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ABSTRACT

In this article we draw on Honneth’s (1997) recognition theory to examine the experience of young people who left school prematurely or who did not achieve the expected certification, and subsequently enrolled in adult education schools to obtain secondary accreditation. Based on four focus groups held with a sample of teachers and students from such schools, we explore why the experience of these Young people may be different from that they experienced in secondary schools. Our analysis suggests that, when welcoming young people to this new environment, teachers of adult education schools engage with them in ways that explicitly recognize and make visible who these young people are. By listening and paying attention to their specific needs, teachers and institutions, are able to produce meaningful space for interaction. We suggest that this factor plays a significant role in the academic and personal development of these young people, helping them to discover their self-confidence and self-esteem in order to rebuild their identity and find their place in society and contribute to it.
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RESUMEN

En este artículo nos basamos en la teoría del reconocimiento de Honneth (1997) para examinar la experiencia de jóvenes que abandonaron la escuela prematuramente o que no lograron la certificación esperada, y posteriormente se matricularon en escuelas de educación de personas adultas para obtener la acreditación secundaria. A partir de cuatro grupos focales realizados con una muestra del colectivo de profesorado y estudiantado de dichas escuelas, exploramos por qué su experiencia puede ser diferente de la que vivieron en la escuela de secundaria. Nuestro análisis sugiere que, al darles la bienvenida a este nuevo entorno, el profesorado de las escuelas de educación para personas adultas se involucra con ellos de manera que reconocen explícitamente y hacen visible quiénes son estos jóvenes. Al escuchar y prestar atención a sus necesidades específicas, el cuerpo de docentes y las instituciones pueden producir espacios significativos para la interacción. Sugerimos que este factor juega un papel significativo en el desarrollo académico y personal de estos estudiantes, ayudándoles a descubrir su confianza en sí mismos y su autoestima para reconstruir su identidad y encontrar su lugar en la sociedad y contribuir a ella.

Palabras clave: reconocimiento; abandono escolar; educación de personas adultas; confianza; respeto; autoestima.

1. INTRODUCTION

In this article we explore the issue of dropout from the educational system, specifically among those young people enrolled in secondary school in Adult Education Training Centres (AETCs) in Catalonia, Spain. The first thing that is evident is that studies on dropout in other phases of educational are often carried out from the perspective of the individual who fails (Crisol & Romero, 2020), reproducing the same theoretical and methodological approaches (Daza-Pérez et al., 2024; Salvà-Mut et al., 2014; Vorhaus et al., 2011). The factors that influence dropout processes are usually grouped into the following categories: personal and psychological, sociological, or organizational. This leads to the implementation of preventative measures in the initial years of secondary school, which attempt to correct trajectories which suggest a greater risk of vulnerability and social exclusion (Superviola, 2024). With the detection of these risk factors, it is deemed possible to reverse what Archambault et al. (2022) or Álvarez and Martínez-González (2016) identify as a process of disengagement that occurs throughout schooling and ends with dropout. While little is known about the educational and personal experiences of these students, success or failure is indicated by the completion, or not, of a final schooling certificate (García & Sánchez-Gelabert, 2020).

Those enrolled in the AETCs normally present discontinuous and intermittent trajectories, a reality that is far from the more linear trajectories found in other training stages (Llanes, et al., 2022). How should we respond to this alternative reality? At a regulatory level, the current educational policy that governs this training stage, the Catalan Education Law of 2009 (Parlament de Catalunya, 2009) and the Adult Education Law of 1991 (Parlament de Catalunya, 1991), has not been updated to respond to the needs of the group with. Likewise, it is necessary to review the initial training of teachers working in the field of adult education. However, new perspectives have been proposed, such as those of Gutiérrez de Rozas et al. (2023), who raise the importance of studying the factors that lead to dropout and how they relate to factors that facilitate a return to education. They explore the role played by the educational system and the influence of institutional elements in this decision-making process, as well as that of the teaching staff and their attitude, going beyond a focus on the person who drops out of school. These aspects coincide with those of other studies that, examining dropout in compulsory secondary school in the context of formal education, focus on variables such as positive self-concept in the student as a protective measure (García & Sánchez-Gelabert, 2020) or school connection, commitment, attachment and motivation, and their relationship with improved academic performance (Demanet & Van Houtte, 2014; Pàmies et al., 2020). Fredricks et al. (2004) develop a more complex proposal focused on support processes as a predictor of educational transitions towards continuity in the system. For his part, Meirieu (2001) reflects on the importance of the relationship between the teacher and the student. He considers that a relationship based on respect, trust and empathy is fundamental for the educational process. In the same sense, a recent study on persistence in adult secondary education highlights the transformation that occurs in the levels of motivation, satisfaction and sense of self-efficacy when moving from high school to CFA (Daza-Pérez et al., 2024). This suggests that there is an improvement in the self-esteem of students, as they become aware, more committed and more responsible with respect to their educational pathway and personal development, regardless of that pathway and whether or not they obtain a qualification in the end.

