by learners between a flow state and learning is compelling.   
The keys to increasing the frequency of flow are indicated to be an increase in the degree of control offered to learners, a change in the physical environment and, in particular, the physical activity involved, and a lessening of workload and accreditation pressure to enable genuine exploration and discovery. The enjoyment which is intrinsic to flow states is not proved to be a precursor to learning, but intimately linked to experience in the present. Those forms of enjoyment which are retrospective may be crucial in terms of the human rights of children to enjoy their childhood, in achieving a sense of belonging and a sense of satisfaction in what has been achieved, but these are indicated by the analysis to be phenomena weakly related to learning. If enjoying learning is to be a priority, then the focus needs to move from attainment and its relationship with satisfaction, to learning and its connection to flow states. The latter do not sit comfortably with the current standards-driven and attainment-focused element in policy. Policy makers, leaders and other staff face the challenge of approaching the issue of enjoyment and its connection to learning with more discrimination and rigour. If the policy goal to support the mutuality of enjoyment and learning is to be fully adopted and monitored, it may be necessary to assess the degree to which the current curricula, pedagogy and physical environment encourage or inhibit flow states which support learning through an optimum balance of valence and arousal. Young people suggest that flow is an intense experience, currently relatively rare and intimately connected to learning. They value it highly both as an end in itself, an intense form of aliveness, and for what it helps them accomplish: learning. Their views have great importance in deepening our understanding of policy goals and the effect of their implementation.
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