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ABSTRACT

This research takes a socio-cultural view of learning, which foregrounds the
role of relationship. It argues that the ways in which learning is investigated in
the extant literature mean that the actual processes underpinning learning and
the role that relationships play in this are left unspecified. This means that the
role of relationships in learning is under theorised in the learning literature in
general and in the H.E. literature in particular, due to a discourse around
independent learning which prevails in this setting. It sets out to plug this gap.

Taking an ethnographic approach this research used observational data,
interviews, conversations and document analysis in order to study the role of
relationships in learning in H.E. The work of Vygotsky, Lave and Wenger and
Bronfenbrenner was drawn upon in order to analyse the everyday quotidian
and implicit practices and processes underpinning learning in H.E. and the role
that relationships play in this, using Thematic Analysis. A theoretical framework
was thereby constructed to analyse these practices and processes and provide
understanding of the role of relationships in learning in H.E. Findings pointed to
students’ need for relationship with both their lecturers and peers as an
ontological imperative. Furthermore, that relationship formation and
maintenance can be impacted upon by the ways in which individual identities
interact. The importance of intersubjectivity for learning and also how
contextual processes are able to influence the formation and maintenance of
relationships were also highlighted. Findings allowed reflection upon emergent
issues and current H.E. practice.
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PREFACE

RESEARCH JOURNEY AND AIMS

The importance of relationships to learning became clear to me in my capacity
as both a teacher and a learner in various settings throughout my life. | became
interested in the specific nature of these relationships and why they were so
important to learning. This led to research for my undergraduate dissertation
which explored students’ experiences of relationships when they leave home to
attend university. Findings of this study highlighted the high importance that
students place on their relationships with their peers and teachers and how this
impacts upon their learning. | also undertook research which entailed an
exploration of the role of a teaching assistant within a junior and infant school.
This research shed light on the fact that relationships were important to help
individuals of all ages to learn. For instance, as well as there being data
illustrating the importance of the relationship between the children and their
teacher and teaching assistant; the importance of the relationship that the
teaching assistant had with the class teacher was another issue which
emerged. The significance of this related to the ease with which the teaching
assistant learned how to fulfil her role within the classroom alongside the
teacher, almost akin to an apprenticeship situation. The way that the teaching
assistant seemed to learn was at odds with how learning is traditionally viewed
in the UK. That is, as being largely based on the supposition that it is something
that happens within the individual separate from all our other activities (Sfard,
1997; Wenger, 1998; Gipps, 1999; Dalton and Tharpe, 2002; Matusov and
Hayes, 2002). The way that the teaching assistant in my study appeared to
learn to fulfil her role in the classroom was certainly not achieved alone and
separated from her other activities. Instead, her learning seemed to occur
precisely due to her taking part in activities alongside the teacher in charge of
the class and the pupils. Furthermore, her good relationships with all those

present in the classroom appeared to enable this process.



There was clearly scope for further investigation to specify the actual nature
and role of relationships in the educational context. Given the ‘independent
learning’ discourse (this is discussed later on in the thesis) surrounding learning
at university, | was particularly keen to collect my data in the H.E. setting to
explore how this discourse actually played out in reality. As well as investigating
the role of relationships in learning in the H.E. context, | also needed to explore
how the H.E. context may work to enable or constrain relationships. Having
used Vygotskian theory, Communities of Practice and Bronfenbrenner’s
Bioecological theory in my undergraduate research projects, | was very familiar
with these three theoretical lenses and felt that they may also be useful in my
attempts to understand and explain the role of relationships in learning in higher
education. At the same time they could be used to challenge the traditional
notions of learning underpinning current policy and practice. | had however,
been disappointed in my previous research attempts since | had envisaged
more information coming to light than actually transpired. | realized that
interview studies such as my undergraduate research were unable to address
all levels of reality. It was through this realization that my philosophical position
as a researcher changed. Whereas once | believed that the only reality that
exists is that which we experience, | came to the recognition of a reality
independent of our knowledge of it which we should aim to uncover. However,
at the same time | acknowledge that the only way we can come to know that
reality is through subjective experience, so uncovering it is a difficult task.

My concern with the lack of insight from interview studies and my consequent
change of philosophy required a change in methodology. Interviews in
themselves were unable to address all three levels of reality indicated in the
critical realist stance | was now taking (the real, the actual and the empirical all
of which are explained in greater detail in chapter two). Tobbell and O’'Donnell
(2005) argue that ethnography is able to address all these layers and on
reading the ethnography literature | felt that this would be entirely appropriate
for my own research. In May 2008 | therefore submitted a research proposal
and registered for the research degree Master of Philosophy, with the intention

to transfer to Doctor of Philosophy. The proposal (Appendix A) gave the title ‘An
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Ethnographic Exploration of Relationships Following Transition to University’

and listed the following aims:

e To observe the practices (enabling or disabling) which take place within
the different communities of practice to which the students belong.

e To observe the practices which enable or disable the university tutors.

e To explore the different contexts which shape these practices.

e To explore the student’s relationships and the impact of these on the
student’s transitional experiences.

e To explore the impact of the British Government’'s policy of widening
access and increasing participation on the student/tutor learning
relationship.

e To offer suggestions as to how issues identified may be addressed in

order to help in the management of transition.

However, once my proposal had been accepted and | thought more about how
| would go about fulfilling these aims | realized that they were quite naive. The
last aim which was to offer suggestions to address identified issues to help in
the management of transition would have been impossible as | had not
specified in my aims that | wished to construct a theoretical framework through
which to understand and explain the processes underpinning the role of
relationships in learning in higher education. Without understanding of these
processes | could not hope to suggest how to make improvements.
Furthermore, | also came to the realization that this aim was rather ambitious
given that my data would not be generalizable to other university settings. In
addition to this | was unable to gain access to the students before they came to
university in order to accompany them on their transition. They came from
schools and colleges from all over the world and therefore this was impossible
to accomplish. The head of department also asked me to give the students a
settling in period before | asked them to participate. | had to take his wishes into
consideration, so decided to omit ‘following transition to university’ from my
thesis title since | was unable to collect data which were sufficiently reflective of

the student’s transition experiences. My thesis title became ‘A socio-cultural
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study of the role of relationships in learning in Higher Education,” and the aims

were modified to the following:

e To explore how and why relationships shape students’ participation and
learning in higher education.

e To observe and document the everyday practices and processes that
impact upon relationships; participation and learning.

e To uncover and document the implicit practices and processes that impact
upon relationships; participation and learning.

e To explore the wider social, environmental and political imperatives that
impact on students’ relationships; participation and learning.

e To generate a theoretical framework for understanding how relationships
can enable or disable students’ participation and learning.

e To explore the implications of identified issues for teaching and learning in
H.E.

The underpinning argument

Drawing on Wenger, (1998) the central assumption taken by this research is
that rather than being situated within the individual, learning is instead achieved
through engagement in social practice. Wenger (1998) argues that individuals
pursue shared enterprises over time and in so doing form informal
‘Communities of Practice’ (CoPs). Wenger’s theory of learning explores how
issues such as community, social practice, meaning and identity interact and
provides a conceptual framework in which to think about learning as a process
of social participation underpinned by relationship. This is in complete contrast
to characterizations of learning which present it as a linear and unproblematic
process through which knowledge is transmitted from the expert teacher to the
individual students. If there are problems with this process whereby the
students do not or are unable to acquire knowledge, the problem is seen as
located in the student themselves or sometimes in the teacher, but not in the
process. My research challenges this over simplistic notion of learning and

following Wenger reconceptualises learning as engagement in social practice.
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This renders learning much more complex than is commonly acknowledged.
The process of learning becomes a much wider phenomenon, one which is
distributed across the person, their activity and the world. The failure to learn
cannot from this perspective be seen as the ‘fault’ of an individual. Adopting this
re-conceptualisation of learning as a process of social participation has far
reaching (and one might say utopian) implications for the management of
learning in higher education. Relationship becomes central and the formation
and maintenance of relationships, their role in learning and the multiplicity of
processes which enable or disable them are explored in this thesis using

Vygotskian, CoP and Bioecological theory.

Thesis Overview

The thesis comprises six chapters. Chapter one begins by briefly defining
relationships in the context of this thesis and then reviews a range of literature
which purports to explore the contribution of relationship in learning. However, |
will argue that in most cases the literature under theorises relationship in the
learning context. The emphasis in chapter one is therefore on the under-
theorization of the role of relationships in learning in general and in H.E. in
particular. Chapter two introduces theory which | suggest may be useful in
applying to my data in order to theorize this. It proposes the exploration of the
mechanisms underpinning relationship formation and maintenance, their role in
learning and how these can be enabled or disabled in the H.E. context through

the use of Vygotskian, CoP and Bioecological theory.

Chapter three elucidates my epistemological position, discussing ethnography
as a methodological approach in education. It also explores the principles
underpinning the main ethnographic data collection methods, and ethics. The
data collection process- how | went about my own ethnography is detailed in
chapter four and a rationale is provided for the decisions | made around this.
Chapter five then presents my analysis and also a rationale for the decisions |
made about how to best represent my data. The analysis itself very briefly sets
the scene giving background information about the context being studied.

There is then an analysis of my data using interpretative themes in order to
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begin to understand and explain the role of relationships in learning in H.E. or in
other words in order to theorize them. This understanding then leads on to a
tentative exploration of the implications of the identified issues for teaching and
learning in higher education. Finally, chapter six reviews and sums up the
thesis. It reflects upon its aims, the construction of the theoretical framework
with which to explain and understand the role played by relationships in
learning, the original contribution to knowledge it makes and suggests possible

avenues of future research.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTERPERSONAL CULTURE IN EDUCATION

The aim of this chapter is to introduce the findings of the current literature on
interpersonal culture in education, highlight the issues surrounding this and in
so doing provide a focus for this thesis. Firstly, attempts are made to define
relationship, although the difficulty of this is discussed. The chapter will then
review a range of literature which purports to explore the contribution and
power of relationship across settings and specifically in learning. It also reviews
the literature which seeks to explain the process of learning itself in order to
draw from this any information about the formation or role of relationship in
learning. The review is critical in that it challenges the assumptions which
underpin much of the existing research from a methodological and a theoretical
perspective. | will argue that in most cases the literature under theorises
relationship and whilst illuminating some aspects of the process of relationship
formation and maintenance in learning, it fails to generate a sufficiently
complex, context specific understanding. = Moreover, the actual role of

relationship in the learning context remains somewhat obscure.

Defining Relationships

It seems apposite to consider what the term relationship means at the
beginning of this thesis. In actuality defining relationship is not a simple
endeavour. Whilst the term relationship is commonly used across theoretical
disciplines there is little depth of discussion regarding what is meant by this, it
seems to be a taken for granted term. Some psychological theories concern
themselves explicitly with relationships. For example, Bowlby’'s (1988)
attachment theory seeks to explore the relationship between carer and child
and argues that early attachment relationships result in the formation of an

internal working model of relationships which is used throughout life as a
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framework for interpreting all future relationships an individual has. There is
very little research which seeks to operationalize Bowlby’s (1988) conceptions
in adult functioning in an educational setting however. Thibaut and Kelley
(1959) argue for an interdependence theory of relationship where satisfactory
relationships are defined by rewards balancing or sometimes outweighing
costs. This is further supported by a range of theories, commonly called equity
theories, where it is claimed each member of the relationship assesses
contributions of others and based on their assessment of fairness, manages the
relationship accordingly (Miell and Crohgan 1996). Such models have been
researched in various settings; however, there is very little research which uses

them in an educational setting.

So, it is incumbent upon me, in this thesis, to identify what | mean by
relationships in an educational setting. At this point this is a difficult proposition
because in fact the literature (and by this | mean the education literature, as it is
beyond the scope of this thesis to examine the term in other areas) whilst
discussing relationships freely, is less specific about what the term actually
means. Dale and Frye (2009) for instance suggest that educators and their
students should recognize that vulnerability and love are essential relational
qualities in learning and teaching. Whilst Coffield (2008) contends that effective
relationships in the learning environment are based upon mutual trust and
respect which allows for rich, warm personal exchanges. However, these
researchers do not explain how these dimensions contribute towards a specific
definition of relationship in relation to learning. There is the need for further
exploration as to what these dimensions contribute towards the quality of the
relationships which enable learning and also whether other dimensions are

involved too.

Tobbell and O’Donnell (2013) are more specific in that they distinguish between
interpersonal and learning relationships, arguing that the former must precede
the latter. A learning relationship is defined as one which enables passage
through the zone of proximal development (which will be considered later on in
more detail). However, they do not explore in detail what an interpersonal
relationship which leads to a learning relationship might look like. In the

16



absence of a clear definition of relationship in the context of learning in the
literature it is necessary to provide definitions of the terms | will use at the
beginning of this thesis so that the reader is able to understand to what | refer

when [ initially write about relationship. I will use the following terms:

e Relationship — the overarching term for the process of the negotiation
and outcomes of human contact.

¢ Interpersonal relationship — the a priori condition between educator and
educatee, who can only exist ontologically in relation to each other (Giles
2011); similarly, the a priori condition between students enrolled on the
same course by virtue of propinquity.

e Learning relationship — the relationship, which results in the emergence
of and passage through a zone of proximal development, between
teacher and student (Tobbell and O’Donnell, 2003); furthermore the
relationship which results in the emergence and passage through a ZPD

between student and student.

It should be noted that these terms are a starting point and do not,
independently, refer to the quality of that relationship. Indeed, this is what the
present research is exploring. The definitions provided here may change upon
collection and analysis of my data and generation of my theoretical framework

through which to understand and explain the role of relationships in learning.

Understanding the function of relationships in learning

Largely the literature which seeks to explore relationships can be divided into
two types:

e Theory and research which claims to explain the nature and function of
relationships in human interaction across context;

e Theory and research which explores the nature and function of
relationship within educational contexts;

17



The nature and function of relationships across context

Relationship is understood across contexts in various ways from the
psychodynamic, where relationship is the product of parental behaviour in
infancy (Bowlby,1988) which constructs an unconscious blueprint which
underpins all succeeding relationship; to more rational social cognitive
approaches, where relationship is seen as an almost conscious balancing of
the books in terms of equitable contributions by all parties, which come under
the general umbrella term of exchange theory; and finally as an interaction
between person and environment, for example social constructionism and

socio-cultural approaches.

The attachment model of relationship (Bowlby, 1988) has been applied across
contexts, but there is very little research which uses this in the context of
relationship in higher education. Waters et al., (2000) maintain that the
establishment and maintenance of secure child-parent relationships will
continue to influence social and cognitive development throughout the life span.
Further, that this early bond is able to predict college student adjustment.
However, there is a great deal of controversy with regard to the extent to which
models for carer- child relationships are able to generalize to influence an
individual's teacher and peer relationships in later life (Davis, 2003). If
attachment style is indeed a stable characteristic as has been suggested by
attachment theorists this would in all likelihood mean that individuals’
relationships with their different teachers would all follow a similar model. Yet
what of the student who perceives their relationship experience as negative
with one teacher, but as positive with another? Davis (2003) sought to
operationalize Bowlby’s (1988) conceptions in the middle school setting using
survey and interview data to measure relationship history. Her data suggested
that parent and teacher internal models of relationship may not in fact be
structured in a hierarchical fashion such that parent relationships are able to
shape all future relationships. She argues that by middle school, models of prior
parental relationships may have little role to play when considering students’
abilities to interact with their teachers. Given Davis’'s arguments in relation to

middle school it seems highly probable that by adulthood early internal models
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of relationship will bear even less influence on individuals’ relationships with
their lecturers in the H.E. context. From the socio-cultural perspective that this
thesis espouses, it is students’ unique understandings of their relationships in
their individual education contexts which are important. These understandings
come from their ongoing processes of meaning making rather than from an
internal working model of relationship which remains stable over time and

context as purported from an attachment perspective.

Social exchange theories (Thibaut and Kelley, 1959) of relationship have also
been used across a range of settings for example in investigating the costs and
rewards of becoming a parent (Nomaguchi and Milkie, 2004) and in relation to
dimensions such as satisfaction, commitment and stability in the relationships
of dating couples (Sprecher, 2004). The fundamental principle of the theory is
that in social situations humans choose behaviours which increase their
likelihood of gaining some advantage for themselves, (Chibucos et al., 2004).
However, social exchange theories are rarely used in education settings and
the only studies | was able to locate related to mentoring (Eagen et al., 2010)
and postgraduate study (Schniederjans and Schniederjans 2012). Eagen et al.
(2010) explored how social exchange theory relates to the likelihood of faculty
members being willing to mentor students in research. They argued that many
H.E. institutions adopt policies which reward faculty for research and
publication and as a result faculty members focus their efforts in these areas
rather than on teaching and mentoring for which they get fewer rewards.
Further, that lecturers may not be encouraged to become mentors to
undergraduates where there are few opportunities to establish meaningful
relationships with students. Eagen et al. do not define what a ‘meaningful
relationship’ would be in this context, but argue that the high student to faculty
ratios in universities leading to large class sizes would make connecting with
and mentoring individual students more challenging. Schniederjans and
Schniederjans (2012) proposed equity theory as a guiding aid in overcoming
problems in PhD programs in the relationship between supervisors and their
students. They argue that doctoral students may be exploited by supervisors for
their own interests leading to inequity in the relationship and the development
of power relations. However, that if the supervisor treats the student equitably,

19



then their relationship can be mutually beneficial for them both in for instance
gaining publications, contacts and research grants. However, they also argue
that the graduate student and supervisor relationship may be such that the
student is treated more like a colleague than a student and if this is the case
then it is likely that this relationship is very different to the undergraduate

relationships which are the focus of this thesis.

The underlying assumption of social exchange theory is that humans choose
their behaviours in order to increase their likelihood of gaining some advantage
for themselves, (Chibucos et al., 2004). Ontologically, this assumes a level of
agency in human beings with is antithetical to socio-cultural theory. In this
thesis | wish to demonstrate the utility of socio-cultural theory in understanding
relationships in learning and the review will therefore focus on why these
theories are relevant and powerful in this context. This is not to claim that the
theories which have been used to explore relationships in other contexts have
nothing to offer but that within the scope of this thesis it is not possible to
include an extensive analysis of their utility.

The nature and function of relationship within education contexts

Socio-cultural theory is beginning to dominate the education research (Tobbell,
2006), and given the focus of this thesis on relationship, socio-cultural theory
seems the more useful ontology to adopt. This is because from the socio-
cultural perspective, relationship is affirmed as central to the learning process.
For example, Vygotsky was the seminal socio-cultural theorist and comes the
closest to defining what a relationship looks like in a learning context. It is
useful to note that he is one of the few theorists who operationalize the learning
— relationship process (Tobbell, 2006) through the emergence and passage
through a zone of proximal development. Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner’'s
ecological model posits that relationship is necessary for learning but is non-
specific about its process in learning except to say interactions (which
constitute the proximal processes of development) must happen regularly and

increase in complexity in order for learning or development to happen.
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Communities of Practice theory positions identity shifts as the centre of learning
which happen as a result of mutual engagement in practice. Mutual
engagement is suggestive of the need for relationship in learning, but again, the
nature of mutual engagement is unexplored. Each of these theories are
considered in more detail in chapter two, however, they underpin much of the

research in learning.

The empirical research

There is a plethora of empirical research which notes the importance of
relationships in learning, and it does so across a range of educational settings.
For example, Merriam et al. (2003) maintain that social interaction is key to the
learning and development of the adult participants in their study. Vaughn and
Baker (2004) suggest that the interaction and interpersonal relationship
between teacher and learner is especially significant in the clinical setting.
Furthermore, Mishnaa, and Rasmussen, (2001) advance a relational
perspective in the teaching of social work practice. They argue that social work
students learn first hand through the instructor- student relationship and that
this parallels clinical practice. Haidet, et al., (2005) also argue for the
importance of learning relationships in the clinical setting. Furthermore,
Bokeno, (2009, p.5) argues that the nature, extent and quality of the learning
that occurs in mentoring practice is ‘woven into the fabric of a relationship
between two people.” He argues that relationship and interaction are mutually
defining and the quality of the relationship determines the quality and extent of
the learning that occurs through it. Ramanan et al. (2006) set out to describe
mentoring relationships among internal medicine residents and found that they
particularly valued close contact with their mentors. These studies are
suggestive of the importance of relationships to learning across a range of
settings and illuminate some aspects of these, however, they do not tell us why
they are important and under what conditions and furthermore they do not

specify the actual nature and role of the relationships which enable learning.
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Within the school setting, Wubbels and Brekelmans (2005) applied a
communicative systems approach to investigate teacher-student relationships
in secondary classrooms. This approach conceptualises teaching as a form of
communication underpinned by the assumption that every behaviour displayed
by an individual in the presence of someone else is communication. This
assumption stems from the premise that one cannot not communicate when
there is another present. This is because no matter what an individual’s
intentions, when behaving in a certain way, those present will always infer
meaning from their behaviour. However, Wubbels and Brekelman propose a
model to describe teacher- student relationships in terms of teacher behaviour
alone and do not account for student behaviours in their model. Teacher-
student relationships require input from both teachers and students, so clearly
student behaviour also needs consideration if a full picture of these
relationships is to emerge. Furthermore, they used a questionnaire to collect
their data and whilst this may have captured some of the students’ perceptions
of teacher-student relationships in terms of teacher behaviour it is likely that the
teachers’ actual behaviours were quite different to the students’ reported
perceptions of their behaviours. Observational methodology in which the

researcher actually goes into the setting may be able to better capture this.

Gehlbach et al. (2012) investigated changes in the teacher-student relationship
over the school year. Whereas Wubbels and Brekelmans only took the student
perspective into account, Gehlbach et al. used parallel scales which they had
developed previously which accounted for both the teacher and the students’
perspectives on their relationships. Their findings indicated that change does
occur over the year in these relationships, but that from the student perspective
these tended to become less positive. They account for this finding by arguing
that this corresponds with literature (Wigfield et al. 2006) which indicates that
motivational and social outcomes for middle school pupils tend to decline.
However, they also note that numerous teacher-student relationships did
improve over the year. They argue that this finding reinforces the suggestion
that these relationships are malleable and that there may be steps that both
students and teachers can take to improve relationships. This finding contrasts
with the research study above in which Wubbels and Brekelman's saw the
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quality of the teacher- student relationship as influenced through teacher
behaviours alone. It also highlights the complexity involved in relationships and
the fact that it may be possible for some individuals to have positive
relationships with certain individuals, but negative ones with others, since
relationship quality is not soley dependent upon fixed internal models of
relationship developed in infancy. It is important to note that this study is again
measuring perceptions of behaviours alone. As argued previously, actual
behaviour may be very different to that which is reported by students and
teachers. Given their finding that relationships are malleable and are important
for key student achievement and motivational outcomes, the authors of the
study themselves actually advocate for the need for research to be conducted
in which field work is prioritised in order to inform how to improve critical
relationships in the classroom. Presumably they mean that observational data
to capture actual behaviour in context is required alongside reported
perceptions of behaviour in order to understand the complexities involved in

relationships and learning.

There is a plethora of other research in schools which suggests that positive
teacher-student relationships are associated with achievement and motivational
outcomes. For example Murdock and Miller, (2003) argued that students who
perceive that their teachers are more supportive and caring pay more attention
in class. Lee and Loeb, (2000) and Blatchford et al, (2011) suggest that smaller
class sizes have a positive effect on the quality of relationships that learners
develop with their teachers and that this impacts upon their achievement.
Tobbell and O’'Donnell (2013) explored relationship formation between students
and their teachers upon their transition from primary to secondary school. They
concluded that construction of enabling transition contexts were necessary in
order to facilitate the formation of interpersonal relationships which are a pre-
requisite to the formation of learning relationships in the new school. Martin et
al. (2007), Blatchford et al. (2011) and Lizzio et al. (2002), also note the
connection between valued teacher- student relationships and academic

achievement in schools.
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The research also suggests that negative aspects of teacher-student
relationships correspond with negative student outcomes. Murdock (1999) for
example suggested that students who form weak bonds with their teachers
tend to feel alienated and become disengaged. Negativity in the teacher-
student relationship was also implicated in the decisions taken by students
when considering dropping out (Fine, 1991). Hamre and Pianta (2001) also
suggested that conflict in the teacher-student relationship was associated with
lower grades. Bernstein-Yamashiro and Noam (2013) argue that many schools’
organizational structures actually disable staff and student interaction and that
many students report feeling deeply disrespected by their teachers. They
maintain that relationships between teachers and students tend to be
discounted in policy as ‘soft’ or the result of uncontrollable variables such as
teacher charisma and that as a result research has historically not tended to
look at interpersonal relationships as crucial to student success. Furthermore,
Bernstein-Yamashiro and Noam contend that many high school teachers
believe that social distance between themselves and their students is required
in order to encourage independence in their students and to maintain discipline.
This they argue means that students may be unable to connect with a
supportive adult at school and may result in student alienation, disaffection and

subsequent failure.

As well as the importance of teacher-student relationships to student outcomes;
there is some research which posits that these relationships are also important
to teacher well being. Split et al. (2013) explored the importance of the teacher-
student relationship in relation to teacher well being and postulate that teachers
have a basic need for relatedness with the students in their class. Furthermore,
that their wellbeing is influenced by the ways in which teachers internalize their
experiences with their students which in turn guide their emotional responses in
their daily interactions with them. Johnson et al. (2005) maintain that the
emotional involvement of teachers with their students is one of the primary
explanations for teaching being ranked as one of the highest occupations for
stress related outcomes. As Split et al. argue, it seems obvious that the
formation of teacher-student relationships inherently demands the emotional
involvement of teachers, which may impact upon their wellbeing. Vulnerability is
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also suggested as a variable which may be involved in the teacher-student
relationship. From the teacher perspective, Kelchtermans (2009) argues that
teaching has emotionally and personally engaging consequences and because
of its relational and ethical nature, it is fundamentally characterised and
constituted by vulnerability. These feelings of vulnerability may also impact
upon the teachers’ well being and influence the way they interact with their
students. Yet there is scant research which specifically addresses this.
Veldman et al. (2013) studied job satisfaction in teachers and how this was
related to the student-teacher relationship. Veldman et al. (2013) used a
questionnaire in order to compare students’ perceptions of the teacher-student
relationships with teacher narrative- biographical data. They wanted to study
the impact of teacher-student relationships on teachers’ job satisfaction
throughout their careers. Their findings indicated that positive retrospective
teacher perceptions of relationships did not always coincide with positive
student perceptions. Furthermore, that despite students perceptions of a poor
teacher- student relationship, the teachers appeared to still have positive job
satisfaction. Veldman et al's. findings are again indicative of the complexity
surrounding the teacher-student relationship. Furthermore, the discrepancy
between teacher and student perceptions in this research again highlights how
self report data, (whilst being important to access participants’ subjective

experiencing of behaviours) may not be indicative of actual behaviours.

All these studies bring the importance of relationships in learning to the fore.
However, with only a few exceptions, the existing attempts to understand
learning in the research resort to separate analysis of the teacher or student
roles or measurement of their personal characteristics, neglecting the analysis
of the interactions between the two and with their context. Whilst this research
illuminates some aspects of relationships in learning it does not allow a
sufficiently complex, context specific understanding of these. Nor does it tell us
what a relationship which enables learning may actually look like. We have a
situation where much of the literature consistently notes, but does not
sufficiently explain the importance of relationships to learning and Giles (2011)
argues that the importance of relationships in educational settings is largely
invisible. It is possibly due to the invisible nature of the role of relationships in
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learning that much of the learning research tends to set out to investigate a
number of other topics, such as how to engage students with their learning, or
how to improve their academic performance rather than to examine the specific

role of relationships in the learning process in itself.

Learning in Higher Education

The function of this section is to review the empirical literature which seeks to
explore learning in relation to higher education. As argued above, the wider
literature consistently notes the saliency of relationships in learning. As well as
the connection between relationships and academic achievement in the school
setting, Eames and Stewart, (2008) also note the importance of this in H.E. as
do Vaughn and Baker (2004, p.1052), who argue that ‘interpersonal
relationships represent a potential pathway to increasing the success of the
teaching and learning process.” Astin’s (1993) study about what matters to
students in H.E. involved in excess of 27,000 students at 309 different
institutions. The two factors that were found to be the most predictive of positive
changes in students’ satisfaction and academic performance were interaction
amongst students and interaction between students and their teachers. The
value of developing supportive teacher- student relationships has also been
highlighted as an aspect of the teaching and learning environment that inspires
students to work harder and longer in order to achieve high quality learning
outcomes (Kember and Leung, 2006). Foster (2008), argues that perceived
teacher care can have a positive effect on students which includes increased
academic achievement; lower drop out rate; higher attendance and increased
time spent studying. Mahn and John-Steiner (2002) report on studies with
accomplished adult learners and adult learners for whom English is their
second language and argue that caring support from teachers can build
confidence and enable performance. Whilst Sanchez et al. (2011) suggested
that university students especially value teachers who are good
communicators, easy to talk to and who have an open approach to the teacher
student relationship. The promotion of a climate in which student-student

relationships can be developed has also been argued to have positive
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outcomes (Astin, 1993, Fass and Tubmann, 2002; Kember and Leung, 2006;
Eames and Stewart, 2008).

Some of the literature (MacFarlane, 2009; Mainhard et al., 2011 and Curzon-
Hobson, 2002) highlights trust as an important aspect of the teacher-student
relationship in higher education. McFarlane furthermore argues that where trust
is lost there are negative social, ethical and even financial implications for
universities. Whilst Mainhard et al., maintain that lecturer behaviours such
sarcasm, yelling at students or using coercive or punitive behaviour towards
them may result in loss of trust leading to negative teacher-student

relationships.

It is clear that there is much evidence in the literature mentioned so far that
relationships matter in learning. They matter for students across educational
settings; they matter across student outcomes, how positive they are matters
and how negative they are matters. What is still unclear however, is how and
why and under what conditions they matter and furthermore, how are these
relationships formed and maintained in educational contexts. Given the
importance of relationships to learning that the literature highlights, it is
surprising that when it comes to the H.E. context much of the literature focuses
upon how the individual learns. The Approaches to Learning model (Marton
and Saljo, 1976) and the Learning Styles model (Kolb 1984) being the two main
attempts in the current H.E. literature at understanding how students learn. On
reading the literature encompassing these models it became clear that they do
not account for relationships in any shape or form due to the individualistic view
of learning they take. It may be that the dominance of this research in the H.E.
context highlights a possible reason for the invisibility of relationships in this
setting (Giles, 2011). However, since it does not posit a role for relationship in
learning, space in this thesis does not allow for a full discussion of this. I will
therefore go directly to other areas of the learning literature which my search
through the literature has uncovered in order to draw out any information this
may provide about the role of relationships in learning in the H.E. setting. Whilst
there is a paucity of empirical work which specifically sets out to examine
relationships (Giles, 2011) in the H.E. setting, wider work on retention,
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transition and motivation do tend to illuminate relationship issues. In addition,
there is specific work which looks at peer assisted learning and collaborative

learning, which is inherently relationship based. This will now be discussed.

Relationships and Retention

Student retention has been widely studied. Whilst student attrition was initially
seen as a problem belonging to individual students, the role of relationships is
becoming more and more recognised as playing an important role here too.
Tinto’s (1993, 2007, 2009 and 2012) claims that social integration is important if
students are to persist with their studies is particularly pertinent and there is a
range of research which backs up his claim. For example, Leach et al. (2005)
claim that the quality of students’ learning experiences and their decisions to
persist with their studies is significantly influenced by their relationships.
Furthermore, Dalgety and Coll (2004) found that where science students had a
friend in a science field their intention to continue with their studies was
increased and Scott et al. (2008) lists supportive peer groups and ready access
to responsive staff as being particularly relevant factors in student retention.
However, the view that interpersonal relationships were important to retention
was not always seen as significant since student attrition was seen originally as
a reflection of the individual student’s attributes, skills and motivation (Tinto,
2007). This view shifted in the 1970s when the role of the environment and in
particular the social systems of the institution began to be taken into account
(Spady, 1970, 1971; Tinto, 1975). Research (Astin, 1975, 1984; Pascarella,
1980; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1980; Pascarella and Chapman, 1983), began
to note the importance of student contact (or what they term involvement) to
retention and as a result, practice began to be focused upon helping students
to become involved in their institution. Much of this work however, looked at
students who were from majority backgrounds and resident at the university.
They gave no regard to gender, race, ethnicity or socio economic background
or the students who commuted to university nor to the complexity involved

when investigating why students stick with or leave their course.
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More recently, it has been recognized that the institution that the student
studies in and the broader social, cultural, and economic issues also impact
upon student retention (St. John et al. 2000; Braxton et al. 2000; Berger 2001;
Zepke and Leach, 2010; Tinto 2012). Tinto (2012) argues that having admitted
a student the university has an obligation to do what it can to help the student
to stay on their course and graduate. Further, that this can be achieved by
focusing not only upon the individual student but by focusing upon the
institutions own behaviour and establishing conditions within its walls to achieve

this, such as conditions which encourage interpersonal relationships.

Research has also lent us a greater understanding of how retention of students
differs depending upon whether they are in residence at their institution or
continue to live at home (Allen, 1992; Tinto et al. 1994; Borglum and Kubala,
2000). Tinto et al. (1994) and Tinto, (1997, 2007) studied retention in settings
where students were non residential and this highlighted the importance of
involvement in the classroom to student retention. The argument being, that the
classroom is perhaps the only place where non residential students are able to
come into contact with their peers and teachers and this contact is vital if they
are to form relationships and become involved (Tinto, 2007). Involvement is
seen by Tinto (2012) as perhaps the most important condition for student

Success.

According to Tinto, 2001; Gardner and Barefoot, 2005; Tinto, 2007 and Tinto,
2012, student involvement is even more critical to retention in the first year of
university. Tinto (2012) also argues that first year students are more likely to
succeed in settings which actively involve them with others in the actual
classroom since a lot of students no longer live on campus, but simply attend
their lectures and classes and then leave to fulfil other obligations. Their
experience of university is therefore limited to the classroom or lecture theatre,
which means that their success at university is dependent upon what happens
there. There is however, a gap between research and practice; research tells
us that involvement is all important, but there is then the task of making
involvement happen and it is difficult for universities to know how to do this.
Even if we knew how to make this happen, there may not be the resources to
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provide this intervention. We will see in the later section on learning
communities and peer assisted learning how research such as Tinto (1997,
1998) and Power and Dunphy (2010) provided interventions to help student
achievement. This intervention also led students to form relationships and
become highly involved in their course and university life which arguably, given
the research previously discussed in this section, also leads to student
persistence. Tinto (2007) argues that teaching staff are key to helping establish
learning communities and institutional efforts to enhance student retention yet
there are ever more limitations placed upon the time lecturers are able to be in
contact with their students in order to encourage their involvement. So,
although the retention literature appears to be providing insights into the
importance of relationships in learning with one’s peers and teachers, practice
does not always reflect this importance. Furthermore, the actual nature of the
relationships and how, why and under what conditions they are important to

retention is again left unspecified.

Relationships and Transition

Another area of research in the H.E. setting which is important when exploring
the role of relationships in learning is the transition literature. Students moving
to university face a complete change of social environment which has far
reaching effects in every facet of their life including their academic
performance. Relationships have however, been shown to be important in the
transition process across the full range of educational institutions and some of
this will be briefly discussed here too as it provides some information which is
also relevant to the H.E. environment. For example, research by Iruka et al.
(2010) indicated that a close relationship with teachers predicted the
development of social skills amongst kindergarten children which had enduring
effects helping them in their passage through the education system. They do
not however define what a close relationship is and this lack of a definition of
what constitutes the different descriptions of relationship appears to be
pervasive in the literature. Powell and Marshall (2011) for instance emphasize
the need for supportive, positive relationships between at risk school students
and staff when students return to their home schools after a period of being

schooled elsewhere. Again the qualities of supportive and positive relationships
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are not defined, yet Powell and Marshall recommend that teachers should
receive training to enable them to form supportive learning relationships with
their students and switch from the policing mentality they have towards them.
This would be difficult to achieve if we do not know what these relationships
actually look like. There is the need to more clearly specify what constitutes a
supportive relationship if we are to understand the role of relationship in

learning and how teachers can be helped to form them.

Tobbell and O’'Donnell (2013) investigated actual relationship formation in the
transition from primary to secondary school using ethnographic methodology.
They more clearly specify the nature of relationship than other researchers.
That is in that they actually define what a learning relationship is (as one
between a teacher and student which enables the formation and passage
through a zone of proximal development). They also argue that interpersonal
relationships are different from learning relationships, but that the former are a
pre- requisite for the latter. Their data suggest that to facilitate the formation of
interpersonal relationships which may lead to productive learning relationships
between students and their teacher, attention must be paid to the construction
of enabling contexts during transition. Interpersonal relationships are not
defined however, and there is a need to specify what these might look like too if
teachers, lecturers and their various educational institutions are to work

towards providing the contexts which will enable them.

De Wit et al. (2011) also investigated teacher student relationships in relation to
transition. They furthermore studied student- student relationships. They found
that as students transitioned through the different learning settings they
perceived a decrease in the amount of time and support given to them by both
their teachers and their peers. They maintain that this lack of support was
associated with declining attendance and argue that policy decisions should
aim to introduce practices that improve the quality of interpersonal relationships
in the classroom to counteract this. Furthermore, Tobbell (2003) suggests that
the importance of relationships is pivotal to school achievement but that when
primary school children transition to secondary school, secondary school

structure works against effective relationship formation. It seems reasonable to
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suggest that the incremental lack of time provision for students to be in contact
with their teachers as they advance through the education system might militate
against the formation of learning relationships. By the time students make the
transition from college to the H.E. setting, this lack of contact time reaches its
peak and students are distanced from their teachers due to the largely lecture
based delivery of the curriculum (Cameron, 2009; Turner, 2012). The students
leave further education where they meet each subject teacher regularly in
relatively small class sizes of around twenty students or less (Turner, 2012).
However, upon entry to university they may suddenly find themselves in large
lecture theatres and ‘part of an anonymous mass’ (White, 2006, p.236) in which
it may be nigh on impossible for lecturers to know their students’ names, much
less form learning relationships with them. This situation is unfortunate in the
light of Tinto’s (2007) argument that practice should focus on reinforcing the

importance of student contact with staff in their transition to university.

Several studies have evaluated attempts to facilitate student contact with staff
upon transition to university. For example, in the USA, Hermann and Foster
(2008) used a reciprocal interview activity with small groups of students and
staff members, with the aim of fostering approachability and participation during
the first day of class. They maintain that this promoted positive attitudes about
approaching the instructor and class participation. Vulnerability is again
highlighted here as an aspect of the student-teacher relationship since
Hermann and Foster argue that by placing themselves in a somewhat
vulnerable position the teachers may have come across as more approachable.
Further, that having an opportunity to size up their tutor promotes interaction
and positive rapport between the students and their tutor. In such a climate it
could be argued that positive interpersonal relationships might more easily be
fostered. In addition, Hermann and Foster argue that the activity also provided
an opportunity for the students to begin forming relationships with their peers.
They argue that such relationships promote greater levels of commitment and
participation in their course. Fass and Tubmann, (2002) also highlight the
importance of students’ interpersonal relationships with peers when in transition
to university. Their research suggests that social competence and adjustment
may be a protective factor cushioning key transitions in young adulthood and
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enabling participation in university, also, that this may help with their academic

achievement.

Barron and D’Annunzio- Green (2009) investigated the educational and social
expectations of a cohort of students entering directly into the second year of an
undergraduate degree course. They found that international students and those
coming from a domestic F.E. college alone were particularly likely to be anxious
about their relationships with other students and have feelings of isolation.
Presumably feelings of vulnerability would also feature here if this was the
case. They conclude that universities should offer more support to enable
students to integrate socially and help them to feel that they belong. Yet
research which suggests offering more support to students to integrate socially
does not appear to impact to any great degree upon practice because other
research highlights a lack of contact time available for students to interact with
their tutors and their peers (Peat et al., 2001; Brinkworth et al., 2009; Turner,
2012). Peat et al. (2001) argue that increasing student numbers may mean that
students have very few other students who share class time with them. This is
because as numbers increase, lecture class sizes increase, there are more
module choices available and timetabling becomes increasingly more complex.
As a result they may be unable to form peer relationships and their feelings of
isolation may be detrimental to their adjustment to university. Peat et al’s.
research (2001) evaluated a ‘Transition Workshop’ offered to all first year
students in the faculty of science at the University of Sydney designed to assist
students with their transition to university. Their survey data suggested that
compared to their peers, students attending the workshop were generally better
adjusted to university life, and recorded higher levels of academic performance.
They argue that this was because the workshop facilitated the establishment of
strong student-student relationships which enhanced the students’ study,
motivation and general enjoyment of university. The formation of peer groups
and social networks was also associated with reduced likelihood of depression,

anxiety and loneliness.

Furthermore, Brinkworth et al. (2009) examined first year expectations and

experiences from both the student and the teacher perspective. They surveyed
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233 Humanities and science students in Australia, six months into their first
year about their teaching and learning experiences at university. They were
then surveyed a year later, 18 months after they began their course to gain
retrospective views of their transition. Teachers of both groups of students were
also surveyed. They report that although the students responded that they
acknowledged that studying at university would be different from studying at
high school, a high percentage of them still expected ready access to their
teachers as a crucial element of university experience. This was not however, a
view reflected in their teachers’ self reports of their actual practice. Issues
relating to speedy feedback on returned work were also a point of discrepancy
between what the student expected and their experience and that of their
teachers. Brinkworth et al. (2009, p.169) argue that the issue of feedback is
particularly important because regular and effective feedback ‘remains a
fundamental mechanism for making new university students feel supported,
accustomed to and comfortable with the university environment.” Further to
this, Tett et al. (2012) also argue that feedback from staff is particularly
important in the early transition stage. They argue that feedback may initially
appear negative to the students when they first attend university and that they
may experience this as a lack of care from the staff as a result. From all this, it
could be argued that although students realize that they will be studying
differently at university, they still expect a great deal of support from their
teachers, yet this is not the case and the perceived lack of support together
with their lack of ready access to their teachers may militate against the

formation of learning relationships.