1.1. Recognition theory

In light of the most recent results obtained and referred to in the previous section on experiences of improved self-esteem, motivation, or confidence in adult development, we believe that recognition theory can offer a better understanding of some of the processes reviewed so far. Honneth (1995) postulates that recognition is essential for human development and social integration, emphasizing the role of interpersonal relationships and social esteem in shaping individuals’ self-concept. Honneth (1996) emphasizes social justice, based on interpersonal relationships, characterized by subject-to-subject interaction. He argues that our unique human interdependence, manifested as intersubjective recognition, has been institutionalized in the realms of the family, civil society, and the State. Recognition is essential for our sense of self, well-being, and ability to function autonomously.

He classifies recognition into three forms, crucial for individual autonomy and social solidarity:



• Love: through intimate relationships with close friends and family, which provides the emotional security necessary for self-confidence.

• Respect: as autonomous agents with legal rights, fostering self-respect and moral responsibility within civic life.

• Social esteem: within social contexts, affirming the contributions of individuals to collective goals, supporting self-esteem through community recognition (Honneth, 1995).



The author highlights both the psychological importance and the normative dimension of recognition. Individuals require positive recognition to develop a practical identity. Lack of recognition, or the lack of a positive self-image, can cause psychological damage, undermining self-esteem and social belonging (Fraser & Honneth, 2003). Honneth also highlighted the dynamic interaction between individual identity formation and social recognition. According to Cuesta (2019), it is not only a recognition of subjectivity, but a dynamic social interaction that integrates individuals into social norms and practices.

Fraser and Honneth (2003) emphasize that the development of individual autonomy takes place through the integration of that person into social norms, affirming them as a legitimate social agent. This process of legitimization involves the rational and subjective identification of the individual with the norms that shape individuality within a social context. Honneth (1997) identifies these three forms of recognition (love, respect and esteem) with the generation of self-confidence (derived from love), self-respect (derived from respect) and self-esteem (derived from esteem). Along the same lines, Valimaki and Mari-Husu (2023) reinforce these results on these forms of recognition in their study with Finnish adults. These relationships with oneself allow individuals to see themselves as autonomous and individualized people, respected and equal citizens, and socially valuable members of their community.

Recognition also has significant psychological importance, as it suggests that individuals fundamentally rely on feedback from others and society to develop a practical identity. Those who do not receive recognition and are viewed by others or by societal norms and values in a negative way may have difficulty seeing themselves and their achievements as valuable. Misrecognition impedes or undermines an individual’s ability to maintain a successful relationship with themself.

1.2. Recognition theory in adult education

This theory is particularly relevant to adult education, where students seek not only knowledge but also personal and social validation. Adult education can empower students to enhance their self-actualization, allowing them to pursue personal and professional goals. It can help explain how educational experiences contribute to different forms of recognition, fostering students’ self-confidence, respect, and esteem (Cuesta, 2019; Huttunen & Heikkinen, 2004).

Honneth (1996) describes struggles for recognition as social processes through which marginalized groups resist unequal treatment and derogatory labels imposed by dominant and powerful elite groups. Disrespect arises when recognition is denied at any stage of personal or social development, whether within family and friends, civil society or the state. The label of “early school leaver” or “school dropout” is one sign of a denial of respect.

