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Critically Engaged Learning: Connecting to Young Lives by John Smyth, Lawrence Angus and Peter McInerney, Barry Down provides revitalization and recharged zeal for educators struggling to reach disengaged youth. Teachers show a remarkable capacity to build productive relationships with students (Smyth et al., 2008). This book celebrates the stories of successful teachers and communities who engage young people in ‘real world’ learning. Though the debate on early school leavers and the enhancement of school arrangements for young learners has been in place for some time (Smyth, Hattam, Cannon, Edwards, Wilson & Wurst, 2000; Smythe & McInerney, 2007), this study moves beyond the school context “to examine the institutional and community processes of capacity building that lead to improved learning for students” (p. x). By critically interrogating many of the basic assumptions on which issues of student retention and student engagement are based, this book turns the tide of student disengagement towards, what Featherstone calls ‘a people’s scholarship’ (Featherstone, 1989).
The framing research agenda reported upon in this book seeks to uncover “how to engage multiple constituencies around issues of disadvantage, social exclusion, marginalization and social justice—within an educational context” (p. 7). The first Chapter of the book sets the context by situating the study in a cluster of schools located in excluded and disadvantaged communities. The multi-school project involved an elementary and a middle school in the small suburb of Wirra Wagga and a group of senior high schools in the larger community of Bountiful Bay. These project schools were aligned with the administrative and curriculum guidelines as prescribed by state and commonwealth governments. 

Chapter two, situated in Wirra Wagga, focuses on making complex connections between and amongst socially critical educators, community activists, excluded communities, youth, and popular culture. The authors emphasize that “while there are clearly pedagogical, relational, curriculum and educational policy issues that have to be addressed, there are also significant areas requiring attention around the wider aspects of the community in which the schools are located” (pp. 7-8). This chapter accents the authors’ unconventional perspective to the ubiquitous undemocratic practices that pervade research, institutions, society, politics, and the lives of individuals. They assert that both educators and local community members must recognize that ‘places’ and ‘spaces’ are socially produced and, therefore, are never neutral (Greene, 2000). As such, the authors identify the act of ‘exclusion’ as the culprit and perpetrator operating in spaces that extinctify ‘critical-democratic engagement’ (p. 2). 
Chapter three smoothly transitions to Bountiful Bay, where the authors paint a picture of shared power. In this chapter, educators and schools endeavor to work with excluded communities through connectionist pedagogy “which links classroom learning to the diverse lives, backgrounds and aspirations of the students” (p. 60). Gulson, Symes & Sumsion (2007) put it in these terms: “The language of exclusion is, by and large, spatial: who’s in, who’s out, at the heart, on the margins” (p. 99). Here, the authors seek to trouble these spaces so that “teachers, students, parents, community organizers, the community at large, and outsiders who work with them, can recognize how power works, for whom, how, and what a more dispersed view of power might look like” (Smyth et al., 2008, pp. 6-7).

It is in Chapter four that I periodically question whether this book is actually another institutional quick fix or an additional compilation of methodological approaches in response to an enduring issue. In this chapter, the authors claim that there is evidence of an emerging “inclusive deliberative democracy” (p. 111) in Wirra Wagga. They also seek to probe and unpack the basic assumptions and language associated with neighborhood renewal and school effectiveness in Australia. However, this chapter fails to provide the reader with a more robust and vigorous conceptualization of “critical pedagogy” (Kincheloe, 2001; McLaren, 1995) and “critical-democratic engagement” (Portelli & McMahon, 2004) – one that confronts the taken for granted and powerful assumptions imbedded in policy documents.  