One study in the Netherlands (Torenbeek et al. 2010) in part challenges the
claims in the rest of the literature since it indicates that as students in transition
became better integrated in terms of more frequent contact with their peers,
they do less well academically since they are less likely to attend classes and
obtain fewer credits. However, in common with other studies, another finding
indicated that the more students interacted with teachers, the more motivated
they became, the more time they invested and the more credits they earned.
However, it is difficult to believe that just simply interacting more with teachers

resulted in all this. Regular interactions may be more likely to lead to a
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relationship which enables learning, but there would presumably need to be
other requirements too. It is arguably much more complex than this research
would suggest. Akin to most of the other studies discussed, Torenbeek et al.
(2010) used questionnaire methodology and there are of course methodological
problems with the use of questionnaires in that they are unable to capture all
this complexity. Further research to establish what constitutes a positive
interpersonal relationship, the requirements for their formation and the value of

establishing these in the context of transition is needed.

Relationships and Motivation

Motivation is another research area which is prominent in the H.E. learning
literature, and within this, the importance of classroom relationships is again
highlighted. Kember and Leung, (2006), for instance argue that teacher-
student relationships and student- student relationships are important features
of the learning environment which help the students to become motivated. Also,
Martin and Dowson (2009) maintain that the greater the connectedness
between individuals in an academic context, the greater the scope for academic
motivation, engagement and achievement. Furthermore, Deci and Ryan’s,
(1985, 2000) self determination theory explicitly recognizes relatedness as one
of the fundamental constituents of motivation. Relatedness here refers to an
individual's need to have a sense of connection and belonging (Martin and
Dowson, 2009), which provides them with the emotional security required in

order to deal with the learning situation effectively.

Investigations into the impact of classroom relationships on motivation to learn
have mainly, however, consisted of looking at the relationships between
teachers and learners and have somewhat neglected the role that relationships
between students and their peers may play. This appears to be because there
is often the assumption of a linear relationship between the direct cause and
effect of teacher expectations, attitudes and behaviours on student motivation
and learning (Turner and Meyer, 2000) and that teachers are the ones that

drive the relationship. Furthermore, research in this area usually involves self
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report measures of individual teacher or student’'s values, goals, beliefs, effort
and persistence. For example Meyer and Turner (2002) argue that teachers’
actions are indicative of the values, beliefs and practices that help to regulate
students’ emotions, cognitions and motivation to learn. Also, Perry, (1998) and
Turner and Meyer (2000) maintain that through embracing certain instructional
contexts, teachers are able to influence the quality of both their interactions with
students and their students’ motivation to learn. Fleisher (2005) also draws on
the motivation perspective in his work. He anchors his theoretical framework for
looking at teacher—student relationships in the work of self-determination
theorists and Ryan, (1985, 2000) which maintains that individuals seek
relatedness, autonomy and competency from their environment and that
autonomy support from their teachers helps students to become intrinsically

motivated to learn.

Noels et al's. (1999) study appears to support Ryan and Deci’'s argument.
They examined student perceptions of their instructors’ communicative style
and supportive role in relation to students’ extrinsic and intrinsic motivational
orientations. They found that perceptions of instructors’ communicative style
were attached to students’ intrinsic motivation, arguing that the lower the
students’ intrinsic motivation the more their instructors were perceived to be
controlling and less informative. However, Dahl and Smimou (2011) argue that
the relationship between motivation orientation and students’ perceptions of
their teachers is the other way round than that described by Ryan and Deci.
They maintain that students see their teachers as providing quality teaching
when they are motivated, rather than it being support from teachers that helps
the students to become motivated to learn. So for Dahl and Smimou, the
students come to learning already motivated or not as the case may be and it is
this motivation or lack of motivation which colours their perceptions of their
teacher. This suggests that for Dahl and Smimou teacher student relationships
are unimportant and whatever the teacher does in class is immaterial, since the
students’ motivation and the way that they perceive the quality of the teaching
that the teacher provides is already set in stone. In addition, Dahl and Smimou
(2001) also took the students’ preconceived ideas about the institution that they
attended into account. They found that as well as the students’ motivation
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orientations impacting upon their perceptions, their general opinions and the
reputation of the educational institution that they attended also had an
influential role in them forming positive perceptions of their teachers and the
quality of the teaching that they provide. This suggests that it is not just
motivation which influences the way that students view their teachers, and their
relationship with them, the situation is more complicated than that and

situational influences need to be taken into account too.

Meyer and Turner (2006) place great importance on the emotional experience
of learning on motivation and a concomitant salience for the role of
relationships. They argue that in order for students to have the motivation to
learn, they need consistently positive emotional experiences contributing to a
classroom climate that provides a basis for teacher —student relationships and
interaction. In their research Meyer and Turner, (2006) explored the nexus
between students’ reports and classroom measures of motivation and the
interaction between teachers and students- that is what the teachers and
students said and did when the goal was for the student to understand. In order
to do this they observed classroom discourse, analyzed the emotions which
were displayed and also interpreted the meaning of teacher-student
interactions as to whether the particular emotion observed supported or
detracted from the learning activity. During their observations they found that
teaching which was associated with positive student motivation often involved
an explicit display of emotion such as laughing at a teacher's joke or an
expression of pride at understanding a difficult concept. Student self reports
also confirmed these emotions and Meyer and Turner report that their findings
have shown how instruction that is reported by students as more motivational
correlates with teacher support, (within which they include positive emotional
support and statements of caring). As well as the importance of individual
interactions, Meyer and Turner (2006) argue that a general consistency in
emotional support over time is an important contributor to the classroom
climate. They claim that in their research it has been impossible to separate
emotions, cognitions and motivations captured in both observations and
student self reports and conclude that emotions are ubiquitous in classrooms
and central to understanding instructional interactions. They have repeatedly
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replicated their findings (Patrick, et al. 2003; Turner et al. 2003; Turner et al.
2002; Turner et al. 1998) and argue that both positive and negative affect are

central to understanding motivation and motivational climates in classrooms.

There have been some other motivational researchers who have also
acknowledged that emotional support from teachers is important in academic
contexts (Patrick et al. 2001; Wentzel, 1997; Skinner and Belmont, 1993).
Across these studies, the positive characteristics displayed by the teacher such
as humour, enthusiasm and a passion for learning have been highlighted as
central features of teacher-student interactions that correlate with reports of
positive emotions and motivation to learn from the students. However, Roth et
al. (2007) approached motivation from the teacher’'s angle. They examined
whether teachers’ thoughts and feelings towards their own motivations for
teaching is related to students’ self reports of positive teacher attributes in
Israeli schools. They reported that autonomous motivation for teaching has
positive outcomes for both the teachers themselves and their students since
the students’ perceptions of their teachers as supportive promotes autonomous
motivation for learning among the students. This emphasizes the connection
between students and teachers and how their classroom experiencing- their
actions, perceptions and understandings of events are tasks they perform in
synergy with one another in their every day interactions. It also hints at the
complexity of the processes that take place when individuals interact with one
another in the educational setting and in the formation of relationships in this

context.

The studies discussed here add some weight to the notion that teacher student
relationships are important to students’ motivation to learn. However, most of
the studies from a motivational perspective are unable to tell us why
relationships are important and how they are formed, since with only a few
exceptions, they rely on the measurement of intra individual psychological
processes of individual students and teachers, rather than the processes
occurring in interaction between them with their environment. The motivation
research is furthermore unable to tell us anything about the importance of
student relationships with their peers because of the blanket assumption that
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motivation stems directly from the attitudes, expectations and actions of the

teacher.

Peer Assisted Learning and Relationships

Much of the research already reviewed only allows us insights into the student-
teacher relationship. This section reviews an area of the H.E. research in which
student-student relationships come to the fore. Peer assisted learning is
described by Topping (2005, p. 631) as ‘the acquisition of knowledge and skill
through active helping and supporting among status equals or matched
companions,’” and both the collaborative and cooperative learning literature is
encompassed within this. There appears to be some overlap in the terminology
used in the literature at times, and the difference between cooperative and
collaborative learning is often brought into question. Both these are similar in
that they rely on using peer group influence and the fostering of interpersonal
relationships between students to help them to learn. There are however, some
descriptions of the basic differences between collaborative learning, which
tends to talk about learning communities; and cooperative learning which
includes the peer assisted learning literature. Each of these sets of literature
will now be discussed in order to draw out any insights they might provide into
how relationships with one’s peers might impact upon learning.

Firstly, collaborative learning which did not emerge in the H.E. domain until the
1980’s (Astin, 1984; Boyer; 1987 and Tinto, 1987). Typically, collaborative
learning classrooms are restructured away from the traditional lecture, towards
small group work which requires intensive interaction between the group
members and their tutor whilst they work through a particular task. Rather than
being the source of knowledge the teacher takes a more facilitative role in
helping the students to form collaborate relationships and to work together on
tasks. It is claimed that classroom experiences such as this exert positive
effects upon student’s academic outcomes (Cabrera et al. 2002) and
collaborative learning has been singled out by some as the most promising
teaching practice in use (Cockrell, Caplow and Donaldson, 2000; Cabrera et al.
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2002). Astin’s (1993) longitudinal study argued that practices that promoted
meaningful collaboration in the classroom helped students to achieve more and
Tinto (1997) highlighted the role that collaborative learning plays in the quality
of effort that the student puts into studying.

Collaborative learning is however, not just associated with classroom activity.
Cabrera et al. (2002) argue that it has a long standing association with what
goes on in the student’s life outside the classroom too. Treissman (1998) noted
the value of students’ collaborative relationships outside the classroom.
However, he had not set out to investigate relationships in their own right and
his results were unexpected. Treissman (1998) had been trying to understand
why African American minority students did not do very well in a calculus class
whereas Asian students excelled. It was hypothesized that this may be due to
lack of motivation, a lack of preparation before students went to university, lack
of family support or that it was the low socio economic status of African
American minority students that made it difficult for them to learn. Treissman
and his colleagues actually moved in with the students and videotaped their
lives. On trawling through all their videotaped data their ‘hypothesis fell apart,’
(Treissman, 1998, p.365). What they found to be significant was that the way
that the African American students studied compared with Asian students was
completely different. The African American students worked longer and harder
than their Asian counterparts, but they worked in isolation. The Asian students
on the other hand, would get together in the evenings, make a meal together,
go over homework assignments, check each other's work and quiz one
another. The African American students very rarely worked together. This led
Treissman to conclude that social interaction with one’s peers is extremely
important to learning and his work has gone on to inspire the Emerging
Scholars Program (E.S.P.) in the U.S.A., in which students are encouraged to

establish learning communities rather than study in isolation.

Learning communities have a long history of helping students to establish
social support networks as well as academic ones (Tinto, 1997, 2003; Cabrera
et al. 2002; Shapiro and Levine, 1999). In learning communities, as well as

students being co-registered around a subject area, they may also be expected
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to attend small discussion groups or interest groups usually led by a more
senior student than themselves. Classrooms are also reorganized in order to
promote interaction amongst the students and collaboration in which they are
responsible for not only their own learning, but that of their peers as well. As
well as block scheduling of students onto the same modules, they might also
live close to one another in their halls of residence and go on field trips or to
social events together. Shroeder (1994) argues that this helps to foster
collaborative learning in the halls of residence because of the commonality,
values and purpose that the students share. Students in learning communities
usually have three things in common (Tinto, 2003). The students have a shared
experience of the curriculum or ‘shared knowledge’ (Tinto, 2003) which, it is
claimed promotes higher levels of cognitive complexity than if the students
were all attending different stand alone modules. Secondly, the students are
engaged socially as well as intellectually in knowledge construction in ways that
are claimed to promote cognitive development, so they are said to have ‘shared
knowing’ (Tinto, 2003). Thirdly, is ‘shared responsibility’ which comes about
when members of learning communities take part in collaborative groups in
which it is a requirement of students to be mutually dependent on one another.
Unless each member of the group plays his or her part, the group’s learning is
unable to advance (Tinto, 2003). Each student is therefore responsible to

themselves and to each other.

Johnson et al. (1991) found that there were positive correlations between
collaborative learning and achievement, personal development and social
support among college students. Some researchers claim that the impact of
collaborative learning is, however, diverse. They argue that white women and
minorities learn better in collaborative settings because they learn differently to
white men (Cabrera, et al. 2002). Levine and Levine (1991) comprehensively
reviewed a series of college interventions for students at risk and found that
collaborative settings were the most effective in helping minority students.
Furthermore, Fullilove and Treisman (1990) compared African American
students enrolled on collaborative learning courses and African American
students enrolled on traditional courses. Those enrolled on the collaborative

learning courses had higher retention rates and higher grade point averages

41



than their opposite numbers. Lundeberg and Moch (1995) studied women
attending a single sex college in America and claim that their findings show that
women prefer collaborative learning and furthermore that a collaborative setting
encourages more intellectual risk taking and connected understanding of
concepts. However, Tinto (1997) argues that collaborative learning techniques
are effective for all students, especially when looking at their persistence in
college and the last few decades has seen the establishment of learning
communities across the entire spectrum of students irrespective of their gender
or ethnicity. As well as the claim that collaborative learning has a connection
with students’ cognitive development it has also been posited as an effective
technique to promote tolerance among college students (Vogt, 1997; Cabrera
et al. 2003), which is clearly another quality one would require in order to form
positive interpersonal relationships with one’s peers.

Despite the abundance of research suggesting that collaborative learning has
important benefits for the students, we should perhaps bear in mind that much
of the literature on collaborative learning in H.E. is quite dated and with the
exception of Tinto (1997) and Treissman (1992) has been correlational and
cross sectional in design. It also relies on self report questionnaire data which
only gives us insights into what individuals report about their experiences,
rather than actual behaviours. Furthermore, apart from Tinto, (1997) there is no
longitudinal research. This means that it is difficult to establish whether the
students’ learning is in fact due to the collaborative learning, or whether there is
something else influencing it such as the amount of effort they put in or their

past learning, or whether it is the result of the interaction of multiple factors.

Aufschnaiter (2003) investigated learning communities differently. She studied
students’ participation in communities and the interactive processes that occur
within these. However, she argues that there is a distinct separation between
the social learning environment and the learner's cognitive processes when
investigating both the learners’ development of meaning and the quality of the
environment in which these meanings are formed. Aufschnaiter (2003) video
taped university students’ physics classes and transcribed any interactions that
were thought interesting (those which were about physics). Her theoretical
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framework used three dimensions; the content area, the level of complexity that
is reached within single instances of learning and the time the learner takes to
reach a specific level in a specific situation (Aufschnaiter, 2003). She applied
this framework to investigate both the student’s individual knowledge and the
structure of their interactions. Despite the distinction she makes between the
individual learner and their environment, her findings suggest that social
interaction is important in providing access to new practices and meanings. She
maintains that without a socially based learning environment students are
unable to ‘get in contact with new practices and meanings.” (Aufschnaiter,
2003, p.367). However, she also argues that students will only interact about
what they already know and that learning therefore does not occur in the social
space where interactions take place, but that this happens later instead when
the student is on their own. For Aufschneiter, it seems new meaning is only
developed outside of the interaction process. This is at odds with my own
position as the Vygotskian within me would argue that it is possible for learning
to occur within the actual social interactions in which students partake too.
Furthermore, counter to Aufschnaiter’s argument, | would also argue that it is
possible for students to interact about what they do not yet know, with more
able others within Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development. We have already
noted the distinction Aufschneiter makes between the individuals’ cognitive
processes and the environment within which they interact. However, if the
environment and the individual are as distinct as she claims how can the same
dimensions be used in her study to describe the structure of the environment

and also the individual’'s development of meaning?

‘...the structure of the learning environment and individual development of
meaning were described using the same dimensions which could be easily
matched’ (Aufschnaiter, 2003, p. 367).

There is no description of how Aufschnaiter managed to reduce all the
complexity surrounding both individual meaning making and the structure of the
environment down to just three conveniently matched dimensions and so we
cannot be sure that these dimensions adequately describe them. Further, it
could be argued that despite Aufscheiter claiming to acknowledge that
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participation within communities requires investigation if we are to understand
learning; by reducing meaning making and the environment to this small
number of dimensions, there are still missed opportunities to take account of
the complexity involved in socially based learning. The role of relationships in
learning and the processes which impact upon their formation and quality are

again left somewhat obscure.

Cooperative Learning

Cooperative learning is another intervention in which peer assistance and the
student- student relationship is important. Like collaborative learning, the
literature on cooperative learning originated in the United States. Cooperative
learning interventions and the research surrounding this is however, much
more in evidence in the recent UK literature than is the collaborative learning
research. Johnson and Johnson (2009) argue that until the 1970s, there was
cultural resistance to cooperative forms of learning due to the interpersonal
competition amongst learners which prevailed at the time and furthermore
because of the view that the strongest students were made through
independent study isolated from and not interacting with other students.
However, in the 1970s and 1980s the role of relationships and socialization in
learning was pointed out by several researchers (Lewis and Rosenblum, 1975;
Hartup, 1976; Johnson, 1980; Johnson and Johnson, 1981) and cooperative

learning became more accepted (Johnson and Johnson, 2009).

Cooperative learning in same year peer groups is one form of peer learning
sometimes termed the ‘unconventional’ mode in the literature (Ning and
Downing, 2010). Another form of cooperative learning involves actual peer
tutoring, or supplemental instruction which is referred to as the traditional mode
(Ning and Downing, 2010). This is characterized by a more advanced student
taking the role of tutor to the rest of the group. Supplemental Instruction (Sl) is
a global model which has been adapted for use in hundreds of higher education
institutions around the world. It was originally developed in the 1970s in the
USA as a way of reducing the high attrition rates amongst first year students
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and also to support study strategies in a less resource intensive way than one
to one tutoring (Wallace, 2003). The identification of ‘Difficult courses’ (Wallace,
2003, p.9) where S| was needed were identified. This was a significant move
away from any notions suggesting that poor academic performance was down
to the students’ themselves. The students were encouraged instead to see
study skills sessions as an everyday and necessary part of challenging

modules rather than as a result of their own deficiencies.

Sl is claimed to have benefits for both the tutor and the tutees and research
(Topping, 2005; Topping, 2001; Topping and Ehly, 1998,) claims that significant
gains in academic achievement can be made. In the UK, Wallace (2003)
described a peer tutoring scheme which had been running for almost two
decades in a number of British universities. This SI scheme aimed to help the
students to develop their skills of enquiry and critical thinking skills, and
highlights the fact that students can be guided and supported by each other.
The scheme used second year students to act as leaders to small groups of
first year students. It relied on second year students still being able to
remember what it was like to be new to the university and so to pass on their
experience rather than to re- teach the curriculum. In 2003 the centre for
Supplemental Instruction within the UK was based at London Metropolitan
University. The centre had links with the USA and South Africa and also
encouraged universities within the UK to be trained in Sl techniques and to
develop the model further (Wallace, 2003). Since then, several universities
have taken up the model and adapted it to their own particular needs. For
example the University of Manchester took the model and renamed it Peer
Assisted Study Scheme (PASS) but the character of the PASS sessions is still
similar to the SI model in that the focus is on cooperative and active learning
centred on discussion and interaction facilitated by student leaders at a more

advanced stage of their course (Fostier and Carey, 2007).

The University of Manchester first introduced PASS in 1995 in Chemistry and
the initial research into this scheme (Coe et al.,, 1999) found that it had a
positive impact on students’ academic performance. In 2005, the university

launched PASS in the Faculty of Life Sciences for its first year bioscience
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students (Fostier and Carey, 2007). This was the first time that PASS had
been introduced on such a large scale in the UK. Half the students were offered
PASS in the first term and the other half were offered it in the second term.
There was thus a randomly selected control group (the students who were not
offered PASS until the second term) as well as a control group made up of
students who either never attended PASS or only attended for less than 4
sessions. Twenty three percent of the 232 students to be offered PASS in the
first term became regular participants, which was considered by Fostier and
Carey, (2007) to be a good level of participation for the pilot year. To evaluate
the impact of PASS on academic performance the group of regular participants
were compared with both control groups. The performances of the two control
groups were not significantly different from each other. However, the group
which regularly attended PASS performed much better than the controls,
showing a significantly higher mean mark than them both. Although 12 of the
regular PASS attendees failed the unit, this group showed a 2 fold decrease of
the fail rate when compared with the controls, and there was a threefold
increase in the number of first class grades. Qualitative comments from the
students who had attended PASS indicted that students had been able to
engage in a meaning gathering approach to their studies rather than a strategic

one in which they just attempted to retain information needed to pass exams.

Since this study, the growth of PASS at Manchester has been significant and
by 2009 there were 400 student volunteer leaders working alongside staff to
support the first year learning experience (Ody and Carey, 2009). Ody and
Carey (2009. p.5) argue that over the years since PASS was introduced, the
University of Manchester has ‘continually observed its positive impact on
people, groups and cultures across the entire institution.” The University of
Manchester was also recognised internationally as the UK national benchmark
for PASS and is now the National Centre for PASS /SI. This was established in
April 2009 to support H.E. institutions to further understand and develop

programmes and share practice.

Bournemouth University also runs a similar Peer Assisted Learning Scheme
(PAL) which is well established and highly regarded at both national and
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international levels (Green, 2007). At Bournemouth, PAL leaders receive
accreditation for compiling a portfolio of evidence and reflection of their
experiences of working with students in the scheme. Green, (2007) applied
narrative analysis to 10 of the leaders’ portfolios. These served as the primary
source for her research which looked at empowering first year engagement with
the curriculum though peer assisted learning. Green’s analysis revealed that
there was a consistent emphasis throughout the portfolios that group and team
work provided a starting block for the development of independent learning
skills. Furthermore, that the PAL leaders thought it essential that this
independence was encouraged and that the students did not come to rely on
them. Green also reported on a trend revealed in the portfolios which she
described as worrying. This was the continuous reference by the students to
the idea that whilst lecturers expected that their students understood what it
was to work independently and that they were able to do so, few of the first
year students had any idea of what the concept of independent learning
entailed. This highlights the taken for granted independent learning discourse
amongst the lecturers in this study and also that the students may have no idea

what this actually requires them to do.

As well as speaking about encouraging independence amongst their students
the PAL leaders in Green’s study also spoke of supporting their group with
adjusting to university life, guiding them through difficulties with
accommodation, finding their way around or how to go about getting a part time
job. From this, Green concluded that her study shows how central empathy and
authenticity is in the affective support of new learners and new community
members. In contrast to the notion of independent learning the qualities she
mentions as central to the support of new learners here are arguably indicative
of positive interpersonal relationships between herself and the students. It is
important to note however, that the PAL leaders were given accreditation for
their portfolios on the basis of competence based assessment. They would
therefore need to show in their portfolios that they were competent in their role
and would have been unlikely to write about any issues which portrayed the
scheme in a negative light. The reason why the PAL leaders constantly
emphasised the need for independence amongst their students throughout their
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portfolios, may not therefore be reflective of their actual beliefs. If they felt that
the notion of independent learning in H.E. was seen as desirable they may
have written that they felt it important to encourage independence amongst

their students as this may be seen as reflective of their competence.

Whilst there was much emphasis on the notion of independent learning in the
portfolios of the facilitators in Green’s study, in Power and Dunphy’s, (2010)
study, there did not appear to be any mention of this. This study took place in
Australia and like Green’s study, also took a qualitative approach to exploring
the effectiveness of peer assisted learning in order to facilitate engagement.
The study used the case study of a student facilitator to provide insights into the
Peer Assisted Study Session (PASS) model of learning support that they used
with first year engineering students. The data gathered consisted of the student
facilitator’s insights into her experiences of running the weekly study sessions
with students and comments from the students who took part in the PASS
sessions. Further programme evaluation was carried out through comparing the
grades and retention data of students who attended PASS with that of students
who did not attend. The results showed that although only a small percentage
of the students attended PASS sessions (five percent), those that did
maintained their attendance and gained substantially higher marks on average
than those who did not attend the sessions. The qualitative reflections of the
PASS facilitator were extremely insightful. The facilitator was a second year
student who had studied the same course as the one that the PASS group was
studying in the previous year. She tells how because she struggled with the
content of the course herself initially, she felt like she could empathise with the
students on a level that the course lecturers could not. Furthermore, that seeing
students struggle with the same concepts that she has previously struggled
with, evoked a strong desire to want to help them in a way that she would have
wanted to be helped when she was struggling. She also mentioned that whilst
running the sessions her own understanding of the subject material had also
heightened immensely. She achieved a pass grade in the subject when she
studied it in her first year, but after running the PASS scheme she obtained a
distinction grade, for a more advanced level course in the same subject.

Qualitative comments from students attending the sessions were also very
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positive, with some of the students claiming that PASS was instrumental to their
success in the subject. This study provides lots of useful descriptive insights
into the experiences of the students and the PASS facilitator and also indicates
that the PASS sessions were beneficial to them both. However, there is still the
need to understand how the social interaction encouraged in PASS sessions
actually leads to the formation of a learning relationship and how this in turn

facilitates the learning process.

Most of the other research in this area uses mainly quantitative measures.
Stone and Meade (2012) obtained feedback for a peer assisted learning
scheme from psychology students on a research methods module. They used a
feedback form asking questions about the usefulness of the PAL sessions and
its impact upon their understanding, confidence levels and learning. The
students were also asked whether they would like to attend further sessions
and whether they would recommend the sessions to others. Responses were
measured using a Likert scale. There was also room on the feedback form for
individual comments and suggestions. The sessions had relatively low
attendance with just 35% (n=42) of those that had indicated that they would
attend at initial sign up actually attending the sessions. However, of those that
did attend and respond 80% of them indicated that the sessions had helped
their understanding of research methods, with 60% stating that they had helped
a lot. Equally 85% of respondents stated that they would recommend the
sessions to others and 75% said that they would attend further sessions. Stone
and Mead concluded that the data shows that the PAL sessions have been
perceived as overwhelmingly beneficial. However, given that the students who
did attend the sessions all reported positively about their impact, one wonders
why so many students chose not to attend them. Stone and Meade argue that
the students may have only been interested in session content that mapped
directly onto assessments. Since some of the sessions were timetabled after
the assessment hand in, the students may not have seen the value of
attending. Furthermore, since the sessions were optional, it may be that the
students felt that they were a good idea when they signed up to them, but
subsequent pressures of work may have prevented them from attending. This
suggests that to increase the benefits of implementing PAL schemes, making
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attendance more attractive to the students is necessary. Maybe if they were
time tabled in a way that took assessments into account for instance or if they
were included on the curriculum timetable rather than presented as optional.
Stone and Meade (2012) do not provide any data however, on how the PAL
scheme impacts upon the students’ academic achievement, so whilst the
students report that the PAL sessions were beneficial; it is not known whether

this impacts upon what they achieve academically.

Another study in the UK by Longfellow et al. (2008) reported on a pilot
programme in the English department of Kingston University. This programme
aimed to help first year students to develop academic writing skills using third
year student facilitators in a peer assisted learning (PAL) scheme. The scheme
was evaluated using a student survey consisting of Likert scale items as well as
some open ended questions, to determine students’ perceptions of how PAL
contributed to the development of their writing skills. Assessment results were
also included in the data set in this study. Longfellow et al. (2008) reported that
qualitative comments indicated that PAL had a positive impact upon students’
perceptions of their learning. For instance, comments indicated that it helped
with the clarification of new knowledge and helped to develop writing skills
whilst at the same time reducing feelings of intimidation. Longfellow et al.
(2008) claim that this may be due to the different nature of the student- student
relationship as opposed to the lecturer-student relationship which the students
often commented on in the survey. The students also said that they felt it
helped to create a safe environment in which to learn. Less confident students
commented on feeling able to speak up and ask questions in PAL sessions
since they felt safe away from the lecturers gaze. The lecturers’ perceived
authority and power to assess the students and fail them if needs be, made
them reluctant to speak up in their presence as they did not want to expose
their ignorance and felt unable to seek clarification or help. The assessments
that the students undertook for the module supported by PAL were designed to
measure their reading, writing and editing skills. Longfellow et al. (2008) found
that all students whether they attended PAL or not, tended to get lower
assessment scores in the second semester than they did in the first. However,

the mean decrease in assessment scores was significantly greater for the
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students who did not attend the sessions. So, despite the drop in assessment
scores between semester one and two, those students attending PAL sessions

achieved better results than those who did not attend.

Longfellow et al. (2008) draw on constructivist and situated learning theories to
conclude that one of the most important findings from their study is that in the
specific area of writing skills at least, successful students may be better able to
pass on these skills to novice students than lecturers. They claim that whilst the
lecturer may be expert in a particular subject, other more advanced students
are the experts at being a student and so are better equipped to enable the
more junior students to develop their learning skills. The students commented
on the usefulness of having a facilitator with a perspective close to their own
and the ability of the student PAL leaders to explain difficult concepts in a
clearer and more simplified way than lecturers are sometimes able to.
Following Cuseo (1992) Longfellow et al. argue that the small group structure
implemented through PAL provides the cohesiveness, mutual trust and
emotional security needed for the students to be able to learn and that this is
possibly one of the most fundamental requirements for learning. There is the
strong suggestion here that trust, cohesiveness and emotional security
provided through student —student relationships are what underpin the
scheme’s success. Further affirmation of this is required however, and research
needs to also observe the actual processes that occur when the students
interact, in order to see whether the students’ subjective experience marries
with what actually occurs in the learning situation. Such research may help to
shed light upon how and why the student- student relationships underpinning
these schemes appear to have a positive impact upon the students’ learning.

Whilst the research reviewed here claims that it is advantageous to most
students’ learning to partake in cooperative learning; it could be argued that this
IS not the case for every student. There is much discourse in the cooperative
learning literature around encouraging students to actively participate in
cooperative settings, together with the assumption that if students do not do so
they are not only not helping themselves to learn, but they are also freeloading
or gaining advantage from the group without contributing to it themselves.
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However, every student is different and some individuals may not want to or be
able to participate in the way that is required of them in a cooperative learning
setting. This does not mean they should be labelled as freeloaders and seen as
lacking when compared with members of the group who find participation much
easier. Gillespie et al's. (2006) work highlights this. They undertook a
qualitative research program in which they interviewed 17 students about their
experiences in cooperative small group learning situations. The students
reported that they had worked in multiple groups but had had mixed and mostly
negative experiences in them. Group dynamics were said to have gone awry
and adjectives such as ‘bossy, immature, deadweight and slacker’ were used to
describe their fellow group members. Their classmates were thus stereotyped
and working together in small groups was said to sometimes provoke anxiety.
Staff members were also interviewed and it was found that they assumed that
students were gaining valuable experience in groups and that this experience
alone would increase students’ ability to learn in groups. They were unaware of

the difficulties that students faced under cooperative learning conditions.

Having reviewed the literature on collaborative learning, it seems to provide
some indication of the value of peer relationships to learning for at least some
students. However, the studies undertaken are largely subjective descriptions
of Sl or PAL schemes at work, together with the perceptions of the participants
about the impact that the scheme has had upon their learning. This means that
all the complexity involved in learning and relationships has not been fully taken
into account and we are still left asking how and why and by which processes
the interpersonal interactions and relationships underpinning SI and PAL
schemes impact upon learning. There are also further questions around
whether cooperative learning techniques are useful or even appropriate for all

members of a group, which also need addressing.

E-Learning Communities and Relationships

Encompassed within the collaborative and cooperative learning literature there
is also a growing body of research which looks at how computer technologies

can help in the establishment of learning communities. It is useful to briefly
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mention this here since it provides some insights into how the increasing use of
computer technology impacts upon the formation of learning relationships and
the learning process. Furthermore, whilst most studies investigating learning
communities concentrate upon the student- student relationship in relation to

learning, e-learning tends to incorporate the teacher- student relationship too.

Eames and Stewart (2008) for example applied a socio-cultural lens to
exploring the central importance of both the student-student relationship within
learning communities, and also the teacher- student one. In common with my
own search through the literature, Eames and Stewart’s (2008) search through
this brought them to the conclusion that there are very few studies which
sufficiently reveal the contribution of relationship development to learning in
H.E. and so they set out to inform this with their research. Following Wenger
(1998) they argue that mutual engagement in an activity within a community
infers that productive relationships between participants in the community are
necessary for successful practice, and a major theme emerging from their
research was the importance of the teacher-student relationship to learning.
The importance of class size in influencing the opportunities for personal
interaction and relationship building within a learning community was another
major theme. The teacher participants in Eames and Stewart's (2008) study
also reportedly worried that e-learning may impact adversely upon the personal
contact that they have with their students. The increasing use of e-learning in
H.E. further raises the issue of maintaining strong interpersonal relationships
among staff and their students and between the students themselves. There
are clearly challenges in maintaining personal contact with students if e-
learning is the only contact that members of a learning community have with
one another. However, it could be that computer technology may actually
enhance contact where the only face to face contact that students would
otherwise have with their teachers and peers is sitting in large lecture theatres
with hundreds of other students. Further research encompassing computer
technology and virtual interaction may be a useful avenue of investigation to
provide insights into how interpersonal and learning relationships form and

function across all settings.
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Chapter Summary

This review demonstrates that the importance of relationships is widely
emergent in the findings of research which investigates learning. There is
indeed a wealth of empirical research amongst the learning literature which
underpins the proposition that relationships are in no small way connected to
learning. These studies are indicative of the importance of relationships to
learning, however, since much of the literature does not specifically set out to
investigate relationships in learning in themselves (rather they set out to
investigate other aspects of learning and the importance of relationships is
emergent in the findings) they do not specify the actual processes by which
they are important to learning, Furthermore, the conditions which facilitate their
formation and maintenance are also left unaccounted for. We have a situation
in the literature where the importance of relationships to learning is consistently
noted, but not sufficiently acknowledged or explained. The existing research
also fails to ask whether our universities are actually able to provide an
environment or the enabling practices through which student-teacher
relationships and student-student relationships are able to form. So as well as
paying more attention to relationships in their own right and the processes
underpinning their role in the learning process, we need to undertake research
which helps us to understand how and why they are either enabled or
constrained specifically within university settings. In other words, there is a dire
need to go beyond simply acknowledging or taking for granted that
relationships make a difference, to understanding the actual role of
relationships in the learning process and how they can be enabled in this

process.

As well as all this, the predominant methodologies used in the pre existing
literature means that although there are some important insights into students’
and teachers’ subjective experiences and perceptions, the studies do not move
beyond these. They do not allow understanding of the processes inherent in
relationships and how and why and under what conditions these allow learning
to flourish. There has in fact, been little offered in existing research in terms of a

theoretical framework for understanding the actual psychological and
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sociological processes in play. This means that the role of relationships in
learning is under theorised. The present research aims to plug this gap by
going beyond the description of individuals’ experiences to focus as well upon
the inherent processes of learning as facilitated by relationships and to
understand how and why and under what circumstances relationships are able
to enable learning. The following chapter will discuss the theoretical
perspectives through which | hope to gain understanding of these processes

and build a theoretical framework with which to explain them.
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CHAPTER TWO

SEEKING TO THEORISE THE ROLE OF RELATIONSHIPS IN LEARNING IN
HIGHER EDUCATION

The previous chapter argued that relationships emerge as important in much of
the contemporary thinking surrounding learning, yet the actual role they play in
learning is not fully understood. In this chapter | will present my underpinning
ontology surrounding learning. A discussion of socio-cultural ontology will
demonstrate how this can be used to investigate and conceptualise student
participation in higher education and that this is intrinsically underpinned by
relationship. Socio-cultural understandings of learning challenge the pervasive
transmission- acquisition model of learning in H.E. and reconceptualises
learning instead as social participation, in which the presence of relationships
are axiomatic. This renders any understanding of the learning process much
more complex. It also foregrounds a role for relationships in learning in H.E.

and allows for these to be theorised.

Socio-cultural ontology

Socio-cultural understandings are underpinned by certain assumptions. The
most prominent of which is that human behaviour is distributed over the social
context. This means that in order to properly understand the learning process,
attention needs to be given not only to the person, but also to the activities in
which the person engages and the context in which those activities take place.
The construction of the distributed life shifts slightly between theories. For
Vygotsky, the emphasis is on the relationship and how that operates in the
social world. For Bronfenbrenner, the distribution is conceptualised across
proximal and distal systems which interact idiosyncratically to construct
individual experience. In communities of practice theory, the context is the
range of communities to which an individual belongs. The synthesising
proposition though is that the individual cannot be understood as separate from
their social worlds. It is therefore worthwhile using all three of these theories

because each one contributes a different theoretical resource to enable a more
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complete understanding of the complex social world of learning. Vygotsky’s in
the minutiae of relationship formation, ecological theory in the politicisation of
the interacting systems which construct the learning environment and
communities of practice with its emphasis on individual participation in social

reified practice.

Vygotsky’s Socio-cultural Theory of Learning

Vygotsky’s socio-cultural approach claims that individual development can only
be understood within its social and cultural historical context and also that
individual learning and development can never be separated from this. This is
in stark contrast to theories of learning which focus on the individual as
separate from the social or cultural context. According to Vygotsky, individual’s
efforts cannot be separated from the activities in which they engage and the
institutions of which they are a part (Vygotsky, 1978, Rogoff, 2003). He
furthermore maintains that individual development both constitutes and is
constituted by social and cultural-historical practices. In other words, culture
does not just affect individuals; individuals themselves contribute to the creation
of cultural processes at the same time as the cultural processes are
contributing to the development of the individuals within it. Individual and

cultural processes cannot therefore be separated from one another.

For Vygotsky, higher mental functioning (cognition) originates in social
interaction as newer members of a society interact with more experienced
members of society. This could for instance be children interacting with adults,
or students interacting with their teachers or other students who are more
experienced than themselves. The form that this takes according to Vygotsky is
in a dyad of interaction within which the less experienced partner of the dyad
actively participates with a more experienced partner to solve a problem or
complete a task. To facilitate the less able partner’s participation and learning,
the more experienced person lends their assistance by encouraging and
supporting the less able person in using their current capabilities in order to

extend their skills and level of competence.
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The Zone of Proximal Development

Vygotsky argues that exposing the less able person to increasingly more
complex problems and activities than they are capable of completing alone
targets their zone of proximal development (ZPD). Whereas conventionally, a
child’s developmental level is assessed as their ability to solve a problem or
complete a task unaided, for Vygotsky, the child’s learning exceeds the
developmental level and needs to be assessed as the problems the child is
able to solve with assistance. This distance between what the child is able to
achieve alone and what they are able to achieve with assistance is the common
conceptualisation of what we know as the ZPD. However, | would agree with
Chaiklin (2003) where he points out that there is a paucity of material written
about the ZPD by Vygotsky available from which we could construe his true
meaning of the term. Without an official definition the term ZPD is therefore
open to several interpretations. In actual fact, the concept was not a main or
central one in Vygotsky’s (1998) theory of child development, but was generally
used to focus on the idea that teaching should centre on the learner’'s maturing
psychological functions, rather than functions which already exist in their
mature form. These maturing functions are functions that are more or less

developed, yet, are unable to support individual performance.

Where Vygotsky (1998) writes about the ZPD as taking the form of the learner’s
maturing functions it seems as though he is conceiving of the ZPD as
something which belongs to an individual learner. He argues that these
maturing functions are not created in interaction, but rather that interaction
provides the conditions for identifying their existence and the extent to which
they have developed. However, he also maintains that the ZPD does not exist
in any constant or fixed form as a property of the child. This appears to
contradict his insistence that the learner must be in the possession of maturing
functions if they are to be able to take advantage of interaction with more able
others and adds to the confusion about the ZPD.

Central to Vygotskian thought on maturing functions is his technical concept of

imitation (Vygotsky, 1997). For Vygotsky imitation is not just the mindless
copying of another's actions since his conceptualisation of imitation
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presupposes that the learner already has some understanding of the task in
hand (Chaiklin, 2003) through the maturing functions. Imitation in Vygotsky’s
terms relates to situations in which a learner is able to engage in interaction
with a more able person in order to perform a specific task which s/he would be
unable to perform alone due to the presence of maturing psychological
functions. Vygotsky, (1987, p.209) explains:

‘If I am not able to play chess, I will not be able to play a match even if a chess

master shows me how.’

Presumably he means from this that he would be unable to learn to play chess
because he is unable to imitate due to the lack of maturing psychological
functions for that particular task. He goes on:

‘If I know arithmetic, but run into difficulty with the solution of a complex
problem, a demonstration will immediately lead to my own resolution of the

problem.’