Educational institutions, such as adult schools, play a crucial role in recognition processes. Respectful interactions between educators and learners foster supportive learning environments, while recognition of learners’ achievements increases self-esteem and motivation (Brookfield, 2005). Recognition theory aligns with the challenges of adult education, highlighting struggles related to access, retention, and equitable learning opportunities. Understanding these struggles helps educators address barriers to learning and support learners’ efforts for recognition and self-actualization (Honneth, 1996).

In knowledge-based societies, education and recognition are closely related: every member of society should have the right to attain a certain level of education and thus obtain an appropriate and beneficial social position. However, those who lack secondary school credentials often lack the self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem needed to thrive (Valimaki & Mari-Husu 2023). Adult schools can be the space where young people can regain the self-esteem they have lost due to perceived failure in secondary school.

This theory offers a robust framework for addressing complex issues of identity, respect, and self-esteem. It emphasizes the importance of recognizing students’ individual experiences and adapting educational practices to meet their diverse needs. This approach is crucial in adult education, where students juggle multiple responsibilities and seek meaningful educational experiences that recognize their unique backgrounds and aspirations (Illeris, 2004). AETCs can provide a platform for students to engage in social interactions that affirm their identities and foster their development as autonomous agents. By recognizing students’ experiences and contributions, educational institutions support their path to self-actualization and social integration (Mezirow, 1991).

Adult learners often navigate complex social and economic landscapes, seeking education as a path to greater opportunities and social mobility. However, they may face barriers such as inadequate recognition, social exclusion, and limited access to resources (Honneth, 1996). Educational institutions can address these challenges by fostering inclusive environments that recognize and value students’ diverse experiences and contributions. Thus, integrating recognition theory into educational practices can contribute to more equitable and just educational outcomes (Illeris, 2004).

A small number of studies have explored the application of recognition theory in adult education. For example, Morris (2023) and Loeng (2020) suggest that recognition is fundamental to improving learners’ confidence and motivation, and essential to the transformative goals of adult education. Other research emphasizes the importance of fostering environments where adult learners feel valued and recognized, which can significantly impact their educational success and personal development (Grummell, 2020; Niemi, 2020). Alfaro and Herrera-Fernández (2020) refer to a lack of recognition by the educational institution towards the diversity of forms of development, learning, participation and progress. Some difficulties for this recognition arise through the discourse of teachers regarding learning difficulties, for example, as something inherent to the student and not to the learning situation, and through evaluation that fails to respect the characteristics of the students.

Finally, it is worth highlighting a study on access and retention of non-traditional students in higher education by Fleming and Finnegan (2010). In this they suggest that adults frequently use the narrative of greater self-confidence when talking about their experiences and motivations for returning to education. They argue that this increase in self-confidence is closely related to the development of individual’s identity.

2. METHODOLOGY

This article draws on the results of a mixed-methodology study the purpose of which was to understand the profile of students who drop out and persist in AETCs in Catalonia, based on an understanding of their educational and life experiences during their time in secondary education in this context. The results suggest that an important element of the passage of these young people through AETCs is the way in which the institution recognizes their subjective experiences and life trajectories (Daza-Pérez et al., 2024; Llanes et al., 2022). For this reason we decided to return to the data and investigate, from a new perspective, the qualitative results obtained in focus groups carried out with AETC teachers and students, exploring elements of recognition theory. Specifically, we aimed to closely examine self-confidence (Fleming & Finnegan, 2010; Huttunen & Heikkinen, 2004; Valimaki & Mari-Husu, 2023), self-respect (Huttunen & Heikkinen, 2004; Valimaki & Mari-Husu, 2023), and self-esteem (Brookfield, 2005; Huttunen & Heikkinen, 2004; Valimaki & Mari-Husu, 2023) as indicators of positive identity development.

The study followed the criteria set out in the ethical code of good practices for research by the Agency for Policies and Quality of the University of Barcelona (Agència de Polítiques i de Qualitat, 2010), and the indications of the Monitoring Committee of the Catalan Youth Observatory, which approved this project.