Chapter five of Critically Engaged Learning: Connecting to Young Lives responded to a query that I had about the vital need for an educational reformation that was relevant to the lives of young people and their ‘pop’ culture. I knew that people often associate artistic creativity with the fine arts - painting, sculpture, music, dance, theatre, architecture – and I wondered if this association could include what I call ‘institutional aesthetics,’ – a bio-networking of administrative policy and humane schooling, or more succinctly put, ‘a beautiful school.’ At first glance the phrase ‘institutional aesthetics’ appears to be an oxymoron – the word ‘institutional’ bringing to mind images of stanch bureaucracy, in contrast with the word ‘aesthetics’ which often conjures images of organic beauty, design, and ecological balance. 
Interestingly, I believe this book blends the ideas of institution and aesthetics well. This is accomplished in several ways: First, Smyth actively involves multiple stakeholders - “constituencies” (p.7) to address how exclusion, poverty, and other forms of inequity are socially and politically produced. Second, Smyth utilizes an orientation that makes new meanings of the value of institutional systems and their relationship to enhancing student engagement and democratic practices. He draws upon Lawrence-Lightfoot’s (1983; 2000; 2005) and Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis’ (1997) notion of “portraiture” as a form of textual representation as well as a ‘method of documentation, analysis, and narrative development’ (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2005, p. 3). Finally, the blend of “portraiture” and the “multi-locale critical ethnographic approach” (p. 18) adopted in this study lends itself to a sort of intellectual and ecological fusion where “organic life processes [merge with] social systems” in other words, organizations engaging life experiences (Danesh & Clarke-Habibi, 2007, p.1). 
The wide range of interconnecting and interlocking vernacular and everyday youth narratives presented in this study offers what Willinsky (1991) calls “…a knowledge ecology” (p. 72). An array of living, authentic and courageous voices is precisely what is needed to radically address the exclusionary breaches in the ‘policy web’ that infringes on the progress of both students, critical democratic educators and our society at large (Joshee, 2008). The evidence presented in this chapter is convincing and firmly aligns with the work of researchers such as Freire (1998), Giroux (2000), Kincheloe (2001), McLaren (1995), Portelli & McMahon (2004) and others. 
Finally, in Chapter six, the authors summarize their findings and review the importance for critical educators and community activists in “trying to produce the conditions for breaking the debilitating cycle of educational disadvantage and social exclusion” (p. 24). The authors passionately and unashamedly challenge the “existing social order” (p. 17) and offer a viewpoint which takes us front and center into ‘places’ and ‘spaces’ of domination – moving from pathologizing disadvantage (pp. 31-34) to dialogue, reflection, innovation, and hope (pp. 161-163). After reading this book, one can no longer remain in a position formerly declared as neutral (Carter, 2007; Tilley, 1994). The authors’ approach, however, is modest and transparent – both of which I think are convincing qualities for the reader. In addition, understanding the arbitrariness of the “sign” - words and their meanings (Foucault, 1970; Saussure, 1922, Searle, 1969), care is taken by the authors not to manipulate the reader nor to create or (re)create a panacea through use of the extensive portraits and native points of view. Neither does the study boast as a generalizable and final presentation of the reflection and action needed to ameliorate the multiple needs of youth in society.
With demands for research to be “scientific” and “evidence-based” (p. 9), another concern I have after reading this book is the absence of quantitative evidence to appease the scientific and positivistic inquirer, especially in the light of the neo-liberal agenda. The authors admit to potential skeptics and do not make any claim to knowledge. Their rigorous qualitative data, however, makes a bold claim to “the possibilities of school and community renewal improving the educational opportunities of life chances for young people in difficult circumstances” (p. 165). 

There is a great deal more to this book than I have been able to mention, especially as it regards the broader-reaching role of culture, community, and institutions in forming new storylines that foster a flexible, student-focused, and supportive school culture. The question this book - like all the best books on democracy, inclusion, and critical engagement (Portelli & Solomon, 2001; Ryan, 2006; Woods, 2005) - leads us to ask is whether or not “the routines and recipes that have become accepted and commonplace ways of carrying out our professional, organizational, and institutional functions” (Stringer, 1999, p. 202) can transform to become creative ‘places’ and ‘spaces’ that inspire unity, growth, and creativity (Danesh & Clarke-Habibi, 2007, Freire, 1998). The authors, more than, motion toward creative possibilities.

At a time when philosophical liberalism and the neo-liberal ethic of the market compete for supremacy in the academy, this book is a timely contribution. It raises the question of the impact “multiple constituencies” (p. 7) might have on neo-liberal discourse. Critically Engaged Learning: Connecting to Young Lives is useful not only to researchers, but to students, leaders, administrators, organizations, community activists and all who seek to critically engage in the advancement of a more ‘robust democracy’ (Portelli & Solomon, 2001). If a portrait of ‘institutional aesthetics’ were to be recognized among the fine arts, this book would certainly lead the way in the designing of it.  
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