Where Vygotsky says that he ‘knows’ arithmetic, then going on his arguments
about maturing functions one could feasibly take this to mean that there are
maturing psychological functions available which allow him to imitate the more
able other's demonstration. However, in the next task that he describes, it
would seem that these are not available (since he says that he does not know
higher mathematics) and so he therefore cannot imitate or move on in his

learning despite being given a demonstration:

‘On the other hand, if | do not know higher mathematics, a demonstration of the
resolution of a diverse equation will not move my own thought in that direction
by a single step. To imitate, there must be some possibility of moving from what

| can do to what | cannot.’
In arguing that the ZPD is made up of the learner's maturing functions, and that

without their presence the learner will not be able to imitate and learn, it
appears that Vygotsky quite clearly demarcates the ZPD as a concept
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belonging to individual learners. Since from this perspective the ZPD would not
be emergent in the relationship between the learner and more able other, this
appears to go against my argument that learning and development is
underpinned by relationship. However, Vygotsky also argues that maturing
functions are different for every task the child performs in collaboration with a
more able other and for every situation and this appears to mean that for
Vygotsky the ZPD is more emergent in nature than his initial descriptions of the
ZPD (as comprising the child’s maturing functions) would imply. Furthermore,
he also states that in collaboration, partners create zones of proximal
development for each other ‘where intellect and affect are fused in a unified
whole.” (Vygotsky, 1934/1987, p.378). What Vygotsky says here strengthens
my argument that it is entirely possible to conceive of the ZPD as emergent in
interaction. It could be as Levykh (2008) suggests that the way in which
Vygotsky is interpreted as conceptualising the ZPD has been prejudiced by the
difficulties in bridging between the English and Russian translations of his work.
Certainly the importance of the social in his theory would suggest that ZPDs are
more emergent in nature (through the interaction between the learner and more
able other), than some interpretations would suggest. This is particularly true
given Vygotsky’s notion that different ZPDs can be created between the learner
and the more able other for different tasks and also that different ZPDs can be
created for the same task between the same learner and a different teacher or
the same teacher and a different learner.

Indeed other researchers agree with the argument that the ZPD is created in
interaction between the learner and the more able other (Davydov, 1998;
Sternberg and Grigorenko, 2002; Levykh, 2008). Levykh for example suggests
that a culturally appropriate ZPD is built through the cultural process of
assistance through cooperation and collaboration. Despite the many
interpretations and misinterpretations of Vygotsky’s conceptualisation of the
ZPD, my purpose for its use is to theorise the importance of learning
relationships in higher education. In order to do this | therefore need to decide
not which interpretation of the ZPD is the correct one (since this would be
impossible without speaking directly to Vygotsky himself), but to decide which
best represents the essence of Vygotskian thought to me and for the purposes
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of my thesis. Levykh (2008, p. 91) in my view succinctly sums up what the ZPD

represents for this purpose where he maintains that:

‘Functionally, the ZPD is a complex, creative collaboration among all of the

participants with each other and through the environment.’

This means that for the purposes of theorising learning relationships | take the
view that the ZPD is a process which emerges in the relationships between
learners and more able others for a given task at a particular time and place,

leading to learning and development in all participants.

As well as deciding upon the best interpretation of the ZPD for the purposes of
my thesis, there are other aspects of Vygotskian thought which have required
consideration in ensuring that it is useful for theorising the role of relationships
in learning. For example, Vygotsky talks about the use of intelligence tests to
measure children’s actual level of development and this is probably why he
often refers to problem solving since a large part of standardised tests of
intelligence is to do with various types of this. However, in more contemporary
neo-Vygotskian discussions (Rogoff and Wertsch, 1984, Tobbell, 2003),
‘problem solving’ has been extended to mean ‘performance’ in other domains of
competence (Tharpe and Gillamore, 1988). This is a more useful term for the
purposes of the present study, since as argued above, there is no single
problem solving ability or ZPD for each individual. Rather, there are instead
different ZPDs for each skill domain, as well as variations in the competencies
that need to be acquired through social interaction in any given society or
culture. As well as the ZPD being different for different people depending on the
culture they inhabit, there are different ZPDs depending upon the domain of
expertise within these cultures. After all, although Vygotsky’s work mainly
discusses children and relates to their maturation and development,
developmental processes arising from assisted performance can also occur in

adults and also when acquiring domain specific skills too.

Through his concept of the ZPD, Vygotsky provides an account of the way in
which social, cultural and historical factors impact upon psychological
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processes. In other words he accounts for how culture enters into our
psychological processes, which is centrally important for my purposes in order
to theorise how social interaction might lead to the formation of interpersonal
relationships and learning relationships and enable the learning process. The
following quote illustrates Vygotsky’'s (1978, p.30) thinking about how this

occurs.

‘Any function of the child’s cultural development appears twice, or in two
planes. First it appears on the social plane, and then on the psychological
plane. First it appears between people as an interspsychological category, and

then within the child as an intrapsychological category.’

However, again, there is very little written by Vygotsky about how this transition
from the interspychological to the intrapsychological actually occurs. Leont’'ev
(1981) maintains that the process of internalisation (where that which is social
becomes psychological) is not merely the simple transfer of an external activity
to a pre-existing internal plane of consciousness. Rather, internalisation from
Leont’ev’s point of view is the actual process in which the plane is formed. He
argues that the individual's ‘plane of consciousness’ (or in other words their
higher cognitive processes) is formed in structures that are transmitted to the
individual by others in speech, social interaction and during cooperative activity
(Tharp and Gillamore, 1998). Furthermore, Tharpe and Gillamore also point
out that the mental plane of the learner should not be considered to be
isomorphic with the external plane of action and speech. Instead, they argue
that learners reorganize and reconstruct their experiences as they internalise
them and that this reconstruction results in transformations in both the structure
and the function of them. This transformation is part of the developmental
process, but there is never an end product of internalisation. For Tharpe and
Gillamore, there is never something that we could label knowledge that has
passed from one person’s brain to another’s. Instead ‘knowledge’ is a process -
an ongoing process of reorganisation, reconstruction and transformation with
the individual themselves playing an important role in the whole process.
Participants are therefore not merely passive recipients of guidance and
assistance from more able others or of ‘knowledge’ passed from the
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psychological plane of others to their own. They are also active in the process.

The term ‘guided reinvention’” was coined to describe the process of
internalisation and to acknowledge the role of the individual in transforming
what is internalised (Tharpe and Gillamore, 1998). Guided reinvention
acknowledges the centrality of social guidance for learning, which is such an
important imperative of this thesis, but it also acknowledges that understanding
involves a certain amount of reconstruction. Guided reinvention therefore tells
us that cognitive development is a collaborative process between the individual
and the environment and not something that individuals are able to undertake
alone. If we accept the aforementioned arguments about internalization, this
means that in order to explain psychological processes we cannot therefore just
look at the individual; we also need to look at the external world in which they
are developing. This is not just the immediate environment; it also includes the
social and historical aspects of the environment, not only from the time in which
the individual is developing, but including those that have been passed down
through the centuries. These can, Vygotsky argues be represented to the
individual by the people who assist and guide them. Tharpe and Gallimore
(1998, p. 95) clarify this, they argue that:

‘through guided reinvention, higher mental functions that are part of the social
and cultural heritage of the child will move from the social plane to the
psychological plane, from the intermental to the intramental, from the socially

regulated to the self-regulated.’

In other words, if we take the example of a developing small child, the
regulating actions and speech of others help the child to engage in independent
action and speech. Through interacting with others, the child is able to perform
at developmental levels beyond what they are able to achieve alone. In the
beginning of this interaction whereby the intermental is transformed to the
intramental, the child does not necessarily need to understand the activity in the
same way as it is understood by the more able others around them. Tharpe and
Gillamore argue that all that is needed for development to occur is performance
through assisted interaction. By simply partaking in this process, the learner is
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able to acquire the plane of consciousness of the culture in which they are born
which has been passed down over the centuries to the more able others that
are assisting their performance in the present day. By extension, this process of
guided reinvention can be applied to other developing individuals in different

domains too.

The way in which learners move to being able to complete tasks or solve
problems, (or perform in a particular domain) unaided from previously requiring
assistance by a more able other is however, a gradual process. At first this
process is mainly driven by the more able other, but eventually s/he will do less
and less as the learner no longer requires any assistance. Initially, as the
learner gradually takes over the task for themselves, they may have to ‘talk
themselves’ through the different strategies they can use to perform a task as
the more able other used to do for them. But eventually, this self talk will not be
necessary as it becomes automatic and the learner will not even have to think
about how s/he is going to accomplish a task. The process by which learners
gradually move to being able to complete tasks alone after previously requiring
assistance relates to their passage through the initial three stages of the ZPD.
Tharpe and Gillamore add a further stage to this in which a recursion through
the initial three stages is sometimes required, giving a total of four. These four

stages of the process are illustrated in figure one overleaf.
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Figure 1: Diagram representing the four stages of passage through the

ZPD
Illustration by Tom Hirst (adapted from Tharpe and Gillamore, 1998).
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Stage one of this diagram represents the stage where performance is assisted
by more able others through scaffolding, which is a term first introduced by
Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) as a metaphor for the process by which a more
able individual assists a less able one to carry out a task which is beyond their
capabilities alone (Stone, 1998). So, for a child learning to read for example this
first stage would represent the phase during which assistance by the teacher is
required in order to regulate the child’s performance. As already stated
however, this phase involves quite a lengthy process and also, the amount and
kind of regulation required will depend upon how far the child has progressed
through the ZPD for the particular task in hand. For a very beginning reader,
the amount of regulation would be very intensive, whereas when a reader has
several months or a year of experience, less regulation would be required. It is
important to note however, that scaffolding does not alter the task by simplifying
it, instead it simplifies the learner’s role by providing assistance which gets less
and less intensive as they progress in their skill level in that domain. However,
this is not to say that scaffolding is necessarily a quantitative matter, as Tharpe

and Gillamore point out, its effective use is not just down to how high the
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scaffold is or how many levels it is provided on, or how long it is kept in place.
The qualitative differences in the type of assistance provided is what is most
important. So, for instance at some points the more able other will direct
attention, at other points they will prompt the learner to remember useful
strategies they have previously employed, or they may just need to provide
encouragement to the learner to bolster their confidence (Griffin and Cole,
1984; Tharpe and Gallimore, 1998).

The emphasis given above to the qualitative rather than the quantitative nature
of the assistance given is another indication of the importance of the
relationship between the learner and the more able other. The more able other
would presumably need to know the learner very well in order to know how
much support to give and when to withdraw some of this depending upon the
extent to which the learner’s skills have developed at any given point in the
process of the passage through the ZPD. Since these skill levels are changing
dynamically all the time the more able other would have to be very attentive to
the ongoing process of the learner’'s development in order to readjust their own

input to the scaffolding process to accommodate these changes.

| am aware however, that description of assistance through the first stage of the
ZPD could be construed as being very one sided and led by the more able
other in the relationship. This is problematic considering that | am arguing that
learning emerges through interaction between the participants. To counter this |
would suggest that since the more able other has to constantly readjust to
accommodate the learner’s development, the learner must also be active in the
scaffolding process. If the learner was not active, then no adjustment would be
needed. It is also useful at this point to look at the mechanism of scaffolding
more closely in order to consider how the transfer of responsibility for the task
in hand is transferred to the learner through increased the communicative
mechanisms involved in the interaction between the dyad within the ZPD.
However, again, these are not specified in detail by Vygotsky, even though
these mechanisms are so crucial to his theoretical framework (Stone, 1998).
Their nature also underpins my own thesis, since it is possible that the
effectiveness of these interactions (and therefore the potential for new learning)
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within the ZPD may be dependent upon the quality of the relationship between
the learner and the more able other. It is therefore vital to attempt to specify
these communicative mechanisms more precisely to illustrate how the ZPD
could be considered as emergent in the relationship between the more able
person and the learner.

Stone (1998) argues that a process known as prolepsis can be used to explain
these communicative mechanisms or in other words how the intermental is
internalised to the intramental plane, within the ZPD. Prolepsis is a term coined
from psycholinguistics (Rommetveit, 1974, 1979) and refers to the process
through which meanings are implied or presupposed as if they had previously
been shared between a speaker and a listener, even if they have clearly not
been. In other words it is a communicative device through which the speaker
(or the more able other if we are to apply this to the ZPD) presupposes some
as yet unprovided information. This creates a challenge for the listener (the
learner) which forces them to construct a set of assumptions to make sense of
what the speaker has said. The construction of assumptions by the learner
provides them with an active role in the ZPD; they are actively seeking meaning
from the speaker’s utterances. This further supports interpretations of the ZPD
as emergent in the relationship between the dyad. That is, rather than being
constructed solely by the more able other, or seen as a property of the learner
as some other interpretations would suggest, the ZPD emerges in the two way
interactions of the participants. Stone (1998) goes on to say that if the
communication between the speaker (more able other) and listener (learner) is
successful, the set of assumptions that the listener constructs closely recreates
the speaker’s presuppositions and the listener has therefore created (and so
understands) the speakers perspective on the topic in hand. In other words,
intersubjectivity in which both speaker and listener come to similar
understandings is achieved. (Although, one would imagine that the learner’s
and speaker’'s own interpretations and meanings would also be incorporated
into this understanding too, so the listener’s interpretation of the speaker’s

meanings and understandings and vice versa may be similar but not identical.)
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An utterance would be seen as proleptic therefore, if it asks the interpreter to fill
in some information about the speakers intentions. Rogoff and Gauvain (1986)
give the following example of a proleptic exchange between a mother and her
child. A mother was asked to assist her child to place pictures of everyday
objects into groups according to their function. She initially picked up a picture
of a bucket and asked the child ‘What's that?’ The child responded ‘It's a bucket
and it helps you carry things and...” At this point, the mother interrupted saying
‘Yeah and it helps you clean.’ By saying what the function of the bucket was,
the mother was trying to help her child to understand that the bucket belonged
in the pile of pictures classed as cleaning equipment. Where the mother said
‘and it helps you clean’ this is proleptic in the sense that it assumes
understanding on the part of the child of the significance of being given
information on the function of objects in this task. She was attempting to force
her child to construct a set of assumptions to make sense of what she had said
(or in other words to seek meaning in her utterance). However, the child could
not actually understand the meaning in what the mother said since s/he could
not see the significance of the information on the bucket’s function and the child
paused. So the mother asked ‘OK, what else, do you see something else that
helps you clean?’ whilst at the same time adjusting the picture of a broom in the
cleaning equipment pile. By doing this the mother was helping the child to see
the connection between the information about the bucket's function that she
had given earlier. The child was thus led to place the bucket in the correct place
and at the same time helped to begin to appreciate the significance of
information about an objects function in the context of this task. Placing
subsequent objects into the correct group might from then on be more easily
accomplished by the child, with the mother readjusting her interaction with the
child on the task as the child’s skill level increases. Rogoff (1986) stressed the
importance of proleptic like processes such as this in scaffolding interactions.
She argued that successful communication between a learner and a more able
other is only achievable where they have found a common ground of
knowledge and skills between them which can be achieved through proleptic
exchanges such as the one described. The child needed to be helped to see
the mother’'s point of view. Without this, they would be unable to share a

common reference point, nor would the child achieve understanding. Nonverbal
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communicative devices such as silences, pauses, pointing, gestures and eye
movements have also been implicated as crucial to the scaffolding process
(Rogoff, 1990; Wertsch et al., 1980; Wood et al., 1976). Stone (1998) argues
that the dynamics involved in non verbal proleptic exchanges such as these
may provide a means of understanding instances of learning by observation
noted by cultural researchers such as John-Steiner, (1984); Rogoff, (1990) and
Tharpe and Gallimore, (1988).

Clearly, the communicative mechanisms involved in scaffolding are complex
and more research needs to be done in order to provide a full picture of how
these interact to provide effective scaffolding. However, prolepsis provides one
way of understanding these and is also able to account for scaffolding as a two
way process. That is, it can be construed as not simply being teacher led, since
prolepsis highlights the fact that in seeking meaning the learner is also active in
the construction of a common reference point from which intersubjectivity can
emerge between the dyad in scaffolding exchanges. According to Rommetveit,
(1979) the construction of a common reference point involves a process of
inference and mutual trust in which the two participants must respect each
other’'s perspectives. This brings to the fore another important aspect of the
scaffolding process which is the affective dynamic of the relationship between
the participants in a scaffolding situation. It was suggested by some
researchers mentioned in chapter one of this thesis that vulnerability and trust
may play a part in the affective dynamic of the relationship between teacher
and learner. Rommetveit (1979) furthermore argued that the more trust and
respect that there is between the dyad, the more effective is the scaffolding.
Giles (2011) also touches on this where he talks about teacher-student
relationships mattering. Giles maintains that the relational experience of being
with others, experienced by those involved as ‘mattering’ is so important to
learning. Teachers and students are he argues, always in relationship and how
this relationship matters to the student and to the teacher is integral to the
experiences of being in relationship and to learning. This means, that all
teaching (and also learning) is emotional in nature. Relational experiences
influence each person’s becoming, how they view the world and by extension
therefore, their participation in it and their learning.
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Mahn and John-Steiner (2002) used Vygotsky's theoretical framework to
examine the role of affect in learning in order to gain a deeper understanding of
the ZPD. They claim that the role of affect is very important;, arguing that
lending caring support to others can build their confidence and facilitate
learning. According to Mahn and John- Steiner, in instances of reciprocal
emotional support provided by partners in collaboration, there is dynamic
interplay between their interactions and the ways in which they appropriate
emotional support. They suggest that there is a complimentarity between the
elements which play a role in the construction of the ZPD, but that sometimes
there may be a breach in this. For example, the task may be too far beyond
what the learner is able to cope with, or there may be negative affective factors
such as anxiety, feelings of vulnerability or fear present and the ZPD is
diminished. Some authors (John-Steiner and Mahn, 1996; Wells, 1999; Moll
and Whitmore, 1993) posit that the degree of complimentarity is an
underpinning factor in the success of the interaction between the participants
within the ZPD.

To return now to the diagram illustrating passage through the ZPD. As
explained above, the learner initially requires direction from the more able
other, after which there is the construction of a common reference point
between the more able other and the learner through which they achieve
intersubjectivity (as could be explained through the process of prolepsis).
Subsequently, the learner eventually takes over the responsibility for their own
assistance and transfers the performance of the task itself to themselves. At
this point the learner is said to be at stage two represented in the diagram. This
hand over is however, a very gradual process and responsibility may still pass
back and forth for a time between the more able other and the learner. So the
line between the two stages should not really be seen as a strict divide, but
rather as a zone in itself. This suggests that the passage through the ZPD is a
continuous process therefore, not a series of set stages, which would seem to
make more sense. Nevertheless, stage two is represented in Tharpe and
Gallimore’s diagram separately and this is seen as the stage where
performance is assisted by the self. However, the learner’s performance is not
yet fully developed at this stage, nor has it become automatic to them. Rather,
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control is passed from the more able other to themselves, because whereas the
more able other was once responsible for using language to guide the learner,
the learner is now responsible for directing themselves through their own use of
language. Whereas the more able other was previously responsible for verbally
prompting the learner, the learner now takes over responsibility for this
guidance through their own self talk. Later, once the learner no longer needs to
talk themselves through tasks like this and evidence of self-regulation has
vanished the learner is said to have emerged from the ZPD into the
developmental stage for that task (Tharpe and Gallimore). They are now at
stage three of Tharpe and Gallimore’s diagram in which performance is said to
be developed, automized and fossilized (Tharpe and Gallimore, 1998).
Assistance from the more able other and from the self is no longer needed and
indeed if this assistance was provided it might disrupt the learner’s performance
and irritate them. The learner no longer needs to ‘think’ about their performance
and if they did, this too would be disruptive and affect their smooth
performance. Stage three is now said to have been completed and this is the
stage which Vygotsky described as the ‘fruits’ of development. However, a
learner may sometimes find that they forget a piece of information required for
their performance and again seek out assistance from either themselves or a
more able other. Furthermore, maintenance and improvement of performance
may mean that the learner has to go back to self assistance or assistance from
more able others once again. This recursive loop back through the ZPD where
performance has become de-automized is referred to in Tharpe and
Gallimore’s diagram as stage four. It should be noted however, that because
movement back thorough this recursive loop occurs so regularly, this stage is
seen as part of the normal developmental process of learning and not a

backward step.

Can the ZPD account for all instances of learning?

Notions of scaffolding within the ZPD can in most circumstances provide a neat
explanation of how individuals learn through support from more able others on
a one to one basis. However, to reduce all classroom life to simply the
interactions between one student and one lecturer at a time would mean that

we are ignoring the complex web of everyday interactions that take place
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between students and students and students and tutors in a classroom or
lecture theatre. We need to therefore address this complexity of interaction in
the classroom and the relations between the individuals in it if we are to fully
understand how or indeed if, it is possible for ZPDs to emerge in the classroom
and how the university student actually processes information. Brown and
Campione (1994) argue that it is possible for a classroom to be comprised of
multiple zones of proximal development. That is that the meaning making
process is not simply reliant upon individual lecturers and students interacting
in a dyad in which one single ZPD is constructed at a time. Instead, the
students and lecturers at various levels of expertise as well as the cultural tools
that support learning are seen as all contributing to the meaning making
process. This may provide one explanation for how students learn within
lectures where there is insufficient opportunity for individual support since it
seems inadequate to use traditional notions of scaffolding (as a dyad of
interaction within the zone of proximal development in which there is intense

one to one interaction) to explain the way that students learn in this instance.

As well as the notion of multiple zones of proximal development being a
possible way in which individuals learn without direct one to one interaction with
their lecturer, another way in which students could learn may be accounted for
by another aspect of Vygotskian thought. Daniels (2005) points out Vygotsky’s
insistence that actual physical presence is not necessary for a learner to be
supported within the ZPD and the following quote from Vygotsky introduces the
possibility of assistance within the zone of proximal development and therefore

learning when a more able person is not even present:

‘When the school child solves a problem at home on the basis of a model that
has been shown in class, he continues to act in collaboration, though at the
moment the teacher is not standing near him. From a psychological
perspective, the solution of the second problem is similar to this solution of a
problem at home. It is a solution accomplished with the teacher’s help. This
help- this aspect of collaboration- is invisibly present. It is contained in what
looks from the outside like the child’s independent solution to the problem.
(Vygotsky, 1987, p.216).
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This quote points to the possibility that a child (or as is the case in the present
research a student) is able to take the solutions to problems they have seen in
class demonstrated and talked through by a teacher and then later whilst alone,
use the same solution to talk themselves through a similar problem themselves.
The language that the student uses to talk themselves through the solution to
the problem is used as a tool to structure and guide them through the problem.
Vygotsky argued that cognitive skills are reliant on cultural tools (Vygotsky,
1978, Rogoff, 2003.) These, according to Vygotsky are strategies used in order
to master mental processes, for example language, counting systems, writing,
diagrams, maps (Vygotsky, 1981) and we could perhaps include here for the
purposes of the present research, lecture notes, handouts, PowerPoint
presentation printouts, books, laptop computers, digital voice recordings and so
on. Vygotsky held the view that as well as human beings (more able others),
material tools, and psychological tools could also act as mediators in learning
and development. Further, that as well as human beings, psychological tools
and material tools are themselves the product of human cultural and historical
activity and Pea (1993) describes what he sees as the sedimentation of cultural
and historical legacies in tools. He remarks that it is as though the tools
themselves actually carry some intelligence in them since they represent either
an individual's or a community’s decision to reify them in some kind of enduring
form. He warns though that this process of reification may mean that the tools
themselves appear invisible or natural, so that instead of seeing the tools
themselves as bearing intelligence, we see intelligence instead as located in
the mind of the individual who is putting the tool to use (Pea, 1993). Vygotsky’s
notion of tools and symbols as mediators to learning could thus be another
useful way to theorize the way that students learn at university. Using
Vygotskian theory around tool use, the ZPD is still in operation even in
instances where there are scant opportunities for one to one assistance in
dyads, since the student is able to take the culturally available tools and
symbols in order to scaffold their own learning.

The invisibility of cultural tools as suggested by Pea above could be seen as

perpetuating the common discourse around learning at university which

positions the students as ‘independent learners.” This discourse relates to how
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when students come to university they are expected to manage their learning
and acquire academic literacy independently (Wingate 2007). Yet, whether
students actually learn ‘independently’ is questionable, since even in the
absence of direct one to one intentional instruction from others there are still
the cultural tools that are available to them which have been produced by
others. It is easy to assume that the individual using these tools is working
independently however, since the tools of academia are thought of as ‘natural’
within the culture. But in actual fact, when using these tools individuals are
working alongside and being supported by their cultural and historical ancestors
from years back as well as their present day peers who may have passed on
these tools to them. Consequently, although the student may be autonomous or
self directed in their learning, the use of cultural tools means that the learners
are far from ‘independent’ since they are still learning ‘in relationship.’

However, there is still the problem of how the student actually comes to know
how to use the culturally available tools in order to scaffold their learning in the
first place. This question is especially pertinent given that the independent
learning discourse means that many university teachers believe that their role is
to simply deliver subject knowledge, not to support student learning (Wingate,
2007; Bennet et al., 2000; Biggs, 1996). Tharp and Gallimore (1998) maintain
that in order to understand how humans learn to use cultural and historical
tools, we need to examine the informal pedagogy of everyday life. They argue
that long before they start their schooling, children learn higher order cognitive
and linguistic skills through their everyday interactions in domestic life. Within
this setting, there are opportunities for the more capable or experienced
members of the household to assist and regulate the child’s performance on
goal directed activities and through these interactions the child is able to learn
the collective knowledge of their culture and about its tools and symbols. They
learn to communicate and think without any direct instruction (Tharpe and
Gallimore, 1998). What Tharpe and Gillamore seem to be describing here is an
understanding of learning as participation in the everyday practices of their
community similar to what Lave and Wenger describe in the Communities of
Practice literature. This will now be discussed in order to explore how it is able
to help me to theorise how students come to understand the everyday practices
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of university and the use of the cultural tools available to them, even in
instances where there may be a paucity of direct one to one intentional

teaching.

Communities of Practice

Commensurate with Tharpe and Gallimore’s (1998) description of learning as
participation in the everyday practices of a community, Lave and Wenger
(1991) use communities of practice and its central concept of legitimate
peripheral participation to reconceptualise learning as experience rather than
the acquisition of knowledge. As discussed above, generally speaking, the way
that learning is understood within the structure of the UK education system is
as the acquisition of knowledge by the students from a tutor who transmits it to
them. Further, that this occurs in the main in an unproblematic manner. Lave
and Wenger's communities of practice and legitimate peripheral participation
literature challenge traditional transmission/acquisition models of learning. In
contrast to this model they suggest that to understand learning we need to see
it as participation in social spaces and that the students’ performance in these

is linked to their level of participation.

What is a Community of Practice?

Since there are rarely set boundaries between different communities of
practice, a community of practice (CoP) is difficult to define and Lave and
Wenger actually do not offer one in their writings. They point out that in their
use of the term:

“...we do not imply some primordial culture-sharing entity. We assume that
members have different interests, make diverse contributions to activity, and
hold varied viewpoints. In our view, participation at multiple levels is entailed in
membership in a community of practice. Nor does the term community imply
necessarily co-presence, a well defined, identifiable group, or socially visible
boundaries,” (Lave and Wenger, 1991).
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Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2004) argue that it is more important to focus on the
actual participatory practices and relationships that are observed within
communities, rather than upon a reified list of criteria to determine whether or
not a CoP has formed. Indeed, the analytical opportunities that CoP theory
provides me with in the present research make it a useful part of my theoretical
toolkit, even though the lack of a precise definition of what a CoP is may not
allow me to establish definitively whether CoPs have actually formed. Following
Hodkinson and Hodkinson, | feel that the ability of CoP theory to allow analysis
of the participatory practices and relationships within the setting outweighs the
need to pin down the exact criteria as to what a CoP is. However, | realize that
there is the need to communicate to the reader what | mean when | write about
CoPs, so | therefore offer the following broad explanation. A community of
practice is a collection of individuals who have certain things in common. This
could be their location (but not necessarily), a particular activity, an interest, a
purpose or a common goal. Members of a community of practice participate in
a system made up of certain practices about which the members share
understandings about what they are doing and the meaning of this to their own
lives and that of their community. Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2004) argue that
there is strength in the lack of a precise definition of a CoP or of clear
identifiable boundaries since there is often overlap in such communities. For
example a lecturer can be seen as belonging to several overlapping CoPs. The
lecturers in a particular subject area could form a community of practice since
they are located in the same department in a university; have a common
interest in a particular topic and (ideally) the shared goal of teaching this
subject to their students. At the same time, all the lecturers at a university as a
whole could also be a CoP, they are all located within the same building or
collection of buildings and (again, ideally) all have an interest in teaching
students. Furthermore, all the psychology students in a university could be
seen as a CoP, but so could all the social science students as a whole and so
could all the students in a university as a whole. It is important to note however,
that a CoP does not always entail the individuals within it to be physically
located in close proximity to one another. Members of a CoP may be distanced
by thousands of miles, but still have things in common which they share in their
community of practice. For example bricklayers in England might share a
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purposive connection with bricklayers in Australia through which they share
practice, which may mean that they would be more likely to share a CoP with
one another than they would with dentists or farmers who lived or worked in the
some location as them. Also, virtual CoPs in which the participants interact
online can also be physically distanced from one another, but still form a CoP
around a common interest or goal. The essential element of the community of
practice then is the common interest or goal, not their location. All of these
groups or communities are separated from other groups, not by their location,
but by the practices in which they engage and the type of practices which are
valued in that particular community. Although Wenger (1998) argues that there
is no prescriptive definition that can be applied to the concept of a CoP and
furthermore that CoPs are usually not identified as such (or reified) in the
discourse of its members, there are certain indicators that a community of

practice has formed. He lists these indicators as:

e sustained mutual relationships-harmonious or conflictual

e shared ways of engaging in doing things together

¢ the rapid flow of information and propagation of innovation

e absence of introductory preambles, as if conversations and interactions
were merely the continuation of an ongoing process

e very quick setup of a problem to be discussed

e substantial overlap in participants’ descriptions of who belongs

e knowing what others know, what they can do, and how they can
contribute to an enterprise

e mutually defining identities

e the ability to assess the appropriateness of actions and products

e specific tools, representations, and other artefacts

e local lore, shared stories, inside jokes, knowing laughter

e jargon and shortcuts to communication as well as the ease of producing
new ones

e certain styles recognized as displaying membership

e a shared discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the world.’
(Wenger, 1998, p.125).
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So, although | have argued that we cannot apply a universal definition to the
term a community of practice, and that it may not be useful to do so in any

case, | hope that this gives the reader some idea to what | refer.

Practice and Participation within a Community of Practice

As community of practice theory developed the term practice emerged. This
derived originally from research with apprentices. Lave and Wenger (1991) give
numerous accounts of apprenticeship, some of the ones they describe are the
apprenticeships of Yucatec Mayan midwives in Mexico (Jordan, 1989) and
Tailors in Liberia (Lave, 1997). The Yucatec midwives provided services such
as healing, massage and rituals which used herbal medicine; they also had
knowledge of birthing techniques. The specialised practices involved in
midwifery were passed down within families, since the apprentice midwives
were almost always the daughters of experienced midwives. Jordan (1989)
described the process by which the apprentices moved over the years from
being a peripheral participant in midwifery practices to full participation. Of note
is that direct teaching did not appear to be of central importance here since
apprenticeship happened in the course of the midwife’s daily life. The young
Mayan girl who was to eventually become a midwife would probably have had a
mother and grandmother who practiced as midwives before her and as a child
she may have had to go along with her mother to administer treatments such
as massages. She may have also heard many stories about delivering babies
too. At this point she would not have actually been involved in doing anything,
but was becoming party to the valued practices of midwifery and learning of
and how to use the cultural tools used in this practice. She was what Lave and
Wenger (1991) term a legitimate peripheral participant. Although she had no
actual involvement, as a legitimate peripheral participant, she was in an
enabled position which had the potential to lead to full participation. This would
be a gradual process and as she grew up she may have participated more and
more. As her interest in midwifery deepened, Jordan (1989) tells us that the girl
may have started to pay more attention to her mother's work, but that she
would rarely ask her any questions. The mother would not take on an actual
teaching role; she would just see her daughter as someone who could help her
in her work. In this way, over time the daughter apprentice would take on more
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and more of the work, starting with the easy uncomplicated tasks until she was
trusted to deliver the babies herself. At this stage she would be said by Lave
and Wenger to have achieved full participation. Similarly, Liberian apprentice
tailors (Lave 1997) move over time from legitimate peripheral participation
where they have no actual involvement in tailoring, but just sit and watch the
more experienced tailors, to full participation where they are able to tailor the

most complex garments.

The Negotiation of Meaning

Wenger (1998) argues that the mere act of living is a constant process of
negotiation of meaning. Every experience we have, although we may be very
familiar with the situation, is an opportunity to produce new meaning with the
potential to extend, reinterpret, or modify our historical meanings of the
situation thereby negotiating the meaning we take from it. For the Mayan
midwives no two deliveries are the same. Of course there will be set
procedures or routines and culturally available tools that the midwife will draw
on for each delivery, but there may be occurrences at each which go against
familiar routines which she has to adapt to and manage, adding to her
repertoire of skills. Similarly, for a university student writing an essay, there may
be some aspects of this which are very familiar and routinized to him/her, but at
the same time there will be subtle differences between each essay s/he
attempts resulting in an experience of meaning or learning. The routinization of
the procedure of delivering a baby or that of writing an essay will therefore be
achieved anew each time as will every experience we come across in life no
matter how familiar the experience is to us. Whereas there may be certain
patterns to our engagement in practice, it is the production of these patterns
anew that gives rise to an experience of meaning or in other words, learning
(Wenger, 1998). Wenger argues that although meaning is always the product of
its negotiation it does not exist as a static object within us, nor in the world.
Rather that it exists in the dynamic relation of living in the world, which again
suggests that meaning making is an ongoing process that goes on and on and
is never complete. This again renders the notion of the learner as independent

problematic, since from this perspective, how could a learner negotiate
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meaning or in other words learn if they were separate from and unable to relate

to the world and the other individuals that reside within it.

Wenger (1998) tells us that it is in the dual process of participation and
reification that the negotiation of meaning takes place. Participation is the term
Wenger (1998, p.55) uses to denote ‘the social experience of living in the world
in terms of membership in social communities and active involvement in social
enterprises.” As well as being a social process, participation is also a personal
one combining doing, talking, thinking, feeling and belonging. It involves our
bodies, minds, emotions and social relations (Wenger, 1998). Of particular
importance to the argument | am making about the notion of the ‘independent
learner’ being problematic (and to this thesis as a whole), is Wenger’'s claim
that participation is social even when it does not involve direct interaction with
others. The situation of a student in their bedroom alone writing an assignment
may seem like a solitary activity, but fundamentally Wenger argues that its
meaning is entirely social. The sources of information that the student is
drawing on when seemingly alone which enable her/him to understand and
make meaning will have come from historical meaning making instances with or
by others who are therefore also implicitly in the room with her/him.
Furthermore, the assessor to whom the student is attempting to make their
points understandable or meaningful is also implicitly present in the bedroom
with the student. Wenger maintains that the meanings of anything we do are
always social, since as shown in the student example above; all our activities

implicitly involve other people even though they may not be physically present.

In conjunction with the term participation, Wenger uses the term reification to
describe our engagement in the world as productive of meaning. He uses the
concept of reification to refer to the objects and procedures which are privileged
in any given community of practice. (Wenger, 1998, p.58) So, for instance, the
production of a tool, or establishing a procedure or creating a set of rules can
all be examples of this. Once produced, individuals can use the tool to help
them perform a certain action, or follow the rules and procedures to know how
to attempt an activity. Reification can therefore shape our experience in very

concrete ways since having a tool or a procedure to help us perform an activity
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profoundly changes the nature of the activity. The negotiation of meaning is
constituted therefore by this dual process of participation and reification. Some
of the task in hand is reified and some is left to participation. The point is that
participation and reification need to be in such proportions and relation to each
other to compensate for each other's shortcomings in the negotiation of

meaning.

Identity as a social process

Legitimate peripheral participation is the term coined by Lave and Wenger
(1991) concerning the process by which newcomers to the community become
part of it. For instance, as a legitimate peripheral participant the young Mayan
midwife is in an enabled position which under most circumstances allows her to
take on the valued practices of being a midwife until she eventually becomes a
full participant. Becoming part of the community entails certain identity changes
for the newcomer as they participate more and more and move towards full
participation. Wenger argued that identity in practice comes about through
interplay of the processes of participation and reification discussed above.
Identity is therefore not an object, but a constant process of change, something
which we constantly negotiate and renegotiate throughout our lives — a
constant becoming. As we go through successive forms of participation
throughout our lives, our identities according to Wenger form trajectories, or
paths, both within certain communities of practice and across them. Wenger

(1998) identified several trajectories in the context of communities of practice:

e Peripheral Trajectories. Some trajectories never lead to full participation
and this can be through choice or through necessity. However, they
may still provide some access to a community and its practice which
can be sufficiently significant to contribute to a person’s identity.

e Inbound Trajectories. Typically these belong to newcomers joining the
community with the prospect of becoming full participants. These
identities are looking towards their future participation, even though they

may presently occupy a peripheral position.
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e Insider Trajectories. Formation of identity does not end with full
participation. The practice continues to evolve; new demands, new
events and new generations all create occurrences through which
identity may be renegotiated even for old timers.

e Boundary Trajectories. Spanning boundaries and linking communities
of practice is what some trajectories do best. Sustaining an identity
which crosses boundaries can be quite challenging and a delicate
balancing act according to Wenger.

e Outbound Trajectories. These trajectories lead out of a community.
What becomes important is how the form of participation in the present
community enables what comes next. For an individual to be on their
way out of a community this involves finding a different position with
respect to a community, developing new relationships, and seeing
themselves and the world around them in new ways. An example of this

being when a student leaves university and enters the world of work.

Viewing our identities as trajectories in this way helps us to understand how
they incorporate the past and the future in the process of negotiating the
meaning of the present. Significance is therefore given to present events in
relation to what has gone before and what is to come for the self, and meaning
iIs made. For Lave and Wenger, meaning making or learning occurs through
the processes of identity change in ongoing participation in the socio-cultural

practices of the community.

Legitimate peripheral participation is however, a complex concept. Taken to
mean a way of belonging to a community, legitimate peripheral participation
can be an empowering process through which one moves towards more
intensive participation as in the case of the Mayan midwife apprentices who
usually (although we have no way of actually knowing how competent they
become in this) achieve full participation. Peripherality when it is enabled,
suggests an opening or a way in, or a way of gaining access to sources of
understanding through more and more involvement in the practices of the

community. Viewing peripherality as an opening in this way does not mean that
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we should assume that all students’ peripheral positions are enabled however,
despite the fact that Lave and Wenger sometimes appear in their writing to say
that participation is inevitable for a legitimate peripheral participant. | would in
fact critique the notion of participation as a given, since, according to Wenger,
(1998) the participant also needs to generate new practices and have them
adopted by the community if they are to have an insider trajectory. Yet the
world and people are complex, we are not all the same nor is the extent to
which we are able to participate or generate new practices in any given
circumstances. Even if an individual was able to generate new practices in a
particular community that is not to say that these will automatically be adopted
by it. Given this argument, as well as the potential to be empowering, legitimate
peripheral participation can also possibly be disempowering if the participant is
unable to participate more fully for one reason or another. In point of fact, Lave
and Wenger (1991, p. 36) themselves argue that:

‘As a place in which one is kept from participating more fully- often legitimately,
from the broader perspective of society at large — it (peripherality) is a

disempowering position.’

If we take what Lave and Wenger say here, it would be reasonable to ask what
it is that keeps such individuals from participating more fully. Walkerdine (1997)
critiques CoP theory, arguing that pedagogical models which assume a
community model produce covert controlling or regulating relations which
centre on ideas of what is normal in that community. As Linehan and McCarthy
(2001) point out, not all members of a community will conform to a single set of
standards or norms. Instead, they will participate in communities in many
different ways. Some might accept the standards, norms and practices, but
some might reject them. Others may conform to some standards but not others
and so individual identities develop in which they relate to the community
standards and norms in a variety of complex ways. We cannot therefore
assume that all individuals entering a CoP will become legitimate peripheral
participants and that their identity process will follow a smooth trajectory to full
participation. Indeed, Hodges (1998, pp.279) maintains that there is “agonised

compromise” in becoming a member of any community. Existing members of
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the community will clearly be the power brokers as to what is considered a
norm when an individual first enters a community. The controlling or regulating
relations which Walkerdine speaks of as centring on what is seen as a norm in
their community may mean that the newcomer may become marginalised if
they are unable to accept these norms. Whether a student is enabled or
disabled in their participation in a certain CoP is clearly therefore largely
dependant upon the actual practices that are valued in that community by the
existing members and furthermore by the other CoPs which the student
belongs to. As well as this, however, there may also be a multitude of other
mediating processes for certain individuals which mean that participation is not
straight forward for them and we cannot therefore just take it as a given.
Bioecological theory will be employed later to examine these mediating
processes and the role they play in enabling or disabling participation. Clearly,
all these aspects need to be explored too if | am to present a full picture of the

role of learning relationships.

The situated nature of cognition and discernment: Introducing Rogoff's
ideas.