2.1. Instrument

Although the initial objective of the project was not to explore elements of the theory of recognition which emerged in the context of AETCs, the information collected through the focus groups was of great interest from the perspective of recognition theory. At the same time, the recognition of the students from the teaching staff could be identified, in their way of seeing, treating and addressing the students, and through the subsequent bonds that were created. Thus, in this new analysis of the content of the focus groups, the objective was to identify, through their arguments, the three main dimensions that recognition theory highlights for the development of personal identity: self-confidence, self-respect, and self-esteem. This proposal arose from the authors of this article given their experience, on the one hand, in the application of recognition theory in other contexts and, on the other hand, from the results that emerged from the initial data analysis.

2.2. Participants

Below (Table 1 and Table 2) are the profiles of the participants who took part in the focus groups. They reflect the diversity that exists in the AETCs of Catalonia.


TABLE 1
PROFILE OF PARTICIPATING TEACHERS




	Number of Participants

	21






	Gender

	5 men / 16 women




	Years of experience in adult education

	14 > 5 years, the rest < 5 years




	Location

	Half in the metropolitan area of Barcelona, the rest in regional centres or provincial capitals of Catalonia




	Teaching

	All teachers of the Diploma in Secondary Education for Adults (GES, in Spanish), some exclusively others also teaching on other programmes.




	Academic Training

	11 graduates in teaching




	10 graduates in other specialties (Philology, Geology, Geography, History, etc.)




	Additional Studies

	5 with studies in Pedagogy, Psycho-pedagogy and/or Social Education




	9 with master’s and postgraduate studies related to education






Source: Own elaboration




TABLE 2
PROFILE OF THE PARTICIPATING STUDENTS




	Number of Participants

	19






	Distribution CFA

	7




	Gender

	9 men / 10 women




	Age

	18-29 years




	Course Enrolled

	16 in GES 2, 3 in GES 1




	Employment Status

	13 did not work, 6 did




	Housing Situation

	12 with parents, 2 as a couple, 4 alone, 1 with roommates




	Caring responsibilities

	16 (yes), 3 (no)




	Secondary education level reached (4-years/stages)

	2 to 1st, 4 to 2nd, 7 to 3rd, 2 to 4th




	Home language

	12 Spanish, 7 Catalan






Source: Own elaboration



2.3. Procedure and analysis of information

To set up the focus groups, participants were contacted through the collaborating centres. Each group was led by two people, one in the role of moderator and the other as observer.

For the analysis of the focus group data, through the lens of recognition theory, we started from a system of categories (Tong et al., 2007) created ad hoc. First, the three dimensions of recognition identified by Honneth (1995): self-confidence from love, self-respect from respect, and self-esteem from social esteem. Then, a system of indicators was established for each dimension. This gave rise to a new analytical instrument adapted from two previously validated instruments. The first instrument was a Teacher Social Recognition Scale (TSRS) (with a total of 18 indicators; 5 for self-confidence, 7 for self-respect, and 6 for self-esteem) (Zhang et al., 2023). The second was a questionnaire on the factors that determine student dropout of compulsory secondary education and return to the education system (with a total of 99 items) aimed at people enrolled in secondary education for adults (Gutiérrez-de-Rozas et al., 2023). Although not based on the theory of recognition, this second instrument is relevant because it focuses on adult education and explicitly asks about issues related to the concepts of self-esteem (9 items) and self-respect (4 items). From these, a separate instrument was constructed, identifying concepts and meanings linked to each of the three dimensions mentioned by the theory of recognition, and focusing on recognition of students in the AETC. Finally, 16 items were selected from the first instrument, and 13 from the second (see Table 3).


TABLE 3
INDICATORS FOR THE ANALYSIS OF THE FOCUS GROUPS




	FOUNTAIN

	Teacher social recognition scale (TSRS) (Zhang et al., 2023)

	Questionnaire on factors that determine abandonment and return (Gutiérrez-de-Rozas et al., 2023)1






	SELF-CONFIDENCE

	School that supports me when I’m sick

	Teachers who care and understand my problems




	School that shows concern for my work and my life

	Good relationship with the teaching staff




	School that tries to understand and support me

	Teachers who expect positive things from me




	School that understands me when I have problems at work

	Teachers who motivate me




	A school that cares during critical moments in my life

	Teachers who understand when they explain




	
	Teachers who communicate with my parents




	Good relationship with colleagues




	Not being bullied by peers




	Good atmosphere in general with equals




	SELF-RESPECT

	My right to learning development is respected

	Receive adequate guidance on training options




	Right to be guided

	Receive adequate guidance on employment options




	My rights are not violated

	Receive adequate guidance for self-knowledge




	They treat me as an equal

	Receive adequate guidance for studying




	Right to participate

	