When considering how a student’s participation in a particular CoP may be
impacted upon by the other CoPs that they inhabit, it is useful to briefly explore
the nature of cognition and also to consider some of Rogoff's ideas. A range of
research (Lave, 1988; Carraher, 1986; Carraher et al., 1985; Nunes et al.,
1993) contests the dominant models of learning which assume knowledge is an
abstract entity which we can carry with us internally, transmit and acquire
unproblematically, and transfer across contexts. In particular it has become
increasingly more accepted that the learning of mathematics is not simply an
intellectual activity which can be separated from social, cultural, historical and
contextual factors (Lave 1988; Cobb, 1994; Confrey, 1995). There is the
acknowledgement that learning takes place within embedded social contexts
that do not simply influence the learning, but actually underpin the kinds of
knowledge, skills and practices that emerge (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Rogoff,
1990).
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Nunes, et al's (1993) research neatly highlights this argument. They found that
Brazilian street children showed considerable prowess in mathematical skills
when extorting money from tourists on the street. The skills they displayed on
the streets however were not transferred to classroom mathematics despite the
children appearing to have the understanding and ability to solve complex
mathematical propositions in their street setting. Rogoff (2003) argues that
whilst we cannot reify knowledge as an abstract internalised entity which can
be applied across all situations we encounter, sometimes skills developed in
one setting may be relevant in a new one as in the example of the Brazilian
street children. That is, mathematical skills that the children were so adept at on
the street could also have some relevance in the classroom. However, because
the children were newcomers to the classroom situation they could not
necessarily see this. Of course there may be instances also where the
appropriateness of tasks to different settings can widely differ, but Rogoff
argues that where there is some relevance of past experiences to the new
setting the newcomers need to be helped by others in the situation to realize
this. The notion that newcomers need help from others in this way again points

to a role for relationships in learning.

According to Rogoff, the appropriateness of tasks to different settings largely
depends upon the ways that development and ‘intelligence’ is conceived of in
different communities. So, for the Mayan midwives intelligence may be seen as
the ability to deliver healthy babies, whilst for the university student it may be
conceived of as the ability to pass assessments. Skills appropriate in one
setting are therefore clearly not relevant across every setting. Furthermore,
even when settings are very similar for example when comparing the
‘intelligence’ required for writing essays in college exams with writing essay
questions in university exams, the contexts in which the exams take place and
the requirements of each type of essay question may still be so different that
the practice of taking exams in college does not necessarily help the student to
participate effectively in university based exams. It can be seen from this that
not only are skills not always transferable across contexts, the generalization

of skills is not necessarily a good thing either, even though there is often the
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assumption that broad generalizations of the thinking processes are the

ultimate goal of learning (Rogoff, 2003).

The realisation that skills are not always transferable across contexts means
that we should be open to thinking about cognitive development in a different
way. Attention should be given to the specific nature of thinking as situated in
the cultural practices of a particular community as is described in the CoP
literature. This means however, that we are left with the problem of explaining
how skills learned in one context can in some circumstances be applied in
another. Although | have argued that generality of skills cannot be assumed
across contexts, understanding gained in one situation must also relate to other
situations sometimes. Clearly, we cannot argue for total specificity since
otherwise we would not be able to ever handle anything new such as in written
and spoken language for instance. Instead of thinking in terms of absolute
specificity on the one hand or of the broad generalisation of skills on the other,
we need to instead explain the ability of humans to use some of the skills from
one context in another by thinking more in terms of ‘appropriate generalization’
(Rogoff, 2003, p253).

Appropriate generalisation is the term Rogoff (2003) employs to describe the
way in which individuals are able to discern which strategies are helpful in what
circumstances. However, even when a student fully understands the principles
underlying a particular skill in one situation, this does not mean to say that they
will automatically transfer them to a new situation in which they might also be
relevant since so much of what they have learned is wrapped up in the situation
in which they learned it. They may not therefore be able to discern that their
previous experiences have any relevance in new situations. Rogoff (2003)
argues that to be able to automatically transfer their skills from one situation to
another the individual needs to be able to discern whether the skills or
principles are relevant to the new situation by relating the goals of the new
situation to those of previous situations. However, whether the individual is able
to do this will depend upon the multiplicity of processes impacting upon the
individual and the community and also upon which practices are adopted in the

new situation. Rogoff (2003) notes how relationships are part of this,
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maintaining that they are central to helping individuals new to a situation to see
the significance of the skills they have developed in prior situations and how
they might be applied in a new one. She argues that seeing connections
between the old and the new community or situation is often dependent upon

the support of other people.

If interaction with others is so centrally important in enabling newcomers to
discern what is relevant in their new situation, it follows that the practices of
communities which impact upon this interaction are also important. Practices
that facilitate interaction and the formation of positive interpersonal and learning
relationships are from this perspective vital, since the extent to which other
people are able to provide discernment support will be dependent on the
practices of the community. A student at university needs to be able to discern
how to behave in contexts new to them and to understand which of the skills
they have learned from previous settings or other CoPs that they inhabit relate
to the new one and which ones do not. They may need help from others in the
situation to be able to see this, but the extent to which this can be provided will
be dependent upon a multiplicity of proximal and distal processes impacting
upon the specific practices in place in any particular community. Linehan and
Mccarthy (2001) argue that the concept of CoP is unable to account for the
importance of the multiplicity of proximal and distal processes which may shape
participation however. Furthermore that a clearer conceptualisation of the
complex and messy relations between individuals and between individuals and
their communities (which shape the practices in which learning is situated) is
necessary if a relational account of learning is to be advanced. In order to
account for these distal processes as well as the multiplicity of proximal
processes which impact upon the particular practices of the focal university and
the students and their learning and relationships, | turn now to

Bronfenbrenner’s (2001) bioecological model of development.
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Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Model of Development

This model is able to provide a framework to understand how the interacting
processes which construct individual experience enable or disable student’s
participation in CoPs and therefore their learning. The bioecological model is
furthermore especially useful for this thesis and its concern with how
relationships shape learning and development, since it places the individual at
the centre of a set of interactive systems which represent the relationships they
have with other people and the developmental processes that influence their
life. These developmental processes are dynamic and idiosyncratic to the
individual and are dependent upon the ongoing interaction of the person and
the environment. The environment affects the individual, but the individual also
acts upon the environment too. This means that development is an extremely
complex and messy process and Bronfenbrenner’s original conception of the

model accounted for this through two propositions.

Proposition 1

The first proposition relates to proximal processes and has particular relevance
to the study of relationships. According to Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998)
proximal processes are the enduring forms of interaction through which an
individual develops. Bronfenbrenner, (1999, p.5) states that throughout the life

course, but especially in the early years, development:

‘takes place through processes of progressively more complex reciprocal
interaction between an active, evolving biopsychological human organism and

the persons, objects and symbols in its immediate external environment.’

One thing which Bronfenbrenner appears to be saying here is that the
progressively more complex reciprocal interaction between the human
organism and persons in their immediate environment are a requirement of
development. It seems reasonable to suggest therefore that these
progressively more complex reciprocal interactions between persons are
necessary for the formation of positive interpersonal relationships and from

these to learning relationships. If interactions were not reciprocated however,
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then we might expect that it would be difficult for these to form. Bronfenbrenner
goes on to argue that this interaction (the proximal processes) must occur on a
regular basis over extended periods of time for them to be effective as
developmental processes. So, for example, if a student at university was only
given the opportunity to interact with their lecturer once a month then this would
not impact upon their development to any great extent. In this situation a
positive interpersonal relationship, (leading to a learning relationship) may not
have had sufficient opportunity to develop. If however, the student had
opportunity to interact with her/his lecturer on a daily basis over a period of a
year, (and the interaction was also reciprocal and increasing in complexity),
there may be more opportunity for a positive interpersonal relationship leading
to a learning relationship to develop and the interaction would count as a
proximal developmental process since it would impact upon the student’s
learning and development. From this first proposition we can therefore take
regularity, reciprocity and increasing complexity as requirements of the
interactions between individuals if they are to go on to have a relationship

which promotes learning (or development in Bronfenbrenner’s terms).

Proposition 2

The second of Bronfenbrenner's propositions relates to the effect of distal
processes in interaction with the proximal processes on development. He
states:

‘The form, power, content and direction of the proximal processes affecting
development vary systematically as a joint function of the characteristics of the
developing person, the environment- both immediate and more remote-in which
the processes are taking place, the nature of the developmental outcomes
under consideration and the social continuities and changes occurring over
time during the historical period through which the person has lived.’
(Bronfenbrenner, 2001, p6).

The more remote environment and the social historical changes and

continuities Bronfenbrenner refers to here would constitute the distal
processes. So the basic processes of human development according to
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Bronfenbrenner’s propositions are therefore constituted from the proximal and
distal relations between the active individual and the active context in which
they reside. If we are to understand development and learning and the impact
of relationships upon these in the H.E. context it is therefore imperative to
examine not just the proximal processes but also the distal processes
impacting upon participants. Otherwise we will only ever achieve a partial

understanding of the role of relationships in learning.

As stated above, these two propositions come from the original
conceptualization of Bronfenbrenner’'s model, but nevertheless, still have much
relevance for this thesis. Later formulations of the bioecological systems model
evolved largely because of Bronfenbrenner's own criticisms of himself.
Bronfenbrenner commented on how ecological theory had enabled the
examination of context to such an extent that the developing person
themselves began to be overlooked in research. Newer formulations of the
model therefore stress the individual’s own experience as playing an important
role too. In other words it is not just the objective properties of the environment
that are important to development; the way that these objective properties are
subjectively experienced by developing individuals also have a marked effect.
Although the proximal processes of development are the primary engines of
development according to Bronfenbrenner (2001), the energy that drives them
comes from the experiential world of the individual. There is therefore the need

to access this experiential world in my data collection.

Another additional component that was later included in the ecological model
was time (or the chronosystem), and this relates not just to the changes and
consistencies in the environment over time but also those in the developing
person. Elder’s life course development has a complementary relation to
bioecological theory and Bronfenbrenner (1999) summarizes this in his work.
Two of these life course principles have particular relevance to the present
research. These note how powerfully important the historical period in which an
individual lives is upon their development. For instance, students attending
university in 2009 will have a very different experience from those attending in
the 1980s due to issues such as the government drive to widen participation
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and the funding differences between the thirty year gap. They also stress that
the culturally determined timing of biological and social transitions are a major
factor influencing the course and outcome of an individuals’ development. For
example, generally the cultural norm for students to attend university is age
eighteen and the experience of leaving home to attend university at this age will
have a very different effect upon their development than if they attended in their

thirties.

The addition of the person and time to Bronfenbrenner’s original model means
that new formulations of the bioecological model have process, person, context
and time as constituents (PPCT model). This stresses the influence of the
multiple factors that shape development, that is, the person’s own experiencing,
the proximal relations in the immediate environment, more distal processes in
the environment in which the person is developing and the historical and
cultural temporal context (the Chronosystem). Of these, as described earlier
‘proximal processes’ are seen by Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998, p. 994) as
the most important, and the ‘primary mechanisms producing human
development.” However, the original formulation of the model which
conceptualised the environment as a series of nested systems like a set of
Russian dolls (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) continues to play a key role in the PPCT
model of development. The original formulation constitutes the context and the
processes of development and this is represented pictorially as a set of
concentric circles as in figure two overleaf with the person at the very centre of

these.
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Figure 2: A student at the centre of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological system
Illustration by Tom Hirst (adapted from Rogoff, 2003)
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The smallest inner circle in the diagram is referred to as the microsystem
and these are the individual's immediate experiences or settings which
include the individual and their immediate relationships with others. For the
student participants in this study, their microsystems could include their
home setting and their halls of residence, their teaching group at university,
any part time jobs they undertake, as well as any sports groups or social

clubs they belong to.
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e The next circle represents the mesosystem which relates to the relations
among the microsystems in which an individual is involved. Any one setting
such as university involves relations with other settings such as home or
social groups and there are overlaps and communication between them, so
that information from one setting can also be found in another. For the
student participants in the present study this could be the complimentary or
conflicting practices between their social circle and university. By examining
mesosystems and the overlap between them we can ask questions such as
whether the student new to university already has some information about
university practices before they enter university and then explore the impact
of this.

e The exosystem is the next concentric circle, and this relates the
microsystems in which the individual is involved to settings in which they do
not have any direct participation. So, for instance university policy may be
influential on the students’ development. Or the students’ parents’ work
place since although the student is unlikely to ever enter the parents’
workplace, the demands placed upon the parent through work schedules
may mean that they have little time to be available to the student at times
when they may have benefited from their input. The quality of public
services in the area in which the student lives is another exosystem
influence, as are the relationships that the students’ lecturers have in their
own lives. All these things affect the student, albeit indirectly.

e The final concentric circle is representative of the macrosystem which
relates to the ideology and organisation of the social structure and
institutions of the time. In other words, the societal, cultural and political blue
print in which the student is immersed. Bronfenbrenner (1979) points out
that this blueprint has the ability to change over time and that the structure
of society can therefore become very different to what it was before. This
can lead to corresponding changes in human behaviour and therefore to

development.

This diagram is said to represent the person in their contexts and the processes
of development. However, | would question whether it is actually able to
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adequately represent the development process as a mutually defining process
where the environment acts upon the individual, but the individual also acts
upon the environment. Arguably Bronfenbrenner shares the same concern,
since in representing his model as a set of nesting dolls, he made sure that he
emphasised that individuals and their contexts were related through
progressive, mutual accommodation. We cannot see this however in the
diagram of the model since we are limited in the ways we can represent
process pictorially, or indeed the final component of the model, which is the
passage of time. The aspect of time or the ‘chronosystem’ is important in
Bronfenbrenner's PPCT model as major social, economic, or political changes
over historical time can impact greatly upon society as a whole and the various
microsystems that reside within it. It therefore needs careful consideration
despite it being insufficiently represented in diagrams provided in the extant

literature and also in my own diagram above.

Rogoff (2003) furthers the argument about the ability of diagrams to adequately
represent concepts. She states that the representation of Bronfenbrenner’s
model as nested-circles appears to separate the person and culture into stand
alone entities with culture influencing the individual who stands at the centre of
the nested systems and is ‘subjected to’ their influences. If the individual is
seen as separate to the environment and therefore “subject” to its influences,
development could arguably be seen as an outcome of independent cultural
variables which can be measured. So, whilst Bronfenbrenner's theory is
frequently invoked to address the role of context in development, it is also
important to stress that context is only one aspect of the PPCT model. As Elliott
and Tudge (2012) point out, it is the proximal processes referred to in the
model which are seen by Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998) as the most
important aspect of it and subsequently how these processes are influenced by
the characteristics of the person involved (person), the multiple levels of context
in which the interactions occur (context) and also by what is happening in the

historical period during which the development is taking place (time).

Elliott and Tudge (2012) also take up the argument that context is all too often
treated as a single construct, maintaining that little empirical research has paid
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attention to the mechanisms (the proximal processes) through and by which
individuals interact in the varied contexts of which they are a part in order to
develop. This is due they argue to the lack of consideration of context as an
interwoven range of contexts made up of for example teacher style, classroom
layout, peer group, family, social class, ethnic identity and culture. Rogoff
(2003) echoes this argument, maintaining that the influence of culture on
individuals has often been studied by measuring an isolated cultural
characteristic against individual characteristics and correlating them or picking
out the influences of one of the systems and then looking for normative effects
which vary between groups rather than between individuals. However,
measurement of specific characteristics or the isolated influences of one of the
systems will arguably tell us very little since individual and cultural processes
are things which function together as mutually defining processes.

Bradford Brown's (1999) research which claims an ecological perspective
highlights this argument. He attempted to measure the peer environments of
adolescents by simply placing them in the centre of their different friendship
groups and discussing the influence of distributed youth culture on these. He
gives no detail about his specific data collection methods but argues that self
report methodologies can be effective in charting the diversity of peer group
norms. This presumably suggests that he could have used surveys or
questionnaires, but these, together with his lack of consideration of context as
an interwoven range of contexts, will not allow us insights into how individual

and cultural processes interact and impact upon development.

Rimm-Kaufman and Pianta (2000) also used an ecologically informed approach
to studying and conceptualizing the transition of small children to Kindergarten
in the U.S. They acknowledge the role of early school transitions in later school
success and argue that a full understanding of a child’s competence can only
be achieved by examination of the relationships among child characteristics
and home, school, peer, family and neighbourhood contexts. In addition they
argue that the way in which all these relationships change over time is vitally
important to this understanding. At first, this all seems to fit with an ecological
model of development in which all the different contexts in which the child
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interacts are taken into consideration. However, the authors then go on to say
that research informed by these principles may have the ability to inform policy
and practice on transition in normative and high risk populations. It appears
therefore that they are seeking a one size fits all solution to fit particular groups
rather than giving importance to the individual child and their own subjective
experiencing. It could be argued however, that there are no typical children;
rather each one is unique with their own particular sets of circumstances. That
Is not to say that if we use ecological theory to gain insight into the complexity
of university students’ learning relationships we may indeed find that some of
the processes within their micro, meso, exo, macrosystem and chronosystem
are common to all or some of them. However, the way in which these are
actually experienced by each student may be markedly different and will
therefore impact differently upon each of them. Accordingly, we cannot
therefore use ecological theory to suggest that there are one size fits all
explanations for particular groups within the population as Rim-Kaufman and

Pianta appear to.

In view of the preceding argument, | will reiterate the importance of examining
the subjective experiencing of individuals and their contributions together with
the cultural processes in interaction with one another as they function together
in a mutually defining way. This also takes us back again to Vygotskian thought
and socio-cultural theory which tells us that culture is not static since cultural
tools and symbols are both inherited and transformed by successive
generations. Individual’'s experiencing of culture and their own contributions to
it, together with the cultural processes themselves function together. To
represent development as constituted through cultural and personal processes
which are each constitutive of the other diagrammatically however, would be
impossible. We could never quite capture the developmental processes since
the constitution and occurrence of these processes will be so fleeting in time
and then instantly changed again in an ongoing process of reconstitution. We
are confined to representing our ideas on paper however, and the
representation of the Bioecological systems model above is all | am able to

offer to represent all the complexity involved.
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Given the research described above it seems that researchers maybe
sometimes do not take these constraints of visual tools in communicating
Bronfenbrenner's ideas into account. Because of the constraints of
diagrammatic representation, the individual and the contexts they inhabit are it
seems sometimes mistakenly seen as separate entities and the interaction of
these is not examined. Furthermore, if the individual is seen as separate to the
environment and therefore “subject” to its influences, development could
arguably be seen as an outcome of independent cultural variables which can
be measured, rather than the complex interaction of a multiplicity of contexts
and processes. Encouragingly, | came across one empirical research
programme which does appear to take these constraints into consideration.
Elliott and Tudge's (2012) research examines motivation and student
engagement across contexts. The origin of their research was multiple
observations undertaken in classrooms in St. Petersburg Russia and Kentucky
in the USA, and also a series of interviews and surveys with students, teachers
and parents. The St. Petersburg children reported that they thought that their
peers helped to influence them to behave in the way that their teachers and
parents would want them to behave (or pro-school). In contrast, the Kentucky
students reported a relatively even mix between those that felt that their peers
influenced them to be pro-school and those that felt that they were influenced
negatively against school by their peers. However, these were findings from the
surveys that were conducted, and when the observational and interview data
from the Kentucky students was also taken into account, diverse peer relations
were revealed. These diverse relations reinforced the authors’ views that there
were subtle, but powerful influences operating in the US context that prevented
the students from wanting to display high levels of academic engagement,
(presumably there were subtle influences impacting in the Russian context too
in different ways, but there is no mention of this). The Kentucky students may
well have believed that they were reporting accurately and honestly about the
forms of peer approval or disapproval that were explicit in the context and
impact upon their behaviour. However, they may not be aware of implicit forms
of this — the subtle influences of proximal processes which also impact upon

their behaviour; these were only brought to light through the observations.
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Further to this, Howley et al., (1995) note that there is an air of anti-
intellectualism in US high schools with more importance sometimes being
placed on sporting and social success over academic achievement. If we
examined school based peer culture in isolation, we might find that there was
some influence from this on the students which made them behave anti-
intellectually. On the other hand, as Elliott and Tudge (2012) point out, such
orientations may be more to do with young peoples’ socialization at home if
sporting and social achievements are prioritized there, or in the broader
community. If we apply a bioecological theoretical perspective to this and
examine particularly the mesosystem which is the interaction between the
different microsystems, it becomes clear that it is vitally important not to focus
on single microsystems in research. This is because what occurs in one will
also have a bearing on the others inhabited by an individual. Elliott and Tudge’s
study, highlights how home attitudes and values can impact upon what occurs
in school, just as school can impact upon home. They maintain that adult
support and encouragement of sporting and social achievements from the
home environment provided powerful yet subtle messages to the students that
these should be prioritised over academic achievement in school. This is
despite the fact that students, parents and teachers in Kentucky emphasised
how important education was to them when surveyed. Observational data did
not however back up the survey data, since learning and studying did not
appear to feature as heavily in observations as reported attitudes may suggest,
either at home or school. As well as highlighting the importance of considering
all the different microsystems and their interactions, this also points to the
methodological problems of conducting surveys in isolation from actual

behaviour.

Despite the vast majority of the research from an ecological perspective being
quantitative in nature and my concerns about not taking the constraints of
visual tools in communicating Bronfenbrenner's ideas into account, the
qualitative application of Bronenbrenner’s ideas in Elliott and Tudge’s research
reinforces my belief in its use as a powerful analytic tool for the present
research. This is because it will allow the exploration of the different
overlapping contexts, both spatial and temporal, which influence student
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learning through their typically occurring interaction and engagement with
others. Bioecological theory allows this exploration since it accounts for the
relations among the multiple settings that the individual is directly or indirectly
involved in and the complex processes taking place between these and the
individual. The incorporation of Bronfenbrenner’'s ideas alongside the
Vygotskian and CoP perspectives already discussed provides a useful
framework with which to explore and understand the role of relationships in

learning in H.E. and the proximal and distal processes which impact upon this.

Philosophical Underpinnings of my Theoretical Choices

Given my critical realist stance, in undertaking this research | am basically
arguing that there is an ontological reality which we need to investigate if we
are to understand the role of learning relationships in higher education. | am
furthermore arguing that it is possible to achieve this using the perspectives
described above in combination. In synthesising these perspectives | am taking
the position that participation in practice is an ontological imperative as far as
learning and identity is concerned. Furthermore, that proximal processes (such
as are entailed in Vygotskian notions of the ZPD and tool and symbol use),
together with more distal processes are all mechanisms operating together in
an open system which result in the tendencies contributing to the ability of
relationships to either enable or disable this participation and therefore learning
in H.E.

It may seem that | am making ambitious claims for the ability of the theoretical
perspectives described to explain and understand reality. However, my critical
realist position means that | would maintain that an ontological reality exists and
furthermore that although it may be difficult to achieve, we should still seek to
uncover this. Relativists may take issue with the notion of a reality separate to
our knowledge of it and our attempts to uncover it, however, | would agree with
Sayer (2000) where he argues that the fallibility of our knowledge, our getting
things wrong, justifies us in the belief that the world exists no matter what our
beliefs about it are. After all, if the world was a construction of our knowledge

as relativists would argue, we would never be wrong about anything - our
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knowledge would be infallible. In taking this critical realist stance however, and
stating that there is a reality independent of our knowledge of it which we can
investigate, | do not mean to claim that | have unmediated access to the truth,
nor do | claim to guarantee the production of ‘true’ knowledge. After all, the
independence of the world from our knowledge of it means that this would be
impossible. What | would say is that | acknowledge that open systems are
complex, messy and ambiguous and that our theories of them, including my
own can never quite capture this messiness. However, just because we cannot
ever hope to capture the reality out there in the world in its entirety, this does
not mean to say that we should reject hopes of making progress with our
knowledge claims. There is still the need to pursue explanation of the different
phenomena that make up our world; otherwise our knowledge about it would
never advance. Instead we need to acknowledge that our knowledge claims
can never be absolute and that we can only know the world through particular
descriptions of it. This research is therefore just my attempt to give one

particular description of reality.

Following on from the basic realist tenet that the world is separate from what
we think about it, is the distinction that Baskhar (1975) makes between the
‘intransitive’ and ‘transitive’ dimensions of knowledge. The intransitive
dimension is the ‘realism’ aspect of critical realism and is composed of the
objects of science, the things we study, whether these are physical objects or
processes or social phenomena. On the other hand, the theories and
discourses which are used to describe the intransitive dimension (the media
and resources of science) are part of the transitive which constitutes the
‘critical’ aspect of critical realism. When there are changes in the transitive
dimension (the theories) this does not mean that there are concomitant
changes in the intransitive (the objects of study that the theories are about).
When a researcher changes their theory about an object of study, this does not
mean to say that the phenomenon under study has undergone any significant
change in itself. It just means that the way in which the researcher is construing

the phenomenon has changed.
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As well as distinguishing between the world and our experience of it, critical
realism proposes a stratified ontology separated into the real, the actual and
the empirical (Bhaskar, 1975). The real is whatever exists, whether this is
natural or social and regardless of whether it is an empirical object for us or
whether we have an understanding of its nature. So, the real includes physical
and social objects as well as their structures and causal powers. These causal
powers constitute the capacities of the objects to behave in certain ways and
their specific susceptibilities to certain kinds of change. In the transitive
dimension (with our theories) we attempt to identify the structures and powers
of the intransitive objects, and the possibilities and potentials that these open
up in the world. The possibilities and potentials are always contingent however,
on a certain set of circumstances at any particular time; furthermore, the
circumstances are also contingent upon the possibilities and potentials supplied
by the powers of the intransitive objects. So critical realists need to examine
these specific circumstances or in other words, what things must go together
and the possibilities of what could happen given the nature of the intransitive

objects.

The real then, refers to the intransitive objects and their structures and powers.
The actual in this stratified ontology refers to what happens to those powers
when they are activated to do what they do and what happens when they do
what they do. If we take the example of the students’ capacity to study as
compared with the actual studying itself, the physical and mental structures
from which the capacity to study is derived (they have hands to pick up books,
eyes to read information and the mental equipment to process the written word
and gain understanding from it), would reside in the realm of the real, whilst the
actual studying, which is the exercise of these structures and powers, and the

effects of this (the results of studying) belong to the actual domain.

The final layer of the stratified ontology is the empirical which Sayer (2000)
defines as the domain of experience. This experience can be of either the real
or the actual. For example, we may be able to witness something like the
structure of a particular organisation (the real) as well as what happens when
this structure acts (the actual). However, some other organisation structures
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may not be observable; we may have no experience of them. Our ability to
observe certain structures may mean that we can more confidently say that
they exist, but the existence of objects is not dependent upon our experience of
them. Collier (1994) argues that because of this, realists do not just rely on
observable criteria for making knowledge claims; they also accept a causal
criterion too. That is to say that the case for the existence of unobservable
objects can plausibly be made by examining the observable effects of these
objects, since we can only explain these effects by referring to the products of
the unobservable objects. The observable effects could not possibly occur

without an object to cause them.

One imperative of critical realist ontology is therefore possibility. That is to say,
that the powers of objects may exist unexercised, so that what has previously
been known to happen does not represent the totality of what could possibly
happen in the future. This makes it possible to understand how individuals can
change to become something different to what they are not currently. Sayer
gives the example of a previously unemployed person who could become
employed, or we can learn things where previously we have had difficulty
learning. It all depends upon the nature of the real objects present at any given
time, since although these do not predetermine what will happen, these and
their powers do have the ability to enable or constrain what happens. The
critical realist world is therefore one of emergence in which the convergence of
different features gives rise to new phenomena which has properties which
cannot be reduced to its component parts. For example in the social world of
university, people’s roles and identities are very much interrelated, so that what
one individual can do is dependent upon their relation to others. Therefore, a
lecturer cannot be a lecturer unless s/he has a student or students to lecture to.
What it is to be a lecturer cannot be explained at the level of the individual
lecturer, but only in relation to other people, namely students. The powers that
lecturers can draw upon are partly dependent upon their relations with others
and partly in relation to the context, which has been my theoretical argument

throughout this thesis.
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Positivism on the other hand, ‘systematically misrepresents society’ (Sayer,
2000, p. 13) since it argues that it is possible to reduce social phenomena to its
independent component parts. Unlike in the natural sciences where the objects
of study such as metals or minerals stay the same, human being’s sensitivity to
their contexts due to their ability to interpret situations rather than being
passively shaped by them means that social phenomena are constantly
changing and evolving. For me, this makes critical realism a very positive and
hopeful ontology since it means that a student who has previously been unable
to learn and develop, due to the powers of the social structures present
disabling them, could become better enabled if different social structures were
in place or if different powers were activated from existing social structures.
This points to the emancipatory power of critical realism which is possible
according to Scollon (2003) precisely because it enables us to identify the a

priori conditions which account for reality (the intransitive objects).

Chapter Summary

To summarise; given my philosophical leanings, my theoretical position can be
elucidated as follows. My ontological assumptions in this research are firstly
that learning can be accounted for as participation underpinned (can be
enabled or disabled) by relationship. The specific nature and function of
relationship which enables this participation and therefore learning is what this
research sets out to explore. Secondly, that the process of participation and the
relationships which underpin it are mediated by a multiplicity of mechanisms
operating in an open system represented by the micro, meso, exo, macro and
chrono systems of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological system, all of which interact
in complicated and none predictable ways. Vygotskian, Cop and Bioecological
perspectives are considered as to their ability to construct a framework for
understanding the role of relationships in learning and the processes that
impact upon this. Applying a critical realist perspective means there is
furthermore the need to account for Sayer’s three layers of reality. That is, the
empirical (or that which the students themselves experience), as well as the
real (which is that which exists, and their powers and tendencies which impact

upon the students and their relationships in none predictable ways); and also
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the actual (which is what happens when these powers are activated). Or in
other words is the student enabled or disabled in their relationships and
learning by the activation of the powers of the real objects (including objects
like social structures) in the world. Only certain epistemological approaches are
able to address all three layers of Sayer's stratified ontology however and
following Tobbell and O’'Donnell, (2005), the next chapter goes on to argue that

ethnography can fulfil this requirement.
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CHAPTER THREE

EPISTEMOLOGY

In this chapter | will discuss my epistemological approach and demonstrate how
this follows on inexorably from my ontological arguments above. | will discuss
the principles of ethnography with particular emphasis on the contribution of
educational ethnographies. | then discuss the main methods and the ethical

considerations of the ethnographic approach.

Connecting ontology to epistemology

| have argued above that as well as the requirement to understand the nature
and role of interpersonal and learning relationships, it is also necessary to
understand the complex and messy ways in which processes in the
environment can facilitate or restrict these. Accordingly, as well as looking at
the interactions taking place between individuals at a micro level we need to
also look more widely at the influences which impact upon the formation and
maintenance of relationships and the ways in which it is possible for individuals

to interact. This complexity demands a broad approach to data collection.

Furthermore, my philosophical leaning towards Critical Realism means that |
realize that as well as the students’ own experiencing there are also very real
processes making important impacts upon their lives even though they may not
have any direct knowledge of these. | believe that these processes need to be
uncovered in research. In other words, it is the purpose of research to address
the real and the actual as well as the empirical from Sayer’'s (2000) stratified
ontology. Just because we cannot always observe the real and the actual, this
does not mean that they do not exist. Since my aim in this research is to go
beyond the subjective experience of students’ experiences of learning
relationships, to an understanding of why and how they experience them as
they do, | need to use a method that will take into account of all three of Sayer’'s

layers. | still need to address the empirical, but also importantly, the social
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objects and their capacities, as well as what happens to these capacities when
activated, which relates to the real and the actual. | need to understand how the
capacities of the social objects impact upon students’ relationships in the H.E.
setting and how these in turn impact upon the students’ participation and
learning. | also need to address the complexity involved in relationships
between students and students and between students and teachers and it is
essential to use methodology which will capture all of this. A mixed method,
ethnographic approach to data collection is required in order to achieve this, in
which the researcher is also located in the context of the research (Tobbell and
O’Donnell, 2005).

Ethnography is the prominent approach in the communities of practice literature
of which I am making use in this research. Lave (1997) argues that
ethnography is useful since it can provide insights into the practices of the
research context because at the same time as the reported experiences of the
participants and the observed experiences of the participants are being studied,
ethnography also studies the context in which the practices are occurring. An
ethnographic approach is particularly important in the present study, since
learning relationships are complex and dynamic and applying too narrow a
methodological approach to studying them could be seen as an attempt to
constrain the phenomenon. As well as enabling access to all of Sayer’s three
levels of meaning, thereby addressing the complexity involved in relationships,
ethnography will also usefully construct a framework in which individuals’
behaviour is situated, (as demanded by the socio-cultural perspective this

research takes) rather than analyzing this in isolation.

Exploring Ethnography

On reading the literature, it became clear that ethnography means different
things to different people at different times and there is therefore little point in
drawing strict boundaries around its meaning. However, Atkinson et al., (2001)
argue that the two most common features of ethnography are a commitment to
first hand experience and exploration of a particular social or cultural setting.
Wolcott (1997) argues that the term ethnography refers to both the research
process and also to the product of the research, that is, the written
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ethnographic account. Whilst Bryman (2001) lists five key features of

ethnography:

A

Immersion of the researcher in a society;

The collection of descriptive data via fieldwork;

A concern with the culture of a society’s members;

Seeking the perspective of the meanings that members of the society attach
to their social world;

A commitment to representing the collected data understandable and

significant to whoever reads it.

The fifth feature listed by Bryman also moves us beyond the research process

to the end product of it.

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007, p3) give a little more detail. They describe

ethnography using the five points below:

People’s actions and accounts are studied in everyday contexts, rather than
under conditions created by the researcher- such as in experimental setups
or in highly structured interview situations. In other words, research takes
place ‘in the field.’

Data are gathered from a range of sources, including documentary evidence
of various kinds, but participant observation and/or relatively informal
conversations are usually the main ones.

Data collection is, for the most part, relatively ‘unstructured,” in two senses.
First, it does not involve following through a fixed and detailed research
design specified at the start. Second the categories that are used for
interpreting what people say or do are not built into the data collection
process through the use of observation schedules or questionnaires.
Instead they are generated out of the process of data analysis.

The focus is usually on a few cases, generally fairly small-scale, perhaps a
single setting or group of people. This is to facilitate in-depth study.

The analysis of data involves interpretation of the meanings, functions, and

consequences of human actions and institutional practices, and how these
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are implicated in local, and perhaps also wider, contexts. What are
produced, for the most part, are verbal descriptions, explanations, and
theories; quantification and statistical analysis play a subordinate role at

Mmost.

In considering how (or indeed whether) ethnography in educational settings
differs from that completed in other contexts, | looked specifically to the journal
‘Ethnography and Education’ for guidance. In the editorial of the first issue of
this, (Troman, 2006, pl) lists the key elements of ethnographic research

applied to the study of educational contexts as:

e The focus on the study of cultural formation and maintenance;

e The use of multiple methods and thus the generation of rich and diverse
forms of data;

e The direct involvement and long term engagement of the researcher;

e The recognition that the researcher is the main research instrument;

e The high status given to the accounts of participants’ perspectives and
understandings;

e The engagement in a spiral of data collection, hypothesis building and
theory testing- leading to further data collection; and

e The focus on a particular case in depth, but providing the basis for
theoretical generalization.

It can be seen from the lists above that there are some differences between the
sets of criteria that the various writers argue should be met in ethnography.
However, there are also many similarities and ethnography in educational
settings appears to possess much the same features as ethnography in other
contexts. In the main, it seems that for a study to be described as
ethnographic there needs to be long term engagement in the field, the use of
multiple research methods and the generation of rich data (Walford, 2009).
Ethnographers typically employ a relatively open-ended approach beginning
with an interest in a particular aspect of social life (Hammersley and Atkinson,

2007). Their approach is an exploratory one and it is sometimes the case that
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the questions that the researcher starts out with may be refined or even

transformed during the course of the research.

There is the need to acknowledge however, that there are a variety of ways in
which the term ethnography is used. In approaching this research | need to
make clear to the reader the way in which the term is being used in this thesis
so that they can see from which point of view the claims that the research is
making comes. | needed to at least decide upon an approximation of what the
term ethnography means to me from my own ontological and epistemological
position in order to make decisions for my own research. | therefore engaged
with the various schools of thought around ethnography and upon reading the
literature surrounding this, it appears there are many debates between them.
Space in this thesis does not allow a detailed account of all of these, nor of the
entire history of ethnography. Therefore, in order to explicate my own position |
have decided to discuss the school of ethnography which best reflects my own
views on meaning making. This discussion will also give insight into why this

school is appropriate to my research.

Ethnography and Meaning Making

The development of ethnographic fieldwork is historically inextricably linked
with the Chicago school, and as will become clear in the following discussion, it
iIs the symbolic interactionism which came out of this school that is most
applicable and useful in my own investigation. The Chicago ethnographers
were interested in the everyday life of communities and the symbolic
interactions that were characteristics of those communities (Deegan, 2001).
Their ethnographies spanned the years between 1917 and 1942 and generally
studied face to face everyday interactions in particular settings and generated
an important picture of urban life (Deegan, 2001). This parallels my research
interests into learning relationships in H.E. since everyday interactions between
individuals together with the particularities of the university practices which
either allow or impede these interactions are two of the significant foci in which |
am interested. This is because it seems plausible that these foci may have a

significant part to play in the formation of relationships in the learning arena.
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The common world view of the core Chicago ethnographies was influenced by
Dewey and Mead who had connections with the Chicago school community.
Importantly, from my point of view given the importance that | am placing on
investigating relationships and the interactions between individuals which
facilitate or disable these, Mead’s (1934) writings emphasize the social nature
of the self, arguing that we become human through our interactions with others.
Blumer, (1969) coined the term ‘symbolic interaction’ for Mead’'s social
psychology but this was just one of the intellectual schools of thought coming
from the Chicago school. Symbolic interactionism’s commitment to openness
means that it is difficult (and some might say undesirable) to define it or
pinpoint what it actually consists of. However, Blumer, the man who gave
symbolic interactionism its name, actually makes quite a detailed statement
about what he believes a symbolic interactionist approach consists of. He

states:

‘The symbolic interactionist approach rests upon the premise that human action
takes place always in a situation that confronts the actor and that the actor acts
on the basis of defining this situation that confronts him.” (Blumer, 1997:4,

emphasis in original).

Gray (2004, p. 21) also attempts to define symbolic interactionism, arguing that
‘the essential tenets of symbolic interactionism are that:

e People interpret meaning of objects and actions in the world and then act
upon those interpretations.

e Meanings arise from the process of social interaction

e Meanings are handled in, and are modified by, an interactive process used
by people in dealing with the phenomena that are encountered.’

These definition attempts suggest that from a symbolic interactionist
perspective, the individual is always endeavouring to interpret the meaning
from the situation in which they find themselves, in order to make sense of it.

The emphasis on meanings arising from the process of social interaction is
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central to my ontological belief in undertaking this research in that it is argued
that the interaction between individuals in the H.E. context may impact upon the
relationships which emerge and the extent to which these are able to underpin

participation, learning and the emergence of identity.

Rock (2001) argues that there are several discursive themes underpinning
symbolic interactionism and these all chime with my own ontological beliefs in
undertaking the present research. The first one of these is idealism which
maintains that our consciousness is interpretive and experiential. This means
that when we react to a situation, it is our consciousness of facts rather than the
facts as they really are that we react to. However, since interpretation of
meaning is a dynamic process, this means that an individual’'s consciousness is
not fixed, it is constantly in flux. So, although people might be conscious
decision makers and active participants in their own world, they are also
constrained by processes in the world which individuals may not be consciously
or empirically aware of (see above regarding Sayers three ontological layers).
That is to say that, in dealing with the world, people act upon it. Acting upon it
helps them to learn about the world and reformulate their ideas. Reformulating
their ideas will mean that they then have more questions to ask of the world,
which can then lead to yet newer ideas and so on. The world that people
experience will appear therefore to be constantly evolving and changing, but so
will the person as they ask more and more questions of the world and work out
how they fit into this. In other words, they are learning and their identity is in a
constant state of evolution. As the person asks questions of the world and acts
upon it, there will always be a part of it that the person is as yet unaware of.
However, this does not mean that this part of the world does not exist, rather
that their unawareness of it may mean that there are constraints put upon them

about what it is possible for them to know.

The idea that people are constrained in what they are able to know in this way
and therefore not quite free comes from empiricism which is another discursive
theme around symbolic interactionism which Rock describes. Formalism is the
third of these themes and this argues that research should focus upon the more

general forms that consciousness uses to interpret experience rather than
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attending to the unique contents of experience (Rock, 2001). Although we
never face the exact same situation twice, as conscious individuals we do use
general language forms and forms of logic in order to help us to work out what

type or form of reaction is appropriate for us to make in response to a situation.

In claiming that symbolic interactionist ethnography is appropriate for the
purposes of the present research however, we need to acknowledge that there
are also problems for researchers assuming this epistemological position. For
example, to what extent is it possible to understand our participants’ behaviour
if they are always in a state of flux since as soon as our data are recorded any
meanings that we extrapolate are superseded by their ongoing thought
processes, actions and meaning making. Not only are the participants in a state
of flux, but so are we too as researchers and our own renegotiation of meaning
may result in a constant repositioning of our research. The research field is
constantly changing and so is the researcher who is also continually
responding to emerging questions. It is clear that ethnography from a symbolic
interactionist perspective is a messy and non predictable process and one
could wonder about the value of the knowledge gained from this. However, all
the researcher can do is attempt to explain what is happening at the time in
which their data are collected in any given setting. Furthermore, at the same
time, acknowledge that symbolic interactionist ethnography is a process and
that it is precisely because of the constant flux of changing meanings and
identities that one is able to uncover the complexity and the very real processes
impacting upon individuals of which they are unaware. Symbolic interactionist
ethnography therefore has an emancipatory function since not all processes
which impact upon the participants in the context will benefit them. Processes
may in some instances actually impede participants’ development, so throwing

light upon them and reflecting on them can be helpful to participants’ lives.

Having explored the issues surrounding ethnography and the role of
ethnography in meaning making, | am satisfied that this is the avenue upon
which | should embark. However, | am still no further forward when it comes to

knowing how to actually do ethnography. | therefore turn to the extant
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educational ethnography research in the hope that this will throw some light on
this.

Educational Ethnography

Searching through the educational ethnography literature, it appears that much
of this has been conducted in mainstream classes in state schools with
students from the age of 7-16 years. For example, Hammersley’s (1990) study
used social interactionist ethnography to highlight the structure of interaction in
the classroom between teachers and their pupils. He shows how the teacher
student relationship is symbolized and reinforced as one in which the pupil is
subordinate to the more powerful teacher, who is often faced with having to
make a classroom full of students behave as one subordinate individual who
stays quiet and listens whilst the teacher talks. Another example of the pupils
being subordinate to the teacher highlighted by Hammersley is where the
teacher demands and is given the right to routinely expect answers from pupils
and interpret and judge their answers. The subordination of the pupils is also
brought to light in an ethnographic study in schools by Hirst and Cooper (2008).
Drawing on Wenger (2000) they argue that space is fundamentally involved in
the construction of social formations such as CoPs. They explore how teachers
sometimes ‘choreograph’ (Hirst and Cooper, 2008, p. 431) the classroom space
in such a way that there are negative implications for the students’ participation
in their CoP and therefore for their identities. They suggest that teachers could
think about choreographing the classroom differently in such a way that
divisions between the teachers and students are broken down. These studies
demonstrate how ethnography can be wuseful in highlighting power
relationships, however, they do not provide me with any insights into the actual
data collection process since they go directly into an analysis of the data, giving

no description whatsoever of how this data was actually collected.

Woods’ book (1979) The Divided School, also describes ethnographic research
in a mainstream state school. His research stems from questions around
interpersonal relationships and intrapersonal processes in the secondary
school setting. Like Hammersley, Wood also describes his research as derived

from symbolic interactionism. Pupils and teachers within a school he argues are
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constantly interpreting, adjusting, evaluating and changing and Woods sets out
to investigate the processes and interactions between them. Wood’s research
involved him ‘living’ (Woods (1979, p. 3) in the school for a year in which he
shared in the everyday activities of the school as a participant observer. He
observed the events as they occurred and took note of informal conversations
he had with individuals in the setting. The overall connecting theme arising from
Woods’ research is that of division. There are two points of division which
Woods refers to, firstly, the divisions between groups of people such as
parents, pupils and teachers and secondly, the division which arises through
the compartmentalization of school and learning from the outside world. Woods
argues that some of these divisions arise through external factors and others by
institutional factors themselves. The strategies and adaptations adopted by
teachers and pupils within the school in order to negotiate their role and identity
within the setting are expressions of these divisions, Woods argues, which in
turn consolidates and promotes them even further. However, Woods maintains
that some of these divisions are not so deep rooted as others and whilst there
are powerful societal forces imparting their influence on these divisions, this is
in part tempered by individual teacher choice. It is noteworthy that although
teacher choice is spoken about, pupil choice is not mentioned here, so one is
led to believe that they are not afforded any in the setting that Woods studied.
Despite the fact that he makes the point that some of the divisions in the school
are not deep rooted; Wood'’s overarching conclusion is that school serves the
interests of a stratified society. This school ethnography also brings to the fore
the fact that the teacher is more powerfully positioned in the school
environment than the pupils and by highlighting power relations in this way it
could be argued that research of this nature can have an emancipatory
function relevant to my own aims. However, apart from a very brief discussion
about participant observation being the appropriate research style for symbolic
interactionism and a few paragraphs about gaining understanding through
‘naturalistic’ talk rather than interviews, there is nothing to enlighten me as to
how Woods himself actually observed and took field notes or how he noted the

information he gathered from talk.
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Corsaro (1981, 2003) entered into both the American and Italian pre school
setting over a period of almost 30 years to investigate peer culture and
interaction. He noted the complexity of children’s social structures and his
understanding of this permitted him acceptance from the children he studied.
This allowed him access to the processes of the children’s peer culture through
interacting with them on their level and becoming ‘one of the kids.” Corsaro
criticizes developmental psychologists who portray young children as self
absorbed and ego-centric, since in his observations he saw very little solitary
play over many years and this and other observations led him to assert that
children are in fact highly social. Psychologists, he argues should therefore not
simply focus on the child’s concept of friendship, but should instead attend to
the friendship processes which he claims are far more complex than would ever
be predicted from descriptions of children as egocentric. Corsaro argued that
research should view the child instead as embedded in the context of peer
culture which is by turn embedded in adult culture. He uses his work to argue
for a better life for children asserting that research which has the tendency to
under estimate children means that we do not see them as fully developed
humans and so we are dismissive of their voice and they are denied the same

rights as adults.

Reading Corsaro’s study reassures me that ethnography is the way for me to
explore relationships since it highlights the need for us to concentrate on the
complexity of processes underpinning relationships and that individuals should
be seen as embedded in their contexts. Additionally, it again highlights how
ethnography can be emancipatory and used to argue for a better life for the
group studied. It furthermore provides some insights into data collection, since
it gives very detailed accounts of how Corsaro gained access to the children’s
cultures in both Italy and the USA through ensuring that he became accepted
by them. However, the way that he did this was particular to each school. He
had to find different ways of achieving acceptance depending upon the
individual setting and so it seems there is no one formula for becoming
accepted and immersed in a particular culture. It all depends upon the
individuals in that setting and the relationships that the researcher is able to
negotiate with them. The implications of this for my own research meant that |
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became aware that | was just going to have to go in there and ‘feel my way
around’ when it came to negotiating my acceptance into the culture. Apart from
the different physical setting in my own research compared with Corsaro’s, |
would be dealing with adult students and university lecturers who are very
different to the children and pre school teachers in Corsaro’s research. On
taking field notes, there is very brief mention of Corsaro observing episodes of
peer interaction and then slipping away to a secluded area of school to jot down
a few notes to be expanded upon later (suggesting that Corsaro did not take
notes in front of the children). But, this is not expanded upon and Corsaro does
not explain his reasons for doing this so | am again left with little to go on for my

own data collection.

There are very few ethnographic studies in the H.E. setting itself to draw upon.
However, one ethnographic study which neatly provides a rationale for the
further exploration of the role of relationships in H.E. is a study by Tobbell et al.,
(2010) which explored university practice and participation in relation to the
transition to postgraduate study. Data were collected from five UK universities
where the researchers conducted one to one interviews with students at the
commencement of the academic year and then again at the end. They also
conducted focus groups with students at different stages of their study; asked
students to keep email diaries over the academic year; conducted classroom
observations, one to one interviews with staff and document analysis of
university and degree handbooks, and module handbooks. One important
finding of this research relates to university practices which emphasise
independence of postgraduate students from other students and staff. This
practice of independence means that postgraduate students are expected to be
responsible for their own learning. There were inevitably tensions complicating
their transition therefore, because this increasing emphasis on independent
study was found to engender feelings of isolation and lack of competence
amongst students as they attempted to negotiate and understand the meaning
of university practices which it could be argued involves very social processes
and so cannot be easily accomplished alone. This finding provides a rationale
for my own investigation of relationships in the university setting and their role
in the learning process. The study also provides some detail about the different
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data collection methods used such as the one to one interviews with students
and focus groups and longitudinal email diaries designed to enable collection of
personal experience and reflections of experiences overtime. The focus of the
study was however, on the subjective student experience, so although
observational methods are referred to in the study in which they are used in
order to elucidate student experience and staff perceptions of post-graduate

teaching there is less detail about the use of these for me to draw on.

In my search through the H.E. ethnography literature | also came across Gaye
Tuchman’s (2009) book, Wannabe u: Inside the Corporate University. This is
an ethnographic account of how a particular research university in the US
transformed itself into a university that is ranked more highly in the league
tables by taking on corporate values. It tells however, how in the process of
climbing the league tables, the staff members lost power, were required to work
longer and harder with less and were constantly assessed against
accountability measures which were akin to business strategies such as quality
control rather than a real desire to offer the students a better teaching
experience. The students themselves, benefited from better facilities on
campus, but their class sizes increased and their education suffered as a
conseqguence. Again, this provides a rationale for studying relationships in the
higher education setting. If staff are having to work longer and harder and are
constantly assessed against accountability measures, then they could arguably
become demoralized, which might in turn impact upon how they relate to others
in the setting. Furthermore, if larger class sizes are shown to have a detrimental
effect on the students’ education despite the improved facilities, then the
reasons for this too need to be explored. For example, one could reasonably
speculate that larger numbers of students means that there may be less
opportunity for regular interpersonal interaction, which means that relationships
are not given the time and opportunity to develop. The book carefully situates
the research, describing the setting in great detail and then going on to give an
in-depth narrative about the transformation of the university to a more corporate
model. When considering the actual data collection methods however, there is

no description of how Tuchman set about doing this and so again | am unable
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to gather any information to help me to decide how to go about my own data

collection.

Player-Koro (2011) undertook ethnographic study of mathematics teacher
education at a Swedish University. She drew on 30 hours of participant
observation from lectures and conversational interviews with the students who
attended these. Player-Koro’s intention in undertaking the study was to
understand the complexities of the social situation in which the lectures took
place and explore what actually forms the communication process in these.
Player-Koro concluded that the teaching of subject theory was demonstrated to
have been based upon traditional and highly structured lectures. She
furthermore uses her data to problematize the suggestion that teaching of
mathematics in teacher education is related to general competencies in
mathematics that are needed for school teaching practice. This assumed link
means that there is the concomitant assumption that improvement of maths
competencies in teachers will result in improved maths skills amongst school
pupils and she points out that this is not always the case. The need to question
this assumption is not she argues visible through research on mathematics
learning within the framework of what is termed the didactic triad, (which is the
relationships between teacher, learners and mathematical content) which is the
usually privileged space of enquiry. Player-Koro argues that this assumption
only becomes obvious through ethnographic research and analysis. So, when
researching learning, relationships and the complexity involved in these we are
again provided with a validation for the use of ethnographic methodology for the
purposes of the present research. Yet, again we are not told how to actually
carry this out. Just a few sentences of the paper relate to the data collection
methods used. Player-Koro states that data collection consisted of participant
observation of lectures, conversational interviews with students, document
analysis and video and audio recordings, yet no detail is given as to how she
went about this.

So, my search through the literature has led me to the conclusion that there is a

general lack of educational ethnographies and that this is particularly true for
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H.E. Furthermore, the few studies that do exist do not go into very much detalil

about how they collected their data for me to draw on for my own work.

Doing Educational Ethnography

In doing ethnographic work, the usual task is to make the strange familiar
(Goodley, 2001). However, in educational settings such as the one in which |
am undertaking my research we are faced with an environment that is very
familiar to us, since typically, we spend the years between our fifth and
sixteenth birthday in the education system and many of us may continue our
education way beyond this. Educational ethnography therefore has a different
task, in that the ethnographer is required to make the familiar educational
setting strange. This is so that the everyday taken for granted goings on which
may otherwise seem unremarkable because of their familiarity can become
more obvious. This positioning of the researcher with regards to the research
setting has given rise to various debates with discourses around both insider
and outsider myths surrounding these (Manay, 2010). Since | find myself in a
position where | am a researcher in an extremely familiar setting, given that |
have both studied and worked at my focal university, | need to engage with

these debates.

It is sometimes considered that insiders will portray their group in an
unrealistically favourable light. Furthermore, that because what they are
studying is so familiar to them, their research may be clouded by common
understandings so that events which would appear important to an outsider
seem unremarkable and unworthy of mention to the insider (Bonner and
Tolhurst, 2002). Outsider myths therefore position the outsider as the ideal
researcher, since only they are deemed able to have the emotional distance
and objectivity required to conduct valid research of a particular group.
Whereas, conversely, insider myths would assert that the attributes of
objectivity and emotional distance would mean that the outsider was incapable
of a full appreciation of the workings of the group. By extension, this leads us
onto issues of epistemic privilege where it is considered that only those
researchers who have something in common with the group to be researched

are actually capable of researching and representing them. Epistemic privilege
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is usually claimed in research looking at groups who are traditionally seen as
marginalized due to for example ethnicity, class, gender or sexuality and such
research is seen as emancipatory (Hodkinson, 2005; Mannay, 2010). However,
the emancipatory nature of such research could be questioned since a claim for
epistemic privilege for one particular group grants a certain authority and
hierarchy to that group, but as Skeggs (1997) points out, this is at the expense
of other groups as by privileging one group, other groups are inevitably
silenced. For example in feminist research, Manay (2010) asserts that only
women are able to truly represent the lives of women because they have a
shared gender. However, this discounts the many differences between women.
What about those of different socio- economic status, different class, ethnicity

or marital status?

It could be argued that all research relationships are highly complex and that
dichotomies such as male/female, working class/middle class and
insider/outsider for example are insufficient descriptions of these relationships
(Manay, 2010). Therefore, that instead of considering whether we are an
insider or an outsider with regards to the research context we inhabit, it is more
important to reflexively acknowledge all the subjectivities we bring to our
research and our own unigue position. My own position in the present research
context is a complex one. | am undertaking research in an establishment where
| studied for my undergraduate degree, where | am now a graduate student and
in which | am also occasionally employed as a part time hourly paid lecturer.
Therefore, it could be argued that | am an insider. However, | am not actually
collecting data within my own department, instead | am collecting this in a
department which is in the same school as my own department, but is a
completely separate subject with different lecturers and different everyday
practices to my own department. So, does this make me an outsider? In actual
fact, | find myself completely unable to define whether | am indeed an insider or
an outsider. | view the position | actually inhabit as neither one thing nor
another. However, this affords me some advantages of both the insider and the
outsider positions. For example, since | am undertaking research in a familiar
institutional setting, this means that | am somewhat of an insider and do not
have to waste time finding my way around and understanding the fundamentals
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of the way that the university is run. Manay (2010) argues that researchers
working in familiar settings are at an advantage since cultural and linguistic
barriers do not have to be overcome and that this shared understanding can
offset the power balance between researcher and researched. | feel this was
true of my research since participants appeared to take it for granted that |
knew what they were talking about. Also, that | already had some
understanding and therefore empathy with them. This meant that in interviews,
conversations and during my observations they were extremely open with me. |
also had the advantage of being able to more easily gain access to participants.
Furthermore, even though the specialist knowledge of the department was
different to my own area of specialism, it was not so far removed that | was
unable to on the whole understand the interactions about it that were taking

place.

One advantage of being an outsider on the other hand (in respect of the fact
that 1 am undertaking my research in an unfamiliar department within the
university), is that the familiar everyday happenings which | may have taken for
granted if researching in my own department had the potential to appear more
remarkable and important for me to report than would have otherwise been the
case. This meant that | was able to make the familiar strange, especially
because there was so much difference between the practices of the department
in which | was a student and have taught and the department in which my
research was couched. Another way in which | was able to make the familiar
strange was (as will be discussed in more detail in the data collection chapter)
by having no preconceived questions in the interview part of the ethnography.
On balance it could be argued that there were advantages to being both (or
neither) an insider or an outsider in this research. | hope that by making clear
my actual positioning in this research context the reader becomes aware of this
in relation to any knowledge claims | make since they come from a perspective
underpinned by the position described. | will now engage with the issues

surrounding the actual data collection methods entailed in ethnography.
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Ethnographic Data Collection Methods

Ethnography is not simply a collection of research methods, it is also a way of
approaching knowledge and understanding the world- it is an epistemological
position. However, the ethnographer needs to engage with the context they are
studying, interact with participants in the field and gather data. There are
specific collection and recording techniques that are consistently referred to in
the literature, but little detail as to how these techniques are actually carried
out. As argued above, the studies tend to omit discussion of this and prioritize
giving detail about decisions around data analysis and the researcher’s own
personal reflections. There is still the need for me to understand the specific
techniques involved and the issues around them. The following discussion is an
attempt to reach some understanding of the main techniques involved and

describe these to the reader.

Participant Observation and Ethnographic Field Notes

Participant observation emerged in the literature as the core ethnographic
technique used by ethnographers to collect their data. Participant observation
involves the ethnographer immersing themselves in a particular social world,
usually on a long term basis, in order to observe, experience and represent the
social processes that occur in that setting (Emerson et al, 2001).
Ethnographers record their observations and experiences in field notes. These
are representations of the people, places and observed events in written form
so that events happening in their own moment can be recorded and returned to
by the ethnographer at a later date. However, since field notes are
representations, we should acknowledge that they are therefore selective. The
individual researcher will have chosen significant features of the field and
events to record and will have ignored other features which did not seem note
worthy. They are also selective in the way that the events are written about or
framed. So, the ways that field notes are written is idiosyncratic to the particular
researcher and another researcher may feel that different events are more
remarkable and noteworthy. Consequently, findings offered by one researcher
may be different to the ones offered by another in the very same field and we

could therefore question their value. However, it could be argued that all
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research (even that which makes claims of objectivity) is selective in that which
it chooses to notice and that which it chooses to ignore and also in the way in
which it frames its findings. In addition, we could argue that at least when field
notes have been used in a research study; we are made aware that there are
limitations due to the individual researcher’'s subjectivities. Furthermore,
ethnography utilizes multiple data collection methods, so triangulation of the
data from all the different methods will help support its authenticity. Despite the
selective nature of field notes, they are in any case according to Walford (2009)
the basis upon which ethnographies are constructed and the main record from
which the ethnographer tests their developing ideas and theories. Atkinson’s
(1992, p.5) characterization of ethnography as ‘a double process of textual
production and reproduction’ also suggests an important role for field notes
since it is these initial everyday notes which contemporaneously record
observations and reflections about the field of study that enable the
ethnographer to complete the final ethnographic account, or the reproduced
account of the happenings in the field. However, despite all these suggestions
that field notes are so centrally important in ethnography, there is little detail in
the research literature about how the various researchers have approached this

data collection method and there is no one set method which one can follow.

Walford (2009) actually spoke to four prominent ethnographers about how they
produced field notes. He found that each had their own way of working in this
regard and argued that field notes are idiosyncratic in nature and personal to
the individual researcher. It seems that it is incumbent on the individual
researcher to decide upon the best approach for themselves and their own
study. Walford’s paper is exceptional in the literature in that it presents quite
detailed information about how the four ethnographers he interviewed, write
and make use of field notes in their own research. One of the clear findings
from Walford’s research was that as well as the differences in writing and using
field notes, the ethnographers interviewed also showed some similarities in the
ways that they constructed them and in some of the terminology in which they
described how they wrote them. There was however, no consistent terminology
used by the four ethnographers to describe the stages that they go through
when recording what they have seen in the field. All four of them take a

123



notebook to write in, however, what the initial jottings completed in the field
were called, varied between the researchers. When it came to what the
researchers actually recorded, some of them recorded whatever occurred to
them and added times to the record as they went along. One drew a map of the
room and recorded her position in relation to the participants. Sometimes
priority was given to whatever was said publicly to the whole class rather than
noting individual conversations between say the teacher and one pupil. Another
of the ethnographers was looking specifically for creative teaching and the
ways that the teachers were teaching to record in his field notes.

The amount of writing that the various ethnographers wrote in the field,
depended upon the actual setting in which they were involved. When the
particular observation involved moving around a lot it was not practical to write
anything more than very brief notes in the field. Whereas, the ethnographers
whose research was set in classrooms could sit at a desk, blend into the
background and had more opportunity to write quite extensive notes. In this
situation the ethnographers did not feel the need to even expand on their notes
later when they left the field. Taking notes in staffrooms posed more
problematic however, since some of the researchers said that they felt
conspicuous as the staff were sometimes suspicious of them and what they
were writing. One researcher had had people grab his notes to read them and
so was always careful what he wrote in a non judgemental way. So, it appears
that what ethnographers do depends upon the context they inhabit and their
personal preferences. Some situations make it difficult or uncomfortable to take
notes, while other situations lend themselves more readily to openly taking
quite extensive ones. Emerson et al. (2001) note similar differences and
similarities to Walford’s ethnographers, arguing that ethnographers have in
mind different things that they describe as field notes. However, as Walford
argues, the basic task of field notes is the same for them all. That is that whilst
taking the limitations of memory into account they need to record as much as
possible of what researchers perceive as relevant to their research project in

order to form a record which can later inform their analysis and writing.
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As well as the different approaches to recording details in the field, there are
also, according to Van Maanen (1988/ 2011) different styles of writing these
too. These styles reflect the extent to which the researcher’s self is revealed in
the field notes. According to Van Maanen (1988) there are three major styles
used to write up fieldwork accounts. The first of these is ‘realist tales’ which is
marked by ‘almost complete absence of the author from most segments of the
finished text’ Van Maanen, (1988, p.46.) In these accounts there is the
description of concrete details of daily life and routines in addition to
descriptions of what people say and do, depicting events through the ‘native
point of view.” There is an absence of self- reflection and doubt in the account,
in what Van Maanen describes as ‘interpretative omnipotence’ (Van Maanen,
1988, p. 51). The researcher takes an all knowing, almost divine view. A realist
approach such as this implies that notes are taken contemporaneously in the
field as they actually happen. In contrast, the second style described by Van
Maanen (1988,) is ‘confessional tales’ in which the researcher’'s experience
becomes all important. Field notes written in this style describe the research
process itself from the ethnographer’s point of view. These personal and
methodological descriptions are clearly separated in the writing from the social
and cultural life depicted in the final ethnographic account. The final style
described by Van Maanen, (1988) is impressionist tales. These tales describe
striking stories and are intended to draw readers immediately into the story
which is told to them from beginning to end. The writing of these tales suggests
that events are actually recorded after leaving the field. Field notes usually
however, according to Emerson et al. (2001) consist of a mixture of these and
other styles in what they describe as an unruly mix which is often quite
idiosyncratic to the individual researcher.

Also in relation to the extent to which the researcher’s self is included in the
field notes we should consider the point of view from which we are writing too,
since different points of view give different perspectives to a researcher’s
reporting which inclines the researcher to write in certain ways. For example we
could write from a first person perspective which would limit the point of view to
that which the researcher knows experiences, infers or can find out by talking
with the participants in the scene. So in field notes from this point of view the
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researcher writes only the events she/he witnessed, experienced and
remembers and this is from her/his own perspective and in her/his own voice.
This is particularly useful if she or he is immersed in the setting as a participant
since it allows her/him to give a naturally unfolding account of experience as
seen through the participant’s viewpoint. Conversely, if we write from the third
person point of view, the researcher writes as though detached from the
situation which gives a sense of objectivity in which the writers attention is
focused on others actions and voices rather than their own. As Emerson et al.
(2001) point out however, there is the danger here of slipping into an
omnipresent point of view in which there is a tendency for the researcher to
write as though they have privileged access to the participants thoughts,
feelings and motives as well as to their overt behaviours. This can reduce the
multiplicity of perspectives into a single one which could conceal the complex
processes and varied understandings involved in the meaning of events
(Emerson et al., 1995). This is something | would wish to avoid given my
concern with revealing the complexity of the processes underpinning the role of

relationships in learning.

We also need to consider the stance we assume towards the people we are
actually studying and the way in which they live when writing our field notes.
Our stance towards our participants and their way of life will shape how we
observe and participate in the scene and this will in turn shape the content of
our field notes, (Emerson et al., 2001). For example, are we able to identify with
our participants so that we might write about them sympathetically? Or, do we
feel distanced from them in which case we might write less kindly about them,
perhaps prioritizing and framing certain incidents in ways that may present the
participants in a less favourable light. Our stance towards our participants and
the way they live their lives is reflected in our choice of words and the tone of
our descriptions and we should be aware of this and the implications it has for

our research when making our field notes.
Another aspect of how much of our selves we reveal in field notes is that we

need to consider whether personal feelings and emotions have a place in them.
Emerson et al. (2001) maintain that early anthropological ethnographers tended
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to separate descriptions of others’ actions from their writing about their own
reactions and emotions using personal journals and diaries. However, from the
1960’s the value of including accounts of personal feelings and emotions has
been recognized (Emerson et al.,, 2001,) and Lofland and Lofland (1995)
describe three purposes for this. Firstly, they argue that the ethnographer’s
response and feelings towards a situation may reflect the naturally occurring
feelings of participants in the setting. Secondly, our feelings and emotions
towards a situation in the field may provide us with important analytic leads.
Finally, they argue that documenting our emotions and feelings over time will
help to highlight any of our own biases or prejudices and our changing attitudes
towards people and situations. We could argue however, that emotions are
idiosyncratic and that each participant in the field will display emotions unique
to themselves depending upon their own personal history and reaction to
events in the field. So, it is unlikely that the emotions of the researcher in the
field will reflect any other persons in the field apart from their own. The second
reason Lofland and Lofland give for documenting the researcher’'s emotions
seems more constructive in that our emotions can sometimes alert us to things
that we need to consider and may therefore help us to identify analytic
possibilities. Also the documentation of personal emotions in order to highlight
researcher bias seems a useful tactic, but | am still unconvinced about the
inclusion of my own personal emotional responses to situations in my field

notes.

Walford, (2009) speaks out against a movement in ethnography which seeks
alternatives to what he calls the ‘traditional form of ethnography.” He criticizes
the work of Ellis and Bochner (1996) within this movement even though he
concedes that their work is widely popular and well cited. Walford argues that
the driving force behind Ellis and Bochner's work is that narratives in the
humanities and those in the social sciences should see continuity, so that
ethnography ‘is seen as story-telling where the researcher is centrally involved
in the process and the product,” Walford, (2009, p.275). The boundaries are
therefore blurred as to what ethnography is in what is seen as a democratic
process in which all voices can be heard and everyone can join in. The texts
produced are seen as open to a multiplicity of interpretations where the

127



emotional response is seen as all important and sometimes more important
than the analysis. The only details of how Ellis and Bochner actually conduct
their work are elucidated in the form of imagined (or maybe real) conversations
between the two authors (Walford, 2009). The emphasis that their work places
upon emotional experience can be seen in part of one of these conversations in

which Ellis states:

‘I don’'t know, sometimes | think analysis becomes an unnecessary diversion

from the emotional experience of the story.’ (Ellis and Bochner, 1996, p.30.)

This conversation between Bochner and Ellis sits uneasily with me since it
appears to privilege the researcher’s and readers emotional experiencing over
the real life experiencing of the participants. The participants’ experiencing may
furthermore, be underpinned by processes which are detrimental to their lives
although they may be unaware of these. | would argue that these processes
could not be brought to light without some form of analysis and that it is
therefore unfair on the participants to place more importance on the emotional

impact of the story rather than upon analysis.

All things considered, my review of both empirical studies and writings about
ethnography still leave me with many uncertainties surrounding participant
observation and the compilation of field notes since the authors of the literature
reviewed do not invite the reader into their decision making processes as to
why they made the choices they did. My epistemological position is therefore
perhaps the only thing left to fall back on to provide me with some decision
making guidance. Accordingly, drawing on this | would argue for a contested
reality which requires some reflexivity on my part to make my position clear.
This reflexivity may also require the inclusion of some of my emotional
experiencing. However, at the same time | feel that it is the lives of my
participants that are all important and | should try to represent them as faithfully
as possible or to write mainly in the style of what Van Maanen describes as
‘realist tales.” Whilst | acknowledge that all writings are selective and distorting
due to the difficulties of representation and also recognize that there are
multiple realities available to us, | feel that research should at least attempt to
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reduce the distortion as much as possible in order to do our participants justice.
| firmly believe that the ethnography is about them and for them and not
something we do because it ‘provides an avenue for doing something

meaningful for yourself ..." (Ellis and Bochner, 2000, p. 738).

Ethnographic Interviews and Conversations

The vast majority of ethnographies also include interviews as part of the data
collection process. It seems that whilst there are many text books which
discuss interviewing technique and transcription, the actual process of
interviewing appears again to be very personal and unique to the individual
researcher and their research project. As with observation and field notes, there
is little detail about how they set about actually doing interviews in published
studies. Sherman Heyl (2001) argues that ethnographic interviewing is seen as
different to other types of interviewing since in any definition of the
ethnographic interview there will include the establishment of respectful on-
going relationships with participants where enough rapport has been built for
there to be a genuine exchange of views. In addition, that there should be
enough time and openness in the interviews for a purposeful exploration of the
meanings that the participants place upon events. Sherman Heyl argues that it
is the time factor, the duration and frequency of contact and the quality of the
emerging relationship which helps distinguish ethnographic interviewing from
other types of interviews. Allowing this time for the development of relationships
empowers the participants to be able to shape the questions that they are

asked and even the focus of the whole research study (Sherman Heyl, 2001).

Spradley (1979), notes that the essential element of the ethnographic interview
is a concern with the meaning of actions and events to the people whom we are
trying to understand. In which case, the role of the ethnographic interviewer is
to communicate to the interviewee that ‘I want to know what you know in the
way that you want to know it,;” (Spradley, 1979, p.34.) Sherman Heyl argues
that researchers employ ethnographic interviewing due to their recognition of
the complexity of human experiencing. This is also relevant to my own research
since it is this complexity that | aim to understand through hearing directly from
my participants how they interpret their experiences and what these mean to
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them. Sherman Heyl notes that debates around the nature of knowledge and
what we can know bring to the fore different positions about the important
considerations when interviewing. Yet, she argues there is still agreement of

the goals of ethnographic interviewing in which she says we should:

1. ‘Listen well and respectfully, developing an ethical engagement with the
participants at all stages of the project;

2. acquire a self awareness of our role in the construction of meaning during
the interview process;

3. be cognizant of ways in which both the ongoing relationship and the broader
social context affect the participants, the interview process, and the project
outcomes; and

4. recognize that dialogue is discovery and only partial knowledge will ever be
attained.” Sherman Heyl (2001, p. 370.)

These appear to be sensible goals and useful guidelines to follow. However, a
reading of these goals highlights the problematic nature of the data obtained
through interviews in the same way that there were questions with field note
data. The questions this time are in terms of meanings to different people in the
field; the context provided by the interview situation and the relationship
between the interviewer and the interviewee. Accordingly, we need to ask to
what extent interviews can help the ethnographer to faithfully represent the
research context and we should be cautious in our use of interview data. The
interview is co-constructed between the interviewer and the interviewee and
furthermore any responses given to questions are produced for that particular
interview event and in those particular circumstances. Interviewees will only tell
the interviewer what they want them to know about them and through careful
choice of words may temper their version of events to make the interviewer
look upon them favourably or sympathetically. Even if we were able to side step
the epistemological question of whether there is a reality which can be
communicated through interviews, the interviewee may not have a very good
recall of events, incomplete knowledge about a situation and their own
subjective view and opinions about situations depending on their past and

present circumstances.
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Hammersley (1990) also engages with similar arguments around interview
data, noting that there are concerns around the discrepancy between what
people say and what they actually do. Also, that the interview context itself
constructs the talk which is produced. We can only ever hope to gain the
interviewees subjective perceptions of events and opinions and this is further
tempered by how much they are actually prepared to reveal so these may be
quite far from any form of reality as we or any other person for that matter sees
it. Even then, from a symbolic interactionist point of view, the interviewees’
perceptions and opinions will change over time, the more they interact with and
in their world. So we are again faced with the question discussed above in the
section about field notes, of whether we should even contemplate doing

research if the minute we write it down (or even sooner) it is obsolete.

Walford, (2007) justifies the use of interviews however in ethnography where
there is not a sole reliance on interview data and where there are other data
sources available too. Walford (2007) interviewed and engaged with the work
of several ethnographers in order to explore the way in which they use
interviews and conversations in their ethnographies. He described a type of
interviewing by one researcher in which the form of the interview was only
loosely distinguished from observational methods. His observations evolved
into listening to conversations and then into asking questions of the children he
was working with. Walford also described another study in which information
generated through everyday conversation with participants was frequently
noted down. In this study there were also times when the interview was more
clearly demarcated. This demarcation came about where the interview took
place on a separate occasion and usually in a separate place to their

observations.

Drawing on Bernstein (1971, 2000,) Walford attaches the terms ‘loosely
classified’ to the interviews that take the form of conversations during
observations and ‘highly classified’ to the ones that are clearly separate from
the observations. Walford also talks about the balance of power between the

interviewer and the interviewee using the concept of framing. An interview is
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strongly framed (and therefore there is maximum control with the researcher),
where for example a researcher has a set of pre formulated questions and does
not detract from these. In contrast an interview which is more loosely framed
would give more control to the interviewee by the interviewer perhaps asking a
loosely framed opening question in order to get a discussion going. In this
situation the interviewer has much less control over the direction in which the
interview might proceed. However, by allowing the interviewee more control in
framing the situation their own world view might more easily be exhibited.
There is of course the danger that by allowing so much control, the data that is
gained has no relation to the initial research question. Research is however an
organic process and it is sometimes possible to allow it to evolve to some
extent. With my own research, this may not be too much of a problem.
However, particularly in situations where there are time limits to the research
project and very particular issues to be addressed, then there needs to be

consideration of the implications of framing in this way.

Notwithstanding all the critiques around the utility of interview and conversation
data Sherman Heyl argues that ethnographic interviewing is a way of shedding
at least some light on the personal experiences of participants and the
interpersonal dynamics and cultural meanings of their worlds. This focus on
meanings, personal experience and interpersonal dynamics, convince me that
interviewing could play a useful part in my own research despite the
methodological concerns. | will after all be using interview data alongside other
data collection methods and am not depending upon this method to provide
access to all of Sayer’s levels of reality. Although there is a need to move
beyond descriptions of students’ experiences to an understanding of why and
how processes impact upon each student’s ways of relating and how this
impacts upon their learning, | still firmly believe that interview data can provide
useful information. | acknowledge that it may be entirely possible that there are
very real processes making important impacts upon individuals’ lives which
they are unaware of and therefore interviews are unable to gain access to
information about these. However, at the same time, the meanings that
individuals give to their experiences from their own subjective viewpoint in

interviews are important data. These will be viewed in my research within the
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context of the wider study and the data collected by other methods and will
contribute collectively to the understanding of the role of relationships in

learning.

Documents and Artefacts

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) note how it is not just the face to face
interactions which ethnographers should study since another key feature of the
social world is documentary evidence and material artefacts. Given my
previous arguments about the inherently social nature of cultural tools and
artefacts, these types of data have particular relevance to my study.
Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) argue that many of our social settings are
self documenting from the point of view that the participants in these settings
are actively producing and distributing various kinds of written documents. In
the university setting for example, there are many sources of documentation
produced and distributed, such as handouts, course handbooks, power point
presentation print outs and so on. Atkinson and Coffey (2004) argue that
documents produced in social settings relate to constructions of reality in that
setting in document form. Collection of these types of data during my
ethnography was therefore essential if | was to understand the role of what was
produced and reified in the particular H.E. setting that | was studying and also
why these might be important to relationships and learning. Details about the
documents | actually collected in my study and the reasons for collecting these

will be given in the data collection chapter.

Ethics in Ethnography

| have argued above that a symbolic interactionist perspective is particularly
useful to my research. This is because of the emphasis on meanings arising
from the process of social interaction and also because of the emancipatory
nature of this type of ethnography due to its ability to uncover the processes of
which the individual is unaware, even though they may be impacting negatively
upon their lives. The ability of research to throw light on issues that may be
hindering an individual’'s or a group’s development means that it could benefit
the people that it studies. This brings us around to the ethics of research and

assumptions as to whether any research really has the ability to do this given
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the partial nature of all knowledge and notions of whether we can truly ever
adequately represent our participants’ point of view. Whether research should
or is even able to improve the lives of those it investigates is not the only ethical
question we have to deal with however. There is the issue of what right the
outsider has to go into a setting and represent the people there and also what
precautions does the outsider take with regards to caring for the participants’

well being and respecting their wishes.

Murphy and Dingwall (2001) use the terms consequentialist approaches and
deontological approaches to address these ethical questions. They describe
consequentialist approaches as focusing on the outcomes of research and if
there has been any harm inflicted upon the participants as a result of the
research, whether this is outweighed by the benefits to them. In contrast
deontological approaches focus on the inherent rights of the participants. They
have for example, the right to privacy, right to respect and the right to self
determination and should not be subject to research where they are seen as a
means to an end. This concern with outcomes and rights is translated into
guiding principles such as those suggested by Beauchamp et al. (1982, p.18)

below:

¢ ‘Non-maleficence: researchers should avoid any harm coming to
participants.

e Beneficence: research should not just be carried out for its own sake, but
rather to produce some positive and identifiable benefit.

e Autonomy/self- determination: the participant’s values and decisions should
be respected.

e Justice: that one group of people’s rights should not be promoted over

another groups, they should all be treated equally.’

The first two of these guiding principles relate to consequentialist views and
mean that in relation to my own research, | should avoid harming my
participants (which could be lecturers, students or support staff) either

physically or psychologically through my research. We do not set out of course
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to harm our participants, and use ethical guidelines (see data collection
chapter) to avoid this. This includes seeking informed consent from our
participants, however, we do not know what will emerge during the course of
the research and there are particular problems around this in education when
we consider the notion of personal rights. It may be that during the course of
research, processes which are detrimental to one group within the setting may
be highlighted and it is felt that this needs speaking about in order to benefit
that group, thereby privileging their rights. However, the processes highlighted
may reflect negatively upon another group in the setting, so that they are seen
in a less favourable light. If this is the case how is the researcher to come to a

decision about which group’s rights they should privilege over the other?

This is one patrticular issue that | have given a great deal of consideration to. In
deciding to use ethnography in the university in which | completed my
undergraduate degree, | was acutely aware that this research would be a little
close to home. Also, that it may sometimes become uncomfortable for myself or
my participants if | was to uncover any behaviours or underlying processes
which were concerning due to their impact upon one group in the field, thereby
placing another group in a negative light. However, after careful consideration,
in order to counter the notion that it is problematic to uncover concerning
behaviours or underlying processes in one’s own place of learning and work |
put forward the following argument. | would maintain that ethnographic
research, by its very nature is naturalistic, in that the behaviours observed will
only be those behaviours that are in the ordinary everyday repertoire of the
participants attending university in their everyday capacity. These behaviours
will be in public view every day, so if inappropriate behaviours or conduct did
come to light, then it is reasonable to argue that these might come to light
eventually in any case, not just through my research. The only problem then
that | can see is that there are issues for myself as to how | should react if |
happened upon any concerning behaviours in the course of my research. In
other words would | and should | intervene and/or report on these and if | did, in

what ways?
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Dennis (2009) wrote about the sensitivities of having to deal with issues such
as this and also the ethics of deciding whether to intervene in ethnographic
research if concerning behaviours are uncovered. She tells of instances where
she has needed to do this not for the purposes of her research, but because
she cared about the people in whose lives she was becoming involved.
However, she argues that as a human being she holds certain commitments
regarding her behaviour which remain the same whether in the field or in her
everyday life. Along with Dennis, | would maintain that because of the
naturalistic character of ethnographic study, researchers will face complicated
ethical dilemmas that we cannot always anticipate in advance despite careful
planning. Also, however, that these dilemmas are similar to the ones that we
face in our everyday life. With this in mind, like Dennis, | would argue that | too
have certain commitments regarding my own behaviour which hold for both my
time in the field and also in my daily life. What this means for me, is that | would

do my utmost to care for all people in all situations both in the field and out.

So, any concerning behaviours uncovered during either my time at the
university as a student or when in the field as a researcher would have the
same meaning for me and any uncomfortable feelings about uncovering these
in my own place of study and work would be just as likely in both my capacities.
I would nevertheless, feel the need to report on the issues uncovered even
though this may be seen by some as privileging one group over another.
However, | would argue that harm to the other group of participants, (those not
privileged) would be alleviated due to the fact that if concerning aspects
surrounding them were uncovered during the course of my study, the nature of
ethnographic research means that it can usefully construct a framework in
which to situate behaviour and explain it. This means that the individuals
themselves are less likely to be blamed or criticized for any concerning aspects
that come to light. Furthermore, that it may even be possible that through
ethnography, concerning behaviour comes to be better understood and that if
this is the case, steps can then be taken to overcome it. So, even though on the
face of it, the research could be construed as having harmed one group due to
the negative connotations it may have highlighted as surrounding them, they
may actually benefit from the research since they are seen as victims of their
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contexts whose behaviours may in part be products of certain institutional and
government power structures impacting upon them. If the research also
highlights these, then this group too could gain some beneficience from being
involved (which you may recall is Beauchamp’s second guiding principle for
ethical research).

There is of course also the issue of partiality of knowledge here and what right
does the researcher have to privilege one group’s rights over another. This
issue has been discussed previously and the issues raised are also relevant
here. There are no easy answers about this and no firm conclusions to draw
since until we actually collect our data we do not know what is going to arise.
All we can do is perhaps decide that from a consequentialist approach and
taking non- maleficence and beneficience into consideration, it seems it is
incumbent upon the individual researcher to assess the impact of any benefit
on all the different individuals and groups within their own research context and
furthermore, decide whether and to what extent that context is able to situate
any concerning behaviours or processes in such a way that harm to individuals

or groups is lessened.

From the deontological perspective there is also the issue of informed consent.
Researchers are bound by the British Psychological Society Ethical Guidelines
concerning this. However, in ethnographic work there are problems in that we
do not always know what will arise in research. Furthermore, there may be
power relations which may oppress certain groups studied and ethnographic
research has the ability to expose these even though we did not anticipate
doing so. We need to ensure that our participants are aware from the outset
that this may occur and furthermore pay attention to how their feelings towards
the research may change over the course of the data collection process. For
instance a lecturer who has previously been happy to have her teaching
observed may decide one day that she does not want to be involved in the
research anymore for her own personal reasons. It is the researcher’s job to be
sensitive to changing wants and needs throughout the course of the research
and to act upon them, withdrawing from certain observation sites if necessary.

With regards to this, | made a commitment to only observe in those lectures
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where staff members were completely happy for me to be present and |
routinely checked with them several days beforehand whether it would be a
problem for me to attend. | was aware that it may be socially uncomfortable for
them to tell me not to come along, but | hoped that | had built up a good enough
relationship with them for them to be able to tell me they did not want me

present and gave them every opportunity to do so should they feel the need.