	SELF-ESTEEM

	Others express their appreciation for my abilities

	



	Others recognize my contributions




	Others recognize my achievements and progress




	Others praise my progress




	Positive feedback from others




	My contributions are valued






Source: Own elaboration



The focus groups were analysed using this table, investigating the presence of each of the indicators in the participants’ discourse. The testimonies were identified as follows: a number 1 is indicated for the first focus group, and 2 for the second focus group (in the case of both teachers and students). A D is indicated for teachers’ testimony and an E for the students’ testimony. Finally, the number indicated refers to the participant (within each focus group, participants were numbered from 1 onwards).

3. RESULTS

From the analysis carried out using the constructed instrument, a system of categories and subcategories emerged inductively, allowing us to understand the processes of recognition of the collective. Some of the initial indicators were identified, but new ones also emerged, which we included in a review of the analytical tool.

Below (Table 4) is the category system resulting from the analysis carried out. For each subcategory, the indicators for which testimonies are linked are specified, indicating the number of citations. Due to space and information saturation issues, it was decided to include one citation per indicator.


TABLE 4
PROPOSAL OF AN INDICATOR SYSTEM FOR THE ANALYSIS OF RECOGNITION




	Forms of recognition (Honneth, 1995)

	Dimensions of the identity construction process (Valimaki and Mari-Husu, 2023)

	Categories

	Subcategories and citations

	Fountain






	Love

	Self-confidence

	The one who provides

	The teaching staff (8: 5 teachers and 3 students)

School that shows concern for my work and my life / Teachers who care about and understand my problems (5)

School that seeks to understand and support me (1)

School that cares at critical moments in my life (1)

Good relationship with teachers (1)

Equals (2: 1 teacher and 1 student)

Good relationship with colleagues (2)

Families (2:2 teachers)

As support for the study

As an obstacle to studying

	Zhang et al. (2023)

Gutierrez-de-Rozas et al. (2023)

Zhang et al. (2023)

Zhang et al. (2023)

Gutierrez-de-Rozas et al. (2023)

Gutierrez-de-Rozas et al. (2023)

Emergent




	Types of help

	Bonding (4: 3 teachers and 1 student)

School that shows concern for my work and my life / Teachers who care about and understand my problems (4)

Building new expectations (3: 2 teachers and 1 student)

Teachers who motivate me (1)

Teachers who expect positive things from me (unlike other people in the environment) (2)

New opportunities are generated (2: 1 faculty and 1 student)

Attention and response to diverse needs arising from their contexts

School that shows concern for my work and my life (2:2 faculty)

	Zhang et al. (2023)

Gutierrez-de-Rozas et al. (2023)

Gutierrez-de-Rozas et al. (2023)

Emergent

Zhang et al. (2023)




	I respect

	Self-respect

	Strategies

	Addressing learning needs (5: 3 teachers and 2 students)

My right to learning development is respected (5)

Right to participation: in the class, the institution and the community (5: teachers)

Right to participate (5)

Considering the other as an equal (2: teachers)

He treats me as an equal (2)

	Zhang et al. (2023)

Zhang et al. (2023) (adding classification of participation levels)

Zhang et al. (2023)




	Social esteem

	Self-esteem

	Recognition mechanisms

	Process of improvement and academic achievements (6: 3 teachers and 3 students)

Visibility and recognition of what they are and what they need (3:3 teachers)

Attachment and sense of belonging to a community (3: 1 faculty and 2 students)

	Emergent

Emergent

Emergent




	
	Self-respect






Source: Own elaboration



Regarding SELF-CONFIDENCE, concepts such as care, support and security appear. The first element of analysis that emerges is that of the subject who provides love and affection.

One of the groups that first appears is the teaching staff, both in the discourse of students and of teachers themselves. The analysis has been supportive in relation to the construction of identity and emotional security by students. Here, the person who takes on the duties of guidance at the centre receives special mention.