Ethnography raises significant ethical concerns precisely because of its organic
nature. We do not know where it will lead us and we will sometimes have to
make decisions on the hoof. However, we have a responsibility of care for our
participants and should at all times have their best interests at heart. Reflecting
upon the four guiding principles above when we are considering how to handle
a particular ethical dilemma may help us to achieve this. Furthermore, seeking
the views of a mentor or supervisor who is more removed from the situation
and able to see the problem from a different perspective may be a sensible

course of action to help our decision making process.

Chapter Summary

This chapter briefly discussed how from a critical realist perspective,
ethnography is an entirely appropriate epistemological choice able to address
all three levels of reality, that is the real, the actual and the empirical. It gives a
very brief history of ethnography and discusses the ‘school’ of ethnography
most appropriate to this research. It explored the main methodological choices
open to the ethnographer when completing their data collection. It emerged that
these are largely down to the individual researcher, and so | had to draw upon
my epistemological position in order to make choices for my own research.
Ethical considerations have also been discussed and it has been noted that
due to the organic nature of ethnographic research we do not know the ethical
dilemmas we might come across in advance, however, that there are principles
that we can be guided by when making ethical decisions. The next chapter will

describe my own ethnography and data collection.
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CHAPTER FOUR

DATA COLLECTION

This chapter will detail the choices and decisions | made about how to collect

my data and describe how | actually went about this.

Previous Research and Pilot Work

Previous research for my undergraduate project explored learning relationships
from the students’ own subjective experiencing using interviews. On reflection, |
believe that my data collection method reflected my philosophical leanings at
the time which were more relativist than at present. | came to realise that there
is the need to move beyond descriptions of student’s experiences to an
understanding of why and how processes impact upon each student’s ways of
relating and how this impacts upon their learning. My research ambitions are
now wider than they once were in that | aim to attempt to access levels of
reality beyond those possible from a relativist position. My shift in philosophy
and the realization that interviews alone have limits to the layers of reality that
they are able to uncover, led to my decision to use a mixed method,

ethnographic approach.

| realized that there was still the need to interview the student participants in the
present study in order to obtain data providing insights into their subjective
experiencing, however, | was not satisfied that the interview method | had used
in previous research gave the depth of information | required. | had gained rich
insights into the students’ present microsystems and mesosystems, by asking
my participants to reflect on diagrams of their bioecological systems, but little
data was collected about exosystem or macrosystem influences, nor the part of
the chronosystem relating to the students’ historical experiences. | therefore
devised a new interview format for the present research which | hoped would
provide greater insights into some of these systems. These interviews were
structured around reflection on a time line of each student participant’s learning

experiences, (whether this was in a formal learning situation or an everyday
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setting), from their earliest awareness to the present. Since participation and its
link with identity is so centrally important to the CoP perspective on learning, |
hoped that basing the students interviews around their experiences in the
different CoPs they have historically inhabited as well as the ones they
presently occupy may give some clues to how their identity and learning

trajectories had been shaped.

| piloted the new interview technique with a male multi-media and
communication design student and a female applied arts student and found the
format of this very productive. Helping participants to draw a time line helped
them to think and talk about their learning and how their relationships with their
peers, teachers and significant others at the time impacted upon it. | did not
need to use pre-planned questions other than prompts to participants to
describe their time line and the people who were important to their learning at
the time and then to ask what happened at certain points in their learning
career. | responded by picking up on any relevant issues that arose and by
asking the participants to expand on them. This method gave lots of rich data
detailing the students’ own subjective experiences of the processes that have
impacted upon their relationships, participation and learning so far. It also gave
clues into how these have shaped their identity (which they carry with them to
their present higher education setting or community). These past experiences
will all have had an impact upon the ways in which the students were able to
relate to people in their present setting and therefore, upon their identity,
present participation and learning. Copies of some of the students’ timeline

diagrams can be found in Appendix C.

Identifying the Focal University and Department

| decided to conduct my study in the university | had attended when studying for
my undergraduate degree. There were a number of reasons for this. Firstly,
since my argument throughout has been that there are multiple systems
impacting upon students’ learning relationships, | was aware that it was not
enough to simply observe them in the classroom or lecture theatre and hope to
access all these systems. A much broader perspective of what goes on in the

daily routine of the university was necessary in order to access what happens
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in the exosystem and macrosystem for instance. | felt that since | had been in
and around the university for a number of years as both a student and a part
time lecturer, | already had a broad perspective of the everyday life of the
university, its policies, practices and rules. | felt this perspective would benefit
my research in that | would already have some idea of the practices in place.
However, at the same time, | was aware that being too familiar with the
everyday life of the university might mean that | took this for granted and
therefore that it might appear unremarkable to me. So, whilst able to use my
familiarity with the university to enable me to access understanding of
practices, practices also needed to appear strange to me from the point of view
that | needed to feel that they were noteworthy. | therefore decided that it would
be too familiar for me to collect data in my own department. | needed to be able
to see university practices in a new light at least to some extent and felt that
collecting data in a department other than my own would better allow for this.
Having said that, an exploration of learning relationships meant that it was
necessary to understand the interactions in a classroom which might be
constitutive of learning and | therefore needed some understanding of the
subject matter too. It would have been no good for me to collect data in the
chemistry department for instance, since | would have so much difficulty
understanding what was being taught that the interactions between the
individuals would be totally meaningless to me. | needed to collect data in a
department where the subject area was not too dissimilar to my own. My
supervisor suggested a department within the same school as my own
department, which had a reputation as being very student centred and which
also had a commitment to small group teaching. | felt this would be ideal since
although | acknowledge that this department may not be typical of most other
departments in most other universities (given how student centred it was
reputed to be) and therefore that | cannot make any claims beyond this setting,
| felt that it would provide good opportunities to observe the role of relationships

in learning in operation.
| approached the head of department to ask if he would be willing to allow me

to collect data in this department. He was really keen to allow this and put me in
touch with a course leader who was equally keen and supportive of my
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research. They both agreed with me that learning relationships are important,
and there was also the sense that they were proud of their department and its
practices. | was granted access to all the classrooms and lecture theatres
whenever | wanted for as long as | wished for all the courses in the department
as long as | waited until a few weeks after the beginning of term to ensure that
the new students had settled in. | was also given clearance to approach the
students to ask for their participation in the interview part of the study. Although
the head of department and the course leader had granted me access in
principle to all the lecture theatres and classrooms, | did of course also ask
permission separately of the individual lecturers as detailed in the ethics
approval form in Appendix B and mentioned in the ethics section below. | did
not feel it appropriate to go into individual lecturer’'s classrooms if they did not
want me there and so only attended those lectures or classes where the
lecturers had agreed in advance for me to attend. Having chosen to collect
data in my own university, and my own school (albeit in a different department),
and being granted open access, there were inevitably dilemmas that this threw
up which I had to consider along the way. These will be discussed below in the

section on the dilemmas of data collection.

Ethical Clearance

My research gained ethical clearance prior to collecting my data from the ethics
committee of the university. The application for ethical clearance which I
submitted can be found in Appendix B. This Appendix also contains all the
letters, information sheets and consent forms used. My research follows the
British Psychological Society’s (BPS) Guidelines and the ethical precautions
followed are clearly set out in my submission in Appendix B, but in summary

these included:

e Informed consent from staff and students: all individuals were given
information sheets appropriate to their role in the research and the
opportunity to ask questions about it. They were then asked to indicate that

they understood what was required of them and to sign a consent form.

142



Anonymity of students and staff: measures were taken to disguise the
identity of the university, the department and all the individuals involved in
the research. Pseudonyms were given for the individuals involved and whilst
the university and department were not mentioned by name it may be
possible that they may be identified by some descriptions of it if someone
reading my thesis knew the university very well. This was however made
clear to participants prior to them giving their consent to participate and they
were not concerned about this. (There was however, one aspect of data
collection which 1 felt raised quite concerning issues around protecting the
students’ anonymity, so this aspect of data collection was removed from the
study. This is discussed further below in the dilemmas of data collection
section).

Confidentiality: Whilst every effort was made to keep the data confidential
between only the researcher and her research supervisors, it was made
clear to participants that this may not be possible since the research may in
the future be read or discussed in various other arenas. Furthermore, |
made it clear to them that if concerning behaviour came to light during the
data collection process, then | may need to discuss my data with my
supervisory team in order to decide whether the concerning behaviour
should be passed on to other parties who may be able to help in the
situation. Again, participants were not concerned about this.

Data Protection: Throughout the research process all electronic data was
password protected and paperwork such as interview transcripts and field
notes were locked in a desk either at university or in my own home. All tape
recorded interviews were wiped once transcribed and paperwork will be
shredded once this research is completed.

Right of withdrawal: All participants were briefed about their right to
withdraw themselves and their data from the study at any time during the
course of the research. They were asked to sign a consent form to indicate
that they understood this. Once their initial consent to participate had been
given, | was however vigilant throughout the research process in order to
ascertain whether the participants were beginning to feel uncomfortable with

their inclusion in the research. | explained to the participants however that
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once | had begun writing up the research it would be difficult to exclude their
data for practical reasons and so | emphasised that if they wished to
withdraw their data they must inform me before | had begun to write my
analysis.

e Debriefing: All participants involved in the research were offered a copy of
this thesis once finished. Although four years have passed since | collected

my data, | intend to approach them again to offer a copy or a summary.

Dilemmas of Data Collection

Despite closely following the BPS’s ethical guidelines, every research study has
its own particular dilemmas to deal with and this research was no exception.
One dilemma emerged because of my own complex position in the research
context. | was undertaking research in an establishment where | had studied for
my undergraduate degree, am now a graduate student and in which | was also
employed as a part time hourly lecturer, but | actually collected my data in a
different department to my own. | therefore had to engage with the various
insider/outsider debates and ended up viewing the position | actually inhabited
in the research setting as neither (or indeed both) an insider and an outsider. |
discussed in the epistemology chapter what | meant by this and also how this
afforded me several advantages in my research, so | will not explain it all again
here. However, linked to this and the dilemmas surrounding the ethical
sensitivities of undertaking research in my own place of work is the issue of
concerning behaviour and what would | do if during the course of data
collection, I observed any? | am well aware that there are particular sensitivities
in observing colleagues, not least because | have been in the position where
my own teaching has been observed numerous times in various contexts. | set
out therefore to observe as unobtrusively and respectfully as possible and took
note of the Peer Observation of Teaching Guidelines from the University’s
Teaching and Learning Website. | utilized these principles throughout my
observations and in addition only observed in those lessons where participants

were happy for me to be present.
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Despite following these principles the fact remained that some of the
behaviours | observed might prove to be concerning to me and that these might
come from people who | counted as my colleagues. | felt | needed to decide
what to do if this happened in advance of going into the field. | went back to the
literature and found an article by Barbour (2010) which explored the dilemmas
that he encountered when undertaking ethnography where he worked. When
he witnessed what he felt was poor pedagogy from his colleagues, he had to
weigh up his obligations to the students whose learning was suffering, against
his obligations to his colleagues who were also the gatekeepers who had
granted him access to their classrooms. He decided that for the sake of his
research he had to keep quiet whilst collecting his data so that he could

continue with it, but then gave voice to the students in his subsequent writing.

| also discussed Dennis’s (2009) work in the ethics section of my ethnography
chapter. | discussed this in relation to the sensitivities of having to deal with
issues such as the ones Barbour described and the ethics of deciding whether
to intervene or not in ethnographic research. | argued that because of the
naturalistic character of ethnographic study, researchers face complicated
ethical dilemmas that cannot always be anticipated in advance despite careful
planning, but that these dilemmas are similar to the ones that we face in our
everyday life. Accordingly, this means that | would do my utmost to care for all
people in all situations both in the field and out. This may lead to my
intervention if | felt that someone’s observed behaviour was concerning to me,
but | would take the matter to my supervision team for discussion first to help
me with the decision as to whether the matter needed to be taken further. The
possibility that this might happen was, however, pointed out very clearly to my
participants beforehand, so they were well aware of the action | would need to
take in circumstances where behaviours were concerning. None of the
participants had a problem with this when | explained it to them. Intervening in
this way would have been very difficult for me however, since | had struck up
good relationships with both the staff and students in the research setting, and
it may seem as though | was being disloyal to a particular party if | reported on
their concerning behaviour. It may also mean that they no longer wanted me to
observe their behaviour in the future and my research might suffer as a result.
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In the event however, there were no behaviours observed which were so
concerning that | felt the need to take these to my supervisory team or

intervene.

Although there were no behaviours that were immediately concerning, there
were instances where behaviour of certain lecturers was such that my
subsequent reporting of this behaviour in my final ethnographic account might
appear to show the lecturers in a somewhat negative light with regards to their
teaching practice. This was a dilemma which | thought about long and hard. |
owed it to the students to report on the behaviours that | had uncovered in the
hope that once brought to light issues around the lecturers’ behaviours might
be addressed to make the students’ lives better. However, at the same time |
did not want to cause embarrassment to the lecturers who | saw as my
colleagues. In order to address this dilemma, | went back to my beliefs about
how ethnography is able to construct a framework for situating behaviours in
such a way that individual blame cannot be assigned. This meant that the
behaviours which may be seen to present the lecturers concerned in a bad light
could be seen as emergent from the multiplicity of processes impacting upon
their lives. For instance university or political policy processes may impact upon
the lecturers’ behaviour. Hence, blame could not be personally assigned to
them. Furthermore, bringing these processes to light may also mean that policy
Is reviewed in such a way that the lecturers themselves as well as the students
may benefit. | also weighed up the chances of the lecturers actually being
identified in a reading of my thesis and after careful thought decided that the
chances of this were very slim. | did actually make it clear to all my participants
that although | would try my utmost to ensure their anonymity by changing all
names, there was the slim chance that this may not be entirely possible to
maintain given the fact that my findings may be disseminated in the future.
Despite being aware of this, they were not concerned however, and were still
happy to participate. Furthermore, although | offered to debrief my participants
and have also offered to provide a copy of my thesis to all the individuals
involved in my research, they have not actually taken me up on this at the time
of writing and it is possible that they are unlikely to do so in the future. | intend
to also offer them a brief report on my findings too, which would mean that the
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chances that my entire thesis will be read by them or individual lecturers
identified are extremely small. Reassured by this and the ability of ethnography
to situate behaviour, | decided | must report on behaviours | had uncovered
despite the possibility that some readings of them might show the individuals
concerned in a negative light, in order to hopefully gain some eventual benefit

for all my participants.

One issue arising around student anonymity however caused me considerable
concern. This arose because | had originally planned to write a composite
narrative of the students’ experiences to show to the lecturers for them to
reflect and comment on as another strand of data. However, when | was
actually in the field | realized that | would be unable to preserve the students’
anonymity given just how well the students and lecturers in this particular
department knew one another. | subsequently decided to omit this aspect of my

intended data collection.

Finally, another ethical dilemma arose during my interview with Sally. During
our interview | realized that | could identify with Sally on many levels,
particularly around a certain situation with her parents. | shared this realization
with her, but then felt that it had been unfair of me to disclose this to her as it
may mean that she would feel obliged to disclose more to me than she wanted
to, or intended to. So at one point during the interview | stopped the tape
because | felt that the information Sally was giving me was of a highly personal
nature and it would have been unethical to continue for the purposes of my
research. It was as though she was talking to “me the human being”, not “me
the researcher” and although | realized | could not divorce one from the other
completely, | wanted to ensure that Sally herself was aware of the distinction
and comfortable with the way that the conversation was going. | did not want to
exploit the trust that had developed between us. However, Sally assured me
that she knew what she was saying and again insisted that she was happy to
have her information included in the study. | reiterated her right to withdraw the
information at a later date when she had had time to think about what she had
disclosed but she did not wish for this to happen even after she had had time to
reflect.
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Recruiting Participants and Obtaining Informed Consent

After gaining ethical approval and obtaining permissions from the departmental
head and course leader to approach the students | emailed all the students on
the focal course to ask for their participation in principle in the research. | had
intended that the first six students to respond from each of the three year
groups would be the ones that | interviewed. However, there was very scant
response from the students and even after several months of trying to recruit
participants | only had seven that responded to me and some of these were
ones | had actually approached face to face in the lectures | had observed. On
reflection however, because of the multi method nature of my data collection
and the vast amounts of data that this has generated, it would have been far
too ambitious to have to deal with a total of eighteen in depth interview
transcripts alongside all the other data | collected. The fact that | had fewer
interview participants than | had originally intended has meant that | have been
able to gain a more in depth analysis and honour each individual’s uniqueness.
On the other hand, if | had had more this may have meant that my analysis was
too broad and tending to generalise more than may be appropriate. The seven
student participants who were interviewed are listed overleaf in table one and a
little background information given for each. The names are pseudonyms to

protect the student’s identity.
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Table 1: The Interview Participants

Name of Participant Background Information

Lee A first year student in his thirties. This
was his fourth attempt at higher
education having dropped out of three
previous courses at different
universities.

Sally A second year student in her forties.
Sally had young children at home and
had decided to come to university
when made redundant from her job.

Maya A nineteen year old student in her first
year at university.
Rose A twenty year old student in her first

year. Rose was recently diagnosed
as having dyslexia whilst studying for
her A levels.

will A student in his mid fifties. Will had
recently lost his successful business
after a lengthy legal battle.

Philip A nineteen year old student in his
second year at university.
Kathy A twenty two year old student in her

third year on her present course.
Kathy had come to university to study
English, but had dropped out of that
and was now doing well on the focal
course.

Once they had volunteered, these seven interview participants were given a
letter asking for their participation. They were also given an information sheet 1
and asked to sign a consent form. The participants who were not being
interviewed - that is, those that were simply being observed in classes and
lectures were given a different letter and a different information sheet detailing
what would be required of them in the study and a consent form to sign.
Individual staff members were also emailed in order to request their permission
to attend their lectures, given a letter asking for their participation, an
information sheet and asked to sign a consent form (included in Appendix B).
The lectures and seminars which | actually attended to observe were the ones
taken by the lecturers who responded to my email and who were happy to
participate. They were therefore an opportunity sample, since although | had
been given permission in principle to attend all lectures by the head of
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department | felt that it would be discourteous to the lecturers to turn up
unannounced. The pseudonyms for the lecturers who responded (and whose
lectures | observed) are Dave, Steve and Alan, who were all full time lecturers

and Ralph and Sid who were PhD students lecturing on a part time basis.

All participants were made aware of their right to withdraw from the research
even after they had given their consent and | tried to be vigilant in terms of the
participants becoming uncomfortable about their participation in order to offer to
withdraw their data from the study if necessary. Copies of all letters and

information sheets can be found in Appendix B.

Collecting the Data

The data collection took place over a full term, during which time | collected

data from a number of sources, these were:

e Interviews
e Observations
e Conversations

e Document analysis

Interviews

After engaging with the arguments described above concerning the use of
interviews, | came to the conclusion that they still had a valuable place in my
research alongside other data sources. This was because | needed to shed at
least some light on the personal experiencing of my participants and the
meanings that they construe from their worlds. | acknowledge from a critical
realist point of view that my own previous interview study was unable to access
some levels of knowledge and that there are very real processes making
important impacts upon individuals’ lives even though they may not have any
direct knowledge of these. However, I still firmly believe that interview data can
provide useful information about the meanings that individuals give to their
experiences from their own subjective viewpoint. So, with this in mind, | carried

out in depth interviews of the type described in the pilot work section above with
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seven of the students. The interviews took place in a private interview room on
the university premises which was ideal since this meant that there were no
disturbances. The interviews were tape recorded with each participant’s

permission and then transcribed as soon after the interviews as possible.

As well as providing the students with a way of reflecting on their past learning
experiences, structuring the interviews around a timeline from their earliest
memories to the present meant that there were instances where participants
could talk about their present educational experiences too. This was
particularly useful since | could compare my own observations with their
descriptions of events. Having no preconceived questions in the interview part
of the ethnography was also a way in which | was able to make the familiar
strange. This was because | was not providing questions about the issues that |
felt were likely to crop up in the familiar setting, instead | was waiting for the
issues to emerge from the students themselves and these were at times quite
unexpected, strange and therefore extremely noteworthy to me. Interviews

were used to address the following aims of my study:

e To explore how and why relationships shape students’ participation and
learning in higher education.

e To uncover and document the implicit practices and processes that impact
upon relationships; participation and learning.

e To explore the wider social, environmental and political imperatives that

impact on students’ relationships; participation and learning.

Observations

In order to observe the experiences of the students | also undertook classroom
observations. The lessons, seminars, workshops and lectures observed were
the ones which | was invited to attend in response to my emails to all the
lecturers who taught in the department. Although | had permission in principle
to go into any classroom or lecture theatre, | felt it would be discourteous to just
turn up to observe without the particular lecturer’s invitation. In the classrooms

and lecture theatres | observed and recorded the actual practices which
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impacted upon the students’ interactions, participation and therefore learning as
they occurred in field notes. Observations were an important part of the study,
since (although | acknowledge that | was observing these practices through my
own subjective lens) the actual practices and processes observed, could be
compared to the students subjective experiencing of them. Observations were

used to address the following research aims:

e To explore how and why relationships shape students’ participation and
learning in higher education.

e To observe and document the everyday practices and processes that
impact upon relationships; participation and learning.

e To uncover and document the implicit practices and processes that impact
upon relationships; participation and learning.

e To explore the wider social, environmental and political imperatives that
impact on students’ relationships; participation and learning.

Taking Field Notes

| discussed in the ethnography chapter how with regard to taking field notes
there appear to be no descriptions of the best way to do this and that it seems
incumbent on the individual researcher to decide upon the best approach for
themselves and their own study. However, looking at the ways in which others
work has helped to inform the decisions that | have made for this study and
how | took notes in the field. This meant that initially whilst in the field | took
note of the surroundings both verbally and in diagram form in a note book. |
also noted the numbers of students present, the room layout, my proximity, the
teacher and students’ relative proximity and the time of day. | noted what the
teacher was doing, what the students were doing and any interactions between
the students and the students and teacher. Where | felt it was relevant | also
made a note of any affective components that occurred to me as impacting on
the context. Later, when | had left the field | word processed my handwritten
notes as soon as was practically possible after each observation, expanding on

details as necessary whilst they were still fresh in my mind.

152



With practice, | became quite adept at taking notes quickly and developed my
own shorthand for certain terms that were in common usage. Nonetheless, of
course my notes can only ever reflect what was in my immediate attention at
the time and | will no doubt have missed lots of occurrences and behaviours.
Furthermore, there were times when the interactions between individuals were
so rapid that it was physically impossible to note the entire exchange. | could
only attempt to record as much of the interactions as possible in my field notes
and would not claim that they reflect the entirety of what happened in the
lectures | observed in any way. The form that my word processed field notes

took can be seen in Appendix D where they are included in their entirety.

Document Analysis
Documents were an important part of my data collection since they were able to
provide a great deal of information about the H.E. setting being studied and

also the wider social and political context.

In the university | collected documents such as:

e Module and course handbooks

e Print outs of the power point slides used in lectures
e Handouts

e Artefacts produced in the classroom

| was able to collect handbooks for all the modules that | attended lectures for
and also samples of the power point slide print outs from those lectures where
the lecturers provided them and there were enough for me to take one. | was
also able to collect artefacts such as the large sheets of paper that students
had used in group work to document their ideas and handouts that the lecturer

gave out to the students.

| also gained access to some documents through the internet, these were:

e University policy documents
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e University performance reports
e Local government documents

e Central government policy documents relating to H.E.

The documents collected in the lecture theatre and classroom helped with
analysis at the microsystem and mesosystem levels. Whilst the documents
collected from the internet were particularly useful in providing insights into both
the exosystem influences and the wider social and political imperatives of the
macrosystem. This was important since some of this information was
inaccessible from any other source. | could not hope to access this information
through observations for instance or through interviews with students.
Moreover, the students were totally unaware of some of the processes in their
exosystem and macrosystem yet nevertheless these processes exist, impact
upon their interactions, learning and relationships and therefore needed
bringing to light. Document analysis was used to address the following

research aims:

e To explore how and why relationships shape students’ participation and
learning in higher education.

e To uncover and document the implicit practices and processes that impact
upon relationships; participation and learning.

e To explore the wider social, environmental and political imperatives that

impact on students’ relationships; participation and learning.

| have decided not to provide copies of some of the documents | collected in my
appendices since this would compromise the anonymity of either the course,
the lecturers or the university and in some cases all three of these. However
the central government policy documents | used are listed in my reference

section.
Conversations

When deciding on the data collection methods for this study prior to going into
the field, 1 did not consider that | would also be collecting data from
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conversations. Given that ethnography requires immersion in the everyday life
of whatever is being studied, | now believe it was rather remiss of me to
overlook conversations since as Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) note, in
everyday life, individuals continually give accounts of happenings to one
another. When | actually went into the field as well as gaining information from
interviews with some of my participants, | also found that | was constantly in
conversation with them all too. These conversations were unsolicited, but
provided a wealth of information that | could not have possibly obtained by any
of my other data collection methods. In particular, my many conversations with
lecturing staff provided data which helped to give glimpses of their perspectives
even though | had not formally interviewed them as | had with the students.
Since the conversations | had were unplanned, | was unable to note these
down whilst they were occurring and indeed if | had, this would have been
disruptive to the flow of the conversations. | therefore had to try to remember as
much of the conversation as | could and in some cases (but not always)
managed to note down the basics of it. Therefore, there may be data included
in my analysis which is simply from my memory of events where | did not get
chance to write everything down. When reading this analysis the reader should
therefore again bear in mind how my memory of events may be influenced by
my subjectivities (which | have tried to openly acknowledge throughout this

research) and the lens through which it is consequently written.

The collection of conversational data helped to address the following of my

research aims:

e To explore how and why relationships shape students’ participation and
learning in higher education.

e To uncover and document the implicit practices and processes that impact
upon relationships; participation and learning.

e To explore the wider social, environmental and political imperatives that

impact on students’ relationships; participation and learning.
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Chapter Summary

This chapter described the data collection methods | used and states which

research aims each of these methods help to address. Through the

combination of the data collection methods used | aim to not just describe that

which is explicit, but also to uncover the implicit, or in other words the

generative mechanisms and tendencies that correspond to Sawyer’s third level

of meaning which constitutes the very real imperatives that can impact upon

individuals even though they may not have any awareness of this happening.

Table 2 below summarizes the data collection methods, the types of data

collected, the form that these data take and the aims of the research which

each method addresses.

Table 2: Summary of Data Collection methods.

Data Collection | Data Type Data Form Aims Addressed

Method

Interviews In depth individual e Taped e To explore how and
interviews with students interviews why relationships

(n=7)

e  Transcripts

shape students’
participation and
learning in higher
education.

e To uncover and
document the
implicit practices
and processes that
impact upon
relationships;
participation and
learning.

e To explore the wider
social,
environmental and
political imperatives
that impact on
students’
relationships;
participation and

learning.
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Observations

University
location
University
building
Classroom/
lecture theatre
design and
layout

Use of
technology

Use of artefacts
Lecturer
movement
around
classroom
Student
movement
around
classroom
Lecturer general
behaviours
Student general
behaviours
Particular focus
on lecturer-
student
interactions

Particular focus

e Drawings and
diagrams
e Written field

notes

To explore how and
why relationships
shape students’
participation and
learning in higher
education.

To observe and
document the
everyday practices
and processes that
impact upon
relationships;
participation and
learning.

To uncover and
document the
implicit practices
and processes that
impact upon
relationships;
participation and
learning.

To explore the wider
social,
environmental and
political imperatives
that impact on
students’
relationships;

on student-

student participation and

interactions learning.
Conversations Students e  Written notes To explore how and

Staff e Memory why relationships

shape students’
participation and
learning in higher
education.

To uncover and
document the
implicit practices
and processes that

impact upon
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relationships;
participation and
learning.

e To explore the wider
social,
environmental and
political imperatives
that impact on
students’
relationships;
participation and

learning.

Documents

Power point
slide print outs
Artefacts
produced in
class

Course
handbook
Module
handbooks
University policy
documents
University
performance
reports

Local
government
documents
Central
government
policy
documents
relating to H.E.

Photocopies
University
Web site
Central
government
web sites
Local
government

web sites

To explore how and why
relationships shape
students’ participation
and learning in higher
education.

To uncover and
document the implicit
practices and processes
that impact upon
relationships;
participation and
learning.

To explore the wider
social, environmental
and political imperatives
that impact on students’
relationships;
participation and

learning.
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CHAPTER FIVE
ANALYSIS

This chapter will provide an analysis of the data that | gathered during my time
at the focal university. Coming to the decisions on how best to represent my
data has not been an easy task. There are multitudes of analytic opportunities
open to the qualitative researcher in order to make sense of their data, but
space in this thesis does not allow for an in-depth discussion of them all here.
Accordingly, since there is the need for analytical choices to be driven by the
aims of the study and the philosophical position of the researcher, it seems
sensible to confine myself to a very brief discussion of the ones which | have

considered in relation to my own research.

Narrative Analysis

Cortazzi (2001) notes the increasing recognition of the importance of narrative
analysis as a central element of doing ethnography. He argues that narrative
analysis has the potential to develop an understanding of the meanings that
people themselves give to themselves, their lives and the settings in which they
live. Furthermore, very early on in my perusal of the ethnography literature
Wenger's use of Vignettes to illustrate his theorizing struck a chord with me due
to the way it immediately drew the reader into the context of the study and
highlighted the meanings of the everyday participation of the members of the
community in which it was based. This meant that | began to consider narrative
analysis as a useful way to analyse and represent my own data. There seem to
be some debate around narrative however, with regards to the utility of storied
accounts as compared with a more rigorous analysis of the data in which it is
deconstructed and interrogated. Whilst narrative analysis in the first instance
seemed relevant to my research because of its ability to organize my data in a
logical form which would be accessible to the reader and also due to its focus
on understanding the meanings of experiences, | was aware that narrative

would be unable to achieve my fifth aim for this research. This aim (to generate
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a theoretical framework for understanding how relationships can enable or
disable students’ participation) was only achievable through the explicit
application of theory to my data | therefore needed to consider other methods

of analysis rather than narrative to achieve this.

Content analysis

Hsieh and Shannon (2005) describe content analysis as a collection of analytic
approaches which range from intuitive, interpretive analyses to systematic,
strict textual analyses. The theoretic position of the researcher and what is
being studied, determines the specific type of content analysis chosen.
However, by and large, content analysis focuses on the characteristics of
language as communication and attends to the content or contextual meaning
of the text (Hsieh Shannon, 2005; Lindkvist, 1981; McTavish and Pirro, 1990;
Tesch, 1990). Qualitative content analysis examines text in order to classify
large amounts of it into a number of pre-defined categories that represent
similar meanings (Weber, 1990). The number of occurrences of each category
is logged and the frequency with which each appears or does not appear in the
text is used to substantiate theoretical claims. For my own research however,
this would be problematic for a number of reasons. Firstly, | have already
argued that learning relationships in H.E. are under theorised and so the
identification of categories a priori that would confirm or deny theory would be
impossible- such theory being none existent. Furthermore, although my critical
realist position means that | do believe that there are elements of reality that
exist without our knowledge of it, so that ontologically | am a realist, when it
comes to attempting to capture that knowledge, (epistemologically) | believe
that it can only be achieved from a relativist position. The use of closely
predefined categories with which to analyse my data would for that reason not
fit with my epistemological position and | feel that the actual categories used to
explain my data should emerge from the data itself. They cannot be set in stone
before we have even examined our data because how do we know what we will
find? However, although existing theory is not directly applicable to the
theorising of learning relationships in H.E., there is of course theory that | have
come across in my reading which could be used to explain certain aspects of

them and | will inevitably have these in mind when conducting my analysis. This
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means that such theory will inescapably play some part in the emergence of
categories and themes, | cannot after all bracket off all my knowledge of these
completely. However, | firmly believe that categories and themes should in the
main emerge from my data and so need a method of analysis which is more

inductive than content analysis.

Thematic Analysis

Thematic analysis is more inductive than content analysis in that the
identification of themes actually comes from the data and it is the recognition of
these that allows for the identification of emergent theory. Although there are
different approaches to thematic analysis in the literature such as
phenomenological approaches (Smith and Osborn, 2003) and grounded theory
approaches (Glasser and Strauss, 1967), Merriam (2009) argues that all
gualitative data analysis should be inductive and comparative and she offers a
framework for this which seems useful for my purposes. Her framework will
allow for the emergence of categories or themes from my actual data and also
for me to think about these and their interrelationships in order to develop
theoretical models to explain the data’'s meaning. Thematic analysis will help to
address the following aims:

e To explore how and why relationships shape students’ participation and
learning in higher education.

e To explore the wider social, environmental and political imperatives that
impact upon relationships; participation and learning.

e To generate a theoretical framework for understanding how relationships
can enable or disable students’ participation and learning.

e To explore the implications of identified issues for teaching and learning
in H.E.

What follows is a discussion of the considerations | took into account about how
to construct the themes and the actual process | followed. The scene is then
very briefly set so that the reader is able to place my thematic analysis in the
context of the focal university and the wider H.E. environment in the year 2009.
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| then present the themes themselves, discuss my analysis and explore the

implications of identified issues for teaching and learning in H.E.

Interpreting Learning Relationships

Merriam’s (2009) framework for thematic analysis draws heavily upon a
constant comparative method of data analysis. The challenge, she argues is to
construct categories or themes that describe recurring patterns that cut across
your data. She describes the actual process of this as beginning with reading
the first transcript or set of field notes or document collected and jotting down
notes, comments or observations in the margins against anything that strikes
you as interesting or relevant to your study. Merriam refers to this process as
open coding. Once the whole of the first piece of data has been open coded in
this way, she recommends going back over the margin comments and trying to
group those together that seem to belong together. She refers to these
comments as codes and a list of these codes can be made as a memo as you
move on to your next set of data. This next piece of data is then worked
through similarly to the first piece, but this time keeping the list of codes from
the first piece of data in mind and checking to see if these are present in the
second piece. A separate list is also made of the notes and comments from the
second transcript and this is then compared with the list from the first piece of
data. The two lists are then merged into a master list which constitutes an
outline of a classification system reflecting the recurring regularities in the data.
These then become the categories or themes into which subsequent pieces of
data are sorted. Once all the data has been worked through in this way, the
themes may be condensed down as one theme is incorporated into another, or

may be renamed to more precisely reflect the data that it contains.

Constructing the interpretative themes

My interpretative themes were basically derived using a framework similar to
Merriam’s, although in actual practice, it was not quite the straight forward
linear process she describes. Thematic analysis is an inductive approach
(Liamputtong and Ezzy, 2005), so despite having the theoretical perspectives
which | felt were most pertinent to this research in mind (as described in

chapter two), as | was going through my data | was nonetheless very keen to
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allow the issues to emerge naturally from the data as much as possible. | did
not wish to constrain this process by constructing a systematic framework or
template in which to slot pieces of data, since | felt that this would be forcing the
issues in order to fit the theory. Instead, | used my research aims and the
following three questions to decide which pieces of data were interesting:

e What does this information tell me about the role of relationship in learning
in H.E.?

e What does this information tell me about the practices which enable learning
relationships in H.E.?

e What does this information tell me about the practices which disable
learning relationships in H.E.?

This meant however, that the actual construction of the themes was far from an
orderly process and although | am attempting to describe it here, it was much
more messy and complex than my descriptions of it. However, initially, | went
through the interview transcripts, field notes, conversational data and the
documents | had collected at local level, (course handbook, module handbooks,
handouts and power point presentation printouts) looking for specific foci

relating to my research aims and the three questions above.

Once specific foci had begun to emerge from this data, using my research aims
and the three questions above; | tried to organize these foci (or initial codes)
into groups to reflect my interpretations. | did this by highlighting the pieces of
data with different coloured marker pens according to which group they
belonged to and gave each group a hame which best reflected what the group
represented. These groups became the merged codes which were then
condensed down for example where two merged codes were very similar they
were combined and sometimes they were renamed to reflect the bulk of the
data that was now contained within them. This process continued until | had the
final themes. Throughout all this there was a constant going back to the data,
then to the themes to ensure that the names of the themes best reflected the
data it contained and also that the data contained within the theme best
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represented that theme. | also needed to make sure that | had not missed a

valuable piece of data.

Eventually, after a long, complex and messy process | arrived at my final
themes. These were:

e The need for relationship
e Interaction of identities
e Achieving intersubjectivity

e Context and relationship

Appendix F sets out the coding procedure and how the themes were arrived at.
This entire process was clearly achieved with the theoretical perspectives
described in chapter two in mind; however, the theoretical interpretations
proper were applied after the issues had emerged from the data. The names of
the themes are therefore mainly reflective of the issues emergent from my data,
rather than from theory per se. In writing about these themes | describe them,
give examples from the data which to my mind best illustrates the meaning of
the theme and give my analysis, thereby underpinning my data with theory in
order to develop my theoretical framework. | discuss how the meanings
underpinning each theme may influence the mechanisms and experiences of
relationships in the focal university department and how these can impact upon
the students’ participation and learning. The extracts | provide to illustrate the
themes come from my raw data, that is the field notes, interview transcripts,
conversational data and the documents that | collected at local level during my
time in the field. The documents | collected which related to wider societal and
political policy (at macrosystem level) were collected mainly from internet
sources. These were extremely lengthy, complex and consisted in the main of
numerical data in table form which did not lend itself well to a thematic analysis
in which verbal extracts of data are used to illustrate themes. For this reason,
documents pertaining to wider societal and political policy were not included in
the actual construction of themes; only the documents actually collected in and

around the university were used in these. However, data from the internet
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sourced documents was extremely useful given my aim ‘to explore the wider
social, environmental and political imperatives that impact on students’
relationships; participation and learning’ and in order to give background
information about the focal university and to situate it in historical and political
time. | decided that a short narrative introduction to my themes would provide
the best interpretation of this data to provide an overview of the wider societal
or macrosystem influences upon the focal university and its students and their
relationships. This narrative also contains a small amount of the data from
documents collected at local level and from observations and conversations
too. The inclusion of this was necessary in order to create a logical, flowing

narrative which was able to set the scene for the thematic analysis.

Setting the Scene

The focal university was situated in the centre of a large market town in the
North of England. The campus consisted of a mix of new and old buildings,
some of which were mill conversions and there were a range of nightclubs and

pubs close by for the students to patronize.

The university maintained a commitment to increasing its research profile in all
its subjects and there was evidence of this on campus. The institution had for
instance recently invested nearly £1.4 million in information provision in
2008/09 and a further £2.75 million in extra computing resources and there was
building and renovation work going on all around campus as | collect my data.
The University had been included in the 2008 national Research Assessment
Exercise (RAE). There were two subject areas entered for this which achieved
the ‘internationally recognised’ category. This category was just one down from
the top category which was the ‘internationally excellent’ category. The

department in which my data was collected was one of these two subject areas.

In July 2009 the numbers of students on roll at the university were 24,640,
made up of 10,068 full time, 10,310 part time and 4,262 on sandwich courses.
The student to staff ratio (SRR) at the focal university in 2009 was 1:19.9,
(HESA) which was above the national average at the time of 1:17.2 (HESA).
Compared with universities such as Oxford (1: 11.7) (HESA) and Cambridge
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(1:12:2) (HESA), the focal university’s SRR appears quite high, and suggests
that student contact time with staff may not be as good compared with that of
Oxford and Cambridge. In the academic year in question (2009-2010), there
were two Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) reports
available for the focal university. These were an Audit of Collaborative
Provision in 2007 and an Institutional Audit in 2010. The Institutional Audit
report stated that confidence could reasonably be placed in the soundness of
the institution’s present and likely future management of the academic
standards of its awards and also in the quality of the learning opportunities

available to students.

The student handbook for the focal course emphasized the amount of support
in place for the students, stating that the course leader, personal tutor and
module leaders were all there to support the students in their studies and in
addition that their personal tutor would help them with any personal difficulties
that arose. All first year students were expected to have regular meetings
(personal tutorials) with their personal tutors. These tutorials were scheduled
into the timetable and attendance was compulsory. In addition to tutorials the
handbook stated that the students were able to contact staff at other times if
they needed help dealing with any problems. If these were academic problems
relating to a particular module, then the module leader would be the one to
contact, but for more general problems, the personal tutor would be the one
that the students approach. When it came to actually contacting the staff
outside of scheduled personal tutorials, voicemail or email was the way in
which the handbook stated that students were expected to get in touch with the
lecturers. Advice about how to contact individual members of staff was
displayed on their office doors. There was also a request in the handbook that
students keep to the times advertised on the staff office doors if they wished to
contact them. This appeared to emphasize to the students that the staff were
unavailable to them at certain times and that they should not just turn up at their
office door expecting to be seen. However, in practice, for the department in
which this research took place the availability of staff to students varied
enormously depending upon the actual lecturer themselves. The course leader
for example told me in conversation that there was an open door policy, but this
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seemed to be contrary to the messages sent out in the student handbook and
by some of the staff and was therefore confusing to the students. The open

door policy appeared to hold for some lecturers but not others.

The university had been providing BA (Hons) degrees in the focal subject since
1994 and in November 2001, the subject area underwent a review by the
government funded Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). The subject area
involved in this research was awarded 23 out of 24 points and officially rated as
excellent. At the time, this meant that the delivery of degrees in this subject
area was deemed by QAA to be one of the best in the country, beating
universities from the new university sector and also those from the older
traditional universities including the London School of Economics and Durham
University. However, only one of the lecturers that were in position when the
review took place was still in position at the time of data collection and this
lecturer had only been in position for a couple of months when the QAA review
took place. Furthermore, at the time that | was collecting my data this particular
member of staff took up an appointment at another university and left the focal
university mid term. All the other lecturers in situ at the time of data collection
joined the department more recently so would not have had any input in the
2001 QAA review.