And they understand us more in the adult school. For example, the first year I was in the adult school… and this is the third year I’ve tried. Two teachers have always been there. I mean, I’ve been gone for a month. I’ve come back. You know? And they have welcomed me and supported me to continue, to advance, to keep going. So, what my classmates say is true... It’s incredible. A lot of support. In every sense. They motivate you, they don’t say no. They have always tried to help me. Because I think that after so much time they already know me perfectly, that sometimes I get desperate. Every time I come back they are there. You know? Whatever it is, they support me and advise me (1E9)

The supportive relationship with classmates contributes to the promotion of a positive classroom atmosphere and facilitates integration.

When a young person comes to class and feels comfortable, it is easier for him to repeat, to keep coming back... if he finds young people of his age, he feels comfortable. So, I think that this makes him continue, feeling comfortable with his classmates (2D3)

Families are also identified as facilitators of the integration process in adult schools.

Could you say what elements you think can favor this persistence? (moderator) Family support is key for many of our students, it is a key point (1D10)

But also as obstacles to students’ academic-professional development.

[...] the previous experience they have had in high school or in life, because many of them leave for reasons of their life (for example, we have some students who left to take care of their family) and in this sense sometimes the family does not contribute to continuity (1D5)

The second element analysed in relation to self-confidence is the different ways in which this support and help is conveyed. In this sense, elements related to the generation of links with the teaching staff are highlighted.

So... we work a lot on the bond; we have just started the course, and then, with all the difficulties of the pandemic (that we have to wear masks, that we cannot get close to each other, that we cannot do group work, etc.), which makes it very difficult, but... at the same time we have also detected that we need time for them to open up, for them to feel confident, and to show their shortcomings (1D7)

Once a new or different connection begins to be generated between the people involved in the teaching-learning process, students - in general - begin to reposition their expectations conditioned by how others see them, as opposed to how they have seen themselves until now.

And it did take me a long time to feel comfortable. I thought about quitting almost every day. Saying no, no, no, no. Looking for work, like I was cleaning in a gym, babysitting, writing lyrics, photo editing... I was looking for a thousand and one things to avoid studying. Until I started to trust the teachers, to tell things to the director, for example, and this is my last year, I’m clear now after so much what I want to do. And that, if it hadn’t been for being in adult school, I tell you, I wouldn’t have wanted to go back to studying (1E1)

The group analysis shows how students reposition themselves, as well as their expectations. This seems to give rise to considering opportunities and alternatives that were previously unimaginable.

Many of them have very low self-esteem and a lack of expectations, they think they don’t deserve many things. And we somehow have to push them far away, to tell them that there is a way, that they have a long way to go [...] they could get a higher degree or go to university and they look at you with a stunned look, as if saying “what are you talking about... you’re talking to me about this”, as if they had never in their life thought that this... that they could do these things (1D8)

All of this is accompanied in parallel by attention and response to the specific needs of the students’ reality, based on a deep and comprehensive knowledge of the individual, as a person with other activities and commitments, not only as a student.

Exactly, we are here for you, and if one day you need to leave early for a specific reason, don’t worry, I’ll know, you know... Because I’ve already talked about it before that you would go that day to do some errands, for example. This makes them feel protected, I think this is the best word, that it’s not to do the hours and you leave... like in school, you know? You come, you do the hours, and if you pass well and if not it’s the same to me, no, here, we try to understand your context (1D2)

In relation to SELF-RESPECT, mention is made of the treatment they receive as adults, in all their diversity, in the current educational context; the right to participate is evidenced by giving prominence to their learning needs. In part, this requires that teachers recognize and address the previous educational trajectories of the adults in their classes.

[...] they come from failure at school, and what we cannot do is repeat the same cliché that we already had in school. And this, I explain, implies a different treatment of the students. [...] (1D7)

Another element that appears is the recognition of their right to participation. Once students feel recognized and cared for, they are able to move from analysing their needs to being able to think about the group and participate and get involved in the life of the institution. This is where commitment begins to have an educational effect. Participation at a class level and at a more macro level within the institution itself, and within the community itself (crossing the boundaries of the centre).