The majority of the lectures that | observed took place in a listed building with
ornate Gothic Victorian styling, high ceilings and dark corridors. The teaching
rooms themselves had large solid dark oak doors but the furnishings were in
stark contrast to the fabric of the building since these were very contemporary.
There was modern lighting, blinds at the windows, contemporary seating with
attached desks and various up to date technological items such as projectors,
screens and computers. There was also a lectern in every teaching room
throughout the building which was suggestive of the lecture still being a
dominant feature of H.E. pedagogy. The building was in full use while
refurbishment work commenced, but this did not seem to be too disruptive to
lectures. A few of my observations also took place in a one storey modern

building with large rooms and lots of large windows screened with white roller
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blinds. The contrast between these two buildings highlighted the very diverse

nature of the architecture on campus.

Themes

Whilst there are many analytic opportunities presented in my data which could
provide insights into numerous aspects of university culture, it is not my
intention to discuss all of these here. Instead my focus will be limited to the
discussion of university culture specifically as it relates to the role of

relationships in learning.

Theme One: The Need for Relationship

Giles, (2011), argues that once a student is enrolled on a course, ontologically
the teacher and student cannot exist in any other way but as in relationship.
However, he maintains that in the educational process, the ontological nature of
this relationship is often taken for granted. He argues that relationships are
essential to the experience of education whether they are recognised or not. As
discussed in chapter two, theory also points to this need. For example, the
Vygotskian notions that different ZPDs can be created between the learner and
the teacher for different tasks and also, importantly, that different ZPDs can be
created for the same task between the same learner and a different teacher or
the same teacher and a different learner, suggests that ZPDs are entirely
emergent in the very relationship between the teacher, the learner and the task
in hand at any particular time and in any particular place. In addition, the
emphasis in the communities of practice literature (Lave and Wenger, 1991) in
which learning is seen as a process of changing participation in the practices of
the community is on communication. Communication is viewed as a key aspect
of how individuals develop, with mutual understanding or intersubjectivity
occurring between people in interaction. Since relationship is crucially entailed
in communication which allows intersubjectivity to emerge the need for
interpersonal relationships is again implicated as essential if the student is to
be able to participate in the practices of the community- or in other words to
learn. The need for relationship is also highlighted as an important aspect of
learning and development by Bronfenbrenner and Morris (1998) who see

proximal processes as the most important aspect of the bioecological model.
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Proximal processes are the progressively more complex reciprocal interactions
through which an individual develops. If interaction is to be reciprocal and to
become progressively more complex, then it seems plausible to suggest that
relationship is entailed here. Therefore, theory suggests that in order to learn,
relationship is paramount. The need for relationship in learning in H.E. was a
theme which cut across my data. However, it will be argued below that
relationship needs to be understood in terms of the specific context it is formed
and maintained in, since relationships can only be as enabling as any context

will allow.

Many of the documents collected in the focal context highlighted the fact that
student- lecturer relationships were considered necessary to the students’
learning and experience of their chosen course. The following extracts from the

course handbook are indicative of this:

‘We (the academic staff) are not trained counsellors, but we can lend a friendly

ear,

‘You should inform your personal tutor if you have problems which affect your
study. If you find another member of staff more appropriate, you may be able to
talk to them instead.’

‘You are joining a very successful and friendly division.’

‘We have also retained a commitment to small group teaching, including
individual supervision of research projects.’

Implicit in these extracts is the fact that on this particular course face to face
positive interaction with others and the relationships which develop through this
are considered important. This may not be expressed explicitly (and we are
reminded of Giles’'s (2011) comment about relationships being taken for
granted or invisible in the educational context), however, the mention of
friendliness, the commitment to small group teaching and the

acknowledgement that the student may have better relationships with tutors
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other than their personal tutor with whom they can share problems implies that

relationships are important in the focal context.

My field notes also highlight instances of positive interactions between students
and lecturers where we could construe (albeit within the confines of what the
H.E. context will allow) that relationships matter to the students’ experience and

therefore to their learning. For example:

‘Some students go up to talk to Dave to ask him about points that came up in
the lecture and to voice their opinions on what Hobbes has to say. Dave listens
and makes comments on what they are saying and both he and the students
keep smiling and laughing.’

‘Dave moves to the front and starts interacting with the students on the front
row. There is a conversation about smoking and health and the students are
laughing and talking to him.’

The students interact easily with this particular lecturer and feel free to ask him
about points which they do not understand. It seems reasonable to suggest that
their positive interactions with him may have led to positive interpersonal
relationships from which learning relationships may more easily develop.

As well as the importance of relationships between staff and students the
importance of relationships between the students themselves was also brought
to light in my data. There was observational data for instance which showed the
importance put upon student-student relationship by one particular lecturer
where he provided a workshop with the aim of getting the students to form

relationships in order to work co-operatively together on a task:

‘Dave says that today they are going to be doing preparation for group work
and their presentation. The workshop is actually to give guidance about working
in groups....’

Headings from some of the slides from a print out of the power point
presentation for this particular workshop furthermore highlighted aspects of

relationship formation and maintenance. Headings were:
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“Working together as a group”; “Group problems”; “Group grading and
dynamics”; “Types of people” and “Don’t expect people to be the same.”

All these headings imply that it is important for the students to smooth out any
interpersonal difficulties between them in order to interact positively with one
another if they are to learn anything from their group task. If they are to learn
from their group task, then from the Vygotskian perspective ZPDs will need to
be formed between the students and passage through these is also required.
Tobbell and O’Donnell (2013) argue that this passage through the ZPD is what
is entailed in the formation of a learning relationship. Since the aim of the group
task that the students have been set is to learn, we could theorise here that if
positive interactions were able to develop (as encouraged by the workshop
described in these extracts), this may lead to positive interpersonal
relationships between the students, which may then lead to learning
relationships through which the students are able to learn from their group task.
The importance of student-student relationships is also highlighted in the
following extracts from field notes:

‘Five students stay in the room during break and most are in conversation with
one another. The Vietnamese student is still sat on her own at the front.
Occasionally she turns round as though she is going to join in with the
conversation going on behind her, she never actually says anything but keeps
looking at each of the students participating in the conversation. | can't help
feeling sorry for her as she seems excluded. The conversation going on behind
her is about an assignment.’

The overseas student in this extract had some difficulty with the English
language and was unable to participate in a conversation with other students
about university assessment practices. Arguably, she was unable to interact
positively with her fellow students in this instance and so was unable to build
either positive interpersonal relationships or learning relationships with them.
However, the student Kathy (one of the students who | interviewed) told me that
she had built up a good relationship with this particular overseas student and |
saw evidence of this in my observations one day where Kathy went to great
lengths to explain a conversation that was going on amongst the students
about marks for an essay. She also helped the overseas student to interpret

her assignment feedback:
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‘a female overseas student comes in with her essay and she is really pleased
with her marks. She is smiling and shows it to the girl sat in front of me (this girl
is Kathy who | interviewed) and she explains to the overseas student that the
other students have worked out that there is a lenient marker and a strict
marker.’

‘The girl in front of me tells the overseas student that she has done well. The
overseas student shows the girl (Kathy) some of her feedback; she underlines
a phrase with her finger and reads it out as though she is asking the other girl
(Kathy) what it means. She has a quizzical look on her face. The girl (Kathy)
says something which | do not catch, but the overseas student starts smiling
again.’

These extracts show how through her positive interactions and positive
interpersonal relationship with Kathy, the overseas student was enabled to
understand the significance of her own mark in relation to the information that
was being discussed by the other students about marking and that in the light
of the conversation that the other students had been having, she had ‘done
well’. From a CoP perspective what these extracts show is that Kathy has
helped the overseas student to understand and participate in the practices in
place in this particular context. It may be that the positive interpersonal
relationship between Kathy and the overseas student had allowed for the
emergence of a learning relationship between them which had facilitated this.
This again points towards the importance of relationship to learning in this
particular H.E. context. It could be suggested that where the context militates
against the participation of certain students as it clearly did for the overseas
student because of her limited grasp of the English language, positive
interaction, leading to positive interpersonal relationships and maybe learning
relationships may be able to help to overcome this. The learning relationship
between Kathy and the overseas student was not simply one way however,
since Kathy in her interview told me how she was able to learn from the

overseas student too:

‘ Like there’s a girl on our course she is Viethamese...She is lovely her, and |
am always saying to her what does it mean in your language and she’s
teaching me, I love to learn languages,’
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Since both Kathy and the overseas student appear to be learning from each
other here, it seems plausible to suggest that it is possible for ZPDs to emerge
through their positive interpersonal relationship, in which each of their
understandings moves on from what they were originally through incorporation
of meaning from their partner with that of their own. Or in other words they are
able to reach intersubjectivity with one another and through incorporation of
each other’s understandings with their own, to learn. There were many other
instances in my field note data where the importance of student- student
relationships to their learning was highlighted. For example:

‘They (the students) come back talking and laughing with one another. The two
girls come back with their coffees and start another conversation. | hear a
conversation about the 19" century and another one about how to go about
writing a particular essay.’

‘| notice two students at the back; one seems to be explaining something to the
other. He is pointing with his pen and the other student is nodding.’

‘A mature female student at the front has a laptop which she takes out and a
male mature student who is sat with her plugs it into a power point for her. |
hear another conversation from the two females to the left of me. They are
talking about how many exams they have and what exams they are doing. One
woman says something which | can’t hear and then the other one says “l am
trying to get that in my head...l don’t want to think about it.”

These extracts show how through their positive interpersonal relationships with
one another, the students support one another in their understanding of both
subject matter and university practices such as assessment. The following field
note extract also illustrates how the students help one another’s
understandings. It is taken from a seminar which involved small groups of
students working together to decide on answers to certain problems set by the

lecturer:

‘The male student who had been scribing (for the group) reads out the points
from the sheet of paper that they had noted down. He elaborates a little on
what has been written also and when he has finished Dave asks “Who should
have ultimate control?” the other students in the group say “The government.”
They have all reached a consensus on this although | heard in their discussions
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that they had slightly different views on this in the beginning and some
members of the group had to be persuaded to view things this way.’

Through their positive interactions as a group the students had all come to a
similar understanding of the problem even though they had different opinions at
the beginning of their discussion. Arguably, this illustrates that they have
learned from one another and we could theorise that their positive interactions
have enabled the formation of positive interpersonal relationships. Further that
for them to gain meanings from one another in order to come to similar
understandings a ZPD would have had to form and be passed through, which
would indicate from Tobbell and O’Donnell’'s perspective that learning

relationships had formed between the students too.

In their interviews each of the student participants individually elucidated their
need for relationship with others in order to learn. However, again, | will
reiterate that relationship can only be as enabling as the context will allow, so
relationship as discussed here needs to be understood specifically in terms of
the H.E. context which this thesis explores. Furthermore, the students all
experience this context differently and as such what may be enabling for one
student may disable another.

Lee gave several examples of where relationships either enabled or disabled
his learning. In his interview he told me that at school his relationship with his
Latin teacher was problematic, but how with another teacher their special

relationship helped to foster his love of all things French. He told me:

‘French teacher, brilliant, in fact he became quite a close friend. My A level
French teacher...a guy called Mr. McGuiness...he really instilled in me a
passion for the country as well the language. His wife was French and all his
children were brought up bilingual | used to go around to his house for tea.’

Furthermore, he credited his present enthusiasm and engagement on his
course in part to the relationship he had formed with the lecturer Dave.
However, a fundamental question emerges about the nature of relationship at
H.E. level. The staff student ratio in this university is 1:20, but it was not

uncommon for students to be in lectures with one lecturer to 150 or more
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students, since teaching is but one of the tasks university lecturers undertake.
Therefore, sustained face to face contact is rare at undergraduate level. This
calls for a different understanding of how relationship might enable learning.
The relationship needs to be understood in terms of this particular context.
Below Lee outlines how he engages with Dave in the context of the lecture. He

talked fondly about him and his experience of him. He said:

“You know it's weird isn't it. | have only known him six weeks and | feel like |
could talk to him about anything...AND have a laugh with him...about the
subject you know....”

“I mean this morning you will hear him. He will most likely mention the (cartoon
series), he has published he’s published on policy and the (cartoon series)
hasn’'t he so I'm sure he will be able to link that in again. He will get something
in about (Dave’s home town) because he is obsessed with his own town and he
will say I'm sorry | have digressed about 4 or 5 times because he just goes
off...yeah but not only that | love it, it just widens the whole experience for me
it's not just right we are going to have a 2 hour lecture on Thomas Hobbs and
that will be it there will be other bits and pieces as well...”

In these quotes we can understand a number of features of the relationships in
the context of this department and this lecturer. Dave and Lee assume a
relationship by virtue of the institutional structures which put them together —
Lee cannot exist as a student without Dave being there as a lecturer and vice
versa, ontologically according to Giles, (2011), they are in relationship.
However, Lee’s quotes suggest more than mere propinquity. In fact, he
responds to Dave’s warmth and from that feels enabled to participate. We
therefore see here, that relationships can only be understood in terms of the
context in which they exist. Perhaps Lee’s present engagement on his course
was due to the practices in place in lectures taken by Dave, which as the
extracts show appeared to generate positive interpersonal interaction which it
seems reasonable to suggest may enable a positive interpersonal relationship
which may develop into a learning relationship. Of note is the fact that in his
interview Lee did not describe any relationships he had formed with lecturers
on his previous three university courses. We could theorise that the lack of
noteworthy relationships may have been significant to his non participatory

identity and lack of engagement on these past courses. Lee appeared to
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become engaged where he was able to form positive interpersonal
relationships such as the one he described as having with his French teacher
and with Dave and this seemed to give him a sense of belonging. On previous
university courses Lee was unable to participate. His interview transcript
(Appendix E) shows that he had attempted higher education several times but
had never completed a course. His identity had clearly for these courses
followed marginal and then outbound trajectories. However, it may be that the
practices which enable relationship in Dave’s lectures and his subsequent
seemingly positive relationship with Dave had more recently enabled a shift in
his identity. Or in CoP terms he had now moved from the marginal and
outbound trajectories he occupied on previous university courses to an enabled
peripheral position with a more inbound trajectory, which was finally allowing
him to participate. As already mentioned, Tobbell and O’ Donnell (2013)
maintain that interpersonal relationships are a pre- requisite for learning
relationships and it could possibly be that Lee’s positive interpersonal
relationship with Dave may enable the formation of a learning relationship with
him too which may account for his seemingly enabled participation and his
concomitant shift in identity. Other research (Mainhard, et al. 2011; Freeman et
al., 2007 and Woolfolk Hoy and Weinstein, 2006) has shown that the more
warm and supportive a teacher is, the more students are able to engage and
report a sense of belonging to their course. In CoP terms, engagement is
essential for the students to accept the practices in place and participate in
them. If this engagement does not occur then the students are unable to
participate and their identity does not shift. In other words they are unable to
learn as may possibly have been the case with Lee on previous courses which
as his interview transcript shows he was unable to engage with, and this may

account for his subsequent marginalisation where he dropped out.

So far so simple in accounting for Lee’s relationship needs in relation to his
learning and identity. However, despite him telling me that he had finally found
his niche this time, a while after my interview with him it appeared that he may
have dropped out of university again as | did not see him around university as |
usually did. If this was the case, Lee’s identity may not as | had theorised above
shifted to a more inbound trajectory after all. Although he appeared to report a
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positive relationship with Dave, this may have on its own been insufficient to
keep him engaged. Furthermore, just because Lee described having a positive
interpersonal relationship with Dave, this does not mean that he would
necessarily go on to have a productive learning relationship with him (in which
by Tobbell and O’Donnell’'s (2013) definition he is able to move through the
ZPD). If Lee had begun to feel that he was unable to accept and participate in
the practices in place again his identity might in all likelihood have embarked
upon an outbound or marginalised trajectory resulting in him leaving his course
once again. As mentioned in chapter two, Linehan and McCarthy (2001) point
out how members of a community will participate in many different ways. Whilst
some will accept the mainstream standards, norms and valued practices,
others may reject them. Others may conform to some standards but not others
and so individual identities develop in which they relate to the community
standards and norms in a variety of complex ways. We cannot therefore
assume that all individuals entering a CoP will become legitimate peripheral
participants and that their identity process will follow a smooth trajectory to full
participation. Existing members of the community are clearly the power brokers
as to what is considered a norm when an individual first enters a community. As
Walkerdine (1997) suggests, these norms can be seen as having covert
controlling or regulating relations which means that the newcomer may become
marginalised if they are unable to accept these norms. Lee’s past experiences
point towards a problematic identity. For instance, he spoke about ‘intellectual
cachet’ as being desirable, and being intelligent enough to get a degree, but at
the same time he also appeared to want to reject academia and not appear
intellectual amongst certain friends as illustrated in the quote below from Lee’s

interview:

“l did try really hard not to come across as too intellectual and | think that was
social pressure. From the people around me...who...weren’t as academic so |
think | was trying to fit in with them...you know taking your tie off at lunch time
and going to the pub and trying to get served.”

It was as though Lee did not quite know where he belonged in the world and
had difficulty reconciling the differences in the valued practices of the various
CoPs he inhabited. This may have resulted in Lee’s interpersonal relationships

with lecturers or the other students becoming problematic and he may have left
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his course because of this. Or, his interpersonal relationships may not have led
to productive learning relationships through which there would be passage
through the ZPD, enabled participation and a shift in identity for Lee, and this
may have led to his lack of engagement. Alternatively, it could be that no matter
what practices were put in place by any lecturer or university that Lee attends;
he may not remain engaged and go on to form productive learning
relationships. He reported feeling “exposed” for instance in small classes when
taking A levels, but then said that the size of large lectures disabled his

engagement on his first university course.

More broadly, Lee’s experiences highlight how difficult it is for institutions to
cater to every student’s needs. The students are all so diverse, so whilst the
learning context and pedagogic practices in place are indeed vitally important to
students relationships and learning, what the student themselves brings to the
situation- their own identity is also a central issue. From a CoP perspective,
identity is a constant process of change, something which we constantly
negotiate and renegotiate as we go through a succession of forms of
participation throughout our lives. Lee brought with him to his present university
CoP a personal history of involvement with his other university courses,
workplace, family and other social groups in which his participation will have
varied. Lee’s previous H.E. encounters were all characterised by marginalised
and outbound trajectories, in other words he was trailing a failure to participate
when he came to his present course and will have brought this with him.
Furthermore, Lee’s participation in other groups or CoPs will have depended
upon the particular practices and norms which were valued in these CoPs and
these may conflict with his present university course. This is highlighted by
Lee’s need to not appear intellectual to some of his friendship groups for
instance. These conflicts need to be negotiated and reconciled in order for an
individual to achieve a coherent sense of self (Handley et al., 2006). It may be
that Lee had been unable to do this resulting in a problematic identity in which
he was unable to accept the practices in place and engage in H.E. He would in
all likelihood present as a challenge for any university to retain since his need
for relationship appears so complex it may be difficult for anyone to fulfil all his
needs.
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Sally on the other hand told me she felt entirely at home at university. Her
identity appeared to be in CoP terms much more inbound than Lee’s, she
enjoyed feeling included and a part of something. Positive interpersonal
relationships for Sally were essential to her learning. At primary school her
relationship with Mrs. Pollock her music teacher clearly enabled her learning.

Sally described how Mrs. Pollock made her feel:

“...like I was achieving...as a child | felt brainy because I felt included ”

This extract highlights how in CoP terms Sally was enabled and her identity on
an inbound trajectory. Sally told me that her relationship with her guitar teacher
Mr. Price also brought out the best in her and how when she went to work on
the Youth Training Scheme, the staff's ‘mothering’ of her had helped her to feel
a part of it all and to learn how to do her job. Clearly, relationship helps Sally to
feel that she is being given the recognition she deserves and that she belongs,
which in turn enables her participation and a shift in her identity which in CoP
terms means that she is learning. Sally’s experiences are again evocative of
Mainhard, et al., (2011); Freeman et al., (2007) and Woolfolk Hoy and
Weinstein’s, (2006) research since the more warm and supportive a teacher is
(or the more able other if we are considering Sally’s experiences with the more
experienced staff at her YTS job), the more she seems able to engage and
report a sense of belonging. Sally also seemed to feel enabled at university.
She told me:

“...like I feel now, | feel like | am am part and parcel of the whole package
here, | feel quite at home.”

Sally certainly appears enabled to participate on her present course and her
identity has shifted to a point where she feels included and ‘part and parcel’ of
it. Identity shifts such as the one described by Sally are indicative from a CoP
perspective of learning taking place and so we could further theorize that
Sally’s interpersonal relationships at university have been positive and may
have developed into learning relationships through which there would also have

been passage through a ZPD. For Sally it appears that the university practices
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in place are sufficient to facilitate her in the formation and maintenance of
positive interpersonal relationships leading to productive learning relationships.
This may be due to the fact that Sally is now a second year student which
means that she has been in the CoP for longer and may therefore have
become more accustomed to negotiating the university practices successfully.

In other words her identity is now following a more inbound trajectory.

Practices which enable or disable relationship also appeared extremely
important to Maya. She reported many instances where relationship had in
previous settings actually enabled her participation in learning, for example with

one of her Arabic teachers:

‘we had a teacher that used to come to our house to teach us and that was
really good, it was like a personal thing you know because it was just one
teacher and us, that’s nice’

‘we reaaalyy liked him so much he was like a he he | remember he taught he
remember like him teaching us specifically like |1 can remember his lessons
more | can remember the stories he used to tell us and teach us about our
religion more and stuff...I think | was his favourite (laughing) we got on quite
well together.’

Relationships with her teachers were also significant to her engagement in her
studies at college. She compared how she felt about participating in class at

college with how she felt about it at university:

... it's very much like they sort of talk at you and there’s not much interaction [at
university] and the classes are sssooooo much bigger so it's not like when you
are in your classroom [at college] and you know everyone and you know it's
alright to speak out without putting your hand up because erm and each person
knows each others personality you know. Whereas here you I'm always unsure
whether to put my hand up and do it before | speak and you know things like
that.’

This last quote also illustrates how Maya who was a first year student was still
unsure of university practices and we could theorize that her identity is still
peripheral in CoP terms at university. All three quotes show how she felt
comfortable with her teachers in other settings however, which suggests that

she had positive interpersonal relationships with them. Further, that these
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positive interpersonal relationships may have developed into learning
relationships which enabled her participation and shifts in her identity such that
she was on an enabled inbound trajectory. However, learning relationships are
not inevitable in every context as illustrated in the following extract which further
displays Maya’s relative unease at university as compared with her previous

settings:

“I might feel a bit more comfortable approaching my school teachers about
work than my lecturers. Don’t get me wrong, | do approach them, but | might be
a bit shy about going back to them. | would prefer to ask my friends or
something like that. Whereas in school | knew | could go back as many times
as | want and they would always be there. I'm sure these lecturers would be as
well, it’'s just that...you know....it's not like having the same relationship with
your [school] teacher they know you...”

Maya had clearly found coming to university daunting and as well as being
unsure of her new lecturers, she was unsure of the practices in place. However,
she mentioned in her interview that the lecturer Dave bridged the gap between

college and university practice a little whereas other lecturers did not:

“...well | think A levels, erm even though they are much more difficult than
GCSEs, the teachers, they give you everything they cover everything you need
whereas in the lectures some people for example Dave will give you the
handout otherwise you have to get it yourself with other, other lecturers.”

Generally however, Maya did not appear to have the same positive
interpersonal relationships with her lecturers at university as she did with her
teachers at school. Maya’s unease at university may be due to there having
been insufficient opportunity as yet for her to establish positive interpersonal
relationships with her lecturers from which learning relationships could develop.
As mentioned in chapter two, one aspect of the chronosystem (time) in
Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory relates to the frequency and duration of
the proximal processes in the microsystem. Bronfenbrenner argues that these
are the primary drivers of development and that they must be regular and
increase in complexity in order for development to occur. It may be that for
Maya interaction with her lecturers (which would constitute proximal processes)
had not as yet been frequent enough or of long enough duration to enable her
learning and development. Following Giles (2011) | have argued that once a
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student is enrolled on a course, ontologically they cannot exist in any other way
but as in relationship with their tutor. So, by extension, by virtue of being
present on the course Maya has some form of interpersonal relationship with
each of her lecturers. However, that is not to say that learning relationships
would necessarily ensue from these interpersonal relationships. Following
Bronfenbrenner we could theorize that there would need to be frequent and
regular interaction which increases in complexity between Maya and her tutors
(Bronfenbrenner’s proximal processes) for her interpersonal relationships to
develop into learning relationships. Maybe once Maya has had more
opportunity for interaction with her lecturers on a regular and frequent basis
then trust may be established between them and the interpersonal relationships
which she had with them may develop into learning relationships. These would
allow passage through the ZPD, whilst at the same time enabling her
participation in the practices in place. In CoP terms, this would come with the
concomitant identity shifts, learning and development that participation entails
and Maya may then hopefully become surer of herself in the university
environment and her place in it. However, as well as the need for interactions
to be frequent and increasingly more complex, presumably, for trust to be built
between Maya and her lecturers, these interactions would also need to be of a
positive nature to allow for this. MacFarlane (2009) points out that students
entering H.E. must do so largely on the basis of a ‘leap of faith’ or trust and that
trust is particularly important where students feel vulnerable and ignorant (as
they most likely would when first coming to university). The need for university
practices which provide the time and opportunity for increasingly more complex
and frequent positive interaction with lecturers (the proximal processes of
development) therefore seems imperative for students such as Maya to begin
to trust her lecturers and for her basic interpersonal relationship with them to
develop into a learning relationship. Sally who had been at university for a year
longer than Maya had had more opportunity for positive interaction (the
proximal processes of development) with others at university, and so had
become more accustomed to the practices in place. The insecurities which
Sally described in her interview (Appendix E) about first attending university
had subsided and she said that she now felt part and parcel of university life.
Her identity appears to have shifted and this may be as a consequence of her

182



having had more opportunity for increasingly more complex positive interaction
on a regular basis, resulting in the building of trust between herself and her
lecturers and peers. This may have subsequently enabled the formation of
positive interpersonal relationships and the learning relationships that derive
from these. Conversely, if the interactions had been frequent and increasing in
complexity but of a negative nature, then it seems reasonable to suggest that it
would be unlikely that trust would be built. The issue of what constitutes
positive or negative interaction is developed further in the next theme
‘Interaction of Identities.’

Like Maya, it was also Rose’s first year at university. However, for Rose there
was the sense that her relationships with some lecturers had already become
more established than Maya’s had. Consequently, she felt more at ease with
the university practices in place and where she herself fit into university.
However, Rose also reported feeling very unsure in certain instances in
previous settings, but told me that relationships with others helped her to
overcome this. For example she told me about the experiences of being bullied

and about having dyslexia and how certain teachers had helped her:

“...looking back on her encouragement and she gave me a way out of the
bullying because she ran an art club and there was a long list to join the art club
but she pushed my name forward, so that gave me more friends because we all
had an interest in art and that was different years as well so the older children
would look out for me as well so it was definitely an influence.”

“...again | seem to get on better with creative people and | had a brilliant
English teacher called Miss Hart who was extra encouraging because | got,
even in the practice GCSE paper | got a C and a D and she said we can get it
up to 2 Cs and she gave me lots of extra help and | ended up getting an A and
aB.”

What had helped Rose to feel surer of herself in these settings, or in CoP terms
for her identity to shift, were positive interpersonal relationships. Also at
university on her present course, her relationships with her lectures were

important to Rose as shown in her descriptions of them in the following quotes:
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“Oh, my course, | absolutely love it... because | have got great lecturers. The
lecturers are fantastic...”

“I mean Dave definitely is one of the ones. He definitely takes an interest in
both academics and any personal problems you are having and he’s really
good at sorting them out really quickly which | thought was really good. Sally is
very good at going above and beyond.”

Prompt responses to requests for help from her lecturers were also important
aspects of Rose’s relationship with them. Rose told me how Dave for example

would respond quickly to requests for help:

‘Whereas Dave would be back to you within half an hour. And you have him on
facebook, you can message him on facebook if you are stuck and again he
would respond whatever... Yeah, | had that because we had to do portfolios
and there had to be an article and | kept going over and | was like does it have
to be exactly 500 and within 2 minutes he had emailed me back and answered
it.’

However, she told me that other lecturers such as Alan were more unavailable

to the students:

‘“Trying to find Alan was part of the problem...Yeah | think because he taught
another department as well and he was head of something, so he did have a lot
on but it was trying to find Alan that was an issue. If you emailed him, you did
get a response eventually but it didn’t help if you had an immediate question.’

Scott et al. (2008) list ready access to responsive staff as being particularly
relevant to student retention, yet Rose’s experiences highlight how this was not
always possible. Furthermore, the course handbook advised that students

should only try to seek out lecturers at certain times:

‘We all put a list of times on our doors indicating when we normally expect to
be available, and you should try to keep to these office hours.’

The handbook furthermore mentions that certain methods such as ‘voicemail’,
‘leaving a message with the school secretary’, or ‘emailing’ was the preferred
method of contact. These preferred methods of contact suggest to the students
that face to face contact is not encouraged by the teaching staff and this may

place barriers between them and the students which may be detrimental for the
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formation of relationships. We see here that despite the university being keen
to present a friendly image in some of the extracts from documents discussed
in the previous theme, further analysis of these documents and of reported and
observed practice, reveals that the quotidian practices in place may actually
disable face to face interaction and create a culture where the importance of

interpersonal relationships is undermined.

Rose’s access to her lecturers and her assessment feedback appeared to be a
particularly important aspect of her relationship with them because of her
dyslexia diagnosis. She told me that dyslexia meant that she questioned her

ability to do things:

“Yeah, because | know dyslexia’s not a bad thing as such, but it does knock
your confidence and you do question your ability to do things...And so | wanted
to and like | said, it's a lot of reading, lots of essay work, lots of exams | wanted
to prove to myself that | was capable of doing it, capable of getting the degree |
wanted to get.”

She needed to be reassured that she was on the right lines and that her work
was “good enough” and relied on the lecturing staff's opinions to reassure her

that she was producing what was required of her:

Well, it (her essay feedback) got emailed to me... it came up and it was 65 and
| was just YES!!!! Like that and my flat mate was like this betta be worth it you
have just woke me up (laughs) | was like you can go back to sleep it’s fine... |
was, | was dancing around the living room.’

Brinkworth et al. (2009, p.169) argue that regular and effective feedback
‘remains a fundamental mechanism for making new university students feel
supported, accustomed to and comfortable with the university environment.” We
could argue that the support and reassurance that Rose and other students
might gain from lecturer feedback means that regular feedback is an important
aspect of the relationship between the student and their lecturer in the
university context. However, university practices may not always allow for
feedback to be regular. Information gathered from the student union annual
report for the focal university highlighted how the student union felt that there

was room for improvement in the areas of assessment and feedback given to
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students and represented this to the university on the students’ behalf.
Consequently, the university developed a revised feedback and assessment
strategy in 2010. One aspect of this strategy emphasised the importance of
providing feedback within three weeks of students submitting coursework. | was
unable to ascertain how much longer than this it had taken to provide feedback
before 2010, but even three weeks still seems a long time to have to wait for
students, especially to those such as Rose when they are new to university and

still trying to gauge what is expected of them in their work.

Rose’s relationships with her peers were also important to her. She ended up
with lots of friends at college and also mentioned that there was lots of peer

learning on her present course. She told me:

“...on a Friday we have 3 hours between research and human rights and so we
spend that 3 hours in the SU. And we talk about like especially because Dave
like says you should read a newspaper every day, we all read a different
newspaper, not by choosing, we just do because we all have different political
leanings and like different newspapers. So we are all debating the things we
have read in the newspapers and what we think. And that helps with our essays
and stuff because something that we debated about a couple of weeks ago, |
have an essay on policy and society and | can take their opinions and also use
like the newspapers they have read.”

Clearly, interpersonal relationships at university are not based solely upon a
lecturer and student dyad. Relationships with peers can be important to the
students’ engagement at university too. Tinto (1993; 2007; 2009; 2012) claims
that social integration with peers is important if students are to persist with their
studies. This claim is backed up by Leach et al. (2005) who showed that the
quality of students’ learning experiences and their decisions to persist with their
studies is significantly influenced by their social relationships. Furthermore,
Scott et al. (2008) claim that supportive peer groups are particularly relevant to
student retention. Tinto (2003) claims that where students know each other
well and also have a shared experience of the curriculum as the students on
Rose’s course appear to, they are engaged socially as well as intellectually in
knowledge construction in ways that promote higher levels of cognitive

development, (Tinto, 2003). This means that for Tinto, not only are students’
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peer relationships important to their engagement and retention, they may also
help them to learn, which is what Rose appears to be describing in the extract
above. It may be for Rose that the positive interpersonal relationships that she
describes as having with her peers have led to the formation of learning
relationships with them too which have enabled her learning, participation in the

setting and her identity shift.

Rose appears to have quickly engaged with and accepted the valued practices
of university and is therefore enabled to participate in them and to learn with the
concomitant identity shifts this entails. We could theorise that despite some
practices at university not being particularly enabling to relationship formation
and maintenance, Rose has managed to negotiate these in such a way that
she has nonetheless managed to form positive interpersonal relationships and
learning relationships with staff and students. So again, whilst the university
context and practices are important to students’ relationships and learning, the
students’ own identity is also implicated in how they negotiate these practices
as to whether they are either enabling or disabling for them. Lee had trailed
failure to participate in previous CoPs and furthermore had difficulty reconciling
the differences in the valued practices of the various CoPs he inhabited.
Despite being a little unsure of herself in some settings, Rose generally had a
history of successful participation in other educational settings which | have
suggested may have been brought about through positive interpersonal
relationships which led to learning relationships. Unlike Lee she had
furthermore appeared to be able to reconcile any differences in the valued
practices of the other CoPs she inhabited with those of her present university
CoP. This meant that Rose’s sense of self was more coherent than Lee’s and
her identity was enabled and following an inbound trajectory in the university

setting.

Will was a mature student in his fifties. He told me that relationships with both
his peers and his lecturers were extremely important to his engagement and
learning. With regards to his fellow students he would have liked even more

opportunity to work cooperatively with them. He told me:
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“l think more could come from if if we were all erm erm ...we have done it once
or twice where we have been taught something and you absorb that information
in a certain way then someone else has taken it in in a different way. But when
you share how you have taken it on its (inaudible) and it starts to balance what
you think and | say we should have some political debates when we discuss
things and it's not because you want to catch up with them especially me ‘cos |
will probably come from a different angle and they will say that's interesting,
they won'’t they won't ..”

And:

“...it's got to add value and | don’t mean from an economic point of view it's got
to bring us on, but there’s this | have got to win, it's a shame and that's a very
difficult thing to break down. It's difficult to break down when there are groups
of people trying to outdo one another cos it might be for jobs ...there’'s a
reason...to get a job you know and that's the case er it's not how we were
meant to be .”

These extracts show that Will saw the value of forming both positive
interpersonal relationships and learning relationships with his fellow students.
Furthermore, that he felt debilitated in his learning by what he felt as

competitiveness between the students, of whom he said:

“They are friendly and they're funny humorous, witty, but they are very
individualised, they are hard, they're hard it's the hardness that is quite
shocking.”

For Will it seems that university practices which facilitate relationships between
the students and discourage competition might enable his participation.
However, the culture of competition was very much in evidence. For example,
data obtained from document analysis (module handbooks in this case) and
observations showed that there was only one assessment out of all the
modules | observed that required the students to collaborate with their peers.
All the other assessments required the students to work alone in competition for
grades and any collaboration would have been seen as cheating. Whilst this
form of assessment may be fine for the students who are good at passing
exams, Will told me that he feels disabled by exams since he failed his 11 plus
exam. He was also apprehensive about the exams coming up at university, he

told me:
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“ but erm we have exams coming up and | won't feel comfortable with that. |
don'’t think it is a good measurement of education at all erm its its whether you
are good at memory, its whether you are good under pressure and erm its er is

it for the university’s convenience ...who knows.’

If learning institutions provided assessments which were not reliant on the
competition for grades between individuals, but rather relied more upon
collaborative techniques, this may mean that students such as Will would be
more comfortable with them and he may be better enabled to participate.
However, despite Will not being comfortable with some of the assessment
practices at university, he was clearly engaged on his course, since he told me:

‘But I'm really pleased with myself for standing out and saying | am a good
student, | am a very good student this might not reflect in essays or even the
exams, but | know | am good and that’s not in an arrogant way, | know | am

good and I’'m not going to be dumbed down by it.’

And:

‘I will struggle through, but | will get the degree, | will pass and | am alright with

that and | know | will be better because of it.’

In CoP terms, although Will struggles to participate in the assessment practices
he nevertheless appears to have accepted some of the university practices in
place and is enabled to participate in these to some extent. We are again
reminded of Linehan and McCarthy’s (2001) point that members of a
community may participate in many different ways, rejecting some standards,
norms and practices whilst accepting others. Hodges (1998, pp.279) argument
about there being an “agonised compromise” in becoming a member of any
community could also be significant for Will. His acceptance of some of the
practices in place have meant that his identity appears to have shifted
somewhat, since whereas he told me that he felt ‘written off at age 11’ due to
failing his 11 plus exam, he now sees himself as a “good student.” It seems

that his learning and identity shifts are not solely based on the outcome of his
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assessments since he believes that he is learning and achieving despite his
results for these. It could be that the relationships he has formed have enabled
his participation in some of the university practices sufficiently to move his
identity on to a more inbound trajectory than he was following previously when
he felt that he was ‘written off’ academically. Indeed, Will really appeared to
value some of the relationships he had with his tutors and believed that the
teaching he received on his course had been absolutely vital to the learning

process for him. He told me that:

“...the lecturers we have got we couldn’'t ask for better really. They are
demanding, good, thoughtful. They will call you in if you are struggling. They
are just...spot on really...I | can't er | have gauged that we have probably got
the cream er where we are er not just in terms of their ability which has
astounded me anyway, but they are passionate, absolutely passionate about
their teaching. You can tell they are passionate...one in particular he’s
pathetically passionate and | love passionate people | think wow, he needs
something to calm him down, but that sort of enthusiasm draws you in, it makes
you want to learn it and | think you then you want to be accepted by them or
respected by them. That’'s an important facet to it so that's ...what...helps me
erm get through it.”

However, he did not feel enabled by the relationship he had with the lecturer on
the research methods module which most of the other students also

complained to me about. As he put it:

“...that connection didn’t happen because the pupils weren't interested in, they
didn’t give anything to the teacher so the teacher like well why should | be
bothered that's how it goes...didn’t turn up or when they turned up you know,
and it's a pity because | think they were actually...very able, but they didn't get
that rapport with the students, that that connection didn't happen. That
connection where that respect for each other, where you want to do well for
them and they want to do well for you and and that fusion that happens in any
relationship | think.”

This last extract clearly illustrates as in Tobbell and O’Donnell's (2013)
research that where positive interpersonal relationships are lacking, learning
relationships are unable to form. Most of the other students also told me that
they did not learn anything from the tutors on this module and simply became
instrumental about just getting through it. | took this to mean that they

negotiated the practices in place on their course in such a way that they were
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able to pass their assessment for this module despite any deep engagement
with or understanding of the subject matter. Without the initial formation of a
positive interpersonal relationship, the students were evidently unable to form a
learning relationship with the tutors on this particular module. Interpersonal
relationships are clearly essential to all students if they are to go on to have
learning relationships through which they are enabled to pass through a ZPD
and participate in their course in such a way that their identity shifts follow an
enabled trajectory. Perhaps, for the students who described becoming
instrumental in just getting through this module, identity shifts which follow an
enabled trajectory for this particular subject area were unnecessary to actually
passing the module. This appears at first to undermine my argument that
relationships are necessary in order to learn. However, it may be that to gain
enough marks to pass the module, all that was entailed was to negotiate the
assessment practices in such a way that they were able to complete the
assessment. Further, that it was possible to achieve this without the formation
of a learning relationship with their subject lecturer which may involve a deeper
understanding of the subject matter in itself, because they may be sufficiently
enabled in their negotiation of assessment practices by relationships they have

formed in previous contexts, or with their present peers.

Whilst some of the students may be satisfied with just getting through a module
and passing, this did not seem to be enough for Will however. He told me that
his reasons for coming to university were completely different to most of the
other students. For him, coming to university entailed changing the way he saw
himself, or in other words, transformative learning in which his identity shifted.
Relationship was therefore particularly important to him and it may become
difficult for Will to remain engaged on his course if he was to experience further
difficulty with regards to relationships with his peers or lecturers as illustrated in

what he said about the research methods lecturers:

“...erm believe me if that was the level that everybody else was at | would have
asked for my money back, it was appalling. Erm | didn’t like it at all.”
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Philip was a second year student in his early twenties. In stark contrast to Will's
obvious need for relationship with his peers, Phillip initially appeared to be
telling me in his interview that he did not want or need relationships with his

fellow students:

‘| also had a module which held a bit of group work and I'm not sure about
group work because | usually end up dominating it and | don’'t know whether
that's good and | usually end up getting frustrated with people, | am a bit of a
control freak,... | don't like anyone holding me back from achieving what | can
achieve without them.”’

However, he went on to tell me how he had worked well together with one of

his friends with whom he had a good interpersonal relationship.

“1 | respected the very shy friend | expected to have to carry through it a lot but
he he put in the most time than anyone else besides me...he he we did all the
data entry and data analysis together because which he is better at that than
me so we are able to bounce off each other and we ended up being able to do
an adequate if clumsy way I think...’

Arguably, Philip’s positive interpersonal relationship with this particular student
may have developed into a learning relationship through which both parties
were able to move through a ZPD for the particular task that they were set and

to learn.

Furthermore, Philips’ transcript also showed that he also needed relationships

with others so that he could measure how well he was doing compared to them:

‘We have, me and a few friends from the course have a sort of friendly rivalry
where we’ll sort of compare results and ..... It's not it's not to sort of gloat or
anything | don't think, | don’t approach it like that but | feel that it pushes you
that bit more. It's not that | am doing it to beat them, it's just that if you beat
someone who'’s intelligence you respect anyway, you feel good yourself.’

It seems reasonable to suggest here that from a CoP perspective Philip’s need
for comparison with others in order to feel good about himself is indicative of an
identity shift and therefore learning. Corcoran et al. (2011, p.119) argue that
comparisons with others are ‘a fundamental, ubiquitous, and robust human
proclivity.” Further, Festinger's (1954) theory of social comparisons postulates

that people have a basic need to have a stable and accurate view of
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themselves and so they compare themselves with others in order to achieve
this in the absence of any other objective measure. However, researchers
since then (Wills, 1981; Corcoran et al. 2011) maintain that rather than seeking
an accurate evaluation of themselves, individuals may try to create and
maintain a positive self image. To this end, individuals may engage in
downward comparisons (Wills, 1981) which are comparisons of the self with
others who one outperforms. It could be that this is what Philip is doing here
since the extract shows that to feel good about himself, (or for his identity to
shift in order to see himself in a positive light) he needed to compare more

favourably than his peers in the setting.

Like Rose, measuring how well he was doing and having assurances of his
ability was also an important aspect of Philip’s relationships with his lecturers.
He gained a lot of confidence through the feedback he received from them as

shown in the following interview extract:

‘| think I'm more confident, (now at university)... at college | was very very very
very shy erm...I'm definitely more confident....more assertive ...but | don't
think, I mean | have always been very friendly and made friends really easily.
No matter what kind of person they are | sort of adapt to the group erm but |
think I'm a bit more egotistical ...erm which | don’t think is a bad thing really
(laughs) yeah...l feel a lot more confident...]| mean that first essay | wasn’t
expecting that (to achieve 85 percent) | didn't know what was a good essay.
And still, I hand in an essay and | think it's bad and it still comes back as a first.
Erm, which is sort of a good situation to be in (laughs) but erm | think that first
essay had to be the thing that really gave me the confidence to go for
it...and...sort of assert myself and be confident in what | was saying about
things erm. Also, my level of confidence has got a lot | think to do with my
opinion of other people and this sounds a bit bad but ... (laughs)’

Doing well in assessments is in CoP terms a valued practice of university.
Clearly Phillip was enabled to participate in essay type assessments and his
identity was in part driven by feedback on his performance in these and also by
how well he compared in these assessments with his peers. Phillip actually told

me that his feedback boosted his ego:

“it really inflated my ego which is kind of good but kind of bad at the same time
obviously..”
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Philip’s mention of his ego inflating here is clearly indicative of his changing
identity and therefore from a CoP perspective his learning and development. So
despite Phillip appearing to prefer individualistic learning and assessment
practices, he also has a need for relationship in his learning in order to assure
him that he is doing well and for his identity to shift as indicated in his change in
confidence since coming to university. Philip’s experiences show how
relationship is important to students in their learning even where they appear at

first to shun them.

My final interview participant Kathy told me that she had had some difficult
relationships at school with her teachers and also that she found it difficult to
make and keep friends with other students. Since coming to university, it seems
that relationships had either the capacity to enable her participation or disable
it. For example the following extracts illustrate how she was disabled in her
participation when she first came to university to do an English degree and how
the negative interpersonal relationship she had with one particular lecturer may
have contributed to this:

‘...and I've actually not written anything since | did that course. It's completely
took my inspiration away from me and ‘cos the creative writing lecturer...l
probably shouldn’t say this...But he basically, he was marking all the poems
and saying that's a good poem or that's a bad one and | don’t think you can do
that... We sort of stood up against him and refused to speak in his lectures
(laughs) basically. We rebelled. Cos yeah | failed because basically | wasn'’t
interested in it at all.’

‘| failed my English was because erm | was ill and couldn’t get into uni to give in
an essay so | emailed it to one of my lecturers even though | knew it wasn’t
allowed, but he never got back to me. The first | found out about it was at the
end of the year when he said you have failed ‘cos | couldn’t mark that essay
and | was like but well you never got back to me,’

However, Kathy had since switched from English to the course which is the
focus of this research and she told me that she had better relationships with her

lecturers on this course:
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‘Whereas with (focal course) you have got more of a relationship as well.... |
think it's easier to as well because there is more debate goes on in the lessons,
as well you are more likely to form a relationship.’

In contrast to her English course Kathy now appeared deeply engaged with her
present one. The positive interpersonal relationships Kathy reported with
lecturers on her present course appeared to have facilitated the formation of
productive learning relationships which had enabled her participation, since she
was engaged and achieving well academically now and predicted to achieve a
first class honours degree. Whereas, with her previous course the negative
interpersonal relationship she had with her lecturer meant that a learning
relationship was impossible and Kathy was unable to participate, became
marginalised from the course and dropped out. Wenger's argument about
needing to accept the practices in place in a community in order to be able to
engage and participate seems particularly pertinent in Kathy’s case. The poor
interpersonal relationship with her English teacher led to her lack of
engagement which meant that she was unable to accept the practices in place
or therefore to participate. Her identity was consequently on an outbound
trajectory and she was unable to learn. Whereas on her present course she
had positive interpersonal relationships, accepted the practices, was engaged
and enabled to participate. Her identity had shifted; she was now on an inbound

trajectory and was much more successful in her learning.

As well as the relationships with her lecturers being important to Kathy, she
also described instances when relationships with her peers at university had

helped her to learn. She told me:

“... I know | have quite a few debates, people disagree with me obviously. |
disagree with them too, it’s just the way it is but | think that you learn from other
people’s ideas as well. So, hopefully that will mean that other people can learn
from me too. | have learned, | have changed some of my opinions, but some of
my opinions | have kept specifically. But some people have changed my mind
and helped me grow as a person because | think you do have to work together,
because if you have a good idea and then someone else has a good idea, you
need to share them.”
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Kathy’s description of changing her mind and growing as a person is indicative
of her identity shifting, which from the CoP perspective means that she was
learning. If this was the case, this means that as well as forming positive
interpersonal relationships with her peers she was also forming learning
relationships with them. Tobbell and O’Donnell’s (2013) definition of learning
relationships as those relationships which enable the emergence of and
passage through the ZPD means that we could also argue that Kathy’s extract
above describes her passage through the ZPD with the assistance of her
peers. By extension, it might be possible that her fellow students are also
passing through the ZPD when they debate with Kathy and each other. The
debates could therefore be described as multiple zones of proximal
development (Brown and Campione, 1994), in which the students help one
another to move beyond their present understandings and come to new

understandings and therefore learn from one another.

It appears that some of the practices on Kathy’'s present course sufficiently
facilitated the formation and maintenance of positive interpersonal relationships
for Kathy, which in turn enabled her participation and learning. On the other
hand, practices on her English course did not appear to facilitate relationship
formation to an extent to which Kathy was enabled to participate. Kathy’s
experiences demonstrate how altering the context is able to make participation
possible for some students, since some that are unable to participate in one
setting are able to thrive in others. Her experiences are in sharp contrast to
Lee’s whose identity (or what he brought to the situation himself), meant that no
matter what the practices in place in any particular context, he may be unable
to participate. These nuances in my data highlight the complex interplay of
context, participation, learning and identity, thereby emphasizing the extremely
distributed nature of learning and how difficult it is for universities to meet all

students’ learning needs.

This theme has attempted to theorize how and why students have the basic
need for relationship to enable their participation in the H.E. context. However,
as | highlighted at the beginning of this theme, the analysis shows that their
relationships existed and were constructed by the context. What each individual
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themselves brought to the context (their identity) and how this interacted with
the identity of others in the context also had an impact upon whether the
students were able to form positive interpersonal relationships with another
person (and from these learning relationships). The next theme will look at this
interaction of identities in order to understand how the formation and

maintenance of relationships can be enabled or disabled by this.

Theme Two: Interaction of Identities

Identity is central in the CoP literature which states that meaning making or
learning occurs through the processes of identity change in ongoing
participation in the socio-cultural practices of the community. This means
however, that identity is not fixed but is a constant process of change, which
applies to both students and lecturers alike. Identity is therefore a very complex
process and when identities interact in the process of relationship formation the
picture becomes even more complicated. Glimpses of student identity were
provided through their interviews and my observations. Likewise, my
observations of lecturer behaviours in the classroom and my ad hoc
conversations with them give some indication of their identity particularly in
relation to their conceptions of what it is to teach and to learn and how they
viewed their own role in this. This theme will address the complex processes
involved in the interaction of identities in order to understand how and why
some individuals’ identity processes in combination appeared to make for
positive interpersonal relationships from which learning relationships were able

to emerge, whilst some were unable to.

Interaction of Student and Lecturer Identity

The importance of lecturer identity is plain in Mainhard et al. (2011), Freeman
et al. (2007) and Woolfolk Hoy and Weinstein’s, (2006) work who all argue that
the more warm and supportive a teacher is, the more students seem to engage
and report a sense of belonging to the class. Where student and lecturer
identity is able to interact in productive ways the students are able to accept the
practices in place and become engaged in their learning. Engagement is
essential in CoP terms in order for the students to be able to participate. If this
engagement does not occur then the students are unable to participate and
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their identity does not shift, or in other words they are unable to learn. This
chimes with Tobbell and O’Donnell’s (2013) work, where they argue that
interpersonal relationships are a necessary precursor to learning relationships,
since it appears that Mainhard et al. (2011) and Woolfolk Hoy and Weinstein
(2006) are arguing that for learning to take place there must first be the warm,
supportive interpersonal relationships in existence. From the Vygotskian
perspective, we could also argue that where students are participating and
learning, enabled by the warm supportive (or we could say positive)
interpersonal relationships, there is furthermore the formation of learning

relationships which entails emergence of and passage through a ZPD.

The students related many instances to me where they were able to form
positive interpersonal relationships with their lecturers. One lecturer who all the
students invariably tended to do this with was Dave. My data give many
glimpses into Dave’s identity and what it meant to him to teach and to learn. For
example, Dave would often make jokes at the expense of himself, as in the

examples below:

‘and then (Dave) makes a joke about himself playing five a side for the staff
team and going down like a sack of potatoes’

‘he made a joke about himself being socially embarrassed once when he came
across the name St. John and pronounced it wrongly in front of people.’

By portraying himself either in a situation where he had made a mistake or in
which the students were able to laugh at his expense Dave shows himself in a
vulnerable light in which his status is reduced from one of authoritative lecturer
to ‘vulnerable human being’. We could theorise that this might reduce the
psychological distance between the students and himself, since a lecturer who
engineers a situation in which he appears vulnerable in front of the students
has no fear of being open and exposing his shortcomings to them. His concepts
of what it is to teach and learn and his role in this, in other words his identity
would presumably be very different to a lecturer who feels that s/he should
have power or control over the students and is therefore uncomfortable

exposing their vulnerabilities. Kelchtermans (2009) argues that because of its
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relational and ethical nature, teaching is fundamentally characterised and
constituted by vulnerability, furthermore, that the actual emotional experience of
vulnerability can trigger intense emotions. It may be that some lecturers such
as Dave are able to recognise that vulnerability is a necessary constituent of
the profession and that displaying it has the ability to close the psychological
distance between lecturers and students and enhance mutuality. The emotional
experiencing of it may in such a scenario therefore not be too uncomfortable.
Alternatively, Dave may expose his own vulnerability as a way of managing his
vulnerability, since making jokes at his own expense means that he is in control
of it.

However, my data also revealed instances where interpersonal relationships
between lecturers and students were problematic. For instance, in complete
contrast to Dave who walked amongst the students, chatted with them and was
open and unafraid to show his vulnerabilities, the lecturer Steve, kept his
distance from the students as in the following observation which was typical of

his positioning for the most of his lecture:

‘Steve is behind the lectern and keeps looking at his watch.’

He even tried to wield power and control over the students by reprimanding
them about rules which other lecturers did not appear to see the point of

upholding.

‘Steve says “by bringing that sandwich in you are contravening university law
clause 4, 768. It is a good job that | have had my lunch otherwise | would have
upheld that law. Put the packet in the bin otherwise | will.” | thought he said this
jokingly at first, but then realised that he was annoyed, especially when he then
went on to say “You should not bring sandwiches into lectures... ok.”

As the extracts above and my other observational data shows (Appendix D)
Steve appeared very closed towards the students and guarded as though he
wanted to keep the students at some distance from him psychologically. His
management of the vulnerability of teaching was very different to the way in

which Dave managed this. It could be that for Steve, the exposure and
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vulnerability that lecturing entails may trigger a more intense emotional
(Kelchtermans, 2011) response for him than it does for Dave. This may mean
that he tries to protect himself from feelings of vulnerability by keeping the
students at a safe psychological distance. This psychological distance may be
why the students did not react well to him. For example they rarely laughed at
his jokes and were unresponsive to his questioning as illustrated in my

fieldnotes (Appendix D) and the two examples from these below:

‘Steve asks “What does reverence mean?” There is no response from the
students. He goes on “Have a guess” Two more students come in late the door
squeaks again and as they sit down they turn round and start talking to some
students behind them. Steve stops waiting for a response from the students
and says “l was looking for...” and goes on to explain what reverence means.’

‘Does anyone want to say anything?” There is no response.’

Whereas in contrast, as my fieldnotes show (Appendix D) the students reacted
much more favourably to Dave, finding his jokes hilarious, being really
responsive to his questioning in lectures and chatting to him at every available

opportunity.

Some of the students had expressed feelings of vulnerability of their own to me
in their interviews. This was especially the case when they were relatively new
to university and the valued practices of university were still a mystery to them.
Maya for example told me how she was really fearful of making mistakes since
she did not know what was expected of her. In CoP terms this indicates a
fragile peripheral identity. An identity such as Maya’s (which one might expect
reflects the majority of student identities when they first come to university since
they are unfamiliar with the valued practices in place), may not interact
favourably with a lecturer who has an identity such as Steve's. His
conceptualisations of what it is to teach and to learn and his role in this renders
him psychologically distant from the students. For new students to become
enabled to participate in the valued practices of their new CoP, positive
interpersonal relationships between lecturers and students need to be
established so that learning relationships, which entail passage through the

ZPD and the concomitant identity shifts brought about by their participation are
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all possible. It seems unlikely that Maya and Steve would form a positive
interpersonal relationship or a learning relationship because of the
psychological distance he places between himself and his students. Maya may
not therefore be enabled to pass through a ZPD alongside Steve nor be
enabled to participate in the unfamiliar practices of university. Her identity in
this situation would in all likelihood remain very peripheral or marginalised.
However, interaction of her identity with Dave’s who openly exposed his own
vulnerabilities and was warm and psychologically present with the students
might lead to a more favourable outcome. A positive interpersonal relationship
and a learning relationship may then be more likely to ensue, allowing passage
through the ZPD, enabling her participation and the concomitant identity shifts

this entails.

Dale and Frye (2009) also argue that vulnerability is an essential relational
quality of teaching. Furthermore, that teachers who are open and display their
vulnerability towards their students have an awareness of how they personally
confront difficult situations and communicate this to their students in order to
support them as they themselves reason through situations. It is almost as
though by exposing his own mistakes and vulnerabilities Dave is letting the
students know that it is alright for them to also make mistakes and they
therefore feel safe to do so without fear of displaying their own vulnerability. In
other words they trust him and this makes for greater mutuality, whereas as the
field note data (Appendix D) show, trust and mutuality were plainly lacking
between the students and Steve. Steve tried to avoid displaying any emotional
connection, yet Vaughn and Baker (2004) argue that perceived emotional
connectedness (or the psychological proximity) between teachers and students
is essential to students’ learning. As my data show in the contrast between
Dave and Steve’s interaction with the students, this connection is crucial if
identities are to interact in such a way that positive interpersonal relationships

are able to form through which learning relationships can emerge.
Another way in which Dave displayed his emotional connection to the students

was by appearing to understand their position and displaying empathy towards
them. For example, in one lecture he asked the students the following question:
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‘Dave asks “Who here has no idea how to use power point?” No one puts their
hand up. Dave says “Sorry | shouldn’'t have asked you about this, you won't
want to say...’

It was as though he quickly seemed to realize that his question may make the
students feel awkward and so corrected himself. My field notes (Appendix D)
also highlight the conversation he had with me one day when he told me about
a student who was reluctant to speak up in class, who he had tried to include
into the class conversation. Dave said that he was wary of making the student
feel too exposed. He clearly displayed empathy for this student and an
understanding of his position. On a general level the interview transcripts
(Appendix E) and field notes (Appendix D) show how he was also considerate
towards students with learning differences as well as showing quite
considerable consideration and empathy to the new first year students who he
routinely printed off a copy of the power point slides for. The other lecturers did
not do this. Maybe he better understood how difficult it was for the students to
understand all the new practices that they needed to come to terms with when

first starting out at university and so tried to lighten their load a little.

As my field notes (Appendix D) of lecture and seminar observations shows, it
appears that where the interactions between the students and their lecturers
were underpinned by empathy and caring for the students, the psychological
distance between the lecturer and student was lessened and there was warmth
and trust between them that could almost be felt in the classroom. Such
lectures were characterized by far more willingness on the part of the students
to take risks in responding to questions, to ask for help in the answers they
were formulating, or to contribute generally to discussions. In other words,
where interactions between the students and their lecturers were positive, this
enabled their interpersonal relationships to develop into positive interpersonal
relationships in which there was trust built between the pair. This in turn
enabled the formation of learning relationships, the students’ participation and

therefore from the CoP perspective the identity shifts that this entails.
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MacFarlane (2009) argues that trust is an important aspect of the teaching and
learning relationship in higher education. If trust can be built through positive
interactions between individuals, presumably, negative interaction would have
the opposite effect and destroy trust. Mainhard et al., (2011) maintain that
sarcasm, yelling at students or using coercive or punitive behaviour towards
them could lead to loss of trust. This would presumably also significantly reduce
the tutor's psychological proximity to the students, immediately disrupting the
relation between them and the students. Further to this it could be suggested
that behaviours such as these would render the interaction of lecturer and
student identities problematic and positive interpersonal and learning
relationships may be unlikely to be established. This could have been the issue
where Steve upheld the university rule about food and drink in classrooms,
mentioned above. My field notes (Appendix D) show that he also reprimanded
a student about mobile phone usage in the same lecture. By enforcing rules
which none of the other lecturers enforced (and indeed openly flouted
themselves without exception) and making the comments in the way he did,
Steve may have come across as coercive, punitive or offensive to the students.
This arguably destroys trust, puts psychological distance between him and the
students, and the formation of a positive interpersonal relationships or learning
relationships is unlikely. Further, studies such as Lewis et al., (2005) and Miller
et al., (2000) support Mainhard (2011) arguing that coercive teaching strategies
in schools are associated with more student misbehaviour. This certainly
appeared to be the case in the present study, since (although | would not label
the students’ behaviour in Steve’s lecture as misbehaviour but rather as
uncooperative); my field notes (Appendix D) show that their behaviour indicated
that Steve did not appear to have any influence over them. They were
unresponsive to his questions and jokes and for much of the time they did not
appear to be paying much attention to what he was saying. Furthermore, even
his immediate reprimands about eating and phone use had little influence upon
the students as there was still phone usage and eating going on amongst the
students afterwards. Steve’s reprimands were clearly ineffective since they did
not influence the students’ behaviour. His power over them was very limited, or

in other words he lacked authority.
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Bingham (2004) argues that educational authority is generally treated as
something that one person has over another, neglecting the relational aspect of
it. However, individual assertion of authority over another individual is
dependent upon the latter’s participation in that authority. The individual who is
the target of the authority has to be willing to accept the authority in order for
the one asserting the authority to have any influence over them. It seems that in
the case of the authority exerted by Steve when he variously reprimanded his
students, the students were not willing to participate in his authority and he was
therefore unable to influence their behaviour. Bingham (2004) also argues that
in the learning process there is the question of whether the student is willing to
accept that there are important insights to be gained from their teacher. He
argues that when a student learns from a teacher they must either consciously
or unconsciously acknowledge that what the teacher has to offer to them is
superior to that which they know already. Sometimes the student who refuses
to accept the general authority of the teacher will also write off the academic
authority they have. This appeared to be the case in my data, since my
observations of Steve’s lecture (Appendix D) highlighted that the students did
not seem to engage in the lecture. They did not seem interested in listening to
what Steve said and did not ask questions at the end of the lecture when he
offered them the opportunity. They may not have felt that he had anything to
offer them that was superior to their own knowledge and this may be because
of the way he attempted to use authority over them generally when
reprimanding them. In CoP terms, the students did not accept the practice of
Steve asserting his authority over them; they therefore did not engage in his
lectures and participate. All this points to how the interactions between the
students and their lecturer can be so problematic that the establishment of
positive interpersonal relationships and learning relationships between them is

very unlikely.

My data also highlighted other instances in which the interaction of student and
teacher identities was such that interpersonal relations were very poor. If we
consider the following extracts from my field note observations of a lecture

given by Alan and from Rose’s interview respectively:
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‘He (Alan) says that after the lecture he only has enough time to run to the train
station to catch a train to Aberdeen and therefore will not be able to stay at the
end to answer questions. He advises the students to drop him an email instead
if they have any queries’

‘Sally is very good at going above and beyond. Alan wasn’'t as much. Trying to
find Alan was part of the problem.’

These extracts are typical of other observational and interview data (Appendix
D and E respectively) which all indicated that Alan was not very available to the
students due to his research commitments. The extracts above are just two
examples of this lack of availability. MacFarlane (2009) and Becher and
Trowler, (2001) argue that since the university lecturer is likely to be a
researcher too they may sometimes not regard teaching as their principal or
preferred occupation. This means that some lecturers may see themselves
primarily as academic researchers rather than teachers and we could theorise
that Alan’s identity may be more consumed with his other duties such as
research than his role as a lecturer. As the data show he was regularly
unavailable to the other students because of his other commitments and did not
appear to think there was anything wrong in this as | did not hear him apologise
to the students. Rather he just appeared to take it for granted that they should
accept it as a norm. However, making himself unavailable to the students
appeared to place psychological distance between him and them. The lack of
connection was most evident where the students were talking about Alan

leaving and one of the student’s remarked:

“He can go, | won’t miss him.”

Clearly there was no warmth between Alan and this particular student and a
positive interpersonal relationship has not been built between them. Given my
previous theoretical arguments suggesting that positive interpersonal
relationships are a necessary precursor to learning relationships (Tobbell and
O’Donnell, 2013), this would mean that it would be difficult for the student to
learn from or alongside Alan. Banfield et al. (2006) highlighted how teacher’s
inadequate (sic) behaviour interferes negatively not only with learning, but also

with student perceptions of teacher credibility and care. Maybe by rushing off
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and not being available to them the students interpreted this as inadequate
behaviour on Alan’s part and this in turn meant that their perceptions of his
credibility and care for them were poor. When considering teacher care for their
students, Davis (2003) introduces the notion of mattering which seems to be
another feature of the interaction of identities between students and teachers.
Where students perceive that they do not matter to their lecturers such as
where they rush off and are unavailable to them this may in all likelihood result
in a problematic interaction of their identities and positive interpersonal and
learning relationships may be unlikely to form.

There were several other examples revealed in my data of instances where the
students may have reasonably construed a lack of lecturer care or in other
words that they did not matter (Davis, 2003) to their lecturers, indicating a
problematic interaction of identities. For example Kathy’s experiences of failing
her English course , (see extracts above in relation to Kathy’s experiences of
this and also Kathy’s interview transcript in Appendix D) which she need not
have failed had the lecturer cared enough about her to notify her that he could
not accept her assignment in the way she had submitted it. Clearly, it was the
university rules and the practice of submitting assignments in a specified
manner (which would relate to exosystem influences) which actually led to
Kathy’s failure to participate. However, the fact that Kathy insisted that she
would certainly have been given more consideration in the same circumstances
from her present lecturers, leads me to postulate that there may also be some
element of choice surrounding the upholding of university rules and practices
for lecturers, depending on their own identity and how they see their role as a
university lecturer. It may be that Kathy’'s English lecturer saw himself as a
power broker of the university itself and that this mattered more to him than his
teaching role and his relationships with students. In other words, his identity
was such that he felt he must strictly uphold the rules of the university, and in
doing so, disabled Kathy's participation leaving her feeling marginalized. The
university practices which reject submission of assessments in certain ways are
of course the main issue here. However, the fact remains that the lecturer
concerned would not have had to actually break any rules to send a short
message to Kathy asking her to resubmit in the correct way and this would
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have prevented her from failing. So | would therefore argue that upholding the
rules and adhering to certain university course practices so strictly is indicative
of this particular lecturer’s identity as a lecturer and his conceptualisations of
what it is to teach and to learn. The interaction of student and lecturer identities
was clearly problematic as indicated by his use of the university’s power in a

particular way such that it effectively marginalised Kathy.

The students’ experiences with their research methods module is another
example of where interaction of student and lecturer identities was problematic.
The lecturers sometimes did not turn up for lectures for this module and when
they did it seems that the students were unable to engage with them as

illustrated in the following interview extracts:

‘a module on research methods partly on qualitative and partly on quantitative
methods and it wasn't very well done | don't think and erm yeah, so no-one
engaged with that’

‘in the first year with the research. We used to take bets on whether the teacher
would turn up.’

‘...that connection didn’t happen because the pupils weren't interested in they
didn't give anything to the teacher so the teacher like well why should | be
bothered that's how it goes’

‘Didn’t turn up or when they turned up you know, and it's a pity because | think
they were actually ...very able, but they didn’t get that rapport with the students
‘that that connection didn’t happen. That connection where that respect for
each other where you want to do well for them and they want to do well for you
and that fusion that happens like in any relationship I think.’

The students here may have perceived a lack of care or that they did not matter
to the lecturers on this module because of them not turning up, resulting in
psychological distance between the students and their lecturers. This made it
difficult for the students to engage and form positive interpersonal relationships

with them, let alone learning relationships.
On the other hand, there were of course many other instances in my data

where lecturers appeared to communicate to the students that they did matter.
At these times interaction of lecturers’ and students’ identities usually resulted
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in the formation of positive interpersonal relationships and productive learning
relationships. For example the students all appeared to have good relationships
with Sid and observational data (appendix D) showed how he would go out of

his way to show the students that they mattered to him as in the extract below:

‘Sid looks at the male student who mentioned Rupert Murdock earlier and asks
“What were you going to say about Rupert Murdock?”

In this extract he is letting the student know that his opinion matters to him.
Furthermore, when Dave went to the time and trouble to give the students print
outs of his power point slides, or when Ralf asked the students how they were
getting along with their dissertations (see field note data appendix D); these
instances clearly indicated to the students that they mattered, and it is possible
that interaction of student and lecturer identities may in these circumstances be
unproblematic. Overall my data indicates that where interaction of student and
lecturer identities was problematic, interactions between them were also
problematic and positive interpersonal relationships and learning relationships
suffered as a consequence. However, where interaction of identities was
unproblematic, interactions between students and lecturers was positive and
positive interpersonal relationships leading to learning relationships were more

easily formed.

Interaction of PhD Student Lecturer and Student Identities
My data highlighted that students appeared extremely responsive to the PhD
student lecturers as the following extracts from field notes demonstrate:

‘Ralf says “Transcendental courage...what do we say about heroes...villains?”
A student responds “You can’'t have one without the other.” Ralf asks “Why
not?” There is lots of interaction here that | cannot catch with Ralf posing
questions and the students responding and then Ralf stretching the point to get
them to think more.’

‘...did anyone hear the term Father of the Nation?” The students all nod, but
don’t say anything. Sid asks “Would anyone like to pull it apart?” A student says
that they heard the term and tries to explain what was meant by it in the clip.
Sid asks “Anyone else?” Another student says that democracy is necessary to
follow on from colonialism. Sid looks at the students and says “Yes” and then
gives further explanation and asks another question. A student responds to the
guestion and Sid says “Yes, yes, yes,’
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There furthermore appeared to be considerable warmth between the students

and the PhD student lecturers as illustrated in the following extracts:

‘One of them said “I like Sid, | feel like | have learned something.’

‘He goes back to the front and starts talking to a female student who he knows
by name. She is talking about a forthcoming presentation she has to do for
another module and tells Ralf that she is really scared. She calls him by his
name as she tells him this. He talks encouragingly to her.’

‘A female student enters and Ralf puts his thumb up to her as he says “Did it go
ok?” he is referring to her presentation that she has just been giving for another
module. He continues “Is it dissertation presentations today? Has it gone ok?’

‘| think that was what | wanted to cover in the first half.” He says “How many
minutes again?” He is referring to the fact that it is break time and he has a
usual amount of time that he allows for this. The students are well aware of
what he means and they say together “Seven and a half.” Sid says “Yes, seven
and a half,” and smiles as he does so.’

Interaction of the student identities with those of the PhD student lecturers
therefore appeared unproblematic. When trying to account for the apparent
warmth and responsiveness between the students and the PhD students one
could theorize that this may be partly due to the different positions that the PhD
student lecturers occupy in the university CoP as compared with those of the
full time staff. Or in other words, due to the different identities that PhD students
might have as compared with full time lecturers. The full time lecturers may
have participated in the valued practices of the community over time and this
participation may have increased in complexity. Furthermore they may have
changed these valued practices through their participation in them and these
changes may have been adopted by the community, in which case they would
be considered full participants in the CoP. On the other hand, the PhD students’
identities may still be peripheral. They may have engaged in the valued
practices for a while and so be in an enabled position on an inbound trajectory.
However, for them to be full participants from a CoP perspective they would
need to have altered practices through their participation and also have these

changes adopted, which is very unlikely to happen for a PhD student lecturer.
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PhD student lecturers may therefore occupy a position in the community which
is closer to that of the students and this may enable the ease of interaction of

their identities as compared with that of some of the full time staff.

Green (2007) pointed out that full time lecturers appeared to expect that their
students understood far more than they actually did. When they were tutored by
near peers however, these were more able to understand the first year
students’ position and help with their adjustment to learning at university since
they had recently gone through the same experiences themselves. It could be
that near peers such as the PhD students in my study were more easily able to
empathize with undergraduates than some lecturers could because of their
more peripheral identities. This may mean that their identities were able to
more easily interact with those of the students, enabling positive interpersonal
relationships and the formation of learning relationships through which the

students were enabled to participate.

In addition, Longfellow et al., (2008) found that students felt that being taught
by near peers reduced feelings of intimidation, since they did not feel looked
down on or made to feel stupid as they sometimes did with full time staff.
Longfellow et al. argued that this was because of the different nature of the
student-student relationship as opposed to the lecturer-student relationship.
The students commented upon feeling that they were in a safe learning
environment in which they felt able to speak up and ask questions away from
the lecturers gaze. The lecturers’ perceived authority and power made them
reluctant to speak up in their presence as they did not want to expose their
ignorance and felt unable to seek clarification or help.

As stated already, my own observations (Appendix D) showed that the students
in my study were very responsive to the PhD students and interacted readily in
lectures with them compared with lectures taken by some of the full time staff in
which they were often reluctant to speak up. It could be that since they were
further on in their careers, the full time lecturers were perceived by the students
as having more authority and power over them than the PhD student lecturers.

This may place psychological distance between the lecturers and their students
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giving rise to the feelings of intimidation described by the students in Longfellow
et al's. study. If my student participants felt like this in some of their full time
lecturers’ classes, they may have been reluctant to speak up for similar
reasons. There was however, an exception to this since in observations of
lectures and seminars taken by the lecturer Dave, the students were perhaps
even more responsive and open to him than they were with the PhD students.
This appears to go against what | have argued above about the authority and
power that lecturers have over students increasing the psychological distance
between them. However, whilst technically, Dave does have the same authority
and power over the students that the other lecturers have, as mentioned in the
points above, he took frequent measures to show his vulnerabilities and had
empathy with the students which may have reduced the psychological distance
between them and himself and enhanced the mutuality between them. It could
possibly be that the students therefore felt as at ease (or even more at ease)
with him as they did in the lectures taught by the PhD students and therefore,
able to speak up and be responsive in his lectures without fear of being looked

down on.

Interaction of Student Identities.

My data also indicated that whether students were able to form positive
interpersonal and learning relationships with their peers was also influenced by
how their individual identities interacted. The diversity amongst student
identities is perhaps most prominent if we consider two very different students,
namely Will, and Phillip and their different ways of experiencing university. They
both spoke to me about the competition culture at university. Will the mature
student in his fifties for instance felt shocked by what he termed the “nasty

competitiveness” of his fellow students. He said:

‘| think these guys are different, they are not warm. They are friendly and
they’re funny humorous, witty, but they are very individualised, they are hard,
they’re hard it's the hardness that is quite shocking.’

Clearly, if this is what Will feels about his fellow students, this would not be
conducive to him forming positive interpersonal relationships with them. Philip a

younger student also experienced the competition amongst students that Will
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spoke about, but in a completely different way. He talked in terms of ‘friendly
rivalry’ and ‘feeling good’ about himself when he beat someone else whose
intelligence he respects. It could be that the difference in each of these two
students’ experiencing of the competition culture was down to them having very
different identities. For example, whereas Phillip was completely driven by his
academic ability and described this in terms of his ego inflating when he was
given good marks, Will's identity did not appear to be reliant on gaining good
marks in assessments whatsoever. Since Philip was able to be successful in
assessments and therefore “do well” at university he saw himself as
academically more able than others in his group. In contrast to Will, he
conceived of learning and assessment as something best achieved alone and
was content with the university practices in place which were underpinned by
the transmission and acquisition model of learning. In CoP terms, he was in an
enabled position in the CoP with an inbound trajectory. Philip did not appear to
mind competing for marks with his peers since in this competition he always
came out on top. Will, on the other hand felt that he had been written off at age
eleven when he failed his eleven plus exam. He was not as successful at
individual assessments as Phillip and disliked competition, putting more value
onto group work. In CoP terms, he was unable to participate in assessment
practices which were one of the valued practices of the community and it is

likely that his position was more peripheral in that community than Philips.

Will and Philip’s different experience of the competition culture may be
influenced by their individual conceptualisations of what it means to learn and
also by the positions they occupy in the CoP (or in other words by their
identity). Their very different identities may mean that it may be extremely
difficult for either of them to come to an understanding of each other’s point of
view, or form positive interpersonal or learning relationships which would allow
them to work successfully alongside one another in group tasks. Social
interaction does not have uniform effects and some evidence indicates that
under some conditions collaboration on tasks may in fact have detrimental
effects on learning (Tudge, 1992; Levin and Druyan, 1993; Tudge and
Winterhoff, 1993). For example, regression in thinking was shown in Tudge’s
(1992) research to be as likely a consequence of social interaction as
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improvement. The assumption that all social interaction is beneficial to learning
may therefore be untenable since this clearly depends upon a complex set of
factors. As can be seen in the experiences of the individual students |
interviewed, although the context is vitally important, it is also crucial to
consider what the individual brings to the learning situation themselves. It is the
individual and contextual factors in interaction which mutually affect each other

and determine the process and outcome of collaborative learning.

Philips interview transcript (Appendix E) details how Philip had problems
relating to the majority of the other students too. He particularly disliked a
module which held a group task since he felt that the other students were below
him academically and that he therefore could not achieve marks as good as he
could gain alone. Unsurprisingly the interaction of his identity with that of most
of the other students appeared problematic. He described several instances in
his interview (see Appendix E for transcript) where this was the case and in one
of these where he was answering questions in class, the students were talking
about him under their breath as shown in the extract below.

‘But, | still end up talking a lot in the class because in seminars it usually
consists of me talking a lot which er | like but er probably doesn’t go too don’t
go down too well with everyone else (makes low level mumbling noise as
though to sound like the other students mumbling about him) that’s fine.’

Clearly, interpersonal relationships and therefore learning relationships with
most of the other students were difficult for Philip to establish. However, despite
this and despite Philip’s insistence that he did not enjoy group work, as
mentioned above, Philip had worked well together with one particular friend on
a task. | did not interview this student, but it seems that his identity and that of
Philip were more aligned and they were able to interact in such a way that it
was possible for them to form a positive interpersonal relationship, build trust

between them and through this form a learning relationship.
The experiences of the overseas student mentioned in the theme above also

highlight how interaction of student and student identities can sometimes be

problematic but can also be productive depending upon with whom the
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students are interacting. For instance where the overseas student could not
understand the conversation between the other students in the extract above,
we could postulate that interaction of her identity here with that of the other
students was problematic since she was unable to participate. It could also be
suggested that neither positive interpersonal relationships, nor learning
relationships had developed between the overseas student and the students in
conversation because positive interactions between them were not possible.
However, (as can be seen in the extracts quoted in the last theme concerning
Kathy’s interaction with the overseas student), with Kathy’s help, the overseas
student was enabled to understand and participate in the assessment practices
in place and what these meant for her. We could theorize that the interaction of
Kathy’s and the overseas student’s identities was unproblematic therefore and
that Kathy and the overseas student had a positive interpersonal relationship

which was able to develop into a learning relationship.

As these examples show, the ways in which individual identities interact are
instrumental in the quality of the interpersonal relationships which are able to
emerge between students and students or students and lecturers and whether
learning relationships are able to emerge from these. Learning relationships
entail the emergence and passage through a ZPD (Tobbell and O’Donnell,
2013) in order for the students to be enabled in their participation in the
practices of a particular context. This requires a level of understanding in which
the individuals in relationship take on each others’ meanings alongside their
own. In other words it requires the formation of intersubjectivity between the
individuals in relationship. The next theme will examine the mechanisms of
intersubjectivity revealed in my data which it is argued allow for the formation of
learning relationships, passage through the ZPD, and participation in the H.E.

context.

Theme Three: Achieving Intersubjectivity

From a socio-cultural perspective, joint participation in collective practices is the
only way in which individuals can make sense of experiences and share
meanings with others in their community (Ligorio et al., 2005). Making sense of

situations and sharing meanings occurs through a process of constant
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negotiation and an understanding of each other’'s emotions and cognitions.
Ligorio, (2005), Grossen, (1998) and Rommetveit, (1976) all argue that being
able to go beyond one’s own views and understandings and include an
understanding of another’s thoughts and feelings is the foundation for the
construction of intersubjectivity. From this point of view, achieving
intersubjectivity is reliant upon a speaker’s ability to take their own thoughts,
feelings and understandings and to incorporate their interlocutors’ thoughts,
feelings and understandings within their own. This is reminiscent of the process
of scaffolding which | argued in my theory chapter is a two way process. Rather
than the more able person simply constructing a scaffold around the learner,
scaffolding is a mutually negotiated process. The more able other attempts to
understand the learner’'s thoughts, feelings and understandings at the same
time as the learner is attempting to take on board those of the more able other
in order to construct and allow movement through a ZPD. It is therefore not just
the learner who is learning, since at the same time the more able other is

required to take on the learner’s perspective too.

Lecturing Style and Intersubjectivity

Some may argue that it is difficult to understand how a ZPD could emerge or
how intersubjectivity could ever be achieved in lecture theatres with large
numbers of students and only one lecturer. Indeed, my data provided examples
of lectures where | would argue that achieving intersubjectivity between the

individuals in the lecture theatre was impossible as in the extracts below:

‘He goes on to talk about extremism and subjectivity and that also it depends
on peoples’ mood as to whether they will tell people with other beliefs to their
own to bugger off or not on any particular day. He mentions the Greenham
common women being arrested under the terrorism act. The students are
taking notes, mostly hand written, but the mature student at the front is using
her laptop for this. A female student in the row in front of me is texting.’

‘Some students are intently taking notes; others are just listening and have no
writing materials out. Alan uses big hand gestures and is looking around the
room giving all the students eye contact in their turn. He makes a joke about
white collar workers. The students don’t show any response.’
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The lecturing style in these extracts was reflective of the wider exo and
macrosystem influences in which learning is seen as an individual endeavour
where students are simply required to sit and listen to the lecturer and acquire
knowledge rather than participate in the meaning making process. Such
lectures were characterized by high levels of teacher talk with little time if any
allocated for students to speak or to respond to questions as is shown in the

examples below:

‘He says that using religion as justification galvanizes people against others. He
asks the question “How many wars in the name of religion are actually about
religion? Or, is it really about territory?... religion is used as an excuse... a
smokescreen. Look at the IRA was that religion or economics and Hitler... he
justified the killing of Jews because he said they killed God.™

“The question is or the question | pose is, was it about religion or social
injustice or land? | recently went round Belfast in an open top bus and there is
this wall called the peace wall that was used to segregate the Catholics and the
Protestants and it was frightening...awful™

Even though the lecturer here asked questions, the students were not given
any time to answer, or any help to formulate an answer. The lecturer asked the
questions but it was not really his intention to give the students time to think
and respond and so participate in the meaning making process. He did not give
them the opportunity. Similarly, the lecturer below asked a question but did not
allow the students the opportunity to contribute. He asked a question and when
the students were unresponsive, instead of recasting the question and
supplying a little more information to allow t