Institution

[...] the schedule can be decided [...] that the GES adapts to the students and, therefore, is closer (2D10)

Class (subjects)

They also have to evaluate the classes, what is done in the classroom, the materials we use, the content that is worked on... because they have to be something that they find useful for themselves... that is significant, because if we repeat the high school curriculum, that they have not received anything or they have not liked it, or that does not mean anything to them, if there is no change, we are not doing anything either. The evaluation process... centres on them, makes them responsible. Not recipients, but protagonists... (1D8)

As part of the educational community

[...] students also have to participate, in the centre’s operating bodies, as tutors, delegates, in the centre council, or making proposals in the council of delegates... (1D8)

All of this would be meaningless if the treatment they receive does not include consideration of the other as an equal, as an adult who has a voice and things to contribute.

The tutor advises and guides, but it is different from what they know. It is a good mechanism because now they see that this is not high school, the schedule can be decided, but the important thing is that it is done from an adult perspective... (2D10)

Finally, with respect to SELF-ESTEEM, a change in the student’s own perception is appreciated, starting from experiencing a process of improvement and academic achievements.

When I entered school and was in high school, I saw a major difference: that in high school there is not as much proximity to the student as in an adult school. Because here they help you choose what you want to do, what you don’t want to do... On the other hand, in high school everything is like a competition. Who gets the best grades? The one who gets the best grades is rewarded... and those who get the best grades... you know? and here they recognize your achievements, no matter how small they are, and they help you improve things, but they reinforce a lot what you are good at (2E5)

At the same time, this self-esteem is nourished by the visibility and recognition they receive from the school environment, specifically from the teaching staff. Not so much from what they contribute or what they progress, but from what they are and what they need.

[...] we have to take into account the students: what they want, what they need, what difficulties they have... (1D5)

And finally, it is interesting to highlight the attachment and the feeling of belonging to a community that appears when referring to the AETC, as another element that contributes to not feeling rejected and thus increasing self-esteem.

I can achieve what I want. I want to finish my studies, I want my career, I want to visit many countries. One in particular is Norway (…) So, for me success is the moment when I get to know this place and have my career and say: I know how to do something (…) My personal success would be to achieve my goals and my dreams and do it all with a project between all of us who build a community (2E4)

In short, creating bonds is a social project that goes beyond the educational aspect. And this dimension is central to the success of AETCs in supporting young adults returning to education having dropped out of secondary school.

4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

The analysis carried out on the theory of recognition in the educational environment is based on a premise of Honneth (1997), who considers that the social assessment of a person is not that of an individualized subject, but instead consists of intersubjective interactions in the specific context of that person. Educational practice is undoubtedly an intersubjective space between the teacher and the student, and between individual students. According to Cuesta (2019), recognition must occur in both directions; descending, as the teacher makes the student visible, but also ascending, through recognition of the teacher by the student.

In this paper we propose a first exploration of the forms of recognition, reflected in educational practice, and specifically in its descending version. Our aim has been to explain the role that AETCs can play in the reconstruction of the identity of a group that is especially vulnerable and often invisible in its educational trajectory. We have analysed the presence of indicators of self-confidence generated from relationships of love and support; of self-respect, linked to legal rights, fostering self-respect and moral responsibility within civic life; and of self-esteem, which appear in how the students are seen and recognised within their environment.

We have observed how both the voice of the students and the teaching staff converge, focusing on how the work carried out in the AETCs, the accompaniment and attention of the teaching staff to these young people, promotes, beyond obtaining a formal qualification, greater self-confidence, respect, and self-esteem towards themselves (Grummell, 2020; Niemi, 2020).

The importance of going through AETCs to work on SELF-CONFIDENCE is clear. A double mirror is generated between the agents that participate (Cuesta, 2019; Meirieu, 2001). Through personal guidance, special value is given to the support received mainly from the teaching staff; sometimes through the tutoring spaces in which this outcome is the goal, but often in an improvised way, without a specific space. A common problem that adult teachers must address is the low expectations of their students, who often feel that studying is not for them. It is interesting to note that, paradoxically, in the AETCs there is no space assigned in the timetable for these issues, leaving it to the teachers to create this space informally and without recognition. It is thus essential that AECTs review the functions assigned to their teachers; to give value to accompaniment and tutoring; and, therefore, to the elements derived from this individualised guidance (Loeng, 2020).

Peer support is also important to create this confidence and security in the person who attends the AETC. A new element, not included as an indicator in the original analytical instrument, is the role of the family, which can be both a factor that encourage students to continue their studies and a conditioning factor for interruption and abandonment.

We have seen that sustaining the affective element of the work of the AETC takes on different forms. The creation of a bond is very important, giving time and space, which does not exist in ordinary secondary school, so that a relationship of trust, knowledge and proximity to the other can develop (Cuesta, 2019; Morris, 2023). This reveals signs of new expectations and the generation of new opportunities, impacting the student’s projection of himself/herself. This empowers them and encourages them to set goals and move towards them.

If we were to conceptualise the theory of recognition as a ladder, self-confidence would be the first rung. We have seen that the AETCs devote a lot of effort to guarantee a minimum level of improvement, necessary to face all the challenges that the student will encounter in their educational pathway.

Self-confidence leads to SELF-RESPECT, with some of the indicators from Zhang et al.’s (2023) questionnaire clearly emerging: the treatment received as an equal and adult, the right to develop one’s learning process and the right to participate.

Teachers themselves consider that respect is an element that involves internal work, acceptance of the person; that it is linked to greater self-confidence, understood as the ability to face their course, empowering them to continue their educational and work journey. Here the bond that is generated on a personal level in the classroom context itself (classroom climate) is fundamental (Tinto, 2017; Valimaki & Mari-Husu, 2023).

On the last rung of the ladder, when analysing SELF-ESTEEM in the testimonies collected, we find the possibility of people with a history of failure and academic vulnerability achieving greater self-esteem. We found little evidence related to the indicators included in the applied instrument, but other relevant information emerged. The teachers mainly highlighted how the students’ passage through the AETC generates a process of self-improvement and self-esteem based on small academic achievements, and on the feedback they receive in their learning process. But, in addition, they expressed the importance of feeling seen and recognized, not for what they contribute or for the grades they obtain, but for what they are and what they need (Fleming & Finnegan, 2010).

Passing through the AETCs helps students to increase their satisfaction with their studies, become empowered and obtain a more positive self-concept and self-efficacy within the framework of their educational pathways. There are still risks to which specific attention must be paid, e.g. the time available due to work and caring commitments, family problems, lack of confidence, or difficulty in following classes), but indicators that describe these difficulties students have in coping with their studies decrease in the AETC as compared to in secondary school (Daza-Pérez et al., 2024).

One aspect that emerges has to do with the atmosphere of security and attachment that students generate within the AETCs and the feeling of belonging to a community. This was not initially included as an indicator in the instruments used, but is highlighted by Fraser and Honneth (2003). We consider this relevant given the previous trajectories of these students who did not feel as though they were part of the system, instead feeling as though they did not fit in. Networking between the community and the agents who are dedicated to the work of the collective is key in order to design flexible routes that encourage students to cross the border of the centre and find their place. Thus, from a perspective of community and relevance, it is important to review the mission and philosophy of the AETC, betting on its social model (Soldevilla et al., 2020) as central to the creation of effective learning spaces for these young adults.

In light of these findings, it is suggested that ensuring time and space for more personalized attention and closer support is essential, and for this, teachers need time to carry out individual and group tutoring. The individual characteristics and contextual factors in which the AETCs are framed determine the importance of continuing to work on empowering the group: above all, in strengthening their educational capacities and possibilities of continuing their life projects. In only two years (the duration of secondary school studies for adults) the wounds of previous educational and professional experiences cannot be healed; that is a longer-term job. And in terms of Honneth’s three dimensions (self-confidence, self-respect and self-esteem), it is the latter that requires most work.

Although this study was not initially designed to understand success and failure in the AETC from the perspective of recognition theory, having approached students’ and teachers’ stories again from this perspective we can see the potential of the theory to help us understand educational success in the AETC; it points to personal success, beyond the curriculum, investment in their mission of equity and social justice and going beyond a purely academic model. It has helped us to (re)think educational dropout and opens up new questions to explore with other communities and contexts about the role of adult education centres in the academic trajectories of people.